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 Prologue 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 A Year Recalled 
 
      
 
    Two long months had passed and the winter was blowing harshly outside. Old Meriad hated the bitter chill and her soaked riding cloak clung to her fragile frame. She always traveled with a supply caravan when it was transporting thick blankets, for she could curl up in the cloths and keep herself as warm as possible without a fire. She never worried about the feral creatures in the land, for the caravans she chose always traveled with a contingent of well-trained guards. 
 
    Her grandson welcomed her with a running embrace, knowing she could no longer hoist him into the air. He remembered to ask all the pleasantries before gently tugging her arm toward his room, where she would continue the tale of the Red Jade. 
 
    She allowed herself to be escorted by the child, knowing full well that he would have food waiting there for her. His actions were presumptuous for a little boy, but she had honestly arrived only for him. She had no other purpose to visit this place and they both understood it. 
 
    Seating herself and enjoying a few sips of warm soup, she asked him about his studies, his health, his exercise regimen, and the other things she felt required to investigate before turning to the purpose of her extended visit. He obliged her questions with as much patience as an excited boy could muster. 
 
    Then came the question he both loved and detested. “Remind me what has happened so far.” 
 
    “Years ago, there was the War of the Colossus. The Kallisorians, who hate magic, used some anyway to defeat the Hathren king. Hathren mage, Delminor, assembled and used the power of the Red Jade to summon a giant colossus that put an end to the fighting. Both kings and Delminor died that day and the Red Jade split back into eleven pieces that were scattered. 
 
    “Delminor’s son, Dariak, went on a quest to find the shards of the Red Jade so he could use the power to restore the balance of magic in the land and bring peace between the nations. He didn’t really start off the right way, but he ended up meeting Gabrion and Kitalla in the beginning. Gabrion was a warrior from a small town and he went on a quest to—” 
 
    Meriad lifted her eyes from her meal, wondering why he had stopped speaking. The boy’s face was contorted in a mask of pain as he recalled other parts of Gabrion’s journey. “Keep going,” she said. 
 
    With a nod, he did, though he changed his focus. “Kitalla was a thief who wanted to get stronger so she would never be hurt again. Terrible things happened to her when she was a teenager and she lost everything she had.” He paused again. 
 
    “Is something wrong, dear?” 
 
    The concern in her voice frightened him, only because he wanted to hear the rest of the tale and if she felt he wasn’t ready to handle it all, she might not continue reading to him. He swallowed hard and pressed on. “They met Randler, a bard, and the four of them traveled through Kallisor and into Hathreneir to collect the jades. They were joined by a small army and they made camp in Marritosh. Ervinor sort of took over the army so Dariak could to go Magehaven and Gabrion could to go Hathreneir Castle.” 
 
    The boy steadied himself with a rattling breath. “So much happened in both places. But in the end, Dariak managed to get all the jades except for the healing jade. The master of the tower, Pyron, escaped with it. As for Gabrion, well… he found Mira. And he…” The boy cleared his throat and added, “He ran off and no one knows where he went.” 
 
    Meriad smiled at the boy. “Succinct and well-remembered,” she commended. “However…” 
 
    “Uh oh,” he moaned. 
 
    “You tell me.” 
 
    But he didn’t want to so he shook his head. 
 
    “When I left here two months ago, I challenged you to think about Gabrion’s motives along his journey and the ultimate fate that befell him. And your hesitation leads me to believe that you have not come around to understanding what truly happened.” 
 
    He tried very hard not to yell in frustration. “But he killed her, Gran-mama. Even if the jade was really just using his anger to hurt her, he was still that angry.” 
 
    “Not angry so much as hurt. But you raise an interesting point.” 
 
    “I—I do?” 
 
    She grinned warmly and twisted in her chair so she could lift the heavy tome from the floor. She set it on the edge of his bed as always, then gently flipped through the volume until she reached the place where she had left off. “Yes, you do. However, I still challenge you to release your own feelings on the matter and try to see the rest as well. It is an important skill you must learn.” 
 
    He sighed and then nodded his head. “I’ll try, Gran-mama. But it isn’t easy.” 
 
    “No,” she agreed. “It never is.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 A Troubled Friend 
 
      
 
      
 
    A cool zephyr swept through Jortun, bringing with it the promise of a snowy winter. The air was bitterly crisp and heralded the onset of the deepest cold. Felluria pulled her shawl around her aged bones, muttering in the breeze. She truly hated the winter and spent a good amount of her wealth just to keep her home warm on the coldest of nights. She didn’t care how many trees were killed for one season’s worth of heat; she could pay for it and so she would have it. 
 
    Despite the drain on the town’s resources and her sometimes severe attitude to the villagers, Felluria was well-respected as a leader. She accepted the title Matron from those below her, deciding long ago that she knew what was best for them and that they needed her guidance. Adopting a motherly role, she had nursed a dying village back to health, sometimes with difficult decisions that were met with dissent. But, as with a misbehaved child, she punished those who thwarted her, then offered forgiveness and a chance for redemption. 
 
    The town was nestled near the base of the northern mountains, far from the warring to the south, and the fierce winds brought every whipping storm imaginable. Sand and rain were not a problem. The one thing she could never change, however, was the blasted winters. 
 
    Felluria’s father had been an able carpenter and bricklayer. She had apprenticed under him and learned his skill well, bringing that knowledge to a people that lived in feeble huts of straw and poorly-secured slats of tender wood. Now the homes were built to withstand the force of the storms. 
 
    To an outsider, the village itself looked strange. Many of the houses were misshapen and twisted. The roads were rarely in perfect rows. Channels ran along the front of each house, weaving back and forth as they traced through the town and led to a deep reservoir not too far away. When the sand and wind whipped through the village, it was guided along the odd pathways, branching randomly and therefore weakening until each gust of wind was mightily tamed and set softly aside. If sand built up, it would eventually run off as if in an hourglass. During the spring and autumn rains, the channels carved into the roads brought the water to the reservoir, which serviced the town’s needs for long periods. 
 
    But snow just fell. It clung to the buildings and the ground. It clogged the channels and needed to be constantly cleaned out by the villagers, who knew it was best to stay inside when the winds were strong, or risk being swept along with them. No, the snow fell hard in wintertime and it blocked the roads and trapped the people in their homes until the worst of the storms died down. 
 
    Felluria shuddered and readjusted her shawl, as if it could warm her thoughts and keep the snow from ever coming. It was the only thing that made her feel mortal. “More wood!” she called out to a young man lingering nearby. Silently, the muscled youth went off to do her bidding. 
 
    She breathed the crisp air again, trying to separate its beauty from its warning. It was a scent most people would crave, inhaling to savor the perfect clarity. Indeed, she had done the same when she had first arrived decades ago. Until the snow. The cursed snow. 
 
    Felluria moved away from the front porch of her house and walked the few yards to the woodshed. The structure was the size of a normal villager’s house; in fact, it had been someone’s home several years before, but it was handed over to the Matron so she could combat her bane. The old woman pulled the front door open and stepped inside, eying the rooms full of chopped wood as she walked from the front of the house to the back. The breeze did not touch her here, for the walls were strongly fortified by stone and oak. The entire place was filled with the scent of wood and she breathed it in as if it would prolong her successful, contented life. 
 
    She made note of a few places where the piles could be higher or stacked more neatly so as to accommodate more wood. Those corrections would have to be addressed soon, for the winter could sometimes surprise them with an early visit, and she refused to be caught unawares. 
 
    Felluria left the wood house and returned to her massive abode, which was over twice the size. She didn’t have servants, per se, but a number of villagers regularly helped her with menial tasks and preparing her meals. She was perfectly capable of doing these things herself, even at her age, but she didn’t argue with the assistance. It was fitting the people paid homage to her, as well as taxes. 
 
    Afternoon tea was set out for her with a handful of cakes that she loved. They were buttery in flavor and very soft, which was important, for some of her teeth had gone missing over the years. Upon each cake was a sugary icing and slices of fresh fruit, today cut into stars. She admired the creative flourishes of the young baker and encouraged her to practice her craft so she could find true success at her natural vocation. Bakers wouldn’t ever earn more than her accumulated wealth, but people needed to eat and so a baker’s livelihood was secure. 
 
    Eventually, the woodcutter returned with some well-chopped logs. Felluria made her way to the door to observe as he dragged the wood to the small side house and disappeared within to stack it. The blond-haired youth made a few trips to bring all the wood from his chopping area, and he worked silently, without a smile or grimace with any step. 
 
    Behind her, Felluria could hear her helpers chattering away and though it irritated her, they spoke what everyone was thinking. Perhaps that was what irritated her the most. This strong young man was a mystery even she couldn’t solve. 
 
    “—Nobody knows, Aissla, you know that,” one voice whispered. 
 
    “I know, but somebody has to know something,” Aissla insisted. 
 
    “Nope. He just showed up one day and started working.” 
 
    “I don’t trust him, Veldi.” 
 
    “Well, Matron seems to accept him, so should we all.” 
 
    Listening intently from the doorway, Felluria smiled, imagining that the two teens were a little more than enamored with the young man’s looks and physique and were more frustrated that their attempts to get to know him had utterly failed. 
 
    “Accept him? But he won’t even tell us his name. How can we trust someone who won’t speak?” 
 
    “Maybe he can’t, Aissla.” Then Veldi’s voice went even quieter, making it hard for Felluria to overhear. “Maybe they cut out his tongue.” 
 
    Aissla gasped in shock. “No,” she replied in protest. “He wouldn’t have let them.” 
 
    “He couldn’t help it,” Veldi decided, enjoying her friend’s reaction. “They grabbed him, pinned him down, and did the deed. Chop! Like cutting a carrot. And poof, no more talking.” 
 
    “You’re toying with me. Look at him. He’s way too strong to fall for that. And the way he hacks away at the wood. Have you ever watched him?” 
 
    Veldi nodded. “Who hasn’t?” she drawled. 
 
    The girls twittered with laughter. “But he looks like he really knows what he’s doing with an ax. You know? The grace in the way he moves. The power in his arms.” 
 
    “You’re drooling, dear,” Felluria interrupted caustically. She stepped inside and closed the door. “The young man’s presence here is a mystery. There is a pain in his eyes that runs deep, and I think that is why he does not speak.” 
 
    “Can we really trust him, Matron?” Aissla chanced, earning a motherly eyebrow from Felluria. 
 
    “Indeed we should keep an eye on him,” the old woman said, then amended. “That is, perhaps the men should keep an eye on him to ensure he does not harm anyone.” 
 
    The ladies giggled. “He doesn’t seem the sort, Matron, does he?” Veldi commented, looking at him through a window as he continued bringing wood into the oversized shed. 
 
    “No, and that’s what puzzles me. Where does his pain come from?” 
 
    All three turned and stared at the young man walking solemnly into and out of the storage house, his arms and chest bulging with strength and purpose, but his face lacking any emotion at all. 
 
    “I have to know!” Aissla decided suddenly. She separated herself from the other two and she strode out the door and stalked across the way to where the man was lifting another bundle of wood. “Excuse me!” she called, determined to succeed today despite failing previously. 
 
    The man paused and looked at her, his body straining as he held the logs aloft. 
 
    “I—ahem, my name is Aissla. W—Who are you?” 
 
    The man blinked at her but he said nothing. After a few seconds, he turned and walked toward the shed. Not to be cast aside so readily, the girl stamped after him. 
 
    “That’s rather rude, you know? We’ve put up with you here for weeks now. We’ve given you shelter and food and you haven’t told us your name. Is that so much to ask?” She stood with her hands on her hips, watching as he silently stacked the wood. He deliberately adjusted the cut logs so they would fit more neatly. Then he turned to get more. 
 
    “Are you dumb?” she asked. “Or is Veldi really right? Did they cut out your tongue?” But as she asked the question, she knew the answer, for she had already spent a number of meals watching him eat in silence when he thought he was alone, and he certainly had a tongue. 
 
    She waited inside the shed for him to walk out, gather a few more logs, and then return. Aissla reached out to touch his shoulder, but he suddenly jerked away before she could make contact. He staggered and dropped the load of logs, then lost his balance completely, crashing against another stack of wood and knocking it utterly to the floor. 
 
    Aissla rushed to his aid, but the young man scrambled away before she could reach him. “I won’t hurt you!” she called to him. “Stop a moment. You’re bleeding. I can help you.” 
 
    But the young man kept moving away from her, despite her persistence. They crossed the floor of the house and the woodsman realized she wasn’t going to stop. He made his way toward the back door and slipped out, slamming the door behind him and keeping her inside. 
 
    “All right fine, don’t tell me your name, but at least let me try to patch up your wounds.” Her voice was muffled through the door, but she was certain he could understand her. 
 
    The door remained shut fast. 
 
    She sighed with exasperation. “I’m only trying to help,” she complained. At last, though, she surrendered. For now. The young man waited as Aissla walked through the house, crossed over the pile of logs, and then vacated. 
 
    He opened the door and entered, turning to lock it shut behind him in case she opted to sneak in the back. He then closed the front door, locking himself inside. The piles of disturbed wood lay scattered on the floor. Without even a groan of annoyance, he bent to his task of resetting the stacks, one finely cut log after another. 
 
    It took him the rest of the afternoon to restore order to the chaos, and when he was satisfied with his work, he opened the front door and made his way to the Matron’s house. 
 
    Felluria greeted him with a nod as she had come to do as a sign of respect for his own silence. She eyed him carefully, trying to scrutinize him for some sign of his intentions here. But none of her previous inspections had revealed anything to her either. 
 
    “Food and bandages await in your quarters,” she said. “Aissla won’t trouble you again. Mind, she was only trying to be friendly. You should not count that against her.” 
 
    The young man turned and met her gaze for a moment, but he gave no indication of what he was thinking. A moment later he retired to his room, where he slowly ate the meal and then dressed his wounds. Had Aissla been spying on him then, she would have admitted that he seemed experienced at treating his wounds, as if he had done so before. 
 
    Light still filtered into the room, but it had been a busy day and he was very tired. He decided to let his weariness guide him and so he began his routine. Though the Matron’s house was kept immaculately clean, his room had a pile of sand in the corner. He had placed it there his first night, and he replaced it each night since until Felluria realized that he was bringing the sand in himself, and she told her helpers to leave the pile untouched. 
 
    He cupped the particles in his strong hands and spread them across the floor. Into the sand, he drew a large triangle, with the base facing him and the apex pointing away. Over and over again, he traced the shape with his hands, as if doing so would help him to make sense of it. For all its simplicity, the design confused him terribly. He ached when his hands moved over it sometimes. And other times he felt soothed by it. But every night now, he followed this routine until his eyes blurred from exhaustion and his body begged for him to sleep. 
 
    The triangle made no sense to him. But he knew it had meaning. Just, it had failed him. Now it was only a drawing, a pattern. He felt the grit of the sand beneath his fingers, waiting for that moment as his body grew more and more tired. That moment was fast approaching. 
 
    He made a dozen more passes over the sand, tracing the triangle religiously, his eyes heavy-lidded and his breathing becoming labored. His back ached, for he had been sitting this way for hours now. Then it happened, like it had happened every night since… then. 
 
    The sand firmed into bits of broken glass. His hands traveled through the shattered pieces, but instead of being cut by them, the glass bits popped and cracked and crashed into tiny pieces again, as if his fingers were mashing a vase to a fine powder. He passed his hands along the path again until the tinkling of broken glass filled his ears and then eventually faded away to silence. 
 
    And as the silence sated him, his body lost its battle against the weariness and he slumped upon the sand, drifting to sleep at last, lost in darkness. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 The Bard’s Prediction 
 
      
 
      
 
    Randler and Dariak left their friends behind in Marritosh, heading to the western edge of Hathreneir in search of Pyron, who had claimed the healing jade. They had traveled for a few days through the treacherous desert, battling all manner of creature on the way. Dariak made use of his spells, while Randler focused more on his bow. Having two ranged fighters in a team made some fights harder than others, but when the need arose, Randler pulled out his mace or some daggers while Dariak defended him magically. 
 
    “It wasn’t this bad before,” twenty-two-year-old Dariak commented one afternoon. 
 
    “What wasn’t?” asked the bard. 
 
    “The monsters. The mages in the towers kept the beasts at bay so we would only need minor protection. I wonder what happened over the past year for things to have degraded so drastically.” 
 
    Just two years older than the mage, Randler looked at the concern on Dariak’s face and it pained him. “I wish I knew, but I can only guess at it.” 
 
    “Take out your lute and let’s hear it, then.” 
 
    The cinnamon-haired bard chuckled and shook his head. “We’ve been attacked almost hourly every day so far, and you want me to stop and sing? Well, if you insist.” He reached back and withdrew his lute, tuning it with nimble fingers while Dariak set a few defensive spells around them in case they were attacked. 
 
      
 
    Days long ago, when this tale unfolds, we hear the fear of the weak. 
 
    They once were strong and their reach was long, 
 
    but now they flash in a streak. 
 
    Fear guides them now like ne’er before, and soon they will all lose heart. 
 
    Once they were strong. Now they all just fall away. 
 
    Their leader has passed. So they do not have a guide. 
 
    Each one is lost. And so they try to hide. 
 
    They don’t belong. Now there’s panic every day. 
 
      
 
    Mages united under Delminor, a man whom many esteemed. 
 
    He was wise and brave and kind 
 
    but some just saw him as meek. 
 
    Obeying his king, he worked for war, though the mage only sought peace. 
 
    Once they were strong. But they pushed the mage away. 
 
    Their leader has passed. Because they pushed him aside. 
 
    Each one is lost. They were swept up by the tide. 
 
    They don’t belong. For they fear pain every day. 
 
      
 
    Delminor’s heir ventured from the land, seeking his father’s path. 
 
    He gathered jades and he hoped one day 
 
    to unite them to end the wars. 
 
    Yet when he left, so did the path, and the other mages fell astride. 
 
    Once they were strong. But they now worked all alone. 
 
    Their leader has passed. For they do not accept his claim. 
 
    Each one is lost. And so their fates will be the same. 
 
    They don’t belong. With only magic skills to hone. 
 
      
 
    With their pride so turned inside, they no longer save the land. 
 
    Now they pursue their own desires 
 
    which weakens them all the more. 
 
    Without a leader to guide them forth, soon they will all be gone. 
 
    Once they were strong. Now the beasts take o’er the land. 
 
    Their leader has passed. And they wish none at their side. 
 
    Each one is lost. Until each one of them has died. 
 
    They don’t belong. For no one now guides their hand. 
 
      
 
    These are the trials that exist to us, as we seek to end all wars. 
 
    How do we lead the rest of those 
 
    who would rather decay and fall? 
 
    Our journey must complete with success, so you can gain your honor. 
 
    Once they were strong. And they soon will be again. 
 
    Their leader has passed. You will rise up in his place. 
 
    Each one is lost. To be found soon by your grace. 
 
    They don’t belong. You’ll give purpose to these men. 
 
      
 
    And in the end, they will come together, bound as one, ending war. 
 
      
 
    Randler played a few final notes and then set his lute aside, looking at Dariak for his reaction. He was making a few assumptions in his tale, like the mages turning away from unity and therefore allowing the beasts to overtake the land, but it seemed reasonable to him. 
 
    Dariak seemed to agree. He pulled Randler into a strong embrace and kissed him. “You give me hope,” he said. “Hope that I really can focus the mages toward other endeavors, so we can end the fighting once and for all.” 
 
    Randler stared into Dariak’s azure eyes. “I believe in you, my love. Once you have reunited the jades, you will find the way to utilize the power to bring everyone together. It was a chance lost to your father because his duty was to his king. I believe if he had been able to explore the jades properly and not use them in the War of the Colossus, then things would be very different today.” 
 
    Dariak just smiled, not knowing what to say. 
 
    Randler started grinning at the look on the mage’s face. “The only regret I would have if Delminor had succeeded, is that I wouldn’t have met you.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Dariak replied, running a hand through his jet-black hair. “We would have won over the kingdom and you would have come to craft a tale of our accomplishments. And like that time in the bakery where I met you, I would have been yours immediately.” 
 
    Randler blushed and kissed Dariak. “I sang that melody to you before.” 
 
    Dariak remembered. “Yes. At the Rooster’s Bane in Kaison. You sang of the Forgotten Tribe instead though. But I did remember the tune.” 
 
    “This story isn’t so different, actually. That’s why I chose that music.” 
 
    Dariak considered as they continued walking westward. “In the Forgotten Tribe, you tell of King Kallisor and Lady Hathreneir who fell in love, had dreams of building a new land together, and then tore each other apart because of their differences.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “And when the king and queen were no longer united, their two nations turned against each other in war. Fight after fight, for all the years since.” 
 
    Randler nodded and let Dariak continue. 
 
    “My father was a prominent mage and researcher for Hathreneir. Many spells came from his own crafting, and he inspired others to do the same. But his work ended in failure. He could not defend the king and he lost the jades in the process. He was lost to the mages and they started following their own ways.” 
 
    “That’s what I think has been happening, Dariak,” Randler agreed. 
 
    “But the mages I knew growing up were kind to me. I was even admitted to the Mage Council when I was nineteen. It was a good couple of years. How did it all go awry in the one year I spent in Kallisor?” 
 
    “I think the seeds of decay were already there. You had adversaries, didn’t you?” the bard asked. “But people kept their agendas hidden from you, perhaps in case you were as powerful as your father, or worse, more powerful. They feared you, I think. But once you were gone, they no longer needed to put on airs. Things can change rapidly when people are motivated to change them.” 
 
    Dariak grunted. “I never should have left Hathreneir.” 
 
    Randler placed his arm around the mage’s shoulders. “I think that only would have delayed the process, and then it would have hurt you more when it did happen. Dariak, I heard a lot of things in Magehaven. These beliefs weren’t new to most of them. They were just unspoken.” 
 
    “Even Pyron, who had been a mentor of mine, now has turned against me. You must be right, Randler. Though, it’d be easier if it was some sort of spell gone awry: I’d find the counterspell and fix everyone.” 
 
    Randler chuckled. “I thought there was no magic to alter a person’s mind?” 
 
    “True. There isn’t.” Then he hesitated and made a concession. “Except for that skill of Kitalla’s. She can influence people with the energies she draws upon in her dances. I wonder why?” 
 
    “You’d never heard of that before?” 
 
    “No. Have you?” 
 
    The bard thought for a time as they walked, but then he shrugged. “There are tales of people who charm others to do their bidding, but it’s usually some type of charisma, respect, or fear that changes the followers. Who knows if there is real magic behind it, but I think you mages would have heard stronger whispers about it if it were true. Certainly my mother would have mentioned something,” he added wryly. 
 
    “Ah, Sharice,” Dariak bobbed his head slowly, remembering the vicious battle he’d had against her in Randler’s basement. It was there he had fully channeled the lightning jade and turned into a bolt of energy, which itself nearly killed him. “I wonder if she will come around some day.” 
 
    “To your line of thinking?” Randler asked. “She may. That is, if you’re able to out-battle her in the future too.” 
 
    “Relieving the restrictions on mages in Kallisor would help as well, I’d wager.” 
 
    “Yes, I think so. Though, she does enjoy her time in the underground. It makes her feel part of something special. Still, though, freedom for your kind should be allowed.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Dariak smiled, placing another kiss on Randler’s cheek. 
 
    Randler grabbed Dariak and stared into his eyes. “Dariak, you know I really mean that, don’t you? I don’t say it lightly.” 
 
    The mage nodded gently. “I remember. Your original quest was to gather the jades and bury them away somewhere so no one could ever find them or use them.” 
 
    The bard nodded. “At first, you convinced me that it was folly because others would eventually find them and I was just putting off something inevitable. But I came to realize who you are and what you stand for, Dariak. It’s what I fell in love with. It’s why I’m here now.” 
 
    “Randler—” 
 
    “But I’m still worried at times,” the bard cut in. “Like in that battle against my mother, and again in Magehaven. Those times where you ‘are’ the jade and become a manifestation of its energy.” 
 
    “I have recovered each time.” 
 
    “Yes, but I don’t want that to become part of who you are. I want you to remain Dariak, not some tool of the jades, carrying out their whims.” 
 
    “It isn’t like that, Randler. The jades are protecting me at those times.” 
 
    The bard shook his head. “It goes too far when you lose yourself, though. I want you to remember to be here. Not to give yourself over like that. I don’t want to lose you.” 
 
    “You won’t,” the mage promised. 
 
    “But those two times, I almost did lose you.” 
 
    “There… was a third,” Dariak confessed hesitantly. He hadn’t told Randler about it because it had happened before the bard had joined them in Pindington. “I was escaping Kaison with Kitalla and Gabrion,” he explained. “The healers were gathered together, launching spells at me and attacking with maces. I had no defenses, but the water jade called out to me. I had just claimed it from the museum, so I didn’t know much of its power. But I became a sort of manifestation of water, and the maces passed right through me. 
 
    “I never really thought about that spell much and it never occurred to me again after that. But like the lightning and metal jades, I can’t summon that power on my own. It activates when my life is in dire need. And once the healers were finished attacking, I was so exhausted I collapsed. It didn’t take as much time to recover from that experience as the others, but I didn’t turn into a complete ball of water; I became the consistency of one.” 
 
    Randler listened carefully and gently bit his lip when Dariak was finished. “We’ve known all along that the jades resonate with you, but for whatever reason they are able to affect your body completely. Dariak, I beg of you to be careful.” 
 
    “I know. And I try. Believe me, those stints as lightning and metal were not fun once it was over. And during the process, sure I felt great surges of power, but I had such little control that I wouldn’t want to do those things on purpose.” 
 
    “That’s mostly what I wanted to hear. I’m just worried; that’s all.” 
 
    “I know. And now that we’re talking about it, there is something else that worries me.” 
 
    Randler raised his brow. “Oh?” 
 
    “Pyron. What if the healing jade reacts to him as the other jades have reacted to me? What if he becomes healing energy? I have no idea how to stop him if he can heal any wound instantly. How can we defeat him if he is healing?” 
 
    “I have no idea, but we don’t really understand how far along his resonance is with the jade, do we? Dariak, you were oblivious when we pulled you from the tower. You might be able to see something we couldn’t. You’ll find a way through, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Dariak allowed himself to chuckle, though his fears weighed on him and he didn’t actually feel like laughing. “Well, you did predict that I would be leading the mages one day.” 
 
    “That I did, Dariak. That I did.” 
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 In Pursuit 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kitalla combed her fingers through her long, dark hair wondering vaguely if the sun overhead would add highlights or leave her untouched. She pulled the long strands together and examined them, but they were as dark as always. She shrugged, not particularly caring about it. It just meant that some day when her hair showed signs of gray, she wouldn’t be able to blame it on the sun. 
 
    She looked back over her shoulder toward Marritosh, though she had been traveling a while already and the town was gone from sight. Part of her wanted to remain there and work with the fighters, training and honing their skills. The endless parade of willing combatants was exciting, and knowing they wouldn’t purposely kill her helped make it a little more of a challenge, for she had to restrain herself. She also reveled in her own stamina and the fact that she could better half a dozen young men before needing to rest herself. 
 
    Thoughts of pride in herself always tore her in two and she tried not to dwell on it for long. As a teen, she had failed to protect her family, but ten years later as a woman, she survived countless torments. She allowed her mind to focus on her horrific time in Grenthar’s domain, where the psychotic rogue set up numerous traps and then released her to defeat them. Spikes, flames, and barbs of poison were but a few of the tortures she had avoided. And after each run, a team of healers worked to restore her strength so she could be put to trial again. She wondered where her bullheaded perseverance had come from. 
 
    It was penance, she realized suddenly. It hadn’t made sense to her before where she found the strength and courage to push through the tortures time and again. She hadn’t understood what inner motivation had nudged her to live despite the desire for it all to be over. The endless cuts and bruises, even the time her arm was shattered by a falling stone slab; Grenthar had put her through such a gauntlet that it would always be a part of her. 
 
    After recovering from those trials, she had thought that Grenthar had brought out her inner strength. But then she and her friends were trapped in the magical Trials at Magehaven, and the power of the healing jade had caused her to face her true pain, and though she didn’t want to dwell on the horrific losses of her mother, lover, and unborn child, she knew that her failure to protect them gave her strength now. Now, she had the power to overcome all tribulations. 
 
    It was a blessing and curse, though, she mused as she looked across the sand and saw movement among the shimmer visions in the distance—apparently the creatures were awakening from their noontime slumber. Kitalla was blessed because her agility and stamina were incredible compared to most people around her. But she was cursed because she couldn’t remain idle for long without a burning need to battle something. 
 
    Turning her attention back to the distant movement, Kitalla pitched forward slightly and entered a solid jog, determined to work out some of her energy on a good scuffle, whether the beasts wanted it or not. 
 
    The sand shifted before her, revealing several sandorpions. The large, scorpion-like creatures sensed her approach and turned to meet her, poisonous tails raised overhead in the hopes of a quick strike. 
 
    They didn’t know Kitalla. 
 
    The one-time thief leaped into the air and came down in a roll, dodging three lancing tails and bowling into a fourth sandorpion, knocking it onto its side. The large beast squealed and its limbs flailed about as it tried to right itself. The five other sandorpions responded angrily, as pincers started clicking together in anticipation. Kitalla was already on her feet again, daggers in hand, pouncing onto the hard shell of one of the creatures. Another sandorpion struck at her, but Kitalla pounced into the air and let the tail strike into her ride’s spine. A second keening wail filled the air. 
 
    Kitalla didn’t remain idle, especially as other sandorpions in the vicinity heard the pained cries of their brethren and turned to join the fray. The rogue didn’t care. She dove low under a sweeping tail and rolled to the side to avoid another’s set of pincers. She brought her dagger up into one beast’s jaw and cracked a fang to pieces. The bones fell and Kitalla avoided touching the blood, for some sandorpions carried a blood poison that was fatal to humans. 
 
    The wounded sandorpion thrashed around and Kitalla grinned when she saw the beast inadvertently topple two of the others. She didn’t hesitate, though, leaping forward and bringing a dagger down between the monster’s eyes, killing it instantly. Its body collapsed heavily to the sand. 
 
    Two of the other sandorpions hissed in rage, tapping their lower feet in warning. Kitalla sized them up and determined that these two were some sort of leaders of the rest. The other sandorpions responded to the tapping sound by mimicking it and swaying side to side. With ten more of the creatures nearby, now swaying in synchronization with each other, Kitalla felt unnerved. 
 
    Her answer was not to leap and attack but instead to join their dance. She reached out her hands and pulled them close, trying to feel a sense of calm that belied her predicament. The sandorpions moved faster and faster, and Kitalla knew instinctively that in a few moments, they would pounce all at once and she wouldn’t likely escape. 
 
    So instead, she dropped to the sand and reached her arms out in front of her, snapping her fingers in the same fashion the creatures were clacking their pincers. She raised her left leg up, supported by her right leg, and bent the knee, then tried to sway it left and right in a slight arc, mimicking the sandorpions’ tails. She used her breath to try to keep her thoughts calm and to reach for the energies in the air around her. Kitalla was no mage, but her unique dance skill called to the energies as if she were. She pulled them into focus, keeping the rhythm going and trying to forget that most creatures did not fall prey to her illusions. 
 
    She targeted one of the two leaders and ignored the minions. Outward she sent her thoughts, creating an image of herself off to the side, while mentally concealing herself under the likeness of a small sandorpion. She had only moments to hold the image before the beating feet double-stomped the sand and the rush took place. 
 
    Kitalla had to hold the image and the motions carefully, for once she released them, so went the energies she was channeling. It was the greatest weakness of her skill because she was completely vulnerable while maintaining any sort of dance posture. She had joined Dariak’s quest over a year before, hoping he could train her to extend her abilities and to give herself offensive power with the dances. She had only succeeded in briefly spewing small bits of fire and once turning herself into the semblance of a metallic porcupus, but then they hadn’t had much time to explore her unusual gifts on the journey. 
 
    With a thunderous reverberation, the sandorpions sprinted ahead and Kitalla heard a crash, reminiscent of stone grinding against stone. She rolled to the side to escape a sandorpion whose body had been upended by its fellows. Apparently, she had chosen her target well and the leader had more intellect than the minions, for it was duped into attacking its own mate. 
 
    Daggers flew from her hands, striking two sandorpions in the eyes, and as she pulled more knives from her boots, she rolled and then pounced onto the leader itself. The other sandorpions turned and slashed at them both and the leader screamed, trying to regain control of the other creatures. However, the minions had followed its command to attack and kill the first leader and now a sort of mutiny arose. Kitalla felt the sandorpion trembling in fear beneath her and she realized it was time to flee. 
 
    She waited for the first creature to strike, then she leaped backwards off the sandorpion and sprinted away, breathing heavily. She risked a glance over her shoulder and saw the smaller creatures ganging up on the larger one, tearing it viciously apart. There was no telling what the rest of the creatures would do once they had finished their task, and Kitalla decided that she didn’t need to kill all of them right then. It was good, perhaps, that the lesser sandorpions were rather stupid, else they might have saved their revenge for after taking care of the human. 
 
    When she was a safe distance away, Kitalla crouched and dug a shallow hole, after which she crawled in and covered herself, keeping a scrap of cloth over her head so she would have some air. The people of Marritosh had dealt with the sand creatures before and they had instructed the visiting Kallisorians how to disguise themselves from the predators temporarily. Her scent could still give her away, but being under the ground would keep them from seeing her, and many of the sun-dwelling creatures relied on keen sight for verification. 
 
    She rested for nearly an hour before deciding it was time to continue onward. Sitting up, Kitalla looked around for signs of movement, but saw none, save the natural shimmer visions of the hot afternoon. As trained, she watched those visions carefully to ensure they wavered symmetrically without breaking. A disrupted pattern would indicate more beasts. 
 
    Kitalla reached into her pockets and withdrew the fire and metal jades. She set them on the sand in front of her and gently placed one hand on each. She couldn’t feel much vibration from them, so she pivoted around slowly until the metal jade shook with a minor tremor. She turned a little more until the fire jade also twitched, ever so slightly. She pushed the jades gently into the sand and then released them, after which she reached her hands forward and carved two lines forward in the sand. After reclaiming the jades, she closed her eyes and held them out before her, letting the energies course through her the best she could. Pivoting slowly once more, she confirmed the first set of readings to ensure they weren’t aberrant. Because the tremors aligned with the first set of marks she had made in the sand, she knew the right way to go. After a few sips on her waterskin, she was off to continue her search. 
 
    It was a lonely journey, and she did her best to keep her thoughts focused on her goal. She needed to find Gabrion and learn what had transpired with the warrior to make him run off from the others. Kitalla wondered if he had learned of Mira’s whereabouts and went off in a mad rage to find her. She chuckled at the thought of him running rampant, arms flailing over his head, calling out Mira’s name. 
 
    But then she stopped chuckling, for she felt a pang in her chest. It wasn’t a physical pain, but she checked herself anyway for a wound. No, it was a pain inside of her; an emotion she thought she had banished from her soul ages ago. She cursed the healing jade and the mages of the tower who had used its power to draw out her innermost memories. 
 
    Yet those weren’t the aches she felt now, she realized. It wasn’t the past plaguing her, but the present. It was Gabrion. No, not specifically him, she amended. His quest for Mira. The pain lanced through her again and she nodded. She hated to admit it to herself, but she was jealous. 
 
    During their time together, Kitalla had pandered Gabrion every time he spoke of his love for Mira. She scoffed at him, saying it was absurd to cling to the girl so fiercely. He needed to sharpen his skills, not pine after some childhood sweetheart. And as they had quested together, Gabrion’s nobility was always present. He fought when his life was in danger but he did not kill needlessly. He strove to always find his beloved and to save her, regardless of the personal cost. 
 
    Kitalla hated Mira for it. Not because the girl had been captured or that she needed to be saved. Not because she and Gabrion had grown up together. Not even because Mira had Gabrion’s heart. 
 
    Kitalla hated her because no one had ever given everything for her. Sure Joral had risked his future as a nobleman by running off with her when they were so young. But he hadn’t been able to protect her the way Gabrion sought to rescue Mira. Joral had run away with her, but he had died, unable to defend her or her mother. Gabrion hadn’t died. No, after all this time his quest still went on strong. 
 
    No one had seen Gabrion since he had run into Castle Hathreneir, but Kitalla knew he was alive because a spirit as pure as his would never die until his quest was over. And the jades guided her toward the north, toward him, the protector. 
 
    Kitalla screamed suddenly and dropped. She felt broken and unable to control her thoughts. She was supposed to be the most disciplined among the group, not prone to these emotional pains. It frustrated her greatly to not only feel jealously of Mira, but to be contemplating its source. She was never one to dwell on such things, and she wasn’t happy to do so now. Pounding her hands into the sand did nothing to sate her angst, so she stood back up and ran. 
 
    Her body ached with the effort after a time, but she pushed herself harder and harder, pumping her arms to keep in counter-balance with her feet. She welcomed the fiery pain running up her legs and back and used it to push herself onward even further. She was stronger than the silly emotions that were coursing through her. No one would see her weakened from mere thoughts. 
 
    It didn’t matter that no one was nearby. It was pride kicking in again, and she reached for it, remembering Grenthar’s domain and claiming the metal jade at long last, using its power instinctively to slay her captor. Her dagger had grown in size and lashed out like a whip, cutting down her terrible foe and freeing her at last from her torment. 
 
    Yes, freedom. She felt it now. Around her, the world seemed suddenly open and vast. The desert spread out before her and begged her to travel its surface. The sun was falling from the sky and Kitalla knew the night would be upon her soon. She pushed harder, ignoring the growing agony in her body. Somewhere in her mind she knew she needed to stop running and build herself a quick shelter before she was too exhausted to protect herself. But her body had never failed her when she needed it. She would run to the end of the kingdom if she needed to, but her thoughts would plague her no longer. 
 
    But run as she might, she could not escape them. Jealousy burned in her breast, mocking her. She didn’t know how to turn it into a power for her own use. It bore her down, weakening her and bringing back that empty ache of loneliness. Her throat clenched from the tension. Running was of no use any more and her legs gave way, dropping her harshly to the sand. 
 
    Kitalla smacked down and crumpled in a heap and—though she fought against it as much as she could—she wept deeply, her body wracked with pain and not from her fall. Her sobs echoed solemnly as the sun dipped out of the sky, deserting her like everyone she had ever loved. 
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 Ervinor’s Army 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come on, now. Time to wake up, Ervie,” said Lica, a middle-aged woman from Kallisor, whose magic skills had tagged her an outsider as a child. She had joined the Mage Underground at the age of fifteen, where she teamed up with Quereth and later Frast, and she had been working with them ever since. “It’s already midday and the troops need their general.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” Ervinor complained. 
 
    “As long as you make me play the role of mother, then I’ll call you whatever pet names I want.” She pulled open the curtain to let the sunlight in and hovered by the door to ensure he was going to get out of bed. 
 
    “Thanks, ma!” he called out playfully as she closed the door behind her. 
 
    It was never easy for Ervinor to rise out of bed. His body was so different since he had lost his right arm when he had pushed Quereth out of the way of a falling ax in Castle Hathreneir. Everything was harder to do and it still felt as if the arm was there, ready to help him move the sheet aside and allow him to push himself up. But no, it was gone, and every time he awoke he had to remind himself that this was his new norm. 
 
    He sat up and turned his body, setting his feet on the floor, after which he spent some time stretching and getting ready for the day. Lica had teased him, both with a nickname and with a title. There were about a hundred men and women who were unofficially under his command, gathered together for the united goals of Dariak, Randler, Gabrion, and Kitalla. During his time in Marritosh with the warriors and mages, Ervinor’s own passionate leadership had drawn the eyes of the people in the town. Though it was a Hathren town, the people banded together with the Kallisorians, with the hope of bringing about an end to the constant wars. 
 
    In a sense, he was indeed their general, even though, at twenty-three, he was young for the job and didn’t exactly look the part, especially now that he was missing an arm. One of the town elders had told him that he possessed an old soul and a wise spirit and that’s why he was born to lead these others, especially while the companions were away. Ervinor didn’t see it as a burden, just something that needed to be done. He had served for a couple of years under Ordren in Pindington, so he had a sense of how to lead them. Although he sometimes thought his experiences with his siblings had been better preparation. 
 
    He reached over to scratch his right arm, then realized belatedly that he didn’t have an arm there anymore. The healers had stopped the major pains, but they had only prescribed time to heal the itching sensations. Already a month had passed. He wished they had been able to give him another arm instead of empty promises. 
 
    He grunted at himself for his thoughts. Kitalla would draw her daggers and battle him right then and there at the start of a good wallowing. That is, if she were around. But no, his friends were off on their own quests at the moment, each for good reason, but he was stuck here instead because of his missing arm. 
 
    As he considered it, though, he wondered what he would have done if he hadn’t been injured. He could have either gone off with Kitalla to find Gabrion or with Dariak and Randler to seek the healing jade. But that would have left the army without a leader, unless they divided it into two, or— 
 
    He stopped himself, knowing it was pointless to debate it with himself. Most likely, he admitted, he would still be here in Marritosh, fortifying the town’s defenses, training the army, and ensuring that when the others returned, they would be ready to march on to their true goal. 
 
    With that, he stood up at last, teetering a little to the side with his new center of gravity. It would take some getting used to, he reminded himself. He knew he had dallied long enough; if he didn’t dress and fetch food soon, Lica would come back and really let him have it. 
 
    Marritosh was unique from other places he had been to because it had four elders who oversaw the events in the area, instead of only one. They worked together in a close-knit team and rarely disagreed when it came to major decisions. Ervinor had grown closest to Herchig, an eccentric old warrior who belabored everyone with long-winded tales, whose meanings always related but were sometimes hard to find. The respect between them was mutual and after Ervinor’s dread injury, the old man and his wife, Nessaria, had taken it upon themselves to craft something special for the young soldier. They had waited until the day after the companions’ departures to present it to him. 
 
    Ervinor went to the special armor now. It was a set of leather leggings and tunic, hand-crafted for his unique situation. He started by pulling on the leggings and tugging a special drawstring with his arm and looping it through a ring until they were snugly secured. He didn’t have to fumble with tying the drawstring or buckling the belt, for the simple mechanism worked perfectly. 
 
    The tunic was more complex in design but easy enough to put on. He pulled the darkened leather over his head and slipped his arm through the elbow-length sleeve. But there was a lot more to the design than having one sleeve removed and closed off. Wound around the leather was a greenish corded strap that served a number of purposes. Along the right side, the straps linked through small ringlets, each of which could carry a dagger. The handles would face forward, which would have been a terrible hindrance for his right arm. 
 
    The straps continued onto the back and wound upward diagonally from his right hip to his left shoulder. Inside the straps, Herchig had fastened in a scabbard, which would allow Ervinor to draw his sword over his shoulder for a quick strike. He still struggled with sheathing the blade safely, but Herchig had assured him he would figure it out soon enough. 
 
    The emerald-hued strap continued downward across his chest, meeting again in the metal loop at his right hip. The chest strap was flatter than the rest, and had small holes cut inside, where Ervinor could store poison-tipped blowdarts. Each dart slipped in at a downward angle, the tip hidden inside a folded layer of the strap. Herchig had ensured him that he wouldn’t accidentally stab himself with the darts, for the leather was secured against punctures. 
 
    The green strap then made one last weave across his belly to a metal loop on his left hip, where he could tie in the leggings if he needed to wade in water or some such thing. But the tunic had one more function that Herchig and Nessaria had included just for him. 
 
    “Now that there is a unique piece of armor,” Herchig had announced proudly. “Shielded against magic, and all these places for weapons, which you can easily get to with your left hand. Took a bit of forethought to get it all worked out, but when there’s an important thing that needs doing, you buckle on down and figure it out. Why, when Nessaria and I got married, you should have seen her! The detail gone into setting up her hair; even the wind knew not to blow it out of whack. And all the work that went in to putting that wedding dress together. An army’s worth of work. Sewn by her own hands, no less. Family tradition, she said, and not that it was a tradition in her family for the bride to make her own dress, but that she was starting one. 
 
    “But that there tunic will keep you well protected, I’ll tell you. Daggers, swords, poison darts, and that’s not all. Now I know you’re not one for the darts, but you’ve got to be able to defend yourself, and that’s just what Nessaria and I were trying to do. Now maybe some poor fool will come at you, thinking you’re some disfigured beggar, but not so in my armor. No way. See, even if you lose your sword and your daggers are stolen and you run out of darts, there’s one more trick to that tunic. That green cord there, wrapped all around yourself. Well, if you’re in a real bind, it’s detachable and you can use it as a rope or a whip if you need it. But I daresay don’t be trying it unless you’re desperate because it’ll be a trick to get it back in place. 
 
    “Got to give Nessaria credit for that little addition, I have to admit. It was an idea she had when she was just a lass, really. That wedding dress I was telling you about? Well, she worked in a strap like that one there and—well, I’m not very well going to tell you how we made use of it,” he had ended with a wink. 
 
    Once Ervinor was fully suited up, loaded with weapons, he strode out into the fresh noontime air. Walking through town brought mixed emotions. Most of the faces were those of fighters he had traveled with since he had left Pindington with Ordren’s group. Some, though, wore pitied frowns meant to express their sorrow for the loss of his arm. As if he needed constant reminders. 
 
    He made his way through the streets toward the edge of town where scents from the best bakery around called to him. As he approached, he noticed that it was a popular spot today and there was quite a crowd milling about, enjoying various breads and cakes. He was glad for the crowd because it meant Dellina, the baker’s daughter, would be too busy to spend much time with him. She had doted on him during his first visit to town, but after his injury, her attentions had turned more toward smothering. 
 
    “Ervinor!” her voice called above the din of customers. “Come sit!” she offered, turning to a soldier and abruptly asking him to move. “We’ve got a great selection of sweet rolls and jelly cakes today. There are some coming out of the oven in a moment; we’ve been so busy today! I’ll bring you one; do you want juice with it or water?” 
 
    “Thanks, Dellina,” he said, not even hearing her question. Before he sat down, he stepped over to the soldier who had been ousted from his seat. “Carrus, you don’t need to get up for me. Sit back down.” 
 
    The soldier was a decent-looking fellow, about twelve years older than Ervinor. He saluted with a callused hand and replied, “Thank you, sir, but I’m finished; the seat is yours.” 
 
    “You’re sure? I can certainly wait.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, I’m sure.” He waited until Ervinor took the seat. “Sir, may I say something?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Sir, I served under King Kallisor for over half my life. I spent a number of years in the stables. I trained and worked to earn a place in the king’s army. I spent about two years in his personal guard before asking for reassignment to a patrol group. In all that time, sir, he never once addressed me by name as if I was a real person.” 
 
    “Of course you’re a person!” Ervinor sputtered in disbelief. 
 
    “Yes, sir. Thank you. There were many reasons I left my home to join this venture and several reasons I’ve stayed despite the odds. You’ve gotten to know us all. We’re men and women to you, not mere pieces to be moved around. I hate to be one of the gawkers, sir, because I know you’ve suffered a great loss in your arm. But that act alone shows me and all of us that you’re the man we’re here to follow.” 
 
    Ervinor didn’t know what to say. He eyed the man suspiciously for a moment and then asked, “Did Herchig put you up to this?” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    Ervinor realized his mistake. “No, Carrus, I’m sorry. Thank you for your kindness. It means a lot to me. How is Jarrul—” 
 
    “Here you are,” Dellina swept in with a tray for Ervinor. She gave an impatient look at Carrus as she set it down and then hovered. 
 
    “He is fine, sir. If you’ll excuse me,” and with that, Carrus left. 
 
    “He didn’t give you a hard time about the seat, did he? After all, you’re like their leader, aren’t you? I shouldn’t even have to ask anyone to get up so you can get some food, now should I?” 
 
    “It wasn’t—” 
 
    “Well it better not be or else I’ll start charging him double if he wants to sit while he eats. Here, eat up, you haven’t even tried anything yet.” 
 
    Ervinor found her incessant rambling to be highly irritating. She was only sixteen and hadn’t yet figured out when to keep her mouth shut, but when he took a bite of the first pastry, he remembered well why he put up with her at all. The raspberry tart was warm and buttery and made of the freshest fruit he had ever tasted. There was a light cinnamon flavor wrapped into the pastry that made it impossible to put down for even a moment. 
 
    Meanwhile, Dellina was prattling on. “Today’s the last day for the raspberries, I’d wager, with everyone coming in for them. We always have to grow them out of season because it’s so hot all the time so winter’s the best time to grow them here, but the rest of the time we import—” 
 
    It happened all so fast, Ervinor didn’t register it at first. A loud crash sounded and an enormous fireball exploded not far away, scattering debris everywhere. Part of a wooden crate flew through the air and impaled Dellina, catching her through the back, and putting an end to her babbling forever. Blood drizzled from her mouth as her body collapsed. 
 
    After a moment, Ervinor shouted, “To arms!” He jumped up from his seat and ran toward the impact site of the fireball. Looking overhead, he could see more spells on the way. “Take cover! Quickly!” he yelled, diving toward the nearest house and crouching in the doorway. 
 
    Four concussive blasts shook the ground and debris rained through the streets. Ervinor ran and surveyed the damage. Two homes had been crushed under the spellfire, but he couldn’t tell if there were any other casualties. Lightning flared against the blue sky and confirmed that they were under attack. 
 
    Soldiers gathered around him, awaiting orders. “Assemble teams Sparrow, Eagle, and Raven,” he called. “We’re going to need the mages today. Hurry!” 
 
    Ervinor ran ahead to find the source of the offensive magic. The initial explosion could have been an errant mage’s spell gone awry, but the ensuing blasts signaled much more. He struggled to maintain his balance as he ran, often crashing into unsuspecting villagers who were fleeing in the opposite direction. 
 
    “What do you see ahead?” he tried asking, but no one wanted to pause for questions. 
 
    He wasn’t alone on his run. Carrus and a few other soldiers joined him on his mad dash to the trouble. “Sir, let me take point,” the warrior offered, keeping his sword sheathed until they were closer to the mages. Without waiting for a reply, he jogged ahead and cleared a path through the townspeople. 
 
    It wasn’t long before they reached the source of the trouble, for the bakery itself was close to the western edge of Marritosh. There, about fifty mages were storming in, arms swinging wildly with an angry fire in their eyes.” 
 
    “Spare no one!” cried one of the central mages. In teams of five, the mages gathered closer together. Three of those groups worked in tandem to create a magical barrier for defense, while the other groups channeled their strengths into destructive spells. Only one group remained inert, and Ervinor assumed they were healers, ready to tend to any wounded. 
 
    “Carrus, hold!” Ervinor shouted, and the warrior stopped suddenly, having drawn his sword, ready to charge in. 
 
    “Orders, sir?” 
 
    “There is little we can do, just the few of us. The mages will focus their attacks and obliterate us. Get the rest of the villagers out of here until reinforcements arrive.” 
 
    There weren’t many people left in the area, but a few of them either tried to protect their homes or cowered within them, terrified by the invasion. Three houses were completely demolished by the fireballs and it was only a matter of time before others followed suit. Eying the mages in the center of the invading force, Ervinor saw that some were directing their blasts blindly upward, not caring where the spells struck within the town. Angered, Ervinor pulled a dagger from his right side and launched it into the foes. 
 
    As expected, the mage barrier deflected the simple attack and the mages turned to focus on him as a new target. He had no real defenses against the mages, but if he could keep them from wildly launching spells at the innocent villagers, then it would be worth his efforts. 
 
    A bolt of searing blue lightning lashed out in his direction, barely missing him as he threw himself toward the ground. He rolled a few times and sprang to his feet, tumbling slightly to the side as he tried to right himself. He grabbed another dagger and held it at the ready, while trying to focus on one of the nearby mages who might send a spell at him next. He thought perhaps the defensive shield would drop briefly to allow their spells through. He did his best to time a shot with an angry younger mage whose dark eyes focused intently upon him. Ervinor had seen the mages in his own army cast fire spells enough times to know the motion that would release the blast. He waited for the hands to recoil to the mage’s chest before lashing outward at the intended target. Ervinor wound up and released his dagger. 
 
    His timing was accurate and the dagger crossed paths with the magical barrier, but his hopes were dashed, for only the energy-powered spell made it through, while his dagger hit the invisible wall and fell. He didn’t wait for too long before launching himself sideways to avoid the flames. Luckily, it was a fire dart spell and did not explode when it impacted the ground. 
 
    Two more homes were destroyed, one of them by a mage who channeled the power of the earth and caused its support beams to crack and tumble. The other was battered with a number of strong blasts of air until the walls were so weakened that the structure collapsed. Ervinor off-handedly remembered the damage that had been done to Marritosh by sandstorms, which his troops had spent some time trying to repair over the past two months. It seemed that after this ordeal, they would be put to the repair task again. 
 
    Ervinor brought his thoughts back to the fight, wondering how he would be able to break through a defensive shield that was powered by fifteen mages working in unison. It was a tall order for a fighter, and he feared the answer. 
 
    “Sir, everyone’s away,” Carrus called out, approaching swiftly. “Reinforcements are coming. We need to—” 
 
    Ervinor pounced and tackled the man, barely saving him from a spray of thorns released by two of the mages. Carrus reacted quickly and caught Ervinor, rolling him around so he would be able to stand up easily. 
 
    “There is nothing we can do without our mages,” Ervinor decided. “But we won’t die here. Keep alert!” 
 
    “Sir!” the soldier acknowledged. 
 
    Ervinor looked around for anything that would help, but only bits of stone and wood remained after the mages’ spells flared up. “Grab that debris and hurl it back at them!” he decided. 
 
    Ervinor, Carrus, and the other soldiers who had followed him there went swiftly to work. They grabbed anything that was manageable and heaved it toward the mages, hitting the barrier, but causing no harm. “Keep at it. We need them distracted.” 
 
    The tactic was working, for the defensive mages went into a deeper chant, their words echoing more loudly as they fought against the thrown materials. Four mages from the center stopped lobbing spells into the town and ran to the front line, adding their voices and steps to the defensive cadence. 
 
    Fire and lightning were the primary attacks, but a few mages threw in water spells as well, dousing the ground and zapping the puddles with electric shocks. Two defenders were caught in one such attack and collapsed. Soon, though, reinforcements arrived. 
 
    Lica and Frast each raced in with a contingent of at least twenty men and women, some of them mages. Immediately, the magic-users set up their own defenses and hurled spells back at the invading forces. 
 
    The team of mages had infiltrated into the town and were making steady, but slow, progress as Ervinor and the soldiers threw debris at them. Now, with the support of his own mages, Ervinor was determined to end this battle swiftly. 
 
    “Eagle squad, east side. Sparrows, south. Ravens, with me!” he shouted. Lica split off to the right, while Frast’s Sparrows dug in where they stood and entered a battle stance. The Raven squad hurried after Ervinor and threw protection spells around him, augmenting the defenses of his own armor. 
 
    “We need to break that shield,” he said to one of the mages among the Ravens. “What’s the best way to go about it?” 
 
    Gresh assessed the situation. “It won’t be easy with that many mages, sir. That team there is working in unison. But the more we hit that barrier, the harder they have to work to maintain it.” 
 
    Ervinor nodded; he was on the right track with the debris. He ordered the soldiers to continue lobbing everything they could find at the invisible wall. “Carrus!” he called. “I’m leaving you in charge here. Keep up the assault and if the barrier breaks, only then should the fighters charge in.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    Ervinor then sprinted off to Frast’s group. The mage was deep into a water spell, drawing vapor from the air and dropping it at the base of the magic shield. He looked up once he could. “We have to disrupt them,” he heaved, then he called over his shoulder to the other mages in Sparrow. “Ice spells, now!” 
 
    Six sets of ice darts flew overhead and pelted the wet surface, freezing it solid. The mages behind the barrier paid it little heed as they continued their methodical progress. They were moving so slowly and uniformly that it was unlikely that any of them would slip on the icy patch, but that wasn’t Frast’s intention. 
 
    “Earth, now!” He brought his own hands up and around, sweeping out to the sides, making fists, and then drawing his hands upward in front of his chest, almost like grabbing a massive tablecloth to wipe his chin. Ervinor glanced around; four other mages in the group were doing the same thing. “Ferishonok crallikos, norresh shai fathrinos, nok!” 
 
    Ervinor turned to watch the result, as the frozen earth erupted into millions of pieces, creating a shaky surface. The defensive mages lost their balance and, for a moment, the shield fell. 
 
    “Quickly!” Frast called. 
 
    “Charge!” Ervinor shouted, drawing his sword at last, running pell-mell toward the stumbling mages. Ten soldiers sprinted with him, as the Sparrow mages immediately began casting offensive spells. 
 
    The warriors broke through the defensive line, even as the mages swept their arms around to reinstate the field. Ervinor’s sword crashed haphazardly into one mage, and he used the momentum from the strike to pivot around and take down another. At close quarters, the mages were less confident, but some of them cared less about their comrades and simply launched their spells at the attackers, even if it hit their own allies. 
 
    Ervinor could see that members of all three groups had penetrated the barrier before it was restored. “Focus on the outer rim first,” he commanded, for taking down the wall permanently would allow the rest of the Marritosh defenders to assist. 
 
    Lica and Frast remained on the outside of the barrier but Carrus was inside, long sword swinging powerfully and with control. He had clearly earned his right to serve on the king’s personal guard, and Ervinor was grateful to have him along now. 
 
    The chaos around him was difficult for Ervinor, for his mind was still straining to keep him balanced as he lurched from one attack to the next. He turned one too many times, however, and his equilibrium left him as he collapsed, severely dizzy. It took a moment for him to regain himself, but in that time, two mages targeted him. 
 
    Carrus saw his plight and screamed a battle cry as he raced over to take one mage down, the fire spell shooting wide. Ervinor struggled to get out of the way of the second spell, and he knew he wouldn’t have time. He grabbed at his chest and flicked his arm out toward the mage, sending a poison dart flying through the air. It didn’t catch any vital organs, but the sting distracted the mage enough to disrupt the spell. Ervinor pushed himself to his feet, reclaimed his sword, and then turned to face the next foe. 
 
    The mages were starting to panic. Spells flared randomly and once the protective barrier fell a second time, they abandoned it altogether. The rest of the Marritosh fighters stormed in and the invaders were quelled soon after. 
 
    Ervinor was terribly weary from the battle. He was young and resilient but his body needed more time to recover before engaging in such scuffles. Still, he pushed himself to remain alert, making note of the wounded and checking that the prisoners were properly secured. 
 
    Lica and Frast double-checked the mage binds, ensuring the invaders wouldn’t be able to use any spells in the meantime. Then they reported to Ervinor. 
 
    “Not the attack we were expecting,” Lica said dourly. “But it looks like I woke you up in time.” 
 
    “Good thing, I guess. This isn’t a detachment from the king then?” 
 
    “No,” Frast answered. “That mage there,” he said, gesturing to a seething wizard with wild eyes, “is Farrenok, who openly opposed Dariak’s claim for the jades over at Magehaven.” 
 
    Lica chimed in, “We think they came here hoping to eradicate us for the damage we’ve done to their facility.” 
 
    Frast nodded. “It would make sense. We stole their beast jade, killed a number of their friends, and broke Dariak out of his imprisonment. It would have been easy for them to know where we were camping out; we never did try to hide it.” 
 
    Ervinor hadn’t been allowed into Magehaven, but he was aware of the events. “It is a shame they would open up and try to decimate this place because of us.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Lica sighed. “It seems that little upstart was the instigator though,” motioning back to Farrenok. “They were deferring to his leadership during the fight.” 
 
    “Then he’s the one we need to talk to,” Ervinor decided. “Send word to Herchig; I’d like him to suggest a place to hold this Farrenok. As for the others, corral them in one of these fallen houses. The villagers won’t like it, but these mages should have to see their destruction for a while. Have Eagle team stay with them.” 
 
    “Got it,” Lica acknowledged and moved off to follow the orders. 
 
    “Frast, you’re in charge of Farrenok.” He was going to say more but a wave of nausea swept over him and he grabbed Frast’s shoulder for support. 
 
    The mage responded with a quick healing spell. “Ervinor, you’ve got a few wounds, but it’s your other injury draining you right now. We’ll manage here; you go get yourself ready for Farrenok.” 
 
    “Some general I am,” he mocked himself. 
 
    Frast shook his head. “You got us all here in short order and you hit upon the best strategy to subdue them. No more arguing; get moving.” 
 
    Carrus saw Frast’s signal and he jogged over to take Ervinor away. “We did it, sir,” the soldier said proudly. “Hardly any casualties on our side, mostly a few people stunned or scraped.” 
 
    “Not many, but some,” Ervinor groaned. “And the villagers here were hit badly too.” 
 
    They made their way through the streets, passing a number of damaged sites. Each time, Ervinor and Carrus stopped to examine the situation, offering some help where they could, but it was Carrus’ goal to get Ervinor back home. 
 
    “There is little we can do now, sir.” 
 
    Ervinor didn’t care. These people needed help and he was just weary. He could push a little more. The villagers banded together and pulled debris away, freeing some people who were trapped, and others who had died. They passed the bakery where Dellina had been among the first victims of the attack. 
 
    The baker was sitting hunched in a chair, his establishment otherwise empty. Sobs wracked his body and Ervinor walked over to him and sat with the man. 
 
    “I told her,” Yerra cried, “that life as a baker was safe. That the worst she would ever face was a hot tray or an angry patron.” He blew his nose into a cloth and continued. “Never did I expect such a terrible thing. How could this have happened? Will it happen again? She was our oldest daughter. Our little princess. Oh, Dellina…” 
 
    There was nothing Ervinor could say but he remained there with Carrus a while until the baker asked them to go. They meandered through the streets, heading slowly back to Ervinor’s house. He was determined to assess the damage before returning, but his body had a different idea. After several massive dizzy spells, he eventually swooned. Carrus gently hoisted him in his arms and brought him home to rest. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 The Silent Woodsman 
 
      
 
      
 
    During his first couple of weeks, the task of felling trees, chopping wood, and stacking the logs in the woodshed had kept the woodsman physically busy and tired. He never spoke and the continued silence unnerved the villagers, not that he seemed to notice. 
 
    But the shed was now full and there was little to keep him occupied. He spent a good portion of the day trying to make minor repairs around the village when the people allowed him near their homes, but at the end of the day, he wasn’t tired at all. 
 
    Each night before bed he drew his triangle in his pile of sand, trying to understand where he had gone wrong. But his body yearned to be active, to wear itself out so he could sleep. Once it was clear that there were no more major tasks for him to do, his body started acting on its own. 
 
    Late each night he staggered out of the house in a dreamy daze. A few villagers who saw him didn’t notice a difference at first, for he never acknowledged their calls to him anyway. But he walked behind the Matron’s house and into the forest, then a short distance north to where the base of the mountain began. 
 
    All that the town heard at first were wild cries of massive pain. People awoke and looked out their windows for the source, fearing that the fighting had gotten so bad that the war had crept to this haven for the first time in a century. The cries echoed again and again, and those who listened beyond the screams heard a strange cracking noise. 
 
    Night after night this continued, and a few of the braver townspeople followed the silent woodsman to his place of torment, where they saw something horrifying. The young man pounded his fists into the side of the mountain, crying out someone’s name in a deep moaning keen. With each punch into the rock face, pieces broke away. 
 
    A crowd gathered outside the Matron’s house one morning when the woodsman’s bizarre actions continued unabated. “We must do something!” said a young mother. “My child is terrified!” 
 
    Felluria scoffed. “Your babe could use some toughening up, I say. No, I won’t have it. He hasn’t hurt anyone. He stays for now. Be off with you.” 
 
    “Matron!” 
 
    Rage flared in her eyes and her wrinkled mouth curled into a furious sneer. She stamped her foot on the ground and spat each word of her reply, emphasizing each syllable angrily. “I will not be questioned.” 
 
    The townspeople withered under her furious glare, fearing retribution if they lingered at her door any longer. She grabbed a nearby cane and cracked it against her house until the walking stick shattered as she worked out her rage. She then threw the pieces at the retreating crowd and clenched her fists tightly. 
 
    “Breathe, Felluria,” she sneered. “They’re only children, after all.” 
 
    She waited on her stoop for nearly a half hour until she stopped seething at the disrespect she felt she had received. The villagers kept out of her line of sight, which was challenging for those who lived closest to her. Seeing them scamper away helped improve her mood, though, and at last she turned to her house and went inside. 
 
    She was grateful no one was tending her at the moment, for she needed to be left alone a while, not unlike their silent visitor. He was in his room, determinedly drawing a triangle in the pile of sand he had brought with him. Sure, she was curious about this young man, but she wasn’t about to tell him to vacate because he was sleepwalking, even if he was somehow strong enough to chip away at a rock wall barehanded. 
 
    Besides, he had taken care of her wood problem in no time at all and without a single hint of complaint. She certainly wasn’t about to cast him away. As long as he didn’t hurt any of her children. 
 
    Some time later Aissla and Veldi arrived to cook for them. The two girls were solemn after the earlier events and they practically tiptoed around the house getting things ready. Felluria sat in a chair, eying them hawkishly for anything to berate them over. Despite their flighty affectations, they were attentive and they prepared a simple steak dinner, diced into small cubes, with a hearty chopped salad for accompaniment. A deep red wine was also served and once the girls plated the food, they left. 
 
    Felluria preferred it that way when she was in a snit. It gave her the option of eating right away or waiting, but tonight she had something else in mind. She brought the plates down to the woodsman’s room and she sat behind him on his bed after handing his plate to him. 
 
    “Not sure what’s going on in that blond head of yours, but some of it’s starting to leak out,” she said sourly, stabbing a steak cube with her fork and nudging it between her remaining teeth. “I know you’re not going to tell me anything but you’ve got no right not to listen to me. Understood?” 
 
    He lowered his head and took a deep breath, then he tucked into his food. 
 
    “Good,” she murmured after choking on a piece of lettuce and scowling at the rest of the salad. “I’ve been around a long time. You might have guessed.” Her tone was informational, not emotional in any way. “I look out for these people here. They’re my children. Well, good as, anyway.” She paused to wrestle around another piece of steak. 
 
    “You’ve frightened them,” she informed him. “And it leaves me with a decision to make on their behalf. I don’t like it any more than you, but you’re a real mystery here and you’ve amused me. But now I wonder what’s wrong with you.” 
 
    He looked up from his plate and turned his head to look at her, then he continued eating. 
 
    “Mm,” she grumbled. “I don’t think you’re dumb or anything, mind you. I can see the pain in your eyes. And now that you’re not chopping wood for me, you’re acting out, did you know that?” 
 
    He set his fork down and tilted his head. After a moment, he gently shook it side to side. 
 
    Felluria almost dropped her plate, for it was the most direct answer he had ever given her in six weeks. “Well, you’re dreaming something awful and, like a little kid, you’re dreamwalking out into the night. Right through the forest to the mountain, same place each time. And you’re pounding on the stone like an animal. None of this sounds familiar?” 
 
    He shook his head again, just barely. 
 
    “Figures,” she huffed. “You think I’m making it up, don’t you?” 
 
    He didn’t respond and she took that as affirmation. 
 
    “Well while you’re doing it, you’re wailing like some sick ursalor.” She chewed another piece of steak, making loud squelching sounds on purpose, her eyes focused on the back of his head. “You keep calling out a name, over and over, with each hit to the mountain. ‘Mira!’ ‘Mira!’” 
 
    The young man jumped to his feet and he backed away from her, bumping into the wall, his eyes flicking about wildly. His breathing came in heavy gasps and sweat beaded on his brow. 
 
    “Eh, you see? I’m not making it up, am I?” she said, pleased with herself. She stabbed into a piece of steak and then flung it at him. He didn’t even twitch as it smacked against his face. “See, there you go, being all daft again. Sit. Eat.” 
 
    She stared at him with her most petulant gaze until he acquiesced and finished his meal. When he was done, she merely took his plate and left him there with his sandy triangle. 
 
    “Well, that was productive,” she muttered to her herself as she slammed the dishes into the wash basin. Felluria went to the window and looked at the setting sun. She usually liked to have some tea around this time, but not tonight. The old woman walked by the woodsman’s room and refused to look in at him, merely passing by to reach her own quarters. There, she closed the door and set herself down for an early sleep. 
 
    A few hours later, she heard the echoing cry in the night and Felluria woke herself up, slapping her cheek until she was alert. She hadn’t been awake this late in years. The night was chilly, and with a mild curse under her breath, she gathered a thick shawl about her shoulders. Choosing a cane to accompany her, she carried herself out of the house to finally see what the young man was up to each night. 
 
    Some villagers were awake, too, despite the late hour, but no one dared ask the Matron her mission, nor did they offer to guide her to the wounded man. Guidance was unnecessary anyway, for his cries clearly drew her toward his location. A few people tiptoed safely behind her, keeping quite a distance, wondering what would happen. 
 
    Felluria hadn’t expected to be unnerved by what she saw, but the villagers hadn’t been exaggerating. The blond man stood there next to the wall. He cried out, “Mira!” with tremendous pain, then lunged toward the rock face and plunged his hands into the stone, breaking off numerous bits of debris. He pounded again and again, tirelessly, his throat growing more and more raw with each cry. 
 
    For all her inner coldness and bullheadedness, Felluria felt his anguish. He crushed the wall to snuff out some insidious pain that crept through him. And for all his silence, the only word he uttered was laden with such heart-wrenching sorrow, she thought the mountain itself would start to weep. 
 
    She stepped over to him as he pounded against the stone, and she could see that he wasn’t quite himself. Perhaps he truly was asleep and unaware of his actions. It was all fine and good having him dig a new cave with his bare hands, but if he ever turned that mystical strength on her children, she would never forgive herself for having let him stay. 
 
    Punch. 
 
    “Mira!” 
 
    Punch. 
 
    “Mira!” 
 
    Punch. 
 
    “Mira!” 
 
    She watched him hammer away like some odd automaton, endlessly pounding, like a watermill ceaselessly grinding wheat. But it had to stop, she knew. At first, his silence had been enough, but now it wasn’t. Soon, even this release may not suffice for him. She looked around and carefully bent over to heft a stone the size of her fist. Her walking cane supported her as she pulled herself up roughly. She then stepped as close as she dared and then heaved with all her might, aiming for his head. 
 
    Whatever strength protected his hands as he struck the wall did not also protect his head. He collapsed with a thud and rolled around, moaning. Felluria wandered over and jabbed him with the butt of her walking stick. “Wake up, you hear me? Look at where you are and what you’re doing.” Her voice cut through him like a whip. “On your feet, woodsman, and look at this.” She gestured to the mountain wall, dimly lit by the moon. 
 
    Grudgingly, he rose to his feet and let his gaze examine the wall. 
 
    “See there? That’s your pain right there, little one. If you want to beat the stuffing out of that mountain, then go right ahead, but from now on you’ve got to do so when you’re wide awake.” 
 
    He stood transfixed on the rock. 
 
    Felluria wouldn’t take silence from him now. Her voice screamed with rage. “Do you hear me, boy? You will answer me.” 
 
    But he still made no acknowledgement. 
 
    Not to be disrespected twice in one day, Felluria stalked up to him. “I’ll teach you!” she scowled, reaching out a gnarled hand to slap him. 
 
    He saw the motion from the corner of his eye and he leaped away in panic, clutching against the mountain, shaking his head in dismay. 
 
    Felluria looked at him oddly, then she glanced at her hand. “Ah, I see. I know your pain, then. You beat your lady something senseless, didn’t you? Nice fellow like you. Lost your cool, let your fists fly a few times.” 
 
    She seemed to enjoy the way he cringed with her accusation. “Did you beat her if your food wasn’t warm?” she hissed acidly. “Or if it was too hot? Did she never wash your clothes the way you wanted? Folded them wrong? Did you smack her if she looked at another man? Even if he was only a merchant? Is that what your fists have done?” 
 
    He continued to slide slowly away from her, pain and fear outlining his face even in the darkness. 
 
    Felluria’s rage swelled the more he stepped away from her, and she pressed onward, keeping the distance between them from increasing. “Did she deny you when you were in the mood? And then did you beat her down until she was hurting and weak, unable to stop you? And then did you violate her? Take from her that precious part of her soul that no one has a right to take without consent? Is that why you try to break your fists on this rock? To erase the times you defiled her?” 
 
    Tears slid down his cheeks, but he kept backing away. 
 
    “You vicious monster!” she spat. “You heathen. You dare defile someone so pure, so young? Someone who adored you and wanted to be your partner? But you denied her, didn’t you?” 
 
    Her voice echoed ominously in the night. “You wanted to control her, to dominate her. And when you couldn’t have your way, you beat her into submission.” Her voice turned menacing. “You crushed the bones in her body and you left her to die.” 
 
    Fire burned in her eyes as she stalked closer, her voice grinding viciously, “And then—you bastard—you walked away.” 
 
    He had stopped moving, except for the wracking sobs that shook him miserably. 
 
    Felluria was lost in her rage and she stamped up to him, brandishing her cane over her head and she swung. 
 
    “But she didn’t die, you fool!” she screamed. 
 
    Smack. 
 
    “She fought back!” 
 
    Smack. 
 
    “She lived!” 
 
    Smack. 
 
    “Despite everything you did to destroy her!” 
 
    Smack. 
 
    “She lived!” she echoed. “She lived!” 
 
    Smack. 
 
    Smack. 
 
    Smack. 
 
    Smack. 
 
    And when the cane shattered to pieces and the woodsman lay bleeding on the ground from various head and chest wounds, Felluria dropped to her knees and pounded on his skull with her hands until all her fury had played out on this unsuspecting victim and her vengeance was sated. 
 
    And with nothing left to hold onto in this life, she passed on to the next. 
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 Forest Folk 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Randler, now!” Dariak shouted, curling his fingers and lashing his hands outward. Streaks of fire blazed forth, reaching the five arrows leaving Randler’s bow and lighting them. The projectiles crashed into piles of dried leaves, igniting them easily. 
 
    From across the way, a foreign voice called out, “Nossa, douse that fire. Poech, you’re with me. Charge!” 
 
    This was the fifth set of forest sentries the mage and bard had come across. Each trio was stationed at various waypoints along the edge of the desert, leading to lush forests beyond. The trick, however, was getting past them before the beasts came. 
 
    The previous battles hadn’t gone well and, each time, Randler and Dariak had needed to flee. The defenders didn’t pursue them beyond a certain range, as these people were highly territorial. 
 
    Dariak swept his arms wide over his head in a great pinwheel, lunging to his right side, and bringing his hands low and across to the left while dragging his heel through the dirt. “Bastronoss gorifich eperatus!” he intoned and a trench cracked into the earth in front of him. 
 
    Randler kept his arrows flying, trying to knock the burning leaves away from the woman who was trying to put them out. The giant squirrets in the forest hated the smoke and it was the easiest way to keep them from joining the fray. 
 
    The two men charging at them saw the hole Dariak had created and pounced over it, but the mage was ready for them. He was already sweeping his hands into a spiraling pattern, calling upon the power of the air to buffet against the leaping men and knock them backwards. They tumbled in a heap and moaned. 
 
    Nossa had doused two of the fires and only one remained. Dariak responded by activating his fire dart spell, blasting her with low-power bursts while trying to reignite the other piles. “No!” she hissed, dropping and rolling purposely in the dirt to snuff the flames. 
 
    “Poech, get off me and draw your sword!” 
 
    “Right, Datch.” The oafish warrior disentangled from his leader and drew his weapon. Dariak splattered him with a large ball of mud by fusing together the powers of earth, water, and air. Poech staggered back and collapsed again onto Datch. 
 
    Randler was nearly out of arrows, and because so many of them had burned, he wouldn’t be able to reclaim them. Success here was more important than the hours it would take to whittle new ones, so he loaded his bow, took aim, and fired. His target this time was a meaty vine hanging from one of the trees behind the defenders. His shot was true, but the vine was too thick to fall with the one shot, so he fired again. 
 
    Dariak, meanwhile, called the three spells he needed to reenact the mud ball, which he launched into the trench, trying to secure the men inside. He followed it with a blast of ice and another layer of mud. 
 
    Randler had the vine down now. Nossa rose up and dusted herself off, the flames doused. She saw that the attackers had lit the other piles of leaves again and so she bodily threw herself onto one pile to smother the flames. She rolled to put out a second pile, but when she went for the third, she found she could not move. 
 
    With the vine lying on the ground, Dariak was able to call to it to enwrap the woman’s feet. Like a snake, the vine slithered toward her, binding her ankles, and then worked its way up to trap the rest of her. Randler had chosen well, for the vine was thick and long enough to cover the majority of her body. 
 
    But Nossa wasn’t ready to quit. Without access to her arms or legs, she wriggled on the ground like an inchworm, striving to snuff out the last bit of flames. Closer and closer she went, so Dariak projected the Shield of Delminor across the expanse, effectively pinning her at last. 
 
    The bard and the mage waited tensely, eying both prisons to see if any of the trio would escape. After a few minutes, a solitary set of applause sounded in the distance. Randler and Dariak relaxed. 
 
    “Well now, you’ve got my attention, guests. You may enter.” A set of shrubs melted down into a bridge, welcoming them to cross. 
 
    They scrambled over the land bridge, its only purpose to guide them toward the heart of the forest, for the landscape itself was easily traversable. The sand disappeared as trees swept by them and the desert heat was whisked away to a light, welcome breeze. 
 
    It had taken them over a week to cross the desert of Hathreneir, especially with having to skirt to the north to avoid Magehaven. The beast battles had been a constant challenge, even sometimes into the night, which was unexpected. Typically, they should have been able to hide below the surface without being noticed. 
 
    “The jades,” Randler had said two days earlier. “Just like after Pindington when the beasts came out of hiding and tried to take us down, the ursalor included. They’re drawn to them, I suppose.” 
 
    They had tried Randler’s trick of hiding themselves with the shadow jade, but it hadn’t been enough. Dariak used a complex series of spells to create a concentric set of shields around them, but the effort needed to maintain it prevented them from making much progress anyway. No, they simply had to deal with each threat and push onward. 
 
    Crossing into the forest, however, had become almost as difficult as dealing with certain border guardians. Dariak was terribly frustrated and irritable over the increased difficulties they had to face as they journeyed through his homeland. A scouting party en route to the king had informed them of the new defenses of the forest and the challenge set forth by the forest master to win entrance. The trouble was, without prior knowledge about the rules of the challenge, it was almost impossible to win, hence their first couple of failed attempts. 
 
    Dariak shook his head as he watched the trees pass by on their way to the center of the forest, remembering the conditions for winning. They had needed to defeat three fighters and prevent beasts from joining the fray, and do it without hurting anyone, which included knocking them unconscious. It hadn’t been easy. 
 
    “Do you think everyone figures out how to get in?” Randler asked, sensing Dariak’s train of thoughts, which wasn’t a hard stretch after their ordeal. 
 
    “If they’re determined. Maybe most are turned away. Or killed off. Or worse yet, maybe they’re enslaved to be involved in the next skirmish. I could see that. They replenish their forces by making a prison sentence out of it. Win fifteen battles and you go free.” 
 
    Randler laughed. “It could also explain that rule about not harming anyone.” 
 
    “But why not specify the rules?” Dariak wondered. “It was a rough enough task already. Why make it harder?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe to keep out the army from Kallisor.” 
 
    It was Dariak’s turn to laugh. “I think an invading army would be able to muscle through.” 
 
    “Not against those squirrets,” Randler winked. 
 
    “True. I never did like them. Some kids have stuffed toys made to resemble them. But shooting rocks from their tails like that? I always wondered what the rocks themselves were made from, and if you think about where the tail is connected to their bodies…” He shivered. “My mother wouldn’t confirm my guess that the rocks were anything but stone.” 
 
    The heart of the forest wasn’t much further along. It wasn’t actually at the center of the wood, rather a place near enough to the desert border where a group of people had created a home for themselves. The rest of the forest was completely wild and difficult to navigate without using the numerous paths and markers carved in stone. The village came into view and Randler whistled low in wonder. 
 
    The people here had truly adopted the forest as their home. Huts were made of leaves and twigs, supported between pairs or triplets of trees, overgrown with a thick mossy coating. Many huts spiraled up into the trees where branches allowed for them. Passageways between the huts were all natural, often part of the branches themselves that made natural ladders. Even from his vantage point, Randler could tell that the trees had been carefully cultivated over the years so additional supports would grow in the directions they were most needed. 
 
    Thousands of vines were interwoven overhead, creating a massive green sky that wriggled in the breeze, easily simulating thick, billowy clouds. Light flickered in from gaps in the vines, and under each such opening was a giant funnel made of woven twigs and leaves, its purpose clearly to catch rainwater. As he considered that this was a poor source of hydration for an entire village, he could hear a running stream not far off. 
 
    He wondered idly how long they would need to remain here. For the past many days they had been surrounded by the golden sand and azure sky. Here, he was inundated with green and brown. The difference was stunning. 
 
    “Welcome, guests,” greeted a forest girl of about eighteen, her hair threaded with numerous flowers, her skin a rich russet. She almost looked like a walking bouquet. 
 
    “Thank you, I am Dariak, and this is Randler. We humbly accept your welcome and will honor this forest as our own.” 
 
    “We thank you,” she tipped her head. “Our forest is sacred to us and any who would harm the wood shall face our fury.” She said it politely, but it was a definite warning. “Come. You must bathe.” 
 
    “Bathe?” Randler sputtered. 
 
    The girl tinkled with laughter. “You smell of the desert and of death. This way,” she guided them, bringing them to the running stream that wound behind the village. 
 
    About a half mile away, the stream emptied into a pond, which then continued flowing into a narrower stream at the other end. The water was clear and babbled incessantly from some unseen source. The air here was mildly humid, but it was fresh and slightly fragrant with a host of wild flowers. What surprised the bard, though, were the twenty or so villagers—men, women, and children—all bare to the skin and soaking in the water. Their guide stripped off her own outfit and strode casually to the pond and dove in. 
 
    “Dariak?” 
 
    “We go in.” The mage nodded, opening his robe and stripping down. 
 
    “The jades?” Randler whispered, unfastening his tunic and pulling it over his head. 
 
    “They should be fine,” Dariak replied, slightly hesitant. “But we promised to honor the forest, and this cleansing is a part of their custom.” 
 
    Randler eyed the host of people bathing in the water. “Clearly.” 
 
    “You seem nervous,” Dariak noticed. 
 
    “Well, I’ve never quite bared it all for such a large audience.” 
 
    Dariak nudged him. “The more you think about it, the worse it will be. Personally, I just hope the water isn’t cold.” With that, he pulled off his shoes and walked toward the water, jumping in to get it over with. 
 
    Randler sighed and followed. After he was in the water, he scrubbed himself down and watched the others, seeing them simply bob up and down in the water’s flow, not a care in the world. They looked so calm, so refreshed, and he wondered if things would ever quiet down enough that he could feel the same. 
 
    After some time, their guide swam over. “You no longer smell of death or sand. You may follow me now.” She climbed out of the pond on the side opposite to where they had entered. 
 
    “I need to get something first,” Dariak called out to her. 
 
    “No,” she said softly. “You will come this way.” 
 
    “But—” Randler started. 
 
    “This way,” she interjected, her voice sharpening ever so slightly. 
 
    They were tired and they knew they had to follow her, though it meant leaving their supplies, and the jades, unattended. Dariak feared if they turned to claim their things, the whole village might run them out. 
 
    The two men pulled themselves from the pond and traced the path of their guide. She brought them to a small hut, where numerous cloth drapes were hanging. 
 
    “Visitors are often uncomfortable here, and so you may don one of these for your stay.” 
 
    “My robe?” Dariak asked. 
 
    “It will be returned to you shortly, with all of your belongings intact. It is not our intent to rob those who enter here. Come. You will eat and you will rest. Later you will meet with Astrith. It is why you are here.” 
 
    “We were hoping to pass through,” Randler said, finding a cloth long enough to cover himself, and slipping it over his head. 
 
    “Only Astrith can grant such passage.” 
 
    Dariak’s brows furrowed. “We could just follow the paths, couldn’t we?” 
 
    “Astrith will guide you. But for now, come eat and sleep.” 
 
    They felt like prisoners of a sort, but they needed both nourishment and rest, especially after the six harrowing attempts to pass the absurd challenge that had admitted them in the first place. They worried most about the jades, but, as promised, everything was returned to them after some much-needed cleansing. 
 
    All that remained was for them to wait to meet Astrith. 
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 Kitalla’s Journey 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kitalla looked up at the sky, deciding it was past the middle of the day. She turned her eye downward and scanned the horizon. Shimmer visions shook the air, but there was also other movement beyond, and it was neither friendly nor beastly. Just over the next rise, she could see a large regiment of Hathren troops. 
 
    She knew that the closer she came to the border, the more likely she would run into the armies engaged in battle. She had avoided a few sets of sentries and two skirmishes between the Hathrens and Kallisorians, who had slipped across the border hoping for an easy win. 
 
    Her mission was for Gabrion. She couldn’t engage in any battles that would tip the balance of power right now. Besides, she needed Hathreneir to keep its eye focused on this eastern edge of its land, and for Kallisor not to be defeated. 
 
    She judged each battalion to host around fifty fighters on each side, with the Hathrens utilizing mages. In some way, it meant the Kallisor forces were actually stronger, for they held their own without the added effects of powerful spells. Yet she also knew that the king of Kallisor had outfitted his troops with magic-resistant armor and at least two healers to give each troop a chance to withstand the magic. 
 
    Part of her yearned to joined the fighting, and she laughed to herself when she realized that she didn’t care which side she was on. She just wanted a good scuffle, not keeping herself hidden like she was doing now. 
 
    In the desert, there were no boulders or trees behind which she could hide. No shadows to disguise her steps or allow her to blend into the surroundings as she went. No buildings gave her any shelter at all. 
 
    Instead, she had buried herself in the sand, up to her neck with a beige kerchief veiling her dark brown hair. She could turn her head, but that was about all. Her hiding strategy had kept her safe for days, though once in a while a sentry passed closely. Today she knew she would be safe, for the fighting was engaged to the south and to the north and both skirmishes would keep the fighters busy. 
 
    She needed to wait a little while longer, for once the sun moved a little further, the sand creatures would awaken from their noontime respite and they would be the distraction she would need to head further east. 
 
    The fire and metal jades guided her faithfully. She needed to head further north as well, but she couldn’t do so until she crossed into Kallisor. It meant Gabrion had crossed into their homeland, but she didn’t know if he had done so on his own or as a prisoner. Actually, she couldn’t tell any more than the basic location of his glass jade, but that was another matter. 
 
    Clicking and scraping sounded not far off and she grinned, for the sandorpions were awakening. They were most hungry after their slumber, and she intended to use that to her advantage. She turned her head around to see how many were nearby; only three were close enough for her purpose. The creature to the west was coming right for her, drawn by the scent of her sweaty bandana, as was her plan. The other two were wandering more aimlessly, and she hoped they would remain aloof. 
 
    In the distance she could hear a horn blow, signaling a break in the fighting between men while they dealt with the beasts. This was her chance. Kitalla kicked her knees and arms, and sand flew off her body. She rolled out of hiding and kept low, so as to appear from far off as just another critter. She scurried toward the nearest sandorpion, carrying her trap in her hands. 
 
    When she reached the clacking claws of her foe, she smirked, for the beast was less interested in Kitalla personally and more so in the bleeding shadowcrows she had caught earlier that morning. They were hanging from the end of a fallen sword she had claimed after a skirmish she had passed along the way. The scorpion-like creature was so distracted by the easy meal that it didn’t address Kitalla, even as she leaped onto the beast’s back, hunkered down, and held the sword out over its head. 
 
    Sandorpions weren’t known for their intellect, and she had doubted this would work, but it was the best plan available to her. The stupid creature kept walking forward, trying to grab the ever-elusive shadowcrow carcasses hanging two feet out of reach. It was hard for her not to laugh. 
 
    As the creature rolled across the surface of the sand, another caught the smell and made its way closer. The sandorpion’s first instinct was to run faster, but the hunter kept pace well enough. Kitalla could feel the writhing body underneath her tensing in anticipation, the tail wagging back and forth to propel it, or perhaps it was readying its venom to fight off the attacker. 
 
    Her mount was too slow to escape the other sandorpion, but Kitalla didn’t think it would be wise to let them fight, or to try to switch beasts. The other one could have been smarter and not fall for the tethered meal. She reached one hand for a dagger, while keeping the sword in place with her other hand, and she lashed out, catching the invader in the eye. The beast screamed in pain and thrashed about, but its pursuit ended. Kitalla shook the sword with the shadowcrows playfully, making sure her new friend would remember its hunger and keep moving. 
 
    After nearly two hours, the sandorpion seemed weary and less interested in the almost-meal. Kitalla looked over her shoulder and judged that she was far enough along anyway. She pulled the sword in slightly, letting the beast get its much-awaited snack, then pounced off its back, jogging off to let it eat. She felt it was only fair not to kill it, for it had provided her escape. “Just don’t come after me for making you work for that lunch, you hear?” 
 
    Her journey through the desert hadn’t been easy, and it had certainly taken her longer to reach this point than it had taken the army to pass the other way and reach Marritosh. Then again, the host of men and women had been able to simply march across the sand and fight off any threat without losing much time, plus the border guardian that had transported them into Hathreneir had shaved off a portion of their journey with its rushing wind and sand. 
 
    No matter, she decided, for the horizon was flecked with green. Kallisor was only perhaps an hour away with a light jog. 
 
    She half-expected a border guardian to appear and challenge her passage into Kallisor, but then she remembered that the warped beings mostly protected against entry into the kingdom, as they worked for Hathreneir. She trotted along to the edge of the desert and reached lusher ground without incident. 
 
    Once she had put the desert behind her, she sought out a tree, simply to sit under its shade for a time and rest. She hadn’t seen a tree since entering Hathreneir, and she marveled at how much she had missed it. Not far from the tree was a small pond, though as she drew closer to it, she realized it was leftover rainwater from a recent storm. It was a little muddy, but she ran her hands through it anyway and splashed it on her face to cool down after her day. 
 
    Night was coming and she was hungry and tired. In about two hours, she could reach the outpost where they had parted ways with Ordren and other members of their forces that hadn’t wanted to leave Kallisor. Or she could head south in about as much time and find herself in Savvron. 
 
    She fantasized about Savvron as she splashed more muddy water onto her skin to cool down. She had pulled the villagers together to defend their home against the Hathrens, trying to protect Gabrion’s hometown while he was out of commission after their experience with her old colleague, Heria. They would welcome her back as a hero. Old Klerra would knit her a scarf and then outfit her a new set of leathers, just because. The baker would lavish her with a feast and the blacksmith would hand over two dozen newly crafted daggers. Terrsian, Gabrion’s father, would greet her with open arms, after which he would prepare several days’ worth of supplies for her journey. Hernior, who had defected from the king’s guard to remain in Savvron, would ride with her and clear the roads of Hathrens so she could simply fly to Gabrion and convince him to forget his quest for Mira. Kitalla should be his quest now. She had earned it. She had earned him. She wanted— 
 
    Kitalla shook herself awake. She hadn’t meant to doze off, certainly not in the middle of a clearing, half-laying in a muddy puddle. Perturbed at her carelessness, she grunted and woke herself fully by stretching, doing some squats, and then entering a light jog. 
 
    She watched the sky as she went, judging it to be after midnight, based on the moon. Night creatures were on the prowl, but there were fewer of them in this area than in the Hathren desert. She only hoped there were no lupinoes this far west, for they could give her some trouble in her current state. Hopefully she would reach the outpost bef— 
 
    Searing pain lanced through her side and she collapsed in agony. She felt as if she had been stabbed with a heated sword, the pain was so great. She clawed at her hip urgently, struggling with the strap on her pocket. It was hard not to cry out in pain, despite her tolerance to it. After fumbling frantically for a few moments, she ripped open her hip pocket and pulled out the two jades, throwing them on the ground. 
 
    The fire and metal jades vibrated angrily, each glowing more than usual. She couldn’t touch them, for the fire jade was exceptionally hot and the metal jade was shaking so violently, it was impossible to hold. 
 
    She looked around, trying to find something to wrap them in so she could continue onward, but there were only some random leaves nearby and they burned instantly when they touched the fire jade. She had to wait it out and that took a couple of hours. 
 
    The same thing happened each night over the course of the next several days. She didn’t know what it portended, but it frightened her and she hastened her steps to find Gabrion. 
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 Taming the Mages 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ervinor only slept for a couple of hours before he was strong enough for his next task as general of the army. Carrus had delivered him home as ordered, removing the tunic for fear Ervinor would roll over and stab himself with any of the remaining weapons. But Ervinor was going to face Farrenok now, and he knew he needed to stand strong. He donned the tunic again and equipped enough weapons so that there were no empty straps left. 
 
    He wondered what he would do, but it would partly depend on Farrenok’s responses. The mage had infiltrated the town and their forces had slain a number of innocent people. But, in all fairness, so had Dariak and his companions invaded Magehaven, creating their own list of casualties. There was a difference, but Ervinor had to consider both sides. 
 
    Making his way through town was difficult, for remnants of the attack were everywhere. The western edge had seen the most damage, but that one cluster of mages had lobbed countless spells into the town, not seeking any particular target. Here and there, homes or shops had fallen, sometimes harming the inhabitants within. Not many had died in the assault, but Ervinor hated that anyone had been slain. The attack was needless. 
 
    Winding his way toward Herchig’s home, Ervinor understood that he needed to be strong and face this situation. Dariak would have tended to the matter himself if he wasn’t off questing after the last piece of jade. He wondered what Kitalla or Randler would do under the circumstances, but he believed they would have deferred to Dariak. Gabrion, though, would have found a way to work through to a truce. But Gabrion had run off, leaving Ervinor and the others to battle on their own in Castle Hathreneir. 
 
    He knew something must have happened to make Gabrion flee. Something major. But as he approached Herchig’s house, he had to thrust the errant thoughts aside. He called for a mask of aplomb, so he could deal with the invader carefully. Frast, Lica, Quereth, and a few others were already waiting for his arrival. 
 
    Frast greeted him first. “Are you ready, Ervinor? This won’t be easy.” 
 
    “I’ll do this with one arm tied behind my back,” he retorted, trying to channel Kitalla’s sarcasm. The others didn’t know how to respond. “Yes, I’m ready.” 
 
    Ervinor had requested that Herchig find a suitable place to hold the rogue mage, and the old man had opted to keep him in his own home, surrounded by a handful of Marritosh citizens. Each kept a wary eye on the aggressive man, anxious for a chance to strike him. His hands and mouth were tightly bound, but even if they weren’t, he wouldn’t likely have attempted anything with the guards hovering over him. Four of the captured mages were also in attendance, each bound tightly and guarded. 
 
    “He has been cooperative,” Herchig announced, gesturing toward Farrenok. “Which is to say, he ate, drank, and filled a chamber pot.” 
 
    Ervinor waited for a spinning side-tale, but there wasn’t one. It boded ill for the situation. He had never known the old man to withhold recollecting some memory in response to any predicament. Instead, sad eyes waited for whatever the outcome would be. 
 
    Ervinor turned to his mages, all of whom had fled Pindington with him. “Lica, Frast, cast protection spells. Quereth, mind the energies to ensure he doesn’t conjure anything silently.” After that, he turned to one of the soldiers in the room. “Pull off his gag.” 
 
    Farrenok eyed Ervinor with such malice that the young warrior doubted he would make any progress at all. “Scum,” the mage hissed. 
 
    “I’ll have you gagged again if you prefer,” Ervinor started. “I would rather, however, that you have the chance to verify the events I will summarize for you. Let me know if I should preach to you or talk with you.” 
 
    Farrenok snarled but then he angled his head for Ervinor to continue. 
 
    “Dariak is the son of Delminor, the mage who summoned the colossus in the last great war. Delminor was a prominent mage who sought peace with his research of magic.” 
 
    “Peace?” Farrenok interrupted. “His spells were always turned to war.” 
 
    “Turned, yes,” Ervinor commented before the others spoke up. “But his own goal was not of war. I see you disagree, but let us move on. Delminor’s work with the jades unlocked a hoard of magic spells that mages have successfully employed for decades now.” 
 
    “It wasn’t only his work that led to the advancement of magic.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Ervinor hummed, reaching back and keeping Lica in place. “Do you deny Delminor’s contributions?” 
 
    Farrenok eyed the man viciously, but acquiesced. “No.” 
 
    “Without Delminor’s work, mages would not have the skills they have today. Is that correct?” He waited for affirmation before continuing. “Unfortunately, the mage was lost in the great war and he could no longer further your cause. However, he left behind his progeny.” 
 
    With this, Farrenok released a guttural tone and Quereth took a step forward to ensure he wasn’t casting a hidden spell. “His progeny,” Farrenok sneered, prompting Ervinor to continue. 
 
    “Dariak was raised to use magic and he became deft at the trade, joining the Mage Council when he was nineteen.” 
 
    Farrenok cut in. “I was admitted to the Council at eighteen. His entrance was a farce, promised to him by old sentimental mages who pitied Delminor’s kin.” 
 
    Frast couldn’t hold back. “Perhaps you were pitied, too.” 
 
    Ervinor gritted his teeth. He needed the mages there to witness this, but he didn’t want them to skew the events. He looked at the other four prisoners, hoping they were paying close attention to their leader. “Delminor was the only man in recorded history to assemble all eleven pieces of jade.” 
 
    “Yes, so?” Farrenok acknowledged. 
 
    “He consumed many resources to gather those jades and spent countless hours learning their secrets and disseminating the information to the rest of the mages.” 
 
    Farrenok squirmed in his seat but he did not interrupt. 
 
    “Before he mastered them all, he was called to war, where he did the unthinkable; he brought the jades together and became a massive giant, capable of defeating any spell or attack, then he used his will to defeat his enemies.” 
 
    “Accurate,” Farrenok conceded. 
 
    “And then those shards were lost. But because they once belonged to Delminor, it was decided by the mages of the time to bequeath them to Dariak, though not all of them were in their possession. You can’t deny that fact, can you?” 
 
    It almost visibly hurt the mage to say, “No.” 
 
    “So Dariak was in his right to seek those jades, wasn’t he?” 
 
    There was a moment of delay. “In a sense.” 
 
    Ervinor laughed coldly. “In a sense, you say? No, I think he had every right, and damn all of you who turned against him. Does any one of you even understand the purpose of his quest?” He eyed Farrenok and the other four mages, two of whom avoided his gaze. “Let me spell it out for you then. He seeks to gather the jades, to unite them, and to use their power to end the wars.” 
 
    “Nonsense!” Farrenok raged. “Look at every action he has taken! He stormed into the tower and demanded that the time-honored Trials be canceled for his friends. No one entering the tower has been exempt from them. No one! Then he demanded the jades themselves, callous and uncaring that we need them for our defenses. It’s with the jades that we defend ourselves from intruders, be they creatures or thieves. No, he would rob us blind and leave us with nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing?” Quereth scoffed. “Haven’t you got a host of spells at the tips of your tongues? Can’t you band together to defend yourselves? You rely on a piece of ancient magic to keep you safe, not your own skill? What has happened to the mages of Hathreneir?” 
 
    Farrenok seethed with anger. “You have no idea how we are tested by the creatures of this land. The ogres to the south, the border guardians, the rogues out for treasure, the king himself seeking to bolster his own defenses. No, we need those jades.” 
 
    “The border guardians?” Frast barked. “Aren’t they errant mages who have lost control of the power?” 
 
    Farrenok hedged. “Well, once they are broken, they must be controlled.” 
 
    “Ervinor, I’m sorry,” Quereth qualified, then turned to Farrenok, “but didn’t Dariak say something about you losing yourself to wild magic?” 
 
    Anger lit in the mage’s eyes and he scowled. “You speak of things you do not know, old man,” he hissed. 
 
    “Enough,” Ervinor intervened. “This deviates from our purpose here. Let me tell you this, mage. I care nothing for your personal struggles. I couldn’t scrape together an ounce of care for your ambition, either. What I want is for people across our lands to grow up in peace and happiness, troubled only in their daily woes, not looking over their shoulders constantly for calls to war. Hasn’t there been enough war? Haven’t enough people died over nothing? Haven’t our two kings bled our kingdoms enough over the centuries?” 
 
    Farrenok interrupted him with mocking laughter. “You speak like a child, begging mommy and daddy to send away the evil monsters under your bed. Look around you, fool! We have real monsters in our land. Vicious creatures tearing apart anyone who ventures away from any town. We have brethren who fight their way into our homes and kill our colleagues to claim some artifact to use for their own gain. Haven’t enough people died over nothing? You’re insane. You don’t even see the truth all around you.” 
 
    “I see this,” Ervinor said calmly, cutting off the responses of his comrades. “I see you there, with a small mind, inciting a group of malcontents to do your bidding. I see you dragging them out to take down a man you hated as a child because you envied his fame. I see a man duping his colleagues into decimating a town full of innocent people because your own ambitions got in the way. And I see you here, barking back at me like an angry dog, unwilling to hear anything I have to say.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth, you armless freak!” the mage screamed. “You’ll never take us down! The mages of Hathreneir will kill you where you stand. The jades will be ours and your pathetic Kallisor will fall to our power. The people who died here died because they sided with you and your disgusting view of the world. Peace? What good is peace? Nothing comes of it. It’s war where we prosper! It’s when there’s a stronger enemy to defeat that we rise up and challenge our ways. It’s there that magic becomes stronger, not in peace. You’re fooling yourself if you believe that peace will bring anything other than famine and misery. We will stagnate and never grow beyond who we are. Hear me! Hear me!” 
 
    Ervinor turned his gaze to the other four prisoners in the room. “He led you here. Do you also feel as he does?” Four sets of eyes turned away. 
 
    Farrenok laughed wildly. “They’re only afraid because you have them bound. Release them! I dare you! Release me! I will show you the truth.” 
 
    Ervinor nodded his head and the ropes binding the four prisoners were cut, much to the dismay of Ervinor’s colleagues. The four mages stood and rubbed their wrists, shaking their heads. 
 
    “So many have died,” one of them said, her voice pained. “For nonsense like this. For absurd claims. How did I ever follow a madman such as you?” 
 
    “Madman?” Farrenok challenged. “Why, you were perfectly willing to follow me once I visited your bed. You got your wish, sweetie, didn’t you? All you need to do is support me.” 
 
    She turned her face away, abashed. 
 
    Ervinor ignored the exchange and focused on Farrenok once again. “You have a chance to atone for your crimes. I can release you and you can work to rebuild this town. Or you can return to the tower and teach your brethren a new way, one without your ambition. You can seek a new peace.” 
 
    Farrenok burst into laughter again. “I guess when they cut off your arm, they took part of your brain as well. You’re a fool. You will never unite our kingdoms. Everyone sees things as I do. Each of us is here for our own self. Our own well-being. Our own families. We grow children to take over for us. We seek power to maintain our ideals. No, your kingdom will fall to ours and you will become the slaves to the mages. It’s what your king fears the most, don’t you know? That the magic-users will be so strong, his little swordsmen won’t be able to stop them. Doesn’t he work in secret with a host of mages so he can keep us in our places? That’s the irony, isn’t it? He despises us but he relies on us also. 
 
    “No, you simple-minded, armless freak. There will never be peace between our kingdoms. You will die at our hands, just as the people of this village fell today. You will never rise up against us. You are too weak to do what must be done, be we are not! We will succeed where you—” 
 
    At that moment, Ervinor truly accepted his role as general. He understood that the fighting needed to end, even if it meant that some people had to die along the way. He knew the madness spouted by the mage was not uncommon, but was the same poison that permeated the land and maintained the hatred between the two peoples. It had to end. 
 
    Perhaps it was more symbolic to him than anything, but Ervinor pulled out one of his daggers and thrust it into Farrenok’s heart, quelling his incessant badgering. He half-expected the other four prisoners to react immediately, but their silence said much to the young soldier. They, too, wanted peace, and the crazy ramblings simply had to stop. 
 
    He had never killed in cold blood before, but Ervinor knew in his heart that he had helped Dariak’s cause. He only hoped he would never have to kill a defenseless man again. 
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 Turmoil 
 
      
 
      
 
    The woodsman awoke several days later and his face was a mask of pain. Every part of his body ached and he knew he shouldn’t even be alive. He both thanked and cursed the glass jade for protecting him. Throbbing coursed through him, reminding him of every pain he had ever suffered. 
 
    He remembered the old woman reaching out to strike him, but he couldn’t let her do it. It would kill her, as it had ki— 
 
    Then she had berated him, accusing him of things he had and hadn’t done. He realized she had lost herself in her own suffering, but too much of it had been his as well. After all, hadn’t he lashed out and grievously hurt— 
 
    Then the cane swept in, clobbering him mindlessly. Beating and beating him to a bloody pulp. He deserved nothing less after the devastation he had caused when he had kil— 
 
    And then she died, her aged body collapsing on top of him, finally releasing the rage she had gripped all her life. It had motivated her and kept her functioning. Her personal agony was clearly a deep secret she had never shared before. It was a fury that had given her a unique strength to overcome any odds that stood against her. Yet once the rage was gone, there was nothing left to keep her pressing forward. 
 
    He faced that now. His quest was over. He had ventured out to gain greater strength so he could rescue… her. But a year had passed and she was only a mere peasant. Who would have kept a peasant alive for so long? It hadn’t made sense and he had come to terms with it along the way. She wouldn’t be waiting for him, but he quested anyway just to learn what her ultimate demise had been. 
 
    Instead, he had found her, alive and well. Happy, even, despite her first entrance back into his life where she was raging at the king—her husband—for trying to secret her away to some safe haven, far from the fighting. 
 
    Hadn’t he wanted to do the same for her? To protect her? 
 
    But then she ran off, refusing to believe the truth of the attack on Savvron, their hometown. He couldn’t fathom how she had blocked it from her memory, the blood, the dying. 
 
    But she hadn’t seen any of it. Not really. Kaz had been covered in blood, but it wasn’t his own. He had said as much. To… her… it could have been staged. And though Kaz was later injured, that could have been after her abduction—or rescue. She really may never have seen, may never have known… 
 
    But he had to make her see. She had to know. Hathren troops had killed many people they both knew and loved. She needed to understand that her… husband… was a tyrant, as bad as their own king. He needed to be defeated. 
 
    She needed to return to his side and be with him, like he had planned. Like they were destined. 
 
    So he sought her out, despite being turned away by the Hathren king. He burst in, found her, and she denied him. She denied his truth. She denied his love. 
 
    She crushed him. 
 
    Devastated him. 
 
    In that moment, he had died, though his body continued to draw breath. 
 
    He couldn’t explain it, until he saw… it… the child… her child… with him. His child. 
 
    The pain welled up and echoed through his new injuries. He wanted to cry out, to change the past, but he knew he couldn’t. He had to admit it to himself. He had to. He couldn’t escape the truth any longer. 
 
    He ki— 
 
    He— 
 
    He hadn’t wanted to, but he had wounded her so badly. Betrayal: hers, his. He didn’t know what was worse. 
 
    He was nasty to her, belittled her, destroyed her… 
 
    She slapped him, but the glass jade channeled his pain and… 
 
    He kil— 
 
    He— 
 
    No. 
 
    He wasn’t ready. 
 
    He couldn’t say it. Not even in his own mind. 
 
    No. 
 
    Not yet. 
 
    Maybe not ever. 
 
    In his memory, a baby gurgled softly. 
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 Astrith 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dariak and Randler were awoken after a long nap and guided to meet the leader of the forest people. In homage to the people around them, the mage and bard wore simple cloth drapes that were so thin they left little to the imagination. They supplemented the outfits only with their jades. Randler wore his shadow jade on a cord about his neck. He handed the air jade over to Dariak, who put it with the others in a special belt Randler had made for the purpose. 
 
    The meeting place was in the center of the forest village, where they had arrived that afternoon. In the dark of night, the place looked eerie and uncertain. Firegnats had been harvested for their stinging venom, which glowed for many hours if it was preserved correctly. Hundreds of such firegnat lamps were strewn about the area, highlighting each hut, each major walkway, and little else. In the center of the clearing, however, was a well-controlled bonfire, tended by six forest folk to both maintain its strength and keep it from growing too strong. 
 
    Astrith sat nearby on a simple bench carved from a log. He was an older man, with jet black hair that matched Dariak’s, save numerous vibrant gray streaks. “Welcome, guests,” he greeted. His voice was scratchy like bark and his skin was as dark as the ground in which his feet rested. “I am grateful for your presence here in our wood.” 
 
    “And a warm welcome to you, as well. I am Dariak and this is Randler. We are—” 
 
    “Sit, eat,” Astrith interrupted, “while I look upon you. And, I daresay, do not refuse this offering, for other provisions will not be available to you until morning.” 
 
    He watched them for a long time and Randler couldn’t help but wonder what he was looking for. It seemed as if the forest leader was making mental notes of how they looked—of his own bark-hued eyes and hair, of Dariak’s black hair and azure eyes. Perhaps he was more interested in how they moved, or the manners with which they ate. Maybe the man sensed the deeper connection between them, that they were more than just travel companions or friends. 
 
    “You fought well today,” Astrith commented after they had finished their meal. “In tandem, you relied on each other’s strengths to achieve your goal. It was a worthy contest and I was glad to have witnessed it.” 
 
    “You were watching?” Dariak asked, unsurprised, but needing to say something after being ignored during the meal. 
 
    “I am known here as the one who sees,” Astrith nodded slowly, deliberately. “Patience must be yours, though I sense your task is rushed.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Randler answered. “We had not expected to be detained at all before passing to the western lands.” 
 
    “Detained,” Astrith echoed with a smile. It wasn’t a sinister grin, but it irked the two of them nonetheless. 
 
    Randler bowed his head and wondered what was wrong with himself. Usually, he could navigate the nobles better than this, but he felt irritated and edgy. “I apologize if I choose my words poorly.” 
 
    “You do well to seek a more patient stance, young one. For the forest is as old as time and these trees have stood for centuries. To rush our meeting would be to deny the very forest and life around us.” He raised his slightly wrinkled hands in homage to the trees around him. “We are a vast community here and we work together to maintain a steady calmness.” 
 
    “Your ways are legend,” Dariak complimented. “I’ve only heard stories of your people and haven’t visited you until now. My goals were different when I was younger, but this always seemed a place I would want to visit.” 
 
    “Legend,” Astrith repeated, his lips curling into another smile, but he said nothing else. 
 
    “Yes,” Dariak added, confused, but pressing on. “Your people have been here for a long time. Some stories say decades; others, centuries. You live with the land, not off of it. You have a symbiosis with nature and a gentle peace.” 
 
    “Indeed, your legends speak well of us,” Astrith said. “Though your understanding of our ways is limited from such tales. It makes little difference, however, for we will ever be here, growing with the land and connecting to this world in ways that even you mages cannot do.” 
 
    Randler furrowed his brow. “The famine of ages past, which destroyed the land east of here, turning it to desert… You don’t fear something ever happening to you and your people?” 
 
    “No, for nature will not turn on us so long as we live with her. As she protected us in the past, so will she protect us in the future, despite the encroaching desert.” 
 
    Dariak shook his head. “I don’t understand it.” 
 
    “Stay with us, child, and you will come to better learn our ways,” Astrith invited. 
 
    “No, that isn’t what I mean. You’re here, in the center of Hathreneir. You have the ability to challenge passersby with your own guardians and thus keep them from your land. But when I was growing up, people came through here all the time. There were no restrictions.” 
 
    “There were restrictions,” Astrith assured him. “However, times have called for us to be more cautious.” 
 
    “But you are not cautious enough, perhaps,” Dariak pushed. “You allowed a dangerous man to pass through these paths and you did not stop him.” 
 
    Astrith squinted in confusion. “I know not of whom you speak.” 
 
    “Pyron,” the mage answered softly. “He is a mage of the southeast tower. He carries with him a power that makes him impervious to damage. He came this way, passed through your land, and awaits somewhere beyond, growing stronger with each day.” 
 
    Astrith’s calm demeanor slipped. “You cannot claim to know who has come through our land, not today or before. Other paths exist.” 
 
    “Pyron would not have gone north to traverse the mountains,” Dariak said. “Nor would he have gone south to cross by water. You may not have dominion over the entire central expanse, but your land is the easiest path. And I know he is to the west.” 
 
    “And by what means do you have these assurances?” 
 
    Dariak assumed they already knew about the jades, since the forest folk had cleansed their belongings, so he did not hesitate. Yet when Randler and Dariak withdrew the shards, Astrith’s reaction said otherwise. 
 
    “What is this!” the older man exclaimed. “How is it you come to possess these relics?” 
 
    “Relics?” Randler asked. “They have been out across the land for many years. They were assembled roughly twenty years ago. Knowledge of them isn’t entirely uncommon.” 
 
    “Those were supposed to have faded from the world by now,” the man said sadly. “We were meant to move on from our ties to the past, to seek our own fortunes as a people that had learned from history and did not need to repeat its mistakes. I should have known better.” 
 
    “I don’t follow,” Dariak said. 
 
    Astrith waved his hand in the air and an attendant brought over some herbal tea for them, the flavor of which was somewhat lost in the rough wooden tankards in which they were served. He sipped heartily from his mug until he needed a second serving. 
 
    Randler spoke, not believing the unspoken words, “Are you suggesting that the jades were meant to be hidden away?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The bard didn’t know how to react, for secreting the jades away had been his original goal. Sure, he had gone about collecting them first, but his goal was then to find ways of removing them from the world, even if it meant taking a ship out of Pindington and dropping them into the vast ocean. He had been forced to barter the lightning jade there to keep the mages and thieves off his back, but at least he knew where it would be until he could reclaim it. His quest hadn’t procured enough of the jades on his own, but Dariak’s journey had corrected that. Though, by then, his goal had changed, to allow Dariak to possess the jades so he could bring an end to the wars. 
 
    Yet Astrith intimated that the jades were meant to be lost, and it shook Randler’s soul. 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Dariak scoffed. “The jades came together two decades ago. That alone says you don’t know what you’re talking about. If they were going to be hidden away, then clearly those events erased that possibility.” 
 
    But Astrith shook his head. “The Red Jade erupted and its parts were lost. Of course they were not lost to memory, and some mages would seek their powers. But little would come from possessing any one jade, and each would be a simple keepsake until their powers were forgotten.” 
 
    Dariak considered for a moment. The water jade had been kept in a display case in Kallisor’s castle museum. Likewise, the Hathren king had kept the fire jade as a bedside keepsake, and the elder of Gerrish had hoarded the glass jade. Randler’s shadow jade and Dariak’s earth jade were mostly mementos to them; Randler because pulling on the darkness hadn’t often been helpful while fighting in a team, and Dariak because he knew the earth spells without having to rely much on the jade. Randler had hidden the nature and lightning jades away, unused at all. The thief, Grenthar, once owned the metal jade, apparently knowing its worth, based on the expenses he had spent on devising traps to protect it, to Kitalla’s misfortune, but he hadn’t used its actual power at all. Only the mages in the tower had tapped into the healing and beast jades, but then it was the mages themselves who empowered the tower’s defenses. The jades had only guided them. 
 
    “Only Sharice,” Dariak decided, recalling his battle for the air jade. “Only she had been trying to use the jades to any real extent.” 
 
    “So though they flared into our minds recently,” Astrith concluded, “knowledge of their powers was ready to fade away.” He then eyed Dariak’s jades as they lay on the dirt in front of him. “Now, though, I see I was mistaken.” 
 
    Dariak struggled under the disapproving tone. “Ignoring the jades would not end the wars. It would still be mage versus warrior. Hathreneir versus Kallisor. Eventually, some mage would wonder about the jades, seeking to turn the tide, and the hunt for them would begin anew.” Then his voice grew quiet. “Like it had for my father.” 
 
    Astrith’s eyes lit up. “Your father?” 
 
    He usually withheld the information, but he felt shaken. “Delminor. The one who assembled the jades in the great war.” 
 
    The older man stood up, arms curling threateningly, hidden muscles bulging forth. “It was he who wrested our jades from us. He who sent the warriors and mages in to burn this wood, to find the jades at all cost.” 
 
    “W—what?” Dariak stammered. 
 
    “You have no idea how many lives were lost, man and swallomer alike. Trees that stood for thousands of years, torched and burned to cinder. Men and women who died at the hands of metal swords and vicious spells, my wife and daughter included. You cannot know the pain of this forest, the agony we felt that day, as poison ran through our veins, cursing us to defeat.” 
 
    “But you thrive here now,” Randler inserted, seeing the pain in Dariak’s eyes. 
 
    “We thrive because we know these woods. And though we can guide some things with our hands, we cannot commune the way we could. No, the nature jade in your hands, was once ours. As was a jade that allowed us dominion over the beasts so we could keep them from attacking. In the years since, we have had to kill some of our neighbors, because the creatures did not understand our wish to live together.” 
 
    Astrith paced back and forth. “It is not our way to leave this forest to pursue our foes. We live here and we focus our energies here. Thus, when the jades were taken we could not follow. And though you show me this jade this evening, I feel no right to reclaim it, for it has been lost to us for some four decades. 
 
    “Yet here you are, son of the man who came and killed us. Son of the man who tore these forgotten pieces from our protection. Son of the man who doomed this world to despair by bringing these dread pieces together with their brethren, wreaking havoc upon the land. You are here, son of Delminor. His price is now yours to pay.” 
 
    “No…” 
 
    Dariak looked physically wounded and Randler didn’t know what to do. The claims could be true. Kallisorians told stories of Delminor being a slayer of men, hoisting magic upon the people and eradicating them. But Delminor was Dariak’s father, and since Randler had gotten to know the mage, he felt that Delminor was a completely different person than the tales had claimed. Even his grandfather had seemingly respected the great mage after several encounters on the battlefield. 
 
    Yet when it came down to it, Astrith’s story made sense. Delminor had to have gotten the jades from their resting places, and if those jades had been here, then surely they had been taken. When Randler looked around, seeing the huts with the interlocking branches that offered both support and a means for scaling the trees safely, and the protective canopy of vines overhead, along with the lack of violent feral creatures in the area, he had to admit that the nature and beast jades had probably been here for a very long time before Delminor had somehow claimed them. 
 
    Dariak seemed to come to the same conclusion. “I don’t understand. Father, he… yes, he sent for the jades, but… he…” 
 
    Astrith analyzed the pain in the mage’s eyes, wondering at its truth. He gestured to the forest people nearby and, moments later, Randler and Dariak were escorted back to their chamber, but now they were under guard. 
 
    Dariak was too stunned to do anything and Randler’s worry for his friend superseded anything else. It wasn’t until later they realized that Astrith had kept the jades. 
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 Disturbance 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kitalla shuddered in the chilly air, but she needed to press onward. The fire and metal jades no longer burned fiercely at night, but they maintained a deep vibration at all times. At least she was able to handle them in this state, unlike those uncontrollable outbursts in the dark of night. 
 
    She had ventured north from the murky puddle and pressed hard to reach her destination, avoiding contact with the outpost, which she felt would only delay her. Something compelled her onward, much like after she had claimed the fire jade and it urged her to reunite with the metal shard. She hoped it was just the jades trying to reconvene and not that something tragic had happened to Gabrion. 
 
    But she would find out soon, she realized, for as the mountains loomed closer, so too did she espy signs of a village. Plumes of smoke rose in the air from numerous sources, and though they could have been from a battalion, soon huts also came into view. 
 
    “Ho there, visitor,” called a middle-aged man as she approached. “Be warned; this place isn’t safe now. You should turn back.” 
 
    Kitalla looked around. “Few havens are safe these days, friend. What’s your trouble?” 
 
    He looked immediately disturbed, as if he had expected her to turn away with his warning. “Uh, nothing the likes of you can thwart, if you’ll pardon my say so.” 
 
    “I don’t pardon you,” she retorted. “And you couldn’t detain me if you wanted to, so you might as well welcome me in and be done with it.” 
 
    The man stammered and stepped back a pace. “We can’t abide another crazy visitor. Please go.” 
 
    Kitalla’s eyes lit up. “Another visitor, you say? Introduce me.” 
 
    She didn’t want to use violence against a clearly peaceful town, so when the man refuted her still, Kitalla took one step forward, another step to the side, and swept her hands deliberately around. Her eyes pierced the man’s and after a few moments, his panic faded and he shook his head. 
 
    “You poor thing, you must be hungry. Come inside. My name is Nathe and you’ll be safe with me for a time.” He gestured her to enter the town and then guided her to his home. If he wasn’t right about her rumbling belly, she would have moved on immediately at the behest of the jades. 
 
    “Very well,” she said, joining him for a plate of old stew and a tankard of rather tasteless cider. 
 
    “You look so familiar, dear,” he said halfway through the meal. 
 
    She had imprinted him with the suggestion that she was his late grandmother, and the image had held in some way after she released her dance steps. Kitalla wondered what it meant. Perhaps her skills were growing. Maybe he was daft. Or, she decided once she looked around his meager home, he was very lonely. “I am a friend, Nathe, and you have no need to fear me. This stew is excellent,” she lied. “However did you make it?” 
 
    Pleased by the compliment, Nathe talked about hunting for the rabbitats and squirrets he needed, then how he bartered half of his catch for the vegetables. Collecting the water and filtering it through a sheet of cloth had provided the basic stock. His tale was utterly boring to her, but she needed to finish getting the food down and give her stomach a chance to settle after the terrible meal. He must have made the dish days earlier, based on the way her stomach wanted to reject it. 
 
    A scream echoed outside, followed by much commotion. Kitalla reacted instantly, leaping from her seat and striding from the room, Nathe too flustered to watch her go. He simply put his head down and muttered, “Not again.” 
 
    Two dozen villagers were jogging through the darkening streets, seeking the source of the cries. A young woman’s voice cut through the evening air; Kitalla followed it easily. She stepped awkwardly in one of the odd grooves running through the road, twisting her ankle in the process. She muttered under her breath and ignored the pain, moving onward. 
 
    In the center of a road on the far eastern edge of the small town, a girl was collapsed on the ground, wailing hopelessly as blood poured from a severely wounded hand. Kitalla pressed through the crowd and saw that no one was trying to help her. 
 
    “Bandages!” she called, and when no one responded, she grabbed the nearest man and ripped off a piece of his tunic. 
 
    “It won’t help none,” the man murmured, not even resisting. 
 
    Kitalla knelt down and she could see that the girl wasn’t just bleeding, but several fingers were missing. Kitalla wrapped the wound with the bandage, but the bleeding continued. She applied pressure to specific places on the girl’s wrist, hand, and arm, but nothing she did could stop the flow of blood. “What is this?” she asked, bewildered, raising the girl’s arm up high over her head. “Why won’t she stop bleeding?” she yelled. 
 
    The villagers only backed away and then lowered their heads minutes later when the girl died. An older woman approached Kitalla and placed her hand on the rogue’s shoulder. “Easy, child. There was nothing you could do to help her.” 
 
    Kitalla pressed the girl’s eyes closed before rising up on her feet. “What is going on here?” 
 
    The old woman’s voice was heavy. “Poor Aissla was attending the woodsman tonight. He must have awoken while she was dressing his wounds. A shame. She only wanted to help the poor fool.” 
 
    “Woodsman?” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” the woman answered as two men removed Aissla’s body and brought her into the woods to prepare a burial site. “He came here some time ago—” 
 
    “I need to see him,” she cut in. 
 
    The woman eyed her shrewdly. “I don’t like your tone.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. But it’s important.” 
 
    The woman’s face curled unhappily. “More important than the sudden death of a caretaker? Very well, impatient one. This way.” 
 
    The old woman led her to a nearby house, which was the largest one Kitalla had seen in the village. They went inside, the woman nattering the whole way. “First Felluria died, but I think her heart just gave out, the poor soul. Then he was moved back to her house and his wounds were dressed the best we could. Presh, our best healer, was the first one to die while tending the woodsman’s wounds. He was changing the bandages, cleansing the wounds with water and herbs, then setting new dressings in place. But the woodsman’s eyes fluttered open and then something happened to Presh’s hands. The man hadn’t moved, yet Presh’s fingers were gone and he was bleeding out surely as Aissla died tonight.” 
 
    They were inside the house and four men stopped them from walking down the narrow hallway to the woodsman’s room. “He is awake. Now is not the time. Turn back.” 
 
    “No,” Kitalla responded, and the fire in her eyes dared them to challenge her. 
 
    “We wish no others to die tonight because of this intruder.” 
 
    “Boys,” the old woman crooned from behind Kitalla. “There is no way you can actually stop her, you realize. Better she face him and find her fate like Felluria, Presh, Jerrisha, Veldi, Morv, and now Aissla.” 
 
    Kitalla hesitated for a moment. “You’ve lost that many to him, yet he lives? Why try to heal him? Why haven’t you killed him instead?” 
 
    “We can’t,” one of the men answered. “Nor can we move him from here.” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    They stepped aside and allowed Kitalla to pass, after which they pulled away from the woodsman’s door, in fear of what would happen next. Lost limbs and broken weapons might be the least of their worries, especially after what he had done to the mountainside. 
 
    Kitalla stepped forward cautiously, fighting a rising fear within her. The jades in her pocket throbbed maniacally and she knew already who the woodsman was. Still, as she crossed the threshold and saw him lying there, she gasped. 
 
    “Gabrion!” 
 
    His face and torso were badly bruised, with numerous bandages scattered around the room, some of them actually on his wounds. Pools of blood dripped off his hip and leaked onto the floor. Kitalla could see the trail of blood that had followed Aissla as she fled the room after being cut by this man. But she didn’t see any weapons nearby at all, just debris. 
 
    “Gabrion,” she repeated, stepping closer. 
 
    “Go away,” he breathed, his voice ragged and heavy with pain. 
 
    “Gabrion, it’s me. It’s Kitalla.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and breathed again, “Go away.” 
 
    Kitalla stepped forward slowly, reaching her hand out to him. “Gabrion.” 
 
    “If you touch me,” he warned, “you will die. Like all the rest.” 
 
    She pulled back and looked around again. She could see dried patches of blood around the room, as well as broken swords and staffs. Some of the bedding was charred as if they had tried to light him on fire and hadn’t succeeded. His exposed wounds were a couple of days old, but they didn’t seem infected, from what she could tell by looking. “What happened to you?” she asked. 
 
    “Go away.” 
 
    She stared at him for a few minutes, trying to digest it all. He was clearly wounded, but not just physically. Something had indeed tormented him and she guessed at its source. “Did you find her, Gabrion? Did you find Mira?” 
 
    The name summoned a terrible reaction. He howled in pain and thrashed about on the bed, his hand swiping through the air and catching the wall, tearing a gaping hole in it. His body trembled and thrashed for a time, until he eventually calmed himself, turning on his side and curling his knees up to his chest. All the while, tears streamed from his eyes. 
 
    Kitalla had never seen him cry. They had talked about it one evening, that when Mira had been captured, he swore he would never shed another tear until he found her. Now they poured from his eyes like the blood had drained from Aissla’s body outside. She crouched down and lowered her head, feeling his anguish as it resonated with her own. He hadn’t said it in words, but she understood that Mira was dead. Like her unborn child was dead. She didn’t fight the tears this time. She let them fall and coat her hands, like she hadn’t done since that time all those years ago. 
 
    One of the men in the antechamber stepped up to the doorway, fearing the worst. “Are you… all right?” 
 
    Kitalla turned her anguished face. “You may go,” she whispered. “I will tend to him.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “He is a friend,” she explained. “I will tend to him.” 
 
    Grudgingly, he turned around and Kitalla waited until the five sets of footfalls stepped outside the house. She breathed deeply and looked upon Gabrion, the protector. 
 
    “What happened, Gabrion? Talk to me,” she pleaded. 
 
    He didn’t respond, so she stood up and stepped closer, trying not to walk in the blood on the floor from the others who had died tending to him. “Go away,” he murmured. 
 
    “After everything I went through to find you, that’s not happening,” she said. Taking the last step away from his bed, she started to sit down. 
 
    Gabrion jumped away from her, shouting, “No! Don’t touch me! You’ll die like all the others.” 
 
    She didn’t know what to say. “I saw Aissla out there. Gabrion, how—? No, I know. But why, Gabrion?” 
 
    He shook his head slightly. “Go away.” 
 
    “I won’t!” she yelled indignantly. “You’re part of the team, Gabrion, and you will snap out of this and talk to me!” 
 
    She waited, but he didn’t respond at all. “If you won’t talk to me, then I’ll make you talk.” 
 
    “You can’t do anything to me,” he said, almost sadly. “So many have died because of me. You can’t hurt me. But I can hurt you. Go away.” 
 
    His body was tense, so she sat very still for a few moments, waiting for some of the tension to fade. With a deep, distracting sigh, she slid her hand over and placed it on his knee. 
 
    “No!” he screamed, pulling his leg away from her. 
 
    “Yes!” she insisted, moving closer to him. “You’re being an idiot. Stop moving.” 
 
    “You can’t. Kitalla, no!” 
 
    She paused for a moment. “So you do know who I am then. Good. Then you’ll also know that I’m going to win this one.” 
 
    He shook his head. “…You’ll die.” 
 
    “After everything Grenthar put me through, you’re certainly not going to be the one to kill me.” 
 
    The words pierced through him and he wailed in agony. “No, don’t.” 
 
    Kitalla thought for a moment, then put it together. “I see, Gabrion. Then this punishment makes sense to you, doesn’t it? You’ve gone from protector to someone who kills those trying to protect you. That’s some penance you’ve thrust upon yourself. But don’t you think it’s a bit misguided? A bit foolish? There’s a bigger task at hand here, you know. You can’t be hiding here in denial, tormenting these pathetic villagers every night. It’s not who you are.” 
 
    “Kitalla, go… away.” 
 
    “Make me!” she challenged. “Go ahead and try lopping off parts of me, like you’ve been doing to these people.” 
 
    “I—I don’t… mean to.” 
 
    “Well you’re obviously raw from some major hurt, and I’m here to wake you up. It can’t be as bad as you think it is.” 
 
    “I…” but he couldn’t say the other two words to finish the sentence. 
 
    “You what? Go on, Gabrion. Say it. What did you do?” Her tone was sharp and prodding. 
 
    “I—no.” 
 
    “Knock this off, silly farm boy,” she sneered. “You think you’ve had it rough, do you? You think you’ve had pain? You don’t have a clue. Stop cowering there like a witless waif. Get on your feet and let’s continue our quest.” 
 
    “Kitalla…” 
 
    “Gabrion,” she replied sarcastically. “Fess up, boy.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “If you won’t tell me, then I’ll wrestle it out of you.” 
 
    “No, you can’t,” he denied her. “If you touch me—” 
 
    “Ha!” she barked. Then, fully fearing that he was right but also believing in her past experiences, she grabbed his arms and tossed him to the floor. 
 
    Gabrion sprawled in a heap, sobbing. “Kitalla, no! Don’t die!” 
 
    She looked at herself, but her hands were fine. No cuts. All ten fingers. Smug, she hopped onto the floor and jabbed her foot into his side. “Get up, idiot.” 
 
    “Kitalla, you have to stop, before I—” 
 
    “Stop hedging,” she demanded. “Say it!” For emphasis, she grabbed his torso and flipped him over. 
 
    He pounced to his feet. “Stop, before I kill you!” he shouted, after which he collapsed again. 
 
    “There, that wasn’t so hard,” she scoffed. “Now tell me what’s really bothering you.” 
 
    When he refused to answer, she dove at him again. This time he rolled away from her, desperate to avoid contact. She persisted, though, matching his feint and grabbing his wrists. He kicked a leg out toward her belly, but she avoided it, then she dipped low and flipped him over her shoulder, dropping him on his back with a thud. She didn’t stop there. Twisting around, she grabbed his left arm and pulled it over his head, pinning it with her foot. He tried to roll away, but she grabbed his leg as it swept over and she yanked it upward and over his head, flipping him onto his stomach, trusting to his own skills to angle his neck to keep it from snapping. 
 
    “How?” Gabrion gasped. “How are you touching me without dying? How?” 
 
    “Who else died, Gabrion?” Kitalla refused to answer his question. “Who? Tell me.” 
 
    “No, I can’t.” 
 
    “All right then.” She geared up, taking a deep breath, and Gabrion knew her attacks were going to get worse. 
 
    But he didn’t want to hurt her. He couldn’t let her continue this battle. He didn’t know why she hadn’t been cut like the others, but it could happen at any moment. After all, hadn’t the villagers been able to tend to some of his wounds, but not others? It had seemed so random, so out of his control. 
 
    Kitalla pounced for him, but he was ready. He sprang to his feet, entering a battle stance, eying the dagger Kitalla had at the ready. “That won’t help you,” he cautioned. 
 
    “I’ll be the judge,” she taunted, then jabbed at him. The blade cut through the air and Gabrion jumped backwards to avoid it, but Kitalla stepped in again. The room was small and there wasn’t far for him to go before he hit the wall and she struck him. 
 
    Her dagger blade couldn’t penetrate his skin; however, she had suspected as much. She could feel the dagger trembling, as if it wanted to shatter, but she knew that wouldn’t happen either. Instead, the sharp blade banged against his skin and fell to the side like a wooden spoon. She tossed it when she recognized the bewilderment on his face, and she closed the distance between them, grabbing his shoulders and shaking him. 
 
    “Tell me!” she spat. 
 
    Everyone who had tried touching him had died… since that moment. Every weapon had shattered on impact with his body. Even the healers who were seeking to cure him felt the fury of his touch if he was awake. But he was awake now and Kitalla was shaking him to awaken him further. No one had been able to touch him. No one. Not since…. since… 
 
    “I… killed Mira.” The words tumbled out of him and crashed upon their ears. His body trembled and shook, and he doubled over and started retching violently, spilling food to the floor. His keening wail pierced through the town, not unlike the cries he had unleashed as he had pounded against the mountain. 
 
    Kitalla crouched down and tucked his head into her lap. She stroked his hair tenderly, letting him unleash his pain into the air. All the while, tears streamed unchecked from her own eyes. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 The Siege at Marritosh 
 
      
 
      
 
    Several days had passed since the mages had infiltrated Marritosh, wreaking havoc among the villagers. Ervinor was greatly weakened by the fighting, for even with the help of the healers, his body was still adjusting to its loss. He paced around his room, massaging his right shoulder. He thought he could almost feel the arm still there sometimes, and he knew he had to stop looking for it. 
 
    He didn’t know if his agitation today was due to the people around him or his actions after the battle. He had murdered Farrenok to quell his words. But had he turned the mage into a martyr for others to rise behind? His closest advisors didn’t think so. They had witnessed the interview and they agreed with the action he had taken. 
 
    Even Herchig had clapped Ervinor on the shoulder on his way out. “The enemy cut off your arm and you pressed harder to fight back. Now you have cut off a limb of this insurgence, but they may fall instead of rise up. What you did may or may not have been right. But it was necessary for the goals of peace. In war, some sacrifices are needed. He was one who could not open his eyes to the ways of peace.” 
 
    It irked Ervinor when Herchig didn’t drown him in rambling, yet related, tales. “How does my action make me any better than the kings, Herchig?” 
 
    The old man grinned solemnly. “Indeed, how? It may not. But know this, young general: Someone needed to silence him, and it would not have been Dariak or the others, save maybe Kitalla. In this moment, where the battles increase across the land, where the jades are nearly assembled, decisive action is needed. Don’t let it weigh on you, but also do not lose your humanity.” 
 
    Ervinor had sighed then, and he sighed now. Most of the mages who had accompanied Farrenok had heard the details from their colleagues who had been in attendance, and they agreed that Farrenok had taken the wrong path to make himself heard. Only a few held true to Farrenok’s vision. 
 
    “You’ll kill us next, here where we stand,” one of them had claimed. 
 
    “No, for I hope that you will see reason,” Ervinor said. “Your friends have opened their eyes and it is my hope that you will too.” 
 
    “In the end you’ll kill us all. You’ll wipe us out because we don’t agree!” 
 
    “I’m no tyrant,” the general had said. “You have your lives. What you do with them is yours. But ask yourselves: Does killing the people in this town fulfill you? If it is battle you want, take it to the front lines. Don’t be underhanded by doing it here.” 
 
    “What of your murder of Farrenok?” another had challenged. 
 
    “He committed a crime against your crown and he paid the penalty.” 
 
    “What of your own crimes against our king?” 
 
    Ervinor had nodded his head slowly. “Indeed, we will be judged in our time too. For now, however, meditate on this: What is your goal for the world? What would you change in our lands if you could? How can you accomplish that in the best way? What defines your best way? Killing helpless civilians? Exerting your magical forces over those who cannot defend themselves? Or negotiating peacefully with your neighbor, even if he is your enemy? How would you achieve your goal? 
 
    “It is that which you must decide, each of you, for yourself. Then find those who are like-minded and band together with them. That is what brought me here. I seek a world where our two nations can stop the fighting and find a balance. If it means I must defend myself, then so be it. Yes, we marched upon the castle, but it was not our intention to fight. Our friend was attacked and we went in to assist him. Then we retreated here to lick our wounds.” He gestured toward his missing arm. 
 
    “But now,” he had continued. “Rest for a few days, then go back to your tower and consider my words, your actions, and what you see here. Decide your future and your fate.” 
 
    However, two days after speaking to them, forces had arrived from the castle, and none of them had left yet. 
 
    A knock on the door interrupted his musing. “Come,” he said officially. 
 
    The door opened and Frast entered. “Ervinor, it’s time. And you’re not dressed. Here, let me help.” The mage persisted as he grabbed Ervinor’s tunic and held it aloft for him. He then enwrapped the treated leather around the slim torso and fastened it tightly. He claimed various weapons and helped stash them in the numerous slots upon the tunic. 
 
    “What’s the situation?” Ervinor asked as they made their way to Herchig’s house. 
 
    “Grim,” Frast said. “Farrenok’s men aborted to the other side, as we thought they might, but they were assumed to be spies and were slaughtered outright.” 
 
    “Fools,” he muttered, and he didn’t know if he meant the mages or the king’s soldiers. “How are our defenses?” 
 
    “The northern walls are still holding, but only because of the mages who turned to your golden tongue. They have allied well with us and are keeping the archers from piercing through.” 
 
    “Have any mages appeared yet? I expected them long before now.” 
 
    “Only a few,” Frast reported. “Strange that the king would send a hundred men to take this village, but not send the forces necessary to win.” 
 
    Ervinor shook his head. “No, his army is spread too thin. Even with five thousand men, they are scattered along the border, they are protecting the castle, and they are patrolling the kingdom. He wouldn’t have many to send here, mages least of all if he wishes to win the war.” 
 
    “You sound like we’re in a bad way.” 
 
    “We are,” Ervinor said. They reached Herchig’s house and entered. “Frast, relieve Quereth’s team, if you will?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said, already planning to do just that. 
 
    Herchig and Nessaria welcomed him with a plate of food. “Keep up your strength, young master. Times are tight.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Ervinor nodded. “Herchig, have you any other advice for me?” 
 
    “I’ve told you before, lad, that now it’s up to the young folk to fight. You’ve taken all the precautions you can with the town, and you managed to enlist the aid of some of the invading mages. I think, whatever happens, you’ve done well for us all.” 
 
    “I feel like I’m trying to stop an hourglass,” he said. “It’s been, what, three days now? We’ve lost two dozen fighters already. They trickle in new reinforcements, but we have no allies to call in ourselves. The men are tired and soon it will all collapse.” 
 
    “Well.” Herchig tried to smile. “There is only one thing to do when an hourglass runs out.” 
 
    Ervinor nodded and rose to his feet. “Turn it over, start anew.” He paused and then turned toward the door, “Thanks, Herchig.” 
 
    “Ervinor!” the old man called out before the general stepped away. “When I was but a lad myself, my mama took us down to the sandy beach, far southwest of Magehaven. We played there for hours in the sun and burned our skin to a crisp. We scooped water out of the ocean and plied it to the sand, molding it and shaping it into castles and beasts, something quite fantastic. Ah, it was the most wonderful thing we ever could have done, even if it was more fantastic in our minds than in reality. It didn’t matter. We worked on it as a team and we loved it. And then there was a disturbance in the ocean and the water washed up higher than before and it verily ate our castle away. Tore it right down in seconds. We were devastated by it, let me tell you. But though the water withdrew some of the sand, pulling it into the ocean, most of the sand was left behind. And you know full well what we did then. We pulled that sand together and built another castle, but with a nice trench for a moat!” 
 
    Herchig then met Ervinor’s gaze and held it firmly. “You’ve come to know me well these months, Ervinor. You know what I’m telling you.” 
 
    Ervinor set his jaw and closed his eyes for a brief moment, then he nodded sharply and stepped outside. 
 
    As he made his way toward the northern part of town, he passed various soldiers and issued new orders. They were perplexed with the change of assignment, but they acknowledged their general and heeded him well, passing the word along. He tried not to look at the townspeople that remained as he made his way to his army. 
 
    Frast and Lica were waving their arms in unison with a dozen others, building a steady defensive barrier above the meager stone wall that was only waist high to keep out the sand creatures. This town was never meant to withstand a siege. As Ervinor looked through the shield, he could see the king’s forces readying themselves for a unified strike. Archers were ever on alert, for if the magic barrier went down, they could reduce the numbers without much effort, but the longer the wall was up, the more exhausted the mages became. 
 
    “Frast!” Ervinor called out, and when the casting permitted it, the mage turned his role over to another. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “That beast jade in your pocket. Have you had any luck with it?” 
 
    The mage shook his head. “Barely at all and I can’t figure it out. I had great control over it in Magehaven, but after we reached here, my skill with it essentially vanished.” 
 
    “I think Lica’s theory may be accurate.” 
 
    Frast nodded. “The energies in the tower itself let me tap into the jade, but also all the other spells I was using, and I agree that Dariak’s jades probably kept this one active when we were bringing him back here.” 
 
    “But if you’ve had no other success with it, then we can’t count on it, can we?” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Be ready for new orders, Frast. Get Sparrow squad ready to move.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Just be ready.” Ervinor then went off to Lica and gave the same warning. “Lica, be ready to let the Eagles fly.” 
 
    “I don’t like that look in your eye, but will do!” she answered. 
 
    He sent similar word to Nightingale and Wren, then he called the Ravens to meet with him. They gathered around closely, Carrus hinging on every word. “Ravens, we have a difficult task ahead and I need your commitment now or not at all.” 
 
    After a brief explanation, Ervinor and his group moved into position. He then pulled his short sword from the scabbard on his back and he waited for a moment, peering again at the king’s forces on the other side of the magical wall. They were still gathering together, but they weren’t yet unified. 
 
    It had to be now. 
 
    He slashed his sword down through the air and four of his fastest runners sprinted to the leaders of the other four groups, delivering their new instructions; meanwhile, the other fifteen men and women gathered themselves into a battle stance, with the three mages in the back pulling spell components to hand. 
 
    Lica hurried over to Ervinor. “Are you mad?” 
 
    “Go! That’s an order.” He could see the denial in her eyes. “Do this, Lica. I need to know I can trust you to follow the instructions.” 
 
    She growled at him. “Fine, but you owe me an ale and I intend to collect! Eagles, fall back!” She glared at Ervinor one last time and jogged off to the south, her troop falling in behind. 
 
    Sparrow, Nightingale, and Wren all left the front line and the defensive barrier collapsed with a pop. The king’s army was startled, but they responded quickly. Arrows launched through the air, but so did responding fireballs and ice darts. Ervinor and his battalion raced forward, every weapon flailing with each fighter up against five or six others. He didn’t care about the odds. This wasn’t meant to be a victorious battle. 
 
    Screams filled the air as swords collided and sparks flew. Ervinor dove forcefully, keeping as much focus on himself as he could, for he only had one fight left in him right now. This fight. This one way to turn the tide back in their favor. 
 
    He felled three fighters, taking only minor damage himself. His sword swept in a frantic pace, and he glanced around, seeing his troops fighting with as much passion. Carrus’s face was blood red from the exertion, his body pumping hard with each swing of his long sword and parry with his shield. He clobbered foe after foe, like in the battle against the mages. The arrows raining from the sky targeted him and he took two of them in his left shoulder. He paused only to yank the projectiles out, then continued his fight as a nearby mage swept her hands around and sent healing toward him. 
 
    The surprise attack only gave them a short bonus, and soon the king’s army had come together as a stronger force, ready to subdue these traitors and insurgents. The casualties started to mount and when Ervinor looked around, nearly half of his team had already been defeated. 
 
    “Fall back!” he called out, bringing his fighters together inside the boundary of the village. The king’s guard had already succumbed to the defensive traps in the town on their first foray three days earlier. Most of the traps had not been reset and, even if they had, Ervinor knew they wouldn’t be of much use now. As his battalion clustered closer together, the arrows fell more heavily upon them. Some of his fighters had shields and they came together, hoisting them overhead and blocking the deadly rain. 
 
    There wasn’t much time left for them, but they needed to keep the king’s men distracted a little while longer. The plan would fail if they fell now. He looked left and right and whistled. His team broke into two halves and they sprinted a few lanes into the town and then scattered and hid behind the nearest houses, taking a quick respite from the fight. 
 
    Laughter echoed in the air, and Ervinor hated it. The king’s commander was mocking them for cowering. Their hiding place wasn’t even well concealed. A fireball flew into view and Ervinor’s team dropped down to avoid the brunt of the explosion. More laughter followed. At last, the commander grew tired of waiting, and he rushed his forces in to kill the rest of the Marritosh defenders. 
 
    Ervinor grabbed a tripwire and pulled it sharply. The poisoned wire cut into the legs of three warriors, knocking them down while the poison worked to stun them. The mages launched their own projectiles, as fighters drew bows and let poison-tipped arrows fly. It reminded Ervinor of the War of the Colossus. But he hadn’t broken any codes of war using poisoned arrows. The Hathrens would simply brand him as an evil general. Yet once he was dead, he wouldn’t much care about his title. 
 
    Eighty fighters broke into view and Ervinor launched several daggers and poison darts before returning to his sword. Already, his body protested the excitement. He hated feeling so weak all the time. He had to really concentrate, to focus his thoughts on parrying the attacks that were coming toward him, and dodging others nearby. 
 
    Carrus went down, Ervinor noted, though he couldn’t tell how bad the damage was. There were only six others fighting with him now. It was coming to an end soon. He was determined to be the last one to fall, so he pushed onward, growling in rage and screaming when an ax sliced into his side. It wasn’t deep and he rushed on, thrusting his sword into the wielder’s face. Another sword swept in, and he dodged to the side, losing his balance. The weapon would have cut his right arm, so he was spared another wound, and as he toppled over from the move, he gashed the man’s leg. 
 
    “Get up!” he yelled at himself, as his equilibrium opted to play tricks on him. His vision swam dizzily, like landing in the ocean and not knowing where to find the surface. His legs knew the ground, so he trusted them and pushed upward, bringing his sword around. 
 
    A hand reached out and grabbed him, dragging him back down. “Ervinor, look out,” Carrus moaned, making one last move before pain overwhelmed him. 
 
    The general couldn’t see what Carrus was talking about, but he heard the enemy commander yell in panic. The air filled with a terrible crackling noise and Ervinor rubbed his eyes, trying to see. Light blinded him but he also felt a swelling heat. Stabbing the earth with his sword, Ervinor pushed himself onto his feet, then prepared to run to the nearest enemy and slay him. 
 
    But there was no need. Before him, the town was ablaze and the king’s forces were trapped in the center of it. The northern-most houses had been lit first and then the flanking homes and now these. Horrific screams cried out as men and women were overpowered by the conflagration, their bodies consumed by the flames. 
 
    A few escaped the fire and Ervinor and his fighters cut them down. “Ravens, rally!” Ervinor gasped. “Check… survivors.” 
 
    His one remaining mage ran over and loaded him with whatever healing spells she could, then she tended to Carrus and two others who were hurt but still alive. They worked swiftly, for the neighboring buildings were catching the blaze and adding more and more power to the heat. The eight remaining members of the Ravens dragged themselves from Marritosh, heading solemnly to the west to rejoin the other four battalions who had been ordered away. 
 
    Just beyond the border of dying Marritosh, Ervinor paused and faced the inferno. “Bless you, Herchig. This sandcastle may have fallen, but I will secure you another. I’ll reset the hourglass. Somehow. Farewell, dear friend.” 
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 Solitude 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gabrion awoke and looked around his room. It felt very different and some part of him wasn’t sure why. Then he remembered; Kitalla had been there and she had touched him. 
 
    Despite himself, Gabrion cracked a slight smile, but then banished it from his lips. He had no cause for celebration. Sure, he was relieved to see Kitalla, but he had caused so much harm for the village and the people around him that he doubted he would ever have the right to smile again. 
 
    His emotions wavered but he decided he needed to get up and try to do something to help the people he had harmed. He made his way out of Felluria’s house, keeping his mind focused on his goal. He knew Kitalla was in another room, and he also knew that if he sought her out, he might not do anything else. Slipping from the house, Gabrion ventured into the town. 
 
    He knew he wasn’t welcome here and the people shied away from him in fear that he would come closer. It didn’t matter; they needed help and he was capable of giving it. He hoped. 
 
    “Does anyone need wood?” he called out. “Does anything need to be dismantled? Broken down? Does something need to be moved? Please, anyone, let me help.” 
 
    “You could help by getting yourself out of this place!” shouted one irate villager. It wasn’t an unexpected taunt. 
 
    He heard the sound of chopping in the distance and so he made his way toward the noise. A young man held an ax in his hand and he hacked away at a set of logs, breaking them into usable pieces. 
 
    “I could assist you,” Gabrion offered. 
 
    The youth jumped nearly out of his skin in fear when he saw the warrior. “I—I’m fine,” he stammered. 
 
    “Really, with the two of us working together, we could get this job done in no time at all.” He stepped forward, not wanting to take no for an answer. 
 
    The villager pounced aside so as not to come too close to Gabrion, and he glanced nervously over his shoulder, checking for some form of escape from this situation. “I think I hear my sister calling me.” 
 
    “Come, let’s tackle this together first.” He stepped forward and measured an approximate foot of length on the larger log. “Is this a good length?” 
 
    “Uh… s—sure.” 
 
    “Good. You work on that one and I’ll handle this,” he said in the most helpful tone he could muster. Then, with a chop from the side of his hand, he sliced into the wood. No ax was needed for the jade-empowered warrior. He repeatedly brought his hand down like a hatchet, making the dent grow larger and larger in the process. Two dozen strokes later and the log was separated. 
 
    He turned around to see if the young man approved, only to find that he was alone and the ax lay abandoned on the ground. Gabrion closed his eyes, putting himself in the villager’s shoes, and he admitted that he probably would have run too. 
 
    So many people had tried to help him and they had perished because of the magical cuts he made. He deserved the isolation from them all. Perhaps it was a mistake Kitalla had found him. 
 
    He had interrupted the youth’s chores and sent him skittering away in terror. Maybe he was watching from a window or cowering under a bed. It didn’t much matter. Gabrion decided to finish the original task and he reduced the tree trunk down to the same size the villager had already been making before his intrusion. It took a fraction of the time with much less exertion than whiling away with the ax. 
 
    Gabrion sat and pounded his fist into the soil. He didn’t know what to do with himself. He hated feeling such sorrow. He didn’t know how to be a positive force anymore. 
 
    Growing up in Savvron had been so easy compared to life now. His father had pushed him hard to labor well, building strong muscle tone even as a young lad. Terrsian had been raised as a farmer, passing his skills to his son, and Gabrion had excelled. He had a natural gift with the soil, almost as if he sensed when its nutrients needed time to rest, or which berries would take seed based on the amount of rain he sensed in the air. 
 
    Tilling the land had been hard work, loosening the soil and turning it over, ensuring he had dug deep enough until the dirt was damp. They had done well with the food they produced and were well-respected among the villagers, but they never would have amassed much wealth. 
 
    Gabrion remembered lamenting one summer that other farms had better plows and beasts to pull them, yet they were doing the work by hand. His father had claimed that the better goods were managed by a man’s sweat and tears and he had simply refused to improve their equipment. 
 
    At first, Gabrion hated Terrsian for his obstinacy and he had stormed off, wanting to run away to some better place. Yet as he lay in bed that night, he heard his father talking to his mother, his voice heavy with sorrow that they simply couldn’t afford the things Gabrion wanted. She had tried to console him, offering to speak to their son about the situation, but in the end there was no need, for Gabrion now understood the truth. 
 
    He had pushed himself after that, striving to make his father proud, trying to help them earn enough profit to make their lives easier. It was grueling, but Gabrion bent himself to the task. 
 
    He had also always wondered why he was an only child when most farmers bore a host of helpers for their fields. This, too, he overhead one night when his mother was upset that she was unable to supply Terrsian with any other children. 
 
    No, Gabrion was meant to work alone. 
 
    He lifted his gaze from his reverie as he examined the logs he had cut with his bare hands. It felt so empty now. He was barely exerting himself as he cut the pieces apart and wasn’t even honing his muscles in the process. He never strained himself or struggled for breath. The jade took all of that away. 
 
    Just as it had helped him to take Mira away. 
 
    The truth was all around him; he truly was meant to work alone. Now, he only needed to convince Kitalla of that and then send her on her way. Feeling defeated, Gabrion stepped away from the chopped wood and he wandered aimlessly along the outskirts of town until eventually he found his way back to Felluria’s, where he sank down in his room and let the sorrow overwhelm him. 
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 Astrith’s Decree 
 
      
 
      
 
    Randler and Dariak were detained in the forest for a couple of days while the elder decided their fate. He had seemed willing to talk to them, then release them on their way, but once he discovered Dariak’s lineage, things had changed for the worse. 
 
    Dariak was distraught at the stories of his father’s conquest of the forest people and of the theft of their jades in the process. Whether he had come himself or sent minions to do the work, it didn’t much matter to the mage. It was hard for him to accept a tarnished view of his beloved father, the one man who had truly and unconditionally loved him. 
 
    Randler tried soothing Dariak’s woes with stories and songs, but he also learned that sometimes it was best to leave the mage alone with his thoughts. Not everyone needed a tune to get through their pains. 
 
    They had some freedom to walk around the village, but they were always accompanied by three men each, some of whom they had battled during their attempts to enter the forest. This gave the guards an advantage, for they had seen the two prisoners act as a team and had witnessed some of the variety of their skills. Even if Dariak was in his right mind at the moment, they would have a difficult time of escaping. 
 
    But their first priority would be to reclaim the jades. They had laid them out in the open for Astrith to see. It was something Dariak had insisted upon before their meeting. Any secrets they kept would mark them as enemies of these people, whereas forthrightness might get them through unscathed. 
 
    Each morning, they were escorted to the bath, where they were expected to cleanse themselves of the previous day. Dariak complied, for resistance would only make things worse, not that he could imagine how. His father… his father. 
 
    In the midafternoon of their fourth day, the mage and the bard were summoned before the forest leader. Astrith sat on his log, clothed only in vines that wrapped around him, concealing little. Two women were similarly dressed, flanking him. 
 
    “I have considered your quest and I am undecided,” he announced. “You claim a man has passed through this realm and that his actions are housed in danger. It is true that a man of power did pass this way some time ago, but his energy was that of healing.” 
 
    “Pyron has the healing jade,” Dariak announced. “But his intentions—” 
 
    “I have not invited you to speak,” Astrith interrupted. “You are impulsive and you do not honor the forest with your ways. You are the son of the man who disrupted our way of life, and though we have come to build our own rapport with the forest, it was a difficult process. Some creatures of the wood were weakened and perished forever, whereas others grew stronger and overtook parts of the woodlands. Whether it was all the will of the forest remains to be seen.” 
 
    He waited as the two attending ladies lowered the trays in their hands. “These are your pieces of jade, as you can see. I have communed with them the best I can, and I see that they resonate with you to some degree. This, however, does not alone give credence to your claim.” 
 
    Dariak tried not to frown, but he failed. 
 
    “No, the energies within could resonate with you for many reasons. They could sense power in you and wish to channel it to their purpose. We cannot know their reasoning.” 
 
    “You speak as if they are alive,” Randler couldn’t help saying. 
 
    “Indeed, for in some way they are and they are not. There is a tale in this land that connects these jades. It is one you have heard, I can tell, for your words have echoed through the trees,” he said to Randler. “Your tale of the Forgotten Tribe is that story.” 
 
    The bard’s eyes shot up. “But it’s only a legend. A fable, meant to give us hope in some power yet to be known.” 
 
    “Almost,” Astrith agreed. “You have sung with emotion when your lips share this song. The errant love between King Kallisor and Lady Hathreneir. Their children: one dead, the other who ran away. Yet you say little of the rest of Kallisor’s descendants. You focus only on the one. And that one is the ancestor of your Forgotten Tribe.” 
 
    “It is true, the king had numerous descendants,” Randler commented. He had said as much to Kitalla one night along their journey. “But their tales are not told.” 
 
    “Indeed, for their lines have all ended. But not the one line. It has still continued, despite all.” 
 
    Dariak joined in, “Have you any idea who is a member of that line?” 
 
    “Not precisely, no. But there are many lines that branch off, and it is possible that more than one descendent remains now.” He eyed the both of them critically. “I see hope in your eyes, but it is unlikely to be either of you, for the originator was the king of Kallisor himself, and even if his child ran from him, the nobility would be in his line. I believe neither of you has any noble blood.” 
 
    Dariak’s father had been a prominent mage and worked closely with the king of Hathreneir, but he hadn’t been a nobleman. “We are not,” he said. 
 
    “No,” Astrith echoed. “What you seek is that descendant now.” 
 
    Dariak was growing impatient. “We seek to assemble the jades, to bring their power together and to stop the wars.” 
 
    “Ah, but the forest has told me, as the one who sees, that your task cannot be completed without the heir to the Forgotten Tribe.” 
 
    Randler, who knew the lore the best, was crestfallen. “But how can we even find him?” 
 
    “True, you may not be able to seek the person out directly, but I feel you will be brought together in the end.” 
 
    “Like the jades,” Dariak muttered. “They too are drawing together, despite our actions.” 
 
    Astrith’s face went grim. “Indeed. You have done well to claim this set of shards, but more remains ahead of you.” 
 
    “Will you return the jades to us so we may continue our journey?” Dariak asked. 
 
    “Not yet, but nor can you remain here.” Astrith eyed them both cautiously. “Since your arrival, the forest creatures have gone on the offensive. We have been put to task to fend them off. We will do so as needed, but I regret the loss of the beasts.” 
 
    “They are drawn to the jades,” Dariak explained. “Return them to us and we will depart your wood immediately. Things will return to normal for you.” 
 
    “Will they?” the older man wondered. “A fanciful suggestion, but I am still not ready to relinquish them to you. No, your father did a greatly evil deed to our land and so I must challenge your resolve to set things right.” 
 
    “There isn’t time,” the mage said. 
 
    “Impatience will be your undoing,” Astrith warned. 
 
    “What is this challenge?” Randler asked, determined to keep things civilized. 
 
    “Your goal is to leave the forest and seek this mage, and so you shall. I will permit you to depart.” 
 
    “What’s the catch?” Dariak asked. 
 
    “You will go without any objects and you must make your way by communing with the forest and utilizing it without harming it. If you so reach the western edge of the wood, my followers will return your belongings, including these,” he added, motioning to the jades. 
 
    “Without any objects?” Randler asked. “No weapons to defend ourselves?” 
 
    “No weapons, no clothing, no food. You will walk into the woods as a babe. Whether you emerge as men, only your actions will tell. You may leave at any time within the next three days, for if you wait any longer, I fear we will not be able to hold off the creatures.” 
 
    “Why bother with this then?” Dariak asked, frustrated. “Trust the jades and—” 
 
    “I have decreed, and you will obey,” Astrith rose to his feet. “I suggest you rest well tonight and feast as fully as possible before you leave. You will be protected within the confines of this place, but when you are ready to embark upon this quest, you must shed all material belongings and venture forth.” 
 
    Astrith did not wait for a response. He walked away, leaving them to consider their options, which weren’t many. If they did not accept his challenge, then they would need to locate the jades and steal them back, but finding them would be difficult without the resonance of a shard to guide them. They could head back to Marritosh for Frast’s jade, but because it was the beast jade, they worried that Astrith would claim it for his clan. 
 
    In the end, they knew their target lay to the west, and they needed to meet the elder’s task head on, while respecting the forest along the way. They resigned to leave early the next day, right after the morning meal. It would mean they wouldn’t have to hunt until later on in the day, and if the forest held fruit and proper herbs, then that would be even better. They returned to their hut and curled up in each other’s arms, needing the extra support before the next part of their journey. 
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 The Anguish of Life 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kitalla remained with Gabrion in Jortun, trying to convince him to continue his journey. Their reunion had been painful, and they spoke little in the days that followed. Kitalla remained able to touch the warrior, but no other villagers dared to try. She tended his wounds and ensured he ate properly, hoping she would succeed soon. 
 
    “You must be terribly bored,” she said one afternoon. “The people won’t talk to you, and you don’t do much but meditate in your room.” 
 
    “If you are restless, then return to the others.” 
 
    “You’re not getting rid of me that easily, Gabrion. Come on, we made a breakthrough. But you haven’t told me any more than that. How long will it take until you to break your silence?” She teasingly poked him in the ribs. 
 
    “I can’t rejoin the quest. All I do is cause pain.” His head drooped low and Kitalla responded by rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Wallow, wallow, wallow.” She shoved him hard and he nearly fell off his chair. “I know I can’t reason with you about this. But whatever it takes to convince you to move, I will do it.” 
 
    He turned to face her. “Like what, dance and make me see ponies galloping in a meadow?” 
 
    Her face lit with excitement. “Yes! That’s perfect! And we’ll have a picnic, and the bunnies will sing songs while the squirrets play a game of catch.” 
 
    “Crazy,” Gabrion shook his head. 
 
    “You started it,” she accused. “But it’s what we’re reduced to while we sit here staring at each other.” 
 
    “Then go do something.” 
 
    “I can’t,” she said. “Gabrion, you picked the most remote, boring town in all the world. After I spoke to two people, I knew everything this town knows. They have no reports on the war. No philosophy about which side should win, which is insane because we’re in Kallisor. They don’t even have good recipes for honey buns.” 
 
    Gabrion snorted a laugh. “You’re ridiculous.” 
 
    “Well, you were apparently having fisticuffs with a mountain, so you’d be the authority on ridiculous.” 
 
    His smile diminished. “Every time you make me laugh, you go back to that.” 
 
    “Until you come back with me, you’re right. I am going to keep asking about your pain.” 
 
    He slammed his fists on the table. “What of you? What about the times you’ve been quiet and aloof? What of your pain? What is it you’re hiding, Kitalla?” 
 
    Her face went stone cold. “I may be mysterious with you at times, but it’s what got me to where I am today. What am I hiding? I won’t tell you. Not like this. Not now.” 
 
    “Then why should I tell you anything either?” he growled. 
 
    “Because you always talked about your feelings. And bottling them up now is making your jade lash out at the people around you.” 
 
    He blinked. “Everyone but you.” 
 
    “Gabrion,” she sighed. “It’s no mystery. The metal jade is keeping me whole when you would otherwise destroy me. I thought you would have figured that out by now.” 
 
    He hadn’t. He was so consumed in his own hurt, he hadn’t even tried to understand. “That—I see. How did you know it would work?” 
 
    She shrugged carelessly. “I didn’t.” 
 
    He smirked, despite himself. “But you risked yourself anyway.” 
 
    “Yes, Gabrion. Because—” She stopped herself and tried to find the right words. “Because you’re dear to me. I have come to rely on you in ways I shouldn’t. And it isn’t just me; it’s Dariak, Randler, even Ervinor and Frast. We have all rallied behind you, but you don’t even realize it.” 
 
    He scoffed, “You rally behind Dariak and his quest for the jades.” 
 
    “No,” she said softly. “You know full well that we each joined this mission for our own purposes. Dariak wanted to unite the jades. Randler wanted to bury them. Ervinor, Ordren, Lica, Frast, and Quereth all wanted a new way of being. I wanted to gain more power so no one could challenge me again. And you, Gabrion, your own quest was for Mira.” She ended there purposely and watched him sink into his chair. 
 
    “Then my quest is done. She is… gone.” 
 
    Kitalla touched his shoulder tentatively. “I don’t agree. You sought her out of love and devotion, but all the while, you strove to end the needless fighting that had taken her from you in the first place. And you never lost yourself along the way.” 
 
    “Just the once, Kitalla. But it was enough. I am no longer… me.” 
 
    She waited, hoping he would continue but he fell silent again. “Tell me,” she prompted in a whisper. 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    Kitalla rose out of her chair and she stood close to him, not sure what to do. She needed him to be strong for her. She had come to rely on his prowess and his focus. Seeing him this way was painful. Yet there was something else even more painful deep in her heart. 
 
    She had come to know him as the protector and during their stay in Savvron she realized she had fallen in love with him. His bullheaded quest may have been cause for ridicule from her, but his devotion had touched her soul. He pursued Mira relentlessly, despite the odds against finding her. And apparently he had reached her at last. He admitted to having killed her, and his reaction had been so violent she didn’t doubt its truth. 
 
    What shook her deep down now was, how could she still love him for his devotion to complete his task of rescuing Mira when he himself had ended the journey by killing her? How could he still hold her heart captive if he couldn’t be trusted to protect it? What if he turned on her next? What if this was something that was twisted inside of him, maybe some side-effect of dealing with Heria, or being ripped from his stable life to join the adventure? What if he was shattered inside and she would find herself his next unwitting victim, like these helpless villagers who had only tried to mend him? 
 
    It was why she needed to know what happened. She had to understand what could have caused him to betray Mira so completely. It had to make sense. It couldn’t just be some glitch inside of him. She needed to know, at any cost. 
 
    Her decision made, Kitalla took one of Gabrion’s hands in her own and she placed it upon her belly. At first he twitched to pull away, but she persisted and he succumbed. 
 
    “When I was about sixteen, I fell in love,” she whispered. Her whole being shook, barely believing she was going to say this out loud. It took more courage for her to continue than it had facing any of Grenthar’s tortures. “He was a nobleman, Joral, maybe a year older than I was. My mother was against it. She served the mayor of Wroque. He was a vile little man, but she needed the job… for me.” 
 
    She cleared her throat and continued, in the same voiceless breath. “Joral and I were a perfect match. We both knew we were right all the time and we both loved trying to convince each other of that fact. Every fight ended passionately. Then one day he proposed. 
 
    “My mother was against it,” she repeated. “She would have killed him, if she could. But I hadn’t told her about the engagement right off. Not until…” She tightened her grip of Gabrion’s hand as it pressed against her belly. 
 
    “The months passed and my pregnancy started to show. The mayor wanted me, to…” But she didn’t say it aloud. “My mother wouldn’t have it, and we decided to run off. Joral came too. Mother fell shortly after we left. I defended us. I killed the guardsmen who slew my mother. My first kill.” 
 
    She shuddered as the memories swirled in her mind, so recently stirred by her Trial in Magehaven over two months ago; memories she had suppressed for nearly ten years. “Joral and I, we ran. We eluded the mayor’s guards for months. Then I was too burdened down by our child and we were caught.” 
 
    Her grip tightened further but Gabrion made no motion to pull away. “The mayor was there. We were pinned against the trees. He… had his way with me, with my child floating around inside of me. Joral was forced to watch. He tried… he tried to save me. But he wasn’t strong enough. The mayor retaliated.” 
 
    “There was nothing I could do to defend myself. There was nothing Joral could do either. The mayor took one of my own daggers and then stabbed me here.” She squeezed his hand tighter. “He killed my baby. Then Joral. He had his guards bandage me up, to make sure I carried my dead son to term.” 
 
    She took a deep breath. “I don’t know where I channeled the strength, for I was so terribly weak. But I killed them all right there. I threw my daggers. I stabbed the ones I only knocked down. And I drove a dagger into each of the mayor’s eyes.” 
 
    There was a pause. “I should have gone insane that day. Maybe I did. I don’t really know. But I swore I would never be defenseless again. I would find ways to protect myself from harm. Soon after my son was buried, I started training. And during that time, I discovered my dance skill. I blocked the pain of my past deep within myself. I used it to power everything I’ve done since then. 
 
    “Only recently was I forced to go through all of this again. Those Trials. I hurt all over again every day. It is like those first days… after. The wounds are raw and they threaten to tear me apart.” 
 
    She swallowed. “But then I see you, Gabrion. I see the way you stand tall. The light in your eye. I always knew you were on a mission of love for someone else, that it could never be me, but I fell in love with you anyway. 
 
    “I promised to help you find her,” she remembered. “Back in Gerrish. I wasn’t able to be there with you when you met. Had I been there, it would have been different.” 
 
    Gabrion’s voice cracked. “No. It would have been the same.” He hesitated, but continued. “She had secretly been trysting with the king of Hathreneir while she and her family were on sojourn to visit her brother’s grave. I never had a clue. That day in Savvron, she was whisked away by her knight. Well, by a servant of her knight. They were reunited permanently; they wed. She was happy, Kitalla. So very happy with her life. Everything about her radiated joy.” 
 
    He pulled his hand from her grasp so he could rub his face tersely. “She had to understand that it was all based on a lie. I had to make her see that I was there for her, to save her. She had to know that the battle in Savvron was no farce, that people died. But she didn’t want to see it. She blotted it out of her mind like it never happened.” 
 
    He rubbed his hands on the table, clutching into the wood. “Then… I went back in to make her see reason, to understand. The jade made me impervious to the king’s guard. I simply went through the throne room and showed the king he couldn’t stop me. He brought me to her, so I could see her once again. Mira. But she was distraught when she saw me. She was supposed to be overjoyed, not impatient. And then I knew why. 
 
    “Behind her, there was a baby boy. He was hers and the king’s. And I was so hurt. Devastated. Crushed. I lashed out at her—not with a sword. I insulted her. I said such horrible, terrible things. And then she came over to strike me. That was when it happened.” 
 
    His head sank down. “As her hand struck my face, it shattered. Her hand was just gone. She fell, bleeding. The wounds were so sharply cut by the glass jade that even the mages could not heal her. I tried to lift her up, but I cut her again and made her end come even faster.” 
 
    He turned his face up to Kitalla’s and he realized that she felt as exposed as he did. “She was my reason for this quest. She was everything I strove for, and I killed her. I killed her because she did not love me back.” 
 
    Kitalla dragged him out of his chair and wrapped herself around him. He responded in kind. “We’re not meant for happiness, maybe,” she said. “But I’m tired of hurting, Gabrion.” 
 
    He held her tightly for a while, then pulled away and looked into her eyes. “I can’t love you.” 
 
    “I know,” she breathed. 
 
    “I can’t protect you.” 
 
    “I know.” Before he could speak again, she pressed her lips to his, fully expecting him to push her away. Yet he pursued her. He tightened his grip and his lips crashed passionately against hers. 
 
    Their souls were already bared. It wasn’t long before their bodies were, too. 
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 Magehaven Revisited 
 
      
 
      
 
    With Marritosh reduced to cinders and no allies left in Hathreneir, Ervinor made the only decision he could. They had to return to Magehaven and somehow seek asylum. 
 
    The journey to the tower was difficult for the troop, for they had lost many friends in the town, and they were escorting hundreds of unhappy villagers. Ervinor kept two of his five battalions on alert at all times, and they dealt with the beast attacks when they occurred. Luckily, there were few actual incidents with the creatures of Hathreneir. The villagers, however, were another matter. 
 
    Most of the townspeople of Marritosh had thrown their lot in with Ervinor’s forces, but not all. Numerous families had held their devotion to the king, praying for his victory against the Kallisorian forces and finding peace through domination. Those villagers were angry with the destruction of their home, feeling the troops should have surrendered themselves and left the village quietly. 
 
    Brawls broke out randomly as the competing factions came into contact with each other, and Ervinor was forced to assign a third battalion to quell the disquiet. There, he cycled through the five groups to maintain alertness on the trek to the southwest. 
 
    It took nearly five days for the enlarged group to make the journey, mostly because the complacent villagers refused to push through the trek. This too led to many arguments among the people, but Ervinor always intervened and ensured the villagers that everyone would reach the tower safely if only they would stop the in-fighting. 
 
    “We’re here,” Frast said at last, and Ervinor couldn’t help sighing aloud. “How will we do this?” 
 
    The invisible barrier surrounded the tower and Ervinor stood inches away from it, wondering about the consequences if they all passed through. He knew about the Trials from his companions, but if three hundred people crossed the border, would the mages be able to endure the flood? 
 
    He was grateful for the interruption to his musing. “What is the meaning of this invasion?” asked an acolyte appearing at the entrance to the tower. 
 
    Ervinor bowed low and spoke clearly. “Forgive us, great mage, but we are in need of shelter.” 
 
    The woman eyed the large group and she had no idea how to react. “You cannot storm in here and take us over, even if there are mages among you. We are strong enough to defeat you, should you try.” 
 
    She was clearly worried and bluffing, Ervinor assessed. “We intend no harm. Only shelter.” 
 
    “I can’t grant you that!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “Is there someone within who can?” 
 
    She bit her lip and tugged at her reddish hair. “Wait there, and I mean that!” Then she disappeared inside the tower. 
 
    Lica approached Ervinor. “I don’t think we’re going to be allowed in.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if she is afraid. Someone will see that even they cannot turn us away.” 
 
    Lica shrugged. “Sometimes you sound like Gabrion. But times like this, you sound like Dariak.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” he asked. 
 
    She grinned. “It means I can take a bath tonight.” 
 
    Moments later, one of the Council members emerged from the tower, his body covered in so many protective enchantments, even Ervinor could sense them. He was an older man with an unkempt mess atop his head and hanging from his chin. His robes were a mustard yellow, signifying his dominance with the electrical magic drawn from the similarly colored lightning jade. Unlike other masters, he bore no secondary colors or imagery, suggesting he dabbled only in the one school of magic. 
 
    “Greetings, friend,” Ervinor bowed again. 
 
    The old man eyed the general suspiciously. “I am Vinnek and this is not the first time you stand at our door.” 
 
    It was true, for Ervinor had accompanied Dariak and the others on their first visit. “Yes,” he answered, “though I have not entered your halls myself.” 
 
    “And why would you attempt entry now? Surely you understand that your comrades wreaked havoc here.” 
 
    Ervinor knelt. “I ask not for myself, good sir, but for your own people. With us,” and he signaled over his shoulder, “are the survivors from Marritosh. Surely you saw the blaze in the nighttime sky; it burned for two days without rest. These villagers were cast from their homes and require a place to stay, temporarily, so they can gather themselves and then venture out to start anew.” 
 
    A skeptical eyebrow raised and the mage spoke, “I believe all of Hathreneir saw the destruction of the village, for it was a grievous loss to our liege. How are we to know that you did not set the blaze yourselves and that you don’t intend to do the same here?” 
 
    He had anticipated a rejection and was ready with a response. “There are some of us from Kallisor here and we are allied to the ones who have visited you recently. If we are unwelcome, then we will camp in the sand. However, there are two hundred men, women, and children whose only crime was living in Marritosh while we were there. Give them shelter and compassion, for their homes were destroyed and they had no say in these events.” 
 
    “Compelling,” the old man said. “I have little authority here, but that barely matters today, for our greatest members have disbanded.” He paused. 
 
    Ervinor waited for a time and then realized that he was supposed to explain something. “Farrenok and his companions came to Marritosh to tear it down. We held them off. Farrenok is dead, by my hand. His closest followers died at the hands of the king’s men. The rest have joined me, at least for this journey back to their home. I will not speak for their commitment beyond this excursion, but you may question them.” 
 
    The old man’s nose twitched. “Farrenok was a close-minded fool, immature and motivated by personal growth. His death means little to me personally, but I would speak with the others.” He deliberated for a moment. “Very well. We will allow entrance to Hathrens only, but they will be confined to the first level. Anyone who ventures to any other area will be decreed an enemy and will be killed on the spot. We will need some time to make arrangements. The rest of you will remain out here until we can better determine your purpose.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Ervinor bowed his head, disappointed not to gain full access from the start. The old man staggered back inside, after which five mages emerged to keep an eye on the people. 
 
    Lica frowned. “I was wrong. No bath for me tonight. I thought for sure we would be able to enter.” 
 
    “Then I channeled Gabrion today, you’re saying?” he smiled. “I can’t blame them for being cautious but at least they are compassionate enough to accommodate their countrymen.” He then set his commanders to the task of sorting the families from the rest so their entrance into the tower would be as smooth as possible. 
 
    It took three hours for the mages to make preparations to admit the citizens, but eventually they all went in. Each person passed one of a dozen mages who cast some sort of spell, which they claimed would signal out anyone from Kallisor. 
 
    “Nonsense,” Quereth grumbled later that evening. “There is no such spell to find a person’s origin.” 
 
    Ervinor was gathered around a small fire with Lica, Frast, and the old mage. “Perhaps they have discovered some special magic here, like that life force spell you encountered before.” 
 
    “No,” Quereth persisted, “that spell was a combination of healing and lightning magic, if you break it down. The healing magic tapped into the bloodstream and the lightning magic caused the light.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll bite,” Frast grinned. “How did they separate us from the mages who lived there?” 
 
    Lica shrugged. “Basic protection spell, taught to the mages who reside there for that purpose. It is a well-guarded secret and delivered to the others only by the Mage Council.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Frast wondered, impressed. 
 
    She smiled toothily. “While you were fawning over Randler, I was getting to know the mages inside. I may be a little older and weightier around the edges, but I still have my charms.” 
 
    Frast’s cheeks were burning red; he didn’t think anyone would have noticed his infatuation with the bard. He turned to Quereth, “You don’t think they can tell a Kallisorian from a Hathren?” 
 
    The older mage sighed. “It would be impossible, really, even if they had a keen ear and listened for accents. No, I think they’re enchanting them with some sort of barrier that will allow them to be found by that life force spell.” 
 
    Ervinor shrugged. “I don’t know why they would need it, if the mages are already protected against the spell.” 
 
    “They could be setting it up with a different color to differentiate them from us,” Lica ventured. “Or it could have nothing at all to do with the life force spell. To be honest, I couldn’t really care. I did really want a bath tonight.” 
 
    The others laughed and a warrior ran over to them, pausing until Ervinor acknowledged her. “Sir, Verna has asked for you.” 
 
    “Is there trouble?” 
 
    “She said it was urgent.” She waited until the general agreed, then returned to her post. 
 
    “What could it be?” Lica asked. 
 
    “It’s too early for the Wrens to come off of watch,” Ervinor answered, “so it’s either fighting or something with the mages.” He rose up and left the campfire. 
 
    Lica turned to the other two. “You know, I never thought to ask him why he gave us those names; Wren, Nightingale, Eagle, Raven, and Sparrow. Did any of you know he was a birdwatcher?” 
 
    Quereth chortled. “Hardly. He was just a grunt back in Pindington but he was always a wise lad. I had a few run-ins with him there, but luckily nothing ever serious. He was certainly no birdwatcher, though. No, there is another reason for the names.” 
 
    Frast tuned in intently. “Go on.” 
 
    “Well, it is difficult for a general to know where all his men are at any given time, so why not name them so you can find them easily?” He gestured to Lica, “Don’t your Eagles get assigned to the east?” He turned to Frast, “And your Sparrows go south. He knows where he assigned you because the names are based on compass points.” 
 
    “And Raven,” Frast guessed, “almost sounds like a spin on his own name.” 
 
    Lica clapped her hands together. “I may have to start calling him ‘Eravenor’ to see if he responds.” 
 
    Frast laughed. “I bet the Wrens are happier with that name than Warblers or Woodpeckers or something.” 
 
    Lica agreed, “And yours could have been team Swallow.” 
 
    “Yes, well, before we get lost in all the bird names we can think of,” Quereth interjected, “perhaps we should help set up some enchantments for tonight?” 
 
    “Of course.” Frast beamed, shifting his gaze to Lica, “we wouldn’t want to have any Egrets.” 
 
    “I’m too old for this,” Quereth grumbled. 
 
    “Yeah, I thought you were going to retire from this fighting business?” Lica asked seriously. 
 
    He nodded slowly. “It is true. I know I promised Dariak I would follow him, but we have been so long without him that I wonder what work I’m really doing right now. And with everything we have seen here, all the fighting and the mad dashes we’ve had, I think I’ve gone past a point where I can really be helpful on the front line.” 
 
    Quereth paused, staring off to where Ervinor had walked away. “But my life was about to end in that castle. That boy saved me, and it cost him his arm. So, I’m holding on for as long I can, at least until I can repay him. If that means leading one of his battalions, then so be it. My brain still works and so do my spells. However, once things quiet down…” He sighed wistfully. 
 
    “You saved his life, too,” Lica offered. “He needed to push you out of the way because you had dropped all of your offenses to heal him in that fight. I don’t think he will hold you to this task if you want to step down.” 
 
    “He said the same to me, Lica. The difference is, he still paid a price.” Quereth stretched and stood up. “Let’s get those enchantments in place.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ervinor made his way to the western edge of camp, where Verna waited for him. Most of the army was settled down for rest or sleep, but the members of Wren were stationed around them, keeping an eye out for beasts or invaders. 
 
    Verna was standing tall, her red hair fluttering in the evening breeze. It was mostly a tangled mess upon her head, and she often laughed that no matter how much she brushed it, it simply had a life of its own. 
 
    Born in Marritosh, Verna was raised as a warrior by her father, Vathros, who was serving in the king’s army along the eastern border. He went to war because he had no choice, for if he had remained in the village, then the king would have demanded that Verna report in his stead. Most families didn’t have that option, but Vathros had served Hathreneir well even during the War of the Colossus twenty-one years before. 
 
    In some ways, Verna was irrational. She would laugh one moment, but snap the next, yet Ervinor had come to know her during his time in Marritosh, and her outbursts were often justified. Perhaps she would benefit from more tact, but she was a smart fighter, strong and well-trained. Many of the villagers who had joined up in Marritosh needed the familiarity of someone like Verna, and of the fighters he had worked with during training, Ervinor felt she was the best choice to lead one of his battalions. Promoting her also gave her a sense of purpose again, for her mother had died years earlier, her siblings had either left or died, and guarding the town hadn’t been particularly fulfilling. 
 
    He approached her slowly, trying to gauge her mood. “Verna,” he said by way of greeting. 
 
    Her back was already ramrod straight, yet he swore she somehow straightened up more at his arrival. “Sir, the mages.” She pointed needlessly ahead of her. 
 
    Ervinor watched as a team of nearly twenty mages swept and moved in practiced rhythms on their side of the mage barrier. He could hear muttered chanting in the air, but only another mage would have any chance of deciphering any of it. 
 
    Verna anticipated his request. “I had Nurial and Osso try to puzzle out what they’re doing, but they had no idea.” Then, just as quickly, her tone changed to the biting sting of a whip. “Leave it to mages to keep secrets.” 
 
    “Surely you don’t suggest that Osso and Nurial withheld information?” He knew she hadn’t but he needed to be certain. 
 
    “No, sir,” she answered without malice, then her tone flipped again. “Just look at them, waving about like that. They could be doing anything over there and we’re just watching.” She realized what she said and her voice switched back. “Sir, I don’t suggest we invade or attack. I am merely saying that they are acting against us without provocation.” 
 
    “I understand,” he staved off any further explanation. “And I understand their actions as well. We’re an army. Some of us have been inside that tower before and things went badly. Many of their kind died because of the mages among us who entered that place. Their presence here does not surprise me. Rather, I would be more concerned if they weren’t there.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “It would suggest they were plotting something much more devious against us. For, if they trusted us, they would have invited us inside. To keep us out here, they need a show of force against us to keep us in check. I would rather watch them dance for hours over there than to worry that they’re scheming inside.” 
 
    Hazel eyes turned to him. “But we don’t know that this isn’t some kind of ruse too. They could just as well be planning something inside.” 
 
    Ervinor smiled and clapped his hand on her shoulder. “That is why you’re in charge of Wren squad. You have a keen mind and an alert eye.” 
 
    Verna didn’t wilt with flattery, but drew strength from it instead. Ervinor had recognized early on that she needed occasional compliments to battle some emotional scars from her childhood. 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” was all she said. 
 
    “Keep an eye on them, and send word if their pattern changes much. I have a feeling they’re maintaining a barrier against entry. If I’m wrong, their postures will change and then the spells will fly. Keep Osso and Nurial nearby and alert.” 
 
    “Understood.” She then stepped away from Ervinor to scold one of her fighters who had opted to lie in the sand to stretch out a few kinks in his neck, then she was back at her post after sending the man to fetch her mages. 
 
    He stepped away from her, looking over his shoulder one last time as the wind swept her hair around. She was a pretty woman, he admitted, and that alone helped keep some of the men in line, but it was her attention to detail and her standards that truly rallied them. He had chosen well, giving her command of the Wrens. 
 
    As he returned to his Ravens for some sleep, he grinned. Somehow, his own attributes had outshone the fighters around him, and he became the de facto general of this army. He wondered if, one day, Verna would succeed him. 
 
    However, he reminded himself, if things went correctly and Dariak assembled the jades, then there would be no need for an army and Verna would have to find something else to do. He set himself down to sleep, trying to picture her as a seamstress, a candlemaker, a potter, a gardener, a singer… And though putting her into these roles seemed absurd considering her personality, it distracted him from the day so he could drift off. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Guilt 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was not supposed to feel happiness after everything he had been responsible for. Leaving Savvron had opened the way for his mother to be killed in a raid. In part, his presence in Pindington had contributed to bringing down the Prisoner’s Tower, for if he hadn’t freed Dariak from his spell chamber, perhaps the lightning jade never would have gone haywire. If he had handled events differently, Kitalla’s old crony, Heria, may have been tamed instead of slain. 
 
    No, he was not supposed to feel happiness or joy, and yet he had spent the entire night in Kitalla’s embrace, shedding his pain while allowing her to release hers as well. 
 
    Countless soldiers had perished at his hand. Guards who had trained for years with a sword had died because his cuts were faster and more precise. He had the drive to take the life away from others and to end all the possibilities those people would have brought to the world. 
 
    Who was he to end people’s lives? 
 
    And the villagers in Jortun still saw that food was left at his door though half a dozen of them had been vanquished while trying to help him. He assumed they fed him to keep him from rampaging through the town, but it meant they were sacrificing their needed water to support him, the village murderer. And how had he expressed his remorse at their losses? Bedding Kitalla. 
 
    It was wrong and he didn’t deserve it. 
 
    His attempts to help out around the town were unwelcome. Everyone turned and ran away and he didn’t know how to overcome their fear while holding on to the one thing that he felt he needed to maintain: his pain. 
 
    Perhaps he should leave the town after all, but not the way Kitalla intended. If she had her way, he would flee to Dariak’s side and tag along with the mage’s quest to the very end, but he knew he was better suited to scampering off to the top of the mountains where he wouldn’t be able to harm anyone at all. 
 
    He turned his eyes toward the glass jade in his hand. He opened his palm and turned it upside down, but the shard did not fall. Shaking his hand and trying to fling it away did nothing either. He could shift it around his body but it wouldn’t come loose from his skin. He didn’t understand why the jade could not be removed, but it had done the same to him before when he had been imprisoned both in Pindington and by Heria. At times, he couldn’t see it as it revealed its inherent transparency. 
 
    Gabrion slid out of bed, leaving Kitalla behind. He dressed himself, wondering idly why the glass jade allowed him to touch his clothes but not the townspeople. Why could he protect his modesty but not the people trying to care for him? 
 
    He staggered out into the morning and he called aloud for the villagers to awaken. His voice shook with emotion and he wailed as loud as he could, rousing them all without fail. Some peered from their windows, as others braved the road he traveled on while still maintaining a safe distance. He raised his voice and called out the names that mattered most to them. 
 
    “Felluria!” he shouted. “She was your matron, who grew this town from a tiny hovel. She was a fiery spirit and she was a dangerous foe. You could not cross her without suffering at her hand, and yet she loved you all, each and every one. You obeyed her because you knew her feelings for you. You knew her struggles and you knew that she would keep this place together for an eternity.” He could see they were listening, mixed expressions on their faces. Then Gabrion slammed the final point home. “She died because of me.” 
 
    He paused for a moment, ensuring he had their attention. “There was Presh, one of your most accomplished healers. He tended my wounds despite the fear I bring to you all. He saw the damage and, as a true healer, he did what he could to bandage me and to cure me. And for his efforts, his body was slashed open whenever he touched my skin and then his blood washed over the floor and he couldn’t heal anyone any longer.” Murmuring echoed in the street. 
 
    “Jerrisha,” he said next, seeing each visage turn more and more enraged. “Kind and warm, barely old enough that no one still called her a child. A fruit-bringer, she tried to make sure I had everything I needed to survive in that house. She sacrificed her family’s wares to feed a stranger who had murdered your kin, and for her kindness to me, when she touched my hand to see if I was awake, she was cut so deeply she could not heal and there she also perished, her whole life stolen from her.” 
 
    “Veldi—” 
 
    “Shut up!” someone yelled. “You defame their memory by speaking of them! Get out of our village!” 
 
    “Veldi,” Gabrion persisted. “Curious about my past, she watched me as I chopped wood for Felluria. Her terrible fate was sealed when she cooked a meal for me and stumbled when she delivered it to my room. She tripped and her cheek brushed against my leg as I sat on the floor, and it sheered the flesh right off. Her death was painful and it took time for her to die.” 
 
    “What do you hope to accomplish with his morbid summary?” an old woman hissed. 
 
    “Morv,” he said next. “He tried to talk to me and wanted me to answer, but I was not able to speak. It is only now that I can get the words out. He sat on the floor and drew images in the sand, pointing and trying so hard to communicate with me, to find out if I was some cursed fool or if I truly meant to harm any of you on purpose. His mistake? When I responded to one of his drawings by pointing at a landmark I recognized, and he slapped my knee in delight. His drawings were drowned in blood as he died.” 
 
    Gabrion watched as the fury rose among the villagers, but he wasn’t finished. “Then Aissla, dear friend of deceased Veldi. Aissla tried the hardest to get to know me. She followed me around, watching every move I made, trying to assess what I was. Perhaps she was also a foolish girl with a crush, unable to reason through her actions. Why else would she have reached out to me like she did? And for being a warm-hearted girl, her reward was her blood spilling all over the cobblestones, screaming in horror that her life was coming to a screeching end.” 
 
    “You monster!” a child shouted. “She was my sister!” 
 
    “You can’t get rid of me because you’re afraid I’m here to take you down one at a time. Maybe you’re right. Maybe I can’t be moved. Maybe I’ve got your whole village set up in my head so I can continue ending your pitiful lives one at a time, keeping you ever wondering who will be next. Will it be you?” he pointed at one random person, causing her to jump. “Or you?” 
 
    “Stop trying to terrorize us!” 
 
    “Trying?” he echoed. “Haven’t I succeeded? I was cutting holes in the mountain with my bare hands. Who among you didn’t have nightmares about that? Anyone? I thought so. So why don’t you do something about it?” 
 
    “Like what? You said yourself we can’t touch you without dying ourselves.” 
 
    “Come at me. Get whatever you can carry that you don’t need. Show me what you feel after all the killings I’ve done so far.” 
 
    “You’ll kill us like the rest!” 
 
    “Don’t let me touch you, but do your best to take me down. You know Felluria would order you to do it if she were still here, don’t you think? Or would she tell you to lie down and die? I don’t believe so.” He added an edge to his voice as he called, “Come at me!” 
 
    A stone flew through the air and smashed against Gabrion’s face, breaking apart and clattering to the road as pebbles. It was one object that started an avalanche of rage among the people. Some made quick trips into their homes grabbing for things that were broken and beyond repair and then they returned to Gabrion and did their best to tear him down. 
 
    Buckets and brooms smacked against him, breaking in the process. Horseshoes clanged loudly and fell, warped, to the cobbles. Rope, tankards, planks of wood. Each object was hurled with such anger and dismay, and as they struck the enchanted warrior, the villagers felt a small sense of release, though they could see their efforts had no direct effect on hurting Gabrion. Yet there was a freedom in their actions, for they could strike and strike again and take out their aggressions on him without the guilt that would come if he were normal. 
 
    Some villagers lined up repeatedly, scrounging for anything they could find that would fly through the air and strike him. A few focused on metallic objects, for they made a ringing sound when they hit. And Gabrion stood there, chanting out the names of the fallen, egging them on to continue the onslaught. 
 
    Some part of him wanted them to succeed at harming him. His life could not return any of those who had died due to his actions, but if he perished, then his heart would no longer be so conflicted and pained. 
 
    “For Jortun!” he called aloud, raising his arms upward as object after object crashed against him, then fell away, leaving him unscathed. 
 
    It was cathartic for the townspeople and at last Gabrion felt he had done at least one thing to help. 
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 Into the Woods 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dariak and Randler awoke early, ready to begin Astrith’s challenge. Their guide, Yehyona, met them without a stitch of clothing on. Her rich russet skin glistened in the sunlight that flitted through the overhead vines and slinked across her delicate curves. Her voluptuous figure was blocked only by a tray of food she brought to the visitors, but only long enough for her to veritably float into their hut and then bend to her knees to place the tray on a low table. Most men would have wilted at her grace and beauty, but to Dariak and Randler, her nakedness was only a reminder that they also needed to meet the day without adornments. 
 
    Astrith had apparently sent word to all of his villagers to abide the trappings of nature, for as they left their hut, the mage and the bard noticed that not a single person was clothed in any way. They tried their best to keep their gazes firmly upward, feeling severely out of place in the lacy cloth they were still wearing. With a sigh, they surrendered to the requirement of the elder and they stripped down as Yehyona glided in front of them, bringing them to the start of their path. 
 
    “Beyond these walls, you venture forth into our domain,” Astrith began with a booming voice that rattled the air. “You enter there as you entered life, helpless but for your ability to grow. You have no parents to guide you here. Therefore you must use your wits, skills, and experiences to get through. Though you may not bring any belongings with you, you may gather things as you go. Yet, you must not harm the forest.” 
 
    “If we are attacked, may we defend ourselves?” Dariak asked. 
 
    “Of course, but do not kill needlessly, for it would upset the balance in the woods. You will also need sustenance, so, unless your herb-lore is strong, you will need to hunt.” Astrith clapped his hands. “Yehyona, if you would send them on their way?” 
 
    She stood before them and nodded her head to each, then broke into a powerful dance. She tapped her feet left and right, bending low, clapping her hands, reaching up to the sky, and spinning around. She drew her hands sensuously down her body, her face lighting in ecstasy as she moved. Her luxurious black hair cascaded around her as she dipped at the waist and swept to the side. She danced around the two adventurers, clapping her hands again to a staccato rhythm, her feet tapping in time. She twirled and stopped before Randler, then she stepped forward, pressing herself fully against him and kissing his cheek, after which she did the same to Dariak. Stepping away from the blushing men, she crouched and touched her forehead to the dirt, where she swept her hands out wide and back, encasing herself in a circle drawn in the dirt. 
 
    The other villagers were gathered around and they knelt to the earth, then bowed until their heads struck the ground. They, too, swept their hands around in a giant circle, even Astrith. Dariak understood rituals well as a mage and he immediately followed suit, Randler only moments behind. They dipped low and swept their arms around, waiting there until Yehyona rose up and placed a gentle hand on each of their heads. “Be safe on your journey,” she blessed them. “The forest provides for you. The forest protects you. But if you do not respect her, then the forest will lose you. Go now.” 
 
    Without word, Dariak and Randler stood and followed her gesture toward a path that led from the village. They took one last glance over their shoulders. All the village was still pressed to the ground, save Yehyona, who had taken a half step forward into a lunge, then reached her hands crookedly over her head, fingers flourished outward. In her own way, she looked very much like a tree; supple, strong, everlasting, and just a little wild. 
 
    They walked the path silently until the village was gone. Their first order of business was to cover their bodies. Randler eagerly hunted for fallen leaves while Dariak meditated for the spells he would need to pull them together. 
 
    “I can’t figure out the best way to ensure they fit well,” the mage said, “so lie down.” Randler did as he was told, while Dariak set leaves across Randler’s chest and waist. He then took two leaves in his hand, after which he spit on one and started casting. “Fabrithius oskallor benirrilo nosh karrai.” Bringing the leaves together, he touched their edges and allowed the spittle to roll between them, creating a seal. As he did so, the leaves on Randler’s body fused together. 
 
    Looking at the creation, Dariak realized he needed to make some adjustments, and create the tunic first, for the top and bottom halves had joined and wouldn’t be very comfortable. He also had to use more leaves, for when they linked together, they covered less area. Trying again, he crafted fronts and backs for each of them, which he then linked together with more leaves. By the time he molded shoes from the foliage, he moved much more rapidly. 
 
    The leaf-clothes were itchy for a while, but they both felt more protected by them. “Perhaps we should just go naked,” Dariak suggested after an hour of scratching. 
 
    “If I knew it would only be the two of us, then maybe,” Randler muttered. “But who knows who else we’ll run into here and I’m not really up for the public shows.” 
 
    Dariak made an admonishing ticking sound. “I have no idea why you’re so shy; you certainly have no reason to be.” 
 
    Randler hedged. “I guess I don’t want you distracted.” 
 
    “You would have to pluck the eyes from your head, the grace from your step, the voice from your throat, the mind from your skull, and—well, I’ll stop there.” 
 
    Randler shook his head. “You’re hopeless,” he teased. 
 
    “Hopelessly in love, you mean.” Dariak moved closer to kiss the bard, their leafy clothes crinkling in annoyance. 
 
    “What of Gabrion?” Randler asked suddenly, pulling away from Dariak’s advance. “What about the things you said when he was in his Trial at Magehaven? You’re attracted to him, aren’t you?” 
 
    Dariak grabbed Randler’s arm and stopped him from stepping away. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Well, you said that you hungered for his body and that you loved him as a person. Didn’t you admit you would ‘be’ with him if you could? If he had any interest?” 
 
    “Randler,” Dariak gasped. “It’s not—” 
 
    “Never mind. It’s stupid. Let’s go on.” 
 
    “No way. Not like that!” But the bard pulled away, agitated. Dariak raised his voice, “Randler, this is absurd!” 
 
    He shook his head. “You were in that Trial but I could hear some things. The music resonated with the energy in that room. I could feel you. I could hear you. I knew things you were saying. I knew what you were feeling. I know how tempted you were when he asked if you wanted him.” 
 
    “Then you also know I would never act on it,” Dariak insisted. “You would have felt that too.” 
 
    Randler nodded softly. “But not because of me, Dariak. You wouldn’t act on it because of him, because it would ruin your friendship with him, because he isn’t into men. I wasn’t even in your thoughts then.” 
 
    “I—I can’t believe this,” Dariak stammered. “Why haven’t you said anything about this until now?” 
 
    “There’s been a lot happening. And talking with Astrith has given me a lot to think about. This has been on my mind but it isn’t something easy for me to talk about.” 
 
    “It’s also wrong, Randler. Stop walking away!” Dariak jogged forward and grabbed the bard. “Would you listen to me? Or do you want to hurt?” 
 
    “You can’t change those feelings, Dariak. I felt them through you. I hated it. Another twisted piece of magic.” 
 
    Dariak clutched Randler tighter, preventing him from pulling away. “I will explain this once and you can do with it whatever you want. I was there inside Gabrion’s mind, completely swallowed up in his memories. Every part of my being was trapped in there with the things that were tormenting him, which included me gazing at him, yes. When he started confronting me about it there, Kerrish intervened and made Gabrion lash out to attack me, and though I was caught in the energies within Gabrion, I had to also reach back and fight off Kerrish. I could not have done that without your support. I had the lute figurine you carved for me in hand. It gave me the strength I needed to get through that task. Maybe I didn’t interrupt my tenuous chat with Gabrion to tell you how much I adore you, but Randler, you’re crazy if you think I’m interested in him. You’re the one I want to be with, don’t you know that?” 
 
    Randler wrenched himself away. “I… need some time. I don’t know. Something about being exposed back there… I don’t know. I don’t know.” 
 
    Dariak watched him walk off, crestfallen. He had no idea how to convince him aside from tackling him and demonstrating his feelings, but he sensed that wouldn’t help right now. Perhaps there was something else troubling the bard, but until he opened up, there was nothing Dariak could do. 
 
    With a heavy sigh, Dariak took a few steps to follow, then realized that they would need weapons, so he set himself to looking for fallen branches. It wasn’t long until he spotted some that could be of use. He grabbed them and stripped off the smaller twigs by hand. It wasn’t easy to do while walking, but he needed to try to keep pace with Randler. Dariak only stopped to rub dirt along the branches so he could cast a spell to fortify their strength. 
 
    It felt good to draw upon the power of the earth, for it was the first element he had learned as a child, thanks to the earth jade. He touched his chest, where the jade had spent a good portion of his journey. Now he felt naked without it, and he wondered if, perhaps, that was Astrith’s lesson for him. He had become so reliant on the jades over the past year that he had lost part of himself, part of his creativity. Now, would he lose Randler, too? He frowned. 
 
    Dariak looked around for some rocks and magically attached them to the ends of his makeshift staffs, giving them added strength, after which he jogged up to Randler. “Here,” he said simply, thrusting one of the enchanted branches into the bard’s hand. He wanted to say more, but the pained look on Randler’s face kept him quiet. They walked silently for hours. 
 
    Eventually, hunger set in. Randler still had not spoken, but Dariak could hear the bard’s belly rumbling. He moved off from the path and sought various herbs and mushrooms, many of which were good spell components, too. Years of training allowed him to navigate away from the poisonous plants and seek nourishment among the rest. 
 
    They didn’t have any water to wash them down with, but he found a few places where rainwater had collected on large leaves. It was enough to allow them to keep traveling onward, though he hoped they would happen across a stream sometime soon. Sips of liquid here and there wouldn’t get them through the whole forest. 
 
    Movement in the wood made them stop and look for beasts. Dariak noted that there were deer skittishly fleeing. Some rabbits and squirrels also hopped about and he couldn’t help but smile. They had been inundated with feral creatures on their journey, attacked at every turn. To see their docile kin eased his heart. 
 
    It had an effect on Randler too. “They look so peaceful,” he commented in a whisper. 
 
    “I agree. Maybe this would be a good place to camp for the night. The sun is starting to sink low.” 
 
    The bard nodded. 
 
    “If you can gather some more leaves and branches, I’ll do what I can to make a tent.” 
 
    “More magic.” Randler moaned. “But we have little choice. I will return.” 
 
    Dariak felt a pang in his chest as Randler turned from him and stepped away, staff in hand. He wondered if the bard would insist on having two tents or if he would simply opt to stay awake while Dariak slept. He needed to do something to bridge this sudden rift. He sat on the ground and folded his legs in, resting his hands upon his knees and entering a meditative trance. 
 
    “Dariak!” Randler shouted some time later. He sounded panicked. 
 
    The mage roused himself and grabbed his staff, listening for Randler’s call, but he didn’t shout a second time. Calming himself, Dariak focused on the sounds of the forest, trying to distinguish some disturbance that would lead him to Randler. But there was nothing. He knew the basic direction the bard had taken and nothing more. 
 
    He needed to act, but if he went off in the wrong direction and Randler was in trouble, he would arrive too late, so he bent down and grabbed a handful of dirt where Randler had stood, which he then placed in his mouth. It was difficult not to gag on the flavor and harder not to reflexively swallow. He called the words to mind and then blew the dirt into the air, chanting aloud. “Whirricant kai brethros forrilus, nortch corrus, benn’ai.” He coughed and spat the rest of the dirt from his mouth, dragging his tongue on his arm to help remove it. 
 
    The dirt wafted into the air and swirled around momentarily. He curled his fingers and swept his hands about as if he were shooing away flies. A summoned breeze tickled Dariak’s skin and as it tossed the floating dirt ahead, Dariak followed. It was a tenuous spell, for he was linking earth and air magic together, but Randler had helped him to better understand the aspect of dissonance, using music so he could hear how disparate sounds could actually complement each other. Now, he needed these elements to work concordantly to guide him. 
 
    Randler had stood still on that one patch of dirt, and Dariak’s hope was that some sweat had leaked through the makeshift shoes, which would temporarily allow Dariak to link the earth to the bard. The gentle wind allowed the dirt to reach for Randler, as long as Dariak was careful not to disturb the breeze with his own motions. 
 
    It took some time, complete with crunching through underbrush and ducking under branches, but at last Dariak found him. Randler was lying in a heap, eight dead squirrets nearby and numerous pelt marks on his skin. He had apparently stumbled upon their nest and they defended themselves admirably. 
 
    Dariak set his staff aside and knelt beside Randler, gently shaking him until his eyes creaked open. “Hold still,” the mage murmured. He rummaged for some leaves in the area, which he set over Randler’s deeper wounds. He called upon his meager healing skills and drew the energies through Randler’s body, trying to restore his strength. 
 
    “I feel so stupid,” the bard said. 
 
    “Never mind that; you’re okay. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    Randler spouted a quick verse. 
 
      
 
    Squirrets of the north, 
 
    Pellets in their tail, 
 
    Shooting ever forth, 
 
    Like ever-falling hail. 
 
      
 
    “I swear they blasted me fifty times for each one of my swings back. They flat-out overwhelmed me. It never should have happened.” 
 
    “You’ve been upset all day,” Dariak said. “I wish I could help you understa—” 
 
    “Don’t,” Randler cut in, looking away. 
 
    Exasperated, Dariak stood up. “Fine, then. Give up this quest and go home. I don’t need you getting in the way.” He stormed off, leaving Randler behind. 
 
    He was exhausted and wanted a full meal and some sleep. But he couldn’t stop. He was angry, hurt, and utterly confused. Didn’t everyone have errant thoughts? Didn’t people filter them out and not share them with the world? Was he really to be shunned because he thought Gabrion was attractive and a worthy friend? Because he had entertained the idea of being intimate with the warrior? Should Randler be allowed to hold such a grudge for thoughts Dariak would never act on? He didn’t care right now. He crashed his staff into the earth and dragged himself onward, barely aware which way he was headed since he was no longer on the path. 
 
    Soon a new sound filled his ears and he was grateful for it. It was the endless babbling of a stream. He hastened his steps and threw himself at the water’s surface, drinking his fill until he was gasping for breath. Sated, he curled up beside the river and set a protection spell, using a dried leaf as the main component, so that an intruder would make a loud rustling noise that would awaken him. 
 
    He wondered idly if Randler really would turn around and go home. It seemed so petty. It didn’t make any sense. He tossed and turned through the night, the crinkling of his leafy tunic spooking him repeatedly. 
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 The Outpost 
 
      
 
      
 
    She knew it was a bittersweet victory, but Kitalla lavished in Gabrion’s attentions. For days, they indulged themselves in each other, always with Gabrion apologizing to her for not loving her. Part of her didn’t care. She had had a fair share of partners over the years, all for sport, save her first, Joral. Gabrion had never been with a woman. He hadn’t ever touched a girl passionately, despite all his yearning for Mira. He had been the utmost perfect gentleman with her, but Kitalla was enjoying her time educating him. She teased him that his prowess would far exceed his battle skill any time now. 
 
    They needed to move on from Jortun, though. Kitalla tried to reason with him, but he wouldn’t listen. He gazed at her hungrily and with a few crafty touches, she melted in his arms. But she decided at last that their quest had to continue. She didn’t discuss it with him. She simply announced that the next time she woke up, she was leaving and he had better follow her. 
 
    Midafternoon, Kitalla rose from bed, dressed, and ventured out into the town. The villagers hated seeing her, because she was a friend of the murderer who had slain their friends and family. They bartered with her for supplies, then she paid a messenger to run to Felluria’s house to tell Gabrion that was she leaving. She knew if she tried to tell him herself, she might not go anywhere. 
 
    Jogging softly in the cool autumn air, Kitalla made her way toward the south. Trees were scattered here and there, birds chirping at her intrusion. She laughed, feeling lighter than air. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Gabrion joined her. “Come back, Kitalla. Where are you going?” 
 
    She eluded his grasp. “I told you! We have to return to Dariak.” 
 
    Gabrion’s face collapsed. “I can’t do that. You know I can’t. I can’t fight anymore. Not after what I’ve done.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” she scoffed. “You can fight if you have to. You have more to protect in this world. We all need you, Gabrion.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I—I can’t.” 
 
    “Well, I’m going on,” she announced. “I expect you to come with me. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    “Kitalla…” 
 
    She winked sensuously and then turned around, swinging her hips wildly side to side. Gabrion was wholly entranced, and she wasn’t using her dance skill to enthrall him. He hesitated, eying her hungrily, then surrendered and followed. 
 
    They didn’t talk along the way, nor did they make any contact. It was an unspoken agreement between them for the time being. All the while, Gabrion looked over his shoulder as his recent sanctuary faded away into memory. 
 
    “Eaglons!” Kitalla announced, pointing at several floating forms in the sky ahead of them. “You didn’t even bring a sword.” 
 
    “I can’t fight. I told you that.” 
 
    She wished she hadn’t bartered away the sword she had used to wrangle the sandorpion. She only had her daggers and Gabrion was refusing to fight at all. Perhaps when the battle was on, he would forget his vow and join the fray. The beasts flew closer and attacked. 
 
    There were eleven of the feathery creatures hovering around and they worked as a concerted team to assault them. Gabrion ducked and weaved about, avoiding each one, but Kitalla had her daggers in hand, trying to cut the oversized birds without being cut in return. The poisonous claws would do some serious damage, especially without a healer nearby to cure the poison. 
 
    Two birds were taken down and a third veered away before she could kill it. Gabrion continued to feint left and right, which broke Kitalla’s flow. She was used to having his help in a fight, and his useless thrashing about was irritating. She tossed two daggers into the sky and pulled two more from other pockets. The eaglons avoided her blades, but as they veered, she leaped into the air and slashed at one creature, while kicking her foot toward another. The eaglons swept in and one crashed into her belly, knocking her down. She grabbed the bird and cracked its neck, then checked herself for wounds. Finding none, she rose up, coughed painfully, then assessed the next attack. 
 
    Five eaglons flew in formation and charged for her, while the rest sought Gabrion. She considered trying to bewitch them with her dance skill, but the birds were diving in fast. She tossed a dagger into their midst, knowing it would only cause them to swerve out of its way, but she was counting on it. The leading eaglon twisted to the side, slightly breaking formation, which allowed Kitalla to turn sideways and slip between two of them, bringing her hands up and knocking them out of the sky. 
 
    The other three creatures in the formation screeched and swept around to strike again, but Kitalla had collapsed. 
 
    She knew it was a risky move, but her leap between the eaglons hadn’t gone as well as she had hoped. Her left hand caught on the talons of her victim and ripped jagged cuts through her skin, leaking poison into the veins. The blistering pain was instant and it raged up through her arm and toward her heart. Few would survive a gash like that, for she had been sliced with several talons and had taken in a large amount of poison. 
 
    She wondered idly why the metal jade hadn’t saved her, but even as the idea occurred to her, she could feel it pulsing at her hip. It was reacting somehow with her bloodstream, trying to fight off the poison. But the metal had no providence over poison, she thought to herself. It couldn’t heal her. 
 
    “Gabrion,” she gasped. 
 
    He raced over, ignoring the rest of the eaglons as they circled overhead, ready to strike again. He saw the gashes on her arm and gasped. “No!” 
 
    “The outpost, Gabrion,” she instructed him. “Healers.” She felt the metal jade pulse more wildly and a wracking pain shook her as the shard took control of the metal in her body and drew her into a deep stasis. The fire jade assisted, drawing the heat from her skin, slowing her down. Her breathing stopped, as did her blood flow. 
 
    “Kitalla!” The eaglons sensed his helplessness and they dove down, determined to end him, too. Squawking viciously as they dove, the eaglons aimed for Gabrion’s heart. One after another they pelted him, and subsequently shattered like glass. Each creature erupted into bits, like the unfortunate villagers of Jortun. Like Mira. 
 
    His jade hummed powerfully in a suddenly different rhythm. He examined Kitalla’s lifeless body and felt the frantic pulsing of her metal jade. Instinctively, he knew she wasn’t actually dead, but he didn’t question how. He scooped her up in his arms, trusting her fire and metal jades to protect her from his touch. 
 
    He didn’t want to go to the outpost. It would bring him closer to the war. To the fighting. And the killing. The endless killing. He didn’t want to be the warrior any longer. 
 
    But Kitalla needed him. She would die without help and she had called for the outpost. Indeed, it would be the only place nearby with any healers who might be willing to help them. He had to save her. He had failed Mira, but he would not fail Kitalla. 
 
    He ran and ran, his glass jade empowering him with its energy. He pressed onward with barely any food or water for nearly two full days. Beasts in the area drew close to him, but they sensed an unnatural threat and they fled before trying to engage him at all. Kitalla never stirred along the way, her body held in stasis. 
 
    As he approached the outpost, he felt his body slowing down. Perhaps the jade was out of energy, or maybe his frantic run was coming to an end. The ground was littered with the remnants of armed forces that had been camped there not long ago. The troops had since entered Hathreneir to take the fighting across the border, leaving the grass here trampled, beaten, and littered with debris. 
 
    The outpost was in sight and he struggled to keep his feet moving. He had to reach it. The white stone glinted in the fading sunlight and he pushed on further, carrying Kitalla, her body eerily cold against his skin. 
 
    A scout called out to him. “Halt! Identify yourself!” 
 
    He stopped running because his body refused to continue. Collapsing to his knees, he replied with heaving gasps. “Gabrion of Savvron. Friend of Ordren. Help us. Healers. Help.” 
 
    He wanted to pass out, but the jade wouldn’t let him, for Kitalla wasn’t yet safe. The scout eyed him and considered Gabrion’s words. “Come.” 
 
    Pushing himself up felt like trying to lift the stones of the outpost all at once. He managed it through sheer strength of will, bringing Kitalla’s body to the three-story barrack and seeking an audience with the soldier from Pindington. 
 
    “Gabrion!” greeted a familiar voice. 
 
    “Don’t touch me, friend,” Gabrion called out, seeing the man approach to clutch his shoulder. “No one must lay a finger on me. I’ll explain later, but for now, you must call your healers.” He set Kitalla’s body on the stone floor. “Eaglon poison.” 
 
    Ordren eyed the young man oddly, but he drew his attention toward Kitalla’s wounds and hissed through his teeth. “Gabrion…” 
 
    “Healers,” the warrior insisted. “They will be successful, but you must hurry.” 
 
    The soldier whistled over his shoulder for help. “What of you, Gabrion?” 
 
    “I am uninjured, but I need a place to rest. And some food.” He watched as a team of men carried Kitalla away to the healing room. “But I insist, Ordren, that no one must touch me. It will only cause them great and irreparable harm.” 
 
    “Yet not her?” he asked, gesturing needlessly toward Kitalla. 
 
    “She is… protected against my curse.” 
 
    “You are sure she can be healed?” 
 
    “You know of the jades, don’t you, Ordren? They are protecting her and the healers would do well to abide any advice they feel from them. The jades will know how to help her.” Gabrion looked over Ordren’s shoulder. “Promise me you will heal her.” 
 
    “We’ll do what we can,” he answered skeptically. “But you have to realize, no one really survives eaglon poison.” 
 
    “Forget that and heal her.” His voice was edgy and forceful and Ordren took an involuntary step back. “Sorry,” Gabrion apologized. “Food. Bed. Please.” 
 
    Arrangements were made and Gabrion alerted everyone he saw not to touch him for any reason. They eyed him fearfully, but they obliged. 
 
    The only room that was open at the time was a cell in the dungeon. He accepted it, not much caring where he had a chance to crash. Bread, cheese, and water were brought in and he devoured them like they were roasted chicken and herbs fit for a king. Every part of his body tingled with the anticipation of a deep sleep, but it didn’t come. 
 
    Hours drifted away and he was able to see the moon through a small cutout in the cell. His thoughts tossed about, but he was so overtired he couldn’t pin down the threads of what he was trying to think about. He had mental glimpses of his home, of Mira, the jades, Dariak, a tiny infant, Randler, and Kitalla. They flashed so quickly, they reminded him of the overlapping conversations that had plagued him during his Trial. 
 
    He had failed Mira because his anguish had channeled the jade’s power and caused his body to be so sharp, her arm had essentially exploded when she had tried to strike him. She died because the wounds were so perfectly and magically severed, the mages couldn’t overcome them. Now Kitalla was poisoned and dying, locked in some freakish stasis because he had decided he could never fight again. 
 
    Was he doomed to destroy all the people around him? 
 
    That one thought kept returning to him, and he hated it. It was worse than one of Randler’s songs being so lodged in his head that he kept singing it relentlessly. He was tired of guilt and pain. He wanted to shut it all away and just… 
 
    But he didn’t know what. He doubted he would be able to tend a farm any longer. His life had taken such a violent turn, he suspected he would never have the patience needed to till the land or tend the crops. He didn’t want to fight because he had killed so many things already, many of them people. The killing must stop, even though he excelled at it. 
 
    Pacing around the cell didn’t help, nor did lying down. He kept trembling, wondering if Kitalla would survive the night, while simultaneously knowing she would have to because of the jades. Even his jade had kept him safe. Or had it? 
 
    Perhaps the jade was to blame for the ways things were. Without the shards, the team would have died long ago, whether in a fight against beasts, or after the crash of the Prisoner’s Tower in Pindington when the blacksmith’s furnace had exploded. If he had died, he wouldn’t have had to feel all this raging pain that tore at his soul. His quest for Mira would have ended unfinished, rather than ending murderously. 
 
    Absentmindedly, he caught himself drawing a large triangle on the stone floor, his finger cutting into the surface, each side with its representation: Patience, Pain, Perseverance. He carelessly dug deepest into the edge representing Pain until his knuckle sank into the stone and he realized what he was doing. The triad still didn’t make sense to him. The more he hurt the people around him, the more he had to be patient? The harder he had to persevere? 
 
    Dawn crept through the window and distracted him, thankfully. He stood up, his eyes bloodshot, and he left the cell to check in on Kitalla. One of Ordren’s soldiers pointed him in the right direction. Gabrion pushed the door open and he saw her lying on a table, a white sheet covering her up to her chin. He watched carefully and saw the slow rise and fall of her chest, and a deep relief washed over him. The healers had succeeded. 
 
    Finding a chair and settling down, he watched her, his mind suddenly and blissfully blank. 
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 Verna’s Mistake 
 
      
 
      
 
    Several days passed awkwardly outside Magehaven. Ervinor and his team remained on alert against the mages who refused to allow them to enter. The young general wasn’t entirely sure what to do; he needed to keep the army intact for Dariak’s return, but he had no idea how to do so while camping out in the sand when a shelter stood literally yards away. He considered leaving this area, but he had no clue where to go. The only other places known to him in Hathreneir were the castle and Marritosh; his last foray to the castle had cost his arm, and Marritosh lay in ruins. 
 
    He watched the dance of six Hathren mages this morning as they maintained whatever spells they thought were necessary for their protection. He had not seen any of the Council members since their arrival, but he had expected some form of parlay by now. His troops were antsy and eager to be anywhere other than lying in wait. 
 
    He scanned his remaining forces, proud how they were faring despite the circumstances. Lica’s Eagle group was on patrol of the area, watching for desert creatures. Quereth’s Nightingales were posted closest to the magical barrier that surrounded the tower, keeping an eye on the mages on the other side. Ervinor’s Ravens and Frast’s Sparrows were on rest, many of the men and women taking the opportunity to eat or sleep. Verna’s Wrens were also assigned a break, but she had decided to keep her team limber by engaging them in some sparring. 
 
    The sounds of clanking swords echoed, as did the banter of their commander. Amused, Ervinor decided to inspect the training session, so he stepped away from his perch and approached them. 
 
    Most of Verna’s group was composed of Hathren fighters, with only a couple of mages. The fighters were mostly swordsmen, for it was the most common weapon forged in Marritosh and easier to train with than spears or axes. Daggers were less useful in a large-scale battle, and then only if things were bad and close melee was required. As Ervinor walked up to them, he could see teams of two or three in close-knit sparring, making use of a wide range of battle tactics. Some were more aggressive with thrusts and stabs, whereas others blocked well enough to keep the blades away. Now and then, they swapped roles, and Ervinor could see the differences in skill levels between them. 
 
    The mages among them kept their spells in check outside the tower, at Ervinor’s request. Defensive spells were allowed, but shows of force were discouraged at the moment. He didn’t want to risk an incident with any errant spells that might cross through the barrier. Instead they wielded staves and swung them sluggishly to defend themselves. The maneuvers would only be useful against tired fighters, but perhaps if the mages managed to slow the swordsmen down first, then even these defenses would suffice. 
 
    “Sword higher!” Verna screamed at one of the younger fighters in her group. “If you parry like that, you will die.” She lunged in with a vicious blow and the poor teenager panicked and threw himself down to avoid the strike. “No! No! No!” she wailed, chasing him with her sword as he frantically rolled away. The blond youth glanced up as she roared and thundered after him, stabbing her sword into the ground every few paces. He didn’t have a chance to get to his feet during her pursuit. 
 
    “Ho there,” Ervinor interrupted before she could connect. 
 
    “What?” she shrieked angrily, turning to face him, her crimson hair swinging out carelessly. She eyed Ervinor and lowered her gaze. “Sorry, sir. Just training.” 
 
    He watched the young soldier rise to his feet and skitter away, gasping in panic. “I see. Keeping your men on their toes is wise, though some may need more basic training first.” 
 
    “You question my technique?” she raged. “As general, I would think you would want these fighters at their best for our purpose!” 
 
    “Watch your tone, commander,” he cautioned. “I do admire your skills, but I am still in charge here.” 
 
    It took a moment for her to calm herself before she apologized and nodded her head. “What would you suggest, sir?” 
 
    “Don’t train him by fear, Verna. That’s all.” 
 
    Her voice raised despite her efforts to control it. “But when we join the fighting, we will all be empowered by fear if we become its master.” 
 
    Ervinor considered for a moment and nodded. “Yes, but it shouldn’t be you he fears.” 
 
    Her lip twitched and her voice grew husky. “So he should wait until he is in the midst of a battle before he ever truly has to defend himself?” Her voice escalated. “He should die then because we are too afraid now to teach him what it means to be truly and ruthlessly attacked? He will die without being prepared! Is that how I should train these men?” She started screaming now, her voice echoing in the morning air. The members of her battalion stood tall and turned to face her, weapons still in hand. “Every single one of them will die! Not a one of them will live to see another day!” 
 
    Ervinor squared his jaw and he set his gaze angrily upon her. Her words were uncalled for and when she paused to look at his face, she knew she had crossed the line. However, it was how she felt. The fighters needed to be prepared for the worst. 
 
    Unfortunately, she had summoned the worst with her shouting. 
 
    Perhaps the mages had only heard the last part of her impassioned speech, but those words, coupled with the fighters around her armed and ready for battle, prompted the six mages beyond the barrier to cease their repetitive casting. Breaking formation, they scattered and each pulled the energies about them for offensive spells. One mage began by launching fire darts toward Verna’s group, while the other five spread their attacks around toward the rest of Ervinor’s army. 
 
    “Halt! Halt!” Ervinor called, trying to keep his troops in line. However, within moments, spells erupted everywhere and mages poured out from the tower itself to join the fray. Apparently, the disruption of the unified spell was signal enough to the mages within. 
 
    Sandorpions were summoned with desert rodia and a pack of eaglons, controlled by a team of mages who targeted Verna’s group. Ice rained down from above onto Lica’s forces, while Quereth’s team took the brunt of the electrical charges. The rest of Ervinor’s army came abruptly alert and took up their weapons to defend themselves. 
 
    Ervinor tried to restore order, but the chaos erupted too quickly. He pulled his sword from the sheath on his back and used it to bat away a swooping eaglon. Verna’s team pressed themselves into the sand and assaulted the rest of the creatures with relative ease. The rodia were dispatched and only one fighter took damage from a sandorpion. Even the eaglons were no match for them. 
 
    As they fought, Ervinor tried to reach Frast so he could use his magic to call a ceasefire. Three lupinoes raced from the tower and headed right for him, clearly sent out to take him down. He swept his sword toward one and rolled away from the other two. They circled around him, snarling, their silver-blue fur glistening in the sunlight. The smallest of the three charged in, head low and ready to bowl the man over. Ervinor was not duped by the attack, however, for the other two lupinoes separated and stalked toward him, and if he focused all of his attention on the small beast, then one of the other two would ambush him. 
 
    He ran forward and leaped into the air, inadvertently catching his foot in the lupino’s eye. It offset his leap and he tumbled, tucking in to roll swiftly. The injured creature howled and spun about as its companions did the same. Ervinor thrust his sword into the ground at his feet and reached for two poison darts that were secured along his chest. There wasn’t time to pull out the blowtube, for the trio was racing toward him again. They kept their heads high this time, preventing another leap. 
 
    When they reached him, Ervinor fell backward and hooked his feet under the front legs of the center beast. Rolling frantically, he flipped the creature overhead, sending it through the air, where it landed awkwardly in the sand, its neck snapping. Also as he rolled, he lashed his arm out and threw the two darts, which struck one of the flanking lupinoes. Winded and dizzy, he righted himself and reclaimed his sword to finish off the last lupino as it charged him with snapping jaws. Perhaps if the beast wasn’t being controlled by the mages, its raw power and instincts would have allowed it to fight more strategically, but as it was, Ervinor was able to meet the charge with a deep sword thrust through the lupino’s brain. 
 
    There was no time to catch his breath. This battle had to be stopped. He pushed himself up and scanned around for his commanders, but each was out of sight amidst all the commotion. The mages were using their skills well, sweeping the sand into the air and creating a blinding sandstorm off to the south; a wild set of vines smacked repeatedly at three fighters who hacked away at the husks to keep from being entangled; fire, ice, and lightning erupted everywhere, sometimes combining into powerful attacks. The field was complete chaos, worse than the mage attack on Marritosh. 
 
    He had no idea how to stop it except to find one of the mages and try to be heard. He sheathed his sword and made his way toward the tower, keeping his hand over his head in a nonthreatening manner. His Ravens gathered around him and he explained his purpose. Three stayed with him, but the rest disbanded to deliver the word to the others. Ervinor pushed onward, seeking a team of mages ahead of him who were crouched low and offering healing to fallen comrades. 
 
    Crossing the mage barrier offered no ill effects, save a strange popping sound in his ears. He realized absently that they could have entered the tower at any time instead of languishing in the desert. Shrugging away the thought, he made his way forward with his small entourage, all with weapons sheathed. “Hear me, mages!” Ervinor called out as he approached. 
 
    One of the mages looked up and panicked at his approach. She immediately jolted him with a blast of air, which was followed by a bolt of lightning from one of her fellow healers. He endured the pain, determined to show that he meant them no harm, but they were caught up in the moment and their attacks continued. Ervinor and his Ravens fell to their knees in pain, lucky that the offensive spells were not terribly powerful and that their antimagic armor worked. As another barrage erupted from the healers, help swooped in. 
 
    Verna’s team had dispatched the summoned beasts and the mages who had called them. Now she guided her team toward Ervinor as he approached the healers. She misunderstood his intent, only seeing him fall to his knees from their spells. She rushed in, sword flailing, and moments later all three healers were dead. She didn’t spare Ervinor much attention, turning instead to other foes nearby who were on the offensive. 
 
    Ervinor tried to call out to her, but he was too weak. His Ravens hadn’t gotten the message to her, but he could tell that the rest of his forces had obeyed. The sounds of fighting behind him grew weaker, but Verna pressed on. She made her way toward the tower entrance, her Wrens in tow, and they entered the structure and disappeared. 
 
    Healing energy swept around him and Frast helped him to his feet. “This is bad,” the mage said needlessly. 
 
    “I must go in,” Ervinor decided. “I have to stop her.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you. And don’t you dare protest. You need me.” For emphasis, Frast cast another healing spell and Ervinor admittedly felt bolstered by it. 
 
    After sending the rest of his Ravens to reaffirm the ceasefire, Ervinor and Frast jogged to the main door of the tower. They passed several dead mages, fighters, and creatures along the way; their deaths all for naught. The massive doors stood silently open, and when Ervinor stepped inside, he wished he could go back to the first light of morning and change the horrible fate that had befallen the place. 
 
    When they had arrived at the tower days ago, the mages had allowed the Marritosh refugees inside, sequestered to the main floor. As he entered the main chamber, he looked around at a mass of fallen bodies. The townspeople who had lost their homes lay in lifeless piles on the floor. He didn’t know how Verna could have butchered them all so swiftly, or why she would have done so. Clearly, madness had claimed her. 
 
    “Even the children,” Frast whispered in a hollow tone. Neither man could bring himself to walk further into the room. 
 
    Ervinor fell to his knees, horrified by the butchery. Verna was a bit wild, but he had never suspected that she could be capable of such blind rage. He had no idea how he could compensate for this tragedy to the people of Hathreneir or to the mages. He knew it would have to start with finding Verna and bringing an end to her insanity. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said, pushing himself up and crossing the main chamber. 
 
    “Wait!” Frast interrupted, his face scrunched in confusion and his eyes darting wildly about. “Ervinor, there is something strange here.” 
 
    They walked farther into the room, drawing closer to the fallen bodies. Ervinor inspected one man whose limbs were tangled. “No blood.” 
 
    “How—?” 
 
    “Stop!” shouted a voice across the way. “Lower your weapons, Kallisor scum.” 
 
    Ervinor recognized old Vinnek, whom he had not seen since their first meeting days ago. Numerous mages crowded behind him. “Our weapons are away, friend.” 
 
    “Friend?” the mage scoffed incredulously. “What friend attacks another? Have you no sense of honor? No amount of patience to wait until we had deliberated?” He was seething with anger and sparks flickered along his fingertips. “This outrage demonstrates once more the treachery of Kallisor. Perhaps Farrenok and the others were right to eradicate you all!” 
 
    “No, please hear me,” Ervinor bowed low. “This whole battle was a misunderstanding.” 
 
    “We heard your threat!” the old man barked. “We defended our home. You will all perish for your actions.” 
 
    “So that’s it?” Frast shouted. “You won’t even listen?” 
 
    Vinnek shot bolts of lightning across the room, missing them intentionally. “Why should I listen to barbarians?” 
 
    “Because if we do not speak, there will be more useless killing,” Ervinor pleaded. “Hear me first. Strike me down later.” 
 
    “We already dealt with the scouts you sent in ahead of you,” Vinnek informed him. “Your demise will soon follow.” 
 
    “You overheard part of a conversation and you acted on it. Verna was not threatening the mages here. We were discussing training tactics, albeit vehemently. Your mages broke formation and launched the first assault. I never ordered the strike and I immediately tried to quell it once it broke out.” He looked around at the bodies littering the floor. “I can’t believe it came to this. How could she have killed these innocent people? She grew up with many of them.” 
 
    Vinnek looked perplexed as Ervinor gazed around the room. Then he laughed. “These people are not dead, you fool.” 
 
    A glimmer of hope flickered in the general’s eyes. “Then what?” 
 
    Frast snapped his fingers in understanding, which caused Vinnek to flick another lightning bolt toward him in warning. “I get it now,” Frast said. “When you brought them in, you ensorcelled them so that if we attacked, you could put them to sleep and they would not be able to join the fighting. And the mages outside,” he surmised, “were keeping the sleep spell from activating. When they broke formation, these people fell and you determined that the fight was on.” 
 
    “Astute,” Vinnek said. “And since you do not have access to these reinforcements, you should understand full well that you cannot withstand us at all. We will finish what was started here and your army will be terminated.” 
 
    “You’re not listening,” Ervinor complained. “We never intended for this fight. These people here are refugees only, not fighters. Not one of them is under my command.” 
 
    “Then what of the party that erupted through our doors?” 
 
    “They acted on their own, without my orders, I assure you.” 
 
    “Convenient,” the mage snorted. 
 
    “I want peace, Vinnek. Not this fighting. It’s the fighting we’re trying to stop. It’s why we’re gathered in Hathreneir in the first place. It’s what Dariak’s quest is all about. We are to be his support and defense while he needs us. We were never meant to battle you, not here or anywhere. I urge you to hear me.” 
 
    The anger in the old man’s eyes flickered. “Send your mage back out to the rest of your followers. Take these mages with you,” he said, signaling behind him. “They will bind the hands of your allies and they will be brought inside where we can better watch them.” 
 
    Ervinor agreed. “If you can, cast the same sleep spell over them as you did these people. Then you can shut us down just as surely.” 
 
    “Very well.” Vinnek withdrew a rope from his robe and he used it to tie Ervinor’s arm behind his back, anchoring it about his waist. “For now, you come with me.” 
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 Nightmares of the 
Warrior 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Gabrion sat in the healing chamber, with Kitalla breathing normally nearby, his body fell into a deep and immovable sleep. He felt himself swimming around in his mind, trying to escape the utter darkness of his thoughts. He reached out with mental arms, trying to sway from one side to another, seeking a light that would free him of the stifling emptiness of his mind. Yet, wherever he thought he turned, the same blankness met his inner vision. 
 
    He floated there for a time, trying to understand why he was drifting in the first place. He vaguely recalled a harrowed journey and multiple days with jade-empowered stamina that prevented him from sleeping. And here his body was plunged in darkness to recover a semblance of his usual cycles. 
 
    An image of Kitalla flickered into view and Gabrion seized upon it, looking at the exhaustion on her face. She was much younger and seemed immature compared to the woman he knew. She didn’t quite have the same determination in her eyes and he wondered if he was viewing her past somehow. 
 
    The young thief was running in the black emptiness and she kept glancing over her shoulder in panic. Her clothes were a shifting mix of styles, from elegant princess to struggling peasant. Each moment, some facet of her appearance changed and the more Gabrion strained to watch, the faster everything transformed. 
 
    Kitalla kept running and shifting appearance until her belly widened and extended forth, echoing the child she once had carried. Gabrion had never known much of her past, for she had kept it guarded well against her companions, but now he knew of the darkness in her memories and, as he considered it, he realized that he was trying to make sense of the information. 
 
    In slow motion, Kitalla continued to run, her body weighed down by her unborn child. He saw a blur beside her, as if someone was running with her. She hadn’t been alone when she was fleeing her pursuers, he recalled. The mist of color resolved itself into a young lover, though as he stared, it was his face upon the body instead. 
 
    From the blankness arrived an attacker and as Gabrion observed the scene, he saw that he was also the villain, chasing the young couple, his face a mask of rage. He opened his mouth and tried to call out to warn them, but pregnant Kitalla spun around, her arms becoming massive swords and she slashed into the pursuing Gabrion, tearing him to infinitesimal pieces. 
 
    Shuddering, Gabrion pulled away and the image changed, though some part of him wished it wouldn’t. The buildings of Savvron rose up from the ground, growing out of the soil like flowers. Each structure waved lazily back and forth. He floated overhead, watching as a version of himself scampered around the village, batting at enemies with a blunt knife that was no longer than his thumb. His replica jabbed as hard as he could; the enemies laughed and pushed him away, and each time they did his body shrank in size. When he was no larger than an apple, a Hathren general stomped over, chortling, and squashed him. 
 
    As Gabrion hovered, he saw Mira pass his flattened corpse, skipping and frolicking merrily, a yellow ribbon in her hair. Young and free, Gabrion’s beloved twirled with such overwhelming glee that, for a moment, he knew he loved her still. Then she laughed and the tenor of her voice was malicious and scheming. Gabrion’s parents hurried over to her, bringing gifts of flowers and fruits, and Mira took the overflowing baskets from their hands, after which she pinched their faces and collapsed their heads until they were as small as Gabrion. Then with a kick, she punted Gabrion’s mother into the air, where she exploded like glass. 
 
    Gabrion’s mind cried out in horror, for he understood why he envisioned such a death, having shattered Mira’s body. He reached out but he had no hands, no voice, no way of stopping the visions from coming. 
 
    Mira spun and spun, laughing as she went until Gabrion looked again and realized that she was now Kitalla. His mental body descended and the two of them stood in Jortun, Kitalla’s body marred with countless wounds. 
 
    He tried to ask her what had happened, but she shook her finger as if to ward off his question. Then, beckoning him to follow, she guided him to a dark, dank cave in the mountain. Traversing into the stone, Gabrion realized that it was the same place he had been hacking away at outside the town, though the gap was certainly much larger than he could possibly have carved on his own. 
 
    Just under a league later, Kitalla stopped and she stood before him, suddenly naked. With her arms and legs outstretched, her body rose up into the air, light emanating from her fingers, hair, and toes. Then her body rotated as if she were cartwheeling, centered on her navel, faster and faster until she was a veritable disc of light. Her belly exploded outward and absorbed the illumination from the cavern, leaving only a tiny flickering spark in the center of the room. Gabrion struggled to see in the twinkling flame, but all he realized was that suddenly, Kitalla was gone. 
 
    He didn’t know what it meant. His mental form slowly drifted into the rocky ground. He reached up, trying to remain in this place where Kitalla’s last glimmer of life had burst apart, but he still had no limbs and he could not resist the pull. 
 
    Like a man falling into an ocean with a large rock tied to his foot, Gabrion panicked, trying to thrash around to put an end to the horrid visions. He felt the pressure of the stone swallow him ever so slowly, crushing against his legs, his stomach, his chest. 
 
    But he had the glass jade, he recalled, so he shouted for it, begging for help. It could easily cut through this stone and release him from the impending doom. He tried and tried again, but his mental body had no voice. The glass jade refused to hear him and he had no means of escape. 
 
    He slid further and further down, no longer able to feel the parts of his body that were below the surface. The rock touched his chin, yet he sank further still. Then his mouth was covered. As the stone approached his nose, he drew in as much air as he could, wondering how he could possibly survive the crushing prison. 
 
    Then his nose was below the surface and he realized suddenly that he didn’t feel anything from his cheeks downward. His body was perhaps being devoured by a pack of tigroars, though he couldn’t hear their screams from below. 
 
    Up and up the stone went, reaching his eyes. He slammed them shut, fearing the sensation of rock scraping against an eyeball. And as his eyes went down, he lost them and didn’t know what they felt. 
 
    He tried to move, tried to free himself. Soon his whole head would be gone and he would be lost to oblivion. 
 
    He felt a soundwave shake against his head, but he couldn’t decipher it without his ears. Yet his mental self told him what that sound was and he tried not to hear it inside his mind. He wanted to push it away and never hear it again. 
 
    But as the rock dragged him down and his essence was erased from existence, he heard Kitalla’s voice repeatedly condemning him. “You failed me. You failed me.” 
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 Caravan in the Forest 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days passed after Dariak separated from Randler in the forest. The mage was hurt and upset, but he could not face the bard, and he did his best not to wonder too much about him. He kept his thoughts on the path ahead, while also seeking shelter and sustenance when the needs arose. 
 
    He knew Randler was on his trail, but keeping his distance. They did not have their jades to find each other, but Dariak could hear him just out of sight, hunting and following. 
 
    The forest was mostly peaceful as Dariak wound his way along the path. Forest creatures were rare, which was fine, except when he was hungry. Eating herbs throughout the day was not particularly fulfilling. 
 
    As he went, Dariak spent time communing with nature. He sat down often to listen to the forest, the wind sweeping the leaves gently overhead, the animals chittering in their holes, the insects buzzing softly. He never quite felt alone. 
 
    Growing up, Dariak had spent most of his time in towns or the castle proper. His mother kept close tabs on him as did one of the mage stewards, a close friend of Pyron’s, who oversaw his magical training. The earth jade was shown to him early on and bequeathed unto him at the age of seven, once his mother and his steward agreed that he needed to begin his training in earnest. Since then, the earth itself was much like a companion that responded to his needs. 
 
    He missed the jade now, for it had been a friend to him at times when he was otherwise alone. He had other boys and girls to play with, but they had stayed aloof because of his father. Perhaps their parents feared that Dariak’s life would be as doomed as Delminor’s. No one wanted ties with that. 
 
    Memories swirled in his mind of his childhood and the time he spent with the earth jade. Without anyone ever telling him to do so, he kept it hidden from others. It was a gift from his father and part of a legacy that Dariak wished to restore. Delminor’s work gave the mages of Hathreneir deep skill sets, allowing most mages to dabble in multiple elements, rather than having to specialize in a single one. The flexibility opened new possibilities with magic, allowing even healers to better practice their craft, for they could tap into the earth powers to mend bones while healing energy reduced the pain. 
 
    Dariak frowned, irked how the mages had turned from his father, despite having lost the jades in the great war. Perhaps that was what had bothered the mages the most; Delminor had lost most of the jades to Kallisor, whose forces were stronger at the time the colossus was defeated. The mages wouldn’t be able to focus their work as intently into the lost elements. 
 
    Few, however, understood the blood connection of the jades, that the artifacts needed to absorb part of the mage’s life force to fully protect the bearer. The bond alone had allowed Dariak easy access to the powers of each jade he came into contact with, and not because he had blooded himself on them, but because he was connected to them through his father. It was uncommon knowledge that Dariak had never heard spoken by others. He doubted more than a handful of mages had discovered it. 
 
    Dariak thought of his motivations for his quest. He wanted to restore his father’s good name, now that he understood how the mages of Hathreneir had turned away from Delminor. He wanted mages to be accepted wherever they went, regardless of what king sat upon a throne. He wanted the fighting to stop, so the land could grow and the people could thrive. He wanted magic to be balanced across the kingdoms so Hathreneir would stop turning into a wasteland. 
 
    He regretted that his actions had partly spurred the current insurgence. He had joined the patrol that went to Savvron, and it was that battle that became the impetus for Kallisor’s retaliation. Now people were dying and he was too far from the front lines to effect any change. He needed to leave the forest, seek Pyron, and claim the final missing jade before reassembling with his comrades. 
 
    Sounds echoed around him and Dariak pulled himself from his reverie to examine the area. It was more noise than Randler would make and different than a feral stampede. He grabbed two fistfuls of dirt, calling defensive spells to mind in case he needed them. He also clutched the staff he had crafted, spilling some of the dirt in the process. 
 
    The sounds grew louder and he spotted a covered wagon and a ragtag team of adventurers slogging along one of the nearby paths. Dariak estimated they would meet up a little further ahead. 
 
    “Greetings, travelers,” he called when the paths drew closer. “How goes your journey?” 
 
    “Well, friend, for our profits have never soared so high,” returned a jolly woman a few years older than Dariak. “These woods are ripe with supplies.” 
 
    “Is that so? In what materials do you trade?” 
 
    “Have you any coins?” one of the others asked. 
 
    “None on me,” he confessed, “though my curiosity is sharp nonetheless.” 
 
    The man grunted and turned away while the cheerful woman shrugged and responded. “Never mind Gaff; he’s never happy. Give him a diamond the size of his fist and he will look for one that covers his arm. I am Lurina.” 
 
    “I am Dariak. Pleased to meet you and your crew.” 
 
    Lurina introduced the others. “Gaff and his brother Garr are our fighters.” The two men were in their thirties and sported a number of scars along their arms and faces. Dariak wondered idly if the scars were the result of countless battles or amateur fighting skill. “Old Tassa there is our weaver. Give her a handful of sturdy twigs and she will twist and bend them and craft anything you can think of. Her mate, Hetch, is a mute, so don’t be bothered if he doesn’t answer your questions.” She pointed to the couple and Dariak noted there must be over twenty years between them. “My daughter, Ellie, is asleep in the back with my son, Frew. And lastly, this is Buckles,” she finished, with a kind pat of the horse’s neck. It was a mottled steed, and it looked beleaguered, as if it had been pulling the wagon for decades without rest. 
 
    The mage smiled warmly. “I’ve spent too much time in tense situations and haven’t received such a warm greeting in a very long time.” It was all too true, and as he looked at the group, he felt no threat from them at all. 
 
    “And you? You travel alone?” Lurina wondered. “Large wood for wandering.” 
 
    “I am separated from my companions at the moment, though one is nearby.” He absently looked over his shoulder, wondering if Randler was indeed close. 
 
    “You are welcome to walk along with us for as long as your path heads in the same direction, though first we would ask to meet your friend.” 
 
    Dariak nodded slowly. “We had a slight disagreement the other day, so I don’t know if he’ll join us readily, but I can try.” 
 
    “Please do, for having another mage among us would be welcome.” 
 
    Dariak raised his eyebrow but he did not respond. He had already sensed energies among this group, and he assumed Lurina and the weaver were both practitioners. It was comforting and notable that she had sensed his own skills; she was no mere novice. 
 
    As they exchanged a few more pleasantries, Gaff ran off the path into the woods, his feet thumping heavily in the dirt. Dariak didn’t know if the man was just clumsy or if he was purposely signaling his presence to any creatures or people in the area. He was gone for the better part of an hour, meeting up with them again later, his arms loaded with twigs, which he set in the back of the wagon. 
 
    Dariak had bargained for time to try to speak with Randler. He did so by delivering news of the war and a light overview of his own quest, which whittled down to his need to find a friend to the west. They traveled for a few more hours until the sky above the trees darkened enough to signal the onset of evening. 
 
    “Garr will have rustled up some food, if you’d like to gather your friend now,” Lurina offered with the implied proviso. 
 
    He couldn’t delay any longer, so Dariak retraced his steps, keeping his senses sharpened as he sought Randler. 
 
    The search did not take long, for the bard was busy rummaging in the wood for food of his own. He had chased a pair of squirrets toward their nest and his arms were swinging his staff around to crush their skulls. 
 
    “Randler.” 
 
    The bard straightened sharply and the squirrets scampered away without meeting their doom. “I’m not ready to talk to you.” 
 
    The mage kept his annoyance in check. “I don’t care. Come, I made some friends and we are about to make camp.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’m ready to rejoin you.” 
 
    “You’re only sharing a campsite. You can talk to them all you want; it doesn’t mean you need to speak with me.” Randler hadn’t turned around to look at him yet. “Whatever is bothering you can wait for one night.” 
 
    The only response he received at first was the bard hunching over, defeated. He nodded slowly and then followed Dariak silently back to the wagon. 
 
    Once introductions were made, Lurina ensured them they would be safe for the night so long as they kept their business to themselves and they made no attempts to touch their wares. Leery, Randler remained awake for half the night, after which he shook Dariak alert for a second watch. Dariak said nothing, but he complied with the bard’s unspoken request. 
 
    The group traveled together for the next few days and as they went, Randler added some songs to the journey. They were deeper ballads, wrought with emotion, and it clued Dariak in to some of the bard’s thoughts. Still, though, the two barely spoke. 
 
    The caravan itself had come up from the south and was winding its way through the wood for supplies, after which it was heading north to ply its trade. They made all sorts of wood products, from furniture and weapons to armor and utensils. Old Tassa was a strong earth mage, and she wove the twigs together with a practiced skill that Dariak envied. He spent some time with her, discussing the earthy magic, and she indulged his questions for a time before she began seeking her own form of payment. And because Dariak had no interest in her advances, their conversations all but stopped. 
 
    Randler found it amusing when Tassa tried to seduce the mage. Her gnarled hands tugged at her wrinkled face, as if she could flatten the skin to make herself glamorous and enticing. She didn’t even seem to care when Dariak admitted his interest in men. She assured him that she was good with her hands, despite their appearance. 
 
    Lurina’s children thought Randler was fascinating. They adored his velvety voice and they asked him to sing and sing for hours, not caring about the content at all. Only they were truly able to break through his sullen mood and make him laugh, which warmed Dariak’s heart. 
 
    Roughly a week passed by as they wound through the woods before Randler’s silence toward Dariak broke. The mage sat cross-legged by the campfire, his hands entrenched in the dirt. Deep breaths lifted Dariak’s torso high and he folded in on himself as he exhaled. It looked as if the earth was trying to devour the mage and he was only mildly trying to escape its grasp. 
 
    Randler sat down beside Dariak, staring off down the path. He folded his hands around his knees and considered his words carefully. Dariak didn’t dare interrupt him. 
 
    “I’m sorry for the way I have behaved,” Randler started. 
 
    “You don’t need—” 
 
    “Shh,” he said softly. “You have always looked out for me and I pulled away from you. It hurt you, but it hurt me, too. It’s all rather foolish.” 
 
    Dariak looked at him in the dim firelight and kept silent. 
 
    “There was… a man in Vestular when I was growing up who was sick and twisted,” he began. “He… did things… to boys and girls, things that never left visible scars, but hurt them anyway. He… gave them experiences they weren’t ready for.” 
 
    Dariak’s jaw sank open but he could see pain on Randler’s face and he wanted to offer support but it seemed as if Randler needed silence for now. 
 
    “I knew a few of the victims. They talked about what he did to them, touching them in adult ways.” He hesitated. “Some of them spoke openly, but most were terrified. It was secret from the grownups and I never knew why they entrusted me with it because I was not one of them. I was only their friend.” 
 
    Randler grabbed a handful of dirt and let it sift through his fingers. “We sort of knew it was wrong for an adult to do those things to them, but we were young and too scared. I couldn’t tell my mother, as you can imagine. First, she might not even listen. But worse, she might have gone after him and killed him.” 
 
    He paused for a time and Dariak waited patiently. “I didn’t know what was worse. I was… jealous in some ways, that they were getting that attention from him. But I could see that they were changing. Our games weren’t as fun anymore, and they seemed preoccupied with how people looked at them, as if others would glance at them and suddenly know what was going on. We all felt out of place for one reason or another. 
 
    “This one day, my friend Creus came to my house and he tried… showing me some of the things he was… learning. I freaked out. I knew it was wrong and I wanted no part of their little… cult. But I did, too. I didn’t want to be the only kid in town who wasn’t ‘in the know.’ It was a strange war in my head and I ended up lashing out and punching Creus. We beat each other up fairly well and when my mother found us, she was livid. I lied to her. I told her Creus tried to steal something from me. I guess maybe it was true in a way.” 
 
    “What happened?” Dariak asked softly. 
 
    “My mother went crazy and stormed right over to Creus’ house and raged at his parents. He ran off and hid, and I went to my room and cried for hours. They eventually found him and asked about what he was trying to steal. 
 
    “Well, no,” he amended. “They found him. But they couldn’t ask him anything because he had killed himself out of shame. He hung himself. And in the dirt he wrote: I’ll never tell.” 
 
    Randler rubbed his face roughly. “I thought he deserved it for what he tried to do with me. But I also felt responsible and I didn’t know what to do. Eventually I told his parents what was going on, at least in part, and I told them that other kids were in the same trouble.” 
 
    “That must have been hard to do,” Dariak empathized. 
 
    “It was terrible. I was… eight? It was bad enough that all those kids were being molested. After word got out, some of the parents beat their children for hiding it from them. Not all, just two or three. Some were horrified by it and swept their children to other towns. But my mother… First she beat me for keeping the secret, even though it hadn’t been happening to me. Then she healed my wounds, after which she beat me again for lying to her about Creus. Then she blamed me for Creus’ death, more so than his own parents did. I took a few good hits for that, and for waiting to confess. It was… unbearable at times.” 
 
    He breathed deeply. “What made it worse was the agony in her eyes. I could see she was rattled by the events. She was hurting that I hadn’t been protected from such a sick thing, but she didn’t know how to handle it aside from taking it out on me.” 
 
    He looked at Dariak. “That was really when I came to despise her magic, because for every wound she caused, she sealed it up and made it go away. And though she got rid of all the pain too, I still felt every bit of it first. I know, in her own way, she was trying to teach me a lesson, to never hide such a tragedy again. And knowing that she was really looking out for me… I don’t know how to explain it. It pulled me close to her and pushed me away all at the same time. 
 
    “She never struck me, aside from that one set. Never before and never after. I know people whose parents beat them and they became broken. I don’t feel broken because of her actions against me. But I do feel worse pain because of what happened to the others. Because I could have intervened long before the damage really affected them, long before Creus ever died.” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault, Randler.” 
 
    “I know that logically. But deep inside, I knew that what was happening was wrong, and I did nothing to stop it. I’ve run into a number of those kids as adults. Some seemed fine, but others were mired in their baggage. Some removed themselves from others, becoming hermitic. Others became obsessed in the same behaviors that had been thrust upon them. A few adjusted decently, though they admitted they had these deeper urges they struggled to control. One of them even tried to seduce me, just for the sake of touching someone. None of them ever should have had to endure any of that. No one should ever have to.” 
 
    Dariak opened his mouth to speak but Randler shook his head to silence him. “I have been irrational with you because of your infatuation with Gabrion—even if it isn’t as strong as I was making it out to be; or even if it is. It isn’t the same thing at all, I know, but how could that sick bastard shower his ‘affections’ on those children? Not just one child, but over a dozen. The multiplicity of it is the connection to Gabrion; however shallow that may seem, that’s how it hit me. 
 
    “But what brought this on now was our time in the forest village, with all the people freely bathing in the nude, regardless of age, and our departure from there. Children and adults so casually undressed, together… it reminded me of things I pictured happening with my childhood friends. All so open, so… blatant. All by the decision of one man, Astrith. 
 
    “And I realize that most people have few qualms about their nakedness. But after all that happened—and I wasn’t even part of the actual… events—I just… it just… I can’t imagine what the inner turmoil must be for those whose bodies were actually violated. And he… ran off, free from judgment. I—I should have… done something. I—I—” His words failed him and he shook his head, sinking to silence, tears carving lines down his face, scarring him in the flickering firelight. 
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 Kitalla’s Wounds 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kitalla lay still on the bed, her body feeling strange and her thoughts in turmoil. She didn’t want to talk to anyone and so she feigned sleep when others were nearby. A few times, she cracked her eyes open to see if she was alone. Well, more alone than usual, she corrected. For, even with people around her, she felt disconnected and solitary. 
 
    She had thought, foolishly, that her loneliness had come to an end. Her connection to the companions had shown her she could rely on others again, at least for travel and adventure. Recently meeting up with Gabrion had suggested a new path of light, one she never thought she would experience again. Their days together felt wonderful and exciting, until that fight with the eaglons, where the warrior simply refused to battle and she was poisoned. 
 
    Someone stirred in the room, and she understood that it was Gabrion himself, keeping vigil until she recovered. She had called him a protector. It was sweet, but she had had enough with the emptiness of his actions. To stand there doing nothing while the eaglons attacked? It said more to her than anything else. 
 
    It was hard not to cry as she relived the pain in her heart. She wasn’t meant for happiness, she supposed. Why else would everything in her life be so stacked against her? Her absent father. Her servile childhood. Her stolen betrothal. Her murdered baby. Her trials with Grenthar. Now, too, her aching heart. 
 
    Kitalla had spent years on the road, struggling to survive, learning to engage in petty thievery. She had stumbled upon a caravan once, pillaging some food, only to be caught in the act. But instead of taking vengeance on her actions, the caravan had taken her in and trained her with better fighting and thieving skills. Soon after, she ventured off on her own until she came across Poltor and his band of misfits. Despite appearances, they were all highly skilled thieves, who simply chose not to engage in higher crime. They could have managed it, though, but it wasn’t their goal. 
 
    Poltor had explained it best. “What’s the point of stealing the king’s treasure?” he had said one night when she had asked him about it. “We’ll be hunted for it by other thieves. We’ll end up spending it on defenses, and so it defeats itself. Besides, then what do we do with our days? Knit? No, I prefer it this way. Take when we need. We’re better off not reaching too high. If we’re caught, we’re dead. No, as long as you’re with me, you will keep your goals in check.” 
 
    And he had never been caught, she knew. His philosophy worked well, for they had good times together. But her own travels had made her a target in her own right, and her recent attempt to rejoin his team was met with rejection. He couldn’t risk his own safety by associating with her again. 
 
    Kitalla groaned. She had also lost her mentor. It was unbearable and something had to give. She peered through half-opened lids to check the room. No one was there, save Gabrion, who was fast asleep. 
 
    It was time. She got up from the bed and looked at the young warrior, so peaceful as he slept, even curled awkwardly on a bench. She wanted so much to curl up with him, caressing his skin and indulging her desires. 
 
    But indulgence had only brought her pain, she reminded herself. If Gabrion would not play the role she needed him to play, then she would leave him behind to sort out whatever was left for him to sort. 
 
    Two major tasks remained, however, so she stretched her fingers and examined Gabrion again, this time seeing him as a target for her skills. She looked more closely, seeking out the location of the one precious thing he kept with him. Her fingers reached out and probed gently, careful not to wake the warrior, and then she found it. Removing the glass jade from his pocket was not easy. At first the shard was elusive, as if it didn’t want to be taken, but as she persisted, her two jades empowered her. Gabrion shifted around as she fumbled with the shard, but he did not awaken. Moments later, the jade was in her own pocket and she made her way to the door. 
 
    She looked at him one last time before she left. He looked so innocent again, despite everything he had been through the past year. 
 
    She couldn’t spare any more time for him if she was going to make her escape. She stepped through and closed the door, but before she walked away, she broke off the door handle and fidgeted with the mechanism, effectively locking Gabrion inside. 
 
    It didn’t take long for her to find Ordren. He was dining with his soldiers, discussing plans for continued defense of the outpost. 
 
    “Kitalla, you’re awake!” 
 
    “Yes, and thank you for your help. I could not have recovered without it.” 
 
    “I think your jades had more to do with it than anything,” he confessed. “My healers were baffled by their magic.” 
 
    She couldn’t dally so she changed the subject. “What’s the state of things here?” As he responded, she took a seat and gathered herself some food from the serving plates around her. It was nothing fancy, but it would sustain her. 
 
    “The king has left me in charge here,” Ordren said. “At first, there was some chaos, for we were not recognized by the king’s troops when they first arrived. We convinced them of our duty to Kallisor and, after some time, I was entrusted with the defenses. Mostly, a contingent of fighters arrives once a week, camps for a day or two, and then ventures elsewhere, sometimes into Hathreneir.” 
 
    “Then this place is secure for now,” Kitalla said. “But the time for action is coming.” 
 
    The commander’s face curled into a scowl. “Dariak’s foolish quest is still underway then?” 
 
    She looked at him incredulously. “Why else would we have come here? It is time to gather the rest of our supporters. The jades are nearly united and Dariak will need to show his strength to the kings.” 
 
    Ordren shook his head. “I don’t know that I can resume that old quest.” 
 
    “You abandoned the king when you left Pindington and joined us in the first place. This is no time to change your mind.” 
 
    The older man was clearly angered but he kept his voice under control. “I am the first line of defense for our kingdom now, Kitalla. I am not some security guard in a quiet port town, breaking up bar fights. No, here I have a purpose. I’ve taken over well here and have earned the king’s own praise.” 
 
    “Such that it is.” 
 
    He glared at her for a time. “Not all of us are free to wander the land.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” she shrugged. “But the healers you have here, the mages. Were they also approved by the king?” 
 
    Ordren paled. “That isn’t the point.” 
 
    “It’s exactly the point that Dariak was always trying to make. And it shows me that you’ve not only thrown your lot in with the king, you’re acting like him, too. Secreting away the mages at your side, using them when it suits you, but otherwise pretending they don’t exist. It’s shameful.” 
 
    “It’s not the same.” But for the life of him, he couldn’t explain how. 
 
    Kitalla waited but he said nothing else. She sighed deeply. “Fine. Don’t aid us directly, but at least fulfill part of your oath to Dariak. Send word that we are assembling in Marritosh over in southern Hathreneir. Anyone who would join our cause should come together, breaking allegiance to both kings and seeking a new way.” 
 
    “That is a hard word to get out without being marked a traitor.” 
 
    “Surely some of the men under your command were with us in the battle at Savvron and will be able to comply. It’s the least you can do, Ordren.” She looked around at the other soldiers in the room, most of whom were engaged in their own conversations. 
 
    He bit his lip and then banged his fist on the table. “Very well.” 
 
    “Try to get a mage to venture out, too,” she suggested. “There is a whole underground of magic users here and they may be willing to lend a hand.” 
 
    “It sounds as if you and Gabrion are heading on your way again so soon. Don’t you need more time to recover?” 
 
    Kitalla’s voice went hollow. “Gabrion should be escorted to his father in Savvron. I have his jade and I will deliver it to Dariak.” 
 
    “Escorted?” he echoed. 
 
    “Yes. I will gather a few things and then I’m off. He is asleep and will not be accompanying me. Tell him…” She hesitated. “Tell him to take care of himself.” 
 
    “He doesn’t know you’re leaving…” 
 
    “Nor will you tell him until I’m long gone.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Ervinor’s Plea 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days had passed since Ervinor was brought within Magehaven as a prisoner. He was fed and allowed to wash, but that was all. He had no contact with anyone of importance, and all of his attempts to speak with the guards resulted in a stern silence. 
 
    At last, Vinnek agreed to meet with him, and Ervinor was taken from his room and brought to an official-looking chamber within the tower. The chairs were plush and ornate. The walls were carved of wood, and, based on things the others had said, wood anywhere within the tower was rare. Most of the walls were made of stone, clearly fortified with magical spells; such a tall structure would have otherwise buckled underneath the weight of it all. 
 
    While Ervinor waited for Vinnek to arrive, he studied the intricate details in the wood. One panel was full of etched leaves, each its own size and shape, angled in its own direction, like a random pile composed from the leaves of dozens of trees. It reminded him of his little army. Each fighter with his or her own background and goals, coming together for training and battles, but remaining individual otherwise. 
 
    Another carving was of mountains overlaying each other endlessly into the distance, but when he tilted his head, he thought the crests and troughs looked like the silhouettes of men and women. Whether he was projecting his own imagery into the carving or if it was the intent of the artist, he had no idea. It evoked a sense of the years of work and effort that was needed to build a kingdom, or even this tower. Countless nameless faces stacked one atop another. 
 
    The thoughts irked him so he stepped away from the walls and set himself into one of the plush chairs. It was undeniably comfortable and he wondered if most of the tower was furnished with them. It was unlikely, he knew, but when it came to mages, nothing was certain. 
 
    He remembered his first encounter with magic. Two mages were in a tavern in Pindington and had a disagreement over the best components for an engorgement spell. At first their dispute was kept in hushed tones, for magic was never openly encouraged in Kallisor. But the ale had been flowing and it wasn’t long before their words erupted into action. 
 
    Ervinor was a simple guard back then and he wasn’t even on duty at the time. He’d had a few drinks of his own, but he saw the growing agitation at the mages’ table. They started pulling out strange objects and though he knew he couldn’t properly identify them, he tried anyway. They looked like peas, dried worms, various leaves, a marble, pieces of bark, and so on. One mage would push three components forward and claim their importance, then the other would shove them aside and signal to four others. In their stupor, they forgot their place and the mages started chanting while crushing various components and drawing the energies from them. A roach running across the floor was the first critter to be enlarged by their spells. Initially, Ervinor thought he was too far into his ale, but then the second mage enlarged a spider too much and the creature splattered all over the corner of the bar, dripping sticky webbing everywhere with the spider’s engorged guts. 
 
    The tavern patrons were furious and they pulverized the mages while Ervinor stepped in to try to stop an all-out brawl. He took a chair to the back of the head and collapsed, waking later to find the fight was over and the mages had been taken into custody. He remembered being a little frightened that a few crazy words and items could allow them to do something like make a creature larger, but he also thought it was interesting. 
 
    Since then, he had sought out a few other mage-related incidents to try to learn more about magic without seeming too interested. He pursued knowledge, but carefully. Even though he didn’t have the aptitude, he didn’t want rumors floating around that he was a mage sympathizer. It would have ruined his career. 
 
    As the next two years rolled by, he saw the levels of injustice enacted upon the wizards. The spells in the Prisoner’s Tower alone showed that there was some tolerance to magic, but on the streets it was all but forbidden. The dichotomy upset him. As long as the mages weren’t hurting anyone, why should they be cowed? When a group of suspected mages was hunted down by a band of rogues and the rest of the guard helped only by cheering on the thieves, Ervinor knew his time with the troop was going to end soon. He started sneaking in to mage dwellings to learn more about magic, and once word reached him about Dariak’s quest, he joined eagerly, hoping one day to help build more equality among the people. 
 
    He found it ironic that he was now sitting in a Hathren mage tower, at the mercy of mages who thought he had commanded his own army to attack them. Nothing could have been further from his intent. 
 
    Vinnek’s strategy seemed to be to keep people stewing, for he did not show up for another hour or so. Ervinor did his best to keep the agitation from his voice when the old mage entered. 
 
    “Greetings, Vinnek,” he said with forced politeness. 
 
    “I realize that the time has come for us to discuss matters,” the old man said. He was still wearing his mustard colored robe, but he was fidgeting with his hands and that made Ervinor nervous. 
 
    “I hope to clear up the unfortunate incident,” Ervinor started. 
 
    “No need. No need.” 
 
    “But you think we set out to ambush you and we did not. We seek only sanctuary here for a time.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, so you’ve said before.” The mage made his way toward a chair and dropped heavily into it. “The truth is, young Ervinor, that I don’t much care right now.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “The Council. It… it is in a weary state. So many of our members are gone or dead. The few of us left have little conviction to do more than to close our doors to the world until we recover our strength. I’m inclined to follow suit at this point.” 
 
    “But the world needs you,” Ervinor said. “The mages of Hathreneir cannot simply turn and hide away. What about the things Dariak is trying to accomplish? How can he help achieve peace in Kallisor without all of you in the mix?” 
 
    Vinnek raised an eyebrow. “Did you think we were going to rally behind Dariak and support his quest?” 
 
    “I—” He stopped and bit his lip. “I guess I secretly hoped so. He is going to need more than the fighters I have with me if he is going to be able to infiltrate the war and bring an end to the fighting.” 
 
    “You are… young,” Vinnek said. “You dream of a fantasy world where mages live freely and peacefully amongst the commoners.” 
 
    “Well, yes. Aren’t mages welcomed in Hathreneir? Can’t you walk around without fear of being attacked because of your skills?” 
 
    “Foolish boy. Yes, we are welcome, but only in small numbers at any given time. Exceptions are made, of course, but the things we can do strike fear in the hearts of men. It is why we have our towers here in Hathreneir. They are the safest places for mages to be, even now.” 
 
    Ervinor considered for a moment. “I didn’t think you all faced persecution here as well.” 
 
    “It isn’t as if we’re escorted to the king’s dungeon with any spell we cast, but if a mage shows he is losing control or being too ambitious, then yes. He is subdued.” 
 
    “But that sounds reasonable. Don’t we do the same for warriors or thieves? If the fighter brawls with the weak, he is taken away. If the rogue steals a great enough treasure, a true hunt begins to find and stop him. So why not also stop a mage who is on the verge of becoming dangerous?” 
 
    Vinnek looked at the young general. “Point taken.” He then leaned forward. “You have an interesting wisdom about you. It is… refreshing.” 
 
    “Then tell me what is wrong here.” 
 
    “Very well. There is no point in refusing, for word is spreading quickly anyway. We have lost access to all the jades now. Because of it, our powers here are weakening.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes.” Vinnek shifted in his seat. “We kept at least one jade in the large room upstairs to empower the barrier and the Trials that visitors must endure. All, that is, except your group. Yes, in all the years since the Trials were instated, yours is the only group of people to escape their tests. That alone has made the mages here nervous, for we have no assessment of your strengths or intents.” 
 
    Ervinor kept his cool. “I have tried to explain our intent.” 
 
    “Yes, yes.” Vinnek waved him off. “But at least one jade was always here. Now that every shard is gone, the power is waning and the spells we have been practicing are weaker and they sometimes fail completely.” 
 
    Ervinor remembered Frast talking about his last excursion to the tower, where he had ultimately claimed the beast jade. Along the way, he had spouted out a wild variety of spells with much more ease than he was used to. And after leaving the barrier, those spells returned to their regular strength. He had spoken of it in conjecture only, but now Ervinor received confirmation. The energies within the tower had made him stronger. 
 
    “There is panic mounting,” Vinnek said. “Some fear the day our powers will die completely. I don’t think that’s likely, for mages have lived away from the towers for years and still command their magic.” 
 
    “Towers,” Ervinor echoed, emphasizing the plural. “I have only seen this tower.” 
 
    Vinnek accepted the tangent. “That is not entirely true, for Kallisor also housed a mage tower, though its use was altered long ago.” 
 
    Ervinor’s eyes widened with realization. “The Prisoner’s Tower in Pindington.” 
 
    “Indeed. Only magic could have allowed such a structure to remain aloft for so long. And only powerful magic would have brought it crashing down.” 
 
    “The lightning jade,” Ervinor recalled, shuddering. The decimation of the city had prompted him to follow Ordren in support of Dariak’s quest. 
 
    “And there is another tower in the northwest,” Vinnek finished. “It is out of the way, however, and fewer mages train there. It’s almost as if it has been bleeding for years, slowly dying a silent death. Nowadays, the oldest of our kind go there when they wish to work with new spells. It is safer to be away from others if and when an aged mind forgets key parts of an incantation. Some also go to practice our craft without the augmentations that have been here.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “I fear some of our current residents would escort a few Council members there come morning, if they could. Me among them.” 
 
    “Why you?” 
 
    Vinnek snorted. “My ideas are mildly popular here, but I’m not. No, I’ve come to taking my time about things, as you have no doubt witnessed yourself, and though I own up to that, some see me as weakening.” 
 
    Ervinor shook his head. “It hardly makes sense to me to send mages away from here when you’re already having a hard time. Wouldn’t it make matters worse?” 
 
    “You’re an interesting young man, Ervinor. Not many people without magic are as supportive as you.” 
 
    “I want to help, if I can. But I know that Dariak will also need your help when he returns.” 
 
    Vinnek buried his face in his hands. “Harping on Dariak’s quest will only lose you favor among others here. The mages have turned from Delminor for losing the jades. Some are angry that he died and could no longer supply them with easy routes to magic. And because the anger has been so strong among some, those who support Delminor are all but silenced. You will have difficulty in your quest, I fear.” 
 
    But Ervinor wouldn’t accept it. “That’s nonsense. Even if they can’t realize their folly in turning away from Dariak’s father, they need to see reason about this current task. They need to understand that we have to unite our lands in peace. We all need each other.” 
 
    “Indeed, young one, though I’m surprised you understand the depths of it.” 
 
    “I grew up with everything I ever needed, but I didn’t grow up blind. I listened. I watched. I saw that other kids in town didn’t have the life I had. And I knew others had it better. Kallisor thrives because the land is fertile essentially everywhere. We can grow any kind of food you can imagine. We have roaming herds to supply our meat, too. Water is plentiful enough.” 
 
    Vinnek added, “Whereas here, we need mages in every town to help ensure the crops will hold, that water is purified, and that the beasts are kept out of our towns.” 
 
    “I knew things were difficult, but things sound much worse here than I thought.” Ervinor’s brows furrowed. “It makes me wonder why my king would want to own this land at all.” 
 
    Vinnek chuckled warmly. “Perhaps you have never wondered where glass trinkets come from or large slabs of immense marble, like the ones that exist in your king’s castle. Many of those resources are from here originally, and many cannot be obtained realistically without the help of mages. This is obviously an overly simplistic view on our two benefits, but it is at the heart of the conflict.” 
 
    “Then why ban mages?” Ervinor wondered, scratching his head. “You would think the king would make use of them to harvest the land.” 
 
    “Unless,” Vinnek said after clearing his throat, “those mages were once responsible for turning parts of this land into desolate waste, untillable, infertile, useless. Those same mages might kill the lushness of Kallisor, no?” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No, Ervinor. No more of this topic. It irritates me.” 
 
    He choked down his words and turned toward something else before Vinnek decided to end the interview altogether. “You say the mages here are panicking. What can be done to help them?” 
 
    “There is very little that can be done, I must say.” Vinnek wrung his hands together. “Without any jades to power the barrier and enhance the energies within, our powers will wane.” 
 
    “But not completely.” 
 
    “No, no. But as I said before, everyone would feel disastrously weakened after all the time they have spent here relying on those augmented energies.” He sighed. “It would make more sense if you were a mage.” 
 
    Ervinor stood and squared himself with Vinnek. “I don’t think so, Vinnek. You see, all my life, I counted on having two arms. Eating, playing, and running all depended on two arms. I’m weakened now that one’s gone, but I haven’t given up. And it’s silly to hear that you mages with your ability to pull energy and make things happen with your minds… and you’re giving up because the work is a little harder. I don’t accept it.” 
 
    Old Vinnek made a face like a child being admonished for swiping extra dessert. “I… don’t know what to tell you.” 
 
    “Cooperation, Vinnek. That’s what’s needed. By everyone. We need to work with you. You need to work with us. And the factions of mages here with different views need to work together too. Let’s come together as one unit and build this place back up. Let’s rebuild the confidence of the mages here. And once they see they can succeed and that cooperation is the key, then they will follow Dariak when the time comes. Because in the end, that’s what we’re seeking: cooperation of all the people in these lands.” 
 
    The mage stood up and met Ervinor’s gaze. “I don’t understand how a one-armed upstart like you can light a fire in an old man like me. Very well, Ervinor. Let’s go speak with the Council. Let them hear what you have to say. Though, don’t expect much.” 
 
    Ervinor nodded. “I expect to be heard. And that should be enough for the doubters.” 
 
    “Perhaps, my feisty friend. Perhaps.” 
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 Gabrion’s Awakening 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Gabrion opened his eyes, he felt different. The world seemed heavy and painful. Something drastic had changed, but he didn’t know what. Rising from the bench, he stretched his back to work out the kinks, breathing deeply to clear the sleep from his lungs. His dreams had felt empty and aimless, but he didn’t dwell on them. 
 
    The room was brightly lit and the air wafting through was magically purified by the healers residing at the outpost. None of them was in the room, but they periodically swept in and called the air to swish about, bringing healing energies to every corner. After months of doing so, the room itself almost seemed to breathe with life. 
 
    Once he fully wakened, Gabrion noticed that he was truly alone. The treatment bed was empty and that meant that Kitalla had awoken at last. He discarded the thought that she might have been moved instead, believing he would have heard the commotion of taking her out. 
 
    A smile crossed his face as he stood up. Kitalla was all right. They would be able to share some time together again. She had opened his body to a world of new experiences and it seemed as if she had much more to teach him. And he was eager to learn. 
 
    He didn’t let thoughts of Mira cut into his musing. He remained focused on Kitalla only, letting lust consume him, for it helped to reduce his pain. He wondered idly if she felt the same, but once the thought popped into his mind, he shoved it aside, not wishing to dwell on it. Why not just have some fun? 
 
    Gabrion made his way toward the door and tugged on the handle. The iron bar did not turn like it was supposed to. Pressing on it again, Gabrion tensed. Something was wrong. 
 
    With two hands, the warrior yanked on the handle again, but nothing happened. He strained and tugged on the bar, but it didn’t budge at all. Annoyed fists pounded on the heavy metal door but there was no effect. Something was really wrong. 
 
    Surely his fists crashing into the door should have caused enough damage so he could push it away. His hands had cut into a mountainside! This door was softer than that rock and he should be able to make his way through without a problem. 
 
    Yet, bang and bang as he might, the door didn’t even dent. Frustration overwhelmed him as he threw his shoulder against the obstacle, again and again. 
 
    Gabrion moved aside and banged his hands against the wall, expecting the stone to chip away. But still, nothing happened except for the growing pain in his hands. He hadn’t felt such pain in a while. Not since the incident with Mira. 
 
    Chills ran down Gabrion’s spine as the realization slowly sank in. He knew it would be fruitless to try, but he searched himself anyway. 
 
    Kitalla had taken his jade. 
 
    Emotions fountained within him and he had no idea which ones to address first. Outrage flared the strongest and he pounded his fists against the wall. How could she have stolen the jade from him? He hadn’t been able to set it down; the jade hadn’t permitted it. It had behaved like a tacky glue that shifted around his skin, unable to come off. Yet it had gone with Kitalla. 
 
    He felt betrayed. The shard was the only thing keeping him alive. And people away. No, she couldn’t have taken it from him—it couldn’t have chosen to go with her—not when he still needed it to keep his distance from others. 
 
    Fear crept in next, for it reminded him that he would now be vulnerable to attack and to others. People would be able to hunt him down and exact their revenge on his actions. They deserved their chance, he felt, but he feared it, too. He didn’t want to die. But he deserved it after all he had done. 
 
    He had failed his quest in the worst possible way, and his one means of dealing with his self-loathing was taken from him. He didn’t know if he wanted to scream at Kitalla or to crumble and fade away. 
 
    The warrior stepped back from the door, no longer wanting to leave this sanctuary. It was his last haven. Outside these four walls, nothing would be able to protect him. He needed to stay here, whatever the cost. 
 
    But then he thought of the pleasure he had been experiencing with Kitalla, and he suddenly hated himself for it. It was so very wrong to indulge himself with her. What did he deserve of happiness in any form? Even using those moments as an escape should not be allowed. He hadn’t earned safety, happiness, or pleasure. 
 
    And during those times, Kitalla had seemed so joyous, so playful. Did she suspect there was more to his motives than just escaping his pain? Had she suddenly realized his game? Was that why she had run off? 
 
    Shame weighed down on him and Gabrion bent to his knees. Nothing made sense right now and he was tired of it. He had been wallowing for so long and it had gotten him nowhere. Instead, he was only hurting more people, from the poor villagers in Jortun to Kitalla herself. 
 
    And, in the end, hadn’t he been punishing himself too? Yes, but he had earned that much. Not the rest, though. The other people should not have felt any aspect of his pain. They did not need to carry his burden in any form, whether by dying as Mira had died or by helping him to hide. 
 
    When he left his home to embark upon this journey, his father had told him not to lose himself. It had sounded like silly advice, even when it was repeated on his later visit to Savvron. But now it was making more sense. He was lost and confused and he didn’t know what to do. 
 
    Gabrion sat fully on the ground, folding his legs and resting his hands in his lap. Then he asked himself a question he had never asked before. It was one that would help him, he knew. It wouldn’t be a distraction like the three-sided diagram the elder of Gerrish had shown him. It wouldn’t be mindless activity meant to wear himself out. It also wouldn’t be errant slaying of the people around him who were just trying to help. 
 
    It was a simple question with a complex answer. And as he pondered it, he thought back to his childhood. He thought of his friends growing up. He considered how he had developed along the journey with Dariak. All the triumphs and failures washed over and through him and instead of drowning in them, he examined them. 
 
    Whenever his mind went silent, he asked the question again and he challenged himself to respond in some form or other. He would not let the question go unanswered any longer. Not until the pieces fell into place. Not until he had discovered some form of truth. 
 
    The question echoed within him for hours. 
 
    “Who am I?” 
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 Trouble with Triggans 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dariak and Randler continued traveling with Lurina and her caravan for several days, winding their way through the dense forest, taking a serpentine path that seemed to carry them forever through the wood. 
 
    “How much further?” Dariak asked. 
 
    “Two, three days,” Lurina shrugged, unperturbed by the duration of their journey. 
 
    “It’s taking too long,” the mage said. “We need to be elsewhere by now.” 
 
    The middle-aged woman eyed him critically. “To find your ‘friend’?” 
 
    Dariak noted the emphasis on the last word; she knew his goal was not necessarily a peaceful one. “I must find him, and soon.” 
 
    “Will you kill him for what you seek? Torture, maybe? Perhaps threaten him with a few spells?” 
 
    “It isn’t like that.” 
 
    Lurina was silent for a moment. “I could be wrong. It might be five or six more days. Some trees have fallen up ahead.” 
 
    Dariak frowned, for they had been met with a number of delays already. Some of the pathways were improperly marked, leading them in wide circles that weren’t obvious at first. Rain had fallen and slowed the wagon to a grinding halt, its wheels mired in mud. Now trees were blocking the way, probably from the same storm. It was frustrating. 
 
    “Your quest is clearly important,” she mused. “Surely it is worth the effort to keep going.” 
 
    “At least this can be handled more easily than the mud.” Dariak hopped down from the wagon and jogged to the fallen trees. The trunks were tall and they blocked the path well. The horse and wagon had no chance of getting over the debris, and with the shrubs off the path to either side, there was no way of them getting around. The hearty trunks had fallen atop each other and were nearly as tall as Dariak as they lay in a heap. 
 
    Kneeling down, Dariak dipped his fingers into the soil, reaching his mind within to feel the natural energies. After some contemplation, he felt the telltale tingling in his fingers that signaled the powers within the soil itself. He hummed a low note and let his mind wander, trying to determine the best course of action for removing the trees. He then snapped off a small twig and laid it in front of him. 
 
    “Depfrithorious kreenahn ruhl, rostobar kethric korrios tanz. Frustigar allevios pynator karrathos rostrall.” As he spoke, he dug his left hand into the dirt under the left side of the twig and scooped it into a pile on the right side of the twig, repeating the motion until he had dug a ditch and erected a mound. The power coursed through him and he felt the energies of the earth respond in kind. Massive creaking sounds echoed in his ears, but he could not look yet. He needed to keep digging, to keep piling, to keep reaching into the energies and bending them to his will. 
 
    A scream echoed off in the distance. “Look out!” The next thing Dariak knew, Randler was tackling him and desperately trying to scramble out of the way. The effort was followed by a terrible cry of pain. 
 
    Dariak shook himself alert and disentangled himself from Randler. The bard was screaming, tears racing down his chin. It took a few moments for the mage to make sense of what had happened. 
 
    His spell was tied to the earth before him and as he dug his hand into the soil, so too did a large mass of earth move from under the trees in front of him. Little by little, the giant trunk tilted upward from the spell, but apparently the ever-increasing mound was unstable and the trunk rolled forward. Randler shoved Dariak out of the way, but the bard’s legs were crushed under the falling tree. 
 
    “Randler!” Dariak gasped, immediately drawing healing energies into the bard. He sensed great damage in the legs. He couldn’t focus on that yet, though. He needed to get Randler out from under the tree. He recast the digging spell and created a small indentation under Randler, after which he pulled the bard away. 
 
    Randler was incoherent with pain, his legs badly mangled, and his arms flailing about, as if he were trying to flee the agony, his cries piercing through the air. 
 
    Dariak threw some dirt onto the bard’s legs and he immediately began chanting. “Mentithoss kaie patrithos mellurian bindicus forthri notra-pollus.” The dirt around Randler’s legs hardened. “Forgive me,” Dariak whispered, reaching for Randler’s legs and tugging them into a more proper position. He strained to ignore Randler’s thrashing and screaming, calling to the energies again and fortifying the dirt by drawing in some sticks from the very tree that had crushed the man’s legs. He magically fashioned two splints, then he set his focus to easing Randler’s pain. 
 
    He didn’t have any supplies and despite the times he had tried to train with the other mages along his journey, his healing skills were still relatively weak. It didn’t stop him from trying. Scrambling for herbs nearby, he grasped them and used their inherent strengths to draw healing into Randler, but mostly to set him to sleep. It was all he would be able to do. 
 
    Eventually, Randler fell into a fitful slumber, his body twitching and igniting pain each time. It was only then that Dariak remembered they weren’t alone. The rest of the caravan was paces away. Why hadn’t they come to help? Why was he facing this trial alone? 
 
    He rose up and scanned the area. The wagon was stopped and no one seemed to be onboard. Closing his eyes, Dariak focused on the sounds of the forest, hoping to determine what was amiss. Voices echoed off in the distance, followed by the sounds of a scuffle. 
 
    Dariak was torn. He looked back at Randler and knelt beside him. “I need their help. I can’t heal you without them. I—I have to leave you here. But I will be right back. Please, Randler. I love you. Be strong.” 
 
    He wrenched himself away from the fallen bard and ran toward the sounds of fighting, swinging by the wagon long enough to grab his staff. The team was far off the path and he could hear shouts and grunts as the battle went on. Dariak raced through, keeping his head low to avoid the branches. 
 
    “Garr, go left!” Lurina’s voice called out. The warrior followed the instructions. “Tassa, hurry!” Her voice then dissolved into hurried casting. 
 
    Dariak arrived to see one of Lurina’s children unconscious on the ground and the other one hovering over him protectively, her face and arms badly scratched. Gaff was sprawled on the ground, blood seeping from a bad wound. Old Tessa was also injured, and she was only upright because silent Hetch made it possible. He held her up with one strong arm, being sure to allow her arms freedom of movement for spells, while his other arm held a buckler, which he used to fend off attack. 
 
    Dariak then noted their foes. It was a ragtag mix of forest creatures, from squirrets to eaglons, though only a couple of each. The true foe was one Dariak hadn’t seen before, and had only heard tales of as a child: Triggans. 
 
    Triggans were natives of this particular forest, protecting its borders from centuries of conflict and life all around. They were rarely seen by humans and many regarded them as a myth. But as Dariak looked upon them, he knew he should have paid more credence to the tales. Each triggan looked like a miniature walking tree, with four arms apiece and wild mangy head of unruly leafy hair. Overlong legs carried them swiftly when they needed to, but the appendages served other purposes as well. 
 
    Two squirrets launched rocks at Dariak and broke his reverie. He rolled and charged the little creatures, cracking one in the skull and stunning it. The other critter scampered away to its last remaining companion, where they teamed up against Garr, who was also fighting off an eaglon. 
 
    Another eaglon swooped toward Lurina, and Dariak could see that she was deep into casting a spell and could not defend herself. He leaped in the way and swung his staff at the unsuspecting foe, causing it to swerve aside and miss its mark. With a screech, the eaglon pivoted in the air and dove for the new threat. Dariak kept calm and focused his thoughts on striking the bird. He didn’t want to use any magic, in case he inadvertently interfered with Lurina’s spell. The bird swooped in and Dariak swung, but missed. He spun and brought the staff up again as he did so, clipping the eaglon’s tail. The bird shrieked and landed on a triggan briefly to gather itself for another attack. 
 
    The triggan didn’t seem to notice its visitor. The tree-creature was barely taller than Dariak and stalking toward him, no obvious weapon in hand, aside from the sharp-looking branches extruding from its torso. Three other triggans stalked closer, branches waving threateningly, but they weren’t exactly charging. As Dariak realized this, the eaglon left its perch and dove for him. Like before, he swung with a sidestep and brought his staff around to attack the eaglon from behind. This time he connected with the creature’s torso, striking it from the sky and taking it out of the fight. 
 
    Garr was struggling against his adversaries. He was highly distracted by the eaglon circling over his head, and he kept swiping at it with his sword. Frontal attacks were rarely useful, Dariak had come to understand, for the avian creatures were agile and maneuverable. As the bungling warrior focused on the attacker above him, the squirrets pelted him with rocks, gaining an advantage as they started to overwhelm him. 
 
    Dariak sprinted over to help, but he never made it. Lurina and Tessa finished their joint spell and the ground shook, knocking everyone to their knees. A rift opened in the ground, creating a deep trench that separated them from the oncoming triggans. Unaffected by the earthquake, the eaglon swooped in and Garr was finished. 
 
    “It didn’t work!” Lurina cried out. “They still come!” 
 
    Dariak’s gaze swept around and he agreed that the rift in the earth was not going to deter the approaching triggans. Their long legs would allow them to simply hop over the trench as if it weren’t even there. Dariak struggled to his feet and ran over to Garr’s body, crashing his staff into the eaglon as it continued to rip into the man’s flesh. Dariak then claimed the sword and scared off the disoriented squirrets before rushing back to Lurina, who was still on her knees. 
 
    “What do we do now?” he asked. 
 
    “I—I don’t know,” she stammered. “Must be… something.” She reached for rocks and twigs, but she made no indication to Dariak what she planned to do with them. Tassa and Hetch had collapsed and made no effort to rise up again. 
 
    “This doesn’t end here,” Dariak decided. He swept the sword through the air to get a feel for it, then told the others to get back. He brushed some dirt on his hands and erected a minor protective shield around himself. It wouldn’t be nearly as effective as ones empowered with a shard of glass, but it was all he had. 
 
    The first triggan reached the chasm and, as Dariak expected, easily leaped over it and continued on. Its face was made of cracked bark and it looked angry. All four arms waved through the air menacingly as it stalked forward. Dariak wondered why it didn’t run ahead and end it, now that the other creatures were subdued. Perhaps the tree-like creature was afraid of his sword. 
 
    Charging, Dariak shouted a battle cry and chopped his sword through the air, cutting off one of the triggan’s arms. He turned aside and sprinted out of the way before the being could strike back. He had rarely used a sword before and attacking with it now was foreign. He knew he had to strike quickly and get away, then reassess. As he looked, he smiled at his successful cut, but the joy didn’t last for long. 
 
    The fallen branch hit the ground and lay there for only a few moments before it too rose up. Broken bits of wood reached outward, becoming feet, while its own small branches became writhing arms. He hadn’t hurt the triggan at all; he had spawned a new one. 
 
    He couldn’t let it dissuade him. Perhaps cutting off the head would be more effective. His protection spell was still intact, so he charged in, cutting horizontally into the skinny trunk. The injured triggan’s head simply fell off. It felt more like cutting a flower’s stem than a walking log. It didn’t take long for Dariak to see that the attack did not have the desired effect. Indeed, the triggan head pushed itself on its side and used its branches as legs and arms. Meanwhile, the rest of the trunk continued to lumber onward. 
 
    Dariak sensed that these creatures could run if they needed to, but that was it. They didn’t need to. The rift in the ground was meaningless to them, for they clambered over it, as the other triggans were now doing. Chopping them down only created more of them. It reminded him of earthworms and their ability to regenerate. No, the triggans didn’t need to run right now; they could meander forward until their quarry was captured. 
 
    He backed away slowly, trying to think of another plan of attack. Lurina at last unleashed her next spell, launching a flurry of rocks and twigs as if she herself were a squirret. The projectiles impaled a few of the triggans, but did not stop them. One branch was dislodged; it hit the ground, then rose up to join the encroaching foes. 
 
    Desperation took over and Dariak called to one more spell that was sure to work. Sweeping his hands around, drawing the energies from the air, he summoned his fire dart spell. Though it wasn’t strong, the blasts of fire struck the triggans and they burned like kindling. Dart after dart flew from his fingertips, draining his own strength as he launched them. Each triggan looked like a torch, hobbling along in pain. 
 
    Then they started to run. Fiery man-like trees rushed toward Dariak, burned leaves and branches falling away and striking up smaller fires among the woodland debris. Dariak readied his sword and swept it left and right as the triggans approached. He knew it would cause them to multiply, but they would be smaller and hopefully easier to subdue. Lurina hurried over to Tassa and Hetch and helped to pull them back toward the wagon. 
 
    Dariak spun wildly around, hacking and slashing the burning triggans, bringing their bodies to the ground. They pushed onward, however, and he grew weary. But the fires were magical in nature and they did not diminish easily while kindling was available. As the triggans were cut down and their pressing forces lessened, the fires consumed them more quickly. Dariak kept his sword swinging as much as possible, stopping only to douse himself of flames when one of the triggans came too close. Then at last the fire overwhelmed the creatures and they were slain. 
 
    Unfortunately, though, the trouble wasn’t over yet, for the errant fires splattered everywhere and the dry leaves and sticks in the area caught the fire hungrily. Soon the whole area was ablaze and Dariak knew in his heart that the whole forest would be in jeopardy of burning down. 
 
    And it would be his fault. 
 
    “Lurina!” he called, but when he looked around, she was gone. Every second he waited, the fires spread more violently. Fully grown trees took the flames and acrid smoke started to build up. 
 
    Earth was his strongest element, but he didn’t know how it would help him now. He couldn’t smother the flames with enough dirt, nor cause enough trees to fall to break the fire chain. He knew he needed water, but he wasn’t sure he could manage it without the jade. 
 
    Fire burned all around him and he wanted simply to run off and avoid the danger here. But he needed to right this wrong. He hadn’t meant to destroy the forest, just stop the triggans. Perhaps, he wondered, the forest itself was all one big triggan living here countless centuries ago, its branches and leaves falling and sprouting up as the other trees, which in turn made others. Now they were all sharing the same fate. 
 
    Dariak pulled frantically on the energies, reaching with all his might. He had expended a lot of effort trying to clear the trees from the road, then trying to offer some relief to Randler, and now this fight. He didn’t know if he could do this. 
 
    The water jade had been the second piece he had ever owned, taken with Kitalla’s and Gabrion’s help back at the Kallisor museum. He had communed with it and had become a watery sort of substance during a fight soon after claiming it. However, he hadn’t ever really devoted a lot of time to its properties, and though they worked well with the earth, it was like trying to recall a story from when he was a little child. Parts of it he could sense, but the rest was out of his reach. 
 
    The fire crackled and hissed all around him and he shouted any spells that came to mind, but he had no way of making it rain, or drawing from some unseen stream to quell the flames. Instead, he needed to do something more drastic. 
 
    “Randler, forgive me,” he muttered. “I hope someone else can tend to you. But… I have no choice.” 
 
    Dariak reached his hands out wide and he closed his eyes. Ever so slowly, he turned in circles as he chanted over and over, “Drathinius marrusth ettrinox endinnior kaie. Drathinius marrusth ettrinox endinnior kaie.” 
 
    Crackling fire echoed louder, but he kept his eyes tightly closed as he continued turning slowly around, arms outstretched. Heat welled up around him as the forest burned and he responded only by chanting the spell louder and louder, fighting against the pain that reached for him. 
 
    Within moments, his hands ached and burned as if he had fallen into a campfire. The heat and pain reached up his arms, spiraling in toward his heart. He chanted and he turned, keeping his arms out to his side, despite his desire to drop and roll in the dirt to douse the flames. 
 
    The fire licked at his makeshift clothing and he felt the leaves burn away. His legs also drew the heat from the forest as he turned about. The feeling left his fingertips first and he knew it was because he didn’t have fingers any more. The fire had consumed them. But he did not shout in pain, for he deserved this torment. His fire darts had started the blaze. Now he was drawing the flames back within himself, but he pulled all the new fires too. The energy raged throughout his body, but as long as he achieved his goal, he didn’t care. 
 
    He repeated the chant again, “Drathinius marrusth ettrinox endinnior kaie.” It would be for others to unite the kingdoms now. His destiny was here, to rescue this forest from his folly. It wasn’t what he had set out to do, but if he couldn’t save a single forest, what chance would he have had at uniting two warring kingdoms? No, this was fine, he decided. He had made his share of mistakes and had caused others plenty of needless pain. This was his due. 
 
    All he could feel now was the world spinning around and his body in raging agony. There was nothing else to hold on to. He couldn’t feel any more energies in the area and so he cracked open his eyes. The forest around him was scorched and hurting, but it was no longer ablaze. His own body, however, was surrounded by fire. 
 
    It was time. 
 
    Dariak’s slow spinning had two purposes. One was to allow him to draw in all the flames from the area, but the other was to cut a ridge into the soft earth. As the fire overwhelmed him, he allowed himself to drop within that circle like a pile of useless ash. 
 
    And there the fire was extinguished. 
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 Kitalla’s Detour 
 
      
 
      
 
    Leaving Gabrion behind was a difficult decision, but she had no choice. The jades needed to reach Dariak soon and the warrior had become a liability. She was so angry and hurt by his actions, standing there as she faced all the eaglons, even when she took a hit. She knew his pain was deep, but so was hers and she pressed onward. It may have been difficult, but she knew it was right. 
 
    It didn’t take long for her to cross the border into Hathreneir. She specifically chose to follow in the Kallisorian army’s footsteps, for Dariak had told them long ago that the magical border guardians generally hated large groups, so she felt it was more likely that this location wouldn’t be watched. 
 
    There weren’t any extra horses at the outpost, so she was on foot again. Without help, it meant another week of travel before reaching Marritosh. She tried not to think about it, but pushed on instead. Something would inspire her and allow her some means of reaching her destination faster. 
 
    In her pocket, she felt for the jades. She now had the metal, fire, and glass shards, but she barely knew how to activate them on her own. The metal jade resonated the most with her and she felt she could trust it for protection, but what she really needed was for the jade to magically become some sort of metal horse and carry her across the desert. She laughed at herself for the thought. 
 
    The sand was well-trampled by the set of fighters who had crossed this region of the desert into Hathreneir. She felt as if the fighting was drawing closer to the castle, but it was hard to tell for certain. Encampments could be seen off in the horizon and she knew she needed to steer clear of them if she was going to make it to the others. 
 
    Kitalla was about to veer toward the south to avoid being spotted by distant scouts, but then she reconsidered. “No,” she said aloud, grinning. Setting her sights on the nearest tent, she dipped her head low and entered a jog. 
 
    Some time later she was met by three guards in full royal armor. “Stop, trespasser, or die.” 
 
    “I’d like to see you try,” she challenged. “Besides, I’m not here for trouble.” 
 
    “Your presence is not known to us. You must speak with the captain.” 
 
    Kitalla shrugged, rolling her eyes carelessly, but taking a survey as she did so. Her ears picked up sounds of discontent, though she wasn’t sure of its source. She could linger a while and discover if the troops were sour about the leadership or the state of the war itself, but she didn’t plan to stay for long. 
 
    “Captain, a visitor.” 
 
    Kitalla was shown into a large tent and a burly man sat by a table with a noticeably barren map laid out before him. Several daggers were jabbed into the parchment to mark the locations of troops: green handles for Kallisor, black for Hathreneir. 
 
    The captain responded to the intrusion by throwing a blanket over the table. “What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    “You’re the captain?” Kitalla asked in mock politeness. “I was told I needed to speak with you, though I was only passing through.” 
 
    The heavyset man stood up and tugged on his mustache. “We’re at war, little lass. No one is ‘passing through’ right now. Except maybe traitors.” 
 
    “Whatever.” She sighed, bored. “Neither side is going to win this war anyway.” 
 
    “What!” the man raged. “Traitorous scum.” 
 
    Kitalla dismissed his anger with a wave of her hand. “You warmongers never understand. All you do is set up battles, fight, let people die, and then go home calling it a victory.” 
 
    “Who are you?” the captain hissed. 
 
    Kitalla stepped toward the table and flung back the blanket from the map. The captain eyed her cautiously but did not stop her as she studied the layout. “This is all wrong,” she claimed. “This battalion will be dead by morning and this one will fall soon after.” 
 
    The man’s face lit red. “How dare you! You will die for your insolence.” 
 
    “See, now you’re being pigheaded by not even asking me why.” 
 
    She could see the warring expressions on his face. He wanted to strike her down where she stood, but he was also wondering if she was right. “Fine… Why?” 
 
    “These troops are facing the west and the sandorpions will surprise them from the east. While they’re busy fighting them off, these Hathren troops will overtake them. As for this group, they’re set closer to the castle so the Hathrens have more forces there to send in. Pretty simple, really.” 
 
    The man scanned the map and looked up at Kitalla. “How do I know you’re not some Hathren spy sneaking in here to give me bad advice to set up an ambush?” 
 
    Kitalla shrugged. “You don’t. It doesn’t matter though. Fight all you want; neither side can win like this.” 
 
    The captain’s voice lowered to a growl. “What do you suggest as an alternative, surrender?” 
 
    Kitalla laughed melodically. “You really don’t have any forethought, do you? How did you even make captain?” She raised her hands in supplication and waited for him to calm down. “I will give you two options. First, call for a meeting among the commanders and negotiate peace, refuting the kings.” 
 
    “Preposterous! What you suggest is more traitorous nonsense and you will die where you stand.” 
 
    “Option two,” she continued, undaunted, “is to send your battalion to this location and capture the commander within, holding him for ransom, giving you time to pause the fighting long enough for reinforcements to arrive from Kallisor.” 
 
    “That’s… absurd,” he said, but the expression on his face said otherwise. Kitalla waited as he worked it out. “This could easily be a trap for us.” 
 
    “No matter. I’ll go in alone and bring the commander back. All I ask is that you don’t interfere and when I’m done, you give me a horse.” 
 
    “Now it really does sound like a trap. How are you supposed to infiltrate their ranks alone?” 
 
    “I got in here, didn’t I?” Then before he knew what was happening, Kitalla leaped over the table and tackled him, covering his mouth so he wouldn’t scream. She pinned one hand behind his back and breathed hotly in his ear. “You’re all fools, don’t you know that? Letting me in here like this, so easily. Look at your guards over there. They don’t know if they should charge and take me down or watch to see what happens. This is why you will never win.” 
 
    She then shoved him away and straightened her tunic. “Easy, boys, I’ve made my point.” She then turned to the captain, who was lying on the ground rubbing his wrists. “Option one or option two. And don’t dare ask for option three; you won’t like that one at all.” 
 
    He saw the crazed look in her eye and decided that option three wouldn’t bode well for him. Whether she was a Hathren spy setting a trap or a Kallisorian sympathizer trying to help, he knew she had the ability to kill him if she desired. “Take a horse and get out of here. I don’t want any trouble from you.” 
 
    She looked disappointed. “You don’t want me to go kidnap a Hathren commander for you?” 
 
    He shook his head. “It won’t end well. Just go. Leave here and if you enter this camp again, we won’t hesitate to kill you.” 
 
    “You can try. Pity, though. I was in the mood for a fight today.” She stepped toward the exit and grabbed one of the guards by the top of his chest plate. “Get me a nice horsie, okay?” She then shoved him outside the tent and then looked back at the other guard. “It’s your job to make sure I leave here safely, understood?” 
 
    The young man glanced at his captain, after which he nodded feverishly, his eyes wide. 
 
    “Good,” she smiled, turning back to the captain. “So you know, I’m no Hathren spy. But I’ve come to realize that this war business is just a way for us to kill each other by the hundreds. I intend to help stop the fighting on both sides. How many soldiers have you already lost? How many more do you project losing? Think about it and come up with new tactics. Otherwise, we’re doomed to fight this war for all eternity.” 
 
    A horse nickered outside and she swept out of the tent and pounced upon the offered ride. Without hesitating, she snapped the reins and bolted away from the camp. 
 
    She wasn’t sure which way to go at first. Partly, she wanted to enact her plan of capturing the enemy commander, but she also realized that it wouldn’t necessarily work out in her favor. She trusted the jades would protect her as much as they could, but she had no idea when their abilities would give out. Her own skills she understood better, and in many ways she relished the challenge of the attack. 
 
    Deep down, however, she knew she couldn’t afford to be rash without proper backup. She needed her companions for a task of that nature and so she turned the horse southwest and entered a hearty gallop. Better to be away from the camps than to chance getting involved after all. 
 
    The Kallisorian horse wasn’t well trained for the sand and it struggled to find its footing for a while. The beast pushed hard at her command and eventually it found its way. Encroaching sand rodia were ignored as the horse pummeled past them. She urged the horse onward as hard as she dared, stopping when necessary to give the creature some water from her own canteen. 
 
    Camping at night was a challenge, for she had no way of securing the horse from running away. Plus, she had no defenses against any nighttime attackers. Instead, she coaxed the horse to sleep and then lay a few yards off, buried in the sand. When creatures whisked by, they mostly ignored the horse, and those that didn’t were scared away when Kitalla screeched wildly and jumped up from the sand. 
 
    With her mare, Kitalla reached Marritosh in two days, arriving at its border in the evening. The majority of the town lay in ruins. The scent of death lingered evilly about the place and she took some time to investigate the charred husk of the town after tying the horse to a post to keep it still. 
 
    First she noticed evidence of random fires, all striking the western faces of the buildings, suggesting a magical attack rather than a natural blaze. She wondered if the king had sent troops to circle around the village first or if the mages at the tower had simply lost their minds and unleashed their fury upon the people. Houses were smashed and ruined at random; she couldn’t imagine the king would sanction such destruction, even with Kallisor reinforcements camping here. Plus, they more likely would have attacked from the north. 
 
    Testing her hunch, Kitalla wound through the village toward the northern end, keeping her senses honed for movement. As she reached the central part of town, the damage grew far worse. Blood stains marked the paths and the stones. Homes were razed by vicious fire. And there, between a row of disintegrated houses, she saw a pile of bodies, charred husks picked by carrion birds and noshed upon by sand rodia and sandorpions alike. 
 
    The remnants of armor and cloth upon the scavenged bodies signaled the Hathren king’s forces, and from the pile of carnage, she realized that the town had been purposely torched to subdue them. There were no sounds of life nearby. Once the corpses had been cleaned, even the scavengers had moved on. 
 
    Kitalla checked a few places throughout the village for survivors, but there were none to be found. She located the bodies of several older villagers, including all four elders and their closest companions. They had banded together at the end, bringing the calamitous fires upon their home to end the fighting and, she surmised, to give Ervinor and the others a chance to escape. 
 
    Night fell upon her while she was looking for survivors, so she found a house that was in reasonable condition and there she set herself to sleep. In the morning, she would gather whatever supplies she could find and head out in search of the army. Where they would have ventured, she could only guess. North to the castle seemed unlikely, but so too did west to Magehaven, especially if the mages had come and unleashed a barrage of their own fire upon the town. Kitalla was exhausted and she put the matter aside, as she had learned to do many years ago. It was a time for sleep, and though she had left the horse at the eastern edge of town, she did not return for it until morning. She didn’t like the thought of walking through the dead town in the middle of the night. 
 
    This once, she allowed herself to feel scared and alone, so she curled into a ball on a broken bed, breathing deeply until her heart rate calmed and she was able to clear her mind of worry. Each breath was tainted and cloying. The night was perfectly silent and utterly dark. 
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 A General Idea 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Mage Council was reluctant to meet with Ervinor, but Vinnek convinced them to at least listen for a time. The fighter was brought to the meeting chamber alone, with no support from his army, who waited in captivity in the lower levels. Ervinor didn’t mind. If it gave the mages comfort, then so be it. He wasn’t trying to hurt anyone and when it came down to it, he was at their mercy regardless. 
 
    For nearly an hour, he stood in the center of the chamber, awaiting the arrival of the Council members. Like Vinnek, they seemed determined to keep their guests waiting. He shifted from one foot to another, but refused to otherwise show his impatience. Three mages guarded him, but he made no effort to speak with them. They hadn’t said a word on their ascent to the room, except to tell him to keep moving. 
 
    Ervinor hoped to break through the distrust and hatred among them. He needed the leaders to hear him out and understand why working together was so important to them all. It seemed silly that he would have to spell it out, but many people in the world were close-minded and focused only on their own small purviews. Even the kings. 
 
    At last, the rear door to the chamber opened and eight mages filed inside, Vinnek among them. Each wore colored robes, hoods drawn over their heads, obscuring them from view. He didn’t understand why they needed to hide from him, but he withheld comment, wondering how he would reach them. Vinnek had hinted that it wouldn’t be easy to make them understand. Seeing them now, covered head to toe with their faces in shadow, Ervinor realized he had underestimated their resistance. 
 
    Vinnek stood after the other mages had settled into their chairs. His cowl also masked his face. “The Council recognizes the arrival of Ervinor, general of the army from Kallisor. State your business.” 
 
    “My lords and ladies of the prestigious Mage Council, I thank you for your time here tonight—” 
 
    “Shut it,” croaked one of the mages. “If you’re going to butter us up all day then get out of here and go back home to your lousy king. What is your business here?” 
 
    Ervinor straightened his spine at the remark. “I am not here at the behest of my king and I have little love for his involvement in this war.” 
 
    Another mage piped up. “Yet you come here with an army that you intend to use in the war, do you not?” 
 
    “My intent is to help stop all the wars, and that is why I need your help.” 
 
    A third mage groaned. “This fool reeks of Dariak. Send him out.” 
 
    “Give me a chance,” Ervinor implored. “Allow me at least that much.” 
 
    “To what end? You’ll just try to kill us when it comes down to it.” 
 
    “That’s what you think?” he asked. “That I came here to betray you?” 
 
    “Isn’t that what Kallisorians do to Hathrens and mages?” 
 
    Ervinor looked around at the eight of them. “So that’s five of you who are unwilling to listen to what I have to say. What of the rest of you? Are you all as petulant and dumb?” 
 
    “Now see here!” one of the mages cried out, rising to her feet. “You beseech our help, do you not? What right have you to speak as such?” 
 
    Ervinor waited while a few of the mages chimed in and then bickered about the wisdom of even meeting with him. At last they settled down and Ervinor couldn’t help feeling annoyed that Vinnek hadn’t spoken at all in his defense. Clearly, the old man was afraid of his peers. 
 
    Another mage rose to her feet. “Friends, let us put our bitterness aside long enough to at least hear him out.” Grudgingly, the others agreed. “I am Shelloni,” she said to Ervinor. “I once supported Dariak, but his recent murder of another master has caused me to reconsider his motivations. You are not likely to sway me. Yet I agreed to hear you. So speak, but be efficient in your words, fighter.” 
 
    Ervinor nodded his thanks and then carved the most important information from his mind to present to this temperamental Council. It wasn’t how he had wanted to talk to them, but they left him little choice. “The warriors of Kallisor are numerous and strong. They will overwhelm your forces without mage support. You mages here are weakened by the loss of the jades. Countless men and women will die in the fighting, you among them.” 
 
    “Preposterous!” 
 
    “Outrageous!” 
 
    “Vinnek, you will suffer for the outrage of bringing this man before us.” 
 
    “Foul treachery! Threatening us in our own tower.” 
 
    Ervinor held his hand up in supplication, waiting until the mages calmed themselves to listen further. Now, though, he felt some were merely biding their time until they could strike him down with some spell or other. He didn’t let it bother him. “At least now I have your attention. I have no intention of killing any of you, or assisting in the killing of any of you. My alternative is to find a way for us to all come together, put an end to the fighting once and for all, then go on to start a family of my own in a world where my children won’t have to be trained for war.” 
 
    “You seek the impossible,” Shelloni accused. “It can never happen.” 
 
    “You are wrong and I have seen it.” The mages all turned to face him now, curious despite themselves. “A mage from your own breast came to Kallisor seeking a goal that only he knew in his heart. He traveled the land, gathering jades, hoping to reunite them into one so that the people could also band together as one.” 
 
    “More Dariak nonsense,” one mage grumbled, but no one joined in this time. 
 
    Ervinor continued. “Along his way, he made some mistakes, but he always held true to his goal. He made friends as he went; friends with the sworn enemy. And those friends came to accept his ideals, despite his ties to Hathreneir, and despite being a mage. He first united a small band of travelers, then gained the respect of many others. We came together to defend a helpless village from a needless attack, then we ventured here to your land. 
 
    “The people of Marritosh first welcomed us for the bartering we brought, but they came to understand Dariak’s desire. They stood with us in many ways, despite other trials we faced here on your soil.” At this, he pointedly looked at his severed shoulder. “There were casualties on both sides, and in many cases it was because no one would listen. 
 
    “Dariak had a claim to the jades, but you refused his request. It led to an accident where one of your kind died, but instead of investigating the incident properly, you bound Dariak and refused to let him speak. It led to more misunderstandings and more needless deaths. 
 
    “Around that time, I was at the castle, and because of more confusion, people died and I lost my arm. It was the people of Marritosh who truly put me back together. They not only mended my body and kept me alive, but they mended my heart and reminded me why I am on this journey. 
 
    “Then, mages left here and attacked that village, killing your own citizens who could barely defend themselves against you. My troops held them back and, yes, I served as executioner of Farrenok for his deeds. Perhaps I had no right to do so, but his siege wasn’t unlike a grown man striking and slaying his young child out of frustration. He had no right to attack those people. 
 
    “We then were beset by the king’s forces, who came down from the castle to put an end to our uprising. But it was a token force and they refused to speak with us before they attacked. We defended ourselves, but it brought on the self-sacrifice of the remaining people of Marritosh, who gave their lives so that we might complete our quest. I would have died that day to defend these people, gladly, but Herchig and the others saw fit to keep me whole. 
 
    “We came here, seeking your help. Who else in the land but a mage can see beyond the petty squabbles that keep the kings at war? But I was wrong. You mages are a sorry lot. It took a misunderstanding to gain my people access to your gate. A misunderstanding that led to the death of one of my commanders and those who followed her in here. Again, it was a lack of communication that led to those losses. I had no intention of attacking you. Your mages outside overheard part of a heated conversation and they acted on it in error. 
 
    “Yet at the same time, it’s my fault, too. Verna was not well-trained yet, not for my army at least. She didn’t know when to hold back and when to strike. I regret her actions as if they were my own; I should have been able to prevent what happened. 
 
    “But in some way, I’m grateful for her rashness, for now I stand before you. I’m not some Kallisorian general, seeking to usurp your power and put an end to your freedoms. No. I am a man who believes in an ideal that we can find a common ground, if only we put aside our differences and learn to speak with one another. Learn to listen. Learn to hope. Learn to look past what makes us unique long enough to find a way to cherish those uniquenesses. 
 
    “I didn’t grow up around mages. I was told to fear them and to scorn them. But it was a mage who truly opened my eyes to a better world, to a bigger and brighter hope. And I didn’t doubt what was right because he was a mage or a Hathren. No, I put aside my petty prejudices and I followed my heart to seek this ideal future that we have all earned. I have traveled with mages for a long time now, and I am a greater man for it. The irony of it is that they follow me. 
 
    “I know the reason why. They believe in the future, too. It’s why I’m standing here. It’s why I’m alive at all. The people came together and protected me and healed me in my times of need. And I did my best to protect them in return. Now I ask of you to join us. I ask you to look within your hearts to figure out what kind of a world you want to live in. If that world is like the one we already have, then great. Stay here and have your way. 
 
    “But if the lot of you want something better, something real, something safe, then consider the future I describe. Put aside your prejudice and find a way to band together with me. With Dariak. So that way, when he returns with the jades, we can stop the war and the world can be one that we all create together, without all the bloodshed and all the death and deceit and despair. 
 
    “I ask you to stand with me.” 
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 Ordren’s Maneuver 
 
      
 
      
 
    With Kitalla gone, Gabrion remained at the outpost, anguished and alone. He avoided the other fighters as much as possible, surfacing only to eat when meal times came. Most of the time, he languished in the darkness of the cell in the basement, where no one disturbed his musings. 
 
    At last, however, Ordren went down to see the ailing young man. He stomped his booted feet on the steps, alerting Gabrion to his presence long before he was in the room. “The darkness does not suit you, friend.” 
 
    “Leave me,” Gabrion muttered. 
 
    “I have left you here and you have done nothing but mope. I will have it no longer. You are a drain on resources and morale. It is time for you to earn your keep.” When Gabrion didn’t move, Ordren swept in and grabbed him by the arm and hoisted him to his feet. “You will rise when spoken to by a superior officer.” 
 
    “Ordren…” 
 
    “Sir!” Ordren corrected him. “I am a commander of the Kallisorian army, and you will respond to me with proper respect. You will address me as ‘sir’ when you speak, is that clear?” 
 
    “This is ridicul—” 
 
    Ordren punched him in the gut, knocking the wind out of him. “You will not question me again, soldier. Now, on your feet!” 
 
    Gabrion eyed him oddly but he pushed himself upright and waited. Strange voices echoed in his memories. He had relied on them at one time but now they were nondescript. 
 
    “Soldier, stand at attention!” Ordren commanded. 
 
    He knew what Ordren meant, but he didn’t know why he was being ordered. The commander raised an eyebrow with Gabrion’s hesitation, so the warrior responded by straightening his back, squaring his shoulders, and snapping his heels together. “Yes, sir,” he said. 
 
    “A troop is heading in from Kallisor castle in the morning. They are a fresh lot of fighters with little training, so I’m told. I need my men here to show them the proper meaning of discipline. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Ordren, I—” he started, but then found himself on the floor again, doubled over in pain. 
 
    “I asked you, soldier, is that clear?” 
 
    “Sir. Yes, sir.” Gabrion coughed. 
 
    “I expect you to be upstairs within the hour for training. Gather your wits and come above.” Without waiting for a response, Ordren spun on his heels and ascended the stairs. 
 
    Gabrion had no idea why Ordren was suddenly acting this way, but he didn’t dwell on it for long, for as he sat there, the indiscriminate voices in the back of his mind surfaced again. He focused on them and reached for them. They reminded him of home. 
 
    Get on your feet, and try again. Don’t lower your guard. Keep an active stance. You may all be farmers and tinkerers, but you can learn the basics like anyone else. I won’t hear you complain about the work; you volunteered for this assignment. Get up, get up, get up. Arm yourselves. The enemy won’t wait while you roll in the mud. Get up! 
 
      
 
    The memories swept over him and Gabrion pulled himself to his feet. Andron had come to his hometown from the king’s guard to train the people of Savvron to fight and defend themselves from attack. Because they were further south, they were not a direct line of invasion, but their village was relatively close to the border and that put them at risk. Andron had ridden in on a large warhorse, speaking of valor and triumph against their foes, and Gabrion had immediately become enthralled. 
 
      
 
    Rise up, youth of Savvron. Take arms. Defend your homes and your families. The king has little to spare in terms of troops for your aid. I am here as that aid. I will train you, those who are willing. I’ll make you strong. 
 
      
 
    Gabrion was among the first men to enlist in the training sessions. His mother hadn’t wanted him to do it, but he intended to keep them safe and the promise of riches, or at least payment from the king, was enough incentive beyond keeping them protected. He would use that money to start his life with Mira, as her husband. 
 
      
 
    Find that something to fight for that only you have within you. Find a reason to push through to be stronger than you ever thought possible. You will ache. You will hurt, but when it comes to a fight, if you train well, then you will live. Hear me and learn from me. I will guide you and train you. 
 
    Training had been rigorous and sometimes dangerous, but Gabrion had learned that he had a natural proclivity for fighting, even early on. Andron often sparred with him personally, then had him train some of the others. He wasn’t necessarily the best of the group, but he was young and energetic and that bolstered his inherent talent. 
 
      
 
    I am not your friend, but I am here to bring out the greatest warrior in you that I can. I will hurt you along the way. Your challenge is to not let me. If you see me attack, get out of the way. If you cannot dodge, then parry. When you have an opening, strike. If there is no opening, create one. 
 
      
 
    Gabrion stretched himself in the dungeon, thinking back to those simpler days when the war was only a threat. Those days, when his biggest worries were about training sessions and maintaining the farm with his parents. Those days, with Mira. 
 
      
 
    War is ugly and there will be death. Some of you will die and there will be no glory for you then. Glory does not follow the dead. Once you die, you are gone. Only the living matter, so you must fight and struggle and live. That is what I am here to teach you. 
 
      
 
    Mira was gone. His mother was gone. It was possible that his father had died by now, if the fighting kept migrating south to Savvron. He had lost so much in the name of war. He knew the fighting needed to end and he had hoped that running from the battles would bring him peace. But it hadn’t. It had only drawn Kitalla to him and then his inaction drove her away. 
 
      
 
    The war will never end. This is something you must know. If you think you can face one battle and then sleep happily, you’re a fool. Our land is a breeding ground for war. Even in our times of peace we fight with each other; over land, over prices, over lovers. War is in us and it will ever be. You can either be on the losing side or the winning side. Pick up your weapon if you wish to live. Otherwise, go run home, where you will die, defenseless. 
 
      
 
    Andron’s voice kept echoing in his mind, repeating the various speeches he had given during the training sessions and at town events or in the tavern. The hardened soldier had never wavered from trying to recruit new fighters, though it meant more work for him to train them. He reveled in the work, Gabrion realized. He needed it. It gave him purpose. 
 
    Gabrion had sulked for long enough. Walking up the steps, he pulled himself from the dungeon and sought out the war room, where Ordren would command his fighters. Gabrion was no real soldier of the army, but he would at least do this, in honor of Andron, who gave his life to save Savvron. 
 
    Ordren stood at one end of the room while nearly thirty fighters gathered in groups in front of him. They stood tall and strong, ready to support each other through whatever their commander required. Gabrion could feel the camaraderie among them but he was entirely left out. He didn’t know how to ingratiate himself into the groups, to be counted among their number. So he stood there, slightly off on his own, watching, listening. 
 
    “Fighters of Kallisor, tomorrow another host arrives from the east. I have word from the king that these are younger than the last crew. They will need some fine-tuning in the art of war. Most haven’t seen battle and will likely panic at their first scuffle. It’s imperative their fear doesn’t occur against the Hathrens.” 
 
    Gabrion listened to the plan that followed and though he had some reservations about it, he understood the need. When the meeting adjourned, he waited as the fighters left, Ordren included, then decided he didn’t want to be alone. He wanted a new purpose. He decided he would be a part of the plan. 
 
    Striding from the room, Gabrion walked the stone hallway to the armory. It wasn’t loaded with a wide array of weapons and armor, but it didn’t matter. He was still cloaked in the magic vestments Herchig had given him in Marritosh. All he needed was a sword. 
 
    The weapons themselves were in some disrepair, but a notched sword would do the job until it cracked, and the weaponsmith assured Gabrion that these weapons had been tested for durability and would last at least a few more battles before they needed to be melted down and recast. 
 
    Gabrion made his way to the training pitch and limbered up with a few sword strikes against a wooden practice dummy. He hated to admit it to himself, but it felt good to hold a sword again. Even without the protection of the glass jade, he knew he was skilled enough to keep himself safe. Strike, strike, parry, bend, roll, strike. He went through a series of motions, dodging and weaving around the dummy as if it pursued him. 
 
    “Gabrion, is it?” asked a young fighter named Urrith. “Want a real sparring partner?” 
 
    Urrith was a wiry lad, barely seventeen, but his skill suggested he had been fighting since he was born. With a wild crop of black-brown hair masking his face, Gabrion wondered how the young man saw anything at all. Urrith favored a short sword, which gave Gabrion an advantage with his long sword, but Urrith’s agility more than made up the difference. 
 
    Swords clanged as the two men sparred, dodging and weaving and keeping out of each other’s reach. Some of the other fighters stopped their own matches just to watch these two in their bout. 
 
    Gabrion brought his sword across low and Urrith leaped over it, following with a strike of his own. Gabrion dodged to the side with an upward kick that struck Urrith’s forearm, but he didn’t lose his weapon. Urrith responded with a flip in the air, landing with the sword in his left hand, cutting wildly out to the side. Gabrion barely dodged the blow, not expecting the change of hands. He deliberately fell backwards and rolled up onto his feet, bringing his sword to bear. 
 
    Urrith grinned as he turned, keeping the blade in his left hand and inching toward Gabrion. The crowd was cheering them on, alternating between the two fighters in support. Urrith jabbed ahead, then spun, sweeping the blade around. Gabrion back-stepped out of the way then dropped his sword. The crowd gasped, seeing that it was over. 
 
    But when Urrith laughed and leaned in for the final strike, Gabrion pounced forward, sliding around the blade and grabbing Urrith’s arm. The warrior brought the youth’s arm up and then down sharply, dislodging the short sword, and pinned the arm behind him. Gabrion reached his left hand around and grabbed Urrith’s throat, after which Urrith yielded. 
 
    They disengaged and Urrith turned to Gabrion. “You’re really something in a fight. I thought I had you when you lost your weapon.” 
 
    “I didn’t ‘lose’ it. I threw it down,” Gabrion said. “Gave you a sense of confidence, didn’t it? It also gave me the advantage.” 
 
    The young man laughed. “I have to spar with you again, and soon. Maybe after tomorrow’s welcoming ceremony.” 
 
    Gabrion thought about it for a moment and he was surprised at how happy it made him feel. “Yes, that would be good.” Urrith saluted him and he and the crowd scattered off to other tasks. Some of them returned to sparring, trying to incorporate some of the techniques they had just seen. It made Gabrion smile. 
 
      
 
    You have to train against fighters better than you, Gabrion, if you want to grow as a warrior. Yet I do not begrudge my time here with you rookies, for I pass along my knowledge, in the hopes that you will each become my better and then you will come back and train me to be stronger too. Only in working this way can we all grow. 
 
      
 
    “It didn’t make sense to me then, Andron,” Gabrion muttered under his breath. “But I think I understand now.” 
 
    Evening came and went, with the usual army rations for dinner. The men engaged in some leisure activities, like playing dice, but Gabrion didn’t join them. He went up to the wall to sit with the night watch, knowing he had work to do in the morning with the rest of the fighters. The night air was crisp and vibrant, and he felt the cold winter winds coming in from afar. It wouldn’t be long before the season changed completely and though he knew there wouldn’t likely be snow here so close to the desert border, he wondered what this place would look like blanketed in white. 
 
    Morning came swiftly and one of the night guards shook Gabrion awake where he had fallen asleep against the battlements. Off in the distance he could see movement, which signaled the incoming troops. He went downstairs, grabbed a quick bite to eat, then met up with the rest of the men to engage in their assigned duty. Ordren alone strode from the outpost to greet the newcomers. 
 
    There were fifty or so fighters among them, guided by one of the king’s messengers, not a knight. Clearly, even the king didn’t have high hopes for this group. Sending them to battle was almost like an execution of these poor souls, and the few Hathrens who would be defeated in the process would hardly be worth the loss. 
 
    Gabrion tried to clear his thoughts. He needed to be focused here. Keeping his eyes on Ordren, he stayed silent and sharp. Soon they would greet the new forces. It would be any moment now. 
 
    There! Ordren raised his hand in greeting and then slashed it down. Gabrion and the others threw open the doors and gave their most frightening battle cries and flashed their weapons brazenly, diving into the impromptu fray. Most of the new fighters met the challenge; only a handful panicked and bolted away. Swords and daggers clashed in the morning air, ringing in a vibrant staccato to awaken them fully. Gabrion took on three fighters, using their momentum against them, batting them with the flat of his blade rather than striking outright. The others, however, fought fiercely and it took all of Gabrion’s skill not to take or deliver any damage. 
 
    Urrith had learned a lot from Gabrion’s maneuvers the night before, and he used this time to practice the skill as much as he could. He parried and dodged, but then he swept in alongside the fighter’s defenses and disarmed him, one after another. The goal was to pin each new fighter and not to seriously harm any of them. The added challenge was good for the more seasoned fighters, for it honed their control. 
 
    After some time, Ordren blew a deep horn and called a halt to the battle. He then properly welcomed the new recruits in to the outpost to clean up and to feast. They were bewildered with the reception, but eventually they settled in. Ordren gave them time to eat, then he set Gabrion with his next set of instructions. 
 
    Once the afternoon hit full force, Gabrion approached the new recruits and took them to the training ground, where he channeled Andron’s lessons and set about training the young men and women who had been drafted into the king’s service. Like his own mentor, he asked them each their background and why they had enlisted, but then he told them to put their pasts aside, as Andron had said to the trainees of Savvron. 
 
    “We go to war,” Gabrion said. “We fight for our futures. It doesn’t matter what brought us here today. It only matters what we do from this point forward. In your hearts, hold on to what drives you. In your minds, hold on to your training. In your bodies, hold on to your skills. We will pave a new path to freedom with our victories. We won’t all survive, but each of us has a role to play. The better we play that role, the more of us there will be who see tomorrow. Be strong and we will survive. We all have something within us to live for. So let us train hard and be ready to face what lies before us. Together, we will create a future we can all be proud of.” 
 
    The new recruits raised their arms in cheer and Gabrion stood there, ready to begin their training now that he had instilled them with hope. He almost believed his own words. 
 
    Almost. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Wood and Stone 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pinpricks of pain skittered up and down his body, reminding him of every torment he had felt in his life. Scrapes as a child. Cuts as a man. And now a truly powerful flood of raging inner fury. He was barely aware of his surroundings, but felt some glimpses of sunlight searing him. It seemed like sunlight, anyway. It could be the light from a close torch or a fiery poker from a wild blacksmith. The light flickered sporadically, teasing him, tormenting him, trying to make him wince and shy away. 
 
    He also felt a touch of wind against his aching body. Its presence reminded him that he wasn’t entirely alone. Some other force was nearby in the world. It also told him he was still alive, not walking through the stony corridor of death toward a nondescript glimmer in the distance. The zephyr was fleeting but enough to distract him from the rest. 
 
    Cracking his eyes open proved challenging, as did moving his limbs. He knew he could feel them, but that was part of the problem, for nothing felt right or whole. He lay there in a heap of sorts, struggling to piece together what had happened. 
 
    Pressure shook against his ears and his brain told him he should understand what it meant. He didn’t want to know. Not yet. He wanted to hold on to this cocooned state for a while, for he feared what would await him if he awoke fully. But the pressure was insistent. Demanding. Deeper, it tried to penetrate into his skull and he moaned against its assault. 
 
    “Are you whole?” he heard, piecing the vibrations together. 
 
    He didn’t know how to respond because he didn’t know the answer. 
 
    “Can you stand?” 
 
    Standing seemed impossible. He couldn’t possibly stand after what he had just been through. No power in the land could grant him the ability to rise up on his own feet, not now. 
 
    “Here, let me help.” 
 
    Before he could push words of denial from his mouth, he felt something crash against him, rousing his body from its huddled state and wrenching him apart. He didn’t want to let go. He didn’t want this voice to pull him from the ground. He wanted to lie there a while longer. 
 
    “Come on. You can do this.” 
 
    The world spun as he was dragged upward. Teetering wildly, he wondered if this new sensation would always be a part of him now. He didn’t like it at all. 
 
    “Up!” the voice insisted. “Yes, come on.” 
 
    The ground beneath him escaped his grasp. That one surface had kept him steady and safe, and it was being dragged away from him by the relentless tugging of the voice. He reached his hands out to hold himself down, but the soil slipped through his fingers and he found no purchase. He couldn’t see well as the dirt fled away and he ascended upwards, upwards, away from this haven. 
 
    “There you go.” 
 
    He wavered, feeling something against him, supporting him. He wasn’t drifting endlessly up to the heavens after all. He felt strange and weak and his body rebelled against this new position. Yet something about it felt better than where he was moments before. This was more right, in a way. The way it was supposed to be. 
 
    Light seeped into his cracked eyelids and slowly the blobs of color amassed into shapes. The breeze still struck his skin and found its way into his nostrils, reaching deep within his aching lungs and seeking to cleanse them. 
 
    “Yes, breathe.” 
 
    Around him, there was a mix of browns and greens. He sensed the trees and the dirt but he couldn’t yet make them out with his eyes. He tried to blink but his eyes were swollen as if he had been crying for a long time. 
 
    The air wafted in, bringing a distinct scent. It was both clean and unclean. There was something wrong with the air itself, as if it didn’t know what it wanted to be. Ignoring the voice whispering to him, he focused on the breeze entering and leaving him. There was life in it. And death. Hope. And despair. Joy. And fear. 
 
    “Open your eyes.” 
 
    He tried, not just because he was told to. He wanted to see his surroundings. He wanted to understand the dichotomy of the air. It needed to make sense somewhere. Somehow. Concentrating was difficult, but he focused his efforts into widening his gaze, drawing in the light and reassembling it into shapes that made sense. The light cut like daggers, but he persisted. 
 
    Trees. Shrubs. Dirt. Leaves. He pieced it together slowly, remembering he was in a forest. A place of foliage and creatures. A place of life. 
 
    Then he saw the scorch marks marring the area. Dark blotches upon the verdant landscape. Branches that should have boasted wild-growing leaves now lay in crackled husks on the ground. A place of death. 
 
    Little by little the area resolved itself to him. He stood in the middle of the forest where a battle had taken place, where someone—he—had fended off attackers with fire. Fire that reached out and burned the defenseless trees. And then he had drawn that fire into himself, taking the pain away from the woods and sparing it. And he had crumpled, consumed by the flames. 
 
    “You’re looking better,” the voice said. “Can you stand on your own yet? Here, take your staff.” 
 
    A shaft of wood was placed into his hand. It felt oddly familiar and safe. He shifted his weight to lean against it as the voice then pulled away, releasing him from its hold. 
 
    “I almost lost you,” the voice explained. “It was all I could do to keep the fires from destroying you.” 
 
    He coughed. “Wh—” he sputtered. 
 
    “Easy. You’ll need some water,” the voice comforted him. “Can you see me? Do you remember me?” 
 
    He turned toward the voice and he was surprised at first, but his mind was clearing from the fog and he realized he shouldn’t be so startled. “Lurina.” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered. 
 
    “I thought you… went off.” 
 
    “I came back once Tassa and Hetch were away with my children. You were standing there, pulling these flames in toward you. I could tell what you were doing and that it would kill you. So I heaved some stones your way and wove a protection spell around you. The fire was great, however. The pebbles melted together, basically, and they coated you in a rocky skin. The fire ate through it in some places, but mostly the stone absorbed the heat and then the fire was gone. You collapsed and I’ve been trying to revive you for some time now. Dariak, are you whole now?” 
 
    The mage’s body felt stiff and was still tingling, but the pain was less. “I believe so.” He touched his hand to his forearm but it was strange, as if he was touching her instead. And at the same time, it was as if she was touching him. “Odd.” 
 
    “It should wear off once the spell is completely gone,” she shrugged. “A difficult spell to pull off, but the need was great and the earth magic responded to you as if it wanted to keep you safe.” 
 
    “The woods. They didn’t burn?” 
 
    She smiled and looked rather matronly doing so. “No, Dariak. You fought off the triggans and then you saved the forest from the fires. I know you didn’t mean to set the blaze, but you were willing to sacrifice yourself to save this place.” 
 
    “I—I couldn’t let it burn. I had to protect it.” 
 
    “It is good you did, for this place is very old. It has seen generations of travelers and residents alike. And it should be here for generations to come.” 
 
    “I don’t want to kill things,” he said suddenly. “I’ve had to, to get this far. But I don’t pursue it. I don’t want to destroy the things around me. The people. The creatures. Homes. Dreams.” 
 
    “It showed in how you responded here.” 
 
    “But the triggans. I just swept in and destroyed them.” 
 
    Lurina tossed her head to the side. “Maybe a few, but like the times we cut down a tree for firewood, we find other trees to grow in their place. A sapling here and there, and a bit of tending and protecting, nurturing through time, and then we have more trees and an ever-living forest. Triggans are very much the same—these were, at any rate. They keep mostly to themselves, but when we stumble upon them they will defend their homes. It was unfortunate, but without your actions, we would have been overrun and then what? Most of the triggans you defeated are gone, but their ashes may ignite new offspring.” 
 
    “You’re in a consoling mood today,” he noticed. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He remembered the events of the fight in the forest. “The others?” Then he gasped, “Randler?” 
 
    Lurina’s face fell. “My son was defeated, as was Garr. The others are hurt and are resting.” 
 
    Dariak waited but the woman didn’t elaborate on her own. “What of Randler?” 
 
    “Badly hurt, Dariak.” 
 
    The bulk of a tree trunk had crushed the bard’s legs. Dariak didn’t deceive himself; he knew the damage would be severe. “Is he dying?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    It wasn’t the answer he wanted. “I need to see him.” 
 
    “Maybe.” She saw the ire rise in him, but she placed a placating hand on his shoulder. “There is little you can do for him right now.” 
 
    “Where is he?” he insisted. 
 
    “Sit down,” she offered, pointing to a log nearby. He realized his body was exhausted and drained. He needed to sit, like it or not, so he allowed her to escort him over. “Dariak, why are you here?” 
 
    The question was too vague. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Here, in this forest, traveling with us?” 
 
    “We were on our way to meet up with Pyron.” 
 
    “Why?” she pressed. 
 
    He hadn’t revealed the true nature of his quest to her before now, but he was too weak to hold back. “He has the last piece of jade and I need it to complete my quest. I must find him.” 
 
    “He is not in the forest.” 
 
    Dariak wrinkled his brow. “Yes, that’s why we were traveling through the forest, to reach him.” 
 
    Lurina shook her head slowly. “We have not been going through the forest, Dariak. We have been navigating within it circuitously.” 
 
    He looked betrayed, but he wasn’t entirely surprised by the admission either. “Astrith’s challenge,” he realized. “He said he would be watching.” 
 
    “Not him specifically, but yes.” 
 
    “And the jades. You have them. In the wagon, I wager? That’s why we were never allowed to look inside?” 
 
    Lurina bit her lip. “They were. But no.” 
 
    “Level with me, here. Randler could be dying, Lurina. Where is he? Where are the jades? What is the point of all of this?” 
 
    “You needed to prove your worth in this forest. You needed to prove your willingness to protect this place. But after all of the time on the road, you were only muddling through, getting by. The jades were brought back to Astrith days ago. It was felt that their closeness was holding you back.” 
 
    Dariak’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    Lurina continued without prompting. “Tassa and I have been creating the roadblocks that have kept us spiraling through the wood. Gaff and Garr have been the messengers, sending word through a network in the trees. But we needed to make sure you did not sense the jades were here, and that was Hetch’s role. He is a Silencer, though I doubt there is another person like him in all the world. He has a unique tie to magic and he can shield the energies from others. He has used that skill to block the jades from you.” 
 
    “The children?” 
 
    “Really mine, though now…” She withheld her tears, as if this conversation with Dariak were more important somehow. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Lurina cleared her throat. “Hetch is with Randler now, using his masking skills to try to shield Randler from the pain. It isn’t the same as healing or anything of the sort, but he can sometimes draw the energies away from things. They are not here, though. They are already en route to Astrith and whatever healing he can provide for your friend.” 
 
    “I have to help. Which way do I go?” 
 
    Lurina placed her hand on Dariak’s knee and a deep pain echoed in her eyes. “What can you possibly do for him? Didn’t you already try to heal him? What skill do you have against the damage that was done?” 
 
    Dariak closed his eyes and pictured Randler, lying there in pain after pushing Dariak to safety. He had indeed pulled his skills together to try to heal the bard, but he knew he wasn’t capable of the work that needed to be done, if even Randler’s legs could be mended. His only hope was that Kitalla had suffered a similar type of injury after one of Grenthar’s trials and a team of skilled mages had been able to fix her. Perhaps… 
 
    “I don’t have the ability, even with the jades.” He looked at the agonized expression on Lurina’s face and he knew she understood what he was going to say next. It pained him to acknowledge it, but he knew he had little choice. “I have to go after Pyron. The healing jade is the only chance I have.” 
 
    “It means abandoning Randler,” she said. “If you choose to seek the jade, you can’t afford to waste any more time. Randler may not survive that long as it is.” 
 
    Dariak stared at her intently and he tried to reconcile his decision, but he was distracted by the anguish he saw within her. “What is it?” 
 
    “We set the roadblocks,” she whispered. “But we did not mean for him to be hurt. He was not meant to be harmed.” Her eyes shimmered with tears that she willed not to fall. “Nature is a place of balance.” 
 
    His lip curled in bewilderment, but then he understood. “Your son was the price.” 
 
    Her head sank low in affirmation. 
 
    “That isn’t right,” he hissed. “What happened to Randler was an accident. Your son… No, that’s… no.” 
 
    “He will return to nature and be born again from her womb, though it may not be my womb.” 
 
    “But Randler didn’t die. Why should your son’s life be the balance?” 
 
    She lifted her head and trained her eyes on his. “Thank you for your compassion, but outrage is unnecessary. It was the will of the forest to bring my son into the soil. I cannot say I know why. I cannot change his fate. Whether it was a direct counterbalance to my error, I can only guess. It may be something else unrelated to me at all. I can only come to accept it, as all of us in the forest must do.” 
 
    “It’s unfair. I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You are not of this wood,” she said as if that was explanation enough. 
 
    “Let me at least help you to bury him.” 
 
    “It has already been done.” 
 
    Dariak felt empty and confused. A boy’s life traded for Randler’s injuries? It made no sense to him, but Lurina seemed to believe it. He couldn’t argue; it wouldn’t do any good anyway. But he had to pull his thoughts away. He had to commit himself whether he would seek the final jade on his own, abandoning Randler to Astrith’s care, or should he go to the bard’s side and do what he could to help with the healing process and to ease the pain? Surely, he could find a means of gathering assistance from Magehaven so Randler would survive, limbs intact. It might be a struggle, but Randler was worth that. 
 
    It just wasn’t a guarantee. The mages may not cooperate, and if they did, they may not have the skill to repair the damage. 
 
    His brain told him to seek the jade, for its power would repair Randler’s legs, if any power could. His heart told him to be by Randler’s side, regardless of what else he would be able to do. 
 
    “I will take you directly there,” Lurina said solemnly, watching the war on the mage’s face. “Just tell me: west or east.” 
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 A Mage’s Regret 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kitalla awoke the next morning, stretching into the dawn and breathing in the odd scent in the air. It was a mix of freshness and decay, intermingling into a sense of something familiar. She knew where she was and that she was by herself, but memories of her childhood swept through her thoughts. 
 
    She didn’t think of her early days often, for they were empty and foreign to her. Her father was a misty shadow in her mind, and she assumed she only imagined his appearance from things she had overhead, making up the rest. Yet something about this scent in the air reminded her of him. She couldn’t place it, so she shook off the feeling and stretched until she was wide awake. 
 
    Marritosh was dead. She had given it a cursory search upon her arrival and knew it was pointless to look for survivors. Still, the cloying, yet fresh, scent propelled her to dig around more before leaving the desolate place. 
 
    She started by heading toward Herchig’s home, for he had been their greatest ally in Hathreneir. His abode wasn’t far from her location and she reached it within minutes. She knew what she would find, but she hoped beyond all that she would have a chance to do something miraculous; something as wonderful as what she assessed had happened here. 
 
    Because Herchig’s fenced-off home was near the center of the mass carnage, it was utterly destroyed. The fence itself was burned and blasted apart. The house had collapsed in on itself, and when she dug through the debris, she thought she could tell where the old man and his wife had stood when they had lit the powderkegs that exploded in this area. The walls were cracked and destroyed and only her memories made anything recognizable. Broken bits of bone and cloth were littered around her and she knew her suspicions were right. The villagers who had remained here had given their lives to end whatever threat had come. 
 
    She stopped by a few other locales, but the story was the same. Bits of wood and stone lay scattered everywhere with the remains of the people who had buried themselves with the town that had been their home for so long. She wondered idly if she would ever feel so strongly about any one place. Or person. So far, she had yet to truly experience it. 
 
    After a while, she gave up her search and returned to the eastern edge of town where the horse waited for her. The poor beast had apparently suffered some minor attacks during the night. It seemed relieved when she walked up to untie it and lead it away. 
 
    Kitalla realized that the others had to have headed toward Magehaven after the decimation that took place here. Northward would have brought them to the castle and the evidence of battle in the northern edge of town suggested to her that they would have avoided that direction. And though they could have gone east or south, those options seemed unlikely, for the south was loaded with larger beasts that would have been hard to defeat, and the east was too close to the Kallisorian border and would probably draw them into the fighting. Aside from all that, the jades pulsed toward the west, though their signal was mixed as to whether she should head more north or south. 
 
    She mounted the mare and trotted around Marritosh rather than travel through it, mostly out of respect for those who had fallen defending their homes. She then snapped the reigns and hurried to the west. 
 
    On horseback, she was able to make the journey before the day was out. She expected trouble when she arrived at the tower, for her previous visits had brought much unrest. Yet there were no obvious defenses set up as her horse cantered closer. She even crossed the barrier with only a mild sensation that there was a barrier of any kind. She was grateful not to be whisked off to some other Trial. She didn’t think she had it in her right then to delve into her psyche again. 
 
    Kitalla dismounted the horse as she approached the gate and two mages came outside to greet her. They seemed to recognize her, and she assumed that had to be bad, considering her last visits here. However, they took her horse to a small inner stable and then brought her deep within the tower without any threat to her wellbeing. 
 
    “Just stay here. He’ll be with you shortly,” one of the mages on her way out. 
 
    “‘He’ who?” Kitalla asked, but she did not receive an answer. Instead she walked around the stony chamber, finding crevices here and there, perhaps from fighting or spells gone awry. The table and chairs were utterly ordinary and she had no desire to sit in them, preferring to stand and be at the ready in case something went amiss. Perhaps the calm with which they greeted her was good, for it meant no ill will. But it also could be a ruse to put her off guard. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the door opened and an older mage stepped inside. “You must be the thief, Kitalla.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed at the greeting, her eyes tracing the lines of his mustard-colored robe. He held no obvious weapons, but mages didn’t need them. She wondered what protective spells he had about himself and whether she could break through them and take him hostage long enough to effect her escape. 
 
    “Peace, peace,” he said holding his hands openly in the air. “I am Vinnek of the Mage Council and you are here as a friend.” 
 
    “A friend you address as thief? A friend you sequester in a locked room? I don’t buy it.” 
 
    He smiled sadly. “Easy now. We could just as easily have turned you away or made your entry difficult. But before I release you to the rest of this tower, I must know your purpose here. There are no more jades within.” 
 
    She knew he was lying, for her jades were pulsing more strongly now inside the tower. Yet he didn’t seem particularly deceitful. “Where is everyone?” 
 
    “All around, I assure you,” he answered carelessly. “Come now. Your purpose?” 
 
    “To seek my friends,” she answered. “The ones I was to rendezvous with in Marritosh. Perhaps you know that the town was destroyed. I would guess my friends came here.” 
 
    His eyebrows furrowed and he bit his lip. Kitalla didn’t like it. “I saw you here before, young lady. Weapons flashing around like a wild assassin, and you took with you our colleague Dariak—” 
 
    “Whom you imprisoned,” she cut in. 
 
    “Ah, indeed. But you killed a fair number of our mages on your way. How am I to know if your intentions here now are as innocent as you say? And why should I risk our safety?” 
 
    Kitalla straightened her back. “You said I was here as a friend and would be released. Was that a lie?” 
 
    “Do not banter with me, child,” Vinnek said. “Many of my friends are dead at your hand. What’s to stop me from adding your life to the death toll?” 
 
    Kitalla barked a laugh. “Go right ahead, you old fool. I never had a gripe with you mages. Not as a group anyway. But you hurt my friend and for that you were hurt in return.” 
 
    “Petty foolishness,” he accused. 
 
    “And what of this?” she said. “You’ll strike me down because I hurt mages here before? Is that not also petty?” 
 
    Sparks flared at Vinnek’s fingertips. “We incarcerated one of our own for a murder he committed in our tower. You trespassed here and slew our defenders! There is a world of difference.” 
 
    Kitalla made a horse-like sound and turned away. “Do what you will, but stop hesitating about it. If you’re planning on punishing me, get it over with.” 
 
    “So flippant.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t I be? You welcome me here all calmly under a false sense of security so you can execute me here in this room? I’m only looking to reunite with my friends. Point me in the right direction and I’m out of here.” 
 
    “My wife and son were among the losses,” he growled. “In what way should I let you be free?” 
 
    “Do it!” she screamed at him. “If you’re going to kill me, then go right ahead, you old goat. No more of your useless prattling about loss. Do it!” 
 
    His hands twitched and his fingers curled. She could tell he truly wanted to hurt her, so she urged him on even more. 
 
    “That’s right, Vinnek, go ahead and splatter me with your spells. You couldn’t defend this place on your own, so you might as well go on and take me down now, one on one. I’m not even armed, you weak oaf. Do it already. It’s your hesitation that is your biggest enemy. Not me. Because you held back, your wife is dead. Your son is dead. But blame me for it. That’s right. Go on!” she yelled. “Do it! Kill me!” 
 
    The rage boiled in him and he struck his hands out toward her, his face twisted in fury. The glimmering sparks of lightning at his fingertips banded together in a raging torment that fluttered swiftly across the room, aiming for Kitalla’s heart. She made no attempt to get out of the way, instead standing firm, her eyes locked with his. 
 
    The air shook with a loud thunderclap which made Vinnek wince and when he looked again, Kitalla stood there, glaring at him, shaking her head slowly. She was unscathed. 
 
    “How?” he asked. 
 
    “You’re an idiot,” she replied. “Now where are my friends?” 
 
    “How can you stand there unhurt? How is this possible?” He was trembling now, slowly dropping to his knees. “What are you, thief? You come, you steal, you kill. But you will not fall. What are you?” 
 
    “I will fall,” she said. “One day. But not at the hands of a weakling like you. Where are my friends?” 
 
    Vinnek scrambled for answers, but was too upset to think clearly. He looked at Kitalla as some freakish being able to absorb his magic and render him impotent. Like all those times when intruders were in the tower and he was too slow to join the fray. He always arrived moments too late to be of help, seeing only the heads of the fleeing enemy and the bodies of the fallen. He had no courage of his own, no will to do more than get through his day without any more bloodshed. But this one should have died for all the pain she had wrought. It wouldn’t restore the rest, but it would give him some peace to see her die. 
 
    “Where are they?” Kitalla repeated as he crumpled on the ground, sobbing. 
 
    A flash of clarity pierced through him and then he understood. “I see,” he gasped, trying to push himself up. “You have the jades. They have shielded you.” 
 
    “Obviously. Why else would I wander in here all ‘hey guys, what’s up’? As I said, you’re a fool. Show me to my friends. I know they’re here.” When he hesitated, she added, “Don’t make me get… persuasive.” 
 
    “Yes, your friends are here.” 
 
    “Thank you. Now tell me which way.” 
 
    He stood up and held her gaze. “I meant here now, in this room, and I am not among them.” 
 
    Kitalla looked around but saw only the table and chairs. “Stop messing around.” 
 
    “A woman like you has no friends,” he said coldly. “You take when you want something. You strike when you don’t get your way. You ally yourself with those who bring you power. You don’t connect with people. You have no friends. You don’t even know what friends are.” 
 
    “Shut it.” 
 
    “You’re an empty shell, aren’t you, thief? You’ve killed enough men in your life to populate a town, haven’t you? You’ve stolen enough treasure to rival a king’s hoard. Even now, I hold you from what you want and all you want to do is tear me down.” 
 
    “I said, enough.” 
 
    But Vinnek did not relent. “There is little left you can take from me anymore. I have no possessions. I can’t even have my vengeance against you. You already took that away. Had I a dagger, I bet I couldn’t even penetrate your heart. If there is one within you.” 
 
    Kitalla stood rooted to the spot, unsure why she couldn’t move. “Where are my friends?” 
 
    “There’s that word again,” he dug. “You came here alone. No support. No friends. You’re all alone in this, Kitalla, aren’t you? Standing here, facing me without a single ally. Well, except a piece of magic in your pocket. Does it love you? Do you love it?” 
 
    “You’re on dangerous ground, old man.” 
 
    He kept talking, kept poking at her and making her want to bleed. “Where is everyone, child? Why have they all abandoned you? Isn’t it because you’re not worth their time? Not worth the effort? Aren’t you really just trying to find a place to be, a place to be accepted? Because you’re not wanted anywhere.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” she denied, trying not to think of Gabrion. 
 
    “They why stand there and listen? Because you know I’m right. You’re broken. You’re unloved. Alone.” 
 
    “And so are you.” 
 
    “Thanks to you,” he said. “You killed them. Your hands. Ripped the souls right out of their bodies. They were only defending their home and you just pressed your knives in and cut their lives out like they were pits. No regard for life. Because you have nothing to live for.” 
 
    “Everything I’ve ever had to live for was cut from me.” 
 
    “So this is retribution?” 
 
    Her cheek twitched as tears filled her eyes. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I want you to feel my pain. I want you to lie down and die at my hands. I want my wife and son back. I want an end to the uselessness of this life. I want a purpose again.” His eyes tore through her. “What is your purpose, Kitalla?” 
 
    “To end it.” 
 
    “To end what?” 
 
    “To end the pain.” 
 
    “That only happens when you die.” 
 
    She clenched her fists and closed her eyes. It seemed so simple. If she died, there really wouldn’t be any more pain. No more suffering. No more losses because of her. Her heart couldn’t be cut open by Gabrion or the others anymore. She would be at peace. 
 
    She touched her hand to the pocket with the jades. All she needed to do was remove them and lay them on the floor and they would no longer protect her. Then Vinnek could deliver peace to her at last. Kitalla opened her eyes and saw the hungry look on the old man’s eyes as she pulled open the pocket flap. It was a mad look. Dangerous. 
 
    “No,” she whispered. 
 
    Vinnek raced toward her and shoved her arm aside, reaching for the pocket to take the jades himself. He was no match for her speed and strength and she eluded him easily, after which she pushed him down to the floor. 
 
    “Good try, mage, but I do have something to live for: life itself.” She debated kicking him in the ribs to make him suffer for his insolence, but she changed her mind. “If you won’t tell me where my friends are, then I will find them myself.” 
 
    Old Vinnek laughed in a deep guttural tone. “There is no need.” 
 
    “This again?” 
 
    “No,” he said, pushing himself up slowly. “Ervinor said you would come.” 
 
    “So where is he?” she asked. 
 
    “I wanted you to die,” he admitted. “Even as we try to make changes here, I wanted you to pay. I am such a fool.” 
 
    “That’s the smartest thing you’ve said so far. Now… where is Ervinor?” 
 
    “Fathrimiac bartilius crathentar!” Vinnek’s body lit with a burst of lightning. He blasted it into the floor underneath him. The stone cracked and splintered and at last it fell away, taking him with it. 
 
    Kitalla leaped in and grabbed him. She snagged his yellow robe, but he simply raised his arms over his head as the ground fell away underneath him. He crashed lifelessly to the floor below. 
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 Unexpected Reunion 
 
      
 
      
 
    The dynamics within Magehaven had more structure than Ervinor had realized before now. The mages within found representation among the Mage Council through its members. Mostly, fire mages banded together under Rothra’s leadership, the earth mages supported Shelloni, and so on. Some mages did cross disciplines, for it wasn’t a stern rule to be within a particular faction. For instance, Vinnek led the lightning mages but many older mages also turned to him as their leader, regardless of their affinities. 
 
    In most matters governing the tower, the Council members decided and the mages within their factions abided the rules as decreed. Years before, there was an influx of fire mages and the training rooms were being overrun by them, which made water mage training difficult, among other things. The Council set a fire mage training schedule to parcel out the sessions in the rooms and because Rothra had agreed to the calendar, the fire mages had to obey their restricted times, but the other mages also had to clear the room during fire sessions. Not everyone was happy with the result, but it did offer a better balance within the tower and the people eventually saw the greater wisdom in the decision. 
 
    Today was a harder day, however. Ervinor had won a majority vote with his impassioned speech to the Council, but he had not won a unanimous vote. Zelldin, who had assumed a role on the Council after Farrenok’s sentence had been carried out in Marritosh, had decided to keep to his predecessor’s inclination to thwart any plans aligning with Dariak. Likewise, Shelloni, who once openly supported Dariak, stood her ground after Dariak had killed Kerrish and she refused to join the fight. The other Council members agreed to work with Ervinor. 
 
    Then the question came up about the mages under Shelloni’s and Zelldin’s jurisdiction. What if they wanted to volunteer and join Ervinor? The Council agreed to allow them to join the struggle, but they did not consider the reverse. What if Rothra’s mages didn’t want to fight? Would they be allowed to remain behind? 
 
    At first the answer was a flat-out no. Because their Council member had offered support, the mages were committed, but there were some fire mages who wanted nothing to do with any of this, preferring to stay behind at the tower and practice their magic. Ervinor gathered each faction together with its leader and explained why he needed them all. Many were swayed by his passion, but not everyone. 
 
    Since then, he had been working with the Council members to separate the mages into well-balanced groups, so that healers were present in every pack of fighters, and so on. As evening fell, his head pounded from all the personality conflicts on every side. Sometimes it made no sense, for the mages would agree that the destiny of their lands was to be united, but they wanted no part in making it happen. 
 
    “And what if you’re thirsty?” Ervinor had asked, frustrated. “Do you just wish for it really hard or do you walk over and pour yourself something? This is more important than a simple glass of water, obviously, but it’s the same principle. If you want things to change, you have to help make it happen.” 
 
    He was getting tired of trying to convince people to do the right thing. He had to remind himself that the majority of the mages were content with helping; it was a noisy few who made things so difficult. It would be so much easier to ignore the naysayers and send them off somewhere. 
 
    In front of him sat four healers who already had concerns about being out in the field, stating their skills weren’t honed enough yet, and they needed more training. He let them blather on about how inadequate they were, but they were not novices. They simply didn’t want to be in danger, though they wanted to be ready to help the wounded. He let them talk longer than he should have, but he was weary of the spiraling conversations. 
 
    Then the discussion came to an abrupt end. The door crashed open and a mage rushed in, panicked, “It’s Vinnek! Come quickly!” Ervinor hopped out of his seat and followed her closely as she raced toward the scene. 
 
    There, in a heap, lay old Vinnek, stripped of his robe, his body broken from the fall and battered by debris from the ceiling. Ervinor looked up and saw the hole that peered into the empty room above. 
 
    “How did this happen?” he asked. 
 
    “We have the culprit!” 
 
    “Murderer!” 
 
    “She’s done this to us before!” 
 
    “She’ll pay for his death!” 
 
    “No one’s safe here anymore!” 
 
    “Stop!” Ervinor called out. “Who is responsible for this? Show me.” 
 
    Shelloni arrived then and walked up to Ervinor. “She has already been brought to the dungeon.” 
 
    “That was expedient,” he commented sourly. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you have done the same? Besides, she was being carted away as a message was sent to you, so it isn’t as if much time has passed.” 
 
    “Take me there, Shelloni.” 
 
    She shook her head. “This is our matter, Ervinor. We will deal with it.” 
 
    “Not this time,” he argued. “The Mage Council agreed to grant me access to the happenings in this tower, and so I will oversee this as well.” 
 
    “Well, I did not agree to give you such power,” she retorted. “But very well. I’m curious to know what you do with this situation.” 
 
    He didn’t like her tone. “What do you know?” 
 
    She only smiled and turned away. Ervinor shook his head and followed her to the dungeons. Because she was on the Council, she knew the privileged enchantments that opened secret passageways, which allowed them to reach the dungeon in less time than it had taken Ervinor to reach Vinnek from the meeting room. 
 
    The mage dungeons looked much like other cells he had seen. They were made of stone with heavy bars locking the prisoners within. The main exception here was that there were no doors in these cells. Shelloni saw the curious look on Ervinor’s face and opted to explain. “Most mages have spells that will allow them to move the bars somehow. Fire mages can melt them and then reform them. Earth mages can warp them or raise them. We have other cells elsewhere in case we’re overrun with healers who can’t manipulate the bars and need conventional locks and keys.” 
 
    Ervinor squinted. “So if I were imprisoned here by a fire mage and then for some reason he left and only healers were here, I couldn’t get out?” 
 
    “Basically,” she grinned. “Just a little further,” she gestured down the corridor. 
 
    They reached the cell and Ervinor’s eyes lit up excitedly, “Kitalla!” 
 
    “Oh, so you really are here,” she answered dourly. “Good. Now get me out.” 
 
    “Not so fast,” Shelloni cautioned. “As far as we know, you killed Vinnek.” 
 
    “I did no such thing.” She then explained how Vinnek had met with her in the room and then later blasted himself through the floor with a lightning burst. 
 
    “Convenient,” Shelloni sneered. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean it isn’t true,” Ervinor replied. 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    Ervinor turned and stared the mage sternly in the eye. “Are you trying to change what’s happening here? Are you looking to set Kitalla up as a scapegoat so you can sway the rest of the Council?” 
 
    “How dare you!” 
 
    “I can see it now,” Ervinor pressed. “Vinnek’s gone, so you get Wylan to step up for the lightning mages. He has no interest in the quest so you garner more support in favor of keeping the mages at home. Then you pin the blame on Kitalla for Vinnek’s death. That’s a double benefit, because she supports Dariak and she ‘killed’ Vinnek, so clearly Dariak’s cause is a fraud. And when I try to step in to defend her, I’m also seen as a traitor to the mages. The Council loses confidence and a new vote keeps the mages home. Crafty, Shelloni.” 
 
    The mage’s face was lit with rage. “You insolent swine!” 
 
    They glared at each other for a time and Kitalla watched the two of them, curious about the outcome. At last Shelloni broke. “Do you know what I hate most?” 
 
    Ervinor shook his head. “No, what?” 
 
    “Your little plan would have worked and turned everything my way, but it didn’t even occur to me.” She struggled with her next words and Ervinor saw her lips tremble as she tried to form them, so he waited. “Fine, Ervinor. I don’t even know how you know about Wylan’s views or any of the other effects you mentioned. You’re a bit scary. I can’t outwit you, not in this. There’s no point in denying it. The evidence points to the accuracy of her story, anyway. Vinnek’s been a strange old man lately. He very may well have killed himself trying to hurt her.” 
 
    “He did try,” Kitalla spoke up at last. “He said I killed his wife and son when I was here to rescue Dariak. Maybe I did; I don’t know. But he got lost in despair and there you have it.” 
 
    Shelloni’s brows furrowed. “His wife and son died years ago during a raid. I guess it wasn’t unlike what happened here. He must have confused the two, the doddering fool. Still though… What’s to keep me from holding you in there for the lives you did take when you were here?” 
 
    “Shelloni,” Ervinor warned. 
 
    “Just wondering is all.” She then raised her hands and intoned, “Rizzithur nocktrus.” As she lifted her fingers, the bars rose up, allowing Kitalla to leave the cell. 
 
    “Much better,” the thief said, stretching. “Thanks.” 
 
    The mage rolled her eyes and they turned to leave when another voice echoed down the hallway. “Ervinor? Is that you?” 
 
    The general’s eyes widened and he turned around. Shelloni tried to stop him but then submitted to following him, Kitalla in tow. Many yards down the hallway Ervinor stopped and gasped, “Verna? They said you were dead!” 
 
    At this, Shelloni laughed. “I believe Vinnek told you she had been taken care of. Not dead. Dealt with.” 
 
    And it wasn’t just Verna; it was her whole squad. “I can’t believe this!” Ervinor exclaimed. “You’ve been down here all this time? Vinnek never said anything about it.” 
 
    “Looks like you showed the mages what for,” Verna sneered, sliding a glance to Shelloni. 
 
    “Nonsense,” Ervinor shouted angrily. “There was no call for you to enter the tower at all. You reacted poorly to the events outside and people died because of it.” 
 
    “But the mages attacked,” she retaliated. “We had to defend ourselves!” 
 
    “It was a misunderstanding,” Ervinor corrected her. “Regardless, you had no authority to cross the barrier, yet you went in. And not only inside the barrier, but you led your team into the tower itself. You acted on your own, without my command.” 
 
    “So it would have been better for us to die, then? Is that it?” she barked. 
 
    Ervinor shook his head. “Once we called a ceasefire, the fighting stopped. It would have stopped sooner if not for your charge into the tower.” 
 
    “But I thought—” She stopped herself, seeing the anger on Ervinor’s face. 
 
    Shelloni turned to Ervinor. “I suppose you want me to release them too?” 
 
    “No,” the general said. “Clearly, she needs more time to mull things over.” 
 
    Verna’s jaw dropped and she stared in disbelief at Ervinor. 
 
    “You know you were wrong. You know you broke orders.” 
 
    Her voice was tight. “I wanted to check on the people of Marritosh but they wouldn’t listen to reason, sir. They left us rotting outside for days, sir. No word, sir. What was I supposed to do? I had to defend them, sir!” 
 
    Kitalla stepped up to the bars and looked at the wild eyes. “You know, Ervinor, she really doesn’t listen well, does she?” 
 
    “How dare you!” 
 
    “Enough! Enough!” Ervinor barked. “I can’t take any more of this today, any of you. I’ve hit my limit.” He turned to Shelloni. “Verna and her group will be released, but I will let you decide if it’s now or later.” 
 
    Without hesitation, Shelloni cast the spell to open the bars, then she chortled. “Seeing the chaos this Verna person brings, I can’t wait to let her go. You’re free, honey. Go on now, and make sure you thank me by taking up your problems with Ervinor at every convenience.” 
 
    Shelloni then stepped to the other cells and released the others. Unlike Verna, they accepted Ervinor’s judgment that they had acted in error and they waited for his command. Verna, however, stepped up to her general and glared. 
 
    Kitalla could see how exhausted the young man was, so she opted to end this feud. “Verna, you’re with me.” 
 
    “You can’t give me orders,” the woman hissed. 
 
    “Nope,” Kitalla grinned, “but I can surely give you a beating. Now move!” She harshly shoved Verna aside to show her strength and then led the woman from the dungeon. 
 
    “I can’t wait to see how this develops,” Shelloni gloated. 
 
    “Just tell me where these fighters should go.” He gestured to the rest of Verna’s Wrens. 
 
    “Come on, all of you,” the mage replied, then she led them from the dungeon with an extra little bounce in her step. 
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 The Course 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gabrion accepted his current role as trainer at the outpost. He used his own experience and Andron’s old lessons to teach the newest recruits how to battle safely. Gabrion set them to menial tasks at times to help them to build focus, thus they rebuilt an old wall with small roughly-hewn bricks and homemade mortar. They groaned against the labor, but the soreness of their muscles the next day taught them they needed to build more strength and endurance. 
 
    Veterans who remained at the outpost to keep the place functioning started joining Gabrion’s training sessions, rebuilding their fighting edge in the process. For a long while, they only had each other for sparring, so having new responses to test their mettle was refreshing. Also, though, Gabrion rallied the men and women by setting random teams each day and pitting them against each other in miniature tournaments. 
 
    Along the way, he also instilled in them the need to obey orders. It wasn’t easy to train a ragtag team of fighters to heed a single man’s voice, especially when chaos erupted all around, but Gabrion did his best to demonstrate why it was so vital. 
 
    “Today, half of you will be blindfolded,” he called to the morning gathering. “The rest of you will have your ears padded. Urrith and I have designed an obstacle course and the deaf will lead the blind through the course. If you are among the blindfolded, then you must heed the instructions of your guides. If you are among the deaf, your duty is to guide your partner through the obstacles safely. There is real danger in there and if you fail each other, there will be pain. Now, pair up and meet me inside at the northern exit.” 
 
    Urrith was already there with the equipment they needed for the day. He grinned widely when Gabrion arrived. “You ready for some fun?” 
 
    “Dangerous fun, but this will be interesting.” 
 
    “We made it through,” Urrith said playfully, slapping Gabrion’s shoulder. 
 
    “Sure, but not without some scrapes and digs, and we were the ones who built it!” 
 
    The trainees approached them and Gabrion noted once again that a handful of veterans were in the mix. It seemed odd to have them there, but he didn’t mind their presence. Guard duty was dreadfully boring and surely these men needed some form of entertainment. 
 
    “Blind, to my left. Deaf, to my right,” Gabrion called. “Stand against the wall, facing your partner. When we are in place outside, you will begin when I swing the flag. You may not remove your gear until everyone is through and we give you the signal to do so. Now, while we bring you the accoutrements for today, place your hand on the fighter beside you so that we can lead you out to the course. Don’t mix up the order or you will lose your partner before we even begin.” The blind side set their right hands on the shoulder of the person to their right, while the deaf team did the same with their left. 
 
    Urrith bounded down the right side of the aisle, plunking a padded helmet atop each fighter’s head. The padding inside was thick at the ears, which made the helmets hard to get on, but he wriggled them into place, trying not to hurt anyone in the process. Meanwhile, Gabrion went down his line and blindfolded each participant. Sixteen pairs were facing this challenge. It was hard not to smirk at the odds of anyone making it through unscathed. 
 
    The trainers walked to the head of the line. Urrith called out, “Deaf marchers, step forward and follow me!” 
 
    Nothing happened. The blindfolded soldiers murmured, “They really can’t hear anything!” 
 
    Urrith then stepped in front of the leader of his row and tapped her to follow. The rest of them followed suit, keeping their hands firmly planted on the shoulder of the fighter in front. Gabrion waited for a few minutes to ensure the deaf group was gone and set into place. Then he said to his group, “The others will have figured this out by now, but you won’t have a clue, so I will tell you: You and your partner will not be traversing the course together. Instead, your partner will be walking along the sidelines calling out instructions. They will not be able to help you.” 
 
    A few of them gasped in shock and annoyance, but they quickly quieted down. Gabrion led them outside. He took the hand of the first man in the line and tugged for him to follow. “Don’t lose your grip on this part of the journey,” he reminded them. “Move out.” 
 
    He took them outside to the field, and then turned sharply right to have them line up with their backs against the outer wall. He then spent the next few minutes spreading them out, removing their one last grip of help as they were forced to disengage from each other. Urrith had divided the first group in half, setting them at the sides of the course. They planned it so the partners would be as close to each other as possible at the start. 
 
    Gabrion gave one look out over the field and grinned to himself. The obstacle course itself wasn’t difficult for any one of them if they were fully able to use their senses. Scattered around the course, there were three walls to climb over, each of varying heights, but one was angled backward to make it more of an incline. The walls had knotted ropes hung over them to assist the ascent and descent. Two sets of wide-plank balance beams sloped slightly upward and downward a few times. A suspended beam crossed over a mud pit, which the course-goers would either have to climb over or under to pass. At the halfway point there was a rope net hung horizontally high enough off the ground so that if anyone’s legs fell through, they wouldn’t reach the ground. The last obstacle was a trench filled with jagged rocks, but zigzagging pathways of slate would allow safe passage if navigated correctly. 
 
    “Runners, are you ready?” Gabrion called out. Each of the sixteen blindfolded fighters raised a hand in acknowledgement. The warrior then fetched a nearby pennant flag and he held it aloft, ready to swing it down to open this first full run of the course. “Ready in three… two… one… go!” And he swept the flag down. 
 
    Excited by the idea of the race, several of the blindfolded runners immediately bolted from their position at the wall and tried to rush into the course without awaiting instructions. One of them ran smack into the first wall and staggered back with a bloody nose, but he did not quit. 
 
    At the same time, though, the guides began calling out orders and it was such a cacophony that no one could understand a single thing. 
 
    “Jaffra! Jaffra, go forward ten paces! Jaffra, no! Ten!” 
 
    “Shena, there’s a wall a few steps ahead of you. Shena, are you listening?” 
 
    “Paasa, grab that rope right there. Come on, it’s right in front of you! Paasa!” 
 
    “Jog a few steps! Listen up, come on, jog! Go go go! Kettes, would you listen to me? Jog!” 
 
    Urrith had joined Gabrion in the center of the field to help him keep an eye on things. “This isn’t going well, Gabrion,” he muttered. 
 
    But the warrior looked at the craziness and frustration and he just smiled. “No. It’s perfect.” 
 
    Some of the runners gave up on their guides and tried to navigate the course without them. One man, Helris, made it past three obstacles before he veered off course and smacked into the boundary fence that separated the course from the runway the guides were using. His partner eventually caught up to him, furious that he was ignoring her, and after ranting for a few minutes they shrugged it off and continued onward. 
 
    Soon the guides were using fewer words. They called sharp, succinct commands with the name and the direction. Or the name and an action to take. They learned that long strings of complaints only confused the runners and they had no chance of following any instructions. 
 
    The runners themselves had a terrible time trying to decipher the noise. They could hear the shouts of their partners, but also everyone else’s partner. Additionally, the runners kept calling back for clarification of what to do, forgetting that their guides had been made deaf. Cutting through the noise to hear a single voice was terribly frustrating, just as the guides were agitated that their charges were struggling to obey. 
 
    They pushed and they pushed on, however, and Urrith also started to smile. No one had given up yet. There were some injuries, including what looked like a sprained ankle on someone trying to leap off the sloped climbing wall. His partner was generous in asking if he was all right to go on. They agreed to pause for a few minutes to let some of the others go on ahead so the injured runner could focus more easily on his guide’s voice. He was able to catch up with the rest of the pack soon after. He pushed through and was one of the first six to reach the end. 
 
    The cargo net in the center of the course was, perhaps, the most difficult obstacle on the course. The net itself was a challenge because of the flexible rope, but once a second, third, or fourth person was also climbing across, their movements made the whole thing unstable. Several people were hung up in the rope and, more than once, Gabrion and Urrith had to intervene to untangle a few. 
 
    As each pair reached the end, they were allowed to sit and relax, but not remove their gear. The teams who finished first paired up so the guide could narrate the events to the runner. Having been through the course with the noise, the runners communicated to their guides to keep the narration quiet so as not to disrupt the others still in the race. 
 
    The course took a grueling two and a half hours for all the groups to get through with their enforced disabilities. The fastest groups finished an hour ahead of the last pair. 
 
    Gabrion stepped into the finish zone and waved his arms about to get the guides’ attention. He then mimed lifting a helmet off his head. “You may now remove your gear, but please hold onto it. We are going to rest here for a couple of minutes before we head back inside.” 
 
    “Some of us have already been waiting a while. Why do we have to sit here longer?” 
 
    “I did not open the floor for questions, soldier.” The man opened his mouth to complain but his partner shushed him. 
 
    After a few minutes, Gabrion asked the contingent to stand up. He ran them through a series of minor exercises and stretches. “Now, we’re ready to head back.” 
 
    As one, the group sighed in relief and immediately started to break formation. “Hold!” Urrith shouted above the mumbled voices. The fighters stopped in their tracks. “Not like that, soldiers.” 
 
    “No,” Gabrion echoed. “You were blind and deaf on your way out here. You will be deaf and blind on your way back. You’re going back in through the course, in reverse roles. Switch gear with your partner and suit up.” 
 
    They were too stunned to argue. Helmets were plunked onto the original runners’ heads, and they then took their cloths and blindfolded their original guides. Urrith and Gabrion ensured each was properly secured before separating the new guides from their partners. Then all the fun began again. 
 
    Now that they were in opposite roles, they each thought they would better understand what to do. The guides had run the course and knew what kinds of instructions would be helpful. The runners had seen the course and so they had an idea of what was to come. But these were barely advantages, for the same frustrations kicked in once the race was on. 
 
    The new guides had to remember to keep their calm and not take their frustration out on their partners. The runners had to put their faith in the guides and their memories, but they soon found that running the course was very different than narrating it. In most cases, they hadn’t been trying to remember the course at all, they were so caught up in giving orders. 
 
    Having sat in the sun for two hours or so, the mud pit was much more uncomfortable for the second set. It was hard in some places but soft in others. It was also warmer now, which made the course that much harder. 
 
    When they reached the cargo net, however, Gabrion noticed something very interesting. The runners had watched as the last group struggled on the netting. Now, some of them took charge while they were on the field. Avarra was the first one to reach the net and she made a few strides before the next three joined her. She called out to them in a powerful voice, superseding the calls of the guides. “Listen to me. If you’re on this cargo net with me, follow what I say until we’re across. Start with your left leg. Ready? Go! Left. Now right. Now left. Right.” She was able to get them into a rhythm and it helped to reduce the frantic pulls and tugs of the rope. 
 
    Not too many of the guides witnessed the concerted effort as they were instructing their teams over one of the balance beams, but a few who did tried to enact that plan to help them all across. Suddenly, they were sporadically working as teams instead of competing solely as individuals. 
 
    On the journey back, the one real difference was that one sloped climbing wall. In this direction, they were climbing the ropes straight up without being able to run their feet along the wall until they were near the top. It was difficult labor and several of them fell off and had to rest before trying again. 
 
    The run times were better on the way back, but it still took one group almost two hours to finish. Gabrion didn’t care. They had all made it through and not a single one of them had given up. It was more than he had expected. 
 
    The fighters were more than happy to shed the gear and celebrate completing the course. Gabrion canceled their evening session, saying they had endured enough and deserved a chance to kick back and think about what they learned. 
 
    While he ate his own meal, Avarra stepped into the mess hall and asked if she could join him. “It was a harrowing exercise you put us through, sir.” 
 
    “And you all succeeded,” he said, tipping his mug. 
 
    “You asked us to think about the lesson from today and some of the men just think you and Urrith are insane, sir. Sorry for saying so.” 
 
    He grinned. “Continue.” 
 
    “But I gotta say, sir, I was plucked out of a mine in the southeast. I was stronger than half the men around me, so when the king’s guard came looking for volunteers, I got volunteered.” 
 
    Gabrion frowned. “That doesn’t sound much like volunteering.” 
 
    “It wasn’t. Not for me, not for most of us. But for me, I feel like I’m going to be defending my home by keeping Kallisor safe. Some of the rest, they’re resentful of being here. They think it’s all a waste and they’re going to die.” 
 
    “I won’t let you all be fodder.” 
 
    “Sir, yes, that’s sort of where I was going.” She squirmed in the seat, trying to find the right words. “Sir, you see, we really did learn something out there. Lots of things; well, some of us, but still. Like, in a battle, you’re the guide and we’re the ones who can’t see, so we need you to get us safely across. But then, we’re the ones in the actual heat of it, so sometimes we got to band together too. And, and some of us got totally lost without orders. But I saw you, sir, that first time when some of the men got caught in the net. You didn’t let them hang there or get hurt. You slipped over and helped them out. See, I think the most important thing I learned out there was… you’re gonna protect us, sir. Keep us safe as you can.” 
 
    Gabrion’s jaw firmed as he saw the light in her eyes glimmering. “Remember, Avarra, all I can do is show you what to do. When it comes to a battle, you’re your own best defender and protector.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    “Now go on and have some fun. I’m glad the course today taught you something of value.” 
 
    She stood up and saluted him then spun on her heels before heading out. 
 
    Urrith stepped over after she left. “You okay? You’re pale all of a sudden.” 
 
    Gabrion looked at him and shoved the rest of his meal away. “I’ve had enough of being everyone’s protector for today. I’m off to bed.” 
 
    Urrith watched as the warrior stormed off. “Gabrion?” he whispered, confused. 
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 Dariak’s Decision 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is where we part ways,” Lurina said as she tugged the reins and stopped the horse. The creaky wagon came to a halt at their destination. 
 
    “Thank you, Lurina. I hope I’m doing the right thing.” Dariak hopped off the wagon and retrieved his staff and a pack of provisions Lurina had prepared for him. 
 
    “Right or wrong, it’s the decision you made, so you have to live with it. Maybe it’s wrong for one reason but right for another. Who’s to say? Follow your heart and your head and you’ll be fine.” 
 
    He smirked ruefully. “That’s part of the problem; my head and heart don’t agree on this one. But you’re right. Time to see what comes next. Thank you for everything, Lurina.” 
 
    “One last thing before you go,” she called after him, then threw down a tightly-wrapped bundle. “Your leaf-clothes aren’t likely to wash well. You’ll need your cloak back. Travel well, Dariak.” 
 
    He thanked her again and gladly stripped himself of the chafing outfit he had been wearing since he and Randler had come into the forest, and which he had replaced after the fire. He infused a hint of magic to end the binding spell, and the leaves fell away as if it were autumn. As he donned his robe he mused that the forest had no sense of winter about it. The leaves were still a vibrant green, as though they would deny winter’s breath to the very last leaf. There truly was a mighty magic in the forest. 
 
    He hated to be leaving it behind him. But he knew he had to. He had to claim the last jade from Pyron. He was at a great disadvantage, for he was without the jades and without Randler. He had to hope that Astrith could keep Randler in as little pain as possible. Then, once Dariak claimed the healing jade, he could return and treat his beloved. 
 
    “Forgive me for leaving you, Randler. I hope you will understand.” He felt around in his pockets for the myriad spell components he had in them when they had entered the forest, and was relieved that they were all in place. 
 
    He was venturing off without any pieces of jade to assist him, but he knew he had the skill within himself to defeat Pyron’s madness and claim the jade for his quest and for Randler. 
 
    Without a single shard, he couldn’t hone in on Pyron’s location and so he was traveling blind as he ventured northwest. There were several settlements west of the forest that the older mage could have gone to for refuge, but a mage felt most comfortable surrounded by his peers. Dariak banked on that notion, especially after all the events that took place in the southern tower. Pyron would want to ensure that other mages would stand against Dariak’s quest and so he would travel to the northern tower. 
 
    As a young boy, Dariak’s mother had taken him to the eclectic dwelling in the north. He hadn’t felt comfortable there, and it was partly why his mother had brought him. She wanted him to see what mages could be, as a warning. The mages in the northern tower were seldom sane or friendly. Dariak remembered the nightmares he’d had after his visit there, but his mother comforted him, easing his fears and apologizing for his disquiet. Yet she never said she regretted bringing him, or that she wouldn’t have brought him if she had it to do all over again. 
 
    He sort of felt that way now with his decision to leave Randler to the forest people. He had to move on and see his decision through, regardless of the consequences. And one day, maybe the bard would understand, as Dariak had come to understand the lesson his mother had for him. 
 
    The day was relatively young as he ventured away from the forest. Lurina had cautioned him not to remain close to the wood, for he would no longer be under Astrith’s eye and could not be protected. He didn’t question it, for the infrequent enemy encounters within the forest had already felt unnatural. He could only imagine the influx of creature contacts if he was truly on his own. 
 
    Besides, out in the open, he had a wonderful chance to breathe the crisp, winter air and he could see the landscape and keep himself wary of others. It served him well as the day wore on, for the fields were the home of many feral creatures. 
 
    After a time, he stumbled across a pack of leomers. The cat-like hunters had verdant coats of thick hair that carried a scent that masked them. They traveled in a swirling set, crouching low and ever changing positions, their green hair looking more like wind-blown grass than anything. Dariak mistook them for just that. 
 
    One leomer hissed and pounced up from the group, and Dariak jumped aside just in time. He rolled on the ground and came to his feet as two more of the creatures bounded over to him to attack. As with the triggans, Dariak had only heard stories of these beasts. He tried to remember anything about them, but the frenzy was on. 
 
    Dariak reached into his pockets for the spell components he knew best, pulling for earth and fire powers to have at his disposal. The first thing he did was enact the Shield of Delminor. It was lucky he did, for one of leomers skittered around and leaped at him before he was ready with anything else. The creature hit the invisible wall of force and had its weight magnified so it fell, moaning and crying as it tried to get up. 
 
    He reset the spell, using a clump of dirt as the catalyst. He then brought his staff around to swipe at three of the approaching felines. The leomers nimbly jumped over the attack and crashed into Dariak’s chest, knocking him down. He threw his weight back and rolled feet over head, hoping to disentangle himself from the leomers. 
 
    The beasts would only have stood at Dariak’s knee, but their agility and flexibility were astounding. The feral cats twisted and maintained their hold on the mage even as he rolled about this way and that trying to dislodge them. What he couldn’t understand was why the Shield of Delminor hadn’t stopped them. Thinking fast, he wondered if they were indeed affected but were still clutching him and so only felt heavier than they were. 
 
    But they were moving effortlessly, he noted, swinging his arms around and dislodging them at last. Teeth and claws raked his skin as the felines were flung aside, but he didn’t dwell on it. If they had poisonous claws, there was nothing he would be able to do anyway. 
 
    As the three critters gathered themselves, Dariak spotted five more weaving closer. He wanted to use a larger scale fire spell, but after the incident with the triggans, he was hesitant, so he turned instead to the air. Waving his arms wildly, Dariak called upon the wind and swept the area in front of him with great force, much the way Sharice had battered him in her basement. “Tevilister conicus rethribur beleagen fross kurrath knarr writhrenar froe!” 
 
    A strong windstorm erupted from Dariak’s hands, cascading outward and catching the leomers off guard. The cats mewled as they were tossed on their backs, save the one still fighting the Shield of Delminor. The leomer in the lead had taken the brunt of the spell and was lying on the ground nearly unconscious from the battering wind. 
 
    The rest of the pack flipped up and pressed forward to attack. Dariak wasted no time summoning another powerful gust. Perhaps if he could keep knocking them over, they would lose their will to fight. He called the words again, empowering them with his breath and swirling arms. Reaching outward, he sent the gusts toward the leomers, already setting his mind to his next spell while he waited for this one to work its course. 
 
    But when the wind crashed into the leomers, they were completely unfazed. The wind washed over them like nothing more than a simple zephyr. They moved on, six of them, escaping the spell completely and pressing their advantage. 
 
    Dariak was stunned by what he saw and his mind jumped off his most recent thoughts of his battle with Sharice as he scrambled to call his next spell. He wasn’t sure what spell components he would need, but he let his mind do the work for him anyway. “Shorricus brak wreth fineah!” 
 
    Sparks flared at his fingers, but he could not launch them outward at his foes. Instead, he charged ahead and lunged for the nearest leomers, grabbing them where he could and sending the lightning bursting through them. One of the felines howled in agony and collapsed unmoving, while the other one hissed furiously but was more angry than hurt. Dariak acted quickly as the creature screamed at him; he swung his foot and kicked it full in the face, knocking it yards away. 
 
    In the seconds he had before the others reached him, Dariak sliced his finger on a fragment of glass and he erected his basic protection spell. The four leomers converged on him and pounced. The first cat crashed into his shield and collapsed, but the other three were unaffected. 
 
    He thought he understood it now, but he set up the Shield of Delminor to be sure. He let one of the leomers get close enough to activate the spell, but the creature slipped right through unaffected. It was all the confirmation he needed, but that would only help him not waste energy and time. He still needed to defeat them. 
 
    Dariak wiped the sweat off his face and set the hydration into his next defensive spell. He already suspected that one of the leomers would fall to the spell, taking all possible damage from it so that the rest of the pack would be protected. It would leave that leomer out of the fight but it would prevent the mage from reusing that spell against its brethren. And that protection would last throughout the battle, apparently. 
 
    Dariak had one more test to run before he was finished, so he dove, avoiding an attack, and grabbed for a few pebbles. He imbued them with power and launched them at the two remaining leomers. Upon impact, the pebbles exploded into countless cutting shards, embedding themselves into the creatures’ flanks. But then moments later, the felines shook their bodies from head to toe and the bits of stone fell off of them. 
 
    Now he knew. The first leomer that had taken the impact of the Shield of Delminor now absorbed all the earth spells, not just the one. It certainly made this much more interesting and dangerous. 
 
    He was running out of ideas and energy, so he called for his fire darts to take down one of the two remaining leomers. He then decided to let the last one jump him and he would simply wrestle it until he broke its neck. 
 
    The first part of his plan went perfectly. The leomer took the fire dart and fell, while the other one merely stumbled for a moment as the protection was set in place. Then it pounced for Dariak, who crouched and was ready for it. The cat’s mouth opened wide, its fangs ready to bite, its claws prepared to gouge out his eyes. Dariak’s hands grabbed the beast and he twisted his body, bringing the feline out of the air and crashing it down. His hands struggled to move toward the neck as its hind legs kicked powerfully to dislodge his grip. 
 
    Dariak shouted and strained harder, reaching for the neck and then dropping his body weight on it, waiting to hear that fateful snap that would end this struggle at last. But it didn’t come. No amount of crushing did anything to hurt the beast, but its claws were doing damage to Dariak. 
 
    He was at a loss and he flipped himself over, throwing the animal aside. He rummaged through his pockets and when the leomer pounced again, Dariak raised a dagger up and cut into the beast’s flesh, killing it at last. 
 
    With the last of the pack downed, a low keening wail echoed over the field. Dariak pushed himself up and watched as the eight bodies writhed in place where they were, then as they continued to wriggle, they slid ever so slowly into the ground, disappearing below the surface until there was no evidence of their passing at all. 
 
    Shaken, Dariak hastily gathered himself and jogged away from the site. Clearly, the leomers would one day rise again to beset another adventurer. He couldn’t imagine many others would have been able to take them down, especially if throttling them did nothing. Then he remembered the one he had kicked in the head. He had already broken one’s neck. Their magic then had prevented him from doing it again. 
 
    Or maybe, he considered as he kept moving, that only one could have been subdued by physical means, and that last leomer went down not because it was cut, but because it was cut with metal, one more of the elements. It was a disconcerting thought, because it meant that a team of soldiers had little chance of defending themselves against the leomers unless they had a dozen different types of material to defend themselves with, or if the leomers traveled in much smaller packs elsewhere. 
 
    It was hard not to wonder what would have happened if there had been more of the beasts in the scuffle. He was nearly out of elements to use against them. He had only missed shadow, beast, nature, and healing, though he couldn’t see how any healing magic could have stopped the leomers. Perhaps he would have had to try to use a dissonant version of healing, like the spell Elgris had used against him a year ago as he had fled Kallisor castle with Gabrion and Kitalla. 
 
    Thoughts of healing magic swept through his mind and he realized he had to stop running long enough to seal some of his wounds. He opted to pause for a while to catch his breath. 
 
    There was no shelter in this part of the land, so he dropped to the ground and focused on calling to the healing energies. His body ached from every cut and scrape the leomers had given him. There did seem to be a mild toxin, but only enough to make his insides feel itchy. Like Quereth had tried to teach him, he sent the healing through his body, looking for signs of fluctuations which would indicate other damage. It was one of the hardest healing spells he could muster, but only it would allow him to know if the poison was worse than it seemed. 
 
    Overall, he was fine. The threat of the leomers was apparently in their ability to protect each other, which would undoubtedly allow them to overwhelm an unprepared traveler. Having subdued them, Dariak felt a grim confidence. 
 
    One of his worries along the journey was that he had come to rely solely on the jades for magic and he wasn’t exercising his skills enough. Now, traveling without them at all forced him to acknowledge that he was well-versed in many types of magic now. The jades must have been imparting their knowledge to him even when he wasn’t aware of it. He had no formal training of air or lightning magic, yet he had summoned some strong spells from some glimmer of memory. 
 
    He considered the jades and what their purpose was in the land, where they came from, and how they had migrated to these two kingdoms when there were other lands scattered around the world. But he actually knew the answer to that. In all the world, only Hathreneir and Kallisor had ever known magic. It was as if the ancient gods had only played in these lands. 
 
    Dariak scoffed at the notion of the ancient gods. Like most of the people, he had shunned them early on, agreeing with the populace that they had no need of gods to run their daily lives. There didn’t need to be any kind of divine influence that affected whether someone was born a mage or a warrior. If there had been gods long ago, they had surely moved on to tend to some other world. What gods would have allowed their children to fight each other for so long and still with no end in sight? 
 
    It was easier to think some otherworldly being had created this place and all the things in it, even those leomers. It allowed blame to lie elsewhere. It gave a way for people to pass responsibility off to some unseen other force. And if the gods were there, why hadn’t they made any efforts to show themselves in many long centuries at the least? 
 
    Dariak knew he was exhausted, even entertaining these thoughts. But it did lead him to an important question: Who left the kings in charge? How was their lineage determined? He knew the answer, of course. One was the heir of King Kallisor. The other of Queen Hathreneir. Yet, why should their lines have to still hold the power after all this time? Why, when all they ever managed to do was keep the kingdoms at war? 
 
    It was going to end, he smiled to himself. Once the jades were reunited, he would find a way of ending the relentless strife. He would do it without gods and without kings. 
 
    He just wasn’t sure what he would do it with. 
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 Kitalla’s New Best Friend 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kitalla dragged Verna away from the dungeons of Magehaven and asked one of the mages to escort them to a private room. The acolyte obliged, seeing the fire in both sets of eyes, and after ascending two floors he left them in a large open room. 
 
    The chamber was badly damaged, likely from Kitalla’s last time here. Burn marks scarred the walls and floor. Blood stained the stone all over. Even tufts of beast fur could be seen. 
 
    Verna had made no noise on the way, seething at her circumstances and the random nature in which she had been freed. Now she faced Kitalla, wondering what to make of the leather-shrouded woman. 
 
    Kitalla didn’t make her wait. “Check your attitude, soldier. You’re not leaving this room until I let you.” 
 
    Verna scowled. “You’ll be dead before you know what hit you.” 
 
    “Good, you’ve got some spark. Or are you just a yammerer?” 
 
    Verna growled like an angry lupino and charged. Hands reaching out to tackle Kitalla, she pounded across the floor. Kitalla was ready for it and sidestepped, letting her fly past. 
 
    “Focus, girl.” 
 
    “You’ll pay,” Verna promised, turning and reassessing her target. She realized she should have expected her opponent to be trained for battle if she had a past with Ervinor. She stepped toward the thief, who barely registered any form of defense. “Protect yourself!” she demanded. 
 
    “From you?” Kitalla laughed. “Do your worst.” 
 
    Verna pounced and, as she expected, Kitalla stepped away, but this time Verna was ready. She landed and turned on her heel, leaping off again in Kitalla’s direction. The thief was mildly surprised but reacted quickly by dodging the angry fists that flew toward her. She turned and shoved Verna’s back as she went past, sprawling the woman to the floor. 
 
    “You’re barely even trying,” Kitalla accused. 
 
    With a shout, Verna sprinted and tucked in low, determined to grab Kitalla around the midsection. Kitalla leaned back, grasping Verna’s arms in the process, and dropped to her back, flipping the soldier overhead. Verna landed with an angry thud. 
 
    “Do you even have any training?” Kitalla taunted. “You’re dreadful at this. Say, would you like me to close my eyes?” 
 
    “Don’t mock me!” Verna rushed ahead, stopping just before Kitalla and kicking her leg out. Kitalla hopped over it, but Verna punched at Kitalla’s belly while she was in the air. She coughed as she landed and Verna thought she had her. She stepped in to grab Kitalla’s hair and wrench her to the ground, but didn’t get the chance. Kitalla let her step forward, then she swept her leg out, knocking Verna down. 
 
    With another scream, Verna rolled closer to Kitalla and grabbed her arms with all her rage. She pulled and pushed and Kitalla let her wear herself out, taking care only that Verna didn’t head-butt her in the process. The woman’s legs were thrashing too, but Kitalla took the brunt of their damage stoically. 
 
    Winded, Verna finally slowed down and Kitalla used that moment to roll herself on top of Verna and pin the soldier’s arms to the floor. “See, now if you had better control, you wouldn’t be in this position.” 
 
    Verna raised her hips sharply, pushing Kitalla up and over, but the thief landed on her feet. She waited while Verna rose up and crouched low for her next attack. 
 
    “So what’s your story anyway?” Kitalla asked. “Sounds like you messed up.” 
 
    “I’ll rip your eyes out!” Verna charged, avoiding Kitalla’s defenses and almost scoring a scratch. But Kitalla allowed that sense of victory to blind the girl and she snapped her wrists up at the last second to deflect the blow, after which she spun Verna around and pulled her close. 
 
    Kitalla whispered hotly in her ear. “I’m rather attached to my eyes, thanks.” 
 
    Verna responded by thrashing around, to no avail. She even stamped her foot onto Kitalla’s ankle, but the thief felt no pain. Not until after this was over, she told herself. 
 
    After a few moments, Kitalla pushed Verna away, splattering her to the floor again. “It would be a lot easier if you told me what happened.” 
 
    Verna looked up at Kitalla, who didn’t seem the least bit winded. “What are you?” 
 
    “I’m trained. Seasoned, some would say.” 
 
    “Old, you mean,” Verna corrected bitingly. Kitalla’s jaw dropped at the comment and Verna took her chance. She sprang up, throwing her whole body weight at Kitalla. They crashed and sprawled on the floor. 
 
    Kitalla went on the offensive. “I…” She slapped Verna’s face. “am…” Her knees came up and pressed into Verna’s abdomen. “not…” One arm crossed over Verna’s neck, exerting enough pressure to promise death if the woman persisted. “old!” 
 
    Verna glared into Kitalla’s eyes, slowly putting together what she had said, and then all of a sudden, the soldier burst out laughing. Moments later, Kitalla joined in, freeing her captive and moving a few paces away. 
 
    “So you do have a weakness,” Verna commented, rubbing her bruises. “Who knew it was vanity?” 
 
    “A momentary lapse,” Kitalla assured her. 
 
    “If I ever spar with you again, I’ll be sure to bring along a mirror to distract you.” 
 
    Kitalla pulled a face. “Ugh, I bet you’d set it up to reflect your ugly cheekbones at me and I’d be looking at you twice!” 
 
    “You tramp!” 
 
    Kitalla raised her voice in mock anger. “So?” 
 
    Verna took a breath to retaliate but then laughed again. “I ask again; what are you?” 
 
    “The correct thing to ask is who, not what.” 
 
    “Not dressed like that.” 
 
    Kitalla checked herself. “There is absolutely nothing wrong with my outfit. Besides, I wasn’t the one just let loose from a prison cell.” 
 
    Verna’s face curled into a scowl and the mirth was gone. “Fine, you want to finish this fight, we finish it.” She jumped up on her feet and raised her fists. 
 
    Kitalla yawned. “Boring.” 
 
    She held her stance for a minute or two, but dropped her fists when Kitalla didn’t move. “Tell me what you are and maybe I will tell you my story.” 
 
    Kitalla shook her head. “No respect. You must have hit your head too hard or something. Is that hair naturally red or are you bleeding? No matter. If you must know ‘what’ I am, then I’m this: I’m the wild card. But I can see in your eyes that you’d like to be that instead.” 
 
    “You know nothing about me.” 
 
    Stretching out on the floor to be more comfortable, Kitalla responded, “Well, you sound like you’re from Marritosh. You can fight—if you call that fighting—so you’re either born to a fighting family or you’re a refugee. From what I heard downstairs, you were in charge of one of Ervinor’s teams, which means he trusts you, so you must have some kind of leadership skills. That, or he lusts after the backside of an ursalor, considering your looks.” 
 
    Verna gaped. “You’ve never seen an ursalor, not unless you were born to one.” 
 
    Kitalla chortled. “I helped take one down, actually, and the mages here employ the cubs at times. You’ll see them eventually; you’ll probably think they’re siblings.” 
 
    Rage flashed on Verna’s face again. “Speak not of siblings!” 
 
    “Ahh. Another piece of the Verna puzzle. What happened to your kin?” 
 
    “Me, me, why is it always me you ask about? Why aren’t you telling me anything about you?” 
 
    Kitalla clapped her hands once. “Because you’re the one just released from the dungeon. I could have you go back there if you like it better. I guess the men would be willing slaves to your charms down there. Or do you hold out for Ervinor?” 
 
    Verna grunted and shook her fists, pacing in circles. “You are infuriating.” 
 
    “Ah, so now you know what I am. What are you?” 
 
    “I am commander of the Wrens in Ervinor’s army.” 
 
    “I see,” Kitalla muttered. “Do you really think you still hold such a title after what happened?” 
 
    Something in Verna seemed to slip away then and Kitalla noticed it clearly. “Of course.” 
 
    But the thief knew better. Verna was afraid of losing her position in the army, but whether it was in pursuit of Ervinor or something else, she wasn’t sure. “What good are you to a general if you can’t follow orders?” 
 
    Anger welled inside her again and she shouted, “All he wanted us to do was sit outside on our rears and wait for the mages to ask us to tea. But we have to train. We have to be strong. We can’t wait for others to baby us, to lay their weapons down. We have to be ready. I wanted to teach my team not to be afraid, not to let fear be our master, and he questioned my tactics. He told me to stop what I was doing. Then the mages attacked and I defended us. But the general would let us fall to their spells. He’d let us all die so he wouldn’t have to kill them.” 
 
    “And you want to still follow this general?” 
 
    Her jaw trembled and she looked at Kitalla. “Yes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Have you seen him?” 
 
    Kitalla rolled her eyes grandly. “He’s prettier than a sandorpion at sunset. Is that a reason to follow someone?” 
 
    “No, no,” Verna shook her head. “Not that. His arm. It’s gone, but he fights on like he’s got six arms. His body is weak from it, but he tries not to show it. He rose up out of nowhere and defended Marritosh to the end. He got the villagers out before they were all killed. He isn’t even from here. He is Kallisorian. But he defended my people from harm. He believed in us and he fought for us, at risk and injury to himself.” 
 
    Kitalla nodded. “He sees people for who they are, not where they’re from or what they’ve done. I understand the allure.” 
 
    Verna’s eyes squinted, not knowing if Kitalla was serious. 
 
    “No, really,” the thief said. “It’s very attractive to have that brave knight rise up and save us. Better even to fight by his side.” Verna showed a slight smirk at Kitalla’s approval, though it didn’t last long. “However,” Kitalla reprimanded, “a commander in an army must obey orders and not think for herself, risking the livelihood of the people who are hers to protect. Train them to defend themselves, yes, but also train them to follow orders. You can’t do that if you don’t follow them yourself.” 
 
    Verna sneered, “And do you also obey his command?” 
 
    “No,” she answered. “But in some ways, I helped train him. It’s why I’m not in his army; he can’t order me around. I fight with him as an equal.” 
 
    The soldier stared at Kitalla for a long time, trying to piece it all together. 
 
    “Ask him,” Kitalla offered. “He will tell you. He is open like that when he can be. He is a good friend that I haven’t spent nearly enough time with.” 
 
    “Then you should go talk to him, no?” 
 
    “I should indeed, especially for busting me out of my cell.” 
 
    “Your what?” Verna was perplexed. 
 
    Kitalla smiled widely. “I didn’t think you’d caught that part of the conversation. Ervinor was down there to get me out of my cell. It’s lucky you called out when you did. You’d be rotting in there and Ervinor wouldn’t even know you were alive yet.” 
 
    “You! You!” she stammered, after which she pounced. Kitalla rolled out of the way, laughing heartily. 
 
    “It’s all true, really,” Kitalla said as she dodged Verna’s next attack. “Every bit of it.” She dropped as Verna swung high, then she leaped away as the soldier’s feet kicked low. “Now, now, be reasonable!” 
 
    “You had me believing you, but you were just another prisoner. You’ll pay for that.” She screamed and darted for Kitalla, who was sporadically running, feinting, or rolling out of the way. 
 
    “Prisoner or not, if I’m right, I’m right.” She ducked under a punch and then grabbed Verna’s hips to slide her away. “This is silly. You can’t defeat me, so stop now, soldier, and wise up.” 
 
    But Verna was angry. She felt like she had been played by some random thief. Though she had been in Marritosh while Kitalla was there, their paths had never crossed. She was a face in a crowd, nothing more. Now this criminal had tugged at her heart and made a fool of her, taunting her to confess whatever this woman wanted her to say. Verna wouldn’t have it. She would stop it. She would— 
 
    Kitalla chopped her hand at Verna’s neck and ended the scuffle. The soldier collapsed in a heap, unconscious. Kitalla dusted herself off after making sure Verna was really out. “Well, that could have gone better.” 
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 The Tower Falls 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ervinor spent a few days trying to calm everyone about the recent events, including the sudden death of Vinnek, the arrival of Kitalla, and the release of Verna and her team. The last was the hardest to achieve, because she had launched herself and her group into the tower with the intent of slaying the mages within. The young general kept his own temper in check as the Mage Council yelled and sought retribution for things that were unreal. Through it all, Shelloni wore an amused grin at the turmoil. 
 
    He struggled to keep the peace within the tower with the different factions inside. The fire mages wanted to bring Verna to justice, but the healers felt she could be cured of her rashness if only they could reclaim the healing jade and send her through a Trial. The rest were torn in their allegiances, some siding with Ervinor’s explanation of a misunderstanding, and others wanting to expel the non-mages from their midst. 
 
    Frast, Quereth, and Lica did their best to assuage the fears of the mages within the tower, but it wasn’t easy, for the three were aligned with Ervinor and so they were not always trusted. Quereth had the most sway with the other mages for he spoke calmly and with authority, but Lica was brash and Frast was frustrated and their words were frequently discounted. 
 
    Kitalla saw the rifts tearing throughout the tower. The temporary peace was not going to last and she feared an all-out civil war within the structure. Mages erupted into heated arguments over seating arrangements and food choices. It didn’t bode well. But Ervinor was in charge of things here, with the Council, so she spent her time trying to whip Verna into a proper commander. 
 
    Ervinor woke one morning and his right shoulder ached painfully. He tried to rub away the annoyance but it persisted, as it sometimes did. He rose and opted to run through some exercises to clear his mind and ready himself for the day. He didn’t know where he found the strength to push through some days, but he believed in the final outcome and he wanted to have a part in it, so he found the will to go on. 
 
    He dressed himself in the special armor Herchig and his wife had crafted for him, always remembering the old man’s tales when he fastened the straps in place. He needed his vociferous friend’s wisdom right now. The tapestry was coming apart at the seams and he knew he needed to find a way to keep it from unraveling, but there was no unified purpose for the mages. Even their leaders were divided. 
 
    Several meetings were set up throughout the day, starting with his least favorite: resources. The refugees from Marritosh, as well as his own fighters, were consuming food and water and ale within the tower. The mages were wary of the supplies disappearing without any efforts to replace them. And though Ervinor had encouraged Barcel to see to the task, he was new to his role on the Council, having replaced Vinnek, and he didn’t know what to do. The rest of the Council offered little help, for they were doing their best to keep their followers in line. 
 
    “If we send mages out here, here, and here, they can forage for herbs and meat,” Barcel said once the meeting had commenced, “but whom do we send? It can’t be only my mages, can it? That’s not how it’s been done before.” 
 
    “Tell me, then, how was it done before?” Ervinor asked, trying not to be impatient. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I don’t ever remember Vinnek sending us all out at once.” 
 
    “Have you spoken to the other Council members?” 
 
    “Yes, and Rothra said it’s his mages’ turn in the training rooms so they can’t be assigned elsewhere. Shelloni says that if the fire mages are staying here, her mages must also remain to keep the fire mages in check. In check from what?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Ervinor nodded. “There shouldn’t be need for protection here. And it isn’t as if Shelloni or any others are sending all their forces.” He pounded his fist on the table. “Why must everyone make this so hard? It’s gathering food and water. We all need it to survive. Why must it be a contest?” 
 
    Barcel hedged. “It’d be easier if everyone contributed.” 
 
    Ervinor looked up at the mage. “I would gladly send a contingent to join the mages but I’ve been told not to by the Council. They claim it is a conflict of interest to allow the fighters free rein here. Yet they are unwilling to aid in feeding the people who aren’t helping.” 
 
    “Then it’s a lost cause.” Barcel collapsed in a chair. 
 
    “Nonsense.” Ervinor paced about, scratching his head. “Don’t give up so soon and don’t be bullied by the other members of the Council. I know you’re new to the task, but believe in yourself, Barcel. You were already next in line under Vinnek and I’m sure it was no mistake. You’re ready for this task. It just came sooner than you expected.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Ervinor really didn’t have it in him to bolster this young man. He had to fight himself not to start shouting, for that would only shut the mage down and prevent any chance of getting through to him. “What if the mages gather the materials and my men work to process it? Then it’s not a free ride.” 
 
    “No, the mages prepare the meat in their own ways. Water spells to keep things moist. Air spells to create vacuums that prevent decay. Ice spells for preservation.” 
 
    “What of work? Repairs? Anything?” 
 
    The mage shrugged his shoulders as if he were lifting the weight of the world. “I don’t know enough of the day-to-day things to know what’s needed.” 
 
    “Then I need you to find out so we can resolve this. The others won’t agree to a resupply task until this is settled.” 
 
    “No, they won’t.” 
 
    “Then I need you to act fast and learn what you can so we can resolve this,” he repeated, “preferably before nightfall. Go.” 
 
    Dutifully, but with a beleaguered stride, Barcel left the meeting chamber and held the door open for Ervinor’s next attendee. 
 
    Shelloni and Rothra walked in, their faces taut. Ervinor could only guess. “Please, have a seat.” He smiled, somehow. “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    The two of them started shouting at once until Ervinor intervened and asked Shelloni to voice her concerns first. “My mages have training to do. The fire mages are taking over the training rooms.” 
 
    “It is our time!” the fire mage seethed. 
 
    “Now, now,” Ervinor interrupted. “Shelloni, finish.” 
 
    “Finish what? I’m done. We want our training time. He won’t let us. Figure it out.” 
 
    Ervinor then gestured to Rothra to speak. “It is our time to train. The edict was set years ago that in times of war when the fire mages outnumber other factions, we are to have access to the training rooms when the moon is between its third and fourth quarter for no less than four hours per day and per night. We’re at war, the moon’s in place, and we will have our training.” 
 
    “This is preposterous!” Shelloni shouted. 
 
    “How so?” Ervinor asked. 
 
    “The only reason he claims to have more fire mages than any other faction is because of the fire mages in your army who happen to be here.” 
 
    Ervinor raised an eyebrow. “You’re allowing them to train?” 
 
    Rothra bit his lip. “Well, the training schedule is based on the need for defense within the tower and so—” 
 
    “So, no,” Ervinor finished. “If you’re not allowing them to train, then you’ve no right to count their number among yours.” 
 
    “They are fire mages and so they are, by default, under my jurisdiction and protection.” 
 
    Ervinor stepped closer. “If you cycle them appropriately through training sessions, then I would be inclined to agree, but it doesn’t sound like that’s your intent.” 
 
    “Well, I—” He stopped himself and grumbled low. “Fine, we’ll open the rooms.” 
 
    “Ha!” Shelloni laughed. “This is a good day, thank you, Ervinor.” She stood up to leave. 
 
    “Not so fast,” the general interrupted. “We need to discuss the plans for restocking supplies here.” 
 
    The conversation continued with shouting and blaming on both sides, but eventually Ervinor was able to work an amenable solution, provided the other Council members agreed. With Shelloni and Rothra supporting the plan, he felt it would work. 
 
    Ervinor needed a break before his next session so he stepped out and went for a walk. He looked at the intricate architecture, hoping to find some kind of inspiration, but he was too consumed in the menial woes of the petty mages to get lost in the beauty he was seeing. His own commanders were of little help in assuaging his concerns, for when he asked them for updates, they had numerous problems to report and few solutions. 
 
    Needing a break from the mages, Ervinor traveled down to the first floor to visit with the refugees. Conditions were mediocre at best for the people, which bothered Ervinor. These were Hathren citizens who deserved food and shelter from their own mages. They did not deserve to be held captive on this first floor of the tower with periodic deliveries of food that led to brawls among the strong. He could see the suffering and it irked him. The mages were living above their means and though they had a way of hunting for food, they were bickering instead of working together. Seeing hungry children made things worse. 
 
    Perhaps he was in too bad of a mood already, but seeing these people hardened him. He stormed back upstairs to hold his next meeting, his back a bit straighter, his jaw firmly set. He climbed three sets of stairs and walked through a mess hall where the acolytes were talking and laughing over their meals. He watched as someone lifted a bowl of stew and poured it over a friend’s head, chortling at the expression on her face. 
 
    “For this?” Ervinor shouted, his voice cutting through the din. “For this?” he said again when the mages quieted down. “You refuse to work together, refuse to go out and gather provisions, for this? So you can pour soup on each other?” He grabbed a plate of unfinished meat left at a table. “People fight for scraps within your own tower and you leave food behind uneaten? Unwanted? Have you any idea how much of this food could have gone downstairs to feed children?” 
 
    “We never asked for them to come here!” shouted a voice across the room. 
 
    “It’s war; you don’t get to have everything all nice and happy. What’s wrong with helping your fellow man just because he is in need?” 
 
    “They oughta go and feed themselves!” someone else yelled. 
 
    “How?” Ervinor shouted. “They aren’t allowed weapons to go fight for themselves, not that they know how to fight. They aren’t even allowed to leave this tower without—” 
 
    “Excuses!” 
 
    Ervinor slammed the plate on the table, shattering the ceramic and splattering the food. “Enough! This ends now! I need volunteers, right now, to bring food downstairs immediately. Whether it’s a full plate or the parts you won’t eat. Let’s go.” 
 
    A handful of mages stood right up to comply, but others shrieked in outrage. “That’s our food! Give that away and we’ll have nothing left!” 
 
    “It’s the right thing to do,” retorted one mage. 
 
    “It’s suicide for us!” 
 
    “We can’t treat people like this. What if the roles were reversed?” 
 
    “We’re mages; it will never be reversed, you fool!” 
 
    “How dare you!” 
 
    Before he could stop it, tensions snapped. Mages leaped across tables to throttle those on the opposing side. Chanting started and Ervinor cried out over it to be heard, but he was too late. His own frustration had fueled this fight. He wouldn’t be able to stop it so easily. 
 
    The acolytes summoned their very best, which was thankfully not much in the standards of mages. Weak ice darts cracked against tables. Mild fireballs singed without burning. When the spells were not enough, daggers and fists flew. Ervinor stepped in where he could, trying to wedge himself between pairs of fighters to distract them and make them see reason. It wasn’t something he could do alone. 
 
    The sounds of fighting were heard outside the mess and others ran to the fray after spreading word. Soon, the infighting spread throughout the tower and Ervinor’s hopes of ending the struggle collapsed. He needed his fighters’ help to stop this. 
 
    Rushing from the room, the general sprinted downstairs to one of the meditation chambers where Frast and Quereth had been spending a lot of time. Finding them, he filled them in and they raced above, hoping to figure out a way to neutralize whatever spells were being cast. Ervinor then dropped down another flight of stairs, seeking his soldiers and asking for their help. 
 
    “I know they have not shown us deep courtesy, but we must do what’s right and put a stop to this before anyone is seriously hurt. I need your help to get up there and tackle the mages. Stop them from casting spells. No weapons, no punching. I need your restraint, but I need your help.” 
 
    As one, Ervinor’s army dashed up the steps to do his bidding, many of them grimly pleased with the task. They had been allowed their place within the tower, but they had not been openly welcomed, and many mages who crossed their paths eyed them with scorn. But Ervinor trusted his soldiers. They would do as he commanded. 
 
    He raced off to find Lica to help corral the others. Instead, he ran into Kitalla and Verna engaged in sparring session. Both women were winded and tired, but he urged them to help. 
 
    Verna was visibly torn at his request. She still blamed him for wanting to leave her in the dungeon, but her time with Kitalla had taught her to respect his leadership. “No killing,” she echoed, rushing off to help the rest. 
 
    Kitalla paused for a moment, eying the general carefully. “It isn’t your fault, Ervinor.” 
 
    “I didn’t say it was.” 
 
    She grabbed his good shoulder and held him firmly. “I see it in your eyes. That darkness there. Whatever happened, you’re not the cause. Things here have been tense, just remember that.” 
 
    “Kitalla—” 
 
    “No, no, general, sir. I’m off to do my part!” She grinned, then playfully jabbed him in the chin before jogging off. 
 
    He didn’t know where to go or what to do, so he turned and ran back up to the mess hall. He was weary, and by the time he reached the fourth floor, he was winded and needed to rest. He could hear the sounds of battle continuing on, so he drew a few quick breaths and rushed forward to assist. 
 
    In the mess, his soldiers had done their part. Many of his fighters were dodging spells and dagger thrusts, slipping past the mages’ defenses and bringing them down without harming them. They pinned the mages’ arms and held them tightly. One soldier per mage. Unfortunately, that left Ervinor’s team at a disadvantage, for more mages were coming to the aid of their brethren and soon the numbers swelled in their favor. 
 
    Ervinor tried to call for a ceasefire, but like Verna’s rampage outside the tower, his cries went unheeded. Everything was slipping away from him. He glanced over across the way and saw a few of the Council members arrive, aghast at what they were seeing. He rushed over to talk to them, but they saw the soldiers taking down the mages and so they backed away. Ervinor knew it wasn’t a good sign. 
 
    “Kitalla!” he called out, seeing her punching a mage in the gut and knocking him out of the fight. “It’s going to get ugly in here,” he warned. “I don’t kn—” 
 
    Kitalla watched as Ervinor stumbled and collapsed where he stood. Glancing around, she saw the soldiers fall to the floor or lose their charges. The mages were loose and she had no idea it was because of the safeguard Ervinor had agreed to when the mages admitted them to the tower. The Council members had activated the hidden sleep spell they’d placed upon the fighters. 
 
    The mages rose up and kicked and hit the soldiers who had taken them down, defenseless though they were. They forgot their own squabbles long enough to make sure the soldiers were unconscious, then their arguments began anew. Kitalla looked at Ervinor and knew there was little she could do to help him. 
 
    Several thoughts raced through her mind, each crazier than the last. It was up to her to solve this insanity, for only she hadn’t fallen like the rest. Swiftly, she considered trying to wake Ervinor and the others, but the kicking and beating by the mages hadn’t brought the soldiers around. Kidnapping a Council member was farfetched, for their spells would eventually overpower her, even with the jades in her possession. Letting the events play out on their own seemed reckless and dangerous for everyone. One other thought crossed her mind, the craziest of them all, but it was all she had. She darted from the room. 
 
    Mages everywhere were in an uproar, some in pure confusion without knowing anything more than trouble had come to their home yet again. Kitalla avoided them all, rushing for the stairs and flying up them, floor after floor. She held on to her flickering inspiration as she went, pushing her tired limbs as if they were fresh and alert. She channeled out the pain she felt, like so many times before. 
 
    The upper chambers were mostly void of mages running around trying to hurt one another, for which she was grateful. Those few she came across were startled by her appearance, but she was gone before they could question her presence. Up again and around she went, desperately tapping into her memories. 
 
    Poltor had trained her in the art of rapid memorization. He had said it was a vital skill for thieves. They needed to know where things were at a moment’s glance. Escape routes had to be mapped instantly without doubt. Yet conviction mattered the most. Poltor had put her through many paces to ensure she learned the lessons well. Those skills had served her in Grenthar’s dungeons, and she was determined to apply them now. 
 
    Her last visit to the tower had brought her to a few secret rooms, led by Frast, where they eventually located the beast jade. She had been propelled by the fire jade and though it was in her pocket now, she could tell it wasn’t offering her any support this time. Nor were the metal and glass jades. This was all her own. 
 
    One more flight and she pushed harder, reaching for her destination, not even knowing if her idea would work. But it had to work, for it was the only thing left to stop the madness in this place. The mages had not activated the traps on the upper floors, probably assuming the fighters in the lower levels were unable to get so high up. It didn’t matter either way. If there had been traps, she would have devoured them and continued onward. 
 
    At last she reached the room she sought. Windows opened to a bright day all around, contrasting the sadness below. In the center of the room was a giant diamond surrounded by a number of benches and chairs, some of which were broken or scorched, some which had recently been brought in to replace others that had been beyond repair. 
 
    Now came the hard part. 
 
    Kitalla stopped and listened carefully. She couldn’t hear the fighting, it was so far below this level. But she knew it was still going on, for the mages were angry and they would rampage until they ran out of energy or until enough people lay dead that they lost their will to fight. She hoped no one was dying, though it seemed unlikely considering all the tension. 
 
    She took a deep breath and pushed those thoughts away. The sunlight called to her, so she turned her head and stepped toward the windows to breathe in the fresh midday air. Calmness. Peace. They were the last emotions in her heart right now, but she reached for them, as she had done before when the need was as great. 
 
    Then she imagined a great and wondrous scene. Sunlight basked a fertile land with a crimson-golden glow. Grass fluttered merrily in a sensuous breeze. Trees swayed gently, their branches bobbing calmly up and down as if squirrets were dancing upon them. A mild stream swished back and forth, refreshing. 
 
    As she held the image in her mind, she turned around to face the diamond. And then she danced. The steps were deep and graceful and she poured herself into each tenuous motion. Fingers fluttered like falling leaves, caught in a slipstream and twirling in the air. Her feet swayed like gleaming flowers, their dew-strewn petals glistening in the healing sunlight. Her body twisted and bent low, like a tigroar returning sated from a hunt to its litter of cubs, settling down among its kin and purring warmly. 
 
    She swept her body across the room and back, arms flying upward and around her torso, caressing herself with love and kindness. Kitalla became the embodiment of peace in her dance, and she spun around softly, lightly, her feet tapping swiftly across the floor like delicate raindrops on a warm day. As the droplets fell from her imagined sky, the sunlight beamed through them and cast flourishing rainbows in every direction, drawing all eyes upward at the wondrous display. The strands of her dark hair became rainbows and she dragged her hands through them and shook them playfully, causing the colors in the sky to swirl together. 
 
    Forward, backward, side to side. She danced and she danced, pouring her breath into the scene and projecting it out toward the diamond in the room. She knew it was linked to the mage barrier surrounding the tower. She knew that barrier initiated the Trials. Her heart held firmly to the image in her mind, rather than shift toward her heart-wrenching Trial. But her mind remembered that the mages were all connected here. Through the Trials. And she had learned in the few days she had been here that the jades were gone from this place and that the mages were weakened and nervous, for they drew power from this core. This diamond. This heart-stone of the tower. 
 
    So she danced to the diamond. She bathed it in every glorious emotion and image she could muster. She laughed aloud, sending its sound outward full of child-like mirth. Dipping low with a twist, she sent her other arm high. Then she rose up, twisted the other way with a forward step and bent low again, reaching her other arm above. Around she went, her body growing weary. Each lunge, each twirl, each created vision drew strength from her. 
 
    Dariak had told her that her dance skill was different from the power that mages employed. Where mages drew energies from other sources and channeled them through words, Kitalla’s skill came from within. And whether it was a side-effect or an intentional result, Kitalla’s skill allowed her to do what no other mage had the power to do: affect the mind. 
 
    Sweat raced down her face and body. Her eyes squinted closed against the effort. She didn’t have much more to give. The jades were not helping her. She was on her own. But she was used to that. She was strong because in many ways she had always been alone. She didn’t fear it. She didn’t regret it. It was simply a fact. It was simply part of her. 
 
    Three more steps. Four. The vision was fading. Sparks flared into her mind as her body fought to remain awake and functioning. She worked those sparks into her scene as magical fire meant to light the sky in celebration. She called to them to bring cheer and awe to all the watching crowd. 
 
    She had no way of knowing if anyone was watching, but at last her body grew too weak and she dropped low with one massive sweep of her arms and could not rise up again. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 37 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Gabrion’s Test 
 
      
 
      
 
    News of the obstacle course raced through the outpost. Ordren allowed all of his subordinates to participate in the training session, feeling it built camaraderie among the troops. Many of the fighters who went through the course tried it again with new partners, determined to complete it faster and faster while learning the habits of their new guides and runners. 
 
    Urrith and Gabrion ensured the course stayed fresh by adding and moving obstacles now and then, sometimes between the forward and reverse runs. Injuries occurred at times but nothing major and the healers were able to resolve them swiftly. 
 
    After a few runs through the course, Gabrion promoted Avarra to captain, with Ordren’s approval. She had proven herself an effective leader in the heat of the moment and he wanted to start giving her some responsibilities, particularly since new arrivals were expected any day now. 
 
    “Where do the recruits come from?” Urrith asked one day, but Gabrion knew the answer. He had listened well to the last batch of fighters and most were wrested from their homes if they looked strong enough to swing a sword. He didn’t like it, and he knew that if Andron had come to Savvron during wartime, then Gabrion himself would have been forced into battle. He preferred that he’d chosen to stand up and defend his home. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” he said to Urrith. “It’s up to us to ensure they live and can return home one day.” 
 
    Urrith heard the grim tone and grabbed Gabrion’s shoulder warmly. “We will get them all home once we’re done here.” 
 
    The afternoon was spent in fight training, where Gabrion’s impressive swordsmanship was shared with the rest of the troops. As with the obstacle course, veterans and trainees alike attended Gabrion’s sessions. It made him feel needed and important, but not vital. And for Gabrion, that was a good thing. 
 
    Avarra took her role as captain seriously. She kept her fighters in check and barked at them if they fell behind in their exercises. She had a warmth about her, though. She may not have exactly volunteered to be a soldier but she was willing to do her part for the land and if that meant she needed to crack the whip, then she did. If her compatriots needed a friend, she supported them. All the while, she shouldered their burdens and never showed signs of being bowed by them. 
 
    During the afternoon exercises, Gabrion gave her a series of warm-up tasks. They mostly involved stretching and jogging around the walled-in training field. Then each trainee took a sword and buckler and Avarra lined them up in a grid and presented them to Gabrion. 
 
    He eyed the fifty men and women carefully from his stance. “Shena, Helris, fix your positions.” 
 
    “Sir,” Shena replied, “I stand at the ready.” 
 
    “Aye, sir, as do I!” called Helris. 
 
    Gabrion shook his head. “You stand with all the rest, sword in right hand, buckler in left.” 
 
    “Yes sir!” they echoed. 
 
    “But you both favor your left hands in combat,” he continued. “Thus you should switch arms.” 
 
    “But sir, formation,” Shena called. 
 
    Gabrion called them to the front of the pack. “Now turn and face your troop.” They did so. “As you can see, your swords are now in the wrong hands. Fix it.” Slightly embarrassed, the two fighters moved their swords to their left hands and bucklers to the right. 
 
    Gabrion nodded and paced from side to side. “Formation matters because it shows the enemy that we are a united force. It strikes fear into others who may not be trained to work as a unit. But we must not let formalities put us at a disadvantage. If you’re stronger with your left hand, then you’ll carry your sword there. It’s as simple as that. Are there any others who need to adjust their equipment? Do so now.” 
 
    “Sir!” 
 
    After a few others rotated their weapons and shields, Gabrion called again. “It’s a benefit and a curse to be armed reverse to your opponent. You can strike in places they’re not used to defending. But you’re also more vulnerable in other places. I regret I haven’t focused on this difference before now. From now on, as we train, we will be Easters and Westers. Easters fight right-handed. Westers, like Helris and Shena, come now and step forward and join us on this side of the line.” 
 
    Five others left formation and lined up in a pyramid behind Gabrion. He then moved his sword to his left hand. “Today we Westers will hold off your attack. Easters, pace back to the wall. Once you touch the stone, turn and charge. No blood today. If your body is struck by iron, you’re out. Go!” The Easters turned and marched toward the rear wall. 
 
    Gabrion then turned to face the Westers. “Always use your greatest skills in battle. When the others come, be limber. We’re outnumbered roughly five to one. Watch for openings and take them.” 
 
    “You’re fighting left-handed, sir?” Shena asked. 
 
    “The practice will do me well.” 
 
    The first row of fighters touched the back wall and turned to sprint ahead. Only seconds passed before the next wave touched the wall and raced ahead, but it was enough of a delay for each row of six fighters to be met briefly by the Westers. 
 
    Ordren looked over the training field as the two factions clashed, and he shook his head in amazement. Gabrion moved around like a phantom, avoiding every sword that was aimed at him, and he was the only one fighting without a shield. He had said once that a buckler got in his way, and Ordren could see that he was right. The recruits battled hard, making sure their blades were turned so as not to cut into the others. Two Easters went down on the first wave, and Ordren noted something odd. Gabrion never made an actual strike. He parried and he dodged. He even pushed the Easters into his fellows, but he never swung his sword to take a hit. Perhaps it was a training mechanism, but after Kitalla’s departure and Gabrion’s initial stillness, he wondered if something else was at work. 
 
    The scuffle lasted for nearly half an hour, all fifty or so fighters eventually falling until it was Gabrion and one other scrapper. Avarra had been determined to be the last one standing, but she took a blow near the end of the engagement and sat frustrated on the sideline. 
 
    Gabrion squared off against Jaffra, who looked both invigorated and nervous being the last. The wiry youth was two years younger than Gabrion and had a hard look in his eyes. His upbringing had clearly been difficult but he hadn’t spoken of it. Gabrion could only wonder what ghosts haunted the man. 
 
    Jaffra lurched in with his sword and Gabrion sidestepped easily, spinning about and pushing the fighter away. Jaffra turned, raising his shield to block a strike that wasn’t coming. He then charged in low and Gabrion jumped to the side, turning and kicking the man’s backside and splattering him. It didn’t count as a weapon strike so Jaffra stood back up and entered his battle stance again. 
 
    Gabrion held himself at the ready, sword still in his left hand. He swiped it through the air in challenge and Jaffra accepted, racing forward and bringing the weapon up toward the right side, but at the last minute, he stepped one foot forward and turned inward, bringing the sword around behind himself and attacking from the left. Had Gabrion held the sword in his right hand, he would have easily parried it. As it was, the attack slipped through and Gabrion had to collapse to avoid being hit. Jaffra sensed a victory and swept his sword around, casting it toward Gabrion, but the warrior rolled to his side and crashed into Jaffra’s legs, knocking him over. The fighter lost his balance and as he fell, his own sword swept around and clocked him in the head, ending the bout. 
 
    Healers tended to Jaffra and a few others who took more than casual damage, but the rest of the fighters stood and reset the field to try again. Avarra took charge of the next session as Ordren called for Gabrion. 
 
    “You’ve had quite an impact on the fighters,” Ordren noted. “They all look up to your skill.” 
 
    “I’m just trying to help them defend themselves, sir.” 
 
    “I notice that defense has become your primary strategy.” 
 
    Gabrion didn’t bite. “New recruits are coming soon, sir. I’m hoping these men and women will help bolster the rest as they come and help in their training. Is there something you’d like me to do other than train them, sir?” 
 
    Ordren shook his head in annoyance. “Gabrion, listen to me. I remember those days after the fall of the Prisoner’s Tower. You were there, a fugitive, but you didn’t flee to save yourself. You remained there to help the people who needed it. You risked being captured by me and my men.” 
 
    “There were more important things to contend with, sir.” 
 
    Ordren stopped walking and grabbed Gabrion. “Snap out of it, Gabrion! I left Pindington to follow you. I did not join Dariak’s quest for his sake. I came because of you. No more of this ‘sir’ nonsense, do you hear me? I only hit you with that because you were lost in shadow. But look at you now. The fighters admire you. I’ve worked hard to keep these men and women strong and well-honed, but you have true inspiration here.” 
 
    The warrior pulled away. “I have work to do, sir.” 
 
    “Gabrion!” the commander growled. “I need an ally here. I need a partner in this place. I need you. Won’t you stand with me and help me to fortify this outpost?” 
 
    The young man stopped and stood there silently for a few moments. He then turned and stared Ordren in the eye. “The Gabrion you met in Pindington is gone.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” the gruff commander contradicted. “He’s hurting, but he isn’t gone.” 
 
    “I have work to do, sir.” 
 
    “Fine. Return to your task, for now. But we’ll—” his sentence was drowned out by a deep horn blowing through the keep. 
 
    Gabrion lifted his head. “The recruits are early.” 
 
    But Ordren’s face was stern. “No. Hathren troops have broken through. Call to arms!” 
 
    Gabrion shuddered. He knew this was an outpost on the edge of the fighting, but all reports had said that the Kallisorian troops that had crossed the border were secure and held back the enemy. This was a relatively safe haven from the actual fighting. He was just holding here, helping where he could, because he couldn’t go home and he couldn’t rejoin Dariak. His skills tagged him a warrior, but he could no longer fight. Not after everything that had happened. 
 
    Ordren saw the hesitation and he harshly shoved Gabrion into action. Propelled forward, Gabrion’s instincts kicked in and he charged through the outpost, back to the training field. “To arms! To arms! Hathren troops approach!” 
 
    It took a moment for them to respond, for their greeting at the outpost had been a staged assault, led by Gabrion himself. But the look on the warrior’s face told them that this was real. “Turn your blades today,” he called to them once Avarra had them in line. “We must protect this place and our lives. Take down the enemy.” 
 
    “Kill them all!” one of the fighters cheered. 
 
    “No!” Gabrion shouted. “Turn your blades, I said. Knock them down. Knock them out. Take them down.” 
 
    “But they’re Hathren scum!” 
 
    “They are men and women fighting because they were ordered to. Are you any different?” Gabrion waited for an argument, but it didn’t come. “I know the lust is there to slay them all, and they’ll likely have orders to kill us, too. But I urge you to take them down but leave them alive. Wrap your waists with rope or leather, bind their hands if you must.” 
 
    Avarra stepped up to Gabrion and whispered, “Sir, is this wise? Aren’t we leaving ourselves open to being defeated? We’ll be seen as weak.” 
 
    “I have given an order, captain.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, but what of the other fighters?” 
 
    “I will spread the word, but they may not comply. Disable the Hathrens, Avarra. Just disable them. Don’t kill anyone.” 
 
    “Sir!” she saluted. She turned to address the troops and help them stock themselves with binding straps wherever they could. Gabrion, meanwhile, ran to find Ordren to ask him to spread the no-kill order. 
 
    “Gabrion, that’s madness.” 
 
    “You wanted me as your partner just moments ago, didn’t you? This is what I would advise you to do. No killing. No more of it, Ordren. It’s the only way for this to stop.” 
 
    Ordren paced back and forth, nonplussed. Gabrion waited silently on the outside, screaming madly inside. “I’ll give the word, but if we lose too many men, I will lift it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Gabrion acknowledged and ran from the room. 
 
    Ordren watched the warrior depart. “We’ll play along for now, Gabrion. I hope I’m not going to regret this.” 
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 The Magitorium 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dariak’s lonely journey through the western plains of Hathreneir was only mildly eventful. He passed a few hunters and shared meals with them and battled a handful of feral creatures defending their nests. The landscape was very flat with little shade, save random patches of shrubbery. Though he yearned for some form of companionship, he chose to avoid the larger settlements, fearing they would only distract him from his goal. 
 
    So he pressed onward for several days, foraging when he could, and dipping into his provisions when he had to. Small brooks wove their way through the landscape, making the whole area feel like an oversized map with travel routes sketched into it. Eventually, he saw the top of the northern mage tower come into view and he hastened his steps to reach it. 
 
    The structure looked much like the Prisoner’s Tower in design, just not as tall. It was a whiter stone than the southern mage tower, but it felt sturdier, as if it were meant to stand despite the magic being used within, rather than requiring its powers to hold it upright. The doors were solid oak with brass knockers all over them. 
 
    “What’s with all the knockers?” he asked himself, wondering which one to pull. He reached but the nearest brass hoop was electrified and he jerked his hand away in pain. “What?” Another knocker seemed oddly warm to the touch, whereas another was ice cold. Each of the dozens of handles was imbued with some form of magic and Dariak realized that it must be a test. 
 
    He stepped back and considered the door for a time, thinking of the spells he knew already and how they might help him disable the defenses. As he fumbled in his pocket for a pebble, the door creaked open and a wild-eyed mage poked his wrinkled face out. 
 
    “Whatcha want?” 
 
    “I seek entrance,” Dariak replied, wondering why the old man kept looking all around. 
 
    “Who’s with you?” 
 
    “No one. I’m here alone.” 
 
    The old man pushed the door and shook his head admonishingly at Dariak. “Then why in all the blazes did you go on and hit all the knobs? Have you any idea how much noise that makes?” 
 
    “I—well, no.” 
 
    “Daft foreigner,” the man accused. “Well, come on in, you idiot. You’re making me keep this door open and if it’s open for much longer, the warblebees will escape.” 
 
    Dariak accepted the invitation and stepped within. “Warblebees?” 
 
    “Don’t know a lick about your surroundings do you?” the man grumbled, shoving the door closed. “What, did you wander here lost or something? Looking for a free meal and someone to knit you some shoes?” 
 
    “Knit some…?” 
 
    “Bah, never mind, you. Go that way, let Rmfrmr help you. Go on, Rmfrmr, that’s right. Go.” He gestured with a gnarled hard and Dariak stepped away, glancing once over his shoulder to see the old codger grabbing for things in the air that, to Dariak, were invisible. Perhaps they were his warblebees. 
 
    The foyer was small and lined with wood everywhere, which Dariak found interesting. Mages didn’t often surround themselves with wood, unless they were nature mages, for too many of the elements could enflame or break it. He walked over to a door on the left side and knocked gently. 
 
    “Pardon me, is Rmfrmr here?” he asked. 
 
    A middle-aged woman with gray streaks in her hair raised her head from a book she was sniffing. “Sorry?” 
 
    “Rmfrmr,” he repeated. “Am I supposed to speak with you? Are you Rmfrmr?” 
 
    The woman slammed her book down and stood with surprising agility. “I’ll kill him!” she screamed, shoving Dariak aside and storming past. No one else was in the alcove so he followed her. She stormed over to the old man who was still catching his invisible insects. “Jallibrathea krethha norch konnaie!” she shouted, curling her fingers and blasting the man with a small fireball. 
 
    “Whoa!” Dariak jumped in. “Take it easy!” 
 
    But the woman did not relent, stamping her feet and pounding her fists into the singed doorman. “I am not fat or deaf, you goat! Knock it off!” 
 
    The man started cackling wildly. “Rmfrmr, Rmfrmr!” 
 
    She kicked him and then turned to Dariak at last. “My name is Remfermar,” she hissed, “but call me Remmie. This old coot torments me endlessly saying I cannot hear a dratted thing. Always talks funny around me, he does. ‘Room for more,’ indeed! Just trying to see how much I understand.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, Remmie, I am Dariak.” 
 
    “The Dariak?” she asked, her voice filling with awe and her face lighting up. 
 
    “I—uh—” 
 
    Then she broke into laughter, much like the old man’s. “Fool newcomer. Come inside and get some food.” She pointed at the floor at one of the square tiles that had a few striations. “Beware those tiles, Dabbilack, we don’t know what they’re made of.” 
 
    “Dariak,” he corrected. 
 
    She looked at him. “Eh? You talking to yourself now?” 
 
    He opted not to explain. Instead, he took in his surroundings as Remmie guided him through the floor. It was a small-feeling place, but not because it was actually any smaller in diameter than the southern mage tower. Instead, the entire area had been sectioned off with random walls jutting here and there, leaving a narrow snaking pathway through the center floor. Openings appeared all along the place and Dariak could hear chanting, snoring, yelling, and other noises from within. Along the ceiling was a metal pipe that was glowing with a yellow light, illuminating the way. It had apparently been installed before some of the partitions had been erected, for it disappeared frequently behind the jagged walls. 
 
    They broke through the area into a larger study with tables and books everywhere. Dariak saw three other mages in the room but none of them was even looking at books. One was curled up on the floor, apparently sleeping. The other two were holding hands and simply staring at each other, but he didn’t get the sense there was any romance between them. Remmie ignored them and made her way over to a table, where she sat down, picked up whatever book was there and then pressed her nose inside to sniff it. 
 
    Dariak waited for a moment. “Remmie?” 
 
    “This page; it’s very interesting.” 
 
    “Remmie, you said you were bringing me to get food?” 
 
    “I said no such thing!” she growled. The woman looked up and eyed him cautiously. “Oh, Dashganard, it’s you. What can I help you with? Do you want to smell this tome?” 
 
    “Ah, no thank you. Where can I get some food?” 
 
    Remmie shook her head. As she lowered her nose into the book again, she muttered, “The kitchen.” 
 
    He didn’t know whether to laugh or shout so he stepped away and noticed five doors leading away from the study. Peering his head into each one gave him little information about where each one led, except the one that opened to a tiny broom closet. It wasn’t even as deep as his forearm, but no less than eight brooms were packed inside. Stepping away, he decided that the place was a certainly not suited for a long stay. 
 
    He debated using a systematic approach to exploring the doorways, starting on one side and then returning to go through the other doors, but after the little bit he had already witnessed, he figured he might as well go on instinct. Logic didn’t seem to have a place here. 
 
    He went into the doorway to the right of the broom closet and found himself in another narrow walkway with walls erected haphazardly on either side. The place was very confining. Unlike the other passage, this one did not open up along the way, but he could still hear voices through the wood and stone. When he came through the other side he found a very elderly man sitting in front of a fireplace, his back to Dariak. 
 
    “Good day, sir, I am Dariak. I am sorry if I am disturbing you.” 
 
    “I wondered when you would come here,” the ancient man said, his voice barely louder than his rattling breath. 
 
    “You… knew I would come?” 
 
    “They all come. Some day. They all come here. To see me. To find things they have lost. They all come. Sit down. Join me here.” 
 
    Dariak did as requested, crouching down beside the gnarled man and gasping when he saw what the elder mage looked like. 
 
    “Yes, yes, look upon Xervius.” He turned to face Dariak fully. 
 
    The old man’s face was horribly mangled. His cheeks were caved in as if his face had been smashed by boulders and never repaired. His left eye sat much lower than his right, but as Dariak looked intently, he could see that the man had no eyes. Or rather, the orbs had been replaced with bluish-purple stones, one in each eye socket. The skin was dark in places, light in others, as if he had fallen in a fire and still sported the charred flesh. His nose oozed a constant stream of some yellowish gunk that drizzled into his mouth, which was cracked and misshapen. His lips seemed like they had been dissolved away by a thick acid, with only traces of pink fleshiness remaining. His chin had a massive gash in it as if a sword had cut upward, cleaving the bone. 
 
    It took all of Dariak’s resolve not to wince away in disgust. “Is there… anything I can do to help you? Are you hurt?” 
 
    Xervius wheezed a laugh. “I have employed every magic power I have ever known. These marks are but a list of my accomplishments.” 
 
    “I… see.” 
 
    “You do not. Nor do I, for that matter. But pretty gems look far better than empty holes gazing in to my brain, do you agree? The gems are pretty?” 
 
    The bluish-purple jewels glimmered in the firelight. “Y—Yes, they are.” 
 
    “Good lad. Polite lad. What is your purpose here at the Magitorium?” 
 
    “I seek someone.” 
 
    “I am an old man,” Xervius said. “Do not waste my time by hedging your request.” 
 
    Dariak cleared his throat. “I seek the healing jade. I believe Pyron would have brought it here.” 
 
    “Pyron,” Xervius echoed. “Now there is a name I have not heard in many a year.” 
 
    Dariak’s face fell. “Then he isn’t here.” 
 
    “You give me much credit, lad. It isn’t as if I hear everything that transpires within these walls. For what need do you seek the jade? To help a loved one? To stop others from using its magic?” 
 
    “To stop what?” 
 
    Xervius took a deep, ragged breath and let it slowly out. “If you hide the jade, others cannot use it. If you take the jade, you can use it. But why do you want it?” 
 
    “I would unite the jades and stop the war in this land.” 
 
    Xervius laughed, which was a horribly rattling sound. “You cannot do it.” 
 
    “But I must.” 
 
    “You cannot. Not even great Delminor succeeded there.” 
 
    “You… respect my father?” 
 
    “Fool,” Xervius accused. “I am your father.” 
 
    “W—what?” 
 
    The hollow cackling wracked its way out of the old man. “All mages are Delminor. Every skill we use is thanks to him, whether other mages know it or not.” 
 
    “Oh,” Dariak settled down. “I don’t follow, though.” 
 
    “His teachings, lad. His work was spread throughout the land. All mages tap into energies he taught us about.” 
 
    “But that’s only recent.” 
 
    “Eh,” Xervius hedged. “Delminor revolutionized magic in his time. Only old mages call upon spells like they did before Delminor’s time, and that they only do because they are broken. Everything from effective spell components to words of power; Delminor gathered them up and distributed them. All mages alive are Delminor.” 
 
    “But there are many books before his time that mages use.” 
 
    “Yes, but who broke the runes and translated them?” Xervius paused for a moment and licked his charred lip with a mangled tongue. “Fine, deny your father’s prowess, but I tell you, no mage today uses magic that Delminor didn’t have some connection to.” 
 
    Dariak’s brow furrowed and he considered the words for a moment. He knew his father had been a great mage but it seemed outlandish to assign Delminor as the one man to have unlocked all of magic for every mage in the world. 
 
    “You ought to know of his connection, being his son.” 
 
    “It makes no sense that he would be the link to all magic.” 
 
    Xervius snorted. “It is only one way of viewing things. But consider your purpose here.” 
 
    “The jade,” he said, then inspiration struck. “The jades!” 
 
    “Hmm?” the old man prompted. 
 
    “He was connected to the jades and they tie to all the magic.” 
 
    “Now you have it.” Xervius turned his ghastly face back toward Dariak. “And that means that now all mages are you.” 
 
    Dariak shook his head. “Many mages stand against me, and my father.” 
 
    “But you are connected to the magic, through the jades, and thus to other mages. I did not say they will like you, or obey you, or want to be your friend. I only say there is a connection.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Xervius grinned. “No, you don’t. Not yet. But no matter. Tell me what you plan to do with this jade of yours.” 
 
    “As I said, I will bring it together with the others and use the power to stop the wars.” 
 
    “And as I said, you cannot. Not even Delminor succeeded there.” 
 
    Dariak sighed in frustration. “He was bound by the king to work for the kingdom. His research was abused and put to war, despite his intentions. He didn’t have a free chance to do what he needed to do to put things right.” 
 
    “And you do?” 
 
    “I have a better shot at it, yes.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Xervius considered for time, slowly licking the ooze that leaked out of his nose. “You may be right, but I do not think you will yet succeed. There is something else.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I… don’t know. It doesn’t feel like it is time yet.” 
 
    “Time? For what?” 
 
    “For me to die.” 
 
    Dariak’s brow furrowed. “Please explain.” 
 
    “I went through many trials in my day to see the end of many things. And I have seen many things end. But the one thing I have not yet seen is the end of war. So I am still here, waiting. And it does not feel as if it is near. Not yet. I have more time ahead.” 
 
    “How can you—” he stopped himself, confused. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Xervius, as I said. Think of me as a watcher, for I can do little else now.” 
 
    Dariak looked at the grotesque old man. “How long have you been here?” 
 
    “Eight thousand years.” Dariak’s eyes popped open wide, but then Xervius cackled in his garbled, watery laugh. “You want very much to believe in fantastic things, young Dariak. I am a decade or two older than your father would have been today. Maybe three.” 
 
    “Is there anything else I can do to stop the wars?” 
 
    “Keep believing in yourself and your goal. You may yet get there.” 
 
    Dariak could tell that the conversation was drawing to a close. “How can I find the healing jade?” 
 
    Xervius smiled his broken grin again. “All mages are you. You are all mages.” 
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 Kitalla and the Jades 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kitalla peeled herself off the floor and pushed herself upright. Head to toe, her body ached and felt heavier than it ever had. She looked around and saw that she hadn’t moved at all. She was still in the upper chamber with the focus crystal that empowered the Trials. Darkness surrounded her and she hoped it was just because night had fallen. 
 
    Her mind reeled with her inspirational dance. Coming up here to channel her abilities through the diamond was a streak of madness and wonder all in one. Nothing had compelled her to do it, as far as she could tell. She simply needed to be there and use her skill to reach out and quell the disturbances below. 
 
    She caught her breath. The fighting seemed so distant in her mildly entranced state. She sharpened her ears, trying to discern any sounds within the tower, but she heard nothing. It could mean many things, she knew. Perhaps the fighting had played itself out fully and no one was left. Or, maybe everyone was asleep if her enchantment had worked. More likely, though, was that the events were taking place lower down and they were too far away for her to hear. 
 
    None of it mattered though. Her body felt odd. She couldn’t rise at all anyway. If they found her, she doubted she could fend them off. 
 
    Kitalla reached into her pockets, searching for the three pieces of jade in her possession. Setting them out in front of her, she took her time to contemplate each one. 
 
    The metal jade was her deepest companion of the three, for she had claimed it from Grenthar’s dungeon. The master thief had challenged her in countless ways, with this sole prize awaiting her. She didn’t know back then what the jade would mean to her. It was just some fanciful rock that Dariak had insisted on claiming. They had traveled all the way to Pindington to make progress on his quest of assembling the shards of the Red Jade. 
 
    Her body had been broken and mended more times than she cared to recall. But the metal jade seemed to call for her, as if it knew she could rescue it from its prison. It had needed her. Somehow. She had come to think of it as a friend in some ways, silent but ever present. It had risen up and protected her in dire times, such as when the blacksmith’s furnace had erupted in Pindington, or when Heria had trapped her and Gabrion. The jade had kept her safe. 
 
    Yet coming here to the tower that first time had stripped away all of her armor and the jade had not protected her then. From her past. The mages had dredged up deeply buried memories that were bitter enough to recall, never mind relive in any way. Now she dwelled on those days more and more. Her inner strength had always been unique but now she understood that it had started years ago when she had not been able to protect herself from harm. 
 
    But that Trial had left her feeling exposed and raw. She moved her gaze away from the metal jade and turned next to the fire jade. Its heat had also called to her. Having left the team and metal jade behind, she went alone to Hathreneir Castle, hoping to reunite with Poltor, but he hadn’t wanted her after all they had been through. Events unfolded that led her through the castle, and she even passed by Gabrion’s Mira as she sang to her child. And then the fire jade had reached for her from its hiding place, and it bade her to leave through a secret exit. 
 
    Kitalla nodded. She understood that part of her impulses were actually guided by the jades themselves. Perhaps she would have found the exit from the king’s chamber on her own given time, but inspiration had struck sharply, and it only could have been the influence of the shard. They were more than mere embodiments of their inherent powers. She just didn’t know what or why they were speaking to her. 
 
    Then she crossed back to Kallisor in search of Gabrion. The lost soul. She needed him more than she liked to admit. Even now, after he stood beside her and let her face the eaglon battle on her own, she knew in her heart that she hadn’t truly abandoned him. No, she really just wanted to give him something to pursue. A challenge. His own little trial. But to do so, she had to remove his shield so he couldn’t hide any longer. 
 
    Her eyes swept over to the glass jade. It hadn’t offered her any obvious help so far, but it had been near her the longest of the three. The elder of Gerrish had gifted it to Gabrion before their arrival in Pindington. She reached for it and wondered why it seemed so distant from her. Perhaps it was too close to Gabrion and he was distant. Sure they had been intimate with each other, but his heart and mind were elsewhere all the while. She knew that, even during those times when he seemed to melt in her arms. She knew he was far away. 
 
    Kitalla lifted the glass jade and turned it over in her hands. It had a faint beige glimmer deep inside it, while the rest was clear as glass. She traced her finger along its gritty surface, idly pressing harder and harder as she went. At last, the sharp edges cut into her skin and she watched dazedly as beads of her ruby blood rolled down the jade. But then she gasped when the blood vanished, absorbed within. 
 
    All of a sudden a new sensation swept over her. It was faint, but clear to her now. There was a slight hum from the glass jade, as if it was resonating with her, trying to read her and understand her. She smiled to herself, recalling the times she had entered a new village and just wandered around, observing the people, talking to only a few of them, getting the temperature of the place. The glass jade was doing the same to her. 
 
    She turned her gaze back to the other two and she realized that she had blooded herself on them both too. The metal jade was early on, that very first time she had held it. The fire jade connected to her as she escaped the king’s chamber. She remembered the catch of the secret door had cut her. Then the fiery energy had propelled her back to this tower to find and rescue Dariak and the others, giving her inhuman stamina that hadn’t made any sense to her back then. Not that she had really questioned it. 
 
    And now she could feel the connection to the glass jade. A new warmth washed over her, for now she was less alone than before. These silent companions would all be vigilant. They would all protect her. 
 
    Not long ago, she would have spurned the idea, hating herself for taking any form of comfort in it. But she knew she couldn’t do this on her own. Dariak’s quest, crazy as it was, was something the mage needed to be present for. She wouldn’t be a general, helping to keep the men in line, but she would be on the field holding off the attackers until Dariak’s work was done. She would be integral to his success. But she wouldn’t be able to do it alone, and suddenly that was acceptable. She didn’t need to shoulder the burden alone anymore. 
 
    Her hands slid down to her belly as she remembered her lost child. She hadn’t known back then how alone she was. Joral may have been a nobleman with a far-reaching lineage, but he was a sheltered lad. When things went sour and they needed to be strong, he did what he could, but he wasn’t strong enough. He hadn’t lived long enough to be able to seek revenge for what had been done. But Kitalla had. Then and there, even as the baby lay dead inside of her. Even as her body was weak, wanting to die. She rose up. She found a way. 
 
    So she had only counted on herself since then. Discovering her dance skill at that time helped her to focus on something, and it also allowed her access to food and shelter she may have had to beg for otherwise. Mind control was not a skill for the mages, but she could manipulate people. A few moves, a powerful image, and she could make unsuspecting people see anything she wanted them to. 
 
    It wasn’t a skill she ever should have had. It was something that came to her only when her life had hit its lowest point. When everything else had been stripped away, one last ray of strength rose up in her. 
 
    The jades were humming in tandem and she took them into her hands, letting her mind wander freely, letting the jades speak to her, if they really could. She had never really listened to them like this, but she had also had never been so drained yet conscious. Pouring her essence into the dance to try to shut down the chaos of the tower had truly left her exhausted. Yet it also had invigorated her by allowing her to open herself up to the jades as they sang their unheard song for her. 
 
    Kitalla considered her dance skill again. Its uniqueness. Its power over others. Its source. The jades wafted energy through her and she drifted along the waves, her mind swaying and reaching. 
 
    And she didn’t know how she knew, but she knew it with definite certainty. The dance skill, that single power, had been given to her by someone so incredibly special, she had never thought of it before. And moments ago, cutting her finger on the glass jade, watching it absorb her life force and connecting her to its power, made her realize the truth of it. 
 
    It was her unborn child. Somehow, that tiny growing baby boy had the skill. And when the mayor had pierced his body inside of her, the baby’s blood had mingled with her own and she became connected to it. She absorbed her child’s gift into her own essence. She knew it was true. The dance power had not been there before. It had not come from her or her family line. It had come from Joral. 
 
    Joral, a nobleman. A man with ties to the royal families of long ago. A man with no great cunning or tenacity. A man not singularly brave, but who was willing to flee in order to live. 
 
    Kitalla’s thoughts whirled out of control and she recalled the songs Randler had sung. She remembered the things his mother, Sharice, had told them when Dariak had won the lightning jade. And now, as she sat heavily on the floor of Magehaven communing with the three jades, she knew undeniably that Joral was descended of the Forgotten Tribe. And their baby would have been the heir, but because he had been punctured inside of her, the lineage passed on to her. She had taken it in. 
 
    And so, in essence, Kitalla was now the heir to the Forgotten Tribe, linked by blood to the original King Kallisor and Queen Hathreneir. 
 
    What she didn’t know, however, was how that otherwise connected her to the jades. Or why she suddenly felt a great sense of unease. 
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 The Wary Raven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ervinor groaned and rolled around on the floor of the mess hall, his mind disoriented and foggy. His body ached and he recalled that chaos had come upon him once again in Magehaven. He silenced his moans and cracked his eyes open enough to peer around. 
 
    Not a single person stood inside the room. There were bodies littering the floor all across the mess hall, but no one seemed to be alive. He wanted nothing more than to count himself among the oblivious, but someone had to try to right the wrongs that had happened here, whether these men and women were dead or just unconscious. 
 
    He remembered Verna’s original charge into the tower and the assumption he had made when he saw the bodies sprawled on the ground. But she hadn’t killed any of them; they had been ensorcelled. Ervinor pushed himself up, feeling a deep grogginess peeling itself away from within, and he realized that magic had brought these people down. Perhaps there were no casualties. 
 
    One tired arm pressed against the floor and worked to helped raise Ervinor to his feet. He swayed eerily back and forth before his equilibrium kicked in properly. He hated feeling this way, but it would never get better, not unless the mages could find a way to give him a new arm. 
 
    He dragged himself over to the nearest body and was sad to see a pool of blood beneath the corpse. His hopes had failed him again, but he didn’t resign himself to despair. He moved on to investigate the next man, who had apparently taken down the first and suffered an attack himself. 
 
    “You’re not all dead,” he muttered to himself, pressing on to the next body. It was one of his soldiers, a Sparrow, and she was breathing very gently. “I knew it,” he breathed. He tried rousing her, but she would not awaken. 
 
    “Sleeping,” he nodded to himself, remembering. “The defensive sleep spell knocked us out, didn’t it? But then, why didn’t the mages finish us off?” 
 
    Training his eye on the positions of the bodies, he could see that his soldiers had collapsed in the same manner he had. The mages had moved away from them and, from the blasts marring their clothes and the furniture in the room, had continued their feud unabated. 
 
    Yet now the mages were also senseless. He wondered why. Surely the masters had not sent their own kind to sleep. Considering the tensions in the tower, it would have led to worse problems, for the masters would not likely have agreed to knock their own factions out and then be betrayed by the rest. It had to be something else. 
 
    Movement caught his attention across the way, and Ervinor hobbled over, still trying to shake off the magical slumber from his muscles. He was relieved to see it was not a mage waking up. He wasn’t ready for that. But was he ready for Verna either? 
 
    “What happened?” she asked as her eyes fluttered open. “Who are— oh. Ervinor, sir, what is the situation?” Her voice was thick and her words were hard to distinguish but Ervinor managed. 
 
    “Verna, can you rise? Do some stretches and limber up.” She nodded and did her best to comply while Ervinor elaborated. “Everyone has been knocked unconscious by some magical means, I’d wager. As far as I know, you and I are the first ones up. But I have no idea how widespread this is.” 
 
    She rubbed her face and then followed suit with her arms and legs. A few deep yawns kept her from responding but she finally found her voice. “What are your orders?” 
 
    He looked at her sternly for a moment, seeing a strange war within her that had nothing to do with the weariness. “Are you ready for my orders or should we discuss what happened in the dungeon and before?” 
 
    Verna stood upright. “I’m still angry that you would choose to leave me down there after finding out I was alive. I don’t agree with the way you handled that and some part of me feels I owe Shelloni for letting me out then and there. But, I choose to follow you, Ervinor, if you’ll have me.” 
 
    The general tried to read her eyes. “I don’t mind that you question me, Verna. In fact, it is better to have some opposition once in a while so that I don’t become complacent. But I need to know you won’t fly off the handle again. I need to know that if you challenge my decision, you will do so calmly and rationally, and not within earshot of the entire army. I need your point of view, but in the proper place. Can you do that?” 
 
    “You wish me to speak my mind?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I didn’t expect that,” she said. “I didn’t think I could disagree with you and still be in your army.” 
 
    Ervinor’s voice was stern but not harsh. “Disagreeing and disobeying are different things. If you are to serve in my army, you need to know and understand the difference.” 
 
    “Aye, sir!” 
 
    “Very well, then. Verna, I need you to reconstitute the Wrens and bring them back into the fold. We have work to do here, and it sounds like there’s about to be a lot more of it than I’m ready for alone.” 
 
    She immediately understood what he meant, for bodies throughout the room started fighting back against the slumber. One by one, men and women awoke and battled through the fog to awaken fully. 
 
    As they awoke, Ervinor noted one important fact, and it gave him a moment’s peace. Only his fighters were waking up at the time, so he would be able to position them effectively to keep the mages from continuing their own scuffles. He just wasn’t certain what that best method would be. 
 
    He surveyed the damage in the room and he made a decision he would have preferred not making. He called Verna over to issue new orders and she agreed with the necessity, after which she set off to coordinate the plan. Frast and Quereth joined the effort, albeit grudgingly. 
 
    Little by little, the soldiers under Ervinor’s command gathered the mages together from nearby locations and bodily dragged them into the mess hall. There, they bound and gagged each of them, setting them against the back wall and each other. Ervinor only made exceptions for the Mage Council, whom he propped up on one of the benches and left unfettered. 
 
    When the work was done, he gathered his forces together and called out to them. “My friends, I thank you for your help. But I caution you that our work is not done. We must wait for the spell to wear off so that the mages are conscious. I will address them, and once I have spoken, we will release them.” 
 
    The fighters murmured in confusion, not happy about the prospect of freeing the people who were subjugating them and causing the majority of the issues in the tower itself. 
 
    Frast found Lica wandering in a lower area and brought her up to Ervinor, who laid out his intentions. She argued at first, but then she too acquiesced to his logic. Each of Ervinor’s commanders guided their troops to positions within and around the mess hall, determined to protect the calm when the mages awoke. 
 
    It took some time for the mages to stir. Ervinor noted that the masters were the last to awaken from their slumber, and soon the room was full of bound mages wriggling in their seats upon the floor, trying to escape their predicament. 
 
    “Hold still,” Ervinor called out. “Hold still. You are only bound temporarily. I will release you soon if you remain calm.” His words had the reverse effect of scaring them and causing many to moan or rock in panic. The army stepped in and made their authority known by standing over them and speaking sternly for them to stop and wait patiently. Soon, order was restored. 
 
    At last the masters awoke around the room, as did the members of the Mage Council. Shelloni shrieked her outrage first upon seeing the other mages gagged in front of her. Likewise, the rest of the Council rose up and started screaming at Ervinor. 
 
    The young general bore the insults and threats stoically, waiting until they had vented their frustrations at this treatment and he could finally be heard. Quereth, Lica, and Frast remained close to Ervinor, listening intently for spell words mingled in among the venomous words, but the Council members were simply outraged and not looking for more fighting in the tower. 
 
    “Peace,” Ervinor said at last, beseeching the Council members for compliance. “Please hear me and then we will end this stalemate.” 
 
    Grumbling, the other mages settled down. Shelloni eyed Ervinor angrily. “This will not end well, young man. You have created enemies with us here today.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, you have little choice but to listen to what I have to say.” He raised his voice so it would carry through the chamber. “Hear me, patrons of the tower. Events here have unfolded in a desperate manner. Tensions have escalated to a boiling point and now they have erupted. 
 
    “I know things have been difficult for everyone. Having me here with my troops has also been a major burden. But the problems were not only our fault. This very day, your own anger was turned against each other, and mages battled mages in an effort to vent your frustrations.” He looked to Shelloni, who scowled at the assessment. 
 
    “In my time here,” Ervinor continued, “I have striven to find a way to balance the differences between the factions, while also fortifying my own strength so that we can all weather the coming storm. And there is a storm. There is war. Eventually, many of us will be dragged into it, but this time I am hoping for a new outcome. For a true end. 
 
    “But I realize now that most of you aren’t ready for the wars to be over. You need them to continue because you are used to them. The fighting here showed me that. The treatment of the refugees supported that. I regret to say that I find it completely unacceptable for the work we are setting out to do.” 
 
    He looked at the Council members, some of whom looked bored with this recitation, which wasn’t altogether different than the speech he had used to convince them to help him with his plans in the first place. But the mages stayed quiet, hoping this nonsense would be over soon. 
 
    “I have come to a decision. We are leaving.” 
 
    The large chamber hummed with gasps of disbelief, mostly among Ervinor’s people. They turned their eyes away from the fettered mages and faced their general, wondering at his plan. 
 
    Ervinor waited for the room to be calm, glancing briefly at the masters who eyed him suspiciously. “We are leaving,” he repeated. “In three days’ time, we will leave your tower so that you may continue whatever work you see fit to do. I ask a few things of you before then, however. First, I beg of you to care for your refugees. Feed them, clothe them, bring them into your fold, or take it upon yourselves to escort them safely to a new haven. They are your people and they deserve to be protected by you all.” 
 
    Shelloni narrowed her eyes. “What next, then?” 
 
    “Second, I plan to leave this place to find my own haven where my forces can train as we wait for Dariak’s return. We will then continue under his leadership to make our effort to end the warring. My second request is for your assistance.” 
 
    The Mage Council raged at this request, shouting that he had no right to ask for their help after everything that had transpired in the tower since Dariak had first returned. They banged their fists on the table and the gagged mages bobbed their heads in agreement. 
 
    Ervinor let the anger play itself out once again, waiting to finish his request. “I request your assistance,” he echoed. “Let me explain. I need advice on where to go. My mages could use spell components and spell books that would assist us, if you have anything you can spare. We could use some provisions or suggestions on the best places to forage for them. And most of all, we need volunteers. If the Council allows their charges to make their own decisions, then I would ask each person here to decide whether they would join my quest, freely, willingly. If you believe in the cause I have explained, then I could use your help. But I will not have your elders decide for you this time. And I won’t abide petty squabbling. I will only accept you if you agree to follow me as a member of my army, willing to tolerate the others around you, willing to take orders from me, and willing to devote yourself to my cause. 
 
    “I will not force anyone to come. Even those of you who have sworn yourselves to this task already; I offer you a chance to be relieved of your duty. Whether you remain here, if the Council allows it, or you return home, or what have you, I ask only that you be true to your heart’s desire.” 
 
    He then turned to the Council members, whose faces were unreadable. “I beg your patience for those three more days and I encourage you to squash any further rebellions within your tower while we are here.” 
 
    Shelloni barked a laugh. “If you’re ready to leave, why not go now or in the morning? Why three days?” 
 
    “I wish to give a little time for each man, each woman to decide for themselves without rushing to an answer. Also, I’m exhausted and need a respite before taking to the road. I will step down from my recent duties and return full sway to your able hands, so that I may gather myself for the journey ahead.” He allowed the weariness to show on his face. It was no farce. “So I ask the Council this one last question: Will you allow us to remain here in absolute peace for three days and then allow any willing patrons to join me on my way?” 
 
    The Council members turned and consulted each other heatedly before reaching an agreement, which Shelloni delivered. “We will agree to your terms, but only if you take the refugees away with you.” 
 
    “I feared you would say that,” he said. “You can’t even care for your own people. I will agree to take them as long as they are portioned appropriate amounts of food and water over the next three days.” 
 
    Another brief conference occurred and then Shelloni nodded. “Very well, Ervinor, we have an accord.” 
 
    “Very well.” He turned to his commanders. “Anyone who wishes to volunteer should speak with Frast, Quereth, Verna, or Lica. And I ask you all to spread word of this to anyone else who is not here. Now, release the mages, then let us retire to start gathering our belongings.” 
 
    As the mages were unbound, they looked around more carefully at the Council members for guidance, but they seemed to have truly agreed to Ervinor’s terms. Angry expressions turned to frowns and sulking, but soon the mess hall cleared out and only Ervinor was left with a handful of others. 
 
    Shelloni was among them. “You really believe in this fool’s quest, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” he answered with conviction. “It won’t be easy, and I have no idea how we will accomplish it, but I do believe in it. And I realize that we can no longer stay here, for a good many reasons. It’s better we move on and leave you here to tend to your needs. Thank you for accepting my offer today. We’ll be gone soon.” 
 
    “Indeed,” she muttered, staring at him oddly for a few long seconds before turning and walking away. 
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 The Breakthrough 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hathren forces broke across the field and raced toward the outpost. Gabrion and his troops were at the ready, set with instructions not to kill the enemy. The men and women were nervous about trying to defend themselves while protecting the lives of their foes. But they saw the fire in Gabrion’s eyes and they believed they could win without losing a single drop of blood. 
 
    Ordren’s men were less confident. They balked at the orders at first, but their commander set his captains to keep the men in line. If the battle turned sour, Ordren himself would blow a horn to open the field to proper fighting. For now, he was willing to allow Gabrion his game. 
 
    “There will be mages,” Gabrion cautioned, letting his voice ring out to his fighters. “The three of us will deal with them.” Urrith and Avarra stood tall as his captains, eager to prove themselves. “We will be hard-pressed not to kill anyone. But we will prevail. I lead you to this battle because we must defend our lives, but we don’t need to take their lives to succeed. We will be victorious! We will be victorious! We will be victorious!” 
 
    With the troops cheering excitedly, Gabrion raised his sword overhead, turned, and charged. Under orders, his battalion marched behind him, screaming and waving their weapons as they went. 
 
    The world slipped into slow motion for Gabrion as he pressed his feet into the ground, carrying himself one step closer to a fight he did not want to have. His eyes swept the forces in front of him, counting quickly and seeing that they were overmatched three to one, and he knew that once their mages entered the fray, it would be madness. His heart thundered nervously as if this was his first battle. 
 
    But in that first battle, back in Savvron, he was defending his home. He was a novice then with no practical battle experience until that very day. Many of these fighters were the same. He remembered the moment when everything changed. The rogue who was battling his friend Bryn simply twirled as if in a dance and with a fatal cut of her dagger, Bryn had fallen. Gabrion hadn’t seen an alternative then. He simply paid the favor back by cutting her down. 
 
    He had killed that day, and in every battle since then, he had killed again and again. So many lives were lost to his hand. So much blood spilled. So much knowledge and training lost. Families torn asunder. So many futures erased. 
 
    He knew most of the fighters behind him were facing their first fight, too. He wanted their definition of battle to be different than his own, to set a new tone. To that end, he needed to be as elusive as the wind, despite the odds, and he needed to keep his troops in line. 
 
    It would cost him some energy, but he bent his head low and ran a little faster, pulling further away from his team. Urrith and Avarra did not follow suit, and the rest of the fighters kept their own pace, which was what Gabrion wanted. 
 
    “No more death!” Gabrion shrieked as he approached the Hathrens. “Lay down your weapons. No more death!” 
 
    Mocking laughter echoed from ahead and Gabrion knew he had been heard and that the commander had estimated Gabrion’s chances of survival as poor. He would prove them wrong. 
 
    Ten swordsmen raced in and Gabrion drew what air he could, bringing his sword about to meet them. He let the first man strike, and as he dodged, two others lanced in. He spun to the side and swept the flat of his blade across their backs, knocking them to the ground. “No more death!” he cried, spinning about and blocking the next attack. Parry after parry, he struck only with the flat of his blade each time, knocking the soldiers down but not killing them. 
 
    Moments later, the rest of Gabrion’s forces swept in and the battle was on in earnest. Urrith drove his team toward the left flank and Avarra took to the right. Swords and shields were raised in defense and it took every bit of restraint to keep from stabbing and thrusting at the enemy. 
 
    The Hathren attack was merciless, however. If they noticed the tactics of the Kallisorians, they paid no heed. Their swords and axes swung dangerously through the air, seeking the heads of the defenders, determined to bring a swift victory and to take the outpost as their own. 
 
    The mages held back until the first wave was complete, then sheets of rain and ice littered the battlefield. The Hathrens were cloaked against the attacks, even sporting small spikes on the bottoms of their boots to keep from slipping on the icy patches. 
 
    Gabrion threaded through the field of fighters and made his way toward the mages. Always the first target of an assault, the mages were ready for him, working in tandem to maintain defense and offense. The warrior noted that there were six mages spraying the field with magic. Urrith and Avarra would have to each take two. 
 
    Gabrion charged in, swinging his sword left and right to make his way between the fighters, taking care not to slice them directly. Swords fell, shields broke, but no blood littered his blade. He, however, took some minor gashes for all his trouble. But he knocked down or pushed away his attackers, keeping his eyes on the mages, hoping his captains would be doing the same. 
 
    “No more death!” he kept calling, hoping someone would hear him and understand; hoping someone would see his actions and realize that his words were true. He pushed his way through the fighters and approached the mages in front of him. 
 
    “No more death!” he shouted. 
 
    “Just one more for you,” one of the mages snarled as her companion turned gnarled hands his way. He judged the direction of her spell from the angle of her arms and threw himself to the side, then rolled to his feet. He repeated the move as the mages swapped roles. He had no idea what spells they were sending, but he assumed they were of ice and water like the rest. 
 
    At last he found a moment where the mages’ timing slipped. He jumped forward and tackled the nearest spellcaster, then he grabbed the robes of the other and pulled her down as well. After a few quick punches, they were out cold. 
 
    He couldn’t rest, for some of the fighters had broken formation and were coming for him. There wasn’t time to bind the mages’ hands or gag them, so he rolled to the side and sprinted off, seeing that Urrith was about to take down his target mages, but that Avarra was behind, stuck in the larger fray. 
 
    “No more death!” he chanted as he ran over to her, kicking out and disarming two fighters as he went. “No more death!” 
 
    He targeted the mages but he glanced over to see what was taking Avarra so long. She was weaving and dodging, defending as best she could against three attackers. The rest of his troop was doing the same, and though he could see some casualties, his fighters were obeying the command he had laid out for them. 
 
    His eyes swept back to Avarra as she dodged to the left and then parried to the right. She looked tired but a fire in her eye told Gabrion that she would keep pressing on, ready to triumph. He was about to turn away when a fourth fighter ran up from behind and swung his sword. 
 
    “No!” Gabrion screamed, hurling himself toward them. “No more death!” he hollered. “No!” 
 
    But Avarra was hit badly and she lost her sword. She swung her buckler around to clobber the four fighters surrounding her, but Gabrion could see she wasn’t going to be able to hold them off. He reached them, pulling two soldiers away and throwing them down. Avarra deflected a third attack, but then another sword cut through her defenses and the wound bit deeply into her neck. Her gurgling scream rattled through Gabrion. 
 
    “Mother!” he wailed. “No! Mother!” 
 
    The sword in Gabrion’s hand turned and flew forward into Avarra’s killer, hacking the life away. The sword then whipped around and slew the next foe. A wild rage consumed him. His eyes glazed with fury and he snarled like an angry tigroar. 
 
    The tide of the battle changed suddenly, but he didn’t know it. All he knew was that his home was in jeopardy and without him, people—his family—were dying. His left arm swept down and absconded with a second sword, after which he bellowed in a painful rage that shook the air. 
 
    Enemy fighters turned to him and raced to their deaths. One after another, Gabrion’s swords flashed through the air in a blinding fury, cutting down any who drew close. He pressed himself forward to the commander, laying waste with every step. The clatter of swords and bone echoed around him, but his eyes were set. He ignored the mages, who were trying to rally a concerted spell to take down the madman, but Gabrion’s fighters overwhelmed them. 
 
    Swords whipping madly, Gabrion stalked closer to the commander, bedecked in thick iron armor and helmet. He had a host of armored soldiers guarding him and they stood at the ready, watching the haunted warrior approach without any misstep along the way, no matter who threw themselves into his path. He simply cut them down with a deadly accuracy that unnerved anyone who was watching. 
 
    Ten paces away from the commander’s guards, Gabrion’s frenzy came to an abrupt end. He crossed his swords over his chest and he screamed until his face was beet red. “I said no more death. But you would not listen. If you want to die, then come for me. If you wish to live, then lay down your swords. Sit in the dirt and live. Or lie upon it in your blood, dead.” 
 
    He growled with each breath as he waited for an answer. The rest of the field continued its battle and Gabrion honed his ears for any fighters approaching him from behind. 
 
    The commander saw the insanity in the warrior’s eyes and the obvious talent. He hesitated for a moment, then drew his horn from his hip and blew out three staccato bursts. “I cannot defeat you today,” the commander spat. “Do your worst.” 
 
    “Throw your weapons down,” the warrior hissed. “This fight is over.” 
 
    “Do it,” the commander said and his guards obeyed. Their swords were tossed and they stepped away. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t you listen?” Gabrion demanded. “Why did you fight?” His voice was heavy, aching with pain and rage. “Why is everyone so quick to throw their lives away? Isn’t there some other way?” 
 
    The commander stepped forward and removed his helmet, throwing it down and raising his chin. “Slash my throat, Kallisorian scum, but don’t waste my time with nonsense.” 
 
    Gabrion could see that the man would not be reasonable, so with a hearty lunge, he punched him in the face, splattering him to the ground. “I didn’t want anyone to die here today.” 
 
    He turned around and saw that everyone was staring. Some of his fighters were hurt or dead, but the entire Hathren force lived, save the two dozen or so he had slain in his berserker rage. 
 
    “We could have killed you all,” he called out, stepping away from the commander who clutched his face in pain. “We could have all fought to the death, and then where would we be? Dead, or alive just to die in a fight tomorrow.” He looked around and found where Avarra lay dead. “No more death,” he implored. “No more.” 
 
    He knelt beside his captain’s body and shook his head. “Did she deserve to die here? Has anyone deserved this kind of death? Did my mother, who was protecting children when the town was invaded? Did she deserve to die? Do any of you? Anyone?” 
 
    He rose up and walked away, the whole contingent of fighters from both sides stepping back to give him a wide berth. The Hathrens had not seen such ferocity in a fighter in some time and the Kallisorians were horrified by the killing he had done, particularly after his own decrees not to harm anyone. 
 
    He paced back to the outpost, leaving the two sets of troops intermingled on the battlefield in a bewildered state. They eventually disentangled and regrouped, obeying their leaders by maintaining the cessation of the battle. The Hathrens kept a short distance away but set camp, either to plot the next foray or to wait to hear what else the crazy warrior would say when he returned; they had no doubt he would return. 
 
    The Kallisorians trudged back to the outpost, heavy-hearted, carrying their dead. Six bodies were laid to rest that night and though Gabrion wanted to be there as the ceremonies were conducted, he couldn’t. 
 
    Instead he sat in his room, head in his hands, rocking back and forth trying to make sense of what he had done. No one else was ever supposed to die because of him. He hadn’t intended the deaths in Jortun; he could almost blame those casualties on the confusion of the glass jade, which had slain Mira because she had wholly broken his heart. No, he wasn’t ever supposed to lift a sword in anger again. It had to stop. His blind rage facing Mira should have been the end of his killing forever. Yet now once more he had given himself over to bloodlust. Once more, he had killed to gain an advantage. 
 
    Never again. 
 
    Never. 
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 Discoveries 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dariak spent some time trying to navigate the random rooms of the Magitorium. Each floor was a strange venue in many ways. He did come to learn that each level was somewhat themed. The wooden walls of the bottom floor did not extend above. The second floor was mostly stone and offered places for travelers to sleep. The third floor, interestingly, was a giant maze of ice. 
 
    He stepped onto the floor, pulling his robes more tightly around himself. The walls were thick with translucent ice. He could see movement and odd shapes through the barriers, but nothing specific. As he walked through the maze, it felt to him like he was being chased by specters at every turn. 
 
    One wall of ice slid open and a hobbled man waddled out from within. He was covered head to toe in thick furs and he shivered terribly. “Sir, can you help me?” 
 
    Dariak shrugged. “I’ve only just arrived and I’m trying to find my way. You look cold. Do you need warmth?” 
 
    The man turned his head upward and scowled. “Mind your tongue, neophyte. Warmth is for the ones who do not know inner strength. You curl yourselves up around fire to heat your hearts from the inside because your heart cannot do it for you. Bah! Leave me be.” 
 
    “You said you needed help.” 
 
    The man took another look at Dariak, then shook his head. “Not from the likes of one who is chilled by the ice.” 
 
    “But you’re trembling and wrapped in several layers,” 
Dariak argued. “Are you not battling the cold?” 
 
    The man gritted his teeth and flashed his hands out at 
Dariak, too fast for him to react. In seconds, his whole body was trapped within a huge block of ice. “I’m an old man, but it doesn’t mean I succumb to the ice like a young one such as yourself. So feel the ice now. Learn what it means to be cold.” He turned around, apparently forgetting why he had come out of his room, and returned to his solitude. 
 
    Dariak shivered within the block of ice, his skin numbing instantly and then stinging from the cold. He couldn’t think of any spells in his little prison, nor could he move at all to free himself. He needed a blast of heat to melt enough of the ice away so he could escape. But after about a minute, the spell wore off and the ice vaporized, leaving him shaking on the ground. 
 
    He looked ahead and couldn’t determine which way would lead him through the icy chamber. Rather than face the low temperatures any longer, he turned around and returned to the stairs, jogging up them to restore a sense of warmth. 
 
    The next floor was an odd sort of workroom. It was enormous, with a giant furnace in the center and stalls erected around the perimeter, with workstations scattered everywhere. He immediately pushed himself toward the furnace to melt away the cold that lingered in his bones. 
 
    “G’day,” smiled a chipper old lady sitting on a stool by the fire. Her hands wove in and out repeatedly and Dariak could sense the energies coming from them, apparently keeping the furnace burning. 
 
    “Hello. I was wondering if you could help me.” 
 
    “No, s’ry. Busy day, t’day. Gotta keep the fire ‘ot t’day. Move on, move on.” He tried to interject another question, but she ushered him on while her fingers continued working their spells. 
 
    Irritated, Dariak stepped away from the central furnace, seeking other mages in the area who might be able to offer some guidance. As he walked, he saw that the workstations were 
similar to those found at a blacksmith’s shop, but with some differences. Anvils and bellows and buckets of cold water were everywhere, but also numerous bins of spell components. He inspected a dagger on a bench with intricate lines carved into the blade. They looked more like fractures to him as he inspected it, but his musings were interrupted by the proprietor. 
 
    “No touch, no touch,” the man said. He sported a thick gray beard and heavily wrinkled skin, but Dariak sensed that he wasn’t actually very old at all. “Dangerous, that, if you’re not careful.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt you; this dagger looks like it will break on the first use.” 
 
    The man cackled. “Little you know, lad.” He hefted the dagger and wielded it normally, then he struck his bench with the tip of the blade. Small blue sparks of lightning erupted from the strike. He noted Dariak’s reaction and gleamed. “Aye, indeed. Infused a flicker of lightning magic into that blade. Only good for a few strikes before the magic’s used up, but it might work to paralyze a foe.” 
 
    Dariak took the dagger to look at it more carefully. “Amazing. I’ve never heard of such a thing. Infusing items with magic?” 
 
    “Aye,” the man smiled. “It’s what we all do here. Vallinar is my name and daggers are my specialty. Staffs over there, shields, and so on ‘round the room. Trouble is, it isn’t very stable work and the magics never last that long.” 
 
    “But, why would you need to make these?” 
 
    Vallinar laughed. “Why not? Who wants to cast spells all the time? Besides, what if you’re in need of defending from some brigands and the one fighter with you can’t use a lick of magic and you need it to take them all down? It’s where these come in handy. If we can ever figure out the right balance.” 
 
    “Amazing,” Dariak repeated. 
 
    “Eh, not so much, really. Think of antimagic armor that Delminor made years ago. He found a way to create channels in the fabric by lacing it with special metals that draw the energies down into the ground. So in a sense, he already had the idea of locking magic away inside of things.” 
 
    Hearing his father’s name spoken reverently again felt good. He had feared all mages had turned their backs on him. It figured, though, that he would have to come to the most remote host of mages to find them. “I wonder if you could help me.” 
 
    “Nah, no time. See, it’s only a few hours a day I can even do this, and you’re already interrupting me plenty.” 
 
    “It will only be a moment. Has anyone here seen Pyron?” 
 
    “Never heard of him. But I can’t speak for anyone else. Now, unless you want to help me with this next part, move along.” 
 
    Dariak hesitated, for a part of him truly wanted to witness the next steps and to learn about the magic being employed here. Perhaps once his business with the jades was complete, he could return. He handed the enchanted dagger back to the smith and walked on. 
 
    Many of the stations were empty of workers, and he realized that it was by design. He counted a good forty workshops around the perimeter of the massive chamber, but only every fourth one was occupied at present. Vallinar had said he only had a few hours to get work done, and Dariak surmised that they had to work in shifts because of the instability of the magics they were using. Yet they didn’t seem to share their workspaces, save the central furnace that supplied heat to the various forges around the room. 
 
    A few stations over, Dariak saw a table of staffs. He reached his hand out to one that was artfully entwined with metal strips of various colors. The top was crested with a ribbon of iron upon which perched a figurine of a massive eaglon. 
 
    “Staff of Fireballs,” whispered the worker. She smiled toothily and winked lavishly at him. “Want to buy it? Just twelve thousand pieces of copper.” 
 
    “Twelve thousand!” 
 
    “It’s only a one-time fee, and you may get several uses out of it.” 
 
    “May? It’s not guaranteed?” 
 
    She twittered with laughter. “Nothing can ever be guaranteed, my friend. Why, even with the best defenses, you may never get to use them if someone sneaks up behind you and strikes when you’re least aware.” 
 
    Dariak couldn’t help but look over his shoulder to ensure no one actually was doing just that. “I see,” he said. “I’m only looking right now. But I’m curious; how do you keep the staff from exploding on its own?” 
 
    The woman’s smile faltered slightly. “Well, the metal here is meant to draw away errant energies, but things happen.” She glanced over to the next workstation where char stains marked the floor. “Regardless, it’s a bargain for your defense. In fact, I’ll make it eleven thousand.” 
 
    Dariak smiled politely. “Do you sell many of these?” 
 
    “You would be the first to own one. As a special offer, I’ll sell it for ten thousand, five hundred.” 
 
    “Thank you, but as great as this staff is, I really just need information on a mage named Pyron.” 
 
    She frowned. “You don’t have two coins to rub together, do you?” 
 
    “Well, no,” he admitted. 
 
    “Stop wasting my time then. Go on, shoo!” 
 
    “What about Pyron?” 
 
    “Shoo! Or I’ll show you how this staff works! Shoo!” 
 
    Frustrated, Dariak wandered off to find someone else who might speak to him. As he walked through the room, he was amazed by the different types of equipment he saw. Half the chamber was devoted to weapons, like the daggers and staffs he had seen. The rest showcased enchanted armor. 
 
    “Bracelets of Delminor!” called out a mage close to Dariak’s age. He was a good looking fellow with stark blond hair and wild green eyes. He pointed to a set of gold bracelets. 
 
    “Indeed? What do they do?” 
 
    “Why, they triple the wearer’s weight once they are both snapped in place!” 
 
    Dariak laughed. “Why would I want to be three times heavier?” 
 
    The mage’s face crinkled in consternation. “Well, I have no idea, but they work. At least for a little while.” 
 
    “That seems to be a common theme here. The enchantments wear off quickly.” 
 
    “Indeed, they do, Master…?” 
 
    “Dariak,” he introduced. 
 
    “Tyrrus,” the mage greeted him. “You say Dariak. Are you the Dariak?” 
 
    “Not this again,” he rolled his eyes, remembering Remmie’s welcome. 
 
    “Son of Delminor himself?” 
 
    “Oh, well, yes.” 
 
    The mage’s eyes opened wider and he dropped to his knees in homage. “Oh great son of Delminor, it is with utmost pleasure that I meet you. To hear your words, to breathe the same air, I honor you!” 
 
    Embarrassed, Dariak cleared his throat, “Thanks, but you can get up, Tyrrus.” 
 
    “I would humbly offer these bracelets to you as a gift for your presence here, but we are forbidden to release them from this chamber.” 
 
    “Forbidden?” He thought back to the mage moments ago trying to sell him the fireball staff, shaking his head. 
 
    “Indeed. Not until we prove the safety of these enchantments can we part with them. Oh, but I do wish I could give you something in return for your visit.” 
 
    Dariak saw his chance. “Perhaps you have heard of a mage called Pyron? I am searching for him.” 
 
    “Isn’t he the Council Leader in the southern tower? What would be his business here, O Great Dariak?” 
 
    “There is no need for titles with me, Tyrrus. Please.” 
 
    “Oh he speaks to me on common ground! Why thank you, Dariak the Wise!” 
 
    With a sigh, Dariak ignored the moniker and answered the man’s question. “Pyron was indeed the Council Leader as you say, but he has since fled and I thought he would come here. He has something I need and I must convince him to give it to me.” 
 
    “You are new to this tower, then, I take it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then remember that you may not use magic here against another mage. If you do, we are required to band together to take you down. And we would not want to, but we would be compelled to.” 
 
    “Compelled? Is there some kind of magic binding you to the task?” He thought of the mage who had imprisoned him in ice but decided not to mention it. 
 
    “In a sense,” Tyrrus acknowledged. “Anyone who does not comply is expelled. And for many of us, this is our only home and only here can we pursue what we would pursue, much like your esteemed father had his time to experiment.” 
 
    “My father’s lab was not here,” Dariak hedged. 
 
    “No, no, but he had a place to be. A place to work. A place to craft his spells and learn new secrets to share. Oh how I wish I could give you these bracelets, but they would throw me out just the same. I cannot risk it.” 
 
    Dariak shook his head. “Nor would I want you to. Besides, they would only be useful to me right now if I could snap them onto Pyron’s wrists to pin him down.” 
 
    “Ah!” Tyrrus’ face lit with excitement. “Indeed! That can be their purpose! Ah, now I can sell them!” 
 
    He couldn’t help himself. “To whom? They can’t leave the room.” 
 
    Tyrrus grinned. “Among ourselves, of course. It is how we barter for spell components here. New treasures, to be used for as long as they can. They are sort of like toys, you see.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” he said as if it actually did make sense to him. As he considered it, though, it reminded him of his three-month stint in the Prisoner’s Tower, where he was more than happy performing all sorts of complex spells just to earn enough food to get him through to his next set of spells. Perhaps these experiments in enchanting were just as alluring. He wondered what sort of objects he would make. 
 
    “You know,” Tyrrus interrupted his thoughts. “Usually the important mages go up to the eighth floor. It’s above us workers here. It’s where they philosophize. They sit and talk and sit and talk. It’s boring, if you ask me.” 
 
    “Indeed. Thanks, though; that might be helpful.” He patted Tyrrus on the shoulder in gratitude. “Say, have you tried reversing the weight spell? Make a belt or something that reduces your weight? That might be useful.” 
 
    Tyrrus’ jaw dropped open wide. “Or a haversack! Think of all the provisions you could carry and how light the pack would be! Oh you are indeed Delminor’s son! I have work to do! Thank you! Thank you!” He immediately scurried off, muttering to himself, grabbing for random things from all around him. Dariak couldn’t see how the objects he was gathering would work together, but he knew he had to keep moving on or else he might end up staying around to find out, and then he might not want to leave. 
 
    Dariak headed back for the main stairs and ascended to the eighth floor. Here, the whole place was covered in marble. He could feel energy resonating through the floor to keep it from crushing the floors underneath. The gray-white marble shone with an inner light that kept the room aglow. Cushioned benches were scattered around the area in clusters, designed as conversation nooks throughout the chamber. Tyrrus was right; this was a place for pure communication. There were no trinkets or books of any kind. Just pots of tea and water, apparently, and trays of sweets that wouldn’t rot if left out for hours. 
 
    There were four sets of conversations taking place in the chamber at that time. Three women were in deep discussion about the best combinations of ingredients for water spells, while a pair of males was debating the best ways to clean clothes with magic. 
 
    “No, whisk the air up and around and through to make the tunic flutter in the air. Then lash it with water and soap.” 
 
    “If you do that, you’ll spray water everywhere; what’s wrong with you? No, put it in a basin and agitate the water by wringing it around and about.” 
 
    “Fine, but then batter it with air to dry them. If you use fire, you’ll burn them.” 
 
    “A good point, very well.” 
 
    Dariak bit his lip to keep from chuckling, and he dared not interrupt. There was an ominous sense in this room that these conversations were vitally important to the people engaged in them. If they were at all like the workers on the fourth floor, then he suspected they would be angered by intrusions, rather than welcoming. 
 
    A pack of six old mages was huddled around a marble table, each with fingers on the slab. One of them spoke and walked his fingers ahead three steps, after which another mage groaned and pulled her hand from the area completely. She then called something out and side-stepped her other hand across the table, causing a third mage to be displaced to some other location on the surface. 
 
    Intrigued, Dariak walked over. “What are you doing?” 
 
    They ignored him, at first, making a few more moves until one of the mages was booted from the table entirely. “Ack,” she growled. “Nature always folds first.” She looked up at Dariak. “You have never witnessed the Balance of Essence before?” 
 
    “No,” he said. 
 
    “It’s simple. We each represent a force of energy, like fire, water, and so on. Each is imbued with a set of skills and we take positions on the table and go through the steps until there is one winner, which is usually fire or lightning.” 
 
    “It’s just a blank surface. How do you know where you can move to?” 
 
    She smiled pityingly. “Poor thing. We read the energies in the game and do not need a game board, if you will.” 
 
    Dariak looked again and concentrated. This whole tower was laden with magical energies and the ones they were using were very slight in comparison, which was why he hadn’t noticed. “Ah,” he nodded once he saw the various lines of force extending from each hand. The mage representing fire and water made a move that put water in jeopardy but allowed fire to dominate a section of the field. Earth walked in and subdued the water, after which lightning overpowered shadow. 
 
    He looked at the mage who had turned her attention back to the game. “Does it always go the same way?” 
 
    “No,” she crooned as if talking to a child. “You see, there are many ways one can shift and sway the energies, but some are inherently more destructive than others.” 
 
    Dariak looked again at the energies. “What of healing energy? Where is it represented?” 
 
    The mage glanced at him. “You’re not blind then. No, we can’t use healing energy in this, for it throws off the whole game.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “We have books upstairs that would better explain this. Who are you anyway?” 
 
    “I am Dariak, son of Delminor.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “Many have claimed to be Delminor’s son, seeking favors.” 
 
    “Nonetheless, I am he.” 
 
    “Then we should be wary of you, stranger, for your ways may not be compatible with ours.” 
 
    Dariak eyed her carefully. “Why would you be wary around me? Who told you to be wary?” 
 
    She waved a finger at him. “You will not get information out of me, young Dariak. Know that we were warned against your intrusion and I will not speak to you further.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No.” She then turned her focus back to the game and refused to answer him. 
 
    Annoyed as he was, he walked away from the group feeling a little closer to his goal. Pyron must be here, if these mages were cautioned against him. He walked over to the last group in the room, but their debate about the benefits of tree bark versus tree root would not be disrupted by his questions in the least. He tried adding his input, but it only served to prompt more questions among the group with angrier, heated responses. 
 
    Resigned to continue his search alone, he ventured up to the next floor, which housed one of the tower’s kitchens. He opted to pause for a snack and gather his thoughts. The Balance of Essence game seemed important and it reminded him of Randler, who had often spoken of the balance between the jades. 
 
    Thinking of Randler made his heart heavy. He had abandoned him in the forest, unaware of his fate. He hoped Astrith knew some form of nature magic that would allow him to mend the bard somehow so that he would be able to restore his legs. No one should have to suffer such an injury. 
 
    He also needed Randler’s objectivity right now. He was too mired in his mission to separate the details and organize them well. Randler was particularly good at that. It was a necessary skill of a bard, to look beyond the details to reach the hidden truth, and then build up a fanciful tale around the seeds of knowledge so stories would be shared without losing their meaning. 
 
    Most of Randler’s repertoire revolved around the Forgotten Tribe and the distant connections to the original king and queen of these lands. Dariak felt it was more than just a mild obsession with the bard. The tales felt important, connected to his quest in some way. But he had no way of judging how. 
 
    Dariak made his way to another floor and found one of three main libraries. The books here were musty and old and the whole floor carried their scent. He remembered the library in the southern tower, though he hadn’t spent much time there in his recent visits. He wondered if these shelves would hold similar texts to those down south. Despite his need to find Pyron, he needed a break from talking to mages who didn’t want to be helpful. 
 
    Looking for a pattern among the shelves was like trying to sort out sand crystals. The books were scattered everywhere and examining the titles didn’t help at all. One shelf housed books on herbs, fire magic, swords, and the history of a town in Hathreneir, among other random things. Another shelf had tomes of ancient magic, taming feral creatures, methods for purifying water, and so on. He groaned, realizing he would need to ask for help. 
 
    “Get away from my shelf, thief!” called a voice nearby. A blue-robed mage staggered over, scars marring his body from head to toe. The robe itself was too short for him and knobby legs and arms peeked out from the cloth. 
 
    “Your shelf?” 
 
    “Grr, if you want my books, you have to use the Exchange like everyone else. You can’t just waltz in here and start browsing around.” 
 
    “The Exchange?” 
 
    The old man squinted. “Over there, that big counter marked ‘Exchange.’ Now get going!” He swatted his hands at Dariak and then inventoried the items on the shelf to ensure none of the books had been removed. 
 
    Dariak made his way to the designated counter and saw two huge tomes. A bored-looking man sat at a bench, thumbing through a book upside-down. “Excuse me, can you help?” 
 
    “What book do you need?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I was hoping to look around.” 
 
    The man glanced up at Dariak and scratched his head. “That’s what that book there is for,” he said, pointing to the larger tome on Dariak’s left. “Find the one you want, then write your request in the book there,” he gestured to the other book. “When it’s available, it’ll be on your shelf.” 
 
    “On my shelf?” 
 
    “Eh? Don’t you have a shelf here? Well, that’s another matter.” He bent down low and retrieved a ledger. “Let’s see here…” He thumbed through the pages until he found what he was looking for. “Well, Grezzish died some weeks ago so his shelf is free now. Tell me your name and I’ll assign it to you. Floor three, aisle nine, sixth from the bottom.” 
 
    “I’m not here for a shelf. I just wanted to browse.” 
 
    “You from the southern tower? Ah, figures. No, we don’t have time for that sort of thing. It’s the lot of we librarians to keep everything organized. Can’t have people touching the stacks themselves; we’d never find anything. So, your name?” 
 
    “But what if someone wants a book and it isn’t with the person who is supposed to have it? How do you find it then?” 
 
    The man pouted. “If it isn’t on their shelf then it’s in their room and they’re using it. What an odd question. Your name?” 
 
    He hesitated for a moment and then asked, “What if I said my name was Pyron?” 
 
    “Then I’d say you’ve been wasting my time with these questions. Why, are you testing me to make sure Horru trained me right?” He flipped through the ledger. “Here, Pyron of the Southern Tower: Floor two, aisle seven, top shelf. Why bother me with questions if you already have a shelf here?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Dariak cleared his throat. The man rolled his eyes and went back to his reading as two other mages walked over to the counter to write in some book requests. Dariak stepped away, keeping his eyes lowered, and took the stairs up to the second floor of the library, which was the eleventh floor of the tower. He found the aisle markers and worked his way toward Pyron’s shelf, surprised the mage would even have one here. He wondered if Pyron had come to the tower before or if his book selection would be more recent. 
 
    He reached the designated space and climbed a small ladder to reach the top shelf, curious about Pyron’s reading interests. Knowing the tomes on his reading list might provide some key to getting through to the old mage. Four steps up the ladder and he could see the shelf. 
 
    But it was void of books. 
 
    Disappointed, Dariak climbed back down and sat on the floor, resting his head in his hands. Nothing seemed to be working out for him today. After a few minutes, he decided to work his way down to the sleeping quarters on the second floor and get some rest, hoping a fresh start would give him better ideas. 
 
    “That’s him,” said the librarian’s voice nearby. “He’s the one that gave the false name.” 
 
    Dariak looked up to an angry set of mages. 
 
    “You!” hissed one of them. 
 
    It was Pyron. 
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 Stories in the Library 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ervinor found Kitalla after his discussion with the mages and informed her of his decision to leave the tower. She said little but agreed that it was the right move to make. They only needed to determine where to go from here, and Ervinor frowned before walking away. 
 
    Kitalla’s mind was swimming with thoughts, mostly about her revelation concerning her connection to the Forgotten Tribe. Queasiness remained with her now, and she had no idea why. The jades in her pockets resonated in a spiraling pattern, and she wondered idly if they could be causing the discomfort somehow. 
 
    Though she knew the truth of the matter, she still sought out the library to find some kind of proof. When she had infiltrated Hathreneir Castle before taking the guise of Jareesa, she had spent some time in the library where tall, lanky Mearan had shown her a text detailing the royal lineage. She chuckled to herself as she recalled the odd manner Mearan had of pronouncing things to sound smarter, oblivious to the absurdity of how it really sounded. 
 
    She knew the mages’ loyalties were torn, but that was no different now than before except it was more widely known instead of whispered secretly. It took a few tries before she found a mage in the library who was willing to help her find what she needed. 
 
    “The Forgotten Tribe? That’s a fairy story,” Bertan scoffed. “But we have some bardic collections of the tale. What else? Royal lineage, right.” He eyed her carefully. “You don’t actually believe—” 
 
    “Regardless of what I believe or what I’m looking for, isn’t this a library? Can’t you just show me where the books are without all the speculation and criticism?” 
 
    He wasn’t ready for such a sharp retort and he stammered in reply before guiding her to the books she requested. The anthology, Lines of Royalty, was close by and he handed her the hefty tome and whisked off to the next section. She followed dutifully, determined to get this part over with. 
 
    “Here you are,” the mage said, gesturing to the aisle of books. 
 
    “Which one do I need?” 
 
    “All of them, if you’re really going to try to make sense of anything.” 
 
    “All of them?” she gaped. “There isn’t a summary somewhere?” 
 
    The mage snorted. “Well these two shelves are composed of ‘summaries’ if you can call them that. They’re more editorials by mages who have done the research and scoffed at what they’ve found. These here,” he said pointing to a set of eight red spines, “are less opinionated but also less detailed. The rest of those books are tales by bards gathered through the ages. But who knows as to the accuracy of them.” 
 
    “Aren’t bards known for their accuracy in story-telling?” she questioned. 
 
    “Yes, sure, when they’re young. But they travel when they’re young. They don’t tend to write them down until they can’t travel anymore. And by then, the mind starts slipping. But these here,” he pointed a colorful set of books, “were drawn by one of the queens many decades ago. She would sketch the events as she understood them, often during the bard’s song. If you can interpret pictures well, some say this is a strong source. But if you need text, I say start with the compendiums and then refer to the old texts for clarification.” He looked at the defeated look on her face and felt truly sorry. “Good luck. I would help you if I could, but I have other things I have to attend to.” 
 
    “Thank you for your time.” She let herself sink to the floor with the lineage in hand. She flipped it open from the back, assuming it would be organized chronologically. Even still, it took scanning thirty or so pages before she found what she was looking for. 
 
    Jurshi (daughter), Joral (son), Jellira (daughter), Jannar (daughter) 
 
    It was Joral and his sisters. Linked to their names, she saw two upward-branching lines, one for his father and the other for his mother. Each spiderwebbed out to their own siblings and children, as well as their parents, and so on. She noted absently that Joral’s siblings each had at least one child but his own name simply ended. She never had the chance to officially marry him and so her name was not even with his. 
 
    This volume was not as neatly kept as the one at Hathreneir Castle, and it took longer for her to work her way through the endless lines of history. More than once she missed a page and had to backtrack to find her place and then continue again. Each generation spanned roughly thirty to fifty pages, some more detailed than the rest. 
 
    Some time later, she flipped up and up and up again, eventually reaching the place she knew she would reach. She had to; it was the royal lineage. Kallisor and Hathreneir were at the start of the book, each with their own splinters of children, only two extending from their mutual line. Joral’s line traced back to that line. The mutual tie between the king and the queen. He was not just descended from one or the other. He was indeed of the Forgotten Tribe, though clearly his bloodline had been heavily diluted through the ages. Kitalla touched her belly, knowing that no matter how thin that regal blood was, it was still strong enough to carry down so many generations later. 
 
    She ignored the footnotes claiming discrepancies and speculations in the timeline. She knew it was true and this tome simply added further validation for what was in her heart. She flipped the book back to Joral’s name and caressed the parchment with her finger. 
 
    “What have you given me?” she whispered. “What does it mean?” 
 
    Kitalla looked again at the names of Joral’s sisters and traced the few descending lines of their children, only three of whom would be of an age to marry yet. She had never met them and Joral rarely spoke about them, preferring to consider himself an only child just to spite them. She wondered, though, if they all carried a latent ability like Joral had. At least, he had never said anything of being able to channel magic through dance like she now could. 
 
    As she considered it, she realized that it was a silly thought, for none of the Kallisorian nobles would openly practice magic in any form, and any of them who possessed magical skill probably denied it for fear of losing status and wealth. She also remembered how charming Joral was, and perhaps in some way he did use the affectations of magic to sway people, even if he didn’t know he was doing it. It would make a sort of sense for nobility to foster the ability to affect the minds of others. It would allow for them to make better deals when bartering and enforce stricter treaties and sway alliances in their favor. 
 
    But, then, did all nobles have the inherent skill? What singled Joral out among his entire line and among his siblings? Was it a trick of fate like why some children had different colored hair than their parents? Kitalla groaned. She was getting nowhere. She closed Lines of Royalty and stood up to explore the wall of the Forgotten Tribe. 
 
    “Randler, I could really use you with me right now,” she muttered. “How am I supposed to sort through all this in less than two days?” She considered taking down one of the drawing books Bertan had pointed out, but a collection of songs drew her attention first. She pulled a black-bound tome from the shelf and set it safely on the floor before opening it. 
 
      
 
    With battered eye 
 
    With weakened limb 
 
    No one ever stood to rise again. 
 
    With aching soul 
 
    With failing goal 
 
    No hope remained for them. 
 
    Reach now outward, friends, and look inside 
 
    For there the secrets of hope reside. 
 
    Look not to others but to yourselves. 
 
    Look not to fairies, dwarves, or elves. 
 
    Quell your sorrow, anguish, woe. 
 
    Only then find your path to go. 
 
    The way of the Forgotten Tribe. 
 
      
 
    Kitalla winced, then flipped to another random page in the song book. 
 
      
 
    Hacking, bloody, restless revenge 
 
    the King avenged his powerless son. 
 
    He raged across the field, so light, so free 
 
    for he needed to slay his Queen. 
 
      
 
    He crossed the plains and razed the trees 
 
    leaving boulders broken to dust in his wake. 
 
    He pushed onward ever, never tiring at all 
 
    for he needed to slay his Queen. 
 
      
 
    He met her on the watery shores as she 
 
    ripped fish from the mouth of the sea. 
 
    He scorned her as she stood there 
 
    for he needed to slay his Queen. 
 
      
 
    With curling fingers, whispered words, 
 
    shards of ice pierced through the air. 
 
    Unnatural forces were at work 
 
    and he needed to slay his Queen. 
 
      
 
    Kitalla bit her lip and turned the pages over again, hoping her third try would be more informative and succinct. 
 
      
 
    You cannot reap the land in pain. 
 
    Kill, kill the King! 
 
    You cannot plant without the rain. 
 
    Kill, kill the King! 
 
      
 
    However hard you try to doubt, 
 
    You cannot leave the mages out. 
 
    Kill, kill the King! 
 
      
 
    You cannot fight for all your life. 
 
    Kill, kill the King! 
 
    You cannot raise swords on your wife. 
 
    Kill, kill the King! 
 
      
 
    Lay down your weapons, let us speak 
 
    Else you won’t live, for you are weak. 
 
    Kill, kill the King! 
 
      
 
    Kitalla slammed the book shut and shoved it away, wondering if she should have started with the picture books after all. But if interpreting poems and songs was going to be tricky, surely deciphering some sketches would be just as challenging, if not more so. She sat still for a few moments and then pushed herself to reach for one of the illustrated tomes. 
 
    The pages were thicker than the other books, perhaps because of the different parchment required for painting. Leaflets of a thin waxy paper separated the individual pages to preserve the illustrations within. Kitalla opened the book and set it on the ground again, leaning over to read the inscription. 
 
      
 
    The Lady Cathrateir 
 
    Sketches for Mhunforia 
 
      
 
    The Images depicted within are Sketches of the Noble Bard Mhunforia’s Tales of the Forgotten Tribe. Though some claim these Tales to be for children, they Live within Me and thus I draw them. Scoff not at My interpretations of the Tales, for if that is your Intent, place down this Compilation and seek elsewhere. 
 
      
 
    Kitalla grinned. “I think I like her.” She turned to the next page, which showed the bard’s name and the date of his recitation. The following page depicted the first image. 
 
    Though the tome was perhaps two hundred years old, the paint had not faded at all. Rich green grass swept up a knoll in the deep of a starry night. Dark trees were in the distance, and Kitalla had the sense from the picture that it had rained hours earlier. A young girl was laughing as she sprinted up one side of the hill, a yellow and blue dress flowing around her with glorious ribbons in her hair. On the other side of the knoll was a stern boy, determinedly climbing up as if to conquer the grassy mound. 
 
    Kitalla had no idea what to make of it at first, but as she flipped over to the next page, she saw that the scene continued there. Suddenly she felt a little more at ease, for she would receive a series of images for each tale, rather than a single drawing. Perhaps she could indeed glean more from this work than from the songs or histories. 
 
    The second page showed the boy and girl reaching the top of the hill and crashing into each other. A bolt of lightning flared in the sky overhead, and the shadows of the children extended down the hill, elongating their forms and slightly altering them. As Kitalla looked, she realized that the shadows represented each child as an adult, and when she examined them again, she could see the outline of a crown upon each shadow’s head. 
 
    The story continued and the children rolled down the hill, covered in mud. Kitalla flipped back to the first page for a moment, wondering how she knew it had rained and that the grass was wet. Something glimmered in the paint; perhaps it was that. The muddy children rose up and, rather than yell at each other, they laughed heartily, holding hands and skipping off into the distance. There the tale ended. 
 
    It all seemed so innocent. A chance meeting, the potential for disaster, an unlikely union. She turned to the next tale and started interpreting the pictures. 
 
    “Kitalla,” called a voice nearby. 
 
    She jumped, for she hadn’t heard anyone approach, she was so engrossed in the images. She glanced up. “Frast.” 
 
    “Ervinor has been looking for you.” 
 
    “I am a bit busy, actually.” 
 
    He glimpsed the books nearby. “Reading up on the Forgotten Tribe?” 
 
    “I think it’s important.” 
 
    “So does Randler. But, Kitalla, there really isn’t time for this right now. We need you down below.” 
 
    She nodded absently. “Frast, you have the beast jade still, don’t you?” 
 
    He furrowed his brows. “Yes, and we have kept that secret so the mages don’t try to reclaim it.” 
 
    “Smart,” she approved. “Are you ‘connected’ to it?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It is… a part of you?” 
 
    “Kitalla, what—” 
 
    “Just answer me.” 
 
    He thought about it for a moment. “No, not really. I mean, I can call to it and it responds in some ways, but I can’t do anything with it the way Dariak does. Even Randler has better skill with his shadow jade than I do with this.” 
 
    “Randler again,” she grinned slyly. 
 
    Frast’s face turned red. “Why do you ask? About the jade,” he added hurriedly. 
 
    “No, no, what’s this about you and Randler?” 
 
    “I have to get back to Ervinor,” he avoided. 
 
    “No, no, no,” she teased. “I can tell you really want to talk about this.” 
 
    He hesitated for a moment, then gushed. “Well, I think he’s wonderful. The way he stands for what he believes in but supports his friends too. He’s a voice of reason when everyone gets caught up in chaos. He keeps Dariak from abusing magic. He keeps Gabrion calm. He even helps you, and you can already do anything.” 
 
    “Why thank you.” She tipped her head. 
 
    “And his eyes. They’re gorgeous. Full of knowledge and wonder. He sees the world differently than most of us. It’s almost like he makes a record of everything and locks it away until he needs it, and then he just summons it up and shares it when we need it the most. And the way he plays his lute. His fingers glide so gently over the strings. Did you ever watch him? He sways with the music, ever so slightly. You have to really look for it. He’s… well, like you asked me about the jade, it’s like that with him and the music. He’s connected to it. It’s part of him somehow. He feels it and he shares that connection with us when we listen.” He was going to continue, but Kitalla was biting her lip and her cheeks were twitching. 
 
    She laughed. “You’ve got it bad.” 
 
    “Well,” Frast blushed again. “He’s downright perfect in so many ways.” 
 
    “Does he know how you feel?” 
 
    “Sort of. When we went to free Dariak from here. He sort of knows.” 
 
    “It sounds like it didn’t go well.” 
 
    Frast’s face dropped and he fidgeted with his fingers. “He’s committed to Dariak. And even that makes me want him more.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “Because you can’t have him?” 
 
    “No!” he retorted. “Because it was just the two of us and he—he remained true.” 
 
    “What did you do, pin him down and try to have your way with him?” 
 
    “What! No!” He squirmed, and Kitalla loved every moment of it. “We were buried under the sand. It was just—we were—it was tight quarters, is all. Anything could have happened, but it didn’t. I think… I think that night I lost it and went crazy about him.” 
 
    “But as you said, he is committed to someone else.” 
 
    Frast’s voice went heavy. “Yeah.” 
 
    Kitalla waited a moment and saw the anguish on the mage’s face. “Look, you’ll find some—” 
 
    “Don’t say it, Kitalla. I have to hear it from Quereth all the time. ‘Plenty of sandorpions in the desert, Frast.’ ‘Keep looking. Don’t give up.’ And, ‘Don’t hold on to what you can’t have.’ Ugh.” He punched his fist into his hand. “I wish I could, just once, have things my way. No reasons why it can’t be my way.” 
 
    “You’ve been hurt before,” she surmised. 
 
    “Several times. But this time it’s different. Except that I can’t even be with him. I want it, Kitalla, more than anything. I want him. I wish there was a way I could have him. I wish there was a way he would want me just as much.” 
 
    “You can’t control how people feel.” 
 
    “Well, you can, but only for a short while.” 
 
    Kitalla’s eyes opened wide. “You’re not suggesting…?” 
 
    He stared at her for a moment and then his jaw dropped open. “I would never! No, Kitalla, I don’t want you to influence him with your dance moves. No way. I just… I just want him to want me for me, regardless of anything else.” 
 
    At last, Kitalla stood up and she wrapped her arms around the tormented mage. “Listen, Frast,” she said, pulling back so she could look into his eyes. “You can’t change how you feel, but you have to come to terms with the situation. You have to find a way to move on from it.” 
 
    “I know that. Up here,” he said, tapping his brow. “But the rest of me won’t listen. I swear, Kitalla, next time I see him, I may just tackle him and kiss him before he can stop me.” 
 
    She laughed. “I doubt you’d get the chance. He’s rather nimble.” 
 
    “I know!” He lit up. “Have you ever watched the way he moves? So graceful. Like every muscle flows like water. One step into the next, like the notes of his music, ever graceful, ever flowing.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” Kitalla laughed. “We need to find you someone here you can roll around with to burn off some of your… romanticism.” 
 
    “Funny,” he said dourly. “I’ve tried to find someone else, but my heart’s not into—What is it?” 
 
    Kitalla’s face was furrowed and she glanced downward. “I don’t know why, but the jades are rattling like crazy.” 
 
    Frast reached into his own pocket and nodded. “Even the beast jade. Come on, Ervinor asked me to get you anyway. Let’s go.” 
 
    “Sure.” She sighed, glancing at the book of drawings on the floor. “Then again, maybe the jades are just feeding off your lust for the bard.” 
 
    “Kitalla!” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 44 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Captain of the Ravens 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ervinor sat in a meeting room alone with a cup of hot tea. He wanted something much stronger, but he knew he couldn’t afford to be addled in any way. He thought announcing their imminent departure would ease the tensions in the tower, but he was wrong. Now he was faced with numerous additional complaints from all sides and he couldn’t even push them away. 
 
    One of the refugees from Marritosh, Zasha, came to him demanding to know where they would be taken and why they had no say in the matter. Ervinor explained as calmly as he could that they could choose a nearby destination and he would get them there safely, but they were no longer welcome in the tower. She didn’t care to hear it, insisting the mages should allow them to stay. 
 
    “Then ask them,” he said wearily. “Go up to the Council and ask them.” 
 
    She fumed indignantly. “But it was you who razed our home! You who dragged us to this terrible place! You’re the one who deals with these mages!” 
 
    Ervinor stood tall and spoke succinctly. “The mages razed your home. We fought them off. The king sent troops. We tried to hold them off. Herchig and the others decided to evacuate you. Not me. If you would like to take it up with him, then go back to Marritosh and rifle through the ashes until you find him.” 
 
    Horrified, her face screwed up. 
 
    He maintained his level tone. “We have overstayed our welcome here. You may try to remain, but I cannot protect you if you do. Regardless, I leave in two days. You are dismissed.” 
 
    Verna stepped in from her post and escorted Zasha out, adding more words on the way. “We all know what has happened, and it is a tragedy the mages will not protect us, but Ervinor has the right of it. We survive if we follow him. I urge you to rally together and be ready to follow.” She waited for Zasha to exit before closing the door and turning to Ervinor. “You struck a chord in her, calling on Herchig. She’ll fall in line.” 
 
    “I hate to use my friends in any way, but I had nothing else to say to her.” 
 
    Verna saluted sharply. “Herchig would understand and he would be grateful he could be of assistance to you.” 
 
    The general smiled tiredly. “Thank you, Verna. Dare I ask who is next?” 
 
    “Forgive me, sir, but I took the liberty of sending away Shelloni. She wished to rant at you about tying up and gagging the mages yesterday.” 
 
    Ervinor rubbed his face with his hand. “Again? Doesn’t she ever get tired of trying to tear me apart?” 
 
    “I think not, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you for sending her away. I need less petty nonsense and more time to get ready to leave here.” 
 
    “Sir, if I may. Didn’t you tell the mages they were going to have to deal with these matters on their own so that you could prepare to get away?” 
 
    He nodded. “I did, but they keep sending everyone to me, as if I wasn’t clear yesterday or something. ‘I’m leaving, anyone who wants to come, pack up and follow.’” 
 
    “Except the refugees, but yes,” she added. 
 
    “Of course,” he sighed. “Verna, have any of the mages come forward yet with the advice I asked for?” 
 
    She grinned. “I believe Quereth, Lica, and Frast have news on that front. You have an hour until then, sir.” 
 
    “Good. Then can you fetch Carrus for me?” 
 
    “You don’t want a break, sir?” 
 
    “I do. That is why I need him.” 
 
    Verna saluted again and left to find the sturdy warrior who had single-handedly kept Ervinor safe during the siege on Marritosh. He pictured the burly man, hoping his wounds had been tended between then and now, and hoping he was up to the next challenge. 
 
    The door opened and Carrus entered the room, shirtless, his body covered in sweat. He was heaving deeply. “Sir!” he saluted, standing tall. 
 
    “Be at ease, Carrus. Sparring?” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “Close the door and come forward.” Ervinor stood up from his seat and walked around and sat on his desk so he would be closer to eye level with the soldier. Instead, he was eye-level with the man’s powerful chest and it made him feel uncomfortable. Ervinor had never striven to be as muscular as this man was but even if he wanted it now, it would be a great challenge to achieve it with only one arm. He thought he would always be lopsided now. 
 
    “Sir?” Carrus asked, noting the scrutiny. 
 
    “Just lamenting in my head. Sorry.” He stood up and tried not to pace. “I never properly thanked you for your help back in Marritosh.” 
 
    “We are a team, sir, and I was at your side to keep you safe.” 
 
    “Yes, and you did an exceptional job of it. I wanted to thank you.” He held out a hand and Carrus accepted it. 
 
    “I am honored, sir.” 
 
    “Carrus,” he said. “I have something uncomfortable I need to say to you. I have no idea how you will take it, for I don’t really know you very well yet. But I need to say a few things that may seem odd before I can say what I must say.” 
 
    Carrus blushed. “Sir? I am honored, sir, but I rather fancy the ladies, sir.” 
 
    Ervinor burst out in laughter. “No, it’s not that.” He chuckled again. “I prefer the ladies myself. No, this has to do with your role in the army.” 
 
    Carrus’ blush deepened. “M—my apologies, sir, I did not mean to suggest—” 
 
    Ervinor dismissed it. “It’s fine. With Dariak, Randler, and others around, it isn’t a surprise you’d think I was going there.” 
 
    “The way you were looking at me, sir, when I came in—I just thought—” 
 
    Ervinor shrugged. “I admire your strength, Carrus, and I don’t think my body will ever reach that peak. That is all.” 
 
    “I see, sir. Sorry, sir.” 
 
    “Carrus, relax.” Ervinor gestured for him to sit but he preferred to stand. It made things a little more challenging. “I need you to be able to talk to me openly.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    Now Ervinor felt awkward, wondering if this was a mistake. “Listen, I need your help once again, but I need to know, first, if you’re willing to do it before you accept.” 
 
    “I will do anything you require, sir.” 
 
    “No. Listen first.” He gave up and started pacing. “I don’t have the stamina any more to run at top speed. I can’t make these decisions for everyone without it taking energy out of me. I can’t balance my position as well as I could before. 
 
    “You’re a good soldier. Great, in fact. You take charge in battle and you protect your comrades when they need you. You follow orders when they are given but you think for yourself as well. You’re twelve years my senior but you accept my leadership.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. I accept your leadership because you lead us well.” 
 
    “I do what feels right. But I know I can’t keep this up for long, young as I am. And it’s here that I need your help.” He turned and gazed Carrus in the eye. “I will not assign this task to you, but I will ask you to think about it and then either accept or deny it. I need someone to take over as captain of the Ravens.” 
 
    Carrus stood a little straighter. “Sir, I am grateful and honored that you think of me for this task.” 
 
    “I’m not resigning from the army, but I can’t command the Ravens and lead the army while also dealing with the troubles of the refugees who will be traveling with us. I need to know that I can rest the Ravens in capable hands in a time of need. The Ravens would still be most closely assigned to me, but I need a captain who can coordinate the details for me.” 
 
    The warrior fidgeted in place. “Sir, I have never yearned for a position among the leaders. I am a fighter at best. I am a comrade to the men at my side, not one to issue orders.” 
 
    Ervinor tried to hide his disappointment. “I understand.” 
 
    But the man wasn’t finished. “Yet you have need of me, sir, and though I have not aspired to the role, you seek me out to fill it. You have confided in me a great need. Some of us have seen that you are struggling, but you push ever on and it invigorates us. I will rise to the challenge for your sake, general. I will do as you require because we need you and if this helps you, then I will do it.” 
 
    “Carrus, I am so glad.” He stepped forward and gripped the man’s shoulder. “I do need you and I thank you for accepting.” 
 
    “If I may, sir? You carry yourself as if you are my age, not as someone with half my years. We do not see you as young at all. Not even Herchig saw you as such. I have no idea where your strength and wisdom come from, but I am glad to be at your side.” 
 
    Ervinor grinned weakly. “I forget my age sometimes. Something about the war ages us all, I think, and we find our places quickly, whether it’s among the leaders or among the fallen. You’re not forty years old yet, but by the time I reach your age, I will have spent more than a third of my life with one arm not two. When I consider it that way, it’s hard for me to be strong. So I do remember Herchig, and I try to keep him in my heart as a guide and mentor. Maybe one day I’ll even start rambling like him.” 
 
    “I plan to be there to hear your tales and help you embellish them, sir.” 
 
    Ervinor’s smile was wide. “I look forward to it. Now, Carrus, go freshen up and return swiftly, for I have a captain’s meeting coming at the top of the hour and you should be introduced officially.” 
 
    The big man saluted and stepped from the room, and Ervinor sank into his chair with a deep sigh of relief. He wasn’t entirely sure if Carrus would be the best captain but he trusted him the most and he needed that more than anything. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the five captains arrived. Ervinor explained Carrus’ promotion and they spent a few minutes congratulating him before taking their seats to get to the heart of the meeting. 
 
    “We leave in two days,” Ervinor started. “Our first priority is to determine our destination.” 
 
    Frast spoke first. “We have a few mages who have made some divergent suggestions.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Quereth chimed in. “We’ve been told to head to the far west, far north, into the southern ocean, and back to Kallisor.” 
 
    Lica laughed. “Perfect and helpful.” 
 
    Ervinor frowned. “Those options all seem distant.” 
 
    “Plus we have the refugees to worry about,” Verna said. “They won’t do well on a long trek.” 
 
    Lica groaned. “We should just return them to Marritosh and have them rebuild it.” 
 
    Verna stood up angrily but then forced herself to sit without speaking. Ervinor noted the action and approved of her restraint. “Not very compassionate, Lica,” he admonished. “That was their home and it burned before their very eyes. There can’t be much left of it to salvage. Not material-wise; not in their hearts either.” 
 
    Lica turned to Verna. “I’m sorry. That was heartless of me.” 
 
    The captain of the Wrens nodded curtly and focused her eyes on Ervinor for stability. 
 
    Ervinor took the reins and went through the options. “To the south are larger beasts to deal with, which would be dangerous to the refugees until we pass through the marsh lands. The west puts us closer to Dariak and Randler but further from the war itself. If we return to Kallisor, it will weaken our presence here. I don’t think many of the Hathrens joining our fight will necessarily stay with us, just as Ordren refused to come to Hathreneir. If we headed east, but not as far as the border, we end up passing too close to Marritosh, and I’m not looking to torment the refugees with that.” 
 
    “Then it’s north,” Quereth summarized. “But where exactly?” 
 
    Silence fell and Ervinor swept his gaze to his newest captain. “Carrus, what are your thoughts?” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “What is your opinion on where to take the refugees?” 
 
    “Wherever you think is best, sir.” 
 
    Lica placed a hand on Carrus’ knee. “Dear, he is asking for us to help him decide where that best place is. Do tell us what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “Sir, I would rather not say.” 
 
    Ervinor stood and paced. “Carrus, I know you’ve only just come into your position, but I need your feedback. I need you not to keep secrets from me. It is here I need you to be strong and proud and not to be the obedient soldier.” 
 
    Carrus cleared his throat. “Yes, sir, I only regret to say it for what happened before.” Ervinor knew what was coming, but he insisted Carrus say it aloud. The warrior squirmed, but eventually caved in. “They need to be brought to the castle, sir.” 
 
    Ervinor shuddered and his right shoulder started to ache furiously. 
 
    “We can’t!” Quereth said. 
 
    “Would they even take them in?” Frast wondered. 
 
    Lica shook her head. “I think it’s the only place close by, if these stupid mages won’t keep them.” 
 
    Verna nodded. “It is the best place for them.” 
 
    Ervinor dropped heavily into his seat. “I know. I don’t want to face it, but I know. Going back there… It’s the hardest thing I’ve had to think about.” He massaged his damaged shoulder intensely, trying to keep the trepidation from his voice. “Frast, can you go find Kitalla and bring her here? I need her input on this.” 
 
    Without word, Frast scurried from the room. Lica was already chanting healing spells in Ervinor’s direction. “Thank you, but it’s mostly in my head,” he explained. 
 
    “I will take them,” Carrus announced suddenly. 
 
    “I’m sorry?” Ervinor asked. 
 
    “Bring the army nearby, but not too close. Then I will lead the refugees to the castle proper and leave them there. We will return to you and then we will move on to a safer location.” 
 
    “That’s a decent plan,” Quereth commended. 
 
    Lica snarled. “But if they open fire on you, then you’re goners without enough fighters to get away or to protect the refugees. Perhaps I should take the Eagles with him and watch his back.” 
 
    “Too many variables,” Ervinor decided. “If the king sends out a host of fighters, then even two contingents of our forces will be too few. And if we send the Nightingales as well, then we’re spreading our forces too thin. We aren’t a large enough battalion to fight back whatever troops the king is hoarding at his castle while keeping the rest of us away, and we can’t sacrifice any one group to bring the refugees in.” He tilted his head toward Carrus. “But I’m glad you suggested it, because I need those ideas.” 
 
    Quereth squinted at Ervinor. “You’re saying we all go or none of us do.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Carrus perked up again, determined to prove to Ervinor that he chose wisely in selecting him as captain. “Then I will take the Ravens in first with the refugees and the rest of you will follow right behind in case anything goes wrong.” 
 
    “You mean ‘when’ it goes wrong, dear,” Lica corrected sourly. “But it’s a good idea. Still, I think two of us together is better though. I will go with Carrus.” 
 
    Quereth sighed. “By standard procedure, it would be the Nightingales to go in with the Ravens.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Carrus asked. 
 
    The old mage smiled softly. “Because we would be further north from the other teams, so the Nightingales should be in the mix.” 
 
    Ervinor eyed the mage with a grin. “You figured that out, did you?” 
 
    “Nightingales, North. Eagles, East. Yes,” Quereth agreed. “Smart planning, on your part.” 
 
    “Then are we agreed?” Ervinor asked, looking at each of the captains. 
 
    “We just need Frast, but yes,” Lica acknowledged. “And I don’t see why he would object.” 
 
    “Nor I,” Quereth chimed in. 
 
    A knock at the door interrupted them and Ervinor called for the messenger to enter. “You must come now, general!” 
 
    Ervinor leaped to his feet, the others close behind. They followed the messenger down the hallway and into the larger room, where he veritably sprinted for the stairs and thundered down them swiftly. The others kept close. They reached the bottom floor only moments later, and Ervinor feared another riot among the refugees. Instead it was something else altogether. 
 
    A group of eight men and women greeted them, heavily clad in vines of ivy as if it were armor. Between them was a stretcher with a moaning body upon it. Ervinor stepped forward and recognized the injured man immediately. 
 
    “Randler!” He gestured to the eight forest people. “Come inside and tell me everything.” 
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 Uneasy Truce 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is madness, Gabrion!” 
 
    The warrior’s face was a mask of stone as he sat in Ordren’s war room. The commander paced back and forth, stamping his feet and swinging his arms violently as he spoke. But Gabrion didn’t care about Ordren’s anger. He only needed to endure it for a few moments longer. 
 
    At last the door opened and three Hathren soldiers appeared, followed by their commander. He saw the agitation on Ordren’s face and the aplomb on Gabrion’s, after which his back straightened and he stalked inside even more cautiously. 
 
    “Commander Ruhk of the Royal Army of Hathreneir,” introduced one of his subordinates as the commander stepped forward and angled his head in tense greeting. 
 
    “Commander Ordren of Kallisor. You have met Gabrion already.” 
 
    Ruhk glanced around the chamber. “No guards? Just the two of you? Or do you have mages on call nearby, Kallisorian scum?” 
 
    Gabrion spoke softly. “I don’t need guards.” 
 
    Ruhk’s lip twitched. “Well I will not do without mine, so don’t even ask.” 
 
    Gabrion poured a glass of wine into a goblet. He took a sip to show it wasn’t poisoned and then set the goblet in front of him. “A drink, Commander Ruhk?” 
 
    “You will not lure me into a false sense of security, scum. I came only as a courtesy.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Ordren said, but Gabrion silenced him. 
 
    Ruhk took the goblet Gabrion had poured and sipped from it. “You drink this swill? It is no wonder my king wishes to decimate your land. You can’t even make proper wine.” 
 
    “The fighting must end,” Gabrion said. “Our kings have run our lands dry and they will lead us to ruin. It is we who must stand tall and put an end to this.” 
 
    Ruhk set the goblet down and stepped back. “You’re traitors?” He looked from one to the other, aghast. “Of Kallisor,” he echoed Ordren’s greeting. “Not of the king’s army. What madness is this?” 
 
    Gabrion replied, “There can be no more death, Ruhk. Not in this manner, at any rate. The kings play us like pawns in a game and if it continues, there will be no people left for them to play with.” 
 
    “Blasphemer! Our king guides us toward prosperity by taking down lowlifes like you.” 
 
    “And my king thinks he does the same,” Gabrion acknowledged. “As do the people who fight for him. And so they all line up and then they die.” 
 
    “It is necessary to wipe out evil by any means.” 
 
    “Evil,” Gabrion repeated. “We’re evil?” 
 
    “All men from Kallisor are evil.” 
 
    “Nonsense!” Ordren said. “We’re no more evil than any one of you!” 
 
    “I agree,” Gabrion added. “But I don’t think you are evil at all, Ruhk. In fact, I believe there are a very few people in the land who could really be called ‘evil.’ Instead, we’re all just stupid, because we let ourselves be led by men who cower in their castles.” 
 
    “Traitorous scum,” Ruhk snarled. “You dare belittle my king? When I step from these walls, I will bring my forces in and they will tear you asunder. We will show you how to defile a man.” 
 
    Gabrion stood up at last. “You will indeed gather your fighters and you will bring them in. But there will be no fighting. There will be no killing.” 
 
    “You’re mad!” 
 
    Gabrion stepped around the desk and Ruhk’s guards tensed in response, ready to defend their commander. “Yes, perhaps I am. I’ve killed too many people not to be. I have erased the lives of hundreds of fighters. You see, I have been training the men and women here how to fight and how to defend themselves. But in our battle yesterday, I bade them not to strike. So they did not. I assume your casualties were low? The only men who died fell before my own blades. I killed them because you would not listen. You needed to see that we are not weak or helpless here. We could have decimated you. But we chose not to. We value life here and we would welcome you inside to experience it for yourselves.” 
 
    Ruhk backed away. “I don’t understand. What is your purpose?” 
 
    “To show you that we are the same,” Gabrion explained. “So you can see that we fight because you attack. We fight because a king says so. Yet if we had a choice, we would not fight.” 
 
    “How do I know this is not some ruse to lure us in so that you can slay us?” 
 
    “As I already said, we could have taken you out yesterday if we had chosen to do so. Our purpose is to end the war, not prolong it. Come and learn from us.” 
 
    Ruhk eyed Gabrion oddly. “You truly are insane, warrior.” 
 
    “Tell your men to come in, to partake in our wares, but to do so as if my men are just men, not enemies. Tell them to come in and learn from each other. Think of it as a scouting mission if you must. So long as none of my people are hurt, then you will be free to go yourselves, unharmed, with any information you can take with you.” 
 
    The commander’s eyes narrowed sharply. “How will I know your men will obey such a decree?” 
 
    “I believe their performance yesterday is proof enough.” 
 
    Ruhk couldn’t argue. “The heat of battle is an easy place for one to lose their head, but your forces kept theirs. Having a host of Hathrens here, though, may prove more challenging.” 
 
    “We have to be strong, Ruhk. We have to show them that we’re just people and that we don’t need to die in order to prove ourselves.” 
 
    Ruhk looked at Ordren, whose face was unflinching. “You will abide these rules?” 
 
    “It was Gabrion who brought me here,” he answered. 
 
    It wasn’t the affirmation Ruhk was looking for. He scowled and spun on his heel. “Expect us by nightfall.” 
 
    After he stormed out, Ordren calmly closed the door and then turned to face Gabrion. “I am at a loss.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I have no idea how I came to follow someone so ridiculously idealistic.” His face curled into a snarl. “It was one thing to amass our own forces to put a stop to the war, but this? Having a camping party with the Hathrens? You’ve lost your mind, and you’re going to get us killed. I have tolerated your eccentricities up to this point, but you’ve gone too far. When they return, we will finish them off and I demand your obedience.” 
 
    Gabrion stepped toward Ordren until they were nearly nose to nose. “You will do no such thing. The killing stops, Ordren. You joined me in Pindington because you believed in that cause. You believed that the wars needed to end. Yet now you would throw it away because you’re scared?” 
 
    “I am not!” 
 
    “You’re terrified,” Gabrion corrected. “But you know something? So am I. They outnumber us threefold. Yet it’s the only way to gain their trust. It won’t be easy having them in here. It won’t be simple. But that’s the whole point. The kings have done what’s simple, rather than face what’s hard. When have the kings ever met to discuss the lands, their needs, their desires? Never. They sit in their castles, sending messengers, and they assume they understand the world around them. No more, Ordren. No more. We’ll make them see, and it has to start here. Now.” 
 
    “You are going to regret this. Fights will break out. Some of the king’s own men are here. They will balk at this. They will see it as rebellion and they will send word back to Kallisor and then we are finished for good.” 
 
    Gabrion set his jaw and locked his gaze with Ordren’s. “Then we have to hurry and make this work.” 
 
    Silence hung in the air as Ordren tried to craft a new argument, but he was unable to. “You’re serious about this.” 
 
    “I need your help, Ordren. I need you to help keep these men in line. And if fights break out, I need your help to quell them. I need you to be willing to stand with the Hathrens if necessary and take the side of justice, not vengeance. I can’t do this without your support. I need you to believe again.” 
 
    Ordren slid away from Gabrion. “You’re a fanatic. But you really seem to believe this has a chance.” 
 
    “It won’t be easy.” 
 
    “We have preparations to make, sir.” Ordren stood upright and snapped a hearty salute to Gabrion, after which he left the room. 
 
    Gabrion released a deep breath and sat at his desk for a few minutes, arguing with himself over the wisdom of this plan. Yet he knew deep in his gut that the peace had to start somewhere. He hated that it had required him to demonstrate his prowess on the field. After all, how could killing others actually bring peace? But perhaps fear of his skill would be enough to temper the others, so they could give this a chance. It was far-fetched and he was worried, but he couldn’t let that show. He had failed in so many things, but in this, he would not fail. 
 
    Hoisting himself up and donning his most confident aura, Gabrion stepped out of the war room to spread the word to the rest of the outpost, ready for resistance, which he met in droves. 
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 The Healing Jade 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dariak looked up at the angry mages and he struggled to keep himself from crying out in shock. “Pyron, at last,” he said as calmly as he could muster. “I have been looking for you.” 
 
    “No doubt,” the old man snarled. He turned to the mages who were with him. “Grab him and bring him to my quarters.” 
 
    “But he needs to face the Board for his crime,” said the librarian. 
 
    “After I speak with him.” When the man hesitated, Pyron continued, “It was me he impersonated. Shouldn’t I have a chance to confront him? You may be there, of course.” 
 
    The mage was torn but he finally acquiesced and they guided Dariak out of the library and up to Pyron’s chambers on the fourteenth floor. Dariak’s mind raced, wondering what would happen to him now. The last time he had faced Pyron, the mage had encased him in antimagic bindings. This time, he had no jades to protect himself with. And though Tyrrus had warned him that mages could not use spells against each other in the Magitorium, he doubted Pyron would need to abide by those rules. 
 
    Clearly, Pyron was in good standing in this tower. He lived in an enormous suite with its own privy and miniature kitchen. The bedroom was sectioned off and he had a separate reading room, which was where they brought Dariak. All that was missing was a private laboratory where he could practice incantations, but in a tower full of such rooms, it was unnecessary. Dariak accepted a cushioned chair, but the librarian and his two guard mages opted to stand. 
 
    Pyron took another seat. “So, Dariak, have you come to tear down this tower, too?” 
 
    The black-haired mage shook his head. “Don’t be ridiculous.” 
 
    “Ridiculous?” Pyron scoffed. “Were you not at the destruction of the Prisoner’s Tower in Pindington? Did you not wreak havoc in my own tower?” 
 
    “You’ve known me all my life, Pyron. You mentored me when I came to the tower as a teenager. But now you’ve shunned me. What happened?” 
 
    “You know very well.” The old mage’s voice was tight. 
 
    “The accident that killed Kerrish,” Dariak muttered. “I tried to explain that, but you would not listen.” 
 
    “Who in his right mind would ever sacrifice his own life for a meager cause? To stand in your way? No,” Pyron scowled. “I knew Kerrish. He had too much ambition to die so he could hurt you.” 
 
    “Then you didn’t know him well enough. You didn’t know how he hated me for being different, for being interested in his son. You don’t know how he loathed me for letting his son see that he wasn’t alone in his feelings.” Dariak fought the urge to stand and stalk around the room in anger. “What father would ever want this for his son? Not to know the love of a woman, to bear children and carry on his line? Kerrish couldn’t handle it and he often raged against me, even as a lad. And when he realized that his son was like me, you can’t imagine what he did.” 
 
    Pyron’s jaw tensed. “You are twisting history.” 
 
    “No, I am revealing it, Pyron. Kerrish was a powerful mage, but a terrible man. He tortured Kesh. Humiliated him. I heard bits of it and even those were horrific.” 
 
    “This is far from the point. You brought death and destruction to the tower, Dariak, and you must pay for that crime.” 
 
    “This is entirely the point, Pyron. Kerrish was your friend, though you disagreed with him on the Council. Did he ever tell you about the escapade between Kesh and Lorianna? How he stood in the room, leering over the two of them, coercing his son to bed her? Watching them, spells at the ready if they refused?” 
 
    “You lie!” Pyron shouted, standing up, his fingers flaring red with flames. 
 
    “You will never know, will you? It’s my word against your convenient memories. No one ever knew why Kesh killed himself, though, did they? Well, perhaps his father knew.” 
 
    “So you had a motive for murdering him that day,” Pyron decided. 
 
    “Don’t be a blind old fool!” Dariak yelled. “Look at me, Pyron! Don’t you know me?” 
 
    They stared at each other for a while, then Dariak sighed. “I can see you don’t. You think I changed. You think I would have murdered him in cold blood to satisfy some old vengeance. You truly believe I would slay him so I could claim my right to the jades and sway the Council. But your logic is broken.” 
 
    “No, Dariak, your mind is filled with lavish ideas of changing the world and you sought power that was beyond your scope. Even your father was wary of the jades and he sought them only to learn more about them, not to unite them.” 
 
    “But he did unite them.” 
 
    “He had little choice. But you would wander in, claim them all, and bring them together to unleash some unknown force upon the land, to what end? To stop the fighting? Dear boy, don’t you think it will only increase the fighting? Don’t you see that it will only bring others to tear you down instead? The enemy will be different, but the result will be the same. Wars will continue, regardless. But instead, you will kill the lands we are trying to protect by using all that power.” 
 
    Dariak listened carefully and let the words sink in. “You sound like Randler, who wanted to steal the jades away and throw them into the sea where they could not be found.” 
 
    “No!” Pyron snapped. “They must not be destroyed!” 
 
    Dariak laughed mirthlessly. “You fear their power but you also fear their loss. You’re a mess.” 
 
    “There is more to learn from them, but only if we proceed cautiously. I will not condone handing the jades over to you, Dariak. I will not allow it. You will destroy us all.” 
 
    Dariak stood and walked over to lean against the wall. “I would not have killed Kerrish in secret. I wanted his crime to be known. I wanted you all to know his darkness so you would judge him and punish him. All my life, I’ve been met with looks of scorn and disgust. But it’s those who persecute people like me who are the true villains. I’m just a man. I don’t hurt anyone by being different. I wanted him to face his crimes before you all, but my quest did not allow for it. I needed to gather the jades and bring an end to the larger threat, the one that will ruin us all. 
 
    “And then there was you, Pyron,” he continued. “You, who helped to raise and train me. But when my need was great and when the accusations flew toward me, you collapsed under the weight of your peers. You showed your weakness to me and you refused to hear my words, to hear my truth. Even now, you writhe around trying to evade me. It breaks my heart, because I always looked up to you as a father. Because my father is dead. Yet you were there to guide me in his place. I only want what my father wanted. To find peace in this world. To bring us together as one people, not as warring enemies. 
 
    “Even in your own tower, under your own guidance, you could not stop the fighting. Mages are angry with other mages because they excel in different elements. It is absurd and you don’t even see it! You accept it as normal and move on with the day, complaining of all the things you need to tend to. But I intend to change it, Pyron. I will change it. People will be judged on their actions, not on what they are or where they were born. It’s what I am fighting for. It’s what my friends are fighting for. And despite his personal wish for the end of magic, it’s also what Randler is fighting for.” 
 
    Pyron’s face was inscrutable. “You love that bard yet he would end magic if he could.” 
 
    “Magic was used against him. I understand why he feels that way. But he accepts me and he knows that I am close to magic. He’s my grounding force and he keeps me sane. He’ll ensure that your greatest fears do not come to pass. He’ll keep me from destroying our world.” 
 
    “You speak like a lovesick child,” the old man accused. 
 
    “Does that mean I’m wrong?” 
 
    “Bah!” Pyron threw himself back into his chair. “I’m too old for this romantic nonsense. You cannot change the way people act by showing greater force, Dariak. Your plan is flawed.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “How can it not matter?” he screamed. 
 
    “Plans change all the time.” Dariak walked over to his chair and pushed himself into it, though all he really wanted to do was crack Pyron and the other mages over the head, claim the healing jade, and rush back to Randler. “I have no desire to take the healing jade by force, but I will if I must.” 
 
    “And bring the whole Magitorium down on your head?” Pyron chortled. “That’s why I came here. These mages will unite when it comes to it. You cannot harm me.” 
 
    “I can challenge you to a duel, can’t I? We can go outside this tower and have it out, mage to mage. And when I win, I will forgive you for denying me my birthright and I will go on to change this world.” 
 
    Pyron pulled the healing jade from his pocket and held it in his hand. “I am impervious with this, you realize. How do you intend to take it from me? You cannot cut me. You cannot burn me. Will your other shards help you in this?” 
 
    “They are not with me,” he said. “I am here alone. Just me. If you will not give the jade to me willingly, then I will defeat you for it.” 
 
    Pyron laughed heartily. “You don’t have your precious jades with you? How do you hope to overpower me without them?” 
 
    “Why, are you afraid I will win? Is that why you won’t accept my challenge?” 
 
    Pyron’s face lost all of its mirth. “You are a rambunctious upstart, Dariak, and your arrogance always irritated me. But I did help to train you as a mage, so I know the foundations of your skill and I will not allow you to best me.” 
 
    “Then we battle?” 
 
    “We battle.” 
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 To Walk Among Friends 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kitalla and Frast sprinted down the stairs, following the pulsations of their jades to the first floor of the tower, ignoring Ervinor’s meeting on the third floor. They scrambled past bewildered mages who instinctively flung up defensive spells just in case. They reached the bottom floor and watched as Ervinor and a host of others marched from the room to an antechamber. Kitalla raced ahead, Frast on her heels. 
 
    They burst into the room as Randler’s writhing body was set upon a table inside. Frast’s knees weakened at the sight of the injured bard. “What happened?” he whispered. 
 
    A thick cloth was pulled away, revealing Randler’s crushed legs. They winced at the sight. One of the forest people turned to Ervinor. “Your man was traveling with his companion through our wood. In short, a tree fell upon this one and crushed him. Astrith worked what magic he could but he could only stop his body from rotting. He has not the skill needed to mend this, so we brought him here to the mages.” 
 
    Another member of the vine-cloaked foresters spoke next. “Astrith did fashion these for him, if you are able to mend the greater damage. They should help to facilitate his recovery.” She handed Lica a set of crutches that could lock together about Randler’s waist and support him, as well as the staff Dariak had crafted for him in the woods. 
 
    A third member spoke next. “There is little else we can tell you, but Astrith was insistent that you receive these.” He handed Ervinor a sack and bowed his head. 
 
    Ervinor handed the package to Quereth to inspect and the old mage gasped. “It’s the other jades!” 
 
    Panic streaked down Ervinor’s spine. “What happened to Dariak?” 
 
    “From what we know, he continued his quest for the last of those pieces. From what we know, he is fine.” 
 
    Frast stepped forward, shocked. “He left Randler with you, in this state, so he could go after the jade?” 
 
    “It would seem so,” the man answered. “Now if there is nothing else?” 
 
    “You’re leaving?” Lica asked. “You only just arrived.” 
 
    “This… structure. It is unnatural and we will not endure it. No, we must return home.” Ervinor tried to encourage them to stay, but they were adamant and somewhat nervous. They had nothing else to impart to these people, thus they took their leave so they could tend to Randler. 
 
    Frast struggled at the sight of the bard. Randler’s skin was clammy and pale and he randomly twitched in pain. Frast wanted nothing more than to grab the man and pull him close, telling him it would be all right, somehow, some way. Kitalla watched the frustration on the mage’s face, so she set her hand on his shoulder and whispered softly. “Talk to him, Frast. Let him know we’re here and we’ll do what we can to help.” 
 
    He thanked her for the permission, for it allowed him to take Randler’s hand in his own and to bend low, crooning in a soft, comforting voice. No one was fooled by the farce but they had other concerns. 
 
    Ervinor’s face was taut as he looked at the damage to the legs. “How can he recover from this?” 
 
    Kitalla kept her voice low. “He may not. But if the mages can come together, there may be a chance.” 
 
    He turned to her. “You’re saying they could save both of his legs when they could nothing for my arm?” 
 
    She sharpened her tone. “Your arm was cut clean off. This is different.” Without waiting, she turned to Quereth. “Get them.”  
 
    He didn’t need any clarification. After handing the sack of jades to Ervinor, he turned on his heels and flew from the room. 
 
    Lica gave the chamber a cursory search. “We need to make him more comfortable and we will truly need a lot of skill for this to work.” 
 
    “Will they help?” Carrus asked. 
 
    “How can they not?” 
 
    Verna grunted. “These mages are selfish.” 
 
    “No,” Ervinor whispered, looking down at the sack in his hands. “They will help.” 
 
    Shelloni was the first to arrive, which was no surprise to Ervinor. She seemed to be hovering nearby wherever he went. “Now you’re asking favors?” 
 
    “We are desperate, Shelloni. Look at him and tell me you won’t lend a hand. What will it cost you, some energy? Some spell components?” 
 
    “Yes. But why should I? Let the mages who support you do this work.” 
 
    Lica stormed over. “This is serious. Get over yourself and do the right thing for once. We need every mage here who can work a healing spell and that’s the end of it. Summon the legions and return here quickly. The longer we wait, the less likely he will recover.” 
 
    “Of all the nerve!” Shelloni shrieked. 
 
    “She’s right,” Rothra said from the doorway. “I have no love for these fools, but how can we turn our backs on this?” 
 
    “Think of the drain on our resources!” she argued. “Are your fire mages going to replenish them? This isn’t worth our effort.” 
 
    Kitalla grabbed her and spun her around. “Yes it is, you insignificant turd.” She withdrew the glass jade from her pocket and thrust it into the woman’s hand. “It’s only a loan, however.” 
 
    Shelloni looked down at her hand and gasped when she realized what it was. “Y—you have the jades?” 
 
    Ervinor held up the sack in his hands. “Nearly all of them. So use them to the best of your ability to heal him. Then you can commune with them until we depart in two days.” He saw the hunger light in her eyes. “I suggest you fix him fast, as it will give you more time with the jades for yourselves.” 
 
    Kitalla walked over to Rothra and handed him the fire jade. “Don’t get too used to it,” she warned. “You’ve seen me angry.” 
 
    They had never spoken, but Kitalla had fought against Rothra on one of her excursions in the tower, and he knew she was not to be trifled with. He nodded slowly. “I will return it.” 
 
    “Yes you will. Now don’t you two have preparations to make?” 
 
    Lica chimed in, “Frast, Quereth, and I will also be part of this.” 
 
    “No doubt,” Shelloni muttered. “And surely Ervinor will set up a contingent of bodyguards to ensure we do our best and don’t try to keep the jades for ourselves.” 
 
    “Should I?” the general asked. “Or maybe we won’t leave until I have these all back in my possession. And I know how badly you want us gone.” 
 
    Kitalla tapped her lip. “True, Ervinor, but maybe their lust for the jades will be stronger. I’m going to go limber up, just in case.” She strode from the room, feigning a leap at Rothra, who shrieked and stepped away in fear. 
 
    “Come,” Shelloni muttered foully under her breath. “Surely Quereth has rousted the others by now. Let’s coordinate this quickly.” She turned back to Ervinor. “We will need those, please.” He handed her the sack of jades. 
 
    “Lica, Carrus, Verna, please keep an eye on those shards,” Ervinor requested, after which they left the chamber. 
 
    Only Frast was left, but from the look on the mage’s face, he wasn’t going to leave any time soon. Ervinor stepped over and clapped the man’s shoulder. “Frast.” 
 
    “Don’t say it, Ervinor.” 
 
    “He is Dariak’s man.” 
 
    “Don’t say it,” he breathed. 
 
    Ervinor cleared his throat. “Frast, will you be assisting the procedure?” 
 
    “Yes. I wouldn’t be anywhere else.” 
 
    “Then perhaps you should join the others to hear the plan.” 
 
    He shook his head slowly. “I can’t leave him, Ervinor.” The general did not respond, so Frast turned to face him. “He isn’t mine. I know that. But for now, here, today, it’s all I have. Just let me be with him right now. It’s all I have.” 
 
    “You’re setting yourself up for a lot of pain later.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” he whispered. “Please, go and do whatever you need to do before the others return. Let me be with him.” 
 
    “I have nowhere else to be.” 
 
    Frast raised his voice in a painful wail. “Won’t you just get out of here? For ten minutes? Please?” 
 
    Grudgingly, Ervinor turned and left the room. As he pulled the door closed, he saw that Frast had leaned closer to Randler, almost as if to kiss him. He hoped the mage wasn’t going to do anything foolish, but he worried that staying might be even worse. 
 
    Kitalla was waiting for him in the main chamber. “I thought you were off to warm up,” he commented when he saw her. 
 
    “Just making a point,” she smiled, then looked over Ervinor’s shoulder. “Frast is still in there, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes. He’s nearly insane with grief.” 
 
    She frowned. “It’s only going to get worse.” 
 
    “That’s what I told him.” 
 
    Kitalla shrugged. “Listen, Ervinor. I can’t be nearby when they do this spell.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “For one reason, I’ve been through major healings like that; it’s how I know it is possible for them to succeed. For another, like you, it’s too close to home, if you know what I mean.” She nodded toward his missing arm. 
 
    He grumbled then nodded. 
 
    “But also, I need to be the backup in case the mages don’t return the jades.” 
 
    “You’re going to take them all down yourself?” he mused. 
 
    But she was serious. “How do you think they fell asleep last time?” 
 
    “That was you?” he gasped. “How? I just thought their sleep spell backfired or something.” 
 
    “So did they, apparently,” she replied. “But it was me. And I need to be ready so I can do it again if I have to, though I’m hoping I won’t. I’m telling you this because I will be going into hiding until it is time for you to leave. You won’t be able to find me.” 
 
    “Then how will you know if they have the jades if I can’t get word to you?” 
 
    “I will know.” She smirked mysteriously. “Be careful, Ervinor. Once they have time to work with those shards, they may be reluctant to hand them over, even if it means allowing you to stay here. It’s imperative, though, that you gather them back swiftly and leave.” 
 
    “What if Randler isn’t ready to be moved by then?” 
 
    She patted him on the shoulder. “Leave Frast here with him. I’m sure he’ll take good care of the man.” 
 
    Ervinor groaned. “Just to make it that much worse.” 
 
    “Worst case scenario, is all. But two days. Get out of here with the jades. All of them.” 
 
    He leaned in. “Even the one still in your pocket?” 
 
    Kitalla grinned. “See? You’re learning. This one will join you once you’re out of here, and I will carry it to you,” she finished with a wink. 
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 Healing Music 
 
      
 
      
 
    Randler was carefully moved to one of the larger training chambers on the second floor. The walls were protected against errant magic which, in this case, was more to keep outside energies from interrupting them. The bard was placed on the floor, Frast ever at his side. Shelloni regarded him with scorn. 
 
    Over three dozen mages were in the room, as well as a host of soldiers, at Ervinor’s insistence. He didn’t want any of the tower’s people to think he wasn’t watching. The mages were spread around in symmetrical positions, with the strongest healers standing nearest to Randler. Eight masters surrounded them, each clutching a jade securely in hand. The rest of the mages stood nearly at the perimeter in small groups, each poised behind one of the shard-bearers. Behind them all, spread evenly along the walls, was Ervinor’s crew. 
 
    The masters communed with their jades and Rothra raised his head. “Something is wrong. The energies are not balanced.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Shelloni agreed, turning an angry eye to Frast. “You have a shard on you, don’t you? Given the severity of this task, wouldn’t it have seemed more appropriate for us to know this beforehand? Come on, which is it?” 
 
    “The beast jade,” he said simply, ignoring the fury on her face as it dawned on her that he must have had the jade with him since his arrival and no one had suspected. 
 
    “Fine,” she hissed. “Go stand there between Devrin and Lica. That should accommodate the balance.” 
 
    “No. I’m staying here.” 
 
    “Nonsense!” she shrieked. He didn’t respond. “Fine then! Give your shard to Morguth.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Ervinor stepped in. “Frast, this isn’t helping.” 
 
    But Frast had a plan in mind. “Shift yourselves around to balance the forces if you need to, but I’m not leaving his side. Besides, with me here, you can channel the energies through me. Through the beast jade.” 
 
    Rothra could see that Frast was not going to be convinced to change his mind, so instead he called for three of the mages to shift position. “You’re a fool, Frast. Courageous, but a fool.” 
 
    “Why courageous?” Ervinor couldn’t help but ask. 
 
    Shelloni smiled toothily. “Every aspect of the spell will pass through him and into the bard. And every resurgence of the magic will come back through him as well. In essence, he will feel every part of it.” 
 
    “Frast!” 
 
    “No, Ervinor. It’s Randler’s best chance. The magic has to be focused. I will be the conduit.” 
 
    Shelloni blew out her breath. “Well, it will certainly help. But if you die, it’s no fault of ours.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Frast…” But, like Rothra, Ervinor could see the man’s commitment to the plan, so he stepped back against the wall and braced himself. 
 
    Shelloni looked across the room at Ervinor. “Because he is a bard, we have decided to use an older ritual to try to appease his suffering. Witness genius in the making!” It took everything Ervinor had not to roll his eyes. 
 
    Rothra held aloft the fire jade and called aloud, “The fire of life burns in us all, giving us power to grow strong and tall.” 
 
    Devrin raised the air jade. “With pulsing breath, both in and out, the gift to sing, cry, scream, and shout.” 
 
    Old Pollineena called to the lightning jade. “The spark of life, of light, of hope; we cannot understand your scope.” 
 
    Shelloni intoned, “Water flows within our veins, blood to our feet, blood to our brains.” 
 
    Vatrus was next. “Shadows in the light conceal. Draw away the pain we feel.” 
 
    Quereth hoisted the earth jade high. “Your bones, your skin, all from the earth, loaned to you upon your birth.” 
 
    Yndros called, “Invisible glass, which we cannot see; guide us now where we cannot be.” 
 
    Lica clutched the nature jade tightly. “From forces of this world unknown, we beg our brother, be resewn.” 
 
    And though the scripted phrases were complete, one other jade needed to be aligned to the process. Frast could sense it and so he called to the beast jade. “Burning deep with feral might, be strong now; survive this plight.” 
 
    The six healers surrounding Randler’s body linked hands, encircling Frast and the bard. They began their chanting as one unit. “Brethos teschnus retrifar kaie k’nor beon spentirricus laie.” With a step to the left, the circle pivoted and called the next verse. “Reprefar mentillius corvuthe kaie.” The healers stepped again, this time raising their joined hands upward, and moving closer to Randler so they could twist around without breaking their link. “Recticos berlimmiean frethnor murscht.” They untwisted as they bowed low, stepping back again. “Channethor rethribos noctro kaie.” Then the process repeated. 
 
    As Ervinor watched the dance, he felt enthralled by the precision. Each mage knew his or her part in this routine, but bringing it together as one felt powerful. Chanting sounded to his left and he turned his head to look. The mages behind Rothra were now doing their own dance, each step ending with their hands reaching for the master. After four repetitions, they stopped, and the next group to their left began, sending waves of energy toward Lica. 
 
    Once the eight groups of empowerers finished a circuit, the masters all turned left so that when they stretched their right arms out to the side, their jades pointed to Randler. The masters cast their spells in pairs. Fire and lightning. Earth and shadow. Air and glass. Water and nature. The mages holding the pairs of jades stood opposite each other in the circle. 
 
    Impressive as it was so far, Ervinor suddenly realized that it was only the preliminary parts of the spell. For, as the last pair of masters ended their incantations, Randler and Frast both howled in agony. The healers repeated their dance, drawing energy from the masters behind them, who in turn pulled energy from the empowerers. The next circuit of empowerments happened, not singularly like before, but in the same pairs as the masters, and so the circuit swept around much faster. 
 
    As Ervinor watched and listened, the chanting worked its way through a series of crescendos and falls, with the outer ring of mages acting like the chorus of a song, ever repeating and supporting the rest of the melody. The masters carried key parts of the tune, but it was the healers in the center who sang with the great unified voice, carrying the heart of the song. But all the while, the odd music was punctuated by the horrific cries of the man being healed and the conduit who channeled the energy. 
 
    The tempo increased and when the healers twisted around, they broke their holds, stepping back, clapping, then rejoining the circle. The rhythm was powerful and Ervinor wondered if all magic spells held these components or if it was only during major incantations like this. Perhaps this ritual existed this way because, as Shelloni had said, it was an ancient one. It reminded him of his one-time fascination with magic. How could something so beautiful be shunned as dark and evil? 
 
    Randler’s cries pierced the room with a rending shriek, but the mages did not break their stride. Shelloni had chosen her supporters well, for they were properly trained to remain focused. Only Frast showed signs of wear, but he clutched the beast jade in his hand, unable to chant with anyone considering his pain. He rocked back and forth to try to allow the energies to flow more swiftly through him, but it was the release of Randler’s suffering that made it unbearable. He leaned forward, tears streaming from his eyes. “Hold on, Randler. Hold on. Please.” 
 
    The bard cried out again, as if each burst of noise expunged some pain. Frast felt the same release, albeit only barely. He wondered then if he could try to help in a better way, rather than allowing the fire to burn through him both in and out. Perhaps he could find a way to provide an outlet, without disturbing the fluxing energies in the room. 
 
    The beast jade vibrated in his hand and he let his mind escape into it for a time. Within, he sensed a willingness to help. Maybe it was because its brethren were in the room working in unison, but he didn’t care why. Frast reached within, imploring the jade to help save Randler. He felt a tug against his will and he accepted the call. Clutching the shard tightly, the surface sheared into his skin and drew in his blood. The beast jade pulled his consciousness within and then the pain grew worse. 
 
    The next surge of energy swept through Randler, tugging on the broken scraps within his legs, reminding them where they were supposed to be, and trying to drag them into place. It was the source of the pain, and though the bard was mostly unconscious, he cried out each time the pieces moved inside of him. 
 
    But Frast didn’t want him to suffer anymore. Kind, gentle Randler. Beautiful Randler. Intelligent, talented, wonderful Randler. He could not scream anymore, for it would ruin his throat and his silky voice would struggle to caress the words the way they needed. He asked the beast jade to save Randler, to ease his suffering, regardless of the cost. 
 
    And so the next bellow erupted solely from Frast. It was an inhuman cry, almost beastlike in nature. Whether it was tigroar or ursalor, he did not know, but the raging fury that scorched him from within felt like true and ultimate bliss, for his ears did not echo with Randler’s shouts. It was only his own voice. He could endure it, if only to save beloved Randler. He begged the jade to continue. To keep Randler safe and whole. 
 
    Ervinor was unnerved by the sounds emanating from the mage. It sounded like a beast was trying to claw its way out from within him. Yet when he saw that Randler’s agony seemed lessened, he understood what Frast had done. He wondered if the bard would even realize it and if Frast would ever know. 
 
    The mages caught on to the change of energy in the room, now feeling the pulsating of the beast jade that hadn’t been there before in earnest. The masters altered their spells with new keywords, while calling louder or softer to balance the screams. The healers in the center hadn’t stopped moving from their very first step, and they were showing signs of strain. But each was devoted to this task and none even paused to wipe sweat from a brow. Stepping, twirling, bowing, rising, they maintained the rhythmic flow and Ervinor wondered if it was somehow related to the everyday life functions of breathing lungs and a beating heart. His chest pounded in anticipation as the mages drew close, then swept away. 
 
    He turned his attention back to the empowerers along the perimeter. They were showing greater signs of weariness, though they were casting fewer spells than the rest. Yet Ervinor likened it to the coals of a furnace that needed to burn the brightest and shed the most power so that food could cook or so metal could be bent. Without their strength, none of the rest could be, and so those mages must have been pouring themselves into the casting. 
 
    And then, the drain became too much and one of the mages fell. Immediately, the others in that group showed added strain, but they pushed on, unbalanced. He didn’t know what propelled him, but Ervinor ran over and pulled the fallen mage out of the way, then took her place. He had been watching them the whole time and their routine remained the same with every passing. He mimicked their movements, not knowing if it could even help since he was unable to draw upon the energies himself. 
 
    Yet when the next round came, he matched the steps and the gestures the best he could with one arm. Spinning, lunging, reaching toward Quereth. Spinning, lunging, reaching toward Quereth. It seemed to help, somehow, but he couldn’t explain it. 
 
    After the next set he broke from the group briefly and he caught the eyes of his nearest soldier and waved his hand in the air, then he jumped back in line as the next dance started. The soldier was hesitant, but he understood, as did the rest. They watched and watched, and when they memorized the steps, Ervinor’s fighters joined the empowerers around the room, adding to their efficacy. 
 
    Frast’s cries still tore through the chamber, and Ervinor thought he saw blood seeping from his lips. Perhaps he had bitten his tongue, but he couldn’t dwell on it. The dances were coming faster and faster as the rhythm continued to increase. The mages were tired but they pressed on, even the masters who still held their arms aloft, jades aimed toward Randler’s legs. 
 
    Soon the tempo was so great that the empowerers were going through the motions at once. They danced, they danced, they repeated the steps. Pressing on, faster and faster until soon it was too much and the mages started to fall. Around the room, the mages tripped or collapsed, drained of their energy. Ervinor wouldn’t be one of them. He kept pushing and pushing, though a nagging thought was burning in his mind. He had no idea how this process would affect him or how long it would take to recover. The mages would have their way with him, keeping the jades because he couldn’t stop them. They might kill him or lock him away. 
 
    But he pushed it aside, the strain causing flashes of light to sparkle in his mind’s eye. It didn’t matter, as long as the spell worked. As long as Randler could be healed. 
 
    Then the depths argued with him again, making it harder to push through the quickening paces. Was it fair to give himself away to heal the bard, when his own arm had been lost? Shouldn’t the bard also have to learn to adjust to life without his limbs? 
 
    But did he wish his fate on anyone else? He conceded that he didn’t, but it still didn’t justify this mindless push to give all he had to help this spell to completion. He groaned, squeezing his eyes tight against the errant thoughts, hating himself for wanting to quit just to preserve himself. No, he had energy left, he had to go on. He had to keep moving. Had to— 
 
    At last his body quit and he fell in a heap. He opened his eyes, seeing only a few empowerers on their feet. Most of his soldiers had already collapsed. The masters continued their chanting, but two were on their knees. Only the healers in the center maintained their poise, but that was the purpose of the outer rings, he realized. The healers were the ones doing all the real work. He was just a horse pulling a royal stagecoach. A slave pushing a grindstone. 
 
    A general guiding an army. 
 
    He struggled against the exhaustion, wanting to be alert when the spell was finished. He heard a clattering sound and saw that Shelloni had collapsed, the jade spilling from her hand. And Quereth. One by one, they were falling away and the chanting was growing dimmer and dimmer. Frast’s bellows were only weaker because there was little strength in his voice, but even lying on the ground, even with Frast huddled over Randler, Ervinor could see the raging agony. 
 
    And before he fell to darkness completely, Ervinor strained his eyes and he thought he could see that Randler was no longer half flat. Perhaps the spell was working after all. 
 
    The brief glimmer of hope cast away the last dregs of determination that were keeping him conscious. 
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 Building Trust 
 
      
 
      
 
    True to his word, Ruhk guided his troops to the outpost as the sun fell low in the sky. Gabrion was ready. His forces were on the sparring field, clustered close together so that the larger contingent of fighters had room to join them. Ruhk had his fighters line up save the ten trusted soldiers Gabrion had requested he hold aside. Ruhk and Gabrion then joined Ordren on the wall overlooking the men and women. 
 
    “Welcome, Hathren fighters,” Gabrion hailed. “I know not what your commander has told you of this experiment, but I will describe it to you now so there are no misunderstandings. My name is Gabrion and I am from Savvron, a small town on the southwestern border of Kallisor.” He waited while Ruhk’s men muttered their hatred of anything to do with Kallisor. 
 
    Then he continued. “I was dragged into this war because I was able to fight. I wanted to defend my home, my family. So I learned to wield a sword, as you saw yesterday.” He waited for them to think of the carnage he had wrought. “But my goal is not war. It never was. I brought myself to your lands because I intended to save someone dear to me who was taken away. I failed in that mission.” 
 
    Gabrion cleared his throat. “Yet all along, I traveled with a mage from your lands and I agreed with his goal. To unite our lands as one and to put an end to the needless fighting.” 
 
    Cries of outrage echoed up from the populace. Ruhk bellowed aloud angrily, “Silence!” 
 
    When the crowd settled, Gabrion proceeded. “I ask you here today to put your pasts away while you are here. Forget your pride. Forget your allegiances outside these walls. Spend the next few days learning about each other. Learn that we are all men and women with dreams and families. Leave your thoughts of war elsewhere and discover each other.” 
 
    “To what end?” called a voice from below. 
 
    “To see that we are the same and that killing ourselves is pointless. It is a waste of life and it needs to end.” 
 
    “How can we trust you?” 
 
    “I have invited you into my home,” Gabrion said, spreading his arms out wide. “I offer you to partake in what we have here. But I have some ground rules and these apply to Kallisorians and Hathrens alike. They are as follows: No one is to harm another person here. No fistfights. No knife-fights. There will be no subterfuge within these walls.” 
 
    He waited again for the noise to lessen. “I realize that I’m asking much of you. So I will offer you this. If you need to burn off your anger, you may do so, as follows. You may officially challenge each other to one-on-one duels, which must be delivered and accepted properly in front of an official. You will then come to this field and here you will battle. But I challenge you not to kill each other here, only come to work out your frustrations.” 
 
    “What’s the point of that?” 
 
    Gabrion laughed. “If you want to hone your skills then you must learn better control, and to do that, you must learn when to strike and when not to. In this outpost, you will focus on when not to strike, to fight without killing, as I had intended yesterday until a demonstration was deemed necessary.” 
 
    Grumbling echoed from below and he felt Ruhk tense up beside him. Ordren remained stiff and silent the entire time, staring mostly at the back of Gabrion’s head, his face unreadable. The optimistic warrior pressed on. “I have asked Commander Ruhk to select ten champions. I have also selected ten. They will wander through the outpost in pairs, one Hathren and one Kallisorian, each with red armbands. They are the officials who will keep the peace. They will reprimand you if needed, regardless of whom you ally yourself with. So remember that I demand there is no brawling here. Official bouts only. Aside from that, you are to mingle and learn about each other.” 
 
    “I have nothing to say to a Kallisorian!” 
 
    Ruhk took a step forward and shouted, “You will obey! I have agreed to this little challenge and you will obey my command. If you are unable to follow my orders, surrender yourselves to the dungeon at once!” His anger rang through the training ground and his troops all lowered their heads. He apparently was serious and they knew it. “By the end of this evening, I expect every one of you to learn the names of three enem—ahem,” he stopped himself. “Forgive me. I expect every one of you to learn the names of three people whom you have not served with before. Learn the names of their hometowns, their families, and find out why they joined the war.” 
 
    Gabrion didn’t care for the last part, but it was something they all could answer. “If anyone is uncertain of the requirements, remain here. Else, head inside. There will be no duels until tomorrow, if at all. And I would prefer not to see any. You are to remain in the common areas until the horn is sounded.” 
 
    “One last thing,” Ruhk barked out, and Gabrion had no idea what was coming. “No ale tonight for anyone. No mead, no wine. Nothing that will alter your senses or make you wag your tongue too loosely. Perhaps tomorrow, but tonight we all remain dry.” The disappointment was palpable. 
 
    Gabrion looked over the assembly and waited for them to quiet down. “Dismissed!” 
 
    The twenty officials had already been briefed and paired off, each swearing fealty to this mission in front of Gabrion, Ordren, and Ruhk. They were stationed throughout the outpost to keep an eye on the large host and to help ensure the crowds remained in control. 
 
    Gabrion turned to Ruhk. “Thank you. Excellent call about the mead.” 
 
    Ruhk clasped Gabrion’s arm. “I am uncertain about this exercise, and I still think you’re crazy, but my men can use a few nights without fear of attack. That, more than anything, is my motivation for agreeing to this task.” 
 
    “I can accept that. And I hope that by the time you depart, we do so on the same side.” 
 
    Ruhk tensed, but then he realized that Gabrion hadn’t suggested his defection to the Kallisorian army. “We shall see, Gabrion. Ordren.” He nodded his head and went below. 
 
    Ordren let out a breath. “They are fearful now of retribution, but that won’t last, Gabrion. I’m warning you; people will die during this experiment of yours.” 
 
    “You know, Ordren, I’m getting tired of your pessimism. If I wasn’t here trying to bring the two sides together, then most of them would have died on the battlefield yesterday. So before you call this a failure, let’s at least try to make it work.” 
 
    The commander’s voice went low. “I wouldn’t let most men talk to me like that, Gabrion.” 
 
    The warrior considered his response carefully. “Should we go find an official and schedule a duel for first thing tomorrow?” 
 
    Ordren looked at him, perplexed, then realized he was joking. “All right, Gabrion. Let’s get down there.” 
 
    He grabbed Ordren’s shoulder before stepping away. “I’m serious, Ordren. I need you to find a way to believe in this, if only for a few days. Please.” 
 
    The older man pouted but then pulled away to join the masses downstairs. Gabrion peered over the wall and saw about two dozen people milling about the training area. Wondering if they had questions, he climbed down the ladder that accessed the field and approached them. 
 
    “Good evening, all,” he said. “I am Gabrion.” 
 
    “We heard,” one woman sneered. “Are you the one who cooked this whole thing up?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Get him!” she shouted, pouncing at once. Gabrion grabbed her wrist and fell backwards, pulling her with him and flipping her overhead. As she landed with a thud, Gabrion continued his roll and rose up on his feet. He took a punch to the gut from one fighter but he kicked out at another, knocking him down. Gabrion pushed aside his nearest attacker, who barreled into another, disorienting her. Gabrion righted himself and grabbed for the next flying fist, twisting the arm around and snagging the assailant tightly. 
 
    “Enough!” he bellowed. “This ends now!” He shoved the fighter down, watching as the others held their battle stances. “If you have a quarrel with me, then schedule a duel.” 
 
    The woman who spoke first rose up and spat on the ground. “Forget it. I’m out of here. Who’s with me?” She stormed away, determined to flee the outpost. 
 
    She did not expect her commander to intercept her. Ruhk appeared and grabbed her by the throat, shoving her to the ground like a sack of grain. “You are pathetic and small-minded, Gerta. Rallied your best friends here, too, did you? Can you not follow orders?” 
 
    “You traitor!” she cursed. “Wait until the king hears about this! He’ll have your head! All of you! He’ll have your heads! Every last one of you!” 
 
    Ruhk whistled and seven of his soldiers rushed over from nearby. “Take Gerta and her friends down to the dungeon at once.” He looked up at Gabrion, “If that is fine with you.” 
 
    The warrior nodded, signaling to Rotchie and Krethos, the nearest officials. “Rotchie knows the way,” he said. They escorted the pack to the dungeons. 
 
    Ruhk turned back to Gabrion. “You do fight well, warrior. It is tempting to challenge you to a duel just for the sport of it.” 
 
    “I get the feeling that my schedule may be booked rather quickly.” 
 
    “Indeed!” Ruhk chortled, slapping Gabrion on the back. “Very well then, we will wait. Perhaps when you are weary I will have a chance of besting you. Should we go in now and set an example?” 
 
    The commander was right. They needed to be present in the common areas. They walked inside together into a crowded room, one of many now. Mostly, Ruhk’s men stayed distant from Gabrion’s. The warriors nodded to each other and crossed paths to greet their would-be foes. Gabrion stepped toward a pack of four fighters who were talking to each other while glancing over at the Kallisorians. 
 
    “And they stand funny, too,” one was saying. 
 
    “Probably smell funny.” 
 
    Gabrion inserted himself. “After a long day, sure, but who doesn’t? Hello, I am Gabrion of Savvron.” 
 
    The men stammered, their faces lighting red, wondering how long he had been listening. “I am Gressep of Kreathe.” 
 
    “Morques of Kreathe.” 
 
    “Frethe of Rossbur.” 
 
    “Herrin of Marritosh.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you all,” Gabrion said as warmly as he could. “May I ask… were you poking fun at anyone in particular or everyone in general?” 
 
    They stood erect and offered a salute. “Sir!” they said in unison. 
 
    “No, no, I’m not angry. I’m sure some of my men are doing the same thing. Remember, your challenge tonight is to cross the lines and meet each other. Come with me.” Grudgingly, they followed him over to three of his fighters across the way who were similarly huddled together by themselves. “Shenna, Lorrni, Friya,” he introduced them. “Please meet Gressep, Morques, Frethe, and Herrin.” 
 
    The four men were shocked that he had remembered their names in the noisy room, but they were actually more intrigued with the fighters Gabrion had introduced them to, for they were some of the better-looking women in the outpost. Once the hesitant flirting began, Gabrion excused himself and meandered away. 
 
    Some of the men and women took it upon themselves to bridge the gap at the behest of their commanders, but it didn’t always work out for the best. Feelings were easily trampled, and more than once the officials had to step in to quell some arguments that could have readily escalated into brawls. All in all, however, when Ruhk and Gabrion left the common rooms, they had high hopes. 
 
    A horn sounded, signaling the end of the required mingling session. Numerous parties remained in heated discussions, some about battle tactics or favorite recipes, but most scampered back to the people they knew and trusted the best, glad the first ordeal was over. 
 
    “Ruhk,” Gabrion smiled. “I wanted to talk to you about tomorrow. See, we have this obstacle course…” 
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 The Duel of the Mages 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the northwestern tower, the mages were torn between anticipation and concern. They held firmly to the tenet of non-violence among their numbers and within their walls. Sure, spells sometimes went awry, particularly because many new spells were being explored by the people here, but the damage was never intentional. They respected each other’s work and were often more intrigued by the results and how they could benefit from them than to try to squash or steal ideas. 
 
    Some of the mages vehemently opposed the duel between Dariak and Pyron, fearing that such a contest would upset the delicate balance the mages had established over their years. It also could open a crack in the security of the Magitorium. Perhaps allowing one violent act, even freely agreed upon by both participants, would open the door to other such acts. Also, a number of the mages within the tower had skewed lines of morality as it was and seeing mages casting spells at each other might create too much temptation. 
 
    There was no Council, however. The rules were established by the people themselves and they agreed to follow them because they had functioned well for countless years. At times, the mages needed to allow for exceptions to their rules, and in some cases, like establishing the central workspace for enchanting items, the benefits were obvious, if dangerous. This duel, though, was a cause for greater concern. 
 
    Dariak found himself hounded by worried mages once the duel was announced. He had to endure a day’s worth of incessant prattling—some of it in his favor—and it severely interfered with his preparations. There were no actual shops within the tower where he could purchase any particular spell components. But even if there were, he had no money with which to purchase them. So, though it forced him to surround himself with the people and to remind them of his purpose, Dariak had to socialize with mages throughout the tower to barter for the things he needed most. 
 
    The bartering itself was mostly harmless and it reminded him of the run-around tasks he had completed back in Kaison to raise the funds needed to pay for the services Elgris and his healers had provided in the sanctuary. Likewise, he was running from one mage on the ice floor who could properly store slices of tigroar meat, which was needed by a fire mage on the sixth floor who had firegnat venom, desiccated tree ashes, and snap-crack peppers. Dariak had never heard of the peppers before, but a nature mage had requested them for her midday soup, for added flavor. She had also requested the tree ashes, claiming that only a fire mage had the skill to fully burn down a tree and leave no moisture behind, which was important to some concoction she was working on. The firegnat venom was a reluctant choice, considering what had happened against Kerrish in Magehaven, which had propelled Pyron to oppose Dariak completely, but he needed the potency of the venom. 
 
    Obtaining the glass shards had been challenging, for the mage who possessed them had insisted that Dariak recap highlights from his journey for the man’s amusement. The caveat was that Dariak had not been allowed to speak and the mage seemed to know some key details and corrected Dariak when his performances didn’t match. 
 
    As Dariak scurried from one floor to another carrying out errands and retrieving a slowly growing supply of spell components, he heard many whispers from the people he passed. Some talked of their own concerns, but his ears sharpened when he heard talk of the duel. The mages seemed split in all areas. Some believed the duel would generate a new branch of exploration into magic, whereas others felt it would bring about the downfall of the tower. The mages were also divided about who they thought would win. Pyron was vastly experienced and a true master in his own right, but Dariak was creative, energetic, and the son of Delminor. 
 
    The day was exhausting and once he had finished his preparations, he ate some food and went to get some rest. During the night, arguments erupted all around and they centered on the whisperings of the day. 
 
    “Can you please take your debate elsewhere?” he asked wearily, having to step out of the sleeping chamber to find the two middle-aged mages who were screaming at each other. “I have a busy day tomorrow and need my rest.” 
 
    “I told you to keep it down!” said the younger of the two. “You’ve upset him. Now go on.” 
 
    The older mage raged angrily, her eyes flaring. “This is a terrible idea and if my shouting ruins the duel and forces it to be canceled because he can’t lift his head, then so be it! Step aside, Nastren, and let me speak my mind.” 
 
    “You will leave him be!” Nastren defended, clenching his fists and stepping in front of Dariak protectively. 
 
    “Nastren, is it?” Dariak tapped the young man on the shoulder. “I thank you for defending me, but it is fine. Let me hear her words.” 
 
    The middle-aged woman straightened her spine and gave Nastren a scornful gaze. “So much for your defenses, little one,” she taunted, before turning to Dariak. “You cannot go on with this duel!” 
 
    He had endured this all day and so he asked in a bored tone, “Why not?” 
 
    “You will die and if you do then we will lose one of the greatest resources the mages have ever known. You must not throw your life away to this foolish pursuit, Dariak! You must cancel the duel, and if I need to detain you here tonight, then I will crush you against my bosom and hold you here. You will not sleep this evening and you will not rise tomorrow for your fight. We need you here, don’t you understand? You cannot perish.” 
 
    Dariak was surprised by the impassioned speech. “Thank you for your kind words,” he said, somewhat hesitantly, wondering if she literally meant to crush him against her bosom or if she was merely speaking from the heart. “I do not intend to die tomorrow, however.” 
 
    Nastren made a supportive bark of a sound. “Ha! See that, Me’arra, he’ll be fine. He won’t need your company tonight. He will be fine without you, so head on off to your forge.” 
 
    Me’arra fumed and her voice grew even louder. “You can’t send me away just so you can stay with him yourself!” With a growl, she turned to Dariak. “So who will it be? Him or me?” 
 
    Nastren perked up for a moment. “Or both!” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa!” Dariak said, lifting his hands up and taking a step back. “This is what you’re fighting over? Really?” 
 
    “We’re not the only ones.” Nastren grinned. “But we won the right to come down here to spend time with you. The others all lost.” 
 
    “L—lost how?” 
 
    Me’arra grumbled. “Is this even important? Arm-wrestling, some. Puzzles and riddles, others.” 
 
    “Yep.” Nastren nodded playfully. “We were the best among them all.” 
 
    “Listen, both of you, get out of here now and leave me be. I’m going to turn around and go get some sleep. Actual sleep. I don’t have time for company.” 
 
    “But we got all this way!” Me’arra complained. 
 
    “No,” he answered. “I’ll be setting up a defensive perimeter around my area now, so neither of you, or anyone else for that matter, should disturb me. So move on.” 
 
    “Spoilsport,” Nastren lamented. “After the duel, then.” 
 
    Me’arra punched him on the arm. “Idiot, he won’t be alive.” 
 
    But the two mages walked away, bantering the whole while, and he found himself oddly amused. “I don’t think I will be vacationing in this place for much longer,” he muttered, turning back to his bed and setting up a triggered fireball spell with some of the firegnat serum he had earned that day before lying down to sleep. 
 
    The morning came upon him moments later, or so it felt. His eyes popped open, ready for the day. He indulged himself in a hot bath, one of the best luxuries in a tower full of mages wanting to practice their talents. He could have pulled the water himself and added the heat, but he needed to rest his skills, so he left the spell-casting to the mages who wanted to support him. Some nature mages even wafted in flowery perfumes, adding a delicately delightful aroma. 
 
    Dariak spent the morning as quietly as possible, taking some food and eating it off in the corner by himself, nodding pensively to anyone who tried to strike up a conversation, but keeping his mouth loaded with rolls and fruit so as to have an excuse not to speak without seeming entirely rude. Then, as midday approached, he gathered himself and walked down to the bottom floor where he left the Magitorium. 
 
    The field in front of the tower had been altered overnight, much to Dariak’s surprise. Earth and nature mages had erected sets of tiered benches reaching outward in two long groups that faced each other on either side of the battle area. The grass itself was coated with a layer of water to fend off fire spells. Additionally, a pool of water rested at opposite ends for Dariak and Pyron to draw upon if necessary. Impromptu banners fluttered in the air, suspended by magic. One banner was deep-set blue with a black trim and various indiscriminate figures and nonsensical words emblazoned across them. The other banner was white and gold with majestic mountains and a glaring sun. 
 
    Already, dozens of mages were seated in the benches, allying themselves with either the blue or white banner. Dariak noted the cheers of praise from the one and the looks of scorn from the other. He faced his supporters on the blue side and bowed, which caused the mages to erupt in wild applause. He crossed the field toward the opposite side, bewildered at the turnout for this duel. 
 
    According to the rules they had established together, neither mage was allowed to walk into the fight with any defensive spells preset. Thus, Dariak stood his ground, debating which spells to enact first once his adversary arrived. They agreed not to use any weapons directly against each other, opting to make this more of a contest of wills than physical agility. The duel would end either when one conceded or died. The winner would claim the healing jade for his own. 
 
    The sun reached its zenith, thereby reducing any advantage either would gain by the sun being in his foe’s eyes. All that remained was for Pyron to join him. 
 
    The doors of the Magitorium opened wide and thirty or so mages filed out, taking their respective places in the stands. Pyron then stepped from the tower, today enwrapped in a white robe with gold trim that matched his banner clearly. White shoes covered his feet, though by the time he took his place on the field, the effort to provide white shoes was essentially lost to mud. Pyron opened his arms wide and dropped an outer cloak behind him, which one other mage at his back caught and hoisted up reverently overhead before whisking it away. Pyron’s supporters had apparently worked throughout the night to ensure he looked as regal as possible. 
 
    Dariak didn’t care for the posturing. He had a stronger claim to the healing jade than Pyron did and the mages here should have intervened and persuaded the master mage to hand it over without this display. Yet despite all the mages who loved Delminor for his contributions, they dared not rise up against each other. Pyron’s own tower could learn from them. 
 
    Xervius staggered out onto the field, his mangled body supported by two younger mages and some magic that Dariak could sense even from his position. The ancient mage raised his gnarled hands and he intoned a spell similar to one Sharice had used to distract Dariak in his fight for the lightning jade. Xervius used the wind to carry his voice to the mages in attendance. 
 
    “Welcome, friends, to the battlefield of Master Pyron of Magehaven and Dariak, the son of Delminor. These two cannot resolve their claim over the healing jade, and so this duel will determine its owner. Both have a valid claim and so they will battle evenly.” 
 
    Dariak bit his tongue, for the claim was not in fact equal. But that was irrelevant. He needed to focus on the coming fight. 
 
    “As members of this tower, we have a strict policy not to harm one another, and by allowing this duel, we put that policy into question. I urge you to remember that neither of these men resides in our tower and once this battle is over, we will resume our respect for one another and we will not engage in these duels again. I am not your leader, but I insist this is so. The spells of these two casters may fly into the stands, and so you may wish to protect yourselves, but you must not interfere with the duel itself. Let it come to its own end.” 
 
    Xervius waited as most of the mages enacted protection spells, though some opted not to, perhaps to explore the effects of being hit by certain spells, or out of arrogance that they would simply not be harmed. Once he was confident that the people were protected, Xervius continued. “Dariak issued the challenge, and so I ask of you, Dariak: Have you any last words before we begin?” 
 
    Dariak raised his chin. “I ask that Pyron abide my right and hand over the healing jade so that no one need be hurt here today. It is mine by right and I would have it for I have need of it. What say you?” 
 
    Pyron waited for Xervius to give him the chance to speak, then answered, “You poor fool, trying to abandon the very duel you initiated. No, you will not claim this jade from me today. For all mages and all of Hathreneir, it must not fall into your hands.” 
 
    Dariak was not permitted to speak unless Xervius allowed him to, but the sightless old man did not give him the option. Instead, the slashed and wounded arms rose into the air and he finished the introduction, “Once I have taken my seat, this duel commences. Fight well!” His aides helped him to the benches on Pyron’s side where he turned and sat down, refusing to cover himself in any protection spells, despite the protests of his helpers. 
 
    Dariak and Pyron stepped toward the center of the field, each setting up defensive measures. Already the field was loaded with magical energies and it would make reading each other much more challenging, but Dariak did not care. He would find a way of breaking through Pyron’s defenses and defeating him. 
 
    Dariak dropped, punching his fist downward, calling, “Dorrifus frithos catshalla.” His hand sank into the dirt, which rumbled briefly and erupted underneath Pyron’s feet, where the earth blasted upward to knock him over. 
 
    But Pyron was ready for the spell and he avoided its effect by stepping off the mound as it formed under him. The dirt rained harmlessly in the air, but he applied his own magic and sent the particles flying to Dariak. 
 
    The black-haired mage swept his arms in wide circles, deflecting the projectiles and casting them aside. At least he knew now that Pyron was still nimble. He swept his arms upward and around his head, twisting and bending his fingers as he went. Then, bringing them down, he cried out, “Territisior frezhia hortess kaie.” Reaching outward, the wet ground in front of him turned to ice, stretching forward until it also froze the area around Pyron. 
 
    The old mage grumbled and launched a small fireball into the icy ground, but as he did so, Dariak grabbed a ball of muddy earth and threw it hard, adding wind behind it to increase the impact. Once it was airborne, he summoned the Shield of Delminor, projecting it outward, as he had only learned to do recently, adding massive weight to the mud. Pyron was splattered from head to toe and his robes lost their glimmering luster. The old mage fell immediately to his knees. 
 
    Dariak took another step closer, dipping his finger into the firegnat serum and preparing to incinerate Pyron with it. But the old man was not injured or beleaguered in the least. He was, in fact, an earth mage and he disabled the weighted effects Dariak had sent his way, but merely allowed himself to fall as a ruse. 
 
    Pyron rose up, his arms swinging wildly in the air, his voice calling loudly, “Rethritos brienan torrifors nieh, k’tanaos loprilor brenitan errvitros!” Walls of stone sprang up around Dariak, surrounding him. The stone pressed inward, trapping his arms and preventing him from empowering a spell to escape. “Lindridos freth kaie!” An invisible wall of force surrounded the outside of the stone column. “Barrenoshis frethnibar lorrenticus!” Then the stone exploded to thousands of pieces. The invisible wall kept the debris inside, which therefore caused the entire force of the spell to crush Dariak. 
 
    The young mage screamed as countless stone shards eradicated his defensive shields and then impacted him from head to toe. He fell, writhing in pain, blood seeping from wounds everywhere. He tugged on the healing energies, eager for some relief, but Pyron was not finished yet. 
 
    The old man stomped closer, bringing out a vial of reptigon serum and uncorking it, pouring some of its contents into a ball of mud he scooped up from the ground. The vitreous serum immediately began eating through the grass and dirt. Pyron lobbed it over to Dariak, who was still rolling on the ground in pain, oblivious to the new disaster heading his way. Pyron waited until the toxic sphere hovered over Dariak, then clapped his hands together, screaming a word of power that shattered it, spraying poison all over Dariak’s wounded body. 
 
    The toxin immediately found its way into his bloodstream through the cuts and scrapes, adding a new layer of agony. He cried out louder and tried to roll away from the area, knowing more toxin must be on the grass nearby, but he needed to get away from Pyron for a few moments so he could pull on the healing energies. 
 
    However, Pyron would not let him. The mage’s hands rose into the air, and as he started chanting, Dariak knew what the man was planning to do. Aching terribly, his body twitching against the poison, Dariak scrabbled for the energies inside of him. The firegnat venom was still on his finger and he used it to empower his spell, clutching a fistful of dirt as well. He tossed the dirt overhead and Pyron watched it briefly, but Dariak then launched his other hand forward and released a massive fireball. 
 
    Pyron was caught off guard and he flew backward from the impact of the fire. His robes burned and he called immediately for help from the healing jade to prevent any damage to his body. His skill with water magic was decent, but he hurried over to the pool of water at the edge of the field to help douse the flames, all the while keeping the healing energies flowing. He glanced back to Dariak, sitting on the ground, his body slashed and oozing, but otherwise still. He doubted Dariak was finished and wondered what the upstart was planning next. 
 
    Dariak first wrenched his boots off his feet, tossing them aside, then pulled a small dagger from his robes. Weapons were not allowed in and of themselves, but he could use it as a spell component. His body already hurt terribly, and so this spell would do little else to him. He called for the key phrases he needed, then he pushed himself upright, staggering in the process. This was the spell he had used in Savvron, killing Gabrion’s protector in the process, which then prompted the young warrior to join this journey, albeit not the way he had intended. Dariak pushed his essence into the dagger and swept his hands apart, releasing the energy, which cut himself as it left him. Spell-daggers lanced through the air, impaling Pyron and marring his scorched robes further, now with blood. 
 
    The old mage cried out in surprise but he did not hesitate to draw upon the healing jade. When the spell-daggers winked out of existence, no wounds were left in the man’s skin. Only the robes showed any signs of damage. Pyron laughed aloud. “You cannot harm me!” he shouted. 
 
    Dariak reached back toward his water pool and called for it to rise into the air. Winds came next, spraying the water across the field toward Pyron. Dariak then drained the water drops of all heat, turning them to sharp icy darts, which crashed into Pyron. He knew he wasn’t being efficient dragging the spell across the entire expanse of the field, but he needed to keep the master on the defensive. 
 
    Dariak watched as the ice darts impacted Pyron, cutting the old man’s skin. Each pelt that formed was instantly erased and Dariak knew the mage was utilizing the healing jade fully. Even across the field, he could see the contempt in Pyron’s eyes. 
 
    Dariak’s bare feet remained firmly lodged into the soil, but his hands worked frantically. He reached into his cloak and found a piece of cactus one of the nature mages had given him during his bartering. No one else had wanted it, so he figured he would put it to use now. He called a random spell aloud to draw Pyron’s attention and he could see the mage winding his arms up defensively, but because Dariak hadn’t infused the spell with any intent or related component, nothing happened. Instead, Dariak used the moment’s distraction to lather the rest of the firegnat venom onto the piece of cactus. Finally, he rattled off the spells he needed for this to actually work. 
 
    First, he threw the cactus in the air toward Pyron, who immediately countered the attack by lobbing a wad of dirt in the air to weigh it down. But Dariak anticipated that and projected an inverted instance of the Shield of Delminor so that the added weight would have no effect. The projectile continued on its path unabated, and Pyron already started drawing on the healing jade in anticipation. 
 
    Dariak hadn’t used the spell too often, for it was draining, and he had never used it on a plant of any kind, but he enacted the engorgement spell on the flying cactus, drawing upon the powers of nature for support. The cactus doubled in size, then tripled. He fell to his knees, imploring the plant to grow larger still. And once it had quadrupled in size, Dariak activated the firegnat venom. 
 
    Each spindle on the cactus was infused with the venom and each needle erupted into a massive blaze. The explosion shook the air and knocked over the spectators sitting closest to where Pyron was standing. He shrieked in pain despite the healing jade, calling eagerly for its help, his anger rising. 
 
    As Dariak knelt in the muddy grass, he reached into the dirt again and again with his mind. He had removed his shoes to facilitate a connection, and as Pyron maintained the healing forces during the prolonged firestorm, Dariak pulled and pulled from within the earth. He didn’t know exactly what he was looking for, but he knew the answer was there. Xervius had given him the key. 
 
    As the fire flickered in the air and dissipated, Pyron was doubled over on the ground, coughing to clear his lungs. The healing jade helped him with that as well, though perhaps more dominion over air would have been better. 
 
    Dariak stared across the field and targeted Pyron as his body shook and slowly rose. The old man turned around, saw the younger man’s posture, and decided that Dariak was weakening. Pyron reached into his robes and pulled out a stone. Taking inspiration from Dariak’s own spells, he coated it with firegnat serum and dropped down, plunging the stone deep into the earth, sending it over to Dariak, ready to explode underneath the son of Delminor. 
 
    But Dariak didn’t care about the incoming spell. Instead, he found the thread of hope he was looking for, grasping it mentally and drawing it within. 
 
    Pyron’s heated stone swam underground toward him, and as it broke the surface and erupted like a miniature volcano, Dariak simply rose up and bore the pain. 
 
    Dariak watched as Pyron fumbled around for another set of rocks, presumably to rain down upon Dariak and pelt him into submission. But when the fiery geyser ended and Pyron glanced across the way, he was startled to see Dariak standing up. Strong. 
 
    Uninjured. 
 
    Baffled, Pyron hurried his steps and threw the stones upward, cracking them midair and forcing them to batter against Dariak’s face and torso. But Dariak endured them as if they were nothing more than bits of dust. 
 
    Dariak stalked forward, dragging his bare feet in the dirt, seeing genuine panic rising up on Pyron’s face. He summoned his basic fire dart spell and launched flames toward the old man, but there was no effect. Pyron could still heal away any damage instantly. 
 
    Xervius had reminded him that he was connected to all magic, and so Dariak had reached through the earth to contact the healing jade. Drawing some of its power had kept Pyron’s last attack from harming him, but Pyron could still heal. Tapping into the jade was not enough. He needed to channel Randler’s knowledge of dissonance and draw the healing away from the jade entirely. 
 
    He didn’t know if it was possible, even if he had the other jades to assist him. But he needed this shard if there was any hope of saving Randler. He needed to win. 
 
    Dariak dropped to his hands and knees, digging his fingers into the moist soil. Pyron gasped across the way and Dariak wondered if the old man thought that Dariak had collapsed in defeat. 
 
    If he had, he reconsidered quickly, as chanting filled the air. “Rethritos brienan torrifors nieh, k’tanaos loprilor brenitan errvitros!” 
 
    Dariak felt a second stone column rise up around him, pressing inward on all sides to confine him. Previously, Pyron had encased the column with a force field before shattering the stone, but this time was different. Connected now to the healing jade, Dariak felt its energy tugged toward Pyron for protection when the stone exploded. 
 
    Acting fast, Dariak cleared his mind of the battle field and the cheering audience. He ignored the swelling energies of the stone column and he focused entirely upon the healing jade. There were no spells to use against the shard. All Dariak had was his experience with the other jades and his will to succeed. 
 
    His father’s lifeblood had been absorbed into all the jades and Dariak focused on the beating of his own heart and the pulsing of the healing power across the field. It thundered under Pyron’s pleas to swirl around him. The old man was a master but he did not work with the resonance of the jade. He treated its power like a subordinate and Dariak saw his chance to intervene. 
 
    Extending a tendril of his magic power through the soil, Dariak called to the healing jade and shared with it his need. He let his thoughts sway with the power of the jade, allowing himself to get swept into its embrace. The power rose up and swirled around Pyron, and Dariak felt himself carried along. Once, twice. Then he flipped himself upside down mentally and started a new wave of energy counter to that of the healing jade. His essence undulated in perfect contradiction to the healing the jade was trying to provide. 
 
    Pyron shouted, “Barrenoshis frethnibar lorrenticus!” The stone around Dariak’s body shattered once more. The debris pelted into him, but this time it also erupted into the audience and into Pyron himself. 
 
    The old man’s scream snapped Dariak’s essence back to his body and he watched as Pyron ripped the healing jade from his pocket and implored it to heal him. 
 
    But though Dariak’s thoughts had returned to his body, his weaving energy had surrounded the jade fully and the only healing that left the jade went through that connection and into Dariak. None of it escaped to heal Pyron. 
 
    Dariak crawled across the field, keeping his body in contact with the soil and, by proxy, with the conduit he had established with the healing jade. 
 
    Panic welled on Pyron’s face and he sputtered a few random spells, but each one pelted Dariak to no effect. 
 
    The slithering mage locked his eyes on the old master, drawing closer and selecting among his weaker spells. He flung a pebble with one of his forward crawls and empowered it to rocket through the short distance between them. 
 
    Pyron was blasted off his feet. He landed hard on the wet ground and though he loudly implored the healing jade to assist him, he realized that he held no providence over it any longer. 
 
    Bleeding and bruised, Pyron held the jade outward and, with a trembling lip, spat, “I yield.” 
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    Kitalla made her way through the tower for what she hoped would be the last time. There wasn’t much of a chance to make preparations for the coming journey, but she needed to gather a few key items. 
 
    Her first stop was the library, where she returned to the section dealing with the Forgotten Tribe. The elegantly drawn illustration books by Lady Cathrateir were simply too big for her to secret away. There also wasn’t time for her to sit and try to absorb all of the information. 
 
    Instead she pulled down the last book and flipped through the various tales the bard Mhunforia had shared with the imaginative queen. Certain images reminded her of tales Randler had sung along their journey, but she found one that looked unique. She dropped herself to the floor and looked through it. 
 
    The diagrams were vastly different than the others she had seen, even in this same tome. The lines were harsh and direct and she had trouble discerning any people or events in what she saw. It was almost as if the Lady had had a fever and was drawing random visions instead of the tale, but Kitalla recognized a few brush strokes that appeared like a signature in the other paintings and she guessed that this tale was just different. 
 
    Having concluded as much, she flipped back to the beginning of the story and tried to make sense of it. The first image started with a deep blue field with gold and silver stars glittering brightly, all mingled together. The next image showed two falling stars, and Kitalla assumed they were Lady Hathreneir and King Kallisor. 
 
    The third drawing showed the fallen gold star glowing with eerie light, while the silver star looked sharp and pointed. Then the two clashed and the fourth image was a strange mess of colors. Kitalla had the sense of an explosion from the two coming together, with pieces raining down on either side, but only two of the streaks of rain were silver-gold. The true heirs. 
 
    From there, the images were made of skewed lines swaying across and around, looking more like balls of yarn, knotted and seen up close. She couldn’t trace the patterns at all, try as she might. An orange line swept up beneath a green loop, but the orange did not emerge where it should have, instead appearing in the lower right part of the page. Kitalla turned the book around, wondering if it was inserted improperly, but it still made no sense. 
 
    The next three sets of drawings followed the same vein, though it seemed as if fewer and fewer threads were woven together. Then on the last page, Kitalla was taken aback because it was a deep blue field with a faint outline of the land, but it was hardly discernible. No lights lit the sky and no colors marked the edges. She feared what it portended. 
 
    She considered taking the book with her while she hid out in the tower until Ervinor’s departure, but even if she did, she realized that she wouldn’t have time to go through it any more thoroughly. With a heavy sigh, she returned the book to its location upon the shelf and trolled around the tower looking for supplies. 
 
    It only took her an hour to gather the things she needed to camp out comfortably. She could have done the job in much less time, but she had no need to rush. The mages and Ervinor were busy trying to mend Randler and she had a while before they were expected to finish. 
 
    Kitalla made her way quietly up through the tower until she found a small chamber not too far from the empowerment room that hosted the giant diamond. While she sat there, she stocked her leather gear with the daggers she had procured, then she began to meditate. It wasn’t something she did often, but if she planned to bring the tower to stillness again, she needed to be ready. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lica and Quereth sat with Frast and Randler. The bard was asleep, his body mostly healed. He was weak, however, and the newly formed legs had no strength in them. He would have to build them up to a point where he could walk on them again. The mages examined the special crutches Astrith had supplied for Randler, awed at the magic they felt within them. They were made of vines and wood and were intuitively supple yet sturdy, as if the magic within them sensed the needs of the wearer and adjusted accordingly. They weren’t strong enough to support Randler alone, but they would certainly facilitate his recovery. 
 
    “Shall we?” Quereth asked after they set the crutches aside. 
 
    Frast smiled warmly. “Thanks, you two. It means a lot.” His voice was raw and quiet and they could barely understand him. No amount of healing made it any better. Each word was hard to force out and he winced when he spoke, sometimes coughing up blood when he tried. They understood him because they listened well and they also had known him for some time and anticipated his words. 
 
    “We do this just as much for him, you realize,” Quereth retorted. 
 
    But Lica waved the older mage to silence. “Don’t listen to him, Frast. We can see how important this is to you. But the mages assured us that he will be able to heal on his own, so you needn’t worry.” 
 
    Frast shook his head. “I want him to be better.” 
 
    The three mages linked hands with each other and created a circle with Randler, and then Quereth and Lica started chanting. Frast listened to the cadence, regretting that he couldn’t join. His terrible screams during Randler’s healing had shredded his vocal cords, but he didn’t lament the loss of his voice; he had asked the beast jade to channel anything through him to spare Randler the same fate. He wondered if his own voice would ever recover, but since the healers hadn’t been able to give him any relief, he wasn’t hopeful. 
 
    Frast still had the beast jade in his pocket and it continued to supply Frast’s wish. So as Quereth and Lica swept healing energies through the bard, all aches and pains were channeled into Frast and he moaned in reaction, sometimes wincing so hard he broke the healing circle. 
 
    After one such moment, Quereth lowered his hands and he looked at Frast with concern. “I don’t know if I can continue to do this to you.” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “You’re like a son to me, Frast. Seeing you take on his pain and knowing that I’m part of the reason for it… it is very difficult. I don’t know that I can do this for much longer.” 
 
    Lica looked at the gray-haired mage. “You’ve been saying that a lot lately.” 
 
    “And yet I keep pressing on, yes. But forgive me if I don’t have your youth, Lica.” 
 
    She blushed, and it was something Frast had never seen before. Lica was a hard, middle-aged woman, whose children had shown magic skills at an early age and were executed. In grief she went on a rampage, but Quereth had found her and subdued her, introducing her to the Underground, where she could unleash some of her fury amongst her peers. Hardened, but anxious to do something useful, she had made her way to Pindington, trying to help the people where she could, keeping as much distance as possible from the Kallisorian king. Her sarcasm was sometimes deep and cutting, but it was her way of dealing with difficult situations. Frast had never seen her wilt under a compliment before. It was almost unnerving to think she could react to flattery. 
 
    Lica turned to Frast, oblivious to his musings. “One more round, then, Frast, but then that’s it until we’re on the road.” They had enacted these healing circles nearly every hour since Randler’s initial treatment, once the three of them had the strength for it, breaking the routine only to sleep. Their goal was to make the bard travel-ready by nightfall, but it wasn’t looking promising. 
 
    “No, three more times,” Frast gurgled painfully. “Right up until we leave. Please.” 
 
    “You will have to do this without me, I’m afraid.” Quereth stretched and stood up. “It seems I’m more exhausted than I thought. I’m sorry, Frast. I can’t go another round right now.” 
 
    The younger mage was dejected, but Lica remained and performed the spell until Frast’s eyes rolled in his head and he looked ready to pass out. She then disengaged from him and kissed him on the forehead. 
 
    “He’s a lucky man to have you watching over him, Frast. But I hope—” 
 
    “Don’t,” he begged. 
 
    She looked at him pityingly and then nodded. “I will try to come back later for more, but I’m also wearing out from this and we’ve got a journey ahead of us tonight.” 
 
    He tried not to appear sad and failed miserably. Lica patted him affectionately on the head and left the room, seeking Ervinor. 
 
    The young general was down in the common area trying to get the refugees into a semblance of order. He urged the acting leaders of the people to do their best to keep the citizens in line until they reached their destination, and to spread the word that he would strive to protect them along the way, so long as they kept their squabbles to a minimum. He assigned Carrus and Verna as the key liaisons for the refugees and then left to tend to other business. 
 
    Lica caught up to him as he ascended the stairs. He saw the expression on her face. “What is it?” 
 
    She ignored the abruptness considering everything he had going on. “Too much, Ervinor. Randler insists he can be moved with us, and some of the mages are making a litter for him. Yet I think it’s a bad decision to bring him along. He needs to be able to rest and heal, not be dragged across the desert where any number of feral creatures will attack.” 
 
    “I already discussed this with the Council and they refuse to allow him to stay. They threatened to kill him if we leave him behind. Frast too.” 
 
    “After all the work they did to restore his legs?” she gasped. 
 
    He nodded. “Indeed. As Shelloni explained it, it isn’t the result of the spell that mattered but the process of enacting it. They don’t have a lot of reason for coming together to cast such spells, I guess.” 
 
    Lica breathed an annoyed laugh. “We should give them lots of reasons. Maybe it would teach them to work as one set of mages instead of ten.” 
 
    “I agree with you, except the part about us giving them the reasons.” Ervinor grinned tiredly. “Could you imagine that? A group of rebels from Kallisor fix all the in-fighting within Magehaven of Hathreneir. Good for us!” 
 
    Lica chortled. “Not so crazy an idea, you know, considering what our real mission is.” 
 
    “Good point, Lica,” he agreed. “So, what’s the other thing on your mind?” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” she lied, deciding not to burden him. 
 
    He didn’t pursue and that told her much. “Are your Eagles ready to fly?” he asked instead. 
 
    “Every last one of them, including the fifteen new recruits.” She sighed loudly, tinged with exasperation. “I have so many new names to learn. It’s irritating.” 
 
    Ervinor shot her a glance and then snorted. “Yes, you’re terribly burdened, aren’t you?” he smiled. “I guess I shouldn’t ask you to take this meeting with Shelloni then?” 
 
    Her eyes went wide. “I would love to! Problem is we might end up with some dead mages instead of the jades back.” 
 
    “Hmm.” He pretended to consider. “That might be worth trying.” 
 
    With a laugh, she clapped him on the back and went off to check in with her group. Ervinor continued through the tower, climbing more stairs until he reached the Council chamber. The mages were already assembled and stared at him with disdain as if he had kept them waiting for hours. 
 
    “We are nearly ready to be off,” Ervinor announced without pretense. He was finished coaching his words around them. “I’ll take the jades back now.” 
 
    Shelloni stood up and walked over to him. “I think we will just give you this one.” She pressed a silvery crystal into his hand and Ervinor struggled not to cringe. 
 
    It was Kitalla’s metal jade. 
 
    “See, in the time we had to commune with the shards, we realized there was another one in the tower that we hadn’t noticed before.” Shelloni was grinning smugly as she spoke. “Do you know where it was?” 
 
    “No,” he replied honestly. Kitalla had hidden herself well for two days and he had made no attempts to locate her. 
 
    “Imagine,” Shelloni continued, an edge coming to her voice now. “Up near the focus room. Just the jade. And hasn’t your dear friend Kitalla gone missing? She is admittedly and frustratingly elusive. But we pieced it all together.” 
 
    Ervinor withheld a frown and kept silent. 
 
    “It seems she can use this to send us to sleep, did you know that?” She then pointed upward in revelation. “Oh wait, of course you did! How else did you manage to knock out the mages but not yourselves? I’m surprised at her control over that jade. She isn’t even a mage.” 
 
    He lifted his left shoulder in a shrug. “You should bring her in here and ask her.” 
 
    “Clever boy,” Shelloni smiled viciously. “I’m sure she is fine. But she will not have the chance to use that jade on us again. We blocked the upper floors and she will not be able to leave them. Meanwhile, a team of mages is hunting for her.” 
 
    He sounded tired. “Then why give this to me if you don’t want her to have it?” 
 
    “So you can take it out of this tower!” she yelled. “Then we will send her out after.” 
 
    “Let me go to her.” 
 
    “To make sure she is okay?” Shelloni mocked. “No. Pyron did that for Dariak and it cost us. I won’t make the same mistake.” 
 
    “You’ll just make other mistakes that are even more costly,” he said. “Give me the rest of the jades, Shelloni. It was our agreement.” 
 
    “You were to leave this place by nightfall, not leave behind a sneak assassin who would knock us out when we are least suspecting, leaving the door wide open for you to storm back in and be rid of us all. We will not succumb to your subterfuge.” 
 
    Ervinor shook his head and leaned to the side to peer at the other mages sitting behind Shelloni at the Council table. “Do you all hear this? What is with the conspiracies? Return the jades to me and we will leave peacefully and at once.” 
 
    “But you did not give us time with that jade,” Shelloni stepped into Ervinor’s view. “So let us trade that gem for the others.” 
 
    The young general shook his head. “You had access to eight of the shards. Don’t be greedy. Hand them over or we are not leaving.” 
 
    “You have no leverage with us.” 
 
    Ervinor looked around at the members of the Council, but only two seemed uncomfortable with these events. Ervinor shook his head slowly and focused back on Shelloni. “You said you don’t want to make the same mistakes that Pyron made, yet here you are, refusing to hand over the jades though they were promised to me. It sounds like an echo of what was done to Dariak on his first arrival here, and you know how that turned out.” 
 
    Shelloni’s eyes opened wide with rage. “You dare threaten us!” 
 
    “I—” But then he wasn’t sure what he was going to say. Instead, it looked like Shelloni’s head started to shrink to an impossible size. Her hands expanded but her torso collapsed. Everything about her became distorted. 
 
    “What is this?” the mage screamed. “Rothra!” 
 
    Yet he was facing the same struggles, his vision warping and twisting about until nothing made any sense. “Help me! Everything’s all… inside-out!” 
 
    “What madness is this?” Shelloni demanded, trying to grab Ervinor but failing. Her shifting, twisted body stumbled and fell in a heap on the floor. 
 
    Ervinor knew what was happening. Kitalla was trapped in the upper chambers and she was using her dance skill to influence them all, yet again. He knew she hadn’t exaggerated about setting the mages all to sleep, but he was still amazed by it. 
 
    His own vision started to clear immediately and he saw the members of the Council writhing around, reaching and grabbing for things around them and missing or crashing painfully into them instead. But no one was actually mangled, Ervinor realized. They only seemed to be, to an alarming extreme. 
 
    There wasn’t time to ponder things. He went around to the different mages until he reclaimed the entire set of jades, finding that the glass jade was missing. He debated tying the mages up and leaving them, but he knew that would only add to the problem, so he turned and ran from the room after ensuring the shards were tucked away tightly into his pockets. 
 
    Frantically taking the stairs, Ervinor crashed into Carrus who was coming up the other way. “Sir!” 
 
    “Carrus, find Lica or some other mage and get upstairs to the focus room. Kitalla is there now. You have to grab her and get her down here. Hurry!” 
 
    Carrus and Ervinor sprinted off in different directions, each taking care not to step on the fallen mages littered everywhere. Ervinor’s fighters had also succumbed to the eye-twisting visions. He shook one of them and brought her out of the trance. “Waken the others!” He tried not to think about how Kitalla managed to remove the effects from himself and Carrus while keeping others entranced. Instead, he scrambled to get his soldiers in line. 
 
    “It is a little earlier than expected, but we must move out immediately! Spread the word,” he shouted as he went. The fighters abandoned what they were doing before the trance and returned to their battalions, grabbing their supplies and making their way for the lower levels. 
 
    The refugees on the first floor were difficult to herd but Verna managed to get them in line after punching out a few who refused to follow orders. They came to understand the severity of the situation and her Wrens all but pushed them out of the tower. 
 
    “Sparrows!” Ervinor called. “Find your captain on the second floor and assist with Randler. We leave now! Go!” 
 
    “Nightingales, with me!” Quereth shouted over the growing din. Clearly word had reached him and he swept in, taking charge of his battalion and nodding to a grateful Ervinor as he fled. 
 
    “Eagles and Ravens, evacuate at once! Assemble outside, beyond the mage barrier.” Ervinor’s voice rang out and the soldiers obeyed, scrambling to find comrades and escape. 
 
    Ervinor stood around, not sure where he should go. As general, he knew he should be out with the rest of the assembling army. But as friend, he was torn between supporting Frast and finding Kitalla with Lica and Carrus. 
 
    Frast’s Sparrows took one option away as they assembled into a mobile litter and carried Randler gently down the stairs toward the exit. Frast groaned with every jostling step and soon they hoisted him up too and bore him out of the tower. 
 
    Ervinor decided that if powerful Carrus and talented Lica were unable to free Kitalla from the upper floors, then there would be little he could do to help, so he grudgingly turned and followed his soldiers out of the tower. 
 
    What could have been mass hysteria with the premature departure was instead an organized march. Verna was at the lead with her group and the refugees. Quereth’s team slowly circumvented them to take the northern quadrant, while the Ravens and Eagles fanned out to flank the refugees to keep them safe. The Sparrows were at the back of the pack, but they weren’t in any sort of defensive posture, merely trying to keep Frast and Randler from further harm. It wasn’t exactly as planned but it was so close that Ervinor just watched in awe for a moment, then had to remind himself to continue. 
 
    As they hurried away, he glanced back and thought he saw flashes of light at different parts of the tower, slowly working their way down to the bottom. Not long later, Carrus arrived with Kitalla slung over his shoulder and Lica wheezing fearfully behind him. 
 
    “Keep moving,” Lica huffed when she caught up to Ervinor. “They’re after us!” 
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    “Press onward!” Ervinor shouted, looking over his shoulder and seeing dozens of mages emerging from Magehaven. “We can only stay out of range if we keep moving!” 
 
    Ervinor’s army had swelled to nearly five hundred, though only roughly two-thirds of them were committed to him and his cause. The rest were refugees being escorted away from the mages. Nighttime descended as they dashed from the tower hours ahead of schedule. 
 
    They needed to reach a safe haven. Ervinor could think of no other place for them than the castle. It was a hard decision for him to make, but it was in the best interest of the people, and his mission all along was to help others. 
 
    If only the mages had been trustworthy. It was infuriating dealing with them and his patience had worn thin. He could see glittering lights as the mages marched behind his army and he had no idea how he would respond when they caught up. 
 
    And he knew they would reach them. His own fighters could push on for a while, but the refugees would set the pace on this march. The citizens were already unhappy about their departure from the tower; they had little reason to push themselves for Ervinor’s safety. 
 
    Biting his lip in frustration, Ervinor jogged ahead, finding Carrus plodding along with the Ravens, still carrying Kitalla. “What happened?” the general asked curtly. 
 
    “She was dancing in front of some large crystal.” He breathed heavily. “She didn’t seem to hear us when we got there. I grabbed her and we left. She’s been out since.” 
 
    “Don’t wear yourself out, Carrus. I need you. Get some others to help transport her.” The man nodded and Ervinor jogged off again. 
 
    Cries of pain echoed through the air, mingled with wails of sorrow. Ervinor made his way over to Frast, his body jostled about on the shoulders of five men. “Frast, what can we do?” 
 
    He could not answer. Randler was nearby, carried in similar fashion, but the bard made no sound. His face winced, however, and Ervinor realized that he was hurting as well, but Frast verbalized the pain for both of them. 
 
    “Frast, this has to stop!” But the mage was incoherent and merely sobbed and moaned some more. 
 
    Then all at once the men and women came to a halt and the darkening sky flickered with brilliant blasts of colored light. “They can’t have reached us so soon,” Ervinor muttered, looking for spellfire racing through the air to trace back to its source, but he didn’t see any. Instead, the flashes originated in the north, and were not being launched overhead. Racing to the front he saw the reason why. 
 
    Quereth and the Nightingales were engaged in combat, while locking the refugees behind them to keep the feral creatures away. An errant fireball lit the sky, revealing a host of shadowcrows. Lightning flared out next, catching a pair of the creatures and ending their flights, but many more remained. 
 
    Ervinor surveyed the ground and he saw movement along the horizon. “Sandorpions too!” 
 
    “At night?” one of the refugees called, terrified. “They’re day creatures. What are they doing out at night?” 
 
    Carrus arrived with a few of his soldiers, swords in hand. “Where do you need us?” 
 
    Ervinor smiled inwardly but kept a stern expression on his face. “Let the mages deal primarily with the fliers. Fill the gaps and support where necessary. I need to find Lica.” 
 
    The Eagles were in position at the eastern edge of the army, and Ervinor appreciated that everyone had kept to the plans despite the rushed exodus. Lica was winded after fleeing the tower with Carrus and Kitalla, but an angry fire lit her eyes. Ervinor ran to her, “Lica, I need you.” 
 
    “Can’t go now, sir,” she retorted, pointing to her side. “Rodia and eaglons are heading in and we need to prepare.” 
 
    “We can’t fight them,” Ervinor explained. “Get someone to manage the defenses but come with me. Now.” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment but saw the determination in his eyes. She gave orders to Throssha and then followed the general. He led her back to the source of the cries and moans. Once she saw where he pointed, she understood what needed to be done. 
 
    “There isn’t time to waste. You know the mages are coming up from the south. I have to go lead them in defense. Can you take care of this?” 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    And he did. On his way, he swung by to see Verna, instructing her to hold the western line and to let her mages have free rein over slaying any beasts that came too close, but to keep near the army. “No one is to run off from the main force.” She saluted and Ervinor left her to her duty, walking to the host of Sparrows, who otherwise would have been under Frast’s command. “The mages come from the south,” he told them. “They’re angry and will most likely try to kill any of us they can. The rest of the forces are busy with feral creatures coming from every direction. It is up to us to keep these mages at bay.” 
 
    The Sparrows prepared themselves, dropping their provisions and withdrawing their weapons or spell components. Defensive spells were set up where possible and Ervinor stepped before them all, facing the pursuing mages from the south. Ervinor touched one of his pockets, feeling two pieces of jade tucked safely inside. He wanted to verify that he had them all but didn’t want to make it look to the others as if he was searching for something or nervous, so he trusted that the other shards were with him. They couldn’t help him, he knew, for he had no way to call on their powers. He simply wanted to know they were with him. 
 
    He reached up over his head and pulled the sword from its scabbard. One of the Sparrows, Lorreq, approached and used her nature-based healing skills to add a second layer of protection over the antimagic armor Herchig and his wife had crafted for him. 
 
    “You thief!” screamed a raging voice across the field. 
 
    “It’s unwise to criticize yourself in front of others, Shelloni!” Ervinor said. 
 
    The woman swung her hands in the air and freezing water rained down upon them. Ervinor’s mages fought back with bursts of heat. While it didn’t stop the water, at least it didn’t bite as badly. 
 
    Three mages caught up to Shelloni and they worked in tandem to augment her spell. Rain and thick chunks of hail pattered down. The fighters who had shields raised them overhead to block the pelting bits of ice, but it exposed their bellies to a barrage of poison-tipped thorns. 
 
    Ervinor held back, dodging where he could, and removing the barbs where they struck. The mage casting them was too far away and the thorns were only dangerous on exposed skin, for they lacked the momentum to penetrate even basic armor. He didn’t want to kill any of the mages if he didn’t have to, but as the rage on Shelloni’s face was illuminated by a bolt of lightning, Ervinor knew that someone in this fight would have to fall. As he realized this, other mages caught up to Shelloni and started unleashing their own spells. 
 
    “Charge!” Ervinor shouted, leaning forward and sprinting headlong to clear the distance between himself and Shelloni. She seemed surprised by the move, for she stopped casting whatever spell she was crafting and rummaged frantically through her pockets. Moments later, the wet sand turned into a giant sheet of ice and Ervinor’s feet flew out from underneath him and he slid precariously forward with a number of his fighters. 
 
    The sky was almost completely dark now, except for the flashes of spellfire. Ervinor pushed himself upward, using his sword for leverage, and strained to see where Shelloni was. He need not have worried, for the angry mage was solely targeting him for her spells. She strafed him with a flurry of ice darts, then wound her hands around to explode the ice into cutting debris that bit into his skin. 
 
    Ervinor blocked out the pain as best he could, bringing his sword to bear while struggling to remain upright on the ice. Two long water snakes reached out from the mage’s hands and whipped back and forth, striking him and biting into his flesh, numbing him with frigid fangs. Shelloni laughed maniacally as she swept her whips around again and again, crashing them into the young general one blow after the next. 
 
    There was nothing he could do to fight them off. His sword was useless and the defensive spell that Lorreq placed on him had already been consumed as it tried to heal the minor cuts from the ice darts. His antimagic armor kept the snake bites from hurting terribly, but when the cold whips struck his face, he cried out in agony. 
 
    He reached into his pocket, fumbling for one of the jades for help. He did not know how to summon its power, but he needed help and he was too weak to keep getting up on his feet and pressing forward. The fire jade came to his hand and he blocked out Shelloni, begging for help. The orange jade lit with a tiny glow, but nothing stronger than usual. He clutched the shard to his chest, hoping it would hear the terror in his heart and protect him, but there was no response. Instead, the sharp edge of the jade cut off one of the loops that Herchig had sewn into the tunic. 
 
    The water snakes paused their attack only long enough for Shelloni to reenact the spell. She enjoyed watching the young man writhing on the icy ground with no help coming to him, while his troops were busy dealing with the rest of the mages. Ervinor used the brief respite to dejectedly shove the jade back into its pocket and reach for the poison darts in the tunic. He threw a fistful of them at Shelloni and they struck her protective barrier and broke it down, but the darts did not strike her directly. She laughed at the failed attempt. 
 
    Ervinor couldn’t glance around or call for help, for the icy whips were flogging him again. He grabbed his sword and flung it toward the mage, but she lashed out with one of the snakes and deflected it safely away. Each strike hit harder and Ervinor understood that the magic armor was losing its strength. Soon it wouldn’t be able to channel away the magic attacks and he would succumb to the brutal beating. 
 
    Only one thought remained to him then. The jade had cut one of the loops and the thick cord that ran along the seams of the tunic was loose. He grabbed for it and tugged with all his might. The cord snapped upward from one loop to another, shredding the tunic in pieces and exposing his body to attack. But with a flourish of his arm, the whip that Herchig had hidden along the seams came free. 
 
    Shelloni was confused by Ervinor’s decision to disrobe in front of her, but she delighted in the loss of his armor, taking a few steps forward to strike him even harder. His skin glistened with blood after each bite of her water snakes. 
 
    Ervinor clung to his desire to live, raising his whip in his hand and snapping it toward the mage. The green rope flashed out and cracked against Shelloni’s ankles. The whip did more than startle her, however. Immediately, her own icy snakes vanished and she cried out in dismay, scrambling immediately to bring forth yet another set. Ervinor pulled his whip back and struck again. This time it wrapped around her calves, and Ervinor rolled onto his side to tug the cord, bringing the woman down. 
 
    Shelloni screamed as she fell, grabbing for spell components and bellowing magic into the night sky. However, her spells were not working. Ervinor’s whip was stuck on her legs, so he flipped onto his knees and crawled closer, keeping a tight grip on the emerald cord as he went. Shelloni saw his approach and tried to scramble away, but Ervinor tugged the whip and kept her from rising. 
 
    He reached her at last and he saw the terror in her eyes. “Don’t kill me,” she begged. “Don’t kill me!” 
 
    “Why shouldn’t I?” he asked rhetorically, curling his hand into a fist, still clutching his corded whip. Furiously, he punched her in the face, breaking her nose and knocking her out cold. Ervinor disentangled his whip and stood up, lashing the cord outward to the mages on either side of him, each of whom was engaged in battles with the Sparrows. As with Shelloni, Ervinor’s whip stole away their magic, leaving them defenseless. 
 
    The half-naked general staggered in the darkness to strike at the other attacking mages, ending their spell-casting and bringing about their defeat. The few mages still upright saw the turn of events and either threw their hands up in surrender or ran back for the tower. 
 
    “Take your comrades with you and go home,” Ervinor demanded, his body bleeding. He felt he would swoon but he held his ground until the mages did as ordered. They dragged Shelloni away by her shoulders and Ervinor found it morbidly amusing that she would undoubtedly burn with a rash on her backside. 
 
    Lorreq survived the onslaught and made her way over to Ervinor, using what spells she could to heal his wounds. “These need a lot of tending, sir.” 
 
    “I need the rest of my tunic, Lorreq. Where is it?” She was perplexed by his concern for the shredded shirt, but she followed behind him, keeping the healing energies flowing. Ervinor lifted the three main flaps of fabric that had been his tunic. The cord should not have torn the tunic apart, but he had pulled so hard on it that the loops caught and ripped the seams instead. It didn’t matter, he told himself solemnly. He would repair it somehow. 
 
    Glancing around, he could see that his team had defended themselves well, but that three had died. The fighters tended to the injured and the dead and he did not interrupt them. 
 
    The rest of the army was still busy and Ervinor wanted nothing to do with them at the moment. Despite the healing Lorreq was sending him, he was battered and exhausted. However, he knew he wouldn’t be able to rest until the creature situation was under control as well. “Can you please keep doing that and come with me?” he asked Lorreq as she swept her hands through the air and sent healing into him. 
 
    Ervinor did not consult with the captains whose teams were fending off the attacks. Instead he headed for Lica, whose task was far more important. The woman was drenched in sweat, her lips trembling from repeated spells she was casting into Frast. He was clearly fighting against her intrusion and she was doing everything could to convince him to stop. 
 
    “Lica, step back,” Ervinor said sadly. “I hate to do this, Frast, but there is no other way.” He handed the pieces of tunic to Lorreq, keeping only the green whip in hand. With help, he wrapped the cord around Frast’s waist. It took only seconds for the spell linking Frast to Randler to be canceled. At once, the bard cried out in pain. 
 
    “No!” Frast gasped. “No! Don’t let him suffer! No!” 
 
    Ervinor reached deep into Frast’s pocket and pulled out the beast jade, which was pulsing hotly. “Lica, do something,” he pleaded, handing it over. 
 
    While she closed her eyes to commune with the jade, Ervinor removed the antimagic cord from Frast’s body then retrieved the pieces of his tunic and set them on top of Frast. The mage was terrorized at being disconnected from Randler and he wept for the damage that would come to Randler’s voice if the bard kept screaming as he was now doing. 
 
    “Frast, listen to me,” Ervinor said. “The beast jade is drawing the creatures in to us. We need it to send them away. Here, these are the other jades. Which one will help you?” 
 
    Frast fumbled around with the tunic, reaching into the various pockets and trying to discern the jades from their textures. “The shadow jade; give it to Randler,” he managed to say. He then withdrew the air jade and sliced his finger on it, making an instant connection to the shard. He called to it, imploring the jade to obey him in his time of need. As with the beast jade, which channeled the feral screams from Randler through him, now the air jade channeled direct sound. Soon, Randler’s cries lessened and Frast’s began anew. 
 
    “I hate to hear you suffer, friend, but I know why you do it,” Ervinor said. He took the rest of the jades and turned to Lica, who was now casting a series of complicated spells. 
 
    Soon the chaos around him came to a sharp stillness. Ervinor bade Lica to keep charge of the beast jade for now so that they would remain unharmed by the feral creatures. He hadn’t counted on using the jades along the way, but that was typical among non-mages. He had planned the nighttime journey because there were fewer threats than during the day, but if Lica could maintain a protective shield around the camp and therefore keep the creatures at bay, then it made no sense to him to push through the darkness. 
 
    “Set up camp!” he called. Lorreq remained with him until she ran out of strength and needed to retire. He thanked her for the help and then sought out Carrus and the Ravens. His tent was already erected, for which he was grateful. He asked for a few supplies from one of the soldiers, crawled into this tent, and dropped to the dirt, setting the tunic pieces on the ground. Tired as he was, he had one more thing he needed to do before he could sleep. 
 
    Taking needle and thread, he set about repairing Herchig’s tunic. 
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    The first night in the outpost with the mingled Hathren and Kallisorian troops was partly a disaster. Though the initial meet-and-greet had seemed successful, once the people went to sleep, the hardest grudges surfaced. Gabrion was rousted out of the bed by a pair of officials, whose panic was obvious. 
 
    “Murder!” cried Ruhk’s man, Ventch. “You have to come, sir.” 
 
    Gabrion threw on a tunic and followed Ventch and Lucson down the steps and through to the sleeping quarters where Ruhk and his guards held three men against the wall. To the side, four fighters were slain, two of whom were naked. “What is this!” he gasped. 
 
    Ruhk turned away from his soldiers. “Gabrion, I don’t know where to begin. These men murdered your fighters in their sleep. I would kill them myself but I believe you should have the right to administer their judgment.” 
 
    The warrior stared at the four corpses for a while longer, trying to recognize them despite the mutilations. Three of them were among his more recent trainees. Easy victims. The fourth was one of their own. Stone-faced, Gabrion turned to the three murderers. “Speak.” 
 
    “About what?” one of the spat. 
 
    “Who are you and why have you done this?” 
 
    “You’re all Kallisorian scum!” shouted the blond soldier. “Even this… traitor,” he spat at Ruhk. 
 
    The Hathren commander pressed forward and leaned his arm into the man’s throat, stopping only because Gabrion intervened. “Don’t kill him.” 
 
    “You would let these men go free, Gabrion?” Ruhk queried. “Are you that idealistic? That foolish?” 
 
    “I will abide the rules I set here for this experiment.” He then eyed the three soldiers and pierced them with his gaze. They each winced with the anger they saw. “My name is Gabrion and I am from the town of Savvron. You have killed three of my warriors. I would know who you are.” 
 
    “Three?” Ruhk interrupted. “Four are dead.” 
 
    Gabrion nodded. “Yes. One is your man, Frethe.” 
 
    In his fury, the commander hadn’t noticed the identity of the naked man. “Explain!” he insisted, pressing his arm into the blond man’s throat. 
 
    The prisoner coughed and then responded. “He went off with them last night. Sympathizer. Traitor. He deserved it.” 
 
    Gabrion thought Ruhk was about to snap, so he interjected, “Your names. Now.” 
 
    Ruhk coerced the blond soldier to speak first. “Hrall of Marritosh.” 
 
    The brown-haired man to his left whimpered, “Ornicus of Frethnier.” 
 
    The smallest of the three pouted and met Gabrion’s eyes. “Peth.” 
 
    “From where to do you hail, Peth?” Gabrion demanded. 
 
    “I was born in Warringer.” 
 
    Gabrion’s eyes lit wide. “That’s—You’re Kallisorian!” Ruhk was just as shocked as Gabrion. 
 
    “I am,” he answered, raising his chin defiantly. 
 
    “Why would you do this?” Gabrion asked. 
 
    “You think I care anything for you weak Kallisorian scum?” He spat on the floor. “No, my mother got drunk in a tavern, then she bore me, and sold me off for money. I was bounced around as a slave all my childhood until I made my escape to Hathreneir. They took me in and I vowed revenge on you cowards.” 
 
    Ruhk shook his head. “I had no idea, you little liar, passing yourself off as one of us.” He spoke over his shoulder, “I will defer to your judgment since we are your guests.” 
 
    Gabrion responded by turning to Ventch and Lucson. “Officials,” he summoned, “I call for a duel, first thing come daylight.” 
 
    “You’re insane,” Ruhk hissed. 
 
    Gabrion ignored him. “Unlike the other duels in this place, it will be a fight to the death.” He turned to the prisoners. “Do you accept, or should we carry out your judgment here and now? Your commander looks anxious to be your executioner.” 
 
    The three men agreed to duel, deciding that the chance to fight back was better than cold execution. They were brought down to the dungeon and held in a cell next to Gerta and her team, whom Ruhk had imprisoned the day before. 
 
    Silently, Gabrion stormed off and sought out Ordren to update him on the events of the morning. The outpost commander was furious that he was not included in the discussion with the prisoners and he cautioned Gabrion that he would not tolerate such insolence for much longer. Gabrion didn’t care how angry Ordren was. He knew that bringing the two factions together would not be easy, despite how he tried to carry himself. His greater surprise was that only four people had died through the night, but he hoped for that to be the last insidious act within these walls. He explained as much to Ordren, but the older man was unconvinced. 
 
    A few hours later, Gabrion walked to the outer training yard, with nearly the entire contingent of fighters gathered to witness the event. Most of the fighters were disgusted by the murder that had taken place, though some lamented that they hadn’t been part of the killings themselves. Gabrion ignored the taunts from both sides and stood before Ordren at the far end of area. The three prisoners were held at the wall. 
 
    Gabrion turned to the audience. “A heinous crime was committed last night within these walls. Four fighters were murdered in their sleep, three Kallisorian and one Hathren.” The gathering gasped, having thought all the victims were from Kallisor. Gabrion announced their names, “Prendis of Gerrish, Friya and Shenna of Pindington, and Frethe of Rossbur. The Kallisorians were not committed soldiers in the king’s war, but farmers and millers taken from their homes because the king had need. Their first fights took place here, just days ago as part of training. They had never killed a man. Yet they died, defenseless, in their sleep because of these three cowards who would not face them in a proper duel. The Hathren died for befriending one of my fighters. In terms of war, these three men butchered babies last night.” 
 
    The crowd roared in an awful cacophony. The Hathrens felt the description was harsh, but the Kallisorians raged against them. “Hold!” Gabrion shouted, and it was testament to the respect his men felt for him that they quieted down quickly. Ruhk’s men followed suit soon after. 
 
    Gabrion scanned the gathering. “I decreed when you arrived that no violence was to occur within these walls except in an official duel. Though four innocent soldiers lay dead this morning, I will adhere to my own rules. These three were not summarily punished for the crime which they openly admit. Instead, I challenged them to a duel this morning.” Everyone knew that part already, hence their attendance, but Gabrion was enforcing an official tone. 
 
    “However, because of the circumstances surrounding these events, I have made two alterations to the rules for this bout—and this bout only—unless any more of you are foolish enough to cast aside your humanity within these walls.” At this, the crowd fell eerily silent, wondering if perhaps the prisoners would not be allowed weapons, or maybe they would be blindfolded and Gabrion would cut them down piece by piece, or worse. 
 
    “I do not wish any more people to die. Yet I cannot let the murders of innocent men and women go unpunished. Therefore, this will be a fight to the death.” The people were surprised, but not completely, considering the circumstances. Then Gabrion announced the other alteration and there was a universal gasp of shock through the crowd, following by whispered murmurings. “If I face any of these men single-handedly, it would be an unfair bout. Therefore, I will fight them all at once.” 
 
    “What!” Ordren gasped. “Gabrion, this is madness! No, I will not allow it.” 
 
    Gabrion turned around and responded quietly so no one else would hear. “Do not interfere, Ordren. After all, if I succeed, then such crimes should end here. If I fail, then you don’t have to deal with my nonsense any longer and you can stop placating me. You won’t have to pretend you believe in me anymore.” 
 
    The three prisoners looked almost cheerful at the announcement and they immediately started whispering battle strategies to one another. Gabrion ignored them. 
 
    “I will ask Commanders Ordren and Ruhk to officiate this battle. No one from the crowd may interfere, not on my behalf, and not on theirs.” He then turned and bowed his head to Ruhk and Ordren and stepped to the side to select a sword for himself. The prisoners were brought to another weapon rack to choose as well. 
 
    Ordren hesitated in bewilderment over Gabrion’s plan so Ruhk spoke first. “I present the challenger in this duel: Gabrion of Savvron, defender of the murdered soldiers.” The Kallisorian troops cheered in response, as did many Hathrens, Gabrion noticed. Apparently, a number of them were as horrified by the act as everyone else. 
 
    Ruhk waited for the crowd to quiet down before announcing the challengers. “Defending their cowardly lives,” he spat, his contempt palpable, “are Hrall of Marritosh, Ornicus of Frethnier, and Peth of Warringer.” The last announcement was met with shock once again. The Hathrens were stunned that a Kallisorian had been in their midst for years, though some denied the possibility outright as a ruse. The Kallisorians were aghast that any man from their land could be battling against them so coldly. The fighters looked around the gathering, wondering if anyone else was hiding such a secret. 
 
    At last, Ruhk initiated the bout with the blast on his horn and all eyes turned to the combatants. Gabrion stood tall and strong, eying the three prisoners, whose hunger for freedom made them look dangerous. 
 
    Blond Hrall was the hothead of the group and he leaped in first with a double-handed blow, twisting his body while cutting down and across, determined to rip open Gabrion’s chest on the first strike. The nimble warrior hopped backward to avoid the attack and then swung his own sword into the man’s exposed back, splattering him immediately to the ground in pain. 
 
    Ornicus and Peth coordinated better than that, coming in together and separating so Gabrion would be flanked. Ornicus thrust high and immediately swept low, getting Gabrion to focus on him while smaller Peth dipped in and cut from the side. Gabrion pivoted and missed both sets of attacks, but the two men pressed in again rapidly. Ornicus brought his sword around, keeping his buckler up and blocking a strike, while Peth spun, aiming to get Gabrion from behind. 
 
    The warrior jumped into the air, right over Peth’s low swing, taking a small cut on his arm from Ornicus. Gabrion responded by dragging his sword downward and crashing it into Peth’s weapon, creating a terrible jarring sensation for the little man, almost causing him to drop the blade. Gabrion stepped into the swing and back-turned to his left, sharply cutting his sword across and biting into Ornicus’ buckler, cracking it in half. The man staggered back and threw the damaged shield away, bringing both hands to his blade and stepping in with renewed vigor. 
 
    Peth shook his hand to free himself of the jarring sensation, but by the time he had his sword ready, Gabrion was on him full force. The tall warrior cut downward, then across to the left, up again, down to the right, and each time the scrapper parried the attacks, but the jarring grew worse and worse and Peth backed up with each crash of Gabrion’s mighty sword until he stumbled and fell on his backside. 
 
    Before Gabrion could finish him, he sensed someone nearby, so he pivoted and brought his sword sharply about. Hrall had recovered from his first misstep and now blocked Gabrion’s attack, swinging as wildly as Gabrion had against Peth. But Gabrion was ready for it. He set his back leg into the dirt and matched each swing, whether high or low, deep or wide, and Hrall’s face turned from a mask of rage to one of panic. He slowly started to give ground, backing away, his offensive strikes becoming defensive as Gabrion roared and took control. 
 
    Ornicus ran in to distract Gabrion from the right, but the warrior made wider cuts with the blade, blocking the brown-haired fighter while still pressing Hrall back. Peth, meanwhile, stood up again, grabbed his sword, and charged. 
 
    Gabrion waited for it, having baited the small man. As he heard the footsteps rushing up behind him, he parried twice more and then Hrall stepped in with another deep swing of his sword, while Peth rushed in from behind, and Ornicus cut down and across. All three swords reached for Gabrion from different heights, and the warrior collapsed intentionally. 
 
    Gabrion swiped his blade in a giant circle across the dirt. Hrall’s powerful sword caught Peth in the skull, killing him instantly, while the little man’s own attack dug into Hrall’s side. Ornicus tried to pull his blade, but he had put too much force behind it, and as Hrall staggered forward, both from the attack Gabrion made on his ankles and the side wound inflicted by Peth, Ornicus’ sword kept falling and it hacked viciously into Hrall’s back. 
 
    Gabrion rolled to his left to avoid the bodies falling down on top of him. He pounced onto his feet and turned to defend himself, but there was no need. Hrall and Peth lay dead on the field and Ornicus was on his knees, retching after killing his friend. Gabrion walked over to the remaining prisoner, standing tall and essentially unharmed. 
 
    The brown-haired man looked up at Gabrion, tears streaming from his eyes. “What have I done?” he asked, turning and staring at his sword sticking out of Hrall’s back. “What have I done?” 
 
    Turning away, Gabrion called to Ruhk. “This duel is over. Take him to the dungeon for now.” 
 
    Ordren walked over to Gabrion. “But what of retribution for his crime? You can’t mean to let him live.” 
 
    “I can, Ordren. Look at him. He killed someone he cared deeply for. He’ll never get over that. It is a worse punishment than death.” He met the man’s eyes with intense clarity. “I would know.” 
 
    He handed his sword to Ordren and stepped away from the dueling area. The crowd cleared a wide path for him. At first, he was going to walk away, to return to his room and while away the day and debate the merits of this experiment. But he looked at the faces of the men and women on either side of the field. Their expressions were a wild mix of emotions and he realized that he could not desert them now. 
 
    “If you wish to die, then line up and I will slay you. Or,” he corrected, gesturing back to the two corpses, “I may cause you to kill each other instead. But know this, every one of you: I cherish your life and I will not take it lightly. Yet if you take the life of another human being while you are under my watch, then your life will be the payment. I don’t care if you’re Kallisorian or Hathren. Let your actions determine who you are now. If you need to battle, summon the officials and establish a duel. 
 
    “For the rest of you, who wish to give life a chance, I urge you to meet at the northern gate in two hours’ time. Do not come if you cannot set aside your hatred, your loathing, and your discrimination. Do not come if you are small-minded and stupid. This world has no use for you if you can’t open your hearts and your eyes. If you think I am wrong, then challenge me and I will teach you properly. 
 
    “I would rather we remain civilized here and take a few days to learn about each other, as I’ve already said. But if your prejudice is too strong and you cannot abide a sense of honor and civility, then band together and hide in your quarters and do not surface until I open the gates. I have no use for such as you. 
 
    “To all the rest, who feel as I do that the crime committed last night was unforgiveable and disgusting, who wish to open yourselves up to even the possibility of a better tomorrow, then I say again, meet me in two hours at the northern gate.” 
 
    As he left the area, he heard whispers among the otherwise silent crowd and he pretended not to. 
 
    “He didn’t even strike a fatal blow to any of them, but he clearly could have at any time. He really believes in this doesn’t he?” 
 
    “He may have let Ornicus live, but did you hear him? He’s heading to the dungeon. Probably kill him in his sleep just to be fair.” 
 
    “I guess some Kallisorians can really fight. Did you see the way he moved about? Maybe we should go, you know, find out more.” 
 
    “That man is trying to change the world and I’m not sure if I can handle that or if I like it. But I’m curious. I never thought we could get along with each other. Is it even possible?” 
 
    “Hey, Nersha, let’s go talk to the Hathrens over there. That’s what Gabrion wants, right?” 
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 Return to the Forest 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Magitorium buzzed with excitement. Mages recapped the battle between Pyron and Dariak with new and wild embellishments that beckoned for even more fanciful tales. Though Dariak had never actually sprouted wings and taken to the sky, Pyron bowed his head low as if he had. The old man was aghast that Dariak had defeated him and he spent the next couple of days keeping quiet and trying to figure out where he had erred. 
 
    Dariak, on the other hand, was exhausted and spent a good portion of the time simply eating and resting, walking around for some circulation but little else. The mages who approached him left with unanswered questions, as Dariak was not in the mood to talk. He kept the healing jade with him at all times, tucked into an inner pocket in case someone struck up an impromptu challenge. 
 
    Some of the fears of the mages were realized as more calls for duels were made. Many would-be challengers had been injured during the actual battle, and they regaled their friends with tales of the power they felt from the various explosions, wondering if the duel itself was the cause of the augmented energies, or if it was just the two mages who had taken the field. Xervius did his best to assert to the rest that the duels were forbidden within the walls and undesired outside of them. Considering his vast dealings with the magical forces, his word was enough to quell any actual fighting. 
 
    When he finally had the strength, Dariak made his way up the tower to visit with Pyron. They had crossed paths a few times since the bout, but had yet to speak. The old man was not pleased to see him, preferring to let Dariak quietly vanish from existence instead. Yet Dariak pushed his way in and Pyron surrendered to him, again. 
 
    “You’re sulking,” Dariak accused, trying for a jovial tone. “It doesn’t suit you.” 
 
    “If you came here to bother me, you have already achieved that goal and you may leave.” 
 
    The seriousness cut through him, so Dariak opted for a more direct approach. “I don’t understand you, Pyron. When I was growing up, you looked like a man who could do no wrong. You trained me, you guided me, but now you’re… lost.” 
 
    Pyron stared, wearing an expression that told Dariak to finish and vacate. 
 
    Dariak held his gaze for a few seconds before shaking his head and turning away. “Fine, then. Stay and wallow here. It’s such a waste.” 
 
    “How did you do it?” Pyron asked as Dariak moved from the door. “How could you possibly strip me of the jade’s power?” 
 
    “I am connected to them all, Pyron. As I always said, the jades are rightly mine.” 
 
    “Bah! Nonsense. That doesn’t explain why it would stop working for me while I was clutching it in my very hands.” 
 
    Dariak shrugged. “There are positive uses for energy and negative. It’s something I learned from Randler on the journey. So when I reached the healing jade and brought its power unto me, I also sent back an inverse version of it to prevent it from working for you. Dissonance,” he explained, then a thought occurred to him. “I’ve experienced it before, actually. Elgris, in Kaison, used a major sort of anti-healing spell against me. You could sort of say that that’s what I sent back to you, but with the healing jade in your hand, as you said, that anti-energy wouldn’t be able to kill you.” 
 
    “Anti-energy,” Pyron marveled. “I don’t know if you’re mad or inspired.” 
 
    “It’s the same as drawing heat out of water to make it freeze. It’s opposite to the use of adding heat, isn’t it?” 
 
    Pyron frowned. “It has never been discussed that way. It was always just moving the heat from the water to the air. It was never described as generating an anti-fire spell.” He swallowed hard. “You… did something similar when you violated the Trials to save your friend, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Violated,” Dariak echoed sourly. “I don’t know why I came up here to talk to you.” 
 
    “To gloat, of course.” 
 
    Dariak firmed his jaw and stared at the old mage. “I thought maybe you would see to reason, to understand that I was meant to have these jades. I thought maybe you would get your head out of the sand and look at the world around you, to see that change is coming. I thought perhaps you could be part of that change. But instead, you’re just an insecure, poor old man, cowering behind lies and fear. It’s no wonder your tower is falling to a civil war and no wonder you ran away. It was convenient having me and this jade as an excuse, but that’s all we were, an excuse. You would have run off anyway.” 
 
    “I’m finished with you,” Pyron snarled, reaching for his door to slam shut. 
 
    “I agree with you on that,” Dariak said softly. “Be well, Pyron. May we never cross paths again.” With that, Dariak strode away from the chamber and took to the stairs, his head reeling and his heart pumping. He truly had thought in some way that he could have reached his old mentor, but too much damage had been done. Apparently, there were some things that even the jade couldn’t heal. 
 
    He wandered around the Magitorium for a while, searching his thoughts for any supplies he would need before venturing back to Randler in the forest. Along the way, he was stopped by various mages who wanted to learn more about the spells he had used and whether or not he had poisoned or otherwise sabotaged Pyron to win. Dariak shoved his way past them, seeking his one other ally in this whole place. 
 
    Yet Xervius would not speak with him. The wretched mage was still recovering after being blasted by Pyron’s final stone spell and he refused to allow Dariak to use the healing jade on him. His aides met Dariak outside and ushered him along, saying the old man would be meditating for the next days or weeks and that he could return then. 
 
    Dejected, the son of Delminor decided that it was time to leave the Magitorium. He was weary and could have used another couple days’ worth of rest, but Randler was in much greater need and he had already tarried for too long. With a sigh, he returned to his borrowed chamber and gathered his things, ready to depart at once. 
 
    “Oh good, you’re here!” greeted a familiar voice. Dariak walked into his room and saw Nastren lounging on a chair. “Surely you’ve got time for some company now.” 
 
    Dariak grumbled and shook his head. “I appreciate the attention, but I was about to get out of here. If you’ll excuse me.” 
 
    The mage pouted. “But I wanted to hear all about it, from your side. You did the impossible, Dariak. You should revel a little.” 
 
    Dariak smiled politely. “Thank you for offering your ear, but I don’t really need to discuss the duel.” 
 
    “Oh. Well perhaps I could tag along a while—” 
 
    “No, thank you,” Dariak interjected kindly. “I wouldn’t be able to give you the attention you deserve.” 
 
    “Well…” Nastren hedged. “I guess not.” 
 
    Dariak walked over and wrapped his arms around Nastren. “Thank you,” he whispered in the man’s ear. “I appreciate you offering to be a friend, but I have others to get back to, imminently.” 
 
    He smiled. “Oh before you go,” he called out suddenly. Nastren leaped off the chair and scooted from the room, returning moments later with a small haversack. “Take this with you.” 
 
    “What’s in here?” he asked, opening it to inspect the contents. 
 
    “Something I’ve been working on for a while. Healing potions. Nature and healing fused together into a leaf of honeywort, steeped in hot aloe juice, and scented with cinnamon to be a little more palpable.” 
 
    Dariak raised his eyebrow. “Does it really work?” 
 
    Nastren shrugged carelessly. “It’s like the weapons and things, you know. It works, a little. Just a little, but it’s the first batch that hasn’t exploded after a day. I know you’ve got the healing jade now to keep you safe, but I thought it could help maybe.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he decided not to argue, setting the satchel with his things. 
 
    Nastren understood that his welcome had expired. He gripped Dariak’s shoulders and held him steadily. “Safe travels, Dariak. I hope we meet again. Soon.” 
 
    After the young man’s departure, Dariak grabbed some food and wound his way out of the Magitorium, grateful to leave its wild interior—and the doorman’s reported warblebees—and enter the fresh clear air of the cool winter day. 
 
    He knew he needed to commune with the jade to target the rest of the shards for the fastest path back to Randler, but he needed to put some distance between himself and the tower first. Too many mages were eager to learn more about his spells, and he suspected they might follow him outside if he lingered for too long. 
 
    After about two hours, he finally settled himself down on the chilly grass and withdrew the healing jade. It pulsed with a misty white color and its surface felt enticingly soft. Placing it in his hand, he let his mind wander, feeling the energies within. He knew the other jades were far from him now, deep within the forest, but he reached anyway. The healing jade would want to reunite with its brethren, so he sat there in silence for some time, letting the energies float around and through him, stretching ever outward. 
 
    At last he felt a tug and he looked up to see where the jade had guided his hand. He was not surprised by its eastward orientation, but it was aimed further south than he suspected. It didn’t matter, so long as he could bring the shard to Randler and heal the massive damage that was done to his legs. He hoped Astrith had found a way of starting the mending process in the meantime so that Randler would not lose them altogether. 
 
    Before he rose up to continue his journey, he tapped into the shard one more time, seeking its protection. He didn’t need it to prevent him from being attacked or to fight off beasts if he came across them. Instead, he knew he was going to push himself hard now, and he urged the jade to give him the stamina to make haste. He felt a cushion of sorts waddle over his body and he accepted it as affirmation. Dariak stood up at last and drew a few deep breaths. Then he ran. 
 
    The mage was no athlete, despite the time he had spent on the road. He was trim and he could maintain a firm walking pace, but running had never been his forte. Always after a few minutes, his lungs would feel like they weren’t drawing any more air and his legs turned rubbery, threatening to drop him on his face. If the ground was hard enough, even his shins would start lancing him with searing pain that made him want to be carried to his destination. 
 
    Not so with the healing jade, however. All the aches and pains were removed from him as soon as they entered. His breathing was heavy from the exertion, but he felt the cleansing air with each gulp of breath. His lungs heaved in time with his pace, six steps on an inhale, six on an exhale. Step after step, his feet devoured the landscape and carried him swiftly across it. He could not run any faster than he had before, but he was able to maintain it easily and that boon allowed him to make his way to the forest in record time. 
 
    He wondered idly if it was how a horse felt as it ran. He hadn’t ridden them that often, but they seemed to relish a good run, even with riders on their backs. Dariak laughed as he pictured himself in the form of a horse, galloping across the field and focusing only on the road ahead. 
 
    He knew there were feral creatures in the area but he ignored them, pressing ever onward. If they attacked him outright, he would respond forcefully, yet even the lupinoes he spotted kept their distance from a running man who felt no fatigue. They stalked him for a time, but he never wavered in his gait and eventually the beasts decided he was not worth the effort to track. 
 
    As night fell he set himself on the ground and napped, setting only the most rudimentary defensive spells around himself while trusting the healing jade to protect him from harm if necessary. He knew it was a risk but his success in channeling the shard’s energy during his bout with Pyron led him to believe in a deeper connection with the magic that Xervius has spoken of. That, and his previous experience with the jades was evidence enough of their ability to protect him. 
 
    Dariak awoke to a frigid dawn encrusted with dew and he summoned his fire darts to warm himself. He popped open one of the potions Nastren had given him, mostly out of curiosity, and he sniffed the liquid inside. It was a foul scent, and the added cinnamon did little to mask it. The mage had claimed they were healing potions, and though he didn’t need healing, he did need a drink. He was also curious about the effects of this potion and whether he could sense any of the magical properties within it. There were no dangers around him so he pressed his lips to the flask and took a few sips. 
 
    The viscous liquid coated his throat like tacky syrup and he choked on it as it took its time getting down his throat. He grabbed his water flask and tried to wash the pasty liquid out but it was of no use. He cleared his throat numerous times, trying to free himself of the thickness, never mind its horrendous flavor. Leave it to a nature mage to make a drink that tasted like mud and bark, he thought, gagging. 
 
    At last the potion was out of his throat and he felt it ooze its way down his insides until it reached his belly. There, his stomach rumbled angrily at the intrusion. Dariak tried to feel for the energies stored within the potion, but his body was so uncomfortable that he couldn’t concentrate well enough. He thought he might vomit up the few sips he had taken, but then he feared that the goo would take its time getting back out, so he fought the urge to heave. 
 
    The discomfort in his stomach passed and he could feel the potion work its way to other parts of his body, but only because he could suddenly sense the imbued magic. It really worked. The healing potion was making its way through him, seeking wounds to fix as it went. The essence of healing was unmistakable and before he lost himself in the awe of it, he turned his attention down to the jade to ensure that it wasn’t actually causing the sensation. 
 
    The shard was cool and resting. Dariak smiled, for Nastren truly had enchanted a broth with magical ability. It was yet another advancement for magic that could alter the world in the years to come. Potions like this would give mages another place to exercise their talents and would help to bridge the gap with the commoners who feared the mages, for they could simply purchase the treatment and administer it at will without a mage looming over them casting spells. 
 
    Clearly the process needed more refinement, he admitted as he started belching. Yet he sensed that if he had had any wounds, they would have mended, if only a little. Coupling that with the enchanted weapons and armor, Dariak knew that he needed to complete his quest all the more quickly. If flaming swords and icy shields were equipped to basic soldiers and they went off to war, the damage would increase hundredfold. The warring had to stop before the enchantments were perfected and could be used. He needed to press on. 
 
    Dariak took a few bites of bread first, however, trying to clear out the lingering halitosis. Then he was on his feet again, supported by the healing jade and its unwavering strength. He ran as fast as he could, marveling in the pace once again. By nightfall, he reached the edge of the forest. 
 
    Before he entered the line of trees, he communed with the healing jade again to check his destination. It still suggested he veer further south, so as he crossed into the woods he jogged onward until he found a path, then ventured slightly to the right. It wasn’t long before he was greeted by other forest folk. 
 
    “Halt stranger,” called a tall youth clad in thick vines about his waist. “You must claim your business in this place.” 
 
    “I see the trials to get in from the west are not as intense as travel from the east,” he noted, remembering the series of fights he and Randler had endured upon entry. “I am Dariak and—” 
 
    “You must come, Dariak. Astrith has bade us look for you. This way, and hurry.” 
 
    Panic welled inside of Dariak, for the curt command could only mean that Randler was in danger. The guide left the trail, leaping through random trees and branches like they were an open field. Dariak pushed onward, still channeling the jade for support, pressing to keep up with the lanky young man. 
 
    His first trek through the forest had taken several days, but then Lurina and her troupe were purposely misleading him through the woods to better understand his motives. Now his guide led him through in a fraction of the time. They stopped to eat and to take a few hours of sleep that night, but by the next midday they reached Astrith’s village. 
 
    The elder greeted Dariak solemnly, with head bowed low and his voice heavy. “Welcome to the forest once again, Dariak.” 
 
    “Where is Randler?” he cut through the pleasantries. 
 
    “I regret that I could not do much for your friend but sustain him.” 
 
    “I have the healing jade. Let me see him and I will do the rest.” 
 
    Astrith’s eyes opened wide. “I had not thought you would acquire it with such alacrity. Your friend is not here, I am afraid.” 
 
    Dariak struggled to maintain his composure. “Where is he, Astrith?” 
 
    “I sent him to the mages in the south. It seemed to me that they would have the best chance of repairing him.” 
 
    “You sent him to the tower?” Dariak paled. “He will be in danger, Astrith. When? How long? How?” 
 
    Astrith drew a deep breath and folded his fingers slowly into his lap. “You are racing too fast, Dariak, and you must stop for a moment.” 
 
    But Dariak would not be calm. “You led me on a fool’s chase through this forest and in the process, Randler was seriously hurt. I have the means to save him, but you’ve sent him off to the mages who wanted me dead. To the same tower that Randler himself infiltrated to rescue me. They aren’t going to take lightly to his return, not even in his condition, and you want me to be calm?” 
 
    “You must be calm or I will speak to you no further.” 
 
    Dariak paced away from the wizened man. “What good will it do for me to linger here and wait for you to reveal anything to me? I have the healing jade. I can target the others. I’ll go and find him myself. I don’t need your help.” 
 
    “I suppose you could,” Astrith responded, his voice growing louder. “But if you would count me as an ally then you will stop your prattling and heed my words. Thus, I require you to sit and be still.” 
 
    “Time is short, Astrith,” Dariak argued. 
 
    “Time is irrelevant, Dariak, for if you are meant to reach him then nature will see that it is so. It is the way of nature to unfold events in their due course.” 
 
    “What, like fate or destiny?” he scoffed. “Nature is a great and awesome power, I will grant you that, but it is not the foreseer of such things.” 
 
    “Are you so sure?” 
 
    Dariak growled. “How can you ask me to delay my mission? Perhaps I should ask for how long you wish for me to sit.” 
 
    “That would be a prudent question, indeed,” Astrith commended. “Two moons would suffice.” 
 
    “Impossible! How can you ask me to rest my haunches here for two more days while Randler is out there in danger? He needs me. It cannot wait.” 
 
    “And yet, when his injuries were fresh and his life was in its most critical state, you left him to my care.” 
 
    Dariak stopped pacing. “I couldn’t help him without the jade. It would have made things worse had I stayed.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but I suppose you will not know now.” Astrith stood up from the tree trunk upon which he sat and then walked over to Dariak. “I can assure you that his injuries are well enough tended that even without your precious jade he can recover.” 
 
    “But how—?” 
 
    “Nature is connected in many ways, young mage. Nuances in the earth and on the wind. They speak to me when I have the will to listen. For my failure to heal your friend, I was intent on his recovery and I assure you that efforts were made to restore him. He is not in danger at this time, else I would not delay you. Yet you are here and so I will assert my will upon you rather than let you flutter away with only the chance of your return.” 
 
    Dariak tensed. “What are you asking, Astrith?” 
 
    “You have a great task ahead of you, Dariak, but you are not centered. If you do not have a center, then how can others come to rely upon you in the times ahead? I require time to show you the center so that it moves with you and allows you to do what you must. It will allow me to assist you in your time of greatest need, which is yet to come. However, if you will be rash, then go on and run to your friend and perhaps you will muddle through without me. I would think, however, that you would benefit from all allies at this time. Still, the choice is yours to make.” 
 
    Dariak closed his eyes and took several deep breaths, digesting Astrith’s words. “Are you certain that Randler is all right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Don’t make me regret this, Astrith. What is it you need me to do?” 
 
    Astrith smiled broadly. “First, you must cleanse yourself of the mages and your journey.” 
 
    “Another bath?” He rolled his eyes. “Fine. Lead the way.” 
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 Midnight Camp 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kitalla awoke to a deep, starry sky and blinked in confusion. She hadn’t expected to be outdoors after performing her dance routine in Magehaven’s crystal chamber. They weren’t moving and the camp was very quiet, but she noticed that she was with the right people. There were few tents and she was surprised she wasn’t inside one of them, yet as she came to more fully, she understood that her need hadn’t been great enough. 
 
    Besides, she was lying on a thick tarp next to Carrus, the big lug. She surmised by his proximity that he had been the one to rescue her from the tower after whatever had happened, and considering her unconsciousness, he was clearly continuing to protect her even if it meant having her sleep in the cold nighttime air. 
 
    She ached with the chill, but Kitalla wasn’t one to complain about such things. Instead, she pushed herself upright, feeling around for her daggers and for one particular piece of jade. With a smirk, she pulled the glass shard from her pocket. Its gritty surface felt reassuring to her, for it meant that she hadn’t lost her touch as a thief. 
 
    Indeed, she had set a minor trap for Shelloni and her followers, camping out in an upper room near the empowerment chamber. Leaving her metal jade with a crumpled blanket gave Shelloni a burst of confidence and excitement, thinking she had bested Kitalla. Yet, Kitalla had also stolen a set of hooded mage robes and the arrogant water mage hadn’t noticed the intruder among her contingent of followers. The master kept her hand clutched on part of her robes, and it signaled to Kitalla the location of the glass jade. It was easy enough to pat Shelloni on the back in congratulations while simultaneously reaching into the robes to withdraw the shard that was in her possession. 
 
    After the mages left the area, Kitalla had circled back around and sought her connection with the glass jade, trying to read the energies of the other jades around her. She felt them moving about the tower and convening in one chamber, but they did not draw together too sharply, which Kitalla interpreted as resistance to handing the shards over to Ervinor. Thus she gathered her things, walked into the diamond chamber and once more brought the mages crashing down. 
 
    The effort had been difficult, even more so since she tried to keep awake the people she knew best, such as Ervinor and his captains. She had no idea if she was at all successful, but since the army was out under the night sky and the glass jade was humming merrily in her hand, she assumed that it went according to plan. Pleased with herself, Kitalla stood up and wandered around the encampment. 
 
    A cursory glance showed her that she was resting with the Ravens, who had split into several smaller groups and surrounded the refugees. Amidst the gathering were the few tents in use, and she figured Ervinor and Randler would be housed in them, as well as some of the elderly or children who had fled from Marritosh’s destruction. 
 
    Around the perimeter were the other four battalions, yet Kitalla was puzzled that none of them was on full alert. Less than half of the Eagles, Nightingales, Sparrows, and Wrens were on watch. Of the captains, only Verna and Quereth were making rounds through the camp. She hurried over to Verna to find out why. 
 
    Verna responded by nodding to one of the tents. “Not to worry about the creatures. Lica has it under control for now. And we turned away the mages. I don’t think they’ll be after us any time soon.” 
 
    “Frast? Randler? Ervinor? Are they all fine? Did we lose anyone?” 
 
    “Quereth has a better mind for how many we lost in the escape, but the others are here. Are they fine? Well, it depends on your definition.” She shrugged. “Watch is on for another hour, though, so I have to continue my rounds.” 
 
    Kitalla did not argue with her or try to get any more information. It was heartening to see that the woman was taking a more official role as captain and so Kitalla moved on. Quereth looked haggard and she hated to bother him, but she had questions. 
 
    “Ah, Kitalla, you’re awake at last,” he greeted her warmly. “Walk with me a bit.” 
 
    “I just saw Verna but she seemed preoccupied. What have I missed?” 
 
    Quereth smiled sagely. “Verna has been nervous since our general ordered the lesser watch, but I think he is right. Lica should be able to keep the beasts away for now.” 
 
    “She said the same,” Kitalla agreed. “She also said the mages wouldn’t be coming for us?” 
 
    “Indeed. They awoke sooner than you perhaps anticipated. We had a head start, thanks to you, but they trailed us and attacked. We defended and now we are here, a day later. Yes, you were out cold and we dared not wake you unless we needed to. Fortunately, we could let you rest until your body was ready. That skill of yours is becoming potent, I should say.” 
 
    Kitalla shrugged and shook her head. “I think it was more the focusing crystal in that room up there. It’s connected to the whole barrier surrounding the tower. I will say, though, that it’s draining pouring out the energy like that.” 
 
    “As Dariak described it once, you create the energy from your own will,” Quereth commented. “You don’t manipulate the forces around you and channel them.” 
 
    “Yeah, he said it was different than how you mages do things. I’m still unsure of a number of aspects of it.” She breathed a sigh through her teeth. “What’s the news on Randler?” 
 
    “Oh, so you don’t know. He is over there,” he pointed in the bard’s general direction. “He has been out of it since he was brought back to us.” 
 
    Kitalla rubbed her right arm. “It’ll take some time. Maybe I should go see him.” 
 
    “Very good then. I will continue on here.” 
 
    The thief tipped her head and made her way through the sleeping encampment, peering into each of the six tents, confirming her suspicions about the occupants. Most were indeed elderly or orphaned children with a few guardians. Ervinor was sound asleep in his tent, which was surrounded by four guards, so she didn’t disturb him. In another tent she found Randler and Frast as well as Lica with a host of seven mages huddled in a corner. 
 
    “Cozy,” she commented, stepping inside and walking up to Randler. The bard looked withered and tired. Beside him was Frast, his head turned to the side, in deep sleep. She tried to ignore the line of drool escaping his lip. 
 
    Lica was rocking back and forth in the corner with the other mages, who seemed to be chanting in a low cadence with her. “Empowerers,” Randler whispered to her. 
 
    “You’re awake then?” she breathed. 
 
    “No need to use such hushed tones, Kitalla. I have no choice, for Frast has been stealing my voice. As for the rest of them here, no one will even hear us.” He lifted his head, trying to sit up and Kitalla reached forward to help him. 
 
    “How are you?” 
 
    “It hurts immensely. I understand Frast has been channeling the brunt of the pain through himself so I won’t have to endure it, but in doing so he has also been keeping me sedated and unable to speak. It’s almost a relief that he fell asleep, except now I feel the agony. I tell you, Kitalla, it is great.” 
 
    “In a way, I had it easier,” she replied. “When my arm was crushed in Grenthar’s dungeon, the healers were on site. They already knew my physiology completely and were able to put the arm back together swiftly. Plus, I was delirious through most of it. It still aches all the time, though.” 
 
    Randler touched her arm. “I can’t imagine any part of that being easy.” He held her gaze, denying her rebuke. “I’ve been unable to learn much about what’s been happening. Where is Dariak?” 
 
    Kitalla’s brow furrowed. “From what I understand, he went on to find Pyron and the healing jade. You were brought to Astrith who sent you here when he couldn’t fix you.” 
 
    Sadness welled in Randler’s eyes. “He abandoned me for the jade.” 
 
    “I don’t think it was quite like that,” she hedged. 
 
    “Always the jades for him, Kitalla. They have always been his utmost priority.” 
 
    Kitalla didn’t know what to say, for it was a difficult point to argue. “I’m sure he felt the healing jade, of all things, was a priority so that he could help you. You know that’s his weakest field of magic.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” he answered, unconvinced. “Yet the mages here came together, didn’t they? It hurts, but I can feel my legs again. I know they work. They’re weak and in a lot of pain. I have to convince Frast to stop putting me under so I can start learning to deal with this.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to him.” She looked over to Lica, who was still rocking and chanting. “What’s the deal there?” 
 
    “Bear with me, for I’m making a number of assumptions, but I think she has the beast jade now and she must be using it to keep us safe. Yet she needs the others there to give her the strength to work the spell.” 
 
    “You can tell that, being in a coma and all?” Kitalla smiled. 
 
    But Randler couldn’t return her grin. “I felt the energies of the beast jade tearing through me when they were healing me. It was like being bitten by thousands of firegnats and reptigons. And when I would try to cry out with the fury of it all, the sound came out of Frast instead. I know that each magic force in the world has its providence, but many of them overlap in unique ways. I would guess that the roaring of the creatures in the world connects the beast jade to such sounds. I felt the pain being pulled out of me and seeing Frast like this when he has passed out is clue enough as to where the energy has been going. Yesterday, though, the beasts were ripped away from me and I was filled with these great gusts of wind. I think he switched jades.” 
 
    With a nod, Kitalla stared deeply at Randler. “I know you’re not happy about all the magic you’ve endured in your life, Randler, but I think it has given you a keen insight on the matter. Dariak would agree, I’m sure.” 
 
    Randler frowned. “Dariak. Yes, we did have a few debates on the subject, always trying to flesh out new meanings.” 
 
    “Resonance and dissonance,” she said. 
 
    “You’ve been listening,” he applauded. 
 
    “It’s hard not to on this quest for the jades. Even with the other things going on, there’s always the jades.” 
 
    “Indeed.” His whispered voice was solemn. “I know Dariak needs me in his own way, but what’s to become of me when this is all over?” 
 
    “You’re ridiculous.” She laughed. “You have to then go around the world and tell people—in song—that the wars are over, one town at a time. You’re going to be so busy on your quest and Dariak will be following you along the way.” 
 
    He grinned despite himself. “So it will be the reverse of what we’ve been doing. The jades are gone and now he’ll follow us. Amusing.” 
 
    “One can hope.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a few minutes and Randler tried to massage his legs, but the stabs of pain made him wince, which in turn nearly woke Frast up from his slumber. The bard was not ready to be shoved back to darkness. “Oh yes,” he said suddenly. “Frast had the presence of mind to return the shadow jade to me.” 
 
    “That’s… useful.” 
 
    “Actually, it is,” he explained. “It has been with me longer than any of you, Dariak included. Having it nearby helps me feel calmer. Funny, though. Many bards sing of comforting sunlight, not solace in shadow.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Randler. I think everyone finds their own comfort where they do. For me it was in stealing trinkets from the lords and ladies and pawning them off for food and clothing. It made me feel like they were contributing to the welfare of Poltor and his group, of all of us. I know we weren’t altruistic with what we did, but other peasants could have followed suit.” She looked down at her hands. “Even just yesterday, I guess it was, when I lifted the glass jade off Shelloni, I felt powerful. Skilled. Worthy.” 
 
    “Kitalla, you’re certainly more than worthy.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She smiled. “Still, it felt different. With everything else we’re trying to do here, gathering people together and stopping wars, I feel ridiculous that an act of petty theft gave me any comfort at all. Sort of… felt good that I haven’t lost my touch.” 
 
    The bard nodded slowly. “We hold on to the things we do well. They’re part of us, even if they’re not commonly accepted or desired by others. I guess it’s like when I went in to the tower to free Dariak. Like the time I stole the jades from Halrone. Both goals were important to me and needed stealth that’s out of my league, but achieving them felt wonderful.” 
 
    Kitalla sighed wistfully. “Yes, I forget about your evil days as a dastardly thief. You should talk about those times more, I think. Sing bawdy tales of wresting the riches from the kings and so on.” 
 
    He chuckled softly. “I’m not proud of those days, but they are a part of me, aren’t they? Perhaps I should.” 
 
    The phrase “part of me” sent shivers down Kitalla’s spine and she shuddered. “Speaking of tales,” she started, hoping it wasn’t too far off topic to be asking about, “what’s with your fascination of the Forgotten Tribe?” 
 
    “There is a lot of morality that can be pulled from the tales,” he replied thoughtfully. “Often the Kallisorian side of the saga relates to the brutality of the king, but he was just a man who feared the potential of what magic could do. He fought against it to protect the people around him, but at the cost of his whole family. On the other hand, Hathreneir tried to enlighten the people to the wisdom of sorcery and how it could be used for the greater good. Yet there are tales of how she also abused the power.” 
 
    “You haven’t sung of those,” she noted. 
 
    “Not around mages, no. Not even as cautionary tales because the mages tend to be touchy when they’re told not to use their skills. One tavern I played in was nearly razed by an angry set of mages who screamed at me, asking how it would feel if people told me I couldn’t use my natural talents. What if the music was inside of me but I wasn’t allowed to share it? It made me think, but it didn’t change my mind on the whole magic thing. I side a little more with Kallisor on that one.” 
 
    “Is there… an ending to the tale?” 
 
    Randler’s brow furrowed. “To the tale of the Forgotten Tribe? Well, not precisely.” 
 
    “I saw this picture book in the tower, penned by Lady Cathrateir.” 
 
    The bard gasped. “I don’t suppose you brought that out of the tower? I would have loved to have seen that if I knew it was there.” 
 
    Kitalla did her best to describe the tale that was depicted within, with the ribbons of color spreading out in all directions, with each page turning to fewer and fewer hues until only a darkened sky remained. Randler listened intently with his eyes closed, picturing each scene as she described it. 
 
    “No,” he said at last. “I had not heard that one. It sounds like the end of things from the way you describe it.” 
 
    Kitalla groaned. “I was hoping you weren’t going to say that.” 
 
    “All the lights from Hathreneir and Kallisor wending together and then vanishing, leaving the world in darkness,” he summated. “It’s too bad I can’t look at the book directly, but I know you, Kitalla. If you describe it that way, then I’m sure it’s accurate. You’re too keen on details for it not to be. I’ll have to think about it and try to tie it in with the other parts of the tale.” 
 
    “All right,” she accepted. “Let me know if you come up with anything.” 
 
    He eyed her for a time. “It isn’t like you to put stock in such things. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Now who’s being keen?” she deflected with a grin. “I may have to wake up Frast before you start asking too many questions.” 
 
    He chuckled and allowed the conversation to change. They spent the next couple of hours reminiscing about parts of the journey and speculating on what was yet to come. All the while, Randler watched Kitalla closely, trying to discern whatever it was that she was keeping secret. 
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    At the approach of dawn, Ervinor’s army awoke and packed their things for the continued trek to the north. The castle itself was not far away and they could reach it by tomorrow if they pushed hard, but Ervinor was reluctant to press the refugees onward. 
 
    At least, that was the excuse he kept using for not keeping a faster pace, or rather, one of several excuses. Kitalla was awake now, so she was no longer a burden to be tended to, but Randler was still unable to carry himself. Lica was also immobilized during her communion with the beast jade. Plus, Ervinor tried to hold training sessions throughout the day to better enlist the new mages who had joined the cause at the tower. 
 
    What he didn’t want to admit was that his fear was growing. The king had no reason to hold back his forces when the army arrived. Ervinor didn’t want to be sucked into yet another useless battle where perhaps he would lose another limb. Or worse, his life. 
 
    He fidgeted with his tunic. He had mended it to the best of his ability but it sat differently on him now and rubbed against his shoulder wound a bit more than it had before. He wasn’t actually sure if that was the case or if it only seemed that way, but it didn’t matter. Tugging and twisting the fabric kept his mind occupied as they marched onward through the desert. 
 
    Ervinor and his captains had put a stop to several bouts among the refugees. The discontented citizens were shuffled about like cattle, ready to be dropped off at the king’s doorstep, not even knowing if he would take them in. Only a handful of them took to their situation well, seeking a way into Ervinor’s army if the king refused them. Though he would have preferred having their allegiance outright, he accepted their offers. Still, in his heart, he was hoping their king would reach out to protect them. Else, why be a king? 
 
    During an afternoon halt, Ervinor checked on Randler, who was trying to walk with the special crutches Astrith had sent with him. Frast hovered nearby, which made Randler more nervous than comforted, but at least Kitalla had gotten through to the mage. Sure, the pain was evident on Randler’s face and his groans of pain were disheartening, but he wasn’t crying out too often and the intuitive crutches actually did a portion of the work for him. He knew Randler couldn’t get more than a couple of steps without needing a break at first, but he was upright and essentially on his own. 
 
    Lica, however, was wearing out and she confessed that she didn’t know how much longer she could keep the beasts away. “We have to get there fast, Ervinor, or we’re going to have them upon us.” 
 
    “Can no one else use the jade?” he asked. 
 
    She whispered quietly. “If too many mages use the jades directly, they may do what Shelloni and the rest attempted to do. We can’t risk the temptation. Even the ones who seem committed to this quest may turn from us. No, not after all we went through to get them back.” 
 
    He consented to her logic and assured her that he would try to make haste. Afterwards, he made his rounds to visit with the captains. Quereth made no complaints, but he was clearly exhausted already. Verna looked charged up and ready for a battle. Carrus was split overseeing the Ravens and Frast’s Sparrows, while Throssha maintained control over the Eagles in Lica’s absence. Everything seemed to be moving along well enough until a call came from the south. 
 
    Ervinor raced through the ranks to find Carrus, whose whistle had called above the din of the people. He intercepted the messenger and ran to Carrus’ side. “Where?” It was a needless question. 
 
    To the south, the sandy desert shifted and shimmered wildly. Distant shapes waggled in the sunlight. “For how long?” 
 
    “Not long,” Carrus grunted. 
 
    He couldn’t believe the mages were striving to overtake them again. The shimmer visions suggested they were using magic to catch up with the army and the only plus to that was that the mages casting those spells would be weary. But anyone else they were transporting could lob spells at will into Ervinor’s forces. “Carrus, can I leave this to you?” 
 
    “We will hold them off, sir.” He called, “Sparrows, prepare for battle!” 
 
    “Take the Ravens, too. Don’t argue!” he interrupted the warrior. “I don’t want any of you to fall.” He then ran off to rouse the other battalions. “Move out!” he shouted, repeating his cry until others took the chant and the soldiers and refugees broke camp. 
 
    He hated to split the troops again, but his priority was the safety of the refugees. The Wrens, Eagles, and Nightingales adjusted their positions to enshroud the commoners along the journey, filling the gaps left by the Ravens and Sparrows. Ervinor hurried to the head of the Nightingales, leading them at a rapid pace and pressing to reach the castle swiftly. The massive structure was already on the horizon and it loomed ever closer. 
 
    Yet as they made their way across the land, Ervinor spied more movement ahead. At first he thought it was just a gathering of feral creatures, wondering if Lica’s spell had faltered, but as they moved closer, he saw they were soldiers. The king’s. 
 
    “To arms!” he called. “Prepare yourselves!” This was no time for a fight with the refugees mixed among his number. But he couldn’t send them ahead on their own either, for the soldiers might simply strike them down. He debated briefly about cutting west or east, but if he did, he knew they couldn’t outrun the king’s men and with the mages coming up from the south, it would only get worse. 
 
    Quereth pushed his way up to Ervinor’s side. “A few of the mages are banding together to erect a protective wall ahead of us. It won’t last long and they aren’t sure if they can maintain it while we’re on the march, but we’ve been practicing the spell itself when we can.” 
 
    “That’s great news, Quereth, thank you. Maybe it will give us enough time to explain the situation and hand the refugees over. Take whatever resources you need.” He then gathered the nearest twenty fighters and aligned them in a defensive row to stand behind the barrier for when it fell. The men and women grimly took their weapons in hand and stepped in line. 
 
    With the recent volunteers from the tower, Ervinor had over a hundred fighters at his disposal, even with his forces split to the south. Their experience on the battlefield, however, was a key factor that worried him. Only the mages who had traveled with him across the lands had really been in battle situations, as far as he knew. Some of the newcomers might know their first taste of fear. Suddenly Verna’s scare tactics seemed a worthy training strategy for new recruits. 
 
    A horn bellowed across the desert and distant shouting could be heard. They were too far away to engage in a charge, Ervinor decided, but he couldn’t take a chance and stand his forces down. Instead, he marched onward, bringing them ever closer to the fighters. 
 
    As they approached, Ervinor saw that there was a host of forty soldiers hacking away at a pack of sand rodia. When Lica’s protective spell drew near, the rodia scattered and fled, squealing madly. The fighters were confused by the sudden departure and only then even noticed the approaching army. They scurried into fighting positions and lifted their weapons in anticipation. 
 
    Ervinor jogged ahead and held his hand up high. “Hold!” he called out. “Hold your weapons steady!” 
 
    The commander of the troop hesitantly stepped forward to greet young Ervinor, looking over the man’s shoulder as if to assess the amount of time he had to determine whether the one-armed man was friend or foe. The commander gave an official Hathren salute, but Ervinor did not know the proper response. “State your business!” 
 
    Ervinor assessed the troop in front of him and had the impression that they were relatively new to the king’s employ. The men were younger than other fighters he had faced here and the fact that their approach had gone mostly unnoticed was a definite indication. “I am Ervinor and I am guiding a host of refugees from Marritosh to the king for protection. I seek no quarrel with you or your men.” 
 
    The commander’s tone was sharp. “Marritosh defected from the kingdom months ago. There are no refugees the king would wish to see.” 
 
    “They are innocent people! You cannot turn them away.” 
 
    The commander looked again at the approaching forces and then faced his own men. “Kill them!” 
 
    Ervinor’s eyes opened wide as he drew his blade and brought it into position. The commander charged him directly, seeing him as an easy target, but Ervinor proved him wrong. Ervinor swung his sword bitterly, intercepting an incoming strike and pushing the commander back a pace. He then pulled away and immediately lunged, swinging the sword wide and bashing into the commander’s right side. With a wild bellow, the burly man retaliated with a fist to Ervinor’s face and he couldn’t avoid the strike. 
 
    Meanwhile, the rest of the king’s fighters raced toward the Nightingales, weapons swinging in the air, ready to pounce. When they were but five paces away from the fighters, however, each soldier crashed into an invisible wall of force and collapsed. Most of them shook it off quickly and scrambled to their feet, but Ervinor’s fighters were already upon them. 
 
    “W—What?” the commander gasped, seeing his whole line of fighters simply drop. He missed his strike and Ervinor spun about and clobbered him in the back, knocking him down. 
 
    “I said, we mean you no harm. Call off your attack!” Ervinor pressed his foot against the man’s neck to drive home his point. 
 
    “Traitors, the lot of you!” the man growled under Ervinor’s shoe. He wriggled about and then muttered madly under his breath. Ervinor should have been more alert, but he thought he had the commander beaten. He wasn’t expecting the man to cast a spell. 
 
    Steel darts erupted from all over the man’s body, lancing outward with minimal force, but enough to pierce Ervinor in a few places. The general leaped back and reached to remove the darts, but they disintegrated when the spell was finished. The commander rose, grabbing his sword and laughing menacingly. 
 
    The rest of the king’s soldiers had similar defenses. Each one was a mage in his or her own right and spells started to fly. Quereth’s team was recovering from the barrier spell and they were unable to deflect the new projectiles that flew through the air. Other mages tried their best to come to their defense, but some were too far away to help as they protected the refugees. 
 
    The commander ushered a stream of spells as Ervinor leaped in to stab the man. His strongest spells were metallic in nature, and when Ervinor’s blade penetrated the man’s skin, little damage was effected. In fact, Ervinor’s sword warped with each strike. The commander laughed again and swept in with his own blade. 
 
    Two of the king’s soldiers had been taken down by the Nightingales, but the others were pressing strong. Verna screamed madly and rushed in with a crazy look in her eyes. She wove around and through various enemies, refusing to settle for just one. She cut one mage-warrior high in the face, and then brought her sword down low, slicing into the thigh of another. Spinning again, she pushed on and jabbed her sword into a third soldier, then launched herself into a fourth to ground him before he could hit Quereth with a spell. After two hard punches to the soldier’s face, Verna scrambled up and continued her fury. 
 
    As the commander attacked Ervinor, a new spell caused tiny bits of metal to fragment off the sword and pelt Ervinor’s body. Though it meant the commander’s sword was slowly decreasing in size, the repeated damage wore away at Ervinor’s stamina. He flinched and jerked away, unable to mount an effective assault. He hated to do it again so soon, but he sheathed his sword and reached for the antimagic whip that he had reattached to the tunic. The long cord came away more easily this time and he wound it in the air and lashed it out at the commander. 
 
    More of the king’s soldiers fell and the others started to panic. Fireballs erupted wildly into the fray, sometimes blasting into comrades as well as foes. Ervinor’s fighters, however, maintained their composure overall and the mages pressed in where they could to quell the magic. 
 
    With the whip enwrapped around the commander, his spells faltered. He understood what was happening so he reached for the cord and wrenched it away. Ervinor recoiled and snapped his wrist again, sending the whip back to the commander. The big man roared in outrage and he swept his sword down, snapping the cord in half. He threw down the part that entwined him and readied his weapon for a vicious strike. 
 
    Quereth and the other mages pressed forward to subdue the soldiers, helping their fighters to push back the attackers. The soldiers did not quit, even as they were pressed into the desert sand. They thrashed about, knocking down their assailants and trying to turn the tide in their favor. Ervinor’s standing orders were not to kill unless absolutely necessary, but the fighters and mages were starting to wonder if the soldiers needed to be cut down permanently. 
 
    Meanwhile the commander continued slashing his sword violently at Ervinor, who was hard-pressed to hold off each attack. His body ached from the shrapnel the man had launched into him, and now he had lost the antimagic whip Herchig had crafted for him. He didn’t know which pain was worse, but he was determined to take down this man and make him pay. 
 
    One of Ervinor’s fighters lost his patience with trying to subdue the king’s soldiers and he swiped his blade fatally into his adversary. The woman’s blood splattered outward and as it struck his skin, he screamed in agony. 
 
    Quereth hurried over and gasped, “It’s poisoned! Their blood is poisoned! Knock them down but do not cut them!” He looked up at Ervinor’s bout and saw how hard-pressed the general was. There was work to do, but he needed to help Ervinor. 
 
    The commander stomped closer, spitting as he called more words of power to his aid. Spittle struck the sand and sizzled, releasing acrid smoke that made Ervinor’s nose wrinkle. The general pulled back, bringing his sword up to defend the endless attacks coming his way. As the burly man pressed on, his chanting grew louder and louder and soon his blade took on a reddish hue. Ervinor parried the next attack, but the commander held the position this time, pressing into his foe. The glowing blade radiated with searing heat that cut into Ervinor’s blade, melting it slowly. In moments, the commander would break through. 
 
    Ervinor struggled to pull away, but the commander kicked out and knocked him down, then dropped on top of Ervinor and cackled wildly as he pressed the sword lower and lower. There was nothing Ervinor could to do stop him. 
 
    Ice darts flew out then and crashed into the commander’s back. Quereth was there, his arms already swinging around to launch a second barrage. He had to control the projectiles, though, taking care not to cut into the man’s flash in case his blood was also tainted. The ice battered the man repeatedly on the back and head until he lost his grip and Ervinor was able to shove him aside. 
 
    Rolling away, Ervinor regained his footing and ran ahead, sword swiping down. Quereth saw the attack coming as the commander struggled to right himself and he wasn’t sure what to do. “No!” the mage shouted, calling up a protective shield and placing it over the commander to prevent Ervinor from cutting into him. 
 
    The commander laughed wildly at the turn of events and he rose up, ready to strike the confused general down. Quereth prepared a powerful fireball spell and ran in, shoving Ervinor aside and launching the incendiary into the belly of the burly commander. The fireball exploded as the commander’s sword impaled Quereth. Both men fell down, dead. 
 
    Ervinor cried out in horror as the explosion blasted him away and knocked him over. He scrambled back to Quereth, but even the best healers couldn’t restore a life that was already gone. The commander’s midsection was obliterated, his oozing blood splattering to the sand and releasing more acrid smoke that made Ervinor turn and retch. 
 
    The rest of the king’s soldiers continued their struggle, using their own acidic blood as a weapon now. The mages and fighters pulled away, not sure how to deal with this threat. Verna continued her attacks, but she was wearing out. 
 
    Then magefire erupted from the south. Fire and ice floated through the sky, landing in the fray. “The south has been breached!” Verna screamed. “Prepare! Prepare!” 
 
    Ervinor pushed himself up and grabbed his sword. Not only would they be fighting these magic-infused soldiers, now the mages of the southern tower were coming. He didn’t want to fight anymore, but he wasn’t about to throw his life away after Quereth’s sacrifice. He pushed on and swept his sword around, then looked upward and sprinted out of the line of fire. 
 
    “Eagle mages, hold them back!” he shouted over the noise. More spells flew in and clattered all about. “We can do this, everyone! Hold formation and attack!” 
 
    “Belay that!” Carrus bellowed, charging in, his body drenched in sweat. “Ervinor, stand down!” 
 
    Carrus had never disobeyed him and so the general conceded to his captain, calling for his forces to stop fighting. The king’s soldiers took the news with delight, cheering loudly and renewing their attacks, hoisting their comrades back on their feet to slaughter these easy victims. 
 
    But the ceasefire only applied to the forces under Ervinor’s command. Additional spells erupted and Carrus issued orders for the fighters to clear a space around the infused soldiers. The spells sailed through the air and crashed into the enemies. Ervinor was baffled and he dropped his weapon, watching as the spells came faster and faster, beating down on the mage-warriors and obliterating them. 
 
    Soon the stench of charred flesh filled the air and Ervinor tensed when he saw a host of mages come forth. He recognized them, especially the leader who stepped forward and bowed his head in greeting. 
 
    “Rothra of the Mage Council, master of the fire mages of Magehaven, at your command, General Ervinor.” 
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 The Summons 
 
      
 
      
 
    The tragic events at the outpost added to the tensions the men and women were already feeling while housed with their sworn enemies. Gabrion’s show of skill that morning was cause for concern among the Hathrens in particular, for they did not know if all the Kallisorian warriors were as skilled as Gabrion or if he was the only one. After seeing his moves during his three-on-one duel, no other duels were called. 
 
    It was all well for Gabrion. He didn’t want anyone to die anymore. People should be allowed to be different and just live. He thought back to when he met Dariak, that terrible day in Savvron. His townspeople had died, but Dariak hadn’t actually killed any of them, except Andron. Yes, he had been cocksure and determined, but he had only used minor spells to fend off the rest and to make it look like he was fighting in earnest. 
 
    He missed his travel companion, Gabrion realized suddenly. The mage had caused the warrior to leave his home and venture out into the world. They had faced many obstacles together, but they had been apart for so long now, Gabrion felt empty. He wondered if Dariak had acquired all the jades and was waiting for the right moment to use them. 
 
    Or Randler, strumming his lute and crooning softly, soothing their woes like no one else could. The bard could always refresh their minds and ease their pains even when healing magic failed. He had a knack for choosing songs that fit the situation well, to either invigorate the fighters or quell nightmares. Perhaps if Randler had been here, there wouldn’t have been any fighting at all. 
 
    He thought of Ervinor, the young general leading the army in his absence. Even Herchig had said that Ervinor had an old soul and deep wisdom. Everyone around Gabrion seemed blessed with something special. He wondered if they were all placed there by design or perhaps they were drawn together in a manner similar to the jades themselves, vibrating when in proximity to their mates. 
 
    And of course, there was Kitalla. He felt shame for his actions with her in Jortun. They were acts of solace and need and he regretted indulging himself with her, even though she appeared to have enjoyed it. He wished he could go back and handle things differently, instead of feeling like he was carrying around a stain on his personality. 
 
    She had taken the glass jade from him, and it must be in Dariak’s hands by now, he assumed. He turned toward the western sky and frowned, feeling disconnected and aching deep within. He had wanted to save Mira and then to save the world. He wanted to believe in Dariak’s envisioned future where war was a rarity and people could live freely from day to day. Yet he was now so far removed from all that. 
 
    Instead he was here, standing between the two great armies with troops approaching the outpost periodically. He knew there were other places further north and south where the soldiers could cross in either direction. Sure, the border guardians may help keep the Kallisorians at bay, but Dariak had said the burned-out mages who served as the guardians feared large groups and that their protection would be limited anyway. 
 
    And here at this central outpost along the western Kallisorian border, Gabrion had brought in the enemy and begged them to meet as men, not soldiers. Ruhk had only agreed, he knew, because he feared Gabrion’s ability and thought the warrior would kill him otherwise. But his attitude had shifted to one of hope, and he was unsure why. Perhaps all people wanted the warring to end and this one glimpse of a new future was all that was needed. 
 
    Gabrion turned north and looked down at the field below, smiling despite his darkened thoughts. Before him stretched the obstacle course and forty men and women were running it presently. Unlike some of the previous runs, where half were blindfolded and half were made deaf, Urrith had suggested something different and Gabrion thought it was a great idea. 
 
    Hathrens were paired off with Kallisorians. They were not impaired in any way except one. The pair was lashed together. Inner hands and legs were tied together, making them funny-looking three-legged monsters staggering about the course. They stumbled wildly up the ramps and clutched the ropes to swing over pits or to slide safely from the walls. Some arguments erupted, of course, but Gabrion felt the banter would have happened even if members of the same faction were secured together. One after another, the pairs muscled their way through, most celebrating the victory at the end of the course. 
 
    Urrith ran among the course to maintain the flow. His Hathren partner, Yuvia, was a great assistant. She took cues well from him and did her best to keep her own comrades in line. They were one of the pairs of officials whose sole purpose was to maintain peace in the outpost during this exercise. Gabrion smiled down at Urrith, pleased with how well he rose to his task. The man was a year younger than Gabrion and he would make a great commander one day. 
 
    Ruhk stepped up beside Gabrion and clapped him on the shoulder. “This course of yours is entertaining,” he laughed. “Look at Heiva and Morsh over there. She looks like she wants to bite his ear off if he doesn’t keep up with her.” 
 
    “It’s a sign of affection,” Gabrion chortled. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they dine together tonight.” 
 
    “I’m not certain how long this peace can last between us,” Ruhk said suddenly. “Yet it does feel nice not to be constantly looking over my shoulder.” 
 
    “Why can’t it last?” 
 
    Ruhk shrugged. “We have been taught all our lives to fear and loathe each other. Surely you understand that a couple days playing together can’t simply change that? It’s just a matter of time before the old walls are rebuilt and people remember they are facing off against each other on the battlefield. It’s a pity, really.” 
 
    Gabrion’s jaw firmed. “Maybe we can turn the tide, if we hold on to this. I realize it’s idealistic and naïve. But who’s to say that it can’t last? Why don’t we try to hope for the best, to keep the peace?” 
 
    Ruhk bellowed with laughter. “That’s what I like about you, young Gabrion. Always full of light and hope.” 
 
    His voice went low. “I think we have seen enough darkness in our lives.” 
 
    “That may be,” Ruhk acceded. “Yet the heart of man is hard to change.” 
 
    “What of you? If we meet on the field weeks from now, what then?” 
 
    Ruhk smiled widely. “If I see you, I run. Simple as that. No way I can defeat you, friend.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t join me?” 
 
    Ruhk’s face hardened. “Gabrion, I have family back home and they are in the heart of Hathreneir. How can I abandon them to join your cause fully? How do I take on the mask of traitor and leave them to face judgment for my crime? Could you do the same?” 
 
    “I have done the same, I’m afraid. Yet I believe in the new future where we are united as one great people. It won’t be easy, as you said, but don’t you see that we’re just people here? There is no reason we can’t work together every day.” 
 
    Ruhk slapped Gabrion on the back. “You speak like that and you make me feel like it could happen. United,” he echoed. Then he grinned and drew in a big breath, his eyes growing wide. “That’s it, Gabrion. You’re missing a name for your little band of misfits. You can’t be Kallisorian or Hathren, can you? It will keep you divided. You need a name. You should be: The United.” 
 
    Gabrion’s brows shot up. “You would give us a name?” 
 
    “Someone ought to, and if you win, then I can always tell my children’s children that I was the one who named the rebellion.” 
 
    “I don’t like it when you phrase it like that.” 
 
    “Nonetheless, it’s a rebellion, isn’t it?” 
 
    Gabrion was quiet for a few moments. “I suppose it is. Fighting back against the wrongs. Moving away from the way things have been for so long. Changing the minds of the people around us.” 
 
    “Don’t forget banding together and turning against the kings. That’s an important part of what you’re doing. I don’t envy your decision. You’re going to be very alone in this.” 
 
    Gabrion turned to the commander. “Not if you stand with me. Not if you give the future a chance.” 
 
    “It doesn’t seem possible, I’m afraid. I respect what you’re doing, but I don’t see how you can change how people are. I have too much at stake to simply throw my lot in with you.” 
 
    The warrior sighed. “I see. What of your soldiers?” 
 
    “I will do this for you, Gabrion: I will allow them to choose for themselves and I will not retaliate against them. But they will need to understand that if we face each other in war, then we will fight as we must.” 
 
    Gabrion punched his fists together in frustration. “You wouldn’t stay your swords for us?” 
 
    “How could we? It would mark us as traitors just as surely as if we turned and fought openly against other Hathrens.” 
 
    Disappointment weighed on Gabrion and he didn’t know what to say in response. He knew it would be hard to change the minds of others, but he thought he had been getting through to Ruhk. The commander had been so agreeable to the challenges Gabrion had set forth. Perhaps he was only curious and never had any intention of opening his mind to possibility. 
 
    The runners completed the obstacle course and Urrith and Yuvia reset the challenges for the next set of participants. Ruhk gave Gabrion a feeble smile of reassurance and turned away, heading off to some other part of the outpost. A few moments later, Gabrion went off as well. 
 
    He wandered around, seeing that in many cases, the Hathrens remained with their own and so did the Kallisorians. Some groups did mingle, but overall they remained segregated. He struggled to keep his head and hopes high as he made his way to the war room where Ordren waited for him to report in. 
 
    The Kallisorian commander was at his desk, writing fiercely. “Gabrion, sit,” he said curtly, nodding toward a chair. He continued his fevered scribbling and Gabrion abided in silence until he was finished. 
 
    “Is everything well?” Gabrion asked when Ordren finally set the quill down. 
 
    “No. No, it isn’t,” he replied. “Word has come from the king. He summons you to the castle and I am to ensure you get there immediately.” 
 
    Gabrion stood up. “Preposterous!” 
 
    “Nonetheless, it is true. Word of your arrival spread, as news does. He is unhappy with the recent events at his outpost and the king would like a word with you.” 
 
    “I won’t go.” 
 
    “I was afraid you would say that. I will have to restrain you and send you along with a contingent of soldiers to keep you in line.” He whistled and the doors burst open with six Kallisorian soldiers who had been at the outpost with Ordren since his first arrival there. 
 
    “I met our beloved king once in service to the throne. I brought Dariak to him as an invader, turning him over so justice could be dealt. Did I ever tell you this story?” 
 
    Ordren’s tone was exasperated. “You’ve brought this on yourself, Gabrion.” 
 
    “The king refused to hear my words,” Gabrion cut in. “He twisted what I said and marked me as a traitor and threw me into the dungeon with Dariak.” 
 
    Ordren rose from his seat and shouted back. “Well you’ve given plenty of evidence that you’re in cahoots with the mage, haven’t you? You’re turning the men against the will of the throne and that, too, brands you as traitor. I say the king had the right of you.” 
 
    “No, this was before my journey really began, back when I hated Dariak and had never fought in a real battle. I was as blind and novice as they come. The king couldn’t even tell that I was just some farm boy trying to do the right thing by turning over an evil mage. But he wouldn’t listen. He bade me to kill Dariak in cold blood, but I couldn’t do that. It was wrong. And for it, I was sentenced to death.” 
 
    Ordren shook his head. “This is all irrelevant. You’re to go to the king and speak with him of the events taking place here. Use your silver tongue and maybe he will send you back home.” 
 
    “If you send me to him, he will remember me, and I will be slain. I will not return to the castle just to be slaughtered.” 
 
    “Well, you won’t stay here!” Ordren yelled. “Guards, take him!” 
 
    The six soldiers, swords drawn, stepped forward. However, they did not strike. “Gabrion, sir, won’t you listen to reason?” one of the asked. “Come away with us, sir.” 
 
    “I will defend myself if you try to take me,” he cautioned. 
 
    “Sir,” another spoke up, “you said you wanted no fighting within these walls during the presence of the Hathrens.” 
 
    Gabrion turned toward Ordren. “Using my rules against me?” 
 
    The commander pressed his lips together. “If you break your own rules, then why should anyone else follow them? What’s most important to you, Gabrion? The ‘peace’ you have here or your freedom?” He looked at the guards. “Take him to the dungeon until the convoy gets here.” 
 
    “Sir!” The guards stepped forward and Gabrion grudgingly followed. They led him down the stairs and into the basement where he had come to be alone on his first day here. But the cells were not empty this time. The angry members of Ruhk’s team, who had attacked Gabrion after his introductory speech, were still detained. 
 
    “Well look who it is!” Gerta snarled. “Looks like a turn of events is at hand, isn’t it?” Her laughter echoed in the stony chamber. 
 
    A single cell was opened and Gabrion walked calmly inside. He turned to the guards ushering him within. “I won’t be returning to the king,” he informed them. “I’ll bide my time here for now.” 
 
    “Orders are orders,” the man replied. 
 
    “Ordren would keep us divided and won’t open his mind to peace. You need to think for yourselves. All of you.” 
 
    “We cannot release you.” 
 
    Gabrion nodded his head slowly. “I understand, Ravik. You may go now.” Confused, the soldiers locked the cell and left the dungeon. 
 
    Gerta was still cackling at Gabrion’s predicament. “Not so popular now, are you? Where are all your ideals? You’re just a stupid fool, aren’t you?” 
 
    But Gabrion wasn’t listening. Instead, he looked around his cell and trying to remember his first day here. Falling to his knees, he ran his hands along the floor but there was nothing. It was simply flat stone and a layer of dirt and sand. He glanced over to Gerta’s cell and bit his lip in thought. 
 
    “You may be good in a fight,” she taunted, “but look at you now, on your hands and knees like a sick puppy. You’re a whole lot of nothing!” 
 
    “Check the floor over there,” he called to her. “Is it flat or is there something carved into it?” 
 
    Gerta stopped ranting long enough to listen. “What are you rambling on about?” 
 
    “The floor!” he shouted. “Check the floor. There should be a shape carved into it.” 
 
    Perplexed, Gerta stepped away from the bars and ushered her group to move aside and check. She bent low and felt along the stone. “Some strange sort of triangle, yes. We’ve been ogling it for days now,” she said mockingly. “We thought of cutting more of these into the stonework to spruce up this place a bit! Why are you wasting my time?” 
 
    Gabrion kept himself calm though he wanted little more than to sink down and ignore the raving woman. “Run your fingers in again. There should be part of it that’s deeper than the rest.” 
 
    Gerta’s hands were too small so she had one of the others come over. He reached into the deeper groove Gabrion had cut and gasped in pain. “What is that?” the man cried out. 
 
    “A trap!” Gerta squealed. “Oh, you will pay for this, you little—” 
 
    “Enough!” Gabrion shouted. “It is clear that you don’t have half a brain in your miserable, childish head, so shut your mouth and listen! It is what you are best suited for, isn’t it, soldier?” 
 
    She was taken aback by the abrupt tone. “How dare you!” 
 
    “Gerta, listen to him,” the man with her said. “Gabrion, what do you want me to do?” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Lorquel.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lorquel. Have your men keep that woman quiet, then.” Gerta balked at the comment but three soldiers moved over and restrained her, clamping her mouth with large hands. Some of the others in the group were agitated by the action, but Lorquel barked at them to stop. 
 
    “What next?” 
 
    “Reach back into that crevice. That sharp object you found… remove it.” 
 
    Lorquel pouted at the thought of reaching blindly into the stone again, but he heeded the calm words of the warrior. Taking more care this time so as not to cut himself again, he reached in and his fingertips brushed a sharp bottom layer. He shifted his hand back and forth but he couldn’t feel anything move and he said as much. 
 
    “You have to,” Gabrion replied. “I know I cut into that stone and I know I left jagged edges in there. But it’s just thinner bits of stone. You have to be able to break something off. Keep working at it.” 
 
    Lorquel tried again, grunting as he cut himself numerous times. Then there was a click sound and he rose up triumphantly with a sharp piece of rock between his bloody fingers. “I have it!” 
 
    “That’s your escape key,” he said. “Pick the lock and get yourselves out of here.” 
 
    Lorquel handed the sharp stone to one of the others who was more suited to lockpicking, then turned to Gabrion. “Why?” 
 
    “Kallisorian troops are on their way to pick me up. You won’t want to be here when they arrive. I told you when you came here that I wanted no killing, and I meant that. So free yourselves and get out of here. I don’t recommend you linger about trying to rouse your comrades as you go. You’re better off fleeing.” 
 
    “Got it!” the rogue cackled as the prison bars swept open. 
 
    Gerta yanked herself away from the others and stalked over to Gabrion, spitting on him through the bars. “Rot away, boy warrior.” 
 
    “Two guards on the stairs leading up, four more by the exit,” Gabrion warned them. 
 
    Lorquel stepped over to Gabrion’s cell. “We should get you out, too.” 
 
    “No,” he answered. “I’ll be fine. Go. Flee this place. And don’t leave that piece of stone behind. Discard it somewhere away from here. I don’t want it around.” 
 
    “But how did you know it would be there?” 
 
    “The Path of Pain,” he muttered, shaking his head. “Lorquel, take care of yourself. If we meet on the battlefield, I pray we refrain from harming each other. Now go!” 
 
    Biting his lip in indecision, the soldier bounced in place for a moment, then bolted from the room, leaving Gabrion alone in the dungeon. 
 
    “It can’t be what the elder of Gerrish meant,” Gabrion said aloud to himself. “But if it helps, then so be it.” 
 
    The sunlight shone through the small upper window and slowly traced its way across the floor. Gabrion sat in silence, wondering when the others would notice that Gerta’s troop had knocked out the guards on their way out and escaped. Meanwhile, he sank back and tried to clear his thoughts and rest his body for the events that were surely to come. 
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 From the Ashes 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dariak sat in a tree hut meditating, as demanded by Astrith. The leader of the forest tribe had given him a series of chants to repeat, saying that he needed to utter them until he was summoned. Because he had agreed to remain with Astrith, he felt obligated to comply. 
 
    Thus Dariak was poised on the floor, his legs folded underneath him with his ankles crossed. His hands were overlapped at the wrists, resting against his torso, with his fingers curling upward, but his thumbs pointing outward in front of him. Astrith had him practice the pose several times before sending him off to this meditation chamber, insisting that he keep his back straight and his fingers and thumbs perfectly in place. Since Dariak was a mage, he understood the importance of proper gestures and rituals, though the words he spoke had no bearing in magic at all. They simply washed over him and made him feel a sense of calm. 
 
    The leafy door of the hut was pulled open and Yehyona entered, once again wearing nothing at all. Dariak stood up and followed the chestnut-skinned woman as she guided him on a circuitous path through the forest village. The area was dark, lit only by thousands of blazebugs that winked with their myriad colors as they fluttered about. As Yehyona went, she swayed left and right with the nighttime air, dipping her hands low, or twisting about like a leaf caught in a zephyr. She moved with such grace, Dariak couldn’t help swaying along with her. 
 
    None of the other villagers were in sight and Dariak found their absence unnerving. Yehyona led him silently toward the south, near the communal pool. Here, she cupped her hands into the water and doused her skin in its beauty. Before Dariak could do the same, she leaped into the air and continued onward, spinning and stepping with an easy yet random gait. 
 
    At the shallow edge of the pool where the water gathered into a tighter stream, carrying off impurities, Yehyona sprinted and pounced over the waterway, giggling delightfully as she did so. Dariak was mesmerized by her fluidity. His guide pressed onward, stopping at times and listening, it seemed. Yet once the wind fluttered again, she continued her erratic procession. 
 
    Dariak felt as if he were following a lone leaf through a journey in the woods, resting here and there, but ultimately flying toward some unknown destination where it would seed the soil and bring new life to the land. He felt silly for thinking it, but he couldn’t shake the sensation. 
 
    Yehyona turned northward and now led Dariak back toward the village proper. Though they could have saved time by heading north from the meditation hut, there was a definite purpose to this trek. The wintery air was cold as the season came on stronger each day, and bringing him down by the pond made him realize how chilly the temperature had become. Yet now as they worked their way back toward the village, Dariak could feel a welcome sense of warmth ahead. 
 
    The blazebugs lit their way, flashing blue or green or yellow or white, and Dariak admired their concerted effort to illuminate their path. The insects never usually congregated in such massive packs, but Astrith had providence over this forest and even these creatures obeyed his whim. Though as Yehyona brought him forward, he noticed that the blazebugs were not to be the only source of light for the evening. 
 
    Dariak’s attention was first drawn upward to the canopy of trees. During his travels in the forest, the branches and leaves were fully intertwined, blocking all sense of the sky above except random rays of sunlight that managed to burst through in the daytime. Tonight, however, the tree limbs had parted, opening up a wide copse to the sky overhead. A wild white moon shone brightly, its light tickling the leaves and aiding the blazebugs in their purpose. 
 
    As they drew nearer, villagers became noticeable along the edges of the path. They, too, were in their most natural state, but their backs were turned and their arms were upraised, with a high crooning song echoing softly from their lips. It sounded like a chorus of nymphs singing to the trees and, in some regards, he realized he wasn’t too far off the mark. He closed his eyes and read the energies in the area, sensing that these villagers were the ones tugging on the tall trees and keeping their upper branches clear of the center. 
 
    Dariak opened his eyes again, surprised that he had missed something wild and obvious. Yehyona was still dancing her way ahead, but now he could only see her writhing silhouette, for ahead of them was a gigantic, roaring inferno. A deep trench of water surrounded the blaze, and outside of that was another host of villagers baring themselves to the elements, adding their voices softly to the song that echoed in the background. 
 
    Yehyona finally bowed low and settled herself on the dirt, the leaf coming to its final rest. Before her stood Astrith, his body cloaked in a thick robe of leaves and twigs. Dariak glanced around and only he and Astrith covered their bodies in any way. He wondered at the significance of it. 
 
    Astrith swept his hands to the side and Yehyona fluttered promptly away, leaving the forest elder bearing down on Dariak in the moon- and firelight. He gestured for Dariak to settle himself on the ground and assume his meditative position, after which Astrith raised his hands up high and with a powerful, resonant voice he added to the song that was echoing around them. 
 
      
 
    Here we reach, ever now, into life and death. 
 
    The forest, strong; branches wide; leaves carry breath. 
 
    Bare your soul to ancient ways, powers that rule this land. 
 
    I beseech you, hear me, connect us all; from heart to hand. 
 
      
 
    Five dancers appeared and moved in unison, their arms swaying like branches, their feet flowing like flowers. They stepped to the right, bending low, sweeping their arms around and then up high and wide, tracing the sun as it raced through the sky. They then fluttered down, seemingly at random, but Dariak could feel the intentional differences in their movements. Energy flowed through them and connected them and they moved together perfectly, like fingers strumming on a tabletop, each one in a different position, yet working together to create a single staccato rhythm. 
 
    Another set of dancers joined the first, while Astrith sang of the bounty of the earth, honoring the life it shared with its inhabitants, and seeking a balance to all there was. Now ten dancers moved together and the bonfire took on a swirling cone-like shape. The men reached high as the women swept low; they pivoted together and then pounced to the right and then left, turning and reaching again. The movements were fast, fast, then slow and graceful. Fast, fast, then slow. Dariak was captivated by it all. 
 
    Singing rang out all around him, but he could not distinguish the words, not even from Astrith standing right ahead of him. He knew that he was still using his normal tongue, but suddenly the words were incomprehensible. A shred of panic welled up inside of him, and the song increased in volume to refocus him and calm him. 
 
    Dariak remained on the ground with his legs folded and his hands cradled against his torso. The firelight flickered behind Astrith, its brilliance continuing to swirl about, reaching up higher and higher into the sky, piercing the tops of the trees as if it would touch the moon itself and bring its power down to them. The image felt oddly comforting and Dariak smiled, taking in a great breath of air. As he exhaled, he spoke the meditation phrase Astrith had given him to practice. He hadn’t intended to say anything, but his mouth opened and he added his voice to the soulful song that rang throughout the forest. 
 
    The brilliant blaze of the fire overpowered his eyes until it was all he could see. Astrith vanished from sight, as did the tireless dancers and the powerful trees themselves. In moments, it was just Dariak and the towering flame. Yet though the fire was enormous and clearly beyond his control to subdue if something went wrong, he did not fear it. There was comfort in the energy of the flames. 
 
    With his hands still poised intently against his chest, he felt a strange force press against him, as if someone had thrust a melon against his hands and was trying to push it into his heart. He strained his back to remain upright and he continued chanting the words of the meditation without realizing he was doing it. Something else compelled him now. He was a cog caught up in a greater mechanism. Alone, he was insignificant and meaningless, though he also felt he had the power within him to effect change in the world around him. He didn’t know how he could be useless and useful at the same time, but the sensation remained with him, coddling him, and filling him with a sense of calm. 
 
    Dariak realized his eyes were open and that he was not blinking. The fiery blaze now danced and swayed as if it were one of the dancers strutting around the camp and singing. Sparks crackled in time with the musical voices surrounding him, and then ashes started to rain down from above. 
 
    At first he thought it was snow, for the bits of fluff felt cool and soft. Yet the ashes were pulled from the fire and launched into the air, where they then drifted down, cooling along the way until their remains touched Dariak’s face. Each one felt like a piece of something he had long forgotten and he yearned to know more, to feel more. Absentmindedly, he pulled off his tunic and cloak, then returned to his meditative pose, now feeling the magical caresses along his entire body. Each ash struck his skin like molten joy, erupting feelings in him that he thought were impossible. 
 
    As the euphoria swept over him the fire continued its own dance, releasing more and more ash into the air. And once Dariak’s skin was covered, he felt a sense of complete contentment and peace. A life fulfilled and happy. A bliss that every man, woman, and child deserved to know. 
 
    He pushed his eyes closed to relish the sensation more completely and as he did so, the echoing song pressed into his mind, sweeping around with such passion his very soul was moved. Tears streaked from his eyes and he smiled without knowing why. 
 
    As his body saturated in the energies of the forest, his mind focused and started to make sense of various things around him. No, he corrected, not around him, but in him and through him. He felt the energies of the earth rising and falling through him, magics both new and old. Memories flashed in his mind’s eye of spells he knew as a child and the new enchantments that were being attempted in the Magitorium. The shape of the world pulsed with vibrant colors and he became dizzy, on the verge of passing out. 
 
    Dariak opened his eyes, not wanting to swoon and miss any part of this experience. The fire continued its swirling, sputtering dance, and then a dark shape emerged in front of him. It was human in appearance but he could not tell who it was, nor could he remember any names anyway, he was so entranced. The figure spoke, though the words only echoed in sporadic parts of his mind. He needed to concentrate on each word and then piece them together into some semblance of coherence. It was as if random members of the village were calling out one after another to complete each phrase. 
 
    “Power of the jades. Ages long ago. Forces of the world around. Unite as one. Complete the task as no one could before. The pieces gathered are not all. Incomplete and yet nearly so. A way exists. A single thread of a tapestry unraveled. Begin anew, balance restored. A life lost in vain to pave the way for you to forge ahead. A gift to you that you may succeed. Assemble them. Recreate the Red Jade. Seek your goal as only you can. Your destiny awaits. Dariak.” 
 
    Hearing his name shocked him and he jerked upright and lost the connection to the energies around him. He blinked several times to restore his vision and he strained to focus on the setting. The fire was small, like a regular campfire. Moonlight still rained down from above, but slowly the trees leaned back into place, their leaves and branches intermingling. The dancers were huddled on the ground, uniformly curled inward and facing the fire. As he scanned the area, Dariak saw that the villagers by the trees were slowly lowering their arms and stepping away, the canopy of protection restored. 
 
    Astrith walked over to Dariak, now sitting naked in the cold nighttime air. “The energies of the world are all connected,” the old man said softly. “They remember things that have come to pass and they sense the path of things to come. Now those energies have passed through you and imparted some wisdom for your journey ahead.” 
 
    Dariak tried to make sense of what he was saying but the man’s language still seemed foreign and it took a few moments for him to decipher the words. “I was connected to energies of the past?” 
 
    “Yes. A rare honor, but deemed necessary for you. Have you gleaned any meaning from them?” 
 
    Dariak looked up and tried to remember. He paraphrased one part of it, “A life given in vain to forge my path ahead.” He swallowed hard, thinking of the human shape he had seen and the warmth of the energies passing through him, the sense of familiarity that was with him. “Was that… Delminor? Was that my father?” 
 
    Astrith touched Dariak’s shoulder gently. “I cannot interpret any of it for you, Dariak. Though, it is possible that traces of your father were mixed with the energies. He was, after all, a man of this world. Beyond that, he was a great mage who often manipulated the energies here. And more than that, he united with the jades and died by them.” 
 
    “Was it… really him?” he breathed. 
 
    “Not precisely, Dariak,” Astrith said. “If you felt him, you may simply have created him in your mind from what you remember of him. One way or another, however, the words in essence must be true. What remains for you now is to commune with those words and discern their meaning.” Astrith stood up and signaled to the other villagers, who all rose and returned to their huts. The forest elder lingered for only a moment more before leaving Dariak to this thoughts. 
 
    As the mage sat there, contemplating the words he had heard from the ashes, he closed his eyes to block out the campfire. The inner warmth and contentment were still with him. He drew a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Father…” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 59 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Mourning 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ervinor’s army was in disarray. Too many people were hurt, scared, or dead and he had no idea how to handle it all. His first order of business was to push the fighters a little further north so they were not resting in the poisoned sand pit where the mage-warriors had fallen. Their altered blood released a stench worse than the burned flesh of the men who had died from spellfire. 
 
    Rothra was affronted that Ervinor did not greet him with a warm and friendly welcome, but Carrus interceded as liaison until the general was in a better mood for a meeting. Instead, Ervinor kept his distance from the newcomers as he tried to make sense of the loss of his friend and captain, Quereth. 
 
    Lica was a mess over the mage’s death, and she could no longer maintain the defenses of the beast jade, nor could she instruct another mage in its use. Thus Verna took charge of setting up defenses against the feral creatures that would come to them, though Rothra suggested that the beasts would stay away while the poisoned sand continued to reek. 
 
    Quereth was only one of seven casualties from the battle and Ervinor had to outwardly maintain a balanced amount of grief for all of them, though he just wanted to drop his duties and mourn for the man who had given his life to protect him. Ervinor knew what had happened and he hated it. Quereth had bemoaned the journey since their arrival in Marritosh and though he could have left the quest at any time, once Ervinor had intervened on the mage’s behalf in the Hathren castle, the old mage felt obligated to remain. And now his journey was over, repaying the debt owed to the young general. 
 
    It didn’t make it any easier for Ervinor to accept. 
 
    Kitalla saw the pain in the man’s eyes and she stepped over to him, placing her hand on his good shoulder. “Mourn him, Ervinor. I’ll take care of the rest.” He started to argue, but she silenced him. “No, just mourn him for now.” 
 
    She turned to the nearest fighters and called out orders. “Prepare to burn our dead, but set aside a separate pyre for the captain of the Nightingales.” They saluted and did her bidding, and she patted Ervinor on the back before stepping away. 
 
    Kitalla’s next task was to meet with Rothra and ascertain his purpose for coming. He had touted his allegiance to Ervinor, but she doubted his sincerity. She meandered through the army until she located the huffy mage. 
 
    “Rothra,” she greeted with a light, amused tone. “How wonderful to see you!” 
 
    He eyed her suspiciously. “Somehow, I doubt you mean it.” 
 
    “Funny. I was going to say the same to you. You’ve really abandoned your precious tower to join a group of traitors on their way to confront your king?” 
 
    “I’m sure it looks dubious from your point of view, but we have our reasons.” 
 
    Kitalla sat down right beside him and put on her most interested face. “Let’s hear those reasons.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose I could just tell you that it’s our business?” 
 
    Kitalla gave him a wide smile. “No.” She eyed him for a moment as he gathered his words but she interrupted him before he could speak. “Oh, don’t get me wrong, Rothra. We’re grateful you were able to come here to our aid at a time of need. It’s just bothersome after all the nonsense going on in your tower that suddenly you’ve run out from the Council to wander the lands with us. And also convenient that you were able to intercept us at such a dire time.” 
 
    Rothra’s face lit red with outrage and his tone was biting. “Do you accuse me of sending those men to meet you just so I could ingratiate myself upon you?” 
 
    “I couldn’t have made the accusation any better myself,” she said. “And I’m not accusing you; just noting the odd coincidence.” 
 
    He opened his mouth a few times to reply but couldn’t find the right words. At last, he answered, “I was appalled at Shelloni’s deceit when it was time to return the jades to Ervinor. He had offered them to us and we were to return them, but she told us to hold them back until she was certain of his intent.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” she commented, her tone belying her statement. 
 
    “I—” Rothra grunted in annoyance. “Fine, I agreed with her at first. Not to return them all, anyway. To just keep one for the tower so we could continue our work. But I did not expect her ruse of capturing you in the upper levels. I merely thought we were going to assert ourselves over Ervinor. Taking you prisoner was not something I would have agreed to for this purpose.” 
 
    “Well, she didn’t actually know where I was.” Kitalla grinned. “But I’m glad her lie upset you. It says you might be human after all.” 
 
    “Watch your tongue,” he warned. 
 
    Kitalla’s voice sharpened. “Me? You mages agreed to borrow and then return the jades, but now you’re confessing a plan to keep one of them. But I won’t kill you for it. Not now. We need you fire mages to light the funeral pyres.” She kept a straight face but her eyes glimmered with a hint of mirth. 
 
    He didn’t know what to make of her. “Funeral pyres? That’s enough to let us live? As if you could even get through our defenses.” 
 
    “Now, now,” she said calmly, “I’m not here to argue, but to find out why you’ve joined us. All I understand so far is that you’re mad at Shelloni. That still doesn’t explain why you followed us, unless you’re still planning on bringing a jade or two back to the tower.” 
 
    Rothra narrowed his eyes. “You’re astute, Kitalla. That would be a grand success for us here; however, it is not our purpose. The mages who came with me are concerned for the welfare of the refugees and we have come to ensure they reach the king safely. With an escort from Magehaven, you are less likely to face disaster.” 
 
    “You were a little late for that,” Kitalla noted. “Nice sentiment, though.” 
 
    “You are impossible to talk to!” Rothra grumbled. “Where is Ervinor and why won’t he see me?” 
 
    “He lost a dear friend, so you will have to wait, especially since most of the time in the tower, you made his life miserable. You and Shelloni, in particular. Such petty bickering all the time that you turned to him to sort out your nonsense. And then when he needed your support, you threw him out.” She shrugged. “I can’t imagine why he would make you wait.” 
 
    Rothra considered the words and then his shoulders sank down. “I suppose you’re right, though I hate to admit it.” 
 
    “Great,” Kitalla said cheerfully. “So tell me, then: How am I supposed to convince Ervinor to trust you long enough to escort us to the castle? And beyond that, how long after we reach the castle will it be before you turn around and shoot fireballs in our faces? I’m rather partial to my nose in particular, so I’d like to know.” 
 
    “Charming and disarming,” he commented. “It is no wonder he travels with you. To answer your question, we will not attack until the king himself orders us to.” 
 
    “Rothie, you can do better than that.” 
 
    “Rothra,” he corrected angrily. 
 
    Kitalla rolled her eyes. “If you want me to take you seriously, then be reasonable.” 
 
    “What would you have me say? I cannot disobey the king.” 
 
    Firming her jaw, Kitalla pierced him with a look. “You’re going to try to convince me now that you, as a member of the Mage Council, can’t at all sway the king or cause him to hold his attack for even a moment. You’re that impotent?” 
 
    The mage stammered for a moment. “I think I need to stop speaking with you for now, if you will excuse me.” 
 
    “Not so fast,” she warned. “If you and your mages travel with us even for the day and a half it will take to reach the castle, then you had better behave as part of this group. You will protect us until we withdraw. I assure you that Ervinor has no desire to attack the king or the castle or the people. He only wishes to deposit the refugees and be on his way. You will see that it is done safely and that we are able to depart safely. And if you cannot commit yourself to such a plan of safety, then pack your things now and return home, for we don’t need you.” 
 
    He almost visibly withered under her gaze. “You needed us in that battle.” 
 
    “We would have defeated them eventually, though with more casualties, I’m sure. You did us one service, and we are grateful. But I’m telling you that you need to pledge yourself to us up until our departure from the castle, which—as I said—will be immediately following the safe release of the refugees into the king’s custody. And this pledge cannot be like any others you’ve made to us before, with caveats or ulterior motives. Commit or flee.” 
 
    His focus turned inward as he contemplated her words. “May I discuss your conditions with the others?” 
 
    “Be my guest, but you only have an hour. If you aren’t going to stay, then I don’t want you here to mourn our dead.” 
 
    Kitalla stood up and wandered off, looking for Frast and Randler. They sat together in one of the tents, Randler with a lute in hand. He strummed a deep, sad melody, clearly striving to put words together to work with the tune. 
 
    “Frast, a moment,” Kitalla summoned. 
 
    The mage was distraught but he left Randler to his work and followed Kitalla outside. “Yes?” His voice was hollow and his throat was raw. 
 
    “I know you’re suffering, but I need to know a few things.” 
 
    “I’ll try,” he breathed, “but it hurts for me to talk.” 
 
    “First, are you still channeling the pain away from Randler?” 
 
    “Only when he sleeps now.” 
 
    “You have to stop. I thought we had settled this. No, don’t say it,” she interjected. “I understand why you’re doing it, but pain is a natural part of healing and he needs to heal quickly, now more than ever. Besides, look at the damage it’s doing to you.” 
 
    “I don’t care if I lose my voice if it allows him to continue singing.” 
 
    She placed her hand on his shoulder. “If you hurt your voice any further, you’ll lose the ability to use your magic, won’t you?” 
 
    He nodded. “I already have, actually. Can’t put enough power into a single word, never mind a spell. But it’s worth it to me.” 
 
    “Giving up your livelihood for a man who doesn’t return your affections? It doesn’t sound fair.” 
 
    But Frast smiled. “It doesn’t have to make sense to you. I just know I’ve done something good for the world by helping him.” 
 
    She withheld rolling her eyes in exasperation and moved on to her next question. “Do you know anything about those mage-warriors that attacked?” 
 
    “Yes,” he whispered. “Dariak mentioned the border guardians.” 
 
    “Mages who lost control of the powers and became consumed by magic,” she explained. “But aren’t they set along the border and kept under wraps by the rest of the mages?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, and so they are. But these mages were ones who either only came close to exceeding their limits or who refused to submit as guardians. They’re basically retrained and repurposed to act as suicide fighters.” 
 
    “Suicide fighters?” Kitalla echoed. 
 
    “Yes, well, once they activate the poison in their bodies, they don’t live for long. It can’t be undone. It’s how the mages control them, actually, poisoning them but then keeping the toxins dormant. However, the fighters themselves can also unlock the poison, making their own bodies into weapons.” 
 
    Kitalla shook her head. “Sometimes, I really don’t understand you mages. So willing to hurt yourselves just to make things happen.” 
 
    Frast shrugged. “We do it for love, of one thing or another.” 
 
    “Hmm,” she crooned. “Now I just have to figure out what Rothra’s intentions are and whether or not we can trust him long enough to get these refugees to safety. Any way to read him?” 
 
    “Maybe the fire jade can help somehow, but I don’t know. Kitalla, I’m sorry, but my throat is giving out right now.” 
 
    “Go back to Randler, then,” she said kindly. “Help him find the words he needs.” 
 
    Later, Rothra gave his commitment to Kitalla, then gathered the fire mages for the funeral pyres. The following hours passed too quickly for her liking. The night drifted in, bathing them in darkness, save the sporadic torches lit throughout the camp. At the northern end, the funeral pyres were established. The six dead fighters were in a row in front of a larger pyre reserved for Quereth. Most of the mages in the army were gathered around the pyres, each prepared to add his or her skills to the proceedings. 
 
    Ervinor stepped from his tent first, without a tunic, emphasizing the shoulder wound he had received protecting Quereth. He bared it now in homage to the mage, not to show what he had given to save Quereth’s life in that previous battle. Instead, it served as a reminder of Quereth’s devotion and heart, that he sacrificed himself to protect Ervinor in kind rather than vacate from the army and seek a quieter and more peaceful end to his days. 
 
    Not everyone had seen the damaged shoulder and they cringed from the sight of it, hating the reminder of the horrors of war. But Ervinor kept his head high and ignored the flinches of his fighters. 
 
    Lica and a few other mages shuffled outward next, Quereth’s closest friends. Lica could barely see where she was going, her eyes were so flooded with tears. She may have mocked or teased the old mage when she had the opportunity to do so, but she loved him as dearly as she had ever loved anyone. Now his deep wisdom and heavy voice would no longer ground her when she was in her most irrational moods. He would only live on in her memory, and it left her feeling as maimed as Ervinor. 
 
    Friends and close comrades of the fallen fighters stepped forward to huddle closest to the pyres. Sobs echoed through the cool night air. 
 
    Kitalla and Frast escorted Randler to the front, where they surreptitiously supported him with the help of his special crutches. He insisted on standing for his performance tonight, regardless of the pain lancing through him now. He took his lute from Kitalla and strummed several bars of a deep fugue. 
 
      
 
    The lives around us, we have lost. 
 
    The reasons are not found. 
 
    None can ever fathom the cost. 
 
    As we lose our friends to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Learra, warm of heart and soul. 
 
    Bryarr, tender, wise, and sweet. 
 
    Polsha, determined to meet her goal. 
 
    Jerva, we only recently did meet. 
 
    Hethic, a Marritosh fighter of ol’. 
 
    Throssha, a stand-in captain in deed. 
 
      
 
    And at the general’s side 
 
    was a man whose courage and pride 
 
    rose high up into the wind 
 
    and did not ever rescind. 
 
      
 
    For Quereth, the wizened advisor 
 
    gave his life in a fire, 
 
    protecting the general from harm, 
 
    for that was Quereth’s dear charm. 
 
      
 
    We gather now as we commit 
 
    the bodies of our fallen 
 
    from their lives, now forfeit 
 
    to the fires’ brightest calling. 
 
      
 
    We gather now as we commit 
 
    the bodies of our fallen 
 
    from their lives, now forfeit 
 
    to the fires’ brightest calling. 
 
      
 
    The final verse was a standard funeral chant and was echoed by the gathering, repeated again and again as the mages swept their arms up high and ignited each of the seven pyres. Air magic kept the stench of death from wafting over the crowd too strongly, while water mages tended to any ashes fluttering the wrong way. 
 
    Rothra and his fire mages tended the blazes for the two hours hence, ensuring the heat raged powerfully into the darkened sky. When all the fuel had been consumed and only ash and scorched sand remained behind, the earth mages drew the remnants into the sand and cleansed the surface by bringing forth a fresh new top layer. 
 
    Some of the mourners remained on vigil throughout the night, Ervinor and Lica among them. 
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 Unnatural Walls 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kitalla took temporary charge of the army as Ervinor slept after mourning through the dark hours. She commanded Carrus and Verna to flank the east and west of their forces, while she took charge of the northern edge. The Nightingales were now without their captain and though some of the fighters within the group could potentially have taken command, Kitalla thought it best if she stepped in for now. 
 
    The Wrens and Eagles did not appreciate being ousted from their usual posts, but Lica and Frast were in no condition to lead their forces. Instead, Kitalla bade them to mingle with the refugees and help to keep the people upright and on the move. 
 
    And indeed, she did move them, even with the general sound asleep. Kitalla enlisted Rothra’s help in bringing the mages together to create a sort of rolling caravan that transported the people who were immobile after the night’s emotional ceremony. He had argued at first, claiming that his mages couldn’t perform such a task, as they specialized in fire magic, but Kitalla reminded him that they had followed across the sand at a magical rate and so must have some form of secondary skills available to them. Grudgingly, he obliged her request. 
 
    As the afternoon approached, Ervinor awoke from his slumber and he was shocked to find they were en route to the castle. 
 
    “We couldn’t stay there,” she reasoned. “If the king’s men didn’t return on time, he would send more, and probably a larger set of them, to find out what happened. At least now we’ll be on the advance and we can intercept them before they expect us.” 
 
    “I’m not arguing. It’s a good plan,” he acknowledged. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Are you awake now or just checking on the situation?” 
 
    He saw the exhaustion on her face. She still hadn’t fully recovered from her actions inside Magehaven. “I’m fine. Go get some rest.” She saluted him officially and went off to the magical caravan. 
 
    Ervinor made his way around the camp, assessing the mood among the people. His fighters were grim with their recent loss, but determination pushed them ever forward. The refugees, however, were growing anxious. 
 
    “Back in line, peasant,” growled one of the Eagles. “We’ve almost got you to your king and not a one of you has died, so stop your griping.” 
 
    “Yarra, what is this about?” Ervinor intervened. 
 
    “Sorry sir, this rabble is unhappy that we have not stopped yet today.” 
 
    “Rabble?” Ervinor echoed. His tone sharpened significantly. “I believe these people were uprooted from their homes and sent off into the wild. Perhaps you would appreciate their trials more if I had stranded you at Magehaven and left you in the hands of the people who kicked us out.” 
 
    Yarra cringed at the seething anger. “Sir! Sorry, sir!” 
 
    “Your apology goes to this man, Yarra.” He turned to the middle-aged man and asked, “What is your name, good sir?” 
 
    “Hallis,” he replied. “But don’t think scolding one of your lackeys in front of me is going to make me feel any better! Bring us to a halt and let us make camp for a night or two.” 
 
    Ervinor shook his head. “I am afraid we can’t, Hallis. The longer we tarry here in the desert, the less likely we’ll safely reach the castle.” 
 
    “Who asked you to bring us there?” 
 
    Ervinor stared at the man sternly. “If you don’t agree with the destination, you’re free to venture off on your own.” 
 
    “You’re as bad as the rest of them,” the man spat. “What if we rallied against you? Then you would take us where we want to go.” 
 
    “And where is that?” Ervinor asked, genuinely curious. None of the refugees had spoken up thus far about a destination. Even in the tower when Ervinor had asked for such input, no one had stepped forward. 
 
    Hallis glared at Ervinor. “You think you’re so smart. My son is older than you, by the looks of you. What gives you the right to bully us into submission?” 
 
    “I don’t follow,” Ervinor said. “I only asked where you would like to go.” 
 
    “I can read your intent clear on your face, like all the rest. You want me to tell you where we should go so you can drop us off at the castle and then take off and destroy the place we want to go to.” 
 
    Ervinor blew out a sigh. “I’m not sure how I can help you, then, Hallis. You don’t want us to take you to the castle but you don’t want to tell us where else to go. If that’s the case, then we continue with my original plan. Good day.” 
 
    He walked off after giving Hallis a chance to suggest an alternative, but the man wanted to complain. Ervinor overheard similar conversations as he made his way to the head of the pack, and he realized that they needed to press onward to the castle before fighting erupted. Kitalla had been wise to get them moving for more reasons than the one she had given. 
 
    The trek was not an easy one, especially since Lica was unable to link with the beast jade. The distraught army was attacked numerous times as they went, but Ervinor’s fighters were determined not to lose any more people here in Hathreneir, and they fought bravely, taking down the creatures that assailed them. 
 
    By the end of the next day, the castle was within reach. The walls loomed ever closer and Ervinor cringed with anticipation. The king hadn’t sent any further warriors to intercept them and it gave him cause for alarm, though not everyone agreed. 
 
    “He does not see your forces as a threat, is all,” Rothra tried to explain. “You may have taken down a small band of mage-warriors, but they die off anyway.” 
 
    “Perhaps his eye is too far focused to the east,” Carrus offered, seeing the distress on Ervinor’s face. 
 
    “No,” the general decided. “The king has his defenses ready. Why send them out to us to die one group at a time, when he can hoard them all here and face us with insurmountable numbers?” 
 
    “I agree,” Kitalla chimed in. “Though on the flip side, when I was here earlier, their numbers were not as great as we would suspect.” 
 
    Ervinor looked at her cautiously. “But after your stay, the fire jade went missing. I’m sure he tapped the villages for more reinforcements. They probably hadn’t arrived yet by the time Gabrion and I came here.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” Kitalla forced a smile, trying not to consider what other changes Gabrion’s visit may have effected. Killing the queen surely would not be taken lightly. “However, it seems the point is moot right now.” She pointed over Ervinor’s shoulder. 
 
    A group of forty fighters and ten mages escorted a page on horseback, garbed in lush green silks. He rode forth to greet Ervinor, a scowl marring his face. “I bid you greeting from his most royal highness of Hathreneir, the great desert king. I hail as Brellar. To whom do I speak?” 
 
    “I am Ervinor, general of this army. I do not approach your gate as an enemy.” 
 
    Brellar interrupted whatever else the general was about to say. “You do not think we would welcome such as you into our ranks as Hathren soldiers, do you?” He laughed and fifty voices behind him echoed the mirthless sound. 
 
    “I merely bring to you refugees from your land who need your liege’s protection and a new home. Marritosh was lost and these men, women, and children are homeless without you.” 
 
    Brellar’s eyes narrowed fiercely. “Marritosh burned some time ago and we lost a battalion to its destruction. What has taken so long to bring such ‘refugees’ to us?” 
 
    “We sought solace at Magehaven, for it was closer to the town. However, the mages expelled us.” 
 
    “It is true,” Rothra interjected, stepping forward and pulling back his cowl. “I have taken flight from the tower for the sole purpose of escorting these people safely to the king.” 
 
    Brellar turned a curious gaze toward the mage but his tension did not ease, nor did he dismount his horse in greeting. “How can I judge your words, mage, when you have neglected the usual lines of communication?” 
 
    Rothra bowed his head. “It was necessary to maintain my silence while with these folks, else they think my goal was to betray them. They speak truly, however. The refugees need their king.” 
 
    “Betray,” Brellar barked. “You ignore the tenets of our land and secretly bring these forces to our door and you are concerned that your actions would have shown them your betrayal. Mark me now, mage, that you have in fact proven your loyalty to them over the king and you will be dealt with accordingly.” 
 
    “What!” Rothra shouted. “This is preposterous. I have the right to travel these lands with whatever company I choose to keep, without impunity, and without judgment from the likes of you. You will admit me and Ervinor to the king and we will discuss this matter with him.” 
 
    Brellar shook his head. “In times of war, I have the authority to challenge your admission, and I exercise that right. Turn away from here or take up your weapons and defend yourselves.” 
 
    Ervinor growled. “We have no wish to fight you!” 
 
    “That will make our task easier,” Brellar sneered. Then, raising his hand over his head, he yelled, “Charge!” 
 
    Much to Ervinor’s dismay, Brellar’s troops responded immediately, raising swords and calling spells at once. Brellar had to be more than a simple page to have such authority, but whatever the reason, it wouldn’t matter, if the king’s forces won. 
 
    Ervinor signaled his fighters to defend themselves, but to keep to his goal of trying not to maim or kill the foes. Rothra, however, was only a visitor to Ervinor’s group and his anger at being snubbed enraged him. 
 
    Calling to his comrades from the tower, the fire mage stepped into a patterned gait that only years of practice could have prepared him for. He dipped low and twisted around, bringing his arms spiraling upward, all the while clicking out the words of a complex spell from twitching lips. As his fingers fluttered with each motion, he struck into his pockets and withdrew spell components with such grace, Kitalla thought it looked as if he were cleverly pickpocketing himself. Before the first clash of swords, Rothra’s initial spell erupted and it was swiftly augmented when the rest of his mages matched his practiced steps. 
 
    A wall of fire flared up between the combatants, first only two feet high, but then rocketing upward into the burgeoning night. The fire flashed angrily, streaking outward, threatening the king’s men as they approached. 
 
    Brellar called a halt, but Ervinor couldn’t tell more than that. He spun around to face Rothra. “Kill no one!” he warned. “Remember our purpose here.” 
 
    As the moments ticked by and Rothra’s mages continued their augmentations, the fire wall spread further and further out to the sides, creating a blockade that neither side could cross. Dashing to run around the wall became unfeasible as the length continued to expand. 
 
    “Keep on alert,” Ervinor cautioned. “We have no idea what defenses they will have against this display of force.” 
 
    Rothra shot him a belittling glance but he could not respond without canceling his spell. His intricate steps were difficult to follow, and he almost looked like a drunken man caught in a fireplace, anxious to be free even as the alcohol ignited within him. The writhing of Rothra’s body was reflected in the dance of the flames themselves. 
 
    Kitalla whistled at the growing fire. “This is bad!” 
 
    “I know,” Ervinor said. “Now the king will summon all of his forces to take us down. We may not stand much of a chance.” 
 
    Rothra grunted in pain and his chanting grew louder in response. Ervinor only glanced at the mage for a moment before realizing that the king’s mages were retaliating. He eyed the fire wall and looked for weaknesses in its coloration. Kitalla also tensed and drew her daggers, her eyes scanning intently. “There!” she called. 
 
    She didn’t wait. Head low, Kitalla raced ahead, aiming toward a blackened oval that was forming in the wall. She could see the fighters on the other side and she knew they would break through at any moment. She pounced through the gap and threw herself immediately to the ground, rolling aside just in case. 
 
    Ervinor screamed for her to stop but she went ahead anyway. The opening wasn’t wide enough for more than one person at a time and though he knew his place was with his army, he was also the man in charge of diplomacy. He needed to be there, thus he sprinted and threw himself into the growing hole. 
 
    Kitalla was on her feet, her daggers flashing wildly from left to right. Six swordsmen pursued her carelessly, and they continuously clanked into each other as they all tried to strike at once. Kitalla leaped and spun in the air, kicking her feet out and catching one soldier in the head, stunning him. As she landed, three swords swept toward her, but they interrupted each other, rather than cut into her. 
 
    Ervinor was less lucky. He drew his sword from its scabbard and he faced off against his own group of six fighters, but they were much better coordinated in their efforts. Two lashed in with attacks, then as they stepped away two others poked their swords in, and so on, working as a fluctuating set of pairs, continuously striving to exhaust their foe and then subdue him. 
 
    But Ervinor wasn’t about to die here. His goal was to deliver the refugees safely. These people would not fault him for his intended actions, and they certainly would not bring him down. He alternately jumped and dropped to avoid the repeated sword cuts, unable to bring his own weapon about to strike back. Yet he did not surrender himself to their mercy, for it was clear that mercy was not an option. Kicking out at the many feet did little, for the soldiers simply shifted their weight and the next pair was ready to strike. 
 
    Kitalla knocked down four of her attackers and they were swiftly replaced by others. Yet as they drew near her, their actions became muddled and ineffective. Kitalla kept moving and shifting her body, evading attack with each successive step. Sliding down low, reaching up high, she moved gracefully as if there was no threat to her well-being. She saw Ervinor out of the corner of her eye and because he was too far off to help directly, she started to shift her way toward him. 
 
    Three other fighters jumped through the gap in the fire wall and they took on other soldiers, but they struggled to hold their position. The king’s soldiers saw the lesser skill in the newcomers and they strained to push them into the fire itself. 
 
    As Ervinor continued his frantic motions to avoid the incessant sword-thrusts, he dropped his weapon and, when he could, grabbed for the poison darts that remained in his tunic. He didn’t have many left from the original batch Herchig had given him, but he needed their protection now if he was going to survive this. Clutching the darts in his hand, he squatted low and then leaped high. With a spin, he tossed the darts, catching two of the soldiers in the face and sending them screaming away from the fight. For a few moments, Ervinor’s situation improved. 
 
    Kitalla, meanwhile, was still working her way over to him, but now eight soldiers were tending to her, thinking they would be more successful than the bungling idiots who had already fallen to her skill. But even with eight fighters attacking her, she kept herself moving fluidly and the soldiers reached out to hit her as if they had no actual idea where she was. 
 
    Verna burst through the fire wall, the opening for which widened as the king’s mages continued their concerted efforts to bring it down. The Marritosh native helped free the other two fighters who were losing their fight against the soldiers, and once she evened the odds by taking down three of the king’s men, she scoured the area and set herself a specific target. Brellar. 
 
    The page-commander had removed himself to the line of mages, calling out orders to the rest of the troop. He demanded the fire wall be brought down before its energy was blasted into his soldiers, which would undoubtedly slay them on impact. He only had rudimentary training in sensing the energies; he was no mage, yet he could sense the enormous strength being poured into the wall. And though he looked at the indomitable Kitalla bringing down man after man, Brellar required his mages to break the wall ahead of anything else. 
 
    And because the mages were so focused on the wall, Verna was able to slip past them, swinging two swords around and facing off against Brellar directly. The man snarled and pulled out a poison-tipped flail and his shield, though he remained aloft on his horse. 
 
    Verna screamed in anger and raced ahead, swishing her swords with each step. Her inhuman cry startled the horse and it whinnied and backed away, but Brellar tugged the reins and kept the beast planted. Verna drew close, sweeping the swords, reaching high to bite into Brellar’s body, but the man tugged the horse and it sidestepped out of the way. He then brought his flail down, nearly grazing her arm. 
 
    She didn’t flinch away from the attack. Instead, Verna lunged closer to the man, driving her sword up and cutting his arm. He was too late to pull away. He dropped the flail and wailed in agony. The horse panicked with the sound and it reared up and snapped its jaws at Verna, who barely avoided being trampled. As the horse thrashed about, Brellar was thrown off, after which the beast ran off to safety. 
 
    Verna stalked the man as he writhed in the dirt, his shield forgotten. She crossed her swords and stuck them into the ground at his neck, pinning him precariously. 
 
    Kitalla continued her elusive dance, finally reaching Ervinor, who had taken a few shallow wounds. The soldiers became befuddled at Kitalla’s approach, their rhythms disrupted and falling askew. Ervinor tried to stand, but there were too many people thrashing about for him to get a strong purchase. Feet clamped down on his ribs, his arm, his legs, and once Kitalla realized he was screaming, she immediately stopped what she was doing. 
 
    It took a few seconds for the soldiers to shake off their befuddlement, but by the time they did, a large gap had formed in the fire wall and the Nightingales started pouring through to put an end to the scuffle. 
 
    The king’s mages were caught in their spellcasting as they tried to crush the fire spell that parted the two forces, yet as Ervinor’s army seeped through the opening, many of the fighters remembered their training; always take out the mages first. 
 
    Minutes later, the entire battle site was brought to a screeching halt, and not a single person had perished. 
 
    Ervinor’s mages sent healing energies through him, giving him the strength he needed to face Brellar for one further exchange. The general approached Verna as she stood guard over her prisoner, her swords still pinning him by his neck. 
 
    “Let him up,” Ervinor ordered. 
 
    “This will not endear you to the king,” Brellar scowled. “He will hear and believe my version of events here.” 
 
    “Very well then.” Ervinor said, realizing that the man was bathed in hatred. “Let us bring you back to your beloved king.” He called aloud to his forces. “Bind them and bring them with us!” 
 
    “May we gag them?” Verna asked. 
 
    “Only if they speak ill or utter any spells. Gather them up and let us move out.” 
 
    It took some time to imprison the king’s troop, but once the task was done, they continued their march. The refugees were more nervous now, for the spokesman of the king had tried to kill them, turning them away at the mere mention of who they were. Ervinor could not calm them himself, but Randler drew out his lute and strummed away a melody, singing of hope and better days to come. 
 
    Night fell in earnest and the fire mages enacted basic spells to light the sky. The castle drew ever nearer, and as they reached the outskirts, Ervinor could see that the defenses had been tightened since his previous visit. Guards were in place along the roads and no villagers roamed the area without escort. 
 
    “I am Ervinor,” he shouted as soon he felt he was near enough to be heard. “I bring refugees to place in the care of your king. I also return a host of your fighters. I beg audience with the king.” 
 
    “You arrive at a late hour, Ervinor,” responded the nearest guardsman. “The king does not meet with vagrants in the dark of night.” 
 
    “What would you have me do then?” 
 
    The guard considered for a moment. “If you overtook our fighters and have them in your midst, then they are yours to tend to in the interim. As are the supposed refugees. The king will see no visitors until late morning.” 
 
    “Preposterous!” Rothra barked, storming ahead. “Look upon me and know that you cannot deny me entrance to the castle proper.” 
 
    The guard examined the mage and his back straightened in alarm. “Master Rothra, whatever are you doing with these people?” 
 
    “Ervinor may be young, but he commands this army and he already informed you of its purpose here tonight. Awaken the king if you must, but be off with you immediately.” 
 
    The guard was torn, but he held to his orders. “I am sorry, great mage. But if I allow you inside at this hour, there will be repercussions that I cannot endure. No, sir, I am regretful, but I cannot permit even you, great sir.” 
 
    The mage drew in a rattling breath of anger and Ervinor intervened this time before Rothra summoned another wild spell. “We shall concede to your will, good sir,” Ervinor saluted the guard. “Mind you, we will necessarily set up defenses in the event that the night is not peaceful.” 
 
    The guard turned his head fearfully away from Rothra, who was shaking with rage. “You will not need defense from us, so long as you remain beyond the wall.” 
 
    Ervinor nodded. “Nonetheless, we need to ensure our safety.” He turned around and gave the signal to make camp for the night. 
 
    Kitalla managed to convince Rothra to calm down and head off to sleep in case they needed a sudden miracle. She bolstered his ego for the sole purpose of convincing him, and it worked, as she suspected it would. 
 
    “You’re even more exhausted now after that scuffle than you were this morning,” Ervinor noted. 
 
    Kitalla shrugged. “We’re all tired.” 
 
    “You used your dance skill again in that battle to bewilder the fighters.” 
 
    She gleamed. “I even pulled some of the energy from the metal jade into the mix. It made it easier to ensnare them with their swords and stuff.” 
 
    “Kitalla,” he started, then fell silent. 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    He shook his head, unable to find the words he wanted to say. “Have Carrus and Verna set up a perimeter, then you and I need to get some sleep. I will need you as fresh tomorrow as possible.” 
 
    With a quick salute she ran off to carry out his command. He then made his way back toward his tent, which a few of the fighters had already gotten together. Yet before he went inside, he detoured to visit Randler and Frast. 
 
    The bard was in terrible pain from the long journey and Frast was huddled nearby, offering what healing herbs and tonics he could, since Randler had refused to allow him to channel away the pain with the jades. 
 
    “I may have need of your silken tongue, friend,” the general said by way of greeting. 
 
    Randler smiled warmly through his aches. “There is little I can say that you cannot say already, but if you need me, then I am yours to command.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Ervinor looked at Frast. “I know you’re busy helping Randler here, but I need you back in charge of the Sparrows.” 
 
    “There’s little I can do,” the mage struggled to say with his broken voice. “I can’t even give orders any longer. I’m sorry, Ervinor. I can’t.” 
 
    The straggled voice reminded Ervinor of just how badly the mage’s throat had been damaged and he realized the truth of the words. He nodded slowly, frowning. “I am sorry, Frast. You’re right. I will have to replace you, I am afraid.” 
 
    An awkward silence followed before Ervinor turned away and left them. He also needed to consult with Lica to bring her back from her despair over Quereth’s death. But as he considered it, he realized that he couldn’t handle one more loss tonight. In case she would tell him that she could no longer lead either, he avoided the conversation instead and returned to his tent. Somehow, in some way, sitting at the door of the Hathren castle town, with a host of refugees and prisoners under his watch, with an unknown number of soldiers waiting to greet them come morning, and a persuasive conversation with the king looming ahead of him, Ervinor managed to fall asleep. 
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    Gabrion paced around his cell, hoping his requests to speak with Ordren would be heard, but after a day and a half of asking, the commander had not come down. No other visitors had arrived either, save Ordren’s most trusted soldiers, who only brought down food and emptied his chamber pot. 
 
    Overhead, there was constant noise and Gabrion worried about what it portended. Had the Kallisorian and Hathren soldiers been fighting against each other? Had the Hathrens been expelled? No one would give him any indication of what was taking place in the world above and the silence was aggravating. 
 
    As he wandered around his cell, he heard a commotion by the door. Closing his eyes, he focused his thoughts on trying to catch the snippets of conversation carrying through the air, but it wasn’t enough for him to piece together. Then the talking turned to shouting. 
 
    “You will allow me to enter immediately or you risk all-out war right here and now in your beloved outpost!” It was Ruhk’s voice. 
 
    Apparently his threat held little weight, for Ruhk’s next words rose up high. “Very well then. But tell Gabrion that Hathren forces are on the way. It seems Gerta and the rest alerted nearby patrols. Ah, it dratted well was your fault, you pathetic lot of fools! How else would they have escaped the dungeon?” 
 
    There was a pause in the conversation as the guards responded directly to Ruhk but below Gabrion’s earshot. Then the commander bellowed, “Fine, fine, I will go, but mark my words; I will return in two hours hence and I will speak to Gabrion one way or another, so be ready for me.” 
 
    The booming voice died down and Gabrion sat down to think about Ruhk’s words. If they were true, then a battalion was on its way, and it seemed as if Ordren might not be preparing for the attack well enough. However, if Hathrens were indeed coming, then why wouldn’t Ordren immediately expel Ruhk’s forces? After all, additional Hathrens would only add to Ordren’s troubles. 
 
    Yet it was the end of Ruhk’s shouting that affected Gabrion the most. He doubted the man had shouted his warning for the guards directly. Instead, he thought the commander was trying to alert Gabrion himself of some plan. 
 
    There wasn’t anything he could do in the interim, so Gabrion set himself to a series of limbering stretches, in case his hunch was right. Halfway through his routine, he stopped and shook his head, thinking about the exercises he was actually doing. They were very familiar and not because he had been doing them for months. He considered his surroundings and the crunches and jumps he was performing, and then it struck him. Gabrion was following the ritual warm-up exercises from his days in the Prisoner’s Tower where the strongest men had labored to supply the tower with various needs, including cycled water and boulder-powered lifts. 
 
    He hadn’t thought of his incarceration in a while. It seemed so long ago, it could have happened to some stranger and he had only pictured the events in his mind while listening to one of Randler’s songs. Those days had been grueling, but his body had gained a good deal of muscle mass that he later transformed into fighting prowess. Coupled with his natural skill, he was a veritable killing machine when he wanted to be. 
 
    The irony struck him that he was now sitting in a cell because he had been trying to stop the killing. Ruhk had become a temporary ally in the experiment, but he had made it clear that it was only for the moment. Yet, when the two hours passed by and another commotion sounded by the door, Gabrion started to wonder. 
 
    The dungeon door burst open and Ruhk stomped inside with three fighters, two of whom were Gabrion’s. The burly commander handed a key ring to one of them, unwilling to fumble with the lock on Gabrion’s cell himself. 
 
    “You look better out of there, lad, so let’s go,” Ruhk said by way of greeting. 
 
    “I was intending to wait until I would speak with the king of what we were accomplishing here.” 
 
    “Ha!” Ruhk laughed. “You won’t have a chance, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Because Gerta alerted another group from your army and they’re on their way.” 
 
    Ruhk nodded grimly. “Indeed, but there is another problem for me. You see, this little experiment of yours branded us as traitors through and through. They’re coming to kill all of us now.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” And he truly was. 
 
    “No, Gabrion, I am not. You see, I have been thinking about it.” He tilted his head and tapped his temple philosophically. “My king is ready to kill all of us and turn us out as traitors because you and I broke bread for a few days. Your king, and his followers like Ordren, are just as mull-headed. You missed a bit of fun, actually. We’ve taken over this place.” 
 
    Gabrion’s eyes shot up and he paled. “What!” 
 
    “Now, now, no one was killed. But Ordren and his lot are now stuck in his little war room. A good twenty of them or so. Somehow they had it in their heads that they would get the rest of the Kallisorians here to rise up against my fighters and push us out, while Gerta’s reinforcements came and destroyed us, as if we couldn’t fight for ourselves, but whatever. Solid enough plan, though, I will admit. But something happened that your buddy wasn’t expecting.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine.” 
 
    “Can’t you?” Ruhk grinned, and he clapped Gabrion’s shoulder strongly. “Your troops and mine banded together in the end, you see. No one was happy to hear you were sent down here. Well, most weren’t happy, anyway. Still, the rest of your men, like Urrith and your other officials, came to me asking if we could find a way to work through our differences after all. Well, you know I wasn’t about to turn my back on my king—family back home and everything—but the message from Gerta was clear. It even had the royal seal. We’re already traitors. 
 
    “Well, none of my boys are going to side with the Kallisorians, and only a few of them would rather face execution, but the rest of us decided to follow you and your new way of things. At least for now,” he finished flippantly. “Oh, and pretty much anyone who isn’t locked up agreed, too.” 
 
    “I—I don’t know what to say,” Gabrion stammered. 
 
    Ruhk took a sword from one of the fighters and handed it over to Gabrion. “Say you’ll lead us properly now.” 
 
    As Gabrion looked at the man, he realized that he was serious. He had just committed himself to Gabrion’s cause. He reached out and accepted the sword. “We have work to do then. Let us go speak with Ordren.” 
 
    “I figured that would be your first order of business.” And off they went. 
 
    As they worked their way through the outpost and up to Ordren’s office, the others cheered at seeing Gabrion released from his prison. He raised his hand in greeting, awed that they were rallying behind him so willingly. He only hoped it would last. 
 
    The door to Ordren’s study swung open, a host of guards ready in case the commander or his followers attempted to escape. But they were huddled around the room, clearly defeated. 
 
    Gabrion stepped up to Ordren, shaking his head. “I’m disappointed in you.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth, little child,” Ordren spat. “Your stupid rebellion won’t last long and you know it. It will only be a matter of time before the king sends another group to this place and then what? You’ll warp their minds too? Maybe soon you can all bake cakes together and sew dollies for little girls!” 
 
    Gabrion frowned and turned to Ruhk. “I hate to do this, but there isn’t much choice in my mind. Find me one fighter for each of these men. Be sure they are devoted to the cause.” 
 
    “What are you going to do with me, Gabrion?” Ordren wondered, fear lining his eyes now. 
 
    The warrior turned his deep brown eyes and bore into Ordren’s soul. “I am sending you and your soldiers to the king with an escort strong enough to ensure that you won’t try anything. While you’re with the king, fill him in on everything that has happened here. And tell him that he needs to open his mind to my way of thinking, because if he doesn’t then there won’t be much room left for him in his own land.” 
 
    “Traitorous bastard!” Ordren hissed. 
 
    Gabrion debated whether he should remind Ordren that he himself had deserted the king half a year ago when he fled Pindington and joined Gabrion in the first place, but seeing the blind anger in the man’s eyes, he decided against it. “I’m making you a messenger, Ordren. Though, if you prefer,” he said, his voice growing cold, “you could just challenge me to a duel.” 
 
    The commander’s face went white but he said nothing else. 
 
    When the volunteers arrived, Gabrion shook each hand and thanked them for their service to him. Urrith took charge of the group, saluting Gabrion. 
 
    “I am proud to have you leading them, Urrith.” Gabrion gave his instructions, to guide Ordren for two days to the east and then to set them onward to the rest of the way to the king. Urrith’s men were then to return to the outpost for further instructions. 
 
    The captain saluted again. “I will ensure that we live up to your ideals, Gabrion. We will return in four days’ time.” With that, Urrith and his team each took a prisoner and left. 
 
    Ruhk whistled low once they were gone. “But the thing I don’t understand is how you’re sure Ordren won’t turn around once they’re set free and try to kill Urrith and the rest.” 
 
    “He knows he won’t be able to,” Gabrion explained. “These men have been training with me since I arrived here, but Ordren hasn’t been. He would likely be the easiest target of them all. And being close enough to the king, he would be better off reaching his majesty and securing reinforcements first. There is also a chance that his original discontent will resurface and he may run off on his own. Either way, survival will rule him at that point. Now Ruhk, we need to find another twenty or so who would remain here in the outpost for Urrith’s return.” 
 
    “What? You make it sound as if we are leaving.” 
 
    Gabrion nodded. “We will meet this battalion on the field and quell them there. I will not have them enter this place and disturb the truce we have established here.” 
 
    Ruhk’s jaw dropped. “I don’t know what to make of you, but if you’re serious, then we need to move out immediately. It won’t be long before they would be able to reach us here.” 
 
    At the top of the hour, Gabrion, Ruhk and nearly two hundred fighters stormed from the outpost, making haste to the west. The winter air was biting, but it prompted them to jog to keep warm, thus adding to their progress. They camped only once before coming to the Hathren forces in the freezing desert evening. 
 
    “Halt, invaders!” cried the Hathren commander. She had long, rich hair flowing beneath a jewel-encrusted leather helm. Her body was covered in iron armor, with other gems fused at key locations. 
 
    “Ishalie,” Ruhk returned. “How well it is to see you.” 
 
    The woman snarled. “Do not speak to me on such friendly terms, scum. You have deserted the king to fraternize with these vermin.” 
 
    “I admit I was curious about Gabrion’s proposal, and you would do well to listen to his words, for if you do not, then you will be sorely defeated this night.” 
 
    Ishalie barked a laugh. “You may think you outnumber us, man to man, but you would be mistaken. Mages!” At once her four mages chanted their spells, calling to the beasts of the desert, summoning them to their aid. Sandorpions, eaglons, shadowcrows, and sand rodia all answered the call, appearing from nearby nests set up for the purpose. 
 
    “Stop!” Gabrion shouted. “There will be no killing today!” 
 
    “Speak for yourself, soldier boy,” the Hathren commander snarled. “Attack! Attack!” 
 
    Gabrion brought up his sword and ignored the nearest threats, charging only for the Hathren commander. If he could overwhelm her, perhaps she would surrender the same way Ruhk had done. Reaching her was difficult, for the beasts that joined her battalion brought the numbers well above two hundred and her soldiers were well accustomed to fighting alongside the feral creatures. 
 
    Ruhk sprinted off to deal with the mages, his sword cutting down three eaglons as he went. He wondered belatedly if Gabrion’s no-kill rule applied to the desert creatures, but he had to let the thought go as two sandorpions slithered in front of him, raising their tails to strike him down. Ruhk weaved to the side and avoided their strikes, stepping into a soldier’s range of attack. He turned to parry, but he missed and took a gash in his arm. Yelling, Ruhk spun around and dropped, crashing the flat of his blade into his attacker’s knees, bringing him down. He then swept his sword up and thrust into the underbelly of one of the sandorpions as it pounced on him, trying to gouge out his eyes with its front pincers. The beast squealed and thrashed as Ruhk propelled it on top of the man who had cut his arm. He then pushed himself up to fend off the other sandorpion’s attack. 
 
    Gabrion’s charge took a similar pattern, as he kicked up one sand rodia and grabbed it with his left hand, then hurled it into the face of an oncoming swordsman. He then twisted and dodged an eaglon attack, kicking his feet up and catching the bird in the abdomen and knocking it from the sky. Two soldiers approached him, swords at the ready. Gabrion taunted them each in turn with his sword, trying to get them to let their defenses down. At last one pounced and Gabrion batted the man’s sword aside, then grabbed his wrist and hurled him into the other attacker, felling them both. He didn’t wait to knock them out, but pressed on to subdue Ishalie. 
 
    The Hathren commander shouted as Gabrion approached her. She had a wild look in her eyes as she pulled out a sword and dagger, ready to take down the young warrior. She entered a hunter’s crouch and stepped cautiously side to side, her lips moving frantically. 
 
    Gabrion wasn’t fooled. He leaped immediately to interrupt whatever spell she was trying to cast. His sword swept in and she deflected it with the dagger, returning the strike with her other arm. Gabrion dropped, kicking his legs out, but she jumped over his attempted sweep and brought her sword around again, her lips continuing their chanting. 
 
    One of the garnets on her headdress flared to life as she completed her spell and a wild flame extended down her sword arm, resting on the blade. It flared with each swipe of her sword, sending stinging waves of heat in Gabrion’s direction. He swatted the sword away, but she kept a firm grip, cackling now that she felt she had an advantage. 
 
    Ruhk scurried away from another set of creatures and approached one of the beast mages. He offered an easy surrender, but the mage scoffed at him for the attempt, so he lunged at her and punched her into submission. The next mage stopped his chanting and retaliated by calling up a flurry of ice darts, striking Ruhk as he battered the first mage. While the icy projectiles cut into his skin, Ruhk grew furious and he jumped up and sprinted to the mage and tackled him as well, pummeling him until his chanting stopped. 
 
    Without the guidance of their masters, some the beasts became bewildered and attacked any fighter nearby, regardless of which side they were on. The ensuing chaos helped Gabrion’s troop to overcome their foes more easily. 
 
    Ishalie, however, was proving to be an able foe for the young warrior. She had enacted a second spell which allowed her to move more quickly than before. A second gem on her helmet was aglow as the spell held. Gabrion kept his sword and body moving rapidly, dodging wildly, and blindly anticipating more moves than he cared to imagine. He acted on instinct, but the fiery sword actually helped him trace her movements, for the blazing blade left visual traces in the darkening sky and his body responded accordingly. 
 
    Some of Gabrion’s fighters took care of the other two mages and Ruhk was free to assist his new leader. He sprang toward the flaming sword despite the wracking pain from his wounds. Gabrion was tiring, but he continued to pounce nimbly, poking his sword here and there, trying to score a minor wound that would at least slow the woman down, yet he had no idea if he was successful. Ishalie continued chanting spells but Gabrion couldn’t see any actual effects from them, and he wondered if she was using the magic to heal any damage he was causing. 
 
    The fiery sword swept in from one side and as Gabrion parried it, Ishalie brought in the dagger, cutting into the warrior’s side and dropping him to the ground. He immediately rolled away then regained his feet, clutching his wound. Gasping for breath, Gabrion hoisted up his sword, narrowing his eyes to track the movements of the roving fire sword. 
 
    Then all at once the flaming weapon fluttered upward and then landed in the sand. Ishalie screamed, after which the air filled with sounds of punching. Gabrion squinted in the growing darkness to see Ruhk’s body pinning the woman down, his fist crushing the fight out of her until at last she stopped struggling. 
 
    The rest of Gabrion’s battalion fought admirably. They fully employed their dodging skills, sweeping low and out of the way as their attackers lunged for them, and then striking back to render them unconscious. During the entire scuffle, two of Gabrion’s fighters took fatal wounds, but no one else died. Even many of the feral creatures survived, most fleeing once the enchantments of the mages were gone. 
 
    Gabrion only had three mages in his entourage and they rushed over to him to treat his wounds first. After repairing the worst of the damage, they tended to Ruhk, and then spread out among the rest to assist where they could. Gabrion was not used to having dedicated healers who barely fought in the actual battle, yet he was grateful for their support once the fighting was finished. 
 
    “What will we do with them?” Ruhk asked, looking over Ishalie as she lay in a heap on the sand, her face showing signs of the beating she had taken. 
 
    “We’ll have to—” Gabrion stopped, his attention snared by something in the distance. “Ruhk,” he pointed to the west. Far off, a wild fire burned into the night sky. 
 
    “That must be near the castle,” Ruhk estimated. 
 
    “It must be Dariak,” Gabrion decided. “Listen, Ruhk, we’re all tired, but we need to press onward and reach that incendiary.” 
 
    “I don’t know if everyone will be able to. Besides, what of her and the rest?” 
 
    Gabrion sighed heavily. “I just—I have to go there.” 
 
    Ruhk clapped him on the shoulder. “Then go. Take whomever can travel with you. The rest of us will tidy up here and then we will follow.” 
 
    Gabrion looked around the battlefield and nodded slowly. “You all did well tonight. And you, Ruhk, especially did well. I could see the anger and hurt in your eyes, but you kept true to me, and for that I am grateful.” 
 
    Ruhk playfully nudged Gabrion in the chest. “Knock it off, you’re going to make me blush.” 
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 Dariak’s Return 
 
      
 
      
 
    The forest air was refreshing and crisp, full of life and wonder. Dariak opened his deep blue eyes and marveled in the vibrancy all around him. The leaves, the cot, the air; they felt alive and within reach. He stretched upward and created a gentle breeze by wafting his hand left and right, and he rejoiced in the sensation of the air brushing against his skin. As he lay there, he ran his fingers up and down his body, as if he were feeling his flesh for the first time. Something inside him had changed. 
 
    He rose up and stepped from his chamber, staggering out into the evening air. Astrith sat on a log nearby, gazing into a gentle flame. The elder greeted the mage softly. “You have awoken.” 
 
    “I think…” Dariak started, then tried again. “I think it’s the first time I’ve ever been truly awake.” 
 
    “The feeling will pass,” Astrith commented sadly, “unless you remain here and devote yourself to our ways.” He lifted his gaze from the fire. “I see you have neglected to clothe yourself this evening. Was that intentional or an oversight?” 
 
    Dariak looked down and chortled. “I didn’t even notice.” 
 
    “Then you are ready for your next challenge, Dariak, for you have shed a trace of your vanity. You’ve opened yourself up to a wider purpose. You have touched the heavens and the trees and the earth, and you have seen that you are but a glimmer of the world around you. And in that, there is no need to be self-conscious.” 
 
    Dariak crouched down and nodded slowly. “I still don’t fathom all that I experienced last night, but I agree that I see more now than I did before.” 
 
    “It too will pass,” Astrith mourned. “Yet perhaps you are different enough to hold on for a while longer than most.” He smiled slowly. “Your quest, however, must continue, for you have fires in your heart that need tending. People are depending on you and have been fighting for you, and it is time you rejoined them.” 
 
    The mage looked down at the ground. “I know. Though I don’t understand what I’ll do when I reach them.” 
 
    “You will do as your heart demands, and whatever that means for the rest of us… Well, we will simply have to wait and wonder.” 
 
    “Astrith… About the energies last night…” 
 
    But the old man shook his head. “No, Dariak, there is nothing else I can tell you besides that which I have already said. Linger here if you will, but I fear you will miss your rendezvous if you do. I think your place is instead with the people you have drawn around you. You would do well to go to them. They will have missed your presence and they will need you in the days to come.” 
 
    Dariak knew he was welcome to stay if he so chose, but Astrith was right; he needed to go. He returned to his bed and donned his cloak, ensuring he had the healing jade, then set off, following its vibrations as they led him to the east. 
 
    Dariak’s mind raced as he let the forest fade away behind him. There was such life and vividness in the wood. He couldn’t imagine leaving it behind and becoming as disconnected as he had been before. Yet he knew in some way that even feeling this way made him part of the larger whole. His ideals were no longer simply yearnings of a younger man, but they were calls of the greater energies that needed him to facilitate their message to others. It was he who could bring the peace to the land in a way that no other could. He was connected to all the energies, not just those of nature. And unlike his beloved father, he was not bound to the king’s will and desire. He could act as he saw fit. 
 
    Yet he still needed to reach his friends. More than that, he needed to find and heal Randler, whose unnecessary suffering had gone on for entirely too long. With the healing jade, he could mend the bard’s agony and, once he united the jades and brought peace, he could settle down with the man and they could find a better life altogether. 
 
    Dariak breathed in the nighttime air and turned himself to the east, aching to reach his destination with haste. On foot, he would need perhaps three days to make the journey, if he accounted for the occasional intrusions of the desert beasts who would invariably meet him along the way. Or perhaps they would now sense his deeper connection to the whole while it was still new and fresh; maybe the creatures would step aside and let him reach his goal without impedance. 
 
    The mage grinned, knowing it was a ridiculous thought. However, the idea that followed it was less absurd and he set himself to the task immediately. His recent lessons in the Magitorium and the forest had shown him that he possessed a deep connection to the energies in the world around him. Why not call on them now? Why not ask them for help in his time of desire? Though he knew it was desire, not need, he opted to call anyway. 
 
    Dariak stretched his mind outward and reached far and wide. His feet bathed in the dirt underneath him. His lungs drew in the fragrant air. The essence of nature filled his very soul, and he knew that these powers would work well together. He pushed his foot forward, sweeping his arms through the air, then stepped with his other foot, pulling ahead with his arms. The ground beneath him melted into a glimmering pool and the air tensed like a lifeline, tugging him forward. Meanwhile the essence of nature kept the forces in balance, allowing him to essentially ski across the sandy earth as if he were cascading down a steep mountain. 
 
    Pull after pull, he went, drawing the energies through himself without any spell components or the necessary jades. He simply used his connection to the energies to facilitate the process, and as he made his way, he relished in the ease of it all. Every breath was crisp and fresh; every step carried him yards ahead. The landscape rushed by him as if he were an eaglon diving across the desert. 
 
    After a few hours of travel, he saw a deep fire light the eastern sky. The brilliant blaze swept up into the air, swirling about, and falling away again. Dariak focused his thoughts on his haste, hoping to propel himself to the source of those temporary flames, for the healing jade confirmed that the other jades awaited him there. At last he would unite them and have the strength he needed to stop the wars. 
 
    But he needed to get there first, and so he urged the energies to pulsate within him faster and faster, drawing him ever closer as the land whizzed by. Yet though he was connected to the energies of the world, he still required strength to maintain them. His desire to reach his friends could not overpower the growing fatigue that gathered within him. The energies faltered as the hours pressed on, yet he did not relent. He urged himself to reach them, to reach his friends, to find Randler. 
 
    Dariak filled his mind with thoughts of the bard, aching for leaving him behind in the forest, but grateful that he had claimed the healing jade at last. He knew there would be more to mend than just Randler’s legs, but it couldn’t be helped. The quest for the world was greater than any one of them. His heart beat with the truth of it, as it must have also done for his father. For Delminor to give his life to try to assuage the fighting, he must have known deep within himself that his life was merely one necessary spark of hope. It was a spark that Dariak intended to turn into a blaze. 
 
    The night fell away as the sun peered over the horizon and Dariak neared his destination. Silhouettes of soldiers moved about and Dariak targeted them, reaching out blindly to be recognized before he was attacked errantly. He had been gone from the group for so long, he half-wondered if anyone would know him at all. 
 
    The need to keep the energies circulating around him waned and then faded completely. Dariak fell to his knees and huddled there to catch his breath. He rose up and strode toward the warriors without any further rest. It was time at last to rejoin his comrades. 
 
    Dariak was exhausted from his frantic journey through the night, but the dawn light met him with no hope of rest, for a violent battle was underway. 
 
    He had no sense of who was fighting yet, only that the healing jade was calling for him to press into the center of the scuffle. Warriors swung their swords aloft as mages swept their arms around, casting spells. Dariak felt the energies pulsating all around him, and he realized that these mages were only deflecting incoming projectiles. They were not attacking. 
 
    He called his own protections about himself as he plunged into the fray, seeking the center where he knew his friends and allies were engaged in the scuffle. His presence was barely noticed among the others for he slipped in from behind and not from the front lines. 
 
    Swords and maces flew toward him but he dodged low, seeking only to escape unhindered. Other fighters came in to defend against the attack and Dariak used the diversion to slip away. He had little stamina left to subdue the enemy forces seeping through. And in some ways, he wasn’t completely certain who his allies were, for Ervinor may have launched this assault for some reason, and the king’s army might be the defenders. He doubted it, but he didn’t want to find himself mistaken later. 
 
    Pushing through the crowd, Dariak stumbled across a pack of terrified villagers, cowering together and refusing to do more than scream and cry. They were surrounded by numerous fighters, both attacking and defending, but the people themselves only wept and prayed for the fight to end. 
 
    Angrily, Dariak shouted above the din, “Get on your feet and defend yourselves! Take up shields and hold off your attackers! If you lie there, you leave your life in others’ hands. Be brave and rise up now! Cast aside your fears and defend yourselves! Rise up! Rise up! I care not how old you are. Grab a shield and defend yourselves!” Only a few responded to him, but they returned to their huddled positions once they saw that none of their comrades rose up with them. Frustrated, Dariak moved on. 
 
    Soon, though, he made his way toward the heated battlefront and at last he saw faces he knew well. Ervinor and Kitalla shouted commands while swinging their own blades around, holding back the king’s men. From this vantage, it was clear to him what was happening. They were at the castle and the king was defending his land, but Ervinor and his forces were holding off the attack. The young warrior dipped and wove about, smacking his foes with the flat of his blade. Even with his life on the line, he was doing his best only to subjugate his enemies, not kill them. 
 
    Kitalla was also a blur of movement as she flashed about on the field. She cut low, nicking one man’s trousers, then she spun about and punched another in the face. The thief pounced next, grabbing the wrists of another fighter and shaking the sword from the man’s hands. He tried to bite her, but she smashed his skull with her own, knocking him out. She shook off her own pain and launched herself toward the next assailant, each time avoiding attack and either parrying with a sword or punching with her fist. 
 
    Mages ran along the ranks, fistfuls of herbs trailing behind them as they projected healing spells into the defenders. Dariak was highly impressed with their efficiency as well as their abundance. Ervinor had clearly enlisted the help of other mages along the way. 
 
    He didn’t see Randler or Gabrion, but they could be anywhere. The ringing of steel and iron echoed incessantly through the air, and the grating sounds hurt Dariak’s ears, especially after his recent respite in the forest. He wanted more connection to nature and less to the cold hard metal. But he knew if he stood idle for much longer, then steel would make its way into this life, irreparably. 
 
    The healing jade was throbbing in his pocket and he knew suddenly that would be as impervious to attack as Pyron had been. That calmed his thoughts long enough to allow him to focus. He knelt slowly, reaching out for the other jades nearby. He could sense them calling out for their lost brethren. Kitalla clearly had the metal jade. Near her or with her was the fire jade. The beast and nature jades were somewhere behind him, and so forth. He let their locations call to him and he stretched his fingertips out as if he could caress each one. 
 
    Mentally, Dariak pulled the jades across and down, over and through, weaving their energies into a larger whole. Some of the elements shied away from the attempt and he didn’t have time to enforce them. Beast, nature, water, and earth accepted his call with the least resistance, and so he grasped their energies and swept them together, drawing up power from the healing jade as he did so, for it helped to maintain his strength for the duration. 
 
    “Noss, shoni nofferus. Derripethicar kryie malliyon greth,” he chanted, not knowing where the words were coming from. “Jassikorruth bwaranalus norch k’wai prosthrafar bretchigon kyrecshio.” 
 
    The energies compelled him to dig his hand into the sand and sweep a great arc into its surface. As he did so, great cries of terror erupted before him. He couldn’t look up, for more words rushed to his mind and he spat them out, his eyes turning up to the morning sky as a flock of eaglons dashed across his vision, answering his unknowing call. The violent birds screeched in unison, creating a piercing shriek that rent the air. The cry continued for several moments, and all around him, Dariak could tell that people were falling to their knees, clutching their skulls in pain. 
 
    He dragged his fingers through the sand again, creating a deeper trench. This time he was less surprised by the frightened cries in the distance, for he understood now that the small trench before him was becoming a much larger ditch ahead. 
 
    The scream of the eaglons ended and the avian beasts swept low, their poisonous talons outstretched but not quite aimed to strike. Powerful wings swept down and up, keeping the birds aloft over the battlefield. 
 
    Tremors rumbled in the ground near Dariak and so he dragged his fingers again into the sand, widening the trench until he reached every sensation of trouble around himself. Soon there were deep patches everywhere with bewildered cries echoing in the distance, until at last the noises faded slowly away. 
 
    He felt the energies withdrawing, including that of the healing jade. He had taxed himself entirely too much and his body couldn’t sustain the effort any longer. Bereft of the magical energies, Dariak’s body reacted to the turmoil he had endured since leaving the forest. Blisters formed on his feet and hands. His muscles raged with exhaustion, and with the loss of the healing jade’s assistance, he fell over, his body shaking with wrenching spasms. 
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 Battle Dancer 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kitalla’s morning was not off to a good start. The dawn sun lit the eastern sky and showed her an army awaiting the break of day. They had turned back the king’s men during the night, but the Hathrens had not acquiesced to the show of force. Instead, they rose up against it. 
 
    Into the desert, hundreds of fighters and mages met the rebels, swords poised for battle. They had assembled through the night and Ervinor had not awoken her in preparation, opting to give her a little more time to rest. Kitalla hated such surprises. 
 
    Tightening her leathers briskly, Kitalla strode from the tent she was sharing with Verna, pushing her way past the refugees and striving to reach Ervinor’s side. She could hear his voice calling out as she approached, but whatever words he used, they were ineffective. As she reached him, the king’s army erupted into battle. 
 
    Kitalla had chosen two short swords for herself this morning, and she brandished them with fury. With a feral cry, she lunged ahead, pushing past Ervinor and crashing into the front line of men. Her swords rang out in a piercing song as they clattered against her foes, alerting everyone around her that she was a threat not to be taken lightly. 
 
    It was difficult for her to defend herself without killing the others, but she managed. Summoning a battle tune Randler had recently composed, Kitalla fell into the rhythm and let her body do its work without interruption. 
 
    Two swordsmen rushed her from the left and she bent low under their blades, letting them run past her into other defenders. With a grin, she swept her blades up fast and clipped another soldier as he approached. She pounced into the air and kicked him in the chest, then landed with a turn, bringing her swords down and striking another foe. It was a simple twist of her blade that kept her swords from cutting into these foolish men. They were not going to subdue her, but neither would she kill them. 
 
    Early in her quest, Kitalla would have slain the soldiers without a second thought. Too much had happened since her thieving days. Too many past pains had resurfaced and too many new scars had scratched her heart. She did not want to be surrounded by death any longer. She wasn’t sure when she had truly changed, but Kitalla knew that she was no longer just supporting Dariak’s cause; she yearned for it, too. 
 
    Arrows whizzed by and one grazed Kitalla’s arm as her mind drifted, causing her to drop one of her short swords. She grumbled in annoyance, more at herself than at the archer, and she retaliated by seeking out the attacker and taking him down. The fire in her eyes terrified the young man and he backed away as she approached, his fingers shaking under her glare. She thought he might faint and save her the trouble of knocking him out. 
 
    Once the archer was down, Kitalla faced another set of foes she would rather have avoided: Mages. A team of fifteen mages had joined the soldiers and they were working their magic now that the fight was on. Over half of them were focusing on healing the wounded, and Kitalla ignored them. Instead, she turned toward the offensive spellcasters, determined to reduce their influence before it turned the tide. 
 
    The two air mages were the easiest for her to stop. They swept their arms around with blinding speed, sending waves of cutting wind at her. When the bursts of air proved ineffective, they mingled sand with the attack, trying to blind her. Yet Kitalla simply stalked through the sand and wind as if it were a calm, spring day. Panicked, the mages tried to slow her down by thickening the air and weighing her down, but such a spell of wind was barely as effective as Dariak’s Shield of Delminor, and Kitalla was able to easily push through the effects. 
 
    If the air mages had any inkling that Kitalla possessed the metal jade, and that its power was diffusing the air, they would have fled. Instead, they combined their skills to summon a greater windstorm, determined to lift her body up high and drop her crashing to the ground. For all their effort, though, the metal jade mocked them and left her untouched. Kitalla rushed in and smashed their heads together, dropping them to the sand. 
 
    Seeing the plight of their allies, three other mages scattered off, avoiding the strange woman who was impervious to their spells. They sought other quarry, but Kitalla was not ready to let them go so easily. With a smirk, she chased after an apparent lightning mage, determined to stop him before he could release paralyzing blasts of energy into the fray. 
 
    As she went, swordsmen intercepted her and she worked her own magic with every step. She grabbed the wrist of one man, twisting harshly until it popped and he fell down, screaming in pain. Kitalla then avoided a woman with a mace long enough to sweep the legs from another soldier, after which she spun around and brought down the mace-wielder. The woman did not fall easily, though, and she kicked out at Kitalla, stunning the thief’s left hand and causing her to drop one of her swords. Kitalla bashed her fist into the woman’s face, even as the soldier brought her mace down upon Kitalla’s back. The damage was minimal, so Kitalla groaned through it and pressed on. 
 
    She continued her pursuit of the escaping lightning mage, but Rothra had opted to join the fight. Fire erupted from the mage’s hands, striking the ground and causing the lightning mage to jump around avoiding the fire. If circumstances were different, Kitalla would have laughed at the spectacle. 
 
    After defending herself for nearly an hour, Kitalla finally caught a brief rest as the attackers were squaring off against other defenders. She looked around but she could not see the faces of her friends. Each was off in his or her own section, fighting strongly, or so she hoped. 
 
    Thirty seconds seemed to be all the rest she would get, for three swordsmen broke through the line and sought to take her down. She hoisted up her sword, then dropped quickly as arrows and spells flew through the air. The soldiers ignored the projectiles and ran all the faster. Unlike many of the others, these men carried shields on their arms, and though Kitalla knew she could take them on a regular day, she felt that she needed to change things up. 
 
    Tossing her sword, Kitalla channeled a sultry song of Randler’s, one he had sung at camp to make the others blush. The tune followed the tale of a young couple, madly in love, on their first night passionately engaged in that love. The song itself never specifically stated what happened that night, and the words left it open to interpretation. The couple may just have gone for a walk in a garden, holding hands, and kissing. Or, with a slightly skewed and open mind, the careful descriptions hinted at a vivid and raunchy affair. Kitalla held the risqué images in her mind as she stepped about and brought her arms up her body. With a shifting of her hips, the three men were instantly entranced and, moments later, their shields were down and their swords were up, reaching into the sky as if to bring down the light of the sun upon her. Kitalla swept closer to them and then used the momentum of her dance to crack them in the head each in turn. 
 
    A battle, however, was no place to dance for long. So she spun and dove for her sword, then ran off and hacked her way back toward Ervinor. As she went, she shouted encouragement to her allies, sometimes supporting them with her sword, other times commanding them to tighten their focus. 
 
    Just when her day was on an upswing, the ground fell out from under her, literally. A wide trench split the ground, drawing her and many others within. She first suspected that it was the doing of the king’s mages, but the soldiers were just as baffled by the collapse. Kitalla called for help as she scrambled to climb the sloped and sandy edges where there was no purchase. Moments later, the trench widened further and more people screamed as they slipped within. 
 
    The trenches swallowed members of both sides of the battle and the entrapped combatants debated the wisdom of taking down their foes versus focusing on escape. Kitalla called orders for them to climb out to higher ground, but it was too difficult as the sand flowed with every attempt. “Come together!” she called out, summoning her fighters to her side. Likewise, the king’s soldiers drew together, though they were unsure about Kitalla’s intentions. 
 
    With nearly twenty fighters at hand, Kitalla turned her back on the Hathrens and called out orders to her comrades, instructing them to create a human pyramid so they could breach the top of the trench and effect an escape. The three burliest men dropped to their hands and knees, where two more climbed on their backs and took a similar position. Kitalla then helped two others climb up to a third tier, but this pair remained standing, carefully setting their feet on the more-protected areas of the men’s backs. They were high enough, and so Kitalla helped another fighter scramble up the tower and try to reach the edge. 
 
    But a deep, piercing cry shook them and the human tower collapsed in a painful heap on the ground. Kitalla looked up to a row of eaglons hovering overhead holding a wild and powerful screech. Everyone in the trench grabbed their ears and ached for the horrible cry to stop. When the sound died down, they were surprised by the completeness of it. 
 
    Kitalla thought perhaps the eaglon cry had destroyed her ears, for all that echoed was silence. People were moving and clearly moaning in pain, but she could hear nothing. There was no clashing of swords overhead and no eruptions of spells. The eaglons hovered, ready to strike, and Kitalla was extra cautious after having been struck when she had dragged Gabrion away from Jortun. Yet the birds did nothing as they hung there in the sky. 
 
    She deliberated briefly but then decided to try escaping the trench again. She called commands to the people around her, but they too were deaf. Looking around, the Hathrens also seemed to be struggling under the odd silence of the area. It didn’t matter to Kitalla. She proceeded to give orders by tapping people on the shoulders or arms or legs and pointing where they should go. It was tricky at first, but she kept her frustrations in check and managed to recreate the human pyramid. After that, she was able to help a number of fighters climb up out of the trench. 
 
    Nearby, the Hathrens mimicked her actions for no other reason than it was working. They also started pulling themselves from the sandy crevice and Kitalla shook her head and laughed. She peered at the eaglons now and then, wondering when they were going to abandon their odd positions and leave them be. She didn’t need to wait long for her answer. 
 
    The eaglons opened their mouths once more, but only briefly. This time they emitted no sound and they flew off, apparently agitated over being held there for so long. The silence remained for several moments more, but then noise started to return slowly. Kitalla felt as if she were at the bottom of a lake, locked away from the world, and she was swimming upward getting closer and closer to the surface and the world around her. Then at last she would burst through and hear the world again, and so she did. The fighting had apparently continued unabated overhead. She needed to escape this trench. 
 
    The extra fighters had escaped and claimed some rope, which they threw down for the others. Now the members of the pyramid were ascending one at a time. Kitalla clapped her hands to encourage their haste. But they were not quite fast enough. 
 
    Just as the spell holding the eaglons in place had faded and the silencing shroud had waned, so too did the walls of the trench collapse. Like a giant wave of sand, the walls fell inward, swallowing everyone still within. 
 
    Kitalla saw the sand rushing in and immediately starting running in place, kicking her knees up high. “Hurry!” she cried out to the others. “Follow my lead! You Hathrens, too! Before you’re lost! Hurry!” 
 
    The sand flooded them and Kitalla’s quick jogging pace allowed her to hop upon the inrushing material. It wasn’t easy and her feet kept getting caught, but she managed to keep herself going while the trenches refilled. Some of the others were not as nimble, however, and she watched as the fluid ground prevented them from keeping their footing. She wanted to help them, but there was little she could do without getting trapped herself. 
 
    “Keep moving!” she bellowed. “Keep—” 
 
    The battle overhead was still engaged and some fighter had apparently lost his shield. The equipment fell through the air and it clocked Kitalla on the head, knocking her immediately unconscious. Her body fell limp and the sand swept up and buried her. 
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 Ervinor’s Sacrifice 
 
      
 
      
 
    The battle raged on for hours and though the combatants grew weary, they pressed on for glory. The king’s men were striving to eliminate the heathens at their doorstep, whereas all Ervinor wanted was to drop off the Marritosh refugees and be away. 
 
    The general had pushed himself hard through the morning scuffle and during the unexpected sandy trenches that swallowed dozens and dozens of fighters. The bizarre eaglon pattern went unnoticed until their piercing cry and the ensuing silence, but Ervinor sensed that the two events were not connected; the eaglons hadn’t deafened anyone. Instead, something had changed in the air. Every breath was hard to take, as if the air itself had stopped moving. Only the rush of adrenaline kept them pushing through it, for if they stopped, they would have died at the hands of the king’s soldiers. 
 
    Then the enchantments ended and everything returned to normal, though many fighters had been trapped in the sand when the trenches refilled and Ervinor shouted for his nearest captain. “Lica! Get them out of there!” 
 
    The woman was still distraught after Quereth’s death, but she did her duty well, gathering her Eagles and setting them to the task of digging up the trenches for survivors. Other fighters helped to defend them as they worked, but even some of the Hathrens abandoned the fight, trying to rescue their friends. Mages were employed to move whole clumps of sand, but the only clue as to where to dig were patches of emptied, untrampled sand, and those did not last for long. 
 
    The field was falling into disarray. Ervinor scoured the area, looking for Verna and Carrus so he could relay orders to pull back and regroup. Likewise, the Hathren commander was corralling his troops so they could relaunch their attack. 
 
    Instead he found Rothra. “Ervinor, this is madness!” the fire mage screamed. “I’m fighting against my own people at your behest!” 
 
    “You followed me. This is not the time for complaints. We’re struggling and we need to regroup. Get the word out to fall back and withdraw toward the refugees. They’re why you came, after all, isn’t it? Go to them now.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “Fall back!” Ervinor repeated. “Spread the word!” 
 
    “Ha!” Rothra scoffed at the command. Ervinor thought he was going to deny the orders, but instead the mage surprised him. He clapped his hands together and then blew into the hole where his thumbs met. Flapping his fingers as he blew, he created a loud flute-like sound that sounded wholly unnatural in some ways. It drew the attention of everyone nearby. “Withdraw! This way!” bellowed, then he blew into his hands again. 
 
    “That’s a neat trick,” Ervinor complimented. 
 
    “I’ll teach it to you some time. No magic needed,” the mage grinned smugly. 
 
    “Thanks, but it looks like it requires two hands.” 
 
    “I—” The mage gasped. “Sorry, I—” 
 
    But Ervinor shrugged it off. “Get the rest to the refugees. Go!” The mage ran off and did as requested, finding others to help him as he went. Ervinor meanwhile returned to the center of the camp on his own, trying to think of a new plan of defense against the attackers. They were at the doorstep of the castle and he had no idea if the king had a hundred soldiers within or ten thousand. He needed a way to get a message to the king without losing any more of his meager army. 
 
    A horn sounded across the way and chills ran down Ervinor’s spine, but when he watched the resulting activity, his fear turned to relief. The Hathren commander had called for a retreat. Ervinor understood well enough that it was a temporary cease to strategize, but he didn’t care. Any moment of rest was welcome indeed. 
 
    With a jog, Ervinor made his way to the refugees at the center of his army. Many wounded fighters gathered together and the mages united as healers to do their work in force. In teams of three, the mages combined their spells and swept healing energies over several fighters at a time. Some wounds were irreparable, but they managed to reduce the suffering. 
 
    A team of mages approached Ervinor and he greeted them warmly. “You’re doing well. Continue your work.” He nodded his head in salute and stepped away. 
 
    “Sir!” they called. “We are here to do just that.” One of them pointed at Ervinor’s torso and arm. He had been cut in numerous places and his clothes were covered in his own blood. In the heat of the fight, he hadn’t even noticed. Immediately, the mages went to work, drawing the energies up and about and around, filling the young general with a great sense of ease and calm and completeness. 
 
    Refreshed, Ervinor hurried away to his tent where Randler and Frast awaited. He hoped the bard might have some ideas of how to send word to the king directly. Yet when he opened the tent, he saw something he was not expecting. It was Dariak. 
 
    The mage was asleep and no amount of prodding woke him. “Randler, how?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the bard replied. “Someone found him out there, surrounded by some hand-made grooves in the sand.” 
 
    Realization struck. “The trenches! At least that explains that. He must have just returned and tried helping us out. Randler, we need him to awaken. Now. Only he can break through this mess and reach the king in any kind of meaningful way.” 
 
    “I’m trying, Ervinor, but there’s nothing I can do.” 
 
    Ervinor wouldn’t accept that. “Play your lute, sing a song, kiss him, for all I care. He has to awaken.” He knelt over the mage and shook him roughly, calling his name, but Dariak didn’t flinch. “What of the jades?” 
 
    Shrugging, Randler pulled out the shadow jade, holding it in his hand firmly. He closed his eyes and concentrated on the inner darkness of the crystal, calling to its power to try to remove the darkness from Dariak. He grasped the power as strongly as he could and pulled sharply. 
 
    Standing nearby, Frast felt the energies being drawn into Randler and he tensed protectively. “No!” he breathed, reaching out to take the shard away. “Randler, you can’t.” 
 
    Ervinor could barely hear the damaged mage. “What is it?” 
 
    Frast struggled to get his throat to work, but he forced out the words, “He is trying to take Dariak’s swoon unto himself.” 
 
    “What? How?” Ervinor asked reflexively. “Randler, no, don’t hurt yourself.” 
 
    The bard ignored them both and he pulled harder, watching as the shadow inside the jade spread more fully within the shard, until there was nothing to see but a solid blackness. He then pulled one more time and the shadow fled the gem and entered Randler, drawing him into the darkness itself. Frast caught him as he collapsed. 
 
    But it worked. Dariak roused from his slumber, looking around, confused. 
 
    “Dariak!” Ervinor greeted. “It has been so long! You’ve returned!” 
 
    “What? Is the fight over then?” he asked, sitting upright and grabbing his head. 
 
    “Just a break, I’m afraid, and we need your help to make it last.” 
 
    Dariak peered around. “Randler! Is he hurt?” 
 
    “Yes,” Frast hissed sourly, eying Dariak with scorn. “But he’s asleep now.” 
 
    “What happened to your voice?” 
 
    “Dariak, there is no time,” Ervinor interrupted. “Randler is fine. We need your help out here with the rest.” When the mage hesitated, Ervinor grabbed his arm and implored, “If we lose this battle, then he dies. Come. I need your assistance.” 
 
    Grudgingly, Dariak acquiesced. At least he knew Randler was here and alive. They stepped away and entered Ervinor’s tent. “What is the situation?” 
 
    Ervinor updated him about the refugees and the king’s refusal to accept them, and the following battle that had started with their arrival the night before and had reignited through most of the day. “I don’t know how to make them stop long enough to listen.” 
 
    “It may be that only a show of greater force will work at a time like this, though I hate to admit it.” 
 
    “That was my fear as well, mostly because we don’t have that greater show of force.” 
 
    Dariak turned grimly to Ervinor. “With the jades, we will have it.” He pulled the healing jade from his pocket. “We have them all now, Ervinor. Now is the time to bring this to an end.” 
 
    Ervinor drew a deep breath. “You succeeded. Dariak!” 
 
    The mage tried not to relish in the joy on Ervinor’s face, but he couldn’t help himself. “It’s true. We can do this now. Where is everyone else? I need the rest of the jades too.” 
 
    Ervinor introduced Dariak to Carrus and Verna, whom he had only barely met in Marritosh after their arrival. “These are two of my captains.” 
 
    “This is the mage who’s going to change the world?” Verna scoffed. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Dariak met her challenge with his own. “Ervinor trusts you to lead men into battle? You’d be better off slicing apples.” 
 
    Verna’s face curled in fury but Carrus intercepted. “I do believe he is teasing, Verna.” 
 
    “A wise man,” Dariak grinned. “I meant no offense, as I’m sure you meant none toward me.” 
 
    It took visible effort for Verna to keep herself in check. “No, sir.” 
 
    Ervinor stood tall. “Carrus, Verna, I need you to find Lica and Kitalla and send them back here with their jades.” The captains ran off to do his bidding. 
 
    “You’ve grown,” Dariak commented. 
 
    “I supposed I’ve had to,” he shrugged. “We’ve been through a lot since you left.” Suddenly he felt overwrought with emotion as if he could now lay down his burdens and let Dariak take them from him. He wanted to let himself cry in relief and misery to be free of the stress and the constant balancing of the personalities around him. Seeing Dariak, in some ways, felt like he had returned home and the fighting was over. 
 
    Dariak could see the sudden change in Ervinor’s expression and the redness forming around his eyes. “Hold it together a little longer, my friend. We aren’t done yet.” 
 
    Ervinor crushed his knuckle between his eyes, taking deep breaths. “I know,” he whispered. “I know.” He paused for a moment, not willing to look up at the mage. “We lost Quereth the other day.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Saved my life.” 
 
    Dariak could feel the man’s guilt over the loss. “Yours is a life worth saving, Ervinor. I’m sure he did what he thought was best.” 
 
    Ervinor wanted to argue and shout his true feelings on the matter, but he knew the words were meaningless. They wouldn’t come to him anyway. 
 
    Verna burst back in, huffing madly. “Come quickly!” 
 
    Frantically, they made their way to the front lines where Lica was waving her arms wildly about, chipping away at the thick layers of sand. Four other mages assisted the best they could, but the stronger earth mages were engaged elsewhere, trying to free the trapped fighters. 
 
    Lica’s eyes went wide when she saw Dariak but she did not greet him other than to say, “Something is preventing me from getting any deeper, and I’m certain people are down there.” 
 
    “Down there?” Dariak asked, but then he understood that his actions upon arriving in the camp had caused this. “You’re certain?” 
 
    “Yes. But I don’t have the strength.” 
 
    Dariak glanced around. “Where is the earth jade?” 
 
    “Back with Frast,” Ervinor answered. 
 
    The ground rumbled as if it were going to collapse further. “No time.” The son of Delminor dropped to his knees and reached into the sand. Closing his eyes, he listened for vibrations of energy from below, seeking the men and women trapped underneath as well as the source that was preventing Lica from helping them. 
 
    His thoughts met abruptly with a solid wall. Startled, he had to settle himself before probing it again. There was no stone or wood, only metal. “Kitalla,” he muttered. Dariak pulled one hand up and placed it on the healing jade in his pocket, then sent his mind outward again, seeking the metal jade’s cooperation. Instead, he was struck with the words of a strange spell and though part of him wanted to deny them, he chose instead to speak them. 
 
    “Hacckanorrishon writthen shie contorrious rechtibar.” Wind or earth magic would have been his first calls for this situation, but it was the metal jade that spoke through him. The sand coagulated like molten iron and separated into individual pools, which then cooled and returned to sand, now piled in oddly random places. Yet where the sand had moved away, bits of hair poked through. 
 
    “Dig!” Ervinor called and everyone responded. Fingers swept the sand away, revealing a dozen men and women strangely huddled together around Kitalla. Among the men and women were Hathren soldiers and though they were grateful for the rescue, they were terrified by what would happen to them next. Perhaps these fiends would throw them back in the pit and let the sand fall and suffocate them. They need not have worried. 
 
    Kitalla dusted herself off and threw her arms around Dariak in greeting. “You’re back!” she laughed. Then she shoved him over. “Took you long enough.” Without delay, she spun around to the Hathren soldiers. “Go back home, all of you. Today’s fight is over. Your lives were spared. Be grateful for it and save yourselves from whatever other nonsense is to come.” 
 
    “We would be traitors to desert our king in this time of need!” one shouted. 
 
    Ervinor stepped in. “We came here only to deliver your people to your king, but his reaction was to tear us down and to deny your own citizens. Perhaps he does not believe our claim. I challenge you then to come and meet the people of Marritosh and take back to your king word of what you see.” 
 
    The soldiers were skeptical. “You’ll kill us once you take us into your camp.” 
 
    “Not after I just saved your lives,” Kitalla promised. “I’ll come with you if that helps.” 
 
    The Hathrens looked at her, uncertain. “You have strange power to draw us together like that under the sand. And stranger power to conceal us within a metal box. I have no desire to be accompanied by you, despite my gratitude for my life.” 
 
    “I am the general of this army,” Ervinor announced. “I will give you a sword and you will come with me to see the refugees.” 
 
    “A sword?” Verna gasped. “Ervinor!” 
 
    “We came here for one purpose, didn’t we?” He nodded sharply and Verna turned her sword over and handed it to one of the soldiers. “Come and we will view the refugees together.” 
 
    It was an odd and tenuous procession. Ervinor allowed the soldier, Piori, to keep the sword pressed to his back along the way. Kitalla and Dariak joined them, ready to stop any of the Hathrens from killing Ervinor or anyone else. Verna and Lica ran off to help free others trapped in the sand. 
 
    The refugees were a huddled mess by this time, and they whimpered when the group arrived to greet them. Ervinor introduced the group as a whole and Piori eyed him suspiciously. “How can we trust they are not secret warriors that you intend to plant within the castle?” 
 
    “Look at them,” Ervinor said sadly. “They are broken and defeated and sad. Few among them could even hold a sword, much less fight with one. Speak with them if you would. Determine who they truly are and bring that news back to your king. I only wish these people to be cared for, and your king should be the one to answer that call.” 
 
    Piori stepped away and did as Ervinor suggested while the others waited. He spoke to nearly a dozen of them, but he could barely make out anything intelligible from them, they were so upset with the fighting. One upstart lad, however, told Piori news that disturbed him greatly. 
 
    “You have prisoners here,” Piori hissed. “You say you’re here for one purpose, but you keep the king’s men prisoner? Are these people then prisoners too?” 
 
    Ervinor had forgotten about the soldiers they had taken in their previous battle. “We needed to hold them until we could return them to the king as well. We neither harmed them nor killed them.” 
 
    “I’ve seen enough!” Piori yelled angrily. “Release me back to my king!” 
 
    “You have to listen—” 
 
    “You have taken hostages, Ervinor. I see that now. You would beg the king’s ear to drop off refugees, but once your foot was in the door, you would hoist up the prisoners you have and beg for something else. You disgust me!” 
 
    “It isn’t that at all. You’re not listening.” 
 
    But the man shut down and pushed away from them. “What then? Kill me? Imprison me too?” 
 
    The general frowned. “I promised you would not be harmed. You are free to go.” 
 
    “Ervinor!” Kitalla interjected. “He will skew the tale he tells the king. Taking prisoners and preserving life is better than slaughtering everyone you see who is different from you. But he will spout poison to the king and we won’t find a home for these people. You’re giving up a chance here to turn this battle around and to save their lives.” 
 
    Piori stared at Ervinor, awaiting his response, but the general had already decided. “I made a promise. And we have fought hard to defend ourselves without killing. Once the king sees that, we’ll make progress with the refugees.” He waved some fighters over to escort the Hathrens back to their camp. Not long later, a horn sounded and the fighting commenced once again. 
 
    Ervinor sighed deeply. “Here we go.” 
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 Gabrion’s Charge 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gabrion and his volunteers trudged through the sand, trying to reach the location of the blaze in the previous night’s sky. The place was deceivingly further than the warrior had thought, and reaching it was wearing on his nerves. 
 
    He felt alone on the journey despite the forty-odd fighters with him. Though he had built a few basic friendships with some of them, they were still mostly strangers. His heart yearned to see Dariak and the others, though part of him was nervous about reuniting with Kitalla. 
 
    The Hathren king’s troops had been through this part of the land in detail over the past months and so the number of feral creatures was at a minimum. They scuffled with some beasts here and there, but they traveled mostly unimpeded. 
 
    It was mid-afternoon before they reached their destination, and Gabrion was surprised that a battle was raging in full force. Their arrival came as a surprise and the king’s men first thought that they were reinforcements gathering together to help them. But Gabrion recognized a few of the fighters from Marritosh and he knew then which side was his to join. He drew his sword and rushed in, clobbering three of the king’s men before they realized that the newcomers were not allies. Gabrion’s team reacted swiftly to his actions and they also sought out the Hathren attackers and took them down, keeping to their vows not to kill unless absolutely necessary. It certainly added a depth to the challenge of fighting off three hundred or so men. 
 
    The defenders rallied behind Gabrion’s arrival and fought with renewed vigor, unsure of why these new troops were on their side but not caring much either. Swords and maces rattled about, crashing into weapons and shields. The king’s fighters were mostly clad in iron armor, which thankfully slowed them down but made them harder to defeat. Gabrion channeled his innate skill and moved like a leaf fluttering in a windstorm, but he attacked like a battering ram tearing down a castle gate. 
 
    Magefire was also present in the skirmish, but both sides had mages who were dealing with the effects. Fireballs were disrupted by ice barriers. Lightning strikes were dampened with magically erected wooden shields. Summoned beasts were struck down by other creatures, or in some cases the animals were warred over for control by two opposing mages and the confusion rendered them inert. 
 
    A horn sounded and Gabrion hoped it would be a call for a cessation of the fighting, but there was no such luck. In the distance he could see that more fighters were released from the castle to join the fray. He had no idea how many soldiers the king had housed within his walls, but he knew their meager forces would not hold up against them all. He needed to get into the castle, reach the king, and put a stop to this battle. 
 
    To do that, he would need help. He had not yet seen his comrades, but he knew they had to be here. He struck down a few more foes, taking some minor scrapes and bruises in the process, then he headed off toward the center of the fighting. If Kitalla was around, it’s where she would be. 
 
    Gabrion swept low and moved fast, knowing his goal was more important than simply staving off the attacks of a few men. He was already tired from his long, forced march but it didn’t matter. People were going to die here if it didn’t stop soon. Nicked and cut, he finally found a sight that invigorated him. 
 
    Kitalla was moving around the battle at a rapid pace, but he could tell that she was exhausted; she didn’t have her usual smoothness and finesse with each strike. Instead she smacked into foe after foe and clobbered them messily, her breath heaving, then she found the will to take another step and do it again. Left to her own devices, Gabrion wondered if she would take down the whole of the king’s army. He watched for a moment before realizing that she was only knocking out her quarry. She wasn’t killing anyone. 
 
    Mud flew across the field and splattered the soldiers indiscriminately on either side. The sandy terrain became a gritty slag and the fighters’ boots slogged in the muck, reducing their accuracy greatly. Gabrion glanced around and saw Dariak in the distance, his arms waving madly, and he grinned despite the circumstances. The mage was too far off for the moment, but Kitalla was close by. Rushing over, Gabrion swept his sword around, parrying attacks aimed his way. When he reached Kitalla, she almost lopped off his head, but he turned his sword upright and deflected her attack. 
 
    “Gabrion!” she gasped, then spun and struck down a soldier. “Get out of here before you get yourself killed.” 
 
    “Not likely,” the warrior said, stepping in and slicing his blade across and down, intercepting a blow meant for Kitalla. They turned back to back and knocked down five others before a brief respite allowed them to say any more. 
 
    Kitalla’s face was flushed red from the exertion and she panted heavily. Gabrion wondered how long she had at been engaged in this battle and was about to ask when Kitalla groaned and shoved the warrior aside. 
 
    “Go home, Gabrion. We’ve got a real battle going on here. You’re a liability to us.” She stared at Gabrion for a minute and then added, “Or are you going to fight now?” 
 
    Gabrion hefted his sword in answer. “I’m sorry for what happened, Kitalla. I never meant to let you come to harm.” 
 
    “We never meant for a lot of things, Gabrion, but we have to own up to them. I could have died from those eaglons. And you just stood there, dumbstruck. How can I count on you now? Here, with all this? Things are falling apart at the seams, Gabrion. How can I count on you?” 
 
    “We need to get word to the king to put an end to this fighting. Even if just long enough to tend to the wounded.” 
 
    “Gosh,” Kitalla gasped, “why didn’t we think of trying that?” The thief shook her head. “The king is deaf today. The only word reaching the castle is the call for more soldiers.” 
 
    Lightning flared nearby, reminding them that the battle was still on in earnest. Gabrion turned to join the fray, but Kitalla stopped him. She reached down to a fallen soldier and removed his mace, which she jammed into Gabrion’s hand in place of his sword. She took his blade for her own, equipping herself again with two swords. “Maybe you’ll fight better with that.” 
 
    Gabrion had never used a mace before. It was weighted on the wrong end from what he was accustomed to, but after a dozen practice swings, he felt more aware of its unique balance. The two stepped back into the battle, seeking a way to possibly end this skirmish and regroup. 
 
    Fire and ice raged about and they dodged the magical attacks, trying to reach the mages responsible for them. Their tired bodies moved because they had to. They battled because if they didn’t then they would die, and so would the others here. Yet all either of them wanted was a respite, to catch their breath and greet each other properly. 
 
    Sand swept up into the air and pelted downward toward an unsuspecting group of Hathren soldiers. The two of them stepped in to take down the distracted fighters and then they turned their attention to the mage who had set the sand on them in the first place. 
 
    “Dariak!” Gabrion called. “It has been too long.” 
 
    “And such a place to reunite,” the mage muttered sourly. He swept his arms around and a ball of sand rose up from his feet and then blasted out toward another host of soldiers. “Have you come to turn the tide?” 
 
    Kitalla grumbled, “Not likely. Gabrion isn’t at his best these days.” 
 
    The warrior looked hurt. “I’m here and I’ll do my best. You’ll see, Kitalla.” 
 
    Dariak had no idea what had happened between the two, but there was clearly a decent amount of hurt. He knew he had his own pains to face soon when the battle relented long enough for him to talk to Randler. 
 
    “Your ‘best’ used to be good enough, warrior, but today, I wonder. Still,” she added quickly, “it’s good to see you again.” 
 
    It was all he was going to get and he knew it. “I didn’t come alone. Forty others are with me on the eastern edge of the battle. More should be on their way soon too.” 
 
    “It will help, but not enough,” Kitalla lamented. She whistled aloud six times and waited as she heard an answering cry not far away. Soon after, Ervinor made his way over to them. 
 
    “Gabrion!” the general exclaimed. “You have returned to us at last, and none too soon, as you can see.” 
 
    “Can’t we break through to get into the castle to reach the king?” 
 
    “Not a chance. We’ve had the mages banding together to draw the spellfire of the others, but they have more mages than we do. Their defenses are too strong, even for the likes of you all.” 
 
    “Then it’s a hopeless fight,” Gabrion murmured. 
 
    Kitalla sighed. “I told you to go home.” 
 
    “I hate to admit it, but I think Gabrion’s right.” Ervinor pointed west then east. “They have enough soldiers to fight us on all sides if they want to, and I suspect there are more soldiers within the castle itself.” He grunted in frustration. “The stupid king. We just wanted to escort his people here to safety. Now we’re trying to keep them safe within our ranks while we hold off attacks from without, all as we try to subdue them without killing anyone. But they’re fighting full-force. I’m about ready to call a retreat.” 
 
    Dariak let the words sink in and nodded. “No, there is one more thing to try first. Take me to Randler. And get me all the jades.” 
 
    Gabrion’s eyes shot open. “You can’t be serious!” 
 
    “We have little choice. Now come on!” 
 
    Ervinor saluted and ran off to spread the word. Some of the mages in their army were using the jades and they needed to relinquish them immediately. It would greatly weaken their defenses, but Ervinor put his trust in Dariak. He instructed Carrus and Verna to pull the troops closer together so they could continue to fend off the attack. 
 
    Meanwhile, Kitalla escorted the mage and the warrior to the main tent. Inside, Randler sat on a mound of sand that Lica had drawn up for him earlier. Now she was off in the battle and Randler sat in contemplative silence with Frast. 
 
    Dariak’s appearance was hard for the bard and he had no idea how to respond. Likewise, Dariak was at a loss, for as he looked upon Randler, he recalled how he had abandoned the man back in the forest. It was hard to meet his gaze. And harder still to look at the man’s legs. 
 
    “Randler, I—” 
 
    “Don’t,” he cut in. He shook his head, seeming aged beyond his years. “Did you get it?” 
 
    Dariak swallowed hard and nodded, pulling the healing jade from his pocket. “It is here. Let me help you—” 
 
    But the bard interrupted him again. “I’m in no condition to assist in this battle, Dariak. Use that to help the wounded.” 
 
    “We’re here for another reason,” Gabrion said. 
 
    The bard hadn’t even noticed him. “You’ve returned to us too,” he said needlessly. He glanced at Kitalla and the others. “We have been assembled again after so long.” 
 
    Kitalla clapped her hands. “Let’s save the group hug for later. We’re falling apart out there and we need to act now to put a stop to it.” 
 
    “Act…” Then Randler’s eyes shot up. “You don’t mean—” 
 
    Dariak nodded. “It is the only way. And I am going to need your help. You’re the only one who really understands the concepts of resonance and dissonance, Randler.” 
 
    Frast shook his head and his broken throat choked out the words, “You’re going to assemble the jades?” 
 
    “We must,” Dariak answered. “If we don’t then we won’t last the day.” 
 
    “More and more troops expel from the castle,” Kitalla offered. “Just when we make some progress, they bring out a fresh host to push us back. And we’re dying out there, too. Even if the few of us charged in with our jades, there would be too many casualties here and the refugees would be unprotected in the interim.” She glanced around at the gathering. “I don’t know about you all, but my magic skills are rather weak. So I’m heading back out there to do my part until you’re ready here.” She reached her fingers into a pocket and withdrew the metal jade. “You’ll need this, Dariak.” 
 
    It wasn’t the first time she left Dariak with the metal jade before running off on another errand. At least this time she wasn’t abandoning the group. She pulled her swords up and turned to Gabrion. “Ready to prove to me that you’re really here to help?” 
 
    Gabrion hefted the mace and followed her outside. Their hearts weighed heavily but they had a task to do. They rushed ahead to the front lines, pressing through their comrades to give them a much-needed respite, and then they swept into action. 
 
    Kitalla screamed aloud as she charged toward a burly fighter wielding a lance. The man moved nimbly and Kitalla missed her first attack completely. She turned and brought her swords around, striking at the iron armor protecting his back. Sparks flew but no damage was done. The lancer laughed at the attempt as he came around to crush the thief. 
 
    Gabrion was caught up in a scuffle of his own and he brought the mace through the air, crashing it haphazardly into his foes. He understood easily why a mace was a preferred melee weapon for mages and younger soldiers; its balance allowed for a more powerful strike even if the attacker lacked in physical strength. But it lacked precision, and to keep his vow, Gabrion needed to be precise. Each stroke of the weapon taught him how to better wield it and, as with the other battles on his journey, the more he fought, the better he became. 
 
    Likewise, with each stroke the lancer took at Kitalla, the better she understood how to defeat him. He was left-handed and stepped forward with his right foot before each power attack. Kitalla kept her swords swirling around and blocking his advances, but she also stumbled several times, baiting him. 
 
    After one such stumble, Kitalla rolled over and launched a fistful of sand at the man’s eyes, but his visor protected him. She knew it would, but it was an important part of her strategy. Kitalla sprang to her feet, hoisting one of her swords. She swept it around and cracked its blade into the man’s shoulder. He bellowed another laugh as he brought his foot up and then pressed it into the sand to give strength to his next attack. But his foot came down on Kitalla’s second sword and the man lost his footing and fell. 
 
    The thief capitalized by wrestling the lance out of his hand and then bashing it against his helmet until he fell unconscious. Then it was a matter of reclaiming her swords and pushing on to the next bout. 
 
    All the while, Gabrion hammered away with his mace, taking care not to bash anyone too powerfully in the head. He crushed some arms and legs, perhaps some ribs, but each victim was left relatively intact. Their lives would carry on, though they may need a strong dose of healing magic if they would live normally. He pushed himself toward the castle with each strike. He wanted to get inside somehow and make a plea to the king. But as the battle continued, he could tell that it was a fool’s dream. 
 
    A horn sounded and the gates of the castle pushed open. Gabrion’s heart leaped for an instant but his hopes were immediately dashed as two hundred more soldiers stormed out from the castle. 
 
    Gabrion considered his personal vow to stop killing. They were greatly outnumbered and the odds kept turning against them. If he maintained his restraint then he would surely die here. Yet if he allowed himself to open up and slay his foes, then would his journey mean anything anymore? Sure, he had killed many people already on this journey, but it had seemed expected and normal. 
 
    But after slaying Mira, everything had changed. Each life had seemed important again, like it had during that first battle in Savvron. His first kill had filled him with revulsion and he hadn’t wanted to continue the fight, but Andron had assured him that it was necessary, because he had to protect his home. 
 
    And truly, the Hathrens were not holding back their attacks. They did not value their lives any more than did their king. Perhaps he should allow his skills to overpower them all. Perhaps he should allow himself to slay his foes instead of just wounding them. 
 
    But always his thoughts came back to Mira and his actions against her. No, he needed to protect her in some way. He needed to preserve the lives around him. He needed to— 
 
    As his mind tumbled around, his body worked its magic, striking and parrying foe after foe. He barely saw any of his attackers as he thrust his way through the fighters. By now the fresh soldiers were about to reach them and Gabrion was far from rested. He glanced around for Kitalla and he could see that she too was struggling. They had gotten separated so he pushed his way closer to her. 
 
    “I will protect you,” he said to himself, his eyes focused on Kitalla. “I will keep you safe.” His arm swept around and dislodged a sword from one of the soldiers. Gritting his teeth, he bent low and took the sword in his left hand. He mostly used it as a shield, but then he saw Kitalla fall and he feared for her safety. He couldn’t imagine what he would do if he allowed her to be hurt. No, he wouldn’t allow it. Vow or not, he would save her from her plight. 
 
    Three swordsmen whirled around the battered thief, their blades nipping at her body and slicing her lightly. Each wound was meaningless, but the whole of them added up to excruciating pain. Kitalla rolled around in the sand, which made the pain worse. She lamented giving the metal jade to Dariak, for right now she could use its support. 
 
    But the thief wasn’t finished yet. The swords came in and she twisted and turned around, not allowing any one strike to harm her fatally. Her legs kicked out when they could but the soldiers were able to avoid her attacks. She needed one of them to falter briefly and then she would tear them all down, but the trio worked in unison without fail. Plus, they had just joined the fight, whereas she had been battling all day. 
 
    In a desperate move, Kitalla accepted a deep cut to her left arm so she could reach up and pull the man into the sand. He toppled over her and the other two inadvertently jabbed their swords into him. The cuts were far from fatal but the man wailed in agony. Exhausted, Kitalla couldn’t push him off of her and his iron-weighted body crushed her underneath. 
 
    She gasped for breath, wondering what she could do next to escape. She considered her dance skills, wondering if she could affect these men with mere facial expressions, but even if she could have, she didn’t have the mental focus to concentrate on swaying them in any way. Her left arm blazed in agony as sand scraped into the wound. 
 
    Then all at once the weight pressing down on her was gone. She glanced up and Gabrion loomed over her, extending a hand to pull her to her feet. He was covered in blood, she noticed, but as she looked at the three soldiers who had bested her, she realized that Gabrion hadn’t actually killed them. The blood from their wounds had marred him when he moved them. 
 
    “I guess you’re not useless after all,” she said. 
 
    Without warning he scooped her up in his arms, after which he jogged back toward the rest of their fighters. Carrus saw them coming and he cried in outrage, seeing Kitalla in such a state, and he stormed ahead to clear a path for Gabrion so that Kitalla could be brought to the mages for healing. 
 
    After he deposited her to the healers, Gabrion returned to Carrus and saluted him. They hadn’t spoken before but they sensed each other and immediately fell into a rhythm, bashing away foe after foe. Both men took hits as they went but neither let the cuts slow them down. It became a friendly rivalry to push ahead of the other and make just one more strike before exhaustion claimed them. 
 
    They clobbered dozens of soldiers, leaving the fallen foes to the less-experienced fighters to tend to. They made their way across the field, beating and bashing their weapons into the armor of their enemies, with old battle songs strumming in their heads. 
 
    And when Gabrion thought he couldn’t take any more surprises for the day, another one greeted him. The ground shook ominously and people fell over from the tremors, they were so strong. He glanced around for the source, wondering if Dariak had already completed his task, but no giant colossus rose up into the sky. 
 
    His shifted focus cost him dearly, for a nearby soldier saw the distracted warrior and stepped in, bringing his shield about and bashing Gabrion from behind. Carrus struck back, but it was too late for Gabrion. He was out cold. 
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 The Assembly 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dariak, Randler, and Frast stood inside the tent as Kitalla and Gabrion ran off to help the fighters. Tension filled the room as they waited for Ervinor to gather the jades for Dariak’s purpose. 
 
    Frast looked from one to the other, not sure what to say. He knew Dariak’s return was inevitable, but he had hoped that by this time, Randler would have seen how wrong Dariak was to leave him and how right Frast had been since then. Yet as he looked at them, he doubted everything. 
 
    “You left me,” Randler whispered. 
 
    “Randler, I—” he saw the intent expression on Frast’s face. “Perhaps you could leave us for a minute?” 
 
    But the mage would not go. “I’ve been on your side for a while now, and in your absence, I’ve done everything I can to assist Randler. I won’t leave now.” 
 
    “What happened to your voice?” 
 
    Randler answered for him. “When the mages of the tower healed me, they channeled the energies through the jades. But it wasn’t enough. Frast used the beast jade to focus the healing and to siphon away my own suffering. It ruined his throat.” 
 
    Dariak took the healing jade in his hand and held it aloft. “Let me try to help.” 
 
    At first Frast stepped away. His damaged voice was a tribute to his love for Randler, but it also prevented him from casting spells and thus his livelihood was gone. After a moment, he nodded and lifted his chin for Dariak to approach. 
 
    The son of Delminor closed his eyes and sought communion with the healing jade, searching for the best means of tending to the damage, but no answers came to him. It was as if the energy itself was blocked and immutable. He cast the energies outward anyway, but there was no effect. Frast felt the warmth from the spell, but no healing occurred. 
 
    “I feared that,” Frast said, crestfallen. 
 
    Randler added, “The mages haven’t been able to do anything. Every spell falters and his throat gets no better. I thought perhaps that when he had channeled the beast jade in such force, it created such destruction that basic spells couldn’t help. But I had hoped that one jade would overpower another.” 
 
    Dariak tried a few more times, but then he shook his head slowly. “I am sorry.” 
 
    “One of many tasks you’ve failed,” Frast answered. 
 
    “Frast…” Randler said. 
 
    “No, he’s right,” Dariak offered, though he didn’t fully understand Frast’s anger. 
 
    The tent flap opened and Rothra entered grandly, his face a mask of disappointment and his voice dour. “Then it is true. Dariak has returned.” 
 
    “Rothra? You’ve joined this fight?” 
 
    “A long story,” he dismissed, “but when word came that the jades were to be handed back at this moment, Ervinor sent me personally to you so that I could argue why such a maneuver is folly. Dariak, we need these jades for our defenses.” 
 
    “I understand, but we need to put an end this outright. There is only one way left to us.” 
 
    But the fire mage did not agree. “You’re a bigger fool than your father, Dariak. Call the colossus here and now and you will slay us all. You will stomp about and flare your power and every man and woman will suffer for it. Your father acted only because there was no alternative. You act because you are weak.” 
 
    “That’s enough, Rothra!” Dariak shouted. “Perhaps with your deep wisdom, you have an alternative that will end this battle at once?” 
 
    Only then did the fire mage’s face show signs of weakness. “Pity, no. Even banding together, their mages counter our every move. I don’t know whether to wish for your success or your utter failure.” He extended the fire jade to Dariak’s hand. “I will rally the mages to bolster our defenses and to end our offensive strike. Perhaps at least I can manage that much to keep us alive against this plan of yours.” Spinning on his heel, Rothra stormed out. 
 
    Soon after, another messenger arrived with other pieces of jade. Dariak cleared a space on the sand and set the jades in a line, shaking his head. “I have no idea how to unite them.” He spread his hands over the shards and read their energies, trying to sense some sort of connection. His father had obviously found something else, yet it was beyond Dariak’s reach. 
 
    Randler nodded at Frast and the two of them handed over the shadow, beast, and earth jades to the growing collection. As with the others, Dariak read their energies, trying to find a pattern so he could unite them correctly. At last, the glass jade arrived, completing the set. 
 
    The eleven shards had been scattered across the lands of Hathreneir and Kallisor, each finding its own way. Some, like the water jade, had become trophies. Others, like the glass jade, had been beacons of hope to those who awaited a new day. Dariak gazed into each of the pieces and wondered at their innate powers and how they connected to the world around them. “There must be a pattern,” he muttered. 
 
    Randler could sense the energies from the jades with his meager training as a boy, and he used that to identify each one. “Let’s line them up the best we can. Some of these have stronger emanations than others. Let’s begin by laying them down in that order.” 
 
    Dariak nodded and started with the earth jade on the far left. Its pulsations were truly the most grounded of them all. Beside it, he set the glass and nature jades, but then decided that the glass worked better closer to water. Frast contributed, moving the healing jade to the far right side and placing the lightning and air shards nearby. They struggled with the layout of the eleven jades, for the jades resonated with each other as well as within. Setting two side by side caused other sets of vibrations. At first the water jade was relatively tame, but when the glass jade was set next to it, it trembled visibly. Yet when the glass jade was set elsewhere, other jades reacted one way or another. There seemed to be no solution. 
 
    “It’s not a song from an instrument,” Randler muttered. “It’s a set of instruments working together. We’re going about this all wrong. Let’s try something else.” Then slowly, he slid them across the sand into a circle, trying to balance the strength of one jade with the weakness of another. He started by setting fire and water to the north and south. East and west received the air and earth jades. “These interfere with each other, so set them apart.” 
 
    Dariak lifted the lightning jade, clutching it in his fist. “It’s like the air itself burning, when lightning strikes.” He set it to the northeast between the air and fire. 
 
    “And metal draws it easily,” Randler added, setting the metal jade opposite the lightning jade. “But shadow blocks out the light,” he said, biting his lip. Tentatively, he set the shadow jade between the metal and earth shards. 
 
    “No,” Dariak said. “Not there. It feels wrong.” He reversed the metal and shadow jades, so that metal and earth were side by side. “Better.” 
 
    Frast took the nature and beast jades next and placed them between earth and fire, with the raging beasts closer to the burning flame. Across from them, between air and water, Dariak set the healing and glass jades. 
 
    “That’s all of them,” Randler said needlessly. “What do you feel?” 
 
    Dariak closed his eyes and reached out over the circle of jades. “It’s like they’re talking to each other. Reaching out. Seeking each other. Pulling and pushing all at once. But…” 
 
    When he didn’t elaborate, Randler asked, “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “There is something missing.” Dariak squeezed his eyes shut and concentrated. He tried moving shards around to different locations, but doing so upset the balance more than restore it. Eventually, he reset them and focused on the flow of energies from one to another. The strain built up on his face and he worried that he wouldn’t be able to reason it out. “It isn’t quite right. If only…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “If only I could have gotten to my father’s laboratory and his notes. He had to have made a record of this somehow.” 
 
    “Dariak, how would you even know? He couldn’t have combined them before that one moment. There’s no way he would have been able to write it down.” 
 
    Dariak shook his head. “My father never did anything rashly. He would have tested it first. He would have known. He would have written it down. I just know it.” 
 
    “Lot of help that does us,” Frast rasped. “We need to act.” 
 
    They were silent for a moment longer and then Dariak bit his lip, nodding slowly. Randler didn’t like the look on the mage’s face, and he thought he knew why, for he had come to the same conclusion. “Your father used his own life to tie them together, didn’t he? The conductor leading the orchestra.” 
 
    Dariak closed his eyes and turned away from the bard. “He must have. It would explain why the energy took the form of a man. You’ve seen enough spells to know that energy blasts out randomly. It doesn’t hold a shape unless commanded to do so by the caster. When the jades were united, they became a colossus… because he had joined with them. It’s the only answer.” 
 
    “And then, Dariak,” Randler said solemnly, “when the spell faltered, he died.” 
 
    The mage bobbed his head slowly. “When the spell was disrupted, he was no longer protected. The arrows pierced him. He fell and the colossus disappeared as the jades exploded outward. The unification of the jades could not hold because his life expired.” 
 
    “But perhaps, Dariak, he died because the jades were not meant to come together. Perhaps they tore him apart?” 
 
    Dariak’s chin sank to his chest. “Your quest, Randler, was once to separate the jades and to keep them from ever uniting. Yet here we are at that precise moment. And here your beliefs surface once again.” He looked up at the bard. “Would you stop me now?” 
 
    They held their gazes for a time and Frast looked from one to the other, trying to read them. He knew their history and that Randler had stepped from his own quest to join Dariak’s, which was directly as odds with his own values. Yet they had both grown close on the journey. Frast didn’t know what he wanted to happen. Perhaps uniting the jades was necessary because the king could not deny them and the fighting would have to stop. It was also possible, however, that the show of force would prompt the king to attack more aggressively to bring them down. In the end—for Frast—it came down to Randler. He would support whatever the bard wished. 
 
    Dariak drew a deep breath and moved until he was seated inside the ring of jades. He reached his hands out and held his palms over the shards, reading their inherent energies. 
 
    Randler gasped, “Dariak, no!” 
 
    “I have to. This has to end.” 
 
    Frast saw the horror on Randler’s face and he couldn’t understand it. “Randler, this has been his quest all along. To bring the jades together and to end the fighting.” 
 
    “But not to end like this, here and now.” 
 
    Dariak lowered his head, unable to move as he heard the tremors shaking Randler’s voice. 
 
    Frast stood up and gestured to Dariak while talking to Randler. “You two went off to find the healing jade,” his throat wracked. “When you were hurt, he abandoned you. He could have come with you, Randler. To the mages, to heal you.” 
 
    “It is true, Dariak. You did abandon me.” 
 
    The black-haired mage agreed. “You’re right. At the time, I didn’t think I could help you without the healing jade. I thought I needed it because I’m not strong when it comes to healing. I saw no way of helping you. And…” He swallowed and tried to find the words. “And, I couldn’t accept that you were so broken. What if you never recovered from it? I couldn’t…” 
 
    “Ervinor gets by just fine with his malady,” Randler whispered. 
 
    “But he isn’t the same,” Dariak argued, though he hadn’t spent any real time with the young general since that injury. 
 
    “I would not have left you,” Frast interjected, his eyes boring into Randler. “In fact, I haven’t left you. I’ve given you everything, even when you and I alone went to Magehaven to rescue him. And when the healing wasn’t working on your legs, I did what was necessary to help.” 
 
    “Frast, you’ve been an amazing friend,” Randler started. 
 
    “But that’s all, isn’t it?” the mage finished. “Just someone around to rely on. Not someone worth loving.” 
 
    “What?” Dariak said. 
 
    “Frast, no, just listen!” 
 
    But the mage was hurt. His ragged voice grew agitated and even raspier. “Dariak plans here to end this fight and save hundreds of lives at the cost of his own. And look at you… the pain in your eyes, knowing you’re going to lose him to his quest. To his jades. To his father’s shadow. And it’s been his quest that has kept you two apart.” He choked and grabbed Randler’s staff for support, then used it to keep himself upright as he finished his tirade. “When you’ve needed him most, he left you behind in the care of strangers. Because, as he was just saying, because he couldn’t face you. Because he was afraid.” 
 
    He coughed violently again, blood rising to his lips. His throat raged in agony but they needed to know his pain before Dariak was gone for good. “But I let the jade take over me so I could save you. Just to keep you from harm. Just to—” He stepped away when Randler tried to get up to console him. “No, your choice is clear. Maybe I was being selfish, too, wanting to be loved by you. Wanting to touch you, hold you. Wanting to be the one you turned to.” 
 
    Frast looked at Dariak, still sitting hunched over within the circle of the jades. “Your quest was to save people, Dariak. But all you’ve caused is pain. Whether you bring those jades together or not, you’ll only cause more pain.” He drew a thick breath of air and pushed to finish. “I can’t bear to watch this any longer. You two decide what’s best. Without me.” 
 
    Randler and Dariak couldn’t meet his gaze as the mage stabbed the staff into the sand and pulled himself toward the exit to leave them. Through his tears, he looked one more time at the bard and the mage, and Frast knew with certainty that he never had a chance of earning Randler’s love. Their heads were down in similar fashion, but they both bore the deep responsibility ahead of them now. 
 
    He couldn’t take it. Frast continued toward the exit. Then he lifted the staff and stepped back, swinging the weapon with all his might, cracking Dariak at the base of the neck and splattering him to the sand. 
 
    Randler screamed in outrage. “Frast! What are you—?” 
 
    Frast threw the staff aside and grabbed Dariak’s cloak, tugging at the mage with a crazed look on his face. Randler struggled to stand on his weakened legs and he merely fell to the sand as he tried to make his way toward the scorned mage. Pain lanced through him as he scrambled to help Dariak. 
 
    Frast, meanwhile, grabbed Dariak around the chest, bodily pulled him to the side, and threw him harshly to the ground. He then took Dariak’s spot in the center of the jade circle, where he reached around and quickly restored the positions of the jades. 
 
    “I may not be able to have your love,” he rasped. “But I can do this one last thing for you. Farewell, Randler.” 
 
    Frast reached out for the beast jade, for he knew it the best of them all, and he beseeched the crystal to heed his call one last time. Light flared from within the shard and it pierced into Frast’s body, reading his desperation. The healing jade lit next and then one after another the jades erupted with light, all aimed toward Frast in the center. He thought he had known pain before, but this gave new meaning to the concept. He wondered if it was like being skinned alive and then doused in an acidic poison, all while the removed flesh still sent waves of agony to his brain. Or perhaps that was only the beginning, for the sensations grew worse every moment. 
 
    Frast’s awareness expanded as the jades infused him with power and he caught a last glimpse of Randler on the ground. The bard gazed up at him with grateful, yet terrible, tears in his eyes, and it was the only expression of love he would ever receive. It didn’t matter now, though, for Frast could feel the energies of all the land pulsating through him. The ground trembled dangerously as he pulled the energies in. 
 
    Random thoughts whisked through his mind and he wanted to entertain them, but he had to stay focused. He could already sense what Dariak had said; something was missing. It was intangible, but it left him with the sense that he only had a few brief minutes of this state before it would all be over. 
 
    The king had to stop the fight. 
 
    The raging fury in his body threatened to tear him apart and end his attempt at once, but he needed to do this for Randler. He cared nothing for anyone else. He knew deep inside that he could eradicate everyone and leave only Randler by his side, yet he also understood that doing so would cost him Randler forever, for the bard would never look at him again. He wanted so much to show Dariak the pain he had caused the people around him, but the straining energies reminded him that he did not have time to tarry. 
 
    The king had to stop the fight. 
 
    Frast kept focusing on the one goal, allowing the beast jade to guide him. He poured his entire spirit into the shard, letting it sculpt his essence into one it knew better. His body rose up like an enormous eaglon with lightning for wings. Flapping downward splattered the area with fiery rain and when he cawed aloud, he could hear the horrified cries of the people below. 
 
    Fireballs and ice darts flew up at him from terrified mages, but the power of the jades was unstoppable. He dipped his bird-like head forward, knowing he wasn’t a bird, but he wasn’t a man either. He was a manifestation of wild energy, powered by the jades whose ancient magic coursed through the land. Frast lost all sense of himself, clinging on only to his mission. 
 
    Reach the castle and stop the king from fighting. 
 
    His electrified body lanced forth and raced across the sky and into the facing wall of the castle. Stone erupted outward and vaporized, leaving no debris except a fine dusty rain. The king was just ahead, but already Frast could feel the world slipping away. Each tendril of energy grew weaker as if his fingers and toes were being pulled off and burned to ash. Then his hands. His feet. His arms. He couldn’t control it. Piece by piece, the energies pulled him apart. 
 
    The pain overwhelmed him and he couldn’t think of his mission any longer. He had no joy, no fear. The king was only paces away from him, but he had no awareness left of what his purpose was. There was no Randler to please. There was only— 
 
    In a thunderous clap, Frast was gone. 
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 Battle’s End 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ervinor stood in the field, his jaw agape. The ground had shaken and now an enormous bird flew overhead, fire and ice and lightning spraying out in all directions. He could see the Hathren forces turn their attentions immediately skyward, and as the magical creature screamed, their ears ached as if they would burst. He rallied his men for one final push and, raising his sword over his head, he shouted aloud and ran. The others responded well, tearing through the Hathren forces with haste, while they feared for the fate of their king. 
 
    The giant creature flew at the castle, and disappeared within. Ervinor knew it would only be moments before the castle exploded, and though there was an ear-splitting boom, the walls remained intact, except at the point of entry where hunks of stone broke away and crashed below. Then over the din a bellowing horn with a deep, mournful note echoed over the field. All eyes turned toward the castle and the fighting came to an abrupt end as large white sheets of fabric were draped over the punctured walls in surrender. 
 
    Ervinor’s army cheered with their victory and it took all of the general’s fortitude not to collapse with relief. The Hathren soldiers set down their weapons and their mages flooded the area with healing magic, but nothing seemed to happen. Another horn sounded and the Hathren troops pulled away, returning to the castle, though they did so warily, in case the intruders gave chase. But it was not Ervinor’s intent to attack them now. 
 
    The general rallied his captains and the wounded were brought to the mages for healing. However, their spells would not work, and in the chaos they all assumed it was just exhaustion hindering them. The fighters themselves employed whatever healing skills they possessed, in terms of splints, bandages, and herbs. 
 
    Assessing the damage was disheartening. The Hathrens hadn’t refrained from killing, but the defenders had fought bravely and less than forty had perished. It was a grim fate to lose anyone, but in the face of the relentless assault, they proved themselves to be veritable champions. 
 
    Carrus and Verna joined Lica and the rest as they gathered in the general’s tent. Randler was there, his face stricken and his legs crumpled in pain underneath him. Beside him sat Dariak, shoulders low in defeat. 
 
    “The king surrendered,” Ervinor announced. “The Hathren troops are returning to the castle. Dariak, whatever you did—” 
 
    “It wasn’t me,” he said miserably. “It—it was Frast.” 
 
    Lica gasped. “Where is he?” 
 
    “Gone,” Randler whispered. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Lica stammered. “I thought Dariak was going to unite the jades. Did you hand it over to Frast just to save yourself?” she hissed. 
 
    “No,” Randler said. “Frast took over. As a gift… to me.” 
 
    Kitalla stepped forward and used a quelling look to silence Lica’s ensuing protest. “He was brave and he saved us. To Frast!” She raised her hand up high and dared anyone not to honor the salute. 
 
    “But why?” Lica wondered, tears streaming from her eyes. “No, never mind,” she said as she saw Dariak draw Randler closer. “I understand.” She cleared her throat and wavered as she spoke. “We’ve lost so much.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Verna said, “and we aren’t even finished yet.” 
 
    “Well,” Ervinor said, “I am.” The others turned to face him. “I believe in your quest, even after all we have lost. But I don’t have it in me to lead this army any longer.” 
 
    “Ervinor,” Gabrion started. 
 
    “No,” he shook his head. “I lost an arm and three close friends already; Frast, Quereth, and Herchig. Never mind all the other people I barely knew who died defending us. I watched over these people because you needed me to as you ventured off to gather the jades. Now that you have them together, it’s time for me to move on. Quereth stayed with us out of duty, though his heart was no longer in the fight. Because he stayed overlong, he is now gone. I wish to honor him by living.” 
 
    Verna stamped her feet on the ground and those who knew her best prepared themselves for a tirade. Yet she surprised them. “I would not have followed these others into battle, general. I followed only you. You have my word that I will see the refugees from Marritosh placed in safe havens. Rest easy knowing that your task will succeed.” 
 
    “Ervinor, stay with us long enough to achieve that,” Randler suggested. 
 
    But the young man shook his head. “I will not follow Quereth’s lead there. No, my time is now.” 
 
    Carrus cleared his throat, still uncomfortable speaking his mind among his leaders. “There are some who would return to a calmer life as well, general. Perhaps you can travel together for a time.” 
 
    “Are you among them?” Verna asked. 
 
    The burly man smiled. “No. As you said, there is more to do and I aim to be a part of it.” 
 
    “So, then, what’s next?” Lica asked. 
 
    Rothra answered. “We seek out the king, if he still lives, and hand over the refugees as intended. After that, I have no idea what the rest of you intend, but my mages and I will return to Magehaven for contemplation.” 
 
    Ervinor saluted him. “We could not have reached this point without your assistance. Thank you.” 
 
    “Bah!” the mage spat. “I was merely looking out for the welfare of the Hathren people.” 
 
    “Perhaps when you return to the tower, you can slap Shelloni around for me?” Kitalla offered. 
 
    With a laugh, Rothra tipped his head. “As you wish, my lady.” He shifted his gaze around the tent. “What of you then? Take the jades and ravage the world?” 
 
    Dariak shook his head. “Not quite. When my father died, the jades were separated and stolen and needed to be found again, which took years. But when Frast united them, something different happened.” He unfolded a piece of cloth onto the sandy floor. “He drew in the energy and became an entity, like my father did, but he did not carry the jades with him. They were left here. Look.” He held out the fire jade for Rothra to inspect. 
 
    “Why, it’s… empty.” The startled mage handed the shard back to Dariak. 
 
    “Nearly, yes. I can barely sense them now, though I imagine over time they will regain their strength.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Kitalla asked. 
 
    “It means that, for now, we’re on our own. So we’ll have to be extra careful. The jades won’t be able to protect us until we can find a way of restoring them.” 
 
    Lica cleared her throat. “What if we stopped here? Let this moment be the end of it? Surely the king will listen to reason now. You won’t need a second show of force, will you? He’ll see that he can’t resist and he’ll have to listen. Don’t you think?” 
 
    Randler smiled up at her. “I wish it could be so easy, but the blood of war has burned this land for ages. It will take more than one defeat to stem the tide.” 
 
    “Then we’ll be ready,” Kitalla declared, pounding her fist into her hand. 
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 The Pieces Assembled 
 
      
 
      
 
    Meriad closed the giant tome and watched her grandson sink back in his bed. The air was cold and ominously quiet, but she waited until he was ready to speak before pressing him. 
 
    “So much,” he said at last. 
 
    “Indeed,” the old woman nodded. “And still the tale is not yet ended. Some tasks yet await these adventurers.” 
 
    “I thought Dariak was going to die there. I don’t know why Frast did what he did.” 
 
    “His love for Randler was strong.” 
 
    “But Randler didn’t love him back,” the boy protested. 
 
    “Love doesn’t work like that. Not always. You see, Frast gave himself so that Randler could be with his true love. If Dariak had died, Randler would be inconsolable. He may never have recovered from it, even with Frast’s help. Now, though, Randler has a chance to work through it.” 
 
    The boy sighed. “I think Frast was right. Randler should have gone with him instead. Dariak isn’t good for him. The jades are more important to him.” 
 
    Meriad laughed. “Just you wait until your heart is swayed by some pretty girl or boy and then we can discuss this again.” 
 
    “Gran-mama!” he gasped. 
 
    She ruffled his hair and sat back. “There are still things happening there,” she said. “Their journey isn’t over yet.” 
 
    “Well, it is for Ervinor.” 
 
    “Yes, indeed. And what do you think about that?” she asked. 
 
    He considered for a time and then shrugged. “At first I thought he was being a coward, bowing out like that. But he’s really been through a lot! I think it’s okay for him to want to stop.” 
 
    “I see. Then you don’t feel he should have pressed onward to fight for Dariak’s quest until his very end?” 
 
    “No,” the boy answered after a moment. “If I were him, I would have wanted to stop a long time ago. I mean, he was kind of young and he was running the army!” 
 
    “Yes, but he was a young man with a strong heart and the others saw that. They followed his ideals, much as they followed him. And it was easy for them all to claim they were following Gabrion or Dariak and that Ervinor was just filling in for a time.” 
 
    “He was a real hero.” 
 
    Meriad smiled. “Even though he was a Kallisorian?” 
 
    She caught him off-guard. The Hathren youth contemplated and then nodded. “Yes, even though he was from Kallisor.” 
 
    Beaming, Meriad ruffled his hair again, much to his chagrin. “It warms me to hear you say that, for it means you are opening your mind and your heart to other possibilities than to those forced upon you by others.” 
 
    He fixed his hair and cleared his throat. “What happened to Gabrion’s friend Urrith from the outpost? And Ruhk?” 
 
    “Ah, yes, you listened well. You know where they are now, don’t you?” 
 
    “Ruhk is near Gabrion, so I guess he would find them soon. And Urrith… wasn’t he escorting Ordren through Kallisor?” 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    “Did he? Was he able to arrange a truce?” 
 
    “Urrith’s orders were only to take Ordren’s group further into Kallisor,” Meriad corrected warmly. “However, in terms of your question, think of what Randler said at the end.” 
 
    He bit his lip and then nodded. “It would take more than one show of force to change their minds because the fighting has gone on for so long. I see.” He tilted his head and eyed her curiously. “Does that mean that real peace can’t ever happen?” 
 
    Meriad considered her words carefully before answering. “We have had peace for a time, have we not? Who’s to say how long it will last?” 
 
    “I hope it’s forever.” 
 
    “That would be nice, dear. It certainly would.” 
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