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Prologue
Skattle Point was little more than a frozen crag, a rocky peninsula under constant assault from icy wind and briny sea. It was also the last refuge for the sole remaining member of the Torr. Branock was a wizard, but few of the local inhabitants knew it. He’d fled to Skattle Point after failing to bring Zollin, the lauded Wizard of Yelsia, under his control. But Branock was not the type of person to give up easily. He was a patient man; some might call him calculating, others would say scheming, but all would consider him a formidable threat if they really knew him.
He walked the short distance from the inn where he had taken up residence, down the steeply sloping hill toward the quay on the eastern side of Skattle Point, which faced Whistle Bay. There were ships of all kinds in the bay, which was a large body of calm water that stretched between the Great Valley in the Northern Highlands of Yelsia, to Skattle Point. Most of the ships were forced to take refuge somewhere in the bay as they waited for the unrelenting wind and treacherous seas to calm enough that they could race around Skattle Point and then Peddler’s Reach before turning south.
There were seedy taverns and brothels along the seaport. The warehouses that stored goods through the long winters before being shipped south were covered in sea salt that was blown in off the choppy sea. The entire area looked old and tired from waging a constant war with the unrelenting weather. Only a small population of locals called Skattle Point their home, but there were usually at least three times as many people from the ships that took refuge in the bay. The Inn Branock called home was a more upscale establishment for passengers who waited for the less discerning sailors to carry them home. He hadn’t attempted to make friends; instead he sought anonymity.
Over the last year news had trickled in from the Five Kingdoms. Branock had hung on the words of every story. He had felt the shockwave of power when the tower of the Torr had fallen, and he had felt the death of Offendorl, master of the Torr like a candle that is rudely snuffed out. Stories of the great war that had taken place in the southern kingdoms had swelled with embellishment as they were told over and over. Branock took each story with a grain of salt and sifted through the exaggerated details for the similarities in each telling.
Now after nearly a century of being in control of magic in the Five Kingdoms, the sole surviving member of the Torr could sense only darkness. Shadows moved in the world of magic, but they were elusive, unclear, and difficult to fathom. For decades Branock had been certain that he would one day rule Yelsia and perhaps even someday take his master’s place as head of the Torr. There was nothing left of that dream now, but a new dream had taken root. He would rebuild the Torr, reassert his mastery over the magical arts, and take his rightful place as ruler of Yelsia, perhaps even over all Five Kingdoms. But first he needed everything that could be salvaged from the Torr’s famous tower. It had been the repository of all magical knowledge for almost three centuries. Offendorl had either taken or destroyed everything that could be found about magic. Branock would need as much of it as possible if he was to see his plans come to fruition.
Branock made his way to the small market that sold goods to the ships such as dried fish, salted pork, bread, potatoes, and various other items that could easily make the voyage around the peninsula and across the rough seas. He had been waiting to make one sailor’s acquaintance, but the captain of the Crest Dancer was difficult to track down. Not one to spend time drinking in taverns or haunting the brothels like most sailors, the Crest Dancer’s captain had only come to shore to buy supplies before setting out again.
The market was small, the goods overpriced, but none of that mattered to Branock. He found the person he was searching for and made his way across the muddy field that housed the marketplace.
“Lady Roleena of Shupor, it is good to finally make your acquaintance,” he said.
The sea captain turned and looked at Branock. She was tall, thin, with thick flowing hair that had been bleached by long hours in the sun. She wore a tight-fitting shirt with billowy sleeves that tied at the wrists. Instead of a dress, she wore wool pants and a tall leather boot on one foot. Her other leg ended just above the knee and an ornately carved wooden leg replaced it. 
“Who are you?” she asked tersely.
“My name is Branock and I would like to commission your services.”
“I’m not for sale.”
“Of course not,” Branock said. “I meant no offense. Actually, I’m looking for someone who can do a very specific job for me. May I buy you dinner and discuss my needs?”
“I don’t care about your needs,” Roleena said. “I have a ship to prepare.”
“Of course you do, but where can you go and earn this type of coin?”
He held out a leather pouch that was stuffed with coins so that the shapes were pressed into the leather. She pulled the drawstring and peered inside. Branock had stuffed the pouch with gold. He knew that she had already guessed the pouch was full of gold crowns just from the weight, but she was prudently checking to make sure he wasn’t conning her.
“There’s more where that came from,” he said. “Much more. Why don’t you keep that pouch just as a thank you for taking the time to hear me out.”
Roleen turned to one of the sailors who was standing behind her. He was a roguish looking man, with a thick scar down the side of his face.
“Slice,” she said. “See to the supplies. I’ll be along shortly.”
The man grunted and Roleena nodded her head at Branock. He turned, leading the way back up toward the Inn with a smile on his face, knowing that the first step in his plan was now under way.



Chapter 1
Zollin was stunned. He stood as stiff as a tree, his mouth opening and closing, but no words came out. Brianna giggled. She rushed to him, and he threw his arms around her, breathing in the sweet scent of her hair.
“Pregnant?” he finally managed to say.
“Yes,” she said softly.
There was a peacefulness to her voice that Zollin couldn’t quite comprehend. He was absolutely terrified. He didn’t feel ready to be a father; he still felt like a kid. He closed his eyes and held her as she listened to his heart pounding inside his chest.
A full year had passed since the Witch's War. After much consideration, Zollin and Brianna had decided to settle in the place where they had fallen in love. Brighton’s Gate was a small village nestled in the Great Valley between the Northern Highlands upper and lower range of mountains. Brianna’s pride of dragons lived high in the rugged peaks of the upper range to the north, and Brianna liked being close to them. The village had been destroyed by a dragon, so Zollin had found an idyllic spot about an hour’s walk east of the village proper. He had taken his time and built them a small cottage. His magical power was just a fraction of what it had once been, but over the past year it had slowly begun to reemerge. And building the house with his own two hands had been more fulfilling than he ever imagined.
Quinn, Mansel, and Nycol had arrived at Brighton’s Gate not long after Zollin and Brianna. Mansel had built a home on the western side of town, just far enough away that Nycol had the privacy she desired, but still close enough that Mansel could work with Quinn every day in Brighton’s Gate. There was still a lot of work to be done rebuilding the town, and despite everything that had happened since Zollin, Brianna, Quinn, and Mansel had fled there two years prior, the town had finally embraced them all.
Once Zollin finished building the house for Brianna and they were settled for their first time in their young lives, he had gone up to Kelvich’s cabin. Zollin regretted that his old mentor wasn’t buried near the small cottage. The townsfolk had used the cabin during the initial rebuilding of the town, and most of the old sorcerer’s belongings had been packed away. Zollin found the cottage empty and in need of maintenance. He took his time cleaning it and repairing the little things that had slowly come undone. Then he carefully went through Kelvich’s belongings. There weren’t many—mainly everyday items such as cooking utensils and bedding, which he gave away in the village. There were also some texts and scrolls, such as the writings on the human body that Zollin had studied so carefully when he’d first come to Brighton’s Gate. He took those with him back to his own cottage and occasionally read through them.
Working magic was always a taxing endeavor, but much more so now that his internal source of magic was so depleted. He could feel the magical well inside him slowly filling, but he did his best not to tap into the meager power too often. He had lived most of his life without magic, and now he returned to those chores he had done so often with his father. Their life was a quiet one. They grew vegetables, and sometimes the dragons brought fresh meat from high in the mountains. They had very little need, and Zollin was able to barter his healing skills for whatever they didn’t have, but a new baby could change all that. Zollin couldn’t help but worry that he wouldn’t be a good father the way Quinn had been for him.
“Is it a boy or a girl?” Zollin asked.
“How should I know?” Brianna said.
“Don’t you have a feeling?”
“No,” she said with a smile. “All I have is a heart full of happiness.”
“Are you sure it’s a good idea for us to have a child?” Zollin said.
“How can you say that?” Brianna asked, pulling back and looking sternly at Zollin.
“It’s not that I don’t want children,” he said. “I do, but I would be lying if I said I’m not scared. I’m a wizard, and you’re a Fire Spirit. What will that make our child?”
“Does it really matter?”
“Yes... I mean no. I’ll love the baby no matter what, but I worry.”
“Well stop worrying. It won’t do anyone any good.”
“You sound like Quinn.”
“He’s a wise man. We’re lucky to have him in our life.”
“He was a good father,” Zollin said.
“And you will be too.”
She kissed him, and he immediately calmed down. He knew he could be a father as long as Brianna was with him. He felt he could do anything as long as she loved him.
“I have a request,” he said.
“What?”
“I think we should take the dragons and go south,” he told her. “I want to see what has become of the southern kingdoms, and I want you with me. We should go soon, before traveling becomes a hardship on you or the baby.”
“I guess we could do that,” she said with a smile. “I should probably tell my parents about the baby.”
“It’s settled then,” he said. “We can leave in a few days?”
“All right,” Brianna said. “But I need to go into the mountains and see if the dragons will carry us south.”
“You think they won’t?”
“No, but I’d rather ask than just assume they’ll do it.”
Zollin pulled Brianna close and kissed her. The thought of having a baby was both exciting and terrifying, but Brianna seemed so calm. He sometimes had trouble believing that his life turned out to be so so perfect.
“How long will you be?” he asked.
“Just a few hours,” Brianna said. “I’ll be back before dark.”
“Good, I’ll have dinner waiting.”
He leaned against the door frame of his small workshop and watched her leave. She was so graceful, so light on her feet, that Zollin almost expected to see her leap into the air and fly away. She couldn’t fly, not exactly, and he couldn’t help but wonder how the baby would affect her powers. There was so much he didn’t know. He had been planning to travel down to Ebbson Keep to read the scrolls that had been discovered in the Ruins of Arnak, but he had put that trip off. Over the past year he’d felt he had an abundance of time, and so he’d focused on smaller, more pleasant tasks, putting off anything that took him away from the tranquility of their cottage hideaway.
Growing up without a mother, Zollin had learned to cook and take care of the small chores around the house that his father always seemed to forget. And when he’d built the cottage overlooking the river, he’d naturally taken up those tasks again. After completing their home, he’d built himself a small workshop. It was little more than a hut, walled with smooth rocks from the river. He’d added a sturdy wooden bench where he could keep his tools. Building the cottage had been different from making the finer wooden furniture that he enjoyed crafting. The floor of his workshop was covered with wood shavings, and while building the cottage had been an accomplishment he was proud of, it was the slow, methodical projects in his workshop that really interested him.
He didn’t just do carpentry in the workshop either. In fact, he had been practicing magic for months. After his battle with the witch in Osla, he’d been completely drained of magic. When he had first discovered his magical ability, he’d had a vast reservoir of power inside him. Now that void was slowly refilling, but he was grateful for the limits on his magic because it forced him to learn. Whereas before he might simply will things to happen using raw power, he now had to understand magic to wield even the simplest of spells. And he found that the more he understood his power, the more he could do with it.
For the past few weeks he’d been tinkering with alchemy. Before his power had been used to save the Five Kingdoms, he’d turned plain copper coins into gold without much thought or effort. Now it took all of Zollin’s concentration just to focus on the tiny building blocks that made up the copper coins. He thought of them as building blocks, like the children’s toy, but in truth they were spinning, shimmering bits of matter, and Zollin was only just learning what made them unique.
He sat down on a plain wooden stool and set a single copper coin on the wooden bench. He closed his eyes and cleared his mind of the anxiety that learning he was going to be a father had unleashed. He felt the warm rush of magic flowing through him. It was a comforting feeling, one he’d feared he might never feel again after his battle with the witch left him depleted of power and almost dead. The magic moved like a dancer, only Zollin couldn’t hear the music. It pulsed in the items all around his workshop. He was growing herbs—though most people would call them weeds—near one window; there were rocks, an elk horn, even a few cheap rings and trinkets. Each one had a unique magical energy.
There was the usual collection of junk and unfinished projects, but the real work was being done inside of Zollin. Each day he felt his power growing. Kelvich had taught Zollin that working magic was similar to exercising: the more he did, the stronger he would become. Zollin had no control over the amount of magic in his inner reservoir, but he could expand his abilities by learning how his power worked and increasing his magical stamina, thus increasing what he was able to do each day.
He let his magic flow into the coin, his eyes open but no longer seeing. Instead, he was perceiving the world through his magic and focusing all his attention on the coin. The copper was a simple metal, unlike gold. The tiny spinning bits of matter needed to be rearranged, but the concept was easier said than done. Moving the tiny, shimmering building blocks was like trying to pick up a single strand of hair off a smooth stone floor. His efforts were clumsy, his magic felt like fat fingers fumbling with the spell, trying to do delicate work that he wasn’t skilled at.
Still, the matter could be moved, changed, even rearranged. It reminded Zollin of the alphabet. Each of the letters was unique, but arranged in certain orders they spelled specific words. Then those same letters could be rearranged to make new words. In a way, practicing magic was like learning a new language. The copper coin was made up of relatively simple bits of matter and Zollin worked hard to transform the shimmering blocks into gold, which was much more complex. It took a long time and a great deal of concentration to transmute the copper into gold, and he changed the metal’s shape as he worked. It took several hours of hard work, and when he was finished he had a tiny strip of gold, little more than a thread.
Zollin added the strip of gold to the others he had already created, levitating the band, then winding it around and through the other threads in an intricate braid. The ring was almost ready and represented nearly a month’s work. He guessed he had just enough time to prepare dinner before Brianna returned.
After leaving the workshop, Zollin gathered some vegetables from the wooden cupboard inside the cottage. He could have used his magic to slice up and even cook their dinner, but instead he took his time, first chopping then stewing the vegetables. Once he’d gotten the fire burning and hung the pot of vegetables over the flames, Zollin went back out into the twilight. He looked for Brianna, but she was nowhere in sight. The river that ran through the Great Valley was wide enough that it wasn’t unusual to see fishing boats drifting with the current or poling their way upstream.
Zollin closed his eyes and let his magical senses flow out. He could feel the small insects in the grass, the water of the river flowing, and even the fish that swam in the cold depths. He selected a large trout and then cast one of the first spells he ever taught himself. He levitated the fish from the river. It thrashed in his invisible, magical grip, but even though he wasn’t as powerful as he had once been, his mind was much sharper, his concentration almost unbreakable. He didn’t try to hold the fish, instead he enveloped it, moving his spell around the struggling fish so that it couldn’t escape him.
One quick, violent thought cast a spell that snapped the fish’s neck, killing it instantly and painlessly. Zollin had no desire to make the poor creature suffer. He just needed the meat for the stew he was making. Another spell stripped the fish’s scales away, and then with one delicate motion Zollin removed the tender white meat. The rest of the fish, including its small set of organs, skin and bones, fell back into the river where Zollin felt the remains being immediately feasted on by smaller fish.
Zollin levitated the nearly two pounds of perfectly filleted meat toward him until it rested in his hands He held on to his magical senses for several seconds before turning back to the cottage. He felt tired and hungry. As soon as he got inside he seasoned the fish before dropping it into the pot with the vegetables. Then he scrubbed his hands. He enjoyed eating fish, and being so near the river made having an almost constant food source close to hand convenient, but he didn’t like the smell of raw fish that seemed to cling to his skin. He used aromatic herbs, crushing the tiny plants between his fingers and palms as he rubbed his hands together.
Then, he set out two crystal glasses and poured wine for himself and Brianna. She would be back soon; he wasn’t worried about her yet. He sat near the fire, sipping his wine and stirring the pot of fish stew. He was comfortable, warm, relaxed, and yet, at the back of his mind, just out of reach of his consciousness he felt that danger was lurking. 



Chapter 2
There was very little for a king to do in the high forest kingdom of the Drery Dru. They were an industrious race and could coax the mighty redwood trees of the Wilderlands to grow into any shape they desired. In the King Tree, Lorik had a lavish home. Most of the huge, towering trees that grew up in the center of the forest’s massive canopy contained small villages, but the King Tree was the largest, and the only tree with dwellings big enough for humans.
Lorik had returned to the Drery Dru—or forest elves as they were known in Ortis—nearly a year before. He’d found the King Tree changed from his last visit, when he’d nearly died climbing the massive tree in order to find the Swords of Acromin. The tree had been a massive tangle of branches when he'd first seen it, but now it housed an entire city, grown by the Drery Dru in the upper section of the tree’s massive trunk. Just like the tree, the city grew upward, toward the bright sunlight above. There were curving stairs and wonderful homes and shops, although most of them were empty. Had Lorik been a proper king, he would have brought the finest artisans and nobles to the King Tree, but Lorik was alone. He had won the right to rule according to the Drery Dru, but in Ort City, the capital of Ortis, Yettlebor now ruled.
Lorik knew that he needed to march south and confront the pompous, upstart king. Being cousin to King Ricard in Baskla did not make Yettlebor next in line for the throne of Ortis, but his well fed and even more well equipped army had caused all other contenders for the throne to back down. Ortis was in chaos since most of the population had been turned into the strange, mutated creatures controlled by the witch Gwendolyn. Most of those pitiful wretches had fled south, leaving Ortis a barren, lawless kingdom. The false king Yettlebor had done little to settle the land. He kept most of his troops in Ort City sending only the bare minimum to guard the Wilderlands, which was more about Lorik than about stopping another Norsik invasion.
Word had spread quickly that there was a king on the throne in the Wilderlands. Lorik was known as the protector and defender of Ortis. Most of the people not captured by the witch’s monsters had fled north, so they had not seen or heard about Lorik’s victories—first against the Norsik raiders, then against the witch’s army, and finally in Baskla. Some of the stories were gross exaggerations, Lorik knew, but since he had not come down from the King Tree to dispute the wild claims, he was quickly becoming a legend among his own people.
“You look downcast, my love,” said Issalyn as she walked slowly along the balcony that looked out into the center of the hollow treetop.
Lorik was standing rigidly near the railing that lined the walk way. He could see the elves moving quickly about their business. Many of the little people came to the King Tree to continue growing the tree into useful forms or conducting business. Lorik had a special love for the forest elves. They had opened the way for him to become the man he always knew in his heart he was meant to be, and yet he felt no satisfaction in his achievements.
“Just thinking,” Lorik said.
“Brooding, from the look of it,” Issalyn said. “You worry too much.”
“I’m not worrying,” Lorik lied.
“Of course you are. You weren’t meant to hide away from your kingdom, my love. Don’t you understand that?”
“I understand that if I go south it will mean more fighting and more death, perhaps even of the people I love most,” he said, trying, as he had done dozens of times before, to explain why he felt he couldn’t leave the forest.
“Yettlebor is no king,” Issalyn said.
“But he will not simply leave Ort City,” Lorik said. “What kind of ruler would I be if I plunged the kingdom into yet another bloody conflict?”
“You would be justified,” she argued. “You fought for King Ricard’s daughter, and now his cousin sits on your throne. You have every right to take it back.”
“Yettlebor has an army, and even if I could match his numbers, one messenger north into Baskla would bring King Ricard marching south to his cousin’s aid.”
“So you are afraid,” Issalyn said.
“You know I am not,” Lorik said, his anger rising.
“Then you simply do not wish for me to be happy.”
“How could you not be happy? What is it you long for that you do not have here?”
“Subjects,” Issalyn said.
Lorik wanted to argue, but he knew Issalyn was right. The idea of having subjects was almost ludicrous to Lorik. He had spent most of his life as a teamster, hauling cargo from the Marshlands into the kingdom proper. He wasn’t a noble, and the thought of being a lord, let alone a king, made him strangely uncomfortable. And while he was a king in title among the Drery Dru, he wasn’t their king. They were a peaceful, industrious people who were more than capable of governing themselves. The King Tree existed to be a link between the forest elves and the men of the Five Kingdoms, but it was slowly becoming nothing more than a hollow tree.
“You need to go home,” she went on. “You need to be around people. You need problems to solve. You’re wasting away here.”
Lorik understood what Issalyn was saying, and even what she wasn’t saying. She needed to be around other people. She was bored, and despite the luxurious lifestyle they enjoyed among the Drery Dru, everything was different. The food they ate was delicious, but there was no meat. The elves drank a sweet wine, but there was no ale. They spoke a different language, even though many also spoke in the common tongue of the Five Kingdoms, but all their songs and stories were in their own song-like language. Lorik loved to hear the elves, but Issalyn had grown tired of living in the magnificent redwood trees. She was a queen, and while Lorik couldn’t imagine any palace being as opulent or as beautiful as the King Tree, he understood that Issalyn longed for the familiarity of her old home.
And while Lorik wasn’t wasting away, he was not the same man he’d been when he first met the Queen. His battle with the necromancer in Baskla started a slow, gradual decline in the magical enhancement to his body that the elves had given him when he found the Swords of Acromin. He was still a large man, still strong and capable, but the bulging muscles were less pronounced now, and his stature had shrunk somewhat. He no longer had to duck his head to pass through the doorways of his home in the King Tree.
“If I go, it will only cause more harm than good,” Lorik said. “Yettlebor will see it as a threat.”
“So we’ll send an emissary to prepare him,” Issalyn said. “I’ll go.”
“You’ll be in danger,” Lorik said.
“No,” she argued. “I won’t be. Yettlebor may be a grasping, power-hungry despot, but he is no fool. If he hurts me, there can be no doubt that you will destroy him. What he needs is a way to gracefully concede to your right as king. The first step is to meet with him. You can do that, right?”
Lorik didn’t want to say yes. He wanted to keep Issalyn with him in the King Tree, to hold on to their languid, peaceful life among the Drery Dru for as long as possible. But he knew that if he forced Issalyn to stay, she would only grow to resent him. He had put off the inevitable as long as he could. Now, he would have to face the responsibilities that lay on his shoulders whether he liked it or not.
“Yes,” he said, trying not to let his own resentment show. “Of course I can do that, but surely we can send someone else.”
“Who?” Issalyn asked. “The Drery Dru will not go, and there isn’t anyone else.”
“I can send Stone and Vera,” Lorik said.
“That’s not prudent and you know it,” Issalyn said. “I like Stone and Vera, but they aren’t exactly diplomats.”
“They know me better than anyone. Vera is my oldest friend.”
“Yes, I know that. Your family took her in when her parents died. She’s like a sister to you, but that doesn’t make her the right person to represent your interests to the king.”
Lorik didn’t respond, even though he wanted to. Issalyn turned away, but Lorik could see her ears turning red and guessed that her face was flushing. She had called Yettlebor the king, and Lorik was not so smitten that he didn’t realize the true meaning behind her words.
“Go, and have safe travels. I will be along shortly,” Lorik said.
Issalyn’s whole body was stiff. Eventually she hurried away, choosing not to say anything at all. Lorik watched her leave and felt the inevitable shifting of his world. He’d felt it before, when Vera and Stone left the Marshlands and Lorik had been left behind. Now he was being spurred into action by the same feeling of unease that had seized him when the Norsik invaded. He would have to march into his enemy’s lair and face the demons he knew were waiting to bring everything he cared about crumbling down around his ears. But at least he would have a few days of peace once Issalyn left. And he would get to see Stone and Vera again. His friends had chosen to build a home in the fertile land just south of the Wilderlands. Perhaps they might even join him on one last foolish adventure.



Chapter 3
It was getting late and Brianna knew she needed to go back home, but she was flying on the back of a dragon named Sorva, sailing around the pinnacles of enormous mountains and dashing through puffy white clouds. It was exhilarating to Brianna, who had no fear of falling. In fact, she often jumped from one dragon to the other. The entire pride was flying together, matching speed and staying in a tight formation with no need to communicate. The dragons were in perfect sync and there was a feeling of ecstasy being part of the group.
Brianna loved her life. She had welcomed the months of languid pace after being in danger and constantly on the move for nearly a year. She had enjoyed building the house, although she didn’t play a very big role in its construction. And she loved Zollin, although she had to work harder of late to convince herself that her feelings were real. The truth was, pregnant or not, she’d grown bored and was now thrilled to be going on a tour of the Five Kingdoms. The pride of dragons weren’t as keen about the idea, but Ferno insisted on going. The big green dragon was still very protective of Zollin, and Brianna loved that about the powerful beast.
Tig, the small blue dragon that had lost its twin to Bartoom, a giant black dragon enslaved by a wizard in Osla, didn’t want to come. The small dragon still seemed to be in mourning, and Brianna worried about Tig. It was possible the dragon might never be okay, but there was nothing Brianna could do to ease the beast’s pain. She had conceived all the dragons in the Five Kingdoms except for Bartoom. Using her power as a Fire Spirit to melt the rock of a mountain, she dove deep into the center of the massive monolith. Then, in the very heart of the mountain, she’d found the gold to make each dragon’s heart. Her creation of the incredible creatures was a fevered dream to her now. She hadn’t slept or eaten, or even taken the time to rest between making the dragons. She formed their bodies from solid rock around hearts of gold. It almost seemed like a dream to her, but each of the dragons around her was living proof of her work.
She didn’t control the dragons—they were fiercely independent. The pride was something they formed for kinship, not control. She couldn’t force them to come south or to carry her on their strong backs, and she wouldn’t even if she could. The dragons saw her as one of their own, an elder—even though she was still in her teens—but not really a mother, and certainly not their master. Brianna had seen Bartoom, the great black dragon, forced to follow the evil wizard Offendorl’s will. Bartoom had resisted for days, but in the end, the beast was powerless. It was a situation that haunted Brianna. She knew her dragons were safe in the highlands, and she was zealous about preserving their independence. Still, she needed at least two to carry her and Zollin south.
Sorva was the only black dragon that Brianna had made. Before her time in the mountain, she had spent several days with Bartoom, who was an ancient and extremely powerful dragon. Brianna had not wanted to recreate such a unique creature, and so Sorva was different in many ways. The scales along Sorva’s body were glossy black, just like Bartoom’s, but that was where the similarities ended. Sorva was smaller, though still a large dragon, stretching thirty feet from head to tail and ten feet tall at the shoulder. Sorva had a broad, flat head with large eyes and even larger nostrils. Where Ferno, the green dragon, was thick and powerfully built, Sorva was really only large in the hind quarters. Sorva could jump high into the air using only the back two legs. The front legs were more delicate and graceful. The talons on Sorva’s rear legs were large and useful for grabbing and ripping prey. The front legs were more dexterous and the talons longer.
Sorva had carried Brianna after Selix had fallen in battle. She had taken Brianna south to Osla to find Zollin after the final battle with the witch’s mutated army. And then Sorva had carried her north again, but now the black dragon seemed reluctant to leave the highlands. Brianna didn’t want to force any of the dragons to come with her, and she knew that if she asked they would all come. What she wanted was a willing companion for the journey. There was no telling what shape the southern kingdoms were in, and she needed a ferocious steed, not a reluctant slave.
The pride of dragons was flying south again, and Brianna could see the Great Valley in the distance as twilight fell. She wondered what Zollin was doing and felt a pang of guilt at her trepidation to return. She was carrying his child after all, surely that should have made her feel more affection for him. Instead, she felt a growing apathy. She loved Zollin, but he was different since the great battle and not just because he was no longer a powerful wizard.
Zollin had recovered from his battle with the witch very slowly. Not in the physical sense, but emotionally. It was as if his sense of adventure had completely deserted him. All he talked about was the cottage and mundane things around their small home. Brianna had tried to be content, and for a while she had been, but eventually she simply grew bored. She felt bad for manipulating Zollin into thinking the trip south was his idea, but she didn’t think he would have agreed to go otherwise. She wanted him to want to go, to want to face new challenges with her at his side, to explore the world before other concerns tied them down permanently.
The dragons dove down into a narrow pass, changing formation so they could fly single file. The pass twisted and turned, making the flight perilous and at the same time exhilarating. Just like the dragons, Brianna loved flying through the narrow canyons as fast as possible until they finally came to a small clearing with several small caves where many of the pride nested when they were in that part of the extensive mountain range.
Sorva slowed as they circled the clearing and then landed gracefully in the center. The dragon’s big, black head turned on the long neck and it looked at Brianna with large brown eyes that were flecked with green, gray, and blue. A mental image appeared in Brianna’s mind. She saw herself riding Sorva and Zollin riding Ferno. Brianna couldn’t help but smile.
“I’m so glad you’ll come,” she said, stroking the dragon’s thick neck. “We leave the day after tomorrow, at first light.”
Sorva nodded, then growled, “Two days.”
The dragon’s voice was rough, almost like the sound of glass being ground under a boot heel, but the dragons rarely spoke verbally. They understood words but preferred to speak using mental images. Sorva’s words were a tribute to Brianna, a way of showing respect among the pride.
Brianna smiled and nodded, then slid down off the rough scales. Most of the other dragons were still circling above, but Brianna didn’t wait for them. She jogged back along the well-worn path that led around the large hills that hid the clearing from the Great Valley. Then she climbed to a small cleft that gave her a view of the river, her cottage, and in the distance, the lights from Brighton’s Gate.
A running start allowed Brianna enough momentum for her light body, altered by her transformation into a Fire Spirit, to soar out over the expanse of the river. Brianna couldn’t fly, but she was able to glide on wind currents so that she sailed over the river and landed gracefully just feet away from the door to the small cottage.
She could already smell the aroma of well seasoned vegetables being simmered. She felt her stomach growl and was thankful to be home, but there were times when the little cottage felt like a prison. She had truly loved spending her nights with Zollin and the dragons outdoors underneath a sky so full of stars she couldn’t count them all. She did her best to appreciate what Zollin did for her and to remember that for a time she had enjoyed the process of building a home together.
Her face was flushed from the cold air outside as she opened the door. It was the beginning of autumn and in the Great Valley the temperature plunged once the sun set. She could have sent fire pouring over her skin or had the dragons breathe fire to keep her warm on her flight with the pride, but she didn’t want to ruin her clothes. Stepping into the little house, she immediately felt the warmth from the fire, and the enticing aroma of the meal Zollin was cooking made her mouth water. He looked up from where he was sitting and smiled.
“You’re back,” he said happily.
“I am.”
“Just in time for supper.”
“It smells wonderful.”
“I hope it tastes as good as it smells,” he said. “We’re getting low on salt.”
They ate sitting in comfortable chairs by the fireplace. Brianna sipped her wine and sat with her bare feet only inches away from the flames in the hearth. Zollin talked about all the details of their trip—what they would need and the route they should take.
Brianna was only vaguely aware of the conversation. Her mind was on the baby and what being a mother would mean. She wondered if she could be happy as a parent watching over a group of children. She didn’t think so. One was enough for her. She didn’t want to be like her own mother, and she didn’t want to be tied to one place. One child seemed manageable. Beyond that, things might get complicated, and Brianna couldn’t stand the thought of more complications.
The next morning they set out for Brighton’s Gate. The walk took them an hour, but they weren’t in a hurry. Zollin had a list of things he wanted to purchase for their trip, and they were excited to share their good news with Quinn and Mansel. The path led beside the river and the sun was warm on their shoulders. The valley spread out around them, and the mountains were like silent guardians standing watch. Brianna remembered when they had first come to Brighton’s Gate. She had been so relieved thinking that the small village was a place of safety. Instead they had found outlaws, assassins, and eventually a dragon that destroyed the entire town.
They heard the sounds of construction long before they reached the edge of the little community. Some of the buildings had been constructed of stone and had survived the dragon’s onslaught, but most of the town had burned. The villagers had mostly been spared and had spent the last year rebuilding their homes. Quinn, a carpenter by trade, was busy helping put the finishing touches on many of the homes that had been rebuilt. There was still much to be done before winter fell hard on the Great Valley, and Quinn, along with Zollin and Mansel, felt a sense of obligation to the town. Brianna became nostalgic whenever she came into the village. She had been desperate not to be marginalized when they had first come to Brighton's Gate, but she had been a completely different person then. She had come to Great Valley as a girl, innocent and naive, but now she identified herself as much dragon-kind as human.
“I’m going to get supplies,” Zollin said as they turned onto the fire scorched cobblestones that made up Brighton’s Gate’s main avenue. “See if you can find Quinn.”
Brianna nodded and turned onto a smaller path that led away from the town’s larger stone buildings and toward the sounds of construction. There were hammers pounding nails and saws cutting wood, but there was also laughter and voices full of hope. Brianna passed several young women returning from washing near the river, and she could smell baking as she wandered between the small homes.
She spotted a group of men working on the rooftop of a newly built home and guessed that Quinn would be there or nearby. Brianna was making her way toward the builders when an older woman stepped into her path. The woman was large with hunching shoulders and a bulging midsection covered with a large gown that looked more like the sail of ship than a dress. The path was narrow and the woman did nothing to make enough room for Brianna to pass by.
“Excuse me,” Brianna said, hoping to move past the woman.
“You’re not welcome here,” the woman said.
Brianna stepped back. Her association with the pride of dragons was not widely accepted in the village. Few, if any, of the townspeople had seen her flying with the pride, but the rumors were rampant. And while Zollin was able to build trust by healing people, Brianna had mostly stayed away from the village that had been destroyed by a dragon.
“I’m just trying to find Quinn,” Brianna said.
“He ain’t here,” the woman snarled. “And we don’t need you here either.”
“I’ll be on my way then.”
Brianna turned but there were two women behind her. They were both large, both unattractive. She knew their type, having been bullied as a child by women just like the ones blocking her path. What they lacked in beauty they made up for in brute strength and cruelty.
“Maybe we should make it clear just how unwanted you are,” the large woman in front of Brianna said.
The first blow came from behind Brianna, and she was expecting it. She could have killed the women, conjuring flames that would have engulfed their fat bodies and sent them screaming from the alley. She could have turned the ground into molten rock and slipped into the earth, using her incredible power over fire to swim through solid rock. But she didn’t want to hurt anyone, and she didn’t want to add any more rumors about her powers to the village. If they saw her disappear into the ground they would surely think she was a devil of some kind.
Brianna ducked, letting the first punch fly harmlessly over her head, and then she sprang upward. She could have jumped over the women, but instead she landed on the first woman’s shoulders, pausing just long enough for the move to register on the women’s faces, then jumped again, twisting in mid air and landing lightly on a nearby rooftop. Another flip sent her to the far side of the building where she was hidden from sight by the roof’s peak. She dashed away, staying low and looking for a place where she might drop back to the ground without being seen.
There was shouting in the alleyway, but the large women couldn’t run fast enough to catch Brianna, and it only took a moment before the women were out of breath. They gave up the chase easily enough and Brianna took the opportunity to drop down between two houses unseen and continued on her way as if nothing had happened.
She walked quickly to where a group of men were looking up at a building’s roof, trying to decide if they had missed anything. She saw Mansel, who was larger than most of the other men. She walked quietly up beside him and waited.
“You look like you’ve been up to no good,” he said, without ever taking his eyes off the roof.
“Is it that obvious?” she asked.
“A little mischief looks good on you.”
“Well, I didn’t do anything but avoid some unpleasant people as I was searching for you.”
“Me?” Mansel asked. “What do you need me for? Did Zollin break something he can’t fix?”
“No, but we’re both in town. We wanted to see you and Quinn.”
“Buy me an ale and you can see me all you want. We’re finished here.”
“It’s a nice roof,” Brianna said.
“Of course it is,” Mansel said. “Strong, too. We’re just waiting for the owner to approve.”
“When you’re finished, you can meet us at the Inn.”
Mansel grunted and Brianna turned away. She was anxious to get off the streets and avoid any more unpleasant confrontations. Mansel had said she liked mischief, and that was true to a certain extent. She didn’t like being bored, but she wasn’t looking for trouble. If there was a glow to her looks, it came from her excitement to be traveling again. That’s what she was looking forward to most. And her reception in the alley made her realize they couldn’t leave soon enough.



Chapter 4
The market in Brighton’s Gate stood on the foundation of the old Gateway Inn, which had been in the process of being rebuilt when Bartoom had destroyed the town. The owner had left the Great Valley, and the large foundation was now covered with small booths where merchants sold their wares. Since most of the shops in the town had been destroyed by the dragon’s attack, the market was the best place for Zollin to find what he needed. His first stop was at a leatherworker’s booth.
“Horace,” Zollin said happily as he approached the older man sitting at a table carving designs into a piece of leather that would eventually become a saddle. “Is it ready?”
“Of course, of course,” the man named Horace said. “I have it here.”
He lifted a large bundle and set it on top of a display table. Zollin moved forward and inspected what was essentially a large set of saddlebags. The bags were much too big to be carried by a horse, and the leather was stiff but sturdy. The straps between the bags were much longer than normal as well. And the large flaps that covered the bags were edged with several long leather thongs that would be used to tie the bags closed.
“What do you think?” Horace asked.
“They’re perfect,” Zollin said. “Thank you so much.”
“It’s the least I could do,” the leather worker said. “You saved our Rodicka. I don’t know what we’d have done without you.”
“It was my pleasure, and we are even,” Zollin said, sticking out his hand.
Horace shook it heartily, and Zollin tucked the oversized saddle bags under his arm. His next stop was the bakery. Zollin knew how to bake bread, but he didn’t have the patience for it. He had healed several people in the village during the past year, and had bartered for various goods in the process. From the bakery he picked up three dozen small, hard loaves for their trip.
He was buying salted meat from another vendor when a small crowd started to form behind him. Many of the townsfolk preferred to keep their distance from Zollin, at least until someone sick was brought to him. When Zollin turned around he found a desperate looking father holding a small child in his arms. The baby was covered in bright red bumps and his breathing was labored. The crowd leaned in close to see what Zollin would do.
“Please sir, help us,” the father said.
“I will, don’t worry,” Zollin said.
“We’ve no money to pay you,” said the mother, who was wringing her hands nervously from behind her husband.
“What do you do?” Zollin asked.
“I’m a cobbler by trade,” the man said.
“And I sew,” his wife added.
“Okay, perhaps new boots then,” Zollin said. “And maybe some baby clothes?”
Murmuring broke out in the crowd that had gathered to see the wizard heal the sick child. Zollin hoped the rumors wouldn’t ruin the surprise of telling his father that Brianna was pregnant. Still, he didn’t have to worry long. When the man laid his child in Zollin’s arms, he could feel the poor baby’s temperature. The delicate skin was incredibly hot to the touch. Brianna’s internal temperature was always high, but her skin felt supple and warm. The baby’s skin felt thin and papery, the heat radiating from the poor child’s body like embers after a fire.
Zollin closed his eyes and summoned his power. The magic stirred deep within him. When he had first learned to use magic, even the simplest of spells exhausted him, but in time he’d learned to build a magical containment around the deep reservoir of power that both shielded his physical body from the strain of his magic and kept his power from resonating to other magical users. The heat of his healing spell felt good as it flowed through him and into the baby. He immediately felt the foreign organisms attacking the poor child. They were incredibly tiny, yet they spread through the baby’s entire body, leaching the life from the defenseless child's vital organs.
His magic acted like a net, filtering the sickness out of the baby’s body. It was slow work, but not too arduous. Once he had the sickness contained, he turned the baby onto its stomach and caused the tiny child to vomit. The baby had been lethargic, but once it spit up the sickness, which looked almost like blood, it began to cry. Zollin put the child on his shoulder, ignoring the concern on the parents’ faces, and let his magic sweep through the baby again. The fever was already diminishing on its own, but Zollin gave the organs and muscles a magical boost. Then he healed the child’s skin, erasing the bumps with his mind to ensure they didn’t leave any scars.
“Here you go,” Zollin said, handing the child back to its parents. It had stopped crying and was looking around the crowd happily.
“You did it,” the father said.
Zollin nodded.
“He healed our baby!” the father shouted, holding his child up.
“It was nothing, really,” Zollin said. “Please don’t make a scene. Take your child home.”
The crowd, which had grown as Zollin worked, parted and the little family left the market. Zollin turned back to the vendor and picked up his order of salted meat. He still needed cheese, butter, some herbs, and a few vegetables that weren’t growing in his own garden, but he decided he would wait until the crowd broke up. He thanked the vendor and hurried away.
The Valley Inn looked almost like it had when he had first come to the lower range of the Northern Highlands with Quinn, Brianna, and Mansel. They had been running for their lives then, banking on the winter snows to seal the passes and keep the wizards of the Torr at bay for the season. The Valley Inn had been his first home in Brighton’s Gate. It was still a place of shelter and the regular meeting place when Zollin came to see his father.
Quinn had built a small home at the edge of town, but it was little more than a workshop with a bed. He spent most of his evenings at the inn, which was the most popular gathering place for the townspeople. Zollin slipped into the large—almost sprawling—building’s common room. The Valley Inn was a simple structure, with a low roof and a wing of comfortable guest rooms. The central part of the inn was a broad common room with long tables and a massive fireplace at one end. The kitchen and storage rooms occupied one wing, and a barn was situated just behind the main structure.
Ollie, the innkeeper’s wife, was busy in the kitchen, and her husband Buck was in the middle of a hushed conversation with a group of townsfolk. They sat near the fireplace which was bright and cheery, their heads close together as they leaned across the table with mugs of ale held close to their chests. Zollin moved to his usual place on the far side of the common room. He sat facing the door, and leaned his back against the wall as he sat on the bench.
Ellie, the innkeeper’s daughter, appeared out of the kitchens with a mug of frothy ale and a small loaf of bread, which she brought over to Zollin. She smiled and nodded her head as she set the food down on the long table, then hurried away. Zollin still felt a little embarrassed around Ellie. She had hoped to win his affection, but he had turned her down, and even though she never acted as if she held his rejection against him, he couldn’t help but feel bad whenever he saw her.
He didn’t have to wait long before Brianna arrived. She looked vibrant as she slipped into the large common room. There were small windows near the rafters overhead, but the inn’s roof was low, and the sunlight that entered the common room was feeble. Still, Zollin felt as if the room was somehow brighter and cheerier with Brianna there. She sauntered over and stood across the table from Zollin.
“Is this seat taken?” she asked.
“I was saving it for you.”
“Smart man. I think I’ll keep you.”
“Lucky me,” Zollin said.
Brianna leaned forward and kissed him. He could smell her sun-warmed skin and the scent of flowers in her hair.
“Is your girlfriend here?” Brianna asked.
“Don’t,” Zollin pleaded.
“You aren’t still embarrassed, are you?”
“A little, yes.”
“Your blood still stains the floor. Does that embarrass you too?”
“It’s not a pleasant memory,” Zollin said.
“No, not pleasant, but I cherish those memories just the same. Life was so different then.”
“I was strong and now I’m weak.”
“Don’t,” Brianna said. “You aren’t weak and you know it.”
“I’m not as powerful as I was then.”
“But you’re wiser. Besides, you don’t need to be powerful.”
“Did you find Quinn?”
“I found Mansel. They’ll be along soon.”
Brianna tore the loaf of bread in half and took a bite. Zollin had noticed an increase in her appetite. His own magic had once made him ravenous, but his containment lessened the way his power drained him physically. Brianna had always been a light eater, but now he realized she was eating for two.
They didn’t have to wait long for Quinn and Mansel to arrive. Quinn looked roubust, but older as well; his skin was deeply tanned and his short hair had turned completely gray. The other men in the inn all welcomed him, which didn’t surprise Zollin. His father had always been a social person, and since he spent a majority of his free time with the other townsfolk, he had been accepted as one of their own.
Mansel, on the other hand, was treated with respect, but the young warrior didn’t make friends easily. He spent most of his time in the small home he’d built close to the river for his lover, Nycol. When he did come into town it was either to work with Quinn or to drink, which he took very seriously.
Ellie returned with more mugs and a pitcher of ale. Mansel immediately poured himself a drink and hunched forward over it, as if he were afraid someone might take it away from him.
“Can I just have some water, please?” Brianna asked.
Ellie nodded, then hurried away. When Quinn finally sat down, he smiled at Zollin.
“So, what brings you into town?”
“We have news,” Zollin said.
Quinn took the mug of ale that Mansel handed him. He sipped a little, then looked up expectantly.
“Do you want to tell him?” Zollin asked Brianna.
She leaned close to Quinn. “You’re going to be a grandfather.”
The look of pride that lit up Quinn’s face made Zollin emotional. Quinn started laughing happily and threw his arms around Brianna, who hugged him back. Mansel even managed to smile.
“Congratulations,” he said.
“Thanks,” Zollin said.
“A baby!” Quinn bellowed. “That’s wonderful news. When?”
“Probably in early summer,” Brianna said. “It’s a new development.”
“That’s fantastic. I never thought I’d see the day.”
“You didn’t think I’d ever have children?” Zollin asked.
“No, no, it’s not that,” Quinn said. “I just thought… well, I don’t know what I thought. I guess I’m just happily surprised.”
They talked about family, which made Zollin feel content. He loved living close to his father and even Mansel. Before he’d discovered his powers, Mansel had been Quinn’s second apprentice, but his skills and strength allowed him to surpass Zollin in their trade. That skill had been a source of jealousy for Zollin, but Quinn had always treated Mansel like a son. Mansel, the youngest of a large family, thrived on Quinn’s attention and praise. So when Quinn led them away from their village after the wizards of the Torr had come for Zollin, Mansel had insisted on going with them. But over time, Mansel’s skill with weapons far surpassed his abilities as a carpenter, and Zollin had come to see Mansel as a friend. Being together with Mansel, Quinn, and of course, Brianna, Zollin felt complete.
“Hold it down over there!” came an angry voice from across the room.
“My son is going to be a father,” Quinn shouted back. “We’re entitled to make a little noise.”
“Not today,” said the man.
When Zollin looked he could barely see the man. He sat in the shadows near the hallway that led to the guest rooms. Zollin thought he must have come from one of the rooms, since he was certain he hadn’t seen the man come in. The stranger was large, at least as tall as Mansel, and heavy. He had a dark beard and dark hair, and Zollin could see the handle of a wicked looking knife that was tucked into his belt.
“We meant no harm,” Zollin said, hoping to calm the situation which he could feel growing tense.
One glance over at the group of locals revealed that the stranger wasn’t a welcome addition to the small town. Zollin thought the men all looked terrified.
“A wizard’s spawn should be killed in the womb,” the man said in a menacing voice. “And his bitch burned alive.”
Zollin started to reply, but Mansel was faster. He stood up and stepped over the bench he was sitting on. Zollin noticed that he wasn’t armed, but that didn’t seem to matter much to Mansel.
“I don’t know who you are,” Mansel said, “but those are my friends you’re talking about. Now shut your mouth, or I’ll shut it for you.”
“Keep your whelp on a leash, Quinn!” the man said. “Or I’ll redecorate this hell hole with his blood.”
Quinn put his hand on Mansel’s arm, keeping the young warrior from moving forward. Quinn was probably the only person who could hold Mansel back with such a gesture. Mansel’s blood ran hot in the face of insults and he was particularly protective of Brianna. Not that she needed it.
“Burn me alive,” Brianna said in mock terror. “Whatever shall I do?”
“Don’t bother,” Quinn said quietly. “That’s Kurchek, one of Trollic’s men. He’s been looking for a fight ever since coming down out of the mountains.”
“I’m surprised you haven’t obliged him,” Mansel said through clenched teeth.
“His time will come,” Quinn said. “Right now, I want to savor this good news.”
There were hugs and smiles, even a few tears. Mansel seemed to be genuinely happy, Zollin thought, even though he seemed restless. The young warrior kept glancing over to the gloomy corner where Kurchek was sitting.
The inn slowly filled with people, and most of them were faces Zollin recognized. He hadn’t spent as much time in the town proper as his father and Brianna had during their first winter in Brighton's Gate. Most of that season Zollin had been with Kelvich, learning about his power and waiting for the snows to melt. That had been a wonderful winter, one he remembered fondly now, even though it had seemed unreasonably hard at the time. Kelvich had pushed Zollin to dig deep into his reservoir of magical power and not be content with just the overflow. He realized now that if he hadn’t learned those lessons when he did, he not only wouldn’t have survived the year that followed, but he wouldn’t be able to work magic at all now.
“Zollin, we’d better be going,” Brianna said.
“She’s right,” Quinn agreed. It’ll be dark in another hour. You wouldn’t want to lose your way.”
“I think we’ll be all right,” Zollin said. “But I do need to get a few more things.”
Zollin embraced his father and Mansel again before leaving coins on the table to pay for the drinks they’d enjoyed. Outside the inn another group of people from the village waited on Zollin, most had sick children or elderly relatives. Zollin did all he could for them while Brianna purchased the last of their supplies.
The sun was setting when they started for home, and Zollin felt a growing sense of excitement. In fact, he was so focused on their trip that he almost didn’t see the tall grass stirring not far from their path as the last of the daylight lingered in the sky. The movement didn’t register for a moment, but then Zollin stopped walking.
“What’s wrong?” Brianna asked. “Did we forget something?”
Zollin didn’t answer right away. Instead he let his magical senses flow out around him. The grass was tall beside the well-worn trail, and Zollin could feel insects, small rodents, even a few baby rabbits hidden in the deep grass. He could also feel six larger creatures. They weren't wolves, but they had a canine nature. Each was ravenously hungry and slinking slowly toward their prey.
“We aren't alone here,” Zollin said.
“What do you mean?” Brianna asked
“There are several animals around us,” Zollin explained carefully. “They'll attack if we don't do something.”
Brianna didn't wait to be asked to help. She conjured fire from both hands, her fingers outstretched like candles as the bright, golden flames licked up and down her hands. Zollin expected the animals to be frightened away by the fire, but they merely hesitated a moment, studying their prey with what Zollin could only describe as keen intellect.
“Is it working?” Brianna asked.
“Not yet,” Zollin said. “Try being a little more flamboyant.”
Brianna smiled and the flames shot high into the air. This time the animals cowered, lowering themselves closer to the ground. Brianna coaxed the fire into a ring of flames that surrounded them. Zollin could feel the heat, but Brianna kept the flames high enough that the dry grass on either side of the trail didn't burn.
The animals waited, then one by one they turned away. The last to go was the largest of the strange creatures. Zollin couldn’t see it, but he could feel the animal's muscles tensed, ready to leap upon them. He could also feel a strong emotion from the animal, which seemed completely out of place. Zollin had felt the emotions of many animals; his magical senses picked up their feelings along with their movements and size. But most of the creatures had very simple emotions; fear, excitement, contentment, even affection. What he felt from the menacing beast was unmistakable hatred.
“What's wrong?” Brianna asked.
“I don't know,” Zollin admitted. “But it feels like that animal wants to hurt me.”
“Why?”
“I have no idea. I've never felt such clear emotions from an animal. Its strange.”
“Is that macho speak for scary?” Brianna teased, letting her ring of fire pulse brightly.
“It is scary, but also unnatural. These creatures, whatever they are, seem very intelligent.”
“You can tell all that with magic?”
“Yes,” he admitted. “I've just never felt anything like it from anything other than a human before. Not even the mutated creatures we fought in the war had such clear emotions.”
“So what could it be?” Brianna asked.
“I have no idea”, Zollin said as the last creature finally turned and fled into the night. “But whatever they are, they aren't good.”



Chapter 5
Mansel left the inn just after dark. He'd drunk his fair share of ale, but he wasn't drunk and he knew Nycol would have their dinner ready to eat soon. She never seemed to mind when he stopped at the inn for a drink before coming home. She was a solitary person who enjoyed having her days to herself. Mansel, on the other hand, enjoyed having drinks and being around people, but he did his best to honor what Nycol did for him, like cooking or mending his clothes. She never complained, and he never had to ask for her help. She just quietly took care of him and together their souls healed from the horrors in their past.
He couldn't help but wonder how Nycol would take the news of Brianna's pregnancy. Nycol was much older than Brianna, and while they had never talked about having children, Mansel sensed that it might be a sensitive subject. Nycol's first husband had been a sailor, but they had no children. In the past year since she and Mansel had been lovers, they had not conceived, and he couldn't help but wonder if there might be a reason why.
His train of thought was rudely interrupted as a large figure loomed up out of the shadows and into his path. Mansel was near the edge of the village where there was little more than starlight and shadows, but he recognized the form of Kurchek, the brooding miner, immediately. There was a flurry of movement and he reacted to the knife that was thrust at his belly almost without thought. Mansel had not fought in over a year, yet his instincts and reflexes were still so acute that he avoided the killing stroke without any conscious thought.
Kurchek lunged forward, using his weight and size to try to slash Mansel's stomach, but the young warrior spun out of the bigger man's path and slammed his elbow into the miner's side. He brought the elbow up, so that his blow impacted Kurchek from low to high. A straight blow to the ribs would allow the bones to flex inward, but stress in an upward direction caused the bones to fracture.
Mansel heard the sharp intake of breath and the grunt of pain from his attacker, but Kurchek was not deterred from his purpose. He lashed out with the knife in a wide arc, forcing Mansel to duck. The young warrior jumped forward, slamming his shoulder into the larger man’s stomach. They fell hard, and Mansel felt a shooting pain lance between his shoulder and neck, but he didn’t have time to worry about it. As soon as they hit the ground, both men were scrambling for the knife.
Kurchek had almost lost his grip on the knife in the fall, and Mansel tried to knock the blade free by slamming the larger man’s arm into the ground. Kurchek, despite his broken ribs, reached up with his free hand and wrapped his meaty fingers around Mansel’s throat. The pressure on his windpipe made Mansel gag, but he didn’t lose sight of the knife. He tried to pull away, but Kurchek’s grip was too tight. The attacker’s fingers dug painfully into the muscles of his neck, pinching off his ability to breathe and the blood flow to his head.
Mansel pinned Kurchek’s knife hand with one of his own, then raised his free arm so that he could smash his elbow into his attacker’s face. He felt his elbow pulverize cartilage and pound against bone. Mansel had no time to consider the fact that his opponent was tougher than most men, who would have given up the fight after just one such blow. Instead, he focused on raining down the elbow strikes as fast he could. The grip on his throat lessened, but the hand didn’t let go.
Suddenly the larger man rolled underneath Mansel, causing the young warrior to lose balance. The two men scrambled, both fighting to gain an advantage. Mansel had always been strong, and working as an apprentice with Quinn had given him plenty of exercise, usually in the form of carrying large loads of wood. But Kurchek was stronger and managed to throw Mansel off. The bigger man rolled to his feet faster than Mansel anticipated and they both stood up at the same time.
Kurchek immediately attacked. He still held the knife, and he brought it around in an overhead strike, slashing down at Mansel, who had to jump to the side. Unfortunately, Mansel lost his footing and fell. Kurchek pounced on Mansel like a hungry lion. The weight of the big miner’s body knocked the wind out of Mansel’s lungs and he saw the knife blade only for a split second when light glinted off the blade as Kurchek raised it high for a killing blow.
The knife blade punched through the flesh in Mansel’s upraised arm, glancing off the thinner of the two bones in his forearm, then sticking fast as Kurchek wrenched on the knife’s handle. Mansel’s scream of pain was barely a gurgle, since his lungs had no air left. His knees came up involuntarily, and just as he was sucking in a much needed breath of air, Kurchek punched Mansel hard. The miner’s huge fist smashed across Mansel’s forehead, opening up a gash across the eyebrow and sending a squirt of hot blood into his eye.
Mansel’s feet came down and he arched his back, trying to buck Kurchek off his chest, but the bigger man stayed put and even pulled on the knife again, jerking Mansel’s arm upward and sending a wave of pain shooting through the young warrior’s body.
“I’m going to kill you,” the miner shouted into Mansel’s face, letting a thick glob of spittle drip down.
Mansel didn’t reply. Instead he reached upward with his good arm and jammed his thumb into the miner’s eye. Kurchek reared back, but Mansel hung on. It was the only leverage he had on his bigger attacker, and he wasn’t about to lose the last advantage he had. Kurchek screamed, his voice pealing out as Mansel pushed his thumb deep into the miner’s eye socket. He could feel the eyeball with his thumb, the wet orb flexing as Mansel pushed.
Kurchek suddenly flipped backward off Mansel. As Kurchek rolled to his knees, Mansel scrambled up as well. The pain in the young warrior’s arm from the knife was intense, but Mansel needed a weapon and he knew there was only one way to get it. Grabbing the knife handle, he turned the blade, freeing it from the bone which had snapped under the pressure of the steel blade, and in the same swift movement he jerked it free from his arm. The limb was useless, hanging at Mansel’s side and dripping blood. But Mansel attacked anyway, charging forward with a bellow of fury as Kurchek swiped at the blood that was pulsing down from his ruined eye.
A look of panic crossed Kurchek’s face. The bigger man tried to move away from the young warrior’s furious attack. But Mansel wouldn’t be denied. He slashed the blade across the upraised hand that was Kurchek’s feeble attempt to fend Mansel off. The blade wasn’t honed well, but still it opened a wicked gash across the miner’s palm. Then Mansel brought his foot around in a powerful kick that landed hard against the side of Kurchek’s knee. The miner’s leg crumpled, and he fell to the ground in a heap, rolling to his back. Mansel dropped onto his knees on the miner’s chest, raising the blade for a killing stroke, but he hesitated before plunging the knife into his foe. Kurchek’s face was a mask of fear and covered in blood. The bigger man moaned in agony, his wounded hand held tight across his chest, his other hand covering the eye that Mansel had nearly gouged out.
Flinging the miner’s knife away into the darkness, Mansel spit into Kurchek’s face.
“Next time I’ll kill you,” he snarled.
Then Mansel stood up and suddenly felt his legs beginning to tremble. He stepped back several paces, his stomach twisting inside him. He felt dizzy and knelt down, holding his own broken and wounded arm against his chest. He could hear people coming, and Mansel had no doubt that Quinn would be among them. That comforting thought was the last thing that passed through the young warrior’s mind before he toppled over onto his side and passed out.
When Mansel came to, he recognized that he was at home. Nycol was hovering nearby, putting away her sewing instruments. He reached up with his good hand and felt his brow. His head was aching so bad that the searing pain of the gash above his eye was hardly noticeable.
“Look who’s awake,” Quinn said from his usual spot in the rocking chair near the fire. “You were touch and go there for a while, but I figured you were too hardheaded to die on us.”
Mansel tried to speak but his mouth was too dry. He couldn’t understand why he felt so terrible. He’d been in plenty of fights and never felt this bad. But his whole body ached, and his wounded arm was hurting so bad he couldn’t move it.
“Don’t talk,” Nycol said. “You should rest.”
“She’s right,” Quinn said. “You’ve been through a lot.”
“What… happened?” Mansel managed to ask.
“You won the battle but nearly lost the war,” Quinn said. “That knife wound on your arm was more than a flesh wound. We had to cauterize it to stop the bleeding, and we were nearly too late. Thank your lucky stars that Nycol kept her head while we were fixing you up. She’s also pretty handy with a needle and thread. I’ll ride over to Zollin’s and we’ll let him finish the job, but Nycol saved your life.”
Mansel smiled, but Nycol didn’t return the gesture. She looked angry and he felt guilty. He hadn’t gone looking for a fight, but he hadn’t shied away from it either. He had been defending himself, and no one could fault him for that, but Nycol didn’t look as if she cared whose fault the fight had been.
“Kurchek…” Mansel said, trying to explain what had happened, but his voice gave out again.
“He lost an eye, but he’ll live,” Quinn said. “The stupid brute simply doesn’t know when to quit, does he?”
“Drink this,” Nycol said, sitting down on a stool beside the bed they shared in the small home. She tipped a small cup of wine to his lips.
Mansel sipped at the warm liquid. It wasn’t cool and refreshing, but it did seem to give him a little strength and loosened his tongue.
“He attacked me,” Mansel said, looking at Nycol pleadingly.
“He wouldn’t have if you hadn’t been out drinking,” she said.
“Well…” Quinn said. “That’s not completely his fault.”
“I’m sure it isn’t,” Nycol said, shooting Quinn a stern look of disapproval. “I thought the two of you were working.”
“We finished Dolver’s roof,” Quinn said. “And then Zollin and Brianna came into town with news.”
Mansel wanted to stop Quinn, to tell him that perhaps it wasn’t a good idea to proclaim Brianna’s pregnancy to Nycol, but he didn’t have the strength. The wine had helped a little, but his mouth still felt dry, his tongue thick.
“They’re having a baby,” Quinn said happily.
Mansel saw Nycol stiffen slightly. It was such a minute gesture that he doubted Quinn noticed it, but he knew the announcement had stung his beloved. She turned back to Mansel, blinking back what Mansel guessed was tear.
“That’s wonderful,” she said in a soft voice.
“It is,” Quinn said. “And that’s why we were drinking. But Mansel paced himself and didn’t dull his wits.”
“Kurchek was waiting,” Mansel managed.
“The damn fool was brooding in the Valley,” Quinn said, referring to the inn where they had been celebrating Zollin’s good news. “I didn’t think he had murder in his heart though.”
“Will he be punished?” Nycol said, the anger all too evident in her voice.
“I doubt it,” Quinn said. “No one saw the fight. We only came around when we heard the shouting. By the time we arrived, Mansel had finished it.”
“And almost died in the process,” Nycol said. “Do we have to carry weapons in the streets of Brighton’s Gate now? How many innocent men have to die before something is done?”
“No one is dying,” Quinn said soberly. “I’ll go now and fetch Zollin. Give yourself some time, Nycol. This was an isolated incident, and I’ll make sure that Kurchek moves on. There won’t be any more fighting.”
Nycol looked away and Quinn nodded at Mansel before slipping out of the small cabin. Quinn had helped Mansel build the cabin and a small stable as well. The horses they had ridden from Orrock were sheltered in the stable, and Nycol waited until they heard the hoof beats receding before she spoke.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I was terrified and I took my anger out on Quinn.”
“He can handle it,” Mansel said after sipping some more of the wine.
“You could have died,” she said. “Thank goodness you were unconscious when we burned the wound. It must be excruciating.”
“I’m fine,” Mansel said, but he wasn’t convincing. His voice was weak and shaky, and he was sweating from the pain.
She gave him more wine, but his stomach was starting to twist. He felt weak and tired, but above all he felt bad for having frightened Nycol so much.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
She nodded but didn’t speak. He couldn’t help but wonder if the pain in her eyes was due to her fear for him or the news about Zollin and Brianna. He wanted to put his arms around her and tell her everything would be okay, but he didn’t dare move. Sleep was beginning to creep over him again, and he looked forward to the relief from his pain, but he also wanted to ease Nycol’s.
Mansel’s hand twitched forward and Nycol took it. He squeezed as she brushed tears from her cheeks. Then darkness loomed up around the young warrior and he surrendered to it.



Chapter 6
The night air was cold as Quinn’s horse cantered along the trail. He didn’t mind the cold when he was dressed for it, but there had been no time to pick up a cloak. He had been in the Valley Inn discussing a new job when someone told them there was a fight. In that instant Quinn knew that Mansel was in trouble. He didn’t know how he knew, perhaps his mind simply calculated the odds. Mansel had recently left the inn, and Kurchek was gone too. It was an easy enough assumption to make, though Quinn didn’t consciously have those thoughts. The only thing that entered his mind was danger, and he raced out of the inn to find the young man who was more than a friend and business partner to him.
He had heard Mansel’s war cry and recognized it. The two men had fought side by side, facing every kind of threat Quinn could imagine, from dragons to a witch’s horrific army. In most instances Quinn knew that Mansel could hold his own, but Mansel hadn’t gone looking for a fight. His friend wasn’t even armed, and Quinn feared he would find the young warrior too late.
He was among the first at the scene of the attack. No one needed an explanation. Kurchek lay whimpering on the ground, and Mansel was unconscious a few feet away. Some of the townsfolk had brought lanterns. One look at the amount of blood pumping from Mansel’s arm and the paleness of the warrior’s skin told Quinn he was in trouble. Adrenaline had given Quinn the strength to hoist Mansel onto his shoulder and carry him back to the cottage where Nycol waited. She had been so calm, so confident in her care, that Quinn was simply amazed.
She had tied a strip of leather around Mansel’s upper arm to slow the bleeding while Quinn heated the thick metal poker that was used to move burning logs in the fireplace. Nycol had a good fire burning, and it only took a few minutes nestled in the coals for the poker’s tip to become red hot. The smell of burning flesh had been horrid, and Quinn had almost been sick, but he held himself together. Nycol quickly covered the cauterized wound with a thick poultice.
When Quinn had finally settled into the rocking chair by the fireplace, he was exhausted, both mentally and physically. The ale he’d been drinking didn’t help, nor the fact that he hadn’t eaten, but the cold night air was keeping him alert as he rode east toward what the locals had come to call the wizard’s estate. Quinn had to admit he was impressed with how well Zollin had built his home. In all the years he’d worked with Zollin, trying to teach his son how to build even the most basic structures, Zollin had seemed completely incapable. When Zollin had revealed that he was a wizard, it had almost been a relief to Quinn. If their village hadn't been invaded by wizards from the Torr and a band of mercenaries intent on taking Zollin away at the time, Quinn would have laughed with joy.
He’d always known his son wasn’t cut out to be a carpenter, but Quinn hadn’t known what else he might be good at either. He hadn’t wanted to see Zollin become a soldier after having lived that hard life himself. And yet Quinn knew that for young men without a trade, there weren’t many opportunities to earn an honest living in Yelsia. But he’d never imagined that anyone could do the things Zollin had done. Quinn had seen his son working powerful magic that simply defied explanation.
And then, when Yelsia was finally at peace, Quinn had ridden the same trail he was on at that moment to see his son’s new home. In the month it had taken Quinn, Mansel, and Nycol to travel from Orrock to Brighton’s Gate, Zollin had built a sturdy but quaint cottage. Over the next several months, Zollin had planted a large garden and constructed a decent workshop as well. While the people of the village struggled to rebuild their homes and shops, Zollin made a private little villa for himself and Brianna with virtually no help.
Of course his reputation in the village had suffered as a result. Many of the people thought that Zollin owed it to them to rebuild their village. But then they had only heard stories about the horrors Zollin had saved them from in Falxis and Olsa. After the attack by the massive black dragon, which just happened to foil an invasion of Skellmarian raiders from the Upper Range of the Northern Highlands, Zollin had traveled south and saved Yelsia first from invading armies, and then from the evil witch Gwendolyn. The dragon's attack had been devastating to the townsfolk, but afterward they had been untouched by the chaos beyond the mountains.
Zollin didn’t seem to mind the cold reception he always received from the villagers and he never withheld his power from those truly in need. He healed many of the village sick or injured, bartering his skills for the practical items he didn’t care to make for himself. And this wasn’t the first late night ride Quinn had made to Zollin’s home to bring his son to some poor soul’s rescue.
Quinn was just thinking of how fortunate he was that his horse knew the path so well, when the horse suddenly stopped in the middle of the trail and neighed in fright. Quinn almost lost his balance as the horse suddenly reversed directions and started to back up.
“What the hell is wrong?” Quinn said, squinting in the darkness.
The horse stopped, but pawed at the ground and shook its long head.
“I don’t see anything,” Quinn said, suddenly wishing he had a torch or a sword.
The sky was bright overhead with stars, but they cast little light on the darkened path. Quinn could barely make out the tall grass to his right. To his left the river glinted only slightly brighter than the land as it reflected the starlight.
Quinn wasn’t sure what was making his horse so nervous, but without a torch or weapon, he knew he had to act fast. He could turn back and wait for morning, but Zollin was leaving soon. If his son left the Great Valley without helping Mansel, the young warrior would probably be crippled by his wounds—perhaps even die. So Quinn kicked the horse into action.
“Hurrah!” he shouted as loudly as he could, while lashing the reins across the horse’s rear. “Run! Go! Go!”
The horse bolted forward, and Quinn heard the snarl of anger just ahead of them. The grass was moving, but the horse was young and fast. It dashed down the path, hooves pounding, and whatever had frightened the horse jumped into the trail behind them. Quinn risked a glance over his shoulder. All he could see was light-colored fur and a maw of savage looking teeth bared in a snarl. Then several more beasts joined the chase, and Quinn felt a stab of terror as he realized that if he’d doubled back he’d have been ambushed by the pack of vicious animals. The creatures, whatever they were, had surrounded him on the path. His only option would have been diving into the river, which would most likely have killed his horse and perhaps even ended his own life by drowning.
Dashing forward had been the right move, but Quinn realized it had just been a stroke of luck. The horse was terrified of the animals behind it, and kept running at full speed in the darkness despite the risk of tripping or falling over some unseen obstacle. The animals kept up at first, but soon slowed and gave up the chase. Quinn’s heart was pounding. There had been reports of wolves in the Great Valley, but they were rare, and Quinn didn’t think the creatures he’d seen were wolves.
When he finally reached Zollin’s home, the cottage was quiet and dark. Quinn dismounted and walked the horse into the yard between the house and the workshop. The animal was tired and Quinn knew it would need a break before making the return trip, so he took the time to unsaddle the weary animal and found some water in a bucket for the horse to drink.
“Is there trouble?” Zollin asked, stepping quietly out of the house and into the yard.
He shut the door behind him and wrapped a heavy robe around his shoulders.
Quinn nodded. “Kurchek attacked Mansel with a knife.”
“Is he okay?”
“No,” Quinn said. “He’s lost a lot of blood, and I think his forearm is broken. We had to cauterize the wound.”
“Oh, no,” Zollin said. “How did that go?”
“He was unconscious at the time.”
“Well, at least he didn’t suffer through that. What happened to Kurcheck?”
“Lost an eye, but the bastard can suffer for all I care. Mansel could use your help, though. I wanted to get here before you left.”
“Of course,” Zollin said. “I’ll come right now. Did you bring me a horse?”
“No, the morning should be soon enough. And there were some wild animals on the trail. I don’t think it’s safe to travel on foot.”
“Canines or something like them?” Zollin asked. He went on when Quinn nodded. “We encountered them too. Did they attack you?”
“They would have, but the horse smelled them. I got lucky, to tell you the truth. They had moved in behind me and I didn’t know it.”
“That is so strange,” Zollin said. “I could sense that they were intelligent. I’m afraid they might be magical creatures.”
“They use magic?” Quinn asked, his voice betraying his fear.
“No,” Zollin said. “But there are some animals and creatures that only wake up when magic is being used in the world. It’s sort of like a bear waking up from hibernation.”
“And they’re smart enough to coordinate their attacks?”
“It would seem so. It might be smart to take a hunting party after them if you can round one up.”
“I’ll do that. You got room for your old man to spend the night?”
“Just a chair by the fire,” Zollin said.
“Sounds like heaven to me.”
The next morning Quinn woke to the smell of bacon frying nearby. The sun was streaming in through the cottage windows, and Brianna was cooking breakfast. She had sliced some bread and laid it out on a platter with eggs and bacon. But what Quinn really wanted was the mug of steaming coffee that was also on the platter.
“Good morning, Papa,” Brianna said.
“Papa?” Quinn asked.
“What do you think? Could our baby call you Papa?”
“That child can call me anything it wants,” he said with a smile. “I’m thrilled for you and Zollin, not to mention me.”
“Zollin told me about Mansel. Is he going to be okay?”
Quinn stood and stretched. His back ached and his eyes burned with fatigue. He guessed he had slept maybe three hours, but it would have to be enough.
“When Zollin gets there he will be. It was a damn close call, though.”
“Why would that miner attack Mansel?”
“Kurchek’s been stewing for a fight ever since he came to the village. Most of Trollic’s men moved on, but not all of them. A few are still working in the Upper Range. None of them wanted Kurchek, though. He’s stupid and mean. I guess he figured on taking Mansel out and then I’d be easy pickings.”
“He was wrong about that,” Brianna said.
“Maybe. I’m getting old. Did you know I’m going to be a grandfather?”
“I did know that,” Brianna said happily.
“I am so proud of you, girl. Your father would be too. If you have a chance to see him, you should.”
“We’ll probably stop at Orrock. The letter we got last winter said they were staying there.”
“Good, they should know about your good news. Anyway, Mansel gave as good as he got. I think he could have killed Kurchek but he didn’t. Took his eye, though.”
“That’s horrible.”
“Can’t say I’m surprised. Mansel fought him off with a knife wedged in his arm. Don’t think I could have done that.”
“Me either,” Brianna agreed.
“Let’s hope we never have to find out. Where’s Zollin?”
“He left already,” Brianna said, setting the platter of food on Quinn’s lap.
His stomach growled and he realized he hadn’t eaten since Zollin and Brianna had told him about the baby. And that had mainly been ale with only a little bread. Taking care of Mansel and then riding out to Zollin’s cottage had erased any thought of food from his mind. But he was hungry and grateful for the food.
“Already?” Quinn asked. “When?”
“The dragons came at sunup. Zollin and Ferno left shortly after. We didn’t think the village would appreciate two dragons in the vicinity. They don’t trust me for the most part anyway, and Sorva isn’t really comfortable around people. It’s better this way.”
“The townsfolk who are afraid of you are fools,” Quinn said. “Sorva’s that big black one isn’t it?”
“Not as big as Bartoom,” Brianna said.
“Well, as much as I hate to admit it, you’re probably right. Another black dragon flying over Brighton’s Gate might shake things up a little too much.”
Quinn ate his breakfast and drank the coffee, which more than anything else made him feel better. They were just tidying up when they heard dragon wings flapping hard above the cottage. The huge green dragon landed softly not far from the cottage, and Zollin jumped down.
“How’s Mansel?” Quinn asked as he and Brianna came outside to meet Zollin.
“He’s fine now. That miner nearly ruined his arm,” Zollin said.
“But you healed it?” Brianna said.
“I had to rebuild it, but it’s fine now. I don’t think he’ll have any trouble with it.”
“I’m sure Nycol is relieved.” Quinn said.
“She seemed to be. They’re both resting now. I don’t think she got much sleep last night.”
“No, I don’t suppose she did.”
“You didn’t either,” Zollin said. “Why don’t you stay here for the day? We need you to look after things while we’re gone, anyway.”
“I’ll keep an eye on the place, but I need to go back. Something needs to be done about those creatures.”
“What creatures?” Brianna asked.
“The same ones that we encountered on the trail,” Zollin said. “They attacked Quinn, and Ollie said that Brynar lost a cow. Its hard to believe they weren’t the cause.”
“Ollie was at Mansel’s?” Quinn said.
“She brought them food. And news about Kurchek.”
“Is he causing more trouble?” Brianna asked.
“No, he's threatening revenge. Buck bandaged his eye, but they didn’t think he’d ever see out of it again. Then they helped him back to his room. By sunup he was back in the common room, complaining about breakfast.”
“Well, I doubt he'll be a threat for a while yet,” Quinn said. “I won’t lose sleep worrying about him.”
“And we shouldn’t lose any more daylight,” Zollin said. “It’s good to see you, father.”
“And you, son. Take care of my grandbaby.”
“We will,” Brianna said.
“We’ll be here waiting when you return,” Quinn said, and he saw a look cross Brianna’s face that he didn’t recognize, but it was gone in an instant and Zollin was embracing him. He stood back and watched the two of them hurry to the dragons who were waiting patiently nearby. Brianna jumped into the air, her body spinning in a summersault that was higher than any person should have been able to leap. She landed lightly on the big black dragon’s back, settling herself quickly as the huge creature’s wings unfurled.
Zollin rose up into the air magically, a sight that still made Quinn’s jaw drop. Zollin was slower to get settled on the huge muscular shoulders of the green behemoth. Quinn wasn’t certain, but he thought perhaps Ferno had grown even larger since the last time he’d seen the dragon. That had been over a year before when Zollin and Brianna had returned in triumph to Orrock. He waved as his son took to the air, and then watched the dragons fly out of sight. The small farm was quiet with everyone gone. Quinn looked over to his horse, which was still tied to the post near the back of Zollin’s house. It looked at Quinn nervously and then dropped its head to munch on more grass.
Quinn yawned and thought about going back inside and getting some more sleep, but then decided against it. Instead he saddled the horse and led it away from the house. There would be plenty of time for sleep, he decided, once he had checked on Mansel and learned more about Brynar’s missing cow.



Chapter 7
Roleena loved mornings at sea. She made it a habit to rise before dawn each day, partly because she didn’t trust her crew not to kill her in her sleep, and partly because she loved to watch the sunrise from the command deck of her ship.
The Crest Dancer was truly her ship. She had taken control of it, faced down the mutinous crew and then won their allegiance. The ship’s former captain had been a weak man. Roleena knew that when he allowed the wizard Zollin to leave the ship without consequence. Roleena’s blood boiled whenever she thought of the wizard. He was hardly more than a boy, just barely into manhood, and probably more to blame for the chaos in the Five Kingdoms than people thought. Some were calling him a savior; others knew the truth. He was an instigator. Trouble seemed to follow him wherever he went. At sea, men would call a man like that a jinx and be rid of him forever by casting him overboard, but the captain had done nothing. Not when the huge black dragon had attacked them and ruined her leg. And not when Zollin summoned a sea creature to their ship, further endangering the entire crew.
Roleena had looked the captain in the eye when she killed him. She had been close enough to smell the oil he used to keep his thinning hair slicked back and out of his eyes when on deck. She had gone into his cabin, lured him close, then slipped a long, thin dagger between his ribs. The fat fool had soiled himself before dying, and Roleena had been forced to air her new cabin out for two whole days before she could stand the smell.
All Roleena had needed to take the ship was the help of one small group of disgruntled sailors. Slice, the ringleader with the horrid scar across his cheek, had thrown in his support when she announced what she had done. The other passengers on board had been set adrift in the ship’s longboat or given to the crew as playthings. The crew had taken to the pirate life quickly and quite happily. She had known they would. They were men, after all, separated from their families and any real sense of morality. They were like sheep in that regard. They would follow a strong leader, and Roleena ruled her crew with a quiet rage. None dared cross her openly, and once Slice’s band vocalized their support, the others were quick to follow. Then it only took a successful raid and the spoils that followed to convince them that serving Lady Roleena of Shupor was a much more appealing offer than crewing a trade ship.
“Sail!” came a shout from the lookout on the crow’s nest at the top of the tall main mast.
Roleena didn’t bother looking. She knew she wouldn’t be able to see the ship, at least not in any detail, and besides, she had crew members who would do that for her.
“Hewy, go and see what we’ve found,” she called down to a man on the main deck.
The sailor didn’t salute or even call back that he had heard her command. He simply hurried toward a wide section of taut rigging and started climbing. Hewy was a young sailor with exceptional eyesight. Unlike the previous captain, Roleena knew her crew and had a firm grasp of their strongest skills. She had procured a very good spyglass for Hewy and given it to him. He was the only crew member aside from Roleena’s officers to have a spyglass, and he carried it like a badge of honor. He was also agile and fast up the rigging, looking almost like a spider dancing across its web as he scampered up the ropes that held the sails in place.
A few moments later the sailor was hurrying down again. Slice had appeared on the command deck. It was a trait Roleena admired. Her devious first officer always seemed to know when something was afoot. He had a knack for understanding the pulse of the ship, much like Roleena herself. And while she didn’t trust Slice, she did appreciate his eagerness when it came to piracy.
“Trade vessel, my lady,” Hewy said, panting a little as he spoke. “She’s flying Yelsian colors.”
“How many masts?” Roleena asked.
“Two.”
Most of the trade ships still plying the waters around Yelsia were smaller vessels. Since the war, there was very little trade from the other kingdoms. Rumors of ships from Ortis had been circulating, but there was no confirmation that Ortis had even survived the war. Falxis and Osla were lost, which wasn’t to say there weren’t treasures to be found in those kingdoms, but they weren't actively trading. And a ship from Ortis would have to sail around the entire continent just to reach Yelsia. They wouldn’t see those ships for a while, Roleena guessed, and probably not so far north.
Their position was just south of Tragoon Bay, which was the central harbor of the kingdom. Ships could sail up the Sheamook river to deliver goods to Orrock, the capital of Yelsia, so while most trade between kingdoms had disappeared, there were still plenty of ships sailing along the northern coast. But there weren’t many galleons with several decks and massive cargo capacity, which would be difficult for her crew to subdue and almost impossible to man—if they managed to take one. The brig they were chasing was smaller than Crest Dancer, which was considered a barque since she had three masts instead of two. She was wider and slower than a clipper ship, but more suited to the rough sea conditions around the points near Winsome and Skattle Point.
“Hoist the Yelsian flag,” Roleena ordered. “Make sure it's upside down this time, Hewy!”
“Aye, Captain,” the young man shouted.
Roleena turned to Slice, “Get everyone you can down below and shift the ballast. I want her listing to starboard.”
“That will give the grappling hook you built more range,” Slice said.
“And the crew an easier target. We'll only get one shot at her, and I don't want to destroy the rigging.”
“You have plans for the ship?”
“I always have plans,” Roleena said. “Now move!”
Orders were being shouted around the ship. Sails were dropped in a haphazard fashion. Down in the ship's main hold, large wooden carts were being shifted. Roleena had used their time in port wisely. She had devised a system of ballast weights that could be shifted in the hold to make Crest Dancer lean to one side, as if the ship were in distress. It was a ploy to draw in target vessels so that the pirates under her command could board and steal the cargo from other ships.
She felt Crest Dancer begin to shift beneath her, and she adjusted her weight over the wooden peg she used for a leg. Learning to walk with a fake leg was difficult for anyone, but Roleena had been forced to learn to walk on a moving deck that shifted with the sea. Despite being born into a noble household and having a promising future in Shupor, Roleena had been drawn to the sea. She loved the sense of freedom and excitement that being a sailor offered. Of course, Ladies weren't supposed to go to sea. They certainly weren't expected to command ships or lead men in combat, but Roleena had never been content to simply sit back and be a spectator in life. She wanted to live, to embrace every opportunity that came her way. She didn't respect the laws that were crafted by men in the high halls who thought of women as property, so she had no qualms about breaking those laws.
“Is everyone armed and ready?” she called down to her first officer when he reappeared on the main deck from down below.
Slice wasn’t what many would consider officer material. His nose was crooked from being broken and he had a cruel look that would make most people nervous. Roleena knew she had a wild animal in a position of power on her ship, but as long as she kept Slice and his band of ruffians well fed with a steady diet of ill-gotten goods, she could trust him. If that ever changed, she wouldn’t hesitate to cut his throat and toss his filthy body overboard.
“Aye, and hungry for blood,” he called back.
“Good, get to your ballista and await my order. Make sure you've got plenty of cable.”
Slice nodded and then hurried to the bow of the ship. The ballista was essentially a large crossbow that was mounted on a pivoting platform. The bowstring was as thick as a grown man’s first two fingers and took four men to pull back. It fired long bolts that had various tips. One was a penetration point that was honed razor sharp and used to puncture a ship’s hull. Another looked more like a grappling hook and could be used to tangle up in the rigging of a ship. Both had long cables that were made of leather, not hempen rope. The leather was more difficult to cut away, even with sea axes, giving Crest Dancer time to pull the other ship close enough to board.
“Everything is ready, Captain,” called a tall, stoop-shouldered sailor named Daak. He was in charge of connecting the ships with a ladder that had hooks on either end to catch on a ship's railing. Most of Roleena's crew waited just below the main deck and would come pouring up to cross over onto the merchant ship. Her sailors were tough men, well armed and eager for plunder. She had delivered it to them before, first by taking control of Crest
Dancer, but also by overtaking a smaller ship that had been full of goods which she was able to sell in the northern ports. She had kept the lion’s share of the profits, of course, but she had used the money wisely, buying weapons for her crew and building the ballista.
Slice had asked if she had plans, and the truth was she had many. She had no desire to be a queen locked away in a castle, or even to rule a kingdom herself. She wanted not only the freedom and adventure of the high seas, but she wanted to be the master of every vessel that ventured into her domain. And she wanted to kill the wizard Zollin, but that would come in time. First, she needed more ships, more men, and most of all, more gold.
The merchant ship was signaling to them. Roleena could see the vessel had changed tack and was sailing toward Crest Dancer.
“They want to know what's wrong,” said the man at the large ship's wheel.
Roleena knew the seafaring language of colored flags and the signals they conveyed, but no one on her ship knew that. She liked the idea of knowing more than her crew, and she wasn't quick to share her own secrets, so she let them go on believing she didn’t know what the signals meant. Hewy was waiting for his next order. He would take her message up to the crow’s nest and ensure it was sent with his own set of flags.
“Tell them we're taking on water and need assistance,” she ordered.
Waiting as the two ships moved closer and closer was the most difficult part of the attack. Crest Dancer seemed to fly over the waves most of the time, but when her prey was in sight, the vessel seemed to almost crawl. It was taxing, but if they could keep up the ruse long enough, she would spring her trap and draw the merchant ship in.
She could see movement on the merchant ship, then shortly thereafter heard the sound of orders being shouted on board the other vessel. She needed the other ship to be close enough that the ballista would not only reach them, but the two ships could be pulled together before the cable was cut in two and the merchant ship could make its escape.
When she could make out what was being shouted on the other ship, she gave the signal. Slice sprang into action, firing the ballista almost immediately. The bolt flew in a lazy arc, then dropped onto the merchant ship, ripping sails and shocking the surprised crew before getting tangled in the other ship's rigging.
“Now! Now! Now!” Roleena shouted to the men awaiting her orders.
Two dozen men heaved on the leathery cable, which was made from thick strips of leather each two inches wide and braided expertly together by a blind leather worker in Skattle Point. The stiff leather had been checked every day and oiled regularly to keep the salt from drying out the thick hide and making it brittle.
Roleena felt the ship turn as the men pulled the rope. The shouting on the merchant ship grew louder and more panic-stricken. She felt a smile pulling on the corners of her mouth, but she clamped down on any outward expression that betrayed how she felt. The ships were almost close enough for the ladder to be dropped and her men sent across. Hewy had returned from his trip to the crow’s nest.
“Remind our men that I want that ship taken, not destroyed,” she ordered him. “And that means sparing enough of her crew to man the vessel.”
“Aye, Captain,” the young sailor said before racing down into Crest Dancer's hold.
The merchant ship's captain was screaming orders to his men, who were frantically trying to untangle the leather cable from their rigging. Pirates on the high seas were the harbingers of death, and most sailors feared them more than storms or even sea monsters. Sailors were superstitious individuals; most had little or no education and even less training with arms. Roleena could see the panic setting in on the merchant vessel and she was certain they would pose no real threat.
“Daak!” Roleena shouted the next order and the big man hefted the boarding ladder.
“Attack!” she screamed.
The sailors from Crest Dancer came running onto the main deck like rabid demons. They brandished their weapons and screamed blood-curdling war cries as they dashed across the ladder and jumped aboard the merchant ship. They were met by a feeble resistance, which quickly folded after three of the smaller ship’s crew were cut down by savage blows. Blood ran across the deck and the merchant sailors’ courage vanished. The captain of the ship surrendered his vessel before Roleena’s crew of bloodthirsty pirates could all cross the boarding ladder.
“Stand down!” Roleena shouted. “Slice, get control of those men.”
The first officer didn’t reply, but instead started shouting at the crew. It took several minutes before he could cross the boarding ladder and take control of the situation. A dozen of the merchant sailors were slain in the attack, but most had thrown down their makeshift weapons and surrendered. Slice threatened the lives of his own men if they didn’t behave, then sent the merchant ship’s captain over to Crest Dancer.
“What’s your name?” Roleen asked. She had come stumping down from the command deck, somehow managing to look graceful despite the thump of her wooden leg on the ship’s deck.
“Yorgi, Captain of Eagle’s Cry out of Selphon City,” he managed to say.
“Your cargo?” Roleena demanded.
“We’ve got red cedar from the Wahleta Mountains, furs, Rejee wine, some tobacco and coffee from the mountain growers.”
“A rich haul, no doubt.”
“Yes, my lady,” the merchant captain said, but his eyes kept shifting around as if he were looking for someone else.
“And do you carry news as well?” she asked.
“There’s very little news from Falxis. Almost no one traveling through the mountains.”
“I have a feeling you know more than you are sharing. Perhaps it is because I am a woman?”
“No, my lady.”
“You think I am not fit to command this ship?”
“No… I mean, yes, of course you are. I meant no disrespect.”
“I am the captain here, Yorgi of Selphon City. I became the commander of this vessel and these fine men when I killed the previous captain. And I killed him,” she said leaning close to the pudgy merchant sailor who was trembling before her, “because I wanted his ship. I want your ship as well, and all the treasure it carries.”
The men around her cheered, calling for treasure and asserting their claims. She ignored them all and continued speaking to Yorgi.
“He had no value to me,” she went on. “But you, perhaps you can be useful, if you loosen that tongue and tell me what I want to know.”
“I will, I’ll tell you anything you want to know,” he said.
“Good! Take him below,” she ordered Hewy. “Slice, clear that rigging. I want Daughton and Baynes in charge of Eagle’s Cry.”
Roleena walked over the railing and shouted to the other ship.
“You men are now under my command,” she called. “Do your duty and follow my orders and you shall not only live, but share in the spoils of our great adventure. Why should some fat merchant in Selphon City grow rich on our labor? We shall take this ship and all its cargo for ourselves and when we’ve spent it all, we’ll take more. We’ll take whatever we find until every sailor on the eastern sea knows the name of Roleena of Shupor and quakes with fear at the thought of our ships sailing into view.”
The pirates cheered, but it was the looks of hope on the faces of the merchant sailors that she looked for. Most of them were relieved not to be dead, but some of them looked as if her words had struck a chord. She would have to watch them carefully. Many would not survive the voyage before them, but she needed loyal men who were strong and determined. She could always find more men who were hungry for gold. And there would always be more ships sailing the coasts of Yelsia to supply it.



Chapter 8
Zollin had forgotten the incredible feeling of flying through the air on the back of a powerful dragon. High over the mountains the air was cold and made his eyes water as the frigid air whipped past him. Close to the dragon's scaly back he could feel the intense heat of the huge creature as it soared through the air and swayed back and forth in a playful dance with Sorva, the black dragon that carried Brianna. Ferno's hulking, muscular frame looked almost awkward next to Sorva, who was graceful and sleek. Where Ferno had thick, bulbous muscles and massive wings that reminded Zollin of the sails on a large trade ship, Sorva was long and lean. The black dragon had a thin chest that widened to large haunches, powerful rear legs, and a long, whip-like tail.
On Sorva's back Brianna looked like a living, breathing star. She had foregone her clothes and was now covered in bright flames. Occasionally she would jump from Sorva's back and let the thermal updrafts carry her along, before wheeling and spinning through the air to land lightly on the black dragon's back again. Zollin had no desire to leave the safety or warmth of Ferno's wide back. In fact, small curving horns had sprung up on Ferno's shoulders, allowing Zollin to attach modified reins to the massive dragon. Zollin couldn't control Ferno, but the thick leather straps gave Zollin a much better way to stay safely seated on his green companion.
The oversized saddle bags Zollin had picked up in Brighton’s Gate were slung just behind the dragon's powerful wings, and Ferno had no trouble carrying his rider and their supplies. Zollin kept his thick, fur-lined cloak pulled tightly around his shoulders and his body angled down close to the dragon's back where the heat from Ferno’s body kept him warm. It wasn't necessarily a comfortable way to travel, but Zollin had a huge sense of gratitude as he watched the mountains speed by below them.  The dragons could fly in one day the same distance it would take Zollin a week to travel on horseback.
They had set out a few hours after sunup, and it was mid afternoon when Zollin saw the huge expanse of green covering the far side of the Northern Highlands lower range of mountains. Peddingar Forest was a welcome sight. The Northern Highlands were barren and rocky, and its snow-capped peaks were beautiful but inhospitable. Zollin knew the mountains were full of hardy animals that had no qualms about making the steep mountains their home, but the green trees and rolling hills of the forest seemed much more welcoming to him.
“Let’s land down there,” Zollin shouted to Ferno. Then he imagined the small clearing near the familiar trail that marked the central pass into the mountains.
Ferno sent a mental image back to Zollin, this time the way Ferno could see the clearing with the dragon’s incredible vision.
“That’s it!” Zollin shouted.
Ferno roared and began a slow, circling descent. Above them Sorva followed. Zollin couldn’t help but notice the black dragon was cautious, but he actually found that fact comforting. Brianna had a tendency to rush headlong into danger, so Sorva’s cautiousness would give Brianna a little balance, or at least Zollin hoped it would.
When they landed inside the clearing, Zollin slid down off Ferno’s wide back. He immediately pulled off the saddle bags and unhooked the thick leather reins.
“We’ll camp here tonight,” Zollin said. “You’ve done enough for one day.”
A mental image of a small herd of deer popped into Zollin’s mind, then another image of Ferno eating. There was a difference between the images the dragons saw and those they imagined. Ferno had seen the deer as they flew down to the clearing, but he only imagined eating the woodland deer as a way of communicating what the dragon wanted to do. Zollin laughed and patted the muscular neck of the green beast just as Sorva landed behind them.
“Go on, and good hunting,” Zollin said.
Ferno growled deep in its thick chest, then launched high into the air on its powerful hind legs. Sorva, having let Brianna dismount, sped after the green dragon. Zollin thought they were a magnificent sight to behold as they flew up into the brilliant blue of the autumn sky.
“So, what now?” Brianna asked.
“I thought we’d make camp for the night.”
“It’s a little early in the day for that, isn’t it?
“Yes, but I’ve been worried about the dwarves. We never heard from them after the Witch's War. I was hoping I might pop in on them and see how they’re doing.”
“So you want me to set up camp and do all the work?” she asked, smirking a little so that Zollin couldn’t tell if she was teasing him or not.
“No, I’ll help. Of course I want you to come with me.”
“I don’t need to be with you every minute of the day, Zollin. I just want to be included in your plans.”
“You’re right, of course. I’m sorry.”
“No big deal, go see what you can find. If you need me I’ll be here.”
Zollin felt a little guilty leaving Brianna to do all the work around camp, but there really wasn’t much to do. They had blankets to spread out, and some firewood would need to be gathered. Cooking their dinner would be the biggest chore, and Zollin thought he had plenty of time to do that once he checked in on the dwarves. They might even be invited to stay and eat with the people under the mountains. Jute would be disappointed that Zollin didn’t have ale to share, but he guessed they would make do with some wine he had stashed in the oversized saddle bags.
The clearing they were in looked exactly like it had on their last visit. The stump was just as it had been when Jute defeated Mansel in an arm-wrestling contest. The only thing that seemed odd was the lack of sound from under the mountain. Whenever Zollin had been in the clearing before, he had heard the rhythmic sound of dwarfish music, which was really a harmony of the constant pounding that took place among the dwarves who were either working iron, chiseling rock, or training with their war hammers.
Zollin went to the rock that hid the entrance to the caves where the dwarves lived under the mountains. A wild, thorny bush hid the small hole perfectly, but it could easily be moved aside. He carefully took hold of one branch and scooted the bush to the side. The hole looked more like a small crack in the solid rock of the mountainside. Whenever Jute had used the entrance the hole seemed to grow larger, but now Zollin realized he would have to get down on his hands and knees to crawl down into the cave opening.
“Hello!” he shouted. “I’m looking for Jute of the Yel clan. Can anyone hear me?”
There was no reply, no music, not even the sounds of activity. Zollin couldn't help but feel that something was terribly wrong. The same sense of foreboding that had struck him when the strange, intelligent creatures had surrounded Zollin and Brianna on the trail home from Brighton’s Gate suddenly hit him again. It was more than just a bad feeling, almost as if his magical senses were picking up traces of evil.
He conjured a flame. Brianna could have sent fire rolling into the tunnel or even melted the stone to make a huge opening. At one point in his life, Zollin could have conjured the flame without a second thought, but now it took solid concentration. He sent the flame, which was nothing more than a small flame from a candle, floating down into the tunnel. The light flickered on the stone walls, but there was nothing else to see. The tunnel angled down with no sign of stairs or dwarfish handiwork.
Zollin stood up and looked around the clearing to make sure he was in the right place. Everything was familiar, except for the tunnel. Everything about the opening that led down to the dwarf kingdom under the mountains was foreign to him. Still, he knew he had to find out what was happening. The dwarves had risked their lives to help him in the Witch's War and he had to know what was going on with them. There should have been a village at the bottom of the tunnel, but now it seemed little more than a hole in the stone—just a cave formed by natural means.
Zollin took a deep breath, got back down on his knees, and scrambled into the hole.
*	*	*
Brianna’s first priority had been to gather dry wood for a fire. That chore had been quickly accomplished. The forest floor was littered with fallen branches. She didn’t need to worry about building a regular campfire. She had no need for kindling or straw that would catch a spark. She could have created a fire that burned no fuel using an act of her own will, but she wanted to set up a comfortable place where she and Zollin could relax.
It was so good just to be out in the open again. She loved the mountains and liked their home, but nothing compared to the freedom of traveling across the kingdoms. She loved seeing different places and sleeping outside under the stars and meeting new people. Most of all, she loved not knowing what was going to happen next.
She saw Zollin crawl into the hole and couldn’t help but feel as if something were terribly wrong, but she shook those thoughts from her head as she piled up the wood she had gathered. Then she spread out their blankets, and got food out of one of the large bags. There wasn’t really anything left to do, which also felt strangely odd. The only time she could remember their lives being so leisurely was when they had first set out to hunt Bartoom, the great black dragon that had destroyed Brighton’s Gate and many other small villages in northern Yelsia. But that trip had been plagued by her confusion about her feelings for Zollin and a constant sense of danger, knowing the dragon might appear and attack them at any moment.
She lay down on one of the blankets and looked up through the leaves at the blue sky. There were still a couple of hours of sunlight left, and she tried to shake off the feeling that she was being lazy. Her mother’s voice rang in her head, telling her how lazy she was. It was ridiculous; there was nothing more to do, but she felt guilty just the same. Then, as her mind wandered, she thought of Prince Willam. More and more frequently her mind drifted back to the late prince who had died in the Witch's War, and what might have been. She felt guilty, but also angry. Willam could have done so much good, but he was too cavalier and had taken her rejection too personally. But if Brianna had rejected him, she often wondered, if she had truly chosen Zollin, why did she still think about the prince?
This time it wasn’t guilt that plagued her, but shame. The truth was, she had cared deeply for Prince Willam. She had allowed herself to imagine a life with him, to be swept away by the romance of the situation. The crown prince had wanted her, and it wasn’t until after her feelings had grown real that she realized she was being used by King Felix, who wanted the power of Brianna’s pride of dragons under his control. She had finally come to her senses, only to be threatened when the king brought her parents and sisters to Orrock and vowed to kill them if she didn’t marry Willam. But King Felix had been slain by his own men, and Prince Willam died in the course of the Witch’s War, leaving her family safe in Orrock. Her romantic indulgence had threatened those she cared about most, but she still couldn’t blame herself for feeling what any woman would have felt in the same situation. Prince Willam had been dashing, handsome, and so confident. He made her feel like anything was possible.
Zollin used to make her feel like that, but since the war his lack of ambition was like a blanket thrown over her fire. His magical power had been awesome, and she had been drawn to that power, to the wonder of it, to the adventure, from the first time Zollin had revealed his magic to her in Tranaugh Shire. Yet now he seemed like a meek conjurer. He was still powerful to be sure, but his strength was only a shadow of its former might. She was certain that she was much more powerful than Zollin was. Her ability to conjure and control fire was truly like one of the magnificent mountains they both loved so much, while his magical ability had been reduced to the proverbial mole hill.
It wasn’t Zollin’s fault; in fact he’d sacrificed his power and nearly his life to stop the witch. He had emptied himself out to make the Five Kingdoms safe again from the evil the witch had summoned, yet she couldn’t help but miss the sense of wonder and awe that his magical strength had made her feel. And now they were going to have a baby together, a fact that was both thrilling and terrifying. Brianna was confident she could be a good mother; she just wasn’t sure she wanted to be. She didn’t want to be tied down. She would never be content to simply live out the rest of her days in the little cottage by the river. And she refused to believe that the most exciting times of her life were behind her.
The shadows were growing long by the time she finished rehashing what was becoming a common mental debate. She looked around the clearing but there was no sign of Zollin. She knew he could take care of himself, and while she loved the dwarves and felt at home in their wondrous caverns, she wanted Zollin to do something. She wanted him to be reminded that their lives were bigger than everyone else's. He was the wizard of Yelsia, and she was a Fire Spirit. They had so much to offer the world, and yet he seemed content to tinker in his workshop all day long, day after day.
She was so caught up in her thoughts that she didn’t see the attack until it was already on top of her. Zollin had told Brianna about the tree people that had attacked him and Mansel in the forest, but until that moment she had thought he was exaggerating. She hadn’t noticed the trees moving closer. Most of the trees around the clearing were thick oak and ancient-looking maple trees, but among them had come thin trees, most with white bark and flaking patches of papery brown strips that were peeling off their trunks. At first they merely looked like young trees, but then Brianna saw them moving, and not just swaying in the wind. They were walking. Their roots were feet and their branches were arms and they swarmed into the clearing. They were coming for her.



Chapter 9
“Can you help me?” Lorik asked.
“It is time you took up your mantle,” Hennick said.
“So you’ll help?”
“Our magic cannot abide in you, Great One,” the chieftain of the Drery Drew said. “Only our wisdom.”
“I thought you said I should seek magic.”
“Yes, you have been touched. You will be drawn to magic and magic to you. Our power was given for a season, but you are not Drery Dru. Our strength must not carry you forever, Lorik. It is time you discovered your own magic.”
“But I don’t know magic,” Lorik argued. “I don’t need riddles, Hennick, please.”
“The power of the King Tree can only be possessed by those with the gift for both ruling and magic. In ancient times the races were divided, but soon it became necessary for some to bridge the races. Only those destined to rule could bring the races together, and magic was the sign given so that all would know those who were set apart. Our magic would not have saved you after your fall from the King Tree if you had not been worthy. And you will not find peace until you find the power that will usher in your reign.”
“So I need to look for magic?”
“Magic is all around us. It is the song of the Creator.”
“It’s here?” Lorik asked. “How do I find it?”
“It will find you,” Hennick said.
The little elf was almost like a toddler. His chubby face was bright and expectant, but Lorik recognized the look in the chieftain’s eyes. The conversation was over, and there would be no further explanation, no matter how hard Lorik tried to steer the conversation.
“What will happen to the King Tree while I’m gone?” Lorik asked.
“It will grow, as all things in the forest do.”
“Then I will go and seek out… my destiny.”
“No need to seek your destiny,” Hennick said. “It is inescapable.”
Lorik stood up, trying not to let his exasperation show on his face. All around him the elves were busy. The Drery Dru were a industrious race, always coaxing the massive redwood trees to grow into the forms and shapes to fit their needs. They ate mostly fruit, and Lorik would be glad to have some ale and meat when he left the forest. Still, there was peace that he experienced among the tree elves that he couldn’t find anywhere else. He was loath to leave, although he knew he must. Still, he couldn’t help but dread what he would find outside of the Wilderlands.
The Drery Dru had an intricate pathway through the forest’s canopy, and although it was crafted for the tiny elves that had no fear of heights, it was strong enough for Lorik to traverse. He made his way from one massive tree to the next. In the canopy of each, hidden from the ground by the tree’s great height and massive branches, were small villages. Each clan of the Drery Dru had a tree which they cultivated to grow so that their homes and shops were part of the living tree. It was wondrous to behold such incredible craftsmanship. And the fact that the entire forest was full of such villages, all built without a metal tool, or cutting the wood in any way, was almost too incredible to believe.
Before Lorik had fought the foul wizard that had tried to steal his magic, he had been gifted with incredible strength, speed, and stamina by the Drery Dru. He could run the entire length of the Wilderlands in a day, without stopping. Unfortunately, he had never regained his enhanced physical abilities and was forced to stop frequently to rest. He was glad that Hennick’s home was less than a day’s walk to the southern edge of the Wilderlands.
The Drery Dru had retreated into the forest as the Wilderlands slowly shrank over the years. The massive trees were too large to be cut down by the Ortisians that lived close to the ancient forest, but the consolidation of magic under the wizards of the Torr had kept the Wilderlands from expanding. It took Lorik an hour to walk out of the forest once he was lowered to the ground at the edge of the Drery Dru occupied trees. The sun had almost set by the time he came out onto the rolling plain that met the forest.
In the distance he could see the sprawl of the city that was growing up among the ruins of one of the fortresses that had been destroyed by the Norsik raiders. A tall watchtower had been built, and the beginning of a wall was in place, but Lorik couldn’t help but compare the way humans built to the magical cities of the Drery Dru. The Ortisian city was cluttered, dirty, and ugly. The only consolation was that steps were being taken to protect the people who would call the city their home. When the Norsik invaded again, which was only a matter of time, the townsfolk would have a place to shelter.
Lorik was proud of his friends, who had taken on the challenge of helping to build the fortress. It was fully dark by the time Lorik reached the city, but he immediately noticed the festive atmosphere. Most of the people working to build the fortress were survivors, first of the invasion and then of the Witch's War. They all seemed genuinely happy, despite the rigors of the labor. He was recognized and greeted warmly by the people who had not yet turned in for the night.
There were so many new structures that it took Lorik a while to find the small cottage Stone had helped to build for himself and Vera. His oldest friends would have no need for more room, since Vera had miscarried shortly after they returned from their adventures in Baskla. A healer had managed to stop the bleeding, but it was clear that Vera would never have children. Still, she was a resilient woman and Stone, or Liam as she called him, was a supportive husband. They had each other and it seemed it was enough. Lorik had been envious of their love, and even though he loved Issalyn, he knew she didn’t have the same depth of affection for him. Her interest had waned with his magical power until Lorik was surprised she had stayed with him as long as she had.
“Look who just showed up in time for dinner!” Stone called into the house as Lorik approached.
Vera joined Stone at the door to their small but cozy cottage just as Lorik reached their front gate.
“May I come in?” he asked.
“Where is your queen?” Vera asked.
“She should be almost to Ort City by now,” Lorik said. “It’s just me.”
“Come in, come in,” Stone said, swinging open the small gate that surrounded their cottage. “You know you’re always welcome here.”
Lorik saw that Stone was staring past him, watching something or someone behind him. Looking down, Lorik saw that Stone wasn’t wearing the low slung knives he was so deadly with. Lorik’s own weapons were slung across his back and concealed beneath the pack he was carrying.
“Should I be worried?” he said quietly.
“No, I don’t think so,” Stone said. “Let’s go inside. Vera is roasting a chicken.”
“One chicken won’t be enough,” Vera said as Lorik stooped to kiss her check.
“Don’t worry, I brought some goodies from the Drery Dru,” Lorik said.
The interior of the cottage was simple, yet comfortable. There was a small table near the fire and two plates were laid out.
“You want ale?” Vera asked.
“Yes, please,” Lorik said.
“You bring any of that elvish wine?” she asked.
“I did, just for you,” Lorik said as he unslung his pack.
The elves of the Drery Dru had never explained how they grew containers for their wine, and usually their beverages were kept in large casks. But some of their wine, which was light, crisp, and slightly sweet, had been sent in what looked like bottle sized wooden containers. The wood was smooth and brown, almost like the skin on an acorn, and topped with a similar wooden cap that had been grown in intricate designs. The cap fit so snuggly on the container, that there was no need to seal it.
Lorik pulled two of the treasured containers from his pack and gave them to Vera. She marveled at them, almost unwilling to open them.
“I don’t want to spoil them,” she said.
“They won’t spoil,” Lorik said. “And you can reuse the containers once you’ve drunk the wine.”
“How can you stand that sour ale after drinking such perfect wine?” Vera asked.
“Perfection gets old after a while,” Lorik said. “The Drery Dru don’t eat meat, either. So I’ll trade you some fruit for your half of that chicken.”
He had brought many of the rare delicacies from the elves just for Vera. She was thrilled, and whatever made Vera happy made Stone happy. They sat down and ate together, Lorik often staring at the fire. He was never truly cold in the Wilderlands among the forest elves, but missed the wonder and warmth of a good fire.
“You must be tired,” Vera said. “You can have our bed if you like.”
“Don’t be so generous,” Stone said.
“I wouldn’t dream of it and you know that,” Lorik said. “I’ll be fine here by the fire.”
While Vera brought blankets and pillows, Lorik and Stone stood by the window, staring out into the darkness.
“What’s going on?” Lorik asked.
“What do you mean?”
“You know what I mean. Something’s bothering you. Did I come at a bad time?”
“No, of course not. You’re always welcome here.”
“Then what are you looking for? You’ve been glancing out this window all night, almost as if you’re expecting someone.”
“Soldiers have been here for a few months now,” Stone explained.
“That’s not surprising, is it? You are building a fortress.”
“They aren’t part of the garrison. They’ve been watching me.”
“Your past catching up to you?” Lorik asked.
“No, I don’t think they’re really interested in me at all,” Stone said. “If they wanted me, they could have taken me a hundred different times by now. They’ve been watching me because they knew at some point you’d come around.”
“Me?”
“Why are you surprised? You’re the hero of the Witch's War, the savior of the kingdom. That’s how they describe you. People tell stories of how you saved the prisoners from the Norsik Raiders single handedly.”
“You were just as much a part of rescuing those people as I was,” Lorik said.
“That’s not how people remember it. They say you defeated the entire Norsik army all by yourself. And that the elves have made you their king.”
“The Drery Dru don’t have a king.”
“Maybe not, but Ortis does. He may not have a right to be the king, but he’s pretty intent on making sure you don’t come expecting to take his throne.”
“Yettlebor is pompous, arrogant, and without any claim to the throne of Ortis,” Lorik said.
“He’s also powerful, paranoid, and very dangerous. He has an army at his command, remember? We can’t underestimate what he’s willing to do to keep his new crown.”
“And you aren’t the man you were a year ago,” Vera said softly.
“That wounds me,” Lorik said.
“You know its true.”
“A barbed tongue, that one,” Stone said with a grin. “She pulls no punches.”
“All I’m saying is that you aren’t invincible, Lorik,” Vera said. “I love you, and I don’t want to see you hurt. You’re my oldest friend.”
“And you are mine, but I’ve sat idle and let things go on without me for too long. Ortis should be ruled by an Ortisian, not some usurper from Baskla.”
“So you’ll go to Ort City and do what?” Vera asked. “Demand that Yettlebor steps down and gives you the kingdom? Are you mad?”
“No,” Stone said quietly. “He’ll have to kill Yettlebor.”
“Assassinate the sitting king? Is that how you would start your reign? And don’t you think his soldiers would want revenge? Killing him would be tantamount to declaring war with Baskla.”
“King Ricard owes us his kingdom and his daughter’s life,” Stone said.
“The princess didn’t return home, remember?” Vera asked. “She’s still in that dreadful temple for all we know.”
“I hope she stays there,” Lorik said.
“Your legend isn’t as well received in Baskla, that’s all I’m saying,” Vera went on. “If you kill Yettlebor, then Baskla will almost certainly attack us. King Ricard won’t easily give up his family tie to Ortis.”
“What other option do we have?” Stone asked.
“We?” Lorik asked. “You two have a life here. If what you say about these soldiers is true, you’ll be better off once I leave.”
“You think this is what we want out of life?” Vera asked. “I’m not sure you’re smart enough to be a king.”
“We’ve just been waiting,” Stone said. “Vera always knew you’d come back from the Wilderlands eventually. We believe in you, Lorik. If anyone deserves to be king it’s you, and we won’t be left behind when you need us the most.”
Lorik fell silent for a moment, knowing that Vera and Stone were watching him closely. He knew he couldn’t turn back, although part of him wanted to do just that. He couldn’t hide from his destiny, but he hated the thought of putting the people he loved in danger. The truth was, he didn’t desire to be a king, but he couldn’t deny what the Drery Dru had told him. He was chosen, marked, a man with a destiny. He just had to figure out how to fulfill that destiny without losing the people he cared about most.
“Then we leave tomorrow,” Lorik said, making up his mind. “We’ll need horses.”
“I can get us horses,” Stone said.
“What are we going to do?” Vera asked.
“Ride to Ort City,” Lorik said.
“And do what when we get there?”
“We’ll have to figure that out on the way.”
They finished their plans and Vera packed bags for herself and Stone. Lorik sat by the fire, nursing a mug of ale and trying to decide what he should do about Yettlebor. He was King Ricard’s cousin, and that meant he would have the support of Baskla. In fact, the army he led was from Baskla, not Ortis. Reports from the south were not good. Most of the citizens of Ortis, like those in Falxis and Osla, had been captured by the horrible flying creatures the witch had unleashed. She had mutated those poor wretches, turning them into a fearless army with only one objective: to kill anyone who opposed them. But when the witch had died, her mutated army had regained their own minds. Most had fled south, which meant that most of Ortis was abandoned. It would take decades to rebuild the population and spread across the kingdom once more, but Lorik knew that Yettlebor would never be content to keep a smaller version of Ortis safe. No, Yettlebor would want everything, all of the land that had once been Ortis and perhaps even more.
Stopping Yettlebor and finding a way to regain the citizens lost to the witch’s power had to be Lorik’s highest priority, but he wasn’t sure how he could go about any of it. Never had so much depended on his every decision. He felt like a man trying to slog through a muddy bog and there was no end in sight. Not only did he have an impossible task to perform, he didn’t even relish the responsibilities he would be taking on if he succeeded. All he wanted to do was to protect the people he cared about, but somehow statecraft and kingships had gotten mixed up in his efforts.
He was staring into the fire long after Vera and Stone had gone to bed. The flames were mesmerizing, their heat intoxicating. He felt like the answers to all his questions were just beyond the flames. He was trying to see them, to look past the dancing tongues of fire to find his destiny, when the door was kicked in and armed men rushed into the little cottage.



Chapter 10
Zollin felt as if the tunnel around him was going to collapse at any minute. He had crawled into the opening that led down into the dwarf caverns, but on his previous visit, the opening had seemed much larger. He had been able to walk through that crevasse, and the rock beneath his feet had been almost like steps. This time he had to pull himself along, hoping that nothing horrible loomed in his path. He didn’t want to think about having to scramble backwards to get out of the cave.
The rock was dry and dusty. Zollin couldn’t help but wonder if he had made a mistake about the dwarf caverns. Nothing seemed familiar. The little flame that danced near his head gave just enough light that Zollin could see what lay in front of him, but not what might be hiding in the darkness. Before, when he’d come down into the cavern with Jute, the cave had seemed warm and friendly, even if many of the dwarves had watched him with a look of wariness. Now, it seemed cold, empty, and almost frightening. He felt like he was trespassing in some ancient tomb, not going to see living, breathing, dwarves.
He wondered if another plague had struck the Yel clan, or perhaps swept through the entire dwarf kingdom. Zollin had been fortunate enough to save the Jaq clan when a strange disease was afflicting them and spreading to the other clans. That act, along with restoring many of the broken bridges in the complex tunnels of the dwarves, had endeared him to the people under the mountains. He couldn’t understand why they would hide themselves from him now, unless something horrible had happened.
Eventually he came out into a larger cavern. He got to his feet and rubbed his aching knees, before feeding more magic into his flame to increase the light. He could see the remnants of the dwarf community: small stools, shards of rock, anvils and forges that were now cold and empty. The once homey looking stalls that lined the larger cavern and served as the homes of the dwarves were now dark. There was no sign of light or life in the cave.
“Hello?” Zollin said, his voice echoing off the stone walls. “Is anyone there?”
He had hoped for a friendly reply, but would have been happy with a guarded warning from the deep-voiced dwarves. Even silence would have been better than what his question elicited from the mysterious caverns. It was a long, blood-chilling hiss, and the sound of something heavy moving in the darkness.
Zollin immediately let his magical senses flow out into the dark space. Soon he could feel every nook and crevasse in the cavern. Unlike the surface, there was nothing living in the large cave, except what Zollin could only describe as a huge snake. It was moving slowly toward him, its body as thick as a wagon wheel. Zollin could only guess at the creature’s length. Most of the snake was coiled in a small alcove, but it slithered out and moved toward Zollin, who let his magical flame go out. He didn’t need to see with his eyes; his magical senses let him feel everything happening in the cave.
He thought about running, but he knew he couldn’t crawl back out of the small tunnel fast enough to escape the huge snake. It was doubtful that the creature could fit into the narrow space that led back to the clearing where Brianna was waiting, but he didn’t want to take that chance. It terrified him to think of scrambling up the tunnel only to have the snake attack him from behind and drag him back down into the cave.
He could run from the cavern. There were tunnels that led to other parts of the Yel clan’s home, and still others that led all the way through the lower range of mountains. But he didn’t know how fast the snake could move. It might be faster than he was, and he would still have to face the beast to get back to where Brianna waited. Although fighting the creature was terrifying, Zollin wanted to know what had happened to the dwarves he considered his friends. He wouldn’t leave some horrible beast waiting for them in their home.
The snake reared up, its massive head swaying from side to side. Zollin felt the creature’s forked tongue flicking in the air and was reminded of his battle with Bartoom the great black dragon. He had fought the dragon first in the Ruins of Arnak, using his shielding spell to protect him from the dragon’s dreadful maw. It had carried Zollin, the same way a dog carries a stick in its mouth, for several miles before dropping him. Bartoom had a forked tongue and huge, serrated teeth. Zollin was glad that Brianna’s dragons didn’t have forked tongues.
The snake’s first strike was a feint, just a slight forward jerk of its head. Zollin had already raised his magical shield, forming a bubble around his body while he tried to think of how to attack the huge beast. He hadn’t used his magic all that much since moving into the mountains with Brianna, and while he wasn’t as strong magically speaking as he once had been, it still felt good to use his power for more that just healing fevers or transmuting small objects.
The next strike revealed the creature’s fangs. They were long and thin, almost delicate, but dripping with venom that Zollin guessed would either kill or paralyze him. He took the strike on his magical shield, letting his power fend off the potent attack. He was glad his magic was strong enough to withstand a powerful foe, but the snake’s strike against his magical barrier was taxing. It was like lifting a heavy object: he could do it, but it wasn’t easy, and it wore on him physically despite the barrier around his magic.
He knew he needed to go on the offensive. Just fending off the snake would quickly wear him out, but he couldn’t rely on raw power the way he’d always done before, either. He needed a strategy. The snake was moving closer, its huge coils slithering across the stone floor. Its scales rasped as they brushed over the smooth stone surface. Another strike caused Zollin to jump backward, and he quickly realized that the snake was maneuvering him into a corner.
He took a chance, running suddenly to the side, away from the corner, but the snake’s body came sliding toward him. He drew his dagger and slashed at the scaly hide before jumping back, but his blade merely scraped across the hard scales and didn’t hurt the snake at all. The hiss that followed Zollin’s attack was almost mirthful, as if the creature was amused at Zollin’s futile efforts to fight back. But the realization of a way he might hurt the creature was spawned from his relative weakness. He didn’t need raw power, he needed precision.
He darted further back, ducking into a small alcove. He had to bend almost double to fit into the tiny nook in the rock wall. It was the beginning of a new project that had been abandoned by the dwarves, but it gave Zollin just enough protection that he could focus his magic on the snake without fear of being bitten.
The snake struck anyway, smashing its snout into the stone above the nook. The rock around Zollin shook hard and a huge chunk of stone went flying out of the wall. The snake wasted no time, but continued to strike over and over. The bony snout just above its deadly fangs was harder than the stone around Zollin, and he knew it was only a matter of time before the creature would shatter the wall and flush him out.
He took a deep breath and sent his magic straight into the creature. It wasn’t a spell of raw power; no flames erupted, no lightning like energy crackled. It was just a small stream of magic, almost like his healing touch. Only this time his intent wasn’t to heal and restore, it was to kill. He could feel the snake’s movement, the great rib bones flexing under the strength of the beast’s long, sinewy muscles. He also felt the blood pumping through the creature, and Zollin’s consciousness followed that blood, moving through the creature’s body, toward its heart. When he finally sensed it, he struck with a small, carefully focused effort. The creature’s heart was a large, powerful muscle that was pumping vigorously, but Zollin’s spell tore the organ. It wasn’t a massive rip, and Zollin didn’t try to shred the snake’s heart. He only tore a small hole, almost like tearing fabric along a seam.
He felt the blood gush out of the snake’s heart, and the organ seemed to collapse, as if the heart relied on pressure inside the massive chambers. The small tear was a fatal wound. The heart tried to pump, but only succeeded in making the tear worse, and within a couple of seconds it stopped beating completely. The snake flipped backward, smashing the top of its triangular shaped head hard against the stone floor of the cave. Its body thrashed, coiling in on itself as it died, the muscles contracting hard before it finally went limp.
Zollin leaned against the stone wall, letting his own heart slow down before coming out of hiding. He wanted to shout in victory, and he also wanted to get out of the cave as soon as possible. Still, he knew he couldn’t leave until he found out what had happened to the dwarves.
Stepping out of the tiny nook took more nerve than Zollin had expected. Once again he conjured light, but rather than a flame, he imagined a tiny ball of fire, like a miniature sun. The spell was more taxing, but the light that shone throughout the cave was well worth the effort. He saw the snake for the first time and was appalled at the beast’s white hide. The head was buried inside the coils, and for the first time he noticed the musky smell of the wretched beast. He knew the snake creature was dead, yet it was still very close to him and so large that he felt a shiver of fear as he slowly made his way around the huge viper’s knotted body.
On the far side of the cavern he found the smaller room the snake had been nesting in. Translucent skins that had been sloughed off littered the floor, along with rubble from where the snake had used its bony head to enlarge the room. Zollin moved toward the space slowly, and somewhere in the back of his mind he thought he remembered sitting in that space drinking ale with Jute and watching the dwarves of the Yel clan go about their tasks. His heart dropped as he saw what lay among the rubble of the snake’s nest. Bones. Small, thick bones whose flesh had been completely removed.
Zollin knew that many snakes ate their prey whole. Then, once the animal’s stomach had digested the flesh of their victims, they would regurgitate the bones. Zollin saw the remains of dwarves that had fallen prey to the huge snake. Tears filled his eyes, and he hoped desperately that Jute, his friend and ally, wasn’t among the bones. Yet he knew that if Jute had been with his clan, he would have led the fight to defeat the monster. And he wouldn’t have given up until either he defeated his foe, or he died in the process.
Zollin moved among the bones, looking for any sign that he might recognize anything, but the bones were scattered. Some were broken, others had been ground into powder by the weight of the massive snake as it moved over them. He turned away in frustration, knowing that he had to go deeper into the caverns and learn the fate of the other clans. Deep in his heart Zollin feared that the growing sense of evil he had felt over the past few months was spread all through the dwarf kingdoms. Perhaps there were other foul creatures feasting on the dwarves at that very moment. He knew he couldn’t rest until he knew the fate of the people under the mountain, but he would need Brianna’s help, and they would have to let the dragons know their plan.
He hurried back out to the tunnel that led up to the clearing. He crawled through the hole, his mind constantly worrying that something horrible was coming behind him. It was irrational, but his mind wouldn’t let go of the dread he felt until he finally crawled out of the tunnel. He stood up, brushing himself off and happy that the sun hadn’t set completely. The forest was casting long shadows all around him, but he was out of the tunnel and felt better almost at once.
Then something odd caught his eye. Across the clearing lay the oversized saddle bags near a pile of firewood. Their blankets had been neatly laid out and some of the wood piled up for a campfire, but there was no flame. Not only that, but Brianna was nowhere in sight. What Zollin could see was a tree, but not really a tree. It hadn’t been there earlier, and it stood motionless near the camp.
Zollin walked slowly forward, his magical senses spreading out around the clearing and confirming his worst fears. The tree was actually a sentient creature, tall and thin, with gnarly branches and root-like feet. He couldn’t see eyes, but he sensed the creature was watching him. He’d been accosted by a similar group of creatures when he and Mansel had raced through the forest toward Ort City to rescue Brianna from the Torr Wizard named Branock.
“That’s close enough, wizard,” came a breathy voice that originated from the tree creature.
“What do you want?” Zollin asked.
“I am here to trade,” the strange being said.
“Trade? What can you possibly want?”
“Protection,” the creature said. “We offer your imp in exchange for your magic.”
“My imp?” Zollin asked.
A scream erupted from deeper in the forest, and Zollin felt a dagger of fear and hatred pierce his heart. The tree creatures had Brianna—only that didn’t make sense. She should have set them all ablaze. Fire was the one thing the tree creatures seemed to fear, if he remembered correctly.
“That’s right, you know what I speak of,” the tree thing said. “The fire starter, the dragon lover. She is your mate, we have seen this. Join our grove and we shall set her free.”
“Let her go, or I’ll kill you all,” Zollin said, his anger overwhelming his judgment. “I’ll burn this whole damn forest to the ground.”
“Not if you want her to live.”
“Take me to her.”
The tree suddenly tilted, and Zollin realized the creature was studying him, trying to decide if Zollin was sincere.
“We are much stronger than you think, wizard. Do not underestimate our strength. We are the keepers of the forest and there is no place in these woods where you can run that we cannot find you.”
“I don’t intend to run,” Zollin said.
“Good, then follow me.”
The tree creature turned and started walking away, its root-like feet rising high in a very awkward gait. The creature was slow, lumbering, and almost clumsy as it moved into the shadows of the forest. Zollin hesitated for a second, the memory of Brianna’s scream like an open wound, and then he dashed forward, following the woodsman into the forest.



Chapter 11
The day hadn’t been a total loss. Quinn and some of the other men from Brighton’s Gate had gone out in search of the strange creatures who’d attacked Quinn on the trail to Zollin’s house. They took dogs, which quickly found the scent of the strange creatures. They spent the entire afternoon tracking the creatures, but there was no sign of them. So the men had gone back to the village, and Quinn found himself once more at the Valley Inn, drinking a cool mug of ale and eating one of Ollie’s delicious meals.
Everyone seemed to be in good spirits except for Kurchek, who came out of his room for a short while to eat. His head was bandaged, but he managed to glare balefully at Quinn with his one good eye. Several of the townspeople, including the innkeeper, were people that Quinn considered good friends. Some still kept their distance despite the fact that Quinn had saved the people from invasion and helped rebuild after the dragon attack. Others were openly hostile, but few of those who held a grudge against Quinn or his family spent time at the Inn. For the most part, people at the inn were happy, friendly, and just a little drunk.
That all changed shortly after nightfall. Vickry came charging into the common room, the despair painfully evidently his face. His entrance quieted the crowd, but for a moment he just looked around as if he didn’t know where he was.
“It’s Laney,” he said finally. “She’s missing. Someone took her.”
The crowd was suddenly focused exclusively on Vickry. Buck sat the man down and Ollie brought him a cup of wine. She had to force him to drink it as everyone else in the inn’s common room moved closer to hear what had happened.
“She was feeding the chickens,” he said, his voice cracking with grief. “I heard her singing, and then I realized I couldn’t hear her anymore. And when I went outside she was gone.”
“Perhaps she’s playing with a friend,” suggested one man.
“Or hiding. My daughter loves to hide and surprise me,” said another.
“There was blood,” Vickry said. “Blood on the ground and the chickens were quiet, huddled in their coop. I’ve never seen them act like that.”
“How much blood?” Quinn asked, and everyone leaned in to hear the answer.
“A lot,” Vickery said, his shoulders shaking as he began to cry.
“We’ll go back out,” Quinn said. “We need lanterns, and make sure you’re all armed.”
The men that had gone out in the hunting party earlier in the day gathered their things. Most of them had no weapons to speak of, just clubs or farming tools that could be used as a weapon in a pinch. Quinn had a spear, but if his guess was right, they were facing a pack of animals. One spear wouldn’t be enough.
“Where are you going?” Buck asked.
“To get Mansel and our horses.”
“You think he’s well enough?”
“Zollin healed him; he should be fine. And I want someone with me who has experience in a fight.”
“But maybe he shouldn’t get involved. Not everyone has your high regard for Mansel.”
Quinn looked at the innkeeper. Buck was normally a jolly fellow who enjoyed gossiping with the locals and taking credit for the hard work his wife put into their business. But now he seemed genuinely concerned, as if he knew something Quinn didn’t.
“What are you driving at?” Quinn asked.
“Look, everyone knows Mansel. He works with you, he drinks here, he can even be pleasant to be around when he has a few drinks in him. But no one knows anything about his wife.”
“Nycol? What does she have to do with anything?”
“Nothing at all,” Buck said. “But there are rumors, and people are on edge. You don’t make sparks in a hay barn, that’s all I’m saying.”
“I understand,” Quinn said, resisting the urge to slap some sense into the rotund innkeeper. “And thank you for letting me know.”
Buck nodded and Quinn hurried out. The sun had set, and it was much cooler than it had been earlier. Quinn’s joints protested as he jogged toward the little shack he called home. He was tired and needed rest, but there was simply no time for sleep, not when a young girl’s life hung in the balance. Not that Quinn held out much hope for the girl. Whatever had gotten her wouldn’t wait long to rip her to shreds. They had failed to find the animals earlier in the day, and now they would have to pay the price for that failure.
Quinn couldn’t help but wonder what exactly Buck was alluding to about Nycol. She was a private woman and preferred to stay away from the village, but that didn’t make her odd. Many of the wives of the men Quinn knew kept to themselves. While their husbands spent evenings at the inn, they were home seeing to the needs of children or doing who knew what. Why was Nycol any different?
He shook the questions from his mind and focused on the task at hand. They had gone out earlier in the day on foot, following the dogs, but now they would need speed. He needed his horse and hoped that Mansel would join him.
“Hello in the house!” Quinn said as he hurried into the little space between Mansel’s cabin and the stable where the horses were kept.
“Quinn?” Mansel said, opening the door to the cabin and peering out. “What’s going on?”
“There’s been an attack. Some type of animals have taken a little girl. We need to help.”
Quinn looked at Mansel, who glanced at Nycol. She stood by him, her hand on his arm, but she nodded encouragingly. Mansel leaned down, kissed her cheek and then came striding from the house.
“You seem fit,” Quinn said as he threw open the stable door.
“I am, thanks to you and Zollin. He healed my arm and head this morning.”
“I’m glad you’re all right. I have a feeling we’re going to need you.”
They saddled the horses as Mansel questioned Quinn about the attack.
“I don’t know what happened exactly, but when I rode out to Zollin’s last night some animals tried to attack me. I got lucky and outran them, but they had me nearly surrounded.”
“What kind of animals attack from all sides?” Mansel asked.
“My thoughts exactly,” Quinn said. “But that’s what happened. Zollin said he’d encountered them too, and that he felt they were magical in some way.”
“Great,” Mansel said.
“Yeah, I’ve kept that little tidbit to myself today. I took some of the men out hunting the creatures. Orvil’s dogs tracked them all afternoon but we didn’t catch sight of them.”
“And now they’ve attacked a little girl?”
“No, not just attacked. Her father was nearby. He said he could hear the girl singing one moment and the next she was just gone.”
“So how do we know it was these magical creatures?” Mansel asked.
“We don’t, but I don’t put much stock in coincidences. And whatever took the girl left blood.”
“So it wasn’t a person?” Mansel said, looking at Quinn.
“I don’t think so,” he replied. “We might have some hope of getting her back alive if it was.”
“Damn!”
The men fell to their work, adjusting straps and making sure that the horses were saddled correctly. The last thing they wanted was to injure one of the horses because they were in a hurry. Nycol came out with Mansel’s weapons. He took the long sword that Zollin had fashioned for him. The weapon had a glossy black stone embedded where the hilt and blade met. Mansel called the sword Death’s Eye, and he was incredibly proficient with it. She also had Mansel’s spear and shield.
“Should I take my bow?” Mansel asked.
“It wouldn’t hurt,” Quinn said. “Some of the locals are good shots, but they’ve never been in a fight.”
“I love you,” Mansel said, as he leaned down in his saddle and kissed Nycol.
“Be safe,” she said. “And you as well, Quinn.”
“Thank you,” he replied. “Sorry to cause so much commotion.”
She nodded but didn’t respond. Quinn led his horse out into the moonlight before climbing into the saddle. When Mansel came out of the little stable he had his sword slung over one shoulder, his bow in his left hand, and a thick quiver of arrows slung from the saddle horn. One arrow was already nocked and ready to draw.
“Good to see you’re prepared,” Quinn said.
“Isn’t that what you taught me?” Mansel said with a grin.
“Damn right.”
They kicked the horses into a canter that took them quickly back into town. The activity around the Valley Inn was impossible to miss. There were dozens of lanterns, yelping dogs, and loud voices, all converging on the open space in front of the inn.
“Who’s in charge?” Quinn shouted as he reined up in front of the group of men.
Most of the townsfolk looked to Quinn in moments of emergency, not that there had been many since he’d returned to the small village. But he was a decisive man who kept his wits about him in times of crisis. There were other able leaders in the village, though, and Quinn had no intentions of taking the hunt slowly.
“I am,” said Bilburr. He was a farmer, but the townsfolk all respected him.
“Good, take the group out and follow the trail. Mansel and I are riding ahead of you.”
“Don’t you think we’d be better off to stay together?” Bilburr asked.
“Not if we want to save the girl. Chances are she’s gone already, but if there’s any hope of finding her before whatever took her kills her, then we need to move as quickly as possible. Mansel and I will do that. You all come along behind us.”
“All right,” Bilburr said. “Be careful, Quinn.”
“I will be. Can you spare some torches?”
Buck hurried forward with two long-handled torches. He handed one to Quinn and the other to Mansel.
“Good luck,” he said.
“Thanks,” Quinn said turning his mount and urging it forward.
“Did you notice that Kurchek was with the hunting party?” Mansel asked as they rode toward the edge of town.
“I did,” Quinn said. “That’s another reason for us to split up, but I didn’t see any sense explaining that to Bilburr.”
They rode quickly to Vickry’s home. It was a nicely built structure, with a low, thatched roof and a wide door. Quinn could hear Vickry’s wife and other children weeping inside. The mother was wailing and the sound made Quinn’s heart ache. He knew the pain of loss. Quinn's wife had died shortly after giving birth to Zollin, and Quinn’s grief had nearly killed him. If not for the constant need to care for a newborn, Quinn had no doubt that he would have given up completely.
They rode around the small home and held their torches low, looking for any sign of what had taken the little girl. The blood was still wet and plentiful enough that it was impossible to miss, but not enough to know for sure if the girl was dead or alive.
“Looks bad,” Mansel said.
“It is bad,” Quinn agreed. “But we should be able to follow the trail easily enough.”
“So what are we waiting for?”
“Something isn’t right.”
“Of course not, a little girl has been taken,” Mansel said. “I thought we needed to find her as quickly as possible.”
“Just wait a second,” Quinn said. “I don’t think we can continue to think about these creatures as if they’re just animals. Zollin said he got the impression they were intelligent. They set a trap for me last night, eluded us all day, and now they leave a trail that any fool could follow.”
“You’re saying you think this is a trap?” Mansel asked incredulously.
“I think it could be.”
“So what do we do?”
“We could set our own trap.”
“You want to try and trap the creatures?”
“No, don’t misunderstand. I’m not saying I want to set traps for them, but what if we douse these torches, find a place to watch from outside the village, and then wait to see what happens when the search party follows the trail.”
“If the beasts are waiting for us to rush blindly down their path, we might be able to surprise them,” Mansel said, seeing the wisdom in the plan. “But what about the girl?”
“Well, there is one other option. It’s faster but more risky.”
“What?”
“I could ride down the trail, move fast, see what happens. You could cover me from the dark.”
“What could I do if you’re attacked?” Mansel asked.
“Just cover me with your bow. That should be enough. If I get into trouble you can ride to the rescue.”
“That’s a ridiculous plan,” Mansel said.
“But its the only chance we have of saving the little girl.”
“I’m not willing to risk you for the girl,” Mansel said. “She’s probably dead already.”
“So we’ll wait for the hunting party,” Quinn said.
“I could follow their trail,” Mansel volunteered.
“I can’t cover you with that bow the way you can,” Quinn said.
Mansel looked distressed, which wasn’t what Quinn wanted, but he needed Mansel to come to the same decision Quinn had. The only option that could possibly save the girl meant risking Quinn’s life. He had no problem with that, but if he died, he didn’t want Mansel to struggle with guilt or feel that had made the wrong decision. Every second they waited made Quinn’s stomach twist with fear that the little girl was dying and that they would be too late, but he felt that a few moments spent to clear Mansel’s conscience was worth it.
“Fine,” Mansel said, handing Quinn his torch. “But don’t go too fast. And give me a minute to get ready.”
“I will,” Quinn said. “Don’t shoot me.”
“Don’t get eaten before you become a grandfather.”
“Good advice,” Quinn said.
Mansel turned his horse and rode off into the darkness. Quinn waited as long as he dared and then started down the trail. The blood stood out on the ground. There were splashes of glossy red blood every five or six yards, allowing Quinn to follow the trail at a fast trot. He looked up occasionally, but the light from his torches made the darkness beyond impenetrable.
He had gone nearly a mile from the village when he finally saw the girl, but his horse was struggling to turn back and Quinn was certain the creatures were waiting to attack. Quinn fought the horse, taking both torches with one hand and yanking the reins with the other. The little girl was unconscious but Quinn thought he saw her chest moving. There was a dark patch of blood around her.
“Laney!” Quinn shouted.
He heard the snarl just before he saw the flash of white fur looming up out of the darkness. He swung the torch but he wasn’t fast enough. The creature bit hard into Quinn’s forearm just as the horse bolted. Quinn didn’t have time to pull his spear from the harness beneath his saddle before he fell. The only thing that registered in his mind before he smashed hard into the ground were the sounds of more snarling animals rushing in for the kill.



Chapter 12
Lorik stood up slowly and turned around. He had been staring into the fire and his swords were propped against the stone hearth, but he made no attempt to take them up. Instead he raised his hands in surrender. The soldiers looked unsure of what to do; they had clearly been expecting a fight. And there was no sound from the small bedroom where Vera and Stone were supposed to be sleeping. Lorik was certain they weren’t asleep and for the briefest of moments he even considered the possibility that Stone or Vera had betrayed him to the soldiers, but he dismissed that fear just as quickly as it entered his mind.
“We’ve orders to take you to Ort City,” said one of the soldiers.
“Good,” Lorik said. “That's where I want to go.”
The soldiers looked surprised again. They had expected a fight, but Lorik seemed content and not in the least belligerent.
“We’re going now!” the soldier said, his voice much too loud for the little room. Lorik thought the man sounded scared.
“In the middle of the night?”
“That’s right,” the soldier said. “I said we’re leaving and that’s that.”
“Great. I’m packed, and I couldn’t sleep anyway.”
He hefted his pack, still not touching his swords. The soldiers looked uncertain, but Lorik gave them no reason to think he was a threat and they slowly began to relax. Lorik smiled and waited patiently, knowing that it would do him no good to attack the soldiers. They were just doing what they were told, and after giving a lot of thought to how he would go about removing Yettlebor from the throne, he had decided that his best bet would be to win the loyalty of the army. Yettlebor, as Lorik remembered him, was a pompous ass. His troops bypassed him even when he was just a general, preferring to take their reports and concerns to a subordinate. If Lorik could ingratiate himself with the army, he would most likely win their loyalty and then the entire situation in Ortis would change. Yettlebor might be in control of Ort City, but if his soldiers joined Lorik, then he would have to give up his absurd claim to the throne.
“I hope you have horses, or at least a wagon,” Lorik said.
“Of course we have horses,” the soldier said.
“Good, then I’m ready when you are.”
“You aren’t going to fight us?”
“Why would I? We want the same thing. Besides, I would have to be daft to take on a group of well trained soldiers like you.”
“That’s right,” the soldier said.
He was clearly in charge of the small band. There were only a dozen of the soldiers from what Lorik could see. Four were in the small cottage, and several more were waiting outside. They all had their weapons drawn, but none of them looked keen for a fight.
“So we can go,” Lorik said.
He stepped forward and the soldiers tensed. Lorik was a big man, even without the magic the Drery Dru had instilled in him, which had made him look like the image of a god. His shoulders were thick with muscle, his legs almost as large as tree trunks. He wasn’t as well defined as he had been when under the influence of the elvish magic, but he was in good shape, with hardly any fat on his large frame. The solders were adults, but most were young men, and none even came close to Lorik’s size. It was natural that he made them nervous, even without a fearsome reputation.
“You men have nothing to fear from me,” he said.
“Good, you’ll be better off that way. Tie his hands,” the soldier ordered.
“Is that really necessary?” Lorik asked.
“It is if I say it is,” the soldier insisted.
Lorik thought the soldier sounded a little like a petulant child but he didn’t resist. Instead, he stuck his hands out, holding the wrists close together.
“Should I tie them behind his back?” asked the soldier who had pulled a length of rope from his belt.
“That will only make it harder for him to ride,” the soldier in charge said. “Tie ‘em in front, and let’s get moving.”
Lorik was patient, letting the soldier tie him up. The man had no experience with rope. Lorik had spent years as a teamster, learning the trade from his father and he was proficient in tying knots. The mess that the soldier made wouldn’t last long, but Lorik reminded himself that he was going to earn the soldiers trust and he wouldn’t do that by breaking free of their pitiful bonds.
He cast one look at the door that led to the other room. He could see that it was open just slightly. There was no light in the room, no noise. He guessed there was no reason to expect that there might be someone else in the cottage, although if the soldiers had really been watching Stone, they should have known he and Vera were inside. Perhaps it was the surprise of not being challenged that made them forget about the owners of the little house. Either way, Lorik was glad his friends hadn’t also been detained. He knew Stone could handle himself in a fight, but he didn’t want to see either of them mistreated on his behalf.
He nodded slightly toward the door, trusting that his friends saw him and would understand that he was all right. He was trusting Stone and Vera to follow him and bring his swords. He wished he’d had time to explain himself to them, but that opportunity had not presented itself.
“So,” Lorik said loudly. “You’re taking me to Ort City. I’m ready to go.”
“That’s right,” the soldier said.
“He’s tied up,” the soldier who had bound Lorik’s hands said.
“Then we move!” the lead soldier said.
Two men fell in behind Lorik as they led him away. He still had his pack over his shoulder and he thought it was a mistake that the soldiers hadn’t taken it and searched it for weapons. There were none, but the soldiers were either slacking on their duty or poorly trained.
They had horses waiting nearby, held by three more soldiers. Lorik counted fifteen men in total. It was a reasonable number to apprehend a legendary fighter. He was just one man after all, but Lorik could have defeated them if he really wanted to. They had rushed into the cottage, thinking to surprise Lorik, but in reality they had traded their superiority in numbers, their greatest advantage, for the lesser advantage of surprise. Lorik could have stayed inside, where he was familiar with the room and where obstacles might hinder their fighting. He could then easily fend off the larger group, because only a few of them at a time could get close to him. Then there was the fact that Lorik wasn’t alone. He had Stone with him, and even if the soldiers didn’t know Stone’s amazing fighting abilities, it once again reduced their superiority of numbers.
He didn’t resist in any way, climbing carefully up onto the horse they had waiting for him. He would have liked to check the horse’s tack to be certain everything was as it should be, but as a prisoner he didn’t have the opportunity. The soldiers formed two lines on either side of Lorik and walked their horses out of the city. They rode through the darkness with only two torches to light their way as they moved south. There was nothing to hinder them across the grassy plains and the night was cool, almost chilly.
They stopped and made camp shortly before dawn. Most of the men tried to snatch an hour's worth of sleep, but Lorik watched the men. He sat leaning against his pack, which was still slung over his wide shoulder. As the sun rose, the soldiers prepared a hasty breakfast of boiled oats. The food was bland, especially compared to the exotic fruits of the Drery Dru he had dined on for so long, yet Lorik was reminded fondly of being on the road with his father. They often carried oats or rice, which was the staple of their meals whenever they hauled cargo through the Marshlands. His father always used something to flavor the oats—honey if he could get it, but salt at the very least. The soldiers weren’t as forward thinking, but the food was hot and filling. They served Lorik a large bowl of the porridge, which he ate gratefully. Then they set out again.
Lorik was sorely tempted to look back over his shoulder to see if he could spot Stone and Vera following them. Yet he didn’t want to make it obvious that he was trying to see if his friends were coming to his aid. He didn’t really need their help. The soldiers were taking him right where he wanted to go, but he couldn’t help but worry that they might not come. He wanted his swords when he faced Yettlebor. The fabled Swords of Acromin were almost like a crown, and Lorik was truly deadly with the weapons. He would feel much more confident with the swords hanging from his hips when he entered the throne room in Ortis.
“Is it true you stopped the entire army the witch sent?” one the soldiers asked after about an hour of riding.
The formation had grown sloppy, and the soldiers were all riding in a group around Lorik. They had gotten comfortable around him. He didn’t seem like a threat, and so they treated him more like an equal even though his hands were still tied. The ropes had stretched and the knots were all loose; Lorik knew he could cast off the restraints if he chose to, but he didn’t.
“Who told you that?” Lorik said.
“Everyone says it,” the soldier said. “I’m Ian.”
“I’m Lorik. And to answer your question, no. I didn’t stop the witch’s army. In fact, I don’t know what did stop them. Only that they turned back.”
“I heard that a wizard from Yelsia stopped them,” said another soldier.
“I’ve heard that too, and I’ve met that wizard,” Lorik said. “It’s most likely the truth, although stories such as that tend to be exaggerated over time.”
“But you did fight them,” Ian insisted.
Lorik nodded.
“Just you and few others, against an army?”
“We didn’t have much choice,” Lorik said. “We were trying to slow them down to give your army time to intervene.”
“That must have been some battle,” Ian said, and Lorik could hear the yearning in his voice.
“It was a desperate battle and it ended none too soon,” Lorik said. “I take it you’ve never seen combat.”
“What makes you say that?” the young man said, his back stiffening with a sense of injured pride.
“Don’t be offended. Lack of experience doesn’t make you any less deadly. I just noticed that you wear your sword high on your hip. Your shield looks new. When your blade was drawn last night it was highly polished, and there were no marks from your whetstone.”
“I would rather be fighting than sitting in camp or being sent on foolish errands,” Ian said.
“And no doubt you’d be a great warrior,” Lorik said.
“Is it true you rescued a thousand women who had been captured and taken to Norsik?” asked another soldier. “My name is Gern.”
“It’s nice to meet you, Gern. Actually, I didn’t do that alone, and I don’t think there were quite that many people. Most were women and children and they had just been taken to the northern side of the Wilderlands when we infiltrated their camp and rescued the captives.”
“What do you mean infiltrated?” Ian asked.
“We went in after dark and freed the captives while the Norsik celebrated their victory. They thought they were safe because they had made it back to Norsik. We just gave them a taste of their own medicine.”
“But surely they came after you. You couldn’t outrun raiders with a thousand women,” Gern said.
“We fought, but again, it wasn’t just me. And we had a few advantages.”
“You held off an entire army of raiders?” Ian said, his voice full of awe.
“That’s not quite true either. Most of the raiders were still in Ortis. They sent their oldest and least experienced warriors back with the captives.”
“But I heard that when you got back to Ortis, the entire Norsik army was waiting for you,” Gern said. “Ain’t that what we heard, Ian?”
The young soldier nodded.
“They were camped near the city where you found me,” Lorik said. “And yes, I fought them, but it was a foolish thing to do. I would have been killed if not for the wizard from Yelsia you mentioned. He flew in on a dragon and rescued me.”
The soldiers looked like children in that moment, hanging on Lorik’s every word. When he glanced forward he saw that the leader of the band of soldiers was looking forward, but like all the other men, he too was listening to the story. Lorik went into detail about the fight with the Norsik. It was a common enemy, and the soldiers from Baskla had no love for the raiders. And listening to the story passed the time as they rode over the nondescript fields that led south to Ort City.
In Lorik’s mind he could see the future, when those empty fields would be farmed or grazed by a thriving Ortisian populace that was prosperous and happy. The world seemed so empty since the Witch's War. And it made Lorik sad to think that so many people had been lost.
They stopped at midday to rest the horses and have a light meal. They were all lounging, talking, and eating with no guards posted. No one expected a threat of any kind, and it seemed foolish to keep men on watch. Lorik hadn’t resisted, and there was no indication that anyone was following them, a fact which made Lorik nervous although he tried to hide it. So everyone was surprised when a group of soldiers came galloping toward them.
The soldiers around Lorik got quickly to their feet and Lorik followed suit. The Basklian soldiers wore plain gray tunics as uniform, with only their leader showing any vestiges of rank—and his was a low one. But the men that rode toward them wore splendid uniforms of red and blue, the colors of the Ortis flag. From their garments and the way the soldiers stiffened, Lorik realized that the approaching soldiers were officers.
“Who’s in charge here?” demanded the first of the officers to arrive.
“That’d be me, sir,” said the soldier who had questioned Lorik the night before. “I’m Haltis, squad leader. I have Lorik as my prisoner.”
“So I see, Squad Leader,” the officer said, his voice full of condescension. “And why pray tell was no guard posted? Other than the ropes on his hands, your prisoner looks more like a guest of honor than the criminal he is.”
“He offered no resistance sir,” said Haltis. “We didn’t think it necessary—”
“There they go thinking again,” the officer said. “What did I tell you, Ulber, they’re like sheep in need of constant guidance.”
Lorik had to bite his tongue to keep from speaking up to defend the soldiers from the haughty officer. Ulber, the officer’s companion looked dangerous. He had a thick brow and small eyes. He too wore an Ortis uniform, but where the officer’s clothes were ornamented and looked new, Ulber’s were well used and just a little bit dirty. The men with the officers were fighters, every one of them. There were no well-polished weapons or superfluous armor. They all had a hard look to them, and Lorik knew they wouldn’t be won over the way his captors would have.
“You are right, Lord Pyllvar.”
Lorik wanted to ask exactly what Pyllvar was lord of, but once again he decided that keeping his mouth shut was the wiser choice. It didn’t take a genius to see what was about to happen, and Lord Pyllvar wouldn’t be the first officer to step in and accept credit for the work of his men. Lorik detested such arrogance, but even if he could convince the soldiers who had taken him from Stone and Vera’s cottage to fight the newcomers, there was no way he could keep a majority of them from being slaughtered.
From the looks of things, Yettlebor was smarter than Lorik had given him credit for. Having lived in Hassell Point most of his life, a port city on the far side of the Marshlands where outlaws and pirates often made harbor, Lorik recognized the type of men who now wore the royal uniforms of Ortis’ army. Yettlebor had hired mercenaries and outlaws to rule the land. He had traded the fortune of a kingdom that wasn’t his own to secure his place as king. Probably granting the mercenaries lands, titles, and in most cases, unrestricted authority over the people of Ortis in exchange for the loyalty of criminals.
The reality was not only shocking, but infuriating. Lorik knew how men like Pyllvar would treat the citizens of Ortis. They would be his slaves, forced to work themselves into exhaustion just to pay his taxes and support his excessive lifestyle. That thought alone made Lorik furious, but seeing men who had no ties to Ortis and who only truly cared about themselves, wearing the royal uniform of the kingdom that Lorik loved, made his blood boil. Still, he held all his emotions in check and made sure that his face and posture remained passive.
“We shall relieve you of this burden,” Pyllvar said, “since you are so obviously inept. Take your men back to the border and resume your duties there, squad leader.”
“My lord,” said Haltis. “Our orders were to watch Lorik’s friends and to take him to King Yettlebor when he returned from the Wilderlands. We were never on guard duty.”
“Then I’m giving you new orders,” Pyllvar said. “Go watch the forest for signs of Norsik raiders. That will be all.”
Haltis looked almost as angry as Lorik, but he didn’t argue, especially when Ulber leaned forward in his saddle menacingly.
“Yes sir,” Haltis said.
“Bring the prisoner,” Pyllvar said, turning his horse away from the group of soldiers.
Ulber motioned to his men, two of which moved forward. Lorik had hoped he would be able to ride the horse the soldiers had provided him, but when he saw the rope the mercenaries carried, he knew he would have to walk.
The soldiers looked aghast as the mercenaries dropped a loop of the rope around Lorik’s neck and led him away. Lorik didn’t speak and didn’t resist. He held his hands close together, hoping that his new captors wouldn’t bother retying his hands. Lorik was under no illusions about Pyllvar and his men, or what Yettlebor would have ordered them to do. They wouldn’t bother to take Lorik to Ort City alive. They would kill him as soon as they were out of sight of the soldiers and then carry his carcass back to their king. If Lorik was going to survive the afternoon, he would have to make a move soon.
The rope tightened as the mercenaries who led him hurried back to their comrades. And Lorik only had time for one last glance over his shoulder, but there was still no sign of Stone or Vera. And Lorik knew he had to think of some way of freeing himself and escaping the mercenaries on his own. He needed time to think, but he had no idea how quickly the mercenaries would try to slay him. The only thing Lorik knew for certain was that his options were quickly disappearing. If he were going to survive the day, he would have to do something drastic… and soon.



Chapter 13
The sound of the arrow slamming into the white haired creature was loud, and the force of the projectile, along with the creature’s resulting movement caused by the pain, gave Quinn a moment to regain his senses. He had been pulled from the saddle, but the creature had lost its bite on his arm. While the creature's longest teeth had penetrated the leather wrist cuffs he wore on his forearms, the wound wasn't life threatening or even debilitating. His arm burned, but his adrenaline was pumping so much that he hardly felt the pain. He had lost his spear in the darkness, but the torches lay burning a few feet away.
Four of the white-haired creatures had converged on the horse, and the resulting neighs of terror, mixed with the ferocious growling of the beasts as they fought the poor steed, were horrifying. Quinn saw the horse fall to the ground with two of the white beasts on its back and another with its powerful jaws clamped down hard on the horse’s rear leg. The animals looked like wolverines, but their fur was completely white and they were much larger than a typical wolverine. These creatures were larger than a dog, with thick, powerful legs, wide bodies, and pointed faces. Their jaws bulged with muscle, and their teeth seemed too big for their mouths. Their most horrifying feature was the long, black claws on the ends of all four feet. Quinn guessed the claws were at least as long as his fingers.
As Quinn scrambled to his feet, the creatures were ripping his horse to bloody ribbons. It was a sight that Quinn had never seen before. Most animals only kill to eat, yet these monstrous beasts were in a fury over the horse, slicing it to pieces. They used their teeth, tearing out chunks of flesh, but then flung the meat aside in their frenzy.
The beast that had been hit with Mansel’s arrow was still alive. It struggled to its feet, but Quinn snatched up the torches and thrust one straight at the animal. The smell of burning hair was strong, and the animal yelped as it jumped back. The other creatures were pulled out of their killing frenzy, Quinn guessed, by the smell of burned fur. As the wounded creature limped away into the darkness, the others turned their attention to Quinn.
He had a torch in each hand, and he waved them at the animals, who snapped and growled at him. A couple even swiped at the torches with their long claws, but the heat from the flames and their natural fear of fire drove them back. They began to spread out, circling around Quinn and he realized they were going to attack all at once from four different directions. He wouldn’t be able to hold them all back, and once he fell, they would be on top of him, ripping his flesh to ribbons the way he’d seen them do to the horse. Fear made his skin crawl and he wanted to run away, even though there was no where to run to.
In his mind he cursed himself. Why had he rushed into danger? He was a fool for thinking he would survive. And he didn’t want to die. He wanted to see his grandchild born and growing up happy, safe, and beautiful. Tears stung his eyes and it was difficult to breathe. Then, out of the darkness another arrow took down one of the awful creatures. It punched through the beast’s throat and sent it flipping over and over in its death throes. The arrow snapped, but the damage was done, and the other animals waited for a moment to see what was happening to their pack mate. The creature was gargling blood, which came out of it its long, narrow mouth in bubbles before the beast finally collapsed.
There were three left, and the largest barked at the other two, who went racing off into the darkness.
“They’re coming for you!” Quinn shouted, hoping to warn Mansel.
He didn’t dare take his eyes off the big creature staring at him. For a long moment Quinn looked into the animal’s eyes. What he saw made his blood run cold in his veins. He had seen hatred before, intense loathing that made him feel as if the other person would kill him if only given half a chance. He saw that same look in the big creature’s eyes. It wanted to kill him and not because it was hungry, or fighting to protect itself or its offspring. The white-furred beast wanted to hurt Quinn, to make him suffer.
Quinn wasn’t sure what to do, but he kept the torches between himself and the animal, praying silently that the other two didn’t sneak back and attack him from behind. In the darkness Quinn heard hoofbeats as Mansel let his horse run to avoid the other two animals who had gone to stop him and his deadly arrows.
If he’d had his spear, Quinn would have done his best to kill the animal. But with only the torches, all he cared about was surviving. The animal turned, almost daring Quinn to attack, and casually went over to the fallen animal that Mansel had shot. The big creature sank its teeth into its pack mate and dragged the dead animal away. Quinn stood still, letting the beast disappear into the darkness. He waited for several moments, his body rigid with fear and ready to spring into action if the creature returned. Finally he moved over to the young girl’s body. She was alive, but just barely. Her eyes were closed and her breathing was shallow.
Quinn rammed one of the torches into the ground and scooped the girl into his arms. She was young and didn’t weigh much. Quinn could feel that the back of her shirt was torn and wet with blood. He wished that Zollin were there to help the poor girl, but he was all alone. The best thing he could do was get the girl back to the village. He turned, holding one torch in his hand and the young girl splayed across his arms, and ran.
He’d never felt so old as he did running with the young girl. He was out of breath almost immediately, and every muscle in his body ached. He was still afraid, both for the girl’s life and of the animals, but the rush of adrenaline was gone. His right forearm throbbed with pain, and his knees ground painfully with each step. Still he ran, desperate to find help for the girl. He ran until he almost passed out, and then he stopped only because Mansel was riding to him.
“Is she alive?” he asked.
“Yes,” Quinn said.
He fell to his knees, the muscles in his hips and lower back threatening to cramp. Looking down, he saw that the girl’s eyes were open.
“It’s going to be okay,” he told her. “You’re safe now.”
“Daddy,” she said, her voice barely even a whisper.
Then her frail body stiffened, her head lolled to the side, and she breathed one last shuddering breath. Quinn held her, not quite believing what he was seeing. She’d died. She was gone. He knew that, but he couldn’t accept it. He pulled her close to his chest and cried until he felt a hand on his shoulder.
“Quinn, are you all right?” Mansel asked.
“No,” he said. “She’s gone.”
“I know that. There’s nothing you could have done.”
“We weren’t fast enough,” Quinn said.
“Even if we had been, we couldn’t have saved her. No one could have, except maybe Zollin. At least she died with you. She wasn’t alone.”
Quinn knew Mansel was right, but he wanted to scream that it wasn’t fair. What had the poor little girl ever done to anyone that she deserved such a horrible fate? The more he thought about it, the angrier he got. But then he realized that he had been right about the animals. They had set a trap for him, or whoever would have come after the girl. And they weren’t hunting for food. These creatures, whatever they were, killed simply for the sake of killing.
“Take her,” Quinn said, letting go of the girl’s body. “We have to get back to the village.”
Mansel took the girl gently in his arms and laid her small body across his saddle. Neither man spoke, they just walked back toward the town. The hunting party met them at the edge of the village. They all saw the girl’s body by the light of Quinn’s torch long before they were close enough to speak. They all had questions—Quinn could see that on their faces—but they didn’t ask what they wanted to ask. Instead they stood silent as Vickry stepped forward to get his baby girl. His sobs shook everyone’s nerves. He wailed the cry of a grieving parent and Quinn knew that no matter how well they knew Vickry, or cared for the man and his family, they were all thinking they were fortunate the animals hadn’t attacked their own loved ones.
“Come on, Vickry,” Buck said, finally stepping forward and placing an arm around the grieving father’s shoulders. “Let’s take her home.”
A few of the others went with Buck and Vickry, but the rest of the hunting party gathered in close to hear what had happened. They listened to Quinn’s story with looks of disbelief, fear, and horror. In the distance they could see the torch still burning. From the edge of the village it was little more than a speck of light across the flat valley floor. And somewhere in the darkness, more of the creatures waited.
“You’re saying wild animals set a trap for us?” Kurchek said when Quinn finished his explanation.
“That’s right. And I wouldn’t call them wild animals. They aren’t just animals, at least none I’ve ever heard of before.”
“We’ll have to hunt them down tomorrow,” said one of the townsmen. “We don’t want more children killed.”
“Who ever heard of an animal that sets traps for humans?” Kurchek went on, undeterred. “Either Quinn is insane, or there's witchcraft involved.”
Several of the hunting party murmured in agreement.
“Quinn isn’t crazy,” Mansel said. “Go see for yourself. The trail is there. The torch is still in the ground where the little girl lay. Take a look at Quinn’s horse and tell me they didn’t set a trap. They could have ripped the girl to shreds too, but instead they carried her there and waited for us to come and get her. Then they pounced.”
“I guess its lucky for us you two survived,” Kurchek said. “I guess we’ll just have to take your word for what happened.”
“My word has always been good before,” Quinn said, his anger seething and making it hard for him to keep his voice calm.
“His son’s a wizard,” Kurchek said, then cleared his throat and spat. “Which of us can honestly say we know this man? Which of us can say what his son might be capable of, or what they might have to do to give his son magical power?”
“What are you insinuating?” asked another man.
“We’ve all heard stories about sorcerers stealing children and sacrificing virgins to their foul gods,” Kurchek said.
“That’s nonsense,” Quinn spat back. “You’re a fool if you believe such rubbish.”
“Am I? We’ve all seen what your evil spawn can do. It’s not natural. He brought the dragons here, am I right? Now there are other deadly creatures, or so we’ve been told. But none of us have seen the beasts. None of us—”
Kurchek was suddenly cut off by a scream on the other side of the village. Everyone turned, and there was another scream. Both were high pitched and so loud that everyone was frozen in fear for a moment. Then Quinn started running. The only weapon he had was the torch, but he ran toward the sound of screaming. Dogs were barking frantically. The town’s livestock all began to fuss and bray nervously. Quinn could hear the other men running behind him but he didn’t look back. All he could think of was the little girl, dead in his arms, and the fact that he’d failed to kill at least three of the white furred animals. He couldn’t stop, couldn’t rest, until he was sure the village was safe and that meant he had to kill the beasts. Somehow, some way, he had to stop them, before anyone else was hurt or killed.



Chapter 14
Walking through the forest, Zollin could feel that he was being watched. His mind raced with first worry, then wonder. The creature that led him through the darkness was simply incredible. Its body was made of wood, just like a tree. To his magical senses the creature felt just like a tree. And to an extent that made sense; trees and all plants were alive, they just weren’t considered to be conscious beings.
The tree creature had leaves on an array of branches up above its head. The eyes had been hard to see; they simply looked like knots in the wood, but they were there. It had thrown Zollin at first because they weren’t symmetrical like a human or even an animal face. And the creature’s body was thin, like an aspen tree. Any number of branches could be used like arms, and its feet were wide, spreading roots that could burrow down into the soil or spread out flat for walking.
Part of Zollin would have liked to study the tree creatures. He thought that Kelvich had called them Dryads, but he couldn’t be sure. They were an ancient people that had existed in the Peddingar forest for centuries—and no wonder, since they looked like a normal tree when they were moving around. Still, Zollin knew he had to keep his guard up. The Dryads had taken Brianna hostage and neutralized her ability to produce and control fire. He had no idea how they had accomplished that, since Brianna was infinitely more powerful than Zollin was after his battle with the witch. So he was going with the creature to find out what he could before he tried to rescue her.
They came to a small clearing, and Zollin was led out into the middle of the space. All around him the trees began to move, and he realized they were all Dryads. He felt a shock of fear, almost like swimming out into deep water then suddenly realizing that you couldn’t touch the bottom anymore. Zollin was in over his head, completely surrounded, with no idea what he might use to fend off the strange woodland creatures.
“You are the wizard,” one of the dryads said.
“That’s right. I’m Zollin.”
“We are the keepers, forest builders, from before your kind.”
Zollin didn’t know what that meant, so he kept quiet, waiting for his opportunity to act. He wasn’t afraid to fight, but he had to know what had been done to Brianna before he did anything to provoke the dryads.
“We have only just awakened,” the tree creature went on. “Your kind stifled the life essence we depend on, forcing us to hibernate until the magic awoke once more in the world. We can not afford to let humans control magic. Your people are always cutting and hacking, always burning. The forest is forever shrinking before your axes and houses, your fields and crops. In the absence of magic we were helpless, but you can change that.”
“How?” Zollin asked. “I wish you no ill will. I only want Brianna back and to go in peace.”
“Your kind has brought nothing but ill will to our lands. So you will join us. Add your power to that of the keepers. Ensure that we will never be forced to sleep again.”
“I can’t do that,” Zollin said. “I’m sorry, but I am needed as I am. I cannot turn my back on the world for your sake alone.”
“Then the fire imp dies,” the forest creature said angrily.
“No! Wait!” Zollin implored “I want to help. Surely there must be another way.”
“In centuries long past the keepers trusted your kind. They studied us and our ways, always writing in their books. Many promises were made, but your people are always warring. The wizards were turned against each other until only a few remained. They consolidated their power and refused to share it with the world. What promises can you make that we can trust? How can you know that history will not repeat itself? You are but one wizard, but you can be one of us. You can use your power to protect the keepers, to push back the humans, to stop the regression of the forest.”
“I can do that as a human too,” Zollin said. “Let me see what may be done to protect the forest. Not just by me, but I can take your needs to our people. I can protect you.”
“You offer so much with no assurance that your words are more than empty air. Keeping you here is the only sure way.”
“No!” Zollin said. “There is always another way.”
“We will keep you here,” the creature said. “You will join us or join the imp as our prisoner.”
The trees moved aside and a thick glob of what looked like tree sap was hurled into the clearing. It was dark, and at first Zollin thought that the glob was an attempt to attack him, but as it moved closer he could see something struggling inside the glob.
“She has no power over the blood of keepers,” the dryad said.
At almost that same instant Zollin saw the being trapped inside the glob burst into flames. The sappy substance liquefied around her, but she couldn’t break free from it. It was like quicksand, and the more Brianna struggled, the deeper she sank into the viscous sap.
“Brianna!” Zollin shouted.
He rushed forward and touched the sap. His hand stuck to the gelatinous substance and when he tried to pull it away, the sap clung to him, stretching in a thick string from his hand to the glob. Zollin heard what sounded like wind ruffling the forest leaves and realized it was the dryads. They were laughing at him as he played directly into their plan.
His response was automatic, letting his conscious mind delve into his magic and thrusting his magic straight into the glob. It essentially was sap, but there was a magical element to it as well. The dryad had called it the blood of Keepers, which Zollin understood now to be literally the sap out of the dryads. They could handle it, manipulate it, even move it around, but Zollin couldn’t break free of it with strength alone.
He also knew that fire didn’t seem to affect it, so he tried a different tack. His magic was based in his will. Whatever he imagined he could do, happened. He could heal a wound because he understood enough anatomy and how the human body worked to imagine anything broken or diseased to be made right. It wasn’t enough to think of a broken arm being healed, he had to be able to imagine the bone mending, the torn flesh coming back together, the severed veins reforming, and the skin sealing back up. Likewise, he couldn’t just imagine the glob growing cold. He had to understand that even the gelatinous, sappy blob was at its most basic level, a unique type of matter. And all matter was made of certain elements bonded together, always moving in harmony, almost like an army marching together. If the minuscule bits of matter moved faster, they heated up, but if the slowed down, they cooled off.
Zollin imagined the matter slowing down, and almost immediately he felt the air near the blob cooling. The string of sap that held him to the larger mass cooled considerably, and his skin began to ache as if he were holding a snowball.
Then he tugged and the bond broke. Bits of sap fell like shattered glass. The trees roared in anger, but Zollin conjured a ring of fire around himself and the glob of Keeper sap. He kept feeding his magic into the sap, cooling it more and more. He could see the look of panic on Brianna’s face through the opaque substance turning to wonder. The dryads shouted angrily and a dead branch came flying through the ring of fire, almost hitting Zollin, who had to duck to avoid the projectile. Instead of hitting him, it hit the sap, breaking off a large chunk that fell to the ground like a block of ice.
Zollin snatched up the wood, sent his magic into it so that it burst into flames on one end, and hurled the stick back out of the ring of fire. This time the shouts turned to horrified squeals. Zollin guessed the glob of sap was nearly frozen solid and he levitated it up into the air several feet over his head. The magic was flowing through him like a raging inferno, and he could feel sharp, stabbing pains that started in his stomach and radiated out through his whole body. He knew he couldn’t keep up the magic much longer, but he also knew he didn’t need to.
He let the glob drop, and when it hit the ground it shattered. Brianna sprang up, free at last of the horrible trap she’d been caught in, and her body erupted into flames. Zollin’s ring of fire vanished and he sank to his knees, but Brianna stood by him, ready to set the forest on fire at the slightest provocation.
“Wait,” Zollin said. “Don’t burn them.”
“Why not?” Brianna said.
“They shouldn’t have hurt you, but we don’t need to destroy them.”
When Zollin finally looked up after catching his breath, the clearing was much larger. Most of the dryads had fled. It was really no surprise, Zollin thought. Brianna’s powers represented their greatest fear. A fire could wipe them out with no way for the dryads to halt the flames.
“You are free, wizard.” The Dryad who had been speaking to Zollin was still standing nearby. He was so still it was hard to comprehend that the woodland creature was anything more than a common tree. “But do not forget your promise.”
“I won’t,” Zollin said.
The dryad turned and lumbered away as Zollin got slowly to his feet. His head felt light and his stomach was rumbling. His legs trembled, but he did his best not to look weak.
“What promise?” Brianna said.
“I told them I would speak to King Hausey, ruler of Yelsia, and urge him to protect the forest.”
“We should burn the evil place to the ground,” she said angrily.
“They shouldn’t have taken you, but they were only trying to protect themselves. The Torr’s consolidation of magic put them in a suspended state. They only want to ensure that it doesn’t happen again.”
“If they want your help, someone should tell them taking your wife isn’t the best way to do it.”
“I think we made that much clear,” Zollin said. “I need your help with the dwarves.”
“What’s wrong with the dwarves?”
*	*	*
Zollin explained what he’d found in the dwarf caverns as they made their way back through the woods toward their camp. As he talked, Brianna found her mind wandering. When she'd awakened inside the blob of sap, she'd been in a little bubble, but the substance was the perfect prison for her. When she tried to use her fiery power to escape the thick, tacky sap had liquefied, quickly filling the bubble and catching her almost like a fly in honey. She knew that if she continued trying to escape, the substance would overwhelm her and she would suffocate or worse yet, drown in the liquefied sap.
It had been a horrifying ordeal, and yet now that it was over, she only felt even more strongly that she needed space from Zollin. He had saved her, that was true enough, but his rescue only made her feel helpless and weak. Being with Zollin used to make her feel safe and strong. Now, even in his weakened state, he still managed to save her life and that fact made her angry. She knew it was stupid to think he'd planned the episode, but he had kept her from harming the strange, treelike creatures. She couldn't fathom why he would do that. Now every tree they passed, every branch they ducked under or log the they stepped over seemed threatening to her.
She needed space. She was losing herself in his shadow, and even though she felt guilty for having such odd feelings, she couldn't pretend she didn't feel them. What was worse, her respect for Zollin was slipping away. His calm nature in the face of any danger, his unwavering sense of morality, and especially his quickness to forgive their enemies, was chipping away at her affection for him.
If she didn't go, she couldn't imagine what their relationship might devolve into. The last thing she wanted was to be like her mother, always striving for something more. Her mother had used her children and manipulated her father, doling out her affection only when they pleased her. Brianna couldn't stand the thought of being like that. She wanted to be her own person, and she wanted to love Zollin with a passion that was unquenchable. But in the back of her mind was the fact that she had also loved Prince Willam. She had not chosen the prince over Zollin, but given the opportunity she had allowed herself to be swept away in the passion of the moment. The memory of her infidelity only made her need for something to change with Zollin even more intense. She didn't want to be faced with a similar decision, only to fail herself and the man she had chosen to marry all over again.
Her mind was made up. She had to go, but having made the decision, she only felt more guilty and she was glad it was dark. The darkness hid her face, hid her shame that she was going to leave Zollin behind. She didn't know what her future held, but she knew that in a few months she might not be able to do anything but take care of herself and the baby. That thought terrified her more than dying. She didn't want to resent her child, for whom she already felt such incredible affection that she would sacrifice herself in an instant to keep it safe. And yet, she feared her feelings for their child would wane, just as her feelings for Zollin had.
What kind of person leaves her husband when she’s pregnant with his child? She didn't like the answers that popped up in her mind, or the feelings that seemed to fester like open wounds. But ultimately, only the freedom of going her own way, making her own decisions, and living the life she wanted could heal her heart. She hated leaving Zollin when he was obviously so weak, but she couldn't stay. She had to go, and it had to be tonight.
*	*	*
Zollin had to stop and rest a few times during the short trip. He hadn’t been so exhausted from using his magic since his battle with the witch. He wanted nothing more than a warm meal and a soft bed, but he knew that neither were in his future. He couldn’t rest while the dwarves were in danger. He had to know they were safe.
When they reached the camp, Zollin dropped onto the blanket beside the large saddle bags and pulled out a canteen. His throat felt like old leather, and gulping the warm water provided welcome relief from the magical discomfort that had bothered him ever since he’d fought to free Brianna. His inner source of power was a fiery furnace, its power raging inside him, barely contained by his magical barricade. The water refreshed him, but he still felt weak.
“What’s wrong?” Brianna asked.
“Nothing. I just need to eat.”
“You haven’t looked this weak since we first went to Brighton’s Gate. That seems like another lifetime.”
“It was,” Zollin said, stuffing some dried meat into his mouth. “Freezing that blob of sap completely wore me out.”
“Maybe we should wait until morning and get some rest.”
“No,” Zollin said. “I’ll be fine. Can you communicate with the dragons and tell them what we plan to do?”
“What are we planning to do?” Brianna asked.
“Find the dwarves,” Zollin said, after washing the meat down with another gulp of water. “If they’re in trouble, we have to help them.”
“Are you sure that’s a good idea?”
“What are you driving at, Brianna? I feel like you’re hinting about things, but I’m not getting the message.”
“Well look at you,” Brianna said. “You’re pale, weak, exhausted—how do you propose to help anyone else when you can’t even catch your breath?”
Zollin realized suddenly that they were having a discussion about their relationship, not just helping the dwarves. Brianna seemed cold, distant, almost angry with him.
“I saved you,” he said quietly.
“Yes, but it nearly killed you.”
“No it didn’t, I’m fine. What is this really about Brianna?”
“Nothing,” she said.
“Don’t do that. Don’t pretend everything is fine. You’ve been distant lately, and now you’re acting like I’ve done something wrong.”
“Why does everything have to mean something to you, Zollin? There’s no deeper meaning. I’m just stating the fact that you’re not who you used to be.”
“Is this coming from the fact that you were captured or is this really how you feel?”
“Look, I love you Zollin. But I feel like I’m suffocating lately. You may be content to grow old in our cottage, tinkering in your workshop but I want to see the world.”
“Isn’t that why we’re here?” Zollin said. “I thought you were happy in the Valley.”
“I’m not saying I wasn’t happy.”
“You said you were suffocating.”
“Please stop yelling at me.”
“I’m not yelling,” Zollin said, lowering his voice. “I just don’t know where all this is coming from. Is it because you’re pregnant?”
The look she gave him was so intense he could almost feel the heat boiling off of her. She turned her back on him and then sent a plume of flame boiling up the mountainside. There was very little vegetation on the hillside, but the patchy grass withered, and a few scraggly bushes continued to burn after she relaxed.
“What are you doing?” he asked.
“I’m taking my frustration out on the mountain instead of on you.”
“I’m not made of glass, Brianna. I can handle a disagreement but you’ve got to talk to me.”
“I don’t want to talk to you. I don’t want to hear you, or see you right now. I just want to be left alone.”
“What about helping the dwarves?” Zollin said.
“Being in a confined space with you right now isn’t a very good idea.”
“So, what? You’re just going to stay here and wait for me?”
“No,” Brianna said, her voice trembling. “I’m not waiting for you any more, Zollin. I’m through waiting for you.”
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
“It means I’m leaving. I won’t spend another night in these woods.”
Zollin stood up, fear ringing in his ears like a giant bell. He wasn’t sure exactly what was happening. He had no idea that Brianna wasn’t happy. He understood that she had been through a harrowing ordeal with the Dryads, but she had been through worse and never reacted so strongly.
“So you’re leaving the woods or leaving me?” he asked slowly.
“I don’t know,” Brianna said.
She still had her back to him and he wasn’t sure what to do. He wanted to go to her, but she didn’t seem approachable.
“Go then,” he said softly, trying not to sound bitter. “I won’t hold you back. Go, do whatever it is you need to do. I’ll miss you, and no matter what, I love you. I’ll never stop hoping that you come back to me.”
“Don’t do that,” she said, still not facing him. “Don’t make me sound like I’m the bad guy.”
“I didn’t mean to.”
“I know who I am now, Zollin. I’m not just a girl following you from Tranaugh Shire. I’m powerful and I won’t ever be content to hide away in the mountains forever.”
“I never meant for you to,” Zollin said.
“I made mistakes, but that doesn’t give you the right to dictate what our lives will be.”
“No, it doesn’t,” he said. “I’m sorry. Where will you go?”
“I’m going south,” she said. “I want to find out what happened to Bartoom.”
“Will you come back?”
“Yes, someday.”
“All right,” Zollin said, and only the sense of unreality kept him from falling to his knees and begging her to stay. He couldn’t believe she was actually going to leave him. “What about the baby?”
“I don’t know,” Brianna said. 
“Come on… we’ve got to think this through.”
“No, Zollin. I can’t think things through. I can’t do the responsible thing right now. I’m going to be a mother. I’m going to have to make responsible choices for our child’s sake for the rest of my life. Right now I just need to feel my way through this.”
“And what if you get into trouble again?” Zollin said.
“That’s a chance I have to take.”



Chapter 15
Zollin didn't wait to watch Brianna go. The truth was, he didn't want her to see him break down, and he knew he would. He gathered a small bag of food and a canteen of water, then returned to the entrance to the caverns of the dwarves. He was exhausted, but staying busy kept him from having to deal with the fact that Brianna was leaving him.
Crawling back down the tunnel seemed less difficult the second time, even though he had to shove the pack of food in front of him as he went. When he finally reached the large open cavern where the snake creature's body lay twisted upon itself, he stood up and slung the pack of food onto his back, but not before taking out a fist-sized loaf of hard bread. He ripped off small chunks of bread and ate them as he searched for the dwarves.
Using magic drained his physical strength, so he rummaged through some of the debris left in the caverns until he found a suitable piece of wood to use as a torch. Finding wood among the dwarves’ belongings wasn't easy, since they preferred stone for everything from furniture to tools, but eventually he found what was either a walking stick or a club—Zollin wasn't sure which. He also found a burlap sack, which he tore into strips and tied around the end of his torch.
It only took a second to kindle the new torch. Zollin imagined it burning, visualized the torch catching flame, and pushed the thought out toward the stick. He felt the rush of heat like hot wind stream through his body. At times, even simple spells like conjuring magic were taxing. But he still had the bread, and eating always gave him strength.
Once he had the torch burning, he felt confident moving into the tunnels. He knew there was a possibility that other horrid creatures awaited him in the caverns. He had fought huge spiders that were attacking the dwarves before the Witch's War. And he had seen the huge fire worms that swam in the molten rock deep beneath the mountains. Anything could be hiding in the darkness, but the thought of horrible monsters didn't frighten him as much as the possibility that he could get lost in the caverns. If he failed to find the dwarves, he might not find his way out of the labyrinth of passageways, tunnels, and caverns. The network of underground dwellings stretched all the way back to the upper range of the northern highlands. In fact, he'd passed through many such dwellings when he and Brianna had hunted Bartoom. She had left him and gone with the dragon then, so perhaps she would return again, just as she had before.
Zollin tried not to think about how badly his heart ached. He had never understood why Brianna loved him in the first place, although he'd fought for that love. Still, in many ways she had not been faithful to him. He cursed himself for putting the needs of the kingdoms above her. At the same time, he knew that if Gwendolyn the witch had succeeded in her plans, she would not only have destroyed the Five Kingdoms, she would have hunted him down mercilessly. Stopping the witch and her demonic spirit of destruction had given them a space to be together.
He couldn't understand why things had changed so much between himself and Brianna. She had seemed just as happy to be away from the danger and constant problems that plagued that entire first year of their relationship as he had been. She had seemed more distant lately, but he'd attributed that to the pregnancy. Perhaps not taking the crown of Yelsia was a mistake, but Zollin knew he would have been miserable in that role. He couldn't imagine having to deal with an entire kingdom’s worth of problems, but maybe Brianna had wanted to be a queen more than she had let on. She had broken her pledge to Zollin when she agreed to marry Prince Willam in order to save her family. That news had been like a dagger of fire in his heart, and the way he felt now as he slowly explored the low-roofed dwarf tunnels was almost as bad. She'd admitted that she had feelings for the prince; perhaps it was the allure of being queen that had caused her heart to wander.
Zollin pushed aside all of his feelings and fears for his marriage, instead choosing to focus on the problem of the dwarves. There was no sign of the people under the mountain. The tunnels were dark and empty as Zollin walked through them. He stopped several times, listening. He kept hearing something that sounded like the shuffling of padded feet, but when he tried to listen for the sound, it always stopped and all he could hear was the crackle from his torch.
He was wondering just how far he dared to go into the dark tunnels when he finally came upon another large cavern. There were carvings on the walls of the dome-like space. It was a natural cavern, with stalactites hanging from the tall, arching roof, and stalagmites sprouting up from the otherwise smooth stone floor. It was a holy place to the dwarves, one of the caverns he had heard about but never visited. Zollin was trying to decide if he should stop and rest for a while before pushing on. His body ached, his shoulders and back burned, his legs were still shaky and his feet hurt. But more than anything, he was worried about getting lost. He rubbed the torch against the wall of the tunnel he'd come out of when he entered the sacred cavern. The torch sputtered; it was close to burning out already and left a dark smudge on the otherwise reddish brown stone.
Confident now that he could find his way back out of the tunnels, he slumped against one wall, propped the torch on top of his pack, and snuffed out the trembling flames with a simple spell. In the darkness he leaned his head back and closed his eyes. They were so tired that they stung and even though the wall and floor were stone, his whole body felt a sense of relief. And then, unwanted tears welled up and spilled down his face. He felt horribly lonely, as if he would forever be alone. Brianna’s separation was like a void inside him that nothing would ever fill.
He woke up some time later, but in the total darkness of the cavern, it was impossible to know how long he'd been asleep. He was on his side, having slumped over while he slept. His head ached, and for a moment he was disoriented. His stomach growled, and it felt as if there were heavy creatures on his legs. He imagined a candle flame, and light flooded the cavern. The scurrying of small, furry creatures the size of house cats away from the light was shocking. Zollin was wearing tall riding boots that had been made of fine, thick leather. He had no idea how long he’d been asleep, but the furry creatures had been gnawing on his boots. There were teeth marks, and in some places the leather was almost eaten through.
Zollin scrambled quickly to his feet and sent the little magical flame moving through the cavern. The creatures had dull brown fur that was hard to see against the stone floor, which was almost the exact same color. Their eyes were tiny and milky white. Zollin guessed they couldn’t really see, but the light did affect them and sent them scurrying away. They had teeth like beavers and long, flat claws on the ends of their paws, which Zollin guessed were used for digging. They reminded Zollin of moles, but they were much larger. He knew rats would sometimes gnaw at people’s feet and hands if they were left prone too long, but he’d never heard of moles doing that. He got a sense that the creatures weren't what they seemed, but rather a product of tainted magic. But Zollin had no idea what was tainting the magic of the natural world.
He wrapped another strip of burlap around his torch and set it ablaze, extinguishing the small flame. The light seemed to dance around the sacred cavern, and Zollin pulled some more food from his pack. After he’d eaten his meager breakfast he searched for the tunnel he’d marked, feeling relieved that the dark smudge was still on the wall. Then he selected one of several other tunnels leading away from the cavern and set off once again.
He ate salted meat as he explored the tunnel, tearing small bites off a long strip and then sucking on them in his mouth until the tough jerky was soft enough to chew. As he ate he felt better, his body still tired but not aching once he had worked out the stiffness from sleeping on the hard stone floor. In the dwarf caverns there was no way to mark the passing of time. Zollin could only guess that he had slept for several hours, but he had no way of knowing for sure.
The tunnel he was in seemed to turn back and forth more often than the others. The walls were uneven, and the roof sometimes angled down sharply. Zollin started to turn back, but he was curious as to why the tunnel was so different. And then he heard a noise. It was confusing because it was constant, sort of a strange hum. At first Zollin thought it was a group of dwarves all talking at once, but the closer he got, the stranger the noise became. It was almost an excited gibberish, with strange clicking and buzzing mixed in.
Zollin decided that whatever was at the end of the tunnel probably wasn't friendly. The sounds were so foreign he couldn't help but feel that the beings making the noise were too different to be allies. He propped the torch against the wall and went on without it, leaving its light for the shadows of the tunnel ahead.
It didn't take long to be in near total darkness again. The tunnel was so irregular that the light simply didn't penetrate far. He had to grope ahead in the gloom, one hand on the tunnel wall, the other held out and up so that he didn't accidentally smack his head into a section of rock that jutted out of the ceiling. His pace slowed considerably, but the sounds only grew louder. He didn't worry about making noise, since he didn't think any sound he made could be heard over the cacophony he was moving toward.
After a while he saw light ahead of him. It was a soft, orange glow, one that he recognized. There were caverns in the tunnels where molten rock rose to the surface, casting a muted, orange glow into the otherwise dark places under the mountains. The dwarves, with the help of wizards, made bridges over the pools of molten rock so the caverns could be safely traversed. The fiery lava worms made the molten rock their home, but sometimes they came to the surface and attacked anyone foolish enough to get near them. So it wasn't just the heat from the magma that made the caverns dangerous. Zollin inched his way closer, his heart pounding and his palms beginning to sweat. Something was just ahead—some type of creature he'd never encountered before and wasn't sure he wanted to encounter now. Curiosity drove him forward.
The tunnel opened into a huge cavern, and as Zollin peered out he could tell the tunnel was high on the side of the cavern's circular walls. The light rose up from below, and on the far wall Zollin could see strange beings clinging to the walls. They were short with fat bodies and long, skinny limbs. Their heads were round but hairless, and each creature had multiple sets of eyes, almost like a spider. Their feet were long and articulated, with claw-like toes that held them securely to the wall. In their hands were digging instruments that were flat, with blades like shovels. They were hacking and clawing the walls and as Zollin watched he saw more of the strange beings emerge from the walls.
Whatever the creatures were, Zollin realized they were waking up. The cavern was really just a giant hive, with the molten bottom supplying heat so that the creatures could hibernate, just as the Dryads in Peddingar forest had done. The only question was whether they had been awakened by his magic, or by the alarming sense of evil that was quickly spreading across Yelsia.
Zollin didn't wait to see more. He could only imagine the queen of the horrid creatures down in the bottom spawning more of the dreadful beings. He had heard a story once by a traveling bard who had passed through their village about a warrior fighting strange creatures who came out of holes in the ground. He had called them Oremites, and Zollin had a feeling the story was based on the strange insectoids in the cavern.
He hurried back toward his torch, banging into the walls in his haste and giving himself some nasty bumps and bruises. Still, he didn't want to slow down. He instinctively knew the creatures were dangerous and he didn't want to be found by them. When he reached his torch he snatched it up gratefully and whirled around, worried that he was being followed by the terrible hordes with their articulated claw feet and horrifying spider eyes.
He didn't slow down until he was back in the sacred cavern and it dawned on him that the Oremites had carved the tunnel. Some of them were already out in the cavern, probably searching for food or perhaps even a way out. By killing the huge snake, he may have unleashed something horrible on the world, and he silently cursed his ill luck which seemed to be going from bad to worse.
*	*	*
Brianna watched Zollin return to the crevasse that served as an entrance to the dwarf caverns, and when he finally disappeared inside, she breathed a sigh of relief. She felt guilty but also as if a huge burden had been lifted from her. She felt free and couldn't wait to get back into the sky. She didn't want to be in the dreadful forest a moment longer than she had to be.
A mental call for the dragons soon brought them around. Even in the darkness she could see their huge bodies and magnificent wingspans. They landed gracefully in the clearing. Ferno even carried a thick hind led from a deer it had killed in its powerful foreclaw. The hulking green dragon laid the fresh meat gently at Brianna's feet.
“What a wonderful treat,” Brianna said. “Thank you Ferno.”
Normally the venison meat would take hours to cook, but Brianna could not only harness fire, but produce and control heat in any number of ways. She remembered that once, long ago when she was fleeing Tranaugh Shire with Zollin, Quinn, and Mansel, that Zollin had cooked a trout right in his hands. She pulled out her dagger and cut off a section of the meat, held it in her hands and cooked it almost instantly. She controlled the temperature perfectly, so the outside had a thick char while inside it was still pink and juicy.
“I'll eat while we fly,” she said.
Instantly mental images of Zollin popped into her head and she knew the dragons were asking about him.
“He isn't coming,” she said. “I'm going south to find Bartoom. Zollin is staying here to help the dwarves.”
Ferno growled anxiously, but Brianna ignored the larger dragon. She didn't have to go into details that the dragons wouldn't understand anyway. They were genderless, and only understood pack relationships. Humans, with their affections and romances, were a complete mystery to the dragons.
She pushed away the pang of guilt she felt and slung the large saddle bags onto Sorva's back. Then she climbed up, still eating the venison and settled herself onto the dragon. Ferno's roar was almost a moan of agony and into Brianna's mind popped an image of Ferno resting in the clearing as Zollin climbed out of the crevasse.
“Fine,” Brianna said, “but we aren't waiting. Zollin doesn't need to help me. Just stay with him, Ferno. Keep him safe.”
This time the green dragon roared so loudly the ground shook. Brianna threw back her head and laughed, just as Sorva reared on powerful hind legs and launched into the air. It was still dark, the air cold, the stars overhead bright pinpricks in a dark purple sky. Brianna felt her anxiety melting away. She was leaving behind a life of security and predictability. Most people would never have the courage to step out from under such a blanket of protection, but Brianna needed to embrace the unknown. She needed to challenge herself, to find what all her life could be and experience things for herself. She had been slowly dying in Brighton's Gate, and at last she felt alive again.
The forest sped by beneath her, and Brianna let a layer of blue flame cover her body. She could feel Sorva's powerful muscles propelling them on, and Brianna wanted to fly forever. They passed over the edge of the forest and onto the hill country just as dawn broke. Had they turned to the west they would have flown over Tranugh Shire, her birthplace. Todrick, her poor husband of only one night was buried there, but her family was now in Orrock, and she hadn't really known Todrick. Their marriage had been arranged, and he was so drunk by the time they retired to their newly built cottage, that he passed out on the bed before their vows were consummated. The next morning the wizards from the Torr arrived in the village, demanding to take Zollin away, and Brianna knew then that her life was entwined with his.
When Zollin refused to go with the wizards from the Torr, their mercenaries had attacked the village. In the chaos Brianna had followed Zollin to the small house he and Quinn lived in on the outskirts of the village. There, Todrick was cut down by the vicious mercenaries, but Brianna had not felt fear or sadness at his passing, only the need to escape the dull, predictable life he offered her. She should have known that she wouldn't be happy in Brighton's Gate, but it had seemed like the right thing to do at the time. And she had never imagined that Zollin would settle so completely into the dull routines of a solitary life. She wanted more than that. She needed to be free, to spend her nights under starry skies and her days chasing new adventures.
They landed in a small valley between two large hills and rested for a while. Neither of them had slept the night before, but the dragons needed only a few hours of sleep and could stay awake for days. Brianna had been too worked up to sleep, first after being attacked by the Dryads and then from the confrontation with Zollin. But in the warm morning sunlight, she lay down in a nook between Sorva’s long, supple tail and thick body. She felt safe, happy, and most of all free, and she fell asleep almost instantly.



Chapter 16
Quinn sprinted around the corner, his chest heaving and a sharp, stabbing pain in his side, just in time to see one of the white-furred wolverine creatures drag a woman from her home. The thatched cottage was little more than a wooden frame. Heavy posts supported the roof, but the walls were hung with canvas that had been ripped apart by the wolverine's massive claws.
Quinn wanted to rush forward and save the woman. He had seen her before, but didn't know her name. Unfortunately, two more of the massive creatures moved in on either side of the first beast. They were the same long-haired, heavily built creatures that resembled wolverines, only several times too big and with pure white fur, and Quinn knew there was nothing he could do for the unfortunate woman.
“Good god!” said one of the men from the hunting party who was gasping for breath beside Quinn. “They've come back.”
“This is a different bunch,” Quinn said.
“And how the hell can you tell that?” said Kurchek in an accusatory tone.
“Because they aren't covered in blood,” Quinn said, whirling on him as the creatures slunk out of sight into the darkness. “The creatures we tracked down slaughtered my horse, and their white fur was tinged with blood.”
“Quinn,” Mansel said, leaning down from his saddle and pointing.
Three more of the creatures were emerging from between two houses further down the dirt street. One had a human arm in its long, narrow muzzle.
“How many are there?” asked one man.
“At least nine,” Quinn said. “Another one was wounded. We'll have to see if it comes back.”
“It looks like they're all coming back,” said another of the townsfolk. “It’s like they're picking us off one by one.”
“They're intelligent,” Quinn said. “We aren't dealing with wild animals here. We need to get the entire town together and make a stand.”
“The inn's the only place big enough for everyone,” said one of the hunters.
“I suggest you get your families there, and fast,” Quinn said. “It's going to take all of us to hold these creatures off, and we can't do that if they're killing your wives and children.”
The men of the hunting party looked terrified and exhausted, but they rushed off. Quinn hoped he was right, hoped that getting everyone in one place would mean they might keep them safe. At least three people were dead already, and probably more. The trap the first group of animals had set hadn't been to ambush the hunting party, it had been to draw the fighters away from their wives and children so the rest of the pack would have easy pickings in the town.
“Quinn, I'm going for Nycol,” Mansel said.
“Go, it'll be dawn soon. Get her, and get back to the Inn as soon as you can. We're going to need you.”
Mansel nodded then rode quickly away. Quinn turned back to the men who didn't have families, most of whom were still staring into the darkness after the beasts that had taken the woman.
“Let's get back to the inn. We have a lot of work to do,” Quinn said.
When they got to the wide street just in front of the inn they were met by a frantic Ollie. She was worried and looking for Buck. Quinn didn't have to ask if she'd heard the screams. She and her daughter were both pale and looking around at the crowd of hunters anxiously.
“He's with Vickry,” Quinn said. “They're okay, but I've told everyone to gather here. We need a place that we can fortify.”
“Are we under attack?” Ollie asked.
“In a sense. The animals that took Vickry's daughter are smart. They're attacking people, and we need to stay together. Can we use the inn?”
“Of course,” she said, stepping aside, but still looking nervously for Buck.
Quinn turned to the hunters, some of whom had bows and quivers of arrows.
“You hunters with bows,” Quinn shouted. “Find a way onto the roof. Stay high and make every shot count.”
The men nodded and hurried to the rear of the inn where there were barrels and crates that could be stacked so the men could climb onto the roof of the inn. It was only a one-story building, but the roof was peaked, and along the top they would have good lines of sight around the entire building. The other hunters looked nervous. Quinn wanted to reassure them, but he wasn't sure what to say. Kurchek was among them and he looked suspicious, but Quinn decided he couldn't worry about the disgruntled miner at that moment. What they needed were better weapons. Most of the men only had farm tools—hoes, pick axes, and sickles for harvesting wheat. They could be deadly in a close fight, but a lot of people would die in the fighting if those animals got close enough to be in danger of the farmers' tools.
“We need spears,” Quinn said. “Sharpened sticks. Anything that will let us fight the creatures off without getting us hurt in the process.”
“Allsford had a pile of fence posts,” said one of the men. “It might take some time, but we could sharpen them up.”
“Go!” Quinn ordered. “Bring as many as you can.”
Half of the men hurried off to get the poles. Quinn looked at the men who were left. Some looked eager to have something useful they could do; others looked tired and frightened.
“Let's make sure the windows and doors of the inn are secure,” Quinn said.
He was letting the others file in through the common room door when Kurchek laid a thick hand on Quinn's shoulder. He pulled Quinn to the side and pressed him against the wall.
“I'm watching you, old man,” he snarled.
“With your one good eye?” Quinn said.
Kurchek raised a hand to punch him, but Quinn slipped under the miner's arm and darted into the inn. He was too busy to put the one-eyed ruffian in his place, but the time would come soon. And Quinn was looking forward to it.
*	*	*
Mansel rode home as fast as his horse would take him. Fear was seeping into his consciousness like water into a leaky boat. Nycol hadn't wanted to be too close to town, and while she appreciated Zollin and Brianna, she'd wanted her own space. So Mansel had built them a house on the opposite side of Brighton's Gate. It only took a few minutes to ride to his home, but the house and stable were dark. He had to get close to the small cabin to see that the door was broken in.
“Nycol!” he screamed, as he leaped off his horse. “Nycol!”
There was no answer. He ran into the house, expecting the worst. He couldn't see anything but shadows in the gloom, but in his mind he saw Nycol's body ripped apart the way he'd seen the animals tearing Quinn's horse to pieces. When he'd fired the first arrow, he'd been expecting the attack, and his shot was true. But then he'd had time to really see the creatures as they tore into Quinn's horse. Mansel had seen many horrible things in his life, but he'd never seen anything with such a ferocious appetite for carnage. It had caused him to pause for a long moment before coming back to his senses and taking aim at another of the creatures. Now, with fear making his heart race almost uncontrollably, he wished he had killed all the of the vicious animals.
Nycol wasn’t in the house, so Mansel sprinted out to the stable. The little barn was a small structure, just big enough for three stalls and a storage space to keep hay in the winter months. Nycol had taken to caring for the horses and often spent the majority of her day exercising each one and cleaning out the stable. Quinn’s horse had been killed by the creatures they were hunting, and Mansel was still riding his own mount. That left Nycol’s horse, which should have been in the little structure. Mansel had never gone into the stable when the horses didn’t have their heads out of the stalls looking around. This time there was no sign of any life within the stable. Mansel checked each stall to be certain, but there was nothing. No horse, and thankfully no bloody corpse.
Mansel’s fear took a strange turn. Nycol was almost certainly in trouble—the missing door on their cabin proved that without a doubt—but she had fled their home, and tracking her in the dark would be impossible. He needed light, but going away from the village, highlighted by the fire from a torch or even a lantern, all alone, would make him a perfect target. He wouldn’t be able to see the creatures until they were right on him, and yet he couldn’t wait. He couldn’t even stand the thought of waiting another second to find her. He’d been scared before, but he’d never experienced fear for someone he loved so much. It felt like he was exposed, weak, and unprepared. And the worst part was he had no idea where Nycol would go. She didn’t like crowds and had no friends in the village. She liked the river, but they had no boat, and she couldn’t have taken the horse in one if they did. Most likely she had simply fled for her life and the only hope she had was that she had outrun the creatures.
Mansel knew Quinn needed him in town. But he couldn’t go without Nycol, and he wouldn’t rest until he knew she was safe. He went back into the cabin and knelt by the fireplace, which was filled with half burned wood and sticks. No embers remained. The fire, left untended, had burned completely out. He cursed his luck, knowing he would have to start a fire just to get a torch burning. He fumbled in the dark until he found the flint and then drew his dagger to drag against the rock. They kept straw and wood shavings in a basket near the hearth. Mansel grabbed some of each and then struck his steel blade against the flint, sending sparks bouncing into the pile of tinder.
His hands were shaking and he was so focused on the task at hand that he didn’t notice the large, white-furred creature creeping in the open doorway of the cabin. He kept dragging the blade across the flint, setting sparks shooting into the kindling he'd gathered and was just starting to blow on the tinder as a tiny ribbon of smoke wafted up. Then the beast pounced. Mansel saw a blur of movement out of the corner of his eye and managed to roll onto his back just as the beast came crashing down on him. The animal’s jaws snapped shut. If he hadn’t moved, it would have ripped his throat out.
His free hand came up quickly. His fingers found the thickly muscled neck of the animal and shoved its head away from him. At the same time his other hand came up with his dagger and the blade bit deeply into the creature’s side. The animal’s claws scrabbled at his chest, but his thick, leather vest was almost as strong as armor against the beast’s desperate attack. He stabbed again and again, hot blood pouring onto him, his blade striking thick organs and smashing through bones. The wolverine’s muzzle snapped over and over, and it tried to jerk free of Mansel’s death grip on its throat, but the young warrior was in a frenzy. A berserker rage had taken hold of him and all his worry about Nycol came out in a torrent of violence and bellow as savage as any animal.
The wolverine died long before Mansel’s strength gave out. When he finally stopped stabbing the animal, it was nearly cut in two. He flung the carcass off him and got shakily to his feet. The tinder had been on the remains of some wood that would have burned up completely in an earlier fire, but no one had been around to tend to the burning logs. The wood began to burn brightly, and Mansel looked down at his hands, which were covered in blood. His whole body was covered in blood, but very little of it was his own. For a moment he was transfixed, but then he heard growling outside the cabin. He picked up a burning log and hurried to the open door, not noticing that some of the other logs had tumbled from the fireplace.
In front of the cabin was another of the white furred creatures, only this one was dark with blood all around its muzzle, neck, and forepaws. Mansel held up the firebrand, trying to shine more light on the creature. The incredibly large wolverine growled menacingly, but when Mansel moved out onto the porch the beast fled, running away from the cabin into the darkness.
The horse neighed again, and Mansel ran to see about the poor animal. He saw none of the wolverines, but he guessed there were more close by. He soothed the horse as best he could before climbing into the saddle. Then he drew Death’s Eye and rode around the stable. In the darkness beyond his circle of light he heard the deep, throaty growl of another wolverine, but he didn’t let that stop him. He searched for any signs of Nycol. The ground between the stable and the cabin was hard packed dirt, but he did see hoof prints leading away from his property. The stride was long; Nycol must have fled at full gallop. Finding her was the only thing on his mind, and he didn’t notice the smoke rising from the cabin behind him as he kicked the horse forward. He knew Nycol’s time was running out, and he was determined to find her no matter what.



Chapter 17
The mercenaries dragged Lorik for several hours—much longer than he had anticipated—but the time gave him the chance to formulate a plan of sorts. Each soldier carried a short curving sword. If he could just get hold of one of their weapons, he would be able to fight his way clear.
The mercenaries were hardened killers. Despite his superior size and strength, they could overcome him with their greater numbers. The one thing he had in his favor was the way the group of soldiers were spread out. They didn't see him as a threat, and their arrogance would play right into his hands if he waited for the right moment. It wouldn’t do him any good to break free and then be run down by the mercenaries on their horses. Even if he was able to get one of the horses, he couldn’t outrun his captors. Biding his time and waiting for an opportunity to escape without being followed was the best option. He couldn’t wait too long, though, or he’d end up dead before he got his chance to escape.
It was just before nightfall when the troop stopped to make camp. Lorik was exhausted but hopeful that the coming darkness would conceal him once he made his escape. The rope around his neck had rubbed the skin raw. Whenever he tried to adjust it, the mercenary leading him tugged on the rope, sending him stumbling in an effort to stay on his feet and cinching the rope even tighter.
"See to the horses!" Pyllvar said. "And secure the prisoner. I doubt those yokels could tie a proper knot."
"We know our business," snarled Ulber. “Don’t let your new position go to your head.”
“Is that any way to speak to a lord?” Pyllvar asked, feigning outrage.
“Don’t know; never spoke to one,” Ulber grumbled.
The mercenaries set up their camp quickly and efficiently. Lorik had hoped they would remove the rope around his neck before retying his hands, but his captors were more cautious than they let on. Two of the larger mercenaries held him tightly, one on each of his arms. Another man held the rope around his neck, ready to jerk Lorik backward if he tried anything. A fourth man untied the rope around Lorik’s hands, which were then jerked behind him and retied.
“Enjoy a short rest,” Pyllvar said. “The real fun begins once we've eaten.”
Lorik was pushed down near the fire, his rope leash tied to a stake that was hammered into the ground. Getting free would be possible, but not easy. The mercenaries watched him as they set up their camp for the night. He would have to wait for nightfall to work on the ropes binding his wrists. Unfortunately, his hands were already growing numb, and he wouldn’t have the dexterity he would need to sort through the knots. He might not even have the strength to hold a weapon if he was able to get free at all.
For the first time since being taken captive, he wondered if he might not survive. The thought of dying didn’t disturb him nearly as much as the gall of dying at the hands of mercenaries he knew he could defeat in a fair fight. Their arrogance about his plight made him seethe, but there was little he could do about it.
The mercenaries ate little, but drank much. Several of the men were drunk by the time their meal was finished. Lorik watched them, struggling with his bonds whenever he could. He was close enough to their large campfire that he was clearly visible to them, but once they began drinking, they rapidly lost interest in their prisoner.
“Time for some fun? What say you?” Pyllvar said in a loud voice.
The mercenaries shouted their approval. Lorik was flexing his hands, trying to force the blood to flow back into them. He had no idea what his captors had in mind, but he was certain it wasn’t anything good. They removed the noose for the first time since taking charge of him, and he knew his time was close. Only two men had taken hold of his arms; the rest were sitting or lying sprawled out closer to the fire. The night seemed dark, and something inside Lorik knew that the darkness would hide him. He needed to get away from the camp, to let the darkness cover him, and then he would be truly free. The mercenaries were drunk and probably without any night vision from staring into the fire all evening. Even though his hands were numb and still securely tied behind his back, Lorik knew his chance to escape had finally come.
He slammed his shoulder into the man on his left, and then lashed out with his foot toward the man on the right’s knee. His boot connected, and the mercenary’s leg gave way. The injured man screamed as his knee buckled. Lorik caught a glimpse of angry faces around the fire, but the men were slow to get up, and Lorik raced away. The darkness beckoned like a lover Lorik hadn’t seen in a long time. He ran away from the camp, his own eyes straining in the darkness, his hands still struggling to break free from the ropes that had been wrapped so tightly across his wrists.
He didn’t see the large form of Ulber looming up out of the darkness in front of him. Afterward he spent many long hours trying to figure out how the burly mercenary got the drop on him. He couldn’t remember if Ulber had been around the fire, but he guessed not. Ulber wasn’t as big Lorik, but he was a thickly built man. His body was shaped like a wine barrel, his head was large, and he had a very short neck. Lorik ran into Ulber at full speed, his hands still tied behind his back. The impact was so massive that Lorik fell to the ground while bright spots floated in his vision. Ulber grunted but didn’t fall, a fact that irritated Lorik, but he didn’t have long to worry.
Rough hands snatched him up and dragged him back to the fire. Lorik smelled the sour odor of alcohol on the breath of his captors as they cursed him, and he was shoved down hard, almost falling into the fire as he struggled to regain his balance with his hands bound behind his back.
“They always run,” Pyllvar said. “Ulber enjoys the chase. I was anxious to see how you’d handle the situation. You have quite the reputation, even in Hassell Point. You’re the local hero there. But it’s a nasty place. I don’t blame you for leaving.”
“Enough talk,” Ulber said, drawing an almost delicate looking knife. It was thin, with no cross guard, just a leather-wrapped handle and a blade about the length of Lorik’s middle finger. The blade curved upward slightly, and the point looked as sharp as a needle. Ulber held the knife lightly with his fingertips.
“King Yettlebor wants you dead,” Pyllvar said, "but he needs some information first. Now I’m not a cruel man, but my associates can be. Answer my questions, and we’ll make things quick. Although I can’t say painless—where’s the fun in that? We won’t make you linger, not if you cooperate. But if you’re stubborn, I’m afraid I’ll have no choice but to let Ulber have his way.”
The other mercenaries laughed, all except for Ulber, who had a crazed look in his eye. He was like a starving man just feet away from a roasting pig, and he could hardly wait for the meat to finish cooking before gorging himself on the rich meal. Lorik did his best to look as if the news wasn’t horrifying, but inside he felt his bowels turn to water.
“King Yettlebor wants to know about your plans,” Pyllvar said in a merry tone. “Specifically, he wants to know if you are planning to support his rule.”
“He’s no king,” Lorik spat. “He’s not even from Ortis.”
“True enough, but he wears the crown, has an army, and controls the kingdom. That kind of sounds like a king. Doesn’t it sound like a king to you, Ulber?”
The big mercenary grunted and Pyllvar went on.
“It almost sounds like you want to remove Yettlebor from power. Now, that is exactly the kind of information we were trying to obtain. Tell us your plans.”
Lorik cleared his throat and spat into the fire. Ulber grinned happily but Lorik ignored him. Pyllvar didn’t look as pleased.
“Don’t make this hard on yourself, Lorik. Just tell us your plans. Do you have an army? How did you plan to attack Ort City? You don’t really expect us to believe that you were captured so easily by that band of merry idiots we took you from.”
“I don’t care what you believe,” Lorik said.
“Well, I’m afraid that you will care, because I believe in torturing people to death. Ulber, take a crack at him. We’ll see just how cooperative he is once the blood starts flowing.”
Ulber stepped forward as Lorik was jerked upright by two more of the mercenaries. They pulled his arms so tight that the rope tore the skin on his wrists and made them bleed. Lorik felt the blood running across his palms, and the pain seemed to make everything around him come into focus. He heard the wood popping in the fire; he heard the rapid breathing of the mercenaries who were excited by the prospect of torture; and he heard a bird call that was common in the Marshlands, but not in the northern portion of Ortis where he was currently held captive. Lorik couldn’t help but smile, and then he kicked Ulber as hard as he could. His boot smashed hard against the burly man’s groin. Ulber grunted, taking a few steps back, but still not going down.
Stone was silent as he rushed toward the group of mercenaries, and Lorik saw only the blur his friend created. He was so fast that three of the mercenaries had fallen victim to the young warrior’s deadly knives before the others realized they were under attack. Ulber turned, a look of disappointment etched on his face as Stone slashed one knife across an opponent’s throat, ducked under the hasty attempt to cut him down by another, and jammed a second knife into his attacker’s stomach.
There was no time to appreciate Stone’s speed or deadliness. Lorik charged forward, pulling the two stunned mercenaries who were holding his arms. This time Ulber fell when Lorik crashed into him. Lorik fell too. One guard let go to keep from falling, but the other went down with Lorik and Ulber. Lorik twisted his body as he fell, so the mercenary fell on Ulber’s knife hand. He heard a gurgle and guessed correctly that the blade had found a home inside the mercenary, but Lorik was already kicking both legs toward the remaining guard. His boots landed against the man’s thigh and hip, sending him sprawling into the fire. He fell, screamed, and then ran into the night with his clothes and hair ablaze.
Lorik felt Ulber pushing him up, so he shifted onto one knee, then slammed his forehead down into the burly soldier’s face. The bones of Ulber’s nose crunched with the impact. Lorik rolled away, using his momentum to get back on his feet. Stone was behind him as he came up, and Lorik heard the whisper of steel as a knife blade slipped between his wrists and sawed at his bonds. It only took one section of the rope to give way, and then Lorik’s strength burst the rope apart. His hands were still numb, but it wasn’t the time to stay and fight. They needed to get away as the rest of the mercenaries regrouped.
“This way!” Stone said, running past the fire and away from the mercenaries.
Lorik saw a look of crazy fury on Ulber’s bloody face, then he too turned and sprinted into the darkness.



Chapter 18
It took longer to get everyone into the inn than Quinn had hoped. There were more attacks, all from different parts of the village. And once again, the victims weren't eaten, at least not right away. Quinn felt guilty, but he knew he had been right in getting everyone together. No one could have predicted that the animals would attack so viciously, or that there were so many of the wretched beasts. He couldn't help but wonder if hunting them earlier that day had somehow focused their attention on the village.
Inside the inn's common room, families were huddled together. Quinn had never seen the large open room so crowded, not even during the winter when most of the village took shelter at the inn to ride out the worst storms. The bench tables had been moved against the walls, so that men could stand and look out the long, narrow windows that were just below the inn's low roofline. Buck was one of the last villagers to return. Vickry was with him, urging his family to greater speed as they outran the overweight innkeeper.
Quinn was at the door to the inn, spear in hand, ready to take up a station outside the protection of the building's stout walls if necessary. Buck wouldn't have survived if it weren’t for a volley of arrows that rained down on the two creatures chasing him. A few arrows even managed to strike into the oversized wolverines' flesh. Their shaggy, white fur was almost like armor, and only a direct hit would penetrate their tough hides.
"Get inside!" Quinn bellowed. "Quick!"
The distraught family raced into the common room, followed quickly by the huffing and puffing innkeeper. Quinn slammed the door. Two other men dropped a heavy crossbeam into place, locking the door up tight. Now, Quinn knew, it was up to the archers on the roof to pick off the vicious creatures. It was still an hour or two before dawn, and Quinn hoped they could hold out that long. The daylight would even their odds a little against the wild animals who seemed so intent on wiping the town of Brighton's Gate out of the Great Valley.
"Looks like your plan worked, old man," Kurchek growled from one of the tables. "You've got us all here while your hell spawn robs the village dry."
"Ignore him," Quinn said. "We have no idea what these creatures will do next."
For a solid hour the creatures attacked, first coming from one direction, then retreating under a hail of arrows. Then coming from another direction. To the people inside, it seemed like an endless onslaught by the savage animals, but to Quinn it was a systematic test of the village's defenses. He didn't share his fears with the others, who were already whispering about him in quiet little groups. The distrust angered Quinn and made him sad. Perhaps Zollin had somehow attracted the dragon that attacked the village, but he had nothing to do with the Skellmarians that had almost overrun the small town when the dragon arrived. It could just as easily have been the king's army, which was camped not far away at the time of the attack, that drew the foul creature. Quinn wanted to remind the villagers that it was Zollin who single-handedly drove the dragon away, but they were in no mood to hear reason. Quinn, Mansel, and even Zollin had worked hard to help the village, but it was becoming evident to Quinn that they would never have a peaceful home in the Great Valley.
Shortly before dawn, Quinn's fears became reality when small groups of the creatures attacked all at once from different directions. The men on the roof had to divide their attention, and while they were all good shots with their bows, none were fast. They were hunters, not warriors, and they were used to spending hours waiting for one good shot.
"Come on!" Quinn told the few men who would still listen to him. "There'll be more coming from the rear."
"What's this? You can predict where the beasts will attack?" accused Kurchek.
Quinn didn't reply. He just ran through the twisting hallway that led through the kitchen, wash rooms, and storage areas of the inn. Finally he came to the rear door, which was guarded by three men.
"I'm going out there," Quinn said. "The animals will be coming soon, sneaking around the barn. I'm sure of it."
"How can you know that?" asked one of the hunters.
"Simple tactics. They've been testing our defenses all night. They know the rear of the inn is the weakest spot. The barn blocks the line of fire from the rooftop. They've got the archers distracted, and so they'll come at us from the rear."
The hunters looked at each other with a kind of terror that Quinn had rarely seen. It came from facing creatures that made no sense. These weren't wild animals, but rather some type of intelligent, magical beings that shouldn't exist. At least, Quinn thought to himself, they died normal enough.
"We don't have time to debate," Quinn said. "Open the door!"
They had to lift out the heavy crossbeam that had been set in place. There were four hunters with Quinn. Each had a makeshift spear that was little more that a long pole with a sharpened point on one end. They had hardened the points in the common room fire, but the spears were no substitute for steel.
When the door opened three of the white-furred creatures were slinking around the barn.
"Watch out for more of them from that direction," Quinn said, pointing toward the other side of the barn.
Three men fell in beside Quinn, who was facing the three oncoming beasts, while two others waited to see if more were coming. Quinn recognized the lead animal. Its muzzle, neck and forepaws were stained crimson, and it was larger than its two companions. In its eyes Quinn saw recognition and cold fury.
"Whatever you do, don't drop your spears," Quinn said.
He held his spear straight out in front of him, ready if the animals charged at them. But his right hand pulled a simple, black throwing knife from the hidden sheath in his belt at the small of his back. He pulled his throwing arm back slowly, guessing that the animals wouldn't recognize it as a threat. The alpha growled in a deep rumble that made the hair on the back of Quinn's neck stand up. He knew what to expect in a fight, and how to defend himself from an armed assailant, but fighting wild animals was different. They were fast and deadly, not to mention completely unpredictable. Quinn hoped that if he could take out their alpha, the others would retreat.
He threw the knife as hard as he could. Years of training in the King's Royal Guard had made him an expert marksman with the throwing knives, and he always carried at least two in the hidden sheath on his belt. The knife flew true, straight at the alpha's chest, but one of the other animals dashed forward at the same instant, and the knife punctured the beast's throat.
The second creature charged in the wake of its fallen pack mate, who was writhing on the ground, trying to bark or roar in pain, but accomplishing only a grotesquely wet gurgle. Quinn met the second beast's charge with a slash from his spear that scored a cut across the creature's foreleg. It yelped in pain, but continued forward, its narrow muzzle snapping madly at Quinn. The other hunters moved forward as Quinn fell back.
The animal pawed at one of the spears, knocking it from the hunter's hands. It would have jumped on him and finished the kill, but two spears from the opposite side were rammed hard into the beast's side. Neither point went deep enough into the creature to kill it, but Quinn heard ribs breaking, and the creature was left with two massive flesh wounds that soon flooded the beast's white fur with its own blood.
Quinn drew his other knife, but the alpha was pulling back, and two more creatures were racing forward from the other side of the barn. He hated to let the leader of the pack go, but he didn't want to see any of the hunters hurt, so he turned and threw his knife at one of the charging animals. It fell, the knife punching deep enough to kill, though not right away. The mortally wounded animal picked itself up and limped away, just as the two hunters thrust their spears into the face of the last attacker. One of the spears glanced harmlessly off the beast's shoulder, but the other rammed straight down the creature's throat. It's death was slow and painful, but Quinn sent the hunters back into the inn.
The sun was just coming up and he was flooded with relief. He wasn't sure if they would survive the night, but they had. Nearly a dozen of the creatures were dead or wounded. Quinn knew they needed to hunt the pack down and kill them all while they had a chance. Everyone was exhausted, especially Quinn, but they really had no time to waste if they were going to take advantage of their victory in the night.
"Let's get back to the common room," Quinn said. "This isn't over yet."
*	*	*
Mansel's torch was nothing more than a half-burned log. It was as long as his arm and almost too big around to hold, but he managed it until the sun came up. He had been riding west, across the vast plain that made up the floor of the Great Valley. Had the mountains been arranged differently, it might have been another hour before he could see in the dawn light, but the sun rose directly behind Mansel, sending his shadow out before him. The young warrior was warmed by the sunlight on his back, but the dark shadow in his path felt like a bad omen.
Nycol's trail wasn't difficult to follow. Once he was away from the cabin, the tracks were easier to see. Nycol, on her horse, was running along a well traveled path. The grass was pressed down and wet with dew from the cold night. There were also animal tracks in the soft earth. The wolverine like creatures left distinctive tracks with long marks where their claws dug into the ground when they ran. Mansel had ridden over a mile from his cabin when he saw something in the distance that shouldn't have been there. He had no illusions about what it was or what it meant. He could still see the saddle that had been on the horse. The vicious creatures had torn into Nycol's horse the same way they had attacked Quinn's, and with the straps slashed, the saddle had flopped over from where the horse lay on its side.
His hands were shaking when he reached the remains of the poor animal, but to his relief Nycol wasn't there. In fact, he almost immediately saw her footprints leading away from the horse. Mansel circled the gruesome carcass and pressed on, hoping against hope that Nycol was still alive. He hadn’t ridden far before he spotted another set of tracks besides Nycol's. He kicked his horse into a gallop, but somehow he knew he was already too late.
He found her body nearly half a mile from her horse. She was so small that he was almost on top of her before he saw the body. In a wretched twist of fate, the animals had torn out Nycol's stomach and her intestines were pulled out. Her face was untouched, and Mansel screamed as he dropped off his horse, which was nervous around so much blood. His mind was so flooded with emotions—fury, agony, fear, and remorse—that it was like he was being burned alive. He wailed as tears ran in hot rivulets down his face and into his beard.
He picked up her head and cradled it to his chest as he rocked back and forth on his knees over her body. Nycol was the one thing in his life that was right. He loved her so much. When he had been at his lowest, both emotionally and physically, she had saved him. All he’d wanted was to give her a good life, and he thought he was doing that here. Now she was dead, and all because he had gone to help the superstitious, ungrateful villagers of Brighton's Gate. His fury was so intense that he pulled out his own hair, leaving hideous patches of bleeding scalp.
It wasn't until he had calmed down a little that he realized smoke was boiling up from his cabin. For an instant he felt regret, and then the emotion changed. He was losing everything all in one day and that was as it should be. He wanted nothing else but to die in a savage, bloody fight. And he knew exactly where to find that death.
He picked up Nycol's body after securing her entrails and wrapping her frail body in his cloak to cover the savage way she had died. Then he carried her back to the cabin that had been their home, leading the horse and forcing himself to endure the burden of her lifeless body.
The cabin was a raging inferno when he finally stumbled into the yard of the small structure. Nothing was salvageable and the roof was already falling in. Mansel knew in time the walls would weaken until they too collapsed. There would be nothing left but ashes and the husks of some of the bigger logs. He ignored the burning cabin and went instead into the stable. He laid Nycol’s body on a thick pile of straw. Then he piled wood around the straw. He was exhausted by the time he was finished, and his mind was numb with grief, but there was only one thing left to do.
Walking out of the stable and getting a burning stick of wood from the raging cabin fire wasn’t easy. Just getting close to the home made Mansel feel as if his skin were blistering from the intense heat, but he was determined. When got back he was weeping again, but he felt no shame. It was as if part of himself had died. He knew he had lost something so precious he would never fully recover. All that was left was to say goodbye.
“Nycol,” he said, his voice breaking with grief, “I’m so sorry. I should have been here to protect you. I should have died with you. I failed…”
He fell to his knees, his whole body shaking.
“Forgive me,” he cried out, then he tossed the burning wood onto the straw.
It kindled instantly, filling the stable with smoke. Soon flames were shooting upward and the stench of burning flesh filled the air. Mansel stayed as close to the fire as he could, but the wood caught fire quickly. Unlike the cabin, which was made of thick logs, the stable was constructed of thin milled timber. It caught fire and collapsed in whoosh of flames and smoke. Mansel fell to his knees, choking on smoke and wishing he could die with her. But he couldn’t; he had work left to do. The creatures that killed Nycol couldn’t be allowed to live. He would hunt them down and kill each and every one of them. Then he could die, but not before.



Chapter 19
Zollin had almost abandoned the dwarf caverns and fled back to the surface, but his conscience simply wouldn’t let him turn his back on the people under the mountain. They had helped him more than once, and returning to the forest would only be a painful reminder that Brianna was gone. So, he’d marked another tunnel and continued his search.
There were signs of the oremites everywhere. Zollin wasn’t sure if their chipping and scraping of the tunnel walls was some kind of directional marking or if they were searching for something, but he passed dozens of small piles of rock that had been gouged out of the tunnel walls by the insectoid creatures with their shovel-shaped blades. But the most discouraging fact was the lack of any sign the dwarves were still in their caverns.
Zollin passed through two more larger caverns that he recognized as clan homes. Each was completely abandoned. The only relief he felt was in the fact that there were no more giant snakes. He did stumble upon what looked like a nest of anacrids, but it too was abandoned. It was nothing more than thick layers of silky webs tangled around the large round husks that looked like spider egg sacs.
His food and water were running low, and he’d been forced to find another torch along his journey when he finally heard what sounded like whispers. Zollin stopped in the middle of the tunnel he was in and listened hard. He could hear voices not far ahead, even though the speakers were trying to be quiet.
Once again, Zollin left his torch behind and crept forward into the darkness, using his hands to guide him along the tunnel. After a short distance he saw light ahead, but this time the light was very dim and red in color. He could hear shuffling, almost like the sound of dozens of brooms being used all at the same time, their straw bristles swishing across the stone floor. He didn’t see the dwarves until he was almost on top of them, and they didn’t see him at all. They were hidden behind a pile of stone, watching as a group of oremites worked to extract something from the far wall of what appeared to be a smaller cavern.
It wasn’t unusual for the dwarves themselves to dig through the mountain’s roots, looking for gold, silver, and jewels, or making new pathways or homes for growing clans. But unlike the oremites, they used all the stone they removed, never just leaving it piled around behind them.
“Don’t be afraid,” Zollin whispered.
There were two dwarves in front of him, neither moving other than to make the occasional whispered comment. But when they sprang into action, it was incredibly fast and with surprising strength. Zollin whispered his warning one moment, and the next he was knocked backward by a powerful blow to his chest. His arms were pinned and a small, calloused hand was pressing hard over his mouth.
“Don’t make a sound,” whispered one of the dwarves into his ear.
It was a female voice. The gender of dwarves was difficult to recognize, since most of the females also grew beards and had almost the same physical build as their male counterparts. Dwarf voices were naturally low but robust, and the female’s voice was just a little breathy. Zollin could only see shadows above him, but he could see the outline of a heavy hammer poised above his head, ready to smash his brains out if he did anything that might risk the safety of the dwarves. He lay completely still to show them he meant no harm.
“Who are you?” whispered the dwarf covering his mouth. “And keep your voice down. If those crynogs hear us, we’ll all be dead.”
The pressure on his mouth eased a little, although the hand stayed close, ready to clamp down again if Zollin didn’t cooperate. He took a shaky breath, trying to relax a little so his voice wouldn’t shake. His chest was throbbing from where the dwarves had hit him, and he cursed himself for not being more careful.
“I’m Zollin, the wizard,” he whispered. “I came to find Jute of the Yel Clan.”
“There is no more Yel Clan.” The dwarf’s voice was laced with anger. “And there soon won’t be any dwarves left at all, thanks to you.”
“I don’t understand.” Zollin said.
“Of course you don’t. You came to us for help, but our warriors never returned. Our clans have been under constant attack since you came. The northern clans were overrun by anacrids. Now the crynogs have woken. There’s too many of them to fight, and once they find us, they’ll kill every last dwarf under the mountain.”
“I had no idea your kin didn’t return,” Zollin said. “The witch was defeated, but I was hurt in the battle. Please, let me help you.”
The dwarves hesitated a moment, then Zollin felt the pressure on his arms ease. The shadowy hammer lowered and he was able to prop himself on an elbow.
“I’m Reenah, this is Moss; he doesn’t speak.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you both,” Zollin whispered. “Tell me: what is going on?”
“The crynogs have hatched, I told you this?”
“What are crynogs?” Zollin asked.
“Ore eaters,” Reenah said. “They consume entire mountains, leaving them hollow and weak. Gold is what they covet most, and Dragon Heart. They multiply quickly, but this hive had been hibernating. I’m not sure what woke them, but if they discover the clans, we’ll be overrun. We’re their only natural enemies.”
“I saw their hive," Zollin said. "It was a big cavern and they were digging each other out of the walls.”
“They lay eggs in the lava shafts. The rock there is soft and usually full of minerals. We’ve known about that shaft for a long time, but they only hatched recently. The queen wakes first, then eats her way down to where the rock is still molten. The heat wakes the drones, who find more ore for the queen, which she uses to lay more eggs.”
“You know a lot about them.”
“We have to. Once they take root in a mountain, they will eventually destroy it.”
“So what are we going to do?”
“We?” Reenah asked. “Are you saying you’ll help?”
“Yes, that’s why I’m here.”
“I need to take you to Grenda.”
“Okay,” Zollin said. “Let’s go.”
He was getting to his feet when a powerful wave of magic rolled over him. The feeling was both shocking and intoxicating at the same time. Once he had discovered his magical power, he had quickly learned to sense magic in other things. His first encounter with a strong magical object had been a willow tree. In fact, that tree had been so imbued with a bright, life giving magic, that Zollin had cut several of the long, flexible limbs and woven himself a belt that enhanced his power. His old staff been filled with strong magic from a lightning strike that broke the limb off the tree. He had found gemstones, plants, even sometimes people who were filled with certain kinds of magic. But what he felt now was different. It was familiar, but new at the same time.
“Is something wrong, wizard?” Reenah asked.
“Do you feel that?”
“Feel what? There is nothing to feel.”
“It’s magic,” Zollin said. His voice had an almost dreamy quality. He could feel his own power swirling and longing to join with the power flowing from the cavern just ahead of him. The cavern where the oremites were digging.
“What are you doing?” Reenah whispered angrily.
Zollin ignored her and moved back to the small pile of debris that the dwarves had been hiding behind. He could feel the powerful magic now. He thought it was like standing in the sunshine after weeks of freezing cold and dull, gray, cloudy days. His body seemed to soak up the power radiating from whatever the oremites had uncovered.
“What is wrong with you?” Reenah demanded as she tugged Zollin down to the floor. “Are you trying to be seen?”
“No,” Zollin said. “But I have to know what they’ve found.”
“Whatever it is, they’ll eat it,” Reenah said. “We need to move.”
“No, I can’t let them take it.”
“Don’t be a fool, wizard. There are nearly a score of the crynogs in that cavern, and each one is deadly.”
“I can’t let it go,” Zollin said.
“I’ve always heard that wizards are both a boon and a curse. You’re always after things, aren’t you? Don’t you know it isn’t wise to delve too deep in the darkness?”
“I’m not delving,” Zollin said. “But there is something powerful being unearthed in that cavern. Do you really want to just leave it to the mites?”
Reenah looked at Moss. Zollin couldn’t make out their facial expression in the darkness, but he still recognized the look of agonizing responsibility.
“Our task was to observe and report, not engage. So far, the crynogs don’t know we’re here.”
“So stay back. I can stop them.”
“You can fight a score of crynogs by yourself?” she said skeptically.
“I’m a wizard after all,” Zollin said with a chuckle.
“Perhaps,” Reenah said cautiously. “A fool for certain.”
“Just stay here and stay out of sight.”
Zollin got to his feet and carefully stepped over the mound of rubble. He didn't want the oremites to realize he was there until he was well away from Reenah and Moss. He could feel the dwarves watching him, and he hoped he would not only get the magical object the insectoid creatures were unearthing, but that he might win the dwarves' confidence as well.
Once he felt he was in a good position, he let his magical senses flow out until he could feel every nook and cranny of the chamber. There were two other tunnels leading into the larger section of cave. One was uniform and well made, the other seemed almost as if the oremites had burrowed straight into the cavern. There were eighteen of the hideous looking creatures. Zollin couldn't see them very well with his eyes, but with his magic he could sense everything about them. They had large, round heads, and as his magic penetrated, he could tell that their skulls were abnormally thick. Their brains were tiny, almost absurdly small for such powerful creatures. Their thin, spindly arms and legs weren't muscled like most animals or even like humans. They were certainly the opposite of the dwarves, who had short, bulky limbs. But the oremites could generate enormous strength with their limbs; Zollin could see that much by the way they dug through the rock.
Growing up, Zollin had dug his share of holes, usually while helping his father prepare a building site. Quinn believed in making his structures secure by starting several feet underground and building upwards. But the oremites were able to hack through solid rock faster than Zollin could shovel dirt. Whatever they were trying to find, they would have it soon. His magic felt bolstered to an incredible degree as it mingled with the power that emanated from the buried object, so he was surprised to find that it hadn't been uncovered yet.
He decided to wait until the oremites unearthed the magical treasure. He could see Reenah talking quietly to Moss, and he didn't need to hear them to know they were wondering what he was waiting for. When the oremites uncovered the object they were seeking, Zollin was hit by another wave of tremendous power. He felt almost giddy just being near the powerful item, and all he wanted to do was work magic, to feel it flowing through him, and connecting with the new, intoxicating entity.
At first Zollin hoped he might be able to scare the oremites away. So he conjured light. It was an easy enough spell, and with a little effort he quickly filled the cavern with bright white light. Zollin could even feel the waves of light bouncing around the cavern, reflecting off of some surfaces, being absorbed by others. The oremites were terrified at first; the light hurt their large, lidless, black eyeballs that crowded their bulbous heads. They instinctively moved away from Zollin, but then, as if something or someone else were controlling them, they turned and attacked.
At first only two came charging at Zollin. In the bright light of his spell he could see their rotund bodies and sinewy legs. Their large cutting tools were held high, ready to slash him to ribbons, but he caught the creatures up in a levitating spell that sent them flying across the room. It took a strong effort from Zollin, like tossing a heavy piece of wood. It felt awkward and difficult, but he managed it just the same. The oremites crashed hard into the wall, their heads slamming into the solid rock hard enough to fracture a human skull, but the strange, thick-skulled creatures seemed to hardly notice.
Zollin realized he couldn't defeat the oremites with strength alone. He couldn't simply batter them into submission. He was strong, and his magic seemed stronger than it had been since his battle with Gwendolyn the witch, but something other than normal strength and courage was motivating the oremites. They seemed as intent on killing Zollin as the mutated army that the witch had controlled. Those poor souls were completely under her power, and the oremites were under a similar controlling influence.
The entire group rushed toward Zollin now; he had no choice but to unleash his magic completely. The giddy new magic reminded him of his earliest spells, and he instinctively cast one at the horde of insectoid creatures.
“Blast!” he shouted, stretching out both hands.
Blue energy pulsed outward from his palms in a wide arc. The power of the spell knocked the oremites off their feet. Over half were dead, the energy burning large sections of their bodies and heads. The carcasses lay smoking in the darkness, and Zollin could smell their burned insectile bodies. A few of the creatures were severely burned, but still alive. They lay screeching in pitiful voices that were neither loud nor articulate. It reminded Zollin of the sounds a rabbit sometimes makes when it is caught in a snare.
Four of the creatures had suffered only minor burns and were on their feet, ready to attack again, when suddenly they turned and snatched up what looked like a small glowing gemstone out of the hole they had been digging in, and tried to flee. Zollin was feeling the limits of his power. Even though his magic was swirling inside him like a bellows pumping air through a forge, and he could tell it wanted to connect with the magic of the orb, he also felt the familiar stabbing pain that often accompanied his most difficult spells. He did his best to isolate his magic and keep it from taxing his physical body, but when he worked powerful magic the strain on this natural strength was inevitable.
Still, he knew he couldn’t let the creatures escape with their prize. Another wave of energy shot out, this time more concentrated on the fleeing oremites, which required less magical power. The spell was still difficult, and Zollin felt the magic leeching out the nutrients from his body. It was as if he were starving himself at an incredibly accelerated rate.
The energy hit the fleeing creatures and sent them crashing to the floor of the cavern while Zollin slumped against the wall. He was desperate for something to refuel his body. His hands were shaking, and he felt as if he might be sick.
“You can uncover your lantern,” Zollin said.
The dwarves hesitated, then a bright, reddish light lit up half the room. Zollin knew the creatures were dead or dying; he didn’t need to see the blackened corpses. He did however, want to retrieve the glowing orb that held so much magical power. He staggered toward it, avoiding the bodies of oremites, which were hideous up close.
“You are a powerful wizard,” Reenah said, with a note of awe in her voice.
“Not really, not anymore,” Zollin replied. “The battle with the witch almost killed me and cost me nearly all of my magical ability. I’ve slowly been regaining it. But with this…”
He bent down and picked up the orb. Almost instantly he felt better, stronger. The magic in Zollin’s inner reservoir flowed up and into the glowing stone. Then it flowed back into him, more potent, and it seemed as if there was exponentially more than what he’d started with. It was impossible to gauge how much magic Zollin possessed. Kelvich, Zollin’s late mentor, had likened it to an artesian well, as if the magic were a vast, untapped aquifer inside him. What Zollin had discovered of his magic up to that point had only been the overflow, like a tiny spring leaking out of a rock in a hillside. Kelvich had taught Zollin how to control and use all of the magic, but sending the witch’s demon back from where she’d summoned it had taken all of Zollin’s vast reserves of magic and left him helpless. Slowly that reservoir of power had been growing, but it was nowhere near the level it had once been.
The orb seemed to be changing everything. Zollin stood still, holding what looked like a stone that had been plucked from a river, only it was glowing, as if it had been heated nearly to the point of melting. It was smooth and oblong, slightly bigger than a chicken egg. It glowed a red color, almost like molten iron.
“That’s what they were after,” Reenah said, coming up beside Zollin.
Moss was with her, and all three stared at the strange stone.
“Do you know what it is?” Zollin asked.
“I don’t,” she said. “But I know someone who might. Come with us.”



Chapter 20
While Sorva hunted, Brianna sat by a small fire she had started. It was late in the afternoon, and she was trying decide whether they should push on or camp in the little valley for the night. She wasn’t in a hurry, and it felt so good to be away from the cottage in the Great Valley. She was looking forward to sleeping under the stars, even if the night got chilly, but she was also anxious for a reason she didn’t understand. Part of her mind felt as if she needed to be productive if she was going to be apart from Zollin. And, despite her need to get away and be on her own, she also felt a little stab of loneliness.
It wasn’t that she regretted her choice. Perhaps, she reasoned, it was the lack of urgency that had always been in the back of her mind before the Witch's War. She wasn’t sure exactly what was bothering her, but something was, and she wondered if pressing on through the night would somehow alleviate that foreboding.
She was sitting on the ground with one knee pulled up to her chest as a resting place for her chin when she felt the ground start to shake. She knew immediately that she was feeling hoof beats as a large group of horses galloped nearby. It was only a moment before she heard the thunder of the horses’ hooves. She hurried up the hilltop toward the sound and was shocked to see nearly a hundred horsemen, all in full armor with weapons at the ready.
“You there!” shouted one of the knights. “State your name and business in this area!”
“I’m Brianna,” she said, not sure how else to explain who she was.
Being a Fire Spirit wasn’t something she normally proclaimed about herself. Most people had never heard of a Fire Spirit, which is what the dwarves called her. She was flesh and blood, not a ghostly entity, but the dwarfish reference to spirit was really about her temperament. She was dragon kind, but that wasn’t really a ringing endorsement either, since many of the towns and villages in Northern Yelsia had been destroyed by Bartoom in the greedy dragon’s quest for gold. She had been Prince Willam’s fiancée, but the prince was dead and she was married to Zollin now. The one thing she wouldn’t use to describe herself was a wife, so she let her name speak for itself.
“Brianna? The dragon keeper?” the knight asked.
“Yes,” Brianna replied, trying to decide if she liked that title.
“We’ve found her,” the knight shouted to his men. “Take her.”
“What are you talking about?” Brianna asked, suddenly alarmed.
“We have orders to take you back to Felson. Can’t have dragons roaming loose through the countryside; it’ll cause a panic.”
“We aren’t running loose,” Brianna said. “We’re flying south. We’ll be out of Yelsia in a day or two.”
Several knights had come forward on their horses and then dismounted. They were slow in their heavy armor. It wasn’t intended to be worn by foot soldiers. The huge war horses didn’t seem bothered by the extra weight, but the soldiers on foot seemed to struggle as they moved forward.
“Please,” Brianna said. “You don’t need to do this.”
“Take her,” the lead knight said.
“No,” Brianna said. “I won’t go.”
The nearest knight reached for Brianna and she simply burst into flame. She thought it was humorous to see the looks of shock and fear on the faces of the knights. They had been arrogant because of their horses and armor and numbers, but they hadn’t counted on Brianna’s supernatural abilities. She was covered from head to toe in bright yellow flames.
“I’m not going anywhere,” Brianna said. “Tell your commander that you have my word we will not harm any person in Yelsia that does not threaten us.”
“She’s a demon!” shouted one of the knights who had climbed off of his horse to take Brianna into custody.
The horses were shifting nervously, and several of the knights were visibly tense. The knight who had shouted at her drew his sword.
“Wait!” screamed the commander, but the terrified knight slashed at Brianna’s head.
The strike wasn’t fast, and she ducked under the blade easily enough. She had to hold herself back to keep from burning the man to a crisp. Instead she spun around him and kicked him in the back of the knee, so that he suddenly collapsed under the weight of his armor.
But the knight’s attack had galvanized the others. Some horses wheeled around the small hilltop, others charged her outright. Brianna was forced to raise a wall of flames in front of her to scare the charging horses. The charging knights veered away, but not before someone shouted that they should use arrows. A shiver of fear ran down Brianna’s back. She could keep the soldiers at bay if she needed to, but she couldn’t stop a well-aimed arrow. Her body was thin, her bones light, and she controlled fire completely, but a sword blade would still kill her. An arrow might be burned up in mid air if she saw it coming, but a volley of arrows was more than she could deal with.
The commander was shouting at his men, but they weren’t listening. They were young warriors, eager for action. The garrison of light horse soldiers at Felson had been decimated by Bartoom. Brianna guessed that the soldiers around her now had heard stories about that attack. She and Zollin had dealt with stupid officers too taken with their own status to care about justice or even the difference between right and wrong. All they cared about were that men obeyed them, but Brianna didn’t want to kill the soldiers or even harm their horses. She wanted Sorva to swoop in so they could just fly away to safety. But even though Brianna had sent a mental call for the dragon, there had been no reply, which meant that Sorva was too far away to help her now.
The soldiers were sheathing their swords and sliding their lances into the hoops that hung from the saddles. Others were already pulling their small bows from their saddle bags. The cavalry bows were much shorter than hunting bows. Before changing into a Fire Spirit, she had been quite proficient with a bow herself. The small bows and short arrows were perfect for shooting from horseback. They weren’t made for range, and their small size allowed the shooter to move the weapon back and forth to either side of the horse. A larger weapon would have been unwieldy in the saddle, but the small bows were deadly, even from fifty or sixty feet away.
Brianna knew she couldn’t wait any longer, so she turned and sent a plume of fire straight down the hill. There were soldiers there too, but they moved quickly to avoid her flames. Then she ran. She was fast and ran right into the heart of the flames. The sun was setting now and the knights cast long shadows. If she could just survive until the sun set, she could hide from the knights until Sorva returned.
Behind her the knights were shouting to one another and kicking their horses into action. Brianna could outrun the big horses that were hindered with the weight of the heavily armored knights, but only for a short distance. Once the horses got up to a gallop, they would run her down easily, and there was no chance she could keep moving longer than a horse. She needed to do something drastic. She raced over the next hill, then turned and sent a huge wall of flame rushing down behind her. Brianna could control fire, make it do whatever she wanted, but she didn’t want to hurt the soldiers. She only wanted to escape, but it was becoming harder to achieve her goal without inflicting damage of the soldiers at the same time.
An arrow whistled past her. It wasn’t close enough to be a threat and obviously just a wild shot, but Brianna didn’t want to get caught up in a flurry of arrows. Even wild shots from the group of knights would eventually find their mark. She needed to do something fast, but as her mind tried to come up with a solution she saw a mental image of Sorva diving toward the knights and spewing fire. She immediately sent back another message.
The terrifying black dragon was racing toward the knights, its huge wings flapping hard, its long, whiplike tail rigid behind. Then just as the dragon came in range of the knights, it pulled up and roared. Brianna was still running, but she felt the roar shaking the ground. She turned and saw several knights fall from their horses as their mounts panicked. Some were turning to face the new threat, others running for their lives. The commander was shouting at his men, but it was a futile effort. Some of the knights were so caught up in the idea of battle that they actually charged at Sorva, but the dragon easily flew up out of their reach. Some shot arrows at the black beast, who would have killed the entire troop of soldiers if not for Brianna’s intervention. The arrows didn’t reach Sorva, who blew a plume of fire out over of the knights. The fire roiled through the sky; the bright orange flames stood out in stark contrast to the darkening sky above. Sorva’s flaming blast was too high to harm anyone on the ground, but the warning was clear enough.
Brianna was just breathing a sigh of relief when she heard a strange, piercing cry. It was similar to the sound of a falcon or eagle, but it was louder, the tone more menacing. For a moment everyone froze in place, even Sorva, as they searched the sky for the strange new sound. The sun had almost set, but there was still a blazing section of light in the west. Out of that blinding light flew the largest bird Brianna had ever seen. It was blood red, the feathers so slick to its body it almost appeared to be wet. The wings were huge, almost as large as a small dragon. Brianna guessed the wingspan to be twenty five or thirty feet. The bird had a relatively small body, but its legs were thick and the talons were large.
Brianna wasn’t even breathing as she watched the bird swoop up from where it had been racing along, close to the ground, maximizing the setting sun’s blinding light to hide its approach. It came in so fast that no one had time to move before it attacked. The huge raptor shot upward so quickly that Brianna could scarcely believe what she saw. Her dragons were fast, especially Tig, with astounding maneuverability, but the bird was even faster.
It shot upward, then flipped suddenly in midair, diving straight toward Sorva. The black dragon tried to avoid the bird but it had been hovering above the knights and had no momentum. Sorva seemed slow compared to the giant bird, which flipped right before reaching Sorva, extending its wretched talons. Brianna was running back toward the knights before she even realized what she was doing. There was no thought of her own safety, she just knew she had to get to Sorva and save the dragon.
The bird screeched as its talons ripped through Sorva’s leathery wing. The dragon roared in pain and fury. Brianna was fairly certain that she was screaming as well. In the back of her mind she saw the looks of fear and awe on the faces of the armored knights she ran past. Sorva spewed flames at the bird, but the fire wasn’t as fast as the strange creature. It dove down and then swooped upward, avoiding the blast of fire. The dragon was falling, one wing shredded, the other flapping hard to keep Sorva from crashing into the ground. Brianna could see that the dragon couldn’t stay in the air. The knights saw it too and began to scatter in all directions to avoid being close when the huge black dragon hit the ground.
The bird wasn’t finished. It few upside down as it made a huge loop in the air over Sorva. Brianna had never seen any creature flying upside down, but the bird did just that. Its head and back were pointing down toward the ground, its vulnerable belly facing up toward the sky, which was quickly dimming as the sun set. Brianna knew that if she didn’t do something soon she wouldn’t be able to see the bird and it was moving too fast to track it. She kept thinking she had to save Sorva, and more than ever she wished Zollin were with her. They were great when they worked together, and somehow she had forgotten that. He always seemed to know what needed to be done. He was creative in combat, something she sometimes failed to be, relying mostly on the raw power of her fiery abilities.
The bird’s second pass was worse that the first. It looped around and raced straight for Sorva, the talons outstretched, eager to do damage. Sorva was twirling down toward the ground, and didn’t even see the attack coming.
“Look out!” Brianna screamed, but there was no time to react.
The bird’s talons wrapped around Sorva’s good wing. The dragon’s wings were made of a tough, leathery hide that stretched between two long bones. The upper part of the wing was a thick bone, in some places it was almost as large as Brianna’s thigh. The lower wing was much more delicate. A dragon could fly with holes in its wings, or even with a broken lower wing bone. But the bird snatched at the thicker upper bone. It took hold of the wing, its powerful legs twisting. Brianna heard the bone snap like a thunder clap, and the rolling, crashing sound of the storm was Sorva’s roar of agony.
The bird did its dirty work in less than a second, then it was racing away again, but not before Sorva’s roar and flaming attack scorched the bird’s long tail feathers. Brianna saw some of the feathers vanish as Sorva’s fiery breath came near. A dark cloud of black smoke was all that marked the attack, but it told Brianna everything she needed to know. The bird was fast and deadly, but it was also vulnerable to fire.
Sorva fell to the ground, turning at the last minute so its back slammed into the turf as it slid to a sickening halt. Brianna expected Sorva to flip back over, but the dragon was too weak. The huge rear legs pawed at the air, like a child kicking toward a bully after being shoved to the ground. Brianna glanced up and saw the bird turning. It had slowed, and she guessed it was savoring the moment just before the kill. The thought sickened Brianna, but it gave her just enough time to do what she needed to do.
She was almost to Sorva when the bird dove again. Sorva was so weak it could barely raise its head on the long, sleek neck. Brianna jumped, flipping in the air and landing on the pad of Sorva’s foot, just between the large, curving claws on the dragon’s massive toes. Instinctively Sorva kicked out, launching Brianna high into the air. To the diving bird, Brianna was nothing but a smaller creature hurtling upward. The bird twitched to avoid Brianna, still intent on the kill and oblivious to any danger.
The attack was so massive that the knights who were watching the battle in the fading twilight had to shield their eyes. Brianna unleashed a wave of fire that completely engulfed the bird. The wretched creature screamed in agony, then fell like a shooting star. The blast had knocked it off course so that it crashed right beside Sorva, but fortunately not on top of the dragon. The bird flipped and flopped, its body a raging blaze of fire. Brianna, lifted high on the heat from below, floated in the air where she watched the bird’s death throes. She had expected the bird to be hurt, perhaps even mortally wounded by the blast. The fire had been intended to vaporize feathers and blister the flesh below, but the bird’s skin and tissue seemed to burn like dry wood. It became the biggest bonfire Brianna had ever seen, burning longer and hotter than she could have imagined. Only Sorva’s natural resistance to fire kept it from being consumed by the bird’s massive blaze.
It took several minutes for the bird to die, and by the time Brianna floated back down to the ground, most of the creature was gone. It had burned to thick, powdery ash. Brianna knew that even as the day ended, people for miles around would be able to see the dark, oily smoke from the bird’s burning corpse, but she felt no regret. As soon as she landed she placed herself between the knights and Sorva. She wouldn’t let anyone or anything else hurt the dragon, who was still trying to roll over onto its stomach.
For several minutes the knights watched her, but then they regrouped and only their commander rode forward. He was a pompous man, looking down his nose at her from where he sat in the saddle, but Brianna could see the fear he was trying to hide. Sorva was obviously wounded and vulnerable, but the knights had seen what Brianna could do and none of them would dare attack her now.
“It seems we have succeeded,” the commander said.
Brianna didn’t respond; she just stared at the officer, who was uncomfortable with her silence.
“You should leave with us,” he said. “You are wanted in Felson.”
“Go to hell,” she said, her voice tight with fury.
“So be it,” he said, looking a little too relieved by her answer.
He turned his horse and ordered his men to move out. The soldiers reformed their long line and rode their horses away. Brianna felt herself sag with a sudden sense of exhaustion. She was just turning back to Sorva when she heard an eerie sound. It was a squawk, just familiar enough that Brianna could tell it was the same piercing cry of the bird that had attacked Sorva, only this time the pitch was much higher, the sound not nearly as loud. She felt every muscle in her body tense as she searched the sky for another attacker.
Then, out of the flaming ashes of the bird’s burning body she saw movement. A small bird, barely the size of a raven, hopped out of the flames. Its body looked raw, and it was featherless, but it spread its wings and took to the air. Only then did Brianna realize that the bird was a phoenix, and she’d just seen it reborn from the ashes of its former body.



Chapter 21
Lorik ran, following the shady form of his friend as they raced away from the camp the mercenaries had made. He was breathing hard before he saw the horses. It was dark—the only light was from the stars and moon. Vera had three horses in a small depression among the rolling hills so that they were hard to spot until you were almost on top of them.
“Are you okay?” Vera asked Stone when they finally stopped running.
“Fine,” he said.
Lorik was irritated that the younger man wasn’t even breathing hard.
“They never saw me coming.”
“We should keep moving,” Lorik said. “They’ll be looking for us soon.”
“A thank you wouldn’t be amiss,” Vera snapped. “Stone did just save your life.”
“He’s saved mine before,” Stone said. “We aren’t keeping track.”
“I am grateful,” Lorik said as he climbed up into the saddle of the third horse. “I was beginning to think you weren’t coming.”
“Didn’t see a need to interfere at first,” Stone explained. “Those soldiers looked like they were escorting their biggest hero.”
“Yes, but it seems King Yettlebor is craftier than we expected,” Lorik said. “He’s brought in mercenaries and given them lands, titles, and the authority to do whatever they please.”
“He’s a fool,” Vera proclaimed.
“He’s strengthening his position,” Lorik said as the horses trotted south through the darkness.
“Men like that are only loyal to themselves,” Vera said.
“Greed is a powerful motivator,” Stone added.
“And Yettlebor is giving away the treasury to keep hard men like those around him,” Lorik said. “He knows he needs time to solidify his position as king of Ortis.”
“You’ve given him a year,” Vera said.
“Perhaps it would have been better to root him out right away,” Lorik said. “But the last thing I wanted was more bloodshed.”
“Will it be any less bloody now?”
“No,” he told her. “But I’m ready to do what I have to do now. I did my best to be content in the Wilderlands. I gave peace a chance, but there was no peace in my heart.”
“I would imagine that there has been very little peace anywhere in Ortis with mercenaries on the loose.”
“Yettlebor should have used his time more wisely,” Lorik said. “He could have used his army to secure the northern settlements, not give them away as bribes to mercenaries.”
“Well, at least we know what kind of man we’re facing,” Stone said. “He’s desperate enough to do anything. That’s information well worth having. We can’t underestimate him again.”
“No,” Lorik agreed. “We have to be just as devious as he is if we want to take the throne.”
“I’ll just be happy if we all live through another day,” Vera said.
Daylight flooded over the hills several hours later while Lorik and his companions were walking their horses. The night had seemed to drag on and on, but stopping was dangerous. Not only were the mercenaries sure to be following them, but they might even circle around and raise the alarm in Ort City. If King Yettlebor knew that Lorik was coming to the city, he would certainly have his guards on high alert.
They had stopped talking at some point in the night when exhaustion demanded that they focus all their remaining energy on staying awake. But the sun seemed to revive them, and they stopped just long enough for Vera to hand out hard biscuits, apples, and small chunks of a very sharp cheese. The only redeeming quality to the meal was the juiciness of the apples, but after they ate they all felt better. Vera rode for a while, nodding off in the saddle as Stone led her horse.
“So what is your plan?” Stone said. “You still think simply confronting Yettlebor will be of any benefit?”
“No,” Lorik said. “A man who willingly surrounds himself with criminals and thieves cannot be reasoned with. I learned that early on in Hassell Point.”
“So… where does that leave us?”
“I’m not sure,” Lorik said. “Perhaps we’ll get lucky and he’ll be away from the city.”
“What will that accomplish?”
“If he isn’t there, I’ll just assume the throne and take control of his army. I’m sure I can raise enough men loyal to me to hold the castle.”
“And he’ll just give up?” Stone asked, his skepticism obvious.
“I said that luck would be a factor. Besides, if we have the stronger position, he may have no choice but to surrender his claim.”
“I highly doubt that. In my experience there’s only one way to deal with a man like Yettlebor.”
“I want to find a way that minimizes bloodshed. I don’t want my rule to be started with murder.”
“If a man comes into your house and decides to claim it as his own, you have every right to kill that man. It’s common law. Besides, this isn’t the beginning of your rule. That was defined very clearly when you came out of the Wilderlands and rescued nearly a thousand citizens who had been taken prisoner because the former king abandoned them. Your legacy already includes pushing back the biggest Norsik invasion in over a century and the defeat of the witch’s army. Not to mention rescuing the queen from a wicked necromancer in Baskla.”
“That was a much easier problem than the one facing us now,” Lorik said. “We had nothing to lose against the Norsik or the witch’s army. Fighting, even if we had died, was preferable to falling to either of them. But now we have to consider the innocent. If we fight, people will die. Fathers and sons, citizens of our own kingdom who are in no danger from king Yettlebor’s occupation of the throne.”
“Perhaps not directly,” Stone said. “But Yettlebor has made bad men rulers in a kingdom that is already fractured and divided. Before King Oveer left Ortis, taking all his nobles and soldiers with him, a man who was treated unfairly could appeal to a greater lord. Now these mercenaries have unfettered control over the people living on the lands that have been in their families for generations. Suddenly the new lords are cruel men, with no oversight and no accountability. If you don’t act to stop Yettlebor, many more will die under his rule than if you raise an army to fight him. And the wanton cruelty will go on for years, Lorik. Now you just think about that.”
“I’m taking lessons on Kingdom Law from a man who not long ago was on the wrong side of that law,” Lorik teased.
“You have to know the law if you’re going to break it. That way you don’t get hung or dismembered over some trifling incident.”
“I’m not discounting your ideas,” Lorik said. “We may discover that your way is the only way, but I want to make sure it is the only way before we act.”
“Just don’t take too long to decide,” Stone said. “There is one thing we know for sure. Yettlebor wants you dead. If we give him too much time and opportunity, he might succeed.”
Lorik thought long and hard about what Stone had said. His friend was right in many ways, but he wasn’t sure if the end really justified the means. Did fighting a war really mean saving lives? Lorik couldn’t quite wrap his mind around that idea. He wanted to protect his people, but did the people of Ortis even want that help? Did they really see him as their protector, as their king? He wasn’t sure. And what about the magic that the Drery Dru had urged him to find? So far, Lorik had found nothing and felt weaker by the day. He tried to convince himself that he was just exhausted because he hadn’t slept well in days, but that wasn’t what bothered him. It was the fact that just a year before he could have jogged all day and night without needing to stop. He felt as if the mystical power he’d once wielded gave him the right to rule, but somehow it had been taken from him, and he had no idea how to get it back.
They made camp late in the evening, with no fire. They were all exhausted, but Lorik forced himself to keep watch. He sat up for hours, his mind wandering at times, but he had a clear view of the area around their camp. Even in the darkness he felt confident that he could see a man or animal approaching. Stone relieved him half way through the night, and Lorik fell asleep on the ground with no blanket or even a cloak. When he woke up he was cold and stiff, but he felt better than he had the day before.
“We don’t have a fire for food, so drink a little wine to warm yourself up,” Vera told him.
The wine she had was nothing like the sweet, fruity wines of the Drery Dru. Vera’s wine had an astringent quality that made it difficult to drink, but it did warm Lorik up. After an hour of walking his horse, Lorik no longer felt stiff. The day was bright and cool. It made Lorik feel like anything was possible. It was after noon when they saw the rider. The rolling hills made it appear as if the rider was sometimes there, and sometimes gone, but eventually they came close enough to make out a few details.
“It’s not a soldier,” Stone said.
“It’s not even a man,” Vera said. “That’s a woman.”
“Why would a woman be all alone out here?” Stone asked.
“Can’t a woman go for a ride without having a man along?” Vera asked. “Are we all so weak and frail that being alone means something terrible has happened?”
“No,” Stone said. “I don’t mean that.”
“He just means it’s unusual,” Lorik explained. “And right now, unusual could be dangerous.”
“I know that,” Vera said with a scowl.
“I don’t like it,” Stone said.
“Maybe you two should hang back a little,” Lorik said. “We’re still far enough away that it isn’t obvious we’re riding together. Just watch and see.”
“We should probably stay together,” Vera said.
“Sometimes caution is the wiser choice,” Lorik said. “It’s probably nothing, but if I need you, I’ll call. If all is well but you should follow from a distance, I’ll put my hands on my hips.” He demonstrated, putting his hands on his hips and pointing his elbows out away from his body. It was a common gesture but one that would be easily identifiable even from a distance. “If there is trouble you can ride to the rescue.”
“Don’t let your guard down,” Stone warned.
“I won’t,” Lorik replied. “I’ll see you both soon.”
Lorik rode ahead of his friends, trying to ignore the feeling of dread in the pit of his stomach. He had thought at first that the rider was Issalyn. He hadn’t heard anything from his lover since she had set out for Ort City. He was hopeful that didn’t mean that she was through with him, but they had drifted apart. His reluctance to take the throne of Ortis galled her. He knew that, but he was finally coming around. He just hoped it wasn’t too late.
The rider finally came close enough that Lorik could see she was armed. She wore a cloak and hood, but was thin and had a short sword hanging across her left hip. The horse she rode was a big, strong looking animal, and she had supplies packed in large canvas bags that were hanging just behind her saddle. She reined in her horse and waited as Lorik approached.
“I’m Lorik,” he said, when he was close enough that he didn’t have to shout to be heard.
“Lorik of Hassell Point?” she asked.
“That’s right.”
“I am looking for a man named Lorik,” the woman said. “He knew a forest elf by name. One that was my mistress’s favorite.”
“And who is your mistress?” Lorik asked.
“If you are the man I seek then you know that already.”
“Vilenna was my lady, Queen Issalyn’s friend among the Drery Dru,” Lorik said.
“You are the man I seek. I am Kierian.”
“So now I know your name, but not why you have sought me out.”
“My mistress has a message for you.”
The woman slipped from her horse. She moved like the dark panthers Lorik had seen in the marshlands. They were always poised for action or danger and could run or attack depending on the circumstance. The woman named Kierian seemed just the same. She was attractive, her face was oval shaped, and she had long dark hair tied neatly inside the hood of her cloak. Lorik felt himself tense involuntarily as she approached. Stone and Vera had brought his swords and they were secure just beneath the edges of his saddle where they were difficult to see. It took all of Lorik’s will power not to draw the blades and move away from Kierian.
She reached into her cloak and then withdrew a small scroll. Then she sauntered back to her horse. Lorik wondered if any man had ever resisted her. Even though the long cloak hid her figure he could see just enough of her body to be enticed. She turned when she reached her horse and pulled herself up into the saddle in one smooth, graceful motion.
“Aren’t you going to read it?” she asked.
Lorik looked down at the small scroll. It was a note, written on thick vellum, wrapped around a bronze rod of ornate design. The wax was impressed with the queen’s signet ring. Lorik wondered where Issalyn had gotten the ring. She had gone back to Ort City to reason with Yettlebor, hoping her status would afford her safety and some significance in the court. Apparently, she had been well received, Lorik thought.
He broke open the seal and read the scroll.
Come with Kierian to the palace. Yettlebor seeks your death. We shall smuggle you into the city and ensure that you are safe. All my love,
Issalyn
Lorik looked up from the scroll. Kierian hadn’t moved. He looked at her, studying her, trying to decide if any of what he was seeing was real. He couldn’t imagine where this woman in front of him had come from. She was obviously a capable person, but Ortis had been ravaged by the witch’s creatures who carried away most of the kingdom’s population to be mutated into monsters that served as her army. Issalyn, when Lorik had found her, had been served by warrior servants, but none of them were as beautiful or as deadly as Kierian appeared to be.
“Will you come?” Kierian asked.
Lorik hesitated only long enough to signal his friends behind him. He put both hands on his hips with his elbows out to either side and then nodded.
“I’ll come,” he said, nudging his horse forward.
Kierian smiled, and Lorik felt an unwelcome tingle run through his body. Then she turned her horse and led him away.



Chapter 22
Lorik kept his distance from Kierian. She always rode ahead, and when they made camp for the night, he stood watch. To her credit she didn’t push him to do anything differently. She was perfectly content with her own thoughts and didn’t try to spark a conversation. In fact, she didn’t say anything to him other than what was absolutely necessary until they came within sight of Ort City.
It was late in the evening of their second day together, and the city was a dark mass that was just beginning to twinkle with lights. Kierian stopped her horse and rummaged through one of the large canvas sacks that were slung behind her saddle, and after a moment she came up with what she was looking for.
“Here,”
she said, holding out a bundle to Lorik. “Put this on.”
He took the item. It was cloak, much like her own, but made of rough material that reminded Lorik of the sacks used to store rice in the Marshlands.
“The king isn’t looking for you yet, but you stand out. Try hunching a little and keep the hood pulled up.”
“Why the secrecy?”
Lorik asked. “Why not ride into the city triumphantly? I have nothing to hide.”
That wasn’t really Lorik’s desire, but he wanted to hear how his guide would respond. She flashed him a smile and there was a twinkle in her eye that told him she would love nothing more than a good fight.
“You would be captured,”
she said.
“I might surprise you.”
She tilted her head as if he were a curiosity. “I’ve heard the stories, but the king has his most loyal and skilled warriors near him at all times. Even with your legendary swords, I doubt that you could defeat them all…
alone.”
“I’m not alone. I’ve got you with me.”
“What makes you think I would fight the king’s soldiers?”
“Call it a hunch,”
Lorik said. “But we can try things your way.”
“That is wise,”
Kierian said. “But perhaps one day I shall see your famous blades.”
Lorik wasn’t sure if Kierian was being sincere, or if she was challenging him. He didn’t want to fight a woman, and Kierian certainly seemed sure of herself, but he reminded himself of what Stone had told him. A man as desperate as Yettlebor wouldn’t hesitate to do anything. He needed to be on his guard and get a lay of the land before he made any certain moves.
“You are Issalyn’s emissary?”
Lorik asked.
“The queen sought out my services.”
“So you aren’t close to her?”
“I’m not a servant if that is what you are asking.”
They were moving toward the city again, following a dirt track that led through the sprawl of huts and hovels that surrounded the city. The last time Lorik had been to the capital of Ortis, it had been abandoned, or so it had seemed.
“Were you in the city when the creatures attacked?”
“Creatures?”
Kierian asked.
“You know, the scorpion-tailed beasts that carried people away.”
“I was.”
“But you survived…
how?”
“I was not seen.”
“That seems a little too simple.”
“I was there when you came to fight the witch’s army,”
Kierian said. “I saw you fighting, and I saw what you did after. I saw how you treated those wretched souls who were left behind.”
“You mean the people the witch mutated,”
Lorik said, feeling insulted somehow that people were so quick to turn against the witch’s pawns. They hadn’t chosen to side with the witch, or wanted to be magically transformed into towering abominations. They were once neighbors and friends of the people who survived, yet everyone seemed to think the worst of those less fortunate people.
“They’re people, not unlike you and me,”
Lorik said, trying not to let his frustration bleed into his voice.
“If you say so.”
“What would call them?”
Lorik asked.
“Enemies,”
Kierian said simply.
“Not after the witch’s power over them broke.”
“So you say,”
Kierian replied. “But they are dangerous foes, and a people without a kingdom. Letting them live was more cruel than a quick, clean death.”
“I’ve had enough death,”
Lorik explained. “I’m a protector, not an executioner.”
“So I’ve heard.”
“Where did you hide?”
“In the shadows. This may surprise you,”
she said, leaning close to Lorik, “but people rarely look into the dark places.”
Lorik felt a shudder run down his spine. He was surprised to find that he was more than a little frightened by Kierian. She was mysterious and cagey, yet clearly dangerous even though the reason for that danger was not as obvious as it should have been. She was unlike any woman Lorik had ever known. Vera had always been the type to speak her mind, and since leaving Hassell Point she could be as sharp-tongued as anyone, yet her strength and fury was straight forward. There was nothing elusive about Vera; she was exactly the person you expected her to be—Kierian was the opposite. Nothing about her made sense to Lorik, and that unsettled him.
They rode to a nondescript livery that was near the city walls. Many of the structures in and around the city had been destroyed during the invasion of the witch’s creatures. The sounds of construction were everywhere, but the livery seemed to be in good order. They settled their horses into stalls, and Kierian paid the stable master, who obviously knew her. There were no familiar greetings or even polite conversation. The owner of the livery was an older man, and Lorik guessed he knew better than to ask questions that would not be welcome with his borders.
“We should wait until it gets dark to go into the city,”
Kierian said.
“Won’t they close the gates?”
Lorik asked.
“Yes, but there are other ways in. You of all people should know that.”
Once night fell they ate a quick meal that Kierian procured from one of the nearby inns. They ate and waited. Lorik was anxious to push on, but he forced himself to be patient. He wanted to see Issalyn, but he was also afraid of what he might find. She might be in trouble, or worse yet, she might have decided that she no longer wanted to be with him. They weren’t married in the traditional sense, and she had been unhappy in the Wilderlands. Yet he hoped that her note meant that she still wanted to be with him, even help him succeed in becoming king.
Once the sun had been down a few hours, Kierian led them around the city. They stayed close to the city wall. The guards patrolling above them would have had to look straight down to see them, and in the darkness Lorik doubted they would be visible at all. Eventually they moved away from the city. Lorik would have asked where they were going, but he saw the small farm that was nearly a mile from the city proper and knew that a secret tunnel led from the farmhouse to the castle inside the city. It was close to midnight when Kierian knocked on the door of the small house. It had been hastily rebuilt after the witch’s scorpion-tailed monsters had broken through the roof.
A toothless man answered the door. Kierian gave the man a gold coin, which he immediately tucked away in his ratty looking robe. Lorik could smell the man’s filth even before he entered the house. They moved quickly to a tall cabinet that hid a staircase leading down into the secret tunnel. The smelly man shoved it aside, and Kierian went first into the gloomy tunnel. Lorik was wondering if they would cross the entire way back in darkness, but once the cabinet sealed off the light behind them, Lorik saw a flickering light in the distance.
There was a strange sense of familiarity to the tunnel, which had been a useful escape route for Lorik and his men when the witch’s army attacked. It had also been their refuge, saving them from being overrun by the hordes of mutated people bewitched by the sorceress in Olsa. It took them a while to walk the entire length of the tunnel, and Lorik guessed that an hour had passed when Kierian threw the latch that held the secret door in place and led Lorik up to the storage room in the bowels of the castle.
There wasn’t much light in the room, but Lorik noticed that some things had been removed. There were no more books scattered around on the various pieces of antique furniture that were piled haphazardly into the room. He didn’t have time to explore, because they moved quickly into the dungeon beyond, but he wondered about the books he'd seen before—books about magic.
Unlike the last time Lorik had been in the castle, there were now people locked in the dungeon’s cells. Torches burned in sconces but cast very little light into the small, terrifying rooms. Lorik longed for the stench of the cabin once the smells of human waste, death, and decay that lingered in the dungeons assaulted his senses. They passed through the long corridor as quickly as possible, and just like when Lorik had used the castle as his base of operations during the Witch’s War, he felt the seductive call of magic from the secret room as they passed it. He could feel the darkness calling to him, but he had no time to explore the long forgotten mysteries in the castle dungeon. Somewhere Issalyn was waiting for him and he didn't want to let her down.
They climbed the spiral staircase that led up into the castle proper. Although Lorik had spent time in the royal fortress and had even fought the witch’s mutants through many of the rooms, he wasn’t familiar with the layout. Kierian led him down hallways and up narrow staircases. Finally they came to plain room with a padded bench against one wall. There was no other furniture and only two brass candelabras on either end of the small space for furnishings. An ancient but well woven tapestry covered the wall opposite the bench.
“Stay here,”
said Kierian. “I’ll fetch the queen.”
Lorik nodded, grateful the chance to rest. He was tired, and he despised his fatigue. Every nerve was on edge, but as he gazed at the tapestry, he began to relax. The scene on the tapestry was tranquil, and the longer Lorik studied it, the more subdued his mind felt. It was warm in the small room, and the single door in or out lent the space a sense of security.
Eventually there was a scraping sound just outside the door and it swung open. Lorik’s heart was suddenly in his throat as he saw Issalyn. She was in a fine silk gown that seemed to glisten in the candle light. He stood up and reached out his hand. Issalyn took it and then closed the door behind her.
“You look wonderful,”
Lorik said. “It’s unbelievable.”
“I’ve been well treated,”
she said, sounding relieved as she sat on the bench.
He sat beside her and stroked her hand, wanting to do more, but at the same time remembering they were in the enemy’s lair. He couldn’t let his guard down. He had both of his swords tucked into the back of his belt and hidden by the burlap cloak, but that was no guarantee of safety.
“The king wants your head,”
Issalyn whispered.
“What king? Yettlebor is an imposter.”
“So you’ve come to take the crown?”

“Of course. You know that.”
“But what about the king?”
“Yettlebor is not the king of Ortis. He shall be dealt with. Did you know he has given away the lordships to mercenaries? He has his troops searching for me.”
“Yes, I was so afraid for you,”
Issalyn said.
“I am safe, never fear. And soon things shall be made right for all our people.”
“Will you kill him? Will you slay King Yettlebor?”
“Yes, if I must…”
Lorik said, the tiny alarm in the back of his mind finally registering that something wasn’t right.
Issalyn was looking at Lorik expectantly, hoping he would say more. He suddenly realized everything around him was wrong. He had hoped Issalyn could get him into the castle and help him stage a coup, but instead she had lured him into a trap.
He stood up, but the door burst open before he could draw his swords. Two soldiers charged in, thrusting their weapons at Lorik as they came. One spear pierced his right thigh, and another punched through his thick bicep on his left arm. Lorik screamed in pain as he was slammed into the far wall and held there by two large guards in full armor.
“You heard him,”
Issalyn said.
The tapestry began to shake, and more men came out from behind the woven work of art. One of the men was none other than Yettlebor, the usurper. He was fatter than the last time Lorik had seen him. His face distorted into a sneer of pure hatred.
“Yes,” he cooed. “We all heard his traitorous rant. And soon he will be publicly tried, convicted, and executed. That is a day I am anxiously awaiting.”
“You are going to let him live?” Issalyn asked.
Her words and the look of shocked disappointment on the queen's face hurt Lorik more than the spears pinning him to the wall. She walked over to Yettlebor and draped her arm around his shoulders. The fat king gawked down the neck of her gown.
“I think he should die immediately. It's too dangerous to let him live,” she said.
“No, we must make an example of him. We must show the entire kingdom that I fear no man. Not even Lorik the Protector.”
Lorik closed his eyes and wished the king would just slay him and end his misery, but instead Yettlebor moved closer and leered. There was spittle on his fat lips, and Lorik could see the puffy bags of skin under his eyes, which were riddled with tiny red veins and had a sickly yellow cast.
“She is mine. The kingdom is mine. And once I've seen to your death, which won't happen quickly, I assure you, then I will cut down your precious forest, burn what is left, and ensure that nothing of your name or progeny remains.”
Lorik had a spear in his right leg and another pinning his left arm to the wall, but his right hand was free. He struck as hard and as fast as he could. His fingers were bent at the middle knuckle, his hand rigid. If his blow had been on target it would have crushed Yettlebor's windpipe. But the punch was just slightly off the mark, and it hit Yettlebor on the edge of his chin. The fat king's head snapped around and he fell to the ground, his body twitching.
Then the butt of a spear smashed against the side of Lorik's head, knocking him sideways, tearing his left bicep in two and ripping the spear out of his leg. Lorik was just barely conscious, and then a boot came down on his face and his world went black.



Chapter 23
Traveling through the tunnels with Reenah and Moss went much more quickly than on his own. Zollin was lost within minutes. He had been moving slowly, marking each tunnel and intersection so that he wouldn’t get lost, but there was no time for such precautions with the dwarves. He simply had to trust that they could get him back out of the labyrinth of tunnels once his work with them was over.
The magic pulsing up from the strange gemstone in his hand made him feel invincible. It reminded him of the heady power he’d unleashed when he’d first been in Brighton’s Gate. Skellmarian warriors from the mountains were attempting to raid the small village, and Quinn had fought their chief to hold back the raid. Quinn had succeeded, but then fell through the ice into the river that traversed the Great Valley. Saving his father had been the first time Zollin had tapped into the mighty reservoir of magical power that resided inside him. It made him feel invincible, as if he was larger than life. All his problems and the threats around him felt tiny and insignificant compared to the raw power coursing through him. The magic from the stone felt much the same way, but Zollin was acutely aware that the magic wasn’t part of him. It was familiar, it was comforting, but it was not his own. He was already starting to worry about losing the stone.
The dwarves moved at a brisk pace for almost an hour, their short legs whisking them swiftly through the tunnels, until they finally came to a large cavern. Zollin had been in many of the caverns and clan villages of the dwarves, but this space was different. It appeared to be a high dome, with veins of glowing crystal streaking across the dark ceiling. An underground stream spilled out of the side of the cavern, flowing down large boulders, then forming a stream that ran through the cavern before disappearing into another hidden chamber below, near the opposite wall. In the center of the huge, underground space was a walled city. Zollin had seen walls in the dwarf villages before, the Jaq clan had a wall and gate along one end of their clan’s community, but the structure before him now was more like a castle.
“This is Kelladoon, the fortress of the dwarves,”
Reenah said proudly. “It is the first stronghold of the northern clans.”
Moss grunted.
“Some have prophesied that our people will flee to Kelladoon just before the end of our race. It is our beginning and our end.”
Zollin looked up at the towering walls. There were dwarves moving along the battlements in full armor, but even from a distance Zollin could see that they were elderly people. He felt a twinge of fear for the people under the mountains.
“It is time that you meet Grenda; she has taken up the mantle of leadership,”
Reenah said. “She’ll know what to do with you.”
The entrance to the fortress was a small door, not a grand draw bridge like the castles of men. The door was guarded by dwarves who eyed Zollin suspiciously, but allowed him to pass. In his past visits to the dwarf communities, he was always struck by the quiet resourcefulness of the dwarves. While few dwarves were as animated or jubilant as Jute had been, the dwarves in Kelladoon were hopeless by comparison. They moved slowly, their heads bowed by fear and desperation. What Zollin missed most was the ring of hammers on steel—the fortress was ominously quiet.
Reenah led Zollin through a series of hallways, most of which sloped upwards. The dwarves rarely made stairs, so the corridors led ever higher in the fortress as they wound around the large structure. There was also very little light. No torches burned, the lanterns and candles were all covered with shades to keep the ambient light from shining in the gloomy cavern. Finally, they came to a round room with a cold fire pit at the center. Stone benches circled the pit, while arched windows looked out in all four directions over the fortress. At one window stood a stout dwarf wearing armor and an ancient dwarf leaning heavily on a small staff.
“Chieftain,”
Reenah said. “We have a report.”
The armored dwarf turned and waved them into the room. Moss stayed by the door, but Zollin followed Reenah into the round chamber, doing his best to honor the solemnity of the moment. But the magical power throbbing through the gemstone made him want to throw back his head and laugh or perhaps scream at the top of his lungs, he wasn’t sure which.
“Reenah, tell us what you’ve found.”
said the elderly dwarf as he looked up at Zollin.
“We found another group of crynods,”
Reenah reported. “They were digging feverishly and we waited to see what they were after.”
“And who is this?”
said the armored dwarf in a low voice.
Zollin wasn’t sure which dwarf was in charge, but he bowed to show his respect.
“I am Zollin,”
he said.
The armored dwarf spat to show her disdain, but the elderly dwarf stood up a little straighter.
“The wizard has returned,”
he said. “And what of the other clansmen?”
“I do not know,”
Zollin said, feeling a stab of shame. “I assumed they had returned to you. I was hurt in the fighting, but we were victorious. It wasn’t until I came to visit Jute and the Yel clan that I discovered your people had not returned.”
“Then we truly have no hope,”
the armored dwarf said.
“Chieftain,”
Reenah protested. “I do not know if that is true. I have seen the wizard’s power. He defeated over a dozen crynods singlehandedly. He may offer a chance.”
“Is that so, wizard?”
the armored dwarf, who Zollin guessed to be Grenda said.
“It is, and I found what the oremites were digging for.”
He held out his hand, revealing the stone. It had been red in the chamber with the oremites, but at that moment it glowed blue.
“Is that what I think it is?”
Grenda asked.
“A Star Stone,”
said the elderly dwarf. “It is exceedingly rare.”
“It has magical power,”
Zollin said. “But I’m not sure why the oremites wanted it.”
“Come, sit with me young wizard,”
said the elderly dwarf. “I will tell you a tale that no human has heard in many lifetimes.”
They moved to the stone benches, and the elderly dwarf grunted as he sat down. Zollin settled beside him, while Reenah and Grenda stood behind. There was no wood in the firepit, just large chunks of coal, but with a wave of his hand Zollin heated the stones until they had a faint glow. The heat radiated out and the elderly dwarf groaned softly with pleasure.
“Thank you,”
he said. “My joints are more suited to the heat from a forge than cold stone. We are hiding here, as I suspect you know.”
“I found a horrid creature in the halls of the Yel clan,”
Zollin said.
“There are many such wretched monsters lurking in the darkness these days,”
he said. “Evil is descending on the world once again. With our warriors missing, we have suffered many losses under the mountains. The Yel clan is no more, as are many other clans. Our people say that the strength of the dwarves shall be overcome in Kelladoon, but perhaps that is not our fate.
“Long long ago, when the dwarves were a young race, the roots of the mountains were home to many evil creatures. Delving in the darkness was dangerous, not all that different than it is in recent days. But in that time, the dwarves sought a place to call their own, and a strong young dwarf named Orrin was the first to make his home under the mountains.
“The caverns were rich with gemstones, gold, and silver, but many an ambitious dwarf had been lost to the endless maze of tunnels and caverns. Our eyes were not accustomed to the darkness, and it was easy to lose one’s way.”
“I can certainly understand that,”
Zollin said.
“Orrin was no different, staying close to the surface, marking his way through the tunnels in search of riches, but never venturing too far until one day he came upon a pack of griffiles. The pack chased Orrin, who was forced to move deep into the mountain to survive. He ran and ran until he lost the griffles, but also any hope of finding his way back home. Still, Orrin wasn’t the type to give up. He searched and searched, day after day, but eventually the endless maze of tunnels took their toll. Without food and water he grew weak. Too tired to keep searching, he decided to dig a hole that he could lie down and die in.
“His hammer and chisel rang as he chipped away at the stone, but before long he began to sense something in the mountain. Not a creature, not the sustenance he so desperately needed, but something else, something magical. He began to dig frantically, desperate to find what called out to him from the depths of the mountain. He dug and dug, his hole winding deeper and deeper into the heart of the earth, until finally he saw a light shining up at him. At first he thought it was vein of quartz, not unlike the mineral that gives this cavern light. But as he continued to dig, he discovered that the light came from a small gemstone. And when he picked it up, he felt stronger. His despair fell away, and in his mind he could sense his way back home.
“So, Orrin climbed out of his hole and began searching again, only this time there was no fear or uncertainty. The tunnels were no longer a mystery to Orrin. He found his way home, and in the years that followed he led many treks into the mysterious tunnels, driving back the wretched beasts hiding in the darkness, and settling many caverns that would be home to dwarf clans for centuries.
“When Orrin died, he was buried with his gem, which he named a Star Stone. No one I know has ever seen one. But the stories say they glow and give their holder great wisdom.”
Zollin felt a pang of regret. The last thing he wanted was to give up the stone he’d fought for. The magical power he felt reminded him of all he’d lost fighting the witch Gwendolyn and her foul spirit creature. He thought that if he could keep the stone, he might regain the strength he’d given up to save the Five Kingdoms. But he couldn’t deny the dwarves deserved the stone more than he did. They had sent their most able-bodied warriors to help him; he couldn’t refuse to share the Star Stone with them in their moment of need.
“Here,”
he said holding out the stone, which shimmered with an icy, blue glow. “Your people should take this.”
“I don’t believe it is ours to take,”
the old dwarf said.
“Prawg, don’t be sentimental,”
Grenda said.
She reached for the stone and it took all of Zollin’s strength not to snatch the rock away from her. Instead, even though his hand trembled with the effort, he held it out to her. She picked it up, holding the stone before her eyes, the light of the stone revealing the wonder on her face. But to Grenda’s dismay, the light faded, and the Star Stone suddenly looked like a dull rock.
“What has happened?”
she asked.
“Can’t say,”
the elderly dwarf admitted. “The story of Orrin and the Star Stone is just a myth now.”
“Why isn’t it glowing? What did you do, Wizard?”
Grenda demanded.
“I didn’t do anything,”
Zollin said.
“Perhaps it only works for the person with the gift to utilize its power,”
Prawg said.
Grenda flung the Star Stone back at Zollin, who caught it instinctively. As soon as the stone touched his skin it flared to life. He felt a little embarrassed, but also relieved at having the stone back. He could feel the stone's power, like a warm wind flowing through him, mingling with his own magic, feeding his inner reservoir of power.
“Once again you’ve stolen the strength of our people,”
Grenda said.
“That was never my intention,”
Zollin said. “I swear to you, lady Chieftain, I only want to help.”
“You cannot help us,”
Grenda said turning her back on the little group. “The crynods will come and destroy us, but not without a fight. If we are meant to die here, then I will gladly give my life to defend Kelladoon.”
“I have a question.”
Reenah said. “Why were the crynods so desperate to find this stone?”
“What do you mean?”
Grenda asked.
“When Zollin revealed himself to the crynods, two attacked while the others waited. He dispatched the first two, only to find the entire group rushing upon him.”
“They are mindless killers,”
Grenda said. “There is nothing more to it than that.”
“I don’t think so,”
Reenah said. “They were desperate to kill him, and when they failed, the last two tried to flee with the stone.”
Grenda suddenly turned back, surprise on her face.
“They fled?”
she asked.
“Yes,”
Reenah said. “As if they were trying to escape with the stone.”
“What do you think, Prawg?”
Grenda asked.
“I can only venture a guess, my dear. They mine ore for their queen, so that she may feed on it and produce even more of their kind. Perhaps it would feed her endlessly, allowing her to lay eggs without ceasing, or allow her to spawn even greater horrors than we know. It’s probable that they can sense the magic in the stone, just as the wizard can. They will be drawn to it.”
“So it will draw them here?”
Grenda said, a note of anger and fear coloring her voice.
“Alas, it would seem so,”
the old dwarf said.
“Then we must be rid of it,”
she said. “We are not strong enough to hold back the entire hive.”
As if to prove the elder dwarf’s point, an alarm sounded and Grenda rushed to the closest window. Reenah and Zollin followed. The light from the cavern roof cast an eerie glow upon the floor of the cavern, which was so well worn by centuries of use that it was smooth, and reflected the light from above. A swarm of oremites was rushing in from a recently mined tunnel. Zollin could see the rubble strewn around the opening in the far wall. Hundreds of the insectile creatures were moving swiftly into the cavern, which was filled with the dwarves' shouts and cries of alarm.
“There are too many,”
Grenda said. “We can’t hold them all back.”
Zollin’s fear fed the firestorm of power suddenly whirling inside him. He could barely make out the insectile creatures, their bodies moving swiftly toward the fortress. He held out a hand and sent a bolt of blue energy arcing down from the top of Kelladoon. The powerful magic popped and hummed as it hit the floor of the cavern and spread out across the smooth surface in all directions. The oremites shook violently, their hairy bodies stiffening and smoking as they fell. Almost the entire swarm was defeated in an instant, but Zollin felt his power stabbing at his body.
And even though hundreds had fallen dead, more were streaming through. Grenda was shouting orders and Reenah had raced back to join the fight. Zollin knew he had to do something or the fortress would be overrun. He didn’t want to see the dwarves die, and his own desire to live was stronger than ever, but more than that he didn’t want to lose the stone. He glanced down at Prawg, who was staring at Zollin with awe.
Then an idea struck Zollin and he searched the dark cavern for the tunnel, sending his magical senses out in a wave. As soon as his magic touched the oremites he knew they were coming for the Star Stone. They were like ravenous dogs with the smell of meat in the air. He let his magic flow into the rock around the tunnel. The magic from the Star Stone surged up in him and he pushed as hard as he could on the roof of the tunnel the oremites had made. The sound of rocks cracking and falling made Zollin cover his ears with both hands. Dust and debris flew from the tunnel, but the stream of oremites stopped.
“What happened?”
Grenda shouted.
“The tunnel,”
Zollin said, gasping for breath. “I destroyed it.”
Every inch of Zollin’s body was aching. His bones felt hollow, and his legs weak. His hands were shaking and he had to lean against the wall. Below him, slings whirled, filling the air with flying stones and the sounds of twirling leather. When the oremites reached the fortress walls they climbed the smooth, stone like spiders. The dwarves tipped large containers full of heavy stones over the parapets, smashing the oremites below. The battle raged for a few moments, but the strong fortress gave the dwarves an advantage. Only a few of the oremites reached the top of the walls, and they were quickly beaten to death by powerful blows. The dwarves on the wall may have been elderly, but they were still strong. Their war hammers fell hard, smashing the creatures’ thick skulls and sending their bodies falling onto their hive mates below.
When the fighting was over, Zollin felt a sense of relief, even though he could barely stand. Grenda, once she had shouted orders to the dwarves manning the walls below her, turned and stared at Zollin for a long moment. He wasn’t sure if she was going to thank him or attack him, but finally she nodded in appreciation.
“Your help was welcome, Wizard,”
she said.
“Thank you,”
Zollin said.
“I can’t believe they found our fortress already,”
she said, obviously thinking out loud.
“They didn’t just find you,”
Zollin said. “They came for the Star Stone.”
“And how can you know that?”
she demanded.
“I felt it,”
he explained. “I sensed their longing for the stone.”
“Then we must be rid of it,”
Grenda said. “Take the stone, Wizard, carry it to the surface and do not return.”
“It is too late for that,”
the elderly dwarf said. “They will follow it here and follow it wherever it goes. It is their nature.”
“But if it isn’t in the fortress,”
Grenda said. “Surely they won’t attack.”
“Nothing is sure, nothing is certain,”
the dwarf said.
“Prawg, please don’t speak in riddles,”
Grenda said.
“I wish I could be more clear,”
he said. “The crynods will come, but we knew this. They will attack, but we knew that too. They have the numbers to overwhelm our defenses and they will slaughter us if they can. The only way to stop them is to slay their queen.”
“Their queen is in a tall shaft,”
Zollin said. “I’m sure of it. I saw them digging more of their kind out of the walls.”
“We know where the hive is, and where the queen has taken refuge,”
Grenda said. “But we don’t have enough warriors to fight through the thousands of diggers and defeat her. Not to mention the guardians that defend her, which are much larger and more ferocious than the diggers.”
“No,”
Prawg said sadly. “Even the wizard is not strong enough to defeat the entire hive.”
“There has to be a way,”
Grenda said angrily.
“I refuse to give up. I refuse to let our people die like this.”
“What if I could lure the oremites away?”
Zollin said. “We know they want the Star Stone. If they can feel it, sense it the way I can, then I can draw them away."
"They will not simply forget about us," Prawg said. "Now that they have discovered Kelladoon they will return and destroy everyone taking shelter here."
"But if enough of the oremites come after me, they won't hinder your attack. I can lead them away from the hive while you kill the queen.”
Grenda looked at Prawg, who nodded at her.
“If we kill their queen, the hive will be lost. They will wander aimlessly until they die,”
Prawg said.
“You will need a guide through the caverns,”
Grenda said. “If you accidentally lead them here, or back to the hive, we’ll all be lost.”
“Moss and I will take the wizard,”
Reenah said as she strode back into the room, her face flushed from the fighting. “We’ll keep the diggers far away from the queen.”
“Then we have a chance,”
Grenda said. “We must prepare for it soon. They might dig back through the tunnel and attack the fortress at any time. If we’re to succeed, Wizard, you must go now.”
Zollin wanted to scream that he had just saved the entire fortress of dwarves and that he needed a little rest, but he knew Grenda was right. There was no time to rest, no time to regain his strength. He had to go with Reenah and Moss. He had to get the Star Stone far away from the dwarf stronghold, before the unimaginable happened. He nodded at Reenah.
“Okay,”
he said. “Let’s go.”



Chapter 24
As soon as the sun came up, Quinn saw the smoke from Mansel's cabin. He knew something was wrong, but there was debate raging about what the villagers of Brighton's Gate should do next. Some were advocating that they go out and hunt down the strange animals. Others wanted to remain in the safety of the inn. Quinn had also noticed that none of the wounded or slain creatures remained. They had been pulled away from the town, a fact that seemed to elude the others. It wasn't normal behavior for animals—not that a systematic attack on the town was either, but removing the dead seemed more ominous than anything the strange creatures had done before. Quinn couldn't understand what the animals were hiding. He couldn't imagine that such savage creatures cared about their fallen pack mates, which only left one reasonable explanation. The animals didn't want the townsfolk examining their dead.
“What are you thinking Quinn?”
Buck asked.
“I’m sorry,”
Quinn said. “I have to go.”
“You aren’t going anywhere,”
Kurchek said. “Not until we know who’s behind these attacks.”
“Do you really think I have control of animals? That I would risk my life to help save the people here if I was behind all this? You’re out of your mind.”
“Maybe not you exactly,”
Kurcheck said. “But that demented son of yours.”
“You insult Zollin again and you’ll lose a lot more than an eye,”
Quinn threatened.
“Gentlemen, gentlemen, please," Buck said, trying to calm everyone down. "We need to decide what to do. Can you help us Quinn?”
There were nearly fifty men in the common room. The archers Quinn had stationed on the rooftop had come down once the sun rose. Their supply of arrows was dangerously low, and they were all exhausted. Quinn saw weariness, fear, anger, and frustration in the faces around him. But he also saw hope in a few people as they waited to see what he would say about helping them. 
“Of course I can help, but I need to find Mansel. That’s his cabin burning out there.”
“He’s probably dead,”
said one of the men.
“Good riddance,”
grumbled Kurchek, but when Quinn glared at him the miner looked away.
“I don’t know if you can help Mansel,”
Buck said. “He’s a good man, but there are dozens right here who I know you can help.”
“I don’t know what the right move is,”
Quinn said. “But you need to be thinking strategically. We didn’t kill all of those creatures last night, and even if we did there will be other attacks. Brighton’s Gate is too isolated, too vulnerable to raiders, outlaws, even wild animal attacks.”
“So what do we do?”
“You need a plan,”
Quinn said. “And maybe it’s time you started thinking of building a wall.”
“And I suppose you’re just the man the for job?”
Kurchek sneered. “He doesn’t want to help us. He’s looking to fleece us.”
“You’re a fool,”
Quinn said.
“What about those animals?”
someone else asked.
“Will they come back?”
asked a second.
“You should prepare for it,”
Quinn said. “You should be ready for any kind of danger.”
“He’s a fear monger,”
said another man.
“He’s the only one who knew what to do,”
said one of the hunters who had fought the animals with Quinn the night before. “Think about what would have happened to us if we hadn’t come to the inn, or if Quinn hadn’t posted archers on the roof.”
“Yes, we would have all died screaming like a bunch of old women,”
Kurchek spat. “We aren’t fools or cowards. And this one isn’t the only person who was smart enough to put bowmen on the roof.”
“Look!”
Buck said loudly, trying to quiet down the crowd. “Quinn has experience in the King’s Army. That’s more than any of the rest of us have. Whatever your feelings about him, or his son, I think he can help us. If you don’t like it, you don’t have to stay here. Go back to your homes. Or better yet go hunt those devilish creatures down, but don’t expect us to shelter you or your families if all you want to do is cause trouble.”
The group settled down and Quinn almost wished they had turned on him. At least then he wouldn’t feel obligated to stay and help the townsfolk when all he could think about was Mansel. He knew without a doubt that something horrible had happened to the young warrior, and possibly even his common law wife, but Quinn was in no position to help them. He simply couldn’t turn his back on the entire town just to go searching for one man.
“We need to stay here until we know more,”
Quinn said. “We can send out a few scouts to see about anyone who didn’t come with us to the inn. We need to restock our arrow supply. Make sure there is enough food and water for the next few days.”
“You really don’t think this is over?”
asked one of the men.
“I don’t know,”
Quinn said. “We killed a lot of those creatures last night, but not all of them. Take a look outside. Do you see any of the creatures you shot with your arrows? I know we killed at least two of the beasts out back, but their bodies aren’t there now. Why would they come back for their dead?”
“Maybe they’re eating them,”
said one man.
“If they really are magical creatures,”
said another in a trembling voice. “Maybe they come back to life.”
“The point is,”
Quinn said, taking control of the conversation again, “we don’t know. It isn’t the behavior of animals to come back for their dead, and I for one won’t feel comfortable about our safety until I know why.”
“So we have to hunt them,”
said the man who had fought with Quinn in the night.
“Eventually, yes,”
Quinn said. “But we’re all tired. And our first priority needs to be making sure we’re ready to survive another night.”
“What if they attack in the daylight?”
asked another man.
“That’s possible,”
Quinn acknowledged. “But they didn’t attack us when we were out hunting for them yesterday. I’m hoping they’re nocturnal and we can do what we need to do today to ensure that our families are safe.”
“All right, that sounds like a good plan,”
Buck said. “Ollie and I will see that there’s enough food and water for everyone. Arlis, you take some men and start making arrows.”
“The women can help if we get the supplies,”
the man named Arlis said.
“You’re in charge of arrows,”
Buck said. “Do whatever you need to do.”
“The rest of you break into groups,”
Quinn said. “We’ll need people to stand watch, and some to scout. Plus we need to rest in shifts, so that we don’t drop from exhaustion.”
There was a murmur of approval at the mention of rest. Quinn was so tired he felt as though he could sleep for a week, but he wanted to check on Mansel, so rest would have to wait. He looked at Buck, who nodded at him appreciatively.
“I’m going to check on Mansel,”
Quinn said to the innkeeper. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
The inn was filled with people, all of them nervous or outright frightened. But Ollie was busy in the kitchens, which smelled of fresh baked bread. She had recruited some of the other women to help her, but she was picky about who she allowed into her kitchen. Quinn waited just outside the large room that was hot from the ovens.
“And what do you want?”
she asked when she noticed him.
“I was hoping I might get a small loaf,”
he asked, flashing her a smile.
“Men,”
was all she said.
A crusty loaf of warm bread came flying out of the kitchen. Quinn caught it and waved a thank you. Then he went cautiously out of the back of the inn. He paused only long enough to tear the loaf of bread, which was small enough to fit easily in one hand. The bread was yeasty and comforting. His body seemed to gain strength as he ate. The area behind the inn was made up of homes and shops. His natural caution was beginning to wane as he moved further from the inn. He was so worried about Mansel and so busy eating his breakfast, that he didn’t hear the person rushing toward him from behind.
One minute he was hurrying toward the plume of smoke just outside of the small village. The next thing he knew he was waking up. His whole body ached. His nose was filled with dried blood and there was a scuff on his chin that was raw to the touch. The back of his head ached horribly. He rolled onto his side from where he was laying on the path between two houses. Reaching up, he probed the back of his head gently and felt a large lump behind his right ear.
Someone had knocked him senseless, that much was clear, but nothing else was. His body hadn’t moved for hours it seemed; every joint and muscle ached. His arm that had been bitten by the strange animals seemed no worse, the punctures in his flesh were minor. Looking up, Quinn could tell that it was no longer morning. In fact, by his guess it was late afternoon. He couldn’t understand why anyone would attack him and leave him in the street. It wasn’t a busy street, and with everyone in the village taking shelter in the inn, no one had noticed him. A shiver of fear ran down his back. He could have easily been killed by the creatures that had attacked the village, or even by the person who hit him in back of the head. But they had left him alive, and he wasn’t sure why.
He got slowly to his feet and looked toward Mansel’s cabin. There were two plumes of smoke now, but neither seemed strong. Quinn moved instinctively in that direction. Walking took some time to get used to. His body was so stiff, and his head was a little dizzy. His mouth felt like it was coated with sand, and the pain in his head made his stomach twist dangerously. He leaned his weight against the houses he passed until the dizziness cleared. He was still moving slowly, but he comforted himself with the fact that he was on his feet and moving at all.
He checked his belt, but he’d lost his knives in the fight with the animal the night before. His spear had been taken, so he was unarmed. He wondered just how long he could survive in such a state. It seemed that the world had turned against him, and he was the one caught unprepared.
He staggered slowly to the small workshop where he kept most of his belongings. It wasn’t really a home, but he spent most of the winter at the Valley Inn, so the workshop was really just a place to keep his tools. He opened the door and went into the small area at the rear of the little building, which was cordoned off with a simple screen. There was a narrow cot there, along with clean clothes and a few possessions he’d collected since fleeing Tranaugh Shire with Zollin. Tools were what he’d spent most of the meager funds he’d earned on, but he had a few more of the simple throwing knives. They weren’t polished, just rough, black metal, the tang shaped to balance the blade. They were sharp, and he could hit almost any target within forty paces. He tucked two into the sheath in his belt, and one in his right boot. He still had a military issue short sword, and he strapped the belt and sheath around his waist before checking the blade.
Quinn rarely wore his weapons, but he kept them in good condition, always honed and ready if he needed them. He put on a stiff leather vest and wrapped a long cloak around his shoulders. He had a feeling that he might not be coming back to the little workshop, so he retrieved his small pouch of coins and tucked it into his belt.
There was nothing left of value other than blankets in his sleeping quarters. The tools had value, but he couldn’t waste time or energy hauling them around. Instead, he turned his back on the small shed and set out to see what he could find at Mansel’s cabin.
There wasn’t much left of the property when Quinn arrived. The home had been made of thick logs, but they had fallen in and were almost completely consumed by the fire. Quinn guessed it had been burning for hours by that point. The stable was gone, too; all that remained of it was a pile of smoking debris. There were tracks in the yard, hoof marks and boot prints, but Quinn couldn’t tell where his friend had gone. His only option was to return to the Valley Inn and try to discover who had attacked him.
On the walk back into town, Quinn decided that whoever had attacked him had probably also set Mansel’s home on fire. None of it made sense. He was generally well liked in Brighton’s Gate. Mansel was as well, although people whispered about Nycol behind his back, but that was only because she was so shy that she was rarely seen by the villagers. Zollin, on the other hand, was feared by most, even though he’d done nothing but help the townsfolk in whatever way he could. Brianna too was seen as someone to fear. A wizard was one thing, but whatever Brianna was, people had no frame of reference. There were no stories of Fire Spirits, or dragon people, and most people saw her as some kind of monster. Still, they had lived in and near the little village for over a year with no incidents. So why would anyone attack them now?
By the time he reached the inn his head had finally cleared. He entered the common room expecting to find the entire village, but instead there were only a few people. Buck looked up in surprise then hurried to where Quinn stood trying to understand what was going on.
“Quinn, you’re alive.”
“Of course I’m alive,”
he said. “Where is everyone?”
“They’ve gone…”
“What is it?”
Quinn demanded.
“Kurchek has everyone worked up. He blames Zollin for the animals that attacked us. When you didn’t come back, he began telling everyone that you had been killed—or worse yet just abandoned us. We didn’t believe it, but after a few hours had passed, most of the people were convinced.”
“So where are they now?”
“They went to confront Zollin and Brianna.”
“But they aren’t there,”
Quinn said. “They left the Valley yesterday morning.”
“They had torches,”
Buck said.
Quinn nodded. They weren’t really looking for Zollin, they were taking their frustrations out by pretending they were going to face him. Had he been there, none of them would have had the courage to call out a wizard, much less try to burn his house and harm his wife.
“It’s been good knowing you, Buck. Tell Ollie thank you for her kindness.”
“What? Where are you going?”
“I’m not staying somewhere I’m not welcome,”
Quinn said. “And it’s time I dealt with Kurchek once and for all.”
“Be careful Quinn,”
the inn keeper said. “You’ll always be welcome here.”
“Thank you,”
Quinn said.
Then he turned and left the common room. He guessed there were two hours of daylight left. Enough time to make the walk to Zollin’s cottage and stop Kurchek if he could. The air was cool and the mountains seemed more majestic than ever before. Quinn had faced death many times, and the truth was he didn’t really mind the prospect of dying. Zollin was capable of taking care of himself, and Quinn had no other children. His only regret was that he might die not knowing what had happened to Mansel. And that thought, more than anything else, left him feeling like he couldn’t die in peace.
He would have to face Kurchek, which Quinn would gladly do, but the miner wasn’t alone. He would have the mob so riled that even if Quinn defeated the bigger man in a fight, the others would most likely kill Quinn. He hoped he might be able to reach Zollin’s cottage before the mob burned it down. If he could talk some sense into them, maybe then he would survive. But nothing was certain. Quinn wasn’t even sure why he needed to save Zollin’s cottage. They weren’t respected in the Great Valley, and Quinn had never been the type to stick around where he wasn’t wanted. Zollin would always be blamed for every problem and calamity that the villagers faced. It was not the kind of place to raise a child who might be gifted magically like its parents. If Quinn survived, he decided he would leave Brighton’s Gate forever and find a new place where people might appreciate what he could do. At the very least, he decided, he didn’t want to live somewhere the locals fell apart at the first hint of hardship or danger.
He was hurrying along the well worn trail, happy that he was making good time on foot despite his throbbing head, when he saw the first wisps of black smoke floating up into the sky. He wanted to curse, and his strong survival instinct warned him to flee. There was nothing but death ahead, but Quinn wasn’t the type to run away from a fight. And no matter what happened to him when he caught up to the crowd, Kurchek had to pay for what he’d done. He looked around and decided it was a good day to die.



Chapter 25
Roleena was nervous. Being on land always made her feel vulnerable. At sea she was in control, and her wooden leg was a badge of pride. Seafarers understood the dangers that led to amputations and the unforgiving conditions of the surgeon's cabin. The wooden leg sent a message to the other sailors of her toughness and fortitude. But on land she was forced to move about, and her wooden leg made her slow, sometimes clumsy. She felt weak being on shore with only her two personal guards, but the trip was necessary. She couldn't simply sail into the harbor and unload the goods she had stolen. What's more, she couldn't trust anyone else to negotiate the price of her goods. Her reputation was growing, and she worked hard to ensure that it kept growing, even if that meant coming to shore on occasion.
The price had already been negotiated, and now the cargo was being rowed to shore. Of course she was only receiving pennies on the dollar for the goods she was selling, but since she hadn't paid for the goods in the first place, the payoff still seemed extremely generous. She would split the money among her crew, which they would then promptly squander in the nearby taverns and brothels that lined the harbors in the twin cities. A handful of silver crowns was more money than anyone in her crew had seen at any one time, and the locals along the harbor, although well aware of the ill-gotten nature of the funds, were only too happy to accept it.
The men with the coin were well armed and waited patiently for word that the goods were just as they had been promised when Roleena negotiated the price. It was a tense time, when both parties were on high alert and expecting treachery. Roleena stood near the small pier with her two loyal guards. Both men were from her father's household and both were pledged to protect Roleena with their lives. They knew that if they let anything happen to her, their families back in Shupor would be in jeopardy. But their loyalty went much deeper than a simple pledge or fear of reprisal. Their loyalty was based on affection and deep love for the woman they were sworn to protect but could never be with. Roleena allowed that affection, nurturing it without ever giving in to it. In her mind, romantic love was not an option. She needed their loyalty, but couldn't risk making them feel as if they were in any way superior to her. She needed every man in her command to obey her instantly and without question. It was too costly to let them see her with her guard down.
"The goods are on shore," said one of the men with a large pouch full of coins. He handed the money to Roleena, along with a smaller purse of heavy gold crowns. "It is a pleasure to do business with the queen of the sea."
"We shall return with more," Roleena said.
"Happy hunting," the fence crowed.
Roleena's guards rowed her back to Crest
Dancer. Once on board, she handed the large pouch of coins to Slice, who grinned wickedly. He had no idea how much more coin she had taken, but the large pouch was more than enough to ensure that he and his friends had a good time ashore.
"The men will be pleased," he said.
"See that they are. You have two days," she told him. "Then get them back on board."
"Yes, Captain."
Roleena climbed slowly to the command deck, then ordered the sails set. It took less than an hour to sail down the coast to the twin cities. Crest
Dancer and Eagle's Cry weighed anchor in the crescent shaped harbor. The men worked feverishly to secure the ship, and when everything was in place, Roleena stood looking over the main deck of her ship as the pirates were paid. As each man was given his share of the bounty he turned, saluted Roleena, then hurried to get aboard the jolly boat that would row them to shore. Only a few men would remain aboard the ships, where they would be given extra rations of grog and visited by harbor wenches who rowed out to the ships to ensure that every sailor had the chance to buy feminine company for an hour or two.
Roleena sent one of her guards into the town to buy supplies while she prepared the ship to sail south. They would follow the coast, so there was no need for complex navigation, but Roleena believed in being prepared. She studied the charts that showed the dangers along the coastlines of Yelsia, Falxis, and Osla. They had a long voyage ahead, and it was doubtful that there would be many people in the usual harbors along the way. The Witch's War had left the southern kingdoms in ruins, but Roleena saw that as an opportunity. She just needed to know where to look for it.
The two days in harbor passed quickly, and when the sailors returned to their ships they looked both happy and extremely tired. She doubted that sleep or rest had been high on their list of priorities. Roleena on the other hand was well rested and ready to set sail. Many of the men were sick, so the entire day was spent just getting underway and airing out Roleena's cabin from the stench that rose up from the crew's quarters below deck.
The next day Slice appeared on the command deck. He was her first mate, but he rarely attended to an officer's duties. Rather, he kept the men below decks in line, squashing any talk of mutiny, and insuring that the sailors pulled their weight. He was her eyes and ears with the men of her crew, a savage individual who enjoyed the power he wielded too much. Roleena despised him, but she also knew that she needed him. He was loyal only to himself, much like a wolf. He was too dangerous to ignore, but as long as she kept him fed and busy, he was content.
"Captain," he said, the word always sounding like an insult somehow when he said it. "May I offer a suggestion."
"Your suggestions are always welcome," Roleena said, although she didn't mean it. She humored Slice; it was part of the price she paid to have a loyal man between decks.
"We are sailing past Selphon City soon?"
"That is correct."
"May I suggest that we raid the city," he said.
"You want Eagle's Cry to sail back into the harbor it was just dispatched from?"
"No," Slice said. "I thought we might weigh anchor just outside the harbor and take the jolly boat ashore. I've been to Selphon. It’s a rich town but with poor defenses. We could raid their market quickly and then put back out to see."
"It is a daring plan," Roleena said, letting Slice believe he knew more about Selphon City than she did, although in reality she had been to the port city many times and knew it well.
"As you said, there will be precious little for us to do once we leave Yelsia. The men could use some excitement."
"The Twin Cities were dull?" she asked, trying not to sound too condescending.
"Of course not, Captain. But I hate to bypass a city with such low-hanging fruit."
"I see your point. Put your landing party together and see that the men are well armed."
"Of course Captain, it will be my pleasure."
Roleena thought the idea was little more than a temporary diversion and she would have preferred to sail south as quickly as possible, but she needed to keep Slice happy. In truth, the raid would only cost her time, then they could sail south to Osla and the Torr, spreading terror along the way. She smiled. Nothing made her quite so happy as thinking of her rising fame. With every ship she sank, every cargo she stole, and every city they raided, her fame grew. Soon she truly would be known as Roleena, Scourge of the Sea.



Chapter 26
Mansel had grown up hunting. It was the one thing his father had taught him to do. The tannery kept his father busy most of the time, but when things slowed he took his sons hunting. Mansel was a good shot with his bow and knew how to set snares. In the last year he had gone out hunting when he could, providing meat for himself and Nycol, as well as trading some of the game in the village. He knew the nearby forest well enough and could track, but he wasn’t sure which tracks to follow.
The strange animals he hunted had gone back and forth so much that the tracks overlapped. Sometimes they traveled in packs; at other times they went solo. It was confusing and Mansel guessed that the strangely intelligent animals had done that on purpose. They couldn’t hide their tracks, so they had given anyone following them a confusing pattern and false trails. Without really thinking about it, Mansel moved south, toward the forest. He saw the tracks all around him, but his mind was focused on Nycol. The pain he felt was so horribly raw that he couldn’t keep tears from running down his face. He knew he would never see her again, but his mind simply wouldn’t accept that. She had been the only person that could calm him. Just being near her seemed to soothe his wounded soul. And he had left her alone when she needed him most. That thought was worse than any torture, and he knew it would torment him as long as he lived.
Perhaps that was why he didn’t mind the thought of dying. If he found out where the creatures that had taken his Nycol from him were hiding, he would gladly die killing them. There were more than the few he had seen with Quinn, and they were somehow able to communicate and coordinate their attacks. That meant riding after them alone was tantamount to suicide, but revenge was the only thing that kept Mansel moving. If not for the need to kill the creatures, he might have stayed with Nycol’s body and set the stable on fire all around them.
Eventually his horse stopped moving. It shifted nervously, shaking Mansel out of his fog of grief. At first he wasn’t sure what the problem was, but his instincts told him that something was different. He slipped out of the saddle and walked ahead of his horse, studying the ground. They were close to the line of tall pine trees that crowded the lower slopes of the mountains to the south of the valley. The grass was choked by pine needles, the ground beneath packed as hard as stone, making his job of finding tracks almost impossible. But then he saw something different. It was only a small trace of blood, but the more he searched, the more he found. It was a trail of blood—just a drop or two here and there—but the trail led in a straight line into the forest.
Mansel tied his horse to a tree. The closer he got to the creatures, the less chance he had of surviving on horseback. Men feared a horse and rider, but in this case Mansel's horse was more afraid of the strange animals he was hunting than the creatures were of him. His mount might turn suddenly, rear, or trip in its panic. He couldn't worry about his horse and fight the creatures, so he decided to go alone. He was just about to march off into the forest when he realized that the odds of his return were slim. He couldn’t leave the horse tied to the tree. He went back and stroked the horse’s calm face.
“Nycol loved you too,”
he said, as he untied the long, leather reins and looped them around his saddle horn. “She would want you to survive. Perhaps someone else will love you as much as she did.”
Tears blurred his vision and he had to blink rapidly to clear them away. The horse stood silent and still beside Mansel, almost as if the animal was lending him strength. Mansel wasn’t sure how long he stood there, letting the tears fall as his pain ached so horribly inside him, but suddenly the horse bolted. It turned and ran away from the forest. Mansel whirled around, drawing his sword. The animal was nothing more than a blur of white fur as it raced toward him. It jumped, the long, narrow muzzle stretching wide to rip out his throat. Mansel’s sword struck first. He swung hard, and the blade slashed through the animal’s open mouth before getting stuck fast in the small, bony skull. The creature’s momentum carried the beast straight into Mansel, who fell hard and lost his grip on his sword. He had to wrestle the creature’s convulsing body off of him, but the animal was dead.
Mansel wrenched his sword free and marched steadfastly into the forest. The sun was up and the air was cool. The pine trees were mixed with cedar and spruce, all combining to give the forest a wonderful, woody smell. They also cast long shadows and made plenty of hiding places for more of the creatures. It crossed Mansel’s mind that the animals weren’t hard to kill. They were ferocious, fast, and strangely intelligent, but they died just like any normal creature. Had he simply been hunting them he would probably have climbed a tree with his bow, picking them off one at a time as they passed by his perch. But he had no intention of killing the creatures slowly or from a distance. He wanted to fight them tooth and nail, to see their blood and smell their offal as he slaughtered them.
He didn’t have to wait long for his chance. He came into a small clearing where a huge boulder was covered with moss. On top of the bounder sat the alpha, the largest of the creatures. They had thick, wide bodies and short legs, yet they moved faster than any wild animal Mansel had ever seen. When he’d shot down the two animals who had taken the little girl from the village, two more had been sent after him. They chased him for a short while, their ability to keep pace with his galloping horse more than a little frightening, but they didn’t have the stamina his mount had. He had eventually outpaced the vicious creatures, but he had no intentions of running now.
He brandished his sword as four more of the creatures came out from behind the boulder. Mansel guessed that he was facing the last of the pack, since one of the creatures was limping. Any of the creatures was capable of killing Mansel if he wasn’t careful, and five would surely rip him to pieces, but he didn’t care. He wanted their blood and he was determined to get it no matter what it cost him.
He didn't hesitate but ran screaming straight at the animals, who surprisingly enough, scattered from his attack. The limper was the slowest and Mansel was able to hack into its back with his sword. Death’s Eye severed the creature’s spine and it fell instantly. The rear legs no longer moved, but the creature pawed at the ground in a feeble attempt to escape. Mansel raised his sword, screaming in fury as he drove it straight down, point first, into the animal’s head.
There was just enough time to jerk his sword free and step back as the next animal jumped toward him. Mansel brought the blade up and caught it in his free hand, holding the flat of the blade toward the attacking creature. Its long, gaping muzzle snapped down on the sharpened edges, shattering teeth and severing the end of its tongue before flipping over Mansel, who had fallen backward. The creature’s yelps of pain were awful, but Mansel didn’t have time to be satisfied with the pain he’d caused. The other two creatures were rushing toward him, and he barely had time to scramble back to his feet.
The last two animals slid to a stop before attacking. They were just beyond the reach of Mansel’s sword. Gripping the weapon that Zollin had crafted for him made Mansel feel strong, the pain of his grief was dampened, and he felt a thrill as he slashed at the animals.
For a long moment as the creatures growled at him, Mansel forgot about the alpha. Then he felt a sudden sense of danger, almost as if Nycol had whispered a warning in his ear. He dove to the side and felt a searing pain erupt along his lower leg, but then he was thrusting his sword in the nearest animal's side as it dashed toward him. The blade sank into the creature's chest, before it bounded backward and collapsed. Mansel rolled to his knees and slashed at the alpha who feinted toward him, then jumped nimbly out of reach.
The other animal was circling slowly, giving Mansel a chance to glance down at his leg. The gashes didn't look too deep, but there were three solid cuts and a much shallower fourth scrape. His thick boot leather, which reached all the way up to his knee, had saved him from a much more serious wound. Still, his blood was flowing freely ,and when he stood up he felt it running down into his boot to puddle around his foot.
Mansel stayed close to the large boulder, opting for the protection it gave him over the possibility of escape. The animals were trying to pin him in, but what they didn't know was that Mansel had no desire to flee. He was there to kill the wretched creatures who had stolen his Nycol from him, and he meant to avenge her, even if he died in the process. He held Death's Eye in his right hand, spinning it around in the air to keep his wrist loose and keeping the animals at bay for the moment. With his left hand he drew his dagger. It was a very plain weapon, just dull steel, an unpolished brass cross guard, and a rawhide wrapped handle, but it was razor sharp. He had used the dagger to kill the animal that had attacked him when he was starting a fire in his cabin, and it was still sticky with the creature's blood.
The alpha feinted again, but Mansel wasn't drawn off guard. Instead he held his ground and watched both animals. The smaller of the two moved closer, but didn't attack. The alpha snapped its jaws, making a loud clack, but it wasn't in reach and slipped quickly back. Mansel guessed that the alpha planned to keep Mansel's attention, forcing him to defend himself on one side while the second animal attacked him from his blind side. It was a good plan, simple but effective. And while Mansel understood the strategy, he had no intention of letting the creatures take control of the attack. He just had to wait long enough for the second animal to be almost in position.
He did his best to look frightened, waving his sword at the animals whenever they growled or feinted toward him. Mansel was glad that they respected his sword. If they had attacked without any caution, he could have killed them, but they would have done the same to him. While he didn't fear dying, he didn't want to fail at his task. He wanted to make sure all the creatures were dead.
The second beast was almost ready to attack. He couldn't wait anymore. He dug the toe of his boot into the dirt and pine needles, then kicked the debris toward the alpha. The larger animal sprang back instinctively, while the other, smaller creature attacked. It wasn't quite ready, so its leap was short and not as far to Mansel's back side as it could have been. Mansel was expecting just such a move and swung his sword hard in a back handed slash that caught the creature's muzzle. It screeched in pain, but Mansel was already swinging his sword back toward the alpha. He was too slow, and the creature knew it. Mansel saw its huge, white body hurtling toward him, the long, narrow muzzle open wide to sink its oversized canines into his throat. But it didn't see the smaller dagger, which had a blade about as long as a grown man's hand from palm to finger tips.
Mansel slammed the dagger into the alpha's throat as the creature's forepaws stabbed into his shoulders. They fell to the ground in a tangled heap. Mansel felt hot blood on his hands as he twisted the dagger, ripping the life from the foul creature. It didn't die easily. The long claws on its forepaws slashed at his chest. The beast's teeth snapped at Mansel's face, but he still had his sword and swung it up to fend off the biting attacks. The sword blade was too long to be useful in such close quarters, but the thick hand guard smashed out several teeth, and broke others as Mansel shoved it into the animal's mouth.
For several frenzied seconds they fought, but Mansel's dagger had struck a mortal blow, and soon the alpha's strength waned. Mansel pushed the creature's body off of his own and struggled to sit up. The last beast bounded away, but it was wounded, the long nose nearly severed. Mansel didn't think it would survive for long in such a state, but he was wounded too. His shoulders, round with muscle, were burning from deep cuts made during the alpha's attack. His stiff leather vest had saved him from being sliced to ribbons, but the alpha's initial attack had pierced the tough leather armor. Both shoulders were bleeding, and in some places on his chest, the creature’s claws had broken through the vest and reached his flesh. The wounds weren't dangerous as long as he cleaned them quickly. He would need to get back to his horse, where he had a bottle of strong spirits that would keep his flesh from putrefying. But first he had some work to do.
It hurt his shoulders to raise his sword over his head, but he ignored the pain. Nycol had endured much worse when the hateful animals had ripped her apart and let her die slowly. He chopped down with his sword using all his strength. Death's Eye's blade severed the alpha's head from its body in one blow, unleashing a gush of blood. The white fur was tinged red along the side, but Mansel reached down and hefted the heavy trophy. Then he walked slowly around the boulder. On the far side he found exactly what he expected. An entire litter of squirming, white furred pups. There were nearly two dozen of the newborn monsters. They had wicked looking black eyes, and they growled in high pitched, fearful yelps.
Mansel had no idea what the animals were or where they came from. He simply couldn't fathom how they had appeared in such numbers. Bones littered the ground around the wicked looking pups, as well as carcasses of the slain animals from the attack on Brighton's Gate. Most of the arrows had been broken as the creatures were dragged back across the prairie, and then their bodies were fed upon by the others. It was foul and unnatural. He guessed that some dark magic was at work, which meant that Zollin still had enemies. As much as Mansel wanted to simply lie down and die, he wouldn't turn his back on his friend in need. He had hoped to die in his struggle with the animals, but he had survived. The villagers under Quinn's guidance had slain more of the creatures than Mansel expected. Death would have to wait for him, but not for the wretched creatures' spawn.
He raised his sword but hesitated when he heard a growl from behind. He started to turn but was a second too late. A massive paw smashed into his back. There was a burning pain in his lower back as he tumbled across the ground. When he looked up he saw the biggest of the white-furred animals he had ever seen. The hideous creature was not as sleek or well formed as the others. Its head was too large, the tongue lolling out between the few teeth that remained in its awful muzzle. The white fur was completely gone in large patches across its body, and large, swollen udders dragged the ground from its round belly.
It was the female, and the mother of the pups. Unlike the others, the mangy female moved slowly, placing her fat body between Mansel and her litter. He took his time getting back to his feet, and felt his lower back where the female's dull claws had scored two cuts across his exposed flesh just below the vest. Mansel raised his sword and staggered forward on his wounded leg. The female growled but didn't put up a fight. Death's Eye stabbed into the creature's chest, driving deep into her heart, and the fat creature slumped over.
Mansel jerked his sword out and then stabbed each of the pups in their soft skulls, killing them instantly. When he was done he felt so tired he nearly collapsed among the bones of the strange animals that had been eaten by their own pack mates. He shivered at the thought, then picked up the alpha's head and cleaned his sword blade on the matted fur, before setting off to find his horse.



Chapter 27
They were out of danger for the moment, but Brianna was still anxious. She had no idea if the soldiers might return, or if there might be more of the phoenix birds that could attack at any moment. Sorva was in distress, and the only way for Brianna to help her was to bathe the dragon in fire, but that might also attract unwanted attention. Night had fallen, and the bright flames needed to heal Sorva would be seen for miles, but she had no other choice.
Conjuring fire for Brianna was as easy as breathing. She simply willed the flames to exist and they did. Bright, yellow flame billowed out from her hands in long gouts that covered Sorva’s black body. The dragon rumbled a low growl as the fire did its work. Brianna didn’t understand how her fire healed the dragons, nor did she understand where her power came from. Yet it felt natural to her, instinctive and right. The flames shot out and raced over Sorva for nearly half an hour. Brianna spent most of her time staring into the night sky, fearing what she might see coming, but nothing approached.
Sorva had managed to roll over by the time Brianna was finished. The huge dragon growled angrily and blew a stream of fire at the ashes where the phoenix had died and then been reborn. Brianna couldn’t help but smile. She didn’t blame the dragon for being angry, but Sorva’s reaction also reminded her of a child. She had to keep in mind that the dragons were very young, and their life experience outside of the Northern Highlands was limited.
“We aren’t the biggest or the baddest anymore,”
she said gently to Sorva. “We have to be on guard. We won’t be welcome everywhere we go.”
An image of Sorva flying away with Brianna on the dragon’s back entered her mind.
“That’s right, it is time to go”
One jump lifted Brianna high enough to summersault onto Sorva’s back. She landed as lightly as she could. It was doubtful that Brianna could hurt Sorva just by landing on the dragon’s back, but after healing the huge beast, she didn’t want to take any chances. Sorva spread the great black wings, then jumped into the air. Brianna could tell that Sorva was still a bit skeptical about the wing that had been broken. The dragon could see that the holes ripped into the wings were mended so well there was no indication that they had ever been torn. Sorva could feel that the wing bone was mended, yet it was still hard to really believe it.
Each flap brought a feeling of joy and gratitude spilling over Brianna. Even though they had spent the day resting, Brianna and Sorva were both tired from the ordeal with the Phoenix and the soldiers. Brianna had been planning to fly to Orrock to tell her parents about the baby, but she wondered if she would be welcomed. It was a chance she wasn’t willing to take. If Zollin wanted to be King Hausey’s lackey, Brianna wouldn’t stop him, but she didn’t want anyone telling her what to do. So she urged Sorva south.
They flew over Yelsia, hidden from the people below by the darkness of night. They saw Felson shortly after setting off. Lights lined the town’s streets and spilled out of the homes. Brianna felt a pang of regret for not stopping to see Miriam, but the risk was too great; she was anxious to get further south before more of the king’s army came after her. It was difficult to accept that her own kingdom was not a safe place anymore.
Brianna couldn’t help but think again about the little cottage Zollin had built for them. In the Great Valley they had been safe, if not exactly welcome. The mountains were a refuge, both from the dangers brewing across the Five Kingdoms, and from the expectations of the leaders she had once trusted. That trust had been eroded during the last year, and suddenly she wasn’t needed, but wanted; not to save the Five Kingdoms, but to control her power.
Zollin may have been right to hide them away, but Brianna could never be happy that way. She needed freedom and adventure, even if that meant living in danger. Only, she didn’t like that Sorva had been in danger. Brianna’s needs had nearly cost the loyal dragon its life. She didn’t think she could live with herself if something happened to Sorva because of decisions that Brianna made. She would have to be more carful.
They flew through the night, passing the city of Mace Creek just before dawn. They spent the day in a forest, remaining out of sight. Brianna slept most of the day while Sorva hunted. The dragon was amused to slink through the forest, rather than spotting its prey from the air. Eventually it happened upon a group of feral hogs, which it gobbled down greedily. When night fell again, they returned to the sky, and the temperature rose the further south they went.
Brianna was running low on supplies, so just before dawn they landed a few miles outside of Selphon City. Brianna walked into the town, hoping to trade for supplies. She gathered a few items from the large saddle bags Zollin had procured in Brighton's Gate, a well made dagger, some animal skins, and a couple of bottles of the winter wine that was a little too sweet for Brianna’s taste.
Selphon City was a trade port, where goods were traded before being shipped up and down the coast. She didn’t think she would have too much trouble trading for food, and then further south she guessed she would be able to scavenge for what she needed in the abandoned towns and villages that had been overrun by the witch’s army. She might not get much bread or vegetables, but Sorva could supply plenty of meat. They could make do, but Brianna wanted to resupply while she could.
The market was a busy place, crowded and loud. Vendors were shouting at potential customers, hawking the benefits of the goods they sold. Brianna was wandering through the maze of stalls, tents, and carts, trying to get a feel for the place, when a loud bell started ringing. The people in the market reacted to the sound in panic. The customers fled, while vendors rushed to pack up their goods and leave the marketplace.
Brianna didn’t understand what was happening at first, but then a group of horrific looking men came rushing into the plaza. They were all armed, their clothes mismatched, their long hair tied into braids. Several of the men rushed toward her, lust in their eyes. Brianna wasn’t sure what was happening, but she heard someone shouting the word pirates, and everything became clear.
One of the men rushing toward her had a club and he raised it, intending to bludgeon her over the head. Brianna didn’t give the man a chance, instead she sent a wave of fire flying toward the group. They screamed as their clothes and hair were singed. The man with the club looked stunned for a moment, his filthy skin tinged red from the heat.
To Brianna’s right another pirate was dragging a vendor from his stall. She sent a ball of fire flying at the pirate’s back. This time the flames took hold, kindling on the outlaw’s filthy coat and sending him screaming from the plaza.
“Witch!”
the pirate with the club shouted.
Suddenly Brianna was the center of attention, with pirates rushing toward her from all sides. She conjured a ring of fire around herself, daring the pirates to dash across and attack her. She sent more balls of fire flying, and it only took a moment before the pirates were running away.
“Leave the city!”
Brianna ordered them. “Or you’ll be burned beyond recognition.”
Several of the pirates had been burned, some severely, but they all fled. Brianna followed them, rushing through the town. Selphon City consisted of big buildings near the market, and smaller shops spreading down toward the harbor. Near the water there were inns and brothels, taverns and sheds used for smoking fish. Two ships were just then sailing into the harbor, and the pirates were rowing back out to them from the docks. Brianna stood on end of a wooden pier watching them for a moment. Then she sent a large gout of flame across the harbor. The wooden boat, which was filled with nearly thirty terrified pirates, was struck by the flames. Most of the pirates dove overboard and the wooden boat caught fire.
Brianna smiled at her handiwork. She didn’t think the pirates would come back to Selphon City anytime soon. And the best part was that she didn’t need Zollin. She had faced the attack and dealt with it all on her own. She felt strong and more independent than she ever had before. Not that dealing with pirates was the most impressive feat she’d ever accomplished, but it was the first time she had used her powers to help save a city before tragedy struck. During the events leading up to the Witch’s War, it seemed like she and Zollin were always arriving too late to be of real use. They managed to turn back armies and save thousands of lives, but never before the devastation was inflicted.
She walked back through the town, noticing the stares in her direction. There were people hiding in their homes and shops, peeking at her from their windows and doors which they cracked open ever so slightly. In Brianna’s mind she thought they were seeing a hero, but their fear soon became all too evident.
“Who are you?”
asked the vendor she had saved. He looked terrified as he asked and Brianna tried to calm him down.
“I’m Brianna. Don’t worry, the pirates are gone. I doubt they’ll be back any time soon.”
“You should be gone as well,”
came a nasty sounding voice.
Brianna turned to find a pock-scarred woman with bright red hair. She was thin, her skin pale, and her eyes were a little too small for her face.
“I’m sorry?”
Brianna said.
“You heard me. You should leave. We don’t need your kind around here.”
“I saved your town,”
Brianna said.
“We don’t need your help,”
said a tall man with a thick mustache.
“She’s a devil,”
said another. “I saw her conjuring fire.”
“Or a sorceress,”
said a fat woman, spitting after the last word.
“I’m not a devil or a sorceress. My name is Brianna, and I’m a Dragon Keeper.”
“Don’t need dragons around here,”
said the redheaded woman. “Or their keepers either.”
“I’m here to trade for supplies,”
Brianna said, feeling equal parts anger and disappointment.
“We don’t want your goods. Move on,”
said the redhead.
“You’re ungrateful,”
Brianna said, her anger getting the best of her. “I hope the pirates do come back and rob you all blind.”
The people in the crowd were getting worked up; there was shouting from people in the rear of the group. Then came the piece of rotten fruit. It sailed through the air and hit Brianna right between her shoulder blades, splattering across her back. She could smell the rotten stench immediately and she turned, but more trash came flying toward her. She knew there was no way she could remedy the situation, so she ran.
The crowd parted before her, but curses were shouted and spit was hurled at Brianna as she fled. She wanted to burn the entire city to the ground. It crossed her mind to come back with Sorva and teach the townsfolk a lesson, but she saw children hiding behind their angry parents. She knew she couldn’t kill people with her power, or she would be exactly what they feared her to be—a monster, or some wicked sorceress. That wasn’t who she was or who she wanted to be. Helping the city had been her motivation, but she realized too that she longed to be recognized, even lauded for her powers. Not that she didn’t deserve such recognition, but she felt dirty for using her powers to try to save people just for their gratitude.
Brianna was crying by the time she reached Sorva. The dragon was perplexed, and Brianna didn’t know how to explain how she felt or why she was upset. They could see the Walheta mountains to the south. They were tall, pine covered mountains, not barren and jagged like the Northern Highlands. Brianna climbed onto Sorva’s back and let the black dragon take her away.
They settled high in the mountains near a small lake. The water was cold, but Brianna scrubbed herself clean, then washed the clothes that had been soiled in the town. Sorva went looking for food, and Brianna built a fire, settling in to rest. Her mind kept going back to the way the mob had treated her, not like a hero, but like a villain. She told herself that she should have known people wouldn’t understand. The people in Brighton’s Gate still resented Zollin, despite the fact that he had saved them numerous times and healed their sick. People naturally feared what they didn’t understand. Brianna’s name and achievements in the Witch’s War had been mostly overlooked. A wizard people could understand, even if they couldn’t fathom what Zollin could do, or how he did it. But Brianna was a mystery. She wasn’t just a powerful person who could control fire. She had been changed when the dwarves gave her the bright red ruby as an act of gratitude. That gem, given for Zollin’s help with the plague that had struck the Jaq clan and was beginning to spread, had unlocked a power deep within her that she hadn't known she possessed. Her body was much lighter than it had been before, even though she was a thin girl to begin with. Brianna’s bones were hollow, allowing her to float on strong updrafts and leap higher than anyone normally could. She had a connection to dragons that was almost like true kinship. She had given the dragons she created part of herself, and even Bartoom, the ancient black dragon that had ravaged northern Yelsia, was almost like a distant relative.
Solitude was something she would have to get used to, she supposed. And it would be better to keep her skills and abilities a secret if she could. She didn’t like the idea of pretending to be something she wasn’t, but it would do her no good to terrify the people she was trying to help. Tears filled her eyes, but she brushed them away. She didn’t want to give in to her feelings of loneliness for Zollin. He was the only one who really understood her, and she feared that perhaps she had rushed away too soon, but she refused to admit she was wrong.
Her resolve to go south and find Bartoom only hardened as she drifted off to sleep. She could come back after that. She could see if things might possibly work with Zollin, but not before she had accomplished her task. She was a dragon keeper, a Fire Spirit, and one of her kind was out there somewhere. She wouldn’t rest until she knew Bartoom was free.



Chapter 28
Zollin had never felt so completely exhausted in his life. Destroying the oremite tunnel had nearly wrecked him, and since then he’d been constantly on the move. He did his best to keep up with Reenah and Moss, whose short legs worked tirelessly, carrying them through the tunnels at a fast pace. Zollin knew he needed rest, food, and preferably some good wine to drink. Instead, he was given a small, clay jug of water and a raw potato. The food had been pushed into his hands as they hurried from the fortress, leaving by the same door they had entered.
Reenah led the way, taking Zollin around the bodies of the fallen oremites. Those that had been burned up by Zollin’s energy blast lay smoking. Their carcasses reeked, reminding Zollin of overcooked cabbage. The trio went past the remains of the tunnel the oremites had created. From the light of Reenah’s lantern, which was no longer shaded but shining brightly all around them, Zollin could see that digging the tunnel again would be more trouble than it was worth. Zollin’s magic had filled the tunnel with loose rock and probably destabilized the entire section of mountain. He hoped it would buy Grenda enough time to lead her strike against the queen.
It crossed Zollin’s mind that if the dwarves failed in their attack, he would eventually be chased down and killed. He knew he couldn’t run forever; in fact, he knew he couldn’t keep moving much longer. Reenah had promised to take them to another cavern where they could wait for the swarms of insectoids to find them. Zollin only hoped he would have enough time to regain his strength.
The tunnels seemed to stretch out forever. Zollin’s stomach was so empty it grumbled loud enough to be heard over their hurried footsteps through the narrow tunnel. His head ached, and the fiery reservoir of magic was like acid burning through the center of his body. The Star Stone continued to feed his magic, but the strain on his physical stamina was undeniable. The last thing Zollin wanted was to lose the magical gemstone, but if he couldn’t keep up, the dwarves would take it from him and lead the oremites away from their loved ones. He couldn’t fault them for that, but he couldn’t stand the thought of losing the stone either. So he doggedly followed on. His feet felt like heavy stones, his legs burned, and his side ached with a deep, sharp pain.
Kelvich had pushed Zollin, forcing him to build his physical body to keep pace with the magic he wielded, but that had been before the Witch’s War. It seemed like a lifetime ago, and over the past year he had lost much of the physical stamina he’d built up. He was breathing hard and sweating freely, but he focused on the little dwarf just ahead of him and kept moving.
Eventually they came to a large cavern. The natural formations of stalactites and stalagmites had grown together, forming a forest of sorts in the otherwise open space. They stopped near a section of wall where two tunnels converged on the cave.
“Time for a little rest,”
Reenah said.
“Thank you,”
Zollin said, as he slumped down against the wall.
Moss took Zollin’s potato and sliced it with a sharp knife. The potato didn’t have much taste and the texture was so fibrous that Zollin’s jaw ached from chewing, but he ate ravenously, almost emptying his small jug of water.
“Any idea how long before they reach us?”
Zollin asked.
“It’s impossible to tell,”
Reenah said. “We can only hope your magic stone draws them away from Kelladoon.”
Zollin nodded. He felt bad for the dwarves, and his guilt for the part he had played in their misfortunes loomed large in his mind. He had asked the dwarves to leave the safety of their caverns and fight with him in the Witch’s War. And he had carried the Star Stone to their secret fortress, drawing the oremites right to the last stronghold of the decimated clans. Perhaps, had he listened to Brianna and left the forest, the dwarves could have survived a little longer.
He was just nodding off, his guilt starting to twist his thoughts into nightmares, when Moss shook him awake. Zollin was on his feet and moving before he was fully aware of what was happening.
“What’s going on?”
he complained.
“They’ve found us,”
Reenah called back to him. “No need to be quiet, Wizard. Just keep moving.”
Zollin looked over his shoulder, but the lantern light only cast his own shadow back into the darkness behind him. He was so tired he couldn’t help but be angry. All he wanted was to sleep, but even that was denied him. The food had eased the pain that had erupted in his stomach when he worked strong magic, but his weariness seemed even more potent than before.
They moved quickly through a long, winding tunnel, eventually coming to one of the bridges that Zollin had repaired. It was in a large cavern with a fiery lake of molten rock at its center. The bridge rose up, near the ceiling of the cave, and crossed safely to the other side where another tunnel led away from the molten lake. Running up the incline in the terribly hot cavern sapped the last of Zollin’s strength. He almost made it to the bottom on the far side of the bridge before he stopped and fell to his knees.
“What are you doing?”
Reenah demanded. “We have to keep moving.”
“I have an idea,”
Zollin said.
He was panting, with one hand pressed hard against his side. Sweat ran down his face, plastering his hair to his forehead and stinging his eyes. He brushed the sweat away and waited.
“This is madness,”
Reenah said. “They’ll overtake us if we don’t keep moving.”
“Or they’ll realize we’re leading them on a wild chase and return to their hive,”
Zollin argued. “We have to give them a little hope of catching us.”
“They will catch us,”
Reenah said angrily. “They’re faster than we are, and they don’t rest. They’ll run until they drop dead from exhaustion.”
“Yeah, well, I’m almost at that point. You need to trust me.”
“Give us the stone. Moss and I will lead the crynods away. You can return to the southlands and your own kind.”
Zollin could tell that Reenah was trying to be civil, even though she was angry. He even detected a hint of compassion lurking in her voice, but he shook his head.
“I have a plan,”
he said.
Reenah started to argue, but the sound of tapping feet reached them from the far side of the cavern. The oremites had spiked feet that allowed them to climb high on even vertical rock walls, and then hold them tight while they dug for minerals and gems. They came rushing into the bright cavern, the molten rock casting an orange glow through the large room.
“I told you,”
Reenah said angrily, but Zollin ignored her.
He waited until he saw the first of the oremites cresting the arching bridge, then he went to work. The bridge was nothing more than stone. He had levitated the molten rock from below, molding it like clay with magic, then cooling it so that it hardened into stone once more to repair the bridges when Babaz of the Oliad clan had led him through the mountain tunnels. The bridges were simple structures, and Zollin had repaired many of them, allowing the dwarves to travel more freely through their domain. With a single sudden action he destroyed the arc of the bridge, sending his magic into the stone and then blasting it apart.
The oremites fell, along with the upper portion of the bridge, into the molten rock below. The oremites burst into flame before they hit the molten rock. It was a terrible way to die, but Zollin had no compassion for the insectoid creatures. The molten rock splashed in all directions, leaving hot globs of liquid rock along the sides of the cavern. It was possible to circumvent the lake at the center of the cavern, but the resulting splash had made crossing the room almost impossible.
“That should slow them down a while,”
Zollin said.
“Perhaps,”
Reenah said. “Let’s not stick around to find out.
Moss grunted, pointing up, and Zollin saw that the oremites were already beginning to climb the walls. Fortunately, they moved more slowly across the sloping walls. It was only a minor victory, Zollin realized, and would not give him the respite he’d hoped for, but he did his best to stay positive.
They rushed from the room, and Zollin was thankful as the heat from the cavern behind them faded. His body was soaked with sweat, his clothes clinging to him, but as they moved through the narrow tunnels, the sweat cooled his body. His magic was churning inside him, stoked by his wildly changing emotions, but it wasn’t leaching away his strength. He had reformed his magical containment, and with the added strength of the Star Stone’s magic, he felt better than before.
Two hours passed before exhaustion forced Zollin to stop. Reenah and Moss were tired too, and they drank the last of their water while they waited in a narrow section of tunnel. Reenah looked worried, but Zollin did his best to reassure her.
“Grenda will slay the queen,”
he said. “This will all be over soon.”
“Not if the crynods catch us,”
she argued. “They’ll be on top of us any minute now.”
Moss grunted and hefted his hammer.
“So we should keep moving,”
Zollin said, even though he was so tired he would almost rather die that take another step.
“We need to rest,”
Reenah said. “We need to buy a little more time.”
“So what are you thinking?”
Zollin asked.
“The tunnel here is narrow,”
she said. “They’ll be forced to come at us one at a time. “We’ll make a stand here.”
“They could dig around and flank us,”
Zollin argued.
“Perhaps, but that is a chance we’ll have to take.”
“Let me fight them,”
Zollin said. “The two of you can rest.”
“You have spirit, Wizard,”
Reenah said, a rare smile lighting up her bearded face. “But you have no strength left. Moss will fight them. Then I will take his place. Then you can hold them back while we make our escape.”
“It’s not really much of a plan,”
Zollin said. “I could bring the tunnel down, that would slow them.”
“It might also weaken all these shafts,”
Reenah said. “I don’t like the thought of being crushed by the mountain.”
Zollin didn’t like that thought either, and his foolhardy idea sent a tingle of fear down his back. He slumped against the tunnel wall and waited. There was nothing else to do. His breathing was just getting back to normal when the fighting started. The oremites marched through the tunnel single file, raising their shovel-shaped blades to attack Moss, but the dwarf was a deadly fighter. His long-handled war hammer smashed bodies and broke limbs. The oremites had a longer reach than Moss, but his smaller body and shorter limbs were not as restricted by the narrow tunnel, and soon a pile of dead insectile bodies clogged the tunnel.
Zollin, Reenah, and Moss fell back as the oremites removed the bodies of their fallen hive mates. They acted without any outward sign of concern for the comrades they had lost, or of their own safety.
“They don’t seem too distraught by their losses,”
Zollin said.
“They have no conscious mind,”
Reenah said. “They are controlled by their queen.”
“Makes sense, I guess,”
Zollin said. “Their heads are mostly thick bone.”
Moss grunted and Zollin realized the mute dwarf was laughing.
“They are like extensions of their queen, which is why they fight so fiercely," Reenah explained. "They are not burdened with fear or remorse. They have no qualms about murdering the innocent, or wiping out entire clans. They are a blight on the mountain, weakening it as they consume the minerals. It is said that if left unchecked, they will destroy entire ranges of mountains.”
Zollin couldn’t help but shudder at the though, but then more of the strange creatures were coming at them. This time they crawled along the roof of the tunnel, which while narrow, was tall—Moss and Reenah wouldn’t be able to reach them. He took the lead and sent a wave of fire rushing through the tunnel. The screams of the burning oremites sent chills down his back.
Once more the trio retreated down the tunnel, stopping this time at a place where the ceiling lowered. Zollin felt slightly ashamed standing back and letting Reenah take the fight to the oremites, but his feelings changed as he watched the dwarf maiden wage war. She was faster than Moss and absolutely ruthless. She wielded a smaller hammer than her companion, holding it with her left hand and stabbing with a heavy hax knife in the other. Dwarves usually preferred war hammers to swords, but most carried hax knives, which were more tool than weapon. The blade ran straight from the handle for several inches, then angled slightly, and was used for everything from cutting food, to prying rock loose when digging for gems or precious metals. The way Reenah used her hax knife, it was obviously useful in hacking off limbs as well.
The oremites had thick black blood, which soon spattered the tunnel walls. The long, thin limbs were severed easily, and as Reenah fell back step by deadly step, she filled the corridor with the dead insectoids. Eventually she tired, and Moss took her place. The oremites were becoming skilled at removing the bodies of their fallen comrades as they fought, so the dwarves were forced to keep up their onslaught. When Moss faltered, Zollin stepped in again. This time he sent a bolt of magical energy as far down the tunnel as he could manage. Many of the creatures were killed instantly, while others were burned. The spell left him gasping for breath, but it gave the trio the time they needed to retreat once more.
“What now?”
Zollin asked as they hurried through the tunnel.
“We’ve reached the lake at Erendruss,”
Reenah said. “We’ll make our final stand there.”
The words final
stand struck Zollin hard. He realized that unless the attack on the hive queen was successful soon, he and the dwarves would be slaughtered. It was a jagged pill to swallow, and Zollin’s mind rejected it completely. He refused to think about death, refused to accept that there was no alternative. He just needed to find a way to overcome the thousands of oremites that were bent on his destruction.
Then they came to the cavern called Erendruss, and Zollin was dumbfounded by the paradise of the dwarves. 



Chapter 29
The trail that led to Zollin’s cottage was screened from view by a copse of willow trees. When Quinn came around the small grove, he found a group of almost twenty men watching the home and workshop burn. They didn’t see Quinn and he didn’t make a sound until he was among the men, pushing his way through the group to reach the front where Kurchek was gleefully watching the buildings burn. 
Quinn shoved him hard, sending the bigger man sprawling on the ground. There were gasps of surprise, but the group immediately spread out into a circle around Quinn and Kurchek. The miner got to his feet slowly, his face twisted into a hateful snarl. Many of the men began to cheer him on, but Quinn barely noticed. His anger burned hotter than the fires consuming Zollin’s home.
“What the hell are you doing here?”
Kurchek said.
“Finishing what you started this morning,”
Quinn said, his voice tight with fury.
“I don’t know—”
Quinn stepped forward and hit the larger man in the nose. It wasn’t a powerful blow; Quinn was relying on speed rather than strength to shut the miner up. It worked. Kurchek staggered back, both eyes watering, and a trickle of blood seeped out of one nostril into the man’s filthy mustache.
“You waylaid me this morning,”
Quinn said. “Now you and your lackeys are burning my son’s home.”
“You bastard!”
Kurchek screamed.
Then there was no more time for talking. The bigger man rushed toward Quinn, whose own adrenaline and anger had vanquished his fatigue and pain from being knocked unconscious earlier in the day. Kurchek was taller and wider than the wiry carpenter, but Quinn was strong and fast. He sidestepped at the last second and delivered a powerful blow to Kurchek’s kidney. As the miner spun around, throwing a wild haymaker in the process, Quinn danced away. He stayed on the balls of his feet, ready to move and dodge when he needed to. Kurchek lumbered toward him again, and as he had in the first attack, Quinn slipped out of reach, this time kicking the miner in the side of his knee.
Kurchek stumbled but didn’t fall. He was shouting in anger, and his friends were screaming for him to land a blow. The entire mob knew, just as Quinn did, that it would only take one punch by Kurchek to turn the tide. Quinn hadn’t been able to set his feet and put real power into any of his attacks yet, but he wanted Kurchek angry. And he also wanted to humiliate the bigger man. Quinn had no illusions about what would happen once the miner was defeated. Most of the mob that had come to Zollin’s cottage would be shamed, but Kurchek’s friends would attack Quinn all at once. He would either be stabbed in the back or beaten to death, but everything Quinn had to live for was gone. Zollin and Brianna had left the Great Valley, Mansel and Nycol were nowhere to be found, and now their homes were burning to the ground. Quinn had done so much for the people of Brighton’s Gate, but they had never truly accepted him. Now they would have to survive without him.
When Kurchek attacked the third time, he was expecting Quinn to slip away again, which was why Quinn stood his ground. Kurchek’s attack was little more than a feint; he swung at Quinn, but there was no strength in the punch. He had hoped to pounce on the smaller man when he dodged, but Quinn didn’t move. He raised his arm to block the punch then grabbed Kurchek’s beard. Quinn saw the look of terror in the bigger man’s eyes as Quinn tugged his face down and slammed the heel of his hand into Kurchek’s face so hard it shattered the miner’s nose.
Kurchek staggered back then fell, his hands clutching his face where blood was gushing from his ruined nose. Quinn could have fallen on the man, used his knife and ended the hateful miner’s life, but he didn’t. Instead he waited patiently, taunting the bigger man a little.
“That should improve your looks a little,”
Quinn said.
Kurchek roared, then had to spit blood as he got back to his feet. Quinn tensed for the attack he knew was coming, and didn’t see the man who rushed at him from behind. A shoulder slammed into Quinn’s back and sent him sprawling. Before Quinn could recover, Kurchek was on top of him, driving a knee down into Quinn’s chest. All the air in Quinn’s lungs, along with his strength, was driven out of him by the miner’s weight. Quinn saw sparks of light dancing in his vision as he struggled to suck in air to refill his lungs. He felt the blood from Kurchek’s ruined nose dripping down onto his face. His hands came up to twist Kurchek’s foot and relieve the pressure on his chest, but then the first punch landed.
Kurchek’s hands were large, and the punch landed on Quinn’s left cheekbone, slamming his head back into the ground. For a long second the world went dark, and then reality came flooding back as the big man raised his fist for another blow. Quinn tried to twist Kurchek’s foot, but his arms had no strength, his hands were numb, and he fumbled around until the second punch fell. Quinn felt as though he’d been kicked by a mule. The meaty fist smashed Quinn’s nose and dazed him. He didn’t know where he was or what was happening; all he knew was pain. Blood poured from his nose into his mouth and down the back of his throat. His stomach clenched, threatening to vomit, and he still couldn’t breathe.
The third punch ended the fight, if there was any fight left in Quinn. He felt his jaw break. The pain was so intense he shuddered. But then Kurchek stood up, and Quinn could breathe again. The miner was laughing with his friends.
“That’ll shut the arrogant prick up, I’d say,”
Kurchek roared.
Quinn had rolled onto his side, spitting out a mouthful of blood and sucking in air as fast as he could. His mind was clearing and the pain grew more intense. His face was numb, but the pain in his jaw was like being too close to a fire, only he couldn’t move away. When he moved his mouth, the pain shot through his head like bolts of lightning, shocking his senses and bringing tears to his eyes.
“You say I attacked you, eh?”
Kurchek shouted.
Then a massive boot slammed into Quinn’s side. Ribs fractured and the air was banished from his lungs again.
“Well, that’s the first thing you’ve gotten right since you came here,”
Kurchek went on. “I won’t let you and your evil sorcerer son cause any more damage.”
The second kick broke another rib, and Quinn heard himself groan. It was nothing more than a fleeting whine as the air shot out of his lungs again. He wanted to pass out, to simply die and be done with the pain, but he wasn’t fortunate enough.
“And if your friend comes back, I’ll take his eye.”
Kurchek kicked again, but not before spitting a glob of bloody phlegm onto Quinn’s face.
“Then I’ll kill him, just like I’m going to kill you.”
Quinn felt the pounding of hoofbeats but thought it was just his body reacting to the pain. He saw Kurchek raise his foot, the boot heel aimed at his face. Quinn’s only thought was that at last the pain would end, but the boot never fell. Instead, Kurchek’s head went flying from his body. Quinn thought he was hallucinating, but then Mansel slipped from his saddle, slapped the horse’s rump and stepped over Quinn’s body.
“Who’s next?”
Mansel shouted. “Which one of you bastards is ready to die?”
The man who had blindsided Quinn in his fight with Kurchek darted forward, but Mansel spun, slashing with the long sword Zollin had fashioned for him, ripping the blade across the man’s chest and stomach. The death scream was horrible, and Quinn saw the coward fall, grasping at his ruined body as blood and organs spilled out of him. The crowd backed away, many turning and running toward Brighton’s Gate.
“If you come back,”
Mansel snarled, “I’ll kill you all.”
The rest of the men moved cautiously back, until they too could turn and hurry away. Mansel looked down at Quinn, who was spitting out more blood. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing, and relief for Mansel’s safety flooded through him, but then the pain returned in such a powerful wave, that Quinn passed out.
When he woke up, he couldn’t move. His face was bandaged, and there was something tight around his chest and stomach. He could hear the river and smell smoke. A small camp fire burned nearby, but the smoke in the air was from Zollin’s cottage. Mansel sat nursing his own wounds. Quinn opened his mouth to speak, but the pain from his broken jaw surged through him again. He clenched his teeth, waiting for the pain to subside, then spoke carefully, not moving his jaw at all.
“You look like hell,”
Quinn said.
“I feel worse than I look,”
Mansel said.
“Nycol?”
Mansel shook his head, but didn’t look at his mentor. Quinn’s eyes filled with tears. He had liked the quiet woman from Falxis . She had loved Mansel fiercely, but always with an openness that allowed the young warrior to be himself and pursue his interests. Her death, now that he knew for certain, was so terrible he couldn’t speak for several minutes.
“Sorry,”
Quinn said.
“I avenged her,”
Mansel said, setting the severed creature’s head that he had cut off in front of Quinn. “But it didn’t help.”
“It will…in time.”
They sat in silence for several minutes. The fire crackled and Quinn managed to turn his head. They were a few hundred yards from the remains of Zollin’s cabin. The smoking heap of rubble was like a fresh wound to Quinn. Coming back to the Great Valley had seemed like such a good idea a year ago. Quinn had believed that the locals would eventually come to accept them. Zollin had saved Yelsia after all, and held back a tide of evil that would have swept away every good thing in the Five Kingdoms. But their exploits in the south were nothing but stories to the villagers of Brighton’s Gate. And now those same villagers had destroyed everything Quinn and his family had worked so hard to build.
“I’m going to help Zollin,”
Mansel said. “Something evil is stirring. These monsters didn’t just come out of the mountains on their own,”
he said, pointing at the severed animal head. “I wish he was here to help you.”
“I’ll be fine,”
Quinn said. “I’m coming too.”
“You need rest, Quinn. You’re pretty busted up.”
“I’ll be fine,”
Quinn insisted, anger and frustration making his voice raw. “There's nothing left for us here.”
“Funny how that happens, isn’t it. The very people we fought to save turn on us, destroy everything we hold dear. These damn mountains were never our home.”
“Get me a horse,”
Quinn said, pulling the pouch of coins from his pocket.
“Don’t get in a hurry,”
Mansel warned. “That was a heck of a beating you took.”
“No worse than you.”
“Yes, you are worse off than me. We aren’t going anywhere tonight. You just rest. I’ll get you a horse and then we can leave tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow,”
Quinn said, fatigue making his tongue thick. “Promise.”
“I promise,”
Mansel said. “Try and drink a little of this.”
He held a cup of strong spirits to Quinn’s lips, letting the drink trickle in. It burned as soon as it touched Quinn’s tongue, but he drank it thankfully. The alcohol numbed his pain as the sun set. Mansel added more wood to the fire, and kept giving Quinn sips of the liquor. Soon, he was able to lie back in an almost comfortable fashion, close his eyes, and escape his pain in the sweet nothingness of sleep.



Chapter 30
Lorik woke up in total darkness. He had no way of knowing how much time had passed, and it took him several minutes to remember exactly what had happened to him. His left arm was a raging mass of fiery pain, and his right leg was aching. He could feel blood, thick and sticky on his arm and leg. There was a large bump on the back of his head, and his right eye was swollen shut. Not that there was anything to see.
He lay on a cold stone floor. Not flagstone, or even stone that had been worn smooth over the years. The surface was rough and uneven. For a moment he wondered if he had been buried alive, but then something called to him. Something that was both familiar and terrifying. It was the call of something magical, something even darker than the blackness of his cell. But the seductive longing he felt as much as heard, revealed to him exactly where he was. He had been in the dungeon of the castle in Ort City before, just never as a prisoner.
He did his best to ignore the magical beckoning and focused his mind on trying to explore his surroundings. He could touch the wall on either side of his tiny cell. The back wall was just close enough that he could stretch out his good leg and touch it. The door was near his head. Sitting up was a difficult and painful process. When he managed to prop himself onto the elbow of his good arm, he had to lean over and vomit. His entire body felt worse than anything he’d ever experienced before. He was hot and cold at the same time, the flesh around his wounds was feverish, painful and swollen. He was fairly certain that he would die from blood poisoning if he were allowed to live that long, which he doubted. Growing up in the Marshlands, he had experienced his fair share of accidents, and the first rule of any open wound was to clean and dress it immediately. If anyplace was more foul than the Marshlands, it was the castle dungeon in Ort City.
He took his time and finally managed to prop his back against the rough wooden door. Then there was nothing left to do but wait. He had no way of guessing how much time was passing, and his mind began to wander. He wasn’t sure if he was delusional, or if the magical presence nearby was showing him things. He could see bright meadows full of flowers. Queen Issalyn was there, dancing among the flowers, calling Lorik’s name. He wanted to go to her, but his body would not respond. Then he saw Yettlebor, fat and sickly. He attacked and killed Issalyn.
Lorik screamed in pain and frustration. The dream or delusion always caused him to jerk and twitch; the pain from his wounds drove away the even more painful visions. He tried to understand what had happened to lady Issalyn. She had professed such love for him when he rescued her in Baskla and when they had lived together in the King Tree. She had grown bored there, he knew that, but he had never guessed that she was bored with him. And the fact that she was now Yettlebor’s lover seemed ludicrous, but there was no other explanation. Issalyn had sent Kierian to lure him to the castle. She had betrayed him, and that fact hurt more than any wound. In fact it made Lorik wish for his own death. If he had possessed a weapon of some type he would have slashed his own throat, but he was helpless.
No, helpless wasn’t the right word, he was constrained, he thought to himself. The magic called to him. If he could get to it, he might find the strength to avenge the wrongs that had been committed against him. But he was trapped in the room, too weak to escape. He would have to wait for the right opportunity, which meant he would have to endure more pain. But he could endure anything that Yettlebor might do to him. Nothing could hurt worse than Issalyn’s betrayal, and the hope that he might find a way to strike back at her burned bright in his heart.
In the back of his mind he felt a pang of guilt. He was not a vengeful person. He had in fact come to Ort City with the intentions of killing Yettlebor, if that was the only way to remove the fat imposter from the throne. But he had been caught, it was as simple as that. There could be no mercy for traitors, but Lorik had arrogantly assumed that he wouldn’t be caught or punished. The realization of his feelings about his predicament only made him more angry. He had been a fool, and soon he would be dead, but he vowed to wreak as much havoc as he could before he died.
Occasionally he heard the other prisoners. Some whimpered miserably, the others cackled with obvious delusion. Lorik hoped his own mind was strong enough to endure the horrors of the dungeon and the torture that was surely in his future. Then another vision would suddenly appear: his friends, tender moments with Vera, his parents, the thrill of wielding his swords in battle. But each one was marred by some nightmarish scene: his friends dying, the places he loved being suddenly destroyed, his modesty exposed and mocked, visions of his parents’ bodies rotting in their graves. The worst delusion was seeing Yettlebor taking the Swords of Acromin from him and leaving him helpless on the battlefield. He felt the loss of the twin swords almost like a missing limb. They, as much as anything, had been the badge of his right to rule Ortis, and now they were in the hands of the imposter who had taken the throne. And even worse than anything else, Yettlebor had taken Issalyn.
Lorik thought he was having another dream when he saw light come faintly under the door. Then he heard the sound of boots on the winding stairs that led down to the dungeon and the light grew brighter. He heard voices too, and then a key sliding into a rusty lock above his head. He tried to move, but he wasn’t fast enough. His wounded body simply wouldn’t respond to his commands, and as the door swung open he toppled over.
“Look at this,”
one of the men above him said with cruel laugh. “He’s a sight.”
“Not what I expected,”
said the other man.
“Better hoist him up.”
Lorik’s eyes ached from the sudden light of the torch and he was doing his best to adjust to the abrupt change in his surroundings. His wounds made his head swim with pain, and his stomach twisted again, threatening to revolt. He felt the men hook their hands under his arms, then he was hauled upright. But the stress on his arm was so horrible that he nearly passed out. Bright spots swam around him, even though his eyes were closed. The men took hold of Lorik’s belt and began hauling him up the stairs.
The pain made Lorik’s mind retreat. He was awake, but not really aware of what was happening. The men who carried him were talking, but he couldn’t make sense of their words. There were other voices too, people watching as he was half carried, half dragged down a long corridor. The looks on the faces were of horror and despair, but perhaps that was just Lorik’s own feelings projected onto the people he saw.
He passed out after a while, and when he came to he was on a wooden table. His arms and legs were tied down with thick leather straps. He was able to raise his head and see the heinous looking tools that hung on the walls of the small room. High above him was a balcony, and he could make out the round silhouettes of heads as people leaned out and watched what was happening below. Past them all was the clear, bright blue sky. It was so beautiful that his heart ached at the sight of it. After the terror and pain of the dungeon, to see the sky was both a blessing and a curse. It shored up his resolve to find a way to strike back at his enemies. No matter what they did to him, he would survive. He wouldn’t let himself die until he had a chance to hurt Yettlebor the way the fat imposter king had hurt him.
“Good, you’re awake,”
said a grim voice from the space behind Lorik’s head. “I took the liberty of stitching up those wounds of yours. That was some nasty business, but we don’t want you to die on us too soon.”
There was sickening glee in the voice, but Lorik used the fear he felt to harden his resolve. No matter what they did to him, he would find a way to have his revenge.
“Are you ready my lord?”
the voice shouted up.
“We are,”
said a voice that Lorik recognized.
Yettlebor and his boot-licking sycophants were watching Lorik’s torture as if it were entertainment.
“Then we shall begin,”
the voice behind Lorik said. “My king wants to know your plans, Lorik. Tell us what we want to know, and the pain will stop.”
The man moved into Lorik’s field of view. He was a thin man, his back was crooked, and he shuffled rather than walked. His hair was thin and greasy, and he wore thick leather gloves, much the same as a blacksmith might wear when handling hot metal. He had a hammer in one hand, but unlike a smith’s mallet or forging hammer, this tool was small. He leaned forward, using his free hand to press down on Lorik’s right hand until his fingers were flat against the wooden table. Then the hammer was smashed hard against Lorik’s pinky. He heard as well as felt the bone shatter, but he didn’t cry out. He strained against his bonds, and focused on breathing through the agony as one by one his fingers were ruined.
His mind soon blocked the pain and retreated deep inside him. His entire right arm was a mass of pain, but he ignored it. He could see the heads bobbing on the balcony above, but he ignored them as well. Instead, he focused his entire attention on the blue sky until he felt like he was a part of the sky. He was in the blue and it was in him. A bucket of water was thrown over him, shocking him back to reality.
“Now, you’re a tough piece of work,”
the torturer said. “But we’re just getting started, unless you want to talk.”
Lorik said nothing.
“He’s refusing to talk, my lord.”
“Carry on,”
the king commanded.
His other hand was next, the knuckles shattering under repeated blows from the small hammer. Whenever the pain took too great a toll, the torturer threw cold water over Lorik’s head. Once his hands were completely ruined, the man shoved long, red hot, metal rods into Lorik’s shoulders. The pain, his burning flesh, and the fetid odor made him feel as if he were truly going mad. His mouth moved in silent curses and at one point the king called down to see if Lorik was talking.
“Hasn’t made a sound, my lord,”
the torturer replied. “Perhaps he’s mute?”
Everything that came before was eclipsed when the rod was pressed on by the torturer. Lorik’s whole world became pain and he was lost in it, like a man drowning in a bottomless sea. Then his shoulder popped out of its socket and the rod was removed. Every breath caused a wave of pain that radiated from his neck down to his feet. Hot tears rolled down the sides of Lorik’s head, but he forced himself to move as little as possible. When both shoulders had been popped out of their sockets, the torture finally ended.
Lorik drifted in and out of consciousness as the torturer saw to his tools and then left the tiny courtyard. The next thing Lorik knew, water was falling from the sky. He thought it was rain, but quickly discovered that it was urine. Someone was pissing on him from the balcony above. His mind grew obsessed with revenge. In his agony, it was all he could think about.
As the sky turned from blue to red, and then began to grow dark, he was left alone. But once night fell, guards returned to the room. They lifted the torture rack with Lorik still strapped to it and carried him out of the castle. The streets were lined with people, and Lorik had seen such mobs before. As expected, the people jeered. Some spit at him, other threw trash or animal droppings at him. Once he was paraded through the city, and every step, every bounce and jar the rack made sent agonizing pain through Lorik, he was finally propped on a tall wooden platform in the city square. Torches lit the area like it was the stage for a troupe of entertainers, The crowd mocked the king's prisoner. He was Lorik the leper, Lorik the unfortunate, Lorik the laughable.
Finally King Yettlebor arrived with an entourage of nobles, including Queen Issalyn. They took their places on the platform where they stared at Lorik. He had trouble seeing them clearly, at least until a servant stuffed a bitter wad of herbs into his mouth. He tried to spit them out, but water was poured into his mouth with such force that he had to swallow and was left coughing and sputtering. The herbs focused his mind so he could feel every cut, every broken bone, but also hear and see clearly. It was as if his mind, groggy from the pain, was suddenly wide awake and aware of everything happening around him.
“This,”
said a man who stepped to the front of the platform, “is the trial of Lorik the traitor. Many of you have heard of the deeds he allegedly performed as he sought to take the throne of Ortis. Those stories, lies and exaggerations all, have no bearing on this trial. What we are concerned with here is the fact that Lorik of Hassell Point, a common man of no family, no title, and no rights whatsoever did knowingly enter his majesty’s castle in secret. He then swore to our good Queen Issalyn to murder the king in cold blood. These statements were heard by no fewer than a dozen of the king’s own men. His guilt is beyond question, but our laws require that we give the offender’s family and friends the opportunity to plead for his life before the king pronounces his sentence. Is there any here who would speak up for this man?”
Lorik was seething, but the charges were true, and with his shoulders dislocated, he couldn’t even struggle against his bonds. The crowd fell silent for a long tense moment, and then a small voice spoke up.
“I will.”
Lorik knew immediately who had spoken. His mind felt as sharp as a razor and he scanned the crowd for Stone as Vera made her way forward. The young warrior was nowhere to be found, but Lorik had no doubt his friend was nearby. Unfortunately, there was no way for Lorik to free himself. If Stone tried to help him, he would be on his own.
Vera climbed the wooden steps up the platform as the crowd booed and hissed. They were caught up in the excitement of the moment, but he doubted they were as supportive of their fat, imposter king as they seemed. She moved with dignity and grace, her clothes simple but clean and well made. She was the exact opposite of the king and his entourage who were wearing the most expensive garments they had been able to lay their hands on with no thought about how foolish they looked. Most were oafish and homely, which only made Vera’s beauty stand out. In that moment Lorik realized how much she truly meant to him. She was his oldest and dearest friend, once more putting her life on the line to save his. He swore to himself that he would find a way to make it up to her.
Vera bowed low before Yettlebor, then spoke in a loud, clear voice.
“I have known Lorik of Hassell Point almost my entire life,”
she said. “His family took me in when my own parents died. He has been my friend and stalwart supporter ever since. I was with him when he traveled north to help fight the Norsik invaders. I was one of nearly a thousand women and children captured and taken through the Wilderlands by the raiders. He rescued us all, single-handedly. I saw it with my own eyes. He held off the invaders and led us safely through the forest. He routed the army that remained in Ortis. He stood against the witch’s invading army, risking his life to keep this kingdom safe. And I was with him in Baskla when he rescued Queen Issalyn. He has been Ortis’
protector. He deserves mercy.”
The crowd had gradually grown silent as Vera proclaimed the deeds that Lorik had performed. He knew that if Vera were given a chance she would sway the crowd in his favor, but Issalyn knew that too. Lorik saw her whispering in Yettlebor’s ear.
The king stood, and Vera dropped to one knee in respect. The fat king cleared the phlegm from his throat then spoke, but his voice wasn’t as strong or clear as Vera’s.
“Isn’t it true that you were a whore in Hassell Point?”
he asked.
Lorik’s fury was so great that despite the pain his efforts caused, he struggled against his bonds. Issalyn had used her intimate knowledge of Lorik and his friends against them. He felt like a fool for ever caring about her. She watched him now, and he could see the glimmer of delight in her eyes. He hated himself more than he imagined possible for letting himself be vulnerable and trusting someone so completely vile as Issalyn had proven to be.
“Yes,”
Vera said, without a note of shame in her strong voice.
“And in that time was Lorik your lover?”
“At times.”
“And the man you are married to now. Was he not an outlaw?”
This time Vera’s head fell a little. She didn’t answer right away, but the king didn’t wait.
“You are a whore and a liar. You are the pawn of outlaws and traitorous rebels. We will not listen to your stories or consider your testimony.”
“My husband,”
Vera said, her voice rising with conviction. “Is no more an outlaw than the nobles you have sold Ortis to in order to protect your crown.”
Yettlebor hit Vera with a savage blow that knocked her down. Then he grinned as if his strength were something to marvel at, rather than an indictment of his own masculinity. Lorik raged against his bonds, his tendons snapping as he struggled futilely to break free. Then a blur moved across the platform. Lorik saw it out of the corner of his eye and knew what it was before he saw it clearly. Stone was there, his twin knives and spinning attack unmistakable.
There were six soldiers on the platform, and two died before anyone knew what was happening. Then suddenly the crowd began to scream, almost as if the city were one huge creature instead of thousands of individual citizens. The king’s entourage scattered as two more soldiers moved toward Stone in a halfhearted attempt to stop him. He knocked the first guard’s spear away and rammed his knife into the man’s side. The soldier toppled over in pain, blood spurting upward like a crimson fountain, and knocked the spear out of his companion’s hands. Stone kicked the fumbling guard’s legs out from under him and then ended his life with a vicious slash across the man’s throat.
For an instant Stone was caught between two guards who were rushing at him from opposite sides, their spears leveled at him. Stone waited until the last possible second and then spun away, the blades missing him by inches, while his knife found the side of one soldier’s throat. When the guard fell at Stone’s feet, the last remaining soldier on the platform backed slowly away.
“Stop!”
Yettlebor snarled. “Stop or I’ll kill her. I swear it.”
The cowardly king was behind Vera, his fat arm around her throat, a jeweled dagger already digging into her side.
“Don’t,”
Stone said, his voice low and menacing. “Let her go. We’ll take Lorik and leave Ortis. You’ll never see or hear from us again.”
“You don’t think I’m going to just let you leave,”
he said, but his soldiers were struggling to reach the platform through the massive crowd.
“If you hurt her, I’ll kill you. That I swear on my life and soul.”
“Your black soul isn’t worth a pissing pot to me,”
the king snarled.
“Let them go,”
Lorik said. “You have me. You can rip me apart for all I care, but Stone will kill you.”
Then, almost like a dream, the unthinkable happened. An arrow came flying onto the platform and slammed into Stone’s side. He wore a thick leather vest, but no armor, and the arrow punched into his abdomen with a sickening thunk. He staggered, Vera screamed, and Lorik saw it all as clearly as anything he had ever witnessed in his entire life.
Stone fell to his knees, his deadly knives clattering on the wooden platform. Yettlebor’s face twisted in a look of gleeful victory as he jammed his dagger between Vera’s ribs. Time seemed to stop as the light in her eyes winked out. She was dead before her body hit the wooden boards at Yettlebor’s feet.
Stone tried to scream but couldn’t. He lunged forward, his bloody hands keeping Vera’s face from smacking into the platform, but there was no way to save her. She was dead, and Lorik realized that he and Stone were dead too. It was only a matter of time.
The mob had fallen silent, but Lorik heard the wooden steps of the platform creak as someone heavy ascended them. He turned his head to find Ulber staring back, a bow in one hand. The other was balled into a fist and swinging at Lorik’s face.
The first punch slammed his head back into the stiff wood of the torture rack. The second snapped it around to the side, where he saw Stone, laying beside Vera, their spilt blood mingling together.
“Tomorrow at noon the traitor Lorik shall be executed for his crimes!”
Yettlebor shouted triumphantly.
Then the third punch landed, and Lorik’s mind grew foggy. There was a fourth, a fifth, and a sixth. He tasted blood, felt bones breaking and cartilage crunching, but the herbs kept him from passing out. The seventh punch finally did the deed, knocking Lorik senseless and shattering his nose in the same, sudden, violent act. 



Chapter 31
Erendruss was by far the most beautiful place Zollin had seen in the dwarf caverns. There was an ominous looking crevice that separated the entrance from what looked to Zollin like a magnificent garden. There were large moss covered boulders, ornately carved statues, shafts of sunlight filtering in from the ceiling of the cavern which was lost in the darkness high overhead. Exotic flowers bloomed along a river that encircled the garden and then flowed into a dark lake.
“This is beautiful,”
Zollin said, even as he bent forward and propped his hands on his knees, gasping for breath.
“It is the most sacred place of our kind,”
Reenah said. “You are the first human ever to see it.”
Moss grunted and then set off across the sturdy looking hanging bridge. Zollin and Reenah followed. Zollin was amazed at what he saw. Many of the plants that grew around the beautiful grotto were luminescent, their petals and flowers glowing softly in the semi darkness of the cave. The shafts of daylight made Zollin suddenly crave to feel the sunshine on his face. He wanted to be out of the caves and back in the wide open spaces, to feel the wind in his hair, and smell the sweet scent of pine and cedar once more. His only regret at that moment was that Brianna wasn’t with him. He knew he would most likely die in the cavern that Reenah called Erendruss, but he still wished Brianna was there to see it. She would have marveled at the cave’s beauty.
Once they reached the far side of the crevice, Moss stopped and began pounding on the thick pillar that held the hanging bridge. His intent was obvious, but Zollin stopped him.
“Wait,”
he said. “I can do it without destroying the bridge supports.”
Moss grunted and stood back. Zollin let his magic flow into the bridge. He could feel the hempen fibers of the thick ropes, the slate plates that made the floor of the bridge, every support, and the leathery wrappings along the handrails. As his magical senses spread, he could feel the army of oremites approaching. He let his magic drift down into the crevice, wondering just how deep it was. He felt no bottom, just the slick walls that seemed to reach down to the center of the earth. And a very sinister presence.
Zollin jerked his magic back up to the cavern they were waiting in, his face revealing his shock at having felt the evil deep down in the darkness. Reenah looked at him for a moment then shook her head.
“Isn’t wise to delve into the darkness,”
she chided.
“I’m learning that,”
he admitted sheepishly.
There was no more time for talking as the oremites emerged from the tunnel. They spread out quickly as they came into the Erendruss. The bridge was only wide enough for one creature at a time to pass along its length, and as soon as the first oremite was almost across, Zollin ripped the swing bridge in two at its weakest point. The magic of the Star Stone raced through his reservoir of magic and into his mind before shooting out into the bridge and obeying his will. The warm, windy sensation brought a smile to Zollin’s face, as did the result. Nearly two dozen of the creatures fell into the abyss, while Zollin, Reenah, and Moss backed slowly away from the edge. The far side of the cavern was quickly filling with oremites, but the trio on the garden side hurried across the shallow river, which was cold and swift. Then they climbed up onto the moss-covered boulders to see what the oremites would do. There was nowhere else for Zollin and the dwarves to run. They were surrounded by water, the bottomless crevice, and the huge underground lake. Zollin collapsed onto his knees, his whole body aching from their flight through the tunnels. There was nothing left to do; they simply had to wait and see what the oremites managed. If they found a way to cross the crevice, Zollin knew they would be overwhelmed and killed. He held the Star Stone in his palm. It was glowing a bright green color. Just looking at the strange gemstone made him feel better. Next to him, Reenah and Moss sat in the beautiful garden of the dwarves. They were silent, watching their enemies, and waiting to learn their fate.
*	*	*
Grenda led her army to a small cavern. Most of her warriors were elderly, the rest barely old enough to be considered adults. Still, they were armed and ready to fight. Grenda knew that even a dwarf army made up of elders and adolescents was not something to take lightly. And her army had nothing to lose. The crynods had found Kelladoon, and they would eventually return and overrun the fortress. If the dwarves of the Northern Highlands had any hope of survival, they had to destroy the crynod queen.
“This is it,”
she said in a low voice. “This is where we make our last stand. For the children, for the infirm, to the last of our strength, for the deliverance of our race, we must not stop until the queen is dead.”
Her soldiers grumbled in reply. It was not a rousing speech, and dwarves were not a jubilant people. There would be no shouting, no war cries or emotional appeals. Just a steady, relentless fortitude that would carry them to success. She had doubts, but she forced herself to believe that it could be done. If the drones had followed the wizard, then they would only have to contend with newborns, the diggers, and the queen's guards. The first two would not be a threat. Grenda doubted they had the numbers to resist her forces, but the queen’s guards were much larger than the average drone or digger. They were large creatures with long, multi sectioned limbs. They were fast as well, but they weren’t unstoppable. If the dwarves could strike fast enough, they might be able to catch the queen and her minions off guard.
“Don’t forget,”
she warned her troops. “Focus on the queen’s guardians. We take them out, then we concentrate on the queen. Don’t get distracted by the easy kills.”
More grumbling acceptance, then she waved and jogged forward, leading her troops into battle. The cavern they had been in led to a much larger vertical shaft. Far below was a pool of magma, its heat rising up through the hive. The walls of the cavern were uneven and easy to climb up or down. Below them, the queen was digging into the soft, volcanic rock to lay more eggs. In various spots crynods peered up. The dwarves weren’t loud, but they weren’t sneaking quietly into the shaft either. The soft rock crumbled as they hopped from ledge to ledge, making their way down toward the queen as quickly as possible
The first of the guardians appeared. They were at least three times as large as the other crynods. They climbed up toward the dwarves with reckless abandon.
“Attack!”
Grenda shouted, just before jumping down toward the nearest guardian.
The chief dwarf set a great example, twisting in mid air and driving her hammer down hard into the guardian’s skull. The resulting crack sounded like a lightning strike, and then chaos descended around her. The fighting was fierce, with most of the dwarves engaging the guardians, but very few having the success that Grenda had. It only took one look around the hive to realize that victory was going to be costly. And Grenda wasn’t sure the dwarves could afford the fight.
*	*	*
For nearly half an hour the oremites worked to get across the crevice. They made living ladders by locking their bodies together then swinging out toward the other side of the massive abyss. The first few attempts were not long enough, and the oremites fell into the darkness below, but eventually they adapted. More were pressing into the cavern, crowding the far side of the wondrous space.
“They’ll be across soon,”
Zollin said.
He was still exhausted, but he’d had time to catch his breath and study their surroundings. Reenah had taken a position between two large boulders, with Moss in a similar niche not far away. Zollin on the other hand, remained atop one of the round boulders. He had the best view of the hordes of insectile creatures, so he called down to warn the others.
He knew he would have to use magic to fight the oremites, and while he was filled with the intoxicating sense of power from the Star Stone, he also knew that he didn’t have the strength to keep up a long engagement. He needed to perform very precise spells that would do the most damage. Several of the living ladders were now stretched across the abyss. Rows of oremites started to cross, walking on the backs of their hive mates.
Zollin waited as long as he dared, then used his magic to snap the long bones of the oremites at the center of their living ladders. This time hundreds fell in to the abyss. There were no screams of fear, or even anger. The creatures on the far side simply reformed more ladders, this time linking dozens of the ormites side be side as well as end to end, creating wider bridges that would be more difficult to break down.
Some of the oremites, especially those at the top of the living ladders that were already on the garden side of the abyss got to their feet and rushed forward to attack. They ignored Moss and Reenah, instead focusing their efforts on Zollin.
He waited until they were close, since working magic at a distance was more taxing than spells that he could perform at close range. Then he sent a pile of pebbles flying, using his magic to levitate the stones. He'd gathered the loose rocks together while they waited to see if the oremites would find a way to cross the abyss. Many of the creatures dropped under the onslaught, their foul blood soiling the beauty of the garden. Those in the back of the mob that had attacked were able to continue fighting, but Zollin sent a wave of fire to dispatch them.
By the time the minor attack was over, the oremites were once again stretching across the abyss. Zollin brought three of the living bridges down, but there were three more that allowed hundreds of the insectoids to cross before Zollin could knock the bridges out. He was already feeling the strain and knew that he couldn’t keep working magic for long. 
“Here they come!”
he warned Reenah and Moss.
“We’re ready,”
she shouted back. “Let them come to me!”
But the oremites didn’t attack the dwarves. Once again they focused only on Zollin and he realized that all the oremites cared about was getting the Star Stone. They didn’t care how many of their number died, or how dangerous it was to attack Zollin. They would keep coming as long as he had the stone. It was a horrible thought, but he knew that he could use that information to his advantage.
His next attack focused on the river that the oremites had to cross to reach him. He let his magic flow into the water, and when the oremites began to splash across, he sent a jolt of energy into the water. The oremites in the stream stiffened, then dropped. Their bodies were carried toward the lake, where they sank into the deeper waters.
Zollin used the same attack over and over, holding back the majority of the oremites, but those on the far side of the crevice were almost ready to cross the divide again, and Zollin knew his strength was almost gone. The magic inside him was like an inferno and he felt as if he were cooking from the inside out. He would have sworn that his insides were blistering from heat, as pain lanced all through his body.
“This isn’t going to work,”
Zollin said.
“Why aren’t they attacking us?”
Reenah said.
“All they want is the Star Stone.”
Then an idea occurred to Zollin. It was a loathsome thought, but he knew that it might work. One glance back toward the abyss told him his time was short. If he was going to take a chance, now was the time. In the back of his mind he knew that his plan was insane. He couldn’t just throw away the one thing that gave him the strength to fight the oremites, but he reasoned that even with the Star Stone he couldn’t hold back the hordes of insectoids forever.
He had to climb from one boulder to the next, until he was near the edge of the lake. Already hundreds of oremites were charging toward him. Time was slipping away, but his one solace was that the creatures seemed to have no interest in harming Reenah or Moss.
Zollin looked down at the magical gemstone. For a while it had given him hope that he might be the powerful wizard he had once been, but even as he stared at the glowing stone his mentor’s words came back to him. Kelvich had told him that the wizards of the Torr relied on magical objects to enhance their powers, rather than working to build their magical prowess. He took a deep breath, reveling in the feeling of power the Star Stone gave him one last time, then he threw the stone as far as he could. The stone landed in the lake with a distant plop, then sank beneath the surface of the water.
Instantly Zollin’s body sagged. The pain from his magic increased exponentially, and he dropped to one knee, gasping in pain. He felt weak and afraid. He would have taken the Star Stone back if he could have, but he was simply too weak to even levitate the magical gem up from where it sank into the lake's cold waters.
When Zollin looked toward the hordes of oremites, he found they had turned like a flock of birds and were rushing toward the lake. His heart filled with hope. Then the insectile creatures were rushing into the water. They seemed oblivious to their danger and plunged onward, the water rising higher and higher, until it covered them. With the last of his magical strength he sent a small ball of fire out over the water, illuminating the lake, but the oremites were drowning in the cold depths. Their desire for the stone was immutable. If Reenah was right, and the oremites really operated by the mind and will of the queen, then she must have been occupied with something else. Zollin only hoped that Grenda and the dwarf army reached the queen before she realized what was happening to her hive and changed their instructions. If the queen came to her senses, the oremites would surely overwhelm and slaughter Zollin, Reenah, and Moss. For once, Zollin’s fate was in someone else’s hands.
*	*	*
The fighting in the hive was so fierce that Grenda was tempted to call for a retreat. The Queen simply had too many guardians, and they couldn’t keep up the attack for much longer. She ducked under a vicious swipe from a towering guardian and then shattered the creature’s lower leg with a massive blow from her war hammer. The guardian toppled and two more dwarves rushed forward to slay the beast. She was still too high up to engage the queen, and more guardians were hurrying upward to push back the dwarves.
All around her dwarves were being killed. Their death cries echoed in her ears and filled Grenda with a fury rarely known among her kind. The bezerker rage was not common in dwarves, but Grenda was filled with it. She looked down at the queen, who was a huge creature, even larger than her guardians. She knew stories of whole clans battling crynog queens. They were fierce beasts, almost unstoppable, but this queen was stuck fast to the wall where she was laying eggs. Grenda didn’t think about what she was doing, she merely ran to the edge of the ledge she had been fighting on and dove out across the expanse, her momentum carrying her across the cavern.
In that moment the dwarves above her stopped, watching their chieftain’s courageous act of valor. The queen saw it as well and raised an articulated claw. Grenda realized she wouldn’t be able to deliver a devastating blow to the queen the way she had with the guardian, so she threw her hammer instead. The weapon hit the queen’s thick skull just before the claw batted Grenda aside. The blow stunned the queen, so that the resulting swat wasn’t deadly. Grenda toppled into a row of soft rock, her body smashing through what had once been chambers filled with crynod eggs.
Grenda felt her left arm shatter, and the dwarf chieftain’s right knee buckled as she crashed into the wall. The rage that had motivated Grenda was gone, and all that was left was a desire to save her people. She filled her lungs to bellow an order to retreat, when several more war hammers came raining down. The queen was still laying eggs in the wall and couldn’t avoid the weapons, many of which struck true. The Queen was knocked senseless, but she wasn’t dead. Above her, the dwarves had drawn their hax knifes. The guardians seemed dazed, just like their queen, and Grenda followed the example of her troops, who were hacking and slashing the guardians to pieces.
Grenda knew that if the queen came around, there were still enough of the guardian creatures to win the fight. Barely half the dwarves who had begun the fight still lived, and many of those were fighting with wounds and injuries. Grenda pulled herself up onto her good leg and limped toward the queen. The huge beast was stirring as Grenda drew her own hax knife. She just needed to get in the right place to do the most damage, but that was no easy task. The pain radiating up her arm was almost more than the dwarf could stand. And she couldn’t put any weight on her injured leg. She had hopped on one foot to the queen, but she needed to get down beneath the massive creature and there was simply no way to climb down.
She took a deep breath, clenched her teeth, then dropped to her side. She did her best to support her broken arm, but the pain left her seeing bright sparks. And then she did the unthinkable, rolling off the ledge and falling to the one below. The impact made Grenda scream and for a moment she swooned. But then she came to, shaking her head and ignoring the agony she felt. It took all her dwarfish strength to stand up, but she did it, then she hobbled toward the Queen and stabbed the beast with her knife.
Blood drenched her and the Queen reared high, but the wound was deep and severe. The Queen’s strength ebbed away and the massive body sank low again. Grenda plunged the knife in over and over, stabbing the queen to death and then stabbing even more in her rage. All over the tall, circular lava shaft the bodies of the crynods began to fall. The battle was over, the queen was dead, and Grenda had saved her people. 



Chapter 32
Mansel's wounds hurt. There were cuts and scrapes over most of his upper body. His leg throbbed from the pressure of keeping his foot in the stirrup. But it was his shoulders, where the long claws of wolverine-like animals had punctured his leather armor, that hurt the most. But his physical wounds paled in comparison to the wound in his soul. Nycol was gone and she was never coming back. That fact left Mansel angry and ashamed, but he was needed. Quinn needed him more than ever before. It might be weeks before his mentor was back on his feet again. And their first priority was to get out of the Northern Highlands before the snows filled the passes. Then they could focus on finding Zollin.
It was a wet day, but Mansel was determined to get what he needed. There weren’t many horses for sale in Brighton’s Gate. Very few residents in the Great Valley owned a horse, and even fewer were inclined to sell one to Mansel, but the owners of the Valley Inn still counted themselves as friends to Quinn and Mansel. And Buck had a gentle mare that would be ideal for Quinn until he regained his strength.
As Mansel rode into town, he could feel the anguish all around him. The people of Brighton’s Gate were in shock. Many remained at the Valley Inn, too afraid to return to their homes. The devastation the pack of wolverine-like creatures had wreaked was plain to see. The only people who seemed to be out and about at that early hour were grave diggers.
Mansel rode his horse to the inn and then lashed the stallion’s reins to a post outside. The gristly trophy he’d taken in his fight with the animals that had slain his beloved was in a burlap sack, which he swung over his shoulder before walking to the inn’s main entrance. He heard the heavy locking beam being lifted so the door could be opened. The people inside were shamefaced as Mansel entered the building. There was a fire burning in the fireplace and the common room was filled mostly with men. Mansel recognized several that had been at Zollin’s home, helping burn the quaint cottage and workshop to the ground. His jaw tightened, and his own anger burned hot, but he didn’t give in to the temptation to beat the men who had turned against Quinn. Their fear and grief left them wounded, in need of someone to blame for their pain. Kurchek had pointed them to Zollin as the source of their troubles, and so the men had accepted the lie as a way to deal with a reality that had become so unbelievable.
Mansel couldn’t blame anyone for his pain but himself. He hadn’t been there when Nycol needed him the most. She had been there for him, giving him comfort and peace when his world felt out of control. But now she was gone forever, and it was all his fault. He would never be able to forgive himself for that failure, but the only thing that felt right to him at the moment was his self loathing, so he held onto it with all his strength.
“Mansel, is Quinn all right?”
Buck asked hurrying up to the young warrior with a worried expression on his face.
“He will be,”
Mansel said. “We’re leaving the Valley. Quinn needs a horse.”
Mansel held out the small pouch of coins. Many of the coins were gold crowns and silver marks, more than enough to pay for a horse. Buck instinctively reached out and took the proffered coins.
“He can have our horse, for this,”
he said hastily.
“And food as well,”
Ollie said from the entrance to the kitchen. “I'll prepare you something to take.”
“Of course, this is more than enough,”
Buck said. “And you'll need ale, or wine? Something to keep you warm on the journey.”
“Quinn could use wine,”
Mansel said. “And clean bandages if you have them.”
“What about those wretched monsters?”
one of the men asked. “You’ll be slaughtered before you reach the pass.”
“No,”
Mansel said, his voice heavy. “We won’t.”
He removed the sack from his shoulder and reached inside. He saw the villagers tense, expecting him to draw a weapon of some kind. Instead he lifted the severed head of the alpha, gore still clinging to the white fur, its tongue sagging from the long, narrow muzzle that hung open now to reveal oversized teeth. Mansel set the severed head on a table, and after a moment several of the men moved closer. It was the first up close look they’d had of the creatures.
“Where did you find it?”
“I didn’t find it, I found their den,”
Mansel said. “I killed them all, even the nearly two dozen pups I found. You have nothing to fear from these creatures again.”
“That’s wonderful news,”
Buck said. “We were all relieved when none of those dreadful things returned last night.”
Ollie returned with a sack of food. Ellie, her daughter, gave Mansel a bundle of clean cloth that could be torn into strips for bandages. She also handed him a small crock of ointment.
“This will help your open wounds heal faster,”
she said.
“Thank you.”
Mansel turned toward the door, but Buck hurried up beside him. He looked nervous, his hands shaking slightly. Mansel didn’t know if it was out of fear or guilt.
“Wait,”
he said. “You don’t have to go. We realize that Quinn and his son had nothing to do with the attacks.”
He waved at the rest of the room, urging them to speak up.
“We’re sorry,”
stammered one of the men who had helped burn down Zollin’s home.
“We want you to stay,”
Buck said. “Really we do.”
“So you can blame us the next time something bad happens here?”
Mansel said. “Quinn has done nothing but help you. He put his life on the line over and over to protect this town. And you all stood by while that bastard Kurchek nearly killed him.”
Mansel spit on the floor.
“I’m through with you all,”
he said, his voice almost a growl. “If you’ve got any sense you’ll build some defenses. You’ve had people fighting for you at every turn, but now you’re on your own. I’m taking Quinn away from here.”
Buck looked like a child begging not to be sent back to his bed after a nightmare, but Mansel ignored him. He opened the door and strode out into the cold air. There were heavy, gray clouds in the sky, low clouds that promised rain or perhaps snow. A chill was in the air, and it made Mansel move more quickly. He stuffed the bandages and ointment into a pouch behind his saddle, then tied the bag of food Ollie had given him to his saddle horn. He found the horse he’d bought in the stable. It was a mature horse, with large brown eyes that somehow reminded Mansel of Nycol. Tears ran down his face as he saddled the horse, which seemed to care that he was upset. The mare neighed softly, and nuzzled him when Mansel leaned against the horse trying to regain his composure. It was the first time since he had gone to find Nycol that his heart felt any peace.
He led the horse out of the stable and untied his own mount. Buck and a few of the others came out of the inn as Mansel climbed into his saddle. They looked sad, which Mansel hadn’t expected.
“Take care of yourself,”
Ollie said.
“Tell Quinn we’ll miss him,”
Buck added, handing up two bottles of wine to Mansel.
“And your wife,”
Ellie said.
“Nycol is dead,”
Mansel said, his face like stone.
The small group fell silent and Mansel didn’t look down at them. He just flicked his reins and rode away, leaving Brighton's Gate behind.
When he got back to the camp he’d made with Quinn, he found the older man sleeping. At first Mansel felt a stab of terror; thinking that his closest friend had died made Mansel feel like an abandoned child for an instant. Then Quinn’s grumbling snore set Mansel’s fears aside, and the young warrior grinned for the first time in days. He climbed off his horse and started kicking dirt onto the small fire.
“What are you doing?”
Quinn said, his voice pinched from the blood that filled his broken nose.
“Getting us ready to move on,”
Mansel said.
“I don’t feel like moving.”
“Perhaps this will help.”
Mansel pulled the cork from one of the bottles of wine and handed it to Quinn. Raising the bottle to his swollen lips was difficult, but Quinn managed, taking only a few sips before setting the bottle down and needing to catch his breath.
“Snow is coming,”
Mansel said. “We can’t wait.”
“All right, I'm ready,”
Quinn said.
“Let me help you up.”
They moved slowly at first. Quinn’s broken ribs made it difficult and painful to move, but once he was on his feet he managed well enough. He was stiff; anything that caused him to bend or twist sent pain shooting through his body, but if he kept his back straight he could walk. They led the horses for a while, but Quinn tired quickly. Getting on the horse was the biggest challenge. Mansel had to lift Quinn up very slowly, but Mansel was strong. He continued to lead the horses at a slow walk as his mentor and friend adjusted to the rocking motion in the saddle.
They made it as far as the small cabin that had belonged to Kelvich. It stood empty since the sorcerer’s death, so they stayed there for the night. Snow fell late in the afternoon, only half a dozen inches in the Great Valley, but Mansel knew there would be more in the mountains. They left early the next morning, which dawned bright and clear. Riding up the steep trail that led through the mountains was difficult, but Quinn managed it as long as they moved slowly. The pace felt right to Mansel. He wasn’t ready to run when his life felt as if it had been reduced to a crawl.
When they reached the first hilltop before entering the lower range of mountains, they stopped. Quinn turned his horse and looked back across the valley. The river was like a vein of sparkling blue topaz as it ran past the sprawl of Brighton’s Gate.
“It could have been great,”
Quinn said. “It’s too bad. I really liked it here.”
“Too cold,”
Mansel said.
“No, I like the cold, always have.”
“I never should have brought Nycol here.”
Mansel’s voice was strained by his grief.
“She was happy here,”
Quinn said softly. “She told me so. She loved the snow. She loved caring for the horses and watching the river. It made her feel safe.”
“She wasn’t safe,”
Mansel said bitterly. “She died because I wasn’t there to protect her.”
“Maybe,”
Quinn said. “But then perhaps you would have died too.”
“I wish I would have.”
“If you had, I wouldn’t be here,”
Quinn said. “You saved my life, remember.”
The words struck a chord with Mansel. He didn’t feel like he could ever be happy again. His grief and the void that losing Nycol had left in him would never go away, but he realized he was still useful. He had saved Quinn’s life, and perhaps, even though he’d failed the person he cared about most in the world, he could still help his friends.
He nodded, but didn’t speak. Quinn reached out and put a hand on Mansel’s shoulder.
“Thank you,”
he said.
Then they set off and Brighton’s Gate was lost from view.



Chapter 33
Roleena was furious. She had seen her men rushing back to their the jolly boat after the raid had just begun. She had seen the woman on the pier casting fire across the harbor. She was forced to order the Crest Dancer and Eagle’s Cry further out to sea. The one thing that would ruin her was fire aboard ship. She would rather face the horrible sea monster again than see one of her ships set ablaze. But then she saw the woman on the pier turn away and return to the city.
“Hewy, get ships in the water to pick up those men,”
she said angrily.
Slice was among the men in the landing party. Attacking a city wasn’t unheard of for pirates, but it was only a diversion for her men. Roleena had no interests ashore, aside from acquiring more food and wine. The sea was her home, and she could happily live her life without ever touching foot on solid ground again, if only that were possible. She had expected the landing party to return with spirits, coin, and women. Men, in her opinion, were slaves to their base desires. Roleena had no need for a man, or for carnal pleasures. She was focused on only two goals, to rule the sea and to destroy the wizard named Zollin. Eventually he would cross her path again, and when that day came she would kill him, just as she had the captain of the Eagle’s Cry once he had given her the information she needed.
Still, she couldn’t just tuck tail and run, not when Selphon City was obviously harboring a witch. Roleena thought the last witch had done enough damage and couldn’t fathom why anyone would shelter another, but then she’d just been witness to the protection the witch gave the city. Her men hadn’t been ashore five minutes before they came streaming back, and she’d lost a good jolly boat in the process. She would have to do something about that, or else word would get out that she was weak. If enough people believed a lie, it sometimes came true, and Roleena was all too aware of her own frailty.
She stumped back to her cabin, but not before ordering the navigator to set a course south. After the landing party was retrieved, the ships left the harbor. They stayed close to land, but were out of sight of the town before nightfall. Once they were several miles down the coast, Roleena, her two personal guards, and Slice set off in a small dingy. They rowed back toward the town, coming into the harbor well after dark. The city was bright with light, but Roleena was not in a hurry. They came ashore and then waited while the town proper went to sleep. It was well past midnight when the brothels and taverns finally fell silent. There were only a few hours left until dawn, but that was enough for Roleena’s plan. The group of four spread out, each with a shuttered lantern and plenty of oil. They set their fires quickly all through the town. By the time they had finished and returned to their small boat, the entire city was ablaze. 
“Slice, stay here,”
she ordered. “I want everyone to know who burned down this city.”
The disfigured first mate didn’t look happy, but Roleena didn’t care. The raid had been his idea and it had failed utterly. If he carried out her orders, she would retrieve him. If not, he would no longer be her problem. The idea of training a new first mate was not appealing, but she could not allow failure from her crew in any task, not without consequence.
“I won’t be marooned,”
he growled.
“I’m not marooning you, fool,”
she snapped. “I’m giving you a task. Try not to botch it or you’ll wish you had been marooned. I can’t allow you to fail me again.”
His eyes narrowed but he didn’t reply. She could see the hatred in him, but she didn’t mind being hated. It was a useful emotion, one she could manipulate and use. Hate was self serving, therefore easy to accommodate, not like morality, which was less predictable and unwavering.
“I’ll send a ship for you tomorrow night,”
she said. “Try and stay alive.”
“Don’t forget me,”
he growled.
“Never.”
The guards rowed Roleena’s small boat out into the harbor to watch Selphon City burn. The scene brought a smile to her face. They wouldn’t continue to harbor a witch now, she thought to herself. And everyone would know her name. They would all know Roleena of Shupor and fear her.



Chapter 34
Zollin saw the change in the oremites. They had been focused and purposeful, then suddenly became listless and uncertain. He was still on the boulder near the lake, which was filling with oremite bodies. He couldn’t be certain how many had walked to their deaths. Those that came behind trod on the fallen bodies, which sank like stones in the water as the creatures died, creating a bridge of sorts out toward where the stone had sunk into the black water.
He had begun to fear that the seemingly endless number of oremites would accomplish their goal and retrieve the Star Stone, but their will broke when their queen died, and the aimless insectoids drifted away. Most crossed back over their comrades that made up the living bridges. Those wretched creatures had no way to save themselves; they were destined to hang over the abyss until they starved to death or toppled into the endless depths below.
Zollin sank down onto the top of the boulder. His own strength had vanished the moment the Star Stone had disappeared under the surface of the lake. His magic felt like a fiery ember, still hot, but nowhere near as strong as it had been with the Star Stone. His eyes were heavy and his body cried out for sleep, so he closed his eyes and gave in.
He felt strong hands moving his body, but he didn’t want to wake up. Sometime later he discovered himself lying on a soft bed of moss, able to stretch and rub the sleep from his eyes. There was light all around him, and when he looked up Reenah was nearby, as was Prawg.
“How long have I been out?”
he asked.
“Several hours,”
Reenah said. “Long enough for the elders to make the journey to Erendruss.”
“It is good to see you well, Wizard,”
the old dwarf said. “Here, have something to drink.”
The cup the old man held out was filled with a stout, root brew, but to Zollin it was sweet nectar. He drank the entire cup dry and then looked up expectantly. Food was brought and the story of the dwarf victory in the crynod hive was told.
“Where is Grenda?”
Zollin asked.
“She is here, but she has been given poppy milk. Her wounds are severe,”
Prawg said.
“I can help her. Take me to her.”
“You are not well yourself, Wizard.”
“Sometimes my magic drains my strength, but otherwise I’m fine. There wasn’t much time to eat or rest during the battle.”
“I understand,”
Prawg said, leaning on his staff. “Come with me.”
Grenda wasn’t far away, and Zollin thought it felt good to stretch his tired legs as he walked. There were dwarves everywhere in the cavern. Some were removing the bodies of the oremites that Zollin had killed. They tossed the bodies into the abyss. Others were using the living bridges the oremites had formed. There seemed to be no animosity in the mindless creatures. They were like sheep, simple and barely aware of what was happening around them.
The swinging bridge was being repaired, the garden tended. The thick blood of the fallen oremites had to be dealt with before it killed the moss that gave the garden its soft, welcoming atmosphere. Grenda was laid out on a bed of moss much the same as Zollin had woken up on. He knelt down by the chieftain, letting his magic flow into her. He could feel the shattered arm bone. The limb was swollen, but other than Zollin’s magic there was no way the limb would heal. She would have lost it eventually, otherwise it might have poisoned her blood and led to her death.
Her knee was sprained, with one torn ligament, but not a serious wound. He took his time feeling his way through her injuries. He had to be aware of every shard of bone, and move everything back into place before fusing it all together. When he was done, he drank more of the dwarf beer, and was fed a meal. He could feel his strength returning, and spent another hour removing the swollen fluids around the mended arm and restoring Grenda’s knee.
The entire attitude among the dwarves was different, almost festive. Zollin knew there were still many caverns to search through, and many creatures to kill or drive away, but the dwarves had hope, and that filled Zollin with a sense of pride.
Hours later Grenda came to and was surprised to find herself healed and completely out of pain. She was on her feet in minutes, grilling the dwarves who helped her lead the combined clans for information on what had happened after the battle. Meanwhile, Zollin sat with Reenah and Moss. There was a comfortable silence between the three of them now, a camaraderie built on their shared experience battling the oremites.
“When you are ready,”
Reenah said, “we can lead you back to the Yel Clan’s cavern.”
“That would be good,”
Zollin said. “I need to find out what has happened to your kin.”
“So you will search for them?”
“Of course,”
Zollin said. “I have many things to do in the world of men, but finding your people is at the top of my list.”
“You are not so bad, Wizard,”
Reenah said.
Moss grunted his approval.
It took what seemed like two days of travel to reach the cavern where the Yel clan had once lived. The carcass of the giant snake was gone, only bones remained. Zollin guessed that other creatures had feasted on the snake's flesh until it was gone. Reenah and Moss, after leading Zollin through the labyrinth of tunnels and caverns, hesitated at the small tunnel that led out into the forest.
“This is where we leave you,”
Reenah said.
“Don’t you want to come out and see the sky?”
Zollin asked.
“No,”
the dwarf said. “I might go flying up and be lost in the expanse.”
Zollin laughed and Moss grunted. Then he got down on his hands and knees and began crawling back out of the tunnel. He felt good about what he had accomplished, but the couldn’t help but wonder about the Star Stone. Grenda had asked if he could retrieve it, but he was afraid it might draw other creatures to the dwarves, and he refused to keep the magical gem for himself. So he had left the Star Stone deep in the lake bottom, hidden away from the people or creatures who would misuse it. Still, he felt as if it had left a void in his soul, just like Brianna. He had hoped that she might change her mind and return to him, but when he finally got out of the tunnel that led up to the clearing in the forest, he was alone.
A strange feeling crept over him at that moment, as if he were being watched. It made the hair on his arms stand out. There seemed to be a sinister nature around him. He looked hard at the trees, worrying that it might be more dryads, but he was alone. He hefted the pack on his shoulder and started across the clearing, only to be halted by a massive roar. When he looked up, Ferno was gliding down into the opening between the forest and the massive hill.
“Ferno!”
Zollin shouted.
An image filled his mind of Brianna and Sorva flying away.
“I know. I had thought that you would go with them. I’m glad I was wrong.”
The dragon growled affectionately and lowered one shoulder so that Zollin could climb up onto the its back. He looked around the clearing then up at the bright blue sky. He was about to go sailing away into the massive expanse and Reenah’s words rang in his mind. Perhaps he was lost, but he knew where he needed to go. He had to find Brianna, and discover what had become of the dwarves. And he had to find the source of evil that was spreading across the Five Kingdoms.
“Let’s go,”
he told Ferno.
The dragon roared so loudly the trees shook, then they were flying into a future that was completely unknown, and Zollin could only hope he would be able to find his way back to the peaceful days he and Brianna had shared that had vanished so suddenly.



Epilogue
When Lorik came to he was back in his cell, but he wasn’t alone. Stone lay next to him, moaning in agony. Lorik wasn’t sure if it was the pain from his wound or the loss of Vera that hurt his friend so horribly, but Lorik knew his world was shattered. Things would never be the same, even if he could escape, find a way to kill Yettlebor, and take the throne of Ortis, it wouldn’t change the fact that Vera had died. And it was his fault. He had ruined his life, trusted the wrong people, and cost his friends everything.
He reached over, patting Stone’s body to see if the arrow was still there. Lorik’s fingers didn’t work, they were swollen, the skin split in some places, the nerves ruined beyond repair. Each touch sent waves of pain rolling up his good arm, but he didn’t care. He needed the arrow, and needed Stone to wake up.
“What are you doing,”
Stone muttered, his voice thick with grief.
“Arrow,”
Lorik said.
“They yanked it out before they threw me in here,”
he said.
“Damn.”
They lay in silence after that. And Lorik had almost determined in his mind that he could strangle Stone and save him from the torturous execution King Yettlebor had planned for them. But he didn’t want to hurt his friend. He wanted to die, but that wasn’t really an option in the empty dungeon cell. So he lay there, barely able to breathe, his nose and sinus’s were filled with blood. Every inch of his body was in pain, but he refused to acknowledge it. He felt like his pain was warranted. He deserved to suffer and die in the most humiliating way possible. He was Lorik the Protector, who had gotten his closest friends slaughtered. Death would be welcome, but his penitence at the hands of Yettlebor’s execution would come first.
Stone saw the light before Lorik did. He nudged his friend and said, “Here they come.”
Lorik listened but there was no sound and the light remained dim.
“Whatever you do, kill as many of them as possible,”
Stone said.
“I don’t think they’re coming for us.”
“What?”
“I don’t hear…
any boots.”
Stone grew silent, listening. For a long time there was nothing but the red light under the door, which cast an ominous glow into the cell. Then, there was the scrape of metal on stone and a voice, barely more than a whisper reached Lorik’s ears.
“Don’t give him the satisfaction,”
the voice said.
Lorik knew it was Kierian, but the light began to fade almost as soon as the voice stopped speaking. He tried to sit up, but it was a painful ordeal.
“She left us a razor,”
Stone said.
“To cut our own throats with,”
Lorik admitted, feeling a glimmer of hope for the first time.
“I’ll do you, but then I’m going to try and gut that fat bastard who killed Vera.”
Lorik felt a wave of gratitude, followed almost immediately by a pang of guilt. He couldn’t let Stone slice his throat and avoid the painful death he deserved. A moan of anger and frustration slipped past his split and swollen lips.
“Let me do it. They’ll torture you for hours, maybe even longer,”
Stone said. “Your hands are ruined. You probably can’t even hold the blade.”
Lorik knew his friend was right, but he couldn’t do it. He wasn't afraid of dying, in fact at that point in his pain filled mind, he welcomed it. But he wouldn’t give up even the slightest chance that he might be able to lash out at Issalyn or Yettlebor. And then he felt it. The strangely welcoming call of the nearby magic. He had felt it over a year ago in that exact dungeon. A darkness that longed to embrace him, to empower him, to fulfill him. It had been tempting then, as they faced the overwhelming odds of the witch’s army bearing down on them, but he had been filled with Drery Dru’s light magic and the darkness seemed cold and evil then. Now, it seemed to fit him perfectly.
“No,”
Lorik said. “I have a plan.”
“I hope it doesn’t involve me walking,”
Stone said. “That arrow wound was mortal. It pierced my spine.”
“What are you saying?”
Lorik asked.
“I’m on borrowed time here,”
Stone explained. “I’m just praying for a chance to get my hands on that fat bastard’s throat before my strength is all gone.”
“Can you pick the lock and get us out of here?”
“I guess I could, but you aren’t carrying me out with two dislocated shoulders and a gimpy leg.”
“We aren’t going out,”
Lorik said. “Just do it.”
For an hour Stone worked on the lock with the razor blade. The rusty metal didn’t want to give way, but eventually it did. The door swung free and Stone collapsed back against the wall. Lorik couldn’t see his friend in the darkness, but he knew picking the lock had taken all of Stone strength.
“That’s it,”
he said. “I’m done. I hope you don’t need me for your plan. It was great knowing you. Never a dull minute.”
“Don’t you die on me,”
Lorik said. “Not yet. There may be a way to get our revenge.”
Getting to his feet was the hardest thing Lorik had ever done. With one wounded leg, and no way to use his hands or put weight on his dislocated arms, it took him nearly ten minutes to finally get up. He had to hobble to the door, and there was no way to see anything in the total darkness of the dungeon. But no one could see him either, and he didn’t need to see to find his way to the secret portal where the dark magic was calling.
“I can’t hold you,”
Lorik said. “Not with broken fingers. So grab my wrist and hang on.”
“What are you doing?”
Stone said, his voice weak, barely more than a whisper.
“I can’t explain it. Just hold on to me,”
Lorik said. “And don’t die.”
“You’re a bastard.”
Stone said, suddenly angry. “It’s your fault.”
“I know,”
Lorik said, guilt over Vera’s death ripping his heart to ribbons.
“I’ll never forgive you,”
Stone said, taking hold of Lorik’s wrist.
The pain made bright spots dance around in Lorik’s head, but he steadied himself and took a step forward, pulling his friend out of the dungeon cell.
“I’ll never forgive myself,”
he grunted.
Lorik felt weak, his body shook with the effort, pain seemed to raging through his mind like a storm at sea. And yet the magic kept calling. It was encouraging, almost like a friend rooting for him to succeed. Every small step took a minute to balance and make sure he didn’t fall over. Every time he pulled Stone a little farther the pain threatened to make him pass out. Sweat ran down his forehead and into his eyes. His back spasmed in pain, his legs cramped, but he didn’t quit.
When he reached what would have looked like a plain, unadorned section of solid, rock wall, had their been any light to see by, Lorik stopped.
“What now?”
Stone asked. “I don’t think I can go much farther.”
“No need,”
Lorik said, leaning his head against the cold stone wall. “We made it.”
All it took was an acceptance in his mind, and the stone began to move. The magic on the far side of the secret opening was at work now, removing the barriers. The stone scraped, like the death cry of some terrible beast. There was no light, no indication that anything was in the dark space beyond the wall. Then, after a long pause, two hands reached out, and took hold of Lorik.
“Whatever you do,”
he told Stone, “don’t let go of me.”
“Not if kills me,”
Stone said.
Then they were both pulled into the darkness.
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The Avondale Series Book 1



Avondale Chapter 1
Tiberius
The Prefect was explaining a rather tedious section of the sacred scripture. Tiberius, third son of Lord Aegus, Earl of Avondale, didn’t always hate the Prefect’s lectures. There were sections of the ancient scriptures that were full of battles or intense showdowns between the servants of Addoni, the one true god, and Rastimus, the deceiver. Unfortunately today was not one of those lectures, but rather a long explanation of the history of Addoni’s followers.
Tiberius did his best to pay attention, but his mind kept returning to the martial drills that were coming up in the next few days. He’d failed both his sword test and his hand-to-hand fighting test. If he didn’t pass the martial drills, he would never become a Paladin; instead, he would be forced to become a Priest. In truth, Tiberius didn’t want to be a Paladin or a Priest, nor did he relish the idea of becoming a Prefect teaching in dull classrooms all day. But what Tiberius wanted wasn’t important to anyone, certainly not his father or his older brother, Leonosis, who all but ruled Avondale in their father’s place. Tiberius had never whispered his own dream to anyone; it was too dangerous. His greatest desire was forbidden. In fact, it was Tiberius’ great shame that he longed for it at all. He did his best to choke down his dream, and focus on the reality of what his life would be.
The gong of the huge warning bell sounded, and the tedious lecture was suddenly cut short.
“Ah, ah, class...” the startled Prefect stammered.
Tiberius didn’t wait to hear the dismissal. Instead, he raced out of the lecture hall and sprinted up the wide stone steps that made up the city streets of Avondale, toward the great wall that encircled the entire mountaintop city. His heart was pounding and he was breathing heavily by the time he reached the royal castle. From there, he turned into the round lookout tower and climbed the steep spiral staircase that led to the top of the structure.
His legs burned, and his side cramped, but the warning bell continued to ring, so Tiberius kept climbing. Each massive peel of the huge brass bell reverberated through the city, and Tiberius felt the vibrations deep in the pit of his stomach. The warning bell was only sounded when the city was under attack by one of the massive creatures from the blighted lowlands, and Tiberius was anxious to see what was throwing his father into a panic.
He was gasping for breath by the time he finally reached the top of the watchtower. There were half a dozen men, all in uniform, staring out over the southern edge of the city. Tiberius hurried over to the thick, wooden guard that ran around the edge of the tower. He leaned against the wooden frame, his body sagging from fatigue. Stamina was never his strong suit, he admitted bitterly.
Most of the lowlands were covered with a thick layer of clouds, effectively blocking most of the view for miles and miles around Avondale. The city itself was like a finely wrought wedding band, built on the circular top of an extinct volcano. The city was built of stone and timber, running around the massive wall that was built on the mountain’s circular lip. Inside the city was a massive crater, green with life. The edges were terraced and farmed by the freemen of Avondale under Tiberius’ father’s watchful eye. Beyond the green fields were massive trees, mostly pine, growing tall and strong; even when the snows fell, the trees were green. And in the very center was the crown jewel of Avondale, a deep lake of fresh, untainted water that supplied the city with drinking water and the fields with irrigation so that Avondale had more than enough, year after year.
None of that registered to Tiberius, even though his gaze fell across the wonder of his father’s city. He was focused instead on the huge creature slowly climbing up the rugged mountainside. It was huge, taller than the city walls and nearly as wide. It had huge legs with three-toed claws that dug into the mountainside as it lumbered forward. Its head was round, with a flat face, and flapping jowls that hung on either side of enormous teeth that protruded from the creature’s mouth at odd angles. Two massive horns came up on either side of the creature’s head, angling up and then curving back toward each other over the top of the beast’s round head. Its eyes were tiny and completely black. Its body was thick and round, the belly almost touching the ground.
“What is it?” Tiberius said out loud.
“It’s a Forkus,” said one of the soldiers. “They’re nasty creatures.”
“Why is coming up the mountain?”
“Probably smells the water,” the soldier said. “There’s precious little clean water left in the wastelands.”
“Could be controlled by a dark wizard,” said another. “They created the mutants after all.”
“There’s no more wizards,” said the first soldier. “They all died in the cataclysm or were executed soon after.”
Tiberius felt his chest tighten. He wasn’t sure if it was the sight of the huge beast lumbering up the mountainside or the conversation about wizards that bothered him more. He watched as soldiers began jogging along the city wall and taking positions nearest to the creature. The beast wasn’t close enough to attack the city yet, and Tiberius knew that it was doubtful it would make it that far before the soldiers turned it back. But if it did, the brave men on the wall would give their lives to stop it. He felt a swelling of pride for their valor, but also a sliver of fear. He didn’t think he could place himself in the path of danger the way the soldiers did.
“Commander Grentz has the Ballistae manned,” said the first soldier excitedly. “They’ll show that bloody creature what we’re made of.”
This was the moment that everyone in Avondale waited for. The city was known for its wealth, its resources, and its armaments. It was the only source of Hylum, the invaluable gas that made the sky ships possible. It was also where the greatest weapons in the kingdom were invented. The ballistae were huge crossbows that fired giant bolts as big as a tall man. They were mounted around the city walls and took whole teams of men to load, draw, and fire, but they were ruthlessly efficient at beating back the mutated monsters that sometimes tried to scale the mountain and endanger the city.
The ballistae bolts were made of pine, with two triangular heads made of steel, one mounted up and down, the other side to side, fused together at the tip and honed razor sharp. The Forkus had a thick leathery skin, but it was no match for the ballistae bolts. Tiberius watched as the first weapon was fired. Even high above the city on the massive watchtower, he could hear the thrum of the thick ropes that hurled the bolt as the tension was released. The first bolt flew true, hurtling down on the Forkus like an angry strike of lightning. The bolt hit the huge beast just inside its left shoulder, below the huge head. The resulting roar shook the city and made Tiberius grab hold of the wooden railing around the top of the watchtower.
“That’s a hit!” crowed one of the soldiers.
The ballistae were mounted at strategic positions around the city walls. More of the powerful weapons were being loaded as the teams that fired them worked feverishly while their officers barked orders at them. Two more bolts were shot at the Forkus; one hit on the creature’s shoulder, where it broke the skin, but then rebounded off the massive bone underneath. The other slammed into the beast’s side.
The creature roared again—this time there was more pain in the deafening shriek. The beast turned its head, looking back down the mountain, then reared up on its hind legs, the massive claws pawing the air. Another bolt was shot and it sunk into the Forkus’ soft belly. The beast winced, then staggered to the side, before toppling over. It was far from dead, but the ballistae bolts were wounding it. The creature obviously wasn’t used to being harmed. It slowly turned back from the city and began moving back down the mountain.
The soldiers on the watchtower cheered in triumph, and Tiberius saw other groups along the walls celebrating as well. But the soldiers who had placed themselves on the wall between the Forkus and the city stood like statues, watching until the huge monster disappeared in the thick fog that shrouded the wastelands.



Avondale Chapter 2
Lady Olyva
Olyva was impatient. She hated being engaged to a man she didn’t know. She hated being sent across the wastelands in the floating ship, having to leave her home and family, only to feel like a stranger in Earl Aegus’ palace. But most of all she hated always waiting for everything. Why should she be forced to wait in her dreary chamber when everyone else was outside watching as Lord Aegus’ men fought whatever foul creature approached the city? Sometimes, she hated being a girl.
She paced back and forth across the narrow space in front of the small fireplace that warmed her rooms. Her maid, an older woman named Hellen, sat quietly in the small wooden chair beside the hearth. She worked diligently on her needlepoint, as if nothing in the world was wrong. She had tried to calm Lady Olyva, but had received a withering glare for her trouble.
Olyva sighed, letting her impatience breathe a little. Hellen clucked her tongue, but Olyva ignored her. She didn’t want to sit idly by while others risked their lives for her. She felt trapped, but unless she was escorted up to the castle walls, she knew there was nothing she could do. The decorum of court was clear. A lady spent her time on feminine pursuits and never ventured into danger.
“Stupid, stupid, stupid,” she muttered.
Hellen ignored her, which was just fine with Olyva. She knew her maid not only followed the unwritten rules of court, she worshiped them. Hellen could sit for hours clicking her needles together or mending Olyva’s dresses, with no thought whatsoever of what she might be missing. Olyva couldn’t do that; her mind was filled with possibilities, always spinning and calling her to other pursuits.
At the moment, she was doing her best not to think about Rafe. He was on the wall, she knew that. He would be in the thick of the fighting—he always was. It was a point of contention between them. He felt as though he must prove his worth and live up to his father’s reputation. Being the son of a master swordsman had its drawbacks, she mused. Her own opinion was quite different. She thought Rafe should be a commander, directing the Earl’s men from a point of safety. She thought he could be the captain of the Earl’s war band if he wanted, but Rafe was always thrusting himself into the most difficult challenges, pushing himself to prove he was worthy of bearing his father’s seal. She wanted to run to him, to make sure he was okay, but she knew she couldn’t do that even under the best of circumstances.
Her mind switched back to Brutas, her oafish fiancé, and the Earl’s second son. Brutas was an important man now, hence the engagement, brokered by Olyva’s father and Earl Aegus to strengthen relations between Avondale and Hamill Keep. But once Leonosis, the Earl’s firstborn son and the de facto ruler of Avondale even though his father still lived, had an heir, Brutas would be nothing—just another noble-born soldier. A knight had some prestige in court, but as his wife, Olyva would have none. Her only job would be seeing that their household was in order. She wouldn’t even be invited to court unless Brutas escorted her. She fumed at the very thought of it. She was not a child, nor was she a maid to be tasked with common chores, and she certainly didn’t need a man—any man—to escort her anywhere.
The fact that she hardly knew Brutas was another thorn in her side. How was she supposed to give herself to a man she would have trouble picking out in a crowd? He had certainly shown no interest in her. She had at least expected to be courted while they waited the customary three months to be wed after their engagement was announced, but Brutas was too busy courting his own brother.
Leonosis was, in Olyva’s opinion, an ass. He cared only about himself and everyone around him deferred to his wishes, treating him as if he were Earl already, even though his father still wore the royal torc and was officially in charge of the city. She thought him a spoiled incompetent. He would ruin Avondale, which was truly a wondrous place. It was a tragedy in Olyva’s mind, not only because it was a great city, but it would be her home, and there was nothing she could do to keep the self-centered Earl’s son from wrecking it once his father was dead.
A knock at her door interrupted her musings and sent her hurrying to see who was calling on her. Hellen should have answered the door. It was unladylike to answer one’s own door, but Olyva had no patience for the rotund maid, who would take three times as long to do the simple chore as it took Olyva. She flung the door open to find Selma, the Countess’ maid, looking down her long nose at Olyva.
“What is it?” she asked, ignoring the woman’s rude glare.
“I was sent to tell you that the danger is past,” she said in haughty tone.
“What was it?” Olyva asked.
“How should I know,” the maid said, as she turned to leave.
“You don’t know why the alarm was sounded?”
“Because the city was in danger, I suppose.”
Olyva wanted to run after the tall scarecrow of a woman, but she refrained. The Countess, Lady Wyndolyn, already thought her brash. Olyva knew that the Countess listened to her maid Selma’s opinions about everyone in court, and who could blame her. As the Countess’ maid, she could go freely about the city, while Lady Wyndolyn was kept behind closed doors in the Earl’s chambers of the palace. The fact that Selma found her to be unladylike didn’t bother Olyva in the least, but she knew she would have to deal with the haughty maid for years to come and she didn’t want to make things harder for herself than they had to be.
“This is ridiculous,” Olyva said angrily, as she slammed the door.
“We are safe,” Hellen said, not even bothering to look up from her needlepoint. “That is all that matters.”
“No it isn’t,” Olyva said. “It’s maddening to be cooped up here. What if whatever was attacking the city broke past the Earl’s defenses? Do you really want to be trapped here with no clue that we are about to die?”
“Ignorance is bliss,” the maid replied.
Olyva started to argue, but realized it was just a waste of time. Her maid wasn’t even looking up from her needlepoint. Olyva resumed her pacing, thinking once again about Rafe. The danger was over, but did that mean everyone was safe? She tried to force herself not to care, but it was impossible.
There was another knock on the door, then a slip of parchment was slid underneath. Olyva picked it up and unfolded it. The parchment said five minutes.
Olyva’s heart began to race. She recognized the handwriting—it was Rafe’s. He was okay after all and coming to see her. She needed to get rid of Hellen. Olyva cleared her throat.
“I want figs,” she announced.
“Figs? They’re not even in season yet,” Hellen complained.
“They aren’t in the castle yet, but I’m sure they’re selling in the market. You don’t mind going find me some, do you?”
Hellen sighed as she set her needlepoint down. Olyva knew that her maid would do whatever she asked of her, even if that meant leaving the castle and walking halfway around the city to the market to look for figs. She didn’t want to be mean or mistreat Hellen, but she needed time alone if Rafe were coming to see her.
“Figs,” Hellen said as she straightened her dress. “Is there anything else you need?”
“No, but thank you. Figs would calm my nerves. You’re such a dear.”
“Of course, my lady,” Hellen said.
Olyva watched as Hellen left the room. Then she resumed her pacing. A few moments later, there was a knock at the door. She flung it open and pulled Rafe into the room. He was the exact opposite of Brutas. He was tall, with broad shoulders and a head full of thick dark hair which he kept tied back with a leather thong. He was thin and moved with a grace that Olyva both admired and envied. He wore a long narrow sword on his left hip, and a dagger was tucked into his belt on his right side. Olyva flung herself into his arms.
“Oh, I was so worried about you,” she said.
“I’m fine,” he assured her.
“It was maddening to be stuck down here.”
“I’m sorry for that,” Rafe said, although he personally had no power over where Olyva went or what she did. If he was caught holding her the way he was, he would be executed for treason, or worse still, banished from Avondale.
“What was it?” she asked.
“A Forkus; it’s sort of a big cow, but scarier. We turned it back easily enough.”
“I wish I could have seen it. I wish we didn’t have to hide our love.”
“I know, I wish that too. But we have to be careful. No one can ever know how we feel.”
Then he kissed her. It was a long passionate kiss that Olyva felt all the way in her toes. She fancied boys in the past, but her feelings for Rafe were different. She wanted to be with him forever and not just as a wife or mother to his children. She wanted to share in his adventures, to support him whether he was fighting on the city walls or planning strategy in the Earl’s war room. Of course she knew that would never happen. She was promised to Brutas, who no doubt saw her as a trophy to be trotted out like trained dog when the occasion called for it, but at all other times she was to be out of sight. Her world would soon shrink down to a pinpoint, and her heart would shrivel up and die.
“Take me away,” she whispered.
“And go where?” Rafe said. “There’s no place in the city we could hide that Leonosis wouldn’t find us.”
“Then we could leave Avondale,” she pleaded.
“No,” Rafe said, his face stern. “We knew our fate. We knew our love could never last. We cannot live in a fantasy. It would cost us everything.”
“I would gladly give up everything just to be with you,” she said.
“You don’t know what you’re saying.”
“I do,” she said, her hands on his shoulders, her large brown eyes filling with tears. “I would rather die with you than live a hundred lifetimes with a man I don’t love.”
“Brutas will treat you well,” Rafe said, the words sounding like thorns being shoved into his heart.
“You know I don’t love him. I can never love anyone but you.”
“I love you too,” Rafe said.
Olyva laid her head against his chest and listened as his heart slowly beat. She had never felt as safe as she did in his arms. And she knew she couldn’t stay.



Avondale Chapter 3
Lexi
The call to arms was the perfect distraction. Lexi had been on her way to find Tiberius anyway, but with the guards moving into defensive positions on the city walls, slipping into the royal palace was easy enough. The palace was a large structure, but the lower levels were reserved for servants. Lexi meandered down past the stables, winking mischievously at the young boy who served as the stableman’s apprentice. He smiled and looked away. Lexi darted into the corridor that ran under the east wing of the palace. Boxes of food were stored in the cool confines of the corridor, waiting to be loaded into the great airship that floated above the palace. The food would be sent to King Aethel as part of the royal tribute that each city paid.
Lexi ignored the food boxes and made her way to the stairway that led up into the palace. She had met Tiberius there many times in the past. Lexi liked Ti, he was open minded and fair, but she didn’t let her feelings go too far. She was a common-born orphan after all; dreams of life in palaces were just that, dreams. She had no time for dreams—she was too busy surviving. Ti helped in small ways when he could, but he was training to become a Paladin, which would make them enemies at some point.
The Paladins served the city as peacekeepers and enforced the Earl’s laws. Unfortunately, Lexi’s skills weren’t exactly legal. She hurried up the stairs and into a small room where she found a shawl that she draped over her shoulders and head. Then she moved out into the main level of the palace. It was normally a busy place where citizens pled their cases to Earl Aegus or his son Leonosis, and where merchants loitered, waiting to bribe a city official in hopes of navigating the intricate maze of Avondale politics.
Everyone had gone out to see what sort of creature was attacking the city. Lexi understood their curiosity and their desire to ensure their own survival, she just had a different way of doing it. She tried one door and found it locked, then tried another and went inside a small series of rooms. She knew she didn’t have much time, so she hurried to the large desk. It was a massive piece of furniture, carved from dark wood with dozens of small drawers and bins that were filled with rolls of parchment. She pulled open several drawers before finding a small pouch. She lifted it and felt the weight of gold coins and heard the delightful sound as the coins clinked against one another.
She was tempted to take the entire pouch and flee. She guessed there was enough coin in the pouch to keep her fed and safe for a year, but she also knew if the pouch went missing, a search would be made. Security in the palace would go up and she wouldn’t be allowed near the royal residence, much less inside it. She pulled the leather opening and saw the glint of yellow gold. She fished out a single coin, then pulled the leather thong to close the little pouch and returned it to the drawer. The single coin was more than enough to feed her for a week. She slipped it into a hidden pocket of the thick rawhide belt she wore, then slipped back out toward the palace’s main entrance.
Lexi’s clothes were simple gray homespun garments. She didn’t wear shoes and her hair was cut short and left sticking up at odd angles. But she had a pretty face, and a smile that put most people at ease. She may not have been properly dressed, but being an attractive young woman made most people give her the benefit of the doubt.
Lexi waited while the battle on the city walls took place, doing her best to stay in the shadows and not be noticed. Once the danger had passed, scores of people returned to the palace. Most ignored Lexi completely; those that took a longer look got a flash of her smile and most returned it.
“What are you doing here?” Tiberius asked as he came down the winding staircase from the watchtower above.
“Waiting for you, of course,” Lexi said, her smile not forced this time.
“Is something wrong?” Tiberius asked as he walked her out of the palace.
“No,” she said. “I have something to show you.”
“I don’t mind you coming to the palace, but you could at least clean up a little.”
“I thought you liked me this way,” she teased.
“I just don’t want you getting into trouble.”
“Why would I be in trouble? I didn’t do anything but wait for you,” she lied.
“If Leonosis sees you, you’ll wish you had listened to me.”
“Your brother doesn’t scare me,” Lexi said, lying again.
“That’s because you don’t know him,” Tiberius said. “Where are we going?”
“This way,” Lexi said, taking the lead.
The city of Avondale was made up of long streets that ran around the edge of the mountaintop. At regular intervals, wide stone steps led down to the lower streets, where homes and shops were carved into the porous sides of the extinct volcano. The avenues on the lower levels were narrow and some ran into long tunnels. The city was in many ways a circular maze and most residents only knew a small section of the city well. 
On the main thoroughfare, the street was wide and paved with flagstones. The homes were large, with grand views of the forest, fields, and lake in the center of the crater. The shops were set against the city’s massive wall and were decorated with brightly colored banners and signs.
On the lower levels, the streets were narrow. The homes and shops were simple structures and everything was either dull wood or red stone. There were taverns and brothels on the lowest levels that catered to the farmers and hunters who rarely came up into the city proper. In some of the dark tunnels and natural caverns along the edges of the city, outlaws hid from the Paladins who searched for them. It was not a safe place, but Tiberius was drawn to the darker side of Avondale and in his wanderings he had met Lexi, who had become his friend and guide.
They walked quickly, weaving up and down among the winding streets of the lower levels before finally going into a natural cavern that was roughly the size of half a dozen shops on the upper level of the city. The cavern was filled with stalls, and goods were being sold in the semi-darkness of the cavern. Lanterns gave a dim, grungy light to the space, which only made it more mysterious to Tiberius.
“What is this?” he asked.
“It’s a market, silly,” she said. “Only you won’t find regular goods here.”
“So why am I here?” he asked, feeling self-conscious.
“Because I found something I know you’ll be interested in,” she insisted.
She took his hand and led him down through the center aisle, past the shady looking patrons and between the tightly packed booths of strange items. Lexi saw the look of surprise on Ti’s face when they passed a stand selling human bones and jars of organs. They also saw a booth with covert weapons, boot knives, straps with spring-loaded shivs that were worn under a person’s sleeves, and gloves with metal spikes on the knuckles.
“There it is,” Lexi said pointing.
Ti smiled at her and she led him to a table with ancient books. Most were leather bound, but the covers were rotting or damaged. The old man selling the books looked as if he hadn’t eaten in weeks. His smile revealed several missing teeth.
“My lord,” he said, bowing his head.
“He doesn’t know you,” Lexi whispered to Ti, who had tensed at the title. “He says that everyone who stops here. He called me a lady.”
Tiberius laughed, but it wasn’t cruel. Lexi knew that the Earl’s third son didn’t like titles or the rules of society that kept Lexi down, and elevated him without cause or achievement.
“You did well,” he told her.
His smile was more than genuine—it was warm and appreciative. It made Lexi feel happy, even though she secretly scolded herself for letting Ti’s praise get to her. She had struggled to get by once her parents died. Women in her position had only one real choice in life, and that was to find work in a brothel. She could sell her body for a few years and if she saved the pennies she got from the pimps working the taverns or seedy bordellos, she might have enough to open her own place once she was too old to attract customers anymore, that’s if she lived long enough. Lexi had decided early on that she would rather die than wench her way through a grim existence, so she had taught herself other skills. She had learned to find out what people needed and then found a way to get it for them, for a fee of course. Tiberius had offered to help her before, to try and get her an apprenticeship or a place serving in a wealthy house, but Lexi refused. She knew her lifestyle was dangerous, but she enjoyed the freedom it gave her too much to try to fit into an acceptable roll in society.
Ti was looking at each of the books, his hands feverishly opening each book cover to read the hand-copied title, before closing it just as quickly. Lexi didn’t know what he was looking for, but he was always interested in old things, so she had brought him here once she discovered the old man’s booth of antiquated books.
She leaned against the table, her back to the old man, her fingers absently rubbing the outline of the gold coin in its hidden pocket as she watched the crowd of people around them. It was gloomy in the cavern, and the smell of unwashed bodies was strong. Her sharp eyes watched for any sort of threat, while her friend searched through the books.
“Do you have anything else?” Tiberius asked.
There was note of desperation in his voice.
“Just some old books that were damaged over the years,” the old man said as he pulled a box from underneath his table.
Ti began rummaging through it. Lexi saw him freeze, his body tensed as if he were afraid that what he had found would disappear if he moved. She stepped closer to him, but couldn’t see what he was looking at. He pulled a small ancient-looking book from the box. Lexi could tell that most of it was missing, only the front cover and the first several pages were intact.
“Do you have the rest of this book?” Ti asked, his voice sounded strange to Lexi.
“I don’t know,” the old man said, taking it from him.
Tiberius searched franticly through the box, finally coming out with what appeared to Lexi to be the back cover of the book. The covers weren’t large, even though both had yellowed paper still sticking to the ruined spine.
“This was all that survived the purge,” the man said in a low voice.
“Most of it is missing,” Ti observed.
“It was once a widely copied title, but that was long ago, before the cataclysm. This book was saved from the fires by my great-grandfather.”
“I want it,” Ti said.
“It’s not for sale,” the man croaked, suddenly clutching the two pieces of the book to his frail chest. “It’s too dangerous.”
Lexi frowned. She couldn’t imagine what sort of bargaining tactic the old man was employing. Everything in the underground was for sale for the right price.
“I have silver,” Ti said.
“No,” the man insisted.
“Sell him the book, old man,” Lexi hissed menacingly.
“It’s not for sale,” the man said again.
“Everything is for sale,” Lexi said, noticing the look of disappointment on Ti’s face.
“Silver isn’t enough,” the man said.
“It’s not even a whole book,” Lexi argued.
“I can get gold,” Ti said.
Lexi’s jaw dropped. She knew Tiberius was sheltered and used to getting what he wanted, but he needed serious help with his negotiating skills.
“I don’t want gold,” the man said. “I want your promise. If anyone finds the book, you don’t know where you got it.”
“I swear,” Tiberius said.
“Promise on your mother’s grave,” the man insisted.
“My mother’s not dead,” Tiberius said indignantly.
“Then swear on her life.”
“I swear. I couldn’t find this place again without Lexi’s help anyway.”
“You too, missy,” the old man said. “Swear you won’t tell a soul.”
“I swear,” she said, not caring what kind of oath she took.
The man started to hand the book over to Tiberius, then hesitated.
“Silver?” he asked.
Ti emptied his coin purse on the table, the silver coins rattled noisily. Lexi looked around suspiciously, and decided she would have to give Ti a stern warning about flaunting his wealth in such a place.
The old man handed Ti the fragments of the books and then gathered the coins. As Ti tucked the book into his shirt where it wouldn’t be seen, the old man began gathering his other books and boxing them up.
“Let’s go,” Ti said.
Lexi nodded and led him back out into the late afternoon sunlight. They walked in silence for a while, then stopped in an alley that was empty of everything but trash. Ti looked nervous, but Lexi wanted to know what he’d found.
“What type of book are you willing to pay silver for?” she asked. “It was just remnants anyway.”
“It isn’t important,” Tiberius said. “But I really appreciate you bringing me down.”
“Wait, you can’t just leave me hanging. Show me the book.”
“No, I better not,” he said.
“Seriously? I bring you down here, and practically drop that little gem in your lap, and you don’t trust me enough to show me the book?”
“I trust you, but I don’t want to get you into trouble.”
“What kind of book would get anyone into trouble?”
“A banned book,” Tiberius said. “Look, you have been great and you know I appreciate you.”
“I don’t want appreciation,” Lexi said angrily. “I thought we were friends.”
“We are.”
“But you don’t trust me. I’m just a bottom dweller, good enough to slum around with, but not good enough to be privy to your plans.”
“You know that isn’t true,” Ti said.
“I don’t know anything apparently.”
“Look, this book, it’s important to me. I can’t say why; it just is. I’ve been looking for something like this for a long time.”
“I don’t understand. Your father is the Earl. You can have whatever you want. Why is this book such a big deal?”
“Because it’s a book about magic.”



Avondale Chapter 4
Tiberius
Tiberius cringed a little when he said the word. He was afraid they would be overheard, although there was no one in sight. He was also afraid of what Lexi’s reaction might be, but she seemed so calm. Her large eyes bored into him as if she could see into his soul. He waited, scarcely daring to breathe while she watched him. Then, to his horror, she started laughing.
“That’s hilarious,” she said, holding her side as she laughed. “You had me going for a minute, I almost believed you.”
“I’m serious,” he whispered.
“You’re not that stupid,” she said, finally calming down.
“Maybe, maybe not.”
“Magic? Really? You bought a book of magic?”
“It’s the Essence of Magic,” he said quietly. “Translated by Horace Masstivus, Wizard of the 3rd Order.”
“Oh my god, you’ve lost your mind.”
“Why, because I’m curious?”
“Because everyone knows that magic is outlawed. If you start dabbling in it, you’re likely to kill yourself, or worse, hurt some poor innocent.”
“Thanks,” Tiberius said, holding his arm close to his side protectively over where the book was hidden under his tunic.
“Is nothing sacred to you people?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means you can have or do whatever you want, but you aren’t happy with normal things; you have to delve into magic and put us all at risk.”
“Hey, you were the one who insisted on knowing what it was,” Tiberius said.
“I just don’t get you.”
“No one asked you to. I’m not a puzzle you need to figure out.”
“You’re an idiot,” she said. “I don’t know why I waste my time with you.”
She turned and stalked out of the alley. Tiberius wanted to catch up with her. He liked Lexi; she was the first truly fearless person he’d ever met. She lived from day to day, never worrying about what might happen tomorrow or trying to be something she wasn’t. She faced danger regularly from people who had no qualms about killing a young girl. Yet she never complained about her life. He loved that about her, and the fact that she treated him like a person, not like the Earl’s son. But her reaction to his incredible find was disappointing. He had hoped that she would understand, but how could she? Tiberius didn’t really understand it himself.
His whole life, he’d known what was expected of him. As a child, he was to be seen and not heard. He was shuffled between nannies and nurses, rarely seeing his parents. His brothers bullied him and then blamed him for their poor behavior. Leonosis was given every advantage and treated like royalty, even by the servants. Brutas was also allowed certain liberties, but Tiberius was taught from a very young age that he was expected to follow every rule. They were tutored together at first, but then Tiberius was sent to the temple complex and forced to learn the ancient scriptures. His workload tripled while his brothers continued to be spoon-fed by their tutors.
Then the physical training began. Leonosis was taught strategy and basic swordsmanship. Brutas trained to be a knight, fighting on horseback and leading groups of foot soldiers. Everyone knew that Leonosis would be Earl someday, and that Brutas would be Commander of the war band. Not that Avondale ever went to war. They fought off the beasts that sometimes came near the city, but otherwise, the war band was mostly ceremonial. Still, it gave the Earl’s second son a respectable position.
Tiberius was a different matter, almost a problem for his royal family. Daughters could be married to other nobles, securing trade or political alliances, but Tiberius was of no value as long as his brothers lived. Everyone expected him to become a Paladin, taking vows of chastity and patrolling the city or leading civic functions. If that failed, he could always become a Priest—either way, he would no longer be his brother’s responsibility.
Unfortunately, Tiberius was not like his older brothers. The physical training was difficult and unnatural to him. He had learned to use a whip from one of his father’s cattlemen as a boy, often practicing long hours before he’d been taken to the temple. But fighting with a heavy sword was another matter entirely. He tired quickly, and didn’t have the speed needed to be proficient with a sword. In time, it became clear to Tiberius that he would end up being a Priest, stuck copying scrolls in the temple or learning to bind books with the aged Priests. It was a life he detested, although he saw no way out of it. And all along, through the difficulties of his formative years, a secret desire burned like a fiery ember in his soul. At night, when he lay in the darkness of his room, he fantasized about being a wizard.
He knew it was foolish. Wizards were outlawed by the Nine Cities of Valana, but he couldn’t make the desire go away. He felt shamed by his desire to work magic, but he couldn’t keep the fantasies out of his mind. He began to explore the city on his own once his lessons at the temple were over. He would wander around, looking for something he couldn’t find or even describe. When he met Lexi, he thought he’d found a kindred spirit, or at least someone who wouldn’t judge him for wanting a different kind of life. He admired her, but in some ways he used her. She took him to the places he could never find on his own, the old places, the parts of the city his father and their advisors pretended didn’t exist. And finally he’d found the one thing that made his heart leap for joy, and yet it also shamed him. Lexi had not understood, and he realized no one would. If they found his new treasure, they would punish him, perhaps even lock him away in the temple forever. He couldn’t let that happen.
It took a while to make his way back up to the palace. He didn’t know the exact directions, but he knew that as long as he went up every flight of stairs he came to, eventually he would end up on the city’s main avenue. Then, it was only a matter of time before he came to the palace.
It was dark when he arrived home, but that wasn’t unusual. He hurried up to his rooms where Robere would be waiting to help him wash up and change for dinner. Robere was a kind older servant, one of the few allowed to dress and care for the Earl’s sons. There was simply no telling what type of faux pas the aging servant had committed to be stuck caring for Tiberius. There was certainly no future in it, nor any sort of honor. Still, the man was always kind and fair with Ti, never snubbing him as some of the other palace servants did.
Tiberius knew he couldn’t let the older man see the book he’d found and he hoped he might have just a few minutes alone before the servant arrived to help him prepare for the night. Unfortunately, he ran into Rafe as he hurried up the stairs.
“Where’ve you been?” Rafe asked.
“Out in the city,” Tiberius said, happy to see his friend, but hoping not to linger. “And you?”
“Protecting the city from a vicious Forkus,” Rafe said with a grin.
“I saw you, I was on the watchtower.”
“There was room for you on the wall.”
“I would have been there if I could have.”
“Don’t kid yourself,” Rafe said, irritation showing in his voice. “It’s not like we would be able to do anything if one of those bloody creatures actually got close enough to attack the city. We would just be the first to die.”
“I thought you loved the nobility of dying in combat.”
“Combat yes, fighting monsters from the blighted lands below, not so much.”
“I’ve got to go. I’ll see you at dinner.”
“Of course,” Rafe said. “My father will have to give a report.”
They both hurried away in different directions. Rafe and Tiberius were the same age, and the two boys had cultivated a friendship over the years. Rafe was a gifted fighter, but struggled to live up to his father’s famous reputation. Unlike Tiberius, Rafe was a natural with a sword. He could fight well with any weapon, but unless he became the Earl’s champion when his father stepped down, Tiberius knew Rafe would be crushed.
He hurried to his room, which was a nicely appointed space opposite his brother Brutas’ rooms. Leonosis had a suite of rooms and Brutas had two adjoining rooms, one for sleeping and the other for study. Tiberius, on the other hand, had just had a single room; there wasn’t even a fireplace. He used a brazier to stay warm at night. The room was large enough for a small desk, a wardrobe, and a massive four-poster bed. He rushed inside and closed the door. It was still dark in the room, which meant that Robere had not arrived yet. Tiberius hurried forward in the darkness, his bed a massive shadow against the far wall.
Tiberius had shelves of books and knickknacks he’d collected over the years, but his most prized possessions he kept in a trunk under his bed. He dropped to his knees beside the bed and pulled out the heavy wooden box. He flung it open and then carefully removed the two book fragments from his tunic. He was anxious to read them, but he forced himself to hide them away and begin cleaning up instead.
He had just poured a pitcher of water into a basin on his table when Robere came in with a lamp and a small bucket of coals for the brazier.
“Master Tiberius, you’re early,” the older man said.
“Really? I thought I was right on time for a change.”
“What mischief are you up to?”
“No mischief, I just rushed to the palace when the alarm sounded. The Prefect didn’t have time to give us loads of busywork today.”
“You saw the attack then?”
“Yes,” Tiberius said.
“Very exciting,” the servant said, placing a towel on the table beside the basin. “There is nothing more thrilling than seeing the Earl’s soldiers defending Avondale. Dinner shall be a victory feast.”
Tiberius dashed water on his face so the servant wouldn’t see him grimace. The soldiers who had fought the Forkus would regale the court with tales of their exploits and dinner would drag on for hours. If Tiberius slipped away early, it would cause suspicion, so he would have to wait even longer to explore his new find.
After scrubbing his face and hair, Robere helped Tiberius pull off his clothes and get dressed in his evening formals. The third son of the Earl could wear practical clothes while he went off to study at the temple, but when he rejoined the family, he was expected to look the part. The clothes were silky and very comfortable, but Tiberius knew they wouldn’t last long in the city. He wore a dark red tunic, with an ivory sash. His leather breeches were replaced with baggy linen pants that tucked into stiff boots that were polished to a high shine and rose up to his knees.
Robere brushed Tiberius’ hair and then tied the laces around his tunic’s flowing cuffs. Tiberius looked at himself in the long dressing mirror and declared himself ready for the feast.
The night seemed to drag on and on. The meal was served to a full hall, with wealthy patrons and courtiers all dressed in their finest. Tiberius found many of the young women of the court to be quite attractive, but they didn’t seem to notice him at all. Wine flowed freely, but Tiberius was careful not to drink too much. He had Robere, who helped serve the royal family during meals, bring him water instead.
Rafe was seated next to Tiberius, both well away from the Earl and Countess. Sometimes Tiberius wondered if his parents would even notice if he failed to show up for their formal evening meals. Rafe kept up a running commentary, most of it crude humor, as the solders who led the ballistae crews gave reports to the Earl. It was a regular game the two young men had played since they were children. Tiberius couldn’t laugh or draw attention to himself during such feasts, and Rafe did his best to get his friend laughing out loud.
Tiberius noticed that Rafe kept glancing at Lady Olyva. His friend hadn’t admitted to having a crush on Tiberius’ future sister-in-law, but it was obvious just the same. Not that crushes among the young people of the royal court were uncommon, but in this case Rafe’s passion was distressing. Lady Olyva was already matched and promised to Brutas. If Rafe had just had a secret crush, it would have been no big deal, but Tiberius also noticed that Lady Olyva stole her fair share of glances toward Rafe. That spelled trouble for the Sword Master’s son, and Tiberius was frustrated that there wasn’t anything he could do to help.
Finally, the festivities ended, and Tiberius excused himself from the table. He hurried back to his room, where Robere was waiting to help him disrobe once more. Tiberius was dressed in warm woolen sleeping clothes, and candles were lit around the room. Normally, Tiberius had lessons to study or reports to prepare for, but on this night he merely waited impatiently for Robere to leave.
“Do you require anything else, Master Tiberius?”
“No,” Ti said. “I’m fine for the night. Thank you.”
“Of course, my lord.”
Tiberius smiled, Robere was the only person who ever called him lord. He waited until the older man had left, then he flipped the small latch to lock his door and hurried back to the bed and the treasure waiting underneath.
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Tiberius
His hands shook as he pulled the trunk out from under his bed. He opened the lid and carefully took out the book fragments. The leather was old and worn, puckering around the edges and torn at the corners. The paper was different than the parchment he was used to handling. It was thin and stiff, but hardy at the same time. He carried the fragments to his small table. The water and basin had been set on a high shelf and a polished silver candelabra with half a dozen beeswax candle tapers burned brightly.
He set the book down and looked at it again. The title, which had been pressed into the leather, probably with some type of gold leaf, was completely worn away. The once smooth texture of the leather was now rough and dry. Tiberius was careful not to get the book too close to the candles, knowing it would catch fire easily.
He opened the cover, and looked down at the first yellowed page. His heart was racing. He held in hands the work of an actual wizard. He had no idea who Horace Masstivus had been, but he felt a sense of gratitude for the long-dead wizard. He wondered what it meant to be a Wizard of the Third Order, but again he had no idea. The only thing he’d ever been taught about wizardry was the danger of working magic and that it was the cause of the great cataclysm which had destroyed most of Valana. Everything with references to wizards or magic had been gathered up and set ablaze in the great purge. There were no history books about magic, and no one ever spoke of the wizards of old.
Tiberius turned the page and looked at the carefully written script. It was not as perfect as the scribe work from the Temple of Addoni, but it was clearly legible. He glanced at his door one more time to make sure the latch was closed and he was truly alone, then he began to read.
The essence of magic isn’t spells or working wonders, but rather a mastery of the will, combined with a judicious use of knowledge. There are four ordained orders of magic, and a wizard must master five spells in one before moving on to the next.
Tiberius felt his heart pounding in his chest. He simply couldn’t believe he was actually reading a book about magic. He wondered briefly what it meant by a mastery of the will, combined with a judicious use of knowledge. He had always imagined wizards chanting spells, but he’d never thought of having to will the magic to work. It made sense to think of bending the power to your will, but it also made him nervous. The wizards had lost control of their magic, that much was known to everyone. They had delved into powers too great and destroyed so much that was good. Tiberius wondered briefly if he should just throw the book into the fire. Perhaps even reading it would unlock some ancient evil that he wouldn’t be able to control. But he had no fire, and the truth was that he wanted to know more. He wanted to know about the four orders of magic and the spells one had to master to work through those levels. He decided to keep reading.
The first level of magic is the healing arts. It is the most useful of all magic and grounds a wizard in the first and most important principle of wizardry: Magic exists to benefit all mankind. Healing magic, or Sana Magus, is a complicated art combining a knowledge of the human body with a strong grasp of magic fundamentals. It is important to remember that magic power is first and foremost a creative act, in the sense that magic is meant to build up, not tear down.
Tiberius closed his eyes and said the name of the First Order over and over again in his mind. Sana Magus, Sana Magus, Sana Magus. Healing magic—the thought made him giddy. He imagined himself hovering over a sickbed, whispering powerful incantations and restoring health. He couldn’t imagine how that would ever be a bad thing. If he could just learn enough magic to heal people, he could be the greatest physician in the entire realm.
His first impulse was to take notes, but then he realized that writing notes would only make getting caught more likely. He would have to memorize as much of the book as he could. There were Priests who had memorized huge sections of the ancient scriptures; surely he could memorize the precious information in this book. He looked back over what he had read, searching for the most important things to remember. The first principle of wizardry seemed obvious: Magic exists to benefit all mankind. He quoted the short axiom to himself over and over again.
It didn’t seem to make any sense that magic, which was intended to benefit mankind, had ended up destroying most of the world. No one really knew what the blighted lands were like. A thick layer of fog and mist covered it so that even in the floating airships, there was little to be learned. When the catastrophe had occurred, only a few of the luckiest people made it to the highlands; the others were lost, that was common knowledge. What wasn’t so common was a reasonable explanation for the huge, monstrous creatures like the Forkus that sometimes lumbered up the mountain out of the mist. What had created those beasts? What did such huge creatures live on if the land below the mist was ruined and uninhabitable?
Tiberius had heard of people occasionally leaving Avondale and venturing down the mountain. Most were criminals banished to the wastelands. None ever returned, and the mystery grew, but it didn’t make sense that magic meant for good could do such irreparable harm. He turned back to the ancient text.
The Second Order is Defensive Magic, or Sepio Magus. It focuses on levitation and shielding spells which require a much greater mental focus than healing. It also requires more physical stamina, as defending oneself or others can sometimes transfer kinetic energy directly from the attack to the wizard. Learning to contain your opponent’s magic, without absorbing its destructive energy, is a prerequisite to moving to the Third Order.
Tiberius groaned a little at the idea of needing physical stamina. He was strong enough in short doses, but he’d never had much endurance. Once again he realized that magic was more than just chanting mysterious spells. It took a force of will and physical strength to master powerful magic, but Tiberius was intent on becoming a wizard, so he told himself he would do whatever it took.
Then, the realization struck him—he was going to be a wizard. He was going to learn magic. Thinking such simple, yet profound thoughts rocked his world. He’d never been happy in the roll he was expected to play as the third son of an Earl, but at the same time he realized he’d never really considered what following his own path really meant. He’d dreamed of magic for so long, and now it was at his fingertips. Yet he knew that if he really became a wizard, he couldn’t hide it. And once his secret was known, he wouldn’t be allowed to remain in Avondale. He would be killed or exiled. He couldn’t help but wonder if it was really worth it. At least as a Paladin, he could savor a few of life’s simple pleasures, even if he was miserable most of the time. Once more, he contemplated destroying the ancient book, but he knew he couldn’t do it. He was set on a path now; there was no going back. He’d go insane knowing he’d given up his dreams just to avoid the hardships that came with it.
But he didn’t want to be exiled either. He loved Avondale; it was his home. He loved the city, the people, the beautiful lake that sat nestled in the forest like a well placed gem in a ring of pure gold. Still, he couldn’t stay, at least not in the city, if he was going to become a wizard. And if his family found out, they would hunt him down mercilessly. He would need to make his plans and then sneak away, perhaps find himself a small cottage in the forest, away from the game trails and narrow roads that led to the lake. He could live in solitude—at least he thought he could—but he would need to start making preparations now so that when he broke away from his family he wouldn’t be left destitute.
The Third Order, Immutatio Magus, is known in laymen’s terms as transmutation. It involves, among other things, changing one object to another. It begins with moving an object from one related state to the next, for instance changing milk into butter and cream. As a wizard’s mastery of the Third Order grows, more substantive transmutations become possible. At its highest form, a Grand Wizard of the Third Order can transform lead into gold, although such feats have only been documented in a few rare cases and the time and effort involved is substantial.
Tiberius could hardly keep reading. He’d never heard of the word transmutation, but suddenly the world seemed full of possibilities. He hadn’t imagined being able to transform objects, or turn lead into gold. He felt giddy; the excitement was nearly overwhelming, but he kept reading.
The Fourth Order, Nativus Magicus, is the most arduous of magic, and should only be attempted after mastering the other levels. It involves controlling nature itself. The will of the wizard delves into the very heart of matter, taking control of the building blocks of creation. Magic of the Fourth Order has created wonders that defy explanation and stand as the greatest magical achievements known to man.
The essence of magic is the study of the divine, and therefore the greatest of the mental disciplines. True wizardry taps into the very power of the gods, and by its nature aligns the practitioner with not only the wizards who have come before, but with the immortals, whose power and practices make up the essence of magic. It is not for the weak, nor for those with malice in their hearts. For while magic requires self-control and force of will, it also reveals the desires of one’s heart. Many have fallen into the Dark Orders because they rushed ahead, delving into magic that was too powerful for them to control. In those instances, the magic that was meant for good—to heal the sick, defend the helpless, and make the world a better place for all mankind—gets twisted into something destructive. Like a child wielding his father’s sword, wizards who do not dedicate themselves to mastering each order before moving to the next often wreak more havoc than they ever imagined. And many weak-hearted wizards have fallen under the spell of immeasurable power, despite the fact that they cannot control that power.
Therefore, this book is a wizard’s guide. It was written eons ago by wizards of the Fourth Order so that those wishing to learn the magical arts will not blunder along aimlessly, or delve into magic that is outside one’s control, but follow the prescribed orders and master the divine arts as a boon to all mankind. In the pages that follow, a more thorough exposition of each of the Four Orders is offered in an effort to illuminate the reader. There are also spells, with instructions for casting them, as well as detailed explanations of what the spell should accomplish, so that at each stage a wizard will know without question that he has correctly cast and controlled the desired spell.
Tiberius leaned back in his chair, tilting the wooden seat back and expertly balancing on the two rear legs. He thought about what he’d read, then read it all again. He wanted to savor everything he was learning. It was the first time in his life that he really felt excited about studying. There was more to the book, but his candles were burning low. He returned the book to his trunk, even placing some of his other keepsakes on top of the ancient manuscript so that it wasn’t the first thing a person saw when they opened the box.
Then he blew out all of the candles except one. He crawled into his bed and watched the flame flickering in the darkness. It seemed so small and weak, the darkness of his room crowded in on every side, the flame wavering as it burned. He felt like he was the candle. The world was dark without magic, but the book he’d discovered was kindling a flame inside him. He would nurture it and make it grow, until the goodness of his magic filled the world with light.
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