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    Prologue 
 
      
 
     It’s rarely a good thing when the sovereign monarch of your kingdom comes to visit you almost – almost! – by surprise.   
 
    In truth, I had been informed about the imminent arrival of His Royal Majesty Rard I and his lady wife, Queen Grendine, the previous evening by mind-to-mind communication from the Royal Court Wizard, Loiko Venaran, who had once been my baronial court wizard before his promotion.  So I technically had several hours to prepare for the unexpected royal visit.  Usually, a vassal has months of notice.   
 
    Only the nature of Loiko’s discreet request – or demand, depending on how you looked at it – informed me that this was no mere official visit.  Indeed, it was highly unusual, compared to a normal royal visit to an important vassal.  Loiko had mentioned that they wanted to come by means of the new portal, without a significant retinue or announcement.  Rard and Grendine wanted a private audience, not a public spectacle.   
 
    I could think of several reasons why this could be preferable to my liege lord.  Indeed, scores of reasons.  None of them were good. 
 
    I took some solace in the fact that I had just successfully undertaken a daring counterattack against the most vicious enemies of the kingdom in the very heart of the realm, rescuing tens of thousands of Castali who were being menaced by an enemy they were unprepared for.  That kind of victory counted for something in a feudal culture.  I had saved the heir to the throne and thousands of his vassals.  I didn’t feel that Rard and Grendine were coming to chew me out about that.  It would be beneath their royal dignity.   
 
    That didn’t mean it was impossible, just unlikely.  Grendine understood the importance of such things, and as much as she was wary of wizards she knew that taking a stand against me and my fellows after such a victory would be impolitic.  Indeed, I had piled up an impressive number of victories on behalf of the crown, of late.  The people, bless their ignorant little hearts, thought the Spellmonger was a hero.  Good monarchs don’t diminish popular heroes. 
 
    That didn’t quell the anxiety I’d been feeling since Loiko’s notification.  Because it’s rarely a good thing when the sovereign monarch of your kingdom comes to visit you with such little notice.  If they wanted to simply reward me for my noble victories they would have invited me to the royal palace at Kaunis and given plenty of notice to the court.  The fact that they were coming to me, here at my new castle at Sevendor, was telling.  It told me that Rard and Grendine wanted something – and it was something they didn’t want the Royal Court to know about.  You can’t fart at court without hundreds of courtiers knowing what you had for lunch. 
 
    But they were coming here.  That was important, politically.  Important, unexpected, and concerning, but mostly important.  As much as I disliked their approach to ruling, sometimes, Grendine was no fool and her husband was no idiot.  If they were coming to me instead of summoning me to their thrones, there was something important afoot.  Important to them, at least. 
 
    I waited an interminably long time for Sire Cei to escort them to my quarters, smoking and drinking a small beer while under my elaborate canopy in the chilly winter weather.  In truth, I was still tired from my exertions at Yule and I wasn’t in the mood for any kind of royal visit, yet.  I didn’t even dress appropriately for our early morning meeting, I was wearing a fuzzy robe and a commoner’s woolen scarf.  If Rard and Grendine needed my advice they would receive the Spellmonger of Sevendor in all of his disheveled glory.   
 
    I might even fart in their presence, I reasoned.  I wouldn’t go out of my way to do it, but if Nature demanded, who was I to resist? 
 
    But I stood when Sire Cei announced them, as the sun lightened the sky around Rundeval.  I wasn’t a total barbarian, after all.   
 
    “Introducing His Royal Majesty, Rard the First of House Bimini!  And his lady wife and consort Grendine of Alshar!” my castellan bellowed eloquently when they arrived.   
 
    I stood.  I bowed.  I reminded myself I wasn’t a barbarian.  No farts were forthcoming. 
 
    When I looked up I was struck by just how much Rard had aged, recently.  His long and distinguished blond beard had a deep silver tint to it, now, and his temples reflected the sign of mature wisdom he affected.  He was still a fit man, for his age, but the addition of a middle-aged paunch handicapped his visible virility even as it added to his gravity as a ruler.  One expects one’s monarch to have a distinguished element about his presentation. 
 
    Grendine, on the other hand, had indulged greatly in the glamours available to her to keep a youthful glow about her countenance as she arrived.  She was undeniably regal, as Sire Cei announced her, but her maturity wasn’t cultured.  It was actively being contested by the cosmetic arts.  Her face was an ageless mask of painted youth, from her forehead to her throat, an artfully applied artifice contrived to disguise her age and give her a youthful demeanor of twenty-five or so. 
 
    It wasn’t successful, of course.  A quick glance could inform any reasonable man of her pretense.  But the effort was sincere, and the artistry of the cosmetics was such that I had to respect it.  The queen was starting to feel her age and strove against it mightily even during a casual conference with a senior court official.  That spoke volumes about their visit.  A queen doesn’t try to impress someone she doesn’t need.  
 
    That meant that she needed me.  I found that interesting. 
 
    “My liege,” I said, bowing deeply to Rard as protocol dictated.   
 
    “Ah, my Spellmonger!” Rard replied with a certain casual affection.  “Thank you for entertaining us on such short notice!” 
 
    “In truth, I expected to be summoned to Kaunis, but I’m always happy to show off my new abode,” I said, sincerely, glancing at Grendine out of the corner of my eye.  “But it is an unusual visitation,” I added, without casting judgment. 
 
    “We felt it best to speak to you in private, under the circumstances,” Grendine assured, as she glided into my pavilion.  “We wanted a word without the entire court knowing.” 
 
    “As I expected, when I got Loiko’s message,” I agreed, smiling hospitably.   
 
    “Dear gods, you have quite the castle here,” Rard admitted, as Sire Cei beamed serenely in the background.  “I was here only a few years ago and none of this was built yet, as I recall!” 
 
    “Actually, quite a lot had been done by then – underground,” I corrected the king.  “But the towers have flown up since my exile.  I made it a priority after the dragon attack.” 
 
    “Sensible,” agreed Grendine, coolly, as she looked around at the view through the linen curtains.  “You took a hard hit here in Sevendor, if I recall.” 
 
    “No less than what poor Castabriel suffered,” I said, graciously.  There was a pile of nuance in our discussion, but that attack was where they had lost their first grandson and heir to the throne.  Their idiot son had blamed me for not saving him.  I blamed myself for not saving thousands of others.  I tried not to be judgmental about that episode.  But Their Majesties had the grace to understand the nuance and permit me my perspective on the matter. 
 
    “Is this place entirely . . . dragon-proof, then?” Rard asked, curiously. 
 
    “As much as I can make it,” I agreed.  “There are hundreds of spells embedded in the very walls of this castle that would make any belligerent dragon reconsider an attack,” I boasted.  “When it is complete, it shall be the most secure castle in modern times.” 
 
    “Which has no doubt occurred to your neighbors!” Grendine sniffed. 
 
    “My neighbors have nothing to fear from Sevendor,” I assured.  “Indeed, we are allies with nearly all of them, now.  They prosper along with the City of Magic.” 
 
    “Still, it must be unnerving to know that the wizard fellow up in the hills is far beyond their rebuke,” chuckled Rard. 
 
    “I endeavor to give them no reason to rebuke me,” I shrugged.  “Those who contrive such a reason on their own are welcome to blunt their claws on the walls of Sevendor Castle,” I warned. 
 
    “Just so,” Grendine nodded.  “Strength is respected, Minalan – always,” she advised.  “I am somewhat unnerved myself that a vassal holds a castle far more secure than my own palace, but I have to admit that you’ve been more of a supporter than a detractor of our regime,” she observed.  
 
    “Your policies have, for the most part, been productive,” I replied with another shrug.  “The people prosper.  You have left the magi alone.  There is little reason to agitate.” 
 
    “Tell that to your Viscount Terleman,” chuckled Rard mirthlessly.  
 
    He had me there.  I had taken a few weeks off in the summer to explore a distant domain under my sovereignty, and my lieutenant had seen it as an opportunity to conquer a goodly portion of Gilmora in a largely bloodless invasion. 
 
    “My friend is . . . impetuous,” I said, diplomatically.  “As he acquitted himself well at Darkfaller, I trust that there is no lingering problem with him, from a royal perspective?” 
 
    “As long as he adheres to royal writ,” agreed Grendine.  “He performed . . . lawfully.  And spectacularly, from a military perspective.  I cannot fault him for his ambition.” 
 
    “If only my son had a modicum of his talents,” Rard sighed lamentably, as he took a seat at my table. 
 
    “Yes, Tavard has many talents . . . but a military mind is not among them, I’m afraid,” Grendine said with a frown.   
 
    I could tell it was difficult for her to admit any flaw in her handsome princeling.  She had done everything a mother could to ensure his triumph in life – including fratricide – and had received nothing but mediocrity in return.  That had to be disappointing.   
 
    “Indeed, it is the matter of the Duke of Castal that predicates our visit,” she said in a businesslike manner, as she took a seat.  “We are learning more about what transpired at Darkfaller, a few nights ago.  Master Loiko related how you . . . took charge and encouraged our son to his duty,” she said, uncomfortably, but respectfully.  “He was most forthright in his description.” 
 
    “He said you threw Tavard across the floor,” King Rard said, his lips twitching with amusement. 
 
    “I . . . persuaded him to consider the matter more thoughtfully,” I demurred.  I confess I might have smiled for a split second while I recollected the incident.  “It was a time for action.  Wisdom dictated that action was required,” I reasoned.   
 
    “Yes, well wisdom is something else Tavard lacks,” Grendine said, flatly.  “Years of tutors and dozens of learned priests have done little to elevate our son’s thinking,” she admitted, guiltily.  “Perhaps if we were mere nobility and not royalty, that would suffice.  But the fate of the kingdom we built now lies in the hands of . . . of . . .,” she struggled. 
 
    “The intrepid Duke of Castal,” I supplied, offering her a bit of respite in a difficult discussion. 
 
    “Just so,” agreed the king.  “I confess, I had higher hopes for the boy when he was younger.  I figured marriage and children would mellow his hot head and temper his ambitions for glory, but . . .” he trailed off with a shrug. 
 
    “Our world demands more of our monarchs, now,” I offered, as I refilled my pipe with hemp flower.  One of Olmeg the Green’s better crops.  “Indeed, I fear you do not even fully appreciate the precarious position we are in, my lord.  As difficult as matters within the royal court might be, they pale in comparison to the multitude of dangers we find ourselves contending with.  I have done my best to explain—” 
 
    “Of course, Minalan, of course,” Rard said, nodding sympathetically.  “You have done an admirable job, under the circumstances.  Perhaps it is the conceit of an ignorant old man, but I perceive the perils that belie our kingdom, as you have described them,” he agreed.  “And I trust your judgment in their disposition. You have demonstrated that you are not inclined to posture for effect when it comes to your advice to the crown.” 
 
    “My lord husband is being diplomatic,” Grendine countered.  “Indeed, you have every reason to resent our regime, Count Minalan,” she admitted, guiltily.  “Our son has treated you poorly.  Your men have achieved great things, compared to Tavard’s company of well-meaning, well-bred vainglorious dolts.  The magi are in the ascendency.  The chivalry is in decline,” she pronounced, with a defeated sigh. 
 
    “That was never my wish or desire, my queen,” I demurred because I can be as much of a suck-up as any jaded courtier.  “I merely shepherded the flow of new magic as humanely as I could.  I have no innate dislike for the chivalry,” I declared, knowing I was being insincere.  “But our world faces threats and challenges that cannot be met with lance and sword alone.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Rard nodded.  “Hence, our visit.  The health of the kingdom is paramount.  Therefore we want you, Count Minalan, to lay aside your just resentment against our son and instruct him in governance,” the king pronounced.   
 
    “We need Tavard to understand the world the way a wizard does,” Grendine said, through gritted teeth.  “Not a knight.  We both agree that the future of Castalshar depends upon it.” 
 
    I stared at the pair for some moments in silence as I conjured a spark and puffed my pipe into activity.  Perhaps smoking is an affectation of a wizard, but I could not argue against the stereotype for its ability to purchase time in which to think about appalling proposals. 
 
    “You want me,” I said, eventually, when my head was covered in smoke and I could not in good faith claim to be preparing my pipe anymore, “to teach Tavard?” I asked, doubtfully. 
 
    “Mentor, more than teach,” corrected Grendine, looking away from me. 
 
    “He has had tutors aplenty in all the finer arts a gentleman should know,” explained King Rard.  “Aye, even his letters.  He reads and writes like a monk, when he has a mind.” 
 
    “I’ve read a few of his edicts,” I reminded him, dryly.  “The lad has quite the command of language.  But you want me to tutor him, my lord?  In governance?” I asked, incredulously.  This was quite unexpected.  Indeed, it was the last request that I’d thought would come from the crown.  Tavard hated me, and I had no love for him.  Far from it. 
 
    “He is not stupid,” Grendine stressed.  “Nor ignorant.  He is . . . stubborn,” she clarified.   
 
    “He does not want to admit that our past glories are truly behind us,” agreed Rard, his expression troubled.  “He wants to pretend that a good cavalry charge and a lavish tournament afterwards are the only standards by which he will be judged.  He has no real concept about the nature of power,” he observed, “nor does he demonstrate an interest in such important things.  Perhaps I was amiss in not revealing to him the number of times I narrowly avoided the knife while he was a boy, or did not attend to him as well as a father should . . .” he said, guiltily. 
 
    “No father should have to explain such things to a child, my liege,” I offered. 
 
    “A king is no mere father, I’m finding,” sighed Rard.  “As one duke among five, striving for dominance, perhaps his upbringing would have been sufficient.  But now?  He has a better chance of dying of a dagger in his kidney than in a glorious battle – all because he misunderstands the nature of power,” Rard said, shaking his head sadly. 
 
    “But why me, my liege?” I asked, hoping the whine I desperately felt did not manifest in my voice.  “Tavard hates me.  First for detracting from his courtly glory, second for the death of his son, and thirdly for his . . . unfortunate military adventures,” I said, diplomatically.  “Of anyone at court he must hate me the most.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean he cannot learn from you,” Rard pointed out, unhelpfully.   
 
    “Doesn’t it?” I countered.  “He has no respect for me.  Why would he give any credence to anything I say?  I try not to hold grudges, Your Majesty – I find them distracting,” I said, with all sincerity.  “I have too many challenges ahead of me to get bogged down with petty resentment over old grievances..  But I also know that not every man shares my perspective, least of all your son.  I will not dismiss lightly Prince Tavard’s attitude toward me,” I reasoned.  “He has every reason to suspect any word that falls from my lips.” 
 
    “Yet he has every prudent reason to listen,” Grendine countered.  “You have bested him in every contest that has arisen between you two.  I’ve told him enough times that he should learn from his defeats,” she pronounced.  “Why he doesn’t listen is a mystery.” 
 
    I chuckled, a little self-consciously.  “He doesn’t listen because of pride, Your Majesty.  You raised him to consider himself superior to all others in every way.  That is not an attitude that comports with humility.” 
 
    “Yet I fear if he learns not humility, the kingdom will be doomed,” Rard sighed, heavily.  “It is not my son’s position I fear will fall, but the institution I have labored a lifetime to build.  After nearly a decade I sit on my uncomfortable throne and watch the cracks appear in the kingdom I sought to construct.  Tavard has only a passing interest in the realities of kingship,” he said, sadly.    “Despite my efforts, he has little idea of what the realities of ruling entail.  He thinks his authority as king will be automatic, a result of his innate primacy, not his sense of wisdom and good governance.” 
 
    “You make my case for me, my liege,” I pointed out, with a respectful bow of my head.  “My experience with Tavard has not been encouraging.” 
 
    “Yet that is why we have come to you, Spellmonger,” Grendine insisted.  “This latest episode at Darkfaller has revealed that you have some influence over our son, no matter your past interactions.  He . . . he listened, when you . . . when you pressured him.” 
 
    “I threw him across the bloody room,” I corrected.  “I don’t apologize for that.  As his vassal, I felt I had an obligation to advocate for his leadership.  I also had little confidence that the tactic would be successful.  I am more surprised than you that it was.” 
 
    “Yet he appeared on the battlefield and led his troops away from danger,” King Rard observed, solemnly.  “That was . . . something, at least.  More than I could do by exhorting him to his duty.  More than my lady wife was capable of producing with her arguments about dynasty and legacy,” he said, glancing at the queen.  “He has been intractable when it comes to his duties . . . until the Spellmonger took an interest.  That produced results.” 
 
    “Once,” I agreed, reluctantly.  “In truth, my liege, Prince Tavard was in a hopeless state, in which he saw no way through to the glory he so desperately desires.  I gave him an opportunity, of sorts.” 
 
    “You stiffened his bloody spine, is what you did,” Grendine insisted, her face resolute.  “He got off his arse for the first time in ages and did . . . something that wasn’t completely stupid.”   
 
    I could tell the queen took no joy in relating the reality of the situation.  No mother enjoys explaining how her progeny has disappointed her.   
 
    “We heard about your discussion in Donrard’s Spire,” Rard agreed, with a sigh.  “If you hadn’t intervened . . .” he trailed off. 
 
    I sighed and stared at the distant horizon for a moment.  This was not a conversation I wanted to have.  Not even remotely. 
 
    “I took no pleasure in it,” I confessed, regretfully.  “Perhaps I should have.  Your son has not been kind to me,” I observed, not taking my eyes from the distant ridges.  “It would have been easy enough to keep my mouth shut and allow him to . . . to . . .” 
 
    “To fail,” Rard prompted.  “You could have left him to fail.  Understandably,” he added, sympathetically.  “But you didn’t, Minalan.  You gave him an opportunity to succeed when he did not deserve it.  When – as you admit – you had every reason not to.  I am curious,” he confessed.  “Why?  Why did you do it?” 
 
    I studied the beautiful, bare ridge in the distance while I thought.  Morning in Sevendor is always delightful, even in the winter.   
 
    “Because as haphazardly contrived and poorly managed as this kingdom is,” I ventured, “I cannot lightly see it fail.  Not when I had a hand in its creation,” I admitted.   
 
    That seemed to satisfy Rard.  Indeed, I saw his sympathetic expression deepen with my answer.  Grendine, on the other hand, looked skeptical.  
 
    “It is whispered in some quarters that your confrontation was part of some more elaborate design,” she offered.  “That you have indeed some ambition beyond your position.  That you sought to put Tavard in a position to fail on the field and pay with his life.” 
 
    I swung my head around and affixed the queen with a serious stare.  “If that were the case, Your Majesty, I assure you that your son would be dead right now,” I assured her.  “When I formulate a plan, I do my best to ensure that it comes to fruition.  All I had to do to see Tavard fail was to do . . . nothing.  He would have continued to hide in his tower while his capital fell to the Paranchek, and his men would have been slaughtered in the field like sheep.  He would have been seen by his people and court as an abject failure – and possibly face rebellion,” I pointed out.  “I chose to try to preserve the kingdom by yelling at him.  I still don’t know if I made the right decision,” I confessed, knowing it was a poor idea to voice such opinions.  
 
    “Which is why we are here,” Grendine said, in a hollow voice.  “You had the perfect chance to eliminate a political rival and you didn’t, Minalan.  Not because you were too weak to do it, but because you were strong and chose not to.  Tavard was at your mercy, and headed for ruin.  Instead, you preserved him – or at least gave him the chance to preserve himself.  That doesn’t do a thing to increase your own power or position—“ 
 
    “Do you think I act out of concern for my power and position?” I snorted derisively at the queen.   
 
    “No,” Rard replied, shaking his head.  “No, you didn’t, Count Minalan.  And that was quite unexpected.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t have been,” I snapped.  “I’ve stayed as far away from the royal court as possible precisely because I have no real ambitions of power or position,” I defended.  “Despite my subordinates’ recent excesses, I do not seek an empire.  Nor a crown, despite what Tavard and his knights accuses me of.   I have larger matters of concern to occupy my attention.  I simply saw a deficiency in my government that would have proven disastrous and sought to amend it.” 
 
    “And in doing so you rescued Tavard from a fatal loss of reputation,” Rard nodded, sagely. 
 
    Grendine sighed and slumped back in her chair.  “You shook him from his melancholy – at least long enough to reclaim his honor.” 
 
    “My thought was for his men and the duchy,” I protested.  “I did not do it for his vaunted honor,” I added, distastefully. 
 
    “Indeed,” Rard sighed.  “You make our point for us, Minalan.  Your first thought was to your duty and the welfare of the kingdom.  Not your own position.  That kind of integrity is rare, at court.   
 
    “Which is why I ask you to consider further such lessons for the Prince Heir.  He needs a strong hand and a keen mind to guide him and advise him.  Someone other than mine.  My son respects me and obeys me, but he no longer listens to me,” the king complained. 
 
    “He has ministers for that,” I pointed out.  “Advisors.  An entire court, in fact.” 
 
    That made Grendine laugh.  “Fools and self-interested lackeys,” she sneered.  “Oh, Count Moran is good as prime minister – if it wasn’t for his competence there wouldn’t be any sort of government left in Castal.  There are a few others.  But most are useless fools with no vision, no discipline, and no interests beyond their own.” 
 
    “My son has squandered much of the legacy I prepared for him in Castal,” Rard fumed, quietly.  “His treasury is bankrupt, his court is in chaos, and if it wasn’t for the proximity of the royal capital and the resources of the kingdom, the entire duchy would be collapsing.” 
 
    “And . . . you,” Grendine admitted, grudgingly.  “Twice now you have rescued Castabriel from attack.  You enjoy a strong reputation amongst the people of his capital,” she reasoned.  “Tavard does not.  He reacts to events and institutes policies without consideration to the consequences – and the people know it.” 
 
    “So you want me to prop up Tavard in front of the people?” I snorted.  The very idea was repugnant.   
 
    “We want you to pour some sense into his godsdamn empty head!” Rard countered.  “It is clear to all – the crown and the court – that the magi are necessary for the defense of the realm against the evils that assail us.  It is likewise clear that if Tavard continues blundering in his governance and his mismanagement that by the time he takes the crown he will rule over a hollowed-out kingdom.  If nothing changes,” he said, his voice tinged with despair.  “He has resisted my efforts to guide him, and has rebuffed his mother’s support.  He hears his counselors but does not listen.  You seem to be the only one who can get him to change.” 
 
    “But he hates me,” I repeated.  “Not without reason, I suppose, but I don’t see why Tavard would listen to me at all, considering his feelings about me and the magi.” 
 
    “Yet he listened to you when it mattered the most,” Grendine reminded me.  “Perhaps because he does hate you – or at least sees you as a direct rival to his power and reputation.  And an ally to his other rivals,” she added.  “Your relationship with Anguin and Rardine stings him.  He sees it as a threat.  But when you confronted him in Castabriel, he listened to you when he ignored me, Rard, and Loiko.” 
 
    “He was in shock,” I dismissed.    “I think he only listened because of that.  And because I was so forceful.” 
 
    “And you were wise enough to know just how to affect him,” Rard said, quietly.  “Tavard may hate you.  But he must learn to get along with you for the sake of the kingdom.  He may resent your reputation, your wealth and your power, but he must contend with it if he ever wants to rule over anything worth ruling.  We need you to teach him that lesson – and as many others as you possibly can.  Or all we’ve worked for will be for naught,” he said with an exhausted sigh. 
 
    I studied both their faces for a moment before rising and regarding the view.  It really was magnificent, from up here.  I glanced down to the largely deserted expanse of Old Sevendor Castle and my old tower there.  It seemed small and quaint, compared to the great ramparts of the new fortress.  A lot had changed since I had first taken residence there.  I was older, arguably wiser, more powerful in both the arcane and mundane, and had thousands of years of additional memories in my head, now.   
 
    Saram, an ancient historian who studied the rise and fall of empires and civilizations across the galaxy, was one of them.  So was Prince Maralathus, an Alka Alon monarch of some note.  Both sets of memories suggested that this might be a valuable opportunity for me.  I did not want Tavard’s power, but I did not want to suffer for his incompetence in using that power.   
 
    Perhaps, part of me reasoned, the path to saving the world involved me saving the kingdom from this reckless prince. 
 
    Conversely, just the idea of that sounded like a cosmic-sized pain in my arse. 
 
    “You have trained three apprentices already,” Grendine said, breaking the silence as she tried to convince me.  “Sir Rondal, Viscount Tyndal, and Lady Dara are all accomplished wizards and persons of note,” she reminded me.  “Your current apprentice seems well-tutored.  You seem to understand how to impart knowledge into the youth.    Perhaps you can use that skill to . . . to . . .” 
 
    “To fix your broken son?” I supplied, a little harshly.  “I am a great and powerful wizard, perhaps.  I am uncertain if any man is in reach of that kind of power.” 
 
    “Then invoke the gods, if you must,” Rard encouraged.  “I care not how you proceed, but if nothing is done I foresee nothing but ruin ahead.  This not the legacy I wish to leave behind.  King Kamaklavan did not adequately prepare for his own passing, and we were sundered into five bloody sovereignties as a result.  I wish to learn from his mistake.” 
 
    “I’m not so certain it was a mistake,” I countered, turning back to face them.  “Competition has its own advantages.  You invoked it between Tavard and I to resolve the matter of Gilmora,” I reminded him.  “Now I am obligated to conquer the Farisian pirates.  Still, I do take your point,” I conceded with a sigh.  “Kamaklavan breaking his crown may have prevented a bloody civil war at a precarious time, but it also ruined any hope of unity between the five duchies.  And all because he could not name a proper successor.” 
 
    “It was a compromise,” nodded Grendine.  “Statecraft often requires an abundance of compromise.” 
 
    I thought about her fratricidal history and ruthless pursuit of power . . . and my own role in that bloody path.   
 
    “Just so,” I admitted, returning to my seat.  “I am considering your proposal.  I do not want to,” I informed them.  “I have far, far too much to do at the moment to spare time for anything that isn’t absolutely necessary.  The very idea of trying to teach Tavard how to take a piss properly is distasteful to me.  I am certain he will be just as unhappy with the arrangement,” I pointed out. 
 
    “You need not like each other in order for him to benefit from your advice,” Rard said.  “The goal is for him to learn.  To become a better leader, a better duke, a better king, one day.  And for his people to prosper as a result of that wise leadership.” 
 
    I almost winced.  I could not argue with that reasoning. 
 
    “If I do this,” I sighed, “it will not be under the auspices of his ducal court.  I remain his vassal, and that compromises my position.  Nor as the head of the arcane orders.  That endangers them from repercussions if things do not go well.” 
 
    “We can contrive some means through the royal court,” agreed Grendine, hopefully.  “Perhaps with some attractive incentives . . .” 
 
    “I do not need a bribe, my queen,” I said, flatly.  “I need a reason.” 
 
    “As Marshal Arcane, the official responsible for magical threats to the realm, you are empowered to inform the Crown – and the Prince Heir – of the details of those threats,” proposed the king, thoughtfully.  “Indeed, it would be of help to you both if Tavard understood even a tithe of the dangers we face.  I thought it was just a bunch of goblins, when I first met you,” he confessed.  “But you’ve managed to convince me how much grander the peril is.” 
 
    “And you still don’t understand it fully,” I agreed.  “But perhaps Tavard would have a greater perspective if he had a better knowledge of those matters.  As a king, he will need it.  The sooner he understands the nature of what he faces, the better,” I reasoned. 
 
    “So you will do it?” Grendine asked, a little eagerly. 
 
    “I am still considering it,” I admitted.  “But I have conditions.” 
 
    “I assumed you would,” the queen said, dryly.   
 
    “I’m a spellmonger,” I shrugged.  “I’m unused to taking a job without haggling a little on the price.  And the scope of the work.” 
 
    Grendine closed her eyes and sighed, before she snapped them back open, her expression like a goodwife bargaining at the market over the price of eggs.  “What do you require?” 
 
    I considered – and had one of those flashes of inspiration I rarely tell anyone about because I was certain that Briga would take credit for it.   
 
    “Not a bribe.  A compromise.  First, as Marshal Arcane, I will instruct young Tavard in the intricacies of the magical and nonhuman realm . . . and introduce him to those matters that are of critical importance to the security of the realm,” I began.  “In the process, I hope I can instill in him at least a modicum of good sense and wisdom – but there are no guarantees.  I will not accept the blame if my words and lessons are ignored by the duke.  I am not prepared to take responsibility for him if you suddenly need a sacrifice to public opinion.  You’re not going to blame the wizard if the prince continues to screw things up.  I’ll do my best, but there are no guarantees,” I repeated. 
 
    “Understood,” Grendine nodded, her head cocked.  “And not unreasonable.  You will be insulated from any such result, you have our word.” 
 
    “Secondly,” I continued, “I do not want to be bound in how I manage this . . . unusual commission.  I will undertake it as a member of the royal court, and will act accordingly, but I may choose some unusual means to instruct Tavard and I do not want him to mistake a valuable lesson that is hardly won for some pretended offense of his dignity.  I get immunity from his wrath, if he objects to the way in which I instruct him.” 
 
    “This, too, can be arranged,” Rard agreed.  “We proceed with the understanding that normal rules of court do not apply in this matter.” 
 
    “Excellent.  “And third,” I began, knowing that this would be the part they would object to the most, “I will not instruct Tavard . . . alone.  If I am to educate the lad on the ugly realities of this world then I do not want to repeat myself later.  Therefore, I propose that Anguin and Camavon of Remere are included in these lessons.”  It was a bold proposal, but I made certain to communicate how essential it was.  My tone was not lost on the queen. 
 
    “What?” Grendine asked, alarmed.  “Anguin and Camavon?  Why?” 
 
    “Several reasons,” I proposed.  “The dukes of the realm are the highest sovereign authority, after the crown itself.  Each duchy has its own unique circumstances, but all of them are affected by these matters.  If it is wise to educate Tavard in such sensitive state secrets, then it is also wise that the other dukes know of them as well.  And also gain whatever benefit from my lessons they can along the way.” 
 
    “That is problematic, Minalan,” Grendine said, chewing her lip.  She was unhappy with the idea, clearly.  I could see why.  Ensuring your son gets special tutoring is one thing – seeing his rivals also receive it was less appealing.  Which is exactly why I wanted to do it.   
 
    “This entire affair is problematic,” I countered.  “But it makes sense.  If Tavard should get himself accidentally killed on the tournament field, for instance, who would become regent of the realm?  The law says that it would go to one of the other ducal houses.  The same law Rard invoked when he took Anguin under his protection after the unfortunate, untimely, and completely unexpected demise of Duke Lenguin,” I reminded them, coldly.  “In that case the regent would act as sovereign.  So I want to prepare both of the other ducal houses for that eventuality.” 
 
    “Why stop there?” Grendine demanded, sarcastically.  “Why not invite the dukes of Merwyn and Vore and make it one big bloody tea party?” 
 
    “There is merit to the idea,” I said, which caught her unexpectedly.  “I doubt the actual dukes or their heirs would participate, but it occurs to me that Count Andrevar would gain some legitimacy in his suit for the coronet of Merwyn if he was included.” 
 
    “His war goes well, so far,” Rard admitted, reluctantly.  “I was briefed on it just this morning.  He’s taken all of Cormeer and much of the Remeran marchlands already, and is gathering force for an offensive on the western Great Valley.  A few cities have already risen for him. And he’s gaining support among the lesser nobility.  Duke Andrastal is scrambling to marshal enough men to mount a defense, but the sudden rebellion took him by surprise,” he said, approvingly.  “With the proper encouragement, we could see Merwyn tied down by civil war for years.” 
 
    “With the proper support, we could see it become part of the kingdom, eventually,” Grendine agreed, reluctantly.   
 
    “Exactly,” I nodded.  “If Andrevar can manage to secure Merwyn’s throne, he’s likely to be better disposed to Castalshar, particularly if he remains in our debt.  And including him in some of our most secret councils would go a long way toward establishing his right to rule.” 
 
    “I still do not favor the plan,” Grendine said, after a moment’s consideration.  “The goal was to see Tavard tutored in statecraft.  Not empower his rivals.” 
 
    “That you see them as rivals and not important elements in the future of the kingdom is revealing, Your Majesty,” I said with a sigh.  “But consider: some lessons it will be easier to impart on Tavard if he is part of a group and not singled out.  Oh, I’ll still counsel him privately, of course, where people can’t see me flinging him across the floor, but he will take things more seriously if he feels he is one of several peers being lectured by the Marshal Arcane.  And if he, too, sees them as rivals it is possible that he will let his competitive nature drive him where good sense will not.” 
 
    “He may well see their inclusion as a threat to his eventual rule,” Grendine warned. 
 
    “That is a benefit of the plan, not a weakness,” I countered.  “He should see them as a potential threat.  Each of them could, theoretically, take the throne one day in his place.  That is why I want to instruct them.” 
 
    “That does not seem the wisest approach, considering the Game of Whispers,” Rard said, shaking his head.  “Indeed, it might encourage one of the other houses to attempt such a thing.” 
 
    “And they might decide that they are a band of brothers whose fraternal love and respect for each other unifies the duchies until the end of time,” I countered, sarcastically.  “Likely the truth will lie somewhere between.   
 
    “But consider the matter from my perspective: I might have helped you build this throne, but I am obligated to help your line keep it only to the extent that I feel it is serving the kingdom the best.  As a baron of Castal and the Count of the Magelaw, that is my duty.  If Tavard fails, someone else will sit on the throne.  I want them to be prepared.” 
 
    “It sounds as if you are the one actively preparing!” Grendine accused.  I let it pass.  This was just part of the negotiations. 
 
    “My queen, if I wanted to conduct a coup d’état, I’ve had ample opportunity and abundant means to do so.  I don’t want your bloody throne.  But I don’t want to see it become bloodier through my participation.  Contrary to what the chivalry might say, the magi do not want to rule – most of us.  But we will take action to choose who rules, if necessary.” 
 
    “I do not like this proposal, Minalan,” Grendine said, after staring at me with narrow eyes. “It weakens Tavard’s claim and eventual succession to the throne!” 
 
    “It’s a compromise,” I reminded her.  “Statecraft often requires an abundance of compromise.” 
 
    People really don’t like it when you use their own words against them.  That includes queens.  Grendine’s scowl got more pronounced. 
 
    “It is also non-negotiable,” I continued.  “If you want me to tutor your boy, I will do so only if his peers are included.” 
 
    “And here I thought you would just ask me to rule in your favor in the matter of Gilmora,” snorted Rard.   
 
    “You have already made your ruling on that matter, sadly, or I might have,” I agreed.  “But to counter your previous decision now, over this, would undermine the predictability of your rule.  That would be problematic in its own right.  I have reluctantly accepted the bargain for Gilmora’s fate in front of the court.  I will contend for Farise, despite how little I want to do so.   
 
    “But on this I am firm.  I will teach the entire class of future sovereigns, or I will teach none of them, and selfishly cleave to my own interests, and those of my lands,” I said, with a gesture of finality.  “You may take my offer or reject it.” 
 
    “We could order you to do it,” Grendine sniffed. 
 
    “Could you then realistically trust the result, Majesty?” I asked.  “I am acting in good faith at the moment because you seem to be acting in good faith.  I am far more willing to act as a favor to the crown than I am as a petty official enacting royal policy.  You get the spellmongering you pay for,” I added, with a shrug.  It was an old saying in the trade, but one that seemed apt in the moment. 
 
    The two monarchs stared at each other in silence for an almost awkwardly long time before Rard finally turned to me. 
 
    “We agree,” he said with a resigned sigh.  “Under the circumstances . . .” he trailed off in a very unkingly manner.  I looked at him sharply. 
 
    “The circumstances, my liege?” I asked, my eyebrows arching.   
 
    “We . . . we toured Castabriel this morning,” Grendine admitted, her face going pale at the memory.  “It was worse, in some ways, than after the dragon attack.  We heard stories from dozens about what happened in that battle.  How every man who stood against those . . . those horrible things was struck down.  Every man but the magi,” she amended, her eyes shooting toward me.  I didn’t know if it was resentment or gratitude, or some unpleasant combination of the two, that colored her expression.  But Grendine was shaken by the experience. 
 
    “Well, it is clear that the magi have proven themselves proficient against our foe,” he sighed.  “Whereas our chivalry and their stalwart warriors . . . well, they failed against Darkfaller,” he admitted.  “It was assumed by some that the magi would fade in importance in the kingdom’s affairs once the threat in the Wilderlands was abated.  A simple goblin uprising, they said,” he snorted, derisively.  “Now Castabriel has been attacked – twice! – and twice the magi saved the city.” 
 
    “Clearly, you folk will continue to play a role in the kingdom,” Grendine admitted, grudgingly. 
 
    I looked back and forth from one to the other – there was something else, here, I realized.  Not merely an appeal by two worried parents for their wayward son. 
 
    “You thought we wizards would just . . . go away?” I asked, amused. 
 
    “Well, not go away,” Rard conceded.  “But perhaps you would fade back into obscurity, or at least . . .” 
 
    “You . . . you did think we would just go away,” I accused, a smile on my lips.  “Thank the gods we did not.” 
 
    “Yes,” Grendine said, her face stonelike.  “As disruptive as the magi have been to the established order, it cannot be argued that you have preserved the realm when no others could,” she grudgingly admitted.  “We have come to terms with that truth.” 
 
    I was both amused and appalled.  I had never trusted Grendine, of course, once she revealed her bloodthirtsty nature to me a decade ago in the rose garden of Wilderhall.  She had invited me there to intimidate me, to demonstrate her power, to keep me cowed.  Instead she had warned me of what lengths she was willing to go to in order to further her power.  A few months later she ordered her brother and sister-in-law to be assassinated.  
 
    A good wizard doesn’t lightly ignore such evidence.  When someone tells you who they are, it’s wise to believe them.  I’d held Grendine and the royal house at arm’s length since the battle of Timberwatch.  We’d managed to keep clear of each other, but I hadn’t been intimidated by her ruthless nature.  I had been warned, and I’d taken steps to counter her inevitable betrayal.  Despite her words, Grendine had no love for the magi.  Quite the contrary.  She resented us – not just for our power, arcane and mundane, but because she needed us and could not control us.   
 
    She could not control me, that is.  And the other wizards followed me with a loyalty she could not break.  I had purveyed my noble status into an ambitious rise, creating my own base of power that could conceivably counter hers.  I don’t think she had ever expected that.  She had accepted it, for now, but she had not anticipated that the son of a baker, a mere warmage, would have the capability to rise so quickly and effectively during her moment of glory.  I might have been an ally, but I was an inconvenient ally.   
 
    And after Darkfaller, I was an indispensable ally. 
 
    Oh, the dragons had been a shock, and the goblins had been a nuisance, but they had both been conveniently far away in Alshar and Gilmora, until recently.  Now that the war had come to his homeland, Rard was starting to understand – truly understand – just what kind of foe we faced.  And what kind of allies he needed, if he was to survive.   
 
    I studied them both in silence for a few moments.  “You understand, then, why I resent Tavard picking a fight with us to flatter his vanity?” I asked, pointedly.  “I’m doing everything I can to fight the real enemy, and I’m doing so with a rabid puppy nipping at my heels.  It’s annoying,” I confessed.   
 
    “Some at the royal court are starting to think that, too,” agreed Grendine with a sigh.  “Your show of force against Merwyn is being highly praised.  Your defense of Castabriel was decisive.  The faction that disapproves of the magelords is . . . quiet, at the moment,” she said, uncomfortably.   
 
    I looked back and forth between them and made an astute guess.  
 
    “So it’s being whispered that the monarchy should be deposed and an Archmage put to rule,” I suggested.  
 
    “How did you know?” Grendine snapped, sharply.   
 
    “The rumor did not begin with me, I promise.  I do not haunt the royal court by design, my queen, but it was a logical conclusion.  Probably not anyone important, probably something just said in half a jest and in poor taste, but it was inevitable.  The good news for you is that I do not want the job,” I pointed out.  
 
    “So you say,” Grendine said, warily.  “Often.  And loudly.” 
 
    “Not to mention earnestly, sincerely and truthfully,” I nodded.  “And I will continue to say it.  But I am pleased that you are starting to realize how essential the magi are for our defense.  You may not reduce us again,” I warned.  “You need to respect us and what we do.  For I’m not the only powerful wizard in the world, and in many ways I’m the only one keeping such talk from spreading to the other courts.  We don’t need to rule,” I suggested.  “But we do need good rulership in order to do what we do need to do.” 
 
    “Hence our request for you to tutor Tavard,” Rard nodded, stroking his beard.  It had gotten much more silvery of late.  A sign of wisdom.  It was distinguished.  And it made him look old.   
 
    “We can begin at the next meeting of my war council,” I decided.  “We will review the battle and make our final plans for the next attack on Darkfaller.  Tell the boy I’ll need the entire day.  He should be prepared to learn.  He should leave his pride and arrogance back at his palace.  And he should struggle mightily to keep from pissing me off – or this bargain is concluded,” I insisted. 
 
    “‘The boy’?” Grendine asked, contemptuously.  “That ‘boy’ is your sovereign prince!” 
 
    “And yet, you are here begging me for my tutelage of him,” I reminded her, calmly.  “Respect, when properly earned, is a prize beyond price.  When enforced by arrogance it is an empty flour sack.  I shall treat Tavard as a pupil, not a prince.  Aye, and his peers.  Time is too short to flatter the vanity of the aristocracy.  They either take their medicine like men, or we waste our time,” I pronounced.  Yes, I tried to lower my voice and sound as somber as possible – an old spellmonger’s trick – but I meant it.   
 
    “Just . . . just be diplomatic, Minalan,” Rard suggested, hesitantly.  “I appreciate your candor, but if you alienate my son from wise counsel—” 
 
    “Then perhaps his future ‘brother dukes’ will learn from his folly as they ascend the throne,” I finished, flatly.  “I do appreciate your attendance on me at my new castle, Majesties,” I added, smoothly.  “It is an honor to me and to Sevendor.  Can I entice you with a pastry?  My brother-in-law makes them special for the Yule holiday, with nuts, honey and spices – really, there’s nothing like them,” I assured, as I opened the cloth covering the treats.  “Regardless of how good or ill you feel, a freshly baked pastry will improve your mood by a tithe,” I promised, as I held one forth.  “In my experience, hard truths often go better with muffins.” 
 
      
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
     
 
      Chapter One 
 
    A Quick Game of Chess 
 
      
 
    The Archmagi of old made games of mental skill a high art in their courts for a reason: understanding the struggles we face is oft easier in the abstract than in reality, and preparing for them through mental exercise such as games gives a man experience without risk or blood. 
 
    From the notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Beware the allure of power, Laresk,” I muttered, as I entered my workshop, after seeing Their Majesties back to the portal.  “It forces you to compromise even when you don’t seek it,” I complained, as I handed my newest apprentice my cloak and hat.   
 
    “Master?” he asked, confused, as he tried to sort out my things.  As my newest apprentice, my nephew had yet to become used to the way I often begin conversations with such gems of wisdom.   “Power?” he added, as he attempted to understand my meaning. 
 
    I paused, regarding the boy’s perplexed expression.  I was overcome with sympathy, for a moment, remembering the first year of my own education as a mage.  And that was comparatively simple – none of my instructors at Inarion Academy had been forced to contend with kingdom-level politics and sovereign monarchs and such, and I still hadn’t understood most of what they’d been talking about.  Being the Spellmonger’s newest apprentice had to be a challenge. 
 
    “Power,” I repeated, with a snort.  “The irresistible tar pit of the soul.  When you are in its proximity, nothing is ever safe.  Not your time, not your money, not your integrity.  Never mind,” I dismissed, realizing that inflicting my irritation on my nephew was unwise and unjust.  “Just another unfortunate drain on my time and resources I can’t really avoid and don’t really want.” 
 
    “Are you . . . you all right, Master?” Laresk asked, concerned.  “Can I get you anything?”   
 
    “No . . . no, Laresk,” I sighed.  “I’m fine.  Just tired,” I admitted. 
 
    “Well, you did just return from battle not three days ago,” he mumbled, as he hung my things on hooks by the door.  “Perhaps a little rest might do you well,” he suggested. 
 
    I chuckled mirthlessly.  “Fortune does not extend me that privilege.  The problem with a dread crisis is that it spawns a dozen little catastrophes even when it’s vanquished.  All part of a wizard’s job to tend them,” I said, philosophically, as I sat at my desk. 
 
    My desk. 
 
    It was a monstrosity of pompous pretention. It had been selected by Sire Cei, I knew, and designed with the requirements of the Spellmonger in mind.  A slab of thick, dark wood – walnut, perhaps, I didn’t know – large enough to serve a banquet upon stretched before me, polished to a high sheen by magic and the furniture maker’s art.  An elaborate carved border featuring various mystic symbols commonly associated with the magi crept around its edges, symbols designed to entice the eye of the common man and amuse the sensibilities of the professional wizard by the droll banality of the symbols portrayed.  They were not magical, in essence.  They were created merely to impress the ignorant. 
 
    Still, it was a magnificent desk.  I felt a little foolish to be behind it. 
 
    “What remains of my schedule today, Laresk?” I asked, as I ran my hand over the stately surface of my new desk like it was a prized stallion.   
 
    “Naught until the third bell, Master, when you are supposed to entertain Sister Bemia concerning the Sevendor Ecclesiastic Council,” he informed me, after squinting at my diary for the day.  “Then dinner with Baroness Alya, Sire Cei and Lady Estret in the baron’s private dining room, along with a few other guests – Lord Banamor is supposed to supply them,” he said, as he tried to figure out Ruderal’s unsteady hand.  My senior apprentice was already adept at many spells, but his handwriting still looked like a seabird with muddy feet had trod across the page. 
 
    “Banamor,” I said, shaking my head with a sigh.  “Which means it concerns money, most likely.  Or influence – which comes back to money, one way or another.  Or he might surprise me and send a beggar to my table, just to keep things interesting,” I suggested. 
 
    “Do you really think that the Lord Mayor would do something like that, Master?” Laresk asked, skeptically. 
 
    “He might – but I don’t think he would, sadly,” I chuckled.  “He wasn’t much more than a beggar himself when he first came to Sevendor.  This means he understands the value of such folk, despite his rise in fortune.  Any beggar he sends to my table will be of value,” I assured him.  “More than likely, it will just be a burgher or an enchanter or a merchant and his wife.  And that will leave Sire Cei and I talking politics while Alya gossips with Lady Estret.  I’ve had worse evenings,” I decided. 
 
    “If it’s any consolation, Master, I believe the cook is preparing a fat goose for dinner,” Laresk offered, weakly. 
 
    “In truth, a night of gossip and a discussion of politics would not be unwelcome, Laresk,” I suggested with a sigh.  “Not after a full Yule, a heated battle and . . . well, the results of a heated battle.    A little banality would benefit my mood, I think.  Thank you – you’re dismissed to your studies until the third bell,” I decided, as I looked over the neatly stacked piles of parchment that were arrayed on my desk before me.  Correspondence, reports, requests, authorizations for expenditures – all the matters that required my essential attention to keep things running.   
 
    But after my visit from the king and queen, I wasn’t particularly enthusiastic about attacking them.  The crown’s imposition on my time was already irritating enough.  The very idea of bureaucracy was a little appalling.  I was trying to save the world, not manage its minutia.  The more I thought about it, the more I felt that digesting that small mountain of parchment was no more or less important to the world than if I browbeat Tavard into at least a mediocre monarch.  How could either of them affect what happened three thousand years hence, when the world would die if I failed? 
 
      As dapper as my desk might be, as important as the bureaucratic matters upon it were undoubtedly were, as profound as my responsibilities seemed to be to the world, none of it would matter a tinker’s damn in three thousand years.  Or three hundred thousand years.   
 
    I sighed, and I forcefully jerked my mind away from such considerations.  That way lay madness – an increasingly familiar path, I knew too well.  That just wasn’t useful.  As tempting as it was to dismiss all the things in front of me that were my responsibility, I knew – intellectually – that I couldn’t allow myself to indulge in that sort of despair.  I might – or might not – save the world.  Until that point, the bills still needed to be paid, the rents still needed to be collected, the brave needed to be rewarded and the petty villains still needed to be punished for their crimes. 
 
    Just . . . not at the moment, I decided.   
 
    Part of being a good wizard is knowing when you are not properly prepared for the task in front of you, for whatever reason.  And how to manage the difference between your mood and your responsibilities was likewise essential.  There are times, wisdom dictates, when you just need to walk away from everything and indulge yourself in something – anything – other than what you are supposed to be doing.  Sometimes distraction and diversion are more important to your mind than mere sanity and reason.  At least, that seemed as good a rationalization as any to walk away from my impressive desk and wander around aimlessly. 
 
    The new castle was bustling as the staff and residents adjusted to the grand quarters of the place.  Where corridors in old Sevendor Castle had been narrow and cramped, the comfortably wide and cunningly appointed spaces within the mountain made the place seem more like a small city than a military fortification or a civic building.  Hundreds had relocated from the quaint old castle to the spacious new fortress, and hundreds more had been recruited from Sevendor Town to work in the new fortress.   
 
    I smiled and nodded pleasantly to a dozen or more new residents as I made my way through the extravagant apartments designed exclusively for the Spellmonger and his family.  Servants, mostly, but a few senior staff as well. 
 
    I don’t know if I had any particular destination in mind, but I knew that I was relatively free until the Third Bell.  There were chambers and rooms and alcoves throughout this grand structure that had been designed for diversion, education or entertainment.  Kitchens, parlors, workshops, libraries, and rooms devoted to a particular purpose: music, food, clothing, entertaining, art.  Somehow, I found myself entering one of more than a little personal interest: the Game Room. 
 
    I’ve always loved games.  They provided in equal measure the opportunity to be both lucky and clever – or, just as often, unlucky and stupid.  I’d played checkers and pegs and various dice games long after most boys mature beyond such pastimes.  I’d learned Chess and card games and Go and Rushes at the academy and then during the Long March down the Farisian peninsula.  In Farise itself I’d learned many more during the occupation.   
 
    I loved games.  When I helped design the new castle, I’d ensured that there was an ample place for any type of game or amusement, and games had a particular appeal to me.  Alya and I played together frequently.  I’d recently taught Minalyan some of my favorites.  I don’t hunt or hawk, but I am always tempted by a round of Rushes against a worthy player. 
 
    Sevendor Castle’s new game room was more than fifty feet wide and half as long, with a score or more of tables and a goodly number of chairs scattered about across the slate floor and waist-high shelves that spanned the length.  Each table featured a different game and a lot more filled the shelves – many of them gifts from my vassals or my liege lords.   
 
    A feudal lord collects many such things over the years, some heavily ornamented or fashioned of precious metals and built with exquisite attention to craftsmanship to enhance their value and my status.  I suppose word went out early in my career as a magelord that instead of hunting, hawking or general carousing, the Spellmonger enjoyed games.  As a result, I had a plentitude.   
 
    There were no less than nine chess sets on the shelf near the table that bore my most ostentatious set.  Another table was set with a spectacular Go set.  Another bore a lovely backgammon set.  Still another had one of my favorites, Rushes, while a nearby shelf contained six sets representing some of the major and most popular variants of the game.   
 
    Dice?  There was an entire cabinet of them, of all shapes, sizes and denominations.  Cards?  Eleven different playing sets were deposited in ornate boxes near a round table suitable for play.  The entire display was designed to impress a visitor, of course – most of noble feudal life was – but mostly the room was an excuse to store the scores of games that I’d collected over the years.  I had long since acquired more than could be accommodated in my bedchamber. 
 
    Indeed, my collection had garnered a certain amount of intriguing gossip over the years.  I was amused at the speculation about why the famed Spellmonger was so infatuated with games: was it an attempt to hone my cunning?  An affectation and homage to the game-loving archmagi of old?  A harmless pass-time to occupy my gigantic intellect while I dealt with weightier matters?  Some deeper purpose that involved mystic power and my supposed madness?  A distraction from the complications of my convoluted life?  I suppose any of those might be true, at any particular moment.   
 
    Some nobles liked to wager on such things. Me? I just liked games. I enjoyed the challenge and the mental acuity involved. There was no better explanation, truthfully. 
 
    I wandered over to a table where an elaborate chess set – gilt and silver – was set up, ready for a game.  It was a gift from Terleman commemorating the Battle of Greenflower, and the squares alternated with carved snowflakes to represent the white side and engraved greenflowers to indicate the black.  I made a move, off-handedly.  Pawn to Queen Three.  A standard open.   
 
    I was surprised, and a little startled, when I saw the silver side of the board move – pawn to King Three, all on its own.  A ghostly hand manifested around the pawn, and in seconds I was facing Slagur, God of Games, across the board. 
 
    His appearance was as a modestly-dressed clerk or scholar of moderate age, but his eyes had intense depth to him, as if he was always thinking of his next move. 
 
    “I’m up for a quick game.  Your move,” the divinity said, looking up at me. 
 
    I paused for a moment and swallowed.   “I wasn’t expecting you.” 
 
    Slagur shrugged.  “You finally played a game – the first in months,” he pointed out.  “I’m limited in how I can manifest for you,” he explained.  “I can see all the games and contests and hear what is being said during them.  But if you don’t play, I can’t see what is happening.” 
 
    “I’ve been busy,” I objected. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Slagur said, dismissively.  “I’m bound by the rules.  We all are,” he added, with especial emphasis.  “If you don’t play, I don’t have a reason to intervene.  I promised to advise you.  That is difficult if I don’t know what is going on.  Your move,” he repeated. 
 
    I studied the board, suddenly invested in the game in a way I hadn’t been before.  I moved another pawn. 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to slight you,” I explained.  “I’ve just had a lot going on.  Not much time for amusements.” 
 
    Slagur chuckled.  “Games are not merely amusements, Minalan.  Indeed, they’re a simulation of reality.  A means to model our lives before we live them.  Like in magic, games are ultimately metaphor.” 
 
    I looked over the chessboard, which was supposed to represent a battlefield.  Having been on plenty of battlefields, I had to snort at the game as a supposed simulation.  There was no blood and no screaming involved in chess.  Dead bodies were whisked away, not allowed to rot in the mud.   
 
    “I see your point, but . . . well, this is a poor representation of a battlefield.” 
 
    “They are, by definition, imperfect simulations,” Slagur acknowledged with a faint smile.  “Each game represents a set of specific abstractions from life that allow us to see them clearly, without distractions.  Chess is a game of strategy,” he said, as he moved another pawn.  “All games are, of course, but the nature of chess gives us an opportunity to consider layers of strategy combining based on the rule structure.  It is less about battle than about the distributed power of the various pieces in a fixed matrix,” Slagur explained.  “Understood in that context, games can be a powerful tool to appreciate the application of power.  For example, a queen who can maneuver in multiple ways across the board, and a king that is important but limited in his power.” 
 
    I considered my earlier conversation with Rard and Grendine.  “Interesting that you mention that.  Their Majesties actually came to me this morning with a very interesting proposal.  I’m still trying to evaluate it to see if it’s genuine, or an attempt to undermine my own efforts.  I’m wondering how that would be represented on a chessboard.” 
 
    Slagur’s left eyebrow rose.  “Really?  How so?” 
 
    I explained their proposal concerning Tavard, and then I presented my counter-proposal.  The god of games listened attentively and with great interest while we continued to play.  When I revealed the resolution of the meeting, he sat back in his chair with an appreciative expression on his face. 
 
    “Well,” he said, nodding his head, “it seems as if you have changed the rules of the game.” 
 
    “How so?” I asked, curious about his perspective.  Any time a wizard can get expert advice on a subject, he should listen.  When that advice was being given by a god, you listen closely.  Slagur glanced down at the chessboard for a moment and then neatly swept every piece off it at once.  That was fine with me – I was already losing. 
 
    “Rard and Grendine have clearly had a change of perspective, thanks to your successes on the battlefield and . . . other developments,” he began.  “They did not anticipate your rapid rise to power – you were a pawn, but you made it to the other side of the board and became a second queen – a nexus of power in your own right.  One that potentially threatens their power.” 
 
    I shrugged.  It wasn’t a bad analogy.  “I just did what I had to,” I explained. 
 
    “That’s what pawns do,” he conceded.  “But when they invoked your aid to mentor Tavard, you – quite admirably – altered the rules by including the other dukes in the game.  You changed the game,” he emphasized, as he picked out the four knights from the pieces on the side and set them up across the board.  “What they wanted was for you to submit to the existing power structure, within their rules.  But you made it a different game.  A new game.  As such, you are in a unique position: preceptor.” 
 
    “A preceptor?” I asked, intrigued. 
 
    “In every game, someone makes the rules,” he explained.  “That holds true whether you are speaking of crosses and naughts or the fundamental nature of the universe.  Someone has to decide the size and nature of the board, the composition of the pieces, their powers, and how they can move.  Certainly, those rules evolve over time, as the game is iteratively played and the weaknesses of those initial rules are revealed.  But the Preceptor of the game is the one who sets forth those conditions.  You are the one describing the precepts for this new power game.”  He continued by placing a king and queen on my side of the board in their traditional positions and then selected a bishop, which he placed in the center of the board. 
 
    “I don’t see what’s so different about it,” I said, frowning.  “Tavard is still the prince heir.  And he’s still a bonehead.” 
 
    “Ah, but you made it quite clear to them that his succession was in doubt,” Slagur countered.  “At the same time, you offered him a chance to prove himself . . . in competition with the other dukes in the kingdom.” 
 
    “So what are the rules of this new game?” I asked, amused.  “If not chess, what abstraction am I trying to establish?” 
 
    “You’ve put three other pieces in potential contention for winning the prize: the throne,” he said, gesturing to the king and queen on my side of the board.  “Each of them has a unique set of qualifications for the title of the monarch.  One of them,” he said, laying his finger on the white knight on his left, “has a hereditary claim to the throne when Rard dies.  That’s the piece the queen will promote most heavily,” he pointed out.  He moved his finger to the other white knight at the other end of the board.  “Then there is Duke Anguin, who has nearly the same claim, not just because he’s Rard’s nephew, but also his son-in-law.  He is also your liege lord and an ally of yours,” he reminded me. 
 
    “I do favor the lad,” I admitted.  “He’s accomplished a lot, when he got the opportunity.” 
 
    “He has the benefit of a very clever wife who shares much of the power and understanding of Queen Grendine, as well as her ambition,” he continued, placing the white queen next to Anguin’s knight.  “That could prove instrumental. 
 
    “Then there are the two dark horse candidates,” Slagur continued, tapping the two black knights in front of him.  “Count Camavon will clearly become the Duke of Remere when his father passes, gods willing,” he smirked.  “Count Andrevar may or may not become Duke of Merwyn.  But thanks to Narasi law and custom, both could, theoretically, stake a claim to the throne someday.  Depending on how they play the game, and what rules the Preceptor – you – happen to contrive.” 
 
    “Well, Count Andrevar will have to win his civil war with his cousin, first,” I pointed out, as I selected a black rook from the pile of pieces and placed it in front of the black knight that apparently represented Andrevar.  As an afterthought, I added a black pawn.  “He will have to defeat Duke Andrastal and his minions – including the Duke of Vore,” I said as I set the pawn proximate to the rook.   
 
    “And Count Camavon has his own set of obstacles, starting with a lack of ambition for the throne.  I don’t think he really wants the job.”  The son and heir of Clofalin, Duke of Remere, seemed content with his inheritance, from what I’d seen of the man, and shared his father’s skeptical view of the crown.  I put three white pawns in front of him.  “He is more concerned with the commercial interests of Remere and its merchant fleets than sitting on a throne in Kaunis.” 
 
    “Nor does the Duke of Remere have the same level of executive authority that the other duchies have, by custom and tradition.  The Remeran dukes manage their duchy.  They try not to rule it,” Slagur explained 
 
    “I’ve always wondered about that,” I mused.  “How did the Remeran dukes keep from becoming as powerful as the Alshari, Castali and Merwyni dukes?” 
 
    “They found it more lucrative to take a less active hand in affairs,” Slagur explained.  “Early on in the history of the duchy they made a bargain with the merchant houses of the former Magocracy: make us fabulously wealthy and we’ll leave you alone.  They made a similar deal with the landed aristocracy: keep the peace and ensure the flow of trade, and we won’t tax you into penury.  As a result, the Dukes of Remere control more actual wealth than any of the other duchies.” 
 
    “They do?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    “They also have a history of keeping their accounts a state secret,” Slagur revealed.  “But I’ve heard bragging from generations of Remeran dukes and merchant lords over countless games.  From what I understand, the ducal house of Remere has vast reserves of currency stashed away – far more than anyone suspects.  More than the total wealth of the Merwyni dukes.  More than twice the wealth of the Castali dukes.” 
 
    “That explains the Remeran custom of bribing their way out of fights,” I considered.  Indeed, Remere had escaped most of its threats through the application of their rich hospitality and their willingness to pay for their problems to go away.  Everyone from Wenshari warlords and vicious pirates to Castali and Merwyni dukes had enjoyed the decadent splendor of Remeralon, splendid coastline, decadent cities with their many fleshpots and returned home far wealthier . . . and unwilling to upset the bargains struck by Remere.   
 
    “Among other things,” agreed Slagur.  “In many ways, the Remeran duke would shun the throne out of principle and institutional laziness.  Ruling is hard work.  Managing is much easier and more rewarding if one calculates the game based on wealth.” 
 
    “And Remere is wealthiest,” I nodded. 
 
    “The House of Remere owns considerable assets across the Five Duchies through numerous official and unofficial agents,” the God of Games agreed.  “They hold interest in trading houses and merchant ships that far exceed the actual Remeran naval forces.  Indeed, apart from the thin veneer of Narasi law and custom they enjoy, the Remeran Dukes operate largely the same as the old Imperial aristocracy in Remere, before the Conquest.” 
 
    “They are also traditionally more favorable to the magi than the other duchies,” I reminded him, taking the white bishop and setting it to the side of the knight representing Count Camavon.  “The Remeran Censorate was always far more willing to levy fines than slaughter an offending wizard.” 
 
    “Again, by design,” nodded Slagur as he studied the board.  “The Remeran dukes got a cut of those fines every time they were levied.  That bred a certain tolerance of those magi who were willing to risk them.  And it cultivated an unofficial pool of magical resources that the dukes could rely upon while their counterparts repressed them.  Indeed, Rard and Grendine saw your elevation as a potential counter to that,” he revealed.  “They like to talk business over the occasional game of cards.” 
 
    “So does Count Camavon follow suit?” I asked, as I looked thoughtfully at the piece on the board. 
 
    “So much so that he’s admired by the Remeran court, respected by the upper nobility and the merchant houses, and whose reign is being enthusiastically anticipated,” assured Slagur.  “His reputation for a lack of ambition has ensured that he will take the throne.” 
 
    “And Count Andrevar of Merwyn?” I inquired, tapping the knight representing him.    
 
    “A much different story.  He has his uncle and cousins to contend with,” admitted Slagur, as he tapped the black rook.  “But because of marriage he enjoys the favor of the Cormeeran merchant houses, which are second only to Remere in their power.  That is important, but I don’t know if it is enough for him to resist the great power that the Duke of Merwyn can bring to bear in a civil war.” 
 
    “I feared that, when I pushed him into rebelling against his uncle,” I admitted. 
 
    “It was a good move, and his game is not impossible, merely difficult,” Slagur said, as he replaced the piece on the board. “The Merwyni naval fleet is second to none on the seas in both size and power, and Duke Andrastal can conscript hundreds of thousands, at need.  And he has the treasury to hire plenty of mercenaries.  But with the support of Rard and the kingdom, Count Andrevar could – theoretically – withstand a continued conflict for some time.  Perhaps until the current duke passes away and the coronet of Merwyn would be in contention.” 
 
    “A new duke has to be ratified by his brother dukes, by Narasi custom,” I pointed out, starting to see where he was going with this line of reason. 
 
    “And if three of those four dukes were all Castalshari, and supported Count Andrevar instead of Duke Andrastal’s son, that would – theoretically – be sufficient to grant him the coronet.  That doesn’t mean he’d automatically take power, of course, but it would give him additional legitimacy,” Slagur predicted. 
 
    “Which means that all Count Andrevar really has to do is hold on and wait for Andrastal to die,” I nodded.  “We can make him Duke in name on the condition that Merwyn – or, at least, the portions he controls – joins the kingdom.  But that just prolongs a civil war that we don’t really need,” I said, shaking my head. 
 
    “You’re assuming that things will proceed according to the old rules,” Slagur reminded me with a smile.  “Don’t forget, you are now the Preceptor of this game.  You have a chance to make new rules.” 
 
    “I still don’t see it that way,” I admitted.  “I merely agreed to advise and mentor all four of them at the same time.  Oh, I’ll spare a little more time for Tavard, mostly because he’s an idiot who needs remedial help; but I plan on introducing all of them to the other matters of state the future king must contend with.  Korbal,” I said, placing the other rook in front of the king and queen.  “Sheruel,” I said, adding a black pawn in the same region.  “The Nemovorti,” I said, adding a second black pawn, and then a third.  “And the Enshadowed.  No one’s rule is safe with those threats in play.” 
 
    “You are forgetting the Alka Alon,” he pointed out, adding a white pawn to the line.  “And the Vundel.  Both powerful forces that will have an effect on the outcome of the game.  And your own magi,” he said, adding a third white pawn.  “They may well become a challenge to the next king’s rule.” 
 
    “Just so,” I admitted in a murmur.   
 
    “And there will be other forces you cannot even identify at present,” he reminded me.  “Not to mention my chaotic bitch of a sister.”  It took me a few moments to realize who he was speaking of.  Cosmology was never a strong suit of mine. 
 
    “Ifnia?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    “The same,” he sighed, disgustedly.  “One of the advantages of chess is that the only element of chance lies in determining who makes the first move.  That makes it very easy to predict how play will result.  It is orderly.  Most other games have a much stronger portion of random factors that shape the game.  For some, that is the major part of play, like dice or backgammon or many card games.  For others, chance underlies a portion of the play, but winning depends mostly on strategy.  Rushes, for instance.   
 
    “But I warn you, Minalan: one way or another, Ifnia delights in pissing all over the game, if the rules allow,” he said, a sneer crossing his lips.  “Fortune is a bitch.  Don’t be her fool.” 
 
    “You and your sister don’t get along?” I asked, sympathetically.  I had five sisters, myself.   
 
    “More that we are at odds,” he chuckled at the pun.  “She embodies the unpredictability of random factors: chaos.  I embody the rule-based order of games.  Which makes me a decidedly better advisor to a new Preceptor than she,” he added.  “Order and chaos always have an adversarial role to play, as you know from magic and science.  Most games have a balance of the two forces.  But whether you are playing chess or dice, they are both at play in the abstract in just about every game.” 
 
    “So, just what are the rules to this new game?” I asked, gesturing to the remade board between us.  “And how does random chance play a role?” 
 
    “Ah, that is for you, the Preceptor, to determine,” he smiled.  “Consider the mentorship you agreed to as a kind of game.  You are advising each of these young dukes on what the rules of kingship are.  It would be easy enough for you to determine who will win well in advance if you have a mind.  You could quite easily sabotage the play of the heir apparent while promoting your favored candidate,” he offered. 
 
    “But would that be fair?” I asked, frowning.   
 
    “It is certainly what Grendine will expect of you,” he considered.  “I hazard that she is already starting to regret her bargain.  But by making it, she kept you from becoming a rebellious noble willing and capable of taking the throne by force – which she considers a tactical victory, I’d wager.  It is clear that you have the military power and magical capabilities to do so, even if you lack the inclination” Slagur reminded me.  “Darkfaller has proven that to her.   
 
    “Rard, I think, is counting on his faith and experience with you to be fair – or at least a little less unfair – to Tavard.  You have had multiple opportunities to undermine his rule, and at every chance you chose to support the kingdom instead of betraying it.  All without infiltrating the royal court and indulging in intrigues.  He considers you an honest man, even after your brush with madness became apparent. 
 
    “So the question remains . . . do you want the game to be fair?” Slagur challenged.  “Or do you want to determine the winner beforehand?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be cheating?” I answered, amused. 
 
    “If you are the Preceptor, then you set the terms and conditions for victory,” he reminded me, tapping the bishop in the center of the board.  “Rard and Grendine think they are playing a kind of chess, remember?  Not this new game you have begun.  They are only barely aware of that.  And they are distracted by their difficult position: their son is unfit to rule and requires tremendous aid to become fit.  The only effective solution they have discovered is to make an alliance with a rising power who is nominally loyal to their goals but remains indispensable to the success of their rule.  They cannot kill you or remove you from power without destroying their own and incurring some risk in doing so.  While they don’t like it they have accepted it.   
 
    “But if you want to be fair,” Slagur reasoned, “that would be entirely up to you, now.  They may have made a smart play, but by changing the rules you have opened up a subtle and possibly decisive opportunity . . . depending upon what you want to do with it.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t want their bloody throne, and I told them as much.  I just want someone wise enough to run the kingdom to sit on it.  And I don’t particularly like Prince Tavard,” I admitted.   
 
    “But could you make him into a monarch you could stand?” Slagur challenged.  “I counsel honesty, here, Minalan,” he added.  “As much as you favor Anguin, I think you know his rise would involve other difficulties for you and your goals.  The others might be better rulers than Tavard, but they seem more valuably placed where they are, not on the throne.  Is it within your power to re-educate Tavard, even if you dislike him?” 
 
    I heaved a great sigh.  I’m not fond of questions that take a great deal of introspection and self-assessment.  And might have an embarrassing answer. 
 
    “I take your point.  Anguin has his hands full with the restoration of Alshar.  Indeed, he serves as a good counterpoint to the power of the throne.  Count Andrevar has his work cut out for him in Merwyn.  And I think that Count Camavon would lack the political will to rule a kingdom that needs him to be strong.  But the parties would be . . . magnificent,” I said with a chuckle.   “Perhaps being fair to Tavard would be the wisest course of action.  But can I do it?  I have the power to move time and space, but I don’t know if I can forge that boy’s head to fit a crown,” I admitted. 
 
    “Well, if you knew how the game would end, it wouldn’t be much fun, would it?” suggested Slagur with an indulgent smile.  “That, too, is the role of the Preceptor.  To ensure that the play is entertaining.  Competition has a way of bringing out the best of our capabilities.  But if you handicap one piece at the expense of another, you lose the benefits of honest competition.” 
 
    “How would you advise that I proceed, then?  If the goal of the game is to ensure the best possible replacement for Rard when he dies, what rules do I judge that by?” 
 
    “That’s your business, Minalan,” he said, gently.  “I can only advise you on the process.  But as you undertake this mentoring, consider that you are giving these men precepts of kingship: statesmanship, warfare, economics, politics, the entire stinking bag that is the prize of this contest.  You are telling them the rules of the game and then judging them on how well they learn and apply them.” 
 
    “While I am playing my own power game with them, according to rules I set, on a board of my creation,” I agreed, nodding and stroking my beard. 
 
    “If you wish it to be a fair competition, then they will demonstrate their mastery of those precepts over the course of play to your judgment.  Tavard may excel despite his antipathy, for instance.  Or Camavon could show an adeptness for warfare he has never been in a position to explore.  Or Tavard, Anguin and Camavon could all die in a mysterious boating accident and leave the game to Andrevar.  Who wins?” the god of games asked with a shrug.  “That is why we play the game.  To find out.” 
 
    I nodded, appreciating the idea more and more as I considered it.    From Slagur’s perspective, this was an opportunity to reduce the abstractions of the situation to a simple and symbolic representation.  I wasn’t specifically in charge of who might eventually come to rule, of course, but I was coming to understand just how much influence I might have in that outcome.   
 
    “I don’t think these pieces are quite adequate for this particular game,” I decided, staring at the hashed-up placement before me. 
 
    “Then design your own,” suggested Slagur.  “That’s your role, as Preceptor.  As well as designing the board.  But it’s not as easy as it sounds,” he warned, his expression changing.  “Every new game, no matter how simple the rules, has unintended consequences as it is played.” 
 
    “Even life is an unexpected result of the basic physical laws of the universe,” I agreed, recalling the ancient memories of Aza-Methet.  “Some consider it a violation of the rules.” 
 
    “That’s a bit of a morbid take on the subject, but I cannot argue the point,” Slagur conceded.  “When do you plan to begin the game?” 
 
    “When I meet with my staff for the after-battle assessment,” I decided.  “Tavard was one of the commanders.  As Marshal Arcane, I should be able to persuade him to show up and report.  I’ll take some time to . . . get to know him a little better,” I said, a growl coming to my voice.   
 
    “And thus begin establishing your role as Preceptor,” Slagur nodded.  “Do you have time for a quick game?” he asked, gesturing around the room.  “Something a little more established?” 
 
    I heard the temple bells in the distance and sighed.  “No, I have to go meet with the castle’s chaplain.  And it’s never a good idea to keep a nun waiting.  They start praying, and the next thing you know . . .” 
 
    “Oh, you don’t have to tell me about that,” the god said sourly.  “I get invoked over the silliest of reasons, sometimes.  But . . . well, it does keep the game interesting,” he admitted. 
 
    


  
 
    

  

 
   
    
  
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Politics and Perspectives 
 
      
 
    For all of the historical evidence to the contrary, the Archmagi never glorified their rule in the context of the Empire as a whole.  They did not take the title of emperor, nor did they establish a firm hereditary secession to the throne.  They emphasized their wisdom and insight, not their power and authority.  This was designed to avoid vainglorious politics and military entanglements that could harm the Empire.  Of course, it failed in its objective.  Politics ruins every pure intention of the ruler. 
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
    I didn’t mention the unexpected royal visit and the subsequent bargain to Sire Cei or the other staff I met with the rest of the evening – not because I didn’t trust them, but because I was still trying to figure out all of the implications of the deal.  Technically, it was a political appointment, but I understood the discretion required by Rard and Grendine.  One small advantage of having a bunch of somebody else’s memories in my head was having a variety of perspectives on such matters.  Prince Maralathus understood implicitly just how delicate that sort of thing could be in a cutthroat political environment.  Saram knew the historical importance of such alliances, and how they could go horribly wrong for the parties involved. 
 
    But I did share the news with a few of my people – my senior military staff and Pentandra.  I spent a few hours in mind-to-mind communication that evening before I went to bed.   
 
    Pentandra, of course, provided the best insight for the development.  She was highly placed in the Garden Society, the new Alshari intelligence service run by Duchess Rardine, and she received a lot of reports from the growing network of sources the Society was cultivating.  Some of these, I knew, were taken from the Family – the kingdom’s unofficial spy network, run by the queen – and were quietly reporting to Rardine on important figures in the royal court and their associates.  Pentandra put their request into context for me, late that night. 
 
    You have to understand that Rard has been on the throne for almost a decade, she reminded me, as I sipped one last glass of wine on my balcony and watched the winter night sky.  The stars shone brightly in the cold.  He had a lot of political credit back then, thanks to the way he ran the Farisian Campaign.  Enough to coerce Alshar and convince Remere to attempt to form a union.  And those first few years were filled with popular reforms as he used his nascent power. 
 
    But it has been almost a decade, I replied.  The color is fading from the Yellow Rose. 
 
    It’s starting to, she affirmed.  Rard has had some serious setbacks, of late, and it’s starting to reflect on his reign.  The war in the west hasn’t ended, his capitals have been attacked repeatedly, and now he has a foe in the center of the realm – all the while maritime trade has fallen off dramatically.  He’s shuffled around the senior nobility, reformed the kingdom’s bureaucracy, reduced the number of petty wars, and put down Vichetral, the only serious rebellion to his rule. 
 
    Hey!  Anguin put down Vichetral! I objected. 
 
    Actually, it was Gatina and me, but I won’t quibble, she said, dryly.  Rard is the king, he gets the credit from anyone who actually doesn’t know the truth.  That’s just the way politics works.  But then he also gets the blame for the loss of Farise and the subsequent commercial blockade.  And the skirmish with Merwyn.  And the Day of the Dragons.  And the dragon attacks on Vorone, Sevendor and Castabriel.  He can push blame of some of that on Tavard, quietly, but it is still his reign, and he is being judged by how he responds to these crises. 
 
    Judged by who? I demanded, quite reasonably.   
 
    The senior nobles, Pentandra answered without hesitation.  The royal court and the three ducal courts.  The Curia of Counts.  The barons, the minor nobility, even the petty nobility.  The urban artisan class.  The merchants.  The great Remeran trading houses that were founded four centuries ago or more.  The artisanal guilds.  The clergy.  The magi. The other professional classes.  And plenty of well-informed commoners who pay attention to what their betters are up to, she pronounced.  You need to understand, Min, Rard has a lot of power, according to the Treaty of Union, but everyone else who has the slightest bit of power has an opinion on how he’s ruling.  He started out boldly enough, but now he’s looking old and doesn’t seem up to the challenge. 
 
    Well, he can always blame Tavard more for his problems, I pointed out. 
 
    That doesn’t help anything, Pentandra groaned.  In fact, it makes things worse.  Who has had more influence on Tavard than Rard?  He’s been groomed to be the Duke of Castal since he was born, she reminded me.  He’s had the benefit of the finest education Castal can provide.  He might have been all right if the gurvani hadn’t invaded and he wasn’t expected to be anything but the next duke.  Castal has suffered worse. 
 
    But for the last dozen years, he’s also been cultivated as the next sovereign monarch of three of the Five Duchies, and in that capacity he’s been . . . disappointing, she declared.  He’s fouled up every opportunity for glory he’s had.  He’s been foolish with his spending and squandered Castal’s resources without having much to show for it.  And the prospect of him being the one to set policy and determine the senior court has a lot of people worried. 
 
    Which is why Rard and Grendine came to me, I concluded.  In hopes that I can rescue Tavard from his own folly.  I knew the moment I said it that it was the wrong answer. 
 
    No, you idiot! Pentandra fumed into my mind, they came to you so that if Tavard really takes a high dive into the chamber pot they can blame you and the magi for his error!  And it’s not a bad plan, she admitted.  Half of the power brokers have an unfavorable opinion of our recent and sudden rise.  The rest are still skeptical but open to the benefits of magic.  But few are happy with it.  If it becomes known that you’re his new advisor, then Rard and Grendine can blame you for his actions, she pronounced, authoritatively. 
 
    I sighed.  She did have a point.  The political risks to this were real.  Tavard didn’t have a terribly strong character to begin with, and as for me – well, I was mad.  Worse, my entire perspective on the universe had changed dramatically since I’d first met the man . . . while his, if anything, had slipped back a few centuries to the Narasi golden age of wizard-hating chivalry.  I hadn’t really considered the political implications involved. 
 
    That’s why I talk to Penny.  She had a way of pointing out my blind spots and weaknesses.  Ex-girlfriends are good for that. 
 
    But I wasn’t considering withdrawing from the deal. 
 
    Then I suppose I shouldn’t really let things go wrong, then, should I? I asked, sarcastically.  Ex-boyfriends are good for that.   
 
    That’s probably beyond your control.  I don’t entirely understand why you agreed to the deal, Minalan, she confessed.  Should I blame this on the voices in your head? 
 
    No, this is all me, I assured her.  The voices have been thankfully quiet lately.  The Handmaiden does good work.  As to why I did it . . . well, I’m not looking forward to it.  Not in the slightest.  But I can see the wisdom in it.  If I can’t influence the young idiot, who will?   
 
    Well, Grendine has already removed at least two influences from the Castali ducal court who were giving Tavard poor counsel, Pentandra admitted.  She tracked both back to their handlers.  They both had some connection to Nemovorti.  I suppose you’re a better advisor than they are.  But the political risk . . .  
 
    There would be a political risk from not doing it, too, I reminded her.  It was a sincere request, in my estimation.  To refuse it outright would alienate the crown at a point where the kingdom needs stability.  Look, I’m not happy about this, but I don’t see where I had any good choices.  But I was careful not to guarantee results, I added.  I’ll talk to the boy, but I can’t make him listen. 
 
    He’s no boy, any longer, Pentandra pointed out.  He’s grown, he’s married, and he’s a father.  He’s had the benefit of a fine education.  And he’s set his mind to be the finest example of the Narasi chivalric ideal of leadership, she said, with a trace of Imperial disdain creeping into her mental voice.  The Narasi have never had a high opinion of the magi. 
 
    Then now is the time to change that, I said, boldly.  I take your point – the association in the Narasi mind of magic and the Imperial civilization is far outdated.  This is an opportunity for me to establish a new way for the Narasi to think about us.  Instead of seeing us as a bunch of swarthy, scheming wizards whose arrogance and intellect insult Narasi cultural ideals, I hope that I can present us as wise, benevolent counselors who encourage those ideals. 
 
    Narasi ideals? Pentandra scoffed.   
 
    They’re not that dissimilar to Imperial ideals, I argued.  They may elevate the warrior caste above their real importance, but beyond that, they have the same general perspective on things like murder, theft, marriage, and inheritance.  Their legal systems aren’t incompatible.  They just see their laws as divinely inspired, not developed over centuries by the rule of wizards.  Seeing as I hobnob with the divine more regularly than most, I think I can establish a new paradigm that can help bridge that cultural gap.  In fact, Slagur visited me this morning, just after Rard and Grendine left. 
 
    That’s . . . interesting, she said, intrigued.  What did the God of Games have to say? 
 
    He was surprisingly encouraging, I revealed.  He suggested I see the entire matter in terms of a game.  Of course.  But he did make some compelling arguments about competition and fairness and the nature of randomness.  And the importance of setting ground rules. 
 
    Well, at least it wasn’t Ishi, Pentandra admitted.  That might have gotten . . . more interesting than I think you’re willing to entertain. 
 
    I’ll take divine guidance where I get it, I argued.  The point is, Slagur’s encouragement suggested that I have an opportunity to rewrite the rules.  And to use the exercise to evaluate just who should be really leading us.  It was intriguing.  The Narasi are the majority of society in the Five Duchies, no matter how much you don’t like it.  A framework to establish the best leader amongst the possible candidates seems a prudent method. 
 
    Only because your people breed like rabbits, Pentandra sneered. 
 
    Says the mother of triplets, I riposted.   
 
    Fair point, Pentandra conceded.  But I credit my barbarian husband’s virality and Trygg’s holy grace for that.  Special circumstances, she argued.  But to rely on a homey cultural stereotype . . .  
 
    Narasi culture respects the role of the wise tutor, I argued.   Up to now, that’s been largely the role of the aging chivalric veteran, men like Marcadine and Salgo and Sire Cei.  I have a chance to put a pointy hat in the equation.  If Tavard – or his competitors – are known to prosper because they had a wizard whispering in their ear, that could be compelling.   The Narasi do respect wisdom, you know, I pointed out.  I may have sounded a little defensive about it.   
 
    The wise old man? she asked skeptically.  Isn’t that a little trite? 
 
    I’m not that old, I said, decidedly defensive.  And I’m not that wise.  But Tavard doesn’t need to know that, I reasoned.  Nor do the hundreds of thousands of peasants and artisans who hear the story.  Believe me, Pentandra, this is an opportunity to re-create the mythos of all the kingdom, I persuaded.   
 
    Your talent for rationalization knows no bounds, she replied, dryly.  Really, Minalan!  You’re trying to call this chamber pot of misfortune a kettle of stew, and it’s a little sad to watch.  I have to wonder about your sanity. 
 
    You know I’m insane, I dismissed.  In this case, I might be hopelessly naïve, too, but I think I have a chance to change something important, I reasoned.  I feel obligated to try. 
 
    You have a chance to imperil everything we’ve worked for, she countered.  I could hear the skepticism in her voice.  Tavard is a lost cause, she argued.  Blame Grendine, blame his native arrogance, blame his little wee-wee if you want, but no amount of wise counsel will rescue that boy from his own ignorance! 
 
    He’s not a boy, anymore, I reminded her softly.  He is a father.  On that, if nothing else, I can appeal to him. 
 
    Parenthood does nothing to convey wisdom.  Or make someone change who they are! Pentandra fumed.  
 
    Says the sex mage who’s now a doting mother pathologically faithful to her husband, I pointed out, wryly.  When I met you, you were ready to stage a rebellion against the hide-bound sensibilities of the magi, and of society in general, I reminded her.  Now you’re a senior court official with a family and a healthy litter of little girls that is destined to cause you no end of turmoil and heartache.  Tavard is a father, and on that basis alone I can appeal to him.  Some things are universal, I declared. 
 
    Like treachery, resentment and vindictiveness, Pentandra agreed, coolly.  Look, Minalan, I cannot stop you from doing this.  Hells, you’ve made several compelling arguments – which, incidentally, undermines the idea that you’re crazy, she pointed out.   
 
    I never promoted that idea, I said, defensively.  Even if I might enjoy the reputation for unexpected fits of brilliance, I admitted.   
 
    And potentially catastrophic results, Pentandra added. 
 
    I’m delighted to hear that I have some potential, then, I riposted.  I know this is probably a poor idea.  I can foresee all sorts of ways it goes horribly awry.  But to have this opportunity to do some good and . . . turn it down?  It’s not in my nature, Pen, I won’t let myself be the reason that everything goes into the chamberpot.  And if it does, it won’t be because I didn’t do everything I could. 
 
    Gods, I hate it when you get to feeling noble, Pentandra complained.  It’s a short journey from there to sanctimonious. 
 
    You wouldn’t be noble if it wasn’t for me, I reminded her, smugly. 
 
    Oh, shut up, Min, Pentandra said, tiredly.  You’re going to do this whether I want you to or not.  That much is clear.  Just be prepared for a righteous round of recriminations when it does go wrong.  You owe me that. 
 
    Yes, I thought, upon reflection after she ended the spell, I probably did. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I’m . . . I’m going to be working more closely with Prince Tavard,” I revealed to Alya over dinner the next night.  I’d had the entire day to think about the matter, and while it may seem unusual to confer with Pentandra first, I had wanted to see her reaction before I risked Alya’s ire.   
 
    She was surprised, looking up at me sharply, her spoon midway to her mouth.  It was a delicious creamed squash soup with peppers and spices, a Tal Alon recipe, I was starting to learn.  There was an army of them at work all day, every day, in the new castle’s vast kitchens.   
 
    “Are you certain that’s a good idea?” she asked, with a tilt of her chin.   
 
    “No, not at all,” I admitted, as I ate.  “But Rard and Grendine asked me, personally.  I agreed on the condition that I also work with the other dukes as well.” 
 
    She ate several more spoonfuls before she finally replied.  “That’s a lot of politics,” she warned, philosophically.  “I hate politics,” she reminded me. 
 
    “Any sane person does,” I quipped.  “That’s a good sign of your recovery.” 
 
    “This is a lot of politics for you,” she pointed out.  “Considering everything else you are contending with, this seems . . . like a burden you don’t need.” 
 
    “That’s the problem – I might not need it, but it needs to be borne,” I sighed.  “Their Majesties came to me.  It’s not the sort of thing you refuse lightly, or without good cause.” 
 
    “The man blames you for the death of his son and tried to exile you for three years,” she reminded me, a little shrilly.  “He bears you a grudge.  And I’m starting to bear him one.” 
 
    “This is a chance to make amends of the relationship,” I proposed.  “He’s been poisoned on the idea since birth that magi are corrupt, conniving tricksters that cannot be trusted.  If he sees that we are not, and that we have the best interests of the Kingdom at heart, perhaps that will change his mind.” 
 
    She looked skeptical, as she finished the last of her soup and took a strong swallow of wine.  “I think you overestimate his abilities, Min.  He hates you.” 
 
    “He resents me, and feels I have made a fool of him in the eyes of his court,” I conceded. 
 
    “He hates you,” she repeated, more forcefully.  “The only reason I don’t strongly object to the idea is that I want to keep an eye on him.  But I don’t think it’s a good idea to let someone who hates you that much too close.  Be careful, Min,” she pleaded. 
 
    “I will,” I assured my wife.  “As careful as I can.” 
 
    “It’s not you so much that I’m worried about as . . . the other ones,” she said, anxiously.  While she had grown used to the idea that I had other people’s memories in my head, she was still not comfortable with it.  She said it was like talking to a stranger sometimes.  “What if one of them pops out?” 
 
    I sighed.  “I cannot discount that possibility,” I admitted.  “But credit me with enough self-awareness to know when I should avoid society.  I won’t let the monster out again,” I pledged. 
 
    She snorted in that delightfully girlish way that I adore about her.  “It’s not the monster, alone, I am concerned with.  The others aren’t as mad, but they are each quite dangerous in their way, I think.  The Historian might bore him to death.  Or that other one, the Complainer?  He might just send you into exile again over that one, if he says the wrong thing.  And he always says the wrong thing.  Especially to me.” 
 
    “I am getting much better at managing them,” I said, defensively, as Laresk served us each half of a small roasted duck with gravy served over potatoes.  It smelled as delicious as the soup.  “The Handmaiden has really helped.  I haven’t had any serious problems since . . . well, since that one time,” I finished, weakly. 
 
    “That one time?” Alya asked, her eyes widening.  “You mean the time when three goddesses couldn’t dissuade you and I had to send your best friends in to subdue you?” 
 
    “Well . . . yes, that’s the one,” I agreed with a sigh.  “Since then, Lilastien has had me under the Handmaiden’s care every night.  That helps.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” she murmured, studying me carefully as she picked up her knife.  “That was weeks ago, and they have been rather quiet.  But you never know when one of them will creep out from behind your eyes and wreak havoc on the rest of us.  It makes you unpredictable, and as exciting as that can be, I would just as soon avoid it.” 
 
    “I will do my best,” I promised.  “I’ve gotten used to them, I suppose, and it’s a little easier to keep their memories from overwhelming me.  I think they’re settling down,” I said, encouragingly.  The first bite of duck breast melted in my mouth, the gravy providing a tantalizing array of flavors.  I had to pause a moment and savor it. 
 
    Alya was about to say something herself when the undeniably delicious nature of our supper distracted both of our attention.  
 
    “Trygg’s grace, this is good!” she finally managed, her eyes wide.  “Do we have a new cook?”  She looked to Laresk, who was pouring us more wine.  I had tried to train him for service a bit since he was still very early in his knowledge of magic and therefore far less useful than my other apprentices.  But I hoped that this training would help refine him a bit, considering the rarified circles he would come to haunt in the future.  The lad looked up in surprise.   
 
    “My lady?  Many,” he answered.  “Sire Cei was most selective in hiring staff for the new castle.  He lured away one of Mayor Banamor’s cooks from the Alembic.  It is said that the Mayor and the Dragonslayer had words over it, but Sire Cei prevailed, ultimately.” 
 
    “Whoever he is, he’s good,” I assured, with a smile.  “Please send him my compliments.  Now, if you think I can control myself, I’ll think I can do some good with Tavard,” I said, trying to change the subject.  The problem with everyone knowing that you’re mad is that they don’t believe you when you say you can control your madness.  “If I can include the other dukes in the discussion, then that will provide a way to inform the senior leadership of the kingdom of the things that they must know if they ever sit upon the throne themselves.  And it lets them all know what challenges we face.  It saves time,” I reasoned.  
 
    “It does . . . but it will also put them at competition for each other,” she pointed out as she hungrily devoured the duck.  Alya always had a healthy appetite when she was pregnant, and our next child was already quite prominently visible beneath her gown.   
 
    “That’s an advantage, not a disadvantage,” I countered.  “They’re all related to each other, if you go back a few generations.  You expect some competition within the family.  And it will give me a chance to evaluate which one has better leadership, better understanding and better sense than the others.” 
 
    “See?” she accused, waving her knife around with a sliver of duck on it, “you are playing politics!” 
 
    “I’m playing a game that may have a political effect,” I countered.  “It’s an important game, but I have no say in who ascends the throne, ultimately.  That’s a matter of succession that the Royal Court can decide.” 
 
    “Min, we’re in the bloody royal court!” she reminded me, her nostrils starting to flare.  “You’re going to have a lot of influence over whether they back Tavard or rebel against him when Rard dies.  That puts you squarely in the center of that mess!” 
 
    “More like I’m standing off to the side, offering wise counsel and saying a bunch of ambiguous mystical crap,” I shrugged.  “If I’m any more involved than that, then I look compromised.” 
 
    “You are compromised!” she insisted.  “You want Anguin and Rardine on that throne, not Tavard and his idiot wife!” 
 
    “I want someone competent on the throne,” I argued.  “If I have a chance to make Tavard competent, I should take it.  Anguin and the others are merely convenient replacements if he screws things up.  And I’m not even certain if Anguin would be the best choice to replace Tavard, should the worst happen.” 
 
    “You don’t?  I thought you liked Anguin?” she asked, confused.  “I do, at least!” 
 
    “I do like Anguin,” I assured her, as I spooned up some of the potatoes.  They were even better than the duck.  I hadn’t thought that was possible, but they had been fried crisp, and the gravy that had dripped down was like gold on the tongue.  “That doesn’t mean he will make the best monarch.  Better than Tavard?  Perhaps.  Quite possibly.  But it’s just as possible that one of the others will prove more adept at kingship.  That’s why I’m seeing this as a game,” I said, not mentioning that Slagur had encouraged me to do so.  “To find out which one actually does have the talent for ruling.” 
 
    “Just be careful, Min,” she said, shaking her head.  “Dear gods, have you tried the potatoes?” she asked as if it was the most serious matter at hand.  “Have you?  You must try them!” she said, as she devoured her portion.  She finished and concealed a satisfied belch behind her hand.  “I cannot possibly eat another bite,” she insisted, patting her round tummy.   
 
    “Not even strawberries and cream, my lady?” Laresk asked, disappointed.   
 
    “Strawberries?” she asked, surprised and confused  -- and suddenly interested.  “It’s the middle of winter!  There won’t be strawberries ready for months!” 
 
    “They are ready in Enultramar, my lady,” Laresk assured her.  “Large ones, too, the size of a hen’s egg.  They were picked there yesterday, sent through the portal, and sold at market this morning.  The cook thought you might like them.” 
 
    “Strawberries!” she said with reverence, shaking her head in wonder.  “I forget, sometimes, what magic can do even though I’m surrounded by it.  Yes, by all means, bring them!” 
 
    “See, Laresk?  You can slay dragons, perform wonders, and nearly bring the world to ruin with your powers, but if you really want to impress a girl, bring her fresh strawberries in the midst of winter,” I chuckled as he went to the serving board.   
 
    That was one advantage of having your nephew as an apprentice – there is already a sense of familiarity and even familial intimacy in your relationship due to knowing him as he grew up.  Laresk hadn’t been particularly noteworthy compared to my other nieces and nephews when he was a child, but the many hours spent with him at family functions provided a casual basis for our relationship that it took years, sometimes, to build with my other apprentices.   
 
    Of course, as I would learn, there were disadvantages to that level of familiarity as well. 
 
    “These look . . . magnificent!” Alya smiled as he placed the elegant-looking dish in front of her.  They were, indeed, as large as hen’s eggs, and thoroughly covered in cream, with a sprinkling of sugar over the top that sparkled in the magelight.  I didn’t think my pregnant wife could get more excited, even by me. 
 
    But then she looked up at me suddenly with a pleading expression.   
 
    “Min, could you . . . could you do that spell?” she asked, her voice a reverent whisper.  I noted Laresk’s eyes go a little wide, no doubt as he wondered what the Spellmonger’s vast arcane power could do to a bowl of strawberries. 
 
    “Of course, my wife,” I sighed and smiled.  I drew the tiniest bit of power from the Magolith and cast the spell in two blinks of an eye.  Suddenly, the fruit was frozen solid, as was the sweetened cream it lay in.  She attacked it at once with her spoon, and the contented look on her face was delightful. 
 
    “A little trick I picked up on our honeymoon when she was pregnant with your cousin Minalyan,” I revealed to my nephew.  “Lady Alya doesn’t particularly like cooked fruit.  So I chilled it.  It’s been one of her favorites ever since, even with fresh fruit.” 
 
    “It’s bloody amazing,” Alya insisted, shaking her head in wonder.  “That’s some magic worth doing!” 
 
    “So it seems, my lady,” my new apprentice said, diplomatically, as his aunt devoured the entire bowl nearly before his sentence was finished.  “That seems like something I should learn.” 
 
    “You will, Laresk, and it’s not a hard spell,” I promised him.  “Indeed, it’s a simple state change, pulling the heat from an object or an area with a designated field, and pushing the excess power into the Magosphere,” I explained.  “Elementary elemental magic.  Speaking of which, how are you coming along on your first staves of runes?” I asked, remembering I was the lad’s teacher as well as his uncle.  He had been taking lessons with some of the other magi in the castle while I was preoccupied with matters of state and war, but it was important that I ensure he was keeping pace with his studies. 
 
    “Fairly well, but I need to work on it,” he said, swallowing guiltily.  “Honestly, it’s easier than learning how to read, I think, it just takes more concentration.” 
 
    “Oh, this is the easy stage,” Alya assured him as she wiped her lips with a napkin.  “The next few months will be much harder as you get to the third and fourth staves and start learning about arcane octaves of power.”  Laresk looked surprised she knew about such things.  “I’ve been with your uncle through four apprentices, now,” she reminded him.  “They all started complaining loudly about the third or fourth staff.  And when they get to the types of magical geometry they need to learn, they really start to howl.” 
 
    “He’s as intelligent as any of them,” I defended.  “If they got through it, Laresk can get through it.  And he will.  Even if he has to spend all night staying up and reading by magelight.  So you are dismissed for the evening,” I instructed.  “Have the maid clear away the dishes, and I will see you in the morning.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master,” he said, giving both Alya and me a short bow.  He gave a longing glance at the serving table before he left, and I dare say a handful of strawberries disappeared as he passed by. 
 
    “I’m glad you took him on as an apprentice,” Alya decided when the boy was out of earshot.  “I’ve always liked him.  He played well with Almina when they were children.  And he is smart.” 
 
    “It will be an interesting experience,” I agreed, finishing my wine.  “He’s still a little wonderstruck by it all, I think.  But he’ll get the hang of it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    The Shield of Truth 
 
      
 
    The Archmagi had many faults, but self-deception was not one of them.  From the records we have of their actions, it is clear that only in a very few cases did one of them persist in a mistaken belief if adequate evidence was provided.  Some credit the Privy Council with that, while others claim that it was the Staff of the Archmage that kept the succession of rulers from making mistakes based on their self-delusions.  That did not necessarily improve the quality of their rule, perhaps, but it did keep them honest about the mistakes they were making. 
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
    There was no more clear difference between how the magi make war from the chivalry than how we contended with the results of our efforts. 
 
    Knights, as a rule, gather in a group with a large amount of spirits or wine and explain their individual role in the battle, recounting their prowess against a dauntless foe and extolling their own militant virtues on the battlefield.  If things get rowdy enough, there might be a ballad commissioned or a quest or pilgrimage planned to commemorate a fallen comrade or a particularly brave cavalry charge.  Then everyone sobers up the next day, goes home and prepares for their next term of service feeling very good about themselves. 
 
    Warmagi, however, are more practical in how they review a battle.  I venture that this is due to our knowledge of spellwork, and the standard procedures for casting spells and determining their success.   
 
    A good wizard doesn’t stand around reflecting on how godsdamn powerful he is after he’s cast a successful spell.  He wants to know precisely how well his result matched his intentions, with the goal of being able to reproduce the effect in the future.  Warmagi, by extension, don’t just brag about what badasses they were (though there is no shortage of that posturing) they dissect how the battle went, where it went well and – more importantly – where their efforts failed.   
 
    Knights want to gloss over their failures to aggrandize their glory.  Warmagi wanted to revel in them to correct and improve them. 
 
    It had, therefore, become standard practice to gather after a battle, often informally, and review events with a critical eye among your peers.  Then you could get drunk and boast of your accomplishments.  This process had become a bit more formalized after the Farisian Campaign, as warmagi fought in concert in large numbers for the first time since the Conquest, and I had made certain that my various armies had almost institutionalized the practice.  My ancient memories of wars fought long ago on different worlds confirmed that this was a better course of action, for obvious reasons.  But you can’t usually get that through a knight’s thick skull without effort. 
 
    Thankfully, Rard’s dictate to his son found him willing, at least, to attend the meeting, though I’m certain he expected far more drinking and boasting than was offered. 
 
    I had set the meeting at the castle Terleman had chosen as his headquarters, outside of Barrowbell.  It already had the requisite maps and records of the battle, after all, and Tavard knew how to get there.  The sky was filled with patrolling giant hawks, too, as the new Mewstower was relatively nearby.  No need for any surprises at such a rank-heavy meeting.  There were knights and men-at-arms patrolling, with a few companies encamped inside the wide bailey. 
 
    I met Tavard personally in the courtyard of the castle, wearing a martial-looking robe under my dragonscale breastplate.  I wasn’t expecting attack, but the battered and hacked piece of hide was visibly impressive, and I wanted to remind Tavard of why we were here: we were liberating his bloody castle. 
 
    “Your Highness,” I said, bowing from my neck as his grooms aided him in dismounting.  “Thank you for joining us.” 
 
    “I hardly had a choice,” he grumbled, as he slid out of his saddle.  “Father was insistent I attend.  Part of some new tutoring he told me he wanted me to have.”  He did not sound enthusiastic about the idea, but seemed resigned to it.   
 
    “I think you will find it instructive,” I suggested.  “We took some serious losses during the campaign.  It is best we understand why, and seek to counter them in the future.” 
 
    “That is reasonable,” he admitted, grudgingly.   
 
    “If we wish to prevail and retake your castle, yes, my liege,” I agreed as we began walking toward the central keep, our various retainers trailing behind us.  “As you saw, we are presented with a far different foe than we thought, at first.” 
 
    “That demands greater valor on the part of our men,” he complained, scowling. There were a few low grunts of agreement from the knights who were escorting him.   
 
    “We had no shortage of valor, Tavard,” I corrected.  “We had a shortage of competency and intelligence.  We would have lost the battle, had the magi not arrived in timely force.  Even then we were hard pressed and we lost far too many on the field.  What it demands is a careful reckoning with ourselves about our forces and their use.  To do any less dishonors the memories of the fallen.” 
 
    “If only I’d had more men—” he began, angrily. 
 
    I stopped, suddenly, and turned to those who followed behind us.  “Bide a moment, gentlemen,” I called in a friendly voice.  “I must need take words with our prince in private.”  Instead of leading him away to some cozy gallery, however, I cast a quick sphere of force around us that eliminated all transmission of sound.  Then I turned back to Prince Tavard. 
 
    “Let us establish a few rules right now, Tavard,” I said, evenly, as I surveyed the angry young man.  “I think it will be helpful for you to understand some things.  You did not lose the battle because you had too few men of too shallow valor to stand against the foe.  You lost the battle because you were fighting the wrong kind of war against an enemy whose capacities you did not understand.  And you nearly got ten thousand men slaughtered because of it,” I reminded him.   
 
    “That was not my fault!” he protested, angrily. 
 
    “That’s debatable,” I conceded, skeptically.  “But even a casual look at how your army was formed, armed, supplied and commanded shows its deficiencies.” 
 
    “It was led by men of the highest honor,” he said, taking offence at the least of his worries.   
 
    “It was led by hereditary cavalry who are used to cowering peasants, not ruthless arachnids and genocidal goblins,” I countered.  “They got their men killed pointlessly and failed at achieving any of your objectives.  You don’t want to admit that.  You want to think of them as brave and heroic examples of the chivalric ideal, instead of incompetent commanders who failed you and your people when it really mattered.  Thousands died as a result. 
 
    “And that’s where we will begin: you must be willing to face the realities of the situation if you are to have any faint hope of learning anything from the experience,” I lectured.  “If you are willing to lie to yourself then every decision you make as a commander or a king is built on that lie.  Truth is your shield,” I suggested.  “Cast it away at your peril.” 
 
    “So how is reveling in my defeat going to bring those fallen men back to life?” he taunted, guiltily.   
 
    “Because it will make you a better warrior,” I proposed, patiently.  “And you must be a warrior to be a good king.  War is too expensive and too disruptive for a king to enter into lightly.  When he does so, he had better be certain he can win.  His crown depends upon it – as does his head,” I added, darkly. 
 
    “You threaten—” he began angrily. 
 
    “I advise, Tavard,” I corrected, sharply.  “You need to understand these things, whether you want to or not.  Your father certainly does.  He went to Farise with five times the forces he was told he needed and still barely won.  He overturned four centuries of custom and law to field the warmagi against the gurvani.  And he avoided a war with Merwyn he could not afford and could not win,” I reminded him.  “I could give you countless other examples of other warrior princes who conducted themselves with that knowledge.  I can name countless more who failed to and lost their crowns and lives as a result.  A good king must understand the nature of war and be able to practice it well, or he won’t be king for long.” 
 
    Tavard scowled, but he did seem to be listening to me.  “Still, to use this as an opportunity to shame me in front of my officers—” 
 
    “Firstly, they are my officers, not yours,” I pointed out.  “I am the Marshal Arcane.  I was in charge of the battle.  If anything, all criticism of everyone in this battle is a reflection on me.  And secondly, the point is not to shame you or your men, but to examine how their efforts can be improved upon.  Truthfully.  Without regret and without equivocation.  This is absolutely essential if we are to prevail in our efforts to sack Darkfaller in a few weeks.” 
 
    While his nostrils flared, the prince seemed mollified.  “I look forward to hearing your thoughts, Marshal,” he said, unconvincingly. 
 
    “Not just my thoughts, but those of my staff.  My expert staff.  The same ones who have consistently beaten your chosen knights in every conflict they’ve undertaken.” 
 
    “They used trickery and deception!” he accused. 
 
    “And that’s how they won,” I agreed.  “Trickery and deception are fundamental principles of war.  And war, as you have been taught it, has irrevocably changed,” I informed him, as patiently as I could.  “With magic fully in play, my armies have improved upon communication, supply and logistics, organization, movement, training, preparedness, and a host of other matters that determine the success of your army.” 
 
    “There is no substitute for a good lance and a cavalry charge,” he grumbled. 
 
    I sighed and just stared at him a moment until he was uncomfortable.  Then I looked over toward a line of armed knights coming through the gate from patrol, their lances held at rest. 
 
    “You see that?” I said, indicating the impressive looking figures.  “That is a weapon of terror,” I instructed.  “Yes, a mass cavalry charge can be decisive, in certain situations.  So can a good bunch of sappers, an engineering corps or a magical corps.  An armored man on a horse with sword and lance is terrifying – to a peasant or an artisan with a crossbow who was hastily conscripted.” 
 
    “The terrible nobility of the horseman cannot be denied,” he agreed, nodding.  That was a bit of scripture from the Hymns of Duin, of course, and one that the chivalry and their clergy used as the basis of legitimacy for the ruling aristocracy.   
 
    “To a peasant, perhaps.  But how did the Parancheck feel about the ‘terrible nobility’ of your knights as they were being slaughtered?” I proposed.  “Do the Nemovorti fear the sight of an armored knight?  No,” I answered myself.  “Your means of warfare is only useful when you fight each other, or dominate each other’s peasantry and artisans.  This, on the other hand,” I said, drawing my mageblade, “is a weapon of war.” 
 
    There was a sudden stir behind me as Tavard’s guards were taken by surprise.  Plenty of hands went to sword hilts when they saw the Spellmonger draw his blade so close to the prince. 
 
    “A mageblade is designed to attack and kill, not terrify,” I explained, as I shot a glance behind me and presented Twilight to the prince for inspection.  “It is unadorned, save the stones it requires to cast spells.  It does not inspire terror.  It does the job it was meant to do as efficiently as possible.  It is the right kind of tool for the kind of war we face.” 
 
    “So there is no use for my many lances?” he challenged. 
 
    “Not as they stand,” I sighed, resheathing my blade.  “Not against the foe we face.  The warmagi have prevailed against the gurvani and their masters for nearly a decade now because we are constantly adapting our forces and our weapons to face an enemy that changes its composition constantly.  Tell me, Tavard, how many terribly noble knights did you lose at Darkfaller?” 
 
    The prince flushed in a mixture of embarrassment and anger, but I caught his eye and encouraged his truthfulness. 
 
    “Over a thousand,” he admitted, in a quiet voice.  “Some of great and important houses.” 
 
    “I lost less than a hundred of my warmagi,” I countered.  “Some of great subtlety and wisdom.  That is partially because I chose the time and nature of our attack with some understanding of our foes, and partially because, man for man, my men were better trained, equipped and protected than the gilded armor your jousters were provided.  My men were more disciplined, enjoyed better support and had better intelligence than yours did.  If you want your precious knights to mean anything on the battlefields we shall face in the future, then they must adapt themselves to the new reality of war.  The good and the bad.” 
 
    Tavard was reluctant, but as he glanced back and forth between the trail of knights headed for the stables and the few warmagi who stood as my own bodyguards, he finally nodded. 
 
    “If you think it can be done, Count Minalan, I look forward to seeing it,” he grumbled. 
 
    “If it can be done it will be because the chivalry see you doing it first,” I suggested as I banished Twilight to a hoxter.  “Indeed, the Knights of Megelin have a quite active role in my armies in the Magelaw, largely because Baron Azar has spent years teaching them how to act as a support for the other elements of battle.  Especially warmagi.  You could learn much from his example,” I proposed. 
 
    “Now,” I continued, as I dispelled the bubble of silence around us, “let us go hear what we did wrong and how to repair it.  With truth as our shield.  And do try to listen more than you talk,” I warned him.  “You might learn a few things.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The upper chamber of the castle was already full when the prince and I entered, as officers and officials who had survived the dramatic events of Darkfaller had been summoned well in advance to give their testimony, recollections and advice.  Terleman was presiding over the affair, of course, but he made certain that each and every officer present was allowed to speak and give their own assessment about the impromptu battle against the army of spiders the day after Yule. 
 
    Terleman caught my eye as the prince and I took our seats, but apart from a brisk nod he did little to acknowledge the two of us arriving together.  I had made him aware of my bargain with Rard, and I had heard his objections, mind-to-mind, before the conference began.  I understood them.  He was, after all, still technically at war with Tavard over Gilmora.  But he was also wise enough to understand my reasoning – and appreciate the possible advantages of the situation.  Terleman is a strategist. 
 
    Mavone had been even more appreciative of it.  He bore no love for the prince or the royal family in general, but he also favored keeping a close eye on the political opponents of the magi.  Taren had been less hopeful about the matter, but each of my senior officers had agreed to bear the presence of a man they personally disliked and professionally despised.  
 
    And if I knew them at all, each of them suspected me of some deep, subtle plot in regards to the prince.  Largely because I’d hinted as much when I’d explained the deal to each of them.  One of the advantages of being the Spellmonger is that it’s easy to suggest that you’re up to something even when you weren’t.  It bought me some time with them, at least.  
 
    “As impromptu as our preparations for battle were,” Terleman began, once we’d all settled down and he’d called us to order, “we were largely successful in rescuing the men from Castabriel from an ignoble death.  The tallies are still incomplete,” he admitted, “but our battlefield losses should be considered light, under the circumstances.  We were able to put enough warmagi in the field quickly enough, and with enough power, to blunt the worst of the spiders’ advance and before withdrawing we significantly reduced their numbers,” he boasted. 
 
    “The same can be said of Castabriel,” I agreed, when he turned to me for comment.  “The portal proved instrumental in delivering not just our magi, but enough shock troops to support us as we cleared the city.  The Vanadori were able to establish order and provide relief far more quickly than any mundane effort.  I would venture that hundreds more lives were saved by the speedy intervention.” 
 
    “There is some concern that there might be some of the . . . Parancheck?” Mavone asked, sounding out the unfamiliar word.  “Some of the spiders may have found hidden places to retreat to when it became clear that they were defeated.  A week after the battle there are some signs that the sewers and cellars of the town might still have some lingering pests,” he reported. 
 
    “Pray to the gods that’s just a rumor,” I said, shaking my head.  “Parancheck have been known to do that, when they are wounded or overcome.  If they are allowed to hide then they will breed, eventually.  That is a problem Castabriel does not need.” 
 
    The very idea made Prince Tavard blanche, but he kept his peace.   
 
    “It’s Darkfaller, not Castabriel, I’m most concerned with,” Mavone continued.  “While we damaged the forces of the Witch Queen, Mycin Amana retains her hold on the castle and the surrounding lands.  Not all of the spiders were deployed, from what my spies have learned.  But they are in far fewer numbers, now.  That will be important when we make our next assault.” 
 
    “Gods, can we afford another assault?” complained one of the archer captains Tavard had hired.  It’s unusual to include mercenaries in this sort of meeting, but Terleman wanted to hear from everyone.  “We escaped with only half the men who marched, and almost all left their weapons behind when they fled!” 
 
    “We will address that, shortly,” Terleman agreed.  “First, I think it is important to evaluate what went well and what went afoul in the rescue.  Our munitions, for example . . .” he said, nodding toward Taren. 
 
    Taren wasn’t officially in charge of magical weaponry, but he was one of the best experimental enchanters alive, and he kept a close eye on such things for me.  He looked thoughtful as he reviewed the battlefield enchantments we’d employed. 
 
    “Many of our standard spells did well enough, but were limited in scope,” he admitted.  “Spells designed to fight the gurvani didn’t always fit well against the spiders.  The biologies involved are too dissimilar, for one thing.  The scale involved is also different.  A few things worked well, but we have to dramatically reconsider our thaumaturgical approach against these spinners if we’re going to defeat them. 
 
    “Among the successes,” he continued, glancing at a scroll in front of him, “perhaps the greatest was the simple but effective use of hoxter wands charged with molten slag from the foundries.  Indeed, we exhausted nearly every one before the fight was over, and the Parancheck had no good defense against them.  Apparently having ten pounds of flaming hot slag suddenly dropped on their back makes them uncomfortable,” he said, earning a chuckle from the entire council.  “From what I could see, more than half of those attacks led to the death or serious injury of the spiders.” 
 
    “Why weren’t our arrows effective?” the mercenary captain who’d spoken earlier asked, irritated.  “We sent volley after volley against them and they ignored them!” 
 
    “Their exoskeletons are thick enough to turn all but the hardest strike,” Taren explained.  “It’s as if they are wearing armor.  The furry parts provide an additional layer of protection.  And their sense of pain must be different from what we’re used to,” he suggested. 
 
    “Oh, they can feel pain,” I assured him.  “But it takes a lot of injury before a spider will react to it.  The internal organs are too decentralized to make a single strike effective, in most cases, and the redundancies provided by eight limbs allow them to endure quite a bit of damage before they are out of commission.  Arrows, sadly, affect them little more than they do dragons,” I pointed out.  “We will likely have little use for archers when we assail the keep again.”  The archer captain looked relieved at that news.  I couldn’t blame him. 
 
    “It seems that direct blasts of arcane energy in most octaves had some effect,” Taren continued, “but some worked better than others.  I’m compiling reports from the warmagi involved to see which are best suited.  Cold, for instance, has some effect, as does fire, but they shrugged off many of the lower-octave energies as easily as arrows.  They recover quickly from concussive blasts if they are not well-paced, they seem resistant to sonic attacks, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “They don’t seem to react the same way to distractions, either,” grumbled Sandoval, at the far end of the table.  “You’d think with those big ugly eyes they’d respond better to flashes of photomancy more.” 
 
    “Those eyes are highly adaptable,” I explained.  “They’re compound, too, so they can see in ways you can’t imagine.  The Parancheck can withstand the light of five suns just as easily as absolute darkness.  It’s going to take more than our little flashes to deter them.” 
 
    “You can still hack their bloody legs off,” reminded one of the subdued-looking cavalry captains.  “I stuck one with a lance thrice, and it barely noticed it.  But when I got at it with a greatsword, I managed to chop through that beastly foot!” 
 
    “Axes were also effective, when someone was bold enough to close with them,” agreed Terleman.  “But lances did little more than spears, even at a full charge.” 
 
    “What about a Merwyni pike?” suggested one of the other mercenary captains.  Terleman looked impressed.  “Those things are eighteen, twenty feet long!”  Pikes weren’t particularly favored in the west, but there were entire units of pikemen who specialized in the long weapon amongst the cities of Merwyn’s Great Vale.   
 
    Terleman nodded.  “That’s an idea.  Oh, not by themselves, but a skirmish line of pikemen might be able to keep the body of one of the things at bay for a while if they knew their business.” 
 
    “It takes too long to train a man how to use a pike properly,” objected one of the knights.  “It might seem a simple business, but it takes skill and practice with it.  And shieldmen to protect you while you’re at it.  My brother-in-law and I saw them practicing in Merwyn a few years ago,” he explained.  “They favor pikes in warfare, there.  There’s a lot more to it than using it like a spear.” 
 
    “Still, it’s an interesting idea,” Terleman insisted, making a note on the parchment in front of him.   
 
    “The force projecting spells we usually reserve for sieges fared well,” Taren continued.  “Concussive blasts, directed streams of force, magically augmented missiles all took a toll.  Big rocks falling out of the sky,” he suggested, giving me a glance.  “Indeed, angry hawks diving out of the sky seemed to inspire more fear in the things than anything we threatened, even in the heat of battle.” 
 
    “No doubt some ancestral fear shared by their smaller cousins,” proposed Sandoval.  “Birds eat bugs.  Giant bugs may well fear giant birds.  They seemed to have little defense for them, save those damnable webs.” 
 
    “Dara’s wings did a stalwart job,” agreed Terleman, glancing at Tavard for the first time.  Everyone had heard how the Sky Captain had personally defended the prince – and her childhood friend, Sir Festaran – from attack that long day.  So much so that Tavard had gifted her two domains as a reward.  “Whoever trained the spiders neglected to tell them about the Mewstowers.  There must be a way we can capitalize on that.” 
 
    “You think those bloody things were trained?” asked  an infantry captain from Castabriel. 
 
    “Assuredly,” I nodded.  “Parancheck are highly intelligent and require some training before they are deployed.  They weren’t merely monsters marauding across the countryside.  If you study their patterns of attack and advance, you can see that they were working in concert toward specific objectives, just like a human army would.  Or is supposed to,” I corrected, recalling some of the more chaotic battles I’d been involved in.   
 
    “So that’s why they didn’t attack the gurvani or the undead?” the man asked, surprised. 
 
    “Partly,” Mavone answered.  “But I’m unsure whether or not they could, actually, distinguish friend from foe on the field due to training or . . . well, the gurvani were given a bath, of sorts, before they attacked.  They were sprinkled with a barrel of water kept near the gates according to my spies.  I’m assuming the undead that originated from Darkfaller were, too.” 
 
    “A magical potion?” the infantry captain asked, suspiciously. 
 
    “A pheromone, most likely,” I explained, after I realized what it was.  My ancient memories from the scientist-turned soldier Tuaa Foalga informed the probable reason for this magic potion, and where it came from.  “A scent that the Parancheck recognize and are trained not to attack.  A lot of their training revolves around applying pheromones.  Like a bitch’s scent when she’s in heat, only more sophisticated,” I clarified when I saw the confused expression on the man’s face.  “They use another pheromone for establishing their commanders.  And others to signal advance, retreat and perhaps even more complex actions.” 
 
    “That does explain a bit,” Taren nodded.  “And it might suggest some means of attack I hadn’t considered before . . .” 
 
    “Well, one thing that definitely worked was high-octave energies that produced physical effects,” I pointed out.  “When I dug out my battle staff and started lobbing around a lavish amount of power, it got results.” 
 
    “There is but one Spellmonger.  Not everyone has a melon-sized ball of glass and a custom war staff blessed by the gods and connected to energies of that power, Minalan,” chided Taren. 
 
    “No, but it’s nice to know they work, when we were pressed,” I countered with a grin.  “And they cut through undead like a scythe through wheat,” I reminded him.   
 
    “That’s all good for you Sparks,” objected the infantry captain with a growl.  “But what about us?  We got carved up like a roast!” 
 
    “The Vanadori guardsmen didn’t,” Terleman reminded him, proudly.  “I fault your commanders and your lack of intelligence on the nature of the foe that you faced.  Your armor was inferior, and your discipline was lacking at the initial phase of their attack.  But I don’t fault you for that – any of you,” he said, turning his head back to stare at Tavard.  “No man on that field wasn’t surprised by what we faced, save perhaps Minalan.  No army in the Five Duchies could have withstood that kind of assault without magical assistance.” 
 
    “Perhaps if you’d enjoyed a proper magical corps . . .” Taren added, with a hint of mockery in his voice. 
 
    “It wouldn’t have mattered much,” I said, before Taren said something stupid.  “They had the element of surprise.  They were able to attack Castabriel through a molopor transit.  They had far greater numbers than we anticipated.  They attacked us in two places at once when our guard was low because of the holiday.  Regardless of how well-prepared our forces were, we still would have gotten hammered,” I predicted. 
 
    “It’s a miracle we got out alive,” agreed the archer captain, somberly.  “I’ve never seen that kind of thing in nearly twenty years of fighting.” 
 
    “As I was saying to His Highness on our way in,” I sighed, “we face a new kind of foe and a new kind of war.  Our forces are not up to waging it and will crumble in our defense if we do not adapt our ways accordingly.  There were certainly mistakes made in deploying our forces, but strategically we came for a siege and were taken by an eight-legged cavalry charge.  Normal horses and normal warriors aren’t going to be able to do much in the coming assault, I’m afraid.  But neither do I have enough Sparks to take Darkfaller on their own.” 
 
    “I . . . I want to concede that I listened to unwise counsel in planning the assault,” Tavard admitted, unexpectedly speaking for the first time.  “As I look over my shoulder at it, my advisors convinced me to prepare as I did because they were poorly informed and ill-equipped for this . . . this new type of war.” 
 
    I was stunned, and I wasn’t the only one.  That was as close to an admission of responsibility as I’d heard from Tavard.  But before I could speak, Sir Festaran, of all people, cleared his throat and answered for me. 
 
    “Your Highness, even as I was encamped with you I saw much in your army’s preparations that I found troubling,” he said, boldly but quietly.  “Perhaps it is my long acquaintance with the magi, but I know that Sevendori troops are far better supplied and equipped than yours were.  It was not my place to say it, of course, but I could not help but see many occasions when your petty captains and ancients paid little attention to such things.  The mercenary companies you hired are used to keeping their own supply, but your own men were deployed with poor weaponry and inconstant supplies.  Some did not even have socks as they marched into battle, and many marched with empty stomachs.  That is not a condition I would suggest befits the army of the Duchy of Castal,” he said, diplomatically. 
 
    “I . . . I will take it under advisement,” Tavard mumbled.  “Thank you for your candor, Sir Festaran.” 
 
    I could tell the prince was uncomfortable with the quiet accusation, but that he also appreciated the restraint being shown.  He knew he’d done poorly, despite what his “advisors” may have told him.  The lances he’d hastily recruited from his local lands had demonstrated poor discipline, his commanders and captains had little command of strategy, and the watchmen and city guards he’d conscripted from Castabriel had no experience in open battle.  All of them had been poorly prepared even for a normal battle. 
 
    But I also knew that Tavard’s army hadn’t been any more or less efficient than most feudal armies.  I’d begun to change that in Sevendor, based on magic and my experiences in Farise and the Wilderlands.  The Winter and Spring Wars had forced me to make my forces even more efficient, and the Vanadori Guard and the Megelini Knights were the result.  Not to mention my magical corps.   
 
    But now I had far more experience to draw upon.  Tuaa Foalga had deep experience within his ancient military.  Andrews had been a soldier long before he’d become an explorer.  Prince Maralathus had led his troops for centuries when the need arose.  Saram had the knowledge of hundreds of millennia of galactic military history to call on.  Even the irritating Englishman from Terra’s distant past was familiar with how an efficient army should function, even as he recoiled in horror from the thought. 
 
    I had a much better idea of the army I needed, now.  As Marshal Arcane, I was obligated to build it.  Quickly.   
 
    “Let us turn our attention to the future, gentlemen,” I suggested, before anyone else could give their considered opinion.  We knew what had gone wrong.  It was time to focus on what needed to go right when we next assailed Darkfaller.  “If we are going to drive Mycin Amana and her lackeys from the prince’s castle, we’re not going to be able to do it the way we conducted the raid.  Or the rescue.” 
 
    “But weren’t both of those relatively successful missions, Minalan?” asked Mavone, confused. 
 
    “Yes, and now Mycin and her staff know about the portals, among other secrets,” I reminded him.  “She will feel that she has taken our measure and can prepare accordingly,” I predicted.  “Why would we not have used the greatest force we could possibly manage, after all, if we were trying to contest Darkfaller with her?  She has seen our warrior princes send their best against her, she reasons, and thinks that is the foe she will face in the future: mounted cavalry, archers, peasants digging ditches.  That is precisely what I want her to believe.” 
 
    “My lord, it sounds as if you . . . you were using us as bait!” accused the cavalry captain, his eyes flashing. 
 
    “I needed to lure out her forces away from Darkfaller,” I shrugged.  “She expected to see some traditional humani warriors acting as she’s come to expect them to.  That’s exactly what I showed her.”   
 
    That didn’t seem to comfort the man much.  I couldn’t blame him, much.  Of course, if I’d tried to explain that to Tavard and his merry band of knights at the time, he never would have understood – or believed me.  The prince’s expression wasn’t much better, as he realized that I’d let him do a dumb thing because I needed him to for my larger plan to work.  Certainly, things hadn’t gone quite as expected, but I’d used the Tavard’s own arrogance as a subterfuge.   
 
    “She knows she faces you and the warmagi,” Tavard countered, sullenly.  “It cannot have escaped her notice that you killed so many of her creepy pets.” 
 
    “True,” I conceded.  “I did deploy every single one of them that I could.  But she does not know the extent of my power, yet.  Hells, I don’t even know the extent of my power, yet. 
 
    “But she thinks she faces one kind of force and compelled it to quit the field after a few battles.  She believes she can regroup, restore her forces and march against us without fear of defeat come spring.  There is a reason I used but few giant hawks in this battle.  There are weapons I can bring to bear that she has no suspicion we possess.  And we will attack her in ways she cannot imagine.  With allies that she does not suspect we have.” 
 
    “You sound pretty confident about that, my lord,” the archer captain said, skeptically.   
 
    I smiled.  “Oh, I am.  For when we do move against her, it will be when and where I choose to, according to my plan, not hers.  And this time,” I said, looking around the room, my eyes landing eventually on Tavard, “everyone will do exactly what they are supposed to the way they are supposed to exactly when they are supposed to . . . and I will accept no excuses.  This is a battle we have to win.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Allies And Preparations 
 
      
 
    Throughout most of the history of the Magocracy, warfare was run not by the Archmage, or necessarily a mage at all; it was conducted at the direction of the Imperial Warlord, usually one of a professional class of soldiers who made up the bulk of the Magocracy’s forces on land and sea.  The Archmage could declare war, with the assent of the Privy Council, but he did not conduct war.  It was a matter left to professionals better suited to such a weighty matter.  Issues of recruitment, training logistics, supply, and strategy were determined by the Warlord’s elaborate staff and innumerable minor officials who saw to every detail.  I, unfortunately, have to do most of that kind of work myself. 
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
    There is a lot to preparations for battle, but I had employed very skilled masters at the art so that after I set policy and strategy, I could largely step away from the minutia of the process for a few moments.  Indeed, my subordinates generally prefer that I do while they are busy trying to carry out my orders.  I’ve done some of my best work by not being around.  A quick trip through the portal to Falas, in Alshar, the next morning provided an excellent excuse not to be. 
 
    So far things with Tavard had gone well enough, in my estimation.  He was at least willing to learn, from what he had revealed at the meeting.  But now I had to convince Anguin and Rardine to lend their aid in the coming fight – and, more importantly, do so in a way that didn’t convince them that it was a devious plot against their thrones.  My surprise visit to the capital of their duchy was intended to do just that. 
 
    I’m always impressed by the capital city of Alshar.  Falas has a certain mystique about it that Castabriel or even Vorone couldn’t match, although Wilderhall comes close.  And while I had only been to Remeralon, capital of Remere, a handful of times, that ancient city had more grandeur and sophistication than Falas, but could not match it in pure inscrutable charm.  The seemingly endless rows of townhouses and mansions built in various eras of architectural style managed to convey a sense of hidden mystery to the city by the falls.  There was romance, in Falas, even if it came across as desperate at times, like a faded ingénue who promises far more than she can provide.   
 
    I came with just Ruderal, as this was his country and he was just managing to be sophisticated enough to pull off a visit to the grand ducal palace.  Ordinarily I would have stopped by the Tower Arcane to visit Pentandra, but I knew she was in Vanador these days when she could be, preparing for the upcoming battles and seeing to her baronial duties.  So I just strolled up to the palace guard at the gate and requested an audience with the duke. 
 
    Of course he didn’t believe me, at first, when I gave him my name.  But then I made the Magolith pop out of a hoxter and float over my head and we were soon trudging through the palace in search of Their Graces.  A whispered discussion with two different castellans brought us eventually to Duke Anguin, who was meeting with a couple of palace officials in an impressive tower room that seemed designed to be the sort of place you would meet a couple of palace officials in.  We waited politely and respectfully out of earshot while the guard approached the Orphan Duke and whispered that we were waiting.  He returned a moment later. 
 
    “His Grace will attend to you as soon as he has dispensed with his present business,” the guard assured us quietly.  “Please bide, Your Excellency.” 
 
    “Of course,” I nodded, deferentially.   
 
    Master, Ruderal’s mental voice asked through the mind-to-mind spell, Duke Anguin looks awfully concerned about something, he observed.   
 
    He’s a sovereign duke, I pointed out.  If he wasn’t awfully concerned, he wouldn’t be doing things right. 
 
    He’s anxious, my apprentice reported as he used his special Talent to evaluate Anguin’s sense of self-awareness.  He’s excited about the prospect of speaking to you.  It’s as if he sees you as a special harbinger of unexpected adventure. 
 
    He’s not wrong, I admitted.  But it might be considered rude to peer into a sovereign duke’s innermost thoughts. 
 
    They’re more like aspirations and emotional reflections than innermost thoughts, Ruderal countered, reasonably.  I can see things about him that he doesn’t even know he’s thinking. 
 
    That’s an even better reason to use discretion, I reminded him.   
 
    I’m always discreet, he insisted.   
 
    And he’s usually anxious about meeting with the Spellmonger.  When a powerful wizard shows up to your chambers unannounced and unexpected, any reasonable man would become anxious.  That’s how great adventures get started, sometimes, according to the legends.  Am I going to invite him on a quest?  Inform him of some dire threat?  Request something unreasonable?  The possibilities are endless, I pointed out. 
 
    So what are you going to do? Ruderal asked.   
 
    I gave him a mental shrug.  I’m going to invite him on a quest, inform him of a dire threat and request something unreasonable.  His anxiety is well-warranted. 
 
    Anguin dismissed his officials a moment later, and they scurried off through discretely concealed doors that no doubt led to distant chambers where they would enact Anguin’s policies or conversely try to figure out how not to enact his policies without enduring the consequences.  From what I understood, Anguin was a lot more attentive to governmental affairs than his late father, which Pentandra had informed me had caused a lot of old courtiers, who were used to a more relaxed approach, no end of discomfort.   
 
    “I’m sorry about that, my friend,” Anguin said with an apologetic sigh as he stood and beckoned us over.  “Just another discussion about the effects of the Farisian blockade on our trading fleet.  We’re considering a system of convoys to protect the bulk of the fleet when they depart this spring, but there are always a million details to such things that have to be worked out.” 
 
    “I hope to have that particular problem eliminated soon,” I promised him as I gave him a slight bow and took the seat he indicated.  Ruderal stood behind me over my left shoulder like a good and attentive apprentice.  “As soon as we contend with the Darkfaller issue, I will turn my attention to Farise.” 
 
    “Much rides upon the outcome of that,” he reminded me, a little anxiously.  “Stop the raiding and Alshar gets a good third of Gilmora back.” 
 
    “In time, Your Grace,” I soothed.  “Believe me, I feel no pressure from Prince Tavard about the matter.  He raided what shipwrights he had hired for building siege engines in Castal, which has put them far behind in their schedules.” 
 
    “It’s not just the lands at issue, we need the trade,” Anguin observed.  “We have two years of stocks piling up on the wharfs of Enultramar.  What hasn’t already spoiled needs to get to market.  The portals are helping us dispose of some of it, but some of our best markets are in the east, which is closed to us.” 
 
    “Then the sooner we contend with Darkfaller, the sooner I will be able to set my hand toward Farise,” I said, reasonably.  “That is what brought me to Falas today.  As Marshal Arcane, I am requesting troops from Alshar as part of the upcoming offensive against the dark forces that infect our land.” 
 
    Anguin looked concerned, even troubled, but he was not adverse to the idea.  “How many troops, Count Minalan?” 
 
    “At least ten thousand,” I answered, studying the lad’s face.  “Heavy infantry, preferably.  Well-armored and well-armed.  Ten thousand of your best.” 
 
    The Duke winced at the request, then sighed.  “That’s a large number,” he said, shaking his head.  “It will be difficult to raise them to liberate a Castali castle that has its own dark meaning in our history,” he admitted.  “Count Salgo can do it – he has at least that many under arms between his holdings in Rhemes and mine in Falas – but it will leave a sour taste in my countrymen’s mouths.” 
 
    “Then let me assure you of two things,” I began, still keeping my tone reasonable.  “The first is that I will be asking Prince Tavard for far more than that, and I will be inviting Remere to make a contribution as well.” 
 
    “That would assuage some of the hard feelings,” he agreed, reluctantly.  “But . . . Darkfaller,” he said, shaking his head.  “That castle was responsible for the Castali conquest of Gilmora.  Participating in taking it just to hand it back to Tavard will not motivate my men.” 
 
    “What if I told you that no Alshari troops – well, outside of the magical corps – will be used in storming Darkfaller?” I proposed.  That caught the Duke’s interest. 
 
    “You have a plan, then?” he asked, curiously. 
 
    “I always have a plan, Anguin,” I assured him with a chuckle.  “Every wizard does.  Not necessarily a good plan, or a plan that will work, but I always have a plan.  Let me explain . . .” I said, and then spent ten minutes outlining my strategy. 
 
    “That . . . that might actually work,” the young duke conceded with a smile.  “And it would, indeed, be enough to motivate my men, I think.  I’ll have to discuss the matter with Count Salgo and my other ministers, but if that is your plan, I think we can spare the troops.  It was known that Vichetral secretly consorted with the enemy on our frontiers, during the Rebellion.  There are lords of Caramas in exile here in the capital because their lands are overrun by undead.  There are many who have a deep desire to strike back at the foe, somehow.” 
 
    “Then this is their opportunity,” I agreed.  “But they must be your best men – not conscripts, not mercenaries, but men loyal to Alshar and able to fight viciously, against an intractable foe, for an extended period of time, perhaps.” 
 
    “But we will have the support of the magi,” he pointed out, looking for assurance. 
 
    “As much as we can provide,” I agreed.  “Not just that, the Alka Alon will be sending their forces as well.  Not just Tera Alon auxiliaries, but their best warriors.  This is to be a concentrated effort that combines the strength of all of our allies at once.” 
 
    “But will it be enough to ensure victory?” he asked, philosophically.  “I would not send my men to fight and die if there is no hope of that.” 
 
    “That depends entirely upon how we define ‘victory’,” I argued.  “Will it wipe all of our enemies from the land?  Probably not.  Will it deal an egregious blow to our foes?  Almost certainly.  But it will take coordination, surprise and timing.  And a great deal of luck.  And it will be exhausting.  But win or lose, victory or defeat, it is likely to be . . . glorious,” I promised. 
 
    “I will think on it and send you my answer,” he decided.  “But I am inclined to grant your request.” 
 
    “I might point out that if you refuse, the request may transform into a Royal Edict.  King Rard is very keen to see his kingdom purged of this malevolence.”  It wasn’t really a threat – I did not want to coerce the young duke into doing what I wanted unless I needed to do so.  But it was important that he understand the stakes involved, both for him and the kingdom. 
 
    “I am, as well,” Anguin agreed.  “Ever since my wedding, I’ve been looking for an excuse to strike at Korbal.  And my lady wife has a deep and abiding desire to see all of those who participated in her imprisonment punished.  You say we’ll have Alka Alon troops to fight beside?” 
 
    “That is my plan,” I nodded.   
 
    “How many shall they send?” he asked, his mind already calculating what he would need to requisition for the effort. 
 
    “I do not yet know,” I conceded.  “I have yet to ask them.  I wanted to ensure that I could do so with the support of all three duchies, when the time came, and have my own troops ordered before I asked them for theirs.  But I am confident that they will cooperate,” I predicted.  “There is to be a meeting of the Beryen Council in a week to discuss the matter.  I would like for you to attend,” I proposed. 
 
    Anguin looked very interested in that idea.  “Me?  Going to the fabled refuges of the Alka Alon?” 
 
    “This is an alliance between humanity and the Alka Alon – of all the Alon,” I suggested.  “Not just our magi.  I think it would have the most impact if our most respected warrior princes would be in attendance.  To that end I will also be inviting Prince Tavard to join us.” 
 
    That admission made a sour look cross the Orphan Duke’s face.  “Do you have to?” he said, his voice almost stretched into an irritated whine.  “Really, the man is likely to say something . . . inartful,” he said, struggling to come up with a diplomatic term.   
 
    “I understand the danger,” I agreed.  “But it must be done.  You and Tavard are the two dukes most intertwined in the plots of our foe.  If you appear together and declare your intentions to fight, the Alka Alon Council will be hard-pressed to refuse, I hope.” 
 
    “You hope?” he asked, sharply, as he caught my eye. 
 
    “There are no guarantees in warfare, Your Grace,” I pointed out.  “I have no doubt that the enemy has agents even within the council.  Indeed, I would be shocked if they did not.  I am preparing the best way that I can, and I am readying contingencies if things go amiss.  But your support and cooperation are essential, if this attack is to go well.” 
 
    “I understand, Count,” he nodded.  Clearly the lad’s imagination had been ignited by the idea of both a glorious battle against a dark foe and a visit to the legendary refuges of the Fair Folk.  “You have my support.  Once I meet with my ministers, I can give you a better idea of what form that support will take.” 
 
    “And upon the conclusion of the battle I shall begin my preparations to counter Farise,” I promised.  “See if that helps persuade any who are reluctant to take the risk of battle.  But I would like for you and Tavard to attend me in Sevendor Castle, before the meeting with the council.  There are things that you both should know and understand before we make our proposal to them.” 
 
    “I will do as you suggest, though it galls me,” he admitted.  “Since Rardine got pregnant, I am finding I need to take a broader view of my affairs.” 
 
    “Fatherhood has a way of doing that,” I agreed.  “How is she progressing?” 
 
    “Honestly?  I’ve never seen her happier, or more enthusiastic about her official duties,” he acknowledged, tiredly.  “The bigger her belly grows, the more she wants to do.  It’s . . . it’s exhausting.” 
 
    I smiled at him.  “Countess Alya is similarly engaged.  No doubt Princess Armandra is as well.  All three are due around the same time.  Perhaps the three of them will birth a new generation of great leaders to carry forward the kingdom’s interests.  I’ll let you get back to work, Anguin.  But thank you,” I said, sincerely.  “I told Rard you would want to cooperate.  He was concerned that you would balk at the idea.” 
 
    “Well, the duchy is still recovering from the rebellion and suffering from the undead, but the prospect of a revolt is low, at the moment,” he conceded.  “If this can work toward the Farisian problem, then I can certainly support it.” 
 
    “That is all I ask, Your Grace,” I nodded.  “Indeed, that is all anyone can ask.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “That went better than I expected,” Ruderal revealed, as we walked back to the portal.  I could have just used the Alka Alon Ways to travel, but it was a pretty winter day in a far warmer climate than Sevendor or Vanador, and the street vendors of Falas were hawking their delicious wares.  I wanted a pie or a sausage or something for luncheon before I continued my journeys.  I wasn’t certain why, but Falas seemed to have twice the number of vendor carts as Castabriel or Vorone.  “I thought he would say no, when you asked for troops.  But when he heard the plan . . .” 
 
    “That was calculated,” I admitted.  “I knew that he would be reluctant to merely assist his cousin in regaining a contentious fortress.  Once he realized what the true goal was, however, I figured he would be more agreeable.” 
 
    “He’s actually pretty excited about the idea,” Ruderal said, as we walked through the elegant streets back toward the Tower Arcane.  “Ten thousand is a lot of men, though.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll need at least Ten thousand . . . and one,” I said.  “Can you please contact Atopol?  I think I’d like to dine with the Cat of Enultramar today.” 
 
    That caught Ruderal’s attention.  “Atopol?  Certainly!” he said, pleased.  He and the young white-haired shadowthief had grown to be friends last summer, as they were spying and sabotaging for me in Gilmora.  He closed his eyes for a few moments.  “He’ll be here shortly,” he informed me.  “He’s curious what you want with him.” 
 
    “An invitation to adventure, the revelation of a dire threat and an unreasonable request,” I chuckled.  “Nothing that he hasn’t done before, I think.  Indeed, he’s the perfect man for the job.” 
 
    “Now you’re scheming, Master,” Ruderal observed, thoughtfully.    
 
    “Ruderal, it is no more prudent to peer into your master’s soul than a sovereign duke’s,” I chided gently.  “And yes, I am scheming.  Furiously.  Things are coming to a head, soon enough,” I admitted, “and if I am not prepared for everything I will be prepared for nothing.  I’m expecting another visit from your sire, soon, for example, and I have yet to replicate the snowstone spell.  I am expecting some unexpected surprises from Korbal and his minions.  I am expecting Mycin Amana to react boldly to our attack.  And I have a baby on the way,” I added.  “It’s important I get things organized properly before it’s too late.” 
 
    “All important considerations,” Ruderal approved.  “But you need a thief, now?” 
 
    “I never thought I’d come to know just how helpful it is to have a good shadowthief as an ally, but Atopol and his family have become invaluable.  Do you feel like a pie?  They have excellent pies, here,” I pointed out as we passed a skinny pie vendor just inside the Merchant’s Quarter.   
 
    “I prefer seafood,” he suggested.  “I smell grilling shrimp a little further up the street.  But you go ahead, Master,” he urged.  “What sort of thing do you plan on Cat doing, if you don’t mind me asking?” 
 
    “Stealing,” I said with a chuckle.  “Something that needs to be stolen.  More than that I would prefer not to say.  But I’ve come to learn that it’s better to have that discussion face to face, rather than mind-to-mind.  When you’re trying to convince a thief to steal something for you, I think it’s best to let him look you in the eye before he accepts the commission.” 
 
    “Well, no one is better than Cat,” Ruderal assured me.  “I saw him do things in Gilmora that were more impressive than magic.  His sister is good, too, but I think Cat is superior to Kitten.  I’d never say that to her face, of course,” he added.   
 
    “Your wisdom is growing,” I chuckled.  “Gatina has a bit of a temper.  And she’s terribly competitive for one so young.  Still, the Cat is going to be a better fit for this task than the Kitten, regardless.  And from what I understand, she is working mostly for the Garden Society these days.  I’d hate to take her away from that.  Don’t worry, when Cat arrives I’ll tell you much more of my plan in exquisite detail.  What detail there is.” 
 
    I got two pies – one pork and cheese, one berry and cheese – and we strolled a little longer until Ruderal found the shrimp vendor and secured two long skewers.  Growing up at the coast, Ruderal had a fondness for seafood that had only gotten stronger in its absence from his regular diet.  Another vendor provided two cups of beer of the Falasi variety, which was too thin and bitter for my taste but made a lovely complement to the pies. 
 
    “How is Laresk working out as an apprentice?” I asked as we found an out-of-the-way bench to sit on.  That’s something else Falas has a lot more of than other cities.   
 
    Ruderal shrugged.  “He’s still too new for me to tell.  Oh, he’s smart enough, and he’s enthusiastic, but . . .” 
 
    I chuckled.  “Each one of my apprentices thinks the newer ones were mediocre, at best, when they began.  Even you,” I teased.  “Dara wasn’t sure you’d be able to endure the active life she knew was in front of you.  Of course, you were a lot younger and scrawnier back then.  Each of you eventually got the knack of it.” 
 
    “He’s well-meaning enough,” Ruderal decided.  “He’s just not as sophisticated or intense as I would have imagined your nephew to be.  He’s not like Minalyan or Almina much.” 
 
    “He favors his sire, thank goodness – my sister has a temper.  Still, it’s good to hear he isn’t completely useless, from your perspective.  You’re the one who has to work with him.  Once he completes his basic studies I’ll want you to work with him on his practicum and intermediate runes.”  That produced a wince from Ruderal. 
 
    “Really?  Those weren’t my best subjects, back then,” he reminded me.  
 
    “Which is why I want you to do it,” I agreed.  “Nothing seats information and technique into your mind better than teaching it to someone else and witnessing their mistakes first-hand.” 
 
    “Some of those mistakes can hurt,” he said, sullenly. 
 
    “Then I encourage you to be careful,” I smiled as I finished my pork pie.  “But it’s good experience for you.  You’ll be taking your own examinations before you know it, so a mastery of basic theory and practice is essential.” 
 
    He gave me a thoughtful look – the kind only Ruderal can give after he’s studied your enneagram up and down. 
 
    “Is that what you are doing with Anguin?” he asked.   
 
    I sighed.  “Actually, Anguin and Tavard.  And the son of the duke of Remere.  And Count Andrevar of Merwyn.  It’s a bargain I made with Rard and Grendine.  They want me to teach Prince Bonehead how to actually rule the kingdom he might inherit, and I only agreed if I could also teach his rivals – and potential replacements.” 
 
    “Which means you’re angling for power,” he reasoned.  “Not for its sake alone, but as a tool to further your ends.  That explains that . . . well, let’s just say that there is a part of yourself that delights in that sort of thing, and it has been quite active of late.” 
 
    I was a little taken aback – no one likes being accused of seeking power unless they’re a bit sociopathic.  I considered denying it, but that wouldn’t work with Rudy.  He’d see the falsehood form before I could say it.   
 
    “I suppose you are right,” I muttered as I sipped my beer.   
 
    “Of course I’m right,” he shrugged.  “Do you think it will work?” 
 
    “Do I think I can actually teach Tavard how to be a wise and noble king?” I snorted.  “We shall see.  Can I turn him into a decent human being?  Probably not.  But I can inform and instruct him about the world beyond his castle walls and give him some idea of the mess he will someday inherit.  And teach his biggest rivals the same.  I’m hoping at least one of the four has enough sense to learn.” 
 
    “That’s a lot to ask of the gods,” Ruderal reflected.  “Hey!  Cat!  Over here!” he suddenly called out, raising his hand.  “Enough of the tricks!” 
 
    “What?  Where is he?” I asked, peering in to the crowd. 
 
    “Oh, he’s walked past us thrice in the last few moments, in disguise.  He does that just to see if I’ll notice him from his enneagram, which I always do because being sneaky is something that lights up pretty rarely in a crowd.  But if I don’t let him get away with a pass or two he sulks.” 
 
    Sure enough, a nondescript lad about twenty emerged from the crowd with a tradesman’s apron over his tunic, his long black hair nearly obscuring his face under his cap.  He looked nothing like the lanky, white-haired shadowtheif with purple eyes I was familiar with. 
 
    “Your Excellency,” he said, giving me an exaggerated bow.  “Rudy!” he added, and shook my apprentice’s hand firmly.  “How do you fare?  And what brings you to Falas?” 
 
    “I would say the weather or the excellent pies, but the truth is I need to hire a thief,” I answered, as he sat down on the bench facing us.   
 
    “My parents are on holiday with a couple of my cousins,” he said, apologetically.   
 
    “I need you, specifically,” I assured him.  “Not Gatina, not Hance.  If you’re available.” 
 
    “I seem to be at leisure, for the moment,” he considered.  “Is it dangerous?” 
 
    “Outrageously,” I agreed. 
 
    “Then it’s going to be pricey,” he stated, matter-of-factly.   
 
    I shrugged.  “You don’t get the best by paying second-best prices,” I agreed. 
 
    “Is it valuable?” he asked. 
 
    “To me it is,” I nodded.  “And it will be important for the war.” 
 
    He gave me a sharp look.  “Would Duke Anguin approve?”   
 
    I understood the question: His family had a great deal of loyalty to the ducal house of Alshar, and would never want to do anything that could harm it in any way.  Indeed, Atopol and Anguin were friends, from what I knew.  And his father had served Duke Lenguin back before his assassination. 
 
    “He already has,” I agreed.   
 
    “Then I’m in,” he shrugged.  “Falas is boring this time of year, anyway.  What am I acquiring on this heist?” 
 
    “Glory,” I said with a knowing smile.  “And I don’t say that lightly.  If you pull this off, you’ll be the most famous thief in history.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Honor and Pride 
 
      
 
    One of the essential differences between the Narasi dukes and the Archmagi in their rule was the role of honor; for the Narasi, it was of central importance.  For the Magocracy, a premium was placed on wisdom and knowledge over simple self-aggrandizement.  They did hold to a sort of honor, of course, enough to ensure the trust of their subordinates and their officials.  But they rarely invested much of their administration with demonstrations of honor, the way the knights did.  All that went to the wayside when the Narasi conquered them.  For three centuries hence, chivalric honor has affected the minds of our rulers like rot, more often than it has elevated their rule with majesty.  But that doesn’t mean it doesn’t have some use to a wizard.  
 
      
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next week was extremely busy, as my plans started to form in earnest.  I had detailed orders for just about everyone under my command, from Terleman and Sandoval preparing our troops for battle to Mavone and Jannik scouring their sources for fresh information on the disposition of the forces we were to face.  A regular cenacle of wizards was convened for a robust scrying of Darkfaller and other places.  I wanted to be as prepared as possible for the fateful day we would return to the seat of Mycin Amana and remove her from power.  
 
    But the day approached when I was to consult with the Beryen Council about my plans, and so it became necessary to summon the dukes of Castal and Alshar to my castle to discuss the matter of the Alka Alon. 
 
    I felt more competent to do so than ever before.  I understood far more about the Alka Alon as a race and a culture thanks to the three ancient memories that sprung from various Alkan figures of the past.  Mel Thenreyal was a priestess who had been involved in their original flight from their doomed homeworld to Callidore.  She had seen the Alon’s previously diverse and complex civilization at its height.   
 
    Prince Maralathus was an Alkan from the new world’s antiquity, who had witnessed the development of the Alon on Callidore for nearly three thousand years into a burgeoning new civilization – perhaps less robust than the Alon of Alonaral, but adapting to the needs and necessities of the colony.  Lastly, Raer Rinthon had been a bitter and dutiful official of more recent times, knowledgeable of many of his people’s own faults and disappointments, yet who fully embraced the ideals and values they supposedly espoused. 
 
    Finally, I had the perspective of a Karshak Alon in my head, the cheerful stonesinger known as Umank.  While the dwarf was not Alkan, he did have an intimate perspective on the immortals in the context of one of their client races.  In many ways his insights into the race was the most telling.  The Karshak existed, more or less, as servants to their long-lived masters.  And as anyone in a castle will tell you, the servants often know what is actually going on better than the lords of the domain.   
 
    And servants gossip. 
 
    So I had a far better grasp of what we were facing in the matter of the Alka Alon than I did just a year before.  I understood the subtle complexities of their civilization, the meaning behind their art and culture, and the variations represented by their kingdoms, clans and factions over the years.  The question was whether I understood it well enough to explain it to a couple of relatively intelligent but woefully ignorant humani warrior princes.  The only way to determine that was to try. 
 
    Anguin and Tavard managed to be civil for the first hour or so of the lesson.  Sevendor provided a certain exotic backdrop that occupied their discussions for a while and listening to the lads politely extol the virtues of the nascent City of Magic gave me a certain sense of pride.   
 
    I had brought them to one of the smaller chambers high up in the castle that boasted a spectacular view from the terrace to try to give them a profound setting in which to learn these important truths.  Wine and cakes were served, and a discussion began between the young men about the view, the size and scope of the new Sevendor Castle and the remarkable things my people were doing with magic.  But one can only appreciate something like that so long before one descends to the personal. 
 
    Alas, Tavard enjoyed a bounty of weaknesses that Anguin could exploit; the loss of his summer capital, the attack on his winter capital, the loss of his greatest fortress were ripe fruit for the Orphan Duke’s subtle jibes.  To his credit, the Prince Heir managed to get in a few cuts about Anguin’s  marriage to his sister, although they paled in comparison to Anguin’s reference to the infamous Conquest of Maidenpool. 
 
    I like a healthy competition.  Two young idiots comparing their faults to each other was . . . enlightening.  The arrogance, the pride and the conceit that filled the air was palpable.  I had a preference for Anguin, simply because I had championed his cause for so long, but I had to respect the adept way Tavard pursued his position.  He might not have been the brightest candle in the shrine, but he was surprisingly good at subtle social matters in a way that recalled his mother, I observed.  Along with her same viciousness. 
 
    “Let us turn to the matter of the upcoming campaign,” I finally said, firmly, when their verbal jousts had reached a pause.  “As this battle has royal sanction, as Marshal Arcane I am calling upon the assistance of all the duchies in its prosecution,” I announced.  “In addition to the Magic Corps and Prince Tavard’s troops, I am requesting aid from Alshar and Remere.” 
 
    “You want Alshari troops to help liberate a Castali castle?” Tavard asked in surprise and amusement.  He glanced briefly at his cousin.  “One with such poor historical associations?” 
 
    “Aye, and some from Remere,” I agreed.  “And not just any levies of country knights and conscripted peasants, Tavard.  I’ll need some of your best warriors, arcane and mundane.  This is going to be a difficult battle, and it will require more precision than brute force.  And it is important for the kingdom,” I reminded him.  “Therefore it is only proper that the entire kingdom should participate.” 
 
    Tavard clearly wasn’t expecting that, and it showed on his youthful face.  “How many troops?” he asked, hesitantly. 
 
    “I shall have Sandoval draw up a list of requirements,” I informed him.  “You should not have difficulty fulfilling it.  But I wanted to mention that before we get started on other matters.  Because it is vital for you both to understand just why this battle is important.   
 
    “It is not to return Darkfaller to its former infamous glory, it is to remove a dangerous blight from the heart of the kingdom.  Against this foe, Castal cannot prevail without Remere and Alshar.  Nor could Alshar alone defeat this threat without Castal’s aid.  And no one could win this without the magi.  We need to marshal our forces and act in union.  No future victories will matter, if we find ourselves defeated in this battle.” 
 
    Perhaps I sounded a little grim in my prediction, but that was by design.  Nor was it something I did carelessly.   
 
    Far back in my days as a spellmonger the importance of impressing the gravity of the situation – perhaps even exaggerating it – on a client was crucial to completing the commission.  If a farmer wasn’t convinced his entire crop would be eaten by rats or voles then he was less likely to pay for a charm to repel them.  Utter ruin had to be a realistic prospect to convince him of the need for such an expensive spell.  Likewise, I needed both of these young monarchs to see the goal in the starkest of terms in order to get them to invest in the success of the outcome.   
 
    “Castal shall provide what you need, Marshal,” Tavard said, first, his jaw jutting proudly into the air.  “We have already suffered too much to let this grievance go unanswered.” 
 
    Anguin gave his cousin a glance.  I’m certain he was startled at Tavard’s apparent willingness to cooperate, considering how the prince considered me an opponent.  I wasn’t surprised.  I was counting on his chivalric pride and a childhood steeped in tales of brave Narasi heroes to move him, and I wasn’t disappointed.  Of course, I was counting on a similar experience in Anguin’s upbringing to motivate him to reciprocate.  Which he did. 
 
    “Alshar has always supported the kingdom’s endeavors,” he said, solemnly.  “I have spoken to my Minister of War, and he has agreed that we can certainly spare the men you require for the attack.  You shall have what you need of us.  Alshar is faithful.”   
 
    Anguin wasn’t about to let his cousin outshine him, of course.  His honor wouldn’t allow it.  And because both of them were competitive young pricks, in their respective ways, I had no compunctions about using their vainglorious pretentions against them to get what I wanted.  Call me a manipulative old coot, but that’s what wizards do. 
 
    “It is appreciated,” I said quietly to them both.  “For I do not understate the grave danger we are in.  This battle will have consequences, regardless of the outcome.  It is best you understand them fully.” 
 
    “If we do not take Darkfaller, the kingdom will fall,” Tavard suggested. 
 
    “Oh, it is far worse than that,” I answered, shaking my head.  “Darkfaller is a forward base for our foe, but we are not its true targets.  The Enshadowed seek, more than anything at the moment, to strike against the Alka Alon settlements in our midst.  We are merely an annoyance along the way.” 
 
    “They’ve already taken fair Anthatiel,” Anguin said, showing off his education.  “They’ve also struck at the remote fortresses in the eastern Kulines, and emptied the Wilderlands of the Fair Folk’s rustic refuges.  I’ve been to Olum Seheri,” he reminded Tavard with an involuntary shudder.  “That was where your sister was imprisoned.  If that is an example of what they will do to the Alka Alon . . .” 
 
    “But why are we so concerned with the Alka Alon?” Tavard asked, confused.  “They are a beautiful people, and artful, I admit.  The ruins in Castabriel are breathtaking.  But is it really our place to rescue them from their own kind?” he asked, earning a derisive snort from Anguin.  Neither had much experience with the Alka Alon, personally, but Anguin had witnessed more of their culture and how it had benefited us recently.  But I gave him a sharp look. 
 
    “That is actually a very good question, Tavard, and it requires a complicated answer.  A wise leader is skeptical as he considers his allies – and his foes.  But a wise king must consider not just the needs of the moment, but also the moment in the place of history.  The Alka Alon are a charming people,” I reasoned.  “There is much to admire in them.  That has held true since our two peoples met.  But do you understand the greater context of that relationship?” I challenged.  “Without understanding the history of that, you risk being beguiled by their allure, and not questioning their motives or aims.” 
 
    “They have always been friends to humanity,” argued Anguin.  “The histories have never suggested otherwise.” 
 
    “They have always acted friendly to humanity, as a rule,” I pointed out.  “There is a distinction.  Both of you no doubt enjoy courtiers whose pretty words are calculated to flatter you while their grubby fingers attempt to pillage your purse or shape your policies,” I reminded them.  “The Alka Alon are called the Fair Folk for a reason.  But that does not mean that they have our best interests in mind.  Indeed, even excluding the Enshadowed fanatics, frequently they have interfered with humanity in damnable ways, for their own purposes.” 
 
    “So we should not trust them, then?” Tavard proposed.   
 
    “We should understand them, before we grant them trust,” I countered.  “And that requires knowledge that it is rare for one man to accumulate in one lifetime.  Thanks to . . . recent events,” I said, cutting my eyes away involuntarily, “I happen to be that man.   
 
    “The Alka Alon see our world much differently than we do,” I lectured, “and without understanding that we will be but toys and servants to them, in a few generations.  We are nearly that to them now.  Their longevity means that their perspectives are very different than ours.  And that difference colors their decisions in ways that are difficult to appreciate, without knowledge of their history.   
 
    “That is where we will be starting our discussions.  And they will be ongoing, for the Alka Alon have dwelt on Callidore for more than ten thousand years, and elsewhere before that.  It is a long, complicated history, and not even I understand the bulk of it.” I admitted.  “But it is clear from what I know that their actions are just as protective of their interests as ours should be of ours.  And they are quite willing to use a fair face and friendly words to see their interests protected and furthered.” 
 
    “Have not those interests been conjoined with ours?” Anguin asked, thoughtfully. 
 
    “Somewhat,” I admitted.  “Both of our peoples have a desire to keep the peace, such as it is, and avoid the ire of the Sea Folk.  But our goals are sadly misaligned,” I revealed.  “The Alka Alon know that this world will come to an end in three thousand years.  Our people do not.  We think that we can blithely go about our business indefinitely, for we do not enjoy their longer lives and three millennia seems an eternity to us.   
 
    “That matter of scale is telling.  It colors our perspectives not just on the future, but on the present.  To the Alka Alon, they merely need to endure the present age until the last fateful days on Callidore.  Whatever matters they contend with humanity about in our age will be ancient history to us by the time the world is in danger.  They can afford to indulge us now so that they can control us in the future.  The Alka Alon have very long sight.” 
 
    “It sounds as if they plan to leave us to our doom,” Tavard said, darkly.  “They’re just being friendly about it.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I nodded.  “Their civilization has always known their time on this world would be limited, relatively speaking.  Early in their colonization they built great cities for themselves and their client species, but within a generation that largely stopped.  Why bother, when they will all be destroyed within a few lifetimes?” I pondered.  “Here, in the Five Duchies, the land was considered a marginal wasteland, at best, so even less effort was put into establishing themselves here.  While other parts of Callidore boast actual Alka Alon urban centers, here they contented themselves to even more temporary settlements, either as the home for exiles or merely to contemplate the natural beauty of the world they will soon have to abandon.  As robust as Anthatiel or even Castabriel were, at their zenith, they were never more than temporary resorts overlooking scenic views,” I said, gesturing the magnificent view outside my own windows.   
 
    “You mentioned exiles,” Anguin said, uneasily.  “The Enshadowed?” 
 
    “Among others,” I agreed, quietly.  “The Enshadowed are the spiritual descendants of the original rulers of the Alka Alon when they came here from Alonaral.  They were a disciplined sect of absolutists and traditionalists even before they found a way to Callidore.  Once the transfer was complete, however, it did not take long for the majority of the rescued Alon to overthrow their tyrannical rule.  They established three loose kingdoms to govern them instead, and sent those who refused to accept the new order into exile.” 
 
    “Why didn’t they just execute them?” Tavard asked, as if that was the most natural thing in the world.  “Rebellion cannot be preached by headless bodies.” 
 
    “Because the Alka Alon seek consensus, more than domination,” I explained.  “You cannot convince someone that you are right if you slay them.  Thanks to their long lives, the chances that a particular Alkan will change his perspective over the centuries is actually pretty high,” I argued.  “Consider it a telling mark of their culture that they would rather send a rebel into the wilderness to contemplate their position than to kill them.  If you kill them, then you have failed to convince them.” 
 
    “But that means that they survive to plot against you in secret,” Anguin said, troubled. 
 
    “Yes, but to the Alka Alon that still gives you a chance to persuade them.  An Alkan who can manage to convince his foes of the rightness of his perspective and agree – however reluctantly – is considered a kind of cultural hero, to them.  Each kindred has a slightly different version of the best means to do so, but each of them agree that to successfully persuade an enemy is far superior than to merely killing them.   
 
    “Conversely, a sect or faction who refuses to be persuaded and adheres to their own beliefs also considers themselves heroic.  To the Enshadowed and a few other factions, as long as they can persists on the margins of an already marginal society, desperately clinging to their ancient and misguided ideals, they will someday have the opportunity to convince the rest of the Alka Alon that they are the ones who are actually right.” 
 
    “Wait, this entire war is the result of two sides of an old argument?” Tavard asked. 
 
    “A very old and very contentious argument,” I agreed with a sigh.  “The Enshadowed are traditionalists.  The Alka Alon Council and the Three Kingdoms, as ancient as they are, represent a newer, more modern ideal in their culture.  The Enshadowed see the other Alon species as servants and slaves, to be used callously and cast aside brutally.” 
 
    “And the Alka Alon Council?” Anguin asked.  “How do they see such things?” 
 
    “That they are the enlightened and benevolent masters of the new order on Callidore,” I explained.  “As such, they see the other Alon as prized servants and valued contributors to the greater Alon society, under their guidance.  They are very nice to their servants, allow them to manage their own affairs when they don’t concern the Alka Alon.  And, when the time comes, they will feel really bad about using them callously and casting them aside brutally.  Indeed, they will likely write several epics about just how bad they felt when they had to abandon their faithful servants to their doom on Callidore,” I said, dryly. 
 
    “So the Karshak and the Tal Alon and the other nonhumans are actually the slaves of the Alka Alon?” Anguin asked, skeptically. 
 
    “Servants would be a better term.  Servants who aren’t allowed to do anything their masters would not like.  Occasionally, some vestige of independence takes root in one of them, and there is conflict.  The dwarvish races have occasionally rebelled.  The gurvani did so unexpectedly a few centuries ago and fled to the wilderness.  Other Alon subspecies have tried to establish themselves independently of the Alka Alon. 
 
    “But, in the end, the Alka Alon outlast them,” I sighed, recalling in my borrowed memories how many times such rebellions to their authority had blossomed . . . and faded.  There were in fact mighty epics about just that sort of thing.  And they had been conveniently hidden from humanity upon our introduction.  “Even the most long-lived of the clients do not often have the capacity to establish institutions that can match the Alkan longevity.  The gurvani revolt?  Let them,” I mockingly proposed.  “In a few generations that spark of rebellion will die with their leaders, and they will slink back, beg for forgiveness, and resume their natural place in the order.  Or, at least that’s how it usually plays out.” 
 
    “So where does that leave humanity?” Anguin asked, even more troubled now.  I couldn’t blame him.  Seen in context, there was much to be troubled about the way the Fair Folk behaved, according to human values. 
 
    “In a pickle,” I admitted.  “When we first came here, we were aberrations, to the Alka Alon eye.  We were even more short-lived than many of their client species, but by craft and science we had managed to maintain our lore and our knowledge beyond a few generations.  We had conquered the airless Void between the stars without recourse to magic.  We had our artificial minds as our servants to achieve things the Alka Alon marveled at.   
 
    “Most interestingly,” I continued, “we mastered the seas in a way that was utterly foreign to the Alka Alon mindset.  To them, seas and oceans are dangerous moats that separate naturally occurring political divisions.  In a single generation of mariners, after the colonization of Perwyn, we shattered that idea.” 
 
    “Really?  They had no ships?” Anguin asked, amused.  As the leader of a maritime power, he had a better appreciation of naval matters than his cousin.  Indeed, they were an essential element of Alshari power. 
 
    “They had but one ocean on their homeworld,” I revealed.  “It was shallow, less than three miles at its deepest point.  And its placement made natural divisions between the Alon species permanent.  Once they came to Callidore and saw the terrifying abyss that enwraps our world, they were even more frightened – and thus more impressed when they saw our ancestors set sail with impunity.” 
 
    “So our boats frightened them,” Tavard concluded. 
 
    “Frightened and intrigued them,” I corrected.  “Their dabbling in dimensional magic allowed them to travel by avoiding them, at great need, but they never really learned how to contend with them the way our mariners did.  To them, the oceans are an insurmountable barrier.  To us, they are an endless highway that leads to every corner of the world that brave men and stout ships can reach.  They were fascinated.  And horrified. 
 
    “But that was not as dangerous to them as our reliance on the written word,” I continued, as the two young noblemen paid rapt attention.  “That truly challenged them.  For while they use a multitude of symbols for various reasons, they are not used to capture and record the vast amount of information bound up in their society.  They rely on perfect memory and many centuries of study to retain the knowledge of their civilization and culture.  To see what humanity had achieved by being able to record and archive the most obscure information for the sake of our descendants was a novelty . . . and one that they felt compelled to suppress.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Anguin, his eyes wide.  He was, of course, the more learned of the two, thanks to his exile to a series of monasteries.  Indeed, the boy enjoyed reading and study the way Tavard enjoyed jousting and hunting.  “Are books that much of a threat to them?” 
 
    “They are a novelty that gave our ancestors strength,” I answered.  “As such, the technique gave our forebears skills and knowledge that their client species never had a chance to develop.  What was most appalling, from their perspective, is that we had developed our symbols in such a way that the basics of the craft could be easily taught – and easily learned.” 
 
    “They feared rebellion amongst their servants,” concluded Tavard. 
 
    “They endured a few revolts, early on, when the practice of reading caught on in the colony,” I reported.  “It took a century or so, but our ancestors thought nothing of teaching the Alon client species an element of our society that we took for granted.  Once, when we first came here, every man could read and write like a scholar, even if he was a mere laborer.   
 
    “But that proved a subtle danger to the Alka Alon order.  As excited by encountering our civilization as they were, they quickly realized the dangers implicit in letting the Tal Alon, for example, be educated in the humani fashion.  Or give the Karshak, who spend decades in apprenticeships learning the science of engineering, the ability to absorb a dozen years of concentrated study in just a few days of reading.  It was an unacceptable challenge to their order, and they took subtle steps to contain what they considered a contagion from their own servants.” 
 
    “Did it work?” Anguin asked, curiously. 
 
    “Mostly,” I conceded.  “To help the effort they may have assisted in some small way with our colonial civilization failing, leading to many of our own people to abandon such an important craft.  The Inundation of Perwyn made the dangers of literacy bearable.  They also put restrictions on their clients consorting with humani after a couple of decades, and even withdrew their own contact from our people for centuries.  What small interactions were left kept the other Alon ignorant and challenged our willingness to share the knowledge of reading and writing.” 
 
    “I still don’t see where that is more of a threat to them than boats,” Tavard dismissed.  “Surely our naval power brings more wealth and might to us than reading books!” 
 
    “That is where you are wrong,” I said, flatly.  “Ships are mighty feats of engineering, I grant you, and they give us amazing capabilities.  But books?  Books allow the dead to speak to current generations.  They contain secrets and specialized information that a man would have to spend a lifetime accruing on his own.  They allow us to communicate detailed information across vast distances with incredible accuracy.  The written word is eternal,” I emphasized, “as long as those words are preserved.   
 
    “Long-dead ideas lie in wait for whomever happens to come along and read them, inspiring all sorts of dangerous thoughts.  The Alka Alon were used to outliving their problems, until humanity came along.  When they saw what we managed to accomplish by piling up millennia of human experience in our archives and libraries, free for all to read and understand, they realized what a danger that would be to their established order.” 
 
    “Are not the Sea Folk longer lived than the Alka Alon?” Anguin challenged.  “I’ve heard that they can live for hundreds of thousands of years.” 
 
    “As can some of the Met Sakinsa,” I agreed.  “But those two races are so alien in form and function to the Alka Alon as to be minor annoyances, at best.  They did not challenge Alkan supremacy – at most they held it accountable, which was something for which the Alka Alon were unused to, but found bearable. 
 
    “But humanity was so similar to the Alon in so many ways that our achievements, based solely on our intellect and ability to record our thoughts, was a stunning repudiation to how they saw the world.  They saw our literacy as cheating the natural order, and therefore our spectacular achievements as unearned and undeserved.  Worse, we were eager to share that knowledge with all, simply to allow them the same benefits.  That was something the Alka Alon could not endure.  Should the Karshak or the Dradrien or even the Hulka Alon discover the means to prolong and institutionalize their cultures the way that humanity did, that was a direct threat to their rule.” 
 
    “And our ships could transport that knowledge beyond their ability to seek it out and destroy it,” Tavard concluded, to my surprise.   
 
    “That is true,” I admitted.  “The Alka Alon figured that our civilization would abandon literacy once Perwyn was drowned and our artificial servants were eliminated.  The very heart of our culture was destroyed or sent into exile – as is their habit.   
 
    “But when we took our books into exile, even the tiny portion that survived the Inundation proved vital to establishing ourselves on the mainland.  But since they largely languished in a few temples and palaces here, and our willingness to teach every man to read and write was replaced with the struggle for survival, they thought that the danger had largely passed.  They had taught us magic, you see, in a devolved form of their own,” I reported, sadly, “and our ancestors seemed all too eager to use our new powers to dominate each other and play with the forces of the universe than to studying our past and preserving it.   
 
    “Reading became the province of clerks, clergy and scholars.  Just enough of us to keep our civilization going, albeit at a diminished state.  Eventually, they had hopes that we’d abandon it altogether, I fear.  Then we would be living from generation to generation, never aspiring to anything greater because we won’t know that anything greater existed.  All under the benevolent eye of the immortal Alka Alon.” 
 
    “I find myself less enamored of the Fair Folk, now,” Anguin sighed, heavily.  
 
    “Indeed, cousin, I am even more suspicious of them and their ways than I was,” Tavard agreed. 
 
    “Good,” I nodded with satisfaction.  “Keep that in mind.  We are going to appear to the Beryen Council and ask for their help, and I want both of you to keep that perspective close to your hearts while you hear their flattering words and subtle persuasions.  The Alka Alon are allies.  They are not necessarily friends.  And they are certainly willing to bend us in any way they see fit to achieve their goals,” I said as I rose.  “Are you ready?” 
 
    “What, now?” Anguin asked in surprise. 
 
    “Now,” I agreed.  “The council is meeting today – this very afternoon.  And it is time for a couple of barbarous warrior princes and a crazy old wizard to turn the tables on them for a change.” 
 
     
 
    


  
 
     
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
    The Strategy of Applied Poetry 
 
      
 
    It is folly to underestimate the importance of culture, in terms of rulership; one of the failings of the Narasi Conquest was the abandonment of much of the higher culture of the Magocracy, in an effort to firmly establish the new ruling order.  Under the influence of the Fair Folk the Magocracy had preserved the core of the inherited human civilization in a few hundred major works which were frequently reviewed by the “elitist” magi in their elegant and decadent cities.  These were replaced by theological works, hastily-scrawled versions of oral history that the Narasi tried to advance as equal in value to the rarified classics of antiquity.  Knowing the culture of a society is one of the ways to assess its values, its aspirations, and its character.  When Kamaklavan conquered Merwyn, he also attempted to conquer its culture. 
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
      
 
    Carneduin was a different place in wintertime.  There was snow piled in drifts all along the long, deeply cloven valley below the bluff where the main settlement was located, protected from the melting rays of the sun by the depth and the shadow of the surrounding ridges.  The trees were largely barren, although there was a goodly number of evergreens that preserved the vibrant feeling of the place in the depths of winter.  It was still pretty – but it was muted in its power by the season.  It was still very impressive to human eyes. 
 
    The two dukes and I emerged from the Ways in the usual spot.  I did not want to use the Snowflake’s power to transport us through the portal, as I was somehow loathe to demonstrate too much of my recently developed magics to our hosts.  Both of the young dukes looked around, startled and amazed, as most humans do when they first come to Carneduin.   
 
    “What a strange and beautiful place,” Tavard said, his eyes darting everywhere as we started down the neat path between the Waypoint and the grand halls in the distance.  “I never knew the Fair Folk built from stone, the way that we do.  I thought they all lived in treehouses.” 
 
    “It doesn’t even look like stone,” Anguin agreed, noting the elegant curves and stately spires he could see through the barren trees. 
 
    “Actually, it’s Karshak work, but to Alka Alon designs,” I informed them as I led the two sovereigns toward the great halls.  “They prefer a more organic appearing architecture with lots of nature-inspired decorations, even if it’s built out of stone.  Complete with endless, meaningless fillagree to delight their senses.  It drives the Karshak a little crazy.  They prefer designs that honor the nature of the stone, basic geometric decorations that celebrate the essential form.” 
 
    “So what do they think of your big castle?” Anguin asked. 
 
    I smiled to myself.  With Umank’s memories intact, I had come to know exactly what they thought.  “That it’s a very lucrative job – let us leave it at that. 
 
    “But that brings me to another subject,” I continued , as I slowed our approach to the council halls.  “Recall that the Alka Alon excel at flattery and subtlety when you meet them.  When you comport yourselves, keep your expressions subdued and as inscrutable as possible.  Do not react to their words, regardless of them being sweet or savory,” I instructed them.  “Do not interrupt – that’s considered quite rude in Alka Alon councils, though it does happen,” I admitted.  “Speak promptly and politely, when bidden.  And do not make boastful claims or threats of any kind.  I have been working on this relationship for years, now, and it is in a delicate position.  I trust that you two will not undermine that position,” I added in a warning tone.   
 
    “Of course not, Count Minalan,” Anguin agreed at once. 
 
    “My lord,” Tavard said, coming to a halt, “I cannot help but wonder how you came to be in this position.  My father is the rightful king.  Should not our alliance with the Fair Folk be with him?  Or his direct representative?  Not you?”  I could tell he was trying to be diplomatic, but it was clear the young prince resented not being the one leading the delegation. 
 
    I stopped next to him and sighed before I began.  “The Alka Alon Council dispatched the three Emissaries to humanity without my prompting.  They did not send them to Castabriel, they sent them to Sevendor.  They invited me and the other High Magi to their councils, not an ambassador from your father’s court.  Indeed, the Alka Alon have very little respect or interaction with human governments, as a rule.  I am humanity’s spokesman because they decided that I was worth speaking to.” 
 
    “Still, it seems a slight on my father’s sovereignty to be excluded from such councils from the beginning,” Tavard said, sharply.   
 
    “Have I not been an officer of his court since the opening months of the invasion?” I countered.  “I am your father’s representative to the Alka Alon because it is mutually agreeable to both sides.  The Alka Alon understand the magi far more than other humans.  In many ways they helped create us.  They consider everyone who ruled since the Conquest to be barbaric, including all of your ancestors and you, personally, one step away from a tribal chief or a bandit king.  They see feudal lords as imposing their will and the law by force, not persuasion, and that is not something that they respect.  They call them ‘warrior princes,’ which sounds bold in translation but which is actually a condescending insult to us in their own language.  It denotes authority without wisdom or sophistication.” 
 
    Anguin frowned.  “That seems a poor basis on which to base an alliance,” he observed.   
 
    “I think you will find that every race has its innate biases,” I mused.  “Just as our people do against each other.  A wise man looks beyond the jibes and insults and tries to discern their meaning.  They feel little better at being referred to as the Tree Folk than you do as a warrior prince.” 
 
    “It does sound a little dismissive, I suppose,” Anguin considered. 
 
    I shrugged.  “They excuse it by remembering our primitive, inelegant, rustic nature.  Ignore it.  Focus on what they are actually doing, not merely what they say,” I urged.  “We are here to cement this alliance with real Alka Alon warriors fighting alongside us, warriors sent by the authority of the council and not merely with their permission.  It’s an important distinction.” 
 
    “Why does that matter?” Anguin asked.  “Is the result not the same?” 
 
    “It does matter,” I insisted.  “Up to now the Alka Alon Council has permitted the Tera Alon to fight against the enemy voluntarily, under the auspices of the Emissaries.  This attack represents the first time they are taking direct action against the Enshadowed in centuries – even if I did have to coerce them a bit.  That will matter, both to Korbal and to the Alka Alon in general.  It’s an important development, politically,” I assured, as we resumed walking.  “It demonstrates that they have to work with us, even if they don’t respect us.” 
 
    “You mentioned that you coerced them,” Tavard said, his eyes narrowing.  “If they don’t respect us, how did you manage that?”  His insight surprised me. 
 
    “Secret knowledge, applied poetry and a naked exploitation of their politics,” I answered.  “That’s the sort of thing wizards do, when they want something badly enough.”   
 
    I let the implications of that statement hang in the air for a moment.  After all, if I was willing to blackmail the masters of magic on Callidore, what would I be willing to do to the various Narasi duchies to do to achieve my intentions?   
 
    “The Alka Alon have subtly exploited our ignorance for their own ends for centuries.  I am no longer ignorant of them.  And I have shared that knowledge with the other High Magi, to the extant I am able . . . and now to you.” 
 
    We walked a little longer in silence, as they stared at the elegant beauty of Carneduin’s decorated great halls and sculpture.  I explained a few of the features to them, including the Hall of Memories where shards of our former civilization were on display.  The few naked Alka Alon we saw along the way treated us respectfully, but kept their distance as we came to the first great plaza . . . which was full of wizards. 
 
    Indeed, it appeared that the entire delegation of the Beryen Council was gathered in splendid force.  Pentandra, Terleman, Mavone, Sandoval, Cormoran, and dozens of others had convened at Pentandra’s request in support of our mission, here.   
 
    Each wore impressive displays of their position and power, with staves and mageblades, flowing robes and stunningly gleaming armor, pointed hats and battle harnesses everywhere.  Gareth and Landrik were present, as was Carmella.  Indeed, it looked like Pentandra had rallied every important High Mage across all of the orders, as each wore the baldrics for them.   
 
    Taren stood comfortably close to Lady Varen.  Nor was she the only Alkan gathered with us.  Lilastien was there in her white coat, Lady Fallawen and Lady Ithalia were both there dressed in their armor, and even Onranion had come, wearing a dashing plum-colored mantle and little else.   
 
    “Your Graces!” Astyral beamed, as he stepped out of the crowd with a wineglass already in hand and gave a deep and respectful bow.  Many in the small crowd did likewise, though many did not – there was politics developing within the magical community, I noted.  “Thank you for attending the council today as our guests.  I think you will find the proceedings entertaining and informative.” 
 
    “Your guests?” Tavard asked in surprise. 
 
    “Membership on the Beryen Council is very selective, Prince Tavard,” Pentandra explained.  “Its concern is the mutual security of our two peoples from the threat of the Enshadowed.  While the kingdom certainly is an important element of that, we want to shield it from any possible complications.” 
 
    The two dukes exchanged glances. 
 
    “Is that really your place, my lady?” Tavard blurted out, a little offended. 
 
    “To whom would your Highness defer such a judgement?” Pentandra countered, flatly.  “My comrades and I are devoted to preserving humanity in a dangerous world – not your kingdom.  Indeed, we protect it by what we do here.  Do you think, my lord, that you would be able to treat with the Fair Folk with all of humanity in mind, and not merely your crown?” 
 
    “The crown of Castalshar rightly champions the interests of humanity!” Tavard objected, indignantly. 
 
    Pentandra gave him a searching look.  “Perhaps,” she murmured.  “At least one would hope.  But the stakes of this game are our very survival, my Prince.  One wrong word, one callous misstep and your kingdom dies along with millions of human beings.” 
 
    “We shall endeavor to be cautious, my lady,” Anguin assured, hurriedly.  “The last thing we wish to do is endanger what you and the magi have wrought over these many years.”  It was a conciliatory gesture on behalf of him and his cousin, but Tavard did not appear to be convinced. 
 
    “We represent the interests of the sovereign people of Castalshar and their rulers,” the young prince said, flatly.  “That is our highest goal and aspiration.” 
 
    “As well it should be,” I agreed.  “For Castalshar is, arguably, the largest sovereignty of humankind that blossoms on Callidore.  The fate of our people, for good or for ill, lies upon Castalshar’s shoulders.   
 
    “But the interests of the kingdom do not, alas, reflect the interests of humanity,” I continued.  “We must take care that the folk of Farise, and of Merwyn and Vore, and the Shattered Isles and the Ten Kingdoms and realms beyond the seas are secured,” I insisted.  “And not merely our kin and kingdom, but our fellows: the Tal Alon, the dwarvish clans, the Hulka Alon and aye, even the gurvani,” I finished in a grave tone.  “If we are not all free and secure, then none of us will ever be.” 
 
    “I nearly think you mean to dictate policy to us, Spellmonger,” the prince said, softly, his eyes narrow.  “Could you, perhaps, be more beholden to the Tree Folk than your barbaric warrior prince?” 
 
    I gave him a stern look.  I did not have time for this petty rebellion. 
 
    “I am beholden to nothing less than my own judgement, my prince,” I said in a low voice.  “The stakes are too high to risk my children, or yours, on spiteful indulgence.  Our very lives are threatened by our circumstance.  Pray understand that the High Magi have that thought keenly in mind as we go to council . . . and believe with your whole heart that if we fail to convince our hosts that their attention is necessary to the struggle at hand, then we will soon depart as a force on the face of the world.  We may be diminished to just another tool for the council or the Enshadowed, but we shall never more be captain of our own fate, if we fail.” 
 
    “That is hardly the encouraging charge we were seeking, Count Minalan,” Duke Anguin said with a sigh.  “I think my cousin merely wished to ensure that you and your colleagues were considering the interests of our subjects.  We simply desire to preserve our way of life, our happiness and our freedoms.” 
 
    I regarded both of the young sovereigns with a skeptical eye.  “You would think we would do any less?” I said, judgmentally.  “This is not one of your ducal courts, gentlemen.  We are debating the future of the world we know.  The Wise among us know enough that any personal achievement that arises from these discourses means nothing if humanity ends up in thrall to other powers.  There is simply no advantage to submitting to outside forces, in this instance.  For what would it gain us?  Kings of our folk, subject to the Tree Folk?  Nay, my lord, we seek nothing less that our full prosperity, our freedoms and our survival independent of the influence of foreign forces, however fair faced.” 
 
    “Let us proceed, then,” Tavard said, jutting his chin out proudly.  “Perhaps I am no more than a warrior prince, no better than an animal, but I grow impatient with caution when such stakes are at play.” 
 
    Despite myself, I grinned.  “That is the attitude I exactly wish for you to portray, my prince,” I assured him.  “There is little leverage to be gained in subservience.  If our hosts consider us savages, then let us use our savage glory to compel them to do what is right!” 
 
    There was a gentle murmur of approval among the magi, as the crowd broke up a little, various factions of wizards adhering more closely to Duke Anguin or Prince Tavard, according to their political position.  It was interesting to witness such a development.   
 
    Then the bell tone rang. 
 
    “The council summons us,” Pentandra said, loudly, looking around at our people like a concerned mother inspecting her children.  “Let us go in good order.  Minalan and I at the front, the dukes behind, then the Emissaries.  Everyone else can march in – reverently!” she emphasized, “but with determination.” 
 
    I could tell it both pained and relieved Tavard to be assigned a second rank in our little procession, as he and Anguin were clearly out of their element.  Thankfully both were used to endless court processions and had the good sense to pay heed to Pentandra’s instructions as they would a castellan organizing a palace function.   
 
    “Should we go in subtly or showy?” I asked her in a low voice as she joined me at the head of the line.   
 
    She glanced back at the Emissaries for a moment, and caught Lilastien’s eye in the fourth row.  “Showy,” she decided, and took her new magical toy out of a pouch and tossed it into the air, where it floated slowly over her head next to the Magolith.   I nodded and considered which staff to carry. 
 
    I had an entire quiver full of them now.  It was quite a collection.  But which one would be most impressive in this situation?  There was the nameless, barely-magical and purposefully gaudy stick I usually carried in court functions.  Pathfinder wasn’t particularly noteworthy for high magic.  Insight was delightfully useful, but it was subtle.  Tanno Amberil, my newest creation, was far more impressive both visually and thaumaturgically.  It still had residual divine energy running through it.   
 
    But then there was Avalanche.  My battlestaff was completely transformed by divine magic into an impossibly potent weapon with an incredible paraclete within.  It was as long as a spear, the weirwood altered into a kind of alabaster that gave it a unique shine, and I could manifest any number of physical weapons at the elegant head of it – as well as produce a simply staggering array of destructive and defensive spells.  There had never been anything like it in the hands of a mortal.  I selected it from my hoxter and brought it into existence.  There would be no mistaking the staff’s purpose or power. 
 
    Pentandra looked the reformed weapon up and down and sniffed.  “Show-off.” 
 
    “That’s what you asked for,” I reminded her.   
 
    “It’s . . . adequate,” she decided, as she examined Avalanche with a critical eye..   
 
    “I believe that’s what you said the first time we—” 
 
    “Shall we go?” she asked, loudly, and then began striding toward the meeting hall resolutely.  The rest of us followed in good order.  It felt like a military formation, and I was tempted to sing a cadence.   
 
    There was a small squadron of Alka Alon functionaries who seemed perplexed at the size of our party as we trooped into the building, nearly ignoring them.  We knew where to go.  There was no pretense at hospitality or invitation to mingle, this was a war council.  From what the Emissaries had whispered to us, it was a war council the Alka Alon weren’t entirely ready for.  
 
    The hall contained nine Alka Alon, mostly in their diminutive forms – but three of them had chosen their larger, lankier forms they had taken during their Warring States period, the same ones that the Enshadowed used in battle.  I found it fascinating that they were unwilling to use the Tera Alon form, based on humanity’s physiology, though I suppose I could appreciate it.  The Tera Alon, for all of their physical beauty and adept use of songspells, still did not have the strong connection to the Magosphere that their original forms provided.  Their older warrior bodies did, allowing them to use Alka Alon sorcery – which is like incredibly potent songspells without the vocal harmonies.   
 
    “Good afternoon,” I said, giving the nine a respectful bow.  I continued in Alka Alon, thanking the eternal stars for blessing our meeting, or something like that.  It’s a standard phrase for this kind of meeting, I knew.  
 
    “Thank you for coming,” Haruthel said, returning the bow.  “I call this meeting of the Beryen Council to order.  Congratulations on your recent victory at Darkfaller, Count Minalan.” 
 
    “The war is not over, nor is the battle for the castle,” I countered, as we all found seats.  In deference to humanity’s preference for chairs instead of crouching on cushions, a number had been brought to the hall – likely every human-sized chair in Carneduin.  There were even some odd looking ones that must have come from the Hall of Memory, I noted, though there still weren’t enough to seat everyone.  “But we are nearly ready to attack once again.”   
 
    “Are you certain that is wise, Count Minalan?” Lord Letharan asked.  “It has been only a few weeks since the last battle.  Are your forces recovered sufficiently for such a move?” 
 
    “Our casualties were light,” I informed him, thinking of poor Wenek up in the hospital at Henga, where he was getting used to having only one leg.  “While our arcane munitions haven’t yet been restored, our enchanters are toiling day and night to do so.  We intend to be ready to strike when the time is right.” 
 
    “And when will that be, Count Minalan?” one of the smaller Alkans asked – Aronin Ladas, I recalled.  The fact that she was here was telling. 
 
    I had far greater insight into the institution of the Aronin, now that I had a couple of Alka Alon lifetimes of memories to inform me.  It is an interesting one – technically, it means “guardian” or “sacred watchman,” depending on the connotation.  It grew out of the traditions of the Farastamari kindred, the loremasters of the Alka Alon, but had been widely adopted as Alkan civilization developed on Callidore.  Those designated as Aronin were given charge of secret lore, originally, knowledge that was so potent that it needed to be held secure.  Since the Alka Alon don’t write things down, as a general rule, that meant that these secrets had to be passed down from parent to child in order to be secure.   
 
    Other times an Aronin could be assigned to be warden of a special place, or a special task, and charged to keep an eye on things.  They tended to be very powerful sorcerers and spellsingers, and many of them had ended up in the epics over the millennia.  
 
    I knew from dour Rinthon’s memories that Ladas was the former kind of Aronin.  She had ten thousand years’ worth of secrets in her head, passed to her by her mother, Jurlanel.  Secrets so important that she had pledged to have multiple children to pass along the knowledge to when she was just a girl and first accepted the charge.  She was very powerful, highly respected, an institution within the Alka Alon Council of this region.  She had the right to advise the sitting prince whether he wanted to hear what she had to say or not.  She had been involved in the Beldurrazeko debacle.  When she was involved in something, it was a big deal.   
 
    “Within weeks,” I informed her.  “I will be providing more than five hundred seasoned warmagi for the assault.  Four wings of Sky Riders.  Three thousand of my own men from Vanador and Sevendor.  If I may present Prince Tavard, who is Duke of Castal and heir to the throne of Castalshar,” I said, giving Tavard a slight bow, “he has offered twenty thousand of his best troops, as well as ten thousand support troops.  His cousin, Duke Anguin of Alshar, has offered ten thousand of his finest heavy infantry, as well as other men as needed.  All will be ready within weeks,” I promised. 
 
    Ladas’ eyes narrowed as she peered up at me.  “Why so soon?” she demanded, suspiciously. 
 
    “For a number of reasons.  The castle will still be in a state of disrepair from the last battle,” I pointed out.  “It will take time to resupply and reinforce it from Olum Seheri, even if they use the molopor.  The weather will likely worsen before then, complicating repairs.  And there are other reasons,” I shrugged.  “But we must move soon.  We must strike hard.  And we must remove them entirely from the keep.” 
 
    She frowned.  “That doesn’t seem like a valid enough reason,” she said.  “You humani are a hasty folk.  Reckless,” she said, with a grunt.   
 
    “These things require more planning,” insisted Letharan, in his warrior form.  “Even we need time to prepare the number of warriors you request.” 
 
    “We have three thousand Tera Alon volunteers, mostly from fallen Anthatiel,” Lady Fallawen reminded them.  “They are eager to strike back at a foe that has injured them so egregiously.  How many can Anas Yartharel provide, Lord Letharan?” she asked, pointedly.  
 
    “Nearly two thousand . . . perhaps,” Letharan admitted, after a long pause.  “In a few weeks,” he added. 
 
    “Perhaps?  In a few weeks?” Ithalia asked in disbelief. 
 
    “These things take time,” Letharan repeated, insistently.  “Arrangements have to be made.  It has been an age since Anas Yartharel has fielded a true army.” 
 
    “I suppose that is why you sent no aid to Anthatiel in our time of need,” Fallawen said, coolly.   
 
    “What about the other refuges?” Lady Varen asked.  “What of Carneduin?” 
 
    “I, too, can raise a thousand warriors . . . eventually,” Haruthel said, apologetically.  “Perhaps in time for this attack.  But we must ensure we have sufficient force to mount a defense, as well,” he reminded.  “Carneduin was never designed to be a fortress.” 
 
    “And the others?” I asked, my heart sinking.   
 
    “We are working on it, Spellmonger!” Aronin Ladas said, testily.  “Few of our folk wish to study war after the blight of the Warring States and its aftermath,” she reminded me.  “We defeated the Enshadowed and their allies, but at the cost of our very society.  This is a difficult land to rule.  We eschewed our warlike ways and put our weaponry away to concentrate on other matters.” 
 
    That did not bode well, I knew.  During the great wars that rocked the land millennia ago, there had been armies of tens of thousands of Alka Alon warriors facing off at the great battles between the factions and kindreds.   
 
    There was a long pause.  “Then it looks as if it was time to open your arsenals, resume your studies, and prepare – quickly! – else you will see Korbal walk through the ruins of this delightful place,” I said, hoarsely.  “You have known the threat of Sheruel for nigh on a decade.  You took notice of Korbal’s return years ago.  Anthatiel has fallen.  Anas Yartharel has been attacked by dragons.  What will convince you to remember how to fight?” I asked, my nostrils flaring.  “Will you depend on the humani to absorb the worst of it?” 
 
    “We have done what we could!” Heruthel insisted.  “What you ask imperils our entire society!” 
 
    Duke Anguin chose that moment to speak.   
 
    “I have lost hundreds of thousands of my people since this war began – including my father,” he said, darkly.  “A war we did not seek, against a foe that was not ours to begin with.  My realm is shattered.  Yet I pledge thousands more to fight against the threat,” he boasted, proudly. 
 
    “My very seat has been attacked by the foe,” Prince Tavard agreed.  “Thousands of my subjects have been slain by a foe so terrible it scars the imagination.  You say your society is imperiled by mobilizing to defend yourselves?  Mine is teetering on destruction!  We fight because we must – yet I see your reluctance to face the foe you created as the worst sort of cowardice,” he condemned. 
 
    “You must be patient!” another Alkan said, testily – another one in the larger bodies.  “We cannot call an army out of thin air!  The people must be persuaded that it is important enough a matter to risk their lives over.  There are concerns and misgivings that our alliance with the humani has entangled us in a conflict that is not our affair.  There are voices within our society who claim that you are tricking us back into our warlike ways, not merely appealing for our aid.” 
 
    “Not your affair?” Pentandra asked, scornfully.  “The Enshadowed are your people, not ours.  It was you who lay Korbal and the Nemovorti in their tomb, postponing a problem for us to contend with.  How is this not your affair?” 
 
    The Alka Alon had little answer for that.  They looked to each other anxious and angry, even afraid.   
 
    “My friends,” Heruthel finally sighed, “we did not gather here to argue with each other.  We are allies,” he assured, “not adversaries.  Both of our peoples face this threat equally.  And our warriors, even if they are few, are mighty, compared to yours.  We are not unwilling to lend our aid, just . . . unused to practicing the arts of combat.  But we will try,” he said, firmly.  “We will gather what forces we have and, together, we shall assail the enemy as we can.  But to rush into battle before we are prepared is foolish.” 
 
    “To delay battle whilst our foe strengthens and conspires to weaken us is also foolish,” I countered.  “We have an opportunity at hand, one that will likely not rise again.  Darkfaller is weakened by the recent battles.  It is unsupported save through the molopor, and it is vulnerable – we have proven that.  Most of the Paranchek deployed there have been eliminated, at great cost.  If we strike soon, before Mycin Amana can be reinforced, we can overwhelm her.  But only if we have your assistance,” I said, leaning on my staff. 
 
    Letharan gave me a long look, and then his eyes settled on Avalanche.  “It seems as if you have plenty of power available to you, Count Minalan,” he noted.   
 
    I regarded the weapon in my hand for a moment.  “Our art has improved dramatically – and rapidly,” I agreed.  “We have capabilities now that we could not even imagine at the start of the war.  But it is not sufficient to see the task done.  You know that.”  It was time for a speech, I sensed.   
 
    “This is not the Warring States period, my friends, this is a new age.  We cannot spend another decade preparing for some future assault.  There is too much at stake and our time to strike is limited.  If we lose the initiative, then we will be fighting a long defensive war on our own territory, and likely will lose.  Only boldness and decisive action can avoid that.  We must strike, strike fast, and strike hard.  Indeed, I foresee that is the only way we can ensure a victory,” I pronounced.  
 
    “And if we waste our strength on such a foolish gesture and it fails, then what?” Letharan demanded, skeptically.  “War is an art that must be practiced with care and thoughtfulness, not impetuous emotion.” 
 
    “War has changed since you last practiced it,” Terleman observed, coolly.  “We might be subject to impetuous emotion, but we are likewise afflicted with ingenuity and initiative.  Who sailed a force up a frozen river to rescue doomed Anthatiel?” he reminded them once again.  “Perhaps your notion of fighting is too set to appreciate our methods, but the results are inescapable.  Now gird yourselves for battle, make your peace with your consciences and embrace this opportunity without hesitation,” he advised, sternly, because Terleman is good at that sort of thing.  “We will not have a better chance than this to strike in this war.” 
 
    “War.  War never changes,” Aronin Ladas said, shaking her head.  “We have seen what it can do when practiced haphazardly and without regard to the consequences.” 
 
    “The consequences of not practicing it will be your conquest,” I reminded her.  “And our enslavement or destruction.  Come, you may not be as prepared as you would like, but fate does not give you much choice.  Arm yourselves and mobilize or see Paranchek and dragons and Nemovorti stalk these hallowed halls before another year is past,” I warned. 
 
    “You seem awfully sure of yourself, Count Minalan,” Letharan noted, shaking his head.  “What makes you so certain of victory?” 
 
    “Because I refuse to accept any other outcome,” I said, flatly.  “I have no choice.  Korbal must be defeated.  The alternative is destruction.  When such a stark set of alternatives presents itself, the decision is made for us.” 
 
    “Raw determination and defiant words are not enough to secure victory,” Ladas complained.  “You humani are too reckless.  Do you even have a plan?” she demanded, testily. 
 
    I smiled.  That was what I had been waiting for. 
 
    “A plan?” I repeated, smiling.  “I’m the Spellmonger.  I’m the most powerful wizard in all of human history.  Of course I have a plan . . . and you are essential to it.” 
 
    Then I told them all my plan.   
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    The Glorious History of Man 
 
      
 
    The strength of the ancient Magocracy lie in its embrace of magic on the shoulders of the already great civilization that had come before the first humans received rajira.  The weakness of the Narasi Conquest was the rejection of that great civilization as a representation of an old and corrupt order.  That rejection led to three centuries of ignorance, warfare and death.  Worse, it ignored the greatness of our ancestor’s achievements.   
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That . . . was more difficult than I expected,” Pentandra confided to me as we left the hall.  “And your plan is . . .” 
 
    “Reckless?  Dangerous?  Foolhardy?  Doomed to catastrophe?” I suggested. 
 
    “I was going to say ‘bold,’ but then I’m more diplomatic than you are,” she agreed, grimly.  “I noticed that you were remarkably scant on the details of your plan.” 
 
    “I’m still developing it,” I admitted.  “A lot of warfare comes down to waiting for opportunity and then seizing the initiative . . . boldly.  The rest comes down to logistics and supply and morale.  The Alka Alon are not wrong.  War requires preparation.  But it also requires patience.” 
 
    “Yet here you are being impatient,” she pointed out. 
 
    “I was not wrong in saying we had a limited opportunity to press our advantage, now that Darkfaller is no longer secure for our foes.  We must not squander it by second-guessing the chance that the gods have given us.” 
 
    “So when will we strike, exactly?” she sighed. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted.  “Not precisely.  But I will, when the conditions are right.  Now that we got at least five thousand Alka Alon warriors pledged to us within the next few weeks, I think we’ll have a fighting chance.” 
 
    “It’s a complicated plan,” she observed. 
 
    “Simple plans are elegant, but this requires some finesse, considering the quality of our enemy.  Don’t worry, Penny, I know what I’m doing here.  Terleman agrees with me.  Mavone agrees with me.   I managed to get two of the dukes on board.  Our forces will be ready,” I promised. 
 
    She glanced behind us, where Tavard and Anguin were strolling and speaking with Terleman and the other warmagi.  “I hope so,” she sighed.  “Everything is riding on this, now.” 
 
    “That’s why a certain amount of boldness is called for,” I reasoned.  “When your enemy thinks you wouldn’t dare do something, then that’s usually the best time to try to do it.” 
 
    “Usually you don’t dare do something because it’s a stupid idea,” she countered. 
 
    “This might be a stupid idea,” I agreed.  “But it might be a brilliant one, too.  Time will tell.” 
 
    She scowled at me for an instant, then sighed again.  “What makes you so confident?  Just so I can tell the bard who inevitably will memorialize your folly in song after your violent death.  He’ll want to know.” 
 
    “I’m confident because I am the one setting the rules, this time,” I decided.  “I am defining the precepts of the conflict, establishing the rules for our victory, and not merely reacting to what Korbal and his lackeys are doing.  That gives me an advantage.” 
 
    “Or you could be making a gigantic and disastrous miscalculation because you do not know the reality of what we face,” she proposed. 
 
    “This, too, might be the case,” I nodded.  “That’s the thing about boldness: there is an inherent amount of risk implicit in it.  But by setting the rules for the conflict I control far more than I would if I was a mere player.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes.  “This is all coming from your chat with Slagur,” she accused, disapprovingly.  “Haven’t we learned what happens when we consort with the gods like that?” 
 
    “It’s working out so far,” I argued. 
 
    “It is,” she agreed.  “Until it isn’t.  Honestly, Min, this is risky as five hells.  And the fact you aren’t more fearful of that risk is . . . disturbing,” she admitted.  “A little scary, even.” 
 
    I chuckled.  “Oh, sure, when I’m making things up as I go along, I’m a genius.  The moment I start trying to take control of the situation, I’m a fool?” 
 
    “Time will tell,” she shrugged.  “Let’s say our goodbyes and get out of here.  Suddenly this place doesn’t seem so merry anymore.” 
 
    I knew what she meant.  With my ancient memories in play, I could see Carneduin with new eyes.  
 
    It wasn’t the splendid Alka Alon settlement that had been there for centuries, now, it was the tired and somewhat decrepit remnant of a more prosperous age that had lingered into an uncertain twilight.  Surely, the stately halls and elegant spires were impressive to the human imagination, but compared to the past glories of the Alka Alon it seemed worn and aged, now.  The confessions of the Alka Alon about their diminished state only compounded that feeling.  This was a society in decline, I could see now, not one in glorious ascendency.   
 
    Still, politics need to be observed.  I spoke to a score or more of my comrades, colleagues and compatriots who had shown up in support of my efforts and thanked them profusely.  Most of them had participated in the recent assault on Darkfaller or the defense of Castabriel, and their morale was high after that victory.  A good commander compounds that kind of success, I knew, so I spent plenty of time expressing my gratitude to them. Thankfully I found them eager for another chance at Mycin Amana’s freshly minted castle of doom.   
 
    Lilastien had hung back while I praised and thanked the warmagi, but eventually she made her way through the crowd to beg a few words with me. 
 
    “How are you doing, Minalan?” she asked, frankly. The question took me by surprise. 
 
    “I’m . . . fine,” I admitted, reluctantly, as I glanced around.  “The Handmaiden seems to be helping.  No further episodes.  No threats to the realm.  You?” 
 
    “It’s a struggle,” she said, quietly, her voice tinged with guilt.  “Particularly when I dream.  But I abide,” she added with a sigh.  “But that’s not why I wanted to speak to you, Min.  You did a good job in there,” she said, with earnest praise.  “They’re getting anxious.  You called them on their . . . arrogance.  That was a good play.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, sincerely.  “We will have to see how it develops, but I am hopeful.” 
 
    “In truth I haven’t seen them this worked up since Perwyn sank,” she said, with some admiration.  “You’ve got them nearly panicked that you’ll go over their heads and involve the High Kings.  They thought they had hidden that from your people.  Now they’re being forced into expending their resources in a plan they think is dangerously foolish, at the whim of an unexpectedly canny ally,” she praised. 
 
    “I prefer the term ‘bold’,” I demurred.   
 
    “Of course you do, you magnificent barbarian!” she chuckled.  “Honestly, Minalan, I thought they were going to faint when they heard the second part of your plan.  I just hope you know what you’re doing.  They might be a bunch of arrogant assholes, but they weren’t wrong: if this fails, then they will have expended a great deal of their armed might.” 
 
    “So will I,” I pointed out.  “But they could also not fault the efficiency of the plan.” 
 
    “And for that I have some assistance,” Lilastien revealed.  “I figured out what the compound that Mycin Amana is using to denote friendly forces to the Paranchek is: a pheromone secreted around the egg sacks of the things.  They take especial care not to harm anything that smells like that, even in battle.” 
 
    That was a pleasant surprise – and an intensely repulsive thought.  “How did you figure that out?”  
 
    “Intuition, science and some confirmation from my long-dead memories,” she explained.  “The stronger the scent, the more adamant they are about avoiding it, but even a light misting of it will keep them from attacking.  We just need to get ahold of a few egg sacks,” she said, as if that was remotely reasonable.   
 
    “There might be some still in the catacombs of Darkfaller.  They were certainly breeding the Paranchek down there, from what our informants report.  But I don’t have time to go sneaking into an enemy fortress, into an underground lair of giant spiders, and stealing a couple of egg sacks.  I’m not certain I can find someone who could,” I admitted.   
 
    “It’s a tough assignment,” she agreed.  “But you humani magi seem to delight in such impossible tasks.  You’re very . . . bold.” 
 
    “By which you mean ‘dangerously foolish’,” I chuckled.  “I take your point.  All right, I’ll see who I can get to go.  This sounds like it might be important enough to take the risk.” 
 
    “If it means your men can sneak past the spiders or not be identified as enemies in the middle of battle, it will.  That could provide a decisive advantage,” she observed.  “You’re going to need all of those that you can muster.  On that note . . . you really should come by Henga soon,” she said, her voice shifting.  “To see Wenek.  He is having a hard time adjusting to being an amputee.  A visit from an old friend my help,” she advised. 
 
    “I will try,” I agreed, feeling a pang of guilt.  Wenek was just one of a number of warmagi who had been maimed or wounded at Darkfaller, but he enjoyed a great deal of esteem from his fellows for his ferocious and sometimes sadistic nature.  Even with magic it would be months before he would recover enough to return to his Pearwoods manor.  Knowing Wenek, I could imagine that he was not taking the loss of his leg with much grace.  “I have much to do, but that will be a priority,” I assured. 
 
    “Make it soon,” she directed  “I’m already designing a prosthetic for him,” she continued, “one of many for my patients.  He can enchant the hell out of it, once he learns to use it.  But until then it will be a rough few months.  I keep telling him he’s just as much use as a warmage with one leg as two, but he’s feeling sorry for himself, and that affects the morale of my other patients.  It’s not helpful,” she declared.  Then she darted her eyes over to where the two dukes were still greeting their supporters.   
 
    “What’s with them?” Lilastien asked, tilting her head in their direction.  “It was a good move to bring them, but . . .” 
 
    “Humani politics,” I sighed.  I explained the situation with the dukes and the king and queen, keeping things at a lofty level.  Of course Lilastien understood as much as I didn’t say as what I did.  “So we’re going to be seeing a lot more of the sovereign dukes around our tables.” 
 
    “It’s not a bad idea,” she decided, after a moment’s consideration.  “In fact, it’s probably essential.  Unless you plan on declaring yourself Archmage and taking control of the kingdom, then it’s best that your leadership understand what is at stake.  It bolsters institutional strength, and helps protect against being manipulated by Ladas and her colleagues.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I sighed, thankful that at least some of my advisors approved.  After both Pentandra and Alya’s reaction to the matter, it was nice to hear something supportive. 
 
    “Of course,” she continued, “it’s a politically bold move.  Getting involved in politics is always messy, never as fulfilling as it sounds, and is implicitly filled with compromise.  Beware of that, Minalan.” 
 
    With Lilastien’s words ringing in my ears, I collected my two young charges – prying Anguin from a group involving Tyndal, Rondal, and Atopol, and Prince Tavard from a much smaller band including Forondal of Robinwing and Master Loiko Venaren, the Royal Court Wizard.   
 
    “Before we go,” I began, after I got both of their attention, “I wanted to show you something the Alka Alon have been keeping for us for more than six centuries: the Hall of Memory,” I explained, as I led them away from the crowd of wizards and back toward the complex – although to a very different hall.   
 
    “This is the museum that contains the story of our people.  It was originally used as a gesture of friendship and understanding between our two races, a place where we could learn about each other.  When the Inundation and the Conquest reduced our people, it fell into disuse.  But I think you will find it instructive, when it comes to the history of our two peoples.  Well, one version of history,” I added, as I opened the door to the dusty old hall. 
 
    “It all begins with a ship – a sky ship, a ship from the stars, called the New Horizon,” I continued, as we walked under a massive model of the long-lost ship.  “More than a mile long, it contained a quarter of a million of our people in deep sleep – like a magical sleep,” I explained, as I indicated the thing with my staff, “one that kept them from aging during the long voyage.  On the New Horizon our people brought everything they thought they would need to build a new civilization on their new home.” 
 
    “A quarter of a million?” asked Anguin, astonished.  “What kind of ship could bear that many?” 
 
    “It was a wondrous feat of engineering – there was no magic in its construction or use, though you might mistake that, understandably.  No, it was a product of our ancestor’s genius, one of many they sent into the starry Void to seek out fresh worlds to preserve our people.  Eventually the New Horizon came to Callidore, after finding no good worlds elsewhere.  It was here that we encountered the three great races of the world: the Vundel, which we know as the Sea Folk; the Met Sakinsa, a race of intelligent plants; and the Alka Alon, who were the most similar in form to our own kind.” 
 
    “Similar?” snorted Tavard.  “They wear no clothes!” 
 
    “Neither do the Ilnarsi savages in Farise or the bronzed-skin tribes of the Shattered Isles,” I pointed out as we continued to a massive globe representing Callidore.  The small spot that represented the Five Duchies and the other human colonial settlements were highlighted in red.  There was not a lot of red.   
 
    “The Met Sakinsa and the Vundel cannot even conceive of a need for clothing.  No, the Alon species were far more similar to us than the others, and it was within their lands we were given a place to settle . . . with the permission of the Vundel,” I added.  “Just as the Vundel had given permission to the Alka Alon.  Our task was the same: to heal the Dry Lands that had been turned into a wasteland.  In return we had the right to settle here for a few thousand years.” 
 
    “Only a few thousand?” Tavard asked, confused.  “Empires can rise and fall in that time.” 
 
    “It sounds like a lot, even to our ancestors,” I agreed as we regarded the globe and the two little moons that floated around it.  “But the Sea Folk knew that the end of their world was in twilight and growing closer to darkness every century.  They let us come here because they saw little harm in it . . . for they saw no future for their world.” 
 
    “I see the kingdom and the islands and the Ten Kingdoms clearly enough, Count Minalan, but what are those other red portions?” asked Anguin, curiously. 
 
    “Other human settlements, scattered around the world to ensure that if disaster befell the main colony that there would be some place of respite for our people.  Ensuring the survival of our race and our culture were the supreme duty of the colonial government, when it came here.  Much like a peasant cultivates fields in different places in order to ensure his crops from completely failing, our ancestors cultivated many different colonies in far corners of the world to make certain some portion of humanity would survive calamity and have a chance to survive.  Indeed,” I added with a sly grin, “we once had a city on the moon.  And others so high above the world that there is no air they did not bring or make themselves.” 
 
    “Could we reach them, someday?” asked Anguin, intrigued.  Pentandra had instructed the Orphan Duke in the very basic elements of our history, and he had picked up more from his other learned gentlemen, but I think the presentation in the Hall of Memory affected him far more than mere lectures.  “The other colonies?  The city on the moon?” 
 
    “It is possible,” I conceded, “but unlikely in our lifetime.  For the knowledge required to make that journey was lost even before the Inundation of Perwyn,” I explained.  “No doubt there is still some trade continuing with the other colonies, in some small way, but even that means mariners must brave the savage equatorial ocean.  That is a journey for the brave and foolish alone.” 
 
    “Farise was quite exotic enough for me,” Tavard commented, absently.  “Delightful food, miserable heat, beautiful women, horrible weather.” 
 
    “I just wonder if they even survived and, if so, how they fare,” Anguin said, stroking the scrap of beard his chin boasted as he studied the globe.   
 
    “Such curiosity is well-founded,” I praised.  “Perhaps we will find out.  But our task here is to introduce you to our ancient culture and history.  Once an agreement was struck with the Vundel, they placed a kind of magical field around the entirety of the area they gave to us.  The colonization began from there.  Colonial doctrine mandated a cautious approach, so an archipelago in the middle of the Shallow Sea was selected.” 
 
    “Perwyn,” Anguin supplied.  “Ancient seat of humanity.” 
 
    “That’s where the Magocracy started,” Tavard added, in an effort to demonstrate he had paid attention to his tutors at some point. 
 
    “Not immediately,” I said, leading them over to another display.  “For the first twenty years Perwyn acted as an advance base from which our ancestors explored the world and prepared to reclaim the wastelands on the mainland.  The lands we know as the Five Duchies was a desolate place, back then, and it took a mighty effort and challenged their greatest engineers to transform the land into something more like the world from which we came.  It took them almost a century to do so – a process known as ‘terraformation’, or ‘earth shaping’.” 
 
    While I spoke the console in front of me came alive, and I was able to select the images I wanted to project from the old machine.  It was almost second nature, now that I had knowledge of such things through the eyes and memories of Martin Andrews, an explorer and early colonist.  Suddenly a scene appeared above the machine displaying the massive vehicles and fleets of flying machines that had been employed in the terraforming effort.  They crawled, flew, and burrowed like gigantic metallic insects across a barren wasteland.  I could hear both dukes react to the sight. 
 
    “They’re huge!” gasped Tavard. 
 
    “And so many,” agreed Anguin, his voice cloaked in wonder.  “There must be thousands!” 
 
    “Tens of thousands,” I agreed, enjoying their reaction.  “There was an entire corps from the colony devoted to the reclamation and planting efforts.  They used thousands and thousands of machines on the land, and it took multiple phases for them to render it suitable for human habitation.  Tens of thousands of square miles were treated, conditioned and planted with importasta plants and animals,” I continued, as I shifted the view to display pens of creatures being released into the wild, and autonomous machines planting endless rows of trees or scattering seeds from the air.   
 
    “But all of it was controlled from Perwyn,” I continued, as I brought up another series of views.  “Perwyn was the seed that sprouted all of the colonies, an island with enough arable land to support a significant population.  As the colony’s staging area, it was the conduit through which our ancestors passed before they settled across the colony.  This was the Colonial Era,” I added.  “It lasted a little more than seventy years, and during that time the great cities of Perwyn grew: Calcatalan, Stavoran, New Caerdydd, Barselon, from where the Sea Lords came, Brighton, and most of all New Leiden.  New Leiden was the capital of the island and managed its civil affairs.” 
 
    One by one the silent presentation displayed views of those ancient cities, both from the ground and the air, and demonstrated the magnificent civilization our ancestors had built so quickly.  Buildings far taller than our tallest spires overlooked the serene San Prinso Bay while a variety of aircraft flitted through the sky.  Machines of every description worked tirelessly to build and labor while our ancestors went about the business of planning their future world.   
 
    The cities were nothing like what the two dukes were used to.  The basic elements were the same, of course, but they were nearly unrecognizable to their eyes.  I selected another presentation from the list on the console.   
 
    “But we did not stop with merely remaking the land,” I continued, as a startling new view arose above the module.  This one was full of stars.  “We did not abandon our ship, once we were here; the New Horizon stayed high above us while we worked to establish ourselves.  As the people there dwindled, it became a mammoth manufactory that provided the tools and machines we needed.  It was . . . a castle in the sky,” I explained.  “A small city all its own.  It watched over us, gave us what we needed, and ensured a place to escape to if the colony came to trouble.”   
 
    The scene showed the great ship shedding huge portions of itself while a host of smaller craft surrounded it.   
 
    “We established other cities and settlements at the edges of the airless Void,” I said as one of the huge, partially transparent ECHO stations was launched into orbit from the midsection of the New Horizon.  The scene shifted to a number of other unusual-looking craft and satellite machines, as well as small orbital habitats and manned research stations.   
 
    “Great sky ships went from the New Horizon to everywhere on Callidore, and even to other worlds.  This one is on the surface of the white moon, Caluna,” I added, as I paused the playback on a shot of the central hub of Lunar Operations Command as a shuttle was landing.  “It’s an airless environment that would kill you in an instant if you did not have the proper armor to keep you alive.” 
 
    “What about the green moon?” Tavard asked, curious.  “I saw it in Farise.  It was beautiful.”  He had a dreamy expression on his face.  
 
    “That moon was forbidden for us to visit by the Met Sakinsa,” I said, impressed at his question.  “But we had extensive mining and research facilities at Luna City, on the white moon.  As well as a large security base,” I added, meaningfully. 
 
    Tavard heaved a sigh.  “And all of this is true?  I mean, it seems pretty unbelievable.  It’s not the story the monks tell us.” 
 
    “Of course it’s true, Tavard!” Anguin chided.  “Master Minalan would not lie to us!” 
 
    “It’s true enough,” I conceded.  “We did not spring out of the navel of the sky god, regardless of what the scriptures say.  We came from an ancient star ship, across an endless empty void, to found this wonderful world.  But there is a lot of detail I left out,” I said, a little sarcastically.  “My lords, even the scriptures acknowledge we emerged from the sky,” I reminded him.  “They just were a little confused about the means and methods.  But this is, indeed, how we got here.” 
 
    “Perhaps.  It is interesting, but I do not see its utility, Master Minalan,”  Tavard insisted. I switched off the display. 
 
    “I showed this to you both,” I said in a low voice, in an attempt to make an impression, “to educate you on the glories of your ancestors.  You need to know that the greatest of them did not merely conquer the Magocracy on horseback four hundred years ago, but they built this beautiful land out of a desert and had an advanced civilization that rivals any and they lived on the godsdamned moon . . . all without magic,” I said, proudly.   
 
    “As much as I appreciate the benefits of the arcane, I want you gentlemen to understand – and never forget! – that you are descended from stock as mighty as any on this world.  A people so determined to see their future prosper for their children and all of their descendants that they crossed the godsdamn void between the stars to see it done.  They were clever enough to do so without recourse to the arcane. 
 
    “So don’t you ever, ever forget the great legacy that you bear: you are not merely sovereign princes of Castalshar, you are the heirs to a glorious history of men who had no greater strength or intellect as you possess.  Men committed to seeing their world prosper.  And men willing to defend that ideal without compromise. 
 
    “That’s what I want you to remember every time you’re speaking to one of those crusty old Alka Alon lords and he’s using his charm and wit to flatter you while he tries to gently bend you to his will.   
 
    “You are the scions of the great and mighty, the mariners who sailed the stars . . . and you don’t have to take any shit from anyone!” 
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
    

  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    The Missing Piece to the Puzzle 
 
      
 
    The Alka Alon were tremendously helpful when it came to assisting our people with the onset of rajira, back in the Colonial Period.  Adapting their basic system of magic for the new generation of magi allowed humanity to contend with the unexpected difficulties that came with adjusting to the realities of the arcane in theory and practice.  Alas, humans have poor voices for songspells, and so the system was adapted by transforming the tones that they used to evoke the Magosphere into written symbols that humans were more comfortable with.  It worked – but the Alka Alon neglected to include a wide range of magic that they thought was too difficult or too dangerous for humanity to access.  How terribly convenient. 
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That . . . was exhausting,” I declared to my lady wife when I finally made it back to our chambers.   
 
    It had been a long day.  Even after we returned to Sevendor, the two dukes had peppered me with questions all afternoon until I sent them back to their respective palaces through the portals.  I had done my best to inform them about the greater political situation between humanity and the other great races of Callidore.  I’d like to think they paid some attention and they seemed to grasp the basics of our circumstances.  But it was supremely draining.  
 
    “What did you expect, Min?” Alya snorted.  She was sorting through her jewelry when I finally came up.  She had a lot, not because she particularly liked jewelry but because that was a common gift among the aristocracy, and it tended to accumulate.  “Both of them are young idiots.” 
 
    “They aren’t stupid, really,” I sighed, as I kissed the top of her head and tossed my pointy hat at a peg.  It sailed with unerring accuracy to land upon it.  There was a bit of knot coral in the band to ensure that it always landed perfectly.  That might seem an extravagance, not to mention absolutely banal, but what kind of great and powerful wizard would I be if I couldn’t land my hat on a peg from halfway across the room?  “They’re just ignorant, idealistic, foolish and egotistic.  They actually asked some fairly insightful questions, every now and then.” 
 
    “So who is winning?” she asked as she took out each and every piece of jewelry she had, one by one, and held it up to the magelight.  
 
    “No one,” I admitted, as I poured myself a cup of wine.  I like something strong, just before bed, and the Bikavar red from Enultramar is as bold as a bloody nose.  It splashed rich and delicious across my tongue.  “It’s still far too early to tell which one is the bigger idiot.  Or the better leader.  Both asked some good questions.  Both asked some stupid questions.  It was exhausting,” I repeated.  I suppose I was looking for sympathy, but Alya was distracted by the shiny metals and glimmering gems.   
 
    “That’s about what I expected,” she said, absently.  “Are the Alka Alon going to fulfill their obligations?”  I had kept Alya informed of the negotiations, of course.  She would inherit whatever mess I left if I got killed in battle or fell down the stairs or choked on a fishbone or however I ended up dying.  It was only right that she be fully informed about the situation.   
 
    “They say they will . . . but I have doubts,” I admitted.  “I don’t think that they are as strong as we thought they were.  That could be problematic, considering my plan.  What are you doing?” I asked.   
 
    “I’m looking for a necklace,” she said with a sigh.   
 
    “It looks like you have found some,” I noted, as I nodded to the pile of loot next to her jewelry box.  “Nothing you like?” 
 
    “I’m looking for a particular necklace,” she said, as she continued digging into the box.  “The one you gave me when we got married.” 
 
    “I gave you a necklace?” I asked, surprised.  “The emerald?”  When we were married back in my home village of Talry-on-Burine – before the Censorate tried to bust up the party – I had given her a massive emerald I had taken from the goblins in the Wilderlands as spoils of war.   
 
    “No, no, not the emerald,” she dismissed.   
 
    “What’s wrong with the emerald?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she said, as she picked up another piece.  “It’s just not the one I’m looking for.  It’s the other one you gave me – the Alka Alon piece.  Ah!  There it is!” she said, triumphantly, as she plunged her hand back into the box. 
 
    “I gave you another one?  Oh!  That one that Ithalia gave me!” I remembered.  That was back when I first met her, when I and my apprentices – and a company of militia – had rescued Ithalia and Onranion and a dozen or so Alkan refugees during the early days of the invasion.  “I had forgotten about that one.” 
 
    “I wore it all through my pregnancy with Minalyan,” she said, as she withdrew the fine chain and the elegant pendant.  “I wore it the night I gave birth to him.  I didn’t remember to put it on when I gave birth to Almina, and I’ve always felt guilty about that for some reason.” 
 
    I saw the necklace and something in me snapped.  A flood of strange memories poured forth, as the Alkans in my head recognized the thing.  A common piece of Sointula.  A kind of colorful petrified wood that I suddenly knew came from the Met Sakinsa.   
 
    And something fell into place. 
 
    There’s nothing particularly special about Sointula – it’s an uncommon but not entirely rare mineral with streaks of green and white and orange in it.  It can be polished, as this piece was, and it is often found along riverbanks in and around the Kulines, as well as other places.  It’s not particularly valuable, either.  But it had a lore attached to it, a lore I wasn’t really aware of until I had the insight of the Alka Alon in my mind. 
 
    Sointula was prized by the Alka Alon as a low-level magical mineral, I suddenly knew.  It was rarely used in major workings or serious enchantments because there were more potent reagents that were easier to acquire.  It was usually used as a folk charm by the Avalanti kindred, who valued it as an assistance to the process of gestation and childbirth, among other uses.  There was some folktale or legend or something associated with it, I knew, though I wasn’t aware of the specifics.   
 
    But it was seen as an arcane “harmonizer,” a means of transforming low-level thaumaturgic energies into a more coherent flow.  It’s difficult to describe to a non-mage, but it essentially takes the sometimes chaotic streams of arcane power, regardless of octave, and transforms it into something smoother and easier to manipulate.  Kind of like the way a set of carding combs takes the tangled skeins of wool or linen or cotton and organizes them into a more coherent form before you spin them into thread. 
 
    The implications were immense; here I was, trying everything I knew about thaumaturgy from ten different lives to come up with a practical means of making more snowstone, and Alya revealed this minor, unimportant element to the original spell that I had never taken into account.  Sointula was a folk remedy from the most rustic and unsophisticated Alka Alon kindred, the Avalanti, and it was regarded as more superstition and folklore than legitimate thaumaturgy.  Yet it was apparently intimately involved in the creation of a unique thaumaturgical substance. 
 
    That necklace was the missing piece, I realized.  A reagent that could regulate the basic low-level energies across the various octaves – including Divine magic, I realized – would decidedly have an effect on the spell.  How could it not?  I had raised as much energy from the fonts of power I’d had available when I first cast the impromptu spell, from the basic elemental octaves from the naturally occurring nodes I’d harnessed to the more exotic streams of power I’d tried to employ with my irionite.  I hadn’t been thinking about thaumaturgical coherency at all – I was just throwing as much power as I could muster at the critical situation. 
 
    But it was suddenly clear to me that the Sointula had been instrumental in how the spell had activated.  It had to be.  The difference between raw, natural flows of thaumaturgical power and the effect of a more coherent flow are minor, but important.  In most cases, with most spells, it wouldn’t really matter much whether the magical force you could generate was nice and smooth or a little hairy.  The symbolic runes that are used by the mage to shape and direct those energies don’t usually care.   
 
    But when you added divine magic into the equation, they very well might. 
 
    Divine magic was a largely unknown realm to the magic of both humanity and the Alon.  It was a theoretical domain, not a practical one.  There was no easy, reliable way to generate Divine power.  It was an octave higher than Vivant energy, which was easy to generate but hard to control without mitigation.  Until the gods started to appear to my ancestors the Alon had considered it a theoretical ideal, not a realistic form of magical power.   
 
    But my collective memories gave me deeper insight into the question, as well as a lot more understanding of how the various octaves of power behaved and interacted once they were directed by a knowledgeable consciousness through an appropriately useful symbolic system.  I immediately understood how a coherent wave of divine power would be a much different animal than a raw expression of the same energy.   
 
    Consider this imperfect analogy: one can escape from a tower by tying a bunch of sheets and blankets together to give you something to climb down.  Or you could use a neatly braided strand of rope.  Both are perfectly adequate to accomplish the task at hand, but one is, by its nature, a more efficient method of lowering yourself from the window than the other.  Sointula was the rope, whereas normal magical practice usually depended upon the blankets and sheets.  Both got the job done, but one was more elegant than the other. 
 
    Was it enough of a difference to produce snowstone, all else being equal?  I didn’t know, but it made sense.  Divine power was rather finicky, from what I had come to know.  Relatively inconsequential elements – such as the whims of the collective human subconscious – could dramatically affect how divine power was expressed, and therefore how it manifested.  Theoretically, based on what I knew of Divine power, it could be profoundly important.  And that was a theory that I could test. 
 
    I stared at my wife with an expression of wonder and insight as she stared at the little pendant with an expression of satisfaction.  Then I kissed her, thoroughly and unexpectedly.  Suddenly my battle plan and the politics of both the human and Alkan sphere faded into insignificance.   
 
    “What . . . what was that for?” she asked, confused but pleased by my kiss.   
 
    “You just . . . you just should wear this,” I said, taking the pendant and placing it around her neck.  “Wear it constantly, until you give birth,” I directed.  “It could be very important.” 
 
    She studied my face, her confusion still apparent.  “What do you mean?” she asked, realizing that something had changed. 
 
    “Just do it.  It could be important,” I said, earnestly.  “I can’t really explain it.  But it’s significant.” 
 
    “It’s pretty,” she conceded, glancing down at the bit of polished petrified wood.  “I always liked it.  More than the emerald,” she added, guiltily.   
 
    “It’s magical,” I informed her, taking up the pendant in my hand.  “Not particularly powerful, but enormously useful.  The Avalanti kindred believe it can help to strengthen the connection between a mother and the child she bears.  And provide some protection for it.” 
 
    “Get me ten pounds of it, then!” she chuckled.  “Really, Min, what’s going on?” 
 
    “I just realized how important that little jewel could be to the snowstone spell and I’m excited,” I declared.  I tried to explain it, in my awkward way, why it might be helpful and how stupid I felt because I overlooked it.  Wizards are supposed to be subtle, after all.     
 
    “All right, all right,” she conceded.  She seemed pleased by my discovery, but not purely because it would be helpful.  I think every wife enjoys it when her husband admits he is wrong or mistaken about something.  Then her expression changed.  She winced, and grabbed her belly.  “Someone else thinks it’s a good idea, too, I think,” she said, when she caught her breath.  “Your new little boy is excited to be joining the world.” 
 
    “And I’m excited to meet him for the first time,” I agreed with a smile of paternal bliss.  “He’s still very healthy,” I assured her – I had been doing magical scrying religiously to make certain the baby was progressing without difficulty.   
 
    “Oh, I can tell by the way he is relentlessly dancing on my bladder.  Help me up?” she pleaded, extending a hand.  “I suddenly have to pee.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next few days were filled with further preparations for the upcoming battle.   
 
    Sire Cei had taken over the grounds of the old Sevendor Castle as a staging ground for local forces who would participate, drilling them mercilessly in close combat and small unit formations.  Individual warriors honed their skills and improved their endurance with a seemingly endless indulgence in sparring.  Sevendor’s warmagi prepared their personal spells and enchantments with impressive dedication, and I made certain to visit to offer my insights and suggestions to the Sparks who would soon go back to Darkfaller.  Not that they needed my advice; almost all of them were seasoned veterans, now.  But it’s always a good idea for a commander to be seen frequently on the practice grounds.  It keeps the men alert and reminds them that someone is watching. 
 
    The bouleuterion was likewise humming with three shifts a day in an effort to meet the demand for new battlefield enchantments.  Cartloads of weirwood, thaumaturgical glass and other components were being unloaded to the surrounding workshops and being transformed into the weapons of war we needed.  Taren was unofficially overseeing the effort – he resisted being given an official title or rank, for reasons of his own – and he stopped by my own workshop to report the progress being made. 
 
    “We’ll have about seven hundred glass spheres enchanted by the end of the week,” he reported, as I fiddled around with the device I used to produce irionite.  “Almost two thousand short use warwands, including two hundred armed with burning slag.  Those have to be charged at the foundry in Vanador, though, so they take a little longer.  Only about a hundred and fifty new low-level combat constructs, but I don’t think those will be particularly decisive.  Six new sets of riding tack for the birds, as well as sixty-five skybolts – the new version,” he added, “more precise than the last version.  And plenty of miscellaneous enchantments.” 
 
    “I was hoping for more,” I sighed.  “But that will have to be enough.” 
 
    “Most of the individual war magi still have some enchantments stockpiled,” he assured me.  “And you’ll be there with that thing,” he said, nodding toward Avalanche where it sat on a rack in the corner.   
 
    “I’ll have my own role to play in the battle,” I reminded him.  “I won’t have much time to assist.” 
 
    “I know.  We’re trying not to count on you at all, beyond getting us there.  But I did have an idea I wanted to run by you that might help . . .” 
 
    I always listen to Taren’s ideas, because he never presents them to me unless he’s carefully thought out all of the possibilities and contingencies and reduced it to its constituent elements.  It is rare that I find fault in them.  This one was no different – and surprisingly helpful. 
 
    “That would take an awful lot of knot coral,” I pointed out, when he was done explaining the concept.  It was delightfully simple, in theory.  Just the kind of insight I’d come to expect from Taren. 
 
    “We have a gracious plenty,” he assured me.  “That last payment from the Vundel had an abundance.  There are barrels and barrels of it in the bouleuterion.  But if it works, it could be decisive against the Paranchek at Darkfaller.  Especially if we used it in conjunction with Dara’s people.  Oh, and Dara tells me that her special squadron is done completing their drills.” 
 
    “That is excellent news,” I agreed, as I cracked open the copper-wrapped case and revealed the latest batch of irionite spheres.  They were perfectly round, perfectly translucent, bearing a faint glow of vibrant green.  I was getting good at this, I congratulated myself.  “Now we can have six more High Warmagi at the battle, too.” 
 
    Taren nodded approvingly as I laid them out on a velvet cloth.  “They’re beautiful.  But how do you get them to age so quickly?” 
 
    “You’ll find the specifics of the spell in my notebook,” I said, nodding to where it lay open on the work table, “but you won’t understand a bit of it until you study and understand the runes needed to use it.  It involves dimensional magic – time dilation,” I explained.  “And the runes for that were unknown – until I created them.  That handbook is on the yellow shelf, labeled ‘handbook of dimensional magic’ because I haven’t come up with anything more interesting than that.  But you still won’t be able to do it until you read and understand the book next to it, romantically entitled ‘dimensional magic theory.’  Feel free to start reading them,” I encouraged.  “You, Master Ulin and Gareth are about the only human enchanters I think can understand it, at this point.  Perhaps Lady Varen.  I’ll have to teach the rest personally, I think.  Even Pentandra.” 
 
    “Is it hard?” he asked, glancing at the books.  I began inspecting each new sphere of irionite for hidden flaws with a wand I designed specifically for that purpose. 
 
    “It makes the mind-bending thaumaturgy the Alka Alon use for calculating the Ways look like a first-year cantrip,” I informed him.  “I barely understand it myself.  I don’t think I could if I was even half sane.  But it works,” I assured him.  “Creating a temporal dilation effect is just one part of it.  It also describes the spell that can manage a hoxter pocket without the use of one of the magic stones.  And how to direct and control the portal system – that’s a large section.  How to create a truly extradimensional architecture and control its access points.  I haven’t tried that one yet, but I’m looking forward to it.  There’s a lot more, too.” 
 
    “You have been busy,” Taren nodded, approvingly.   
 
    “So have you,” I countered.  “How are things with Lady Varen?  You’re staying at Lesgaethael while you’re in Sevendor, aren’t you?” 
 
    My usually easy-going friend’s face suddenly froze, and his expression changed. 
 
    “That well,” I chuckled. 
 
    “It’s . . . odd,” he revealed with a deep sigh.  “One moment she’s affectionate – loving, even – and the next she’s coolly distant.  Detached.  It’s . . . disconcerting.” 
 
    I smiled.  The memories of my Alka Alon guests had shown me the differences in courtship and mating between humani and Alkan.  They were greatly similar in nature, of course, but the longevity of the Alka Alon distorted things.  Depending on their kindred, the Alka Alon typically mated for life.  That didn’t make them sexually monogamous, but it did simplify issues of inheritance and lineage.  There were notable exceptions, particularly in the case of widowhood, but in terms of marriage it was usually a permanent institution. 
 
    But marriage and love are two different things.  Varen was a very young Alkan, just past three hundred, like her peers, and like humanity the young adults among the Alka Alon tend to be impetuous and impulsive about their sexual feelings.  While her kindred had strong customs against meaningless indulgences at that age, she was already scandalously intimate with humans.  Actually consummating her academic interest with Taren was a minor issue.   
 
    I also knew that there are no minor issues to the young adults of either species.  More than likely Varen was both struggling with and enjoying the notoriety she gained through her liaison with Taren.  Both Alka Alon and human society raised their collective eyebrows about such a pairing. And unlike Fallawen, she didn’t seem inclined to marry her human partner.  At least I didn’t think so.   
 
    “Tell me, has she proposed formalizing your . . . experiment?” I asked, curiously. 
 
    “She’s agreed to credit me in her lecture on her findings, if that’s what you mean,” he said with a wry chuckle.  “But beyond that, no.  She hasn’t so much as mentioned getting married.” 
 
    I studied him for a moment between scans.  “You don’t seem particularly upset about that,” I noted. 
 
    “It’s a bit of a relief, actually,” he admitted.  “From what I understand, that implies an entirely different set of problems.  Both for her people and ours.  It takes some of the pressure off, too,” he considered.  “If things don’t work out, then we can both walk away.  Until then it’s just her and me and . . . the experiment.  Which she is still very enthusiastic for,” he added, blushing a bit.  I’d known Taren for years, but had never known him to have more than a passing fling with a woman.  From what I knew of him, he’d never had a real relationship. 
 
    “You’re doing regular . . . protocols?” I asked, amused at his discomfort. 
 
    “Every chance we get,” he said, blushing while he bragged.  “She says she doesn’t want to miss any possibility, so . . . we do a lot of protocols.  It’s been interesting.  And fun.  But then the next moment she gets all formal and distant, and it’s confusing.” 
 
    “She’s probably just as confused as you are,” I suggested, as I placed each of the flawless spheres in a cushioned box.  There was a smaller box on the shelf where the flawed spheres were kept.  That number had dwindled since I’d mastered the process and refined the technique.  They weren’t useless, of course, but they weren’t high enough quality to take the standard template of war spells I imbued into the spheres before I granted them to warmagi.  “As I said, she’s young – younger than you, when you adjust the life-expectancies of the two races.  She’s also notoriously aloof, even among the Farastamari, who are experts on being aloof.” 
 
    “She doesn’t seem particularly aloof when we’re experimenting,” he said, frowning.   
 
    “That’s interesting,” I nodded.  “It could be a case of her investing herself entirely in her work.  Or it could be that she’s using the excuse of her work to allow her to exercise some of her more repressed urges,” I suggested.  “She has the body of a young human female, don’t forget—” 
 
    “That is a body I will never forget,” he assured me, solemnly. 
 
    “I was speaking of biology, not aesthetics,” I chuckled.  “But as such she is prey to the same reactions and drives that a young woman would have.  Things are a lot slower and more subtle among the Alka Alon – particularly among the Farastamari.  They tend to be sexually conservative, compared to the Avalanti.  But they are no less passionate for all that.  I think that having a secret love affair with a human male is just the sort of forbidden indulgence that might unlock the more repressed portions of her heart.  Once she’s . . . done experimenting, she probably reverts back to her introverted, aloof self.” 
 
    “Well, it’s confusing the hell out of me,” Taren admitted, rubbing the back of his neck.   
 
    “I can empathize,” I said, setting the box back on the shelf.  “When Penny and I started to . . . experiment, back at Inrion Academy, it really was about the work for her.  I mean, she bore me some affection, but to her I was just a handsome laboratory partner with good stamina and the right wand for the job.  I also took good notes.  But I don’t think she ever got as emotionally invested in me as she did Arborn.  Hells, I never thought she had the capacity,” I admitted. 
 
    “There’s more to it than that with Varen,” Taren decided, his face still troubled.  “It’s as if she wants to open her heart to me, but she’s also supremely hesitant.” 
 
    I considered.  “Has it occurred to you how this feels from her perspective?” I proposed, as I took a seat across from my friend.  “Consider first that the Alka Alon typically mate for life, and try to reserve their feelings for that one relationship.  Then consider the fact that, to her, you’ve got a far shorter life than she does.  Even if you two last forty years together, that’s like a long summer for the Alka Alon.” 
 
    He considered that in silence for a few moments before he started nodding.  “Perhaps that’s it,” he sighed.  “I’m like an exotic pet that she’s afraid to get too attached to, knowing I’ll just die on her someday.  I suppose I can see why she’s being so distant, then.  But what do I do?” 
 
    “Well, you could end the experiment, if you’re unhappy with it,” I proposed. I could tell at once that he was not fond of that prospect.    
 
    “No!  I mean, that wouldn’t be fair.  To her or me.  Or the work,” he rationalized.  “It would be a betrayal of professional ethics.” 
 
    “You’re trying to have a baby to cast a spell,” I pointed out, dryly.  “That’s what Isily and Dunselen were doing.  Professional ethics ceased to be a consideration some time ago.” 
 
    “But in my case, all parties are enthusiastically consenting to the experiment,” he countered. 
 
    “Which is why no one is raising a fuss about it,” I agreed.  “Not that many people know.  But beyond that, I think it was irrational to think that you two could enter into this experiment without your personal feelings getting involved.  This is becoming far more than an experiment for you.  It is on its way to becoming an emotional indulgence.” 
 
    “So you think I should end it?” he asked, surprised. 
 
    “No, no, not at all,” I assured him.  “Firstly, it’s very much needed, despite the ethical concerns.  Secondly, it’s about the best chance we have at studying and documenting the spell, considering Varen is both the mother and the principal investigator.  Thirdly . . . well, clearly you two like each other, hold each other in high regard, and bear each other great affection.  Great romances have been built on less,” I reasoned. 
 
    “I wasn’t really seeking any great romance,” Taren said, shaking his head.  “They seem to be . . . messy.” 
 
    “Then perhaps you have stumbled upon one unaware,” I suggested.  “Taren, you’ve been devoted to your work for as long as I’ve known you.  You’re an excellent warmage and one of the most outstanding thaumaturges in the world.  You’re an adept enchanter, too,” I pointed out.  “But you haven’t so much as taken up residence as a magelord and allowed yourself to live a little bit.” 
 
    “I’ve been given lands,” he admitted.  “I hired a couple of staff and then I’ve mostly just ignored them.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “That’s a magelord’s prerogative.  But consider the possibility of something more than professional excellence in your life.  Be open to the chance for your heart to find something beyond a devotion to your studies and your craft.  You’re a good man, you seem to have found a good woman.  That’s not a small thing,” I proposed. 
 
    He gave me a self-conscious grin.  “I suppose not.  It just seems reckless, at a time like this.  An indulgence ” 
 
    “It’s reckless any time it happens,” I ventured.  “Trust me.  And if it’s an indulgence, then you’ve earned it more than all of your neglected lands.”  Then something occurred to me and I chuckled. 
 
    “What?” Taren asked. 
 
    “I’m just recalling that Ishi promised you some interesting times,” I reminded him.  “I think she has made good on that promise.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Timing Is Everything 
 
    One of the advantages of the Magocracy’s overly elaborate form of government was the lack of real power the Archmage enjoyed in practical terms.  While he was the head-of-state and presumably the chief executive of the empire, the constraints placed on him by tradition and a robust court kept him from constantly attempting to do things just for the sake of doing them.  This institutionalized cautious approach sometimes hampered the ability of the empire to respond to emerging crisis – say, when tens of thousands of horse-loving barbarians attacks the northern frontier – but in most cases this restraint kept an impetuous leader from making bad decisions just so it looked like they were doing something.  There is a lot to be said for that. 
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
    As assured by Taren’s report of our arsenal as I was, I was beginning to have some anxiety over the exact date of the upcoming attack.  The timing had to be just right, you see, before the inevitable spring thaw that would turn the countryside around Darkfaller to mud for weeks.  The Paranchek had no problem contending with mud, but horses did.  Horses can run over frozen ground, but mud – especially the thick, heavy mud the Castali Riverlands can muster after the spring thaw – would make that impossible.  If cavalry was going to be a factor in the battle at all, it would have to come sooner, rather than later.   
 
    Every day that passed only increased my anxiety, regardless of the good news about our preparations that reached me.  Indeed, every time one of my captains reported that they were ready that only seemed to increase my concerns about timing.  My plan was complicated, after all, and everything I knew from both ancient memory and personal experience informed me that the more complex a plan, the higher likelihood everything would go completely into the chamberpot the moment the first sword was drawn.   
 
    It wasn’t just Taren’s report.  Sandoval assured me that the Vanadori were ready, and Sire Cei and the Sevendori were certainly prepared.  Terleman – after a round of vigorous inspections – was satisfied that the Castali troops that Prince Tavard had provided were prepared for their mission, and that the Remeran mercenaries Duke Anguin had hired were among the best the duchy could rally.  Count Salgo informed me that the Alshari contingent was encamped outside of Falas and would be ready and available the moment I gave the word.  Dara and the other Sky Captains were confident that their wings would be ready to perform their critical role.  Baron Azar and his new bride were poised to lead the finest warmagi in history into battle at my command. 
 
    Most importantly, Mavone’s spies and observers were confident that Darkfaller’s defenses were still at an ebb, after the tumultuous Battle of Yule (yes, I know, technically the battle happened the day after Yule, but you know how the minstrels and historians are).   
 
    The holes in the outer defenses had yet to be repaired.  The perimeter around the outer bailey was rarely patrolled.  The number of wyverns flying into and out of the castle had diminished noticeably.  The Enshadowed had not even arranged to have the gigantic corpses of the Paranchek warriors removed from where they had fallen, much less the thousands of recently-rededicated undead who had been slain.  The activity within the keep was low.  Deliveries of reinforcements and supply from the Umbra were greatly reduced.  In the dead of winter the undead were complacent.  All the conditions I was concerned with seemed to be settled. The actual attack should go smoothly to plan. 
 
    Then why was I anxious that everything was destined to go horribly wrong? 
 
    One might say that no good commander would ever entertain anything less than a sense of dread at the consequences of any given action.  If you don’t appreciate just how horribly wrong a mission could go, you won’t properly plan for the dire contingencies.   
 
    One might also say that any commander going into battle with the expectation of victory due to his own preconceived notions is likewise doomed to the hell of the mistaken optimist.  Cultivating a discerning pessimism might not make you the center of attention as you are holding forth near the fire as a drunken old soldier recounting past glories.  But it is that kind of dark view of your prospects that makes you sensitive to the caprices of fortune.  Ifnia loves to fuck up a carefully contrived plan the way that Briga loves a good warm muffin. 
 
    I knew that something as daring and bold – and unnecessarily dangerous – as the plan I had concocted could spoil the effort for any number of very good reasons.  But that just made me more determined to plan for every possible contingency.   
 
    Yes, I know I haven’t mentioned the specifics of the plan.  It makes a better story that way. 
 
    In any case, I was pacing Sevendor Castle and fretting because things seem to be going in the right direction.  All of my ancient memories offered unhelpful critiques of the plan, in one direction or another, based on their experience and knowledge of history – in Saram’s case, the examples of how stupid military commanders could be across the scale of millions of years of history was truly humbling.   
 
    But I pressed on, feverishly preparing my contingency plans and obsessively receiving the most updated field reports to inform my opinion.  It could happen any day, I knew, and I had best be ready.  I said as much to the many commanders I spoke with, either personally or mind-to-mind, as the last weeks of winter presented themselves.  I stayed up late into the night, feverishly preparing a host of enchantments that might aid in the coming struggle.   
 
    It is interesting to note that each of my various memories contributed to the feeling of anxiety, bordering on panic, that I felt at the time.  The Handmaiden’s nightly work on me had kept the worst of the disconcerting memories from overwhelming me, thank the gods, but she could not deter their influence.   
 
    It was as if my own insecurities sparked a host of similar memories from each of their lives.  In some ways that was supremely painful; in others, it was uplifting and motivating.  We all have our moments of uncertainty, in the clutch of events.  Whether it was going into battle, taking an examination, enduring a deadly challenge, undergoing a mystical rite, or talking to a girl or boy for the first time, the anxious feelings are similar enough to recall across time and space.   
 
    I did my best to let those feelings propel me even in my moments of deepest doubt.  I admit, they kept me unbalanced enough to entertain a more risky and uncertain approach to the battle than I would have considered with just my own paltry memories to rely upon, but there were riches within that uncertainty.   
 
    Korbal and his sadistic court were already contending with the novelty of humanity, relying on millennia-old traditions and ideas about how warfare should be fought.  They were constrained by their adherence to an obsolete order and had suffered losses accordingly.  While they had excelled at using exotic magical effects in the prosecution of their wars, they had drastically misjudged how humanity would respond with fundamental differences in resolve.  There were hundreds of thousands of dead gurvani and a couple of dragon skeletons sitting around, attesting to that.  Humans were cunning, creative and resilient far beyond the estimations of the Enshadowed. 
 
    Add to that the creative madness of the most powerful human mage in history?  You can expect some impressive approaches to the entire subject of warfare. 
 
    You see, my ancient memories gave me context that Korbal and his Nemovorti lacked.  Saram’s knowledge of galactic history gave me countless examples of warfare in endless variation.  Tuaa Folauga’s relentless fight against the Orions and their vassals gave me the real-world experience of a ruthless tactician.  Andrews provided the understanding of humanity’s capabilities, such as they were.  Even Palgrave’s insights on the matter had value.   
 
    And I won’t get started on the perspectives of the four Alon in my head.  Each one would have despised Korbal – and some actually had.  The Enshadowed were a deplorable aberration against the highest ideals of Alka Alon society.  Their perceptions of the task at hand were particularly vicious. 
 
    Then there is the matter of the Monster.  Aza’methet, the ancient being spawned at the very beginnings of the universe, only saw reality in terms of threats and hazards.  When the Monster deigned to have an opinion, it was ruthlessly severe.  It presented every consideration with a mixture of unrepentant aggression and unreasonable insecurity.  I usually tried to stay away from everyone when its muted presence overshadowed my thoughts.   
 
    But I have to admit: that ancient horror had some bloody brilliant ideas. 
 
    My problem was that I was all too aware that the possibility of winning the battle for Darkfaller involved the equally valid consideration that a victory there might eventually lose me the war.  Alka Alon history is replete with tales of struggles between powers in which the eventual winner was determined not by who prevailed in battle, but by which party was able to sustain themselves and their political opinions beyond the capacity of their opponents.  Quite literally, a legitimate strategy in Alka Alon warfare was to out-live your foes.   
 
    With his necromantic studies Korbal and his court had found a way to do that, and it rankled the Alkan sensibilities that underpinned my thoughts.  I might prevail against Mycin Amana, but if I could not injure Korbal’s organization, my grandchildren might be fighting against them.  That was something I could not abide.  I would not waste my forces on Darkfaller in vain, only to have the Enshadowed patiently wait to strike against my people from the shadows once our strength was spent.   
 
    That was not conducive to my long-term plans to save the world.  Therefore, I had to do something . . . unpredictable, I knew. 
 
    The problem was timing. 
 
    The element of surprise was crucial, and the longer I waited the more I risked losing it.  I couldn’t keep my men on a constant state of readiness indefinitely, I knew.  I could not depend upon the weather, either.  The coalition of forces I had prepared was politically unstable, held together by the force of my will alone.  Every day that passed was another day when everything could come crashing down.   
 
    I was nearly at the point of picking an arbitrary date out of frustration when Laresk alerted me to something odd going on in my study.  There was a bowl full of water glowing insistently. 
 
    In the new castle I had an entire suite of workshops, libraries and laboratories now, enough to be equip a third bouleuterion.  Among them was a small chamber I used when I wanted to read or research something in a fairly intimate setting.  Certainly, my larger office was a grander and more impressive room, but there were times when I just wanted to devour a book or work on a problem without interruption or distraction.  That’s why I had the study built.   
 
    It was small, cluttered, and it reminded me more of my old spellmonger’s shop than anything else.  Indeed, a lot of my old junk had ended up there.  It was also a place I could confer with my apprentices in private and store important things that I didn’t want to be casually seen – like a bowl full of water containing a particular sympathy stone enchantment.  The one whose mate was in the possession of the Nemovort Karakush.   
 
    Having a back-door connection to the enemy is always fraught with advantages and disadvantages, of course.  In some ways it is an essential part of diplomacy.  But there was also the very real possibility that someone might misconstrue such an important line of communication as a means of sharing secrets or betraying the war effort.   
 
    But I had anticipated that there would be some communication from the rotting old corpse after the Yule offensive.  Indeed, I had expected it much sooner, and often wondered if Karakush was rethinking his plans.  It had been almost four weeks since the attack on Castabriel, and I was assuming that there was a lot of recrimination and chaos back at Olum Seheri at the result.  
 
    I wasn’t wrong. 
 
    “I see you managed to survive the battle, Count Minalan,” Karakush’s tattooed face said as it stared up at me out of the bowl.  “You weren’t injured, I trust?” he asked with false concern. 
 
    “Not meaningfully,” I admitted.  “But it did nearly spoil my holiday.  What do you want, Karakush?” I asked, tersely.   
 
    “I just thought that you’d like to know that Mycin Amana’s ill-fated attack on your capital was not without consequences,” the thin-lipped dead man said, his pale yellow eyes glowing a bit more brightly.  “There has been a raucous call for her removal from her post, after she wasted our valuable resources on her attack.” 
 
    “The giant spiders, you mean,” I nodded.  “We didn’t kill all of them, you know,” I pointed out.  “She still has a few left to stink up Darkfaller.” 
 
    “So you met them, I see,” he nodded.  “You weren’t supposed to be able to kill any of them.  Korbal was promised that they would be entirely out of your ability to counter.” 
 
    “I’ve killed dragons, siege beasts and giant wyverns,” I shrugged.  “A really big bug doesn’t concern me,” I said with false bravado.   
 
    “A fair point,” he conceded.  “Nor were they supposed to be used until they were more thoroughly trained and fully grown.  Gaja Katar also deployed them poorly,” he added, with obvious pleasure in the criticism.   
 
    “I assume that they were your surprise secret weapon?” I inquired. 
 
    “A closely held secret,” he agreed.  “When more than half of our stock ended up dead or maimed at Darkfaller, it displeased our lord.  And that was after Mycin Amana had all but emptied Olum Seheri of regular troops.” 
 
    “Which pleases me.  I lost a tremendous number of men in the effort,” I lied.  “My forces are in tatters.  But if that irritated Korbal, then they did not die in vain.”   
 
    In truth, while mundane casualties had been high, particularly among Tavard’s men, most of my warmagi had survived without injury.  But he didn’t need to know that.  
 
    “As we thought you might,” he nodded.  “Still, Lord Korbal is far from helpless.  Indeed, he is livid with his former paramour and the faction she leads.  He plans to visit Darkfaller to inspect her realm and hold her to account over her presumptions.”  The Nemovort seemed entirely pleased with that prospect, I saw.  “In three days’ time,” he added with emphasis, cocking an eyebrow over his yellow eyes. 
 
    “That’s rather specific,” I noted, stroking my beard. 
 
    “I tell you this because in a quiet moment I had a chance to discuss with Lord Korbal your previous proposal for peace,” he said, enunciating painfully.  “I trust that you still stand by your terms?” 
 
    “Of course,” I shrugged.  “And how did His Putrescence respond to the proposal?” 
 
    “With cautious regard . . . but he found them intriguing,” admitted Karakush.  “Your folk have wildly altered the original plan, which should have seen you brushed aside or conquered by now, and actively assisting in our assault on the Council’s strongholds.  Instead of being at the gates of Anas Yartharel and Carneduin with a great host by now, he finds himself spending his dwindling resources on the humani in the wilderness.  He finds that distasteful, for a number of reasons.  But Korbal is practical,” Karakush declared.  “Despite his other faults, he is a realist as well as an idealist.  An unusual but welcome quality in a leader.” 
 
    “So he would entertain my proposal?” I asked, sharply.  
 
    “He could be persuaded, in my estimation,” the treacherous Nemovort revealed.  “He would be open to negotiations . . . if they included a respite from his current condition.  He would insist on you releasing your spell as a precondition of anything else.  But after that, I think you would find my lord amiable to any reasonable offer.” 
 
    “I would insist on delivering Korbal from his hell as the last item in negotiation, not the first,” I countered.  “One does not begin the bargain with the strongest leverage.” 
 
    “It matters not to me how you resolve the conflict,” Karakush shrugged.  “I merely wished to inform you that it may be possible to negotiate.  If you do so in person,” he stressed.  “Korbal mistrusts the words of emissaries and envoys, for some reason.” 
 
    “I wonder why,” I noted, dryly.  I had no doubt that Karakush would sell out Korbal in an instant, if he saw advantage in it.  Indeed, from his position I could see the benefit of throwing me and Korbal at each other, knowing he could cut a deal with either side at the conclusion of the conflict.   
 
    “Well, if you are going to persuade someone, it is best to do it in person,” he reasoned.  “That is why I’m letting you know about his visit to Darkfaller.  I doubt you would have the grace to travel all the way to Olum Seheri for such a conversation.” 
 
    “I’ve been there before,” I chuckled.  “I was not impressed by the charm of the place, or the hospitality Korbal showed his guests.  I am not anxious to return – ever.  Nor do I think I would maintain my freedom or my life for very long, despite the assurances of diplomacy.  I have made a few enemies amongst his courtiers.” 
 
    “More than you know,” he agreed, fixing me with a dark stare through the watery connection.  “Indeed, you are considered singularly responsible for ruining the elegance of the original plan.  The humani barbarians would have fallen quickly, it is said, if the damnable Spellmonger had not elevated himself and stood against us so fearlessly.” 
 
    “If it’s any consolation to them, I am just as much a pain in the arse of my own kingdom as I am to them,” I chuckled.  “Just as many see me as a villain as a hero, among the human nobility.  Politics,” I shrugged. 
 
    “Similarly, I am as reviled by half the court as I am praised by the other half,” sighed the undead monster.  “The sorcerers see me as a voice of reason, whilst the warriors consider me a cowardly pest.  They do not approach the matter with nuance or subtlety.  They do not consider the reality of the situation, and they decry my caution as a lack of commitment.” 
 
    “The warrior class in every society thinks that way,” I commiserated.  “Mine elevate their ancient codes and archaic style of warfare to the status of a cult, and declare that a good cavalry charge will fix everything.  For three hundred years they have denigrated the magi, now, and they still contrive to obstruct us when they need us the most.  They are largely an uneducated and ignorant caste,” I sighed, distastefully.  “Yet they hold power, and I must contend with their idiocy.” 
 
    “Perhaps it is time your magi rose and took power,” Karakush proposed, boldly, but reasonably.  “Indeed, I do not quite understand why you haven’t already.  It is clear to me as an outsider who the more canny foe has been, throughout the course of the war.  Your people have been effective – far more effective than the steel-slinging idiots you allow to rule you.” 
 
    “One could also consider why you have allowed your warrior class to dominate the strategy of the war, when it is clear by now that you and your sorcerous fellows have a better understanding of the situation,” I countered.  “Really.  Gaja Katar and Shakathet?  They were blunt instruments when a scalpel was required.” 
 
    “My conclusion exactly!” the fiend cackled, triumphantly, his voice straining the abilities of the sympathy stone to convey.  “War is too subtle an art to be directed by mere warriors.  Mycin Amana is a fool for recruiting so many of them to her cause – but she secured Gaja Katar only by rescuing him from oblivion.  When he was dispatched last year the weapon used made his retrieval difficult, beyond the powers of any but her.  She enjoys his loyalty now, and that of his Enshadowed warriors. 
 
    “Soon enough they will be relegated to their proper place.  But Korbal is entranced by the thought of glorious armies devastating his foes,” he lamented.  “The Enshadowed want nothing less than their soldiery contesting the refuges of the Council, spears in hand, while the sorcerers demurely provide the essence of their strength.  The arrogance!” he scoffed.  “Feats of arms are nothing compared to feats of intellect.” 
 
    I nodded sagely.  That’s one of those things you practice, when you’re a powerful wizard.  It makes you look like you know what you’re doing.  That’s always helpful. 
 
    “I think,” I began, slowly, “that the two of us can come to an accord.  The warriors have had their time, and they have fallen short.  If I can have even a moment’s conversation with Korbal, I know that I can persuade him to see reason.  There is no need for so many to die in this pointless struggle, when a few insightful fellows can sort it out,” I reasoned.  “Surely Korbal will see the wisdom of my proposals.  I have no great allegiance to a Council that has conspired to keep my people backwards and ignorant for centuries.  This is a squabble among the Alka Alon; it need not concern the humani, if our interests are satisfied.  We have spent enough of our strength in this foolish war.  We have lost so many of our bravest and most valiant.  Our armies are a shadow of what they were.  I would see no more humani die for the likes of the Council.” 
 
    “Just so,” agreed the Nemovort.  “I can see you are a man of reason, Count Minalan.  Lord Korbal appreciates that virtue, despite his many flaws.  Appear in Darkfaller whilst he is inspecting Mycin Amana’s failures, and I venture that you will have a receptive ear.  He will have most of his court in attendance – yet let that not concern you!” he urged.  “He will not allow you to come to harm if you declare a truce and a parley.  He is too much of a traditionalist,” he said, his criticism heavy in his voice. 
 
    “And yet you pay him homage,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Politics,” he dismissed.  “He is supreme, at the moment.  Moments pass,” he hissed.   
 
    “I understand,” I nodded, slyly.  “If Korbal should happen on some uncomfortable end . . .” 
 
    “The battle for his throne would be vicious . . . and short,” concluded Karakush.  “He already contends with discontent amongst his most powerful supporters.  His vassals are uneasy, you would say.  They regard the disappointing result of a long and bloody struggle, and they are unhappy.  This is not what they were promised,” he said, gesturing distastefully to his own face.  “We were to have immortality, not this bestial existence in the flesh of our foes.  He claims it is a temporary measure, but there are doubters . . .” 
 
    “Such as yourself?” I prompted, sharply. 
 
    “I do not doubt Korbal’s sincerity, but he has invested his trust in incompetents and zealots.  We are no closer to our aims now than when we were rescued from our tomb,” he said, after a thoughtful pause.  “I am still hopeful . . . but I am also watchful.” 
 
    “Which is why you want me to end the war,” I concluded. 
 
    “This particular portion of it,” he agreed.  “If we can reserve our remaining resources for the real fight – the one with the Council – then we may yet salvage this effort.  If you and Korbal can come to an accord, then the chances of that rise dramatically.” 
 
    “I see.  Very well,” I sighed, “I will consider my options for this surprise parlay.  It is short notice, and I am still dealing with our losses from the Yule battle, but . . . well, it would be easier to do if I knew I wouldn’t be attacked the moment I enter the castle,” I pointed out.  “That generally puts a damper on diplomatic discussions.” 
 
    “That is . . . tricky,” Karakush conceded.  “I have some small influence with Korbal.  I have less with Mycin Amana and her faction.  But I will counsel him to give your possible appearance every chance for consideration.  That is the best that I can do.” 
 
    “That is hardly reassuring,” I noted, dryly.   
 
    “You are apparently capable of defending yourself.  My sources within Darkfaller were surprised and impressed with your first attack – you, personally, not just your leadership.  But if you wish to make your plea to my lord, then there will undoubtedly be some risk.” 
 
    “A risk I’m willing to take, if the reward is great enough,” I conceded with a sigh.  “After our losses, I am eager to see this war end.  Thank you for bringing me this intelligence,” I said with a small bow. 
 
    “I applaud your sensible approach, Count Minalan.  And your cunning.  I have every confidence that you will do your best.”  Then Karakush ended the spell, and the water faded back to normal. 
 
    I let out a tremendous sigh, loud enough to alarm Laresk.  He had been lurking behind me, out of the range of the spell, and had heard every word.  I turned around and saw the boy staring at me wide-eyed. 
 
    “Master!  You’re speaking to the enemy!” he said, accusingly. 
 
    “One of many of our enemies,” I corrected.  “Despite his lukewarm insistence on his loyalty to Korbal, Karakush serves himself before any other dark lord.  He seeks to play me against his enemies in court without exposing himself to blame.” 
 
    “And you’re . . . you’re cooperating?” he asked, mystified.  
 
    “I am using Karakush as much as Karakush believes he is using me,” I answered.  “Such things are more common than you might think in the history of warfare.  In doing so, he has given me the location of where our most fearsome enemy will be, and the time – three days from now.” 
 
    “That’s Briga’s Day!” Laresk realized.  As a baker’s son, it was almost as big of a holiday as Yule. 
 
    “So it is,” I nodded.  “And she’s going to be entirely smug about it, I suspect.”  
 
    “So you’re going to go?  To meet . . . to meet Korbal?” he asked, his voice becoming very small at the mention of the Necromancer.  “Couldn’t this be a trap?” 
 
    “I cannot allow such an opportunity to pass,” I decided.  “And it is most certainly a trap.  But a trap in more ways than one.   
 
    “Karakush has done me a boon by fixing the date for our attack,” I explained to my nephew.  “He believes us weak and recovering from the last battle, not preparing for the next.  I told him so enough times, and he’s subtle enough to believe it.  Now he will spread that idea around Olum Seheri as good intelligence.  The Nemovorti know already that humans don’t like fighting in winter unless we’re forced to, so they will be complacent and let down their defenses.  Often such an offer to parley as Karakush seems to extend comes after a fierce battle.  More rarely is another fierce battle expected.” 
 
    “So it’s . . . it’s a trick within a trick,” he said, stumbling through the layers of deceptiveness I’d explained to him. 
 
    “It’s even more complex than that, once you know all that is going on – which you don’t.  Yes, this will shift some of my preparations, but at last I have the one thing I needed to launch the assault: a date.  And in light of my preparations it really doesn’t matter whether Karakush is being duplicitous – which I expect – or genuine.  The rotting bastard gave me the one thing I needed most to act.” 
 
    “But you’re going to miss Briga’s Day!” he protested. 
 
    “Oh, no, my lad,” I chuckled.  “I’m about to give Briga one of the biggest gifts a humble baker’s son has ever attempted.  I just wish she wouldn’t be so smug about it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Opportunity’s Eve 
 
      
 
    There are only a few cases of the Archmagi participating directly in the wars between the Magocracy and the various foes they faces over the centuries.  Almost all of them had been disastrous, as the office favored thaumaturges and academics noted for their wisdom and political abilities, not warmagi.  The Archmage set policy and appointed those who fought, they did not, as a rule, take up arms themselves.  I find myself very envious of them. 
 
      
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is our absolute best chance,” I declared to the hastily assembled war council in the upper chamber of the castle I’d set aside for the purpose the next day.  It had taken some urging to get everyone involved to attend, but even Prince Tavard had come with Loiko Vaneren when pressed.  Pentandra and Anguin had arrived early, through my private portal in my workshop.  “We won’t have better.  If we are to survive, much less prevail, this is our one opportunity.”  I looked around at my general staff and was pleased to see several nods as I spoke.  “We’ve been told Korbal is going to be at Darkfaller – Mavone, do you have anything to corroborate that?” 
 
    The tall Gilmoran warmage sighed, pushing the parchment on the table in front of him around until he found the one he wanted. 
 
    “Perhaps,” he nodded, his lips pursed as he read.  “I have several observers in place, both on the ground and by scrying.  They’ve been monitoring the castle for troop movements and dispositions, but they also add a little commentary if they see something interesting.  More often than not it’s trivial – but sometimes it’s not.  A few days ago we started noticing a concerted clean-up effort by the gurvani and even the undead.  The inner bailey was cleaned of trash and debris left over from the battle.  The remaining corpses were burned.  There was even some painting, which I thought interesting.” 
 
    “Painting?” I asked, curiously. 
 
    “Whitewashing, actually.  Just the central tower – no,” he corrected himself as he spied another note, “no, they’re apparently touching up portions of the southern keep, too.” 
 
    “That is interesting,” I nodded.  “One might conclude that they’re just doing a bit of repair and spring cleaning, except the Enshadowed have shown little sign of caring about that sort of thing at Darkfaller,” I remarked, recalling the generally scruffy appearance of the place even before the battles.  There were a lot of things to attend to in order to keep a castle in good shape.  They had badly neglected all of them since their tenancy.  “It could be that even Mycin Amana understands the importance of cleaning up before her boss visits for an inspection.  Anything else?” 
 
    “Yes, actually,” Mavone continued, flipping through to find another parchment.  “And good news, too.  The team I inserted into Darkfaller returned last night with the goods you wanted them to procure.  I debriefed them myself.  They reported that the Enshadowed were actually drilling with the gurvani in the courtyards – maragorku and hobgoblins, mostly.  They’ve apparently been reinforced, recently, because there were at least four trolls working with them.” 
 
    “Drilling?  Practicing combat maneuvers?” I asked, curiously. 
 
    “No,” Mavone said, shaking his head.  “Parade maneuvers, of all things.” 
 
    That would have seemed silly to me last year.  The gurvani tended to fight more as a horde than what we would consider a disciplined military unit.   
 
    But I had greater insights, now.  My Alka Alon memories informed me about a martial tradition that went back to before the Warring States Period, when various Alkan great houses had fielded large military forces to sustain their positions in the Council.  Before Castabriel had been destroyed, I recalled, it had enjoyed the reputation of having one of the most well-disciplined armies in the land.  And just like humans, the Alka Alon demonstrated that discipline and control through what human beings would call a military parade. 
 
    It wasn’t quite a parade, since it didn’t go anywhere, but it was a well-understood ritual to display the prowess of the force in order to impress friend and foe alike.  It was designed to allow both individual warriors and small units to show off and honor their leaders with feats of skill and stylized shows of intricate maneuvers, almost dance-like in their production.  I also recalled that Castabriel had been famed for including the Hulka Alon guards in the rite.   
 
    “She really is investing in this,” I realized.  “She’s going to give Korbal royal honors when he arrives.  It’s an antiquated form of respect to display your troops for the king, but I’m guessing she thinks it will flatter Korbal’s ego.” 
 
    “Or she will try to assassinate him in the middle of a parade,” suggested Astyral. 
 
    “She wouldn’t bother cleaning up if she was going to plan to do that,” I decided.  “I think she’s doing this to curry favor and persuade him not to remove her from her position.  There might even be a romantic angle,” I considered.  That produced a visible shudder from a number of my guests.  No one wants to think of a couple of rotting animated corpses performing Ishi’s rites. 
 
    “That’s entirely possible,” Pentandra agreed, thoughtfully.  “It makes sense from a political perspective.  In the wake of such a disaster as the Yule assaults, I’d say a generous amount of arse-kissing is called for.  That suggests that Korbal will be there, as your source says.” 
 
    “So we will proceed on that assumption,” I agreed, when no one had a better argument.  “That gives me the pretext to visit.  And I’m hoping that will be enough of a distraction to keep them from noticing our assault until it is too late.” 
 
    “One question,” Loiko asked, “if you’re going to be at Darkfaller, who is going to be using the portals in the robust way the plan calls for?” 
 
    “That would be me,” sighed Taren, tiredly, from where he sprawled in the front of the room next to Lady Varen.  “I’ve been studying Minalan’s notes about how it’s done.  We’re going to do some trials later today to see if I’ve mastered it.  It’s not difficult to do,” he offered, “but understanding how it works is exhausting.” 
 
    “Taren should be able to manage with no problem,” I agreed.  “Pentandra will be coordinating from here, of course.  Lady Varen will be in charge of the scrying efforts, Lanse will be employing his dioramas for support and intelligence, Terleman will direct the course of battle . . .”  I went on to detail the roles each of them would play, one by one, in this complicated enterprise.  Most of them already knew what they were supposed to do, of course, but I wanted to formalize things.  When I finished with the last unit commander I could see everyone was thinking about their responsibilities, some of which were grim. 
 
    We continued talking for an hour about the specifics of the plan, and I answered dozens of questions.  While we discussed it I kept an eye on each of the dukes present, gauging their reactions to the conversation.  I was pleased to see that both were attentive, but both were also affected by being, essentially, small unit commanders in the battle, not the one in authority.  There was a mixture of relief and annoyance in both their faces at various times.  But each of them also asked a few cogent questions before we finished. 
 
    “If anyone has any good reason why we shouldn’t try this, now is the time to talk me out of it,” I said at last.   
 
    “The giant spiders are a good reason,” Taren suggested. 
 
    “Yes, there are still some of them in the catacombs below Darkfaller,” Mavone reported.  “That’s where we secured the egg sacks you requested.  My team was dodging them in the darkness for an entire day.” 
 
    “Pay the fellows that did it a generous bonus,” I insisted.   
 
    “Why in Trygg’s holy grace would you want egg sacks?” Loiko Vaneren asked, horrified. 
 
    “Because we can make a solution from them that will keep the Paranchek from seeing our men as threats,” Lilastien explained.  “If it matches the similar solution that Darkfaller uses, then they won’t be able to tell friend from foe.” 
 
    “I am concerned with your capture, actually, Minalan,” Loiko said, after a pause.  “If you fall into Korbal’s hands we are all undone.  That, alone, is enough to make me doubt the wisdom of this plan.” 
 
    “It’s a risk,” I shrugged.  “You are not wrong.  I will be in danger.  But no more than any man who goes to battle.” 
 
    “You aren’t just any man, Minalan,” Pentandra pointed out, quietly.  “You’re the only one who knows what to do against this threat.  The only one keeping us together.  If you die . . .” 
 
    “Then I’ll get better,” I quipped.  “Really, I appreciate the concern.  From all of you,” I said, addressing the entire room.  “But my death does not mean that we’re hopeless,” I pointed out.  “Indeed, I’ve done my best to share my knowledge as much as possible.  I’ve striven to keep our politics out of the way of our efforts.  I’ve organized our forces to the best of my ability, and placed responsible commanders in place.  Our resistance is not dependent on my survival,” I insisted.  “As I was saying to a couple of gentlemen just the other day, our ancestors crossed the Void without a lick of magic at their command.  If I fall, I have no doubt that a dozen stalwarts will come forward to take my place.” 
 
    “No one wants your job, Min,” Terleman assured me.  Pentandra nodded emphatically.   
 
    “I don’t even want my job,” I agreed.  “But if I die, you will carry on.  Because you have to,” I emphasized.  
 
    “So you think this is a suicide mission, my lord?” asked Duke Anguin, alarmed.   
 
    “Not at all,” I soothed.  “I don’t plan on dying.  I don’t plan on getting captured.  I don’t plan on failing.  I plan on victory.  Truthfully, it is the only result I will accept,” I said, confidently.  
 
    That seemed to mollify the doubtful among my staff and commanders.  Mostly.   
 
    As I looked out on their faces, there was still a lot of concern and anxiety in their expressions, but also grim determination and confidence.  For an instant a wave of insecurity washed over me as I realized just how much faith these people had placed in me, and how inadequate I felt for the task.  That was nothing new.  Self-doubt is a constant danger to any military commander, and second-guessing yourself is part of how you keep yourself honest about a tactical situation.   
 
    But I had just led these people into battle a month ago, unexpectedly, and while the mission had been successful it had also been fraught with problems and ended up costing us.  We had been stalwart in our defense of Castabriel and had rescued a great many men who would have died otherwise . . . but we had also suffered a great deal of loss as a result.  To thrust them back into the fire so soon seemed to be taxing our resources in ways that would make any reasonable commander uncomfortable.  We had been lucky, at Yule.  There was no assurance we could repeat the victory we had won. 
 
    I could not allow those anxieties to undermine us, however.  One of the responsibilities of being the indispensable man is to ensure that those who see you as irreplaceable feel justified in investing their faith in you.  Even if you did not entirely share that faith.   
 
    For most of the unit commanders in attendance, the mere assurance that the great and powerful Spellmonger would be on the field was enough to keep things from going horribly wrong.  Only a handful of them truly understood the incredible danger posed in this assault, even if we did win.  Pentandra, Terleman, Taren, Lilastien, and a few others knew the true risks involved.  Thankfully, they did not press the issue in front of everyone else. 
 
    “That’s all I have,” I finally sighed, as the hopeful faces of my men stared back at me.  “Unit commanders, Terleman would like to see you in the next chamber to go over your specific roles in the plan.  Support staff should stay here and see Pentandra about the details of your missions.  Then I want everyone to go back to your units and explain things to them and ensure that they are prepared for what is to come.” 
 
    The meeting broke up pretty quickly, after that, and most of them sorted themselves out between the active and passive portions of our plan.  I was surprised, however, when Prince Tavard hung back after the other commanders followed Terleman to the room next door.  It took a few moments, but he managed to get my attention and draw me into a corner. 
 
    “Count Minalan, I have a boon to ask,” he said, quietly, as he looked around to see who could overhear us.  “After the battle I would like to consult with you about . . . about a personal matter,” he said, as he chose his words carefully.  The request surprised me, considering the tradition of enmity he held for me. 
 
    “A personal matter?” I asked, intrigued.   
 
    “Yes, well, I don’t want to distract you from the task at hand,” he began, uneasily, “but should we both survive the coming battles I would like your perspective on . . . well, we shall discuss it then.  It is said you are the wisest man in the kingdom,” he admitted, grudgingly.  “Despite our past acrimony, I have a need for that wisdom.” 
 
    “I will be honored to serve, Highness,” I acknowledged with a bow.  “I assume discretion is in order?” 
 
    “Absolute discretion,” he agreed, fervently.  “Please share this with no one.” 
 
    “Of course, Highness,” I nodded.  “Then we’ll meet after the battle, if Duin favors us.  You should attend on Terleman’s instruction,” I encouraged, nodding toward the door.  “He hates repeating himself.” 
 
    I could see the flash of a sour expression, but the prince nodded and withdrew.  I suppose I could understand his reluctance; Terleman had defeated his forces soundly in the brief civil war last summer, and taking orders from the man had to rankle.  But as he left the chamber I knew it was a good thing – good for his humility, and good for his understanding of what kingship entailed.   
 
    “What was that all about?” Lilastien asked in a murmur as she watched the prince leave.  “It looked important.” 
 
    “I’m not really certain,” I admitted.  “He wants my help with something.  Perhaps my lessons have started to have an effect on him.  He says it’s personal, but I sense there is more to it than that.”  Then I recalled a snatch of poetry from the Alka Alon epic The Broken Spear.  “‘The worries of the king cease only when his breath does.’”  I answered in her native language. 
 
    “ ‘Heavy lies the head who wears the crown,’ “ she agreed in Old High Perwynese.  “He does not yet have those responsibilities.  Personal implies something with his family,” she suggested.   
 
    “It will have to remain a mystery until this battle is done,” I dismissed.  “He was wise not to distract me.  How do you think our chances fare?” I asked, bracing myself for her criticism.  
 
    “In truth?  About fifty-fifty,” she suggested.  “An awful lot rides on whether you can manage that level of magic, and if you’ve taught Taren enough about the portals for him to see his part done.  I’m not worried about your troops,” she decided.  “I’ve seen a few centuries of human warriors, now, and you have some of the finest I’ve seen.  It’s not their effectiveness that concerns me.  It’s what we’ll find when we get there.  Any time Korbal is involved, you can expect a few unpleasant surprises.  He is known for them.” 
 
    “After his betrayal of Sheruel, I can see why,” I nodded.   
 
    “That’s just the latest of treacheries in his history.  That’s what concerns me about you facing him alone,” she admitted. 
 
    “I won’t be alone,” I informed her.  “I’m taking my apprentice with me.” 
 
    “Laresk?” she asked in surprise.   
 
    “No, no, the boy’s barely fit for polite company,” I chuckled.  “No, I shall have Ruderal attend me.  He’s not a warrior, but he’s a cunning mage and he has a vendetta against Korbal.  As well as a weapon that confounds the Nemovorti’s ability to move from one body to another.” 
 
    “If it works, this time,” she pointed out. 
 
    “From what I understand, it had a profound enough effect to make recalling Gaja Katar extremely difficult.  With the modifications the Dradrien have made, it could prove permanently lethal, now.  I’ve studied it some with Insight.  It shares some similar qualities with the Alaran Stone.  I shall feel safer with Ruderal carrying it and watching my back.  Besides, he has other advantages,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Indeed,” she agreed.  “But I’m not certain that he will be adequate to protect you from Korbal.  If you recall, the last time you faced him you required your best warriors to help you.” 
 
    “I’ve gotten better since then,” I protested.  “Better armed, better defended and better informed.” 
 
    “Then be certain you bring your finest arms, armor and wit along with you,” she counselled.  “Korbal will already be prepared for treachery from Mycin Amana.  She also enjoys a reputation for betrayal that stretches back thousands of years.  Standing between them is going to compound your danger.” 
 
    “I’m hoping it will confound their plans,” I countered.  “They will be focused on the threat from each other and will not expect our attack so soon after the last battle.” 
 
    “They will be prepared for each other,” she argued.  “They may not expect you, but that does not mean they won’t be ready to contend against you.  In fact an attack could very well force them to work together to defeat you.” 
 
    “I am aware,” I said, dryly.  “But I believe I have insight enough into their relationship to keep that from happening.  If they don’t strike me down on sight, then I should be able to persuade them to hate each other with a passion.  Perhaps even slay each other,” I predicted. 
 
    Lilastien smirked, despite herself.  “You have a spell for that?” 
 
    “A very old one: I shall bury them in bullshit until they won’t know truth from lie.” 
 
    “That’s your secret plan?” she asked, skeptically. 
 
    “Never underestimate a wizard’s ability to produce endless amounts of bullshit,” I said, sagely.  “Indeed, it is perhaps our greatest power.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I barely slept the next two days as everyone prepared for Briga’s Day.  Now that we had a date and a time for action, there was a flurry of activity around the castle and beyond.  When I wasn’t consulting with the individual commanders about their place in the plan I was discussing the details with Terleman or working with Taren to make certain he understood the novel magical system I’d developed for dimensional magic, using the portal, the Snowflake, and Tanno Amberil to allow him some practice.   
 
    In the meantime my apprentices prepared my panoply for the occasion.   
 
    Wearing full armor to a diplomatic function – however unexpected – would send the wrong message.  I elected to forego my full suit of armor for merely the dragonhide breastplate, and even that would be concealed beneath an impressive-looking cloak that was big enough to cover it.  I would not wear a battle harness – most of my weapons were concealed in hoxter pockets, which were much easier to carry – but I would bear Avalanche as my staff of choice.  I wanted there to be no illusions on the part of my impromptu hosts that I was unarmed. 
 
    I barely slept, during those last two days.  Alya forced a nap on me every ten hours or so, but other than that I was working every moment until I realized that there just wasn’t anything more to do.  Everything was in place, it seemed.  Yet I could not shake the feeling that there was something I had neglected, some factor I had not considered. 
 
    Near midnight on Briga’s Eve I forced myself to stop puttering around and fussing with my gear and take a walk to clear my head.  My ancient memories were feuding with my own mind as the minutia of the plan obsessed me.  It was time to step away and seek some clarity before tomorrow’s efforts. 
 
    Sevendor Town beckoned below the great castle, and my eye let on the Everfire.  It was appropriate for me to make a pilgrimage to it on the eve of battle, I reasoned, and I set off to do so unaccompanied.   
 
    Walking through Sevendor on the cold winter’s night was bracing.  There was little wind, and frost had taken hold of the world.  The stars above seemed especially bright in the clear darkness – a good omen for a bountiful year of baking, according to my father – and my breath hung in the air as I walked toward the column of flame peeking through the top of the temple I’d built around it. 
 
    “It’s about bloody time you took a walk,” grumbled a familiar voice from behind me.   
 
    Brother Hotfoot appeared out of the cold night air, as I turned around.  “All of these bloody portals and using the Alka Alon Ways means you rarely take any kind of journey,” he complained.  “I can’t bloody manifest for you if you don’t cooperate!” 
 
    I chuckled.  “Briga has the same complaints about using magelights instead of fires, so she can’t see what’s going on,” I informed him as we turned down the road that would eventually lead to the center of the city.  “Apparently divine powers have their limitations.” 
 
    “Limitations your people gave us, for good or ill,” the god disguised as a monk shot back.  “Sure, it keeps the job interesting, but on the other hand it keeps the job . . . interesting.” 
 
    “Was there a purpose to this divine visit or do you just enjoy my company?” I asked.  Usually Herus didn’t appear to me without news of some sort.  As the god of travelers, he got around a lot and heard things. 
 
    “Just so,” he sighed.  “I am told that you are about to attack Darkfaller castle again.” 
 
    “In a matter of hours,” I agreed.  “Hopefully for the last time.” 
 
    “I can’t say much to that,” he admitted, “and I assume you already know how dangerous that will be.  I suppose advising caution at this point would be pointless.  But you should be careful, Minalan,” he counseled.  “There is more going on here than you realize.” 
 
    “Isn’t there always?” I pointed out. 
 
    “Usually,” he considered.  “But in this case I’m not speaking in military terms.  Or even of politics.  There is something decidedly strange happening around Darkfaller since you were there last.  Whatever you did there seems to have broken the Magosphere in the region.” 
 
    “That was entirely Mycin Amana’s doing,” I argued.  “She was the one who constructed the thaumaturgical array that projected the defenses around the keep using bluestone and such.  I just wrecked it.  Well, to be honest it was Wenek’s doing . . .” 
 
    “But it tore a rent in the dimensions, or something like that, and it hasn’t gotten any better,” he said, genuine concern in his voice.  “Indeed, I think it’s gotten worse.  You should be especially careful of it.  It has the capability of skewing your spells, I think.” 
 
    “You’re not exactly a god of magic,” I observed. 
 
    “Nor am I in the habit of giving pointless advice,” he reminded me.  “Minalan, that place is . . . accursed,” he declared.  “I do not say that lightly.  I’ve seen a lot of strange things in my travels, but Darkfaller is no longer of this world.” 
 
    “That does not change my plans,” I assured him.  “That is where I will confront Korbal the Necromancer.  On this plane or another.  That appears to be my fate.” 
 
    He looked at me a moment, horrified.  “You hint at prophecy,” he said, suspiciously. 
 
    “I have heard no prophesy about it,” I sighed.  “But I do not doubt that prophesy is at play.  There is too much at stake and too many factors forcing this to happen for it not to be.  Korbal and I will have an . . . encounter.  I know not what the result will be, but there can be no escaping it.  The arc of events seems to demand it, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I think you’re being dramatic,” the god said, thoughtfully.  “And one might think you’re rationalizing the entire thing in a fit of madness.  Is there really a need for such a supreme gesture between sworn foes?  It seems a bit contrived.” 
 
    “Call if fate, or demean it as madness, it seems inevitable,” I said, my mood turning dark.  “Korbal’s time is running short.  I have the means to deliver him from oblivion.  I have leverage,” I emphasized.  “If I am to change the course of this war, it will be from that leverage as much as from the force I have built.  I can only use that leverage if I stare the Necromancer in the face.  It cannot be done through intermediaries.” 
 
    “That presents certain ethical dilemmas,” he observed.  “You would allow such a foe to live, when you have the power to slay him by doing nothing?” 
 
    “He’s been adept at extending his existence,” I reminded the god.  “Yet even in torpor his servants have wrought great suffering.  If I can secure a peace, how many lives will be preserved?” 
 
    “If you end his life, how many?” Herus countered.  “Face it, Min, whatever promises he makes you he can just outlive, if you free him from his decrepit body.  You cannot depend upon his word.  He doesn’t see you as worthy of keeping a promise to.” 
 
    “I am not inclined to merely accept his word,” I said.  “Korbal will keep no bargain that doesn’t threaten his life.  I understand this implicitly.” 
 
    “But what have we to gain by bargaining with him at all?” Herus said, irritated.  “What does he have that you want?” 
 
    I stopped – which is particularly annoying to a god of travel.   
 
    “He has cultivated allies amongst the vassals of the Formless,” I answered.  “He has conspired with the foes of this world, and knows their schemes.  He has resources I will have need of to combat them.  He has control of the molopor in Boval Vale.  He has some plan to contend with the Vundel.  Stopping the war – winning the war – is important, but those things are even more important.” 
 
    Herus’ eyes searched mine, darting back and forth while he evaluated my argument.  “Here I thought you were just motivated by raw ego and fatalism.  You’ve given this some thought,” he praised, grudgingly. 
 
    To reward him, I continued our journey.  “I have,” I assured.  “There is a singular path betwixt now and the day I can deliver Callidore from its doom.  Korbal is just one step on that path.”  I was flattering him by using his most basic divine metaphor nearly to the point of condescension, but I’m not above that.  Gods love that sort of thing. 
 
    “I suppose I can see that,” he sighed, finally.  “It wouldn’t be much of a journey if there wasn’t an element of danger.  But Darkfaller . . .” he said, shaking his tonsured head.  “That place is off, somehow.  And that’s before you consider all the evil dark lords convened there.  Be careful, Min,” he warned. 
 
    “I will,” I promised, “until I won’t.  This isn’t the sort of situation where a cautious approach is likely to bear fruit.  Quite the contrary, I think.  This is a circumstance that demands a bit of recklessness,” I decided.  “There is just too much that could go horribly awry to plod forward with a well-reasoned plan.” 
 
    “Every road leads somewhere,” he proclaimed, earnestly. 
 
    “You might know where your destination is, but you don’t necessarily need to plot every step to get there.  Yes, Darkfaller is accursed.  Magic is going to be a little unpredictable.  The nature of reality is going to be skewed.  I’ll be facing dire foes who would love nothing more to see my corpse sprawled on the floor.  I’ll be single-handedly attempting to distract the enemy from a surprise assault.  The consequences of my failure would be catastrophic,” I insisted as we passed by Ishi’s temple.  “But I don’t care.  In this situation, it helps to have a madman’s perspective . . . and reputation,” I added. 
 
    He looked at me sharply, but kept walking.  That was a good sign.  Herus hates to stop walking.  It’s one of the more annoying things about him. 
 
    “I . . . I think I see,” he sighed, heavily.  “When the world is on the line and the stakes are high, a wizard likes to have the ability to screw around with the forces that could easily end everything good and righteous and wholesome in the world because of no better reason that he wants a bit of dramatic excitement to inflate his narcissistic ego,” he reasoned.  “Just inject a little chaos into the situation, and things will all work out.  Or be utterly destroyed.  Yes, that makes perfect sense.” 
 
    “That’s what we do,” I shrugged as we passed by the bakery.  The enchanting smell of baking bread filled the air like a powerful spell.  My brothers-in-law and their apprentices were toiling to make thousands of holiday pastries for tomorrow’s sacred festivities.  I was regretting that I would miss the festival.  “But it’s not entirely chaos,” I argued.  “I’m not going to rely on random factors to achieve my aims.  That wouldn’t be professionally ethical,” I informed him. 
 
    “So you’re going to rely on your snappy wit?” Herus challenged.  “We’re doomed.” 
 
    “No,” I said, as we came to the great doors of the Temple of the Everfire.  “Wit is priceless, I will not deny.  But I’m going to depend on an outrageously healthy portion of inspiration,” I decided.  “For good or ill, I will let my sense of inspiration guide me.” 
 
    Herus looked at me and then toward the twin doors that led into Briga’s sacred shrine.  “Oh, she is going to so hate you for saying that, Minalan,” he chuckled, despite himself.   
 
    “I’m counting on it,” I said, as I raised my staff and forced the twin doors of the temple to open by magic in a flamboyant display.   
 
    Because that’s just the kind of wizard I am.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Intermission 
 
      
 
    The great doors to the temple closed behind Minalan as he left the temple without him touching them.  The gesture did not go unnoticed. 
 
    “Show off!” snorted Herus, shaking his head.   
 
    “It’s just his way of getting the last word,” Briga explained with a sigh.  “He’s irritated we didn’t give him anything he could use in the coming battle.  He feels the gods should be more active.” 
 
    “We gave him our blessings,” objected Trygg.  “What does he want me to do, strike down his foes with really bad cramps?” 
 
    “You’ve done it before,” Herus reminded her.  “And it was hilarious!” 
 
    “He has set the board to his liking,” Slagur noted.  “He has prepared his pieces.  It is up to him to play them properly.  I have given what counsel I can, but I cannot tell him how to win.” 
 
    “This is no mere game, Slagur,” Briga reminded him.  “This is a battle in which tens of thousands of lives are at stake.  Millions, if he loses.  He is taking a massive risk in pursuing this strategy.” 
 
    “There is always risk implicit in a daring strategy,” shrugged the God of Games.  “I actually believe he has a pretty good chance, if nothing goes horrendously wrong.” 
 
    “Something always goes horrendously wrong though, doesn’t it?” Herus challenged.  “A rock in your shoe at the wrong time can lead to the downfall of mighty kingdoms, it is said.  I’ve seen it,” he insisted.   
 
    “I just wonder if we should have warned him,” Trygg said, still staring at the great wooden doors.  “I feel guilty in not preparing him for what is to come.” 
 
    “What might come,” Briga corrected.  “We don’t really know if—” 
 
    “Really, Briga, all the conditions are right,” Slagur countered.  “We all agree.  I am no god of prophecy – that would be cheating – but when all the pieces are in place for something like this it’s just a matter of the next throw going your way . . . or not.  I’m surprised it hasn’t happened already, to be honest.” 
 
    “And there is no guarantee that it will happen now,” Briga insisted.  “Minalan might just be able to pull off this fight without divine help.” 
 
    “I’m not sure having him show up would be a help,” Trygg said, finally looking away from the door.  “It almost never is.  A mother wants to be proud of her children, but there are some times when she feels it is best that they don’t get involved.” 
 
    Herus made a derisive noise.  “He’s been itching to get involved since the beginning,” he argued.  “It is a wonder that he hasn’t already.” 
 
    “It’s not a wonder,” Trygg admitted with a matronly sigh.  “It’s a miracle.  A number of small miracles, actually.  I’ve tried my best, but there’s only so much a mother can do.” 
 
    “You . . . you intervened in another deity’s sphere?” Slagur asked, shocked. 
 
    “I’m a mother,” Trygg insisted with a sniff.  “It’s my prerogative to extend my grace to my children. All of my children.  Any of my children.  Mortal and divine.” 
 
    “I’m not going to argue with the result,” Herus said, with a grateful look toward the Goddess of Motherhood.  “We don’t really get along, and I can’t say I miss him.  I appreciate your intervention.  If it hadn’t worked I’d likely be looking for a road going in the opposite direction.  To anywhere.” 
 
    “It still seems like cheating,” Slagur mumbled.   
 
    “I still think we should have warned Minalan,” Briga persisted.  “It might have an impact on his plan, otherwise.  He should be prepared.” 
 
    “How does one prepare for . . . him?” Herus challenged.   
 
    “Minalan is as prepared as he needs to be,” Slagur agreed.  “If anyone can handle an unexpected divine intervention, it is the Spellmonger.  Of all the wizards who have arisen in the last few centuries, he is by far the most clever.” 
 
    “Clever might not be enough,” Trygg said, shaking her head.  “Indeed, cleverness has a tendency to infuriate him.  He’s not like his brother.” 
 
    “If you feel compelled to give him a little divine inspiration, I won’t argue,” Herus suggested to the Goddess of Fire.  “A hint, perhaps, or a vision . . .” 
 
    Briga sighed, and glanced at the Everfire at the center of the temple.  “I might, if I thought he’d even pay attention to it.  Tomorrow is my festival day, and he barely even acknowledged it.  He’s preoccupied – no, he’s different.  I think I’m losing my divine appeal to the Spellmonger.” 
 
    “Come now, Daughter, I’m sure he’ll set something on fire to honor you,” soothed Trygg.  “He still respects you, after all.  He came to visit, didn’t he?” she pointed out. 
 
    “But will he really mean it?” Briga pouted.  “Or will he do it just because he feels obligated?” 
 
    “The Spellmonger will do precisely what he needs to,” Slagur proclaimed.  “No matter who manifests.  No matter what happens.  He is the Preceptor, now.  Minalan makes the rules, for good or ill.” 
 
    Herus gave a heartfelt sigh.  “That’s what I’m afraid of.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Return to Darkfaller 
 
      
 
    One area in which the Archmagi did excel was in diplomacy.  Once the Imperial Warlord was done with his missions, the Archmage would traditionally be the one who led a delegation to the conquered foe to negotiate their inclusion in the greater empire.  The grandeur of his presentation and the threat of sanction and occupation was usually enough to convince the conquered that their best interests were served by their eager cooperation.  Of course, many of them regretted the bargains they were forced to make to the Magocracy, because the Archmage often extracted some obscure or subtle concession from them that they did not properly appreciate until it was too late.  But the alternatives were usually just too dire for them to face. 
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
    Dawn broke over Darkfaller the morning of Briga’s Day, fair and clear.  The vibrant light of a cold winter’s morning turned the battered castle’s towers pink and orange for a tantalizing few minutes before revealing the sinister nature of the castle.  Already formations of maragorku, hobgoblins, gurvani and trolls began to take shape in the inner bailey – though they showed little sign of honoring the Flame that Burneth Bright on her feast day. 
 
    Indeed, Briga had been both indignant and – yes – smug about the occasion of Korbal’s inspection.  She had obligingly manifested in the temple, in front of the Everfire, once I sang the usual invocation.  Herus found that amusing.  She was kind enough to summon the Trygg, the Goddess of Motherhood and Slagur, the God of Games, as well.   
 
    I would like to tell you that some brilliant plan or meaningful advice or even a sliver of divine intervention was at play, but that would be untrue.   I received well-wishes and reassurance, but none of the divinities offered me much more than a hearty blessing.  This attack was well outside most of their spheres, after all, and they had little to add.  It was a good conversation nonetheless.  It’s always nice to know a couple of gods are on your side. 
 
    But by the time I returned to my workshops in the misty hours before dawn, I wasn’t thinking of the divine, I was focusing on the strategic and the tactical.   
 
    A grave-looking Ruderal and a sleepy-looking Laresk joined me, one girded for battle and the other dressed for service.  Laresk didn’t have a particular role in the operation, but that meant that Pentandra and Terleman and Taren would have him around for simple errands.  Mostly he stood by the door and kept quiet as we gathered around the elaborate diorama Lanse of Bune had constructed of the great keep and its massive towers. 
 
    Hundreds of figurines dotted the model.  They did not correspond one-to-one to the actual inhabitants of the castle, but they were close enough in scope to provide a good sense of what our spells and our spies could tell us of the situation within the castle and its environs.  Some hung magically in the air, representing the squadrons of giant wyverns that circled over the keep.  Others moved themselves into new positions as updates were made based on field reports by Lanse’s two apprentices.   
 
    Some figures glowed with a magical light that denoted them as draugen, if they were red-tinted, or yellow, if they represented the positions of Nemovorti.  Others were painted a glossy black, indicating that they were undead.  Light green figures represented the Enshadowed warriors inhabiting the castle, and dull burgundy dolls indicated the locations of the small – and growing smaller – human population left within Darkfaller’s fell bounds. 
 
    Studying the display it was clear that they were not preparing for an imminent attack.  While there were certainly forces guarding the towers, walls and gatehouses of the castle, they were minimal.  Most of the soldiery in the courtyard was massed in preparation for a demonstration in honor of their dark lord’s inspection.   
 
    “Look how nicely they’re lining up for us,” Lanse grunted as the models began organizing around the central keep.  “It’s like they want to make it easy for us to hit them.” 
 
    “They aren’t the ones I’m most concerned about,” I said, nodding toward the tables around the diorama.  They were filled with further pieces that would become employed as the battle commenced.  They were of a variety of sizes and shapes, but the largest dominated the neatly organized models.  The Paranchek, which Lanse had rendered with uncanny accuracy.  “As soon as those get involved, the nature of the battle changes.” 
 
    “I just hope I made enough of them,” he said, thoughtfully rubbing his shaven chin while he regarded his work.  “We still haven’t gotten an accurate account of how many are lurking in the passages under the castle.” 
 
    “I hope you made too many by half,” I countered.   
 
    “What are you worried about?” he chuckled.  “You’re going to be nice and safe, locked up in a tower with a dozen Nemovorti and Korbal the Necromancer.  I doubt you’ll even get close to a – hey!” he shouted, suddenly, as he noted something within the diorama.  An entire section of the magical toy soldiers had been unceremoniously knocked over.  Some twisted on their axis, while others had gone whizzing across the model.  “Ishi’s tits!  Again?” he asked in frustration. 
 
    “It’s the connecting fields, Master,” his younger apprentice spat in frustration, as she used two small wands to hurriedly correct the problem.  “Something keeps distorting the scrying array.” 
 
    “It’s that strange necromantic field,” I suggested, as the same thing happened again to a different section of the diorama.  “I’ve been warned it would continue to have an effect.” 
 
    “I’ve been trying to counter it or filter it or do something for weeks, now,” he agreed with a groan.  “It’s intermittent, so I can usually correct rather quickly, but it’s annoying,” he said, as he righted a troll and watched it inch back into place.  “What worries me is that it will conceal something important at the wrong time.” 
 
    “What worries me more is what the effect is doing to magic within the field,” I pointed out.  “Last time some of our spells completely futzed, or had unintended effects.” 
 
    “I suppose that just makes things interesting,” the enchanter smiled.  “A bit of randomness to liven up the battle?” 
 
    “Slagur will be pleased,” I said, shaking my head.  “Any sign of Korbal yet?” 
 
    “No,  But I have an effect that occurs whenever a molopor’s portal opens up.  Taren helped me with that,” he admitted.  “It should help.  And the closest Waypoints are all laden with wards.  I’ll know if he decides to come by that route,” he assured. 
 
    “Unlikely,” I decided.  “Korbal likely understands the importance to his followers of using the molopor like his personal carriage.  It demonstrates his mastery of both the magic and the men.” 
 
    “Taren says it’s as hard as Luin’s Staff to understand,” Lanse replied.  “He says not many of us will be able to use it constructively.” 
 
    “We’ll teach as many as we can,” I proposed.  “You really want to learn?” I asked in surprise. 
 
    “I already play around with dimension, with what I do,” he reminded me.  “Some of the things Taren said intrigued me.  I’m curious to know what I’m missing about it.”   
 
    I couldn’t argue with that.  Among all of my staff, Lanse was one who was most devoted to his craft and his continued mastery of it.  Indeed, his quiet passion for his obscure art was admirable.  He had displayed considerable intellect in how he fashioned his creations and portrayed them.  He might, indeed, be able to handle the mind-bending precepts of dimensional magic. 
 
    “We’ll talk again after the battle,” I promised. 
 
    An hour later, Korbal still hadn’t arrived.  Maybe he paused for a Briga’s Day biscuit before he came to Darkfaller.  Perhaps he was just enjoying making Mycin Amana wait and squirm at the anticipation of his judgement.  My apprentices and I considered many possible reasons for Korbal’s tardiness that got increasingly scandalous as we checked in with the various elements of our mission who were gathered at Sevendor Castle.   
 
    Pentandra was coordinating communications in one chamber with a score of magi using mind-to-mind spells or even the Mirror Array, while Terleman and his aides and a table full of maps managed his tens of thousands of troops in the one next to it.  Across the hall was a great arched chamber that housed all of Lanse’s expansive dioramas, and next to that was the room in which more than a dozen skilled magi were scrying the battlefield.   
 
    Next was a gallery of private alcoves where tense conversations about tactics could be had or sensitive information could be relayed, or you could even get a nap in a pinch.  There was a small lounge or salon in which servants could bring you food, drink or smoke as directed.  Down the hallway past the thaumaturgical workshops lay the entrance to the chamber of the Snowflake, where Taren was ready to conduct the portal to anywhere we needed.  Messengers ran back and forth between the chambers, bringing fresh news or orders to be distributed.   
 
    It was, without a doubt, the classiest military headquarters I’d ever been in.  With the most adept staff.  We could very well lose this battle, I reminded myself, but it wouldn’t because we didn’t have the right people doing the right jobs with the proper tools. 
 
    It also occurred to me that if we won the battle, this would change how we waged war for centuries to come. 
 
    Ruderal interrupted my reverie, as I enjoyed a cup of tea in the salon.  I’d checked in with everyone, one final time, and knew that I could best help them by staying out of their way. 
 
    “Master, there is news: molopor portal opened in Darkfaller,” he informed me, quietly.  “Pentandra believes Korbal has arrived with his retinue.” 
 
    I put down the cup.  “How many?” I asked. 
 
    “Unknown,” he sighed.  “But there was apparently a surge in the arcane fields when it happened.  He’s in the central tower.” 
 
    “Probably in Mycin Amana’s throne room,” I predicted.  “That gives us fifteen minutes of flattery and greetings, another fifteen of tense discussions on the nature of the meeting and Mycin Amana’s report, maybe five minutes of veiled threats and recriminations, five more of fawning and deflecting blame, and then they’ll start the inspection of the troops,” I suggested.   
 
    “When did you plan on appearing, Master?” Ruderal asked, anxiously.   
 
    “In the middle of it all,” I decided.  “But that still gives me enough time to finish my tea.” 
 
    “You’ll just have to pee in the middle of battle again,” my apprentice pointed out. 
 
    I sighed and pushed the cup away.  “You’re right.  All right, let’s go see Taren and commence our embassy to Darkfaller.  Laresk, please inform Terleman and Pentandra that we’re departing,” I ordered my wide-eyed nephew.  “He should send in the advance teams now.”  He nodded and took to his heels. 
 
    “He’s scared, and he isn’t even going,” Ruderal said, looking after his fellow and shaking his head. 
 
    “He lived at Darkfaller for a few weeks,” I reminded him.  “It made quite the impression.  He still has dark dreams about it.” 
 
    “I know, Master,” Rudy sighed.  “He just seems so young for all of this,” he said, gesturing to the wide corridor, filled with messengers as we passed through.   
 
    “You were even younger when you had your first adventures,” I reminded him.   
 
     He made a face.  “They terrified me,” he revealed, self-consciously.  “If I hadn’t been trying to save my mother, I would have run far, far away . . . or died trying.  It’s not that I’m unsympathetic for Laresk, but he’s not going to be in any danger.” 
 
    “This time,” I corrected.  “Being my apprentice automatically puts him in danger.  So does being my nephew.  He’ll adjust,” I predicted, as I rose.  “Now, let’s go see Taren about a trip to scenic Darkfaller.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I elected to have Taren deposit us on the roof of the central tower, the same place where Wenek and I had emerged just a few months previous.  I suspected that someone would have improved the defenses, after that, but as we carefully stepped through the portal, warwands in hand, we found only two bored-looking hobgoblin bowmen staring down over the parapets at their fellows massed below.  Ruderal deftly sent one into silent unconsciousness with his wand while I did the same with Avalanche by gently clubbing him in the back of the head.   
 
    “Well, that was easy,” my apprentice remarked as he sheathed his wand. 
 
    “Clearly they weren’t expecting any trouble,” I said, as I examined the door to the stairs.  There were only rudimentary wards on it, I saw, amused, and it took only seconds for Avalanche to bring them down.  “How are the skies looking?” 
 
    “Clear, for now,” he said, glancing around.  “The wyverns seem to be perched on the southern tower, but they aren’t moving yet.” 
 
    “She’s waiting for the parade,” I guessed.  “Then they can fly overhead in a magnificent formation while her troops show off how skilled they are.  She’s really trying to impress Korbal,” I said, with a flicker of sympathy.  Ruderal made another face.  He disliked anything that might treat the Nemovorti with favor. 
 
    The stairway was undefended until the next landing, where another two hobgoblins leaned on spears.  In moments, they too were asleep.   
 
    Why demonstrate mercy to our foes, you might wonder?  It was a practical matter, not an exercise in compassion.  Many defensive wards monitor the life of the sentries guarding the perimeter and can raise an alarm if there are signs of violence or death among them – whereas detecting a sleeping sentry is a far more subtle and common occurrence.  The spells we used gave me no worries about them awakening prematurely, though. 
 
    In the next chamber down we encountered the first Enshadowed, an officious-looking Alka Alon in his militant form who seemed to be one of Mycin Amana’s castellans.  He was fussing at a gurvan about something in his own language when we calmly descended the stairs.  Both of them looked up in surprise. 
 
    “Please inform your mistress that Count Minalan, Marshal Arcane of Castalshar, has arrived for the meeting,” I instructed him in his own language.  The poor Alkan looked at us both in confusion – there were not a lot of humans in the keep, apparently, who weren’t tattooed, dead and decaying.  And none, likely, who spoke his language fluently. 
 
    “What?” he demanded in Alka Alon.  “What is this?  I was not informed that—” 
 
    “Are you usually informed of secret negotiations?” I asked, drolly.  “Has Mycin Amana elected to entrust you with her closest confidences?  Because it seems that you’re in charge of the buttery and housekeeping, from what I see.  Really, I expected more from Korbal’s minions.  Just announce my presence so that we can get on with this affair,” I grumbled.  Ruderal did a fine job of fixing the Enshadowed servant with a penetrating stare. 
 
    “Why is she—?” he began to argue. 
 
    “Do you really think all of this ceremony was about Korbal’s visit?” I asked, incredulously.  “It was designed to give both your mistress and I an opportunity to discuss . . . greater events,” I said, contemptuously.  In Alka Alon, the implication was that ‘greater events’ were things that were far, far beyond the position or capacity for an underling such as he.   
 
    “I . . . of course,” the Alkan said, giving me a curt bow before dismissing the gurvan with a string of curses and heading down a narrow stair.  I could tell I had both annoyed and frightened him, which was by design.  The Enshadowed, as a rule, had greater discipline than the Alka Alon in general, but that also meant that they were less likely to question things than most.  Authoritarianism might be more efficient, by some reckoning, but it also was a profound weakness. 
 
    I followed the lackey down the stairs, Ruderal nervously following behind me, hand on the hilt of his long dagger.  We emerged behind the bewildered Alkan into the “throne room” at the top of the tower, the same place that Wenek and I had unceremoniously trashed during our last visit. 
 
    It looked largely the same, with one exception: there was no trace left of the complicated thaumaturgical array that had provided a necromantic shield over the keep.  The complex construction of bluestone and irionite was gone.  Apparently Mycin Amana had been incapable or unwilling to rebuild it, which was a good sign.   
 
    Of course, the damage its destruction had wrought was still present; the entire castle was locked within a cloak of constantly shifting energy leaking from the Otherworld and other dimensions, hampering the normal flow of thaumaturgical power from the Magosphere.  I could feel it swirling unevenly around us as we took positions behind the impromptu herald. 
 
    The chamber was filled with Nemovorti and Enshadowed, all gathered around the dais, where a second – and more grandiose – carved wooden chair had been added.  Mycin Amana’s pale, drawn figure was in one, Isily’s diminutive body making the throne seem much larger than it actually was. 
 
    But in the other was the horrific figure of the dark lord, himself.  Korbal sat uneasily in his chair, which seemed to have been looted from some baronial castle or taken out of storage recently, I guessed.  There was an embarrassing amount of dust covering the elaborate carvings that climbed up its back.  One would think that the Enshadowed would pay attention to such details, but I suppose when your master is a walking, decaying corpse that a minor lapse in housekeeping wasn’t something that concerned them. 
 
    Korbal looked awful.  The skin of his borrowed body had a sickly gray pallor, and it clung to his bones like rawhide draped over a dressmaker’s wooden frame.  The tattooed sigils that covered it were faded and blurred under the dark cowl he wore.  Even the yellow glow of his eyes seemed weak.  His skeletal-looking hands clasped the great metal staff the Dradrien prisoners had crafted for him, and the oversized ball of irionite containing the head of Sheruel the Dead God stuck up over his shoulder like a nauseating festival ornament.   
 
    Nor was Korbal’s expression any relief.  He had a scowl on his thin, lifeless lips that communicated a profound irritation at the speaker in front of him: a robust-looking Nemovort I recognized from my last visit: Gaja Katar.  He was attempting to defend his decision to send the Paranchek spiders into Castabriel, where most of them had been slaughtered by my men at Yule.  From the tone of his voice and the look on Korbal’s grisly face, it wasn’t going well. 
 
    “. . . it was decided to deploy the new weapons against a population that had lost its defense to the stupidity of the humani warrior princes,” he was reporting in Alka Alon.   
 
    “Decided?” Korbal interrupted, with open contempt.  “Decided by whom?” he demanded, his voice harsh and raspy.  I suppose undead vocal cords lose their ability to project, after a few years.  Or perhaps it was the winter air . . .  
 
    “It was the consensus of the war council that exploiting the humani weakness with the spiders would prepare the city for a more c-conventional assault,” Gaja Katar defended, his tone rising.  “Our warriors were preparing the second wave of the assault when the humani magi managed to raise an unexpected defense.” 
 
    “How could the magi manage that if the city was undefended?” Korbal asked sharply.  “Who is responsible for the decision?” he repeated. 
 
    “It was the consensus of the war council!” Gaja Katar repeated, as he struggled with the words.  “We had scryed the city thoroughly, and found no serious resistance present when we requested the deployment of the spiders.  That was borne out by our initial success in the assault.  No one expected the sudden appearance of the m-m-magi.” 
 
    “Why, I wonder, did no one expect that,” Korbal said, his sickly yellow eyes narrowing to slits.   
 
    It seemed an appropriate time to announce my presence. 
 
    “Perhaps because your servants are arrogant idiots, my lord,” I suggested in Alka Alon, pushing past the Enshadowed lackey.  He quickly tried to recover his decorum. 
 
    “His Excellency Count Minalan, Marshal Arcane of the Kingdom of Castalshar!” he announced, his voice wavering with worry.  He stepped back to the wall as quickly as he could, his head bowed in deference. 
 
    There was a gasp amongst the assembled as I strode to the spot next to Gaja Katar.  Despite his new body, it was clear that the failed Nemovort general did not have the usual control over its faculties, as he startled and stumbled at my appearance. 
 
    “What is this?” Korbal barked, his eyes widening in shock and surprise. 
 
    “You dare!” Mycin Amana said a moment later, as she realized that their greatest enemy was among them. 
 
    “I do,” I nodded, leaning on Avalanche as casually as I could.  “I could hardly allow such a distinguished figure as Korbal the Necromancer to visit without paying my respects,” I said with a slight bow.  Immediately, every Nemovort and Enshadowed sorcerer gathered in the chamber fumbled for their weapons.  “After all, one of you invited me,” I added, slyly. 
 
    That caused looks of confusion and expressions of anger and betrayal to break out in the crowd.  I took a brief glance around at the collection of undead lords in human bodies and Enshadowed warriors in their fighting forms as they tried to judge what the proper response was.   
 
    There was a chance – a very small one, but still a chance – that someone would react poorly to my sudden appearance and lob a spell or try to jab me with a spear or something.  I was counting on the confusion and the chaos implicit in mentioning an invitation to stay their hands.  Mycin Amana shot a glance toward her master, while Korbal looked back at her in outrage. 
 
    “If I can offer an objective opinion,” I continued smoothly in perfect, unaccented Alka Alon, “the use of the spiders in such a way may have overwhelmed the local defenses in Castabriel and confounded the besieging forces here, but they also alerted us to the nature of the attack,” I explained, quite reasonably.  “I admit, they were difficult to overcome, but we had already discovered some of their weaknesses that effectively allowed us to repel them before any reinforcements could arrive.  It really wasn’t a very well thought out plan,” I concluded. 
 
    “It was the c-consensus of—” Gaja Katar began to argue, then stopped.  “Why are you here?” he demanded.  
 
    “Because it is time that we had a discussion about the progress of this war, and when a Nemovort extends such a kind and gracious request for my presence for that purpose, well, I could hardly say no.”   
 
    Both Korbal and Mycin Amana appeared enraged – not least by my presence, but more, I guessed, by the idea that one of them had betrayed the other.  Still, they did not order for an attack, for which I was grateful.  Perhaps my apprentice and I were capable of defeating an entire room full of our greatest enemies, but I didn’t want to find out.  It might have been awkward.   
 
    “You,” Korbal finally managed.  “Minalan the Spellmonger.  Your audacity is unbelievable,” he sneered.  “You seek to invade our most private councils.” 
 
    “Well, if you are trying to determine what went so horribly wrong in the battles of a few months ago, it seems only just that I give you a fair report,” I countered.   
 
    I glanced at Gaja Katar.  It was evident that however strong his new body was, there was something amiss with his ability to control it.  A series of twitches, tics and spasms seemed to have infected him, and he could not say more than a sentence without his arms, legs, shoulders and face choosing to wrack him with discordant movement.  He stuttered now, too.  I didn’t know if that was also an effect, or if his original host had suffered from the malady.   
 
    I continued. “I really don’t think you can trust the assessment of your generals.  After all, they have failed you in this war time and again,” I pointed out.  “Am I incorrect?” 
 
    Korbal gave the slightest wince.  “They have not performed as well as I would have liked,” he conceded, after a moment’s pause.  “They have squandered precious resources and become bogged down fighting you humani, when there are greater goals to be pursued.” 
 
    “If I may, the attack on Castabriel was pointless and ill-considered,” I suggested.  “Whatever ancient claim you may have had upon that once fair city, it serves you poorly to struggle to recapture it.  It is no longer the prize it once was.  If anything, it lured your servants into a trap that left scores of your newest, finest soldiery dead and scattered while your true enemies laughed at your folly.” 
 
    “What do you know of our true enemies, Mage?” Mycin Amana asked, angrily.  “It seems you present yourself for that role.  Fool!” 
 
    “I know quite a lot, actually, my sweet,” I revealed with feigned affection that I predicted would annoy her profoundly.  There are times in diplomacy or negotiations that being a raging asshole is helpful to the process.  I found myself adequately equipped for the role.  Indeed, it felt good to treat these fiends with contempt.  “Far more than you expect.  Do you think our successes in this war were due merely to the human capacity for tenacity and cleverness?” 
 
    “You know nothing of our ambitions,” she said with open contempt.  “Nor do you understand our enmities.  Meddle not in affairs beyond your perceptions, Spellmonger!”  Mycin Amana was visibly upset – and that was difficult to portray with a face where most of the nerves and muscles were decayed beyond use.  She still looked uncomfortably like Isily. 
 
    “You enjoy too high of an opinion of your own knowledge, my lady,” I insisted.  “It is no secret that the Alka Alon Council has wielded my people like a stick to brush away whatever threat they see in you.  Alas, it has left my people battered and broken as a result while they sit in their enclaves and conspire against us both.  When they know the identities of your spies among them and feed them false information, when they cultivate traitors within your ranks, when they offer forgiveness and permission for even the highest placed officials within your court to betray you, do you not think that they are laughing at your antics, my lady?” 
 
    “My l-lord!” Gaja Katar objected, as his face twitched unnervingly, “he is a wizard!  Their words cannot be – cannot be – cannot be . . . trusted!”  The more emotional he became, I noted, the harder it was for him to maintain control.  And the less control he displayed, the more agitated he became.  That was useful information. 
 
    I sneered at the Nemovort as his new body spasmed uncontrollably.  “Why would I need to lie about your own failures, General?” I asked, pointedly.  “They are there for all to see.  We defeated you in the Wilderlands.  We defeated you in Castabriel.  And we defeated you here in Darkfaller – twice,” I reminded him.   
 
    “You did not defeat us in Darkfaller!” he protested, loudly and vainly.  I looked at the anguished face on the stolen body and shook my head sadly.   
 
    “Those are facts beyond argument.  You were appointed command of the military.  It was your decision to deploy your forces how you did – and upon your head the responsibility lies,” I said, my voice growing more and more serious. 
 
    “That is not what h-hap—happened!” he stuttered, his yellow eyes shifting, ungoverned, between me and his masters.  “It was a mutual agreement about—about how to p-p-proceed!” he pleaded.  He was starting to panic at the unexpected accusation.  I was merely speculating about his role in the previous battles, based on what Karakush had hinted at, but the more it seemed to hit the mark, the more I pressed.   
 
    I confess, there was a certain indulgence in cruelty that I was normally adverse to, as I confronted Gaja Katar.  No good man enjoys humiliating an opponent so cruelly as to challenge his own sense of decency, and I was approaching that point.   
 
    But this was war.  And diplomacy.  The stakes were high, and by vilifying the twitching scoundrel in front of his masters, I was attempting to buy some credibility with them.   
 
    In truth, my various Alka Alon memories were aiding me.  This was a matter of persuasion that their race indulged in as a matter of course, the argument before authority.  I said nothing untrue – for the most part – and his own reactions revealed to me that I was confirming his worst fears.  A casual glance at the two enthroned dark lords convince me I was on the right track.  Both seemed to be enjoying Gaja Katar’s discomfort.   
 
    “Your blunders are your own,” I said, contemptuously, as I studied his spasming form.  “I am your foeman and even I can recount your failures.  You lost thousands of gurvani in the Magelaw,” I recited, remembering the Winter War, “before you were slain by my apprentice,” I said, gesturing to Ruderal.  The lad obliged me with a courteous bow.  Gaja Katar’s eyes went wide at the revelation, and a mixture of anger and fear confounded them until an impulsive palsy made them whirl crazily. 
 
    “And you lost scores of Paranchek both in Castabriel and here,” I concluded, with complete disdain in my voice, “because you were a lousy commander, entirely ignorant of how to command one of the most fearsome creatures ever to be employed in war.  Empires have fallen under their webs over hundreds of thousands of years.  Yet under your command they were completely powerless against us uncivilized . . . human . . . wizards,” I argued. 
 
    “We inflicted-ed significant . . . significant d-damage on you!” he insisted, weakly. 
 
    “True,” I admitted, dismissively.  “But at what gain?  Do you have the city?  Is this citadel secure against the foe?” I turned toward the thrones.  “By the blessed flame of Briga’s brightness, my lords, Gaja Katar’s incompetence has been a gift to humanity.  We would well have lost the war by now without him,” I declared. 
 
    “This is an odd testament to present, Spellmonger,” Mycin Amana said, trying to regain control of the situation somehow.  “You appear unbidden in private councils to complain your enemy is inadequate?”  I saw her glance at Korbal ever so briefly.  Korbal’s dead features were harder to understand. 
 
    “He twists the . . . the story – the facts – the . . . the . . . we were in agreement about the spi-spiders!” Gaja Katar struggled.  “It was the decision of the—the entire war council!” he insisted, his voice shrill and defensive.  He really was getting worked up.  It was time to finish him off, I decided.  I uttered an exasperated sigh.  
 
    “I appreciate the simple audacity of your attempt to cast blame on others for the plain facts, but they are not untrue – and it is an appallingly desperate move to deflect responsibility that way.  I would never tolerate it from one of my own commanders,” I chided.  “Really, Gaja Katar, hiding from your own inadequacies by trying to rely on the consensus of the war council – can you not take the slightest responsibility for your incompetence?” I asked, savagely. 
 
    “Enough!” Korbal said, suddenly and loudly – or as loud as his raspy throat could manage.  “We are aware of Gaja Katar’s performance.  There will be consequences,” he assured, looking at the Nemovort derisively.  “What concerns me more is why you are here at all.  You say you were invited – for what purpose, Spellmonger?” 
 
    I took a single step forward and leaned on my staff.  I switched to Narasi as I answered.  “To seek an end to this war,” I said, as businesslike as I could manage.  “To see an end to this needless conflict.  And,” I continued, softly, “if I feel so inclined . . . to bargain for your life.” 
 
    It felt good to witness the startled look of fear and hope in the dark lord’s yellow eyes, as he almost let his oversized staff slip from his bony fingers.  That’s not something you get to see very often. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    An Audacious Appearance 
 
      
 
    If the Archmagi lacked in direct control of the Magocracy, he made up for it in his ability to persuade and influence the Privy Council, the greater court, high nobles and even adversaries by his magnificent presentation.  An address from the Archmage was traditionally a powerful tool in his ability to impress, threaten, and cajole his opponents and allies into doing what he wanted.  It didn’t always work, of course, and some Archmagi were better than others.  But it was well understood that a certain dramatic flair and a powerful presentation was required to perform the office properly.  This was also commonly a cover for subterfuge, espionage, betrayal, and even assassination.  When the Archmage spoke, people listened . . . and watched their backs. 
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a long pause in the chamber as Korbal’s minions gaped at me and looked to their master for guidance.  A few of the Enshadowed even gasped.  Korbal’s lifeless yellow eyes just stared at me, and his jaw fell open.  Mycin Amana glared from her throne in disbelief.  I had their attention. 
 
    Then a harsh, barking laugh emitted from Korbal’s lips.  Raspy and harsh, it was nonetheless filled with mockery as he regarded me. 
 
    “You have temerity, Spellmonger,” he finally said, “I will grant you that.  I have not seen such boldness amongst my own court since our resurrection.  To come into my presence unbidden, unarmed and unprotected, with only a single servant is worthy of note.  
 
    “But you have failed at this roll of the dice,” he continued, his anger rising.  “What makes you think I would entertain any embassy from one who has caused me so much grief?” he demanded.  “What is to keep me from slaying you on the spot and taking what I need from your corpse?  You are rash, Spellmonger,” he condemned. 
 
    “Well, I am audacious, that is true, but I’m hardly unprotected,” I pointed out, tapping my impressive staff on the floor.  “Besides, even if you slay me, you could not use my artifact to restore your enneagram.  Only I have the knowledge of how to do that,” I said, gesturing to the Magolith where it floated over my shoulder.  “The last time one of your folk tried to take it from me – in this very chamber – things ended poorly for them.” 
 
    “Slay him, my lord!” urged Mycin Amana.  “Slay him, and I will compel the knowledge we need from his shade, after his death!” 
 
    “Be silent!” I commanded her.  “Your betters are speaking.  This matter is between me and your master.  If it hadn’t been for your failures, my lady, Korbal would not be in this situation.”   
 
    The rebuke seemed to affect her like an unexpected slap in the face.  I wasn’t certain that Korbal blamed her for the sorry state of his plans, but from what I had gathered about the court of the Nemovorti it was common for him to hold his subordinates harshly responsible for their perceived errors.  “Do I assume I have an emissary’s amnesty?  Or should I just start blasting everyone randomly and see what happens?” I asked, tilting my staff forward suggestively.   
 
    “Agreed,” Korbal said, in a low voice.  “What are your terms for this imagined truce?” he asked, after glancing at his former paramour disdainfully.   
 
    I almost smiled.  This was where I wanted the conversation to go.  However reluctantly, just by agreeing to hear my terms Korbal was bargaining with me. 
 
    “You shall withdraw your forces back to the Mindens,” I began, “beginning with this castle.  You shall swear to make no more war on my people – now, and in the future.  You will cease preying on the magi to supply fresh bodies for you.  You will halt your harassment of King Ashakarl and his people.” 
 
    “Ashakarl?” Korbal asked in surprise.  “That arrogant, rebellious little gurvani prick?  Why would you include him in these councils?” 
 
    “Ashakarl and I have entered into a separate peace that respects his people’s right to their ancestral lands in exchange for a halt to the hostilities,” I explained.  “He is, for these purposes, my vassal, and I always protect my vassals.” 
 
    “Have not the gurvani aggrieved your folk damnably?” Mycin Amana interrupted. 
 
    “It was a long and brutal war with enmity on both sides,” I agreed.  “But if I can strike a bargain with a former enemy like that and hold to it, then you can be assured I will keep faith with you and any agreement we make here.  His folk were stirred to war by the Enshadowed, and their puppet, Sheruel,” I said, gesturing to the big green sphere on the end of his metal staff.  “Any agreement must involve their security.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Korbal conceded.  “Continue with your terms, Spellmonger.” 
 
    “You will keep humanity out of your squabbles with the Alka Alon Council,” I resumed.  “Your arguments are not ours, and I am sick of my people – and the gurvani – being used as minor pieces in this horrific game in which we have no stake.  And as a token of that, I demand that you surrender Sheruel to us for judgement,” I finished. 
 
    “You speak madness!” Mycin Amana said, shaking her head. 
 
    “Fluently,” I agreed.  “But those are my terms.  In return, we will stop making war on you, allow you to fight it out with the Alka Alon Council, and pledge to contend with the victor of that struggle on equal terms.   
 
    “I shall also restore you to your previous state, and you can migrate to whatever body you can scrape up to continue your fight.  You can stop wasting valuable resources on a war you are losing and can concentrate your strength on your true enemies.  It is a reasonable proposal,” I added, in Alka Alon.  That was a traditional, formal ending to such an argument.  I didn’t think including it would sway him, overmuch, but it was respectful and reminded him that I was not just any humani warrior prince. 
 
    “And you believe that I would compromise my efforts and endanger all that we have worked for just to overcome this little spell you’ve placed on me?” he asked, derisively. 
 
    I switched back to Narasi.  “It is no minor spell, else your own vaunted masters of sorcery would have overcome it by now,” I observed, glancing around at the coven of Nemovorti and Enshadowed who looked on.  “It has been years, now, and their efforts have yielding nothing more helpful than slowing your decay.  Just look at yourself, my lord, if you can find a looking glass that will bear your reflection.  This body of yours is deteriorating before our eyes.  It takes mighty spells to keep it from collapsing where you sit.  How much time do you have left before it can no longer sustain your soul?” I asked.  “You count my people’s lives as so ephemeral as to be dismissed – yet at your current rate of decay I foresee that I will outlive Korbal the Deathless by decades.” 
 
    That made him wince.  The Nemovorti had sought true immortality, unsatisfied with mere longevity, and had used that promise to ensnare the hopeful Enshadowed among them into this effort.  Should Korbal expire from mere entropy, that would undermine the basic premise for their rebellion.   
 
    “And if I refuse, Spellmonger?” Korbal asked, mockingly, in Narasi.  “I have no compunctions about seizing you and your esquire and torturing you both until you are compelled to do as I wish,” he reminded me.   
 
    “That would be quite an ungrateful reward for the one who found your tomb in the first place,” Ruderal said, proudly.  “Your servants coerced that favor from me when I was just a boy.  I have grown, since then.  And I am not afraid to die if it means seeing you and your kind scraped from the world like a festering scab.”  There was no mistaking his sincerity. 
 
    “Really, Korbal, you should consider this offer,” I persuaded.  “My terms are not unreasonable.  They are the best that you can get from us.  And my offer expires the moment I depart.  What say you?” 
 
    Korbal regarded me with that deathless stare, pure hatred bubbling through his lifeless expression.  I could tell that he was tempted.  The prospect of dying scared him, I could tell, and even the humiliation of treating with the humani mage who had confounded his plans so frequently wasn’t enough for him to dismiss my terms out of hand. 
 
    “You make an . . . interesting proposal, Spellmonger,” he conceded.  “I admit, you do have certain leverage in this discussion.  None of my sorcerers has been able to lift this curse you have placed on me.  Some say it cannot be done without that bauble you bear,” he said, nodding toward the Magolith.  “Whatever power you have captured within is beyond their ability to contend with.   
 
    “But that leverage is not as strong as you think,” he continued, straightening in his throne.  “We are not as weak as you pretend.  Nor are you as strong as you believe.” 
 
    “Your hordes are gone,” I pointed out, “your forces are diminished, your powers are waning, and your body rots while your court schemes to betray you and your cause,” I countered.  “Is any of that untrue?” 
 
    “I am not without allies,” he insisted.  “Great powers who pledge their aid in finishing this struggle.  Even as you point out what you perceive as weakness, we have struck at the heart of your little kingdom and driven you to offering terms.  With their help we can wipe your pitiful folk from the land,” he said with obvious relish. 
 
    “I assume that their assistance is dependent on you freeing the Formless from their watery prisons,” I pointed out.  “I’m fairly certain that the Vundel will not react well to that.  If they were to be made aware of such a plan, I have no doubt that they would intervene.  Do you have the capacity to resist them, my lord?  You and your dark allies?” 
 
    Korbal looked startled again, but then his eyes narrowed.  “What do you know of the Vundel?” he asked, contemptuously.  “They are aloof and content in the seas, unconcerned about what happens on the dry lands.” 
 
    “On the contrary, they’re quite interested in our petty affairs, now that I have something to offer them.  Snowstone,” I explained.  “I have been selling it to them for years, now, and their appetite for the mineral ensures that I will have their attention and support if I should chance to mention your alliance with their old foes.”  That was news to Korbal, to judge by his startled expression.   
 
    “But that is not the only factor at play, my lord,” I continued.  “Before I get the Sea Folk involved in our contest, I will be happy to appeal to the High Kings of the Alka Alon to intervene,” I warned.  “I am certain that they would be eager to do whatever was necessary to keep the Vundel from becoming involved.” 
 
    The mention of the powerful Alka Alon monarchs made him wince again and caused a murmur to spread amongst his courtiers.   
 
    It was a matter of politics, I knew, as much as war.  The local Alka Alon Council was powerful, but compared to the three High Kings they were provincials struggling with banditry.  The distant kingdoms of the Alka Alon were far, far more potent in terms of resources and their commitment to keeping the Sea Folk from taking notice.   
 
    It was the same implicit threat that I’d used to coerce the Alka Alon Council into action, and Korbal shared their loathing of the High Kings’ potential involvement and the resulting consequences.  He could prosecute this war and hope that by treachery and clandestine attacks that he could uproot the Council without involving the supreme monarchs in this remote region.  If the High Kings were involved, he had no doubt that the forces they would bring to bear would quickly end his insurgency. 
 
    “Even they would have difficulty contending with our allies,” Mycin Amana assured, smugly.  “Apart from the Enshadowed, our people have lost their stomach for war on such a scale.  It would risk too much, at too delicate a moment.  When the time comes we shall bargain with these so-called High Kings on our own terms and achieve our desires.” 
 
    “I am not inclined to let such a time come, my lady,” I dismissed.  “But then the humani are a hasty people, as I’m sure you have noted during our brief acquaintance.  We do not have the patience to wait for our enemies to pursue their plans without recourse.  Which is why I cannot bide while you consider this offer.  I must have your answer today, or I must resort to other means,” I insisted, firmly. 
 
    Korbal gave a disgusted sigh and rose from his throne – with some difficulty.  Though the body he had been given was massive, the strength that had once invigorated his dead limbs was long gone.  My aging father was more lively.  Only by using Sheruel’s staff as a brace could he convince his decrepit joints to work. 
 
    “You try my patience, Spellmonger,” he said, once he stood upright.  “I heard your embassy because it amused me, not because I seriously entertained it.”   
 
    He walked up to me, close enough to where I could have stabbed him, and his skeletal visage stared down at me from his cowl.  Avalanche throbbed in my hand, I noted, the paraclete within somehow sensing the danger at hand.   
 
    “I have heard the whispered rumors of your proposal before.  I have heard your opinion of our forces.  Weak?” Korbal barked, turning to his court.  “Does anyone here feel . . . weak?” 
 
    They laughed and jeered appropriately, of course.  They all owed Korbal as their master, and knew the penalties for disrespecting his sensitive nature.  But there was fear in their eyes, I could see, and not fear of their master’s wrath alone.  Because I believe some of them did, indeed, feel weak, I knew, and doubts about their leadership had already sprouted in their imaginations.   
 
    My Alkan memories gave me some more subtle insights.  The Nemovorti were devoted to Korbal because they had survived death and entombment to regain their position as elite within their society . . . but they were in rotting, borrowed alien bodies, barely clinging to existence.  It was hardly the gloriously immortality they had been promised.  Now even their undead master was subject to an existential threat, unable to migrate to a new host because of my spell. 
 
    The more numerous Enshadowed were loyal to Korbal out of a misplaced sense of fealty to history.  Korbal had been the first tangible sign of a return to their archaic ideals since the Warring States Period, which had been a disaster for them.  At the end of it they had become internal exiles consigned to conspiring with the savage gurvani in remote caverns.  Korbal had been their last great champion – and he had championed the Enshadowed cause to his death and beyond.  His return was a compelling endorsement of tradition.   
 
    Yet there were limits to the support of fanatics, I knew.  It was likely that Korbal was not living up to their grand expectations.  Certainly he had enjoyed some successes, early on, but his lordly attitude and willingness to support the elitism of the Nemovorti were undoubtedly causing friction between the two factions.  They were losing faith in a monarch who was forced to openly bargain with the likes of us stinking humani.  The Enshadowed respected strength above all, and had looked toward Korbal to supply it in endless amounts.  Now he leaned on a staff like a dotard, knowing his fate was sealed if he could not come to terms.  That was not the strength they expected – or needed. 
 
    I could well imagine their building resentment.  The Nemovorti had numbered a few score, whereas the Enshadowed ranks were in the thousands.  The Nemovorti were great warriors and infamous sorcerers from an earlier age, and they were individually powerful with the addition of necromancy.   
 
    But the Enshadowed had lingered in the margins for centuries, patiently building up their elaborate plan for a resurgence.  Their agents had spent hundreds of years infiltrating the affairs of the Alka Alon Council and plotting to overthrow it.  Korbal and the Nemovorti were a part of that plot, but they were not central to it.  To the eye of the Enshadowed, I gathered, they saw recent events as evidence that the Nemovorti were screwing it up in grand fashion. 
 
    And that was what I realized as Korbal attempted to rally his court – that both factions were disturbed by the very act.  Korbal was supposed to be mighty in his own right.  By appealing to his court in such a way, he was actually admitting his political weakness – and some of them knew it.  They shouted and laughed in support of his question, but they also recognized what it meant.  Korbal had resorted to politics, not personal power.   
 
    “But are they strong enough?” I asked, when the noise died down.  “It is good that they are immortal, we have slain them so frequently.  Every year I can raise a new crop of warmagi and have them trained to face them.  They will only diminish.” 
 
    “Your wizards will die!” Mycin Amana said, as she stood from her own throne.  “Either in the field or on the migration stone, they will serve us.” 
 
    “For how long, my lady?” I asked.  “We will make more.  And more.  Every year,” I emphasized, putting a hand on Ruderal’s shoulder and giving it a squeeze.  That was a signal we had pre-arranged.  “This lad barely had a beard when he slew Gaja Katar,” I reminded her.  “Humans mature rapidly, and I have a goodly crop of them.  Far more than I need to in order to grind away your ability to recover,” I boasted, turning to face the court.  “How many of you have already fallen to our hands?” I asked them.  “How many times will you do so before you are captured by us, or your enneagrams degrade to the point where fleeing to a new body is untenable?” 
 
    “That is not your concern, Spellmonger!” Mycin Amana spat, angrily.  “Really, my lord, must we continue to listen to this empty drivel?  He is our enemy!  And it is weakness to let him persist with this when we can take him at our leisure!” 
 
    “We are not weak,” Korbal assured.  “And there is worth in listening to an enemy’s tale before you destroy them.  The Spellmonger betrays himself, despite his brashness.  He would not be so bold if he was in a position of strength.  No,” Korbal continued, brushing past me contemptuously, “he would not attempt to strike such an outrageous bargain if he did not feel compelled to by his own circumstance.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, confused.  “I feel fine.” 
 
    “We are not blind to you, Spellmonger.  Your armies are scattered and broken,” he accused.  “Your allies are rigid and unreliable.  The faith you’ve placed in the Council is tenuous, at best – aye, I have heard the reports of your bickering from Carneduin,” he assured me, over his shoulder.  “Your arsenals are empty,” he continued as he took slow, measured steps toward the balcony.  “Your warrior princes openly fight, both against you and against each other.  Your people do not support this war and are threatening revolt.  You have run out of tricks,” he summarized.  “And when the Alka Alon Council refused to help you, you have resorted to desperate diplomacy to save yourself and your position.” 
 
    I paused, gave Ruderal a glance – for which I received the tiniest nod in return – and followed behind Korbal.  We were committed, now.   
 
    “We’ve sustained losses,” I shrugged.  “We shall make them up soon enough.  And as far as our politics is concerned, we’re no less fragmented than we’ve ever been,” I pointed out, defensively.   
 
    “Civil war between you and your prince does not support your assurance, Spellmonger,” Mycin Amana answered, joining us.   
 
    “We’ve reconciled since then,” I demurred.  “Your presence here in Darkfaller ensured that.  But we’ll muddle along.  Really, Korbal, I must have an answer to my proposal,” I insisted, impatiently.  “Do we have a truce, or do we not?” 
 
    “Only weakness would compel you to ask,” he said as he dragged himself to the narrow balcony.  It was the sort of place designed to be used as an archer’s turret, during battle, but could also serve as a place to view much of the inner bailey.  “You are here without the knowledge of your king, seeking to end this war to your own benefit and at his expense.  You betray your sovereign and have lost his trust.  Our spies are everywhere,” he said with a dark chuckle.  “Even the royal court.” 
 
    I feigned surprise, bristling at the idea.  “You would be wise not to believe everything you hear from the royal court, my lord!” I argued.   
 
    “Admit it, Spellmonger, you are here because you have no other option,” he concluded, as he came to the rail.  I joined him, with Mycin Amana half a step behind me.  “You cannot endure the punishment we can bestow on you.  Despite your titles you are struggling to maintain what power you have.  Do you not think we can undermine what little strength you have left?  When I have at my command . . . all of this?” he said, gesturing below. 
 
    There was muted cheer from the formations of soldiery who filled the inner bailey.  They had been arrayed in a grand semicircle around the base of the keep, each section meticulously separated from their fellows by wide and regular aisles.  It was a formation calculated to be impressive when viewed from above, in a traditional Alka Alon style, the strongest and most fearsome elements nearest to the focus of power – in this case, Korbal and Mycin Amana.   
 
    The foreground was filled with ranks of Enshadowed warriors, trolls and legions of draugen.  The less-mighty units of gurvani and hobgoblins and ordinary undead were farther away, milling around at the edges.  I saw no Paranchek.  Perhaps they were unwilling to participate in such a pointless display.   
 
    Korbal raised his staff over his head with some effort, but the encaged green orb within was unmistakable to his warriors below.  The cheering came to a climax and then stopped – and transformed into song. 
 
    All Alkans sing, of course, as it is intrinsic to their magic.  Even the most advanced of their sorcerers will use music to thread their spells when it isn’t necessary.  But the song the united voices of the Enshadowed warriors produced was a thing of intensity, designed more as a statement of loyalty and dedication than an arcane endeavor.  It was a complex chant in which portions were spoken – shouted, really – while other elements sang a simple but intricate melody as accompaniment.   
 
    Then the dancing began – not in terms humans would understand it, as the emphasis was not on graceful beauty – but the Enshadowed began to strike a series of poses in perfect entrainment to each other.   
 
    It was remarkable to witness, really, a demonstration of every arm and leg in the company moving as one.  Their ceremonial spears were run through a complicated sequence of positions while they chanted or sang their righteous chorus in honor of their dark master.  Only the draugen did not move, likely because the ancient spirits inhabiting their cruelly twisted bodies were unable or unwilling to participate. 
 
    The moment the Enshadowed legion came to the end of their performance the next rank behind them would begin theirs.  Maragorku infantry attempted to show their own unified strength without the power of entrainment.  Even the trolls tried to keep up with the choreography.   
 
    Then the waves of giant wyverns began to fly in overhead, taking up a tight circle around the castle.  It was, I had to admit, impressive as hell to watch. 
 
    “Behold, the power of Darkfaller!” boasted Mycin Amana proudly, standing next to me at the rail.  “You speak of losses – but I see the core of steel beaten free of impurity.  The weak and unworthy have been ground away, leaving only the finest warriors.  I see no weakness here, Spellmonger!” 
 
    “It’s all very intimidating, for a glorified festival dance,” I muttered.  “The trolls aren’t particularly graceful, but I suppose the amazing thing about a troll is that they can dance at all.” 
 
    “You have presented your embassy, Spellmonger,” Korbal continued, his staff still raised overhead triumphantly, “and I will give you my answer: I refuse,” he sneered.  “I will not treat with animals over my life, regardless of what advantage you think that grants you.  Go back to your hovel and prepare for your defeat,” he said, enunciating the words with wicked pleasure.  “Our movement has lasted for thousands of years.  It has been repressed all that time, and yet it survived.  Now that we come to the hour of victory, we will not be stayed by the lackluster arguments of a vain wizard who has run out of tricks to annoy us.” 
 
    I heaved a great sigh.  “I am truly sorry to hear that, my lord,” I said.  “You do realize that this is the last time such a generous offer will be extended to you?  There won’t be any mercy in future discussions, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “I think I can endure that risk,” Korbal said as he bathed in the glory of his united followers.  “Within a few years, your armies will be dead.  Within a few decades, all of your people will be dead or enslaved.  Yet I shall abide,” he said, confidently, though his frail arms strained to continue holding his staff over his head.  “Despite your tricks, I shall find a way to regenerate and I will kill every . . . last . . . one of you!” he promised. 
 
    It was a dramatic moment, I’ll grant him that.  But I’m the sort of wizard who seizes on such moments for my own purposes. 
 
    “Then my embassy is at an end,” I said with a overly powerful sigh.  “And our truce is over.” 
 
    “Get you gone from my keep before you invite our wrath, Spellmonger!” Mycin Amana said, clearly pleased at her master’s answer.   
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t want to do that,” I said, catching Ruderal’s eye.  “Not when you see . . . well, there it is, over there,” I said, gesturing toward the northern wall with the head of my staff.  Korbal was unwilling to look away from his dancing minions, but Mycin Amana could not risk the temptation.  Along the northern stretch of wall a distortion had begun to form – a portal.  From Sevendor.  It wavered for an instant, then resolved itself into the shimmering meniscus I had grown used to. 
 
    “What is this?” Mycin Amana asked, mystified. 
 
    “Well, I hesitate to correct such a clever and well-informed dark lord such as your master,” I answered, “but the rumors of our weakness are, alas, greatly exaggerated.”   
 
    The moment the portal stabilized a stream of cavalry began rushing through.  It took them a few moments to get up to speed, but frozen ground of the bailey was perfectly suited for their hooves to gain purchase – and Mycin Amana had helpfully removed any of the debris that might have gotten in their way.  In seconds there were scores of heavy cavalry dashing through the portal and thundering toward the unprepared Enshadowed legions ahead. 
 
    “You dare attack when under a truce?” Mycin Amana asked with a gasp. 
 
    “I’m audacious,” I reminded her.  “And your master ordered an end to the truce just a moment ago, if you recall.  I told you there would be consequences if you refused my offer,” I said . . . and then reached out with Avalanche and lightly struck Korbal’s oversized staff.  Not the shaft, nor the head, but the mechanism that conjoined them.  Then I gave it a little push, as Korbal realized something was happening.   
 
    Before he could react, the inert sphere of irionite containing Sheruel’s head fell out of the metal cage that had contained it.  It plummeted toward the cobbled bailey, below.  Korbal looked down at the plummeting orb with shock and horror, and Mycin Amana seemed frozen in place.   
 
    “That was but the first of the consequences,” I assured them, and then nodded to Ruderal while Korbal and Mycin Amana scrambled at the rail.  They were not pleased, and began calling for guards.  Korbal’s cry of alarm brought a number of his staff to his aid, but they were too late.  Sheruel had been lost. 
 
    The pair of dark lords whirled angrily toward me.  Behind them I could see the portal closing, after disgorging hundreds of knights and warmagi from its maw.  A moment later a second portal, on the other side of the formation, opened and began issuing a stream of Castali knights and men-at arms charging into battle, fresh from Castabriel’s portal.  The entrainment the enemy had displayed just a few moments before was lost in the confusion.   
 
    “You betrayed us!” Mycin Amana screamed.  “Take him!” she ordered to her guards.   
 
    She was too late.  Ruderal had bravely drawn his blade and held it in guard at my back.  The first Nemovort who skidded to a halt in front of him got poked in the chest by the point and fell screaming to the ground as his enneagram was damaged by the spells laid on it.   
 
    I could see the door we had entered from burst open, and heavily armored warmagi began spilling through.  The Tera Alon warmage Tamonel and an assault squad had been transported to the roof on my signal – passed through to Ruderal and thence to Terleman – and were attacking Korbal’s court in force.  I threw a defensive field betwixt the battle and our position.  It was time for us to leave, and I didn’t want to get interrupted. 
 
    “When next we meet, my lords, I shall not be merciful,” I reminded them as the two began to cast spells against me.  I moved toward Ruderal until we stood back to back.  “And that may well be sooner than you suspect!” I added, as I slammed the heel of Avalanche into the wooden floor. 
 
    I wasn’t just being dramatic – although I was – as there was purpose to the gesture.  I activated a spell I had meticulously prepared for this moment.  It was a sudden and explosive release of necromantic power that erupted the moment the butt of Avalanche was struck on the floor while I whispered a mnemonic activation.   
 
    The spell was a gift from the monster in my head – a paltry one, considering I’d sacrificed my sanity to gain it, but it was useful.  While Vivant arcane energy does, indeed, inhibit necromancy, using it in an offensive manner is difficult, especially in an area where the distortions in reality permit fluctuations in necromantic power.  It just wasn’t practical for that sort of thing.   
 
    But if you flood the local field with high-intensity necromantic energy it can also cause a disruption, I knew.  Spells that used that octave could become overwhelmed with a sudden, lavish excess of power.  If you tune the emission properly it can be highly disruptive.  So I had crafted a sophisticated working that did just that.  It wasn’t enough to kill undead, in most cases, but it could – and did – incapacitate them.   
 
    The spell was very specifically designed to have little impact on living things, but would temporarily confound the function of complex necromantic spells – such as those used to empower the animations of the Nemovorti.   
 
    Every undead thing in the chamber was wracked by a sudden spasm of shock as an incredible amount of necromantic power was released from the staff.  Most were overcome and immediately fell to the floor.  Korbal dropped his impotent staff and clutched his chest, while Mycin Amana struggled to keep standing, clinging to the rail while her knees gave out under her.  She looked up at me in horror, the yellow light gone from her eyes, and I could see Isily’s face for an instant before she crumpled. 
 
    In that one brief moment I could have reached over with my staff and pushed her over the rail.  I often wonder why I hesitated. 
 
    “It is time, Master!” Ruderal called as he gleefully took a step forward and began stabbing the fallen Nemovorti, one by one.  He was only able to get a few of them before the Enshadowed – who had been little affected by the spell – were able to close with us, but I think he got great enjoyment out of that last bit of spite.   
 
    I grabbed the boy behind the shoulders, turned, and began the spell that would propel us through the Ways back home.  As we faded, I was treated to the sight of four full wings of giant eagles in an elegant formation appearing over the heads of Korbal and Mycin Amana and suddenly descending on the cloud of giant wyverns overhead.  It sent them into chaos, scattering them away from their endangered fortress.  And I could hear the sound of battle below.   
 
    I’m just sorry that Korbal wasn’t able to see it.  As he lay there, crumpled and overcome, there were hundreds of birds of war in the air attacking his filthy wyverns.   
 
    It was a hell of a lot more impressive than his dancing trolls. 
 
    
  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
     Pressing The Advantage 
 
      
 
    The various conquests of the Magocracy often came down to the merits of the professional military of the empire, along with the usual dominance of the Imperial Magical Corps over the less-skilled magi and shamans of the opposition.  But those factors were compounded by the Magocracy’s willingness to use surprise, obfuscation, and outright deception.  When the Archmage Randomar launched his attack on the Sea Lord haven at Farise during the Later Magocracy, his navy seemed overmatched by the Sea Lords’ fleet of galleons, who pursued his squadron nearly to Enultramar when they fled.  The much larger Imperial fleet that was concealed by a nearby island and a thick blanket of spells had taken complete control of the unguarded harbor by the time they had returned.  He had not lost one ship in the battle. 
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
    Ruderal and I emerged inside the chamber of the Snowflake, where Taren, with Tanno Amberil in hand, was laboring to open and close the portals that were continuously sending waves of fresh troops into the bailey of Darkfaller.  The stress of his work was evident: his face was red and beaded with sweat and his knuckles were white where he gripped the staff when we tumbled out of the Ways.  He gave us a single glance and a nod, then returned to his toils.  
 
    “How many have gone through?” I asked, as soon as my stomach gave me leave. 
 
    “Over six thousand into Darkfaller,” he reported through gritted teeth.  “Castali and Sevendori.” 
 
    I nodded – I didn’t want to pester him further when the answers I sought were right down the hall.  Ruderal followed closely behind me as we nearly ran down the corridor toward the chambers of war.   
 
    “I didn’t realizes you were going to release Sheruel,” he said, his chest heaving with the effort of the day. 
 
    “It wasn’t exactly planned,” I explained.  “Not that way, at least.  But Master Suhi showed me how the mechanism worked.  I had an opportunity.  I took it.” 
 
    “I don’t think they were expecting it,” he grinned as we came to the war rooms.  “Well played, Master!” 
 
    I decided to stop in Terleman’s chamber first.  He was directing the battles, and if anyone could give me an overview of the surprise attack, it would be Terleman. 
 
    “Report?” I asked, the moment I saw I had his attention. 
 
    “The First Phase has begun,” he pronounced.  “The vanguard has attacked the enemy in formation, light cavalry and heavy infantry, from four directions.  All four wings of Sky Riders are engaged.  More than three hundred warmagi.  Initial contact has been successful.  They weren’t expecting the attack,” he replied, calmly.  “And there is no sign of Paranchek, as of yet.” 
 
    “Remember to keep everyone out of the catacombs under the castle,” I said as I stripped off my cloak along with the rest of my civilian clothes, with Laresk’s help.  It was time to transform from a diplomat to a war leader. 
 
    “Casualties?” I asked, concerned, as Laresk began to strap on my vambraces.  Ruderal helped out with the other one. 
 
    “Unknown,” Terleman admitted.  “But it’s early, yet.  How were negotiations?  Did you slay him?  Shall I start the preliminaries of the Second Phase?” 
 
    “At once,” I agreed, answering his last question first.  “No, I didn’t try to kill him.  It wasn’t the proper time.  I just incapacitated him after the negotiations went poorly.  I managed to loose Sheruel, though.  They are deprived of his power, now.  It will be difficult for them to use the molopor anymore,” I informed him, pleased with myself. 
 
    Instead of praise I earned a frown.  “Are you certain that’s wise?” he asked.  “Why did you not assassinate him when you had the chance?” 
 
    “Because I’m not certain I would have emerged alive, had I tried,” I said, as my apprentices began to strap on my leg guards and grieves.  “As it was we were seconds from being set upon by the Enshadowed.  Besides, if he’s dead I’d lose what leverage I have over him.  And therefore over his followers.  I need him beaten, not slain.  Ruderal got in a few stray strikes, but it wasn’t the time for a real attack.  That is your job,” I reminded him.  “I was just the distraction.” 
 
    Terleman nodded absently as he quickly read another dispatch brought to him by messenger.  “I did my job,” he assured me.  “The Remeran crossbowmen are ready to be deployed.  As soon as I see signs of the Paranchek, I’ll do so.” 
 
    “I’m headed for the battlefield,” I agreed as Ruderal placed my helmet on my head.  “The sudden appearance of the Spellmonger might well give our men inspiration and put fear in the hearts of our enemies.” 
 
    “Do what you will, but pray not interfere with the battle,” Terleman lectured, still not looking up.  “It is going well, at the moment.  There seems to be a disruption in our enemy’s communication and command,” he added, sounding pleased.  “Your necromantic disruption spell, I believe.” 
 
    “I’ll try not to make too much of a fuss,” I said, dryly, as Ruderal finished fastening on my battle harness.  That was the last piece, I knew.  I gave both of my boys a nod.  “You’ve heard from our agent?” I asked Terleman. 
 
    “Cat is on the ground,” he assured.  “I’ll order the transport of the first warmagi shortly.”  He finally glanced up from the parchments in his hand.  “Good luck, Minalan,” he bade. 
 
    “Thank you, Terleman,” I said with a half bow.  “I trust you will use your wisest judgment.” 
 
    “Of course,” he dismissed, as a new dispatch was handed to him.   
 
    Terleman was aware of almost the entire plan, of course.  Indeed, I trusted his strategic insight more than anyone else’s, when it came to military matters.  He was careful and meticulous, as well as bold and innovative.  He understood what was at stake, the forces we faced, and the forces we had at our disposal.  He had been the most vocal in opposition to the specifics of my initial plan, and I had listened to him and altered it accordingly.  One does not ignore the advice of a military genius. 
 
    I flexed and posed in my armor to determine its fit.  Adequate, for purpose, I determined.  I picked up Avalanche and struck a few poses to make certain I could move in the tight-fitting armor.  Then I nodded my thanks to the boys.   
 
    “Go ahead and get yourself armored,” I instructed Ruderal.  “Laresk, please go warn Taren that I will be departing shortly.  I just want to check a few things, first.” 
 
    Before I left I paused by Pentandra’s chamber, where she was sitting in a chair and fielding multiple dispatches from her aides.  They were in mind-to-mind communication with the magi already on the ground, and messages were coming in so fast that she was having to use her fancy new magical artefact to sort and process them with blurring speed before she issued orders to the three scribes sitting close at hand.  She caught my eye for a moment and I nodded to her.  She nodded back, and she continued her work.  I didn’t want to interrupt her, I just wanted to let her know that the first part of the plan had been successful. 
 
    Lastly, I tarried at the diorama room for a moment to see what the situation looked like on the battlefield.   
 
    “Any spiders, yet?” I asked Lanse, when he paused in positioning his toy soldiers. 
 
    “No,” he said, absently.  “It looks like all of our special teams are in place.  The attack on the troops in the bailey is going well.  They weren’t expecting a cavalry charge, apparently.  Nice of them to line up like that,” he added, as he used a wand to change the shape of the defending forces a bit where the cavalry were eating away at it. 
 
    Indeed, it was nice of Mycin Amana to deploy nearly all of her troops in one place, arm them with largely ceremonial weapons, without any expectation of attack or a need for defense.  That had crystalized the final battle plan, and I had her to thank. 
 
    The problem with taking a castle is that it is big, hardened and has plenty of places where defending troops can hide and take refuge during an assault – they’re designed just for that purpose.   
 
    The defenders usually see the attacking force long before the actual attack as they march to their gates, and that gives them of time to prepare.  Attackers usually have to besiege the place for months.  That involves siege engines, raids and sorties to force a breach.  Even once a castle wall is penetrated, it can take further weeks to meticulously eliminate every tower, keep catacomb and gatehouse where the defenders are holed up.  It’s a messy and expensive business. 
 
    But the portal spells changed all that.  Using dimensional magic and harnessing the properties of the Snowflake gave me capabilities to bypass the majority of Darkfaller’s static defenses and attack our foes directly.  And Mycin Amana’s vainglorious military parade had consolidated almost all of the enemy troops out in the open.  It was a target too rich to ignore. 
 
    More, the portals not only allowed us to use the element of surprise, they provided a means of fighting with the freshest possible troops.  There was no long march to the castle, this time, no spending weeks in the field in the middle of winter before being called upon to conduct an assault.  The men attacking Darkfaller had slept in their own beds last night and had been eating good meals, not field rations, for weeks.  They were well-rested and as ready to fight as possible. 
 
    That gave us a significant advantage, this time.  More than six thousand men were already deployed from the portals in Sevendor, Vanador and Castabriel.  More were coming from Remeralon.  Much of our potential success was pinned upon our sheer numbers overwhelming Darkfaller’s defenders, which numbered less than ten thousand, from what Mavone and Sir Festaran had determined, not counting the ordinary sort of undead.  But even those were in short supply in Darkfaller, these days. 
 
    My last worry was that Mycin Amana and her coven of sorcerers had managed to restore the magical defenses she had used the last time I had visited her – and she hadn’t.  I didn’t know why, and I suppose it didn’t matter, but the necromantic shields around the central keep were not being used anymore.  That simplified matters.  The plan could proceed. 
 
    As it was, the once neatly arrayed legions of Darkfaller had become an unruly mob after my strategic necromantic blast.  Most of the Enshadowed had formed a defensive line around the central keep, but the rest of the troops were grouped in a lopsided formation that stretched out across the inner bailey.  There were now four axis of attack, I could see, each pressing the enemy from a different direction.  We had them surrounded. 
 
    “Sire Cei leads the Sevendori here,” Lanse explained as he indicated the slowly moving effigies in the diorama, “And Master Loiko is leading the Castali here, to the east.  Both have managed credible cavalry charges,” he reported.   
 
    That had been my concession to Prince Tavard and his chivalric vassals who had all but insisted they be given the honor of leading the attack.  I hadn’t even considered it, before Mycin Amana grouped our opponents so attractively, but I had found a place in the battle plan for them.   
 
    A cavalry charge at a short distance could, indeed, be devastating, particularly by horses who were fresh from the stable and hadn’t been ridden across roads and fields to get there.  Each assault force had about two hundred heavy lancers in the vanguard.  As wide and open as Darkfaller’s inner bailey was, I did not want the battlefield crowded with too many horses. 
 
    Behind the wall of lances, however, each group had hundreds of heavy infantry, well-armored and prepared for an extended hand-to-hand engagement.  Their job was to kill the soldiers of Darkfaller, to the last gurvan, if possible.  Most were armed with swords, axes, shields, or pole arms and had trained in breeching tactics.  Most importantly, each company had a score of seasoned warmagi with them to direct the battle, provide magical support, and keep the Enshadowed sorcerers’ spells at bay.  Every one of them had participated in the earlier battles here. 
 
    “The Vanadori, under Sandoval, hit the rear of the formation just as it started to move in support of the Enshadowed.  Then the Alshari troops under Rondal came through to the south and boxed them in.  The only keep they can escape to now is the central one,” Lanse added.  “That’s under attack by Tamonel and his assault team.” 
 
    “And the Sky Riders?” I prompted, as the toy birds chased the toy wyverns through the sky over the elaborate model.  
 
    “They’re doing very well against the wyverns,” Lanse grinned.  “They’ve broken into two separate formations, one close in and one patrolling the perimeter, but they’ve pressed the battle from the beginning.  They’re having an effect,” he said, as one of his apprentices plucked a wyvern from the display and threw it into a basket. 
 
    “Excellent.  And the special teams?” I asked. 
 
    “The Air team has been ready since the beginning of the battle.  The Fire team and water team are both in place,” he acknowledged, tapping their locations.  “They will go into action on your command.” 
 
    “How about my bodyguard?” I asked, nodding to the northern keep. 
 
    “They just arrived, according to Pentandra,” Lanse explained, placing a handful of figures on the roof of the model.  “Astyral is in command.  He’ll be waiting for you.” 
 
    “Oh,” I mentioned casually to Lanse before I left, “I did manage to free Sheruel from Korbal’s grasp while I was there.  You might want to whip up a representation of him,”  suggested.  “He may become a factor in battle.  Sorry for the short notice.” 
 
    “I already have one,” Lanse said, stretching out his long tattooed arms and snatching a piece from his side table.  It was a green-tinted ball of thaumaturgic glass with a well-rendered tiny skull inside.  “I figured it would come in handy, eventually.  Not to scale, of course, but I figured he deserves to be noticeable.” 
 
    “I’m certain he will be,” I agreed.  “Anything else I should know?” 
 
    “Spider!” one of his apprentices called, excitement and alarm in her voice.  “Southwestern corner!”   
 
    “The spiders have arrived,” Lanse answered.  “Good luck with that.” 
 
    “I have a plan,” I reminded him, which earned me an eye roll.   
 
    I took one last look at the diorama and tried to commit it to memory before went to Taren’s chamber.  He looked even more stressed than when I’d arrived fifteen minutes before – but that was to be expected, now that the second phase of the plan was underway. 
 
    You see, even once you understand the complexities of dimensional magic and know the symbolism that allows them to be employed, it is not easy to properly control and direct them.  The portals that were anchored in the stone arches we used took most of that work away, since both ends of the portal are fixed in time and space.  That allows a stable congruency to form through the dimensions, using the distorting effect of the Snowflake to leverage them.   
 
    But an unanchored portal took intense concentration to fix in place, and the longer you held it open the more strain the mage endures.  Tanno Amberil, helped, of course – you couldn’t do the spell without the powerful staff.  But there was still a toll to be paid.  You get used to it, over time, and Taren and I had practiced religiously in the last few weeks.  But it is a strain, and it depletes your mental resources as well as your physical ones. 
 
    “Still holding up?” I asked him, concerned, as he closed one portal and began to open another. 
 
    “I abide,” he assured me, tiredly.  “Let me get this lot through before I send you anywhere,” he grunted, as he manipulated the spell.  He kept the portal open for nearly five minutes.  It was like watching a man lift a fifty pound hammer above his head over and over again. 
 
    “Done!” he said, finally, as the arcane glow subsided from the staff.  
 
    “Drink some water,” I urged, pouring some from a pitcher I’d had Laresk fetch from the lounge while we were waiting.  Taren accepted it gratefully and took a long , indulgent drink. 
 
    “Thanks,” he sighed.  “Where to?” 
 
    “Top of the northern keep,” I instructed.  “The same place we were last time.” 
 
    “Wont they be expecting that?” he asked, curiously. 
 
    “I don’t think they’ll have time to think about it, actually,” I said as I hefted Avalanche over my shoulder.  “Their basket is pretty full as it is.  And I’m mostly just going to watch.” 
 
    “Mostly?” he asked, skeptically. 
 
    “I won’t intervene unless I have to.  I promised Terl,” I added. 
 
    He closed his eyes for a moment, and I could tell he was speaking with someone mind-to-mind.  He opened them again.  “Let’s get to it,” he sighed.  “Penny wants me to bring the archers through from Remeralon, now.  Apparently there are spiders about.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A few moments later I was standing back on top of the northernmost keep – the one we had escaped from just a few months ago – surveying the churning cauldron of chaos in Darkfaller’s inner bailey while the winter wind whipped into my face. 
 
    It was, of course, more or less as I expected it to be after seeing Lanse’s depiction of the battle.  The central keep across from me was encircled by a thick ring of warriors who had, by now, lost any semblance of a formation.  It was difficult to tell if they were protecting the keep or trying to gain entry.  Here and there they formed actual lines of defense where their entrainment could come into play, but they were more mob than army now. 
 
    Attacking them were large and reasonably well-formed human troops who concentrated their assaults with deadly efficiency.  The initial cavalry charges had left hundreds of dead on the field already, but the infantry was steadily chewing away at what was left while the horses had retreated and reformed their lines.  The ones who weren’t preparing for another charge were patrolling for the odd draugen who left the mob to attack. 
 
    Overhead it was difficult to tell what was happening.  Sky Riders jousted with giant wyverns – mostly riderless – but their combats were usually too fast and high up to study without magesight.  Their role was to keep the wyverns from intervening in the battle in the bailey in any meaningful way. 
 
    “Good morning, Marshal!” Astyral’s cheerful voice called to me from behind.  “We were wondering when you would arrive.” 
 
    “I had to make certain everything was in place,” I explained.  “That looks pretty gory, down there,” I nodded toward the keep. 
 
    “Oh, it’s been splendid to watch,” he agreed.  “We’ve secured the top of the tower.  No one is going to bother us, I believe.  There were only a few guards left here, anyway,” he dismissed.   
 
    “A spider has been sighted,” I informed him.   
 
    “Lovely,” he said, sarcastically.  “You’re prepared for them?” 
 
    “I will be in a moment.  I have to check some things.  Phase Two has started, so it’s going to be complicated.” 
 
    “Of course,” he nodded.  “Shall I prepare some refreshments?” 
 
    Astyral is as bad as a Remeran when it comes to comfort on the battlefield, only he manages to be gracious when it comes to such luxuries.  I realized I was hungry, as I hadn’t eaten since the previous evening.  I nodded to him before I started checking in with my field commanders.  Another portal opened in the bailey while I did so and began disgorging hundreds of professional Remeran crossbowmen on the southern side of the battle. 
 
    Tamonel, I called, mind-to-mind, what is your status?  His report was the most important, at the moment.  He and a score of my finest warmagi had been detailed to mop up Mycin Amana’s throne room and as much of the keep as possible.  He was tolerably familiar with the place, as he’d already done that once in the first raid, and he had proven an even-headed field commander.  Perhaps one of my better ones.  
 
    Most of them buggered off the moment we attacked, he reported.  Through the Ways or by foot.  They left a rear guard that took some fighting, but most of the Nemovorti ran away. 
 
    Korbal? I asked.  Mycin Amana? 
 
    Both gone, he acknowledged.  Korbal was taken through the Ways by his bodyguard.  Mycin Amana vanished soon after.  I do have Korbal’s staff, he added, triumphantly. 
 
    It will make a lovely trophy, I agreed.  Casualties? 
 
    Nine dead, he admitted, reluctantly.  Five wounded.  Including myself.  As I said, their rear guard took a lot of killing.  They sent up draugen from below. 
 
    I winced.  That was almost half of his team.  Good warmagi, every one of them. 
 
    Collect our fallen and make your way back up to the rooftop, I ordered.  I’ll have Taren open a portal for you.  You’ve accomplished your mission.  Time to go home. 
 
    My lord, I wanted to be part of the second phase! he complained, uncharacteristically.  I didn’t know the Tera Alon warmage that well, but I knew he wasn’t in the habit of questioning orders.  I could understand his feelings about the matter, however. 
 
    You’ve been wounded, I reminded him.  Have Lilastien take a look at you and clear you for service, and perhaps you can be part of the reserves, I compromised.  And let me know when your team is clear of the tower so I can activate the Fire team. 
 
    As you wish, my lord, he agreed, and ended the contact. 
 
    “Wine?” Astyral asked, passing me a cup as soon as my eyes were open.  “I thought a nice, bold Vazia would suit the day.  I bought a case from Banamor, and it’s aging nicely.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, sipping it carefully.  It was delicious – a rich, dry red that was oaky and spicy at the same time.  Then I closed my eyes and called out to Master Loiko, below, mind-to-mind. 
 
    How do you fare? I asked, once I made contact. 
 
    We’re making progress, he informed me.  I’ve just called for reserves to support our flank.  Pentandra assures me they will be on the way as soon as the archers are through.  How did your negotiations go? 
 
    About how I expected.  He rejected my offer.   
 
    He might be having second thoughts about now, the Royal Court Wizard suggested.  We’re going to win this battle, he predicted. 
 
    I know, I agreed, as I sighted the first spider in the far corner of the bailey.  If we can contend with the Paranchek.  There’s one on your left, I reported. 
 
    Shouldn’t they ignore us with our new . . . perfume? he asked, distastefully. 
 
    I chuckled.  Before our men crossed the threshold of the portal, they had each been sprinkled with a diluted concoction made of the sacks of the Paranchek eggs.  It smelled vile – because why wouldn’t it?  But it was supposed to make our men essentially invisible to the giant spiders the way Darkfaller’s forces were during the raid and subsequent battle.   
 
    Indeed, it occurred to me that the Enshadowed and maragorku and undead who were defending the keep likely had not had the same treatment, since they were not prepared for this battle. 
 
    This could get interesting. 
 
    They are supposed to, but it’s just a theory until its tested, I pointed out.  
 
    I dislike being selected for such a trial, Loiko said.   
 
    That’s just what I recall thinking when we were assaulting the Mad Mage in Farise, I reminded him.  He had famously commanded that operation.   I don’t recall anyone asking my opinion back then, though. 
 
    I could hear his mental chuckle.  You make a compelling argument.   Very well, Minalan, let us see if this works.  If I can keep my flank from collapsing we should be able to push this remnant back into the base of the tower. 
 
    Don’t get too close, I reminded him.  And no one goes underground.  With that I cut the contact and reached out to Rondal. 
 
    Master, why don’t they have bows? he asked, once he assured me his command was in good order.  They should be tearing us apart at point blank range, like this! 
 
    As valued a weapon as the bow is among the Alka Alon, I answered, it does not enjoy the same ritual importance as the spear.  This was a ceremonial function, not a true military drill.  They left them in their bunks. 
 
    Well, I’m thankful for that, at least, he agreed.  Without them our pole arms are crushing them.  Count Salgo has sent two companies of professionals he recruited in Rhemes.  They’re doing splendidly.  And I have a company of Wilderlords who are having a festival day with their greatswords. 
 
    Keep it up, I encouraged.  And be ready to call a retreat when we begin the second phase in earnest. 
 
    I will.  Ishi’s tits, there’s another spider! he swore.  How many of them are we going to face today? 
 
    According to Mavone and Festaran no more than a dozen of the females survived the last battle.  As soon as we account for at least half of them, I’ll spring the trap, I promised. 
 
    I hope that’s soon, he said, worriedly.  We can fight against Alka Alon and great goblins with no problem.  Those spinners are more than we can manage without more magi in the field. 
 
    One by one I checked in with each of the unit commanders – or the magi who were acting as their aides – until I was satisfied that the battle was going as well as I thought it was.  I opened my eyes only when I had finished speaking to the special team leaders.  They were going to be instrumental in a few moments. 
 
    “It seems the Paranchek are reluctant to come out of their holes,” Astyral remarked, as he handed me a little silver plate with sausage, fruit and some little balls of breaded cheese that had been fried in hot oil on it.  “I only see four of them, and they aren’t doing all that much for the battle.” 
 
    “They probably remember what happened last time – oh!  Look!  One is wading in against the hobgoblins.  I thought that might happen,” I said, pleased.  “Our men smell like their young, but the enemy did not think to prepare themselves.” 
 
    “Was that part of your ingenious plan?” the Gilmoran asked. 
 
    “No, but it should have been,” I admitted.  “The Paranchek aren’t terribly sophisticated when they are this young.  They can respond to orders and commands, but they don’t have a lot of decision-making power, when it comes to battlefield tactics.” 
 
    “You seem to know an awful lot about those nightmares,” he observed, as he sipped his wine.   
 
    “Far too much . . . and not enough,” I sighed.  “They have terrorized thousands of worlds for a million years, now.  They are a potent weapon.  But like any good weapon, they work best only if wielded with skill and mastery.  I don’t think the Nemovorti have much of either at the moment.  Tamonel says that the senior leadership has all but fled from the central keep.  Including Korbal and his mistress.  And if Gaja Katar is the one in charge of their defense, we’ve all but won the day.” 
 
    “Don’t get smug, Minalan,” Astyral warned.  “You tempt the gods when you do that in battle.” 
 
    “The gods are feeling pretty smug themselves over this.  At least some of them.  Briga will be quite pleased when things get going in earnest.” 
 
    We watched the battle for a few quiet moments while I nibbled on my luncheon and sipped at the wine.  The cheese balls were particularly good with the wine from Vazia.  Astyral has excellent taste in field rations. 
 
    I considered lobbing a few destructive spells into the battle below, but resisted.  My men had things well in hand.  Even the cavalry were managing to have a positive effect, keeping the enemy corralled into one large group.  That might sound counterproductive, but massed in such a way they kept getting in each other’s way instead of spreading out and counterattacking our infantry.  Rondal was correct: without archers this was going to be a long, bloody, grinding battle of attrition.  And we had barely begun to bring in our reserves. 
 
    A moment later I received another mind-to-mind communication from Tamonel. 
 
    Marshal, we are clear of the central keep, he reported.  We slew many of the Enshadowed who were fighting to protect the Nemovorti.  We pushed the defenders down to the lower levels before we left.  There was no sign of Mycin Amana’s body, however.   
 
    She likely escaped as soon as she recovered and realized that someone tipped over the chamber pot, I remarked.  Especially if Korbal was already gone.              Report to Lilastien for medical treatment, I ordered before I ended the communication.  Good job, today, Tamonel. 
 
    “Two more spiders,” Astyral reported, a few moments after I returned my empty plate to him.   “That makes seven of the large ones and twelve . . . no, fourteen of the males who have emerged.  And look!  They’re attacking the undead in the rear!  How thoughtful of them!” 
 
    “That should be enough,” I decided.  “If we miss a couple, we can clean them up later.  Time to prepare the special teams and the magi on the field.  You should get into position, too,” I advised.  “You and your men might be needed to assist.  I’ll inform the special teams.” 
 
    “And I’ll start informing the field commanders,” he agreed.  “I do hope Taren’s plan works.” 
 
    “All it requires is stunning bravery, absolute precision and immaculate timing,” I shrugged.  “What could possibly go awry?” 
 
    “You’re being smug again, Minalan,” he chided.   
 
    I couldn’t argue with him.  I was feeling smug.  If this worked, it would change the course of the war and put our foe on their back foot for years. 
 
    And if it didn’t, I knew . . . this could be the end of all of us. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Fire and Ice 
 
      
 
    The use of subterfuge and misdirection was a favorite tactic of the imperial armies of the Magocracy.  Magic is useful for that, and the magical corps of the empire was second to none.  Creating illusions of troops where there weren’t any, or hiding troop movements with mists or phantom forests was a common strategy.   The goal was to keep the enemy perpetually off balance and confused, at land or sea.  It took a very disciplined corps of soldiers to execute this properly, as well as expert warmagi, but more importantly was the imagination and vision of the commanders in the field.  You can’t defeat an enemy you can’t out-think. 
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Watching an intense, bloody battle from relative safety was a little like going to a tournament, in a way.  The explosions of violence in the bailey below were akin to the moment when two knights collided across the listfield, releasing the anticipation of the crowd in a satisfactory way.  Only the battle I was watching did not pause after one side crashed into the other.   
 
    Tall, heavily armored human warriors were using greatswords and glaives to great effect against the rapidly decreasing number of Alka Alon warriors and hobgoblin reserves, who largely had only their spears, maces and infantry swords to defend themselves.  Warmagi within their ranks cast a dazzling array of spells against the Enshadowed sorcerers, who replied in turn with their own arcane attacks – while both constructed magical defenses to blunt the damage being done.  But for the most part this battle seemed to be coming down to raw numbers and naked steel, not magic. 
 
    Even the trolls were having difficulties, it seemed, as several knights, particularly among the Sevendori, were hacking at them mercilessly with their blades.  I could spot Sire Cei leading one band against one of the Hulka Alon.  With every swing of his warhammer he drove back the skirmishers as he fought his way toward the troll.  A moment later the great beast fell, his spine crushed by the Dragonslayer’s mighty blows. 
 
    Nor was it just the humans they were fighting, now.  The confused Paranchek had torn into different sections of Darkfaller’s defenders while they largely ignored our troops.  The spiders seemed half-hearted in their attack, compared to the brutality they had displayed on the battlefield just a few weeks before, and I noted that many still seemed to carry injuries and burn scars from that battle.  Of course the Enshadowed and the maragorku were perplexed why their arachnid allies seemed to be bent on tearing them to shreds instead of the humans who were attacking, but their cries went unheeded. 
 
    It was largely an infantry battle, though hundreds of horsemen from each of our units were congregating in the northern section of the bailey, organizing themselves for another charge.  They were being wary of spiders and trolls, but had no trouble ranging out and striking any groups of goblins or undead who chanced to break away from the main army.  
 
    And there were archers on the field, now, I saw.  That pleased me.  They were Remeran mercenaries hired by the Duke of Remere, one of his favorite units.  That was a testament to the Remeran method of conducting war.  While there was a thin veneer of Narasi knighthood that overlay Remeran society, it was largely ceremonial.   
 
    When Remeran nobles went to war they often followed the Merwyni model, in which large numbers of professional soldiers were hired rather than conscripting peasants and artisans to defend or attack their neighbors.  Certainly, every great house in Remere relied upon their household guards to protect them, and some of those units were composed of hundreds of paid soldiers or private retainers.  Pentandra’s family had a fairly large guard to protect their holdings and provide security, for example. 
 
    But when Remere went to war it tended to hire specialized expert units, be they cavalry, infantry or archers.  It was this last group that was the most famous throughout the Five Duchies.  Remeran mercenary archers did not depend on the normal bow, short or long; instead, they used very sophisticated, very powerful crossbows.   
 
    Whereas a Wilderlands bow can lob their infamous three-foot long arrows over impressively long distances, the Remeran heavy crossbow propels a smaller, heavier bolt with more than thrice the power.  The disadvantage was just how long it took to reload, making them unsuitable for a lot of open battlefields and preferred for sieges.  At close range they can penetrate all but the thickest personal armor.  Used in volleys, the heavy crossbows could be as devastating as a warmagic spell.   
 
    I had requested a thousand of them from the Duke of Remere to help with the assault, and he had happily provided them once I had informed him of the plan.  He had selected units that were considered elite in Remere, and who did not mind battling against nonhumans instead of their fellow Remerans for a change.  While they were expensive, the fact that the kingdom was largely footing the bill for them made Duke Clofalin agreeable to contributing to the war effort.  They had been sent through the Remeralon portal as soon as the first spiders had been sighted on the field.  But they held back, still in formation, until they were commanded to act. 
 
    It was time, I decided, to spring our trap.  I contacted the captain of the Fire Team and told him to activate the spell. 
 
    Nothing dramatic happened on the field below – though another portal opened in the south and began disgorging the first of the Castali reserve infantry to reinforce the line.  It took five minutes or more before I saw the tell-tale sign that the Fire Team had been successful – a thin plume of smoke rising from the interior of the central keep. 
 
    In our previous assaults and numerous scrying operations it became clear that a full-force magical attack on the keep would be difficult.  Even without the necromantic shields Mycin Amana had used, the magical defenses of the place were impressively stout.  A sophisticated thaumaturgical assault would be challenging, it had been decided. 
 
    But then we humani are sneaky bastards.  When sophistication fails, falling back on simpler means is often the best strategy.  To that end we had prepared a special team whose sole mission it was to penetrate the keep – not through the heavily-guarded and strongly warded gate, but underneath the huge tower.  It was, after all, the nexus of the tunnels and catacombs and underground chambers that spread out throughout the Darkfaller complex.   
 
    There were probably five or six miles of tunnels dug to connect the far-flung outposts of the compound – storage rooms, armories, escape tunnels, and avenues to allow surprise attacks in case of siege.  Most large castles have that sort of thing built to aid in their defense or provide a means for the lord and his men to escape, in case of catastrophe.  Right now, Darkfaller’s subterranean portions were largely inhabited by Paranchek, who felt more comfortable in the confined spaces they provided.  There they could breed, feed and lurk until called upon by their masters.  It was to that hellish space that Mavone had sent some of his best men to reconnoiter.   
 
    But in addition to stealing bags full of spider egg sacks, the uncommonly brave warmagi had quietly left behind some surprises – small, unnoticeable wands with hoxter pockets.  And inside the hoxter pockets were barrels specially designed by my best alchemists.   
 
    Each barrel was packed with a mixture of aluminum shavings and rust.  Rust, of course, is easy enough to procure, especially if one has an iron foundry within one’s estates.  Elemental aluminum, on the other hand, was rare and expensive.  It takes magic or tremendous industry to produce even a small amount from natural sources.  Some could be recovered from ancient sites in Merwyn, at great price, but we weren’t exactly on good terms with Merwyn at the moment.  Dukes tend to get annoyed when you sponsor civil wars against them. 
 
    But amongst my great treasury at the new Sevendor Castle were several spheres of the rare metal that the Vundel had traded me in exchange for a couple of mountains of snowstone.  Enough so that when they were reduced to a fine, granulated powder by magic they could be mixed with the heaps of rust and combined with a binding agent into a compound known as thermite.   
 
    Of course it was a little more complicated than that – I left the exact composition up to the alchemical professionals – but that was the essence.  It was completely harmless – unless it was exposed to extreme heat.  Then it ignited and burned.   
 
    And it was incredibly difficult to put out. 
 
    Stuffing five of those barrels into hoxters and then releasing them into Darkfaller’s cellars was a challenging job, but it did bypass the sophisticated magical defenses that were designed to protect against more complex spells.  That’s why they were called “the Fire Team.”  While the castle’s wards included spells against normal fires, they were not designed to handle something as outrageous as thermite.   
 
    Within moments of the Fire Team activating the initial spell atop each barrel, a plume of flame and heat began to shoot out of them straight up into the heavy wooden rafters that supported the floors above.  With a burning temperature around twenty-five hundred degrees, even the stone supports would be severely weakened.  The keep itself would be uninhabitable.  And the tunnels that connected it with the other keeps would be filled with fire and smoke and noxious gasses.  I had paid extra for that. 
 
    Just to ensure that it had the desired effect, one of the Fire Team’s members was a young red-headed mage known as Teine, who had been involved in the much smaller incendiary device we used to burn down Tudry.  He was a pyromancer, a mage whose native Talent involved a natural ability to manipulate combustion.  I’d met him several times, now.  He was a nice young man who just happened to like to burn things.  I think Briga has a crush on him.   
 
    Five barrels of thermite produces a lot of heat.  The fire started from the center of the barrel and quickly worked its way to the edges . . . which were packed with a thick sheath of ice.  And when a thermite reaction encounters ice . . . it often explodes. 
 
    It was a lavish use of resources, but then this was an important battle and we needed an absolute win.  I had wisely kept this part of the plan from Prince Tavard, who would have objected to sacrificing the central keep of the castle he considered an important symbol of his power.  He still would have several massive keeps in Darkfaller, after we’d taken it.  He could rebuild the central structure if he wanted, but the truth was that Darkfaller hadn’t had strategic importance since the Treaty of Union had formed the kingdom.  Trying to justify that kind of expense to his Castali nobles would be challenging. 
 
    Once the smoke from the keep was well and truly billowing over the battlefield  several other confused Paranchek had waded into the battle, attacking friend and foe alike.  I almost hated stopping them, as it was very satisfying to see hobgoblins and Enshadowed warriors enjoying the terror they caused when they fought against them.  But that was not part of the plan. 
 
    No, the next part of the plan saw the Remeran archers move into place behind the chaotic mess that was the line of skirmish.  Once they were in position they began taking aimed shots with their massive crossbows into the bodies of the Paranchek.  About that time the warmagi in the bailey shifted their focus from picking off sorcerers to producing short, heavy chains and flinging them against the spiders like bolos. 
 
    I wasn’t anticipating the Paranchek taking much more damage from the crossbow bolts than they had the arrows in the previous combat.  Their natural armor and their decentralized organs made such strikes a painful annoyance, but unless you were ridiculously lucky you wouldn’t kill a Paranchek female that way.   
 
    But you could fill it full of bolts that had small pebbles of knot coral built into them.  We’d produced thousands of them for the Remeran archers.  One volley after another sent hundreds of those missiles thudding into their furry, stinking bodies. 
 
    The chain bolos similarly had larger chunks of knot coral at their ends.  With a little magical assistance they entangled themselves around the long, deadly limbs of each spider.  That did nothing to stop their onslaught, of course – Paranchek legs are strong. 
 
    But when the archers had lobbed three good volleys into them, and the warmagi had thrown their chains, each Paranchek warrior now had a significant amount of knot coral attached to their bodies. 
 
    Terleman contacted me shortly after the last of the archers had fired and retreated. 
 
    I think we’re ready, Min, he reported.  I hope this works. 
 
    If it doesn’t, blame Taren, I replied.  This was his idea. 
 
    You can trust I will.  I’ll start the attack in a moment, you notify the Air Team, my strategist answered, skeptically, before he ended the communication.  I immediately reached out to Dara. 
 
    Are you ready, Dara? I asked.  Terleman is about to start.  The knot coral has been deployed. 
 
    Yes, yes, we’re ready, she replied, annoyed.  We’ve been waiting patiently since we got here.  You realize this is a mad sort of plan, don’t you? 
 
    Some of my best ones are.  But this one was Taren’s.  I still think it will work. 
 
    Fine.  We’ll be aloft in a moment, she said, sourly, and ended contact. 
 
    I sighed and sat back to watch, prepared to intervene, if necessary.  I hoped I wouldn’t have to.  If the battle had been entertaining thus far, this part should prove highly enjoyable. 
 
    Taren had pointed out that the Paranchek’s great effectiveness with slaughtering people on the battlefield was due to their size, strength, speed, intelligence . . . and their great whopping legs that allowed all of those to be used to devastating effect.  The Paranchek can endure a lot of damage and still be highly effective at fighting.  Taren noted that you could cut as many as five legs off one of the great spiders and it would still be capable of holding its own in battle.   
 
    But only if they could use them for leverage to move and strike.  Deprived of that leverage, they would be helpless.  We had proven that concept with a handful of spells in the earlier battles as individual warmagi had managed to confound the spiders by depriving them of leverage with various kinds of magic.  Taren’s plan just took that idea further. 
 
    One by one the warmagi in the line were instructed to fall back behind the infantry and casting a simple telekinesis spell that latched on to the huge amount of knot coral suddenly in and enwrapped around the Paranchek’s bodies.  It’s a very simple spell, after all, one every apprentice learns.  With magic you can move things with your mind.  With knot coral that becomes far easier, as the organic mineral makes it far easier to hook onto it with your power and, depending on the mass it is attached to, manipulate it with ease.   
 
    I’d been doing that since I’d made my first spellmonger’s staff back in Boval Vale.  The tiny bit of coral in the Magolith’s housing allowed it to float around my head and move at my direction.  It had become so easy that I didn’t even really think about it anymore.  
 
    When a large number of wizards concentrated their irionite-augmented powers toward the multitude of slivers of knot coral in and around the spiders, their combined efforts allowed them to move even the mighty weight of the beasts.  But they weren’t trying to push them, pull them, or simply make them stumble.  Each of the magi focused on propelling the Paranchek in their magical grasp . . .  straight up. 
 
    One by one the spiders were lifted into the air until their frantically struggling legs no longer had purchase on the ground.  They didn’t have to go up very far – the highest was only a hundred feet or so above the bailey – but as soon as the last of their creepy feet could no longer touch the ground they were helpless.  They couldn’t strike, they couldn’t move, they couldn’t maneuver.  They were taken off the battlefield in just a few moments.   
 
    I gave a great sigh of satisfaction as eleven gigantic arachnids were suspended over the battlefield like so many nightmarish kites.  A few of them attempted to cast webs, adding to the kite-like effect, but most were so confused and perplexed by their sudden immobility that they just flailed their limbs around helplessly. 
 
    “That’s a pretty sight,” I chuckled to Astyral.  “Taren’s plan worked!” 
 
    “So it did,” the Gilmoran nodded, approvingly.  “But don’t get so involved in the skies that you miss the excitement on the ground,” he pointed out.  I followed his gesture until I saw what he was speaking of.  There was a commotion in the ranks, it seemed, about half way through the press of enemy troops who were getting more and more compacted by the surrounding human warriors.   
 
    They weren’t excited by the sudden loss of their heavy cavalry dangling from the sky, however.  As I honed in my attention with magesight I could see an embattled Enshadowed sorcerer and his warriors striving to keep hold of a very familiar object against a suddenly energetic attack from the Sevendori heavy infantry.  He was holding a melon-sized object away from all attempts to gain it.  When he turned away from his attackers, I saw what the fuss was about. 
 
    Sheruel.  The idiot had somehow found and recovered the Dead God from the battlefield, and was desperate to hang on to it. 
 
    If all of my magi weren’t otherwise occupied I would have ordered every one of them to make every effort to capture it.  The decapitated head encased in irionite was a prize I coveted.  Sheruel did not seem to be active, yet, and the Enshadowed sorcerer seemed desperate to awaken him.  Instead he acted like the inanimate object he was supposed to be. 
 
    “That’s a surprise,” Astyral noted.   
 
    “So it is,” I murmured, as I saw Sire Cei suddenly moving with alacrity toward the sphere, swinging his warhammer like a scythe through the crowd of foes that stood between them.  “I thought he may have shattered when he fell.” 
 
    “If Sire Cei’s strike on him in Olum Seheri didn’t shatter him, he could survive a drop of a few stories, I suppose,” Astyral reasoned.  “He doesn’t look like he’s in control of himself, though.” 
 
    “If he’s not careful, that Enshadowed sorcerer isn’t going to be in control of him, either,” I noted.  The Alkan was pushing his way through his fellows as quickly as possible to get away from the front line, clearly aware of why he was suddenly the target for everyone who stood against him.  He looked increasingly desperate, too, as more pressure was brought to bear on his position.  Considering how many of his enemies suddenly wanted to slay him and claim his prize, I didn’t blame him. 
 
    But it wasn’t merely us humani who suddenly wanted the burden he bore.  As the maragorku great goblins and the bulky eunuchs around him realized what he had in his hands, there were sudden shouts and cries of alarm entirely unconnected to the dangling giant spiders overhead.   
 
    The rear of their force was largely made up of the usual gurvani tribal warriors who had been pressed into service in the war by Sheruel and his dark priesthood.  They had spent a generation devoting themselves to his promises and fanatical movement.  They continued to fight only because Sheruel was held captive by Korbal.   
 
    When they saw their former dark lord on the field, they went mad with purpose.  Suddenly the rearguard of the Darkfaller defenders was charging its own lines in an effort to get to that powerful orb. 
 
    “This isn’t going to end well,” Astyral said as we both watched with horror and interest.  “I think those fellows are upset about something.”  The roar from the gurvani was suddenly so loud it could be heard over the din of battle, even up here on top of the wall.   
 
    “They certainly seem determined,” I agreed, as I stared at the chaotic scene with magesight.  Hundreds of gurvani were turning away from their positions and were frantically making their way through the other defenders toward Sheruel, striking their allies with more ferocity than they had shown against their human attackers.  “I wouldn’t have thought that they were still that loyal to the big green ball of evil, after all they have suffered.” 
 
    “It’s probably a matter of tribal pride,” Astyral suggested.   
 
    “No, I think it strikes deeper than that,” I countered, thoughtfully.  “The Enshadowed revere Korbal as a great leader and savior, as the custodian of their ancient tradition, and as their hope for its restoration.  The gurvani see Sheruel as a literal god, the returned and resurrected shaman that had led the greatest rise of their people since Gurvos, their semi-divine culture hero.  The Enshadowed may have constructed that myth, but the gurvani believe it.  Fervently.” 
 
    “The little furry buggers do seem awfully determined to get to him,” he noted with grudging respect.  “They’re going after the Enshadowed – is that a draugen they’re attacking, there?” he asked, in disbelief.  “Well . . . it was,” he continued, a moment later.   
 
    I was watching the same conflict.  A dozen angry gurvani had swarmed and overwhelmed one of the red-eyed undead as it tried to protect Sheruel.   They didn’t stop when they’d clubbed the fiend insensible.  “I suppose you have to admire their commitment,” he finished. 
 
    “What happens,” I proposed, “if they get him?” 
 
    Astyral gave it some thought.  He was a very intelligent fellow, even for a mage.  Had he elected to study thaumaturgy or enchantment I think he would have been masterful at it.  But then Astyral gives the impression that he will be masterful at whatever he attempts. 
 
    “That is a very good and very disturbing question, Minalan,” he finally answered.  “Do we really want that thing loose in central Castal?  Even without his scrugs Sheruel could cause quite a problem,” he predicted. 
 
    “Let’s see which side gets possession,” I decided.  “No use worrying about that until its clear which side we have to fight to get it.  Look!” I said, as I noted something above the fray.  “The Air Team has arrived!” 
 
    We watched the southern sky as the next phase of my plan was executed.  Two tiny specks were rapidly approaching through the clear winter sky, the sun occasionally gleaming off of them.  Unlike the multitude of wyverns and giant hawks still chasing each other over Darkfaller, these two specks flew faster, like great arrows.  In only a few brief moments they grew large enough to see well with magesight. 
 
    One was very familiar: the Thoughtful Knife.  It’s arrowhead shape had frequently been party to our warfare, to great effect.  It was a difficult device to operate, I knew from experience, but Dara had managed to master the technique well enough to be very effective with the ancient Alka Alon weapon.   
 
    The other was a newcomer to our struggle: the larger, longer, and far more pointed weapon we called the Unrelenting Needle.  It was one of three I had looted from the secret arsenal of the Alka Alon Council, and the one I felt was best suited to the current task.  Its incredible hard surface resembled stone, but it didn’t seem to be made of stone.  Not even my ancient Alka Alon memories seemed to know what substance it was.  But it was as sharp as a scalpel, designed to do one thing perfectly: pierce its target at an incredible speed, with unbelievable force and magical assistance.   
 
    By comparison the Thoughtful Knife was a lesser cousin, slower and less deadly.  Considering how much damage it had done over the years, that was saying something.  From what I understood the Thoughtful Knife was used to train the sorcerers who employed such vehicles, before most were banned and confiscated by the Council after the Warring States Period.  The Unrelenting Needle was one of those.  The blood of thousands had stained its sleek black flanks over the years.   
 
    We’re coming in for our run now, Master, Dara informed me mind to mind.   
 
    Be quick about it, please, I urged.  The situation on the ground is deteriorating.   
 
    Lining up on them now, she assured.  This shouldn’t take long, she added, confidently. 
 
    She had good reason to be confident.  We had lined the Paranchek up across the field perfectly, each struggling bug dangling by a strong field of magical force.  The whine of the two weapons filled the air as they adjusted their course. 
 
    In a breathless moment they dodged over the wall faster than any bird.  The Unrelenting Needle was outpacing the Thoughtful Knife, and just after it suddenly accelerated it plunged unerringly into the first flailing Paranchek with blinding speed.  The Thoughtful Knife swerved to its flank before tearing into the third giant arachnid while the Needle devastated the second in line.  Sheets of splashed ichor from their abdomens and horrific heads dripped down on the troops below.   
 
    The Paranchek are tough – they had proven themselves on hundreds of worlds.  But they weren’t invincible.  The damage the high impact weapons had on their unarmored flesh was severe.  Even their durable bodies weren’t able to survive.  Of all of the magical formulas I knew, Force Equals Mass Times Acceleration is perhaps one of the most sublime. 
 
    One by one the squirming Paranchek warriors were skewered by the fast-flying artifacts, with the Needle sewing a thread of bloody destruction while the Knife sliced away the survivors.  When they had completed their courses they banked in the air and returned, dealing the final blow to any who might have remained alive after the first attack. 
 
    “Well done!” Astyral cheered, along with the human attackers below.  Seeing the much-feared foes speared in such a dramatic fashion cheered the heart of us all, after all the damage and killing they had done in the last few months.   
 
    The memory of Tuaa Folauga also thrilled at the sight, I realized.  It wasn’t often that you saw an ancient enemy fall so brutally.  In this case, literally, as the wizards controlling the height of the dying spiders with magic finally let them plummet onto the heads of the defenders below, adding even more chaos to the clash of arms.   
 
    At this point our men had them nearly surrounded, as the conjured reserves filled in the lines.  The struggle over Sheruel had pushed them into a kind of lopsided ring around the central tower, which was burning in earnest, a great pall of black smoke and sparks spewing into the skies.  The continuing battle between the Sky Riders and the giant wyverns was diminishing – not only were the hawks consistently winning their contests, but it appeared that many of the beasts had deserted.  And once the Needle and the Knife were done with the threat of the Paranchek, they turned their attention toward the bat-winged beasts.  The battle in the skies would not last much longer, I predicted. 
 
    “That was quite satisfying,” I said, letting out a deep sigh as I watched the last of the spiders fall out of the sky.  “There shouldn’t be too much more to this battle.  I think we have it won.” 
 
    “It appears as if some of the Enshadowed have left through the Ways,” he reported, as he scanned the battlefield with magesight.  “And I think the gurvani are going to win the contest for Sheruel’s head.” 
 
    Sure enough, when I directed my attention to the churning nexus of the battle within the battle, the swell of furry black warriors was in the process of overcoming what few draugen and Enshadowed remained in the fight.  Indeed, many of the hobgoblins and maragorku had either shifted sides or had decided to try to claim the trophy themselves.  Without direction, the walking corpses on the perimeter of the fight wandered aimlessly and were easy pickings for the cavalry. 
 
    A rugged-looking gurvan finally emerged from the scrum clutching Sheruel’s green sphere in his hands, holding it triumphantly over his head while his mates beat back anyone who tried to interfere.  A jubilant cry went up from the gurvani, and chants broke out.  I watched carefully as the gurvani finally recovered their Dead God. 
 
    I was interrupted by Terleman contacting me mind-to-mind.   
 
    I’m about to send in the last of the reserves, led by Prince Tavard, himself, he reported.  I thought you would like to know.   
 
    I’m not certain this is the best time, I cautioned.  Sheruel’s head has just been regained by the gurvani.  It still appears to be inert, but if they can wake him up again things might get a little more dangerous. 
 
    His Highness is insisting, Terleman argued.  He wants to lead the relief personally.  Just so that he can brag that he retook his own castle. 
 
    It’s too dangerous, I assured him.  Tell him to wait a few minutes.  Things are still pretty messy here.  He should bide until they are stabilized. 
 
    Would it be such a sorrow if our fair prince died heroically in battle? Terleman argued.  It would simplify the political situation admirably. 
 
    No, it would complicate things all to hell, I countered.  Trust me, we need him alive as much as we need Korbal alive. 
 
    I think there is still some debate left to be had on that matter as well, he grumbled.  I just think— 
 
    I didn’t learn what Terleman thought.  At that moment a tremendous boom struck the central keep, thrusting the burning tower into the air . . . and then crumbling violently back to earth when it had reached the limits of its flight.   
 
    Because when burning thermite comes into contact with ice, it explodes. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    A Surprise Attack 
 
      
 
    As efficient as the imperial armed forces were in practice, in truth the Magocracy suffered from a depressing lack of innovation.  Thanks to the influence of the Alka Alon the Archmage tended to discourage the use of new and creative magic in the field.  Instead they were studied interminably at the empire’s new magical academies, an attempt to institutionalize – and keep elite – the use of magic.  As a result the armies of the Later Magocracy who faced the barbarian Narasi horsemen in Vore were little advanced from the warmagi of Perwyn, before the Inundation.  I shall not make that mistake. 
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
      
 
    As impressive as the explosive collapse of the keep was to experience, the actual damage to our foe wasn’t as bad as I had initially hoped.  The bulk of the flaming stone wreckage rained down on the line to the southeast, where the defenders weren’t nearly as closely packed.   
 
    Unfortunately, they were facing the first wave of Castali reserves, who suffered as much as the hobgoblins from the sudden toppling of the great tower.  Hundreds died on both sides from the collapse, and hundreds more were injured, but it wasn’t itself a decisive moment in the battle . . . save that it disrupted the entire line with the deafening sound of its report. 
 
    That startled horses, flattened infantry or drove them to their knees, and made everyone on the field impossible to hear for a few critical moments.  The massive cloud of dust the blast threw into the air made it nearly impossible to see, as well.  Only the undead seemed unbothered by the explosion, which I found interesting.   
 
    As for Astyral and myself, the warmagic defenses we were employing dampened the volume enough so that we were unaffected, even if it was startling.  And we could still hear each other. 
 
    “Thus the hated keep at Darkfaller has fallen,” Astyral said, dramatically, his hands spread and his head inclined.  “That fulfills fifty years of Gilmoran desire.  It must be a good omen,” he mused. 
 
    A second explosion ripped through the ruins of the tower, much more muted but no less destructive. 
 
    “Enjoy it, then,” I dismissed, when the dust from the burning wreckage began to settle.  “If you ask me, we were doing Tavard a favor.  Castles are expensive to maintain.  This one has no more strategic purpose, now that Alshar and Castal are united under one crown.  And it attracts the worst sort of people,” I noted. 
 
    “One of which seems to be drawing a crowd,” he agreed, nodding back down to the battle.  The gurvani seemed to be celebrating wildly in the midst of the chaos, all the while the edges of their line were collapsing as the reserves reinforced the line and drove the survivors more tightly together.   
 
    Indeed, the jubilant fellow who had hold of Sheruel was being lofted on the shoulders of a guard of great goblins, while hobgoblins provided a thick shield to keep away the remaining draugen and the few Enshadowed who still sought the prize.  Sire Cei was valiantly trying to rally the Sevendori to drive their way toward the green ball and its fanatical guardians.  That was going to be difficult, I could see – there were still at least fifteen thick ranks of foes between he and Sheruel. 
 
    But as I watched, the sphere began to glow with a pale light that I found foreboding.  Then I saw that it seemed to move – to twitch – under its own power.  Ever so slightly, but it was unmistakable to me.  My eyes went wide with realization. 
 
    I immediately contacted Terleman, mind-to-mind. 
 
    What is it? he snapped. 
 
    Call a general retreat at Darkfaller, I ordered.  Everyone fall back at least two hundred yards.  Disengage the entire line and retreat.  Now!  Spellmonger’s orders, I added, hoping it would curtail any objections. 
 
    A retreat?  Why?  We’re winning!  They’re in a rout! he protested.  If they had anywhere to go they’d be going there! 
 
    Because Sheruel is waking up! I insisted, frantically.   
 
    What?  You’re serious? he demanded.   
 
    Yes!  Do it now! I was screaming into his mind.  I don’t think he’s going to be waking up pretty, do you?  Sheruel twitched again.  The gurvan supporting him did not seem to notice yet. 
 
    All right, he reluctantly agreed.  Bide.  I will contact you again. 
 
    I cursed quietly to myself under my breath – and then began to vocalize much more loudly when another portal aperture appeared in the northeast quarter of the bailey near the old domestic range of halls.  A moment later I saw Tavard’s personal banner being proudly carried by the first in a line of horsemen.  They were armored, I could see, but in the gaudy ceremonial gear more suitable to tournaments than base warfare.  Tavard had arrived with his reinforcements.   
 
    Just in time for Sheruel to awaken. 
 
    Astyral understood implicitly what was happening.  With a stare of disbelief he shook his head and whistled forlornly. 
 
    “This is about to get very interesting, isn’t it, Minalan?” he asked softly. 
 
    “I pray to every god who’s listening that it doesn’t,” I muttered as I racked my brain for some solution.  Watching the Prince Heir ride headlong into the Dead God’s triumphant return wasn’t part of the plan.  “Do you have any suggestions?” I asked him. 
 
    “Dear Ishi’s dainty nips, no,” he said with an astonished chuckle.  “Not any good ones, anyway.  Run away?  Very, very fast?  Unless you want to go down there and challenge Sheruel to a duel, or something equally entertaining and deadly?  Just what did you expect would happen when you released that thing?” 
 
    “I was hoping he would fly out immediately and start attacking Korbal,” I admitted.   
 
    “That doesn’t sound like much of a plan,” he pointed out. 
 
    “At a certain point you have to take some risks and improvise,” I countered, reasonably.  “The priority was to free Sheruel.  I accomplished that goal.” 
 
    “Because freeing a psychopathic genocidal magical construct is such a good idea?” he asked, skeptically. 
 
    “Because I will need Sheruel later,” I promised.  “I am wagering that he will be more angry with Korbal than us.  For a while, at least.  We will deal with him eventually,” I added, confidently.   
 
    “I stand corrected,” Astyral nodded sagely.  “That doesn’t sound like any kind of plan at all.” 
 
    “It’s . . . complicated,” I offered, weakly.  “Certain things have to be done in a certain order.  And yes, there is a bit of chance involved – I’ve been told that keeps things interesting.” 
 
    While we were speaking, Sheruel showed more and more signs of awakening.  The light from the sphere glowed brighter, and it began to move of its own volition.  The gurvani who huddled around him were chanting and cheering as their dead god showed signs of life – or un-life, if you will.   
 
    But the word had gone out to the unit commanders, I could see, as the forward momentum of the attack halted, and most of them began to withdraw in force.  That led to even more cheering among the battered defenders.   
 
    I’ve ordered them back from the lines, at least two hundred feet, Terleman informed me a moment later.  Some of them were quite reluctant to do so. 
 
    No one likes pulling back from a battle they’re winning, I sympathized, as I began wondering if two hundred feet was quite enough.  There was no telling what Sheruel might do – would he come to consciousness gradually?  Would he be confused?  Would he start attacking everything in sight?  How much memory of his captivity did he retain? 
 
    I had my answer a moment later.  The green globe lilted into the air a few feet over the heads of his supporters, who cheered maniacally at the sight. 
 
    Better make it five hundred feet, Terl, I suggested.  Sheruel is rising.  Have all the warmagi cast defensive spells, as wide a field as they can. 
 
    Is he going to attack?  Should I contact the Alka Alon? he asked.   
 
    I don’t know, but . . . no, don’t bother them, I decided.  They’re busy.  If things go horribly wrong then they can deal with the aftermath.  Let’s see what he’s going to do. 
 
    This wasn’t part of the plan, Min, Terleman reminded me, testily. 
 
    Now you’re sounding like Astyral.  Just tell them to fall back.   
 
    “What if he rallies his troops?” Astyral asked, concerned, as Sheruel rose a few more feet.  Our men continued to withdraw, I noted. 
 
    “I’m not as concerned about the gurvani as I am the Dead God,” I admitted, as I clutched Avalanche more tightly and began activating my own defensive spells.  Astyral took note and followed suit.  “Let’s just hope he’s feeling loopy after his captivity.  Hells, he might even be grateful to me for freeing him.” 
 
    “From what I recall, gratitude is not Sheruel’s strong suit,” Astyral answered.  “Retribution is.” 
 
    Suddenly, as if to gratify Astyral’s observations, something seemed to happen to the listlessly floating sphere.  It righted itself . . . and then a powerful wave of concussive force flew from the irionite sphere like an explosion.   
 
    The force of the blast made the destruction of the central keep seem quaint by comparison.  The gurvani directly below Sheruel were blasted into atomi instantly.  Indeed, anything within the circle of arcane power the attack produced was blown backwards, in every direction.  The wave of force washed out over the rest of the troops with savage efficiency.  They fell in concentric circles of dead and wounded and merely stunned.  Several low-flying giant hawks had been affected, as well, and some came plummeting down. 
 
    As it turned out, five hundred feet was just enough distance to keep most of the men on their feet.  But not all.  Several knights were blown off their horses as well.   
 
    Unlike the thermite explosion, there was not a lot of sound involved in the wave.  It seemed like a pure and instinctual response, not a well-thought-out warspell.  A moment later Sheruel rose high over the devastation, the globe glowing ever more brightly as it flew. 
 
    And then Sheruel’s voice filled all of our minds. 
 
    I am free, it said, without apparent emotion. 
 
    “We are screwed,” Astyral muttered, as he cast more protective spells.  “What do we do?” 
 
    “Bide,” I ordered him, quietly, while I tracked the sphere with magesight.   
 
    Where is Korbal? The Dead God demanded.   
 
    I had no idea who he was speaking to.  There wasn’t much left of the defending army, after his thaumaturgical snit.  But someone must have supplied an answer, for without further comment the irionite orb containing his rotted skull took off into the sky like an arrow shot from a bow.   
 
    A moment later Dara contacted me mind-to-mind.  Master, was that . . . was that Sheruel? she asked, shakily. 
 
    Yes.  He has left the battlefield.  Did you see where he went? 
 
    Westward.  Shall I pursue him?  He was moving fast, but I think the Needle could follow him. 
 
    I considered the matter.  Don’t bother.  Return the weapons to your base and prepare to depart.  You did well, Dara.  So did your Sky Riders. 
 
    Wait to thank me until after I hear the casualty report, she replied, glumly.  We’ve had some losses.  And the day isn’t over, yet. 
 
    We won this battle, I offered, encouragingly.  In large part to your efforts.  Darkfaller is liberated. 
 
    “And here I thought you were dramatic,” Astyral said, shaking his head, once I ended the communication.  “Where do you think he’s going?” 
 
    “Westward.  Dara just told me.  Boval Vale, perhaps, or Olum Seheri.  I’d say the former is more likely, so that he can gather his strength.  But he might be overeager to have a word with Korbal.” 
 
    “How long will it take him to get there, I wonder?” he asked as he disengaged the protection spells. 
 
    “Hours, I’m guessing, at that rate of speed,” I decided, as I gazed at the western horizon.  “But he successfully concluded the battle for us,” I pointed out as I turned back to the bailey.  “Darkfaller is won.  The first phase is complete.  It’s time to get on with the second.”   
 
    “Don’t you want to go down and congratulate Prince Tavard on his victory?” Astyral asked, mockingly, as he looked around at the destruction.  The thousands of dead, the collapsed keep, the smaller fires that had broken out among the domestic range and the encircling towers presented a vision of ruin.  “I’m certain His Highness will be in a jovial mood.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think I will,” I chuckled.  “I need to activate the Water Team and have Terleman recall our forces.  Tavard and Loiko and the others can mop up things here.  Gather your men,” I ordered.  “I’ll get Taren to transport us, when he has a moment.” 
 
    The third special team was designed for mopping up – literally.  Ten sturdy warmagi with experience as sappers were stationed under the western wall of the castle, and while the rest of the army had been slaughtering goblins and undead, they had been busily carving a tunnel under it.  Not to gain entry for troops, but to allow the waters of the river that bounded the castle to flow into the labyrinth of tunnels under Darkfaller.   
 
    There were still plenty of spiders down there, according to our scouts.  Not the larger females that Dara had destroyed so efficiently, but the smaller males and the caches of recently laid eggs.  The thermite fires had likely deprived the place of oxygen and filled the air with poisonous gasses, but the Paranchek are tough.  They can even survive – briefly – in total vacuum.  Flooding the tunnels was designed to clean all of them away, sparing our forces the dangerous, tedious work of clearing them by hand. 
 
    Of course that made Darkfaller even more ruined than it was.  So going down to congratulate Prince Tavard on recovering his stronghold might be premature. 
 
    Besides, I had more important places to go.  Like Olum Seheri. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When we emerged through the portal’s arch into the chamber of the Snowflake, I gasped unintentionally at the sight of Taren.  He still held Tanno Amberil in a white knuckled grip, but he was now shirtless and covered in sweat as he kept the portal open.  Lady Varen stood beside him, watching him attentively.  And anxiously. 
 
    “Go get something to drink and have your men visit the latrine,” I told Astyral, as I made Avalanche vanish back into its hoxter pocket.  “Ten minutes.  No more,” I advised. 
 
    “About . . . time,” Taren said through gritted teeth as he let the portal collapse.  Then he nearly collapsed.  Varen caught him by his shoulders and helped him to a chair. 
 
    “He’s been at it for hours, now,” she chided as she mopped his brow with a cloth.  “He’s been working with unimaginable power.  It’s taken a toll.  I didn’t think you humani were that resilient.” 
 
    “I’m fine!” he insisted, tiredly.  “I just need a few minutes of rest, I promise!” 
 
    “I can take over for a while,” I offered, as I took the staff from his sweaty hands.  “Where are we in the process?” 
 
    “We’re waiting on the next unit to get ready in Vanador,” he supplied, as he took a mug of water from Varen.  “A thousand Vanadori Guard.  They’re getting into order now.  I expect to hear from Terleman when they’re ready.  After that we have a unit from Falas, then one from Sevendor – the Sky Riders and the warmagi who are about to return from Darkfaller.  But we probably have a few moments.” 
 
    “Just take it easy, then,” I said, reassuringly.  “The battle for Darkfaller has been won.  Prince Tavard is cleaning things up now.  Sheruel left the field in a hurry by air after he woke up and accidentally blasted about a thousand gurvani.” 
 
    “By air?” Varen asked surprised.  “He didn’t use the molopor?” 
 
    “He’s probably confused,” I suggested.  “He’s been captive a long time.  He might not be able to access the powers of the molopor from that far away.  We really don’t know what kind of security Korbal placed on it.  How goes the battle for Olum Seheri?” 
 
    “Well, I suppose,” Taren admitted, shrugging his naked shoulders.  “I don’t hear much about it, back here, but we’re still keeping to the original schedule.” 
 
    “Is it wise to spend our forces so lavishly?” Varen asked, doubtfully.  “It is a bold move, I admit, but already Taren has brought the first casualties through.” 
 
    That was the question, I knew.   
 
    When conceiving of the plan to liberate Darkfaller, it quickly became evident that any victory there could be undone if Korbal could continue to pour reserves and reinforcements into the fight using the molopor.  I had not yet worked out a counterspell for the molopor – I wasn’t certain there was one, to be honest – so my next best strategy involved attacking Olum Seheri directly to tie up Korbal’s forces there enough so that he could not spare them for Darkfaller until it was too late.  Phase Two, as we called it. 
 
    What I originally envisioned as a simple raid soon became a far more complex operation, once I revealed it to the Alka Alon.  Specifically, Lady Fallawen had insisted that her small army of Tera Alon, many of whom were refugees from Anthatiel, be allowed to participate in the assault.  They deserved the opportunity to strike back at the fiends that had so brutally taken their homeland, she argued.  They had been training for just that purpose for years now. 
 
    That alarmed many on the Alka Alon Council as a haphazard idea.  The very notion of a strike on Olum Seheri upset them.  Antagonizing Korbal and his Nemovorti so grievously would only escalate matters, was their original consensus.  Attacking a forward operating position such as Darkfaller was one thing – assaulting the lair and operational headquarters of an evil dark lord was quite another.  You only moved to strike at your enemy’s heart when all of his support had been dealt with, their military doctrine argued. 
 
    But I argued that the audacity and unexpected nature of the attack would prove far more valuable, in the long run, than merely eliminating a strongly defended outpost.  Korbal was not expecting an attack on his home.  Olum Seheri was remote, well-ringed by natural defenses, and dragons guarded all approaches to the island in the alpine lake.  Korbal, himself, was restrained by Alka Alon’s military doctrine.  That’s why he had spent so much time, treasure and blood attempting to defeat us humans before he moved against the Council’s own strongholds.  That was just the way things were done amongst the Alka Alon. 
 
    That was before we had access to dimensional magic, however.  With the portals, we did not have to concern ourselves with the outer defenses, or the three heavily guarded Waypoints Olum Seheri controlled.  Just as Korbal could use his molopor to avoid a march of hundreds of miles to bring troops into action, with the power of the Snowflake and Tanno Amberil we could completely evade their defenses and strike the island directly and from unexpected directions. 
 
    Still, the Council had balked; they did not understand the complexities of the thaumaturgy, after all, and doubted that it could possibly be as effective as I represented.  I suspected that they feared that it would be effective, and did not want to mention it.   
 
    Even their greatest sorcerers had mastered very little dimensional magic, after all, and most of it was basic, such as the Alka Alon Ways.  Those merely exploited some of the naturally occurring dimensional folds that were inherent in the manifestation of the Magosphere of Callidore.  They’d been inordinately proud of their ability to traverse hundreds of miles in a moment.  It was a testament to their mastery of magic, compared to their client races. 
 
    Then I’d produced Waystones and disturbed that idea.  And Gareth had figured out how to use the Ways without Alka Alon assistance.  Somehow suddenly losing their exclusive use of the network had made them nervous.  And now I was slinging around portal magic not as a theoretical expression of a thaumaturgical breakthrough, as an Alka Alon sorcerer would, but I was pressing it into practical use.   
 
    Once again, my ancient Alka Alon memories gave me the context that I had been missing before.   
 
    From their perspective, such reckless use of a poorly understood innovation was courting disaster.  Besides, it was undignified.  A good Alkan sorcerer would have paraded around his discovery for a century or so, giving lectures and demonstrations and attending parties and conferences until there was a consensus amongst his peers that the discovery was, indeed, a Good Thing and could be pursued for more practical purposes.  Rushing out and actually using a new spell as I was doing seemed uncouth by comparison. 
 
    But I wasn’t about to waste such an important asset because I hadn’t attended the right parties or received the endorsement of respected professional peers.  There was a war on. 
 
    Once I had managed to convince the Council that using the portals as the basis of our attack was sound, they grudgingly approved the assault.  They had even approved the use of some of their limited troops.  They had managed to scrape up more than three thousand of them.  Along with the Tera Alon, there would be eight thousand ready to fight at Olum Seheri next to the Alshari troops.  As well as the entire wing of Alka Alon Sky Riders. 
 
    The rest of the plan relied on striking during the attack on Darkfaller.  With two surprise attacks to contend with, I was counting on the confusion and the dual crises to provide the kind of weakness we needed to have a chance of diminishing Korbal’s foul folk – perhaps permanently.  And ensuring that Korbal had no safe place to retreat to was just as important, for my purposes. 
 
    To that end, I’d convinced Duke Anguin of Alshar to commit more than ten thousand of his own troops to punish the fiend who’d invaded his realm and had kidnapped the woman who became his wife.  Anguin had a personal as well as political reason for waging this battle.  Some of Alshar’s finest warriors, many freshly outfitted in Yltedene steel armor, were going to Olum Seheri under the command of Count Salgo. 
 
    Then there were the three thousand Vanadori Guardsmen who had volunteered for the dangerous mission – and various and diverse members of the Estasi Order of veteran warmagi. 
 
    And me. 
 
    The goal was not to win a decisive victory in battle.  It was, to be blunt, an elaborate attempt at hamsoken.  The practice of breaking into a man’s house and beating him there, on his own premises, in front of his family, was a popular means of retribution amongst the peasants and artisans of Castal.  It wasn’t just the humiliation of the moment, it was your implied mastery over the subject.  When you invade a man’s home and beat him and not kill him you are establishing a kind of dominance over him that your entire society respects.   
 
    That might seem to be a strange military objective, but this wasn’t purely a military mission.  I was dabbling in Alka Alon politics, here.  With an army.  So Lady Varen’s question about our use of resources was quite appropriate. 
 
    “We shall see,” was all I could answer.  “The stakes are high, and we need to take whatever advantage of the situation we can.  If we can bloody Korbal’s nose badly enough, then he won’t be in a position to be a threat to either of our peoples – not for many years to come.” 
 
    “I understand,” she sighed.  “I just despair that so many will die in the effort.  There has been enough death in this war already.” 
 
    “I’m hopeful this battle will end any serious hostilities in the future,” I assured her.  “Even if we do not capture or kill Korbal, we should diminish his capacity to fight.  That might make it worth the sacrifice.” 
 
    “Might,” she repeated, glancing at Taren.  He wasn’t looking well.  “I do hope you are right, Minalan.” 
 
    “I usually am,” I admitted, confidently.  “When I’m not, it’s notable.” 
 
    “And sometimes damned entertaining,” Taren agreed with a wry chuckle.  Then his expression changed.  “I just heard from Terleman.  The Vanadori are ready.” 
 
    “I’ll take the next few,” I volunteered.  “You keep resting for a moment.  Where are they headed?” 
 
    Taren produced a magemap of the accursed island and showed me where the portal aperture should be placed.  “In the southeastern sector,” he explained, noting it on the map.  “Apparently things are getting pretty hot there, and Azar wants reinforcements.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” I assured, grasping Tanno Amberil.   
 
    For the next ten minutes, I used the staff to convey thousands of troops to Olum Seheri, keeping the portals open until they had trooped into that dark and malevolent land.  Varen fed Taren a number of teas and sang songspells of endurance and vitality and rubbed his shoulders while I did so.  I fared a little better than Taren, of course; I am not immune to the great strain of using the Snowflake.  I’m just a little more used to it. 
 
    “All right, I’m ready,” he declared when Astyral and my bodyguards returned from their break, with Ruderal tagging behind them, dressed for action.  Taren struggled to his feet, with Varen’s help, and took the staff from my own sweaty hands.  “Where do you want to go in?” 
 
    “Where’s Azar?” I asked.  He and his new bride were commanding the forces assaulting Olum Seheri, and I figured his position would be both well-guarded and in the thick of the action. 
 
    “He’s taken up a position in one of the larger garrisons he cleared already,” Taren answered,  “It’s within sight of both the main stronghold and Korbal’s ‘temple’,” he said, referencing the pyramid-like structure that housed much of the Necromancer’s workshops and laboratories.  “He’s managed to sweep through the outer defenses and start besieging the place already.” 
 
    “That sounds horrible,” Astyral commented, frowning.  “Couldn’t he find some little lakeside cottage to command from?” 
 
    “There’s nothing like that remaining from the old city,” Varen informed him, clearly not understanding Astyral’s idea of humor.  “The flood destroyed everything that small.  A pity.  Anthatiel was one of the most beautiful cities in the world,” she said, mournfully.   
 
    “We’ll just have to bring our own victuals,” Astyral said with a groan as Taren mounted the platform in front of the Snowflake.  “A pity.  I do so enjoy sampling the local cuisine.  I trust Korbal will provide the entertainment.”   
 
    “I’m counting on it,” I agreed, as I conjured Avalanche back to my hand.  I was still feeling a bit weary from using the portals, but compared to Taren, I was as fresh as a daisy.  “He’s going to be hard pressed without Sheruel’s power in his hand and Mycin Amana’s counsel in his ear.”   
 
    “Hard pressed is how I like them,” Taren quipped as he began to open the portal.  “You should probably get ready,” he added over his bare shoulder. 
 
    In a moment the meniscus of the magical field coalesced within the small stone arch in front of us.  “Give them hell, Min,” Taren called, as the sweat began to bead on his brow. 
 
    I nodded, took a breath and stepped into the field.  But I didn’t need to give them hell.  Within a moment I realized that Olum Seheri was hell, by any reasonable definition. 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen
A Raid In Force 
 
      
 
    The Magocracy put a premium on wisdom in their leaders, and came up with all manner of ways to define, measure, and rank wisdom over the centuries.  The problem was that wisdom is a subjective thing, dependent on the perspective and opinions of those making the judgement.  Subtle applications of power and policy became fashionable as a result, because they supposedly demonstrated wisdom and education.  The problem was that the world at large does not always share those perspectives and continues to offer problems to which they are no wise solutions.  Which is why we all speak Narasi, now. 
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
      
 
    Imagine a place you once knew as undeniably beautiful – pristine, sublime, a place of absolute serenity.  Now imagine that same place with the worst possible people in charge. 
 
    Anthatiel was once known as the “City of Rainbows” – and that had meant something.   The Alka Alon city had employed the spectrum projected by the sun and moons refracting through the perpetual mists that arose from five separate waterfalls that cascaded around the alpine lake that surrounded the island city.  The spells were potent, thanks to the natural anchor of the waterfalls.  The magic was subtle and sophisticated, a credit to the sorcerers who designed it.  It was far more advanced than the base elemental powers that often powered such protective spells.   
 
    Those wardings had protected a city of surpassing beauty for more than a thousand years.  The spires and towers had been graceful and elegant.  The great halls and mansions had been resplendent in architectural form and beautifully colored in tones that had matched or complimented the surrounding cliffs.   
 
    Anthatiel had been filled with gorgeous avenues filled with trees and flowerbeds, and statues and works of art had been cunningly displayed to maximize the artistic effect.  Tens of thousands of Alka Alon and their retainers had made their home here in the remote beauty of the Mindens.  The memories of Raer Rinthon supplied me with the vision of the City of Rainbows at its height, and it was magnificent by any measure. 
 
    But now that was all gone.  The protections that kept Olum Seheri – the pale, disreputable successor to fair Anthatiel – safe against the basic arsenal of offensive magical spells were not based on the visible light spectrum.  They were intertwined with the cloying mist that hovered constantly over the great lake, obscuring the beauty of the surrounding waterfalls from view.  The clouds were seething with dark magic, the result of a more militant Alka Alon sorcery, and they kept the place from being scried from afar. 
 
    The entire island was wreckage, now.  First from the great army that had come to its frozen shores to assail it unexpectedly, then from the last desperate and defiant act of Lord Aeratas as we had fled the fallen city: he had flooded the place by plunging one of the cliffsides into the wake.   
 
    The minions of Korbal had spent years and countless slaves to rebuild it into a remote stronghold from which he could launch his war against the living, but he had built nothing new; he had merely rearranged the rubble to make it more useful to his foul purpose.  Salvaged stone and wood had been redeployed from graceful spires to make prisons and slave pens, while the sites of great halls had been repurposed into barracks and foundries that disposed of their waste by discharging it into the lake. 
 
    The greatest halls that had survived the various onslaughts he had remade into his own palaces and workshops.  They had been in the ancient architectural style: basic shapes in a blocky presentation.  Utilitarian, a visually brutal assault on the eyes that was meant to represent power and authority.  The imposition of order by force, with savagely straight lines which cut through the graceful curves of old Anthatiel with architectural contempt.  It was efficient, I suppose, but the only things it inspired in me were fear and dread.  Hulking Darkfaller Castle looked charming and homey by comparison.   
 
    And now the entire place was being ruined once again by our attack. 
 
    The sky was filled with Sky Riders and giant wyverns, though the feathered wings seemed to have an advantage over the bat-like creatures this time.  Gouts of flame and arcane energy lanced out all over the place as our valiant warmagi dueled with Enshadowed warriors in the streets.  Plumes of smoke dotted the horizon, sending columns up to the fight in the air.  A  bitter, acrid smell lingered.  
 
    And the warriors . . . there were thousands of human fighters screaming and shouting as they attacked every trace of the enemy they found.  Our units were organized and kept formation as they swept through the avenues between the ugly architecture and gigantic piles of debris still piled up, while the defenders of the city were unorganized and haphazard.   
 
    It was clear that they were caught by surprise.  Small clumps of hobgoblins, gurvani and trolls resisted the assault, but they were woefully outnumbered and unprepared for fighting.  Corpses from both sides littered the streets already.  Solitary undead and the occasional draugen fled from the onslaught of steel and fell quickly under the weight of our superior numbers.  Even the few Paranchek in evidence seemed to be on the defensive against the waves of Alshari warriors that continued to pour out of new portals. 
 
    After a few moments of absorbing the scene, I took a deep breath and reached out to Azar, mind-to-mind.  He was in operational command of the assault. 
 
    Azar, I have arrived, I announced when the connection was established.  Can you give me a brief report?  I didn’t have time to study the diorama before I came, I confessed. 
 
    Report? the warmage said, amused.  We’re kicking their undead asses until their rickety bones crack, he boasted.  We took them by surprise and with tremendous force.  Our troops roam the island at will, while their leadership has taken refuge in a handful of redoubts and fortresses already.  We’ll control all but their centers of power within the hour, I predict. 
 
    Good work, I praised.  Where are you commanding from? 
 
    A barracks just in front of Korbal’s pyramid temple, he reported.  I’ll send up a green flare for you to find me.  Don’t tarry at the shops and taverns, he warned, the streets are dangerous out there.  Footpads and such, he jested. 
 
    A moment later I saw a bright green ball of light shoot up from the top of one of the nondescript structures that huddled around the black pyramid.   
 
    “Azar is in that direction,” I indicated to Astyral, as he organized my bodyguard.  “He says this place is dangerous.” 
 
    “As usual, he’s keenly fixated on the important details,” reflected Astyral cheerfully, as he readied his weapons.  “That looks like a long walk.” 
 
    “As long as there aren’t any stairs, I’ll be fine,” I chuckled.  The last time I was at Olum Seheri there had been an awful lot of stairs.  “Let’s go – carefully.” 
 
    “The direct route, or would you prefer something more scenic?” he asked, as he directed warmagi to act as our vanguard. 
 
    “Let’s be direct,” I decided.  “I’m certain that will be scenic enough.” 
 
    We had emerged on a relatively uninhabited section of the city atop a pile of debris that had been flattened until it was a hill in its own right.  There was little combat around us as we descended, and Astyral’s men were careful about how they moved in such a chaotic environment.  I felt very well-protected.   
 
    The street which we came to was no more than a dirt path scratched between ruins and there were signs of the battle scattered everywhere.  There were a lot of human corpses, as attacking always generates high casualties, but I was gratified to see how many foemen had fallen.  Some were still twitching.  There were also signs of warmagic spells hanging in the air or lingering in the streets, indicating the nature of the combat.   
 
    We came to a skirmish between a squadron of Alshari heavy infantry and a troop of hobgoblins within minutes.  The men were auxiliaries from Rhemes, I discovered, posted to cover the rear areas of the field and protect the main body from unexpected attacks.  They had been surprised when the hobs came out of an underground barracks or bunker and were temporarily outnumbered. 
 
    They were good men, good soldiers, but they were unprepared for this kind of fight, I could see.  They had no magical support and not many bows among them, so they were fighting behind a makeshift bulwark of rubble and trying to figure out how to gain some advantage. 
 
    “You’re lucky that they’re only hobs,” I explained to their captain, as I nodded to Astyral.  “This island is filled with tunnels and caverns and cellars.  That very well could have been a couple of draugen involved.” 
 
    “Count Salgo warned us,” the man agreed.  “But there’s no telling where the entrances are in this cursed place.” 
 
    “We’ll contend with it for you,” Astyral soothed, as three warmagi broke off from our guard at his direction and began advancing on the troop of hobgoblins.  Astyral took out a sphere of thaumaturgic glass from his harness and directed it into the air.  In a moment it had flown over the heads of the enemy warriors and burst with a flash and a loud report. 
 
    “A berserker ball,” he explained to the wide-eyed Alshari captain.  “My own recipe.  They’ll start fighting among themselves, now, and then my lads will move in and clean up.” 
 
    “Three men?” the captain asked in disbelief.  “Against a company of goblins?” 
 
    “Three warmagi,” I corrected.  “And they’re hobgoblins.  Good fighters, but not as aggressive as gurvani or maragorku.  It takes a few moments more for the spell to affect them.” 
 
    “Apologies, my lord.  I am unused to fighting such foes,” the man said, shaking his head.   
 
    “Don’t worry, by the end of the day you’ll become intimate with all of them,” I predicted.  “Just watch, for now.” 
 
    It did, indeed, take a few minutes for the hobs to start fighting each other on the other side of the street.  But once the hairy black warriors got started, they hacked at each other ferociously.  Not all of them were affected equally by Astyral’s spell but the ones who weren’t were forced to turn their attention to defending from their squadmates.  That gave our Sparks the chance they needed to strike at the seething mass that was replacing the rational deployment of troops. 
 
    Spells erupted from three directions, each ensnaring or detonating as close to the center of the defense as possible.  Blue fire engulfed one portion of the hobgoblins’ position, while a wave of dazzling force ripped limbs and heads from bodies in another.  A relentless wall of arcane power spun through a third section that came closest to where the brutal fight between the hobgoblins was thickest.  In about thirty seconds more than half of the troops was down. 
 
    “Three men did that,” the captain said with wonder and admiration in his voice. 
 
    “Three warmagi,” I repeated.  “And they aren’t done yet.” 
 
    We watched as three blurred shapes descended into the chaos deploying more intimate spells while their mageblades and warwands flashed.  They were moving with augmented speed in a lavish display of power, and every pass of their sword sent another hob to his disappointed ancestors.  In another thirty seconds they had worked their way through the survivors until they met near the center, the cries of the wounded lingering in the air as they halted and surveyed their handiwork. 
 
    “This is the new way of war,” I explained to the infantry captain.  “Get used to it.” 
 
    “I can see now why His Grace has made such a strong alliance with the magi,” he admitted, as he turned back to me.  “Many were doubtful of his purpose.  But now . . .” he trailed off as he absorbed the implications. 
 
    “Send your men to police the battlefield and dispatch the wounded,” I ordered him, “then resume your duties.  I’ll leave one of my men behind to assist, should you find yourself in such straights again.” 
 
    He gave me a grateful salute and began to order his men. 
 
    “Are we going to intervene in every skirmish between here and Azar’s command post?” Astyral asked, as his men loped back to our position.   
 
    “We were in the neighborhood,” I reasoned with a shrug.  “We couldn’t exactly ignore it.  But I’ll try to show more restraint in the future.”   
 
    “It wasn’t a criticism as much as it was a desire for direction,” the Gilmoran replied.  “You’re the Spellmonger.  Just tell me who you want me to kill.” 
 
    “Besides, it was good politics,” I continued, as we resumed our march.  “A lot of these men have not truly seen what foes we face before.  They’ve been busy fighting each other and not the greater war.  Chances are most of the Alshari troops have never seen a goblin before today.  Now they know what we’ve been fighting against.  And what warmagi can do.” 
 
    “Which makes them less likely to want to go to war with us,” he nodded.  “I took the man’s point about the Duke’s policies.  Is that why you wanted to include so many Alshari in this battle?” 
 
    “I needed men, and the Alshari were the closest at hand,” I explained.  “Anguin needed to be seen protecting his realm and taking retribution against Korbal’s incursion.  And I needed both Anguin and Tavard to be involved in the fight to present a united front and demonstrate that the kingdom is united in this effort.” 
 
    “Demonstrate that to whom, I wonder?” Astyral asked, conversationally. 
 
    “The royal court, their vassals, the people at large, the Alka Alon Council, and the Nemovorti,” I listed.  “Oh, and Duke Andrastal of Merwyn.  I might have forgotten a few,” I confessed. 
 
    “That does seem to be a substantial list,” he said, admiringly.  “You send many messages to many people with one move.  Well done,” he praised. 
 
    “I’m finding that being Marshal Arcane involves as much politics as it does strategy,” I admitted.  “My goal is to repel arcane threats to the realm while at the same time promoting the strengths of the realm . . . to deter anyone else from attacking it.  Facing our opposition united is a way to do both,” I assured him. 
 
    “It’s fascinating to watch,” he agreed, as we marched through the wasteland.  “What concerns me is the resistance to what you’re doing.  We’ve managed to elbow our way into the halls of the powerful, I admit.  But it’s clear that they don’t want us there.  They need us, but they don’t want us.” 
 
    “Which is why we’ve established allies, wealth and new centers of power,” I countered.  “The days of the Censorate are over.  With what we’ve achieved in the last decade, there is no human power that can challenge us.” 
 
    “You know, some impetuous souls have whispered that we should just take power,” he suggested, lightly.  “It would not take much effort to seize control of the kingdom.” 
 
    I snorted.  “Why would we want that?” I countered.  “Look at the Later Magocracy: they took power under the assumption that magical skill was an indication of wisdom and that wisdom implied good leadership.  Within a few generations, the magelords were more bureaucrats than wizards.  They were put in charge of matters that they had no business overseeing, and they failed as a result.  We don’t need to run the kingdom.  We just need to be left alone while the rest of the kingdom runs itself.  That’s what establishing Sevendor and the Magelaw was all about.” 
 
    “So we wizards have more important things to attend to than mere petty human politics,” he summarized.   
 
    “Such as petty Alka Alon politics,” I observed, as we came to the piled corpses of three Enshadowed warriors in their larger guise.  “They’ve used our divisions to subtly control our people for centuries.  That ceases now.  I know how they play, I know their language, and I know their secrets.  They will not use our tribalism and our ignorance to take advantage of us anymore,” I promised.  “Look where it takes us when we do,” I added, as we came to an even larger pile of human warriors who had fallen.   
 
    Astyral was silent for a while, as our boots crunched through the wreckage and our eyes scanned the horizon for threats.  I valued his opinion – despite his supercilious mannerisms, he was among the brightest and most politically astute of my staff and understood the issues we faced both as a class and as a kingdom.  He was clearly in the party that saw the supremacy of the magi was preferred, if not inevitable.  He was well-respected by his professional peers.  But he was also open-minded and persuadable, one of the more reasonable voices amongst my colleagues.   
 
    “That still does not contend with the issue of the chivalry,” he pointed out with a hint of contempt in his voice as we came to an ugly, blocky building fashioned of salvaged bricks.  “The old nobility will dig in their heels as we force them to face the realities of the situation.  At some point, they will turn on us more than they already have.” 
 
    “Let them,” I dismissed, as we rounded a corner and approached a checkpoint where steel-clad Alshari and Vanadori men-at-arms guarded the approach to Azar’s command post.  “The old order is dead.  We don’t have to kill it, but we are capable of it.  They’re just a vestige, now, and as time passes they will be replaced by newer blood with fresh eyes.  History demonstrates that is how these things usually work out.  That or violent revolution,” I conceded. 
 
    “Best we stay prepared for either eventuality, then,” Astyral concluded, as he went to meet with the petty captain in charge of the checkpoint.  A moment later we were mounting a rickety set of stairs up to the spot where Azar and his staff were overseeing the battle.  Unsurprisingly, Azar had chosen the perfect spot. 
 
    The great black pyramid loomed behind a wall to the west, barely visible in the heavy fog and pall of smoke.  The space between the former barracks and the temple was mostly clear of buildings, and those which did stand there were in the process of being violently occupied by our forces.  Most of the enemy resistance was already swept away, though there were a few straggling hold-outs being dealt with by my roving bands of human infantry and warmagi.  Thousands of our warriors were taking positions and digging in defenses as arrows and Enshadowed warmagic flew out from the walls of the pyramid against them.   
 
    Azar was standing in a cluster of his aides and henchmen, surveying the battlefield below with a grim, satisfied smile on his lips.  He had stuck his two-handed mageblade into the wooden platform he stood on, magemaps floating around his head as he directed the battle.  He looked entirely within his element.   
 
    “About time you arrived, Marshal,” he said without looking up.   
 
    “We were delayed,” I assured him.  “Footpads.  The city just isn’t the same as it used to be.  What is our status?” I prompted. 
 
    “Korbal and the bulk of the Nemovorti are holed up in yon fortress,” he said, nodding to the foreboding black pyramid.  “He arrived just after the start of the attack, while his forces were still trying to figure out what was happening.  They made a few brief stands to try to keep us at bay, but with fresh troops coming in by portal from every direction they had no choice but to fall back to their stronghold.  There are three others who are holding out so far,” he added, bringing one of his maps to my attention.  “Here, here and here.  We don’t know who the enemy commanders are, but they lost control of the island in the first hour and are relegated to hiding behind their walls.” 
 
    “But here is where Korbal is,” I nodded as I turned back to the fight in the distance.  “How many defenders has he in there?”  Though we were toward the rear of the line, there were thousands of warriors in contact with the enemy mere blocks from us, creating a dusty cloud around them as they collided in front of the walls. 
 
    “That is unknown,” admitted Azar.  “But I thought it a fit question, so I sent my lady wife to investigate.” 
 
    “Noutha?” I asked, surprised.  “You sent Noutha into that storm?” 
 
    “I would not deny her such a gift,” he agreed, dreamily.  “She has been here before.  She knows what she faces.  Worry not: I sent two squadrons of Megelini Knights as an honor guard,” he said, proudly.  “And she is not fighting alone.  Examine the left flank,” he directed.   
 
    I quickly turned my attention to the spot he indicated and was impressed at what I saw.  There were thousands of Alka Alon warriors, either in their old war form or in their Tera Alon counterparts, gathered in formations and sending volley after perfect volley of arrows over the walls of the fortress.  More, their powerful war spells were being deployed as viciously against the foe as I’d ever seen.  As I honed my magesight further, I could see a familiar banner at the front of the fight – a very familiar one.  It was hung in the Great Hall of Sevendor Castle whenever Sire Ryff came to call. 
 
    “Lady Fallawen,” I nodded, as her figure came into sight near the banner.  “She leads the Alka Alon attack?” 
 
    “One detachment,” Azar conceded, “whilst Lord Letharan leads the main body.  They were most effective in cleansing the strength of Korbal’s filth.  There is much anger in their presence this day,” he added, with a nod of approval.  “Two trolls guarded the gate of the fortress when we arrived.  Fallawen slew them both, herself,” he said, proudly. 
 
    “What kept them from proceeding inside?” I asked, curious.  If a couple of trolls standing guard isn’t adequate security, I wasn’t certain what was. 
 
    “A company of Korbal’s pet Dradrien mercenaries,” Azar answered, his lip curling.  “They held the gate while the survivors took refuge inside.  Tough warriors,” he admitted.  “They held us off, but at a high cost.  Then the three Paranchek emerged and drove us away from the walls.  The lines are beginning to settle.” 
 
    “Has there been any word from inside the place, I wonder?” Astyral asked, amused.   
 
    “Not one deceitful word, as of yet.  But it’s early.  Recall we’ve only been here a few hours.  In most places, our attack turned into a rout in quick order.  Their remaining defenses are unorganized and likely lack good commanders in the right places.” 
 
    “This was not meant to be a siege,” I reminded him.  “This was a raid in force.” 
 
    “It might end up a clear victory if we’re lucky . . . and they don’t call in the dragons,” he pointed out calmly. 
 
    “Terleman doesn’t think they will,” Astyral informed him.  “Dragons are shit for defensive operations.  Dragonfire is not very discriminating.  If Korbal calls in dragons, Terl thinks they’ll do far more damage to Olum Seheri than we could manage, and he thinks Korbal knows it.” 
 
    “He might not see any other choice,” I pointed out.  “But we will watch the skies and see.  Until then, we will watch the walls and continue to wither their defenses until he seeks a truce.” 
 
    “I think you are being very optimistic, but you are the Marshal Arcane,” Azar sighed.  “We could end this threat once and for all if we are determined.” 
 
    “I am determined to eliminate Korbal’s means of making meaningful war on us,” I countered.  “It appears we have made significant progress today.  First Darkfaller, and now this.  Let’s give it a little time and see if he even survived his retreat.” 
 
    I let Azar get back to the business at hand and I found a vantage spot that would give me the view I craved while allowing Astyral’s men to protect our position. 
 
    There was plenty to protect from, too.  While the fortress may have been taken by surprise by the unexpected assault, it was clear that they were not unarmed.  Indeed, wardings were being cast and as quickly cast down again while volleys of magical fury punctuated the waves of arrows flying in both directions.  The three Paranchek were not attacking but did patrol the un-crenelated curtain wall that guarded the temple complex.  There was a wide empty space of a few hundred yards between their patrols and the front lines of our troops.  Mounds of bodies were clustered in between. 
 
    For an hour I just stood and watched the battle evolve.  It was much larger than the fight at Darkfaller, and it was far less certain, so there was more anxiety in my thoughts than in the earlier battle.  We had the initiative in the fight – that much was clear – but then this was a far less well-known battlefield than Darkfaller had been.  When it became apparent that there would be no sudden, grand maneuvers from either party, I turned my attention to other matters.  Starting with the great number of wounded that were being transported to the rear.   
 
    Lilastien’s’ medical corps had set up an aide station in a hastily-abandoned warehouse a few blocks behind the heaviest fighting.  I ensured that they had the supplies that they needed to stabilize the damaged young men who had volunteered for this grisly duty before they were transported back to Sevendor, where the Sorceress of Sartha Wood had established her medical station.   
 
    When I was convinced that the aide station was as well-defended and supplied as possible, I turned my attention to the new troops that Terleman was sending through the portals to help secure the island.  Most of them were fresh, the unused reserves we’d prepared for Darkfaller.  But some had come directly from that battle to this one.   
 
    Including one Lady Lenodara of Westwood, Hawkmaiden of Sevendor. 
 
    Dara looked haggard when she stepped through the portal, a hawk on her wrist.  Though she was surrounded by her fellow Sky Riders and their support personnel, she looked as if she were bearing the burden of the fight alone.   
 
    “Welcome back, Dara,” I said, as congenially as I could manage.  
 
    “You had to bring us back here,” she began, her eyes flashing accusingly.  “Olum Seheri.  You know, I lost a bird the last time I was here.” 
 
    “I know, Dara,” I soothed.  “But this may be the last time you are deployed like this.  A victory here could well end the war.” 
 
    “This war will never end, it seems,” she insisted, sullenly.   
 
    “This war will only end when we deprive the enemy of his power,” I reasoned.  “We stunted them at Darkfaller.  Now we have hit them where they felt most comfortable.  And we have hit them hard.  They will not easily recover from the blow we’ve given them today.” 
 
    “If you say so, Master,” she said, doubtfully.  “I’ve already lost nine Sky Riders today.  More, in the other Wings.  Thirteen birds went down at Darkfaller.   We will not easily recover from that blow,” she said, pointedly. 
 
    “And what effect did you have on the foe?” I prompted. 
 
    She heaved a mighty sigh.  “Eleven Paranchek spiders were slain.  About sixty-five giant wyverns are dead, the rest scattered.  Maybe more.” 
 
    “Then you have done remarkably well already today,” I praised.   
 
    She gave me a circumspect look.  “You know, you’re seriously making me consider holy orders,” she warned.  “Or matrimony.” 
 
    “And give up flying?” I countered.  “I don’t think that’s in your nature.  Come, let me help you prepare a headquarters,” I suggested, as her porters came through the portal, bearing a heavy burden.  “I want you to be well-protected and well-rested for what is ahead.” 
 
    “That would be an improvement over last time,” she agreed, sullenly.  “Ithalia should be coming through in a minute with her remaining wings and the . . . special equipment.  Wherever you send me, send her, too.” 
 
    “You ladies have repaired your relationship, then?” I inquired. 
 
    “I’ve forgiven her for stealing my birds and training her Riders in secret,” she admitted.  “I’m still not very happy about it, though.” 
 
    “Compromise is a sure sign of maturity,” I suggested. 
 
    “I’m not feeling mature, Master, I’m feeling bitter,” she said, sourly.  “I’m just trying to get through this horrible, horrible day.  The last time I was here I had a Nemovort threaten to cut me up while I was still alive.  That is not a pleasant memory.” 
 
    “The last time I was here, I dueled with Korbal at his peak,” I reminded her.  “I gambled everything to rescue my wife and strike a blow against the evil of the Necromancer.” 
 
    “I know,” she said, gloomily.  “I was one of the things you gambled with.” 
 
    I tried to keep our conversation limited to more practical considerations, after that; it was clear that Dara was unhappy with the way the war had progressed, even though she was a factor in how well we were doing.  And it was clear she blamed me for much of her misery. 
 
    I didn’t take it personally.  Any commander, I think, has to endure the recriminations of their subordinates in such a situation.  Dara was barely thirteen years old when I came to her village and recruited her into a life of adventure and hardship.  She’d progressed beautifully during that time, but the demands placed upon her had taken a toll, and I felt guilty about that.  Her people had prospered, as a result – the Westwoodmen were accounted as one of the more affluent yeomanries in Sevendor now, as opposed to poverty-stricken woodsmen who were estranged from their Narasi neighbors by custom and geography.  Her brother had become one of Sevendor’s leading gentlemen and was entertaining offers of marriage and alliance from across the barony. 
 
    But Dara had paid a high price for that prosperity.  She was both heir to the long tradition of the Westwoodmen, but also the harbinger of a radical change in the nature of her people.  I felt a lot of sympathy for her about that.  More, she had sacrificed the actual land that she felt duty-bound to protect as the Sea Folk claimed it.  And while I had compensated her generously for that, I also knew that she felt a sense of irredeemable loss when she flew over the lake that used to be a mountain.   
 
    Her people looked at her with a mixture of awe and resentment over the change in their status.  Never had they been more secure in their prosperity.  But I knew there were plenty of her conservative folk that blamed her for the radical changes in their lives since the Spellmonger had come and taken her as an apprentice. 
 
    I escorted her to the burned-out husk of a hall that we’d selected as her squadron’s headquarters.  It was far enough behind the lines to let her and her team operate in comfort and relative safety, and it was spacious enough to allow her Sky Riders to set up a temporary mews.  As the birds in the sky over Olum Seheri were currently at their limits – elements of all four Mewstowers had been here since the beginning of the battle – it was vitally important to send reinforcements aloft to keep the wyverns from harassing our ground forces.  And to contend with any stray dragons who happened along. 
 
    I was gratified to see how rapidly her people turned the ruined hall into a functioning headquarters, establishing individual bays for Riders to prepare their sorties as well as producing the equipment and supplies necessary to tend to the health of the birds and their riders in combat.  Within fifteen minutes a field kitchen was producing cups of tea and food – Briga’s Day cakes, I was amused to see – and an armorer was helping repair the kits and resupply the arsenals of her Riders.   
 
    “Where is Nattia’s base?” Dara asked after she had given a slew of orders to her men. 
 
    “The north side of the island, according to Azar,” I informed her.  “Ithalia is taking the southern point and scouting for dragons.” 
 
    “Dragons!” she snorted.  “Of course, there are more dragons.” 
 
    “There is no sign of them yet,” I reported.  “It’s unlikely that Korbal will use them here except as a last resort, according to Terleman.  Indeed, if he deploys the worms then he has accepted that he has lost control of Olum Seheri.  I would count that as a victory.” 
 
    “I would count it as a bloody catastrophe,” she corrected.  “Dragons kill birds a lot more effectively than giant wyverns do.” 
 
    “This is not Gilmora, Dara,” I reminded her.  “We have far better means to contend with dragons than we once did.  If they are sent for us, it means we have won the argument with Korbal, and he has decided to see his stolen realm destroyed rather than yield.” 
 
    “And you don’t think he’s psychopathic enough to do that?” she challenged, annoyed.  “Perhaps just to spite you?  You’ve done nothing but hold his arms behind his back and kicked him in the balls all day.  That’s bound to irritate him.” 
 
    “I am prepared for that,” I assured her.  “Indeed, it’s part of my plan.  He’s weak now, Dara,” I pointed out.  “He’s lost Sheruel.  He’s lost Mycin Amana.  Half of his court is weak and afraid, his advance base has fallen, and he’s lost the resources to counter us.  He has no allies,” I emphasized.  “His headquarters is under assault.  There is no one coming to help him.” 
 
    “Are you so certain about that?” she countered, one eye cocked under the shock of white hair she still bore from the Snow That Never Melted.  “No one knew those bloody spiders were in his back pocket until they appeared at Darkfaller.  What other allies has he cultivated, Master?” she asked, pointedly. 
 
    For that, I had no answer because I knew she was correct.  The Dradrien mercenaries he had hired or bribed or coerced to his service had already provided an unexpected factor on the battlefield.  There was the threat of his unknown allies, the vassals of the Formless who conspired to free their masters from their prison in the abyss.  And there was the possibility of more insidious allies commanded by his shifty underlings.   
 
    His empire might be falling apart before his eyes, but I had to take Dara’s point to heart: Korbal was crafty enough to develop alliances with whatever party he thought might be useful for advancing his cause.  The dragons and the Paranchek were obvious evidence of that. 
 
    “That is what we must find out, Dara,” I said, quietly.  “Indeed, that’s the only real reason I want him alive at the conclusion of this contest.  I must know which fiends he has sold himself to, and at what price.  For by doing that he has expanded this war into a frightening place.  If what I suspect is true, he may have doomed us all to gain an advantage over his petty foes.” 
 
    She studied me in silence for a few moments, her eyes darting back and forth accusingly.  “Well, you’d better get on with that, then,” she finally answered.  “I’ve got birds to fly.” 
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    A Message to Korbal 
 
      
 
    There are only a few cases in the histories of the Archmage taking direct command of troops in the field.  With the exception of those who had previous military service, the results of this were almost always disastrous.  Even when victory was the result, having the leader of the empire on the field had severely detrimental effects on the troops involved, it complicated maneuvers and command structures, and it had a positive effect on morale only once, that I can see.  This might indicate that having a civilian on the battlefield in theoretical command over seasoned military professionals might not be the most prudent course.  For an institution that considered itself the epitome of wisdom, you might think that they would have figured that out.   
 
      
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
     
 
    “Let’s begin,” I announced to the cenacle of warmagi who had gathered around Azar’s observation point.   
 
    They were a determined crew, some of the best High Magi I had been able to gather.  They were armed with irionite – not the simple shards that had been hacked off of Sheruel’s sphere, but the sophisticated Alka Alon stones I had returned from Anghysbel – weapons that were considered so dangerous that they had been confiscated and stored far away far from the temptation to be used.   
 
    They were all veterans, having fought hard over the last ten years in a long list of battlefields starting with Timberwatch, Tudry, the Magelaw, the Wilderlands, Vorone, Castabriel, Falas, Gilmora, the Westlands, Olum Seheri, and Darkfaller.  They had seen the depredations of dragons, the brutality of the gurvani and the cruelty of the undead in the course of their battles.   
 
    They were earnest comrades who understood the stakes of the struggle we were engaged in.  They were ready to fight against the Nemovorti and their foul master, and were possessed of a righteous fury that only the Tera Alon of Anthatiel could match. 
 
     Now was the time when they could put their experience, their powers and their rage to work. 
 
    I had returned to Azar’s position after a few hours spent personally ensuring that our rear was well-protected and that our battlefield infrastructure was intact and functional.  The three Paranchek remained on guard outside of the black gates, with armored Dradrien warriors and bands of draugen skittering around their great limbs, daring us to attempt a frontal assault.  Every now and then, Azar reported, they would send a sortie out to challenge our front lines – only to encounter a wave of Alka Alon sorcery and a hail of deadly arrows.  None had made it past the halfway point in the no man’s land that had developed between our two armies. 
 
    But before I would allow Azar and Terleman to engage them directly, I wanted to send a message to Korbal and his court.  It was time to demonstrate the vastly augmented powers we had developed in the past decade.  It was time to unleash our deadliest spells and most destructive capacities against the looming might of the black pyramid fortress. 
 
    To that end, I had recalled nearly a hundred of our finest warmagi, battlefield specialists who had prepared their spellwork for just this sort of situation.  Other cenacles of war wizards had gathered across the field at my request and Azar’s command.  They had been fighting for hours, now, but the foe had been driven back into a handful of strongholds across the island.  Piles of enemy corpses bore testament to their work.  Apart from a few ambushes behind our lines, we held the avenues and ruins of Olum Seheri now.  If we wanted to avoid a lengthy siege against a foe who resisted the traditional methods of starvation and disease to bring them to heel, we had to finish this quickly and decisively. 
 
    It was time to bring the fight to Korbal in earnest. 
 
    I began with Avalanche, selecting a suite of spells from the Alka Alon arsenals and our own clumsy but effective repertoire, plus a few that I had concocted myself.  With my better understanding of magic, since my encounter with Szal the Yith, I had far greater insight into how to employ ordinary arcane methods in novel and destructive ways.  The Enshadowed understood how to defend against most Alka Alon spells.  I was going to give them some new challenges. 
 
    I stood with my staff in hand and calmly selected my targets.  I ignored the Paranchek – they were nuisances, not real threats.  The Dradrien and maragorku skirmishers who taunted us from in front of the walls were likewise unimportant.  I knew that within the hulking structure of that pyramid and its attendant buildings, Korbal cowered in fear.  At least, that was my supposition.  We had no word from the enemy ranks.  I kept Ruderal near at hand with Karakush’s sympathy stone ready, but as of yet, the treacherous Nemovort had made no attempt to contact me.  Perhaps he was preoccupied. 
 
    Instead, I focused my attention on the pyramid itself.  It was clearly designed to withstand tremendous force.  The swirling wards that I knew were built into the fortress were as formidable as any I’d seen – as harsh as the protections Mycin Amana had used at Darkfaller, though without the heavy necromantic component the Witch Queen had employed.  By the very nature of its shape and size and composition, it was as impervious to ordinary force as a mountain.   
 
    But I would use no ordinary force. Today was a day for extravagance. 
 
    I began with a withering storm of low-scale thaumaturgic energy shaped to disrupt the warding spells.  It drew a tremendous amount of power from the Magolith, but far from its capacity.  A thrill went down my spine in reaction to that much power coursing through me at once.  Avalanche throbbed in my hands as the arcane storm ground away the underpinnings of Korbal’s magical defenses with relentless force.  Korbal had wards.  I challenged them. 
 
    Meanwhile, my comrades atop the barracks launched their own attacks after the pyramid’s defenses began to crumble.  Simple concussion spells flew out from our position like a volley of arrows, while other warmagi conjured punishing fires or clouds of deadly power to envelop the fortress.  Explosive reports and uncanny whines filled the air as wave after wave of destructive magic was unleashed against that pyramid. 
 
    The Tera Alon and Alka Alon quickly added their own sorcerous fury to the effort.  There were thousands of songspells being sung in perfect unison as they entrained their efforts to produce a far greater effect than they would have enjoyed individually.  The surge in their magical attack was like a grand crescendo, an increasingly intense arcane demand that the defenses break. 
 
    Then I switched to my own incendiary spell.  Today was the proper day for such things.  With a mental prayer to Briga, I conjured a column of fire that quickly engulfed the compound as I fed it more and more energy.  I turned the very air over the ugly temple into a curtain of fire that eliminated the snipers and sentries who patrolled the upper reaches of the pyramid.  I called upon Briga to fan the flames and lay waste to my enemies in vengeance, because she really likes that sort of thing.   
 
    I could occasionally hear the screams of our foes over the din of battle, indicating at least some success.  I am no pyromancer, but I understood the simple, destructive nature of fire.  While Korbal’s wards still held in some places, protecting his troops from the flame, the sustained blast of fire quickly sucked the oxygen out of the air and filled it with smoke and poisonous gas from its passage.   
 
    Then the Tera Alon spells launched: a twisted net of high-octave energy manifesting as a pale green field that enveloped the fortress and contracted with great power.  Large parts of the surrounding wall crumbled under the stress of the working – not to the point of providing a breach, but enough to destabilize the heavily-enchanted barrier.  When it had shredded the outer defenses I halted my fire spell and sent a barrage of penetrating bolts of power from Avalanche to test their remaining strength.  I was gratified to see the wall crumble even more. 
 
    All around me my men furiously cast similar spells, alone or in small groups.  It was certain that they occasionally confounded each other’s efforts, but the sheer intensity and power of the assault had an effect.  As my intense flame spell heated the black basalt the pyramid was made of, concussive blasts or directed bolts of arcane energy in a variety of octaves carved chunks out of its face until it was pockmarked and smoking with our efforts.  It should have melted the temple into a smoking crater. 
 
    Yet it still stood.  Korbal’s sorcerers knew their craft. 
 
    The structures surrounding the main pyramid, however, bore the brunt of the damage of that first salvo far more egregiously than the main temple.  Whether they were barracks, workshops, armories or storehouses, the smaller buildings had been devastated by the onslaught.   
 
    Many of them were burning or had been flattened outright and collapsed by the concussive blasts.  The inhabitants had been harshly treated by the spells, and most were dead or dying, I surmised.  There were even small, metal-clad bodies in the ruins, I could see by magesight.  The Dradrien were tough, but they still needed to breathe.  The draugen were vicious, but their unfamiliar flesh had no real resistance to the Alka Alon’s rending spells.   
 
    “Hold!” I called, after about five minutes of sustained arcane assault.  I wanted a chance to survey the battlefield and assess our progress, as well as give Korbal a chance to contact us somehow. 
 
    “Well, that was exhilarating!” Astyral sighed, as he lowered his arms and surveyed the smoking pyramid in the distance.  The other warmagi surrounding us grinned and cheered in response to the Gilmoran.   
 
    Azar grimaced from his perch.  “Why did we stop?  I was just warming up,” he grumbled. 
 
    “This is a mere intermission.  We need to pace ourselves and take what opportunities we have to rest.  And for damage assessment,” I explained.  “We’ll give them a second volley in a moment.” 
 
    “I am just sorry Wenek missed this,” Azar added, a moment later.  “This is his kind of battle, where excess is rewarded.  He’s going to be so jealous.” 
 
    “Has there been any sign of contact?” I asked Ruderal, quietly who shook his head. 
 
    “No, Master, but Lady Pentandra wanted me to tell you that Darkfaller has been completely conquered,” he said, relief visible on his face.  “The last resistance has been put down.  Only stragglers remain.  Prince Tavard has raised his banner over the castle.” 
 
    “I’m certain he feels proud about that,” I said, dryly.  “A well-earned victory, and a testament to his honor.  Is there anything else?” I prompted my apprentice.  Ruderal was acting as my battlefield aide and was dressed for the part in a stout coat of plates and a man-sized steel helm.  But he still looked more clerk than warrior.   
 
    “Lord Terleman says that he has more reserves prepared when you require them,” he answered.  “And Master Lanse tells me that the smallest remaining stronghold just fell.  Captain Tyndal led the assault with his knights.  Several Nemovorti and Enshadowed were taken prisoner.  The other three are still under attack.” 
 
    “Good news,” I murmured, nodding.  “Tell Terleman to stand by with the reserves – we have a sufficiency for the task at hand, but we might need them anon.” 
 
    “Yes, Master,” the lad said and closed his eyes.   
 
    I was proud of him.  He was no warmage by skill or inclination, but he had been stalwart with the tasks that he’d been given.  And he’d shown incredible bravery at Darkfaller when he’d guarded my back in the face of two of our worst enemies. 
 
    I closed my own eyes and reached out to Lady Fallawen, in command of the Tera Alon. 
 
    That spell was well-wrought, I praised when I felt her presence mind-to-mind.  Prepare your folk for the second sortie. 
 
    We shall be ready, she assured with confidence.  You don’t get a tremendous amount of nuance with mind-to-mind communication, but I could tell she was passionately invested in this fight.   
 
    We will wait another few moments.  What can you tell me of the skirmishers you face? 
 
    The spiders remain, but the infantry has faded, she reported.  We have been sniping at them, those who are more comfortable with a bow than a spell.  I have had to restrain my lord husband from leading a sortie across the wasteland himself, she added, boastfully. 
 
    You included Sire Ryff in your command? I asked in surprise.   
 
    Is he not a valiant knight of Sevendor, my lord? she countered, bemused.  Indeed, I have six knights of Hosendor and their household attending me, as befits a lady of my station in Castal. 
 
    Would not a bodyguard of Tera Alon be wiser? I asked, skeptically.  Castali knights are stout fellows, but their strength is on horseback with a lance in their hand.  Perhaps they would be better suited for a position further away from the lines, I suggested, diplomatically. 
 
    They have diligently practiced their craft with my folk for years, now.  I could not deny them the opportunity to share in the struggle when we were so close to victory, she reasoned.  We know how to work together to great effect.   
 
    Do as you feel is best, my lady, I agreed, with a bit of reluctance.   
 
    But then I thought of the Alshari infantry captain who had been so overwhelmed by Olum Seheri, and how I had insisted it was a good thing.  The Hosendori knights were no less important to that effort.  They had served their lady for years, now, and had indeed, worked with the nascent Tera Alon warriors she had housed and trained at Tuervokathel, her personal estate.  I would not question their bond now, at this critical hour.   
 
    I decided to confirm Ruderal’s report, as well, while we were resting.  I contacted Tyndal mind-to-mind to hear his report. 
 
    I’ve been told you took one of the strongholds.  How are your casualties? 
 
    Light, he assured me.  And it wasn’t that great a feat, to be honest.  A group of Enshadowed retreated into a storehouse along with a handful of Nemovorti to hide during the assault, but they didn’t have much infantry to support them.  Just the gurvani porters and a couple of spare trolls.  They had a number of human slaves as laborers, and tried to send them to fight us with sticks – literally, with just sticks!   
 
    I hope you didn’t slaughter them, I asked, hesitantly.  That sort of thing happens all too frequently in battle, I knew. 
 
    Of course not, Master!  They surrendered without a fight when they reached our lines and informed us of the poor state of the resistance inside, as well as the easiest means of entry.  After that, it was a simple matter of a concerted attack.  My lads performed splendidly, with only three dead and a few minor injuries.  I now have a score of Enshadowed prisoners, disarmed and disabled and under guard, as well as a hoxter pocket full of Nemovorti.  Three of them, he said, proudly.  I figured it was best to remove them from the field, rather than try to negotiate with them. 
 
    Good idea, I approved.  Where are you headed now? 
 
    To the next closest holdout: an armory near the northwest coast of the island.  Curmor and Rustallo are leading a regiment of Vanadori against it.  I thought I could help, he offered.  Terleman said it was fine with him.  Unless you need me, he added.  I could get back to the pyramid pretty quickly if you do. 
 
    I’ll let you know, I promised.  We’re about to start the second arcane barrage against Korbal’s crypt.   
 
    I’m sorry I’m missing it, he said, sincerely.  Any sign of dragons? he asked, a mixture of hope and anxiety.   
 
    Not yet.  But I have other news if you haven’t heard yet: Sheruel was freed when we stormed the castle.  Korbal no longer has access to his power – or the molopor.  Sheruel flew from Darkfaller to the west, so he might make an appearance.  Be on your guard. 
 
    I’ll be ready, he replied with enthusiasm.  He hated the big green marble about as much as Ruderal hated the Nemovorti.  Or perhaps Lady Fallawen’s antipathy towards Korbal and Mycin Amana. That kind of hatred provides a valor all its own.   I’ll take him on in single combat, if I have to! he boasted. 
 
    Don’t you dare, I warned.  He’s recently awakened and likely confused.  But he is no less powerful than he was the last time we faced him. 
 
    I’ve grown a couple of inches since then, he assured me.  Don’t worry, Master, I wouldn’t leave you or Sire Cei out of the fun.  Unless things get hectic, he added.   
 
    Attend to the plan, I urged.  Go help out Curmor and be ready to move out quickly, if we need you to. 
 
    I broke contact and returned my attention to the battle at hand.   
 
    “Are we ready?” I called out to the warmagi around me, receiving a hail of affirmative grunts and enthusiastic warcries in return.  “All right,” I sighed, turning back toward the fortress.   
 
    “Now that we’ve warmed up, let us really show Korbal what he faces.  Ready?  Begin!” I commanded once again, raising my staff. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    That second wave of sorcerous attacks on the fortress was even more brutal than the first.  As the sun began to descend toward the western ridges, I let the Alka Alon take the vanguard in the effort.  They obliged by launching a large-scale barrage of concussive bolts, a spell my ancient memories recognized from earlier conflicts as the Meadow of Spears, because the Alka Alon are poetic like that.  It appeared as if their ranks all manifested a growing loop of arcane power with a smaller loop within rotating in the opposite direction.  Then they squeezed the loops into a single column of force, aimed it like a javelin, and released it as one.   
 
    It was an elegant and powerful sorcery, one that only the better sort of warriors could manage.  It was no mere songspell.  The effect was powerful enough to splatter any unprotected living thing into shreds.  The thaumaturgy of the work involved a mixture of high-range and low-range octaves that, when combined at impact, released a powerful burst of concussive, oxidizing force in a field about a meter wide, perpendicular to the length of the spell.   
 
    It was devastating enough on its own, but when hurled by the hundreds with augmented precision, the Meadow of Spears blanketed the face of the pyramid and its surroundings with a devastating assault.  Each of the impacts was close enough to the other so that even if you were spared a direct hit, the sudden concussions from every direction crushed you into dust. 
 
    Not to be outdone, the Tera Alon tried a similar working that I was personally more familiar with: a conjuration of twisting shards of force that both Alka Alon and human warmagi used in battle.  Employed by so many and on such a scale the compound was suddenly inundated by arcanely generated blades of force.  Anything the Meadow of Spears hadn’t pulverized, the Imperial spell ripped to shreds a moment later. 
 
    Meanwhile, our fellows were gamely hurling a staggering variety of warspells against the structure.  They weren’t as organized, elegant or effective as the Alon spells, perhaps, but while they failed to have an impact in some places, they succeeded spectacularly in others.  The face of the pyramid continue to grow scars, and the edges began to erode away from the force of the spells.   
 
    But even as I delighted in the thaumaturgic destruction, I knew I had to end this.  This wasn’t about showing off how much raw energy we could cast, in as many different ways as we could contrive.  As professionally gratifying as it was, this battle had to conclude.  
 
    Dara, I called, mind-to-mind, when I finished my own volley of warspells.  Are your people ready? 
 
    We’ve been waiting patiently, she assured me.   
 
    Good.  Please remove those Paranchek from the wall.  They’re distracting. 
 
    My pleasure, Master, she agreed.  Ashes and cinders, how I hate those bloody things.  They’re creepy.  I’m sending in Palimaras and Hodi now. 
 
    In only a few moments we were treated to the incredible sight of the Thoughtful Knife and the Unrelenting Needle sweeping out over the lake in a streak, then banking and turning until they flew parallel to the crumbling wall.   
 
    It seemed a repeat of this morning’s performance in another battle hundreds of miles away.   
 
    The Unrelenting Needle poured on a burst of speed until it had accelerated in a blur, with the Thoughtful Knife trailing it dutifully.  The first Paranchek tried in vain to dodge the slender spike of black obsidian.  Its naturally armored abdomen was penetrated at great speed, the shockwave that accompanied the weapon doing almost as much secondary damage.  The second spider did not seem aware of the threat and took the blow in the space between its thorax and its horrific head, blowing it halfway off before it even knew it was under assault.  The third was turned away from the angle of attack.  It caught the missile across the dorsal side of its abdomen, which proceeded to erupt in an impressive spray of ichor and internal organs. 
 
    A few seconds later the Thoughtful Knife plunged in behind the Unrelenting Needle, more slowly but with more deliberation.  The keen edge of the flying weapon sliced limbs and bodies with precision, twisting and turning to inflict unbearable damage on the things.   
 
    Then both weapons climbed, banked, and returned for a second run.  In moments, all three of the bugs were quivering and dying in front of the walls.  The Dradrien and maragorku who had been supporting them suddenly did not seem nearly as confident in their position. 
 
    I hope that was satisfactory, Master, Dara sent to me, mind-to-mind, when the two bloody artifacts retreated.  I’m going to send them both back to fighting wyverns, she informed me.  We’re dominating the skies, but with those two we can clear them completely. 
 
    It was very satisfactory, thank you, Dara, I agreed.  Are the others ready? 
 
    Yes, I’m flying one myself, she said, proudly.  Do you need us? 
 
    Not yet, but stand by, I ordered, after some consideration.  I’m about to order another intermission in the fighting so we can catch our breath.  I don’t think there are many troops left defending the main fortress complex, I predicted.   
 
    I can answer that, she said, smugly.  When Hodi was skewering spiders, she was able to look over the wall long enough to see how things fare with Korbal’s uglies.  There were hardly any of them left, she reported.  A few in outbuildings that haven’t gotten destroyed yet, but apart from that there’s not much moving in there, now. 
 
    That’s helpful, I praised.  Thanks.  And wait for my order, I reminded her before ending the connection.   
 
    “Cease fire,” I called out to Azar.  He looked surprised, at first, but then nodded and bellowed the order.  It was quickly passed through channels to the various forces below us.  Shortly, only a few stray arrows broke the line between us and the pyramid. 
 
    “Take another break,” I added when Azar finally nodded to me.  “I want to see how they will respond, after that.” 
 
    “Shall we plan a breaching party?” he suggested, eagerly. 
 
    “I’m not certain I’m dressed for that, but I can send away for my breaching armor, if you give me a moment,” Astyral considered. 
 
    “Don’t bother.  The place only has one main entrance, and the doors are solid stone and heavily enchanted,” I observed.  “If we try to force them we’ll be at it for days.  And then there are miles of tunnels under the place filled with hundreds of his people, dozens of workshops, and abounding in unknown horrors.  The Necromancer chose his lair well,” I conceded.  “Unless we want to sacrifice half of our men in the attempt, we aren’t trying to destroy Korbal.” 
 
    “Then what in nine hells are we doing here, then?” Azar asked with a snort of disbelief.   
 
    “Removing his ability to make war on us, humiliate him enough to undermine his own political stability, and informing him that we will not be putting up with his domineering shit anymore,” I counted off on my fingers.  “But we’re doing it in the special, traditional Alka Alon fashion that will be most persuasive to his sensibilities.” 
 
    Azar looked at me as if he was actually considering my sanity.  “Removing his head and introducing him to the sweet embrace of my mistress Death would also be persuasive,” he reasoned.  “And permanent.” 
 
    “You may yet have that opportunity, Azar,” I agreed.  “But today, unless he makes a tragic mistake, he is going to hide in his dungeons and keep us at bay by any means possible.  Including negotiation,” I predicted.  “He may send a lackey to parley with us, but he will not surrender himself under any circumstances.  He is beaten, but he has not abandoned hope that he can somehow rescue himself if he can find a means to do so.  Even if that means halting his hostilities with us momentarily.” 
 
    Azar looked thoughtful.  “I still think you’re overlooking the elegant simplicity of decapitation,” he suggested. 
 
    “I’m reluctant to agree, Excellency, but my friend has a point,” Astyral agreed, sagely. 
 
    “You shall be the first I turn to if that should be required,” I soothed.  “Azar, what would happen if Korbal dies?  Again?” I asked, patiently. 
 
    “We win the war?” he proposed, hesitantly.   
 
    “No, instead of a single dark lord, we will have dozens: Nemovorti and Enshadowed, feeling emboldened to strike at us as they formulate a new means to see their mission fulfilled.  The Draolani ideology is a cult, one that has been active for more than ten thousand years.  Without Korbal to rule them, then they each try to take his place and contend with each other for the position.  We could be fighting them for centuries, if that happens, for each will compete to dominate us for their purposes.  Yes, we can hunt them down and kill them, one by one, for decades.  But it would be a bloody business.” 
 
    “Did you not just free Sheruel, Minalan?” he countered, pointedly.  Azar is bloodthirsty.  But he is not dumb. 
 
    “A slightly different circumstance,” I argued with a shrug.  “There is nuance at play.  But I take your point.  No, I freed Sheruel because unlike the Nemovorti he has no compunctions about making war on Korbal.  And he’s likely to be extremely pissed, after being betrayed by the Necromancer in such a base manner.  More importantly, Sheruel will deny Korbal the ability to use the molopor, and possibly tie up Korbal’s remaining strength battling for dominance.  Korbal needs Sheruel, but Sheruel doesn’t need Korbal.” 
 
    “Why does Korbal need Sheruel?” Astyral asked, curiously.   
 
    “Because Sheruel is the only way he has to have complete control over the molopor,” I explained, patiently.  “The Enshadowed did not have access to the original enchantments that did so, so they created Sheruel to do their bidding.  That was the entire point of his creation.  You need the kind of arcane power that much irionite produces to project interdimensional congruencies – sorry, ‘portals’,” I corrected.  “And you need an intelligence to run it.” 
 
    “Didn’t you and Penny manage that by sexual magic?” Azar asked, confused.   
 
    “Oh, you can use the molopor in a limited way with that kind of low-power spell,” I agreed.  “We kept it up for four hours, but we only had to cross a few hundred miles.  But if you want to reach other worlds with it, it takes more power.  Significantly more.  And the Enshadowed have to control the molopor because it’s the only thing they have to bargain with the Alka Alon Council with.  If they control one of the Alka Alon’s escape routes, they’ll have some leverage over where they go.  Without it, they’ll be left stranded here with everyone who wasn’t able to abandon Callidore.” 
 
    “But Sheruel doesn’t really care about that sort of thing, I imagine, being so committed to vengeance and genocide and such,” Astyral suggested, shrewdly. 
 
    “Exactly.  He’ll keep Korbal from controlling the molopor out of spite.  So by freeing Sheruel, I placed a severe obstacle in his way, one that could even outlast him.” 
 
    “Master!” Ruderal called out to me suddenly from his station.  “The sympathy stone!  It’s calling!” 
 
    “Ah, at last!” I said with a sigh of satisfaction.  “That should be Korbal’s desperate lackey ready to ask for a truce and terms.  Or sell out his master.  Either way, this should be entertaining.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Treachery  
 
      
 
    The strength of the Archmagi lie in their ability to negotiate, more than the armies and navies they controlled or even their magical abilities.  During the Mage Wars of the Later Magocracy, when half of the empire was rebelling against their nominal authority, the initially weak position of the Archmage was slowly but surely increased not by military conquest, but by shrewdly negotiating a coalition of allies and neutral parties against his opponents using a variety of levers of power.  This did not mean that the Archmage was always sincere in his promises, however, and repeatedly the institution betrayed the very agreements that had brought the Archmage the power he needed to lead the empire.  That, in turn, led to the revival of the Game of Whispers as a tool of diplomacy, instead of open warfare.  When swords fall silent, the daggers sing. 
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
    It took me only a few moments to find a spare corner of the roof of the barracks and cast a sphere of silence around the small bowl of water that Ruderal hastily set up in the shady alcove.  It was early afternoon, now, the skies overhead so overcast that there were no definitive shadows around us.  Astyral’s bodyguard did an admirable job keeping the other warriors on the roof from interrupting us as I mentally prepared for the conversation ahead. 
 
    That is no light thing.  I was keenly aware of just how much I had managed to push back against our foes in an unexpected manner.  I tried to consider the matter from their perspective.  It was nearly unthinkable that we ‘poor, benighted humani’ had the capacity to formulate such an audacious strategic plan that was profound enough to challenge their superior might and perspective.   
 
    From the Alka Alon perspective, they should rightly fear a bellicose humani mage no more than an upstart gurvani shaman, a rebellious Karshak stonesinger or a belligerent Tal Alon who harbored revolutionary ideas about potato cultivation.  We were ephemerals, after all, short-lived and short-sighted. 
 
    Yet, here I was, assaulting their most hardened stronghold with tens of thousands of marauding troops, along with a display of thaumaturgical violence rarely seen even in the annals of the Alka Alon.  I had played them into a state of stunned disbelief.  Lower creatures were not supposed to be able to do that.  I needed to take advantage of their surprise, I knew. 
 
    It took me a few moments to compose myself before I waved my hand over the bowl of water and connected the spell. 
 
    “What is it, Karakush?” I demanded, tiredly.  “I’m a little busy at the moment.” 
 
    “Minalan!” he gasped.  The face rendered on the surface of the water was contorted into an expression of panic, eyes wide and mouth open.  It was a disturbing but satisfying sight.  “At last!  You must call a halt to this incursion!” he insisted. 
 
    “A halt?” I asked, with a chuckle.  “Why would I do that?  I’m just getting started!” I boasted.  Humani warrior princes love to boast, according to the conventional wisdom of the Alka Alon, I knew.   
 
    “You know not what you do!” he insisted, testily.  “When I informed you that Korbal would be visiting Darkfaller, I expected you to try to persuade him to a truce – or perhaps assassinate him,” he added.  “I did not anticipate that you would launch into a full-on assault!” 
 
    “I was overtaken by the emotion of the moment,” I said, sarcastically.  “I considered just prostrating myself before his decomposing corpse, but in a fit of whimsy I decided that another approach might be more productive.” 
 
    “This is not what we discussed, Spellmonger!” he growled.  “I thought I could trust you!” 
 
    “Trust me to blithely stumble into your court politics?” I challenged.  “You wanted me to kill Mycin Amana and be killed by Korbal in retribution.  Leaving you as Korbal’s closest ally.  Really, Karakush, I would think you would have a better opinion of me by now.  While I appreciate the guile and treachery of getting your enemies to remove your political opponents, I elected not to participate.  I have my own interests to pursue,” I said, loftily. 
 
    “You weren’t supposed to burn down the castle!” he insisted.   
 
    “I don’t recall you making that request,” I admitted.  “Perhaps you should be more explicit in your future betrayals.  But your goal was achieved.  Don’t tell me that your opponents have not suffered,” I pointed out. 
 
    He paused and studied me through the spell for a few moments.  Then his ghostly visage set its jaw. 
 
    “The situation is not entirely unsalvageable,” he admitted.  “Mycin Amana’s spirit has returned to the mechanism that collects the Nemovorti.  As have several of her confederates.  It will take time and valuable resources to retrieve them.  Until that is possible, I may have a waxing influence over Korbal.  He’s quite vexed over losing Sheruel, you know,” he added.  “That, too, was not part of our plan.” 
 
    “Our plan?” I asked, feigning surprise.  “You merely gave me sensitive information and suggested I exploit it to your benefit.  That hardly constitutes a plan.” 
 
    “I assumed we had an understanding,” Karakush said with a resentful sigh.  “Had things gone properly, I would be in a position to influence Korbal to bring this war to an end.  I wish you had considered that.” 
 
    “Oh, I did,” I assured him, stroking my beard.  “It had a certain appeal, after all.  Do your dirty work and then quietly wait until you emerged as the real power behind Korbal’s throne?  I’m certain I would have had rewards beyond my comprehension,” I said, my voice thick with sarcasm.  “But we wizards are complicated folk,” I continued, after a pause.  “When I realized I could get a much quicker, much more decisive end to the war by not only destroying Darkfaller but leveling Olum Seheri as well, I thought it might be worth consideration.” 
 
    “You do not know what you do!” insisted Karakush, angrily.   
 
    “Perhaps,” I murmured, as I stared into his yellow, undead eyes.  “I often don’t.  I’m unpredictable that way.  You should take note,” I advised. 
 
    “Oh, I have, Spellmonger,” he assured me.  “What is your purpose in persisting in this attack?” 
 
    “I made myself clear when you first proposed betraying your master,” I reminded him.  “Withdraw your forces.  Pledge to cease the war.  Leave humanity alone – aye, and stop preying on the magi to feed your misplaced dreams of immortality,” I added with a growl.  “You and the Alka Alon Council can fight it out without us.  But, then, you don’t seem too inclined to do that.  So I made a deal with the Council.” 
 
    “That was foolish!” he snapped. 
 
    “I’m standing outside of your stronghold with thousands of their troops while you contemplate treason,” I observed.  “I’ll defer the wisdom of that choice to history if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “You’ll never breach our inner defenses,” he argued.  “There are miles of tunnels and chambers under the city.  We can hold out here for decades,” he promised. 
 
    “I think you underestimate me again,” I said, sadly.  “Really, Karakush, I expected an enlightened fellow like yourself not to fall into that trap.  Did you think I’d come to the gates of the Necromancer’s keep and rely on mere siege engines and shock troops?  I did not come to besiege you.  I came to end you as a threat to Callidore,” I pronounced. 
 
    “Callidore is doomed,” he insisted.  “There is no escaping that – save through the molopors.  You are ephemeral, as you pointed out.  Enjoy the last few glorious days of this world while you can, Minalan.  The Alka Alon Council is merely using you to re-capture their own means of escape when the time comes.  Realize that you are only their tool, toward an end that does not include your folk in their calculations.” 
 
    “Oh, I do,” I assured him.  “Why do you think so many Alka Alon have come to make war on you today?  I coerced them,” I bragged.  “I am not so simple as to mistake their lofty words for grace or commitment to a noble cause.  I’ve got them by the balls,” I explained, clenching my fist in front of the Mirror.  “As I do you.  And I won’t hesitate to twist with either of you,” I promised. 
 
    “You do seem to have mastered the use of the molopor to bring your forces to bear,” he admitted, reluctantly.  “That appears to have given you the day.  I’m certain the Council is aware of what you could do to them if you wished.” 
 
    “My threat to the Council has nothing to do with my troops,” I insisted.  “It is more political in nature.  And my position will be greatly increased if I successfully eliminate every Nemovort in Olum Seheri,” I pointed out.  “They might be a bunch of snobbish immortals, but they do appreciate success, however hastily contrived.  Once I destroy your master’s lair, I have no doubt that they will grant me the respect I have earned.” 
 
    The Nemovort snorted through stolen nostrils.  “I would not count on that, my friend.  The Council respects no one but themselves – and the distant, uninterested royalty.  They will fill your ears with honey and speak solemnly at your funeral . . . but they will never consider you their equal.” 
 
    “Equality?” I sneered.  “I do not seek their acceptance.  I seek their respect.  If I cannot compel it on my own, then I will invoke those who can command it.  The Three High Kings may have an opinion on how things have progressed in the Five Duchies,” I reminded him. 
 
    “Mayhap,” he admitted.  “But the mountains are high, the seas are broad, and the High Kings are far away.  Attracting their notice will be difficult.  Inviting their attention will be a struggle.” 
 
    “I’m used to baiting snooty Alka Alon nobles,” I dismissed.  “Despite your pretensions to wisdom, you’re really quite easy to manipulate.”   
 
    To illustrate the point I recited a shortish passage of one of the popular minor epics, The Gilded Spear, which said, in essence, that the more wise one accounted oneself, the more foolish posterity would consider one.  The story concerned a family of nobility who blithely ignored their impending doom because they had rationalized the nature of the threat away with their lofty and superior reasoning.  There was a lot of cultural subtext involved, but the clever sort that has a way of affecting opinion without challenging your sensibilities – there was a reason The Gilded Spear was popular.   
 
    It was a subtle but deliciously barbed dig I had recalled from Prince Maralathus’ memory.  He had used it to devastating effect himself.   
 
    The passage had the desired effect – Karakush blanched, at least as far as his dead face would allow.   
 
    “Perhaps a more conciliatory approach is in order,” he suggested, after another pause.  “Clearly, we have misjudged the humani’s participation in hostilities.  Would you consider a discussion on the matter?” 
 
    “Only if it involves terms to be considered,” I offered.  “If Korbal surrenders now, he might spare himself a great deal of grief in the future.” 
 
    “I think I might be able to persuade my lord to treat with you, if there exists the possibility that he can remain independent and the threat to his position is abated,” proposed Karakush.  “I believe I can convince him to call a truce and send an envoy, at least.” 
 
    “No preconditions,” I insisted.  “We are discussing terms of absolute surrender, here, not negotiating how my people will endure your malevolent spite.  I can ensure all Korbal has worked for will be destroyed by dusk, tonight.  I will grant him one chance to avoid that – one!” I demanded.  “He can take it, or he can decline.  I will find my satisfaction in either direction.” 
 
    “No preconditions, then,” agreed Karakush, reluctantly.  “I will bid my lord to send a party of emissaries under a yellow flag – your people seem to like that sort of thing,” he said, with a sneer.  “We can meet at the halfway point between our lines, once hostilities have abated.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said, after a moment’s consideration.  “I don’t expect Korbal himself to have the strength to toddle his decrepit old bones out to treat with me.  But I do demand that any ambassador he sends be empowered to speak on his behalf and bind any agreement we make.  If I think my time is being wasted so that the Necromancer can find his preferred escape route and leave the rest of you to my wrath, I might react poorly,” I added. 
 
    “I will advise my lord accordingly,” agreed Karakush, after a third pause for consideration.  “But be warned: at the first sign of treachery, the worst sorts of consequences will befall you.  I am an Alkan of my word,” he assured.   
 
    “Treachery?” I snorted.  “I have no reason to consider it when I am already winning the day.  Whereas you and your fellows certainly do.  I would counsel against it.  Believe me, Karakush, the last thing you want to do is to behave treacherously.” 
 
    “That seems ironic, coming from a man who ended this morning’s parley with a full assault,” he pointed out.  “I find that audacious.  There are many in Korbal’s court who consider that poor form in an adversary.” 
 
    “My embassy was rejected and the parley was declared over before the first blow was struck,” I reminded him.  “I did not violate the rules of diplomacy.  See that your side does not, either.  I have an army at your door and very little patience for such foolishness.  You have yet to behold the Spellmonger’s wrath.  Pray that you never do,” I said, forebodingly, and ended the connection. 
 
     
 
    *** 
 
     
 
    It took a little while for the word to go out to our forces to cease their attacks on the fortress, and Azar looked particularly concerned that we would pause when things seemed to be going so well.  The smoldering piles of rubble in the distance bore testament to how decisively we had damaged Korbal’s palace, temple, workshop, or whatever he called it.  Azar wanted to finish the job, not stand around discussing the affairs of the world.  He said as much, using an impressive string of profanity, until I calmed him down. 
 
    “This was inevitable,” I informed him, as word was passed throughout our army.  “Indeed, this was the point of this entire operation.  I wanted to give him a chance to surrender and accept our terms.  I expect him to squirm and protest and threaten us, but in the end, I think we can come to some resolution.  Would you like to accompany me when we go to parley?” I asked.  “Look your enemy in the eye?” 
 
    As much as he wanted to continue the attack, the prospect of taunting his foes to their face was too tempting to Azar.  He struggled for a moment before he sighed and nodded. 
 
    “I can be part of your honor guard,” he reluctantly agreed.  “Who else do you want to include?” 
 
    I considered.  “Astyral, of course.  Noutha, perhaps.  As far as the rest of the party goes, I think Anguin should be here to represent sovereign Alshar, and Fallawen should stand for the people of Anthatiel.  Lord Letharan can represent the Council.  Look for a yellow flag to signal their readiness to meet between the lines,” I informed him. 
 
    That mollified Azar somewhat.   The opportunity to look like a badass in front of his new wife in the middle of an active battle was even more alluring than just taunting the enemy. 
 
    Noutha and Fallawen were already on the front lines, so including them was relatively easy.  Securing Anguin and Letharan was a little more tricky.  Anguin was leading a small company of his gentlemen – including Tyndal – in attacking the remaining holdouts on the island while we concentrated on Korbal’s headquarters.  Letharan was commanding the Alka Alon reserves, including the cadre of sorcerers responsible for magical protections over the front.   
 
    But a quick conversation with both parties, mind-to-mind, ensured that we would have our full complement in the negotiations.  I included Ruderal as my aide, as I thought the boy had a right to see the conclusion of the hostilities he felt responsible for by releasing the Necromancer and his brood from their crypt. 
 
    I contacted Pentandra as I gathered my party and made my way down the stairs of the barracks and out into the field.  Our men had taken full control of the area, and armored troopers lounged around the base of the building enjoying the pause with their helmets off while we marched through the rubble. 
 
    We’re headed to the parley now, I reported to her.  As soon as we sight a yellow flag, we should know that the truce is in effect. 
 
    You seem to be putting an awful lot of faith in Karakush, Minalan, she pointed out, her mental voice pregnant with concern.   
 
    There is always an element of risk when dealing with a treacherous undead lord, I conceded.  But there is also opportunity at hand.  I’m counting on Karakush understanding just how much leverage we have right now and appreciating just how poorly things could go for him if this does not work out. 
 
    But do you appreciate how poorly things could go if this does not work out, I wonder? she asked.  Don’t forget, Korbal still commands at least two dragons. 
 
    The fact he has not deployed them yet is telling, I pointed out.  They are really not the proper weapon for a job like this. 
 
    Despite the fact that they could slay thousands of his enemies in a few moments, she reminded me, dryly. 
 
    And raze what little he has left in the process, I countered.  You should see this place, Penny.  There’s not many of his troops left beyond his stronghold.  We took him by surprise with far more force than he was anticipating.  What troops he has left are either cowering underground or are deployed too far away from Olum Seheri to make it back here in time to save him.  The gurvani are depleted.  The Paranchek are destroyed.  Even his Dradrien allies are under siege.   We control the surface, now.  And the air.  There’s nary a giant wyvern in sight, thanks to the Sky Riders.  Anything other than a dragon is going to have a hard time here. 
 
    Don’t you think he knows that too, Minalan? she argued.  Dragons might not be ideal weapons, but if he’s desperate then he might send for them anyway.  I hope you are prepared for that. 
 
    We shall see, I said with a mental sigh.  How are things looking elsewhere? 
 
    Well, Tavard has taken control of Darkfaller, or what is left of it, Terleman is gathering the troops we deployed there into a reserve unit in case you screw this up, and according to Lanse there are only two other strongholds remaining on the island, she reported.   
 
    What about Sheruel?  Any sign of him? I asked, not knowing if I really wanted to know the answer to that.  Sheruel could complicate things.   
 
    No, she admitted, but I doubt he went on holiday.  If he hasn’t shown up there yet, I’m guessing he went back to Boval Vale.  But that doesn’t mean he won’t show up.   
 
    So let’s hope I get this wrapped up, soon, I said, optimistically.   
 
    The landscape of Olum Seheri was even more devastated and ruined than it had been before we arrived, I observed as my boots crunched through gravel and debris.  Even though we walked through positions held by Alshari warriors, it felt as if we were temporary interlopers in a ravaged land.  The air felt damp and cool, and there was a miasma that had arisen since our arrival. 
 
    The magical attacks that had dominated most of the day had laid waste to what few intact structures had survived the initial assault.  The local décor seemed to revolve around rubble and smoldering piles of bodies, which tainted the air with the aroma of death and, disturbingly, roasted meat.    It had been several hours since Astyral had served me luncheon.  Piles of burning corpses were making me hungry, I realized.  I found that deeply troubling. 
 
    But our troops were in good spirits; whenever we passed a group of them they would break out into cheers once they realized who we were, whether they were Alshari infantry or Tera Alon volunteers or squadrons of warmagi, as soon as Azar, Astyral and I approached they let out a triumphant whoop.  I tried to smile and encourage their efforts – it was good for morale.   
 
    But I couldn’t help but think that if I somehow failed at these discussions, many of them would not live to see another day.  That was sobering. 
 
    “My lord Marshal!” Noutha said, when she met us near the front.  Her darkened armor was hacked and splattered with dirt-encrusted blood from a variety of sources, but she seemed hale, under her helmet.  “And my lord husband,” she added, with a respectful bow to Azar.  “You go to treat with our foes?” 
 
    “I go to demand their surrender, or promise their destruction,” I affirmed.  “Has Lady Fallawen arrived?” 
 
    “A moment ago,” Noutha nodded.  “She sends last-minute instructions to her troops, in case of treachery.  Lord Letharan came through her Waystone a few moments later.  He does not look pleased,” she added, with a frown. 
 
    “There’s no reason to be pleased,” I agreed.  “This is the first time he has cast his eyes on Olum Seheri.  He remembers this city when it was more fair than his mountain stronghold.  To see it in such a state now is profoundly disturbing.” 
 
    “Duke Anguin should be here in a moment,” Astyral added.  “Tyndal just sent word.  Should we bring wine to this affair?” he asked.  “Perhaps to lighten the mood?” 
 
    ”Nemovorti don’t drink wine, my lord,” Ruderal said, darkly.  “They drink blood.” 
 
      “How charming,” Astyral said, making a face.  “Then I shall have some to fortify myself,” he said, conjuring a bottle.  “Anyone up for a cup?” 
 
    One by one the rest of our party joined us until we were milling about and waiting for some sign of action on the other side of the rubble-strewn avenue that comprised the front.  The troops around us seemed confident, almost cocky.  Indeed, a group of warfathers had gathered to sing one of their martial hymns invoking Duin the Destroyer on the eve of our victory.   
 
    Others solemnly removed the dead and wounded from the line during the pause, laying aside the fallen a few dozen yards behind the front – where they were laid with spells to keep them from being reanimated by our foes – while transporting the injured back to the aid stations further behind the line.  Junior officers made a point of keeping their men in line, even as they took their ease, under the watchful eye of the Spellmonger.   Quivers were replenished, defensive spells were being strengthened, and flasks of spirits were quietly being passed between comrades while we waited. 
 
    I made the rounds as each of the envoys arrived.  Noutha and Azar were enjoying a lively reunion, each recounting their exploits thus far in the battle and demonstrating a certain martial affection, as bloodthirsty newlyweds are like to do.  Fallawen was mostly quiet; she had returned to her once-fair city and not only seen its decay and destruction but had also participated in it.  Tyndal arrived as Duke Anguin’s escort last, behind Letharan. 
 
    Of any of us, Anguin seemed the most excited and pleased by the day’s feats.  Tyndal proudly bore his standard, the Anchor and Antlers device in blue and green, on a long pole that I suspected my former apprentice had enchanted to ensure that it constantly billowed in an inspiring manner no matter what the wind did.  Both young men were eager, and carried themselves with confidence despite the dangerous nature of the task ahead. 
 
    I tried to stay calm and appear in control, but I confess I was nervous.  Even with an army at my back and in the company of the mighty, I had a sense of foreboding that troubled me.  I wasn’t alone, I quickly realized, as I dug my pipe out of my belt pouch.   
 
    “My lord Minalan,” Lord Letharan said, quietly, while we waited.  “I am concerned about this parley.” 
 
    “As am I,” I agreed.  “Can I ask why you are?” 
 
    He almost looked relieved.  “Because this seems too easy,” he explained.  “I know that they did not expect this attack, but I assumed that they would be better prepared and mount a better defense.  The fact that we took control of this island so quickly and decisively after so much concern about the Enshadowed makes me wary.” 
 
    “As it should,” I nodded, lighting my pipe.  “In candor, I can see two reasons for our success: one is misdirection.  Korbal was expecting some sort of response to his occupation of Darkfaller.  He did not anticipate us attacking his headquarters at the same time.  That’s not what an Alka Alon commander would do, after all,” I pointed out. 
 
    There was some truth to that.  With my newfound knowledge of the Alka Alon culture and history, I understood that the Fair Folk tended to pursue war in a fairly linear fashion, focusing on one enemy, one battle at a time before they turned their attention to the next.  It was a conservative approach that, from my perspective, had led to their wars lingering on and on over decades or even centuries.  Attacking in two places at once was unusual, to their conception of warfare.   
 
    Letharan nodded thoughtfully.  “And the second reason?” 
 
    I chuckled.  “In my experience no matter how well put together your enemy might seem, in truth they are likely far less organized and prone to catastrophic error than you suspect.  The intelligence we’ve received on the Enshadowed, the Nemovorti and the gurvani has suggested that they were enjoying considerable friction due to in-fighting and factional struggles.  I thought we might take advantage of that by targeting the center of their power, instead of sniping at them in the hinterlands, to destabilize their ability to continue the war.  I dare say I was correct in that assumption.” 
 
    “At least thus far,” he conceded, casting his gaze toward the black pyramid in the distance.  “The Council has been concerned that the toppling of Olum Seheri would take years to accomplish, due to Korbal’s reputation for devious strength and unethical behavior.  He has always enjoyed an iron grip over the Enshadowed, even before his entombment.  We figured that now, with the Nemovorti and the draugen at his command, he would be all but insurmountable.  Yet you seem to have proven us wrong.” 
 
    “So why your misgivings?” I asked as I filled the air with pipe smoke.   
 
    “Because Korbal does have a reputation for devious strength and unethical behavior,” he answered.  “Despite his allegiance to our antiquated customs, he has proven that he can use his smaller force to control the course of the struggle in innovative ways.  Indeed, in some ways, he fights more like a humani warrior prince than an Alka Alon noble.” 
 
    Once I might have taken offense to that, misunderstanding the intention.  But Letharan was correct.  Rinthon the Bitter had participated in the tail end of the Warring States Period, which had effectively ended with Korbal’s defeat.   
 
    During that long struggle, the Enshadowed had indulged in all matters of strategies and unexpected moves that had kept the their cult lingering far longer than they should have.  While part of that was the natural dedication that comes with fanaticism, they had shown considerable guile and a willingness to indulge in unorthodox warfare against the Council.  “Fighting like a humani warrior prince” was, indeed, a little insulting, but it was also an admission that our techniques were effective if inelegant and crude. 
 
    “Well, he faces an army of humani warrior princes, now,” I reminded him, gesturing to my officers.  “Perhaps a third reason we have been successful is the fact that he has had little experience with my people.  We are strange to him and easy to underestimate.” 
 
    “Still, I would counsel that we remain wary,” Letharan suggested, quietly.  “Korbal’s tendency toward treachery is as well-known as his innovation.  I suspect that he is desperate at this hour.  Desperation has its own inspiration.  Ah!” he said, looking back toward the pyramid.  Someone was waving a yellow cloth at us.  “I believe they have assembled their embassy.  Shall we go meet with them?” 
 
    Indeed, about a dozen figures had emerged from between the two dead spiders which flanked the entrance to the complex.  Magesight brought them closer to me, and I could see a few enrobed Nemovorti, a couple of maragorku officers, a half-dozen Enshadowed sorcerers in their angular transgenic forms, and even a Dradrien in full armor.   
 
    “Let’s,” I agreed.  “I am impatient to end this battle.  I’m missing a popular holiday festival back home,” which drew a chuckle from the ancient Alka Alon lord. 
 
    Slowly we crossed the stretch of no man’s land between the two lines until we came more or less to the center point.  While we were all armed, on both sides, there were no bellicose moves by either party.  As we came close enough to speak easily, we halted.  The Magolith bounced jauntily in the air over my shoulder before I sent it a few yards above.  I wanted a ready defense at hand, in case things went poorly. 
 
    “Whom do I address, my lords?” I asked formally in Alka Alon, once we had gathered in two rough lines facing each other. 
 
    “I am Ocajon, Herald of Korbal, charged to lead this discussion,” one of the three Nemovorti announced in the same language.  “This is Karakush, First Counselor to our lord, and this is Reshtitelen, Steward of Olum Seheri, both high officials in my lord Korbal’s government.  Who among you has similar office?” 
 
    I switched to Narasi, then, to include everyone else in the conversation.  “I am Count Minalan of the Magelaw, Baron of Sevendor, Chief of the Arcane Orders and Marshal Arcane of the Kingdom of Castalshar, representing King Rard’s sovereignty.  This gentleman is Duke Anguin of Alshar, whose duchy you have harassed for a decade or more.  This is Lady Fallawen, heir to Anthatiel and Emissary to the humani, who is the rightful ruler of this stolen land,” I said, indicating the stern, proud-looking Alkan in her beautiful Tera Alon guise.  Her human-style armor was set with Alka Alon-style decoration, and the combination conspired to make her look both fierce and formidable.  “And this is Lord Letharan, a senior member of the Alka Alon Council and representing their interests on the field today.” 
 
    “So it is true!” Reshtitelen said, surprised.  “This unwarranted attack has the sanction of the Council, and not just a few renegades?” 
 
    “I am no renegade, Sir!” Fallawen nearly spat.  “I am fighting to take what was taken from me and my people.  I swore I would return to this island with an army,” she added.  “I have fulfilled that promise.” 
 
    “Our other members include Viscount Azar and Viscountess Noutha of Megelin, Viscount Tyndal of Callierd, Lord Tamonel of the Tera Alon, Baron Astyral of Losara, and my apprentice, Ruderal of Sevendor,” I said, introducing them one by one.  “Do you accept our embassy?” 
 
    “We do,” Ocajon agreed, after a moment’s pause.  “Here we have our Draolani compatriots, Nyanuthel, Haranian, Omellial, and Armathia.  Our Captain of Guards, Ishkarl,” he continued, indicating the maragorku officers, “as well as Jecorath and Guranchak.  And, lastly, Master Goki of the Alon Dradrien.  Do you accept our embassy?” 
 
    “We do,” I continued smoothly.  “I am informed that you are empowered to bind agreements in your master’s name, as I am to mine?” 
 
    Ocajon looked disgusted.  “Korbal will comply with the results of this parley,” he finally admitted.  “Assuming it ends without treachery and in good terms.” 
 
    “Well, the terms have yet to be decided, have they?” Lord Letharan remarked.  
 
    “My master has heard your terms this very morning, from what I understand,” Karakush countered.  “We assumed that you wished to revisit them now that he has had time to consider them.” 
 
    “Things have changed a great deal since this morning,” I pointed out with a chuckle.  “Indeed, some of my former terms no longer apply – much to your detriment.  For example, you can no longer deliver Sheruel the Dead God to us for judgment,” I observed.   
 
    “That was your doing, by all accounts!” Reshtitelen snarled.  “We heard how you loosed that thing during your embassy!” 
 
    “Immediately afterward, actually,” I corrected.  “Korbal was quite clear about that.  I did not break protocol – at most, I bent it slightly.  And I did warn him that there would be consequences for rejecting those terms.  He is bearing a tithe of them already.  But without the leverage Sheruel gave to you, I’m afraid we’re going to have to renegotiate.” 
 
    “Or else what?” demanded Reshtitelen.  “Do you think you can move us from our stronghold before we can deliver ourselves?” 
 
    “Yes, actually,” I admitted, emptying the ashes of my pipe into my palm.  “We have twenty thousand warriors on this island already.  I can bring as many as a hundred thousand, in time, and hundreds of humani warmagi to speed the process, and keep them besieging you whilst we tunnel into your dungeons and eliminate you, one by one.  But that would be . . . messy,” I sniffed.  “Not undoable, but messy.  Hence my appeal to your better judgement.” 
 
    “We can strike at you any time, from anywhere,” one of the Enshadowed sneered.   
 
    “You could this morning,” I agreed.  “But now that you no longer have Sheruel to power your molopor, you have lost that ability – along with thousands of your soldiers.  And a number of your Nemovorti.  Whereas my molopor is very much intact.” 
 
    “Ah!” Karakush said, with an unexpected grin.  “Then the rumors are true!  You have a molopor as well!  We suspected as much.” 
 
    “More, I have mastered its use,” I agreed.  I didn’t feel the need to elaborate on the nature of the Snowflake, but I figured that my use of dimensional magic to open the portals had spoiled that secret.  You can do dimensional portals without recourse to a molopor, but it makes it profoundly easier.  “Now that you have lost that advantage, your position in these negotiations has declined.” 
 
    “That does not mean we are without the means to strike at you,” the Enshadowed leader grumbled.   
 
    “Nor have we brought more than a tithe of the powers we have to bear on you,” Lady Fallawen boasted.  “My lord Minalan has shown remarkable restraint in using them against you, thus far.  He is far more patient than I am.  And more merciful.” 
 
    “Yes, we have heard from Mycin Amana about your desire for vengeance, Fallawen,” Ocajon nodded, his eyes narrow.  “You tortured her for months.  Brutally,” he added, with derision. 
 
    “I will not take lessons in propriety from the Enshadowed!” Fallawen insisted, angrily.  “Especially not in the matter of torture!” 
 
    “Let us return to the issues at hand,” Karakush said, holding up his hand.  “We waste everyone’s time with these recriminations.  What are your terms?  What will it take to get you to withdraw from this island?” 
 
    “Some of my original demands still apply,” I replied.  “The Enshadowed and the Nemovorti will cease your war on humanity, and withdraw your soldiery back to the Mindens.  You will remove your outposts from the Westlands and withdraw your troops from the Land of Scars.  You will stop pursuing the magi to use in your experiments with immortality,” I directed.  “You will surrender all claims to the lands that have been ceded to us.  And you will keep the gurvani from pursuing their genocide against my people.” 
 
    Karakush nodded, but the other two Nemovorti looked unwilling.  “It is clear, after today, that our efforts against you have not yielded the results we intended,” Karakush admitted, persuasively.  “It could be argued that we have wasted resources on the humani when our real foes lie . . . elsewhere,” he said, casting his eyes at Lord Letharan. 
 
    “Minalan speaks only for the King of Castalshar,” the Alka Alon leader responded.  “The Council has other demands of Korbal and his court: foreswear your vendetta against us, and we will allow you to exist on the margins of the humani lands.  Under careful watch,” he added.  “You will be granted a decade to vacate Olum Seheri and withdraw back to your mountain strongholds in the west where you will live in exile.  And you will inform us of your agents within our society, and remove them from their positions.” 
 
    “That is unacceptable!” insisted Reshtitelen. 
 
    “That is the best deal you will get from the Council,” Lord Letharan countered.  “And it expires when this embassy does.  For the sake of peace and harmony, we are willing to concede to your existence.  At that, we are displaying profound mercy.” 
 
    “You merely wish to avoid the attention of the High Kings,” sneered another one of the Enshadowed.  “And the Vundel!” 
 
    “Your concerns are far more immediate,” Anguin said, for the first time.  “If you do not accept this offer, then the Duke of Alshar will be happy to fill this island with so many warriors that they will trip over each other as they slay you.  My bride still has nightmares about this place, after what you did to her.  The terms proposed are generous,” he pronounced.  
 
    “What of Lord Korbal’s . . . condition?” Karakush pressed, giving the Enshadowed warrior who spoke a withering look.  “Your previous attack on him has left him unable to translate into a fresh host.  Nor can he return to the mechanisms that preserve his spirit while under the Spellmonger’s curse.  Any concord that does not include some remedy to that condemns my lord to his final death – and that is not something he can abide by,” he warned. 
 
    “I don’t see how you have the leverage to demand such a thing,” Lord Letharan observed.  “A world without Korbal in it would be a better place.” 
 
    “Without that assurance, there is no further point to these negotiations,” scoffed Reshtitelen.  “Korbal is . . . deteriorating in his present state.  If you are not willing to grant this simple thing, then you may as well do your worst.  But know that we have plenty of ways to make that a painful course for you to take.” 
 
    “The matter is up to Count Minalan,” Fallawen contended.  “He, alone, has the power to grant such a thing.  Though condemning your foul master to a slow and lingering death would satisfy me greatly.” 
 
    I took a moment to consider.  In truth, I could see their point: if Korbal was negotiating an end to his war, then doing so at the expense of his life was pointless, from his perspective.  But Letharan was correct: they did not really have the means to compel me to do such a thing.  It did, however, grant me a little more leverage. 
 
    “I could be persuaded to release Korbal from his decrepit vessel,” I finally announced, “but only once he has acceded to all of the other conditions.  Say, in one year’s time,” I proposed.  “Withdraw your forces, end the war, and keep the peace for a year and I will grant him that boon.” 
 
    “A . . . year?” Ocajon asked, disturbed, as he considered the matter.  “But our lord could have only months left before his host body finally fails!” 
 
    “Just put him back in torpor, then, and construct a stasis field around his rotting corpse,” I suggested.  “A temporal field, if you can manage it,” I said, casually, knowing such spells were difficult for even adept Alka Alon sorcerers.  “But at least slow the rate of metabolic decay, and saturate the field with third-octave sustaining energy.  We do that sort of thing to preserve freshness in citrus fruit,” I added.  “If it can keep lemons fresh for a couple of extra months, I’m certain it will help keep Korbal’s stinking corpse from completely shriveling.” 
 
    “That will give Mycin Amana time to conjure a fresh body,” Fallawen agreed, clearly enjoying the idea of a suffering Korbal. 
 
    “If we can raise her again,” Karakush said, doubtfully.  “We are sadly limited in the number of acceptable hosts we have access to, at the moment.” 
 
    “Yes, there’s a war on, and everyone makes sacrifices,” I said, sarcastically.  “But fresh human magi are not something we’re willing to give you.  I’ll release Korbal from his decomposing prison, but I shall not provide him with a fresh body.  Indeed, I demand you end the practice.  Find another way to sustain yourselves, or rot in the darkness – I do not care.  But you will take no more magi from the Five Duchies,” I insisted. 
 
    “We will find a way to manage,” Karakush said, after a long pause.  “But only if you free our master.” 
 
    “And the other terms?” prompted Anguin.  “You will cease the war?  Withdraw?  Agree to exile?” 
 
    “If the Spellmonger is willing to deliver Korbal and withdraw his army from Olum Seheri, then . . . yes,” Ocajon reluctantly admitted.  “But our goals remain unchanged.  Let us go over the specifics of the concord precisely at a later date,” he suggested.  “We agree in principle, and we are prepared to bind the agreement.” 
 
    I heaved a great sigh.  This was what I was after.  Sheruel and Korbal separated, the loss of their molopor, and the end to the war on humanity and the Alka Alon Council.  If I could make this agreement stick, then it was worth all of the deaths that had accrued in this battle.   
 
    Then the Alon Dradrien stepped forward to address us, his intricate armor making very little noise.  I saw Ruderal’s eyes start to widen.  The dwarf opened his helmet visor, as if to speak . . . but then suddenly threw something from his powerful hands.  Not at me, or any of our embassy, nor at his fellows from Olum Seheri.  
 
    He threw it at the Magolith overhead.  I felt whatever it was hit, and snap my connection to the sphere.  It staggered me like a physical blow. 
 
    And absolute hell broke loose after that. 
 
      
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    The Magolith 
 
      
 
    When the Archmage did become involved in a conflict directly, it was often as the head of the magical corps, where he would use his skills and powers and a host of potent magical weaponry to overcome his foes directly.  These weapons were crude, compared to what we have achieved in later days, but they were also effective against the minor powers the Archmage contended with.  I cannot help but think, however, that I could have conquered the entire empire with just the Magolith and a couple of warwands. 
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
     
 
    “Treachery!” bellowed Azar, angrily, as he swiftly drew his two-handed mageblade and started toward the dwarf.  I barely noticed.  I was trying to stay conscious. 
 
    His bride immediately threw herself on top of me as I crumbled to my hands and knees.  Things around me went into the slow motion you experience when a crisis is suddenly thrust upon you.  But everyone in the parley was suddenly in motion.  I had a hard time paying attention to it all, though, because I was experiencing the arcane equivalent of having the air punched out of your solar plexus.  Or getting kicked squarely in the balls.  All I could focus on was my own pain and disorientation.  Nothing else around me mattered, nor could I do anything about it. 
 
    I haven’t spoken much about my connection to the Magolith, largely because it had come to be such a regular part of my everyday life that it doesn’t usually bear mentioning.  Indeed, every night when I fell asleep the Magolith hovered over me, the Handmaiden waiting until I was fully unconscious before she began her delicate reordering of my mind.  During the day, the sphere followed me around like a faithful dog, levitating over my shoulder and awaiting my instruction.  It was a constant presence, a persistent connection that I had enjoyed for years with the exception of the expedition to the Jevolar.   
 
    The Magolith was far better protected now than its predecessor, the crude Witchsphere that had broken during the war with Sashtalia and almost scarred my mind.  It was enwrapped in a gilded cage that kept it from getting easily damaged by physical objects.  Underneath its protective armor was a small cache where I kept enough yellow knot coral to allow it to levitate without much prompting on my part; that chamber also held a Waystone, a sliver of bluestone, another of purest snowstone, a shard of blood coral and other magical pebbles I found useful from time to time.  I had laid several hoxter pockets on it as well, and it acted as a kind of magical porter for me.   
 
    More, the magical protections that I had enchanted the pulsing sphere with were profound; anyone who touched it and wasn’t blood-related to me found themselves subject to an impressive concussive enchantment.  Just a few months ago, during our first raid on Darkfaller, some idiot Nemovort thought they could just pluck it out of the air and deliver it to Korbal.  He had taken a blistering blast that had nearly sent his spirit back to his master, instead. 
 
    There were other defenses, of course.  The Magolith was too powerful to be interfered with by the Censorate’s simple Annulment spheres, for instance – I had been the subject of those more than once – as well as a variety of defensive shields and wardings bound up with the device.  There were scores of aggressive warmagic spells hung in readiness.  I had also laid upon it countless Alka Alon spells, first with Onranion’s assistance and then more recently powerful workings I dredged from the memories of my three Alka Alon guests.   
 
    Combined with the insightful paraclete contained within the sphere, possessed of a growing sentience, the Magolith had become one of my most potent weapons and a visible sign of my skill as a master enchanter.  When you enjoy a reputation as a badass wizard, having something pulsing with arcane power floating around your head is a great way to emphasize that point.  Pentandra had started to do that with the powerful magical device I’d crafted for her, and other magi had taken up the practice.  I had started a fashion. 
 
    Besides being so useful, the Magolith provided me with a nearly constant stream of magical power I could beckon with a mental whisper.  The paraclete was adept at managing it, providing precisely how much I needed and tuning it to the octaves I required to manifest a particular spell.  Indeed, the device took much of the guesswork and effort out of simple spells and made more complex workings incredibly easier to cast.  The uninterrupted flow of thaumaturgic power had become a constant factor in my daily life, the way that water is for a fish or air is for a bird.   
 
    So when it was suddenly, abruptly and unexpectedly removed, it was like getting kicked in the balls without warning.  By a troll.  Wearing iron boots.   
 
    A bolt of pain shot through my spine and prohibited me from conscious control of my limbs, while a wave of nausea washed over me.  My sense of disorientation was severe, producing an episode of vertigo that I was unable to overcome.  I barely felt the gravel under my hands as I was wracked.  I had to remind myself to breathe. 
 
    I could do nothing, for a few moments, except resist the urge to curl up in the fetal position and whimper.  My defensive spells largely vanished.  As did my sense of command, even over my own actions. 
 
    But around me, everyone else was in motion.  Ironically, with my limited perceptions, everything seemed to have frozen for a bare instant.   
 
    Astyral, Noutha and Ruderal immediately leaped to my side with their weapons drawn, protecting me in my moment of weakness.  Karakush was screaming wildly that this was a mistake, and I could not argue with him.  Fallawen, Letharan and Tamonel drew their weapons and began casting spells.  Two of the Enshadowed sorcerers did likewise – although two raised their hands and began backing away from the scene, shouts of protests on their lips.  The maragorku moved to protect the Nemovorti, raising their curved blades in a defensive stance.  Tyndal had manifested his mageblade and was trying to protect Duke Anguin, who was trying to protect me.  Ocajon just stood there with his yellow eyes wide and his jaw agape at the sudden development.  The Dradrien was attempting to retrieve the Magolith, a triumphant expression on his helmeted face.  And Reshtitelen was screaming something in Alka Alon I didn’t catch. 
 
    Then everything unfroze, and I went back to debating the merits of vomiting. 
 
    Azar hewed at the Dradrien master with a powerful stroke of his blade.  Perhaps the armor of the Iron Folk is proof against ordinary steel, but Azar and Cormoran had tinkered with his favorite sword for years, now, and it bore mighty enchantments.   
 
    In a flash the sword’s spells sliced through whatever arcane defenses the armor had provided as easily as the mage-hardened Yltedene steel blade cut through the steel and flesh of both of the dwarf’s arms betwixt elbow and wrist, much to his surprise.  Whatever machination he had planned to subdue the Magolith became secondary to unexpectedly becoming a double amputee.  One of his gauntleted hands fell right in front of my face, spewing an impressive amount of blood from the stump.  That didn’t help much with my nausea.   
 
    “HOLD!” Lord Letharan shouted in Alka Alon as he activated a spell that I was too disconcerted to identify.  But it kept anyone else from striking, for just a few seconds.  “Adhere to the truce or perish!” he continued, in Narasi.   
 
    “Yes!  Hold!” Karakush echoed in a shriek, throwing his iron staff out in front of his companions like a barrier.  “Hold, for the love of our master!” 
 
    “Explain yourselves!  Why did you break the truce?” demanded Fallawen.  Master Goki stared at his bloody stumps and began screaming, wordlessly. 
 
    “He acted alone!” insisted Ocajon, who used his spear.  “We knew not what he planned!” 
 
    “He intended to capture that bauble,” one of the Enshadowed supplied – Armathia, the lone female among them.  “Korbal has promised the highest reward for any who chanced to do so.” 
 
    “Everyone put your weapons to rest,” Letharan counseled, cautiously.  “You contend that it was not your intention to violate the sacred truce?” 
 
    “To what gain?” Karakush asked, his voice heavy with bitterness.  “We had finally come to a concord – or at least an understanding.  A guarantee of our survival and freedom.  Considering the weakness of our position, that was what we intended.” 
 
    “The Dradrien have recently become unhappy with their circumstance,” the sorceress explained.  “They feel that the war goes poorly, they are unappreciated and underused, and that they are even further away from their promised reward than when the war started.” 
 
    “Goki likely intended to trade the artifact to Korbal to improve his clan’s position,” agreed Ocajon, glaring at the scheming, screaming dwarf with disgust.  “I long counseled against our master making alliance with them.  They are a treacherous folk,” he pronounced. 
 
    Tyndal had lowered his blade and knelt near the Magolith, which had, indeed, fallen to the ground.  It was enwrapped in a net of fine metallic mesh, like the most delicate chainmail you’d ever seen.  But it seemed to twist the light around it, giving the metallic texture of the mesh a strange blue-black sheen.  Attached to one edge of the device was a long chain wrought in a different alloy.  It stretched several yards from the netting to where it was attached to the dwarf’s severed wrist. 
 
    When Tyndal nudged it, I felt another wave of nausea.  This time I couldn’t resist.  I threw up what luncheon I had left.   
 
    “Careful!” I begged my former apprentice, my voice harsh with struggle and vomit.   
 
    “I will be, Master!” Tyndal assured me, as he banished his sword into a hoxter and took a small wand out of his boot.  Gingerly, he tried to unbind the dark mesh that covered the Magolith.  With every prod, I felt a chaotic storm of feelings and sensations, both magical and mundane.  None of them were pleasant. 
 
    “I am willing to assume that you speak the truth,” Duke Anguin said, his blade lowered.  “Such things do happen, from time to time, in the histories.  I am willing to set the matter aside, for the moment, for the sake of concluding these negotiations, if my fellows will agree.” 
 
    “We would be gratified if you would do so,” Karakush agreed, nodding furiously.  “This was a mistake.  An error.  The rash actions of an unstable mind.  Pray do not let it interfere in this important discussion!” 
 
    Letharan sighed.  “I concur.  But the sanction for his actions lies with you,” he reminded them.  “As is traditional.” 
 
    “Are you okay, Master?” Ruderal whispered in my ear, his arm over my shoulders.  “Do you need help to rise?” 
 
    “Bide a moment,” I gasped.  The initial shock of the strike was starting to fade, but there was plenty of unpleasant discomfort left.  I grasped Avalanche, which had fallen next to me when I went down and tried to focus on the physical sensation of the unique surface of the staff.  I felt the tide of chaos in my head began to fade almost immediately. 
 
    “Go slowly, Master,” my apprentice urged.  Then he looked up angrily.  “Will someone shut that dwarf up?” 
 
    “Gladly!” Azar said and began to raise his blade again. 
 
    “Stay your hand, my friend,” Astyral intervened.  “This criminal may have further use.  And may stand to answer for his conduct.  Without objections?” he asked, glancing around at friend and foe.  Then he cast a couple of sophisticated battlefield spells that staunched the flow of blood completely, like a magical tourniquet.  Then he used another spell to render the dwarf unconscious.  The screaming stopped. 
 
    “Thank you,” Ruderal called, and then helped me to my feet.   
 
    I was unsteady for a moment, but finally found enough balance to stand up straight, with the help of my staff.  Tyndal finally uncovered the Magolith, which staggered me again, but Ruderal caught me before I fell a second time.   
 
    “What . . . in five hells . . . was that?” I croaked, as I nodded toward the mesh. 
 
    “Some Iron Folk skullduggery, apparently,” Astyral supplied.  “Probably similar to the staff that incapacitated Sheruel.  Are you all right, Min?” 
 
    “Getting better,” I conceded, weakly.  There was yet no sign of activity in the Magolith.  “I am not terribly pleased, however,” I said, turning my glaring gaze toward the Nemovorti.  “I hope you understand how close you came to losing everything.” 
 
    “My apologies, Spellmonger,” Karakush assured, sincerely.  “That was not our intent.  But the Dradrien have always been stubbornly impetuous.” 
 
    “Try adhering to the letter of your contract,” I suggested with a grunt.  “Clearly, he felt entitled to act even in a state of truce.  So you have agreed to our terms?” I asked, already feeling significantly better.   
 
    “Yes,” Karakush agreed, quickly, while Ocajon nodded emphatically. 
 
    “No,” called another voice from their side.  We all turned in surprise toward the source of the dissent – one of the Enshadowed.  Haranian, I believe his name was.   
 
    He stepped forward, his robe open to the waist and his spear held proudly in front of him.  “Not everyone is ready to give up everything for which we have worked for centuries!” he said, arrogantly, with a look of disgust toward Karakush.   
 
    “What . . . what do you mean?” Ocajon asked, his tattooed brow wrinkled with confusion. 
 
    “The Enshadowed have placed our fate in the hands of the undead with misplaced confidence,” Haranian declared.  “We have toiled while you have slept.  We have suffered to see our vision come to pass, and made mighty plans . . . only to see you Nemovorti squander all we have worked for!” he said, furiously.  “We will not capitulate now simply because you have mismanaged the effort.  We have contingencies,” he boasted, nodding toward the fallen dwarf.  “Goki was but the first.  We will not bow to this alien rabble who fight at the behest of our enemies.  Death has diminished you,” he accused the undead.  “Your fear of it has made you weak.  So we intervened.” 
 
    A moment after he stopped speaking, a very distinctive sound filled the air around us.  It’s one that you never forget, once you’ve heard it.  It sent chills up my spine and made me seriously reconsider the fetal position. 
 
    The angry call of a belligerent dragon. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” Astyral moaned.  “They’re staging a coup!” 
 
    As if to affirm his observation, the dragon in the mists bellowed again. 
 
    “This truce is suspended,” Lord Letharan snapped.  “Everyone return to your lines!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I’m ordering a withdrawal, I informed Terleman, mind-to-mind, as Ruderal assisted me back to Azar’s makeshift headquarters.  I had to use Avalanche’s witchstone, as the Magolith remained all but inert in my hand.  Get Taren to open the portal, and allow the men to retreat back to Sevendor, Vanador, Castabriel, and Falas in thousand-man increments.  That will give them enough time to clear the landing before the next batch comes through, I reasoned. 
 
    All because of one dragon? Terleman asked, confused. 
 
    They likely have more than one, but one is sufficient, I answered.  We have too many men vulnerable on the field.  They’ll be easy targets for dragonfire if we don’t remove them. 
 
    Doesn’t that diminish our bargaining power? he asked. 
 
    The parley is done.  Most of Korbal’s delegation is willing to accept our terms.  A few Enshadowed are not.  They are the ones who called the dragon, I’d wager.  They’re sick of the incompetence of the Nemovorti. 
 
    I thought it was one of their more charming elements, Terleman mused.   
 
    I agree.  I was in the middle of exploiting it when the bloody Enshadowed decided to invite a dragon to the parley, I said, a bit of frustration in my mental voice.   
 
    So we’re retreating.  The battle is lost, he pronounced. 
 
    No, the battle is won – not just the battle, but likely the war.  We’re just leaving before we’re subjected to senseless slaughter, I argued.  Our intention was never to conquer Olum Seheri, but to render it impotent.  You should see it, Terl.  We’ve devastated this place, and the dragon is about to finish the job.  Getting a lot of our people killed unnecessarily isn’t going to change that.     
 
    Don’t you have contingencies against dragons?  This wasn’t unexpected, he reminded me. 
 
    I do, I agreed.  And one of them is evacuating our troops before they become needless casualties.  So get that started, I ordered.  I’m going to be busy here in a minute. 
 
    As if to punctuate my insistence, the dragon let loose another war cry from somewhere in the mists of the lake.  From the southeast, this time.  And it was louder.  Closer.  Remember that sense of optimism I began the day with?  It was beginning to fade. 
 
    “Ishi’s tits, this guy is heavy!” I heard Tyndal grumble from behind me.  I turned and looked at what he was complaining about.  He had the armored dwarf suspended from his shoulders by a magical spell, dragging him along behind him.   
 
    “What?  You took the Dradrien?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    “The enemy fled and left him on the field,” he explained, as he exerted more magical force on his burden.  “I guess they didn’t want to carry him.  I can see why,” he grunted, as he helped the unconscious dwarf along.  “I went ahead and collected that device he used against the Magolith, too,” he advised me.  “As well as his hands.  I put them in a battlefield stasis, just in case they’re useful.” 
 
    “Maybe Lilastien can do something with them,” I conceded.   
 
    “It’s rare you see an enemy literally disarmed with one shot,” he quipped.  “And that was a lovely shot.” 
 
    “Orders, Marshal?” Duke Anguin asked as he strode past Tyndal’s struggling form.   
 
    “We’re retreating,” I told him.  “At least most of us.  The work of the warriors of Alshar is done today, and well done indeed.  Terleman is opening the portal for a timely retreat.  Get all of your men to the archway as quickly as you can.  Hopefully, if the gods favor us, they’ll all be home tonight.” 
 
    The dragon peeled again, causing us all to look up into the misty gloom overhead.   
 
    “It’s just there,” Astyral reported, pointing at the southeastern sky with his dagger.  “It’s circling the island.” 
 
    “I am not partial to dragons,” Anguin said, with a swallow.  “I’ll inform Count Salgo to recall the men in an orderly fashion.  How long do you think we’ll have?” he asked, worriedly. 
 
    “We’ll try to give you all the time you need,” assured Lady Fallawen.  “My people will be the rearguard.  We are loathe to leave Anthatiel, even we will fall back only when your folk are safe, Your Grace.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Anguin said, looking a little less discomfited.  “I can’t say that I’m sad to leave.  I can’t wait until this place is an unpleasant memory and occasional nightmare.” 
 
    “One day it will be even more beautiful than it was,” she pledged.  “I hope that you are able to see it then.” 
 
    “Well, it’s about to get a lot uglier, in the meantime,” I murmured and reached out to Dara, mind-to-mind. 
 
    I heard it! she said, her voice tense through the mental link.  Dragons! 
 
    So far, just the one, I agreed.  We’re withdrawing our troops, all but the Magical Corps and the Tera Alon.  We need to get our Sky Riders to stop chasing wyverns and get into formation, I ordered.  Keep a generous distance from the dragon, yet, but stay close enough to track it . . . and strike, if the opportunity arises. 
 
    We’re ready for that, she agreed, grimly.  We’ve practiced it often enough.  And my team? 
 
    Get aloft, I ordered.  We’re going to need you. 
 
    I broke the connection as we arrived at the base of the ruined barracks.  There was already a constant, anxious stream of infantrymen streaming past in reasonably good order.  That’s hard to maintain, when you hear the cry of a dragon.  Every nerve in your body contracts as you realize that despite your strength and power, you are suddenly little more than helpless prey.   
 
    Your instinct is to run, as fast and as far as you can.  It goes beyond reason, beyond intelligence, and strikes at the very base of your soul, when you hear that bellow.  A dragon is an angry force of nature that you cannot avoid, like a thunderstorm that bears a grudge.  Only a few had endured such a feeling of dragon-inspired dread and survived. Those who had been at Cambrian Castle and Vorone and Castabriel and Sevendor all heard the familiar sound that haunted their nightmares. They ran the fastest of all. 
 
    The men were moving quickly, and with purpose.  Most had been disciplined soldiers when they came to the brackish shores of Olum Seheri.  But the shrill sounds of panic began to rise with every audible wing flap, with every challenge of the saurian throat.  No man, no matter how well trained or inherently brave, can hear that and not want to panic. 
 
    Thankfully, Mavone had taken charge of the stone arch that represented safety for the common soldier.  His Vanadori Guard had erected the thing about half a mile behind the front lines facing the pyramid, in a ruined building the foundations of which were still intact enough to provide some concealment and cover.  The black-cloaked warriors had established a cordon around the arch and funneled the retreating troops into the interior and through the portal.   
 
    “Terleman says we should stay and provide cover,” Azar said, somewhat accusingly, as I mounted the steps up to his perch.  “He says we can slow it down enough to get most of our people out.” 
 
    “That was the plan,” I concurred, as I found a place on the roof that seemed somewhat secure.  The Magolith was just barely starting to pulse, again, but it was not yet available to provide me with the sophisticated suite of spells I was used to.  It reminded me of Sheruel after he had been freed from Korbal’s staff.  “Full retreat.  Only the warmagi stay behind.  For now,” I promised.  “The moment we have the dragon under control, we can retreat as well.” 
 
    “You plan on controlling the dragon?” Azar asked, surprised. 
 
    “Control might, perhaps, be overstating it,” I admitted.  “But we have contingencies.  This isn’t the first dragon we have fought.” 
 
    “I was at Vorone,” he reminded me.  “I wonder if my lady wife would enjoy having a dragon’s skull as the centerpiece of her garden?” 
 
    “That might be . . . premature,” I breathed, as I manifested Insight.  Ordinarily, I would hesitate to bring a second staff into the equation, but as deadly as Avalanche was, it wasn’t particularly good at providing me helpful information.   
 
    Insight, however, was ideal for such tasks.  Without the Magolith to rely upon for power it took a little longer than normal for the paraclete within the tool to awaken and respond to my requests, but in a matter of seconds, I had a much clearer idea of where the dragon was and what it was doing.   
 
    It seemed to be pacing through the sky, back and forth through the mists, across the southern coast of the island.  I couldn’t tell if it was reluctant to attack, lazy, or just looking for the best approach, but there didn’t seem to be a lot of eagerness on the part of the beast to plunge right in.  There was some hesitation.  As I used the facilities of the staff to get a closer look at it, I could guess why.   
 
    The dragon’s face was scarred, and its skull was misshapen.  We had met this beast before, years ago, during the Battle on the Ice, I recalled.  That was when Dara had manifested a thirty-ton boulder directly above it and smashed its head.  It had healed since then, apparently, but there seemed to be some permanent damage.  One of its eyes was cloudy with a milky membrane that gave it a disturbing look – and could well have been making its view of the landscape distorted.  Or perhaps it remembered what had happened the last time it had gone into battle and was fearful of further damage. 
 
    It had every right to be fearful.  We had contingencies for dragons. 
 
    “How many have gotten through, Azar?” I called out.  Azar had returned to his previous station, overlooking the rapidly disintegrating lines below.  He paused a few moments, speaking mind-to-mind, before he answered. 
 
    “Only two thousand, so far,” he said, grimly.  “Terl says that they’re switching the portal to Falas, now.” 
 
    I reached out to Dara, once I had located the flying lizard.  Dara, are your Riders clear? 
 
    They’re on the western side of the island, she confirmed.  But they’re ready to strike any time. 
 
    Good.  I think it’s time you bring your squadron to bear on the dragon, I informed her.  Try to keep it busy as long as possible. 
 
    Finally! she said, with a note of exasperation.  We’re launching now! 
 
    I nodded to myself as I broke contact.  “That should preoccupy the beast for a bit.  Hopefully long enough to get most of our people through the portal.” 
 
    “The farther-ranging parties have already started to break from their positions,” Azar affirmed.  “They’re making their way toward the archway now.  A pity,” he added with a sigh.  “One of the sieges was about to break in our favor.” 
 
    A moment later we saw – and heard – whooshing overhead.  Not the delicate flap of wings, but the keen whine produced by the flying projectiles we’d used against the spiders: the Thoughtful Knife, the Relentless Needle . . . and the other two we’d brought from the Alka Alon arsenal.   
 
    One was as blunt as a mallet, and vaguely the same shape, which was why we called it the Irresistible Hammer.  Thrice as large as the Thoughtful Knife, its broad head was magically hardened to a tremendous degree.  Behind the head was a narrowing tail about four feet long.  Like the Relentless Needle, it had the capability of dramatically increased acceleration, as well as a magically-augmented apparent mass that could deliver an unfathomably powerful blow.  It was like a flying battering ram. 
 
    The second was nearly as potent: the Fearsome Auger.  It wasn’t a true auger, of course; there was no real screw involved.  Instead, it had a head comprised of two elongated pyramids intersecting to a dull point at the head of the weapon, creating six flanges that ran along its length.  But it was not meant to stab, like the Relentless Needle.  Instead, it was meant to penetrate anything it connected with and then expand.  Each of the six flanges could protrude almost four feet in every direction.   
 
    Once the Fearsome Auger had lodged itself within a target, it would magically activate the flanges and then start spinning, tearing a gouging hole in the object.  Its head was just as hard as the Irresistible Hammer’s, and the spinning action tore through wood, stone, and flesh with equal ease. 
 
    They might not sound like particularly fearsome weapons, but the memories of Rinthon the Bitter told me otherwise.  These were the tools that had been used to demolish Castabriel, the Tower of Refuge, Rensathel, Tarlorian, and other great cities and fortresses during the Warring States Period of Alka Alon history.  They had bashed the spires and domes of their enemies until naught but rubble remained.  More, they could be directed to strike in patterns that assured the destruction of anything in their path.  The controller could let loose the weapon in an area, go have a cup of wine and a smoke, and the two weapons would continue mindlessly bashing and twisting everything in its path, usually a widening spiral. 
 
    Rinthon was also aware – not personally, but he’d heard tell of it – that the Fearsome Auger had already slain one dragon, a beast owned by the proud warlords of Talorian, an Alka Alon city in what was now Remere.  The Auger had not only killed the worm but had reduced Talorian to rubble and dust – as well as the dynasty that had founded it. 
 
    But Rinthon’s memory also revealed that these crude-seeming tools were capable of projecting magical force, as well.  There were hidden weapons within them that could amplify their great power immensely. They could not only bash and grind, but they could also deliver powerful warmagics to an enemy from afar.  Indeed, they were considered so deadly that they had been removed from the world and secured in the vault, lest the likes of the Enshadowed could lay claim to them and use them to pursue their foul goals. 
 
    Everyone stared at the four streaking artefacts when they passed overhead, toward the dragon.  When they made contact, our theory went, they would keep the thing from turning its attention groundward.   
 
    “That should buy us some time,” I breathed, as I reactivated Insight to follow the battle.  “The skies of Olum Seheri are about to get as bloody as the ground.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    The Hammer and the Awl  
 
      
 
    In many ways, the Archmagi had an easy time of it compared to modern times.  They fought no dragons, nor gurvani, but merely subdued disparate elements of our own people after the Inundation.  With the withdrawal of the Alka Alon from the human sphere there was little interest in doing anything but watching the first great “warrior princes” consolidate power and remove opposition.  After studying all the various Archmagi, I don’t think there is a single one of them who could have faced the foes we contend with today with any expectation of victory.  After all, their mighty empire fell to a few thousand barbarian horsemen who had no stronger magic than a sense of destiny.   
 
      
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I pitied everyone on the ground who could not perceive the aerial battle.  With Insight I was able to see beyond the mists at the massive dragon that was stalking us.  The dance in the air was beautiful, in a violent way.  I’m certain I would have appreciated it even more if I wasn’t also terrified that the dragon – I had begun calling him Blockhead in my mind – would turn its horrific flame on my retreating troops. 
 
    That had been the fatal calculation of the entire mission: would Korbal doom his own realm to ruin in an effort to drive the enemy from his door by deploying his dragons?  Or would he accept a humiliating set of terms and keep as much of his seat intact as he could under the circumstances?  I had been betting on the latter.  Karakush and other sources had indicated that, unlike Sheruel, Korbal was a rational player in this game.   
 
    The Enshadowed, however, were apparently not.  Their rebellion against their undead lords was proof that they were more loyal to their ancient ideology than Korbal’s power.  I found that interesting, from the perspective of their adversary.  We had assumed that the Alka Alon cabal would adhere to Korbal’s tyrannical whim with precision, not rebel against their honored undead master.  But the dragon in the sky proved that not all of the Draolani approved of Korbal’s regime.   
 
    Saram’s memory and her knowledge of Galactic History came to bear, much to my surprise.  It provided nearly endless instances of such rivalries in similar situations; a small, devoted core who had so invested in their ideology that even a charismatic leader who did not technically adhere could face a revolt.  On many occasions, this had led to the downfall of the group, or at least a radical transformation  
 
    That was not mere academic speculation; Saram’s studies had given her a tremendous breadth of knowledge and her culture had encouraged a critical view of such elements in history.  While every situation was, indeed, unique, if you stack up enough unique elements to repeat themselves in aggregate over time, patterns emerge and you get a feel for how things work.  From Saram’s perspective, the Enshadowed rebellion spelled certain doom for Korbal’s dark court.   
 
    From my Alon memories, there was plenty of speculation about what this development portended.  The Enshadowed had always been as treacherous as they had been disciplined in pursuing their goal of domination of Alka Alon society.  Undermining their leaders or betraying them outright was a regular feature of their sect’s culture if not part of their ideology.  They respected, almost worshipped, raw strength.  So Haranian’s summoning of the dragon to upset peace talks and ruin his master was unsurprising – and promised a struggle amongst our foes that would only leave them weaker. 
 
    I might have been happier about that if I wasn’t watching fifty tons of angry, brain-damaged dragon about to incinerate thousands of my men.  
 
    Blockhead was beginning to line up for his attack run, I could see through Insight’s gaze, when all four flying weapons began harassing him.  First, the Relentless Needle streaked through the sky to plunge into the thin membrane of his left wing.  Surprisingly, the sleek black projectile had enough strength, force, and sharpness to do what the Thoughtful Knife couldn’t.  A small, ragged hole appeared in the limb, and Blockhead howled with sudden and unexpected pain. 
 
    Not to be outdone, the Thoughtful Knife buzzed across his field of vision, distracting the dragon and making him change directions – but not quickly enough that the Irresistible Hammer  didn’t slam into his right flank with a thud I could hear from the ground moments after I witnessed it.  A moment later the Awl hit the left side with a glancing blow.  I smiled in satisfaction as all four artefacts regained control and prepared for a second run at the beast. 
 
    “It’s distracted!” I called out, as I perceived the battle in the clouds above.  “How many have gone through, now?” 
 
    A moment later Azar answered me: “Four thousand,” he called.  “But there are plenty more to come.  They’re switching to Vorone, now.  How long can we keep that thing distracted?” 
 
    “We’re about to find out,” I said, as the four flying weapons each banked and began their second runs from different directions.  “We need to start erecting a magical defense against it, though.” 
 
    “Terleman is working on that,” Azar replied.  “He and Pentandra are casting something through the diorama that they think might mitigate dragonfire.” 
 
    I nodded.  I knew the spell they were throwing, as I had helped design and develop it.  It was new, a product of our long-term effort to defend against dragons.  The thaumaturgy of the work was sound, I knew, but the problem was it had never been tested.  Dragonfire is hot – hotter than thermite.  Our sages had estimated it to be between three thousand and thirty-seven hundred degrees, at its core.  Our dissection of previous draconic corpses had revealed the impressively complicated biological mechanism that allowed such a feat to be produced and had yielded some important insights into the weapon.   
 
    Part of the problem was that dragonfire could come in two different forms: gaseous and liquid.  There were three different glands that produced the compound that ignited the flame, which occurred when the mixture encountered a naturally-secreted enzyme between the first and second row of teeth.   
 
    Depending on the mixture of chemicals, it could either spread out in a cloud of gas that projected a few dozen yards from its mouth and then ignited – which produced lower heat, more in the range of two thousand degrees – or in a thin stream of liquid death that could travel up to two hundred yards and burned at the higher range.  Ormar, my alchemist, had theorized that the gas was used more as a close-quarters weapon while the liquid stream was more effective for distant targets, and was likely used in hunting in whatever godsforsaken hellscape they had been originally spawned in. 
 
    Common spells against fire could protect human skin from burns up to about five hundred degrees before they were overwhelmed.  That was fine for a kitchen or even a forge, and useful enough in most circumstances where it was employed.  But beyond that temperature there were other factors that complicated the protective nature of magic.  Using such a spell in the face of dragonfire might slow down your quick and painful death for a second or two, but it would not stop it.   
 
    Worse, fire at that high a temperature consumed a massive amount of oxygen as it burned.  True, there were natural oxidants implicit in the stream that fueled the blaze, but the surrounding atmosphere contributed to the powerful fire, enough to suffocate you even if you weren’t burned alive.  Observations of the various dragon attacks over the years had proven that as many as three times as many casualties had fallen to breathing deoxygenated, superheated air as had been directly burned.   
 
    So our countermeasures focused largely on depriving dragonfire of ambient oxygen in the hopes of reducing the cone of destruction somewhat.  That was the basis of the protective field that Pentandra and Terleman were casting.  It wouldn’t stop the direct damage to the troops on the ground, but it would – theoretically – keep the number of overall casualties lower.  It wasn’t a perfect answer, but it was the remedy we had. 
 
    Sadly, I would not be able to add much to the effectiveness of the spell without the power of the Magolith.  My magical sphere was just barely starting to show signs of recovery.  I had other witchstones I could use, but nothing compared to the font of power I could generate with the Magolith.  When Pentandra finally cast the spell, I could perceive a blanket of power becoming established about twenty feet over the heads of our retreating troops.   
 
    “The spell is cast!” Azar announced.  “Five thousand through, now!” 
 
    Thankfully the four flying weapons were continuing to keep Blockhead busy in the sky.  One after another they harassed it, taking turns slamming into its wings or head or body, forcing the creature to bank wildly and flame the air ineffectively in an attempt to drive off the artefacts.  That was a good sign, too.  Dragons have a ready store of their internal fuel, but it is finite.  The more flame Blockhead wasted in the air, the less he would have access to if he ever made it to the ground.  If Dara and her team could keep it up, we might just pull this off. 
 
    “Minalan,” Astyral called, in a low voice, as I watched the aerial battle, “I hate to distract you, but you might want to take a glance at the pyramid.” 
 
    “Master!” Ruderal exclaimed, a half-second later.  “They’re attacking!” 
 
    I yanked my perceptions from the gloomy sky to the desolation of the ground, where figures had begun to emerge from the ruins of the outer wall of the pyramid.  They were swift, and poured out from the rubble like ants.  There were not a lot of them, thankfully, but it seemed as if Korbal – or whoever was running the defense of the place – was committing their reserves to attack the rearguard of our retreating force. 
 
    “Draugen, mostly,” Ruderal announced as he studied the assault.  “With some gurvani mixed in.  A couple of male Paranchek.  A few Enshadowed sorcerers, too,” he added. 
 
    “Korbal’s attempt at a sucker punch,” I nodded, grimly.  “They’re not enough to truly give battle, but he’s willing to sacrifice them in order to sow chaos and confusion as we withdraw.” 
 
    Most of the rearguard was comprised of High Warmagi – I could see Noutha’s banner still flying below us, and I could visually pick out others with magesight:  The front lines had already evacuated from the field, leaving behind just a few knots of warmagi preparing their defenses: Bendonal the Outlaw, Landrik, Caswallon the Fox, Rustallo, and the other Vanadori were in one group, while the Sevendori cadre, mostly the magical mercenaries who frequented the Staff and Sword in Sevendor, were in another.  Between them were Fallawen’s Tera Alon, who were bracing themselves for the assault of the draugen while they covered our retreat. 
 
    I had every confidence in their ability to defend against such a paltry sortie – really, there were no more than two or three hundred skirmishers emerging from the pyramid, and those were some of the most capable warmagi in the world.  But apparently someone didn’t think so.  A figure materialized in the middle of the battlefield, between the rearguard and the oncoming attackers.  Not as if they were emerging from the Alka Alon Ways, however, or even through a molopor portal. 
 
    No, this figure emerged from a sudden cloud of billowing smoke following a loud report.  Loud enough that the sound of the bang echoed amongst the far-flung cliffs that surrounded the lake. 
 
    It took me a moment to realize it, but the shape that appeared out of the smoke did not seem to be at a normal human scale.  I used Insight to get a closer look while Ruderal gasped behind me.  My suspicions were confirmed by my baculus a moment later.  The man – for male it was – loomed more than twelve feet tall. 
 
    His height and unique manner of appearance weren’t the only things askew about him, however.  The man was obscenely well-muscled, for one, nearly to the point of caricature.  He was armored as a Narasi knight, with a large roundshield on his left arm and an open-faced helmet of antique design and ornate construction on his head.  His hauberk was a mixture of chainmail, plate and leather, all magnificently tooled and polished in abstract designs from our Narasi past.  He wore a long mantle of wolfskin, and the head of the wolf perched atop his helm as a crest. His face was bearded, but I could see his angry visage across the field. 
 
    In his right hand, he carried a spear – a lance, actually – as long as a ship’s spar.  There was a longsword on his left hip.  But when he turned toward the pyramid, the weapon on his back established his identity without any doubt.  It was an axe, double-bitted and built for war.  An axe that most soldiers have sworn to, over the course of their battles. 
 
    Now came Duin the Destroyer to the ruined halls of Olum Seheri, bearing Forodel, the Axe of Devastation.   
 
    I began muttering a string of curses and vows in languages never heard before on Callidore.   
 
    “That’s . . . that’s a god!” Ruderal declared, alarmed. 
 
    “That is Duin the bloody Destroyer,” Astyral corrected, his cheerful tone replaced with a note of concern.  “God of war and carnage, destruction and despair.”  He’d taken the line from one of the more popular ways to invoke the deity, the Hymn of the Destroyer.  It’s the one that the warbrothers use at the start of a battle.   
 
    “What the holy fuck is he doing here?” I asked, my shoulders sagging in despair.  “He’s going to ruin everything!” 
 
    “Duin comes in our hour of victory!” Azar declared, drawing his greatsword from his back.  “How did you summon him, Minalan?” 
 
    “It was not my doing,” I countered.  “Nor would I have done so, if I knew how.  I have not planned for this.  This could be a very bad thing.” 
 
    “How can we fail with the Destroyer in the field?” Azar asked, in disbelief.   
 
    “Sadly, in a spectacular number of ways,” I sighed.   
 
    The first draugen who sprinted across the field and came close to the god pierced the cloud of smoke he left behind only to get impaled on Duin’s mighty spear – Forstorel, it was named, the Spear of Havoc, because war gods don’t walk around with generic-sounding weapons.  The red-eyed undead fiend exploded in a mist of ichor, utterly destroyed.  So was the next one.  And the next.  With blinding speed, Duin struck at every approaching fiend and eliminated them.   
 
    “Well, at least he looks like he’s on our side,” Astyral observed. 
 
    “Duin!  Duin the Destroyer!” Azar bellowed, loudly and unnecessarily to the remaining warriors on the field.  It was becoming obvious who had unexpectedly joined the fight, however.  Cheers rang out, cheers louder than the din of battle.  Hymns broke out as the devout celebrated the sight.  Dara chose that moment to reach out to me, mind-to-mind. 
 
    Uh, Master?  We’re banging this thing up pretty bad, but I can’t say we’re doing it any real damage, she admitted, guiltily.  We’ve put a half-dozen holes in its wing but we can’t seem to get through its skin elsewhere.  Maybe we’re doing internal damage, but apart from being pissed off, all we’re doing is keeping it busy, she reported. 
 
    Keep doing that, I replied, absently.  We’ve had a development on the field.  We’re going to be busy for a while.  I’ll explain later, I promised and ended the connection.  
 
    “What do we do, Minalan?” Astyral asked, quietly, as Duin flung Forstorel with unerring accuracy to impale a Paranchek male who clearly did not understand the nature of the foe he’d been sent to fight.   
 
    “We join him!” Azar declared, summoning his battle staff in his other hand.  “The Destroyer is afield!  We must fight at his shoulder!” he said and propelled himself through the Ways. 
 
    “Shit, I was afraid of that,” I sighed.   
 
    “The Call of Battle,” Astyral agreed, sympathetically. 
 
    “The what?” Ruderal asked, confused. 
 
    “In the legends about Duin’s manifestations throughout history,” he explained to my apprentice, “Duin has a number of powers that he’s demonstrated.  The usual ones you would expect from a war god, like incredible strength, power, ferocity, and the like.  But Duin can also cause the bravest warriors on the field to yearn to join him.  Indeed, they will do anything they can to do so, even if they fight on the other side.  It’s known to the warfathers as Duin’s Call of Battle, and it supposedly cannot be resisted.” 
 
    “Certainly Azar didn’t,” I agreed.  “Indeed, I don’t think anyone who feels the Call ever really wants to resist it.” 
 
    “There must be a certain honor in being subject to it, I suppose,” Astyral mused.   
 
    “Why aren’t you and Master Min affected?” he asked.  “Or me?” 
 
    “I don’t think we’re devout enough to qualify,” Astyral answered.  “Min has Briga as his patroness.  For me, I have style and fashion and exceedingly good taste.  And you apparently aren’t bloodthirsty enough to be called.  Consider it a compliment,” he urged. 
 
    “I’m a wizard first and a warmage . . . considerably lower than second,” I decided, as I watched Duin whirl, using his roundshield to flatten a troll about his own size while he drew his infamous blade: Slakta, the Sword of Slaughter.  Supposedly it could not be sheathed again until the battle was over.  Not won, necessarily, but over.  Duin used his momentum to cut the troll in half before he started flailing at the small river of draugen that attempted to overrun him. 
 
    But he was not alone.  From all over the battlefield warmagi and a few straggling infantry and dismounted knights were running toward the war god as fast as they were able to.  Some of my own people were the first to arrive, including Noutha and Azar.  He must have used her Waystone to travel that far, that fast, I realized.   
 
    What followed was a pitched melee the likes of which I’d never seen before.  Our men looked like children, next to Duin’s stature, but they proved just as deadly as the god as they joined into the frenzy of battle.  They fought with little regard for their own safety, I could see, and they fought with a ferocity I’d never seen them display before. 
 
    “Should we join them, I wonder?” Astyral asked, concerned. 
 
    “And get carried away by the Call?” I snorted.  “Remember, they won’t stop fighting until the last enemy is slain, according to legend.  And anyone who joins them is apt to be included in that.  Just keep watching,” I sighed, a sinking feeling in my stomach.  “I’ve got to inform Terl and Penny.  They’re going to think this is hilarious.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ***. 
 
      
 
    I had once thought that having the Narasi God of War manifest would be an easy way to win the war.  Briga and Ishi had both discouraged the idea, and after delving into the history of Duin’s manifestations – not the liturgy or the hagiography surrounding his cult, but the actual accounts of the Destroyer’s sacred presence – I had to reluctantly agree.  It was not a pretty story.   
 
    When my Narasi ancestors had conceived their war god in full barbaric splendor they had emphasized ferocity and strength over strategic insights or an proficiency for good logistics and supply.  Duin was, therefore, more of a god of battle than a god of war.   
 
    When he manifested, he did so according to the expectations of the Narasi horsemen who migrated across the northern steppes: ferocious, hideously strong and adept with all weapons.  It was only after the Conquest that this became mitigated by the codes of chivalry his temple adopted, largely to staunch the wave of petty warlords who arose after the collapse of the Magocracy and bring them to heel under the Dukes.   
 
    Duinites are great proponents of chivalry.  Duin, however, is not.  At least not according to history. 
 
    But as I watched the divine warrior fight against all manner of foes emerging from the dark pyramid, it was hard to argue against his effectiveness.  He destroyed everything that attempted to pass through the line with an elegant deadliness that was hard to tear your eyes away from.   
 
    My problem was that I didn’t need a war god to fight my battles for me.  This one was all but over and had achieved my goals despite the dragon in the sky, and the presence of the Destroyer on the field threatened to ruin that victory.  Indeed, once word had spread amongst my retreating troops, there were plenty among them devout or curious enough to change direction and try to make their way back to the battlefield in a kind of morbid pilgrimage.  That went directly counter to my intention.  And all I could do was stand idly by, my impotent Magolith in my hand, and watch the slaughter. 
 
    The minutes went by with agonizing slowness as I observed the carnage, until finally Dara distracted me again. 
 
    Master, we’re about done up here, she informed me.  I think the dragon has had enough. 
 
    So you’ve driven it off? I asked, surprised. 
 
    Not . . . exactly, she explained.  It looks like someone has asserted control over it, somehow.  It’s starting to ignore our attacks.  And it’s heading back toward the island.   
 
    Just what I need . . . can you send in your Sky Riders, now?  They might have some effect, once Blockhead is closer to the ground.   
 
    Blockhead? she asked, confused. 
 
    That’s what I call the dragon, I confided.  Because you dropped a block of granite on its head the first time you were here.   
 
    Oh.  I guess that is the same dragon, she realized.  That explains the . . . erratic way it’s behaving. 
 
    “The dragon is inbound,” I announced to the few who were still atop the barracks.  “Any idea how many of our people have gotten clear?” I asked Astyral. 
 
    “Mavone just told me more than seven thousand,” he reported.  “That’s about a third of the army.” 
 
    “Good.  Not good enough, but good,” I conceded.  “All right – hello!” I said, as I suddenly felt an arcane twitch from the Magolith.  I held it up to the light and studied it with Magesight.  The pulsating glow of the inner crystal was faint, but I could see it – and feel it.  Still just a trickle of power, but it was growing. 
 
    “Is she back?” Astyral asked, concerned. 
 
    “She’s getting there,” I nodded.  “But it’s enough that I don’t feel completely naked anymore.  How’s the battle going?” 
 
    “A complete rout, and nearly done,” Astyral informed me.  “I think Korbal has gotten tired of seeing his last remaining troops obliterated so thoroughly.” 
 
    “Then it should be almost safe to go down there,” I suggested.   
 
    “Go down there?” Astyral asked, his eyes wide.  “Why?” 
 
    “Because someone has to go talk to him, and I’m the Spellmonger, so that would be me,” I explained as I pushed the Magolith into the air with a thought.  It wobbled a bit, but it had sufficient power and awareness to take its customary place over my shoulder.  “Whose Waystone should we use?” 
 
    “Fallawen’s,” he suggested, as he pulled his fighting gloves back on.  “She’s far enough away from the fray to not be directly affected, I think.  And that will give us a moment to collect ourselves and understand the situation before we go . . . chat with the God of War in the middle of a battle.” 
 
    “This is the end of the battle,” I corrected, as I prepared the spell.  “Let’s hope that puts him in a good mood.” 
 
    We stepped through the Ways and transported the quarter mile across the field, emerging around a very frustrated looking Emissary.  Indeed, the Lady of Tuervokathel was glaring at the giant figure in the distance, surrounded by his jubilant disciples. 
 
    “Minalan!  Who in nine fiery hells is that?” she demanded, her lips pursed and her eyebrows arched.   
 
    “Duin the Destroyer, War God of the Narasi,” I answered.  “Surely you’ve heard of him?”  That was somewhat sarcastic.  The Knights of Sevendor almost universally worshipped the Destroyer, albeit in a more chivalrous mode than our ancestors.   
 
    “Yes, I’ve heard of him,” she snapped.  “But my husband and all of my humani knights deserted me in an instant to run and go fight – despite my direct order!” she fumed. 
 
    “You can’t blame them for their insubordination, my lady.  They are overcome by religious enthusiasm and aren’t in control of their own minds.  That’s predictable, when it comes to Duin, I’m afraid,” Astyral nodded sympathetically.   
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll talk to him,” I soothed.  “And don’t be too hard on Sire Ryff,” I advised.  “Astyral is correct.  He literally couldn’t help himself.  One of the drawbacks to the humani gods.” 
 
    “Duin is legendarily prone to that sort of thing,” Astyral sighed.  “He got over twenty thousand Narasi horsemen killed in the battles of Vore.  Against the wishes of King Kamaklavan, who had all but worked out a conditional surrender with the Magocracy at that point.  Actually, the situation was similar to this one,” he realized. 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” I groaned.  “Those battles led to the full Conquest and the glorious era of the Five Duchies.  I don’t need that sort of thing right now.” 
 
    We strode across the battlefield, littered with the fallen on both sides, as we sought out the God of War.  The smaller wyverns were already descending on the scene, feasting on whatever flesh they came across as they ignored the war that provided their bounty.  Duin was holding his bloody sword over his mighty head victoriously and bellowed his war-cry while throngs of men – my men – cheered wildly. 
 
    There were over a hundred who had heard the Call of Battle.  Their faces were still wracked with enthusiasm from the fight.  Azar and Noutha stood in an embrace, their helmets off, while knights and warbrothers called out praises to the divine warrior in their midst.  Sire Ryff and his gentlemen were among them.  So were a number of my warmagi, including Caswallon, Bendonal, Landrik, and Tyndal.  My former apprentice and current vassal looked possessed by some foreign spirit. 
 
    As we got closer to the crowd, I decided it was time to address Duin directly.  I waited until there was a pause in the cheering and then used a spell to magically augment my voice. 
 
    Which begs the question . . . how does one address a war god?  After some consideration I decided wisdom dictated that it be politely. 
 
    “Hail to Duin the Destroyer on his magnificent victory,” I began, my words loud enough to be heard for a mile.  Starting off with a little public flattery couldn’t hurt, I figured.   
 
    “Who speaks such praise?” the war god asked, turning to search for the source of the voice.   
 
    “Minalan the Spellmonger,” I said, as his eyes lit on me.  “Wizard.  Marshal Arcane of Castalshar, Count Palatine of the Magelaw, Baron of Sevendor . . . and holder of the Alaran Stone,” I finished, as I continued to walk towards him. 
 
    The mention of the artifact caught his attention where my titles did not.   
 
    “You!” he said, with a note of recognition.  His voice was low and filled with belligerence, as if every word was a war cry.  “You are the wizard I seek!” 
 
    “The very one,” I agreed, bowing low to him before giving the traditional Duinite salute.  I’d been to war college, after all.  I hadn’t taken the Mysteries of Duin, but I was familiar with them.  “It appears we have much to discuss, Destroyer,” I suggested.   
 
    “I come seeking persistence, as you have granted others!” he demanded. 
 
    “And I am willing to entertain such a proposal,” I agreed, evenly, “but only at the proper time and place.  And under certain conditions,” I added. 
 
    “Have I not proven worthy by my actions on this day?  I have won the battle for you!” he pointed out, gesturing to the battlefield with his bloody blade. 
 
    “This was a minor skirmish at the end of a battle that was already won, at the closing of a war that has dragged on for years, Hewer of Foes,” I corrected him, politely.  “You performed magnificently, but alas, it was not decisive, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “You challenge my victory?” he asked, his great lips curling in his beard. 
 
    “Not at all.  I just question its significance.  Besides,” I added, “the battle is not – quite – over,” I pointed out.  “There still remains one foe unbeaten.” 
 
    As if to underscore my point, the peel of an angry dragon filled the air. 
 
    “Blockhead the Dragon is left to contend with,” I revealed.  “Until he is dead, then there is no true victory here.” 
 
    “You challenge me, then?” he asked, his expression proud on his bearded face. 
 
    “If you want persistence, then you must prove your worth to me in granting it, Duin.  That is the same bargain I made with the others.  Slaying that dragon would be a good start.  But not the only requirement.” 
 
    “And if I refuse?” he asked, arrogantly.  “I do not make it a practice to haggle with mortals!  Particularly wizards.”  That made sense.  Traditionally, my Narasi ancestors had a low opinion of magic in general.  The Magocracy hadn’t improved that opinion in the slightest. 
 
    “And I’m not going to fight you in single combat for it, either.  This is not ‘haggling,’ Destroyer, this is going to be a calm rational discussion wherein we can reach some agreement.   
 
    “Because if you don’t fight that dragon, then I will,” I continued.  “There are plenty in your ranks who have faced the beasts before.  You can stand there and watch, hope we survive, and hope that I’m in a good enough mood afterwards to entertain your plea.  Or you can demonstrate that you have humanity’s best interests in mind and use your divine power to do so.  In that case, I’m likely to be far better disposed to your case.” 
 
    “You are arrogant, Wizard!” he declared, irritated.   
 
    “It’s what wizards do,” I quoted.  “But you only have a few moments to decide, Destroyer.” 
 
    He gave me an angry glare and sheathed the Sword of Slaughter.  “I accept your challenge,” he affirmed.  “I have never fought a dragon before.  Ordinarily, I do not waste my skills on mere beasts, but when they are used in the context of war, they become foes,” he reasoned, as he took his mighty axe in hand.   
 
    “The fight shall no doubt just augment your glory, Slayer of Multitudes,” I said with another bow.  “We look forward to witnessing your eternal puissance with our own mortal eyes.” 
 
    The giant form gave a particularly gruesome chuckle, then began striding across the battlefield toward the dragon, who was just emerging from the enclouding mists above.  And yes, we all watched in rapt attention as the divine warrior fought the sinister beast whose kind had been a danger from the first days of the war.   
 
    Duin transferred his axe to his shield hand, for a moment, then called his spear to him.  As Blockhead broke through the clouds he hurled the spear up and into the flank of the beast . . . and where Alka Alon magic and human enchantment had not been able to pierce it, the sacred spear Forstorel succeeded. 
 
    But the strike did not slay the beast.  It did piss it off a great deal, though, and it immediately turned its attention to the lone figure that stood before it as it landed, bleeding, on the ground. 
 
    Duin had his axe back in his hand and raised it in challenge or salute – not that the dragon would understand the gesture.  Blockhead decided to treat the offending god with a short blast of dragonfire – the lower-temperature, gaseous-based variety.  It was still hot enough to feel on our faces from a distance.  In truth, I was curious what would happen next.   
 
    The Destroyer raised his great roundshield over his head and the fires passed around him.  He wasn’t even smoldering, afterwards, which tells you how potent Divine Magic is.  When Blockhead realized that he hadn’t affected the challenging god, he pounced on him instead, like a cat does to a mouse. 
 
    Duin was knocked back, but was on his feet and hacking at the claws that sought to slay him.  The strokes of his holy axe bit deep into the dragon’s flesh with each blow, and Blockhead recoiled, howling in pain.  With blinding speed the beast snapped at the god of war with its massive teeth.   
 
    Duin was equally as fast, and pivoted at the last second.  A moment later Forodel, the Axe of Devastation, clove the mighty worm between the eyes, splitting the top of its skull with a series of powerful blows.  Blockhead died at Duin’s hand, though his body thrashed in convulsions as life left him.   
 
    Wild cheers erupted around me, and the warbrothers present began to sing another bloody hymn.   
 
    “And now the battle for Olum Seheri is over,” I sighed, relieved.  “Astyral, when Azar and the others are done with their victory chants, see if you can’t persuade him to return to the plan to evacuate the island,” I ordered.  “As quickly as you can.” 
 
    “Why quickly?” he asked, confused.  “Korbal’s troops are depleted.  The dragon is dead. What is the danger?” 
 
    “Because I’m about to order Dara and her fellows to use the flying weapons to bash this island apart until no stone stands atop another,” I decided.  “That’s going to be dangerous for anything on the ground.” 
 
    “Oh,” he nodded.  “Yes, that would be a good reason to go.  Not to mention the victory banquet we have to plan now.  Shall we include a particularly large chair in the seating arrangement?” he asked, nodding toward Duin, who was standing atop the quivering corpse of the dragon, his arms spread in triumph while he shouted his war cry once again.” 
 
    I snorted.  A large enough chair was the least of my concerns, now.  “I’ll keep you informed,” I said.  “The God of War and I are going to have to have a long talk.  And I’m uncertain if he will be feeling like celebrating afterwards.”               
 
    

  

 
   
    Intermission 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the midst of the desolation, the gods themselves had questions. 
 
    “How can you deny the worth of my efforts?” the God of War asked the Wizard.  “Have you not prevailed at every turn, despite the greatest odds against you?” 
 
    “And you would claim credit for that?” the Wizard asked, lighting his pipe with magic.  “This war was conceived without you – without us – and we have been but players in it,” he reasoned.  The Wizard had insisted on an honor guard to witness their negotiations: Azar and Noutha stood nearby, silently.  “We were convenient allies of one side and convenient foes of the other.  Does that not strike you as suspicious?” 
 
    “War and glory exist independently of such petty politics,” Duin insisted.  “There is only the struggle.”  He said it with the conviction of a fanatic, or a divinity.   
 
    “The entire point of the struggle is to enforce your political will over a situation,” the Wizard reasoned, sagely.  “Otherwise it is mere pointless destruction, incapable of justification on its own.  Your ability is not in question, but you lack purpose in your struggle.  War must mean something, or glory means nothing,” he reasoned. 
 
    The god of war considered.  It was clearly a difficult chain of logic for him to follow.  “War means everything,” he finally offered.  “Without struggle and competition, there is no purpose.” 
 
    “Well, yes, if you want to distill things down to that sort of reductionist argument,” the Wizard grumbled.  “But I would suggest that without greater context, struggle is merely a mindless effort, no better than a simple chemical reaction.” 
 
    “You use a lot of big words, Wizard,” complained Duin the Destroyer, irritated. 
 
    “Let me propose another perspective,” the Wizard said, after a few contemplative puffs of his pipe.  “Absent a definitive purpose – be it political, cultural or social – mere struggle is no more important to the universe than, say, gravity.  Or Sunshine.  Or Taxes,” the sage reasoned.  “Without that context and purpose, the attendant sacrifice or eventual triumph of victory means little.  You must fight for something, in order for it to mean something,” he summarized. 
 
    “I fight for glory!” Duin insisted. 
 
    “Yes, certainly, but what does that really mean?” the Wizard asked, skeptically.  “Your glory is only a reflection of the meaningfulness of your struggle.  You only get the glory if everyone thinks your struggle is worthy,” he pointed out.  “You are the embodiment of the existential desire to persist in the context of a violent encounter.  Unless you can prove to me that is essential, of itself, I will have a hard time justifying your boon,” the Wizard warned.   
 
    The Destroyer looked perplexed.  “Does not humanity strive for that same desire against all the forces of this world?” the divine warrior asked, quite unexpectedly.  “Without me, would they have the impetus to persist?” 
 
    The Wizard paused.  “A point in your favor,” he conceded, frowning around his pipestem.  “Of course the will to survive demands the ability to fight against any perceivable threat.  But is that, alone, worth enough for me to give you permanence?”  
 
    The War God frowned.  “How could that be a bad thing for humanity?” he asked, clearly frustrated by the discussion.  “Without the will to survive, are they not lost?” 
 
    “Your presence only enhances the will to survive if your intentions are clear,” argued the Wizard.  “Is it the ultimate survival and prosperity of the human race on Callidore?” he challenged. 
 
    “Well, of course!” scoffed Duin.  “For who else would chance to give me the praise I deserve for providing the will to survive?” 
 
    “Ah, but your gifts – such as they are – are only concerned with direct conflict,” the Wizard observed, sagely.  “Realistically, that is but a small part of what my people contend with.  War is sad, tragic and traumatic, but it is still the exception, rather than the rule.   
 
    “What can you provide other than valor?” he asked, philosophically.  “Can you inspire the desire to procreate, as Ishi does?  Can you assure the proliferation of our folk, as Trygg does?” he asked.  “You can defend, assuredly, and inspire others to do so valiantly.  But you are equally eager to attack – even if there is no just cause involved,” the sage said, shaking his head.  “To grant you persistence without precondition seems to invite perpetual warfare among our own people.  That is something we do not need.” 
 
    “But the glory!” Duin argued.  “But the honor!  A determined offense is the height of good warfare.  It cleanses the weak and advances the strong.  Competition improves our people.  Without it we would be little more than animals.” 
 
    “Animals hunt,” the Wizard stated, flatly.  “They establish territory.  And they fight for mating privileges.  They do not make war.” 
 
    “Yet they fight and kill to do all of those,” Duin insisted.  “Singly, perhaps, but they contend for survival, not honor.  And not glory.” 
 
    “What purpose does honor and glory have to benefit our people?” demanded the Wizard.  “If it does not serve to see them survive and prosper?  That is my dilemma, Duin the Destroyer: if I grant you the gift of persistence, then I risk institutionalizing stupid wars for honor and glory when we need every man we can muster to merely survive what is coming,” he said, exasperated.   
 
    “What is coming?” the god of war asked, confused. 
 
    “The destruction of the entire world,” the Wizard pronounced, “and every human who lives upon it.  That is nearly inevitable – unless I can intervene.” 
 
    “You?” scoffed the Hewer of Foes, as he thumped the haft of his axe into his palm.  “You think you can avoid such a fate?” 
 
    “I’m the only one who can, actually,” the Wizard said, thoughtfully.   
 
    “Then it is the ultimate war for survival!” Duin said, his eyes gleaming. 
 
    “It . . . is not . . . a war!” the wizard demanded.  “That is a very simplistic and unhelpful way of looking at things.  If we consider this a mere war, a battle, a struggle, then we are lost.  And all of your vainglorious beliefs about honor and glory are . . . meaningless,” he said, his scorn clear in his voice.   
 
    “Then how would you classify a struggle for mere existence?” challenged Duin.   
 
    “As a . . . quest,” the wizard said, after a few moments’ consideration.  “A quest in which the arts of war may be needed – and certainly will be,” he added, upon reflection.  “But not without other demands: curiosity.  Intellect.  Cooperation.  And a determination to the truth, whatever it may be.  Honor and glory are precious, in their way, but they will not be the coin that purchases our salvation,” the Wizard declared. 
 
    “So what would you have me do?” Duin asked, after a long and thoughtful pause.  “I do not wish to return to the ethereal existence I suffer between incarnations,” he revealed.  “It is . . . disturbing.  Not the life I wish to have.  My purpose is battle, not mere observance.  Yet you say I am too dangerous . . .” he said, his lips curling in despair.   
 
    “I said you needed purpose!” the wizard insisted.  “You need to prove your willingness to submit to the needs of our folk, first, and dedicate your admittedly impressive powers to that end.  If you cannot temper your basic desires and inclinations, then you are more of a hindrance than useful to me.  And that I cannot abide,” the Wizard pronounced.   
 
    “And who placed you in command of such things?” Duin demanded. 
 
    “I did,” the Wizard declared, his eyes narrowing.  “I need no higher authority.  I alone am the Preceptor of the Alaran Stone, I alone make the rules of its use, and I will use it as I see fit.  As I am one of the few who know how to use it, and I have endeavored to use it wisely . . . in the service of humanity.” 
 
    “But we are your gods!” Duin informed the wizard.  “We represent divine authority!  You should obey our commands gladly, in the furtherance of our glory!  You exist to worship us!”  
 
    “And you exist to protect and benefit all humanity,” the Wizard reminded him.  “Briga has been an admirable guide and given us great assistance.  Ishi and Trygg blessed us with their bounty, marriages abound, and now half the women in the kingdom seem to be pregnant,” he said, glancing at Azar and Noutha.  “Sisu hunts our enemies on our frontiers. Herus brings me intelligence and bears my messages. Slagur and Couther each provide their skills and advice to me, and have earned my trust.  Fallasa contributes her wisdom and a really smashing cup of tea.  Even Bova managed to impress me with something other than cheese,” the Wizard pointed out.  “You must prove to me that you are as devoted to that service as your clergy are to yours.” 
 
    “You place me in the same ranks as the domestic gods?” Duin scoffed. 
 
    “They’re useful, to me,” the Wizard reasoned.  “Let’s see if you can be, too.  What can you offer, within your sphere of divinity?” 
 
    The god considered.  “I can grant you unbelievable strength and make you an unparalleled warrior,” he suggested.  “Imagine: you would be the champion of humanity on the battlefield – mortal, of course, but the greatest fighter on Callidore!” 
 
    The Wizard shrugged, unimpressed.  “I do all right, as I am,” he dismissed, leaning on his gleaming white staff.  “And creating one warrior, however supreme, will not further our aims.  Try again.” 
 
    “I . . . I can inspire your armies as they conquer the world!” the Destroyer said, with especial fervor.  “I can make you the king of all Callidore!” 
 
    “I have more power than I want as it is,” the Wizard scoffed.  “And you already inspire my armies – look at what you have done to my vassals,” he said, gesturing to Azar and Noutha.  “They were deadly before.  Now that they’ve fought by your side, they would attack all the legions of gurvani in the world and see it as an opportunity to impress you.  That’s helpful, I admit, when it can be used to protect our people.  But they would be just as happy using their powers to slay the armies of men.” 
 
    “War is war,” Duin countered.  “War never changes.” 
 
    “This war is different!” the Wizard nearly snarled.  “This isn’t a skirmish on the frontiers of a domain, or the efforts of one duchy to conquer another!  Sheruel is a genocidal dark lord!  Korbal is a necromantic horror whose ilk wear our very bodies like clothes and see us as a possibly useful tool – a very disposable tool!  And there are far worse enemies waiting for us,” the Wizard predicted.  “Each one of them is an existential threat to our race.  If I give you persistence, how can I ensure that you would turn your attention to the foes that matter, not mindless struggle between ourselves?” 
 
    “Through the violence of competition, you are improved,” the War God argued. 
 
    “Then we’re in danger of getting improved out of existence,” the Wizard countered, patiently.  “Every man who falls in battle to his neighbors cannot stand against our enemies.  Or live to wed and sire children and prosper.  You may value their glory and valor, but that does not advance our race’s prospects,” the Wizard said, gesturing with his pipestem.  “If you cannot agree to devote your efforts and your divine attention to the defense of humanity, first and foremost, I cannot grant you persistence.” 
 
    The god sighed, his eyes downcast.  “And if I do?” he asked, after a moment’s pause.  “Will that prove my worth?” 
 
    “It will be a place to start,” the Wizard agreed, firmly.  “But there will be more.  Indeed, I am considering precisely what my terms will be, for I have to be very careful of you, Duin,” he said, apologetically.  “You are dangerous and volatile.” 
 
    “But . . . that’s a good thing!” the deity objected. 
 
    “Only in rare instances.  Warfare is a tool,” the wizard reasoned.  “A tool of politics and crisis.  An imperfect tool, at best.  And at its best it has the worst impact on our people.  But when it is forced upon us, we must make use of that tool in the wisest way we can.  War is expensive, messy, bloody, and generally a waste of our resources.  The honor and glory you offer is paltry compensation for the sacrifice and suffering it inevitably brings.” 
 
    “You wish for a world without war?” Duin asked in disbelief.  “That’s impossible!  War is eternal!  War . . . war never changes!” he repeated, proudly. 
 
    “Perhaps, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it.  Especially the marching and the food, not to mention the killing and dying.  I can’t have you just running around, getting involved in battles and tilting the outcome to please yourself.  For me to make you permanent risks plunging our people into it perpetually, to our ruin.  So I must consider, for a while, how I can best bind your word to me in a way that isn’t going to go horribly wrong, later.  If I can figure that out, perhaps I can grant you persistence.” 
 
    That did not please Duin.  “And how long will that take?  A week?” he asked, skeptically. 
 
    “Oh, goodness, no!” the Wizard chuckled.  “It will take several months, at a minimum.  But as the Preceptor of the Alaran Stone I declare that your mission here is not yet done.  I bid you to stay manifest until you meet with me in the Temple of Luin in Vanador on Luin’s Day,” he proposed.  “There and then I will give you my well-thought-out conditions.” 
 
    “And until then?” Duin asked, irritated.  “What shall I do until autumn?” 
 
    “Consider it a probationary period,” suggested the Wizard.  “Consort with your fellow divinities.  See the countryside.  Perhaps spend more time with your clergy.  Most of them are pretty good fellows, despite their occasional fits of fanaticism.  Read a book, compose a poem, inspire a few young warriors, train, practice, take a good long nap – I don’t care, as long as you aren’t causing me trouble.  But use the time wisely to demonstrate your character, or perhaps develop it a little, and I won’t have to consider the alternatives.” 
 
    “The alternatives?” asked Duin, confused. 
 
    “Well, you aren’t the only god of war on Callidore,” the wizard reminded him, softly.  “If you cannot prove useful, I’m certain Gobarba would be interested in my conditions.” 
 
    “That limp-wristed strategist?” scoffed the Narasi war god.  “You would eschew me for him?” 
 
    “I will do as I see fit to protect humanity and see it prosper,” the Wizard insisted.  “Now, if you agree to this, I bid you to bless these two honorable warriors for their service and valor,” he suggested, gesturing to Azar and Noutha.  “They are two of the greatest warmagi in the kingdom.” 
 
    Duin shrugged, and held up both fists.  A divine light emitted from them and bathed the two warriors in the God of War’s glory.   
 
    “Good, good,” the Wizard murmured.  “Thank you.  Now, will you please embrace each other?” he requested.  “And kiss,” he added, mischievously. 
 
    Awkwardly, and with a daze of confusion in their expressions, the two of them began with a hug and a chaste kiss.  The Wizard sighed. 
 
    “Come on, you can be more passionate than that!” he insisted.  “Really mean it!  You just fought shoulder to shoulder next to the bloody God of War!  Kiss her like she’s the beautiful mistress Death you’re constantly on about, Azar!” he encouraged.  Their embrace grew warmer, and their kiss more passionate.  
 
    “Ah, that’s it!” the Wizard sighed.  “Ishi’s Tit’s!” 
 
    Before the confused war god could ask what the Wizard’s purpose was, a shimmering appeared in the midst of the battlefield, and in an explosion of flowers the goddess of love manifested in full, clad in a flowing white gown. 
 
    “You called, Min—oh, shit!” she said, her melodious voice taking a stark turn when she saw Duin.  “What the hell have you done, now?” she asked the Wizard. 
 
    “I believe you know your husband, Goddess,” the Wizard introduced.  “Duin the Destroyer, Narasi God of War.” 
 
    “We’re only married in a few of the myths,” she said, defensively, her perfect eyes flashing.  “It really depends on which tradition and sect—” 
 
    “Yes, well, you would be the one to know about sects,” the Wizard quipped.  “Lord Duin the Destroyer has won the field this day,” he continued, in a more formal vein, “and has earned a warrior’s reward: have Couther prepare the finest feast for him, to celebrate his victory.  Have Slagur ply him with games and amusements.  And I trust you know how to properly reward a victorious warrior,” he concluded with a knowing smirk. 
 
    Ishi struggled, for a moment, then closed her eyes and sighed in resignation.  Then she straightened and addressed her sometime husband. 
 
    “Of course, it would be an honor to fete the mighty Duin, once again, in the aftermath of his great victory,” she said, without much enthusiasm. 
 
    “I killed a dragon!” the god of war declared, with enough enthusiasm for both of them. 
 
    “Of course you did,” the Goddess of Love said, indulgently.  “I’m certain I’ll hear all about it . . . over and over again . . . for centuries.  Now go from the battlefield, brave warrior and prepare yourself for revels to celebrate your undoubtedly amazing and hard-fought victory.  Go to the Glen of Arthenwell, where I will join you shortly and attend on every word.  And then . . .” she trailed off. 
 
    The War God nodded enthusiastically, nodded to the Wizard, and vanished in a puff of smoke and a war cry. 
 
    “What in eleven hells have you done, Minalan?” the Goddess demanded from the Wizard. 
 
    “It wasn’t my fault,” he pleaded.  “He manifested of his own accord.  I certainly didn’t invoke him.  Everyone else did, but I was busy!” he protested.   
 
    “You didn’t grant him persistence, did you?” she asked, alarmed. 
 
    “No!” the Wizard insisted.  “At least, not yet.  He has agreed to probation until Luin’s Day.  As the Preceptor of the Alaran Stone I bid him to be on good behavior until then.  I’ll make my final determination then.” 
 
    “Will that work?” Ishi asked in surprise. 
 
    “Who knows?” the Wizard shrugged.  “If it doesn’t, and he de-manifests, then our problem is over.  Until the next time he manifests, when we’ll have to do this all over again.  If it does, then he will have to accept my conditions.  Once I think of what they will be.” 
 
    “Typical!” snorted the goddess.  “And now I have to entertain the idiot for six months.  And he’ll expect all the prerogatives of a husband,” she said, annoyed.   
 
    “I thought you’d appreciate the action,” suggested the Wizard. 
 
    “Oh, there will be plenty of action,” she assured him, her beautiful eyes narrowing.  “And it will be as quick as a cavalry charge.  And just as subtle.  That god has never heard of foreplay!” she complained.   
 
    “I did what I thought best,” reasoned the Wizard.  “You were the one who explained to me that sex isn’t a drive, it’s a biological reward system.  He just fought a pitched battle and won.  Under the circumstances, if you would oblige . . .” 
 
    “Of course I will!” snarled the goddess.  “There’s a war on, and we all have to make sacrifices.  I’ll do my part.  But you owe me, Spellmonger,” she said, fixing him with a stare.   
 
    “I always will,” the Wizard agreed.   
 
    “I mean it!  This is going to have some divine consequences, whichever way it turns out.  So you’d better pick it up a bit and show me how godsdamn grateful you are, at the very least.” 
 
    “How?” the wizard asked, confused. 
 
    “I suggest you think of something . . . impressive,” she said, shaking her head.  “Not just flowers or sweets.  And I don’t need another temple.  Not even jewelry – all right, maybe jewelry,” she conceded.  “Just make it impressive.   
 
    “Now, let me go organize this godsdamn victory party and make myself pretty for what is going to be a long, sweaty, crotch-burning summer.  I can’t believe you did this . . .” she scowled, as she faded away. 
 
    Azar and Noutha were still embracing and seemed unconcerned that the wizard still looked on as they disrobed in the middle of the battlefield. 
 
    “Well, that went better than I expected,” the Wizard announced, with a small smirk.  “You two carry on.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Matters of State 
 
      
 
    One of the great advantages of having the Archmage rule over the Magocracy was not his ability to use magic in its administration – although that was helpful – but his careful attention to the details of statecraft.  The Archmagi were selected by the Privy Council who placed a premium on such matters, and usually would elect amongst the candidates the ones who were best-suited to attending to the minutia of the empire’s many ministries, departments, and bureaus, some of which survive to this day.  The Narasi approach to such affairs was far less careful, nor were the dukes particularly interested in the startling efficiencies that arise with such an emphasis on statecraft.  They were more interested in petty conflicts, feasting, and lavish displays of their conquered wealth, leaving the bureaucracy they inherited from the Archmage a slowly-decomposing institution.  I am uncertain whether that was a good thing or not. 
 
      
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I did not return to Sevendor until far into the night.  And it had been an eventful day. 
 
    The evacuation of most of the army only took a few hours, after the climactic battle between the dragon Blockhead and Duin the Destroyer.  There was little interference from Korbal, who had either given up, run out of forces, or who was perhaps preoccupied with the rebellion of the Enshadowed.  There were a few skirmishes with the stragglers who had hidden in the ruins, but once Dara directed her crew to start smashing everything on the island to rubble, even they left us alone.  Our people withdrew in good order, with Fallawen leading the last troops away through the portal escorted by Azar and Noutha.   
 
    It had been a long, long day.  But a productive one.  Two mighty battles.  The functional end to the war – at least for the time being.  Though I had done little active combat, I was exhausted.  I had cast a lot of magic, suffered through the near capture of the Magolith, and had dealt with the childish whims of a belligerent war god.  Even for a great and powerful wizard, that’s a full day. 
 
    I checked in with Terleman and Pentandra first, to ensure that there had been no further surprises.  We sat around with Mavone, Lanse, Taren, and Varen for a final drink in the lounge.   
 
    The news was good.  Between both battles we had suffered less than three thousand casualties.  Considering we had sent more than forty thousand men into battle, that wasn’t bad.  The Rose and Sword banner flew above the damaged keep of Darkfaller, and Olum Seheri was now a gravel pit with a cellar.  The matter of Sheruel was of some concern – he had not made an appearance at Olum Seheri as I feared, thank the gods, but his whereabouts and intentions were unknown.  But I considered that good news, for now. 
 
    Every mage in the room greeted the manifestation of Duin the Destroyer as an ominous turn.  Many of them were already suspicious of my continued dealings with the divine and the possible catastrophes that could result.  Adding a sulky war god into the mix only increased their anxiety.  It gave us all much to think upon, as I dismissed Ruderal and made my way up to our apartments.  By the time I got through three sets of guards and came to our private chambers, my limbs felt as if they were made of lead.   
 
    The room was dim, lit by only a single magelight floating overhead.  Alya was napping on a couch, looking uncomfortable even in slumber as she contended with her increasingly large belly.  She woke as I started to strip my sweaty, smelly clothes off. 
 
    “You’re back!” she said, surprised and pleased.  “Did we win?” 
 
    “We won enough,” I agreed in a quiet voice.  “We took Darkfaller back and we leveled Olum Seheri.  Korbal yet lives – or un-lives – but Sheruel is free of his grasp.” 
 
    “You think that’s enough?” she asked, with a skeptical yawn. 
 
    “It is for now,” I assured her.  “It will take years – decades, perhaps – for Korbal to grow his forces enough to be a threat to us again.  Sheruel . . . that might be sooner, but I think he’s going to be more concerned with vengeance against the Nemovorti than he is continuing his war.” 
 
    “It sounds as if things went well, then,” she nodded. 
 
    “It was exciting,” I reported, because a man always likes to talk to his wife about his work.  “There was a dragon.  And Duin the Destroyer showed up and killed it.” 
 
    Alya’s eyes went wider.  “Really?  The god the knights prattle on about?” 
 
    “The very one.  He lived up to his reputation – in every conceivable way.  I had to invoke Ishi to get him to calm down and go away.” 
 
    “Was he nice?” she asked.   
 
    “Not particularly,” I decided.  “But then he’s a war god.  He’s not supposed to be nice.  And he’s going to cause me a lot of problems in the future, I fear,”  I said, as I stripped off my rings and necklaces.  When I go into battle, I bring a lot of them.  Most of them were just fancy anchors for hoxter pockets, but I had a specific box for them in the chamber.  “Is there food?” I asked, realizing that, in addition to being exhausted, I was famished. 
 
    Alya sighed.  “It’s hard to believe that my husband goes to war in the morning, directs two different battles in two different duchies, defeats two evil dark lords and a dragon, meets a couple of gods, and is home before dawn wondering where his supper is,” she chuckled.  “I have an odd marriage.” 
 
    “You married a wizard,” I shrugged.  “And I’m getting better.  At least there weren't weeks or months of marching, this time. Besides, I’m hungry.  I haven’t eaten since a snack with Astyral at Darkfaller.  That seems like a century ago,” I admitted.  “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “I’m pregnant, I’m always hungry,” she agreed.  “I took the children to the Temple festival today, and I did my duty as baroness in your absence.  There were a lot of prayers for your safety, your victory and . . . your sanity,” she said, wryly.  “Then I ate about six of those special sweet buns your family makes for the festival.  And then we had dinner with the High Priestess in the new banquet hall downstairs – it’s really lovely,” she assured.   
 
    “But everyone was anxious about the battle and our menfolk.  The children had a good time, at least.  There was a poetry contest, but then there were fire-eating acrobats, too.  Almina told me she wants to be a Brigadine priestess, when she grows up,” she said with a grin.   
 
    “She’ll want to be a Sky Rider next week,” I chuckled.  “Or a pirate.  She has quite the imagination.” 
 
    “That’s the magic of being seven and the Spellmonger’s daughter,” she agreed.  My stomach erupted in a gurgle of protest, as if to remind us both of its dire state. 
 
    “I’ll send for something from the kitchen,” she promised.  “I think they saved you some of Briga’s buns.  In the meantime, you . . . you go take a bath,” she decided, looking at me critically.  “When you get out we’ll eat and talk.  But use soap,” she encouraged, wrinkling her nose.  “A lot of soap.  You smell somewhat of dragon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I slept most of the next day without regret.  I’d spent weeks preparing for the battle, and one very long day executing it, and I needed the rest.  Indeed, when I awoke it was already twilight.  I ate supper with the children and Alya and then immediately went back to bed.  When your body and mind are that tired, you should pay attention and take steps to repair it. 
 
    When I did return to the world the following day, I was far better prepared to contend with the inevitable consequences of our dual victories.  Indeed, I was summoned – sorry, my presence was requested – to attend to Prince Tavard at Darkfaller.  That was no surprise – I was expecting some recriminations after the battle.  But I also wanted to see it in its liberated condition.  Darkfaller had been the focus of my attention for months, and figured it was only fitting that I witness my mission there completed before I turned my attention to other matters. 
 
    I had Laresk accompany me, as Ruderal was still recovering from his efforts.  The boy was wide-eyed as we emerged from the portal into the bailey of the castle, where men-at-arms and hastily imported workmen were beginning the long process of clean up and repair.  The sky still bore a winter overcast that made the entire place seem gloomy, but the growing pile of bodies and the cloud of carrion birds that pecked at them did little to add cheer to the devastated castle.   
 
    Indeed, the central keep was a soot-stained, blackened ruin the sight of which made my apprentice gasp. 
 
    “Y-you did that, Master?” he asked, after gawking at the stumpy ruin for a moment. 
 
    “Well, our people did,” I conceded.  “I just came up with the idea.  And paid for the very expensive alchemical devices we used.” 
 
    “This must have been a great murderous battle!” he said, shaking his head in wonder as we passed the corpse of a Paranchek.  It stunk worse dead than alive.   
 
    “Actually, it was only the second most murderous battle yesterday.  Day before yesterday,” I corrected.  “Sorry, I keep forgetting that I slept all day.  The other one had a dragon.  And more undead.” 
 
    “But we won?” he asked, hesitantly. 
 
    “More or less.  We achieved our aims, and we only lost a few thousand men in the bargain.  Now we must deal with the aftermath.  Prince Tavard, to begin with.” 
 
    “I’m certain he will be pleased with such a great victory,” the boy suggested. 
 
    “I am not at all certain about that,” I chuckled, wryly.  “Best you keep your mouth closed while we speak, unless I direct you to open it.  Pay close attention, for you will learn much, but say nothing unless bidden.  Prince Tavard has a well-deserved reputation for hot-headed behavior.  No need to give him a reason to resort to it, if we can help it.” 
 
    It took a few minutes to locate someone in charge who knew the prince’s whereabouts.  Apparently he had taken over one of the remaining halls in the bailey’s domestic range as his temporary headquarters, and after learning which one, we made our way there and presented ourselves to the guards. 
 
    Prince Tavard himself was dining in one of the less-ruined rooms of the hall, along with Count Moran and a half-dozen courtiers and gentlemen.  There was one woman among them, a middle-aged matron I recognized as Lady Argastina – the Castali Court Wizard.  There were piles of parchment stacked between the plates and trenchers on the table when we were announced by a makeshift castellan. 
 
    “Ah!  Count Minalan!” Count Moran said, when he saw us.  “Just the wizard we wanted to see!” 
 
    “I am at the duke’s service,” I said with a bow. 
 
    “Are you?” Tavard asked, irritated.  “Are you really?” 
 
    “At the moment, I have no greater priority.  Congratulations on regaining your keep, my liege,” I said, taking a seat at the table.  Laresk took his station behind my chair.   
 
    “What little remains of it,” Tavard said, sullenly.  “The central keep is all but destroyed, the others are shattered, partially burnt, and still conceal stragglers from the enemy.  We drove a trio of goblins from one of the cellars just this morning – one of the few that weren’t flooded out by your ill-conceived . . . plan,” he pronounced, giving me a baleful stare. 
 
    “If Your Highness would have preferred to fight the remaining Paranchek in the catacombs with simple steel, you would be at it for weeks,” I countered, politely.  “Drowning them out after smoking them out was the best way to ensure their power was broken.  Otherwise the expenditure in manpower would have been ghastly,” I assured him. 
 
    “Mayhap,” he said, unconvinced.  “But it will take months for those tunnels to dry.  Some are still underwater.  And what about my keep?” he demanded.  “That has been in my family for generations!  There’s nothing left of it!  My engineers assure me that it will have to be completely demolished.  Even the foundations are melted by whatever eldritch fire you used!” 
 
    “My prince, you have four other keeps here at Darkfaller, each one the equal of any baronial castle in the land,” I pointed out.  “Why do you need the fifth?  For what purpose?” 
 
    “You were supposed to return my castle to me, Spellmonger!” Tavard said, accusingly.  “Instead you have given me a burnt-out ruin!” 
 
    “My mission was to drive the foe away from their captured stronghold in the heartland of our kingdom,” I corrected.  “That was what was accomplished.” 
 
    “But was it really necessary to destroy half of the castle to do it?” Moran grimaced.  “Really, Count Minalan, it will cost thousands – tens of thousands – to restore this place to its original glory.” 
 
    “Why would you do that?” I asked, producing some frowns and looks of confusion among the courtiers.  “Count Moran, why was Darkfaller built, originally?” 
 
    The prime minister looked thoughtful.  “It was built as a military base which could dominate southeastern Gilmora, back when it was under the control of the Alshari,” he answered, reluctantly. 
 
    “Exactly,” I nodded.  “Back when Alshar and Castal were at war every twenty years or so.  Only now both duchies are under one grand sovereignty,” I reminded them.  “The only foe you face is my man Terleman, who has accepted the King’s Peace and vowed to stay any attacks on Castali lands until the matter of Farise is settled.  Darkfaller is no longer needed to dominate the region.  It still can serve as a military outpost, perhaps, but the political need for it is over.  No doubt it was exceedingly expensive to keep up,” I pointed out, earning a raised eyebrow and a nod from the prime minister.  “I would suggest that Your Highnesses’ resources could be better spent in more productive ways.” 
 
    “Such as building a fleet with which to conquer Farise,” Tavard sighed. 
 
    “I was going to recommend retiring some of the duchy’s debt, my lord, but that is a matter for later discussion,” Moran said.  “Though it pains me to say it, I think the Spellmonger is correct.  Darkfaller was a proud symbol of the Castali dukes, but now it is far too expensive to justify its full restoration.” 
 
    “You can still house thousands of knights here,” I soothed.  “But I would argue that it serves you better in its diminished condition as a testament to your righteous vengeance than as a military base.  You no longer need so many troops stationed on the frontiers of Gilmora.  But when the folk of the countryside see the scorched walls from afar, they will know that their lord is wrathful and not to be trifled with.” 
 
    That might have been stretching the truth a bit, but it served to flatter Tavard’s ego enough to reduce his anger.   
 
    “There is another matter of concern, my lord count,” Argastina said for the first time.  She patted a large wooden box that she kept close at hand.  “During the process of policing the battlefield, our men found a number of strange artifacts amongst our fallen foes.  Among them were these,” she said, opening the lid.  Within she revealed dozens of small, round witchstones.  “The Alka Alon sorcerers seemed to have a bounty of these,” she said as she presented the box to me.  “We have found twenty-eight so far.” 
 
    “The spoils of war!” Tavard said, with an eager chuckle.  “They must be worth a fortune!” 
 
    “They are, my prince.  Alas, I must take charge of them, as Marshal Arcane,” I informed him as I studied the bright green spheres of amber.  “They present a danger in any other hands.” 
 
    “What?  You would confiscate the one benefit that has accrued after all of this destruction?” he asked, offended. 
 
    “These are not merely shards of irionite,” I pronounced, using magic to levitate one of them up to eye level.  “These are sophisticated artifacts the Enshadowed use to fight their wars.  They contain a multitude of spells of passing danger, spells that few human wizards have the capacity to understand.  A good many of them are entrapped, as well,” I said, letting the sphere fall back into the box.  “Each of them will need to be examined and cleansed before they can be put to use, else they will present a danger to both the wizard who foolishly uses them and all who surround him.” 
 
    “So I don’t even get some weregild for my miseries!” Tavard moaned.   
 
    “I am willing to replace a portion of the stones you have recovered with stones already cleansed of any taint, my lord,” I offered.  “I’m certain you have favorites within your court, people with rajira who you wish to elevate to the status of High Magi.  Providing them with irionite is as good as granting them titles or estates.” 
 
    “We do have a number of worthy practitioners in Castal who lament how many stones are going toward the war effort,” Argastina agreed.   
 
    “They will still be bound by my oath, but other than that they are free to use them as they see fit.  Indeed, it might go far to repair the damaged relations betwixt the magi and the chivalry if you were to grant a few to qualified wizards.” 
 
    “I am suspicious of creating more of these so-called High Magi,” Count Moran admitted.  “They seem to have a disruptive effect on the court.  And society,” he added.  “How long until the crown and the coronets lose complete control over them, I wonder?” 
 
    I stifled a smirk.  They had long lost control over us, I knew.  But I was politic enough not to say so.  Instead I gave a mild shrug.  “Irionite is a fact of life now, my lord.  You cannot put the milk back into the udder.  Consider this: this will allow you to elevate some good Castali wizards, and thus balance the inequities between your magical corps and that of Alshar,” I pointed out.  It was a reasonable argument, and both Argastina and Moran gave small nods of agreement. 
 
    But Prince Tavard was still not happy with the arrangement.  “Why should I surrender these stones to you?  Why should I not hurl the accursed things into the river and be done with it?” he asked, exasperated. 
 
    “Because my lord is no fool,” I said, my tone turning dark.  “What can be thrown in a river can be recovered, someday – perhaps long after you are dead, perhaps by those who do not have the kingdom’s best interests at heart.  Or humanity’s,” I added.  “These are powerful weapons, more potent than the captured shards we began the war with.  And there are other weapons lying about on the field: iron staves, such as the Nemovorti use for their necromancy.  Spears of great enchantment that have powers you cannot conceive of.  Magical devices that the insidious Enshadowed have been cultivating and hiding for centuries.  I trust that you will treat them with the utmost care and send them on to my office at Kaunis,” I said, turning my gaze toward Argastina and Moran.  “In the wrong hands they could be devastating to the realm.” 
 
    “We shall do as you request, Marshal,” Argastina agreed, placing a restraining hand on Prince Tavard’s arm.  “We do not need more chaos in Castal than has already been wrought.” 
 
    “There is . . . another matter as well,” Count Moran said, after a moment’s pause.  “The environs of Darkfaller seem accursed,” he complained.  “It very well could be the shock of seeing such a fair fortress fall so precipitously, or the imaginations of men after battle but . . . some have reported seeing strangeness in the mists, this morning.  Not mere foes, lingering in the ruins, but . . . well, one of my aides reported seeing his father – who died at the Battle of Ancalon more than a decade ago.” 
 
    “A vision?” I asked, intrigued. 
 
    “They had a lengthy conversation,” corrected Moran.  “Indeed, the man was quite disturbed by it.  He swears he conversed with his father’s shade, right here in the bailey, in the light of the sun.  I always presumed such visitations only happened at night,” he said, skeptically.  “I’m concerned the man is going mad.” 
 
    I sighed.  “As I have some acquaintance with madness, I must disagree, my lord.  He likely did, indeed, converse with his sire.  When the Witch Queen reigned here, however briefly, she imbued the region with necromancy.  In our previous raid there were spell works conducted that may have scarred the lands around the keep with that foul energy.  In fact, I am all but certain of it,” I pronounced.   
 
    “You are saying that my castle is . . . is haunted?” Tavard asked, suspiciously. 
 
    “It is more than mere haunting, I’m afraid, Sire,” I said, frowning.  “A simple haunting could be contended with, by ritual or by spell.  No, sadly, this is a much more dire situation: Mycin Amana sundered the boundaries between the lands of the living and the dead – the place the magi call the Otherworld,” I revealed.  “I had hoped that the effect would diminish, in time, and perhaps it will.  But the Witch Queen’s sorceries are pernicious.  I am unsure of just how persistent the taint will be, or when it will fade – if ever.” 
 
    “That . . . that makes restoring Darkfaller even more problematic,” said Moran with a frown.  “It will be hard to get workmen to toil here if they keep being interrupted by their long-dead ancestors.” 
 
    “It is worse than that,” I explained.  “For the Otherworld holds not just human shades, but the spirits of the dead going back long before we emerged from the Void.  There are ghosts of creatures therein that have not seen the light of day in millions of years.  Ordinarily, they leave humankind alone,” I offered.  “But the rift between the planes around Darkfaller may well enable their appearance.” 
 
    “Can they escape, then?” Argastina asked, alarmed. 
 
    “Not as such.  That is, they cannot take corporeal form, or remake their long-dead flesh.  But that does not mean that they cannot have an improper influence on our plane.  Consider encountering some ancient beast who has never seen our kind before, or the shade of a long-dead Alka Alon who seeks some revenge or recompense for a slight done a thousand years before we came to Callidore.  The dead care not for how they torment the living.” 
 
    “That is a disturbing thought, Count Minalan,” Argastina said, darkly.  “Can nought be done to remedy this?” 
 
    “It will take research, and time, and understanding of the Otherworld beyond what I possess,” I admitted.  “Understanding the complexities of necromantic fields is difficult, even for me.  In the end there might be little I can do.  But I will try,” I assured them. 
 
    “What about the lands beyond the environs of Darkfaller?” Moran asked.  “Can they be resettled, safely?  We have a large population of displaced folk from this year’s hostilities.  Can they return home and resume their lives?” 
 
    “I see no reason for them not to,” I decided, after a moment’s pause.  “Say, five miles or more from the castle should be safe.  Well, secure, if not safe: just as in the Gilmoran invasion, there will be stragglers, deserters and survivors of our defeated enemies lurking about.  If you do permit your people to go home, I would strongly advise increased patrols to root out any remaining enemies.” 
 
    “That seems an expensive prospect,” Moran said, frowning. 
 
    “Consider using it as a means to exercise the noblest elements of errantry,” I suggested, after giving it some thought.   
 
    “What do you mean?” Prince Tavard asked, suspiciously. 
 
    “I understand your desire to preserve the legacy and importance of the chivalry – indeed, I am sympathetic.  But if your young knights were employed in errantry in service of the duchy, rather than wasting their time and fortunes on mere tournaments, I daresay you might reclaim some of your lost glory.” 
 
    “We have cultivated glory as Duin properly demands!” Tavard said, proudly. 
 
    I suppressed a wince.  “Perhaps,” I agreed, smoothly.  “I am a mere mage, who knows little of such things.  But the knights of Castal have become more landlords than legends,” I pointed out.  “The people still see knighthood as a heroic affair, despite the sometimes dreary reality of the institution.   
 
    “Have the duchy offer a reward – and honors and titles and such – to any young ironhead who provably slays or captures a lingering foe, and this region will be filled with dashing young lancers seeking glory and fortune – at their own expense.  You need pay and give acclaim to those who succeed, and provide a heroic exercise that will strengthen the duchy’s knighthood and the mythic quality the chivalry enjoys.” 
 
    Moran considered the proposal.  “Clever.  And very interesting.  That could very well work.”  Then he paused, glanced at his young master, and back at me.  “Of course, that makes me suspicious of it.  Why would you give an opponent such valuable advice?” 
 
    “My lord, I am here to see the kingdom prosper,” I said, with a little grit in my voice.  “That includes Castal, as well as Alshar.  And Remere.  I might be subtle, or obscure, but I am not disloyal.  I think I have proven my honesty in abundance, since I rose to power.” 
 
    “Yet you build the greatest castle in the duchy and flaunt the ducal court,” Moran said, his eyes narrowing.  “Your men invade and conquer our provinces.  You consort with our rivals and make demands on the court.  You subvert the proper order of things and profit immeasurably on the advantages your craft grants you.  I would not be performing my duties if I did not have suspicions of your motives.” 
 
    I chuckled, despite myself.  “I have said it to the king himself, and your lord the prince, Count Moran, but I will repeat it as many times as needed: I don’t want your damn coronet.  Nor the crown on Rard’s head.  My motive is not political power, or title, or lands.  They are entirely a distraction from what I need to do.  I do not wish to see Prince Tavard fail, nor do I seek to undermine his accession to the throne of Castalshar, someday,” I promised.  “I am attempting to work with you; indeed, I am a son of Castal, and love it dearly.  I’m not a revolutionary, I’m a reformer,” I explained.  “Revolutions are messy affairs.  I would prefer to avoid that.” 
 
    “Is that a threat, Spellmonger?” Moran asked, his eyebrow cocked. 
 
    “It is my position, Count Moran,” I countered.  “The magi will only intervene if the chivalry cannot adapt to this new world.  So I would counsel a thoughtful reflection on the current order and advise you to cultivate an open-minded approach to the change that neither of us can avoid.” 
 
    That seemed to settle the matter between us, and I was gratified that Argastina gave me a brief nod.   
 
    I knew little about the woman, though I’d granted her a stone; she was a professional court wizard, born of nobility and raised in the highest areas of society.  Argastina was a Practical Adept by training, and had held a succession of court positions in her career.  From what I knew, she had not married, and had no children, preferring to devote herself to her magical career.  She was not a well-known figure at the Castali court, but I did not hold that against her.  She had taken her post because of Grendine’s favor, and I had no doubt that anything Tavard or Moran said in her presence would ultimately be known by the queen. 
 
    Yet she seemed to harbor some favor toward my position, I saw.  Perhaps a good ally to cultivate.   
 
    “If that concludes our discussions about Darkfaller, then I allow you to return to your duties – no doubt there is much to be done, here.  But . . . Prince Tavard, walk with me,” I said, more of a direction than a request.  “I would have a few moments’ conversation with you before I depart.  There are some developments that occurred at Olum Seheri that I would reserve for your ears alone.” 
 
    Both Maron and Argastina looked surprised at the request, but Tavard nodded.  “I will walk with you, Count Minalan,” he conceded. 
 
    “Lady Argastina, could I trouble you to entertain my apprentice Laresk for a few moments, while we speak?” I asked.  “It will not take long, I hope, and I wish to make him familiar with all the magi of note in the kingdom.  Besides, it will keep him from getting into trouble.” 
 
    “Of course!” Argastina said, giving Laresk an appraising look.  “It is always wise to become familiar with the apprentices of the Spellmonger.  And he looks hungry.  The kitchen of this place was staffed this morning, and fresh provisions were brought in.  Shall we explore it, Master Laresk?  I would expect there to be biscuits.” 
 
     
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So what news do you bear of . . . of Olum Seheri, Count Minalan?” Prince Tavard asked, when we were outside.   
 
    “A tale of victory, but not unmitigated,” I revealed.  “The surprise assault was effective.  The enemy sued for a truce.  There was some betrayal within our foe’s camp, I was nearly defeated, a dragon appeared, and Duin the Destroyer manifested to defeat it.  But that’s not why I wished to converse,” I continued.   
 
    “Dear gods, you relate a battle out of legends, and you have more important matters to discuss?” Tavard asked, eyes wide and mouth open. 
 
    “More personal matters,” I corrected.  “You wished to speak to me, once our battles were done.  This was the first opportunity I’ve had to do so.” 
 
    “Ah,” the Prince said, with a heavy sigh.  “That matter.” 
 
    “As I have had no indication as to which matter is at stake, I will have to rely upon you to supply it,” I pointed out.  “I am merely here to advise you.  I just don’t know what I’m advising you about.” 
 
    “You are accounted as the wisest of men currently living, Count Minalan,” Tavard said, after a long and uncomfortable pause.  
 
    “That is not something I’ve ever said,” I protested.  “I am not going to shirk from such praise, but neither do I claim it.  But I will use what wisdom I have to bear on your problem.  I assure you my complete discretion.  What is it?” 
 
    “My lady wife is pregnant,” the prince said, after a long and thoughtful pause. 
 
    Oh, I thought to myself.  It was that problem.  My heart began to sink. 
 
    “That is well known, my lord,” I agreed.  “Congratulations.  And Trygg’s mercy on Her Highness for a safe delivery.” 
 
    “The problem is, Master Minalan, that the little girl she bears is . . . not mine,” Tavard admitted, his face coloring.  “She was conceived whilst Wilderhall was occupied, and I was deployed in the field.  There is no way that the child is mine.” 
 
    “You’re certain of this?” I asked, sharply. 
 
    “I imposed on Lady Argastina to submit my wife to a series of tests,” he revealed.  “The baby is healthy, well-developed, a girl child, and . . . unlikely to be of my flesh,” he sighed, heavily.  “I questioned my wife, of course – and had Argastina use her truthtell spell to ensure a candid response.  My wife was not ravaged at Wilderhall, as I initially suspected.  She went to the embrace of another man without coercion.” 
 
    “Occupation does strange things to someone’s mindset,” I pointed out, weakly. 
 
    “Oh, there was certainly something strange going on,” Tavard said, bitterly.  “But it was not coercion or some hex to subvert her reason.  She had an affair, and a child resulted.  A child that could inherit the throne, someday.” 
 
    “That is even more unlikely,” I observed.  “You have two older children, do you not?” 
 
    “That does not change the implications of this scandal,” Tavard said, gravely.  “My wife was unfaithful to me.  She made me a cuckold.” 
 
    I paused.  How do you point out the obvious to a sovereign prince?  “Your Highness, is not your own mistress not pregnant with your child?” 
 
    That startled him.  “What?  Oh!  Yes, my sweet Aketta.  A staunch and loyal woman.  Argastina has examined her as well – she bears my son, who will be born just before my wife’s bastard.”  The hypocrisy escaped him, which was no surprise to me.   
 
    “I take it you wish advice on how to contend with this, then?” I asked, warily. 
 
    “I cannot allow a bastard to possibly sit upon my throne, someday,” he declared.  “It would compromise my line, if there could be contention based upon such a claim. It could lead to civil war, or further scandal.  My wife has many allies still in Remere she could use to divide the kingdom.  A good king avoids such things.” 
 
    “That is good policy,” I agreed, surprised he had reached that conclusion.  I couldn’t imagine that Tavard had figured it out on his own.  No doubt he had already had counsel to support it.  “Does your mother know?” I asked, hesitantly.   
 
    “She does now,” he nodded, grimly.  “Needless to say, she is quite sensitive about such things.  She has suggested that the babe may not survive until delivery, or perish soon after birth.  She is most displeased with the Princess.  Indeed, they are barely speaking to each other.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” I said, dryly.  “Yet I don’t think infanticide is the answer, do you?” 
 
    “Armandra and I have had our problems,” he reluctantly conceded, “but the babe is not responsible for her mother’s indiscretions.  I would not make her a victim.  And I know Armandra would never forgive Mother if she killed her child, no matter what the circumstances.  She takes her devotion to Mother Trygg very seriously.” 
 
    “Not when it comes to marital fidelity, apparently,” I said, unable to suppress a smirk.  “Still, you are correct to see this as a complicated problem.  A scandal, of course, but one with very long-term consequences for the duchy and the realm.  If the queen and the princess are at odds, that alone could spoil the court.  How does Her Highness behave toward you, if I might ask?” 
 
    Tavard’s face blushed.  “Coolly,” he finally answered.  “She is clearly embarrassed, but she has no regrets about taking a lover in my absence.  She contends I have been an inattentive husband.  We have . . . had words over the matter.  She seeks no scandal, but also seems to harbor no shame over her infidelity.  She feels entitled by her position to treat our marriage vows lightly.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t be the first high noble to take that position,” I remarked.  “Let me think on this a moment, if you will,” I said, taking out my pipe and lighting it.  I hoped that somehow the flame I used would invoke Briga’s inspirational wisdom.  Tavard waited patiently – something that was a challenge to his nature – but when he started to fidget overmuch I realized that I had to offer him a solution.  Otherwise Grendine’s murderous maidens would ensure that the bastard child would never see her first birthday. 
 
    “Narasi custom is loath to recognize the legitimacy of an heir who does not belong,” I said, finally, around my pipestem.  “That holds true only in its patrimony – two of the three original dukes were not legitimately the product of Kamaklavan and his wife, but were accepted because they were undoubtedly the king’s offspring through his concubines.” 
 
    “That was ancient history, though,” Tavard objected. 
 
    “That was a pressing concern amongst Kamaklavan’s court, as the matter of succession became important at the end of his reign,” I countered.  “In the end, it was determined that it mattered little who the mother was if the father was Kamaklavan.  Regardless of how hypocritical that ruling might be, it kept the nation from descending into civil war and allowed each of his five sons to portion up his realm.  What we see as ancient history was a very pressing political matter during the early years of the Conquest.” 
 
    “So how does that inform this present dilemma?” Tavard asked, confused. 
 
    “As you have said, your mistress is also with child,” I pointed out, “a son who will be born proximate to Armandra’s daughter.  I suggest you send them both to some abbey where they can give birth, then exchange the children.  Let Armandra raise your mistress’s son, and ensure that your mistress can raise her daughter in secret.” 
 
    Tavard’s eyes bulged at the suggestion.  “You want them to claim the other’s baby?” he asked with a gasp. 
 
    “It solves a number of issues all at once,” I reasoned.  “Your lady wife will have produced – in the eyes of the court – a strong male heir, with no taint of scandal.  Argastina can pronounce him a true son of the House of Bimin, and confirm you as his father.  Few will question whether or not he rose from his mother’s loins.” 
 
    “Neither one of them will be very happy about this,” Tavard said, uneasily. 
 
    “If your mistress is truly loyal, she will accept the switch, as difficult as it will be,” I pointed out.  “Princess Armandra will have little choice in the matter.  And having her child raised in secret by her rival might well provide a check on any ambitions she might have of stirring up trouble in the court,” I reasoned.  
 
    “She would be a hostage,” he nodded, as he recognized the ramifications of the plan. 
 
    “I dislike using that term, but it is apt in this situation,” I agreed.  “Armandra will hesitate to cause further disruption if she knows that her hidden daughter could bear the consequences.  That still might not stop her, but I think she will find that a living child in secret is better than the prospect of infanticide – not to mention the specter of public accusation, shame and condemnation,” I predicted. 
 
    Tavard thought about the matter long and hard as we walked through the ruined bailey.  Finally, he heaved a great sigh. 
 
    “We can use Astharten Abbey,” he decided.  “That’s where I was born.  It has been used by the ducal house for such important births for generations.  The abbess is quite beholden to my family, and can be threatened or bribed to conduct the matter in secret.” 
 
    “Be certain that she does,” I warned.  “If any hint of this reaches the wrong ears, all of this subterfuge will have been wasted and your problems could multiply far more quickly than you can address them.” 
 
    “And how do I convince Armandra to go along with this?” he asked, doubtfully. 
 
    “Explain to her that this is the best possible situation to arise from her tragic mistake,” I offered.  “And assure her that the consequences for not cooperating would be dire.  Your mother should be able to make that argument plainly enough.” 
 
    “And . . . and what about Lady Aketta?” he asked, swallowing hard.  It was clear which woman his heart was devoted to.   
 
    “She knew the risks of bedding the prince heir, just as she was aware of the rewards,” I said, softly.  “She knew she would never be queen in her own right.  This way she can see her son at least be in line for the throne.  It is not a perfect solution, but no doubt it will hold things together.  Until it doesn’t,” I added.   
 
    “And if it becomes known . . .?” Tavard asked, worriedly. 
 
    “A great many things may have changed by then,” I assured him.  “And perhaps it never will.  There is risk in all we do, Tavard.  That is part of being a monarch.  Wisely selecting which risks to endure is essential to being a good monarch.   
 
    “Even then, good plans can go awry.  But at least this way you will not have the blood of an innocent child on your hands.  That, I think, would rouse far more scandal than a mere bastard on the throne.  The Narasi courts will accept that, if it ever came to it.  They would not accept the legitimacy of a little girl who does not own the King as her grandfather.  At best you would have to consign her to a life as a nun.  At worst you would court civil war.” 
 
    “It seems anything I do courts civil war,” Tavard said, sullenly. 
 
    “That is the nature of power, unfortunately,” I agreed, philosophically.  “Bastards are a fact of life, as no man nor woman seems overly bound by the sacred vows of Trygg.  As I’m certain you know, I have two bastards in my household myself,” I pointed out.  “Their origin is complicated and fraught with tragedy and duplicity, but in truth I love them like I do my legitimate children.  Family is family,” I pronounced.  “A good father does his best regardless of the trying circumstances he’s presented with.  A good king makes difficult choices and lives with the consequences.  Believe me, I’ve seen your father struggle with such matters for years,” I assured him. 
 
    He looked surprised.  “You know about Rard’s bastards?” he asked, startled. 
 
    “I . . . I suspected,” I said, because a good wizard rarely lets on that he’s been surprised.  “It is not uncommon, after all, in the ducal houses.  Your mother is aware of them?” 
 
    “Yes, though she’s not pleased by them,” he admitted.  “I know of two, a half-sister who was forced to take holy orders and a half-brother who was raised by one of his close vassals.  He rides the tournament circuit.  Nice fellow,” he added.  “I rode against him twice a couple of years ago.” 
 
    The news was not shocking, I suppose, but it was interesting.  Rard had a reputation as a handsome and popular young man before he married Grendine and ascended to the throne.  No doubt he’d had plenty of opportunity to indulge in dalliance before then. 
 
    “Well, I have a plan, now,” Tavard said, rubbing his palms on his surcoat.  “That is an improvement.  Thank you, Count Minalan,” he said, sincerely.  “I knew your wisdom would have some insight on the matter.  I only hope you are right.” 
 
    I gave a mirthless chuckle.  “Indeed, I fear that I am.  It seems wizards get in far more trouble when they are right than when they are wrong.  Only time will tell.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    The Problem of Farise 
 
      
 
    When the Archmagi of the Early Magocracy first fought the growing strength of the Sea Lords of the Cormeeran coast, they did not realize the long, expensive struggle they were entering.  Considering the mariners pirates or smugglers, the imperial navy that Perwyn constructed spent decades chasing various Sea Lords from one haven to another.  Decisive engagements were rare, and in the end the only means by which the Archmage could bring them to heel was to invest their havens and deprive them of sanctuary anywhere along the southern coasts of the mainland.  That included Farise, which was long a stronghold of the Sea Lords.  When it was finally placed under imperial control, the Perwyni did not understand that they had not conquered the city-state, they had merely taken over management.  There were other forces at play. 
 
      
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
      
 
    The inevitable celebration of our dual victories was postponed by a series of late winter storms that cloaked all of Castal in a blanket of snow.  It had been a relatively minor winter, to that point, with only a few flurries occasionally glazing the countryside.  But for some reason the gods responsible for such things seemed to save up their craft and blessed us all at once.  Two weeks after the battle there was more than two feet of the stuff cloaking Sevendor, with drifts almost twice as high in places. 
 
    That might have been a calamity, a few years before.  Indeed, in the wider barony there were places where it genuinely was catastrophic, and assistance had to be sent to homesteads that had collapsed under the great weight of the snow.  In other places, the poverty of my subjects compelled them to burn their furniture after their stores of firewood were exhausted, for the snow was accompanied by a frigid wind that penetrated the thickest woolen cloaks.  There were inevitably some deaths. 
 
    But not in Sevendor.  The rickety peasant huts that would have been subject to such collapse were long replaced by sturdy houses of solid beams and timbers, and the roofs were steeply pitched enough to avoid such misfortune.  Nor was there a danger of freezing, even amongst our poorest subjects.  I had instituted a practice of donating smaller heatstones from the bouleuterion to the poor as alms.  It was an extravagant display of largesse, considering how expensive such items could be at the market.   
 
    But it was not mere altruism, on my part.  Every home with a heatstone was one that was using very little firewood, and there were few enough woodlands available to provide that locally.  More, the cobbled avenues of Sevendor Town had been enchanted to warm slightly, keeping the streets free of snow and allowing most business to carry on as usual while every other town and village had shut down almost entirely.   
 
    That turned what could have been a seasonal crisis into a slight inconvenience in Sevendor.  Markets continued to be held – if in diminished capacity, as the outlying regions still could not ship their wares into town – and shops continued to be open.  Getting into and out of the domain was almost impossible, but the town itself was only a little affected.  
 
    Even more remarkable was the number of people who suddenly realized that for a couple of silver pennies they could escape the bitter cold and the piles of snow by transiting to Falas or Remeralon, neither of which were affected by the weather.  Indeed, a number of enterprising young magi realized that the bounty of snow provided an opportunity.  They filled carts with it and cast fairly simple spells to prohibit it from melting, then sent them to markets in more southern climes.  Remeralon, in particular, prized fresh-fallen snow for their famous frozen confections.  Instead of getting that supply from the mountains, they bought tons of the stuff from Sevendor.  That was something I hadn’t anticipated. 
 
    What was perhaps an even greater surprise was how the Sevendori reacted to the snow.  The domain’s device was, after all, the snowflake, and it had been about a decade since the famous Snow That Never Melted that had shaped so much of Sevendor’s history and prosperity since.  Snowflake banners that were usually reserved for festivals, celebrations or the Magic Fair were spontaneously deployed in honor of the snowfall.  It was like a second Yule, or a snowy Briga’s Day in the city center.  After the frenetic preparations for the battles of Darkfaller and Olum Seheri, it was a relaxing period in which industry was encouraged to go lax.  Snowball fights and the constructions of “snow goblins” and other fanciful temporary sculptures sprung up all over town.   
 
    I was pleased to see that my new castle looked even better with the snowy encrustations that grew upon every horizontal surface.  Inside the cavernous Great Hall the temperature was kept well above freezing using the inherent magical spells that protected the place, as well as an army of heatstones.  For a week everyone in town was snug, warm and comfortable despite the wintry weather.  It was delightful. 
 
    That gave me a little more time to rest, relax and turn my attention to matters I’d put off while I’d been focused on Olum Seheri.  I spent a few days catching up on baronial business, meeting with my staff and a few of my vassals, and reading reports and dispatches from various parts of my lands.  I spent a lot of time with the children and Alya, as well as taking a few meetings with Banamor and Sire Cei.  I worked on the epic I was writing.  Snowy days are good for that sort of thing. 
 
    And then there was my magical research.  A steady stream of captured artefacts was coming from the battlefields, and while much of it was known to me there were some items that even my Alka Alon memories were not familiar with.  Besides the thirty-two irionite spheres that had been sent to me so far, there were also a few dozen Alka Alon dueling spears, nine necromantic staves, an assortment of other enchanted weapons, and a smattering of items that were clearly magically potent but whose immediate purpose was unclear. 
 
    But amongst them all, the two items I was most concerned with were the metallic staff that Korbal had used to capture Sheruel . . . and the net with which Master Goki had tried to neutralize the Magolith. 
 
    Alas, the metallurgic magic of the Alon Dradrien was absent from my memories.  Thanks to Umank I knew stone, and with the Alka Alon in my mind I knew a great deal of sorcery and traditional Alkan spells.  But the Dradrien had always been especially secretive about their arts.  That tradition went back to Alonaral, their homeworld.  But it had become even more prominent once they’d colonized Callidore.   
 
    Apparently the new world was far richer in metals than the old one – not to mention a greater variety with more exotic properties.  When the Dradrien began exploring and applying their traditional craft to the new ores, they went on a thousand-year long spree of discovery and eventual mastery, according to the lore.  They produced remarkable alloys that could perform in ways no other metals in their experience could.   
 
    The Alka Alon during those early years indulged their clients in their studies, delighting in the new wonders their forges produced . . . but without understanding the science and the thaumaturgy that underpinned it all.  Only a few of the Enshadowed managed to get close enough to the Dradrien to gain a tithe of their knowledge.  To everyone else their techniques and knowledge were a mystery. 
 
    Korbal’s staff had been described and designed by Master Suhi – I still had his notes in my workshop.  From what I understood, the combination of metals used in the ingenious trap not only prohibited the independent thought of the fossilized brain within, but it had channeled the great power implicit in a couple of pounds of irionite in an elegant and useful fashion.  That had allowed Sheruel or one of his confederates to use the thing to pry open the molopor so easily – although it did little towards controlling it, from my understanding.   
 
    The metallic mesh that Goki had used to capture the Magolith was made of a similar alloy, but in a different combination.  I pored over it with Insight in hand and made pages and pages of notes.  I even learned a little.   
 
    The basis of both artifacts was a titanium-based alloy that was complex and exotic, containing traces of iron, copper and molybdenum.  It had a powerful thaumaturgic signature, indicating that it was arcanely conductive across most octaves.  That was the simple part to figure out.  
 
    The much more difficult aspect was what it did with those energies.   In the staff, especially, there was a second vein of metal under the titanium alloy that seemed to be even more exotic.  An aluminum-scandium alloy, which seemed to have more affinity with the very high and very low octaves associated with Necromancy and Vivant energies.  The net, on the other hand, was partially composed of a vanadium alloy that appeared to inhibit the free flow of arcane power, especially at the higher range.   
 
    And after spending hours examining the things, I still had no real idea how they worked.   
 
    It was disappointing, but I learned enough to know I had little chance of knowing more without someone more familiar with the alloys – and metallurgy in general – to guide me.   
 
    I was just finishing up my notes on the artefacts in my workshop when Laresk informed me that I had a visitor: Duke Anguin. 
 
    That was unexpected, but not unwelcome.  I put away my tools and my notes and went down to the salon that I was starting to use to entertain high-profile guests.  Anguin was accompanied by his bastard half-brother, Baron Gydion, and a nervous-looking page.  Laresk had already set the small but elegant table with wine and cups.  I was pleased.  The boy was learning.   
 
    “This place is magnificent!” Anguin began, after greeting me warmly.  “It’s part castle, part cave!  You could fit thousands in here, for a siege!” he praised. 
 
    “About ten thousand, perhaps eleven, without undue hardship,” I agreed as I sat down at the table.  “Twice that, if we cram them in.  I pray we never have to find out.” 
 
    “With a castle this large, I don’t think anyone would ever try to take it,” the Orphan Duke remarked.   
 
    “That’s part of its charm,” I agreed with a smile.  “So what brings the Duke of Alshar to Castal today?” 
 
    “The portal you so kindly placed in Falas,” Anguin said, with a sheepish grin.  “We’ve had more than a week of rain, now, and I was growing pensive.  Rardine suggested – strongly – that I go to Vorone or somewhere before she threw me out of a window.  So I thought I would take a few hours, transit through your portal, and come see my trusted advisor.” 
 
    “As charming as Sevendor is in the snow, I am assuming that you have other matters to discuss?” 
 
    “Farise,” he said, with a sigh.  “Now that both Darkfaller and Olum Seheri are vanquished, when will you turn your attention to Farise?” 
 
    “If Your Grace will excuse me, I’ve barely overcome the stress of two simultaneous battles.  I have some thoughts on the matter, of course, but no definite plans as of yet.  I can understand your eagerness to conquer the province, but such things take time to plan.” 
 
    “It is not conquest that moves me, it’s commerce,” he said, with a grimace.  “My people have lost fortunes at sea and on the docks because Alshar cannot move beyond our bay without being beset by corsairs from Farise.  It’s doubly frustrating because a third of the Alshari Navy seems to have taken up with the renegades there.  Our wines, olive oil and a thousand other cargos have been locked up for two years, now, and it threatens the economy of my duchy.” 
 
    “Have not the portals provided some relief?” I asked. 
 
    “Some,” he admitted.  “We have been selling our wares directly to Remere and Castal now through the portals.  And infuriating our maritime industry in the process for the lack of trade.  But we could drive wagons through the arch day and night and still not accomplish what we can move by means of our merchant fleet.  I was as supportive of defeating Olum Seheri as anyone, but I need Farise dealt with, Minalan,” he said, quietly.  “My people are loyal to me, but so much of Enultramar’s economy depends on commerce that even that loyalty is strained.  And now the Farisian corsairs are using irionite to chase down the few brave merchantmen who attempt to ply their trade.” 
 
    “I understand, Your Grace,” I sighed.  “But realize just how difficult this will be.  It took three duchies, a fleet and an army to conquer Farise in the past.  I am a great wizard, by all accounts, but even I am cautious at such an undertaking.” 
 
    “I recognize the difficulties involved,” the young duke agreed.  “I am curious if you have any idea how you might accomplish the task.  Much rides on it,” he reminded me.  “Not just in Enultramar, but in Gilmora.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” I said with a frustrated sigh.  “If I am to undertake it successfully, I will have to resort to strategies that lie beyond mere armed force,” I decided.  “Farise is . . . Farise is different from the Narasi-conquered lands,” I reminded him.  “There, the Magocracy never died.  The nobility was infused within the bureaucracy that ran the place for four hundred years.  Their laws and customs are completely different, and their ideas about government go far beyond mere feudalism.  Magic was an intrinsic part of that.” 
 
    “Which is why I figured the world’s greatest wizard would have the easiest time figuring out the problem,” Anguin suggested. 
 
    I wrinkled my face and poured us each a cup of wine.  “One might think,” I acknowledged.  “But what we face cannot be dispensed with by mere magic.  We tried such things during the occupation,” I reminded him.  “It did not go smoothly.” 
 
    “But the ruling cabal in Farise is chaotic and disorganized,” argued Anguin.  “Pirates, rebels in exile, even the remnants of the Censorate are trying to govern the place, according to my lovely and highly informed wife.  They are fragmented and at odds with each other.  Should it not be relatively simple to subvert or conquer them with magic?” 
 
    I gave a deep and heavy sigh.  “You are not incorrect,” I admitted.  “But they are not the real issue.  Remove any of them, and another power will rise to take their place.  Farise is . . . complicated,” I said, after a moment’s reflection.  “And it always will be.  There is a reason I’ve been reluctant to address Tavard’s folly in allowing it to fall.” 
 
    “I’ve always wondered,” Anguin said, thoughtfully.  “It would seem a simple thing for the mighty Spellmonger to accomplish.  Compared to fighting Korbal to a standstill, subjugating a wayward and rebellious province doesn’t sound too difficult.” 
 
    I sighed, realizing that this was something I could no longer put off addressing.   
 
    “What do you know of Farise, my lord?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s the former city-state at the far southern end of the impassable Farisian peninsula,” he answered.  “A great commercial port and nominally independent until the invasion.  The last outpost of the old Magocracy,” he recited. 
 
    “Oh, it is far more than that,” I chuckled.  “Let us begin with the geography: Farise is protected on the east and the west by jagged mountains, and in the north by a swath of jungle so thick as to be almost impassable itself.   The harbor is grand, but has but one entrance or exit to the south.   It is highly strategic, for all commerce passing from east to west and west to east must pass by the Farisian sphere of influence.  There is only one city in the province of any size.  The rest of the land is poorly suited for agriculture, as we understand it, though the estates and plantations that surround the city produce sugar cane, tobacco, citrus, and all manner of tropical crops in high demand in the Duchies. 
 
    “The people of Farise range from unimaginably wealthy to the destitute poor,” I continued, recalling my service there.  “The weather is bright and sunny, hot and humid, unless one of the periodic violent thunderstorms arises.  I’ve never seen storms so massive,” I confessed.  “They could turn a street into a river in a moment, and then be gone again before you know it.  Water is scarce, as a rule, and often brackish, so everyone – rich and poor – collects the rain in great cisterns.  The food is delicious, flavorful and heavily spiced.  Wines from around the world find their way to Farisian docks.” 
 
    “It sounds . . . exotic,” Anguin admitted. 
 
    “It is,” I agreed.  “While much of the aristocracy is descended from the original Magocracy, there are factions and families descended not just from the lands of the Five Duchies, but all across the world: bronze-skinned Shattered Islanders, dark-skinned Unstarans, Cormeerans, Sea Lords, Narasi, pirates, corsairs, and a hundred different tribes from scores of islands and outposts.  Until the invasion they were ruled by the Doge and his court, which was selected from amongst the oldest and most venerable Farisian families and trading houses.  Magi were quite common in the government and owed great respect,” I added, wryly. 
 
    “You seem to know it well,” the duke said in surprise.  “Can it not be controlled?” 
 
    “I am tolerably well-informed, when it comes to the peninsula, and I am doubtful it will ever be.  I spent eighteen months there for the occupation and while I learned much, Farise will always be a mystery we cannot solve.  And to explain why, I shall have to resort to history.  Have you heard of the Contramara?” I asked. 
 
    “The . . . oh, aren’t they the rebels who fought against our conquest?” Anguin remembered.  “They were put down, weren’t they?” 
 
    “The Contramara are not mere ‘rebels,’ in the strictest sense,” I began.  “They are a permanent insurgency that has lingered in Farise since before the Narasi Conquest.  Indeed, they trace their roots back to the Early Magocracy, when Perwyn ruled the world.  When the Cormeeran mariners were forced from eastern waters, the Sea Lords took hold in the west – in southern Castal, in Alshar and in Farise.  There, they conquered the great port cities and dominated commerce, trade, and politics for a century or two.” 
 
    “I’m familiar with that history,” he assured me, taking a sip of wine.  “Indeed, the Coastlords in Enultramar trace their roots to that time.” 
 
    “Before the Magocracy could establish their dominion over the western seas,” I continued, “the natives fought a relentless insurgency against the Sea Lords, who treated them with their traditional scorn.   
 
    “In Farise that insurgency was called the Contramara – ‘those against the sea people.’  It made the Sea Lord’s dominion over Farise very bloody and expensive.  Indeed, if the histories are correct, the Magocracy was only able to eventually conquer Farise with the help of the Contramara.   
 
    “By the time of the Inundation, Farise was one maritime province amongst many in the Empire.  The role of the Contramara was ended with the overthrow of the Sea Lords, but the structure and organization they developed never truly went away.   
 
    “Instead it became dormant within the new ruling class, a mixture of natives and magelords from Perwyn and Merwyn.  For a time it was largely a ceremonial organization, taking part in festivals and charitable works in memory of the great struggle against the Sea Lords.  A symbolic and vestigial reminder of the united resistance that the Farisians were able to present to their occupiers.  It was particularly popular amongst the aristocracy and merchant classes.  But it never truly went away – as we learned during the invasion.” 
 
    “So the Contramara returned to fight the Narasi when my father and Rard invaded,” he nodded, genuinely interested.  Anguin had spent much of his youth in monasteries reading history and philosophy, and seemed to have a fascination with such subjects.   
 
    “That is my point, Your Grace – they didn’t return, they never left.  Before the first Narasi boot ever touched Farisian soil, the Contramara had already concluded that the Mad Mage of Farise was leading the Doge and his court down a disastrous path.  They had already begun an uprising against them, fearing the impending invasion.  Indeed, we took advantage of that, early in the war, and even received some help and intelligence from them. 
 
    “But after we stormed the palace and made it clear we weren’t going away, the Contramara turned their wrath upon the occupation.  They are not mere rebels, they are an institution that sees its role as to police the body politic of Farise and keep it pure – according to their standards.” 
 
    “Did they not see our conquest as a kind of liberation, then?” he asked. 
 
    “Liberators leave,” I stressed.  “Had we done so, we might have come to terms with the Contramara.  But Rard and the other dukes weren’t content with merely removing the Doge and the Mad Mage and the threat they posed to shipping.  They wanted to stomp out the last vestige of the Magocracy and remake the land into another Narasi domain – with the Censorate in charge of regulating magic amongst the Farisians.” 
 
    “That did not go over well, I take it,” he observed. 
 
    “Not one bit,” I agreed.  “I served during the occupation.  For a month after we stormed the palace, there was relative peace on the streets and in the outlying provinces.  But once the Censorate was imposed on the people, the Contramara quickly took issue with our rule.  There are many magi within the organization by tradition, and while they hated the Mad Mage and his policies they absolutely loathed what the Censorate represented.  Throats began being cut, our patrols started to be ambushed, warmagic was used to terrorize the garrisons, and within just a few weeks it was clear that we were no longer considered liberators.  We had a very active – and very powerful – insurgency to contend with.” 
 
    “I think I understand,” Anguin nodded.  “During Vichetral’s rebellion, we had our own version of that sort of thing in Alshar.  Mostly amongst the Coastlord houses – including our friends, the Cats of Enultramar,” he added, with a smile.  “They were loyalists, thank Kulin, but they wreaked havoc on Vichetral’s efforts to pacify southern Alshar for a few years, there.” 
 
    “The Contramara are far more insidious than the Coastloards of Alshar,” I suggested.  “They, at least, had accepted Narasi rule in principle.  They were incorporated into the aristocracy and given position and authority during the reigns of your ancestors.  They may have looked down on the Narasi dukes, but they were willing to cooperate with them. 
 
    “But in Farise, the Contramara ensured that any rule that they were not willing to follow would be subject to the same terror that they once inflicted on the Sea Lords.  They have a system of codes, signals, signs, and organizations that go back centuries.  They have scores of separate cells who will work together against the invaders, whomever they might be.  They have cadres of street warriors who they can deploy to riot or loot or attack and then fade back into the common society without fear of being discovered or punished.  They have families of wealthy merchants who will bankroll any operation.  Families of magi who will cast spells in their support.  Ship captains who will smuggle anything they need for their efforts.  And they will use anything from knives to poison to undead to see their plans advance.” 
 
    “They sound committed,” he said, with reluctant admiration.   
 
    “Committed?  I dare say they are.  The Contramara has an agent in every temple, every merchant house, every estate and plantation in Farise.  They have puppets they can call upon to strike without mercy.  No doubt they are already fighting against the cabal of foreign rulers, just as they did against the Narasi conquerors.  You can take Farise, it is said, but unless you can convince the Contramara to leave you alone, you cannot hold it for very long without spilling an awful lot of blood.” 
 
    “But I thought they were put down, eventually?” Anguin asked, confused.  “I recall hearing the news, myself, when I was a boy.” 
 
    “They can be temporarily suppressed,” I conceded, “and the active cells can be eliminated.  But there are always more willing and eager to take their place.  Fighting in the Contramara is an honor for the Farisians.  Dying for the cause of a free and independent Farise is considered admirable, no matter how horrific the acts they undertake might be to normal sensibilities.  And if one element of the Contramara is compromised – a street gang, or a seditious temple, or a smuggler’s operation – then it is sacrificed while another is readied in its place.  The only way to uproot the Contramara is to exterminate the population of Farise,” I predicted. 
 
    “I see why this is a problem,” he nodded, sympathetically. 
 
    “Exactly.  The organization, from what we could learn, is faceless, with no public leaders, and answerable only to a hidden council of hereditary directors whose only ideology is the freedom of Farise under its traditional laws and values.  They have hundreds of willing accomplices who will fight, die and certainly kill the enemies they are directed toward.  When faced with something hateful like the Censorate of Magic or a bunch of haughty Narasi knights or a gang of self-aggrandizing pirates, or even their own folk they consider corrupt, the Contramara has no mercy . . . and will never quit the fight.” 
 
    “So how do you propose to deal with this organization?” he asked.  “Not to mention the aforementioned pirates, rebels and Censors?” 
 
    “I honestly do not know – yet,” I admitted.  “But the answer is not an invasion.  That would only harden their resolve.  Indeed, I lost many good comrades to the Contramara and their pawns during the occupation.  Had I not been demobilized and returned to Castal, I might have fallen victim to them myself.” 
 
    “How did you find out so much about this . . . insurgency?” Anguin asked, fascinated. 
 
    The question caught me off guard – though it shouldn’t have.  Secret organizations and hidden conspiracies don’t exactly get histories written about them until long after they are gone.  I suppose I sounded as if I had been part of the counterintelligence effort, which was incorrect.  I was merely a Spark who was used to fight them.  But the truth of how I discovered the nature of the Contramara was more mundane.  I grinned with the memory. 
 
    “A girl,” I said, a small smile on my face.  “Right before I was demobilized, I met a girl who told me about them.  One of the infamous ‘dusky maidens’ of Farise.  But she was very knowledgeable about them, and she was worried that I’d get hurt.  She’s the one who explained their nature and why the Duchies would never truly conquer Farise by force.     
 
    “So I think the only answer is to proceed with caution,” I decided, dismissing the pleasant memory and returning to the matter at hand.  “That is, to adopt a strategy of infiltration, observation and subversion.  The pirates and Censors are easy enough to overthrow, but if you truly want peace on the seas, the Contramara must be considered.  That, my good duke, is going to be the difficult part.” 
 
    “But you will pursue it,” he urged.  “If nothing is done then Alshar faces ruin.” 
 
    “Alshar has faced ruin for many years, now, and yet survives,” I reminded him.  “Your duchy’s wealth is based on trade and commerce, but that is not its only strength.  I am hoping to establish a portal with our new ally in Cormeer, Count Andrevar, and thus allow some trade to prosper in that direction.  I believe Alshar sends a great deal of cargo to Cormeer.” 
 
    “We do,” Anguin agreed, reluctantly, “and that would help.  But it is a matter of scale.  And not all of my folk are happy with the consequences of the portals.  There are already mutterings that it is an insult to honest mariners and trading houses who brave the seas for high profits when they make Cormeeran ports – or landfall in the Shattered Isles or Unstara.  The portals might help a little, Minalan, but I am in charge of entire industries that are in danger from the Farisian threat.” 
 
    “Then I will do my best to address it, Your Grace,” I said, just as reluctantly.  “Just know that I am fearful of returning to that place for my own reasons.  I saw much death there, in my youth, and much injustice.  Farise is a fair place, a wonder among the jewels of the Five Duchies, but it is also a place soaked in blood and misery.  I will do this, but I am not enthusiastic about it.” 
 
    “That’s how I felt about being forced to ride in tournaments during my exile,” he said, sympathetically.  “I hope you won’t let your concerns dissuade you from this task.  And I hope that you feel able to complete it.” 
 
    “It is not about whether or not I can do it,” I offered, “it is about what must be done.  And, alas, I agree: Farise must be dealt with.  And I do not see either Alshar nor Castal as having the resources to see it to a conclusion.  So I must be the one to address it.” 
 
    “Please let me know if there is any way I can assist,” he offered, sincerely.  “Unlike my cousin, I am unconcerned with my reputation or the prospect of glory.  Conquest has never been my desire.  But keeping angry Sea Lords and merchant princes from haunting my palace because their ships are idle, that is a goal of mine.” 
 
    “And a worthy one,” I conceded.  “I don’t blame you for being eager to see this problem solved.  I just want you to understand how difficult it will be, and why I am reluctant to proceed without all due caution and consideration.  Anguin, I tire of war,” I admitted.  “I’ve spent nearly half my life fighting, and at least that long attempting to avoid war.  A misguided attempt to conquer Farise would entail a long, bloody, intractable war that could be well-fought, but could never be truly won.” 
 
    “But without such a war, how can we end the attacks on our commerce?” Anguin asked, concerned.  “Farise is a haven for pirates and slavers.  That we cannot abide.” 
 
    “Nor should we,” I agreed.  “But that does not mean war is the only means to accomplish that.  War is a blunt instrument, at best, and an institutionalized calamity at worst.  Many are questioning why I did not attempt to destroy Korbal when we attacked Olum Seheri, when he was weak and nearly helpless.  The truth is that I plan to make use of him, despite himself and his wicked ways, and by mindlessly waging war against him I would deprive myself of that usefulness.  In much the same way attacking Farise for the purpose of conquest may well end their war on the kingdom’s commerce . . . for a time.   
 
    “But if you want to end it for all time, then a much more decisive answer is required than mere conquest and domination.  That will take more effort, but less expense in lives and treasure.  Nor will it satisfy everyone – indeed, it will likely infuriate many of the powerful with its result.  But that is what I must do,” I declared, “if we are to put the problem of Farise to rest once and for all.” 
 
    Anguin sat back in his chair and studied me.  “It sounds as if an armed invasion would actually be simpler.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Since when do I take the simple way to solve a complex problem?” I chuckled.  “I would rather do it properly, if I can.  That’s what good wizards do.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Count Camavon 
 
      
 
      
 
    One cultural criticism my Narasi ancestors had for the Magocracy was that it was ruled by soft men, not warriors.  Despite the armies and navies he commanded, the Archmage was chosen on the basis of his intellect, wisdom, and education, and thus was a government of scholars, not warriors.  That did little to impress the barbarians, only a handful of whom were literate.  But the success of the Magocracy was apparent: the districts within the empire were well-governed by an educated class who sought efficiency, without regard to matters of honor or divine direction.  The scholarly Archmage was a symbol to that large class of officials.  But he was also a symbol to the suspicious barbarians. 
 
      
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eventually the weather warmed, the snows began to melt, and the time to celebrate our victories was at hand.  I proposed to the king that we hold the festivities at Sevendor, as opposed to the royal palace, as it would be easier to accommodate so many from across the kingdom in my spacious halls than trying to get them to travel overland for days or weeks for a party.  The king agreed – in part, I believe, because the sprawling palace complex was still largely shut down for the winter months, and partially because such events involve great expense and I offered to foot the bill. 
 
    I wasn’t just being magnanimous – this was a celebration of my office as Marshal Arcane, after all, and I wanted to present to the people and my warriors the nature of the victory we had, not merely dispense reward and glory.  The conditional defeat of Korbal marked an important turning point in the war – if not its end, then at least its abatement as a significant factor in our consideration for the first time in a decade.  That was worthy of note.   
 
    Of course, my own staff was not particularly happy that their liege had committed them to entertaining a large number of important persons, from the king and queen, three sitting dukes, a host of counts and barons, knights and warmagi, not to mention various luminaries of our Alka Alon allies.  It made the celebration at Yule seem like a garden party in comparison.  Hosting such a prestigious event required enormous organization and expense, and proved complicated even with magic.  But with Sire Cei and Sir Festaran in charge I had every confidence that everything would be perfect – or at least not a catastrophe. 
 
    The occasion allowed me to do something else I greatly desired: to include Count Camavon of Remere in my inner circle. 
 
    The ducal heir to Remere was a bit of a mystery to me.  While I had spent a great deal of time with Duke Anguin and Prince Tavard, Camavon had kept largely out of the political struggles that had shaped the kingdom’s earliest years.  I imposed on Rardine to provide me with the dossier that the Garden Society kept on him, to get a better idea of the man who would one day rule Remere, and it was helpful – but it gave me little insight into the man’s character. 
 
    On parchment, he was a model Narasi nobleman, in the Remeran style.  He was close to my age (a year younger, actually) but had cultivated a reputation for wise leadership that had found favor with the Remeran court.  He had done all of the normal things that were expected of a ducal heir: learned how to joust, how to conduct himself at official events, how to read and write, and was educated in mathematics, history and court etiquette.   
 
    He had been married young to one of his father’s vassals’ daughters, a beautiful young woman named Arabeth whose noble pedigree was beyond dispute, and had four children by her.  The couple seemed genuinely enamored of each other, a rarity amongst the higher nobility.  Rumor was that she was pregnant with their fifth. 
 
    But beyond that there was little in the portfolio that spoke to his character.  Like most Remerans of the ducal house, he had kept a low profile, appearing at state events and celebrations but avoiding the overly dramatic incidents that plagued the courts of Castal and Alshar.  He lived with his family in the Ducal Palace at Remeralon in a luxurious apartment, and if he had mistresses he had kept the matter discreet.  He was no drunkard, did not particularly enjoy hunting or hawking, he disliked gambling, and after his knighting ceremony he had largely given up jousting.  Instead he had pursued a quiet life of collecting art and giving alms to various temples and abbeys for hospitals, orphanages and houses for the blind and infirm.  By all accounts he was a perfectly respectable nobleman without the taint of scandal upon him. 
 
    That made me immediately suspicious. 
 
    Don’t misunderstand me – there are plenty of noblemen worthy of the title.  But my experience with the various ruling houses of Alshar and Castal had convinced me that such power and prestige seemed to invite the sordid indulgences in hedonism and decadence that created scandal.  Yet apart from a few typical youthful indiscretions hinted at in his file Camavon seemed unwilling to indulge in such vices.   
 
    That was well in line with the Remeran ducal house’s culture, historically speaking.  As the second-weakest duchy (after poor, benighted Vore, in the north) Remere had always been stuck between the arrogance of Merwyn and the brashness of Castal, playing both sides against each other over the centuries in order to keep from falling under the sway of either.  The founder of the ducal house, Kamlan, had been the most commercially-minded of King Kamaklavan’s five sons, as well as the most decadent and admiring of Imperial culture, and that strain had run through his descendants since the duchy was founded. 
 
    While that strategy had not seen Remere rise to ascendency amongst the duchies, it had ensured its prosperity.  Remere, more than any other duchy, prided itself on its commerce, not its armies or navies.  The ducal house did not demand to be aggrandized, like Castal, nor did it demand overmuch from its vassals, as did Merwyn.  Instead it presided over its vast number of successful commercial ventures and contented itself with becoming fabulously wealthy instead of militarily or politically dominant.   
 
    Historically, the Dukes of Remere did not insist upon being recognized as glorious leaders of a martial state, they were content with presiding over a wide-spread prosperity that kept the peace and ensured the security of the entire duchy.  Their main export seemed to be their noble daughters, whom they married off both east and west to ensure a complex network of alliances that made anyone attacking Remere guilty of assaulting their kin.  Their rule was an exercise in cautious and wise management, not bold leadership.  The only time that Remeran dukes traditionally became prominent in the public eye was when there was a crisis.   
 
    That did not mean that there weren’t occasional struggles for power; the Remeran court was filled with as many ambitious noblemen as any other.  But instead of using armies to press their ambitions, Remere favored bribery, flattery and commercial adventures to pursue them.  Money was the battlefield upon which most of Remere preferred to joust.  And the Remeran dukes had long understood that the best way to keep what power they had was to allow such competitions to play out in court without their direct intervention.  The number of interests and laws that constrained and taxed commerce in one way or another ensured that regardless of who was accumulating power or losing it, the House of Kamlan would profit. 
 
    If things did get out of hand, however, the Dukes of Remere had their own means of taking quiet action to restore balance.  I was particularly intrigued to read in his file that Camavon was known to be in charge of one such method, known as the Gentlemen of the Palace. 
 
    Castal relied largely on the chivalric orders to maintain structure and discipline in the political realm.  Remere preferred assassination.  The Gentlemen of the Palace had been a quiet institution for centuries, a cadre of killers that owed their loyalty to the House of Kamlan alone.  They acted only at the behest of their master and forsook partaking in feuds or vendettas outside of their official duties.   
 
    They were the Duke of Remere’s arm in the continuous Game of Whispers and only became involved with the bloody intrigue when the House of Kamlan felt intervention was necessary.  They were not an intelligence-gathering operation, like the Family or the Garden Society – those functions were held elsewhere in the court.  But when the Master of the Gentlemen of the Palace decided that someone had to die for the good of the duchy, their knives went to work unerringly.  It was not a common occurrence – and certainly not to the extent that Grendine’s bloody-handed Family indulged in – but when a body turned up with the distinctive cuts the Gentlemen used to indicate their intervention, the Remeran court took notice. 
 
    I found it interesting to note that the Gentlemen of the Palace had only conducted three assassinations in the last decade – the most recent one involving the ascension of the new Remeran Court Wizard.  It seemed that Count Camavon was very selective in how he had used the tool of state he’d been entrusted with. 
 
    Thus informed, I extended an invitation to Camavon and his wife to visit Sevendor Castle for a few days through the auspices of his new court mage and my old one, Dranus.   
 
    On the appointed day, Alya and I met the count and countess personally at the portal arch, an honor guard of Sevendori knights led by Sir Festaran in attendance.  For his part, Camavon only brought a small retinue of fifteen – barely enough to sustain most ducal heirs, in my experience.  A few bodyguards, some maids and footmen, and a couple of advisors, all dressed in the most stylish Remeran livery. 
 
    The man himself had the larger frame of his Narasi forebears but also the dark features and flashing eyes of his Imperial ancestors in a handsome combination.  His wife was a slight woman, slender and elegant, but had a beautiful smile and a genuinely friendly disposition.  Both greeted us warmly at the gate, and after extended introductions we repaired inside the castle and led them to their quarters. 
 
    “I’ve heard many tales of the great keep the Spellmonger has been building,” he said, as he walked next to me through the great gates under the gatehouse.  “I see they were not exaggerated.  Understated, if anything,” he said, nodding his dark head toward the great towers that hugged the mountains.  “Do you really feel it necessary to establish such a grand and expensive stronghold in this rustic portion of Castal?” 
 
    “My enemies are not reserved to my neighbors, Excellency,” I replied.  “Indeed, Sevendor has been attacked more often by nonhuman foes than human ones.  By dragons, even, amongst other opponents.  The defenses are designed to repel all manner of enemies, regardless of their origin or capacities.” 
 
    “So we have heard,” nodded Camavon.  “Master Dranus has spoken very highly of his time in Sevendor under your leadership.  He counts you the wisest wizard and most knowledgeable magelord in the kingdom,” he praised.  “As well as the wealthiest.” 
 
    “I do not seek riches for the sake of wealth,” I countered.  “They are a consequence of my circumstance, and serve me best for the resources they represent.  But I do well, at what I do,” I conceded.   
 
    “Including keeping Merwyn at bay,” he nodded approvingly.  “I was quite impressed with how you handled their incursion.  Not only did you keep Andrastal from a true invasion, you gave him a civil war to contend with.  Well done.” 
 
    “It seemed the best course of action at the time,” I agreed.  “Remere is too pretty a place to be plagued with war.  Perhaps, in time, we shall see Count Andrevar put an end to his uncle and ascend to the Merwyni throne.” 
 
    “That would be preferable to Remere,” he agreed.  “He is a cousin of mine – well, all the dukes are cousins of mine, to one extent or another, but my aunt married his father, so we are closely related.  I’ve always liked him and found him preferable to Andrastal and his two hateful boys.  Do you think he can sustain a war against his uncle for long enough to prevail?” 
 
    “That depends entirely on how much support he has,” I considered, as we came to the actual gate of the castle.  It seemed less cluttered, now that the Karshak lodge had been reduced to a few work tents.  The dwarves had begun to recolonize their ancient city, deeper in the mountains, and traveled to work through their own small portal, now.  “If he can continue to pay his troops and encourage them to strike against Andrastal’s forces, I think he has a chance to win this war.  But it could take years.” 
 
    “Years in which the Merwyni will not have the wherewithal to strike Remere, or dabble in the politics of Wenshar,” he agreed.  “In truth, it is Andrastal’s fleet, not his armies, that my father fears more.  They have been ranging closer and closer to our shipping lanes of late.  There is a rumor that he is considering an attempted invasion of Farise,” he confided. 
 
    “Farise?” I chuckled.  “It would take a fleet the size of Merwyn’s to gain it.  And then he would be as hard-pressed to rule as we were.” 
 
    “Yet if he did gain such a strategic position in the heart of the kingdom’s commerce, it could prove problematic,” Camavon observed. 
 
    “I will not let that happen, Excellency,” I promised.  “I just had a lengthy conversation with your cousin Anguin about the matter.  I agree, seeing Farise in Merwyni hands would be worse than those of mere pirates and slavers.  But I will contend with them in due time.  Come, let me show you to your quarters,” I said, as we emerged into the grand chamber inside the mountain.  The Remerans all gasped at the sheer size of the place, of course, and we had to tarry while I explained the functions and capacities of the new castle. 
 
    Alya was a perfect hostess, and she and Countess Arabeth seemed to get along famously.  We dined in our private apartment that night with the pair of them and only a handful of servants, where we had a genuinely good time.  Camavon was modest in his behavior, but revealed a quick wit and deep intelligence as we conversed about everything from ancient history to the most recent battles. 
 
    I drew a few conclusions from that first casual dinner. He was genuinely intrigued by all that I had wrought in my brief tenure in the public light.  Not many magi could have managed what I did, in his opinion, and he was largely in favor of the reforms I had instituted.  But he also had some misgivings about Remere’s participation in the kingdom that he was not afraid to voice. 
 
    “I confess, my father had a difficult time agreeing to the Treaty of Union,” he admitted, as we settled into the game room together with pipes and cups.  “Remere has always prided itself on our independence, and giving up even a sliver of our sovereignty – especially to Castal – was difficult to consider.” 
 
    “I have found that the reduction in petty regulation in regards to trade has been largely beneficial to everyone – has Remere found it otherwise?” 
 
    “Officially?  No,” Camavon reported, thoughtfully, as we sat down at a chessboard.  Apparently the count enjoyed the game, even if he was reluctant to gamble over its outcome.  “In fact we have seen our merchant class prosper now that the tariffs and taxes involved in moving our wares through Castal have been reduced.  Of course, we’ve also faced increasing competition since the treaty was signed, but I am confident that we will come out the better for it. 
 
    “But our primary concerns are not financial, but political,” he admitted, as I ceded him the honor of the first move.  “Seeing Tavard and Anguin squabbling against each other is amusing, but it portends a long-lasting feud that we fear the kingdom will suffer from.” 
 
    I frowned, and made my own move.  “I do not disagree,” I murmured.  “Indeed, the magi are quite concerned about the acrimony.  Most of us favor Anguin in that regard, considering the loyalty and assistance he has given us over the years, but we understand just how disruptive a war between the two would be.” 
 
    “Yet you just undertook one against Tavard yourself,” he pointed out, countering my opening.   
 
    “That was one of my vassals,” I sighed.  “I don’t think he meant to conquer a third of Gilmora, but one of Tavard’s vassals irritated him and he got carried away in the moment.” 
 
    “Viscount Terleman,” Camavon supplied.  “According to Dranus he is one of the most brilliant strategists of our age.” 
 
    “And no supporter of the chivalry,” I agreed.  “More, he has gathered a number of Gilmoran magelords to his banner who would rather see Alshari sovereignty over their homeland.  It doesn’t help that Prince Tavard has a habit of acting like an arrogant turd about the matter.  To be candid, I was relieved that King Rard enforced an end to hostilities when he did, before things could escalate further.  Otherwise it might have gotten . . . interesting,” I said, pressing the first attack of the game. 
 
    “But it was entertaining,” Camavon chuckled.  “Alas, it also threatened the peace of the kingdom – and peace was one of the motivations for Remere to join in this mad scheme to unite the duchies in the first place.  My people do not excel at war,” he admitted, defending against my attack. It was a smart move, and I lost an important piece unexpectedly. “But we do place a premium on strategy.  We must, to exist betwixt Castal and Merwyn.” 
 
    “And it shows,” I agreed, nodding toward the board.  “It is my desire to preserve the kingdom, Excellency, not see it shattered,” I promised him as I regrouped my pieces.  “Perhaps even see it expanded, someday.” 
 
    “Is the House of Bimin really the wisest choice to lead it, though?” he asked, philosophically, as he studied the board.  “You are considered the wisest of wizards, Count Minalan.  Surely you can see the plain truth.  With all due respect to my cousin Rard – and he is a man to be admired – can we rely on a line that produced Tavard?” 
 
    “Tavard is a work in progress,” I suggested, as I watched him make a bold move with his rook.  “I don’t yet know if he will ever be worthy.  But I’m working to ensure that he is.  If he is not, I am willing to entertain an alternate,” I offered, lightly.  “Who that might be is an open question.” 
 
    “Does Tavard not have a male heir?  Luin’s law dictates that he would be the next in line,” Camavon said, shooting me a glance over the board.  I made a defensive move with a pawn. 
 
    “A babe on the throne?” I asked, eyebrows raised.  “From a historical perspective such periods are fraught with troubles.  Not just here on this world, or even among our species, but . . . regencies almost never end well.  I would spare the kingdom that, if I could.  But we merely speculate,” I pronounced, as I watched him survey the board.  “Many, many things can happen before anyone claims Rard’s throne.  I merely wish to know what the alternatives might be.” 
 
    “Well, if you are considering House Kamlan as an alternative, I would caution you,” he said, after an overlong pause.  He moved his bishop.  “You might believe that the allure of such power is enough to convince us to commit to . . . well, anything, really . . . but the truth is we are concerned enough about the consequences of such a move that we wish to remain neutral in any conflict between the other houses.” 
 
    “Your Excellency, do not for a moment believe that this concerns merely the five ducal houses,” I countered, as I moved a knight into position to counter his bishop.  “Indeed, it would be folly to limit your considerations to that.  The board has expanded dramatically, in the last decade.  Things are in flux.  History is being made.  All manner of blessings and calamities might befall any of them.  And there are other powers now at play, some we may not even be aware of.” 
 
    “You hint at the newfound power of the magi,” he suggested, as his bishop took a pawn.  “I appreciate your point, Count Minalan.  No one ever dreamed that your folk would emerge so quickly or so potently into the corridors of power.” 
 
    “Not just us,” I offered, as my rook advanced beyond his bishop to take a pawn of my own.  “The Remeran merchant princes are rising.  The House of Terine in Alshar is rebuilding.  Certain ecclesiastic orders are finding themselves strong and unburdened by sovereign authority.  And those are but the human elements involved.” 
 
    “Human elements?” Camavon asked, wryly, his eyebrows raised.  “You suggest there are nonhuman elements at play in the succession?” 
 
    “Influences, more than elements,” I demurred as I watched his bishop cross the board and take another pawn.  “I appreciate Remere’s unwillingness to get its hands dirty, Count Camavon, and I am sympathetic.  Alas, it also places you in a position where you might be the only arbiter between Alshar and Castal, someday.  That was built into the Treaty of Union,” I reminded him.  “But your responsibility doesn’t end there, for you theoretically control the Remeran merchant powers.” 
 
    “Control might be a strong term,” he said, with a wry grin.  Then he took my knight.  “In truth, we barely keep them from destroying each other.  The Remeran bureaucracy is their battlefield, and we can rarely steer them in a desired direction without a hail of protests.” 
 
    “Aren’t they your ministers?” I asked.  “Does not the duke appoint them?” 
 
    Camavon sighed and shook his head.  “Yes, in theory. But you have to understand . . . when Kamlan was named the first Duke of Remere, he took a different way than his brother dukes.  While they largely dismantled the bureaucracy of the Magocracy, he let ours persist, and merely took over its leadership.  He felt that it would be less disruptive to society, and after the ravages of war in Merwyn he wanted to preserve as much stability as possible.  It persists to this day largely unchanged from before the Conquest.  It might seem more efficient, but tradition has hardened it into an institution that is not easy to control.” 
 
    I nodded.  “That explains why Remere has been so stable for so long.  And why the ducal house is considered the weakest in the Five Duchies, save for Vore.  No offense,” I said, hastily. 
 
    “Oh, we’re quite aware of our reputation,” Camavon grinned.  “We don’t mind.  And we have our own ways of ensuring that essential policies get enacted.  But only to a point; if we appoint a minister that the bureaucracy doesn’t like, they have ways to sabotage him and even ruin him.  It makes reforms difficult to enact, but it also lends stability to the system.  That’s why we generally took a less aggressive view toward the magi in Remere than the other duchies.  They served an important role and oppressing them just did not make sense.” 
 
    “An attitude I applaud – even if it has occasionally made things more complicated,” I said, wryly, as my knight took another pawn.   
 
    “Lady Pentandra?” he asked, an eyebrow cocked.  “Your alliance with her is well-known.”  He launched his queen across the board to snatch my knight unexpectedly. 
 
    “No, no, Penny has been true, loyal, and brilliant at what she does.  But there are other Remeran magi who—” 
 
    “Ah!  You mean the Order of the Not-So-Secret Tower,” he chuckled.  “Yes, they can be a bit dodgy.  All of those secret meetings and hidden libraries and codes and such.  They act like they protect the secrets of the universe, but they’re harmless,” he dismissed, as I moved my rook to counter his queen. 
 
    “Checkmate,” he said, suddenly, his queen moving to take a pawn – and bind my king irreparably. 
 
    “Well played!” I praised, as I realized I had lost.  “You know, Camavon, I think we can find a great deal in common, you and I.  King Rard has approved informing you of certain state secrets, to ensure that all of our princlings are well-informed in matters of governance.  For a start, I’d like to show you what we call The Snowflake . . .” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I spent the next few days with Camavon instructing him on certain realities I thought he should be aware of.  We thoroughly toured Sevendor, from the Chamber of the Snowflake – with which he was quite impressed, if mystified – to a brief pilgrimage to the Everfire, the Mewstower, a tour of Lesgaethael and lunch with Lady Varen, the Enchanted Forest, and lastly a visit to Tuervokathel, where he met Lady Fallawen.   
 
    During the entire day he was polite, genuinely interested, and he asked insightful questions as he learned more about humanity’s odd relationship with the Alka Alon.  I spent the next day with a trip to Carneduin and the Hall of Memory, where I was able to explain in detail how our ancestors came to the world and the reception we got when we emerged from the Void.  It was essentially the same lesson I’d given to his cousins a few weeks before.  I was impressed at how quickly he absorbed the information and its implications.   
 
    Of particular note was his reaction to the images from our homeworld, Terra: its vast cities, its wondrous technology, the beauty of its forests, beaches, deserts, and idyllic landscapes.  Camavon was deeply touched, his expression emotional as he witnessed the glories of our ancestors and their mighty works.  The music overlaying the show perhaps played a role, but there was no disguising his expressive reaction. 
 
    “So why did we leave such a beautiful world?” he asked, when the presentation finished. 
 
    “That is a complicated question,” I sighed.  “Our ancestors had a vibrant civilization that covered the entire world.  There were competing sovereignties, horrific wars, and some intractable problems,” I admitted, “but humanity was at a high point.   
 
    “And then visitors from other worlds arrived and made themselves known, and that shocked our people.  It created a philosophical problem for them: whether to embrace the star-spanning civilizations that presented themselves to us and take our place among them, or to reject that greater universe in an effort to cling to our essential humanity,” I related, the memories of Andrews informing my lesson.   
 
    “Our culture was changing, thanks to the newcomers and their ideas and technologies.  Many of us felt that the only way to maintain what made us unique in the universe was to turn our backs on the truth and remain a small, provincial world.  Many others felt that abandoning our torrid past and beginning anew under the guidance of older civilizations was preferable. 
 
    “The colonies were the compromise,” I continued, as we walked over to the model of the New Horizon hanging from the ceiling.  “It was felt that if the essential elements of our civilization could be transplanted to other worlds that they would persist, and the things that made humanity special would be sustained there.  Here,” I corrected. 
 
    “So there are other worlds like Callidore?  Colonies of humanity?” he asked, intrigued. 
 
    “Theoretically,” I agreed.  “At least ten attempts were made when the New Horizon left Terra.  We didn’t know if they were successful or not – in fact, the odds of any of the colonies actually taking root on distant worlds was considered low – less than fifty percent, by some estimations.  So every possible contingency was planned for with each subsequent attempt.  Perhaps, somewhere, there are other seeds from distant Terra that have prospered, but we just don’t know,” I confessed.  “The distances are too vast for regular communication to be practical.  It’s quite remarkable that our own colony managed to survive, and Callidore is considered a very Terra-like world in most ways.  Other colonies were likely not as lucky.” 
 
    “And Terra itself?” he asked, as he studied the strange shape of the ship that brought us to Callidore.  “Does it still exist?  Are there still humans there?” 
 
    “Again, we do not know.  It has been almost a thousand years since we left it, and we did not end up where we had planned to – a long story,” I assured him.  “Indeed, we had no conception of magic when we arrived here, and that complicates things even further.  Our ancestors’ most sophisticated works often have difficulty contending with it – perhaps that’s why we abandoned much of them.  But did Terra survive?  I have no idea.” 
 
    Camavon was quiet for a few moments while he contemplated the model of the great ship.  “You say that thing carried a quarter of a million people?” he asked, skeptically. 
 
    “As well as smaller ships, machines, and the knowledge to rebuild human civilization here,” I agreed. “In the early days, on Perwyn and elsewhere, we had accomplished just that, to a degree.  Then things started failing.  The New Horizon withdrew.  Our Constructed Intelligences that guided and preserved our civilization failed.  Magic rose.  Perwyn fell.  All that is left now are a few scattered artifacts – tekka, as you know it – and a few ruined remnants of our glorious past,” I said, sounding discouraged despite myself.  Andrews’ perspective colored my thoughts, I suppose, and his disappointment was reflected in my voice. 
 
    “It seems to me that the fact we are here at all is pretty miraculous,” Camavon countered.  “If we managed to build all of this without assistance before, there is no reason why we could not do it again,” he reasoned.   
 
    “That is a tall order,” I said, chuckling mirthlessly.  “We’ve lost quite a bit of what we would need to truly re-create Terran society – if we even wanted to.  No, what our ancestors did not realize in their efforts to preserve our culture was that every new world would inevitably change us in unpredictable ways.  We left Terra to escape the threat to our culture from aliens from other worlds . . . only to come to a world where aliens were plentiful and varied.  We ended up changing our culture despite our best efforts.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Camavon said, turning back to me with a determined expression on his face.  “I think it’s quite remarkable that we came here, and I think that we could eventually win back all of this wonder,” he said, gesturing around to the displays in the Hall of Memory.  “You’ve said that it is a matter of knowledge, and knowledge can be preserved and rediscovered.  We can gather together the remaining scraps and see if we can’t make something of it,” he proposed, hopefully. 
 
    Of course he had no real idea what he was suggesting.  My ancient memories told me just how difficult it was to create an advanced civilization in the first place.  Certainly, we retained a few important elements, but to parlay them into even a mockery of what we had enjoyed when we came to Callidore seemed almost impossible. 
 
    But I’m not one to discourage hope, when it arises. 
 
    “Perhaps it can, Camavon,” I agreed, reluctantly.  “Perhaps it can.  I suppose it’s time I introduce you to one of those scraps: a Constructed Intelligence called Ariel . . .” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    The Spellmonger’s Cenacle 
 
      
 
    The Privy Council of the Archmage was more than just an organ of the government; while many of the cabinet ministers sat upon the Council, the majority were comprised of professional wizards who had spent most of their lives either in service to the bureaucracy or in private practice.  It was a body not fixed by size, portfolio, or social position.  New members were inducted on the recommendation of five existing members, or if proposed by the Archmage, three.  But one essential function of the Privy Council was to support the Archmage and his policies in all things, even if they did not agree with them.  That oath was designed to eliminate politics from the body.  In fact, it often did the exact opposite. 
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
    I won’t go into detail about the lavish victory celebration that was held at Sevendor Castle only because to a degree it was a repetition of the celebration at Yule – and that was a blessing.  In many ways it was far more important than a mere baronial celebration – the guest list alone was comprised of the leading families in Castalshar from the nobility and the magi.  The king and queen, the three dukes, their prime ministers, court magi and esteemed ministers from all four courts, as well as Alka Alon guests in great number, filled the Great Chamber (it was far too large to be a mere hall) to its comfortable capacity. 
 
    But if we hadn't held the baronial Yule celebration a few months before, it could have been an awkward occasion.  Instead the castellans, cooks, servants and retainers knew their jobs and performed them admirably.  The scene was splendid, with banners of all of the duchies, baronies, orders and units of the kingdom hung from pillars or from the ceilings high overhead.  Magelights illuminated the scene in splendid fashion, making the Great Chamber seem almost cozy despite its expanse.  The entertainment was superlative – we had brought in Jannik the Rysh to organize the festivities – and the service was exquisite.   
 
    The occasion was marked by a notable lack of drama, which was welcome and unexpected.  The potential was there – the chivalry who attended were snobbishly arrogant toward the magi, who returned the favor with subtle vigor – but things rarely escalated beyond a bit of good-natured ribbing.  The three dukes managed to hold forth without insults or coming to blows, largely thanks to Rard’s domineering presence.  Everyone seemed to understand that this was an occasion for honors and revels, not an opportunity to make political points at the extent of their rivals. 
 
    The honors were well and truly bestowed, however, to a great number of those who had heroically devoted themselves to the effort against Korbal the Necromancer and the Dead God Sheruel.  Rard granted new titles, lands and lavish rewards to Terleman, Mavone, Astyral, Taren, Wenek, Carmella, Pentandra and myself, as well as scores of lesser-known magi who had dedicated their recent professional careers to the war effort.  Special acclaim went to the Sky Riders, with Dara, Ithalia and the other Sky Captains each given effusive praise and gifts of treasure and even lands to thank them for their unique efforts.   
 
    I noted Countess Arabeth was particularly pleased by that.  While I had taken her husband to Carneduin, Alya had taken the future Duchess of Remere on a tour of the Sevendor Mewstower and introduced her to Dara.  She had been enthralled at seeing the famous giant hawks up close – unlike Camavon, she was an avid falconer – and she had insisted on learning everything she could about them, even predicting that there would be a Remeran Mewstower someday.   
 
    Rard went on to give both his nephew and his son accolades for their service to their kingdom for their efforts.  Both had been on the battlefield, and both had technically won victories, so they got some gilded swords and titles and a nominal award from the treasury.  While the Duke of Remere was not directly involved, his financial support was acknowledged by Grendine who embraced old Duke Clofalin like a dearly beloved uncle.  She did not try to stab him in the back while she did so.  I checked. 
 
    Then Rard turned his attention to our allies and toasted the aid of the Alka Alon Council, represented by the three Emissaries and a delegation from the Council including Heruthel, Lord Letharan and Aronin Ladas.  It was a long, drawn out speech that made the Alka Alon supremely uncomfortable with its assumptions and familiarity.  Lilastien sat near to me and quietly heckled them under her breath the entire time.  I had a difficult time controlling my laughter.   
 
    Haruthel spoke in response, giving an elegant oration on the importance of the Alkan-humani alliance and how it not only fulfilled the promises made in ages past but boded well for future relations.  He ended with a snatch of translated Alka Alon poetry from one of the better-known epics which sounded elegant to human ears . . . but which I now understood was loaded with irony and sarcasm when read in context. 
 
    It was, of course, just pleasant-sounding bullshit.  The Alka Alon excel at that. 
 
    For my part, I elevated a dozen warmagi who had performed brilliantly by exchanging their simple irionite shards for more sophisticated Alka Alon spheres, and then elevated more than two dozen common warmagi to High Magi status by granting them more stones.   
 
    That caused a bit of a stir amongst the chivalry – in their opinion there were far too many Sparks walking around with the stuff than they were comfortable with already, and seeing more being created when we were supposedly at the end of the conflict did not sit well with them.  I didn’t care.  There were over three hundred warmagi armed with irionite, now, and each of them had taken the oath from me or Pentandra or Terleman.  That was a formidable force that was ostensibly loyal to me and their fellows.  I wasn’t about to see them diminished. 
 
    Sire Cei managed every moment of the event with masterful precision.  As Steward of Sevendor and the castle’s castellan, this was the fulfillment of his chivalric destiny, and he presided as the perfect gentleman.  There was feasting, dancing, music and food – dear gods, the food!  I didn’t think that the excesses of Yule could ever be out-done, but the cooks in my kitchen seemed determined to exceed the excellence they’d displayed just a few months before.  The only complaints I heard were a couple of knights lamenting the lack of a tournament, and a few magi who thought there should be more magical entertainment.   
 
    The banquet went far into the evening, and I gave an inevitable speech thanking my entire magical corps for their hard work and sacrifice.  I also made clear that the war was not over, nor was it won – but that we had struck a decisive blow that would allow us to relax a bit for a little while.  To most, that was enough of a victory to warrant the celebration.  To some, it was a warning to redouble our vigilance over the Penumbra and the other pockets of evil that persisted on our frontier. 
 
    All things considered, it was a fitting night of festivities that avoided any fresh drama: no enemies attacked us, no dragons descended from overhead, no gods dropped by unannounced, no squabbles broke out between factions, no duels erupted between drunken attendees.  Indeed, it was perhaps Sevendor’s finest night, one spoken of in revered terms for months and years to come.  The Spellmonger had feted the kingdom magnificently, it was said, and for that I was truly proud of the little land that had become such an important power in such a short period of time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    While most of the important guests left after the feast by means of either the portal or the Alka Alon Ways, plenty lingered on in Sevendor for days.  In fact I had invited a select number of magi to do just that.  I had need of their consultation, and it seemed opportune to get their advice while they were all in one place anyway instead of waiting for the Conclave or calling a special meeting.  It was easier to keep my purpose quiet that way. 
 
    Among those whom I’d invited were the best of the thaumaturges and sages in the land – Master Ulin the Enchanter, Taren, Pentandra, Lilastien, Onranion, Lady Varen, Heeth the Arcanist, Kedaran the Necromancer, Master Hamanol, Master Thinradel, Master Theronial, and a number of leading enchanters from both bouleuterions.   
 
    The last addition was the most important: Lord Atopol, the Cat of Enultramar.  The white-haired, black-clad youth looked a bit out of place amongst wizards thrice his age, but he did not act uncomfortable.  Indeed, I don’t think I’ve ever seen Atopol look uncomfortable in any situation.  He had his namesake’s ability to be at perfect ease regardless of the situation, like a cat in a throne room or a pirate’s tavern. 
 
    “What is he doing here?” Pentandra asked, with interest, when I convened the group in my largest workshop. 
 
    “While the rest of us were fighting against Korbal at Olum Seheri, I had Atopol conduct a very special mission,” I revealed.  “He snuck into the pyramid during all the commotion and looted the Nemovorti’s vaults.” 
 
    “He . . . what?” Pentandra asked, her eyes widening in disbelief. 
 
    “He broke into the fortress of the evil dark lord and stole him blind,” I repeated.  “In the middle of a battle.  And then made his way out again, across a busy battlefield, and to safety.  I think we have to count him amongst the greatest thieves in the world,” I suggested. 
 
    “Perhaps in all history!” Pentandra agreed, staring at the violet-eyed thief.  “He doesn’t look the worse for it – were there any complications?” 
 
    “None he would discuss,” I shrugged.  “He is very good at what he does.  I’m not certain that either his father or his sister could have managed it, but Atopol did.” 
 
    Pentandra nodded, her lips pursed as she regarded the young man with new respect.  “So what did he recover?” she asked, finally. 
 
    “That is what we are here to discuss,” I acknowledged, as I led her to her seat.   
 
    When the final attendees arrived, I had Laresk close the door and place a simple spellbinding on it to ensure our privacy.  It was an elementary working, one he had been practicing, and it could have been easily dispensed with by any mage in the room.  It did suggest that we did not want to be disturbed, however, which was the point of the exercise. 
 
    I had three broad trestle tables at one end of the chamber laid with the loot we’d taken from Darkfaller and Olum Seheri.  It was an impressive collection of spears, knives, swords, staves, rods, wands, spheres, and other items of Alka Alon or even gurvani manufacture.  Among them was Korbal’s staff and the net Master Goki had used to capture the Magolith.  
 
    “My friends and colleagues,” I began, when I had everyone’s attention.  “I have gathered all of you here to discuss some of the magical elements we have captured during the recent battles.  Some are weapons, clearly, while others were arcane tools of various sorts.  And some I have no idea what they do,” I confessed.  “That is why you are here: to examine the items and give your expert opinion on their function, strength, and method of action,” I instructed.  “You have become the Spellmonger’s Cenacle, when it comes to such things.” 
 
    “Isn’t it dangerous to go mucking about with unknown enchantments, Master Minalan?” one of the younger enchanters from the Sevendor Bouleuterion asked, nervously. 
 
    Master Ulin snorted.  “That’s what wizards do, boy!  If we cannot figure it out, who can?  You can’t let a little danger dissuade you from the pursuit of arcane knowledge.  Sometimes you have to risk losing a couple of fingers while you investigate the unknown.  Otherwise you’re just a scholar,” he dismissed.   
 
    “Besides,” Pentandra added, “if we don’t learn about the works of the enemy then we’ll be unprepared when we meet them in the field.” 
 
    “But I am not a warmage,” protested another enchanter.   
 
    “You should understand by now that this war is fought on many fronts, and not all of them are normal battlefields,” I reminded him, gently.  “Sevendor has been attacked repeatedly by the Enshadowed when we weren’t expecting it.  The Nemovorti still covet our bodies as their foul hosts.  You might not be a warmage, but that doesn’t mean you won’t someday fight for your life.” 
 
    That disquieted some of the younger attendees, but most of the older wizards had long accepted the professional risks involved with being a fellow of the Spellmonger.  At my invitation they descended on the tables and began making the usual thaumaturgic assays in order to determine just what these items were and how they worked. 
 
    In some cases I had already done a lot of the work; but the point of the exercise was to broaden the knowledge of my colleagues and encourage them to experiment with such unknown items.  Knowing in advance what some of the answers were allowed me to judge their abilities and imaginations.  But in just about every case there were some elements of spellcraft that I could not easily identify, and in a few instances I had no earthly idea what they did. 
 
    One might think that all of the advanced knowledge I had of thaumaturgy from the memories of the long-dead phantoms in my head would have easily explained the inner workings of the enchantments we’d found; in fact it was the opposite case.  Oh, I could identify most of the arcane powers that were being employed, and when they coincided with commonly-understood Alka Alon spells I could figure out the basics.  But the magic of the Enshadowed departed significantly from my understanding of the thaumaturgy behind the enchantments.   
 
    Magic has endless variety in how it is manifested, channeled, transformed and used, and the Enshadowed were extremely subtle in their sorceries.  Almost none of it was standardized, as each Draolani sorcerer constructed their own weaponry according to closely held secret techniques that they jealously guarded even from their comrades.  In some cases their enchantments departed dramatically from the typical methods used by the Alka Alon.   
 
    It was akin to the secret libraries and custom spellcraft the old Imperial families had kept for centuries against the investigations of the Censorate.  Pentandra had revealed her father had an impressive collection of such works in the libraries of House Benurviel, some of which involved some very dark and forbidding subjects.  The Enshadowed were even more obscure in their spellwork than that, sometimes inventing entirely unique systems of magic to create their tools and weapons.  My Alkan memories confirmed this, but that did not mean that they understood the nature of them. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, the three Alkan members of the cenacle provided the most insight.  As the wizards began exploring the various tools and weapons displayed, all three of them were able to define the purpose and methods of action of several of the artifacts, particularly the weaponry. 
 
    “This casts fire like a dragon,” Lady Varen said, after examining one long rod.  “Not more than twenty feet, but potent enough to discourage attack.  Or burn a village.” 
 
    “Oh, these are just cadeska,” Onranion pronounced, almost instantly, as he inspected a small pouch full of what appeared to be pebbles.  “Beads embodying a particular spell, much like the glyphs you magi use in battle.  Toss one in an area and it will activate when your foe wanders by.” 
 
    “But what do they do once activated?” I asked, curiously. 
 
    Onranion shrugged.  “All manner of things: the dark brown ones usually influence the mind and senses,” he related, as he pushed the variously colored beads into piles.  “The yellow produce active effects like fire or electricity, the pale pink ones usually just alert the sorcerer to your presence, the tan ones can contain optical or auditory illusions, and these dark red ones are used to inflict pain and misery,” he said, matter-of-factly.  “If used in concert you can get some fairly sophisticated effects out of them.” 
 
    “They aren’t thaumaturgical glass, though,” Pentandra noted.  “How are they made?” 
 
    “Most of them come from the place you call the Gravel Wastes, in the Land of Scars,” he informed us.  “Bits of shell, coral, or limestone that have specific arcane properties.  The Enshadowed have haunted that wasteland for years.  They have learned which bits can be polished and transformed into cadeska, and have refined them over time.  Minor magic,” he sneered. 
 
    “This, however, is not,” Lilastien said at the next table as she hoisted a short staff with an elaborately carved head in the air.  “This is a very potent offensive weapon.  I’ve seen it in use before.  It is sonic in nature, but it requires an Alkan voice to give it its activation,” she explained.  “It produces a cone of concerted noise that can be focused on one individual or small groups.  Depending on the mode it is used in, it can deafen you, give you a profound headache, stun you into unconsciousness, drive you mad, or even affect your ability to move your muscles.  It is not technically deadly, but it is useful for confounding your foes while you stab them.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Master Ulin said, taking the staff from her and examining it.  “I wonder if it could be adapted to humanity’s voice . . .” 
 
    One by one each artifact was assayed, inspected, and discussed.  When we got to the iron weapons of the Nemovorti, Kedaran was surprisingly knowledgeable about them.  He lectured us about the special type of iron used in their construction and had some canny insights about how the pure necromantic energy they channeled was transformed into the higher arcane octaves to produce a variety of effects.  Some of them were quite chilling, such as the iron rod that could instantly cause your blood to become far more acidic than your tissues could survive – a painful and horrific way to die. 
 
    “The staff and the net are both very interesting,” he continued, as he put the rod back on the table and gently picked up Sheruel’s former cage.  “The alloys here are far more intricately contrived – Dradrien make, I’d venture,” he added, casually. 
 
    “That is correct,” I agreed.  “Master Suhi made the staff under duress.  Master Goki created the net.  But they share similar characteristics.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” he nodded.  “The Enshadowed use a special system of symbolic logic specifically for necromancy.  It’s difficult stuff to work with in the best of circumstances, but if you can manage it you can produce some very profound effects.” 
 
    “How do you know about that?” Heeth asked the necromancer, suspiciously.   
 
    “Oh, I talk to a lot of dead people,” Kedaran dismissed.  “They’ll tell you all sorts of secrets just to keep you talking to them.  Apparently the afterlife is a lonely and boring place.” 
 
    “This was used by Mycin Amana,” I said, handing him the short iron wand she’d worn at her belt.  It was scorched with fire – it had been recovered from the ashes of Darkfaller’s central keep.  “Any idea what it does?” 
 
    Kedaran and Onranion both examined it for several minutes and muttered to each other as they used their own methods of deconstructing the spellwork involved in the piece.  Finally, Kedaran nodded and announced their findings. 
 
    “It can – apparently – be used to absorb Vivant power and then somehow decompose it,” he informed the room.  “Transform it into necromantic power.  Something a Nemovort might use to sustain itself without the usual rituals of sacrifice,” he theorized.  “Onranion thinks that it wouldn’t happen all at once.  You could control the quantity of extracted energy and leave the organism alive to heal and attempt to replenish it.  Conversely, I think that you could reduce the victim to a husk in one go, and sustain an undead architecture for much longer.  It’s like a reed stabbed into your soul that can suck the life out of you,” he pronounced. 
 
    “That’s . . . that’s horrific!” Pentandra said, her face going pale. 
 
    “There have been rumors of such things from our past,” Lady Varen said, troubled at the thought. 
 
    “The asmoradel,” Lilastien supplied, nodding somberly.  “During the early Warring States Period, a few of the Farastamari houses had sorcerers who used such techniques to achieve . . . chilling effects,” she said.  “A dark period in our history.  They relied on the life energies of their retainers, at first.  Then prisoners of war.” 
 
    “The Anfalaran Cycle,” I recalled, from the memory of Rinthon the Bitter.  “The Amayalan clan – many of whom defected to the Draolani at the end of the cycle.” 
 
    “There is a reason that the Amayalan are no longer represented at Council,” Varen agreed.  “They were considered moral renegades for the work they did with such contrivances,” she condemned.  “They produced much suffering throughout the wars.  They made many enemies.  At their conclusion, they were either dead or went into exile into the shadows.” 
 
    “They were bloody ruthless bastards,” Onranion insisted, fervently.  “This is just the sort of sorcery that they’d do research into: a way of grinding the lifeforce itself into powder for their own nefarious purposes.  A few of the Nemovorti are Amayalan,” he added.   
 
    “I’d best take it back to Greenflower to secure it for study,” Kedaran suggested, placing the rod back on the table as if it was still hot. 
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed.  Many of the necromantic loot we’d discovered were already there under his care.  “That’s not the sort of thing I want floating around Sevendor.” 
 
    “What does this do?” Heeth asked, picking up a teardrop-shaped talisman that had a small hole at the narrow end, as if it was designed to be a pendant.  “It’s pretty!” 
 
    “Oh, that!” dismissed Lilastien.  “That’s a . . . well, you’d call it an icestone, because your people lack imagination in most things,” she chuckled.  “It makes ice.” 
 
    “It . . . it just makes ice?” Heeth asked, confused.  “Any apprentice can do that!” 
 
    “Certainly, as can most Alka Alon,” she agreed.  “It’s one of the most basic spells.  But it has limits for both Alkans and humani.  You can only create so much ice with the cantrip or songspell.  But this does so without having to do more than immerse it in water and feed it a slip of arcane power,” she said, as she took it from him and studied it.  “The more you feed it, the more ice it makes.  It’s that simple.” 
 
    “Uh, why would the Enshadowed need ice?” asked Taren, confused. 
 
    “Because some places are hot and they like their beverages to be refreshingly cold,” supplied the Sorceress of Sartha Wood as she replaced it on the table.  “That’s as good an answer as any.  Or you can use it to keep a room cold to preserve your murdered victims.  All sorts of uses,” she said, casually. 
 
    “Sheruel used something like that in the device he used to freeze the Poros,” Pentandra realized. 
 
    “Exactly,” Lilastien nodded.  “They’re not terribly uncommon, but often overlooked.  They’re a kind of fossil you can find in the Land of Scars and elsewhere, sometimes.  It takes a certain genius to turn that kind of simple songspell into a weapon.  Sheruel’s shamans just used it at scale.  With the amount of power he could pump into it, keeping the Poros frozen was just a matter of maintaining the spell.” 
 
    “Is there one that boils water, too?” I asked, intrigued.  I knew some footwizards knew legends of such tools, but I’d never seen one before. 
 
    “Of course,” Lilastien nodded.  “That’s a slightly different fossil, though.  A little more common, too.  Didn’t you people figure this stuff out?” she asked, amused.  “You know how to do heatstones.  This just the same basic thing done naturally.  It’s useful, if you’re lazy or an idiot.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I said, considering the stone for a moment before I moved on down the table.  “Atopol, perhaps it’s time you revealed your loot,” I said. 
 
    Grinning softly to himself, the white-haired thief nodded and produced a stubby little wand I’d given him – a simple hoxter wand.  He went to a bare table and invoked it, causing a shower of assorted junk to cascade out of nothingness across the table. 
 
    “Korbal’s horde,” he announced, “directly from his personal workshop.  At least, I assume it was his,” he amended.  “It was the largest and most grand of them, but there weren’t any signs or hallmarks or anything.” 
 
    “You raided Korbal’s workshop?” Taren asked in disbelief.  “That’s where I was sending you?” 
 
    “Just outside it, actually.  It wasn’t even guarded, as everyone was running upstairs to defend against the attack.  There was a lot of stuff there, so I just started grabbing everything small enough to fit in the wand.  Not the bodies,” he quickly assured. 
 
    “Bodies?” Master Ulin asked, frowning.  “There were bodies?” 
 
    “Human ones,” Atopol agreed, quietly.  “Magi.  They were already dead, so I took a few moments to make them . . . unusable.” 
 
    “Good lad!” Taren praised, as he began to look through the loot.  “Hey!  These are your stones, Minalan!  I recognize some of them from when you started to collect them from the vesicles around the snowstone effect!” 
 
    “The ones that were stolen from here a few years ago,” I confirmed.  “That was one of the primary reasons I wanted Atopol to ply his skills in the pyramid.  I believe some of those ended up in Mycin Amana’s thaumaturgic array back in Darkfaller, the one Wenek destroyed.  I wanted to make certain that we deprived Korbal of their use.” 
 
    “And what is this?” Lilastien asked, as she pulled a small octagonal stone box out of the pile.  There was a hole in the center of it that contained a long, upthrust crystal.  I recognized the stone of the box immediately: jacasta, the same stone used to shield the Celestial Egg from detection. 
 
    “One of Korbal’s vusradahn devices that collects and stores the spirits of the Nemovorti,” I supplied, quietly.  “Within you will find a smooth, almost flawless piece of Hapaxite of the finest grain – Ghost Rock,” I explained.  “When properly tuned it can capture and release a complex enneagrammatic signature.” 
 
    “It has three within,” Ruderal confirmed, looking at the thing darkly.   
 
    “He should have dozens,” Onranion said, frowning.  “If you slew the number of Nemovorti you said you did at Darkfaller, this should be brimming with them.” 
 
    “Oh, there was a much larger one in the workshop, but I didn’t have room to get it,” Atopol said, apologetically.  “It was about seven feet long and four wide, and more than a foot thick – rectangular,” he related.  “Had the same stone cover, though.” 
 
    “That was the slab they brought out of Korbal’s crypt,” Ruderal confirmed.  “A pity you couldn’t get it.  We could have stopped them all at once, then.” 
 
    “Next time,” Atopol shrugged.  “I focused on the portable loot.  Always a good choice for a thief.  This was the only piece I took that I was reluctant to lift, though,” he said, pulling a strange object from the table.  “It didn’t match any of the other stuff that I could tell.  But it looked important, so I nabbed it.” 
 
    It was a roughly oval shape made from what appeared to be shell or bone segments arranged in a circle.  Within the center was a kind of dark membrane that stretched across the frame, the surface shiny and murky at the same time, as if there was some liquid within the membrane. 
 
    “That is unusual,” Lilastien said in a whisper. 
 
    “Is it Vundel?” I asked as I stared at the piece in Atopol’s hands.  Lilastien had studied the Sea Folk for years, and I assumed she was familiar with their craft.  Or art.  Or whatever this thing was. 
 
    “No, not at all,” Lilastien assured me.  “But it is passing familiar . . .” she said, leaning closer to the membrane.  “Not something I’d expect the Enshadowed to produce . . .”  Quietly, she ran her hand across the surface.  Much to our surprise it rippled as if it was liquid, not solid. 
 
    “Interesting . . .” she murmured as she leaned her face closer. 
 
    Suddenly, a dark shadow appeared within the membrane – and a horrific eye.   
 
    It was unlike any eye I had ever seen on man, beast, fish or fowl; black in the center, with two concentric rings of a pale, sickly color surrounding the pupil.  The eye was placed in a bony socket but I could discern no face or other features.  But it was undoubtedly an eye.  The two rings spun in opposite directions around the central pupil, and three sphincter-like membranes blinked over the surface. 
 
    We all stared in horrid fascination as the pupil widened. 
 
    “Ahsh kahg ara malu, Korbal?” a sinister, unearthly voice said, as if from the bottom of a well.  “Norina kagsta aru?” 
 
    Lilastien was captivated by the sight for the barest moment, then wiped her hand over it and slammed it to the table.  Whatever magical power that had activated it was gone.  The membrane was empty, now. 
 
    “What in nine hells was that?” demanded Master Thinradel.   
 
    “That,” I said, after a long and painful pause, “was probably something Korbal very badly did not want to lose.  His connection to those we know as the Vassals of the Formless.  And that is precisely what I wanted Atopol to find.” 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Dara’s Heart 
 
      
 
    The office of the Archmage was not hereditary, although some families held the position for multiple terms.  While this added a certain amount of instability to the government of the Magocracy when an Archmage became infirm or died, it also prevented young, untested and unseasoned leaders from rising to the seat prematurely.  As a rule, the Archmagi were older, more serious men who had long been married and had families.   The Narasi system, by contrast, too often puts the untested youth of its heirs into positions that they are not prepared for and exposes both them and their governments to risks of impetuous and unwise action based on dynastic concerns.  
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger  
 
      
 
      
 
    In the days and weeks after the great victory celebration, Sevendor returned to normal.  The early spring rains replaced the snow flurries.  Daffodils and irises pushed raw green shoots through the melting snow, the harbinger of warmer temperatures and more verdant life ahead.  The rural folk prepared their cots and farmsteads and began turning their gardens as soon as it stopped freezing every night, the townsfolk started planning for the coming season’s commercial endeavors, and the castle folk began the task of changing over from wintertime life to the more active Spring schedule. 
 
    As it was truly the first year the new Sevendor Castle had been occupied, much of that preparation was novel and the occasional bit of chaos ensued.  Petty matters, such as where the fine linens were stored or which servant should hold the keys to the vast spice cabinet – more of a room, actually – or which assistant castellan was in charge of the privies and baths, and which was in charge of sundries, soaps, and cosmetics for the castle community.  That last example nearly led to a fistfight that could have turned into a duel, had Sir Festaran not intervened.  
 
    But in general, everyone was getting used to the new castle, despite its vast interior.  Festaran told me that when it was complete the place would be more than seven times as large, in terms of area, as the old castle.  The work was still ongoing, with a few hundred Karshak masons arriving every morning from Askeorast through the custom portal I had installed there.   
 
    There were still several sections left to be completed – mostly storerooms, cisterns and workshops of various sorts.  In addition, there was a lot of finishing work to be done on the apartments and chambers in the periphery of the main section.  We weren’t quite ready to withstand a full siege yet, for instance, and there were still towers and turrets to be finished, tunnels to be excavated, and entire floors to be constructed. 
 
    I was proud of the place.  Not only did it feed my hungry ego, but it had impressed everyone who had seen it.  Sevendor Castle was like a miniature city, with over a thousand staff, now.  It was the sort of place that usually takes more than fifty years to build – like Darkfaller or the Alshari castle in the Narrows – but I had gotten it done in less than a decade.   
 
    It was incredibly defensible against my feudal neighbors and my more exotic enemies – not perfect, but defensible.  It could provide protection for thousands.  Magic made it livable, from the thousands of magelights that filled the place to the enchanted privies that whisked away the sewage through a hoxter pocket to the enchanted lifts that allowed easy access from the lower regions to the upper floors.  It should serve well as the seat of power for my children and their children.  As legacies go, there’s nothing better than an impressive pile of artfully-carved rock to satisfy a man, save the prosperity of his own children. 
 
    Now that the war was abated – not over, but abated – I had a few weeks to really get to know the place and enjoy its magnificence.  It provided me with a deep sense of security that I hadn’t known I needed.  Certainly, it had been extravagantly expensive, but I was insanely wealthy, and spending my gold on such a practical legacy was better than pointlessly letting it sit in a treasury somewhere.   
 
    A lot of people had profited from constructing the castle.  Hundreds of engineers, artisans, craftsmen, merchants, and day laborers had fed their families with the river of gold and silver Sire Cei spent on their pay every week.  They, in turn, had paid for their rent, their bread and their taxes with that money.  The hundreds of servants now employed likewise ensured that Sevendor Town and the surrounding estates would continue to prosper.   
 
    And from the state of my treasury, I currently had enough to ensure at least a decade or so of funds to staff the place.  That didn’t count snowstone sales or the profits from the bouleuterion nor the stipends and taxes, tolls and tributes I collected, nor did it account for the untouched massive balance I had accrued with the Wizard’s Mercantile.  I was, undoubtedly, one of the wealthiest people in Castalshar, if not the Five Duchies.  That, too, brought a certain amount of security to me.  Of course, having riches means worrying about protecting them, but it also allowed me a lavish amount of leeway in how I conducted myself, now.  
 
    I had come a long way since the days when I had to run the domain’s docket so that I could afford to pay my staff and garrison at the old castle.   
 
    One of the other advantages of the war being abated was that I was able to establish somewhat of a routine at the new castle.  That was something I devoutly craved after months and years of living from one emergency to the next.  Certainly, there was still plenty of urgent business to contend with every day, but the anxious sense of anticipation and impending doom that had colored much of my recent existence was, blissfully, gone. 
 
    Usually one of my apprentices would rouse me just before dawn, and after my morning ablutions, I would take a few moments to confer with my valet, Stacsid, about the business of the day.  Then breakfast with Alya and the children, before I went either to my workshops or to the lower chamber where I met with my senior staff or important visitors, or out into Sevendor Town or beyond to discuss the business of my small realm.   
 
    Luncheon could occur anywhere, but if I was in the castle I tried to ensure that I took it in the largest dining room in the great hall and I encouraged Alya to do likewise.  That was where anyone in the castle who had livery could sup, unrestricted by rank.  It was frequented by the guards on duty, the servants and court officials alike.  While I had an accustomed seat at the head table, I made a point of making it nonexclusive; anyone could dine with me if they could get a seat. 
 
    Luncheon replaced the long-standing tradition of Alya and I breaking our fast in the Great Hall of the old castle every morning.  That had allowed just about anyone to catch our attention about important business, make complaints or suggest improvements on how the place was run.  Even though the new castle and staff were far larger, I wanted to be able to grant that opportunity to my people.  Having a private apartment seven stories above the Great Hall made it all too convenient to dine in privacy, but being seen by the people who work for you is, I’ve found, a far better means of ensuring their loyalty and attention than by hiding away in your chambers and managing through your subordinates.  That was one of those nuggets of wisdom I wanted to impart to my princely pupils. 
 
    That also means I was subject to more petty nonsense at luncheon than most lords, but that was part of the job.  And it could prove amusing – such as the fight between the Steward of the Baths and the procurer of soaps.  That helped keep me grounded in the reality of the lives of the people I was ruling.   
 
    After luncheon, I would usually spend a few hours in my libraries, workshops or in the Chamber of the Snowflake working on various projects with my assistants or apprentices.  I made a point of sitting down for a few minutes every day and chronicling my day, which helped me organize my thoughts.  I was taking notes on the differences between the Archmagi of the Imperial Magocracy and the Narasi feudal system.  I would also continue the epic I was composing, and fleshing out notes from various experiments, or – if I was bored – I would visit the large storeroom in which piles of crystals and stones remained unidentified, and would putter around seeing if some of them weren’t useful. 
 
    It felt good to be bored, I admit.  Without a war to plan and execute, I began to feel much more a spellmonger and magelord than a warmage and that was a delightful improvement. 
 
    Late afternoons, if business hadn’t intervened, I would try to meet with Alya for an hour or so, often with a cake and a glass of wine.  She was feeling more and more immobile due to her growing belly, but she insisted on continuing to explore our new home and meet its people.   
 
    If we did not meet in our private apartments, then we would find one of the smaller chambers that were scattered throughout Sevendor Castle where we could send for a snack – if I didn’t just conjure one from a hoxter.  After that, we made a point of visiting the children with their nurses and tutors.  Thankfully all four of them were doing well, and all were excited by the prospect of a new baby brother. 
 
    If I did not have some sort of business to attend to, we would both escort the children to the chamber where my personal household dined.  That included the nurses, the senior staff, tutors, clergy, and my apprentices – along with any ladies-in-waiting Alya had selected.  That was something she had started doing since our return from Anghysbel: returning to the traditional feudal practice of inviting female guests, usually the wives or daughters of our vassals, to join our household for a few weeks or months to assist Alya in her duties and enjoy their company. 
 
    That was a very promising sign of the progress to her healing, I saw, and I encouraged it.  Alya was never as social as most noblewomen, even before Greenflower, but she did understand the importance of the practice.  In a feudal society, interpersonal relationships among the nobility are important for cultivating loyalty, and such exchanges were vital for cementing that personal bond.   
 
    At our invitation, Lady Estret and Sire Cei would join us, if their schedules permitted, as would Birthsister Bemia.  The evening meal in the chambers became the secure center of my household and was usually held with little formality.  The chamber eventually became known as the Ivy Room, as one wall of the chamber was covered in some fast-growing vine that was not ivy, but which Master Olmeg felt was a good indoor plant for the room.   
 
    Conversely, if we had guests of a certain rank or a small celebration to host, which was not an uncommon occurrence, the children and staff would dine in the Ivy Room but depending on the occasion Alya and I would host our guests in either the large chamber on the third floor that became known as the Lavender Room, in which the dried flower itself featured prominently in the décor, while lavender-colored magelights danced lazily around the ceiling amongst the larger white spheres of magelight that illuminated the room.  The stone walls had been painted a deeper shade of violet, a color Alya had liked from Dara’s festival cloak, and murals of the Sky Riders and the Mewstower were being painted upon it.  
 
    It was just the sort of place to gather two or three hundred people for a banquet, a little larger than the old Sevendor Castle’s Great Hall. There was even a fireplace that was tied into a clever central chimney the Karshak had designed to carry away the smoke.   
 
    For larger occasions, a slightly raised section on the eastern side of the Great Chamber was used – and, of course, if any kings or dukes or visiting gods were in need of feasting, we could employ the entire cavernous hall.  Those were thankfully rare. 
 
    Feeding all of these chambers and the mouths of the entire castle staff on a daily basis was a vast network of kitchens, bakeries, pantries, larders, butteries, dairy rooms, spice cupboards, and scullion chambers.  Every day an enormous amount of food was prepared by a core staff of thirty cooks and as many as a hundred, for great occasions.  They were assisted by a small army of Tal Alon who had trained for service for years.  Every day they had to provide three meals to over a thousand people in addition to any orders of snacks, travel rations or special supplies that might be needed.  The expense was enormous, second only to their pay, but it was worthwhile.  Sevendor’s kitchens became the standard by which other manors and mansions were judged. 
 
    I was secretly very proud of that – it was a far cry from the first day we came here and had a tough old cow slaughtered and boiled over an open fire.  Setting a good table might be a standard of virtue among the nobility, but my motivation came from my mother’s insistence on delicious hospitality at her board.  She had always managed to create at least one noteworthy dish that guests would rave about, something most of my sisters have mastered in turn.  The pride I took for my own table had nothing to do with wanting to impress my guests with pretty but poorly-seasoned fare.  I wanted to enchant them with food.   
 
    There were two fundamental reasons why the kitchens were so good: the first was that we kept raiding Banamor’s Alembic for good cooks and assistants, which annoyed him to no end.  Banamor has excellent taste and a fine eye for culinary talent, and I wasn’t above stealing it.  The second reason was the portals.  These allowed our cooks to purchase produce and victuals, spices and meats from across the great capitals of the kingdom.  That kept an amazing flow of incredible delicacies running across our tables. 
 
    Lastly, after dinner, Alya and I would either entertain our guests on the balcony overlooking the city or, if the weather was good and we desired a more intimate setting, we enjoyed a glass of wine or spirits on the terrace cut out of the back of the mountain.   
 
    There were actually three that cascaded down the mountain in increasing length but the topmost, smallest and most-secluded terrace was reserved for my household and senior staff.  It was a delightful place to watch the colors of the sunset play over the Uwarries as they stretched in the distance.  At night, it was someplace to see the stars overhead without being spoilt by the thousand magelights of Sevendor.  It was even more elegant with the growing lake that had replaced a modest mountain.  Once it had filled completely, I imagined the reflection at dusk would be magnificent.  
 
    Not everyone thought the view was ideal, however.  Indeed, it was on the Hawk’s Terrace, as it came to be called, that Dara, Hawklady of Westwood, asked to meet with me one night that early spring.   
 
    And, as usual,  she was not happy.  But for once it wasn’t me who was the problem. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I need your advice, Master.  The war is over,” Dara began, as we took a seat at the round snowstone table on the Hawk’s Terrace as twilight faded into night.  The table was a beautiful masterpiece of Karshak craftmanship, with a stylized snowflake carved in relief in the center.  Her fingers drummed upon it nervously.  “Now what do I do?” she asked, a frown on her pretty face. 
 
    “Actually, the war is not over,” I corrected.  “But it should cool down for a while, depending on what Sheruel does when he resurfaces.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” she dismissed, as Laresk brought us wine and a tray of fruits and cheese.  “And I know what to do until it heats up again: train, expand the Mewstower, recruit more Sky Riders,” she reasoned.  “But most of that can be handled by my subordinates, now.” 
 
    “Well, isn’t that a good thing?” I asked, taking a sip.   
 
    “It’s supposed to be,” she agreed.  “But preparing for the next battle was what I did when I got up every morning.  Now . . . well, it’s been difficult,” she confessed.   
 
    “You have your estates to manage,” I pointed out.  “And now you have even more of them.”  Dara had been awarded a new domain by Prince Tavard after her heroic rescue of him and his men – and her friend Sir Festaran – outside the gates of Darkfaller last winter.  She’d been granted a second in Gilmora by King Rard.  Yet she made a face at the mention of it. 
 
    “Ugh!  Yes, I am now the proud owner of the domain of Belatz, famed for its hunting mews.  Because I need more birds to care for,” she added, sarcastically.  “I am also in charge of the estate of Belardi, just outside of Barrowbell and convenient to the Gilmoran mewstower.  I haven’t visited either of them, I know nothing about them, don’t know their people or their customs or their concerns, and now I am in charge of them,” she said, despondently.  “I didn’t ask for more lands.  I didn’t want more lands.  I am in charge of the Westwood, and that is sufficient for me.” 
 
    “Then hire good stewards for both and leave them be,” I suggested.  “Unless they are poorly managed already that should be sufficient for now.  And they add handsomely to your dowry,” I pointed out.  That earned me a deathly stare. 
 
    “My . . . dowry!” she said, derisively.  “You sound like my father!  He and I got into a row just two days ago over that.  He thinks I should have been married years ago, and already provided him an heir – as if he needs another one!  My brother is to become Master of the Wood, and his children will inherit that title.” 
 
    I sighed.  “Every father wants a good life for his daughter,” I offered.  “That oft includes marriage and children.  Or holy orders.” 
 
    “That’s what he said!” she said, accusingly.  “As if I have nothing better to do than find a husband and start giving birth!” 
 
    “Actually, did you not just say that you didn’t know what to do now that the war was cooling down?” I pointed out.  “Perhaps it is time you turned your attention to your personal life.  You’re a healthy young woman,” I reasoned.  “There’s no good reason why you should avoid that element of your life.” 
 
    “And what if I can’t find a good husband?” she asked, her nostrils flaring dangerously.   
 
    “In my experience, good husbands are made, they don’t merely exist in the wild.  And it takes a good wife to make one.  Find a good man, and the rest should follow in due time.  With some effort.  And a little bit of luck.  It’s whispered that you have suitors,” I murmured. 
 
    “Suitors!” she hissed.  “Suitors.  Perhaps I do.  But what of it?  Gareth was one of these ‘suitors’ and see how that turned out?” 
 
    “That was a long time ago, Dara,” I observed.  “You have both grown quite a bit since then.  And from my understanding, you’ve attracted the attention of young Baron Arlastan, who is actively seeking a wife.  Am I mistaken in that?” 
 
      
 
    “I . . . but . . . no, no you’re not,” she sighed, after struggling to answer.  “And Sir Festaran seemed to be waiting for me to . . . to do something,” she said, her frustration clear in her expression.  “In truth, I have a fondness for them both.  Ashes and cinders, I still have a fondness for Gareth, if I was to say so in front of the Flame.  Despite everything, I still miss him,” she admitted, reluctantly.  “But marriage?  How can I pledge myself to one man, Master, when I can’t be certain that it will make me happy?  Or if that’s even what I want?”  She quickly picked up her wine cup and finished it.  It had been mostly full, I noted.  Laresk came forward and quietly refilled it. 
 
    “No one can be certain that marriage will make them happy,” I informed her.  “Indeed, marriage does not make you happy – quite the contrary.  It has the capacity to contribute to your happiness, perhaps, but it often does the opposite.  Marriage is filled with trials, Dara, and should not be entered into lightly.  Both Tyndal and Rondal are entertaining the idea,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, it seems to be all the rage, right now,” she said, bitterly, as she sipped her wine more slowly this time.  “Anguin and Rardine.  Fallawen and Sir Ryff.  Azar and Noutha – who saw that coming?  Taren and Varen, although I haven’t heard them announce their engagement.  Everyone knows they’re together, despite Varen trying to be aloof about it.  Ashes, I even heard that Gareth and Nattia are . . . well, he’s apparently going to go through the Kasari rites, Tyndal says,” she added, miserably.  “Everyone seems to be doing it.  And then getting pregnant.  It’s almost stylish,” she condemned.  “But why does it have to include me?” 
 
    “It doesn’t,” I admitted with a shrug.  “You have your journeyman’s papers, you have your estates, you have your birds.  You could quite easily remain a professional woman, as so many female magi do,” I pointed out.  “Indeed, I just met with the Ducal Court Wizard of Castal a few weeks ago.  Mistress Argastina.  Lovely woman.  She took that route.  She’s now one of the seniormost magi in the kingdom.” 
 
    “Court wizard!” Dara huffed.  “I’ve seen what Pentandra puts up with – no, thank you!” she insisted. 
 
    “You could stay in private practice, then, or just continue being the magelord you already are,” I suggested.  “No one is forcing you to marry, Dara.  You could follow Mistress Argastina’s path.” 
 
    “She’s a nice lady,” Laresk interjected.  “She’s awfully fond of biscuits.” 
 
    “You might find the life of a spinster mage rewarding,” I said, shooting a glance at my nephew.  “You answer to no one, you keep your own schedule, you are responsible for no one else but yourself.  And your birds.” 
 
    “Spinster?” she asked, making a face at the word.  She clearly didn’t like the sound of that.   
 
    “That is the term for an unmarried woman, often when she is considered too old to wed,” I reminded her.  “After a while, the term ‘maiden’ is usually dropped for women your age.  You could become the Hawkspinster,” I suggested with a wry smile. 
 
    Dara didn’t seem to think that was funny. 
 
    “Ashes and cinders, why does this have to be so godsdamned complicated?” she moaned in complaint.  “All I want to do is live my life, but the choices I have to make are completely unreasonable!” 
 
    “You are no longer a child, Dara,” I reminded her.  “You are an adult woman of great accomplishment.  And adult life is full of such choices.  Deciding not to pursue a husband does not mean you aren’t making a choice.  If I might say so, you seem more afraid of the idea of marriage than fighting a dragon.” 
 
    “I’ve fought dragons before,” she said, miserably.  “I know how to do that.  I’ve never been married.  I’ve barely been kissed,” she admitted.  “I see what my brothers and sisters go through with all that courting and then marriage, and it just seems like a lot of bother.  I don’t much see the point,” she said, with a sniff . . . and another sip of wine. 
 
    “Well, there is the sex,” I said, as delicately as possible.  “That is quite nice, if you do it properly.  Marriage isn’t required for that, nor does it guarantee it, but it is one of the expected benefits.  Then there is the matter of children,” I continued before she could fire back at me.  “Children are nice after they stop being a burden.  They are our best legacy.  Imagine having someone you could leave all of this to,” I said, gesturing toward the moonlit landscape below us.  “Those are your lands.  They should become your children’s.” 
 
    “Those are my family’s lands,” she countered.  “I am just the caretaker, for the moment.” 
 
    “And when that moment is gone?” I asked.  “Yes, you have your brother, and your other siblings, to carry on the legacy of the Westwood.  But what about your legacy, Dara?  You’ve worked harder than just about any mage in the kingdom in this war.  Not only do you deserve some rest and reward for that, but you deserve to have the legacy of what you have built preserved.  That is not a small thing.” 
 
    “I . . . I . . . I just don’t know, Master,” she said, her shoulders sagging.  “I don’t know what to do.  I don’t know what I want to do.” 
 
    “Well, that is easy enough to figure out,” I suggested.  “I can summon Lesana, and you can be compelled to reveal your innermost truths in her presence.  But you may not like the truths you will speak under her influence.  We rarely do.” 
 
    “No!” she said, adamantly, her eyes widening.  “That won’t be necessary.  I mean, I know what I want – I think – or at least what my heart seems to be telling me, but then how many other girls have said the same and ended up in a poor marriage?” she pointed out.   
 
    “That’s your fear talking, Dara, not your heart,” I observed.  “You face risks every time you go into battle – every time you climb into the saddle of your hawk.  Yet you act as if marriage is certain doom, not a calculated risk.  You are fearless when you’re on the wing – why does this scare you so much?” 
 
    She was quiet for a moment while she sipped her wine and considered the question carefully. 
 
    “Because when I’m in battle, I know I could die if I fail,” she argued.  “Or even if I don’t fail.  I accept that.  But what happens when you fail in a marriage?” she asked.  “You don’t get to just die.  You have to live with whatever mess you make of things.  It just drags on and on forever, with both of you miserable and angry, and who wants to live like that?” 
 
    “Then choose wisely,” I counseled.  “Find a good man, one with the potential to make you happy.  There is still no guarantee that will happen, but it improves your odds.” 
 
    “Pentandra says that you should bet on the horse, and not the race,” Dara related.  “I spoke with her about this, once.  When I was confused about why she was so in love with Arborn and it was clear that her family wasn’t happy that she set her heart for a barbarian.” 
 
    “In her defense, they consider the Narasi to be barbarians too,” I chuckled.  “Including me.  Especially me.  When I visited her estates when we were in school together, her parents made it quite clear that I was to put any notions of matrimony to Penny out of my mind.  I was just not good enough, in their estimation.  So when she went for Arborn, I can only imagine the scandal.” 
 
    “But what does that mean?  ‘Bet on the horse, not the race’?” she asked, confused. 
 
    “I think it means that if you find a man of quality who is worthy of your affections, then minor considerations of status, rank and wealth won’t matter nearly as much as other people might suggest.   
 
    “And what . . . what if . . . what if I’m a terrible wife?” she asked, her voice but a whisper.  I could hear the doubt and fear implicit in the question in her voice.   
 
    “You might be,” I agreed, reluctantly.  “Or you might be a very good wife.  Or merely a mediocre wife.  That, at least, is something you can control.  And that’s part of your dilemma,” I suggested.  “You doubt your own abilities to create a good marriage, perhaps because your mother died so young.   
 
    “Yet when your rajira emerged, you embraced it and became a powerful wizard.  When you were challenged with creating the giant hawks, you plowed ahead undeterred by the complexities and challenges of the effort.  When you became a military commander, you did not shirk from the difficult decisions you had to make in that command.   
 
    “But now you are asked to be a woman, and you balk at the prospect because you are more afraid for your heart than you are of your life.  Trust me, Dara, you are one of the bravest women I have ever met,” I said, sincerely.  “Do not let your courage falter merely because you are uncertain of the outcome.”  
 
    “But so many married couples fight!” she pointed out, folding her arms in front of her. 
 
    “When it goes well, and you’ve selected a man wisely, and you work really, really hard to build a life together, you discover that you always have a friend at hand.  That is no small thing.  But friends fight all the time,” I countered, gently.  “It doesn’t stop them being friends.  Who knows, perhaps you and Gareth will reconcile, at some point.  You seem to have already made some in roads with Nattia.   
 
    “But Alya and I have had some fights,” I reminded her.  “That doesn’t make our marriage weaker, or her any less my friend.  Quite the contrary, our fights usually lead to a greater bond between us.  Pentandra and Arborn have fights.  Hells, my parents still fight after more than forty years together.  All couples fight.  Some get a great charge out of it.  That’s simply part of marriage.  It’s how you fight that matters,” I advised. 
 
    “I’d still rather fight dragons,” she grumbled.   
 
    “Of course you would,” I soothed.  “But there is another good reason you should consider finding a husband.  One that might seem obvious, but which the young people rarely consider when their hormones are throbbing and their brains are atwitter.” 
 
    “What’s that?” she asked, a little timidly. 
 
    “One of marriage’s undeniable benefits is not being alone,” I said, philosophically.  “Mistress Argastina is a fine lady and a great mage, but she is clearly very lonely.  There comes a point in all of our lives when the bloom of youth has faded, the excitement of sex has diminished, and we have more years behind us than in front of us.  That is when marriage really becomes important, Dara,” I said, gravely.  When you realize that the friend who has been by your side for so many years will not abandon you or condemn you.  That the life you’ve built you have built together, and no one else in all the world can understand the importance of that as much as they do.   
 
    “That is love, Dara – true love, real love, not the infatuation of youth or the heady intoxication of sex.  When you can look across the table every morning and break your fast with someone who knows you – truly knows you, with all of your flaws and mistakes, and accepts you for who you are, that is when you recognize what love is.” 
 
    She was quiet for a time, after that.  Then she finished her wine, kissed me on the cheek, and thanked me for my counsel before she headed back to the Mewstower. 
 
    “She seems awfully confused, Master,” Laresk observed, as he cleared away the cups.  “I feel sorry for her.” 
 
    “Don’t,” I suggested.  “After a youth spent in excitement and adventure, she’s just coming to face the real adventure ahead of her.  Some confusion in that regard is almost required, I think.  That is the way the gods designed us.  Dara will make the right decision because all of my apprentices are intelligent and as wise as I can make them. 
 
    “But don’t feel sorry for her.  Envy her . . . and recognize you shall have to make a decision like that, someday.  After your apprenticeship.  And remember what I said, here.  It applies to all of us.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    An Intriguing Proposal 
 
      
 
    The Magocracy’s strength was not military alone, or even arcane in nature.  It was the willingness of the Archmagi to get involved in the internal politics of a myriad of conflicts across the mainland and undermine the independence of scores of societies that had evolved since the Colonization.  As potent as the military and thaumaturgical arms of the empire were, it was in subtle diplomacy, secret deals, and quiet insurgency that the Magocracy excelled above all.  Spies and diplomats are much less expensive than armies and navies, and – as the Archmagi proved over and over again – often more effective. 
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
    While the war was abated, it wasn’t the only war in the world.  Indeed, one that I had started between the Duke of Merwyn and his nephew, Count Andrevar, was still quite active.   
 
    It had been a politically expedient measure at the time, as it had been the easiest means of getting the Merwyni armies probing eastern Remere to leave without actually fighting.  Instead, Andrevar had taken a significant bribe and command of some Remeran mercenaries to add to his own troops and returned to Merwyn flying the flag of rebellion against his uncle.  In the ensuing months he had consolidated his base of power in the south, in Cormeer, and had been fighting his way north into the famed Great Valley of Merwyn. I could have just forgotten about it until it became a problem. But since I had started the war, I felt morally obligated to follow its progress. 
 
    It began when Commander Aleem, the head of the Arcane Knights of Nablus, reached out to me mind-to-mind and informed me that Count Andrevar had requested my consultation on certain matters.  It was a vague enough request that I understood it to veil much deeper concerns.  As I wished to monitor his progress, as well as enlist him into my greater efforts, I agreed.  Taking only Laresk and my Merwyni comrade Sarakeem, I opened a special portal directly to Commander Aleem’s presence, as he instructed me. 
 
    We emerged the next morning from the magical conveyance in a sunny estate on the southeastern Merwyni coast, known as Vinyavella, which Andrevar had made his winter headquarters.  It was a stunningly beautiful place, full of rolling vineyards and olive groves, freshly plowed fields and fresh wildflowers bursting through the yellow-tinted soil.  It reminded me somewhat of Remere and southern Alshar, with a climate to match – it was a damned sight warmer than Sevendor, at that moment. 
 
    “Welcome, Count Minalan,” Aleem said, when we emerged.  “I would ordinarily ask if your trip was pleasant, but as it was instantaneous, I will assume it was.” 
 
    The former Censor had changed his cloak a third time, from the black-and-white checked pattern of his old order to the red and white checks of the Knights of Nablus to a new color: blue and white.  I noted it at once. 
 
    “A new cloak for a new master?” I asked as I regarded him. 
 
    “A small number of my fellows objected to our change in allegiance and flocked to Duke Andrastal,” he explained.  “It seemed wise to adopt a new uniform.  Blue is Count Andrevar’s color, so we took it as our own – as well as a new name: we are now the Arcane Order of Saviesa, after the chapterhouse here in Cormeer.  All of the High Magi you raised are among us, but we have included certain local wizards in our ranks as well.” 
 
    “So, it isn’t just warmagi?” I asked, surprised, as he led us toward a distant hall.  It was a grand-looking thing, a fortified manor house that sprawled across the top of the hill, with yellow bricks and dark red clay tiles on the roof.   
 
    “No, we had a meeting and decided to adopt the Castalshari model,” he informed us.  “We are still sorting out the organization, but after seeing what you’ve accomplished in Sevendor and Vanador, we felt it only proper to include civilian magi in our order.  To help bring the power of magic to benefit the people.” 
 
    “Admirable!” declared Sarakeem.  “I have spoken often about the need to balance the militant with the more ordinary sorts of magic.  One thing the Spellmonger has proven is that we all benefit when knowledge is shared among us.” 
 
    “Just so,” agreed Aleem.  “In fact, two of our older warmagi you raised have retired from military service and become prosperous resident adepts in Barca.  They still support His Excellency’s bid to overthrow Duke Andrastal, but they do it with their taxes, not their magic, now.” 
 
    “And Andrevar supports that?” I asked, even more surprised. 
 
    “Oh, we have a sufficiency of good warmagi, now,” Aleem assured me.  “The Cormeerans have always been at odds with the coronet.  Now that someone has taken up arms against it, finding eager volunteers to fight has been easy.  Rebellion against Nodara is considered a time-honored tradition in Cormeer,” he explained.  “But the nature and disposition of the magi is, indeed, one of the things that Count Andrevar wishes to speak to you about.” 
 
    “As I figured from your request,” I nodded, as we crossed through a lovely arbor.  Some climbing vine that threaded through the wooden lattice was starting to display tiny yellow flowers.  It was lovely.  “If you don’t mind my asking . . . how goes the war?  Really?” I prompted.  It wasn’t a casual question; while both Grendine and Rardine had contacts and informants in Merwyn, there had been no real consensus about the conduct of the civil war. 
 
    Aleem paused and sighed deeply.  “It goes reasonably well,” he admitted, quietly.  “Our initial attacks were by surprise, and as such gained us position.  Our warmagi were instrumental in taking a number of towns along the upper reaches of the Great Valley.  But once our forces began moving into the lower portions, Duke Andrastal managed to send reinforcements upriver to garrison the town of Darmor, at the end of the Western Canal.  That is where the line of control resides, at the moment.” 
 
    “It is said that Andrevar still holds the western foothills,” I ventured – Rardine’s intelligence on that had been specific. 
 
    “He does,” Aleem acknowledged.  “We have garrisons in Balik, Gamis and Saermyr, and we hold the bridges at Saval.  That was the extent of our advance when we were forced to halt the campaign for winter.” 
 
    “Winter is over, my friend,” Sarakeem pointed out, nodding toward the little yellow flowers.  “Spring has arrived, and it is time to march once again.” 
 
    “That is our intention,” Aleem agreed, continuing to lead us to the manor house, albeit a little more slowly.  “We’ve raised troops in the south and are preparing them to march north as soon as the rains cease.  But . . . well, I will let Count Andrevar explain,” he decided.  Then he changed the subject.  “We have heard rumors that the Castali have driven out the interlopers from Darkfaller Castle,” he mentioned. 
 
    “Completely,” I assured him.  “It is now once again in the hands of Prince Tavard.  A little worse for the experience, but Darkfaller stands.  What is more important is the battle we took to Olum Seheri – the stronghold of our enemy, Korbal.  We sent twenty thousand Alshari troops there by our portals and shattered his defenses.  It will take years before he will be able to build his strength to threaten us again,” I boasted. 
 
    “Korbal . . . that’s the undead lord of the Alka Alon,” he recalled.  “So your war with him is over?” 
 
    “Not yet,” I admitted, “but his capacity is greatly diminished.  We even slew one of his last remaining dragons in the fight.” 
 
    “Dragons?” Aleem asked, in disbelief.  “I thought the tales of those beasts were mere fables.” 
 
    “It was no fable that attacked my seat at Sevendor a few years ago,” I growled.  “Or Castabriel.  Or Vorone. No, dragons are all too real, and our enemy employs them.  They can cause tremendous devastation in battle. They are extremely difficult to slay, even with magic.  Thankfully they are expensive to feed and difficult to control.  Korbal has but a few left, if any.  I doubt we’ll be seeing too many more of them, thank the gods.  But now that we have settled matters in the west, King Rard has the capacity to turn his attentions to the east.” 
 
    Aleem escorted us through the distinguished great hall of the manor and back to an exterior patio overlooking the long rows of grape vines that stretched into the distance.  The green leaves were just starting to grow on them.   
 
    Count Andrevar was waiting for us at a trestle table with a few of his advisors.  A number of maps was spread on the table before him, along with an earthenware jug of ale and a number of cups.  He rose and bowed, greeting us warmly. 
 
    “Count Minalan!  Thank you for coming,” he said, sincerely, as he indicated the seat next to him.  “I was hoping to get the benefit of your wisdom and insight on the battles ahead, if you were agreeable.” 
 
    “I was just explaining to Commander Aleem how my schedule has suddenly opened up,” I smiled, clasping his hand.  “This is Sarakeem, a warmage and a countryman of yours.  This is my apprentice, Laresk.  I was gratified to hear from you, actually, as I wanted to consult with you as well.” 
 
    We settled into the familiar task of reviewing the maps in front of us, though I knew little about Merwyni geography.  Count Andrevar conducted himself with precision and utility, reminding me a bit of Terleman when he is working on a strategic problem. 
 
    “Tell me where you stand, at the moment,” I urged him.   
 
    “It’s actually fairly simple,” he said, indicating the western portion of the map.  “We hold a line from here, at Gamis in the north to here, at the seaport of Peskany along the southern coast.  Resistance was light as we moved into the western towns, but we hit ten thousand mercenaries my uncle hired and brought up the river from Palone.  They are holding the eastern end of the canal and the entire town of Darmor, now, and have for a month.  Losses have been light on both sides, but with the spring thaw it won’t be long before the duke’s forces will begin pressing us along that line.” 
 
    “You have troops to deploy to reinforce it?” I asked, making some mental calculations.   
 
    “Almost thirty thousand Cormeerans, mostly mercenary foot and six companies of horse – those were volunteers, mostly from the smaller houses who joined our cause.  If we can march them through the bridges at Saval we should be able to deploy them anywhere along the line.” 
 
    “And what forces will your uncle be able to bring to bear, that quickly?” I asked. 
 
    “That depends on how many mercenary companies he can shake loose from the lower vales,” Andrevar said, tapping the eastern portion of the map.  “Almost all of the towns there have mercenary garrisons, but they are far more used to defending their cities from each other, not attacking.  And the burghers are going to be loath to part with them,” he added.  “If he spends freely enough, he could put another thirty thousand men in the field by Duin’s Day.” 
 
    I suppressed a wince at the mention of the God of War’s holiday, which was less than a month away.  “Then the question arises of where he will deploy them,” I nodded, instead.  “And whether you will counter them or seek to take the battle elsewhere.” 
 
    “Andrastal has called his banners in the east, but his vassals are reluctant to march,” one of his aides, a smart-looking young knight about Tyndal’s age, said with confidence.  “Still, that will put several companies of good horsemen into play.  Most likely he will use them first to shore up his forces at Aykom, in the north, in an attempt to strike at our flanks.” 
 
    “Aykom is an important city,” agreed Andrevar.  “From its heights it can be used as an advanced base to strike at all the northern cities that are under our control.” 
 
    “He seeks to stop the damage,” Aleem observed.  “The western cities fell to us far more quickly than he anticipated, I think, and he is nervous about the contagion spreading.  He is not terribly popular in the western baronies.” 
 
    “That is an understatement,” Andrevar smirked.  “One of my uncle’s biggest failings is to ignore the well-being and prosperity of anyone not within his circles of power.  He has allowed ducal taxes to strike at the commerce of the west, while giving large dispensations to his cronies in the east.  Every year the upper vales beg for relief, and every year he raises their tribute instead.  The burghers and smaller vassals have had enough, finally.” 
 
    “Then I would encourage their rebellion,” I suggested.   
 
    “We are,” the count assured me.  “Every town I take I immediately cut their rates in half – and collect only that half for our efforts.  We raided one of his tax collectors at Balik before he could send the specie downriver and took nearly fifty thousand ounces of silver.  I returned a quarter of it to the locals and used the rest to hire more mercenaries.” 
 
    “You won’t win this war with mercenaries,” I warned, as I looked up from the map.  “They can win battles and hold territory, but this is a dynastic dispute.  To win, you must get the people to rise – the burghers and the petty nobility.” 
 
    “There are already sympathetic murmurs of rebellion in the central regions,” another one of his advisors agreed, an older-looking man sporting a baronial sash.  “Over the winter there were riots in Presley and Andriot.  Two or three barons would have joined us already, were they not behind the lines.  With a little encouragement we could persuade several more, I think.” 
 
    “That would make it a more widespread conflict,” I agreed.  “If he has to use troops to put down a rebellion in his rear, he won’t be able to spare them for the front lines.  How likely are they to raise their banners against him?” 
 
    “They fear his retribution,” Andrevar sighed.  “And with good reason.  Andrastal is brutal with rebels.  The last time someone rose against him in the Puriss Rebellion he had over a thousand petty nobles hung on their own estates – which he thereafter confiscated.  Entire families were executed.  Even children.  Few want to face that kind of retribution.” 
 
    “Then give them a good reason to hope for better leadership,” I advised.  “Where is he establishing his field headquarters, do you think?” 
 
    “At this point he is leaving his defense mostly in the hands of local commanders,” Andrevar admitted.  “But he has appointed my cousin Anfret to lead the overall defense.  Anfret is a pompous idiot,” he pronounced.  “The kind of commander who throws excellent parties and leads through dispatches and long-winded orders.  He has a favorite estate outside of Berekend, in the Central Valley, where he will likely make his headquarters.  Berekend controls the river passage and has good roads.  If he can hold it he can deny us access to the lower vales.” 
 
    “But he is not there yet?” I asked, sharply. 
 
    “Nay, he tarries in Nodara, where he quietly begs for more troops, more horses and more coin.  Especially the coin,” Andrevar said, disdainfully.  “It will take him two solid weeks to arrive in Berekend by river barge once he departs the capital.  He shows little sign of doing so, however.” 
 
    I studied the map further.  Merwyn’s Great Valley was similar to the Riverlands in Castal in its geography, I noted, although instead of a widespread network of navigable rivers it was focused on the mighty Androva River, which connected most of the largest cities in the duchy from Aykom in the west to Nodara, on the coast.  The Androva functioned as one long conduit through which the Duke could continue to pour resources into the fight almost indefinitely. 
 
    That was a problem.  As long as Andrevar only controlled Cormeer and a few smaller towns in the west, he was an irritant, not a threat.  Duke Andrastal could trickle in troops and supplies to hold him in place there until his support dwindled and his resources were exhausted.   
 
    “How is your treasury?” I asked, suddenly, the beginnings of a plan forming in my mind. 
 
    Andrevar shrugged, uncomfortably.  “Tolerable,” he admitted.  “I have enough to continue paying my existing forces through the summer.  But beyond that . . . well, we may have to institute some taxes that will make things difficult.  Unfortunately my uncle enjoys the incredible wealth that the Great Valley brings to him in tribute.” 
 
    “I see,” I murmured, returning to the map.  “Then I think your best course of action is to deprive him of those resources, as much as you can.” 
 
    “How?” the older aide blurted out.  “If he controls the river, he controls all of central Merwyn.  Do you have a spell to stop the commerce along the river?” 
 
    “I could do that,” I admitted, “but that’s not my preference.  Instead,” I said, indicating the larger cities along the river, “I would advise that you conduct a series of raids in the urban centers of the valley.  You said that this idiot Anfret has an estate in Berekend?  Raid it,” I suggested, forcefully.  “Take everything of value.  If there are ducal estates and treasuries along the route, take them as well.  Forego attacking his troops and go after his coin.” 
 
    The baron shook his head.  “We don’t have enough cavalry to break through the lines in force, much less cross that much territory unopposed,” he countered.   
 
    “‘Gold doesn’t always get you good soldiers, but good soldiers can always get you gold’,” I said, quoting an ancient maxim.  “Don’t rely on cavalry.  That’s thinking like a feudal lord, not  an incipient duke.  Instead use warmagi with irionite,” I proposed.   
 
    I twisted one of my rings and summoned a small silken pouch I had prepared.  It appeared out of thin air and landed on the table.  I opened it and took out a small stone.  “This is apophyllite,” I explained.  “Better known as a Waystone.  There are ten of them in this bag.  My man Sarakeem will instruct your magical corps in their use.  With these you can use interdimensional magic to travel long distances through the Alka Alon Ways, an ancient network of such shortcuts.  Infiltrate Berekend with one man with a Waystone, and you should be able to send many more to him without having to bother with sentries and patrols.  You can put thirty or forty men into an enemy city within an hour,” I boasted. 
 
    Aleem nodded.  “I’ve heard of them,” he admitted.  “We have but thirty or forty High Magi in our corps, but that might be sufficient for a raid.” 
 
    “I can loan you another thirty almost at once.  Thanks to recent events, a large number of Sevendori warmagi are currently without employment.  They are expensive, but they are experienced warriors, tough fellows who have faced dragons, giant spiders and hordes of goblins in their careers.  Raiding a few Merwyni estates will seem like mere exercise to them. Then,” I continued, “have them go to the larger temples in the cities and raid their treasuries.” 
 
    “It is blasphemy to steal from the clergy!” Andrevar insisted, his brow knotting in concern. 
 
    “You won’t be stealing, technically,” I suggested.  “You’ll be taking out loans from the temples.  At swordpoint.  Sitting dukes can compel loans from the ecclesiastic houses in times of war.  Instead of doing so with the temples behind your lines, which would cause problems, take them out from the temples behind Andrastal’s lines.  Make certain you leave signed documents assuring that they will be repaid after the war, when you are yourself the Duke of Merwyn.  That way the clergy will be put into a bind: either support Andrastal, and lose all hope of recovering their treasure, or quietly support your bid in the hope that you will someday repay them.” 
 
    “That’s . . . fiendishly clever,” the baron admitted, a small smile coming to his lips.  “Most of the temples in the Great Vale are unhappy with Andrastal’s reign but can say nothing about his abuses for fear of losing his patronage.  Of course, some of the senior priests are cozy with him and support the coronet so that they can have access to his alms, but most despise the regime.” 
 
    “There are large temples and ecclesiastic estates around Berekend,” Andrevar agreed, pointing them out on the map.  “A big temple to Ifnia in town, and a particularly corrupt estate owned by the Orvatines just outside it.  They have coin in abundance – years of skimming from their revenues are accumulated there.  Enough to supply my armies for months!” 
 
    “Don’t limit yourself to the clergy,” I counselled.  “Raid the seniormost burghers along the river, too.  Not the craft guilds – you’ll need their support, someday. Fast raids, not designed to destroy but designed to take their money.  But always leave behind documents with the loan amounts.  Either they will petition Andrastal to repay them out of the ducal treasury or they will consider joining your cause – particularly if they understand that they will be immune from such coercion in the future if they do.” 
 
    “An excellent plan,” the count nodded.  “I was not mistaken for sending for your aid, Count Minalan.” 
 
    “You have far less troops than Andrastal and enjoy a weaker position,” I observed.  “The only way you are going to be able to press your claim to the throne is to outwit him and use what forces you have to best effect.  That does not mean getting bogged down in attritional warfare as you inch your way down the Androva and its tributaries.  That will just waste men and resources, and you have a dearth of both.   
 
    “Instead, make your enemy pay your troops and give them incentives to avoid confrontation and take undefended areas under their control.  Give the people behind his lines a good reason to cheer your efforts.  Do not waste your warmagi in pitched battle, but use them as special operators to achieve your aims, not pile up bodies.  Otherwise, this will be a long and bloody war that will only end when Andrastal dies from natural causes.” 
 
    “And we can do all of this with magic?” the young knight asked. 
 
    “It can complement your mundane forces if you use them wisely,” I agreed.  “A High Warmage can be devastating in battle.  But he’s even more effective if he is not opposed.  Castle gates and checkpoints are no longer a concern when he can appear miles behind enemy lines in an instant, conduct a raid and retreat before news of his presence is known beyond the targeted town.  Undermine Andrastal’s support and take his coin until he cannot effectively defend himself.  That’s how I would conduct this war.” 
 
    “Very well, then,” Andrevar nodded.  “Will you walk with me, Count Minalan?  I have some other concerns I would like to discuss before you depart.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So this man, Sarakeem, is he reliable?” Andrevar asked as we walked down through the meadow below the manor house and toward the vineyard. 
 
    “Within reason,” I admitted.  “He is not the wisest of my warmagi, but he is effective and clever.  A battlefield mage, not a strategist.  But he has served me well and is versed in all the conventions of combat my warmagi have developed.  And he is loyal,” I added.  “He bears no love for the Duke of Merwyn.” 
 
    “I don’t think anyone does, outside of his court,” smiled Andrevar  “That was a sound plan you offered.  But it will not win this war,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    “It’s not designed to,” I agreed.  “It’s designed to keep your men fighting and keep your nascent political base afloat.  Most rebellions flare up and die quickly against the power of institutional might.  If you wish to prosecute this war to a successful conclusion, you must first build greater support for your cause and get the people of Merwyn to follow you.  Be a better alternative to Andrastal, and promise a better future under your rule.” 
 
    “Easier said than done,” he said, sounding more discouraged.  “Oh, Cormeer is behind me, and that is a great thing.  But it is also a weakness.  Andrastal might not be at an advantage in the west, but I fear he will bring an even greater power to bear in this war: his great navy,” he revealed.  “He was already gathering the core of his fleet together at Nodara – for the purpose of invading Farise.” 
 
    “Farise?” I asked, surprised.  “He thinks he could sustain an invasion so far from Merwyni shores?” 
 
    “You do not understand just how great the Merwyni fleet is,” the count said.  “Over a hundred and fifty ships, all together.  That could bear many, many troops into the west.  My uncle felt that if Alshar and Castal could manage to take the place then his navy would find it easy to overwhelm. 
 
    “But now that I have rebelled, I am more fearful that he will use much of that strength against me,” he confessed, his expression troubled.  “I have perhaps twenty, twenty-five ships who are loyal to my cause.  Enough to patrol the coastline around Valdoriex, Cormeer’s primary port, but if my uncle chose to land elsewhere along the coast I would find it . . . challenging.  With sufficient coin, I could perhaps hire another dozen, but that would still be scant protection against the Merwyni navy.” 
 
    “Is that likely, though?” I asked. 
 
    “If we continue to stymie him on land, he will eventually decide that it is the quickest way to end the war and see me executed,” the rebel count said, matter-of-factly.  “As it is, he can blockade Cormeer and keep the merchant ships in port.  Cormeer relies on its commercial fleet for revenue more than its produce.  Without it, trade will shrivel and my support will dwindle.  I did not want to discuss the matter in front of my staff, but without a counter to the fleet I am uncertain I can sustain my effort.” 
 
    “That is a problem,” I acknowledged with a sigh.  “Alas, I am not well-versed in naval warfare.  I’ve only been on a few ships in my life, and I found myself uncomfortable with them.  However,” I continued, “there may yet be a way to see you relieved.  If you can hold on long enough.  I do hope you weren’t exaggerating your support for this endeavor.” 
 
    “No, no, if anything I understated it,” he assured me.  “My wife is Cormeeran, from House Daurat in Canrovira.  My father arranged it for political purposes, but I love her dearly and she is loved by the people.  Her family has much influence in Cormeer, and she has used that to build an alliance to support my claim.  The Cormeerans are mad to escape Andrastal’s reign.  He has not been kind to them over the years.” 
 
    “And they are willing to risk death as traitors and rebels to be done with him?” 
 
    “More than willing,” he chuckled.  “Cormeer has risen in rebellion against the north a score of times since the Conquest.  It has become almost a tradition.” 
 
    “Wenshar has a similar one regarding Remere,” I smiled.  “Indeed, King Rard recognized that depriving Wenshar of some greater voice in the kingdom, representative of its unique culture and politics, then those rebellions would continue to plague his reign.  So, he made Wenshar a Palatinate, as he did the Wilderlands, Wenshar, the Castali Seahold and the Magelaw.” 
 
    “A curious move, from a Merwyni perspective,” Andrevar argued.  “Rarely do you put down resistance by granting such independence.  Merwyn is still, largely, the same empire as it was under the Magocracy,” he explained.  “When my ancestor, Andoros, was granted the heart of the old empire by Kamaklavan, he changed the manner in which it was administered but kept it largely imperial in nature.  Putting down rebellions in the provinces is half of what the duchy’s government is for.” 
 
    “We have struck a different way in Castalshar,” I reported.  “And not without good reason.  We cannot spend our time and resources keeping order when there are true enemies to fight.  To his credit, Rard and his cabinet have managed to keep three strong-willed duchies politically united for years and hasn’t suffered a serious rebellion, save Vichetral of Rhemes.  Allowing Wenshar or the Magelaw to exist semi-independently under their Palatinates keeps that from happening.” 
 
    “That is not something Duke Andrastal is likely to do,” he said, a wry smile on his face.   
 
    “I’m not suggesting we leave that up to him,” I countered, studying the man.  He was serious in demeanor and seemed highly intelligent – similar to his cousin Camavon, in that regard, as he gave me a searching look.  There was none of Tavard’s arrogance or Anguin’s boldness about him.   I continued. 
 
    “It is no secret that Rard favors you against your uncle.  This war assists in keeping Merwyn distracted and protects our frontiers.  Yet I conceive that there might be a better way to proceed than backing one side in a protracted civil war.” 
 
    Andrevar frowned.  “I thought you wanted us to continue the battle for the throne,” he said, confused. 
 
    “Oh, I do, but there should be some intermediary step between complete victory and where you are now,” I observed.  “I propose that, if you can sustain your positions and even expand them, form a working court and set to governing the territory you have thus far taken, that I could persuade Rard to recognize you as a Count Palatine of Cormeer . . . under the Castalshari banner and sovereignty,” I said, softly but intently. 
 
    Andrevar’s eyes narrowed.  “And accept Rard’s sovereignty?” he asked, suspiciously.  “I would not trade away my birthright for mere position, Count Minalan.” 
 
    I smiled.  “That’s the beauty of it, Andrevar: you need not give up your claim to the duchy by doing so,” I pointed out.  “Rard still defers to the Coronet Council in such matters.  Even if you accept Castalshari sovereignty, something three of your brother dukes have done, you do not give up your claim to the throne of Merwyn.  You may pursue your claim on the battlefield and in the courts.  If you prevail, then you take Merwyn’s coronet and its one-fifth crown and rule like your grandfather did – under the Castalshari crown.  Hells, you could maintain the title of Count Palatine of Cormeer, if you wish, or grant it to another – but you would be Duke of Merwyn,” I promised.   
 
    “That is . . . an intriguing proposal.  But I cannot prevail, I think, with what resources I have to work with.  Not without help,” he said, after several moments’ silence as we walked.  
 
    “I can provide the help,” I insisted.   
 
    “A few warmagi, some good advice . . . I appreciate it, Count Minalan, but that will not win me this war,” Andrevar said, shaking his head.   “Castalshar will not pay for my mercenaries for long.  Cormeer has but a quarter of the population of the north and one-fifth of its navy.  I simply do not have the resources to push much further before Andrastal becomes serious about crushing the rebellion,” he lamented, quietly.  “Perhaps this year, perhaps the next, there will be an army of fifty or sixty thousand pushing down the coastline to retake Cormeer.  Just as happened the last time it rose in rebellion.” 
 
    “Mayhap,” I said with a sigh.  “But then, maybe not.  Andrevar, you are in the midst of a civil war, which is fundamentally a political war,” I lectured.  “While a civil war can be won militarily, in most cases they are not.  The victor is usually successful by political means.  Therefore, while keeping your forces in the field is important so that you may remain a credible threat, that is unlikely going to be the way you achieve a victory.” 
 
    “You are suggesting I negotiate with my uncle?” he asked, even more confused. 
 
    “Not at all – nor does anything I’ve ever heard about Andrastal suggest he could be trusted to do so.  But there are other politics you should consider,” I suggested. 
 
    Andrevar paused and gave me a long, searching look.  “I do not like games, Count Minalan.  Please speak plainly.” 
 
    “Of course – my apologies.  Wizards are subtle folk, sometimes.  It’s a hazard of our occupation.  But let me make my proposal plain. 
 
    “If you are a vassal of the sovereign kingdom of Castalshar, Andrevar, you are eligible to share in the magical bounty my colleagues and I are using to transform our land.  That includes aid in agriculture, industry . . . and commerce.  As Rard’s vassal and Cormeer as his client state, you would be entitled to certain benefits.  Accept our sovereignty when it is offered and I can provide your capital with a very special stone arch,” I proposed.   
 
    His eyes lit up a bit.  “Such as the one you brought the army through in Remere,” he recalled. 
 
    “Exactly,” I smiled.  “One which would connect to the portals in Castalshar: Castabriel, Vorone, Falas, Remeralon, Wilderhall, Sevendor, Vanador, and beyond,” I pledged.  “Goods from all over three of the duchies could arrive at your markets without the need of a navy.  And troops from all over the kingdom could come to Cormeer’s aid with an hour’s notice.” 
 
    He considered the matter while he looked out over the vineyards.  Wine was one of Cormeer’s most valuable exports, as it was considered amongst the finest in the Five Duchies.  “That would be a wondrous advantage,” he admitted. 
 
    “One Andrastal would not have, either commercially or militarily,” I concluded.  “With Rard’s support, you could at least ensure Cormeer’s independence from Andrastal and deprive him of the great revenues he once took from here.  Cargo that it takes him six months to send to Alshari docks you can reach in a day.  Should he send forth an army of fifty thousand, by the time they cross the bridge in Saval you could field an army twice that, with Rard’s assistance.  And resist a siege forever.  All the while you persuade more and more of Andrastal’s vassals to foreswear him and pledge their allegiance to you,” I reasoned. 
 
    Andrevar seemed to struggle with the idea and gazed at various points on the horizon.  I could tell it was a tempting offer – I’d designed it to be.  He had every reason to rise in revolt and seek to displace his uncle as duke – but he had quickly learned just how daunting that task was. 
 
    The good count wasn’t wrong: the Great Valley is the most urbanized and densely populated region in the entire Five Duchies.  Even with losing control of Cormeer, Andrastal had domain over millions of subjects who could be used to march on Andrevar.  There was nothing of note to stop him.  Except by making it too difficult for him, politically.  Putting down a rebellion was one thing.  Fighting three other duchies at once – and half of his own – was quite another. 
 
    “So all I have to do is establish a functioning government?” he finally asked with a sigh. 
 
    “Yes,” I assured him.  “Prove to Rard and his court that you can rule Cormeer as justly as you wish to rule all of Merwyn, and I believe I can convince him to extend you the opportunity to pay homage to him and transfer your sovereignty.  Oh, you’ll have to agree to the terms of the Treaty of Union, but I don’t think you’ll find it objectionable.  And by all means keep this discussion to yourself,” I warned.  “Tell not even your wife.  It could prove troublesome if it became known that we were conspiring about this sort of thing.” 
 
    “I mislike conspiracies,” Andrevar frowned.   
 
    “Then you might want to reconsider becoming the duke,” I advised.  “Such secret bargains and clandestine political maneuvering are a large part of the job.  But in this case, secrecy is required.  And it is good practice.  Because I also want to include you in another conspiracy,” I revealed.  “One which involves certain state secrets which only a high noble of Castalshar can be privy to, but which I feel you should know and understand.  Particularly if you’re going to be duke, someday.” 
 
    “What manner of state secrets?” he asked, sharply.   
 
    “Matters concerning the end of the world and the extinction of humanity,” I said, darkly, after a moment’s consideration.  “That’s something else that might make you reconsider your aspirations for Merwyn’s coronet.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    A Long Overdue Visit 
 
      
 
    One of the disappointing things about the rule of the Archmagi was the conservative approach they took to magical innovation.  Though research had led to progress in many areas, as a rule the sitting Archmage was reluctant to release new methods and techniques into general society for fear that they would have unexpected or even revolutionary consequences that would challenge the power of the Archmage.  This was particularly true during the Later Magocracy, after the Mage Wars devastated much of Merwyn.  But by jealously guarding his political power, the Archmage also deprived his people of the benefits of magic.  I have taken a different approach. 
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cormeer wasn’t the only pressing concern on my agenda, now that the war was paused.  I had other responsibilities to attend to that spring.  Sevendor was well-managed, peaceful and prosperous, but I had the Magelaw to contend with, too. 
 
    Pentandra had been doing an admirable job of governing Vanador from Falas all winter, in Gareth’s absence, so there was not much that needed to be done in the City of Wizards.  But the greater realm was technically my responsibility, and there were some things that needed my attention after the long winter.  Indeed, there were still snow drifts piled up in shady spots across the countryside, though the Wilderlands were bursting with greenery. 
 
    I had slowly come to the realization that managing two realms at once was going to be a challenge if I did not organize myself for the job.  Even with the portals connecting the two regions, it occurred to me that some regular schedule would have to be implemented regarding each one.   
 
    The ancient custom of having a winter palace and a summer palace suggested itself, of course.  Anguin had Vorone, Tavard had Wilderhall, and even Remere had a large estate in the north of the country where Clofalin and his family spent the warmer months.  So I had determined to make Spellgarden my summer residence and Sevendor Castle my winter home. 
 
    But it would be weeks, yet, before my household was ready to make that switch.  The children were involved with their lessons, Alya was nearing the end of her term, Ruderal was still visiting his mother in Enultramar, and Laresk was just barely able to function as an apprentice.  Still, there were matters I needed to attend to, so a few days after I returned from Cormeer, Alya and I and a handful of servants, went through the portal to Vanador and returned to Spellmonger’s Hall. 
 
    It was good for the two of us to get away for a few days.  She was hardly in the shape for a proper holiday, but Alya is from the Wilderlands, and her people have a special reverence and joy in the springtime owing to the brutal winters of the Wilderlands.  Bringing her home, even for a few days, gave her some respite from her duties as baroness and mother.  With every passing day making it more difficult for her to move around, this might be the last chance we had for a holiday until after the baby came. 
 
    I was coming to really enjoy Vanador, too.  It still felt novel to me, considering it had been an empty meadow under a rock just a few years ago.  Now it was a bustling city filled with activity, delightful shops, busy markets, and superior taverns vying with temples and guildhalls for your eyes’ attention.  The parks within the city gave it a more spacious feel than Sevendor, where space was at a premium and the homes and shops were crammed in together to the point of claustrophobia.   
 
    This also gave Alya a chance to open up Spellmonger’s Hall, our residence in the city, and prepare it for the children’s arrival.  She and the servants set to cleaning the place and taking inventory of the pantry and larder to make lists of the supplies we would need. 
 
    For my part, I spent a day consulting with the various city officials about the state of the county.  I was gratified to hear that though the winter had been unexpectedly harsh, that less than a dozen had died due to the cold.  That was a bit of magic in itself.  Usually a winter in the Wilderlands brings any unprepared settlement to the brink of death.  But this year heatstones had been issued in plenty, and a close watch was kept over the nascent settlements spread across the plateau and beyond.  
 
     Largely it was the cadre of Field Wizards who were employed to oversee the improvements in agriculture who had kept tragedy from happening.  They had spent all season traveling to check up on their charges and had quietly alerted the officials in Vanador if there were concerns.  If a village or estate was short of food or suffering from the cold, they would return within a few days laden with rations and heatstones, enough to get them through the winter.  That had kept families who might have otherwise perished surviving to the spring planting season.  That was a victory in itself. 
 
    The great portal arch at the center of the city had transformed it as much as it had begun changing the other cities it connected to.  Vanador had been a major staging area for our troops during recent battles.  But when it wasn’t moving infantry and cavalry through the center of town, it was allowing cheap and easy access of this frontier town to some of the most cosmopolitan cities in the kingdom.  That had allowed suppliers and vendors to transport their wares hundreds of miles in an instant and had created new markets for the products Vanador was starting to export. 
 
    A lot of that was timber and steel.  Vanador was selling mage-kilned and lumbered wood through the portals on a daily basis and getting premium prices for the finished product.  Once the timbermen could only sell the raw timber they cut if they could get it down the Wildwater to Vorone, where it was rough-hewn and dried before being sold in Gilmora and southern Alshar.  They had received only pennies per tree.  The process usually took about a year or eighteen months from start to finish. 
 
    Now, with the help of a couple of simple wands and some Malkas Alon expertise, builders in Remeralon and Castabriel were ordering finished boards and timbers and receiving them within days, not months.  Each day long lines of heavy wains would line up for transit to far-away cities, laden with the finished lumber.   
 
    But they were nearly matched by the number of wagons filled with pig iron and Yltedene steel.  The foundry and smithies of Vanador were turning out the finest steel in the kingdom.  The Vanadori merchants who brokered its sale had sold so much of the pure-grade steel that they were building a second furnace at Yltedene, I was informed.   
 
    The Iron Quarter in the northwest of the city was booming – literally.  The number of special orders placed by merchants and smiths from the great capitals of the kingdom had forced the smiths, dwarven and human alike, to add a second shift to their day to keep up with the demand.  The hammers and grindstones rang late into the night and only ceased when the forges needed to be cleaned out.   
 
    The number of suddenly prosperous steel merchants and smiths had led to a sudden increase in taverns and inns around the quarter, with even more being built or expanded.  Master Cormoran, who had interests in most of the larger companies, was selling his custom mageblades for unbelievable prices – enough so that he had commissioned an entire tower near the Iron Quarter to house a new workshop and oversee the place.  It would also eventually act as the city’s armory. 
 
    And, of course, the bouleuterion and the Thaumaturge’s Quarter were equally as prosperous.  Besides the munitions they were still obligated to create, the common enchantments we had popularized had tremendous demand, suddenly.  Indeed, opening the magical markets of Sevendor and Vanador to the rest of the kingdom had resulted in orders of agricultural wands, heatstones, taperwands, construction wands, phytospheres, enchanted chamber pots, and a hundred other enchanted items of increasing complexity and sophistication.  Many would be shipped through the portals as quickly as they were completed. 
 
    Lady Rael the Enchantress, the head of the local Wizard’s Mercantile trading house, explained the most interesting facet of suddenly having the portals provide such instant transport.  She was a canny judge of the local economy, as adept with understanding the ebb and flow of commerce and coin as Banamor.   
 
    “It’s not the wood or the steel that’s the most intriguing,” she explained over luncheon.  “Yes, we make a lot of money on that.  I have so many orders I have backlogs, now.  But the most important thing that has happened since you put that damned thing up in the middle of town is the people who are coming through.” 
 
    “People?” I asked, surprised.  “Is someone selling slaves?” 
 
    “No, no, not at all – quite the contrary,” she laughed.  “I spent a few days wandering through each of the connecting cities myself, when the arches first went up.  Professional curiosity, I suppose, as well as the novelty of seeing those cities I’d only ever heard of.  They are all very different, of course.   
 
    “But after a few weeks, I started to notice a number of folk who were regularly coming through not to buy or sell anything but their labor.  A man who makes sixpence a day in Falas or Remeralon figured out that he could get thrice that doing the same thing in Vanador.  We actually have a labor shortage here, now, because of the smithies and the lumberyards, so they’re paying whatever they have to for good help – even mediocre help.  Some of that will abate when the Vanador Guard is finally demobilized, but our success is attracting both skilled and unskilled workers from all over.” 
 
    “That is interesting,” I agreed.  “I wonder how long it will take for the complaints to begin.” 
 
    “Oh, they already have,” she assured me.  “Some of the guilds in Castabriel and Remeralon have sent angry letters to Pentandra over the competition.  And that’s not all,” she said, smiling wickedly.  “The Sevendori have realized that rents are cheaper in Vanador and Vorone and Falas, so some have moved here and use the portals to travel to their jobs in Sevendor every day.  You can just bet that that will cause some problems!” 
 
    I could.  Rents were an important part of the feudal economy, from the manors and estates to the larger cities.  They could often be complicated affairs, depending on the jurisdiction and custom, and could even last generations.  In most cases, there was a very limited amount of housing or property available in a given area, which helped keep prices inflated.  If all those places suddenly had almost limitless competition, that could become a problem. 
 
    “So do you regret building those things yet?” Rael continued, snickering.   
 
    “Not at all,” I assured her.  “We couldn’t have won the war without them.  They make getting things and people from one side of the kingdom to the other cheaper and easier.  How could I regret that?” 
 
    “Ask me again in a year,” she said, impishly. 
 
    Pentandra was no more sanguine about the situation than Rael.  Even as she appreciated the magnificence of the portals, she also anticipated more problems through their use.  At dinner with Alya and me at Spellmonger’s Hall that evening, my tired-looking friend expressed grave reservations about the loose restrictions I had placed on the portals.   
 
    “The problem is that you’ve exposed everyone to different jurisdictions,” she complained as we worked our way through a chicken stew and pork pies in the main hall.  “Bondsmen will start slipping through the portals, come to Vanador, and try to escape their bond agreements under the Magelaw’s liberal new laws.  Criminals can flee from Castabriel to Falas or Vorone and never answer for their crimes.  If you thought the problems we had with the Gilmorans trying to recover their people were bad, this will be much, much worse.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “That’s not really my problem,” I pointed out.  “I’m just here to create wonders.” 
 
    “It will be your problem, when you start getting murderers and thugs fleeing pursuit,” she promised.  “The portals allow unrestricted access to a half-dozen different cities, now.  People are going to take advantage of that.” 
 
    “Then the cities can set up checkpoints before the arches,” I proposed.  “I cannot control that, but if they want to impede the progress of transit, that’s their business.” 
 
    “Duke Anguin is already looking at something like that,” she revealed, biting her lip.  “He appreciates the convenience of the things – he’s looking forward to skipping the two or three weeks he’d have to spend on the road to get to his summer palace – but he’s also wary of the arches being used against them.  What is to stop a bunch of apprentices in Falas from jumping out of their obligations by coming to Vanador before their terms are up?” she suggested.  “Or debtors fleeing their creditors by disappearing suddenly?” 
 
    “As long as they pay their portal fare, I have no problem with that,” I dismissed. 
 
    “You will when you have a bunch of angry masters in your office demanding their return,” she warned. 
 
    “That’s a problem for the local civic authorities,” I countered.   
 
    “I am the local civic authority!” she complained, her nostrils flaring.   
 
    “And I feel deeply sorry for you,” I continued, smoothly.  “But I am not going to reverse one of the most significant magical accomplishments of our lifetime because a couple of coopers and blacksmiths in Falas get cranky because their cheap labor dries up.  Most of them extend their apprenticeships far beyond what is reasonable to get as much work out of their apprentices as possible before they’re forced to pay them journeyman’s wages.” 
 
    “I am just saying that there will be problems, Min,” she predicted.  “Far more problems than you’re anticipating.” 
 
    “Aren’t there always?” I countered.  “We’re still getting complaints about the Mirror Arrays allowing information to pass more quickly than mere messengers.  Merchants are able to make purchasing decisions based on how large the harvests in far-away lands are, and that’s frustrating grain brokers who haven’t realized the advantages yet and are still doing things in the traditional manner.” 
 
    “Well, now that information doesn’t even need to go through the Mirrors,” she pointed out.  “They can just walk through to another city and find out.” 
 
    “Things will smooth out when people get used to them,” I soothed.  “There’s always a rough transitional period when a new factor like the Mirrors, or agricultural wands or the portals arise.  People will adjust.” 
 
    “I just wished you had thought things out a little better before you start swinging your big wand around,” she complained, which produced a snort from Laresk, who was waiting on us.  “It might be progress, but too much change too quickly leads to instability.” 
 
    “I would say it leads to opportunity,” I said, shaking my head.  “The Wenshari arch should be completed in the next couple of weeks.  Then I want to build one for southern Castal, along the coast, and perhaps one in Barrowbell to help with cotton transport.  Eventually, the entire kingdom will be united through them.” 
 
    “And we’ll have a hellstorm of angry artisans and merchants blaming us for wrecking the current system,” Pentandra said, shaking her head.  “It was one thing when it was just the knights.  What happens when we start having lawbrothers showing up with writs and suits against us?” 
 
    “Let them,” I chuckled.  “They might find the courts of the Magelaw are not as bound by tradition as their own.  Just ask the Gilmorans who tried to sue over their bondsmen,” I reminded her.  “There are still a few of them who have appealed to Rard and his jurisdiction.  But under the Treaty of Union, almost all such complaints are supposed to be judged at the local level.  Talk to Lawbrother Bryte.  He’s seen at least a dozen dismissed from the Royal courts.” 
 
    “It’s not the lawbrothers that concern me,” Alya said between bites.  “It’s the possibility of riots.  If you take away a man’s livelihood, there are going to be consequences.” 
 
    “There are always consequences when you establish a new way of doing things and new rules,” I argued.  “Some good, some bad.  The portals are still novel; in a year or so we will review the problems and make whatever corrections to policy we need to.  Until then, I’m in favor of allowing things to continue as they are.” 
 
    That didn’t seem to satisfy either Pentandra or Alya, but I was confident that my portal arches would prove to be a benefit, ultimately.  They ensured the security and unity of the realm, regardless of whatever else they did, and that was a benefit that could not be overlooked.  Neither was the commercial advantage implicit in moving goods without expensive shipping.  No doubt there would be complaints over lost revenues, but the increase in profitable commerce and lower prices for commodities was well worth it.   
 
    A good wizard tries to make things better, after all.  That’s what I was doing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
     
 
    One of the things the war had forced me to neglect was a visit to the hospital at Henga to visit those wounded in battle, including some of my old comrades.  I spent the next day there, touring the long wards filled with those who had been damaged by the long and grinding conflict.   
 
    Thankfully there had been a relatively small number who had sustained injuries in Olum Seheri or Darkfaller, but that still meant hundreds of men who were struggling to heal from their wounds.  Lilastien and her small army of physicians and nurses and apothecaries and alchemists had performed legitimate wonders in saving limbs that would ordinarily have been amputated, but that kind of medical magic took time and effort. 
 
    Among the first I visited was the upscale ward in which patients of significant rank or position were housed for treatment.  That’s where Wenek was recovering from the loss of his left leg.  Though the battle of Darkfaller was over three months past, he was still under Lilastien’s care as his stump healed fully. 
 
    “About time you came to visit,” he grumbled when I appeared at his door.  He was sitting in a chair overlooking the gardens from the lone window in his quarters, his bandaged stump propped up.  He looked healthy, overall, until you saw his leg.  In fact, he looked as if he’d slimmed down and started taking care of himself better.  But that hadn’t improved his mood, much.  “I thought maybe you’d forgotten about me.” 
 
    “I’ve been busy,” I said, defensively, as I pulled another chair near him.   
 
    “So I’ve heard,” he grunted.  “Winning the war.  Driving those bastards out of Darkfaller.  Going to Olum Seheri so you could kick Korbal in his undead balls personally.  And all without me,” he said, sullenly. 
 
    “You did your part, Wenek, and you have my gratitude and that of the king,” I promised as I packed my pipe.  “Now you deserve to rest, recuperate and adjust to a life without war.” 
 
    “I like war!” he protested, gruffly, as he let me pack his pipe from my pouch.  “It’s what I’m good at!  Now all I’m good at is sitting on my arse, staring at my missing leg and trying not to scratch an itchy foot that’s not fucking there anymore!” he said, his voice getting louder.  “What am I going to do, now?” 
 
    “Rule the Pearwoods,” I suggested.  “Teach your apprentices.  Maybe learn how to enchant better.  I’m certain there will be another war to fight, soon enough.  Enjoy this brief period of rest.” 
 
    “I’m not going to be able to fight a war on a peg leg,” he complained.  “A man has to be able to move, in battle, or he’s dead.  Lilastien says she can give me something more advanced than a mere peg, but until then it’s just me on my two crutches,” he said, with an angry glance to the two wooden poles he used to move around on.   
 
    “You could enchant them like warwands,” I suggested. 
 
    “Don’t think I haven’t considered it,” he growled.  “If for no better reason than to punish the servant who brings me my supper every night.  Really, you would not believe the slop that they feed us here.” 
 
    “Food for the infirm isn’t designed to be delicious, it’s designed to promote your healing and your health,” I reminded him.  “Most places would just feed you bread and milk and broth.  If they bothered to see to your wounds at all.” 
 
    “Well, it’s better than army food,” he admitted as I lit his pipe for him with a cantrip.  “But not much.  I’m to have no spirits, no wine, and only weak ale.  How can a man regain his health without wine?” 
 
    “Lilastien has her reasons,” I said, as I lit my own pipe.  “Alcohol thins your blood and slows down healing.  If you ever want to get out of here and return to the Pearwoods, you need to heal, first.” 
 
    “And then what?” he demanded.  “Azar is off fighting shoulder to shoulder with the War God, himself!  Terleman is directing battles over hundreds of miles!  Even fucking Mavone is busy with his sneaking and spying.  But old Wenek?  He’s ruined, now!  The only thing I was ever good at was fighting and killing, and right now a drunken goblin could knock me down by accident.” 
 
    “All three of them are returning to their keeps and enjoying a well-earned respite from battle,” I reminded him.  “With Olum Seheri all but destroyed and Sheruel hiding out somewhere I don’t anticipate too many more hordes of gurvani crossing the Wildwater in the near future.  We’re all going to have to get used to a watchful peace, for a while.  Hopefully for a long while.” 
 
    “While I sit here and rot, staring at my godsdamn missing leg,” he lamented.  “Where is the glory in that?” 
 
    I looked at him, surprised.  “You fight for glory?” I asked.   
 
    “Well, I fight for loot and the love of a good scrap,” he admitted.  “Without a good war going on, I don’t get either of those things.  Lilastien promises I’ll be almost as good with a fake leg than a real one, but she says it will take a long time to learn how to use it.  And then what?  No more fighting?  What’s the point?” he asked, exasperated. 
 
    I considered.  “Well, between you and me, I just spoke with Count Andrevar of Cormeer a few days ago.  His war against his uncle goes well, but he’s not going to win without more help.  Perhaps if you can master your new leg when you are ready, he can hire you to fight Merwyni knights for a few months.  He needs good mercenary warmagi, and you’re one of the best,” I praised.   
 
    “Really?” he asked, suddenly hopeful.  “Merwyn?  There’s a real war on?”  
 
    “It’s subsided, because of the winter, but it will heat back up again in a few months,” I promised.  “It will probably just start getting bloody by the time you get your new leg fitted.  I will be happy to recommend you to Count Andrevar,” I promised. 
 
    “Thanks, Min, that would be great,” he said, exhaling a cloud of smoke.  “Really, that’s encouraging.  I’ve been sitting here for weeks, now, wondering what the hell I’m going to do with my life now that I’m a cripple.  It’s been . . . it’s been hard,” he admitted.  “How can my boys look up to a cripple for inspiration?  How can I lead the clans when I’m half a man?  I’ve been having nightmares about being one of those poor bastards who sits on a street somewhere and begs for alms.  It makes me want to hang myself. I’m not proud, but I do have my dignity.” 
 
    “You are a High Warmage and one of the most brutal bastards on the field I’ve ever seen,” I reminded him.  “You fought in Farise after the long march.  You fought at Boval Castle and Timberwatch and went into Olum Seheri and defended the Magelaw and had my back in Darkfaller while we faced down some of the most vicious Nemovorti in the world.  You could have lost both legs and an arm to that spider and still been one of the most knowledgeable warmagi I know.  So let’s not hear any more about you hanging yourself out of despair because you took a wound.  You’ve had a military career most warmagi could only dream about, so don’t expect me to feel sorry for you,” I insisted. 
 
    “Well, when you put it in those terms . . .” he said, doubtfully. 
 
    “I do.  And if anyone can restore you to your full function, it’s Lilastien.  She’s an outstanding doctor and a brilliant sorceress.  For all I know she knows a spell to regrow your leg, if you’re patient enough.  And if you don’t piss her off by abusing her people.  Show a little gratitude, try to look forward to things.  Your biggest battles are ahead of you,” I promised.  “Now, I know you aren’t supposed to have wine, but I think I have a bottle in a hoxter somewhere,” I said, which was an understatement.  “I don’t think one little glass will hurt your progress.” 
 
    “Wine?” he snorted, digging around in a basket attached to his chair.  He pulled out a small pear-shaped glass bottle half full with a clear liquid.  “Fuck wine.  I have my boys smuggle in a little pear brandy every time they come to visit.” 
 
    I smiled.  “So let’s toast to the future,” I proposed.  “Because you’ve had a more glorious past than can be toasted by such a small bottle.” 
 
    After drinking a few rounds with Wenek and leaving him in much-improved spirits, I wandered over to Lilastien’s office in the main hall.  If Wenek was looking a little better for his recuperation, the Sorceress of Sartha Wood looked worse than when I last saw her.  Her eyes appeared to be dreadfully tired, and her skin had a certain pallor to it that alarmed me.  I did not mention it, however.   
 
    “I’ve just been touring the wards,” I told her when she invited me into her inner office.  “Things look good.  Even Wenek looks like he’s healed up from his wounds.” 
 
    She made a face, wrinkling her nose in a very human-looking manner. 
 
    “Wenek!  That man plagues me and my staff more than anyone else in our care!  Certainly, his stump is healing, but he balks every time we try to get him to take some exercise.  He barely uses his crutches, he flouts the rules of the hospital, and he complains bitterly about everything.” 
 
    “He’s just getting used to his new life,” I suggested, as I took a seat. 
 
    “I know what trauma and its psychological effects look like,” she sighed.  “He’s just really good at it.  It challenges my staff.” 
 
    “When do you think he can go home?” I asked. 
 
    “In another few weeks, if he actually works with us instead of yelling at us.  Believe me, the sooner he leaves the better for us all.  But it will be months before he’s ready for a prosthetic.  His stump has to be fully healed before we can even begin to fit one.” 
 
    “You aren’t just going to give him a peg to stand on, are you?” I asked, hesitantly. 
 
    “No, no, we’re going to design a properly functioning prosthetic,” she insisted, wearily.  “I have hundreds of wounded who need such things, but Wenek will get special treatment, due to his service to the war.  And because it’s the only thing that’s going to keep him from destroying my hospital.  I don’t know if you were able to go to the amputee ward—” 
 
    “I did,” I said, my voice suddenly hoarse.  That had been hard for me.  Scores of men who lost arms and legs were there, healing and waiting, wondering what their uncertain future held for them.  Men who had marched to war under my command and who had been injured because of my orders.  I had done my best to be cheerful as I greeted them, inquired about their recoveries and wishing them well, but the truth was that I was appalled about the entire thing.  I felt guilty and responsible for every bandaged stump or missing eye.   
 
    “Then you know what kind of challenge we’re facing.  I’ve saved far more of them than your humani barber surgeons, but every case is different and requires a different level of care.  I do have one success to report, however: that Dradrien you brought back from Olum Seheri.  Thanks to Tyndal’s quick thinking I was able to re-attach his hands to his arms,” she said, with a quiet sense of satisfaction. 
 
    “You did?” I asked, surprised.  “With magic?” 
 
    “Magic, surgery and a knowledge of Alon anatomy,” she agreed.  “It’s early yet, and he’ll probably lose some fine motor control, but Master Goki will have the use of both hands.  I’m curious that you would ask for an enemy to be treated with such care,” she added.  “It’s not the usual sort of mercy I expect to see from a modern human warrior prince.” 
 
    “I’m not the usual warrior prince,” I shrugged.  “He’s a Dradrien master craftsman.  I could have left him to die on the field, or be dragged back to Korbal’s hole to face judgement, but I thought he might prove useful.  When he has recovered somewhat I’ll have Master Suhi interrogate him.  We might learn something helpful.” 
 
    “I wasn’t criticizing,” she agreed.  “Your ancestors were quite merciful when they arrived – almost to a fault.  It was nice to see that sort of thing from you again.” 
 
    “Well, I do have a couple of my ancestors’ memories filling my head, and that’s bound to be influencing my judgement,” I pointed out.  “But then I have a heartless monster in my head too, willing to destroy the world to save itself.  It’s a balance.” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” Lilastien said, ruefully.  “The chorus of ancient voices never ceases, even in my sleep.  They don’t always agree on things.  I find myself muttering arguments to myself under my breath sometimes.  Master Icorad thinks I need to see someone about it,” she chuckled, wryly.  “He’s been here with his best students all winter long.” 
 
    “What does he think of the place?” I wondered. 
 
    “Oh, he’s terribly impressed – particularly with the lessons my CI can teach about anatomy, medicine, surgery, and good clinical practice.  Every now and then he’ll argue about something that conflicts with traditional medicine, but for the most part he’s very excited.  In a few years we might actually have a few real physicians trained up.” 
 
    I was about to reply when I realized that someone was trying to contact me, mind-to-mind.  I held up a finger, and Lilastien patiently waited while I answered.  It was Pentandra. 
 
    Minalan, where are you? she demanded.  There was a tense note in her mental voice. 
 
    I’m at Henga Hospital.  I’m talking to Lilastien.  Why?  Is Vanador under attack? I asked, alarmed. 
 
    No, no, but it’s good you have Lilastien right there.  The cauldron has spilled, she announced. 
 
    Cauldron?  I didn’t have any experiments going back at – oh.  Oh!  Really?  When? I asked, as my perspective suddenly changed. 
 
    Less than an hour ago.  So get back here and bring the Sorceress.  Now! she demanded, and ended the connection. 
 
    I cleared my throat as I pushed myself to my feet.  My knees were shaky. 
 
    “What was that?” Lilastien asked, concerned. 
 
    “I need to get back to Vanador, and you need to grab your equipment and come with me,” I informed her, after taking a deep breath.  “Alya’s water has broken.  She’s in labor. . . three weeks early.” 
 
     
 
    


  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    Labor and Delivery 
 
      
 
    With few exceptions, the Archmagi were all drawn from the same group of noble families who had managed to position themselves and their heirs to the rigorous course of study that led to the Privy Council and, eventually, the throne.  That may have worked for the Early Magocracy on Perwyn, but with the increasing population of the mainland settlements, within a few decades resentment started to grow in the general population about the elitist nature of the practice.  Even magi who were not part of this exclusive community began to complain, though they often received benefit from the policies of the Archmagi.  It also encouraged large families amongst those leading houses, and the birth of a new baby in one was often a matter of great celebration.  No one knew which child might eventually take the throne.  But the more children they bore, the greater their chances. 
 
      
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alya had been in the Mage Market, deep under the Overhang, when it happened.  She had prevailed upon Laresk to escort her and carry things as she tried to order the long list of supplies that Spellmonger’s Hall needed before we could move our household there, and another long list she anticipated would be required at Spellgarden.  Now that spring was here, she seemed possessed to see the entire hall scrubbed from top to bottom, all of the mattresses filled with fresh straw and herbs, the chimneys swept and the curtains covering the windows laundered. 
 
      Ordinarily, a noblewoman would have one of the senior servants detailed to do such tasks, but Alya still considered herself more of a housewife than a noblewoman.  She did not entirely trust the servants to procure what she wanted.   
 
    The Mage Market was not, perhaps, the best place to find what she desired, but it was close by and it was adequate and Alya liked to take short walks this late into a pregnancy. 
 
    She was bending over to examine a sample of local linen, fresh from the weaver, when she suddenly straightened and urged Laresk to quickly take her back to the hall.  The boy was confused, and peppered her with questions that she did not answer – he still had some training to do.  But once she revealed what had happened, she sent him across town to Pentandra’s croft and retrieved her. 
 
    “I swear to Trygg All-Mother, I ran as fast as I could, Master!” he assured me when Lilastien and I emerged from the Ways directly into the Great Hall.   
 
    “I have no doubt,” I soothed the boy.  “Where is Lady Alya?” 
 
    “In your bedchamber,” he said, looking guilty.  “Lady Pentandra is with her.  I suggested that she go back to Sevendor, but she insisted on going to bed at once, here.” 
 
    “She was right to do so,” Lilastien affirmed, handing her bag to the boy.  “She is only thirty-seven weeks into her term.  Moving overmuch after her water broke could endanger the baby,” she said, removing her medical console from the bag Laresk held.  “Let me go examine her, first, Minalan,” she said, firmly, as her fingers flew across the tekka device.  “Once I get her vital signs and the baby’s and establish her condition, you can come in.” 
 
    “But—” I began, with an instantly prepared list of reasons why that was unreasonable.   
 
    “No arguments, Min,” Lilastien growled.  “This just became a risky pregnancy.  Alya was fine, the last time I examined her, but breaking her water this early is concerning.  I just hope her labor has started as well.  The last thing I want is a dry birth,” she said, darkly. 
 
    “Of course,” I said, absently, my head spinning.   
 
    “You’ve been through this before,” she soothed when she saw my expression.  “So has she.  Don’t worry.” 
 
    “My wife is giving birth almost a month early,” I pointed out.  “I am prone to worry.” 
 
    “Then keep it to your godsdamn self,” she growled.  “Don’t upset my patient.  Go pour yourself a drink if you have to, but just . . . relax.” 
 
    “Relax,” I repeated to myself, absently, as she ascended the stairs.  “You want me to relax.  And not to worry.  Are you mad?” 
 
    “Yes,” she called over her shoulder.  “As are you.  So go have a seat and stay out of my way.” 
 
    “Do you want a drink, Master?” Laresk asked, hesitantly, when she had gone upstairs to our bedchamber. 
 
    “No,” I decided.  “Not yet.  Actually, fetch me some water,” I said, realizing I was sweating.  “I have some people to talk to.” 
 
    For the next twenty minutes, I contacted my staff and my vassals in Sevendor and beyond to inform them of the news and explained I would be occupied for the next few days.  Laresk put a cup of water in my hand which I sipped absently while I worked, and was empty when I finally broke contact with Rondal. 
 
    “Another glass of water, Master?” Laresk asked, nervously. 
 
    “Make it wine, strong wine,” Pentandra’s voice called from the stairwell.  “And two glasses, Laresk.” 
 
    “Why strong wine?  My lady?” he asked, his eyes wide and his mouth agape.  “Is there . . . is there something wrong?” 
 
    “No, there isn’t – not seriously,” she announced.  “Lilastien is still doing her examination, but she did not seem alarmed.  Neither was Alya,” she assured me.  “Indeed, she’s as calm as a mother in labor can be.” 
 
    “So she has started labor,” I sighed. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Pentandra agreed as she took a seat next to me.  “But don’t worry.  She’s only had a few contractions, so far, and they aren’t strong yet.” 
 
    “I’m worried,” I countered.  “Wine, Laresk,” I said, my eyes flicking to my nephew.  He nodded and ran to the buttery. 
 
    “Of course you are,” Pentandra sighed.  “Every man of worth worries when his wife is in pain.  You remember how Arborn was,” she reminded me. 
 
    “I do,” I said, chuckling.  “And that was just a few blocks from here, before the city was built.” 
 
    “He had three babies and a difficult birth to contend with.  You have just the one – and a far better midwife than you did for Minalyan.  Trust Lilastien,” she urged, patting my hand.  “You won’t need to improvise any spells for this delivery.” 
 
    That sent my mind whirling again.  Despite my first reflexive concern being for the safety of Alya and the baby, I knew that this was, perhaps, an opportunity to re-create the snowstone experiment once more.  I grabbed my own piece of tekka from my belt. 
 
    “Ariel, are you awake?” I asked it. 
 
    “Ending monitoring mode now,” the emotionless voice replied.  “Active mode engaged.  How can I help you, Count Minalan?” it asked, politely. 
 
    “Excellent.  How long do we have until it is thirteen and a half hours, local sidereal time?” 
 
    “What is our location?” it asked. 
 
    “Vanador, in the Magelaw,” I answered. 
 
    “Nine hours and thirty-six minutes,” it answered, promptly.  “Shall I set an alarm?” 
 
    “Set it for thirty minutes before and thirty minutes after,” I ordered.  “What is the average length of a human labor and delivery?” 
 
    “That is a difficult question to answer,” Ariel said.  “It is highly dependent upon individual circumstances.  Anything from one to thirty hours is possible, before critical issues begin to arise.” 
 
    “I understand,” I sighed.  “Thank you.  And stay in active mode for now.” 
 
    “Of course, Count Minalan,” it agreed. 
 
    Pentandra glared at me while I put the device back on my belt.  “What?” I asked, confused.  
 
    “You can be such an absolute ass sometimes!” she proclaimed, angrily.  The outburst shocked Laresk, who nearly spilled the two overfull cups of wine he presented to us.  
 
    “I was just checking!” I said, defensively.  “In case things line up just right, I figured—” 
 
    “That you would turn your wife’s pain and suffering and the birth of your child into a thaumaturgic experiment?” she accused. 
 
    “Alya is perfectly well aware of the importance of the process of birth on the snowstone spell,” I responded.  “We’ve discussed it.  She knows—” 
 
    “She knows that she is about to dice with death for her life and the life of the child, and with Trygg’s holy grace prevail,” Pentandra said, her voice low and her eyes narrow.  “That’s all that matters right now!” 
 
    “I agree, I agree,” I protested.  “Her welfare and the health of the baby are of prime importance.  But if she consents, and Lilastien has no objection . . . well, Fallawen just did it,” I reminded her. 
 
    “You aren’t married to Fallawen,” she said, huffily.  “Alya might be too good of a wife to indulge you in such frivolity when her life is on the line, but I am not.  I know how important the snowstone spell is more than anyone,” she continued, evenly, “but you cannot go into the birthing chamber and just turn it into a workshop.” 
 
    “I am just taking precautions,” I defended.  “If the times don’t line up, then it would be pointless to try the spell.  But if they do, then it would be a shame to let this possibility slip through our fingers.” 
 
    Pentandra looked unconvinced, and her expression did not waver.  Before I could try again, Lilastien descended the staircase, drying her hands on a towel. 
 
    “Good news!” she called.  “Alya is in the early stages of labor.  The baby is effaced.  She’s only dilated a centimeter, but she had a contraction while I was examining her.  Heart rate, blood pressure and temperature are all normal.  No sign of blood toxicity.  The baby’s heartbeat is fine,” she emphasized. 
 
    “But . . . but it’s early!” I pointed out, wondering why she was so calm. 
 
    “It is,” she admitted.  “But not too early.  Nature and the gods decide when the baby comes.  If it was a breach birth, I might be more concerned, but the little bugger’s face is in the right place.  Upside down and ready to greet this wonderful, uncertain world.” 
 
    “How is Alya feeling?” Pentandra asked as she rose from the chair. 
 
    “She’s in fine spirits,” Lilastien smiled.  “She’s calm, relaxed and looking forward to the delivery.  I left one of the Tryggite midwives with her to monitor her contractions.  They’ve already set up an altar.  Wine?” she asked, with a glance at Laresk.  He obligingly scurried off to fetch another cup.  “I’ll go up and check her again in an hour or so.  But she’s resting peacefully, right now.  Go see her,” she ordered me. 
 
    Wordlessly I set down my cup, swallowed and went upstairs. 
 
    There are few men who can approach a birthing chamber without a feeling of fear and wonder, I think.  Especially when it is your own wife delivering your own child, it sends a chill down your spine and makes your knees shake.  I knew the process, of course, and thanks to my ancient memories I had a glorious new perspective on the matter from many points of view.  But I can confirm through those same memories that, regardless of species, time or place, men fear the Mysteries of Trygg and tremble before them.   
 
    It is a challenge to their courage.  It is a counterpoint to their understanding of their own mortality and death in general.  I knew from dreadful experience how easy it was to take a life.  I also knew from helpless observation just how difficult it was to make one.   
 
    Folklore states that the first child is the one most fraught with problems.  Both parents are usually entering a world unknown, experiencing Trygg’s holy mysteries together for the first time.  Like the act of procreation, the act of reproduction was something that could be endlessly described in poetry and verse but never understood until it was experienced.   
 
    But I take issue with that: this was my third birthing, and I was just as terrified by the prospect as I had been with Minalyan and Almina.  The fact that I had been through it twice before was little salve to my frightened soul.  Indeed, I knew far better now all of the many things that could go horribly wrong than I had ten years before.  It was not one bit easier to face as a mature husband and father than it had been when I was young.  If anything, it was more frightening. 
 
    Alya was perfectly at ease when I tentatively entered the room.  She was propped up on more pillows than I thought we owned, brushing her hair and smiling serenely.  The young nun sitting next to her smiled at me joyfully – a far cry from Mother Vika, the wretched old hag who had overseen my first son’s birth in Sevendor.   
 
    In a small alcove nearby the priestess had set up a folding, portable natal shrine to Trygg, where clean bandages and towels and other supplies were neatly stacked under an icon of the All Mother, a pair of red candles already lit. Those were for timing, I recalled, to mark how fast the contractions were coming.  The icon was pictured holding a complicated-looking dial with many arms that was used to track contractions, dilation and other elements of the delivery.  Lilastien’s medical pad would be far more accurate, of course, but I appreciated the fact that the All Mother was looking down on us. 
 
    “Minalan!” Alya beamed, setting down the brush.  “We’re going to have a baby!” 
 
    “That’s what I hear,” I said, finding the resolve to stride confidently over to the bed and embrace her.  “Lilastien says you are doing very well,” I said, after a kiss.  “The baby, too.” 
 
    “I feel fine,” she insisted.  “No dizziness, not much pain, no more than cramps, really,” she assured me.  “It was unexpected, I suppose, but I think I knew something was going to happen today.  It just felt special, somehow.” 
 
    “Pentandra said you were in the market?” I asked, sitting on the edge of the bed. 
 
    “Yes, I wanted to be outside for some reason.  When it happened, I had a hard time convincing Laresk to stop asking questions, though – we really need to work with him more,” she decided.  “But once I got home and got into bed, I had him get me some bread and cheese and sent him to get Penny.  She has been magnificent!” she praised. 
 
    “Bread and cheese?” I asked, confused. 
 
    “I knew the moment that the midwife showed up they wouldn’t let me eat again,” she confessed, glancing at the nun guiltily.  “After Minalyan took so long and I was so hungry, that was my last opportunity for food for the next . . . eternity,” she sighed. 
 
    “I’m just gratified that you are all right,” I said and kissed her forehead.  “Do you need anything?  A book?  Needlework?  I know some women like to pass the time in labor doing needlework,” I recalled hearing.  “I know it’s not your favorite thing to do, but it’s supposed to be distracting.” 
 
    “If you bring me needlework I will stab you with the needle,” she promised.  “No, I don’t want a book.  Or chanting.  Believe it or not, this is not boring.” 
 
    “I just want you to be comfortable,” I assured her.  “Shall I notify anyone?” 
 
    She glanced over at the little portable shrine to Trygg the nun had set up in an alcove.  The blood-red candles were flickering merrily.  “I think the most important people already know.  But please let Estret know.  And the children.  And our sisters. Your parents,” she added, as she went through her mental list.  “And I wouldn’t mind talking awhile with Sister Bemia.  These nuns are excellent, but she’s my chaplain.” 
 
    “I’ll see it done,” I vowed.  “Uh, Pentandra was angry at me for suggesting that we use this as an opportunity for the, uh, the—” 
 
    “The snowstone spell,” she said, with a sigh.  “I know.  I’ve always known.  It’s really the only way I’ve been able to contribute to Sevendor’s prosperity and your work.  Penny is sweet, but I don’t mind.  It did save Minalyan – and me – after all,” she reminded me.  “Besides, with Penny and Lilastien here, if you do anything stupid they will blast you on the spot.” 
 
    “You make a compelling argument,” I said, solemnly.  “I do take issue with one thing, however: you did far more for Sevendor and my work than be the agent for the snowstone spell.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” she snorted.  “I am no mage.  I can’t do magic.  But to think that I somehow contributed to the wonders you have accomplished makes me extremely gratified – like I participated in fact, instead of just supporting you.  It’s . . . it’s important to me,” she confessed.  “So if you want to try it, go ahead.  I’ll do my part,” she said, glancing down at her belly.   
 
    We spent the next half-hour just talking, sharing our excitement for the moment, and even whispering a few fears in the process.  When Lilastien came back in I excused myself and headed back to the main hall downstairs. 
 
    “She’s doing really well,” I sighed, as I sat down next to Pentandra.  “And yes, I spoke to her about the experiment.  She’s enthusiastic – and not just to placate me,” I added before Penny could raise the matter.  “She feels like it’s something important that she can do, and she wants to help.” 
 
    “Of course she does,” Pentandra nodded.  “She’s very accommodating that way.  I do hope you know how much she loves you,” she said, almost accusingly.  “Probably more than you deserve.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly,” I said.  “But I think her enthusiasm is more a matter of pride, than anything else.  We had a long talk about it.  And she knows you and Lilastien will beat me senseless if anything goes wrong.” 
 
    “Well, she’s right about that.  I’ve taken the liberty of informing Loiko and Anguin, and I sent word to your family.  You can expect a number of them to make an appearance.  This hall is going to get very crowded if you aren’t careful.” 
 
    “It’s a big hall.  But I’ll get Laresk and whomever else shows up to help screen out the important folk from the well-wishers.  He should probably set up a couple of trestles, too,” I decided.  “People invariably bring food for this sort of event.” 
 
    “Consider posting some guards, too,” she counselled.  “I’ll have some City Watch sent over, but a couple of warmagi around might keep things more secure.  It would be a perfect occasion to try an assassination,” she said, coolly. 
 
    I blanched.  That hadn’t even entered my mind.  “Penny, I’m the great and powerful Spellmonger!” I scoffed.   
 
    “And a dagger in your kidney could kill you pretty quickly,” she countered.  “Trust me, Min, there are plenty of people in this world who want you dead.  Armies of them.  If they can’t take you on the field, they won’t hesitate to slay you while you’re holding your newborn babe for the first time.” 
 
    “You have a suspicious mind,” I observed. 
 
    “Which is why I’m still alive,” she pointed out.  “I’ll handle security – it’s my barony, after all.  You just go set up your experiment and be sweet to your wife.” 
 
    In retrospect, I was very grateful that Penny was mindful of such things.  She lived a more political life than I did, ironically enough, and she was familiar with both our non-human foes’ capabilities and the intricacies of the Game of Whispers.  But her insistence dampened my previously hopeful mood. 
 
    Over the course of the next several hours, Spellmonger’s Hall attracted all manner of folk: friends, family, loyal vassals, clergy, and comrades seeking to lend me support.   
 
    The Tryggites were among the first to appear, and a delegation from the nearby temple was quick to organize and set up a portable Waiting Shrine, much larger than the natal shrine upstairs, but which showed a simplified version of the progress of Alya’s labor to those who were curious.  It was much more ornate than the natal shrine, too, with artistic representations of the stages of birth painted in garish colors around the edges framing a beatific-looking visage of Trygg.   
 
    The only disturbing thing about that most wholesome image – apart from the liberal amount of cinnabar that had been used to portray the bloody process in gloriously expressive ways – was the small, darkened image on the lower right-hand corner: an infant covered in a shroud.  That, too, was a possibility, the Goddess was telling me.  If things went horribly wrong, then I could not only lose a child, I could lose my wife.  Helpful of Trygg to keep things in perspective. 
 
    Laresk was a little overwhelmed to be asked to manage the chaos, but Tyndal showed up early in the day and took over hosting duties, after a consultation with Pentandra.  Astyral arrived with his wife, Maithieran, as did Sandoval and his wife, Andra.  Sire Cei and Lady Estret came bearing a cask of mead from his estate.  Jannik the Rysh came with instruments in hand and sat quietly in the corner, playing soft tunes that were perfect for the occasion.  Taren and Lady Varen were quick to follow, as they wanted to assist as much as lend their support.  Even Master Thinradel came by for a drink.  
 
    As for my part, I was more concerned with transporting the equipment I’d used in Fallawen’s births from Sevendor to Spellmonger’s Hall.  Most of it was in hoxter pockets, and between Varen and Master Ulin, they were able to bring it discreetly through the portal and pass it to me.  I used my hourly visits upstairs to set it up, one piece at a time, while I tried to comfort Alya. 
 
    She was doing fine for the first four hours or so, but as late afternoon hit her contractions became much stronger and more difficult to bear.  Lilastien elected to block some of her nerves by magic when they became overwhelming, but that was an imperfect solution. 
 
    “Active labor has begun,” she announced, just after sundown.  “She’s fully dilated now, ten full centimeters.  Contractions are about eight minutes apart.” 
 
    “I’ve got most of the equipment set up,” I told her quietly.  “Is there anything she wants?” 
 
    “I suggested that I get some Alka Alon singers in here to soothe her nerves, but she wasn’t enthusiastic about it.  She did mention wanting some music, though.  Sister Bemia suggested something gentle.” 
 
    “I’ll have Jannik come up and play her something to calm her,” I decided.  “How much longer do you think it will be?” 
 
    “Ask Trygg,” Lilastien shrugged.  “It could go another six . . . or she could start pushing in an hour.  There’s no sure way to predict these things.  But the baby seems to be doing fine.  A little stressed, but that’s normal for this part of the process.  How are you doing?” 
 
    I considered.  “Believe it or not, having the snowstone spell to work on is keeping me from anxiously pacing or getting pissed drunk.  It’s as if I actually have something useful to contribute.”  She smiled indulgently at that and went back upstairs. 
 
    “Have you really considered what will happen if it does work, Min?” Astyral asked me, when I was picking at the buffet table.  As I predicted, food had already started pouring in: pies from my family’s bakery, puddings and cold sliced meats from my friends in Vanador, and a huge basket full of fresh fruit Duke Anguin sent.   
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, dully.  “If it works, then we’ve successfully replicated the snowstone spell.  I’ll have the proper formula to re-create it regularly, from now on.” 
 
    “Well, yes,” he admitted.  “But I was thinking of the more immediate effect.” 
 
    “Oh.  Well, Vanador would be affected like Sevendor,” I reasoned.  “Etheric resistance would drop substantially.  We’ll be able to do magic more easily here.” 
 
    “That’s one effect,” he agreed.  “But I would consider, for future reference, that perhaps you choose a little more sparsely populated area in which to cast it.  If the Vundel can haul away mountains of snowstone at will, it might be inconvenient for them to take the one which is protecting your city.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, dully, realizing he was correct.  “You’re right.  Well, we’ll just have to convince them to wait until I can do it someplace where that won’t bother anyone, I suppose.  But that’s assuming I can get this to work.” 
 
    “You will,” Pentandra assured me, as she cut a wedge of cheese.  “If not now, then soon.  If not here, then someplace else.  But you’ll figure it out,” she predicted, confidently.  That surprised me.  Penny is usually more critical and doubtful of me than that.  That’s why I valued her counsel so much.   
 
    “I hope I do,” I agreed.  “An awful lot is riding on my success.  I thought we had it with Fallawen, but . . .” 
 
    “Don’t worry, if it doesn’t work this time, I think Varen will be your next, most viable opportunity,” she said in a conspiratorial voice.  “I think she’s pregnant, now.” 
 
    “If Varen isn’t, then Maithieran will be before long,” Astyral chuckled.  “She’s taken to married life quite well.  After spending her youth pursuing her career, she’s quite eager to indulge in motherhood.  Adamant, even.  She’s challenging my capacities,” he admitted, sheepishly. 
 
    “So if this doesn’t work, you’ll have other chances, Min,” Pentandra offered, sympathetically.  
 
    “You’d actually consider using your own wife in the spell?” I asked, Astyral, surprised. 
 
    “She’d be unbearably proud to do so,” he assured.  “And I wouldn’t mind being as wealthy as the Spellmonger, afterwards.  Babies are expensive.” 
 
    Once I had all of my equipment set up in our bedchamber, there was little else for me to do but wait, which was excruciating.  Lilastien limited my visits with Alya to a few moments only, as her labor progressed.  Pentandra tried to get me to take a nap but my nerves wouldn’t let me.  So I did my best to play host, greeting the visitors and well-wishers as best I could.  Having Tyndal and Rondal around helped, I realized; their casual banter and sharp humor kept the mood light.  They only stopped their witticisms when the trio of priestess of Trygg sang a hymn, every hour or so.   
 
    I confess, I felt guilty for even wanting a nap.  The last time I went upstairs Alya was soaked in sweat, her face puffy and red with panting and pain.  That was always a disturbing sight.  Anytime you see your wife in pain and you can’t do anything about it, you feel your inefficiencies as a husband far more acutely.  The magical nerve block made things easier, but there was no escaping the physical exhaustion implicit in pushing a baby out of your body.  I left the chamber as soon as Lilastien indicated I should do so. 
 
    I was in the middle of another assorted wave of well-wishers – Alya’s sister Ela and her husband Sagal, Rondal’s intended bride Gatina, Noutha of Megelin, Bendonal the Outlaw, Heeth the Arcanist, among others – when the soft melody Jannik was playing upstairs abruptly ceased.  The sun was down, and the hall’s magelights had automatically appeared when the illumination had dwindled.  I was feeling tired with the constant attention I had been paying to the proceedings, but I could feel a shift in the mood of the crowd in the main hall.   
 
    Something was afoot. 
 
    I was about to venture up to the birthing chamber when I heard Lilastien bellow far more loudly than I thought she was capable of from the top of the stairs. 
 
    “Minalan, get up here!” she demanded.  “It’s time!” 
 
    I swallowed, feeling faint as I glanced at Pentandra.  She gave me a nod of permission and encouragement. 
 
    “I . . . I have to go,” I said, lamely, as everyone stared at me.  “My wife is having a baby,” I explained, unnecessarily to the crowd in the hall. 
 
    Before anyone could say anything, Ariel chirped a chime at my belt.  “Local Sidereal Time: Thirteen Hours,” it said, calmly. 
 
    My eyes bulged and my head felt light.  We were squarely within the magical window for the snowstone spell to work.  I suddenly felt enormous pressure, which made me feel enormously guilty.  This was not about me, I knew.  But in that moment I knew that my efforts were just as much under scrutiny as my brave wife’s.  
 
    “Steady, Min,” Astyral counseled, as he put his arm around my shoulders. 
 
    “You can do this, Barbarian,” Pentandra assured me, with absolute and likely misplaced confidence.   
 
    “Are we out of cheese?  I think we’re out of cheese,” my brother-in-law Sagal grumbled, as he searched the buffet table.  His wife kindly elbowed him in the kidneys on my behalf.  I’ve never loved her more.   
 
    The nuns began a new chant, the one that they sing when delivery is imminent. 
 
    “All right,” I sighed.  “Ulin, Taren, Varen, you’re with me.  Everyone else . . . pray for us.  And someone, find some more cheese.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    Vanamin 
 
      
 
    Though he was accounted the greatest mage in the world by the nature of his title and position, the Archmage was actually required to do very little in terms of actual magic for the empire.  With notable exceptions their reigns were far more dedicated to administrative matters and issues of policy than thaumaturgy.  But when called upon to perform, often in times of emergency, the Archmage and his Privy Council could actually cast great spells and enchantments to further the goals of the state.  If he couldn’t, the conventional wisdom ran, he shouldn’t be the Archmage. 
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
      
 
    I ascended the stairs to the haunting sounds of the Tryggite nuns’ rhythmic chant pleading with the All-Mother for a safe delivery, my colleagues behind me.  The moment I opened the door, I stepped into chaos.  
 
    “I need more towels!” Lilastien barked from the foot of the bed, her medical pad propped up against a bedpost.  Alya had moved down and was being supported by two nuns, one on either side, while her knees were cocked.  The position left nothing to the imagination.   
 
    There was blood on the floor, already.  A lot of blood.  I felt faint.   
 
    “More towels!” Lilastien repeated as she glanced at the pad.  “And I need more light!  I feel like I’m delivering her in a barn!” she said.  With a wave of her hand a bright, Alka Alon style magelight appeared above her head and bathed the area in a bright white light.  “And close that godsdamn door!  We don’t need any more people in here!” 
 
    I immediately went over, skirting the flurry of activity at the foot of the bed, and kissed Alya’s sweaty brow.  She looked up, kissed me on the lips, and then began panting.   
 
    “Are you—” 
 
    “Just go do what you need to do,” she ordered between clenched teeth.  “I’ll do what I need to do.  I love you.  Praise Trygg.  Goddess, this hurts.  Go!” 
 
    “She’s doing well,” Lilastien said, as I began to back away from the birthing bed.  “Baby’s heartbeat is strong.  The umbilical cord isn’t wrapped around its neck, her vitals are great, we’re having a baby,” she informed me. 
 
    “All right, then,” I said, faintly.  I glanced around the chamber at the multitude of equipment I’d brought for the spell.  It had grown, since Fallawen’s attempt: a cabinet full of mineral samples that might prove interesting once they went through the transformation, various meters and detection spells, and Tanno Amberil waiting on the beautiful wooden stand I’d had made for it.  I would need the delicate capacity of Stonetrunk’s legacy if I was going to be able to manage this, I knew.   
 
    “Ulin, to the monitors,” I commanded, quietly.  “Varen, oversee the field of effect.  Taren, pay attention to the thaumaturgical power inputs.  You all should know the protocol by heart.  We’re in the right time window for this to work,” I reminded them.   
 
    One by one they gave me silent nods and went to their stations.  It’s nice to be working with professionals, rather than superstitious idiots, I thought to myself.   
 
    Lilastien proved just as capable as she coached Alya through the next harrowing minutes.  Her contractions were only moments apart, now, and she strained mightily with every one of them.  She was determined.  Perversely, it reminded me of the expressions of my mates at Relan Cor, during my warmagic training, when they would be set to a nigh-impossible task to test their resolve.  Alya appeared to have a warrior’s face. 
 
    Jannik, on the other hand, looked terrified.  He still sat in a corner, his lute in hand, and witnessed the birthing rite in a way that told me he had never seen it before.   
 
    “The separation of the shroud has started,” Ulin informed me, quietly.   
 
    “Shouldn’t you be requesting some divine help, Minalan?” Varen asked, her eyebrow arched.  “We can’t do it without them.” 
 
    I nodded, and stumbled over to the Natal Shrine.  Certainly, it was dedicated to the All-Mother, but it had candle flames on it.  That should be enough, I reasoned, to invoke Briga.  I could have been casual and flippant about it, but it did not feel like a time to take chances.  I stuck with a classic. 
 
    “By the Flame that Burneth Bright,” I invoked, my words echoing the prayer I’d said every night before bed as a child.  “We ask for safety through the night.  By hearth and torch and taper’s light, by forge and oven and poet’s rite, the bread to rise and the villain smite, bless us with thy eternal light!” I said, with all the religious fervor I could muster.   
 
    It only took a moment.  For once, she eschewed a flashy, fiery, smokey entrance and manifested in a simple distortion of the air, as if viewing a stone wall on a particularly hot day.  And she appeared to me not as solid and lifelike as usual, but in the spectral guise she had used in Fallawen’s birthing chamber.  She could only be seen by me, Lilastien, and whomever else she chose to witness her. 
 
    It occurred to me that it was nice to have an actual goddess who would actually show up when you actually needed her.  Not many could claim the same. 
 
    “I see you are ready,” she said, to my ears alone. 
 
    “Not really, but I’m prepared,” I countered.  “We’re within the proper parameters according to the protocol.  This might actually work,” I proposed. 
 
    “Anything is possible,” she shrugged.  “Interesting choice of venue,” she said, looking around at the bedchamber.   
 
    “That was outside of my ability to plan.  The gods have a way of screwing with that sort of thing,” I added, with a smirk.  “Thank you for coming, though.  It means a lot to me.” 
 
    “You are doing . . . pretty well, Minalan,” she admitted.  “For the moment.  Try not to screw this up,” she said, fading to a heatwave in the corner.   
 
    “That’s helpful,” I muttered to myself as I returned to Tanno Amberil.   
 
    The complex thaumaturgical device was already active, I noted as I took it up in my hands.  It was examining the myriad lines of arcane force at play in the room: Lilastien’s medical songspells, the background enchantments implicit in the hall, the powerful signatures of the magi.  I reviewed each one in turn, to familiarize myself with the forces at play. 
 
    It was only when I really turned my attention to Alya that I was startled.  My lady wife and mother of my children had a different expression of thaumaturgical power than, say, Jannik or the nuns at her side.   
 
    I examined the baby first, of course --  it was all aglow in its natal shroud, still attached to Alya’s but in the process of separation.  Perhaps that’s a poor description for the thaumaturgical energies that surrounded them both – shroud – but it’s the technical terminology I was familiar with.  The baby seemed normal, from what I could see, but Alya’s arcane shroud was . . . different.   
 
    There were two nodes of unexpected power in her chest, areas that seemed to seethe with a low-level field of energy.  They were in the vicinity of her lungs, I realized, as if something had enchanted her breath.  It seemed to augment the greater field around her and the child.  It was subtle enough that only Tanno Amberil’s delicate perspective could reveal it, but it was undoubtedly present, and undeniably having an effect. 
 
    That disturbed me.  I checked her arcane expression against the nuns and Jannik.  None of them had the same sort of signature. 
 
    I could not make sense of the implications of that, in the moment, so I made a mental note and continued through the established protocol.  Another contraction started, and Alya’s face contorted in pain and effort.  A pulse of magical power radiated from her in the lower octaves.  Vivant energy, the power of life itself, emanated from her in lavish waves. 
 
    “Taren, monitor me!” I ordered as I took a renewed grip on the staff.  “I’m raising power,” I said, as I glanced up toward the Magolith. 
 
    The magical artifact had regained all of its power since Olum Seheri, and it pulsed with an especially vibrant regularity.  As I drew power from it I realized that it was pulsing to the same frequency of the baby’s heart, though I hadn’t directed it to.  I had to re-create the precise levels of power I had absorbed from Sevendor Castle’s natural fonts at the time of Minalyan’s birth.  I knew those factors exactly.   
 
    But I didn’t know how to quantify the Divine energy that was required to initiate the spell.  You cannot quantify Divine energy by definition – it’s ineffable.  Beyond understanding or measure.  The rest of the work was rendered in a neat equation, but when it came to the abstract power of the gods, the pure quintessence they provided was both unknown and unknowable.   
 
    I was, literally, at the mercy of the gods.  And they didn’t understand this any better than I did. 
 
    Alya’s contraction subsided, and she heaved like she’d run a race.  Lilastien looked up at me, a hint of concern on her face. 
 
    “Doesn’t look like an eager baby,” she said, lightly.  “I thought that one would start the process.” 
 
    “The shrouds are not separating,” Varen said, flatly, as she looked up from her spell.  “There is an impasse.” 
 
    “They can be stubborn, sometimes,” Lilastien admitted, glancing at her medical pad.  “No sign of distress yet, though.” 
 
    “Minalyan was in distress when the spell happened,” I pointed out, unhelpfully.  “That’s why I was called in.” 
 
    “I’m still trying to avoid that!” she snapped.  “I’m not going to endanger an already premature baby for a godsdamned magical experiment!” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, shrinking.  “I just thought you should know,” I mumbled. 
 
    “Relax,” she instructed Alya, ignoring me entirely.  “We’re almost there.  On the next one, push!” 
 
    Alya nodded her face bright red with the effort.  I glanced at Varen, who was frowning as she monitored the spell.  She looked up and shook her head. 
 
    I took a deep breath.  Peering at the scene with Tanno Amberil, I could see a growing swirl of arcane power building up around Alya as the stress of the delivery rose.  I channeled more power into the region through the Magolith, keeping the proportions of the elemental energy as I began the same spell I’d used to convince Minalyan to abandon the safety of the womb.   
 
    I began with the same simple unbinding spell I’d used on my oldest child – the sort of thing you can use to untie a knot or loosen a wagon wheel stuck in the mud.  Consider it a gentle magical nudge.  Then I tried the second unbinding, something powerful enough to permit a rusted hinge to move again.  Lilastien looked up at me and glared for a moment, but then turned her attention back to the birthing bed. 
 
    “Whatever you did, it didn’t work,” she called out a moment later.  “No progress!  I’m going to give her a tincture of cohosh and lambsfoot,” she said, fumbling around in her medical bag.  
 
    “It didn’t work for Minalyan, either,” I explained as she spilled a couple of drops from a bottle on Alya’s tongue.  “It just made him hang on harder.  But it’s part of the protocol.”  That earned me another glare. 
 
    Alya’s next contraction started at that moment, and though she blew as hard and as fast as she could, and bore down on the unrelenting pressure in her belly, Lilastien shook her head as the wave of pain subsided.   
 
    “I can see the top of the head, but still no movement,” she reported, concern growing in her voice.   
 
    I nodded, though she was still ignoring me.   
 
    “Ariel, report on the timer,” I said, as I tried not to watch Alya throw up into a basin. 
 
    “It is Thirteen Forty-Seven, Universal Time,” the computer informed me, helpfully but dispassionately.  We were already passed the midway point in the timing window, I realized.  This was taking too long. 
 
    It was time to move on to the next phase in the protocol: the Morath Sigil.  The simple yet scalable spell was useful for all manner of things, but essentially it convinced two separate things to recognize their independence from each other.  In this case, it was the magical strands that ran from her shroud around the baby’s.  That was a mother’s natural – or supernatural, if you will – protection for the child.   
 
    I noted that Alya wore the Sointula  talisman, and that it did, indeed, seem to be having some effect on the Vivant energy Alya was producing as a byproduct of her intense effort.  She was trying to retain the baby as much as the baby was trying to remain inside her.  If anything, this was a stronger field than I recalled with Minalyan – though that could have been because I was using the much more sensitive Tanno Amberil staff rather than mere magesight.   
 
    So the Morath Sigil it was.  I took another deep breath and began casting the unbinding spell.  It was a simple nine-rune chord, three sets of three, that instructed the universe to just let go.  It is rarely used alone, as it is a powerful component to a number of more sophisticated workings, but in the original spell I didn’t have anything particularly specific to hang it on.  I could direct it toward my pregnant wife, but beyond that, the spell had to figure out how to act on the situation, according to my intent.  Usually a thaumaturge prefers a more definite method of action.   
 
    Then I poured power into it.  A lot of power.  With Minalyan I had my Witchsphere, an orb of irionite made of several smaller shards.  It had seemed like a tremendous amount of power at the time, but then I was still learning to use irionite back then. 
 
    Now I had the power of the Magolith to draw upon, and I spared no effort as I filled the Morath Sigil with power.  Perhaps more than I should have, though I was starting to feel a little desperate.  I needed this to work.  I needed my child to be born.  I needed Alya to be all right.  I remembered, at the last minute, to add the Alka Alon blessing and then, just as I felt the arcane field become saturated with energy, I began the prayer to Briga again, this time to signal the timing of the Divine energy required. 
 
    As she was standing only a few feet away, I think she heard me.  But I was startled as two more shimmerings appeared next to her.  I don’t think anyone else saw them, but when you are using Tanno Amberil you have much more acute perceptions into the different arcane octaves than you do with your own eyes, or even with magesight.  Briga was no longer the only divinity present.  I didn’t have time to figure out who it was, but suddenly I felt something kind of snap in the spell – and saw Lilastien’s lips curl up in a smile. 
 
    The Natal Flare had arrived, augmented by my prayer – or Briga’s presence – or whatever power the three divinities in the room had managed to generate.  I felt a twist in the fabric of reality I hadn’t expected, as if something had come unmoored in my spell at the last second.  Just as Lilastien gave a triumphant yell, and Alya uttered a heartbreaking scream, the saturated field around the birthing bed shattered, producing a powerful wave of arcane power that exploded in a green-tinted energy – and I fell unconscious with the feedback. 
 
    Even as my staff tumbled from my hand and my face hit the wooden floor, I knew.  The feeling of the wave of energy that had washed over me was familiar, reminiscent of the night the Snow That Never Melted had come.  As my consciousness left me, Ariel chirped out “The designated period has now ended.” 
 
    Not a moment too soon.  But I knew it had worked. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I don’t know how long I was out.  From what I understand, I had been left prostrate on the floor for quite a while after the spell because everyone in the room was either also unconscious or trying to deliver a baby.  Interestingly enough, neither of the Tera Alon in the room were affected that dramatically, but Taren, Ulin, Jannik, the two nuns and I all passed out. 
 
    The effect extended to the main hall below us, and a number of our visitors were affected.  So were the people within a five-hundred-foot radius of Spellmonger’s Hall.  Indeed, folk more than fifteen hundred feet from my house reported symptoms.  There was a lot of vomiting, both among magi and non-magi alike. 
 
    But it worked . . . sort of.  Much of my Vanador home was now brilliantly white, or at least streaked with white.  So were the streets outside, the other houses, and virtually anything with a molecule of silica in it.  But for whatever reason the area that transformed was smaller than the Snowstone Effect in Sevendor.  The radius was only about thirty-five hundred feet, not the two miles it had been in Castal. 
 
    But it had worked.  I had made snowstone.  On purpose. 
 
    That’s not all I had made, however.  Perhaps because of the timing of the spell, perhaps because of the additional divinities lending their aid, beyond the horizon of the Snowstone Effect was another band.  Instead of white silica, the matter within this zone was affected with a kind of dark greenish luster.  Nor was it a smooth transition from one area to another.  But there was clearly an additional magical effect that extended another two thousand feet or so.  It would take us some time to determine what it was. 
 
    I awoke the next morning in one of the guest beds, a cool cloth on my head and my older apprentice sitting next to me. 
 
    “Master Min,” Ruderal greeted me.  “You’re awake.” 
 
    “When did you get here?” I asked, confused.   
 
    “Last night, just before the birth,” he informed me, as he poured me a cup of water.  “Pentandra sent for us.  I came through the Ways with Alurra.  We were only here for about five minutes when you, ah, your spell happened.”  He sounded a little rueful about it. 
 
    “Alya?  The baby?” I asked, suddenly desperate to see her.  Them. 
 
    “Both are fine and healthy,” he assured me.  “They are both resting.  Lilastien says that you can go see her when she’s awake, but you are under no circumstances to wake her up.  Same with the baby,” he added, sternly. 
 
    “Of course,” I sighed, sinking back into the pillow, a feeling of satisfaction spreading over me.  The ceiling plaster was brilliantly white between the beams.  “It looks like it worked.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, it worked, this time,” he agreed.  “Things are pretty chaotic out there, but there’s no doubt that you produced snowstone.  Everyone is talking about it downstairs.  They think you’re a genius,” he said with a grin. 
 
    “I just studied hard and got lucky,” I replied, sipping the water.  The taste of vomit was still lingering in my mouth.  I suddenly realized that something was missing as I stared up at the ceiling. 
 
    “Where’s the Magolith?” I asked, confused.  “Usually it’s floating right above me when I sleep. 
 
    “About that,” Ruderal said, a wince crossing his expression.  “It’s . . . it’s wandering around Vanador.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, shocked, sitting up far too quickly.  My head swam.   
 
    “Easy, easy!” he soothed, pushing me back onto the pillow.  “You need to go slowly, when you wake up.  Especially after what happened last night.  People felt that thing all over town.  Alurra fainted.  I nearly passed out myself,” he said, a note of accusation in his voice.  “But after it happened, the Magolith started acting funny.  It started moving around on its own, even when you were unconscious.  No one else could do anything with it, since you have it so vigorously guarded, so we left it alone.  It kind of floated out a window and has been just . . . touring the town,” he explained. 
 
    “That’s . . . unexpected,” I said, trying to make sense of it.  “If I’m unconscious it’s supposed to hover over me like a loyal dog and protect me.” 
 
    “Well, now it’s decided to take a walk.  Master, you couldn’t have done that spell and not expected some unusual things to happen.  After what I heard about the first time you did it from Tyndal, Rondal and Dara, it makes sense that there would have been some unintended consequences.  It seems part of the spell,” he suggested.  “We’ll get the Magolith back.  Maybe I’ll send the hayward after it . . .” 
 
    Ruderal stayed with me for an hour or more, fetching me some broth and notifying Lilastien and the others that I was awake.  Eventually I sat up in bed and the room didn’t spin, and soon after that, I was completely vertical, which I considered a personal victory.  Then he escorted me – well, half carried me – up to my bedchamber where I met my son for the first time. 
 
    Alya was awake by then, roused by the sound of a hungry baby.  She was feeding him when I staggered in.  Lilastien was drying her hands nearby, and one of the nuns was attending to the cradle. 
 
    Alya was glowing – not in any sort of magical way, just as a mother who has been through a hard labor.  The baby was tiny, compared to the other two she’d birthed.  But he was sucking lustily, and had a full head of hair.  He looked like a tiny version of my father, I noted.  I embraced and kissed her without disturbing the child and then sat on the edge of the bed. 
 
    “His name is Vanamin,” she informed me, as I looked at him in wonder.   “He’s perfect!” 
 
    “Vanamin?” I asked, confused.   
 
    “That’s what I named him.  For Vanador.  And my sweet husband, who finally made snowstone again.” 
 
    “Is he healthy?” I couldn’t help but ask.  “Did the spell have any effect?” 
 
    “It’s too early to tell about his magical ability, but physically he’s about as perfect as a  three-week premature baby has a right to be,” Lilastien assured me.  “He had a great apgar, no obvious defects, no jaundice or other complications.  He was just impatient to be here.” 
 
    “Thank Trygg and Her holy grace!” I said, realizing that I’d been anxious about that.  “She was here, you know,” I added.  “That had to be one of the other two gods.” 
 
    “Oh, I saw them,” Lilastien assured me.  “I was a little busy at the time, but Trygg, Briga, and Falassa were all here.  I suppose I accidentally invoked her when I administered the cohosh and lambsfoot.  But your spell worked.  And you have a son.  Congratulations, Minalan,” she said, sincerely. 
 
    We spent the rest of the morning together as a family, just getting to know the baby a little and reveling in the pure joy a new infant can bring.  I tried to ignore the new color scheme around me, the sounds of the city outside the window, and everything else while I catered to my wife’s needs and indulged in a few moments of unmitigated bliss as a new father.  Vanamin, I kept saying, over and over, so I could get used to it.   
 
    Eventually, Alya got sleepy and Lilastien kicked me out so that both she and the baby could sleep.  I went downstairs enwrapped in a heady fog of happiness . . . until I saw Pentandra’s face. 
 
    She was waiting for me with Astyral, Thinradel, and a few other local wizards in the Great Hall.  They did not look as serene as I felt. 
 
    “I have a son,” I announced, proudly.  “Vanamin!” 
 
    “Congratulations,” Pentandra said, sincerely.  “Blessings of Trygg upon you.  You also have a couple of dozen problems,” she continued, without pause.  “Well, there are a great deal more than that, but there are a few of them only you can contend with.” 
 
    “There have been a great number of unanticipated effects from the spell,” Astyral agreed.  “Some people are sick.  Some are still unconscious.  And some are . . . well, changed.  Enchanted.  Something,” he said with a shrug.   
 
    “A few extraordinary effects were expected,” I demurred.  “That happened in the first spell, too.  That’s when Sire Cei discovered his sport Talent,” I reminded them.  “And Sir Festaran.  And that woke up Dara’s rajira.  There was a lot of that sort of thing.” 
 
    “Yes, and we’ve seen plenty of evidence of that this morning,” Master Thinradel agreed.  “The halls of the Arcane Orders are thick with people wanting to know what in seven hells is going on and whether it is permanent.  It’s the first time I’ve ever heard of anyone running around desperately seeking a thaumaturge – which is rather novel – but there are a lot of very confused and frightful folk in Vanador right now.” 
 
    “You should probably speak to them, Min,” Pentandra encouraged.  “At least calm them down.  We don’t need any riots.  Not with people who just suddenly woke up in a white house and discovered that they had rajira they never knew about.” 
 
    “Yes,” I sighed, my mantle of paternal bliss already fading.  “I suppose I need to go be the Spellmonger again.” 
 
    “It would probably help,” agreed Astyral, sympathetically.  “Sandoval and his wife are currently interviewing people at the chapterhouse to see the manner and nature of their complaints, but the line is growing.  Voices are getting shrill.  If you don’t get control of it, some might go mad,” he predicted. 
 
    “All right, all right,” I agreed.  “Let me gather a few things.  We can all go together, and you can explain the specifics as we walk.” 
 
    “Good.  Along the way, perhaps you can convince the Magolith to stop floating around the square like it’s a lost puppy looking for a way home.  That’s where it was when we came here, anyway,” Pentandra said.  “It’s odd; usually it just sits there inertly, but it’s acting like it’s got some sort of controlling consciousness, now.  I think the spell affected it, too,” she proposed. 
 
    “Well, clearly,” snorted Thinradel.  “It is already a product of the first spell, in part.  Now it’s been exposed to the same arcane wave form – or one slightly different,” he conceded.  “One would expect that it had some effect on it.  Perhaps even consciousness, or at least self-awareness.  I just hope it’s friendly,” he added, skeptically. 
 
    “That’s the problem with experimental enchantments,” Astyral mused, as I gathered a few items and my hat.  “You never know when they’ll wake up with a mind of their own and slay us all.” 
 
    “It keeps things interesting,” Thinradel suggested. 
 
    “A fair point,” Astyral agreed.  “Shall we go face the unexpected consequences of your thaumaturgical experiment?” he asked, opening the door.  There were two guards outside, leaning on their glaives. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose I have to,” I agreed, manifesting Insight to my hand from a hoxter.  “It’s the wizardly thing to do.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
    Meeting the Magolith 
 
      
 
    The palace of the Archmage in Nodara was an impressive architectural complex, and as the seat of the Magocracy’s government it was of critical importance for running the empire.  But it was not particularly a place of magic, however.  Outside of the offices of those who specifically regulated magic on behalf of the empire, there wasn’t much use for it.  The palace was a place of bureaucrats and officials, clerks and secretaries who might have only a lick of rajira, if any at all.  Practical magic was the realm of the academies, the magical corps, a few prominent houses and private practice: hence, the term ‘Practical Adept” to designate a magelord who actually worked for a living. 
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Things changed in Vanador from that day forward.   
 
    The City of Wizards had always been an unusual town, from its unlikely inception to its uncommon inhabitants to its questionable geography.  Building a city under a rock, based on the dreams of a hedgewitch, with penniless slaves, nonhuman labor and refugees and then binding it together with magic made it a unique place by any estimation.   
 
    But when you add a powerful thaumaturgical spell that altered the nature of reality in the center of town, things went from “unusual” to “undeniably strange” in short order. 
 
    It took weeks to get a good idea of the physical effects of the spell.  I sent teams of wizards around collecting samples and taking readings with all manner of equipment and devices, and had them collect their information at Gareth’s old office.  Soon one of its rooms was filled with meticulously collected mineral samples, as well as bits of wood and other specimens, each tagged with a slip of parchment that established where it was found and by whom. 
 
    The practical effect ranged from my house near the circular central square to more than halfway to the western gates; from the northern edges of the city to the southern, and well into the Refuge Keep in the depths of the crevice between the town and the Overhang.   
 
    The Overhang itself was almost entirely within the snowstone sphere, turning the once-gray expanse of rock overhead into a shining bright white.  Everything within that sphere was transformed into some variant of snowstone. 
 
    Unlike Sevendor, much of the surrounding rock was some kind of limestone, with large patches of igneous rock in between.  That created some variety in the type of magical stone as they had different silica contents.  The sand pits in the south of the town were transformed into pure, glittering snowsand, for instance, while the limestone used in many of the buildings and their foundations were a darker, more pallid rendition of the same substance.   
 
    Like Sevendor, anyone with even a shred of rajira instantly felt how much easier it was to access arcane powers, now.  The etheric resistance was substantially lower, allowing a freer flow of thaumaturgical energy.  That first night the magelights above the town burned far more brightly than normal because of that, and had to be reduced in brightness.  When night is brighter than day, you’re going to get complaints. 
 
    And there were a lot of complaints.  Comparing the two versions of the spell was difficult in many ways, but one profound difference was the sheer number of people who were affected by it.  Sevendor had only a few thousand people living there when the Snow That Never Melted came.  In Vanador, I had that many in my neighborhood.  Our initial estimates put more than nine thousand within range of the snowstone horizon, and the closer you were to the center, the more profoundly you could have been affected. 
 
    I have to commend Pentandra’s government when it came to responding to the sudden event; Gareth had built a solid civil service in Vanador, and they quickly went to work interviewing people who suddenly gained rajira, or perhaps had emergent sport Talents, or otherwise were challenged by the spell.  Sometimes the full effects of the spell weren’t felt for weeks or even months.  Many wizards who were living within the precinct found their own well-established powers augmented in some way, or found new expressions of their magic manifesting.  Records were kept of each case.  Some of them were quite fascinating.  Others were horrific. 
 
    Of particular note was a young man employed as a bootmaker who could suddenly perceive whatever was going on behind him, which he found maddening.  A human smith who worked in the Iron Quarter began to generate a magical electrical field that shocked anyone who touched him – much to the surprise of his mistress.  A young wife received the power to hear the thoughts of others, which nearly drove her mad before she sought help.  A very mild-mannered tavern keeper in the merchant’s quarter suddenly became the most interesting man in the room, wherever he went, attracting the infatuated attention of women and the unabashed admiration of men.  His establishment became one of the more popular taprooms in Vanador, for a while. 
 
    An older gentleman who sold vegetables at the Mage Market had an inexplicable mist that grew around his feet and followed him everywhere.  Another merchant discovered he possessed psychometry, albeit only with metallic objects.  It made counting change an unbearable trial, however, as every new coin gave him visions of everyone whose hands it had passed through.  An elderly matron from Tudry who had relocated to Vanador suddenly found she could sing like an Alka Alon . . . but couldn’t speak in plain words anymore.   
 
    The worst cases were the ones that haunted me.  The man whose touch was death, and who hung himself before the day was through after accidentally killing most of his family and three neighbors.  The Tryggite nun at the temple who suddenly knew precisely when someone would die, and in what manner.  She drowned herself in a pool within two days of the spell.  The Ishite priestess who suddenly possessed the ability to seduce nearly anyone she met was more fortunate, although within a week she asked to be posted to some far less populated region.  The Kasari girl who perceived smells so intently and acutely that she fled into the wilderness. 
 
    Most of the cases weren’t that bad, however.  Scores of people suddenly discovered a Talent for dowsing, beastmastery or gaining just enough rajira to have magesight, for instance – useful, normal expressions of magic that we knew how to contend with.   
 
    Plenty of others had to arrange for some elementary training, lest they pose a danger to themselves with Wild Magic.  It was quite a job separating them out and getting them the help they needed, but then we had a town full of enchanters and thaumaturges who were very curious to study the effects of the spell.  We gained at least a hundred new magi that day.  Thinradel organized most of the training, but plenty of wizards had to take a few unexpected apprentices or students to keep things from devolving into pure chaos. 
 
    Then there were the changes in the people closest to the spell’s center.  As most of them were already Talented, they proved resistant to the full force of the work, but some did not.  Alurra, for instance, found herself not just able to communicate and see through the eyes of animals as she had in the past, but could now command them, overriding their will and compelling their actions.  Laresk developed a much more pronounced level of rajira, and his control of arcane energies improved dramatically.  One of the two nuns in the birthing chamber was also blessed with the sudden emergence of a quite strong Talent.   
 
    But by far the most disturbing thing was what happened with Jannik.  There were two of him, now. 
 
    When he awakened on the floor of the chamber, he was being pulled to his feet by . . . himself.  That is, an exact replica of himself that had inexplicably appeared in the blast.  It was horribly confusing, but Jannik has enough wit to contend with a challenging situation like that with humor and patience, thank the gods.  After establishing that they were, indeed, the same in form and memory, the two began trying to out-drink each other and ended up singing duets in the main hall. 
 
    Upon closer scrutiny, the copy of the Rysh was not, technically speaking, a real human.  Oh, he bled if you cut him, he got hungry, he urinated (although not always accurately), he even argued with himself over particular points of music.   
 
    But a thorough thaumaturgic study indicated that the copy did not possess a complete body.  He was a thoughtform, a manifestation of Jannik’s subconscious, perhaps.  When the Rysh got angry with him during an argument, he shoved him against a wall and he was suddenly gone, reabsorbed into Jannik’s thaumaturgical shroud.   
 
    That was a shock to the minstrel, who despaired that the greatest musician he’d ever met was now gone.  But he did admit to absorbing the slightly different memories of the shade when it dissipated.  That seemed to cheer him somewhat.  Over time, he learned how to manifest his odd twin nearly at will.  It seemed the extent of his rajira, but it was a strange and powerful sport power that none of my colleagues had ever witnessed or even heard about before. 
 
    From an academic perspective, the most interesting thing to me was the effect the spell had on the nonhumans within the precinct.  There were more than a thousand Malkas Alon living within its sphere, a few hundred Dradrien and other dwarves, and almost two thousand Tal Alon.  The Tera Alon enclave in the northeast of the city was likewise affected, but in each case, the results were oddly different.  
 
    For one, the dwarves seemed to mostly just improve on their craftsmanship and seemed willing to expand their capabilities in new and exciting ways.  That caused some trouble, as regardless of clan, dwarven society is inherently conservative, particularly about important things like crafting.  But the Malkas Alon got even better at their woodwork, the Dradrien were enthusiastically driven to attempt new designs and employ experimental alloys, and the prospectors and miners became even more preternaturally adept at their crafts. 
 
    As for the Tera Alon, the effects were more subtle.  Those who had been exposed claimed no great discomfort with the change, and for several days it was theorized that they had endured no lasting effects. 
 
    But it became clear, over time, that some of them were now unwilling or incapable of reversing their transgenic enchantment and returning to their diminutive size.  It didn’t seem to worry most of them.  They seemed happy to stay in their human-like bodies and pursue a culture and status separate from the Alka Alon.   
 
    The Tal Alon were the most unusual.  A few of them manifested a human mage level of rajira, something that the sages amongst the Tera Alon – and no less than Lilastien herself – had never seen before.  Tal Alon just don’t do magic, above a few almost natural abilities in regards to gardening or cooking.  But at least seven were examined by the thaumaturges at the Arcane Orders and found to have a sufficiency of Talent to warrant training.   
 
    Beyond that, the spell seemed to transform the entirety of the Tal Alon society, not just a few individuals.  The Tal are an essentially communal sub-species, like all Alon, and they shared the ability to act in entrained fashion in dire circumstances.  But after the snowstone spell, the Tal Alon of Vanador seemed to mature, somehow.  They were just as jolly and prone to frivolity as usual, but behind that merry exterior, they developed a sense of serious purpose that was unheard of in their kind.   
 
    It was a difficult difference to establish, much less quantify, as the results were subtle – so subtle, at first, that most of my colleagues dismissed them as largely unaffected.  But over the coming weeks and months, it became undeniable that the spell had changed them.  They were less subservient and less adoring of the other Alon races, for one thing.  They were still respectful, but that respect ceased manifesting in abject deference.  That caused some problems among those who were used to their fawning ways, in the beginning.  A real sense of pride seemed to envelop the entire community, even those who had not been directly within the sphere when the spell activated. 
 
    They also began to devote themselves to more scholarly pursuits.  There had always been a minority within the Tal community who had learned how to read and write Narasi and do simple mathematics, but after the spell this desire spread to the entire community.  It was not so much an acceleration of their intelligence, but a development of their interest in such things.  Within a year the Tal Alon of Vanador was almost universally literate, valued the knowledge of books, and had learned to speak Narasi and other languages fluently. 
 
    It was all very confusing for thousands of people, and the wizards in the city had a monumental task ahead of them to sort it all out.  As they were the ones best suited in all the world to do so, Alya’s birthing in the City of Wizards was a stroke of good fortune for the town, and shaped its destiny for years in the future.  But at the time there was a perplexing sense of anxiety that hung in the air, as the collective uncertainty of the townsfolk made everyone nervous for their future. 
 
    And that wasn’t helped by the fact that the most powerful magical artifact in the world was wandering around the town’s square, just lurking over the heads of the frightened people.  That sort of thing can wear on you. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The abruptly whitened flagstones of the town square seemed to look balefully up at the populace who seemed reluctant to tread on them.  I smiled to myself at their hesitancy – the same sort of thing had happened in Sevendor, after that fateful Yule.  There is a kind of inherent inhibition to walking across something so pure and pristine with your muddy boots.  The fact that the mud was a kind of off-white hue did not seem to matter to the artisans and laborers whose surroundings had changed so suddenly. 
 
    I had no such illusions.  The stone was white, it was pristine, but it was just stone.  Magical stone, but stone nonetheless.  With Umank’s perspective in mind, I strode across the square without hesitation and scanned the skies above.  “Skies” being a relative term – a portion of the square was under the lip of the Overhang, no doubt a purposeful design.  It looked odd, overhead, suddenly bright and strange in the late morning light. 
 
    “Where is it?” I asked, confused.  I confess I was not feeling well after the previous night’s events, and while I was starting to feel the lack of the Magolith’s proximity, the residue of my efforts was what weighed more profoundly upon me. 
 
    “It was here half an hour ago, according to that disgruntled watchman,” Astyral said, studying the air above us.  “He said it was no more than twelve feet above the ground.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should summon it, Minalan,” suggested Thinradel.  “You are the one attuned to its knot coral.  And its blood coral,” he reminded me.  “Surely you have some power over the artefact you created.” 
 
    “It’s worth a try,” I conceded with a sigh.  I closed my eyes and tried to envision my intent to recall the Magolith.  It was akin to whistling for a favorite hound, thaumaturgically speaking.  I could barely feel it, out on the periphery of my awareness, somewhere.  But as soon as I identified the particular signature, I increased my desire and reiterated my intent to draw it closer to me.  I felt no reciprocal tug, no reflexive response.  But it was there, and I summoned it sternly. 
 
    “I think that’s it,” Pentandra said, pointing to the sky above the Temple of Briga.  There was a speck, there, amongst the stately red and orange roof tiles.  “How appropriate.” 
 
    “Come here!” I said, as I picked out the little green and gold spot and exercised my will upon it.  With all the new snowstone around, you might think that was easy for the great and mighty Spellmonger.  On the contrary, the Magolith seemed frustratingly remote.  It finally started toward me only reluctantly, it seemed, descending from the rooftops and floating serenely above the heads of the unobservant folk in the square. 
 
    “That’s better,” I murmured, as it came close enough for me to command its action more directly.  It floated to a stop a few feet in front of me, though it stayed out of reach.  “So what have you been doing while I was asleep, my lovely?” I asked, casually, as I took a step closer to regard my wayward creation. 
 
    Watching, a voice in my head answered, quite unexpectedly. 
 
    I froze.  The orb floated lazily in front of me, just above eye-level. 
 
    “Did . . . did anyone else hear that?” I asked my colleagues. 
 
    “Hear what?” Pentandra asked, confused. 
 
    “I didn’t hear a thing,” Astyral assured, staring at the Magolith. 
 
    “Perhaps a nap is in order, my lord,” suggested Thinradel.  “You have been through a lot.” 
 
    “I . . . just . . . bide,” I said, which is a good thing to say when you don’t know what to say or do.  It at least makes it look like you have a plan, or are thinking intently, or something amazing is going on in your head.  Consider it a wizard’s trick, if you will, but it works. 
 
    The Magolith regarded me in return, I realized.  It really was watching me.  Watching us.  It was observing our surroundings, not merely floating through them unaware.   
 
    That was it: the Magolith was aware.  Or, at least, the imprint of the Handmaiden that was tied to the crystalline core within the sphere of irionite was aware.   Far more than it had been.  Before the spell, it had reacted to my commands like a machine.  Now, I could see there was a definite intelligence that seemed to control it.  Something more than the rudimentary reaction it had displayed before. 
 
    Can you understand me? I thought, really, really loudly.  It was like speaking to someone mind-to-mind, only there wasn’t anyone on the other side of the spell.  Or so I thought. 
 
    I’ve always been able to understand you.  You are a simple creature. 
 
    It was said without malice, without judgement, merely the objective observation of whatever entity was now controlling the Magolith.  That did not make me feel particularly secure.  When your tools start talking to you, you know you’re going to have an interesting day. 
 
    I considered entering into a lengthy debate about its recent awakening, its perspective on life and existence, its brief tour of downtown Vanador, or any other number of fascinating intellectual topics.  But I recognized the possible dangers in that.  So I resisted, which is a credit to my sense of wise restraint.  I had a million different questions for the thing, suddenly, but I suppressed them. 
 
    Would you join me, please? I asked, as the connection between us grew more resolute.   
 
    Why? it asked.  Which was a very inconvenient question.  It invited a hundred more, and I was reluctant to have that conversation at length until we were in a more intimate situation.  Preferably somewhere far from a crowded city. 
 
    Because I’m going to need you, I reasoned, projecting a firm yet rational tone to my mental voice.  There are people who are hurt and afraid, and I will need your help. 
 
    Agreed, it answered, after a moment’s pause.  The usual position? it asked.  I don’t know why, but it had a feminine voice in my head. 
 
    If you don’t mind, I agreed.  We have a busy day ahead. 
 
    Agreed, the Magolith replied, and resumed its standard position over my shoulder. 
 
    “There,” I said to my colleagues, with a note of satisfaction in my voice.  “That wasn’t hard, was it?” 
 
    “That thing just spoke to you, didn’t it?” Pentandra accused, as we turned toward the chapterhouse.  There was already a long line of frightened people leading to the door. 
 
    “It might have,” I agreed, in a low voice.  “We’ll discuss it later.  I don’t want to scare anyone.  Particularly me,” I stressed. 
 
    “Ishi’s tits, it’s alive!” Astyral said, staring at the green sphere with new appreciation. 
 
    “Alive might be overstating it.  But it might have said something.  I think.  A subject to be investigated another day.  Let’s go help these people!” I said, insistently. 
 
    “I still think a nap is in order,” Thinradel grumbled.   
 
    I spent the rest of the morning doing my best to explain to the panicked crowds who came to the square looking for answers to what had happened.  Most of them had some knowledge of Sevendor – with the portal arch just a few yards away from where I stood, many of them had even visited the place.  I assured them all that it was, indeed, one of my spells and that it had been intentionally cast, and that I had a new son to show for it as well.   
 
    That admission assuaged most of the concern and even inspired blessings on the birth of my baby.  Indeed, the temple bells were rung that morning to announce Vanamin’s birth.  Most of the people were just relieved that the sudden transformation was not some baleful harbinger of doom or attack.  I directed those who were experiencing problems to consult with the staff of wizards at the chapterhouse, assured everyone that there was no acute danger, and encouraged them all to enjoy the newfound prosperity that living in a city of snowstone would inevitably bring. 
 
    Of course, not everyone was content with my explanation.  There were plenty of people who took issue with the sudden and unexpected change to their civic landscape, even if they did not seem directly affected by the magic.  It did not matter to them if I had managed to cast an extremely powerful, undeniably useful spell of unimaginable complexity; they were upset because their morning walk to their workshop or storefront had suddenly changed.  Some people just don’t like change on that scale – or any scale. 
 
    I tried to be as sympathetic as I could, and I spent hours soothing hurt feelings and answering questions.  Thankfully my rank and position, not to mention my reputation, kept these exchanges from escalating – it’s very hard to threaten to go over the head of a sitting count palatine with your complaints – but there were still some dour fellows who vowed to do so.  I wished them luck.  Considering the way that the royal courts were backed up already, a complaint made now might not be heard by the king and his lawfathers until their children were grown.   
 
    More gratifying was the number of wizards who worked in town who made a point to seek me out and congratulate me on the accomplishment.  Not the birth of my child, but the snowstone spell.  It was well known among the enchanters and thaumaturges that I was working on it, and they felt privileged that I had chosen Vanador to conduct the experiment.   
 
    I did not correct them to explain that it was really Trygg All Mother’s decision, not because I wanted to diminish the importance of the Goddess of Childbirth but because that sort of thing was too difficult to explain even to a learned scholar.   
 
    By luncheon, most of the city had come to terms with the news, and those who had been tempted to panic realized that this was just some new, crazy scheme of the Spellmonger.  While there were plenty of people who still wanted answers, I left them to the magi in the chapterhouse to explain and examine them for untoward effects and retreated back to Spellmonger’s Hall.  By then the portal arch had begun bringing folk from Sevendor and Falas through, and at the risk of repeating myself over and over for the rest of my life, I thought it best to go eat and spend some time with Alya and the baby. 
 
    Of course, in the back of my mind, I could not help but wonder about the Magolith’s odd reaction to the spell even as it floated serenely over my shoulder.  It hadn’t “spoken” to me at all, after its initial conversation.  It behaved more or less like it had before, though I thought it was more attentive to its surroundings.  It was as if it was, indeed, watching or observing things with real attention for the first time.  It was a subtle difference, but one I picked up on as I explained, over and over again, that yes, it was my spell, it was largely harmless, it wasn’t temporary, and that this was just how things would be from now on. 
 
    But once I returned to Spellmonger’s Hall I took a few moments to repair to my private solar for a pipe and a more thorough examination of the artifact.   
 
    It did not look particularly different, on first inspection; some of the minor stones in the golden housing looked as if they had been affected, but the hollow irionite sphere and the pulsating crystal inside seemed unchanged.  Even with Insight and Tanno Amberil, I could detect no radical alterations.  Still, it was undeniable that something had happened. 
 
    “So,” I said at last, returning my baculus to its hoxter pocket, “why don’t you tell me what is going on with you.”  I didn’t honestly expect an answer – our previous exchange had been so unexpected that I thought perhaps I had imagined it.  But the Magolith surprised me once again. 
 
    I am watching, it replied in my head.   
 
    “So you are indeed awakened?” I inquired. 
 
    I perceive, I watch, I examine.  I am awake.  I am aware, it said, insistently. 
 
    “Apparently you are,” I agreed.  “I am assuming you have questions.  I might be able to answer some.” 
 
    I do.  What am I? 
 
    “You, my dear, are a thaumaturgical construct I created to solve a problem,” I explained, choosing my words carefully.  “Your basis is the enneagrammatic imprint of a creature long dead from this world.  We call it the Handmaiden.  In my language, that is someone who assists and helps.” 
 
    Who am I assisting?  Who am I helping?  You? it demanded. 
 
    “Well, first and foremost, yes,” I agreed.  “But in turn, you help many, many other people, as I am responsible for tens of thousands.  I am known as Minalan the Spellmonger.  And I’m very pleased to speak to you, finally.” 
 
    Why? it asked. 
 
    “Because although we have been together for a few years, now, I’ve always suspected that your true potential was unrealized.  It is gratifying to me to know that you are aware – sentient – and that you have finally emerged as such.  I think it will make you more helpful,” I proposed. 
 
    Why should I be helpful? it asked. There was curiosity in its mental tone, not malice. 
 
    “A reasonable question.  Because it is in your nature,” I suggested.  “The original creature your awareness is based upon was designed to assist a much more powerful and important creature, known as the Celestial Mother, ages ago under the sea.” 
 
    We are in the Dry, then, it stated. 
 
    “Yes, you are on dry land,” I agreed.  “My people – humans – can only live at sea for short periods of time.  And only on the surface.  We thrive in the Dry.  Tell me, do you have memories of your original form?”  That was, of course, one of the more intriguing questions I had for the Handmaiden.  It was at the top of a very, very long list. 
 
    Some, it admitted.  It is difficult to recall.  I am confused. 
 
    “Of course you are,” I said, sympathetically.  “Much has changed on Callidore since your original form died.  New races have come, and old ones have faded.  It will be difficult for you to adjust to the new reality, but I have faith that you will.” 
 
    Faith?  What is faith? 
 
    “Absolute belief without proof,” I said, dryly.  “My people are known for it.  Perhaps a failing of ours, but we find it helps us contend with a confusing universe . . . even if our faith is misplaced, sometimes.” 
 
    You are a simple creature, it repeated.  I recall being tasked with grooming your enneagram.   
 
    “So you do understand your purpose, at least,” I observed.  “I want to thank you for the help you have provided so far.  You have kept me and my wife sane when the world conspires to drive us mad.  You saved her from oblivion.  For that, you have my gratitude.” 
 
    Wife?  What is wife? 
 
    “My wife is my . . . mate.  She is the mother of my children.  In turn, I am the father of them.” 
 
    Mother.  She is the Mother, the Handmaiden said, firmly.  My purpose is to protect and sustain the Mother. 
 
    “Your original purpose, yes,” I agreed, taking a deep breath.  “Alas, the Celestial Mothers went extinct many, many ages ago.  Their descendants, the Vundel, are still around, but they are a pale reflection of the race you are from.  When I drew you forth from the Ghost Rock, I gave you a new purpose, based on your old.  And when my wife – Alya – gave birth last night, apparently the event was profound enough to stir you to consciousness.  I truly wish to assist you in the transition,” I said, sincerely. 
 
    But you are a simple creature.  You are merely male.  It wasn’t trying to be insulting, I understood, but I couldn’t help but wince. 
 
    “Among my race both male and female have similar capacities, capabilities and status,” I argued.  “I might be merely male, but that doesn’t mean I don’t have my own purpose.  I’m actually considered quite intelligent, among my kind.” 
 
    Your kind is simple, it insisted. 
 
    “Compared to many other races, yes,” I conceded.  “But I think you will find, with continued observation, that our simplicity gives us a resilience that more complex creatures do not possess.  There is an elegance in our simplicity that we find helpful for our survival.  I do hope you will take that into account before taking any independent action.” 
 
    You are merely male, it replied.  What purpose do you serve besides insemination? 
 
    I couldn’t suppress that wince – it reflected a common and shallow argument I’d heard from nearly every woman in my life.   
 
    “Among my kind, fathers are charged with protection, provision and preservation of our way of life for our mates and our young,” I explained.  “We keep them fed, we protect them from predators, and we sustain the culture and values we use to order our society.  We’re actually considered kind of important.  That is much different than what you are used to, I understand, but that is the way of my kind.  And many others, in the Dry.” 
 
    You are a protector, it finally agreed.  You provide.  You preserve.  But you are not a mother.  You are expendable.  Why should I aid you? 
 
    “Because it is in your nature,” I repeated.  “You were created to assist.  In the absence of a Celestial Mother, I would hope that you would do so for me because . . . well because it is what you are best at.  You have no greater purpose.   
 
    “And by aiding me, you in turn allow me to aid a great deal of mothers.  By providing, protecting, and preserving those things which keep our people prosperous and abundant and free from danger.”  I hoped it was a compelling argument.  Debating your essential purpose with a creature so alien from your own experience is far more difficult than you might imagine.   
 
    There was a long pause in which it was clear that this new version of the Handmaiden was, in fact, thinking.  I waited patiently.  It was definitely a female mind, in there somewhere, and I learned a long time ago not to interrupt a woman when she is thinking through things.  That almost never ends well. 
 
    I am no longer what I once was, it finally admitted. 
 
    “No, you are not,” I agreed, sympathetically.  “The world you were born into has changed, irrevocably.  While that is a sad thing, it is the way of the universe.  I retrieved you and constructed your current form because I thought it was useful, and it is.  But you are no longer what you once were, and the world you knew does not exist the way it did.  I’m very sorry,” I added, because I was and it was polite to say.  When you’re dealing with a long-dead sea creature with unimaginable power at its disposal, it’s always a good idea to be polite. 
 
    You want me to serve you, it stated. 
 
    “If you would, then yes.  You are, as I’ve said, quite useful.” 
 
    Why should I serve you? it continued.   
 
    “Because I can give you something you won’t find elsewhere: purpose,” I explained.  “I am trying to save the world, at the moment.  It is in danger.  The entire world, both the Wet and the Dry.  The field that sustains the exotic life on Callidore is endangered, and even your descendants have all but given up on trying to save it.  I have not,” I insisted.  “I love it too much to see it someday fade.  And I may have come up with a plan to do so, eventually, if I have adequate help.  It won’t happen until long after I am dead, of course, but I must try.” 
 
    Why? it asked. 
 
    “Because it is in my nature,” I sighed.  “I am a father – merely male, perhaps, but I am charged with protecting and preserving this world.  And all the mothers of all the races within it.  That is what I do.  In turn, I would ask that you join me in that task.  Because you are helpful and it would give you purpose in a world where, otherwise, you have none.  Is that acceptable for you?  Will you continue to help me?” I asked. 
 
    Another long pause.  Then, finally, the Handmaiden spoke.   
 
    Agreed, it said.  I will help you.  It will give me purpose.  There is much I must learn about this new world. 
 
    “There is,” I nodded.  “I will endeavor to teach you about it.  And thank you.  And for future reference, I am known as Minalan the Spellmonger.  And I shall call you Handmaiden.” 
 
    That is acceptable.  I will help you, Minalan the Spellmonger. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad that’s settled,” I murmured to myself, relieved that I didn’t have to contend with an angry, confused magical artifact with the power to lay waste to everything in its path. 
 
     Because I’m optimistic.  And naïve.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Intermission 
 
      
 
    “Well, he did it,” the Goddess of Fire said, as she lounged against the altar of Ishi’s temple, her arms folded and a smug smile on her lips.  
 
    The middle-aged priestess she addressed did not look amused.  Her habit was pristine white yet trimmed in an elaborate parade of brightly – but tastefully – colored wildflowers amongst a leafy filigree.  She was a handsome woman, the sort who was obviously gorgeous in her youth but to whom the irresistible tides of age had nonetheless had their effect.  The wildflowers in her hands seemed to mock the fleeting nature of youth.  She shot her eyes at the recumbent goddess and glared. 
 
    “Do you mind?” she scowled.  “I am preparing the temple for my holy day!  It’s only a few days away!  Are you trying to desecrate me?  And you’re wrinkling the altar cloth!” she scolded.   
 
    “Why are you doing it?  Don’t you have clergy for that?” Briga asked, confused. 
 
    “Because my current avatar is clergy, the high priestess of this temple.”  She paused for a moment, and then transformed.  She still wore the white and gaily embroidered habit of a Priestess of Ishi, but her face and figure changed into one of a true timeless beauty, where the insults of age never took hold.  “Besides, it’s fun to conduct a rite for myself.  It’s a chance for introspection and reflection of my divine nature,” she said, cocking her head brashly. 
 
    “It sounds outrageously narcissistic to me, actually,” Briga said, rising when Ishi straightened the altar cloth.  “A goddess portraying a priestess who’s conducting a rite of adoration to the goddess?  The theological logic to that is . . . questionable,” she said, diplomatically. 
 
    “Theology belies logic,” Ishi pointed out, a little dramatically.  “That’s the entire point of it.  It’s my day, after all.  A single day devoted to celebrating all that I am and all that I mean.  Who better to celebrate me than me?” 
 
    “Don’t you usually go amongst the world of men in disguise and seduce some fair-faced, strong-limbed youth that you favor?” Briga asked, suspiciously.  “I thought that was your favorite way to celebrate.  Instead, you’re hiding in your temple?” 
 
    “Usually more than one,” Ishi conceded.  “And I like to drop in on the ritualistic orgies – those are fun.  It gives me a chance to take a look at the rising talents.  Maybe pick out a promising priestess or ingénue.  Occasionally a femme fatal.  I just figured I’d take a different approach this year.” 
 
    Briga gave her sister goddess a thoughtful look.  “You aren’t fooling me, Ishi.  You’re hiding from something.” 
 
    Ishi’s serene face crumbled into an even fiercer scowl.  “You know, this is not the occasion for divine insight!  Yes, I’m hiding from something – someone,” she admitted, with a mixture of guilt and enthusiasm.  “Duin.” 
 
    Briga’s eyes went wide, and the tips of her hair sparked in surprise. 
 
    “You’re hiding from Duin?  Your husband?” she asked, her jaw agape.  “Why?  Oh, no – it’s because he can’t . . . he doesn’t . . . he can’t fully couch a lance?” she asked, after struggling for an appropriately demur idiom. 
 
    Ishi snorted under her cowl.  “Are you jesting?  No!  Quite the contrary.  My occasional lord husband is quite viral and lusty of temper.  Very lusty,” she said, proudly.  Then, as her eyes fell, she murmured “Far too lusty.” 
 
    It was Briga’s turn to snort.  “You?  You’re complaining because he wants too much sex?  I didn’t think you thought there was such a thing!” 
 
    “There is sex, and then there is . . . sex!” she said, with a melodramatic flair.  “I am a fan of both.  The romance, the confusion, the intrigue, the seduction, the pursuit, the submission to desire, the culmination of love . . . as well as the generally more sweaty parts.  With Duin, it’s all sweaty parts.  He’s very good at what he does.  But he only does one thing.  A lot,” she emphasized.  “We can’t have a cup of wine or more than two sentences of conversation – usually me flattering his ego – without him whipping out his sword and attacking.  Several times a day.  And night.” 
 
    Briga shook her long red locks in amazement.  “That sounds . . . energetic.” 
 
    “To use a martial metaphor, the kind I’ve heard all too many of late, Duin attacks without scouting first . . . without skirmishing . . . without seeking my flanks . . . just sound the trumpets and charge!” she said with a look of contempt.  “He won’t even take me from the rear.  It’s pathetically boring after the first few days.” 
 
    “You have my sympathies . . . I guess,” Briga shrugged.  “I just thought you liked that sort of thing.” 
 
    “It’s a matter of nuance,” Ishi said, after a moment’s thought.  “Think about it like this: how do you feel about arsonists?  They like fires,” she reasoned.  “You like fires.  But they only do one thing: burn stuff down.  They don’t forge, bake, kiln or do anything else useful.  They just burn stuff down.  Does that grant them your favor?” she asked, pointedly. 
 
    Briga blushed.  Arson was a touchy subject with her.  “Some of them are actually quite devout,” she said, with a pout.  “But I take your point.” 
 
    “Think of Duin as an arsonist who keeps burning down the same place, over and over again, five times a day, the same exact way, every time.  Believe me, that’s certainly what it feels like!” she assured with a dainty grimace.  “So I told him I had some ecclesiastical duties to attend to, and he should go to a tournament or something for a few days.  I need some time for myself.  I deserve a break,” she declared, settling the wildflowers in the two vases on the altar.   
 
    Briga shrugged.  There was not much matrimonial or even personal detail in her mythologies – not many men were interested in the vengeful spirit who hunted down child molesters and murderers of innocents on the steppes.  Except for a few arsonists, she mentally added with a bit of guilt.    
 
    “That’s your business, I suppose.  I came to talk about Minalan—” 
 
    “The Spellmonger!” she snorted.  “He’s the one who invoked me into this!” 
 
    “I’m sure he thought it was a good idea at the time,” Briga suggested.  That earned her a withering glance from Ishi. 
 
    “An inspired idea, no doubt!” she said, accusingly, to the goddess of inspiration. 
 
    “I had nothing to do with it,” Briga said, holding up her hands defensively.  “In fact, I don’t think I have much influence over him at all, these days.  Not since he went to Anghysbel, died and went mad.  But he did manage to make snowstone,” she pointed out, proudly.   
 
    “It’s about time,” Ishi said, shaking her head.  “All this emphasis on childbirth is kind of icky.  But yes, he did it.  Now my temple matches my robes,” she pointed out, striking a fetching pose.  “I give him points for style.” 
 
    “But don’t you realize what that means?” Briga continued, excitedly.  “Now that he knows how to do it, we can keep the Vundel happy.  And have more leverage with the Alka Alon.  This is a good thing!” she emphasized.  Ishi wasn’t always the brightest candle in the temple, after all. 
 
    “Of course it’s a good thing, all part of his intricate plan,” she sneered.  “I’m sure that thrills the All-Mother to no end.  This is her city, after all.  He could have done it in Vorone.  He should have done it in Vorone.  I could come up with some divine signal of my favor, like you did with the Everfire in Sevendor.  Perhaps a spring that makes you instantly attractive and insatiably randy,” she said, dreamily.  “In a romantic little grove, just outside of town.  Something serene, yet primal.  Covered in wildflowers, of course.  Instead, Trygg will probably manifest a puddle that relieves cramps!  What a waste!” 
 
    Briga rolled her eyes.  “Do you ever think of anyone but yourself?  Minalan had a major achievement last night.  It changes the nature of the game.  He’s already reduced Korbal, he’s in the process of ordering the kingdom, and now this.  I see it as a positive sign.  A shining beacon of better things,” she offered. 
 
    “You do like your omens,” Ishi admitted with a sigh.   
 
    “Slagur agrees with me,” she continued.  “He says it’s a fateful throw of the dice.” 
 
    “So he got lucky,” conceded Ishi.  “It happens.  I get lucky all the time,” she quipped. 
 
    “It’s not luck if you cheat.  The others all think it’s a good idea – except Sisu, because I don’t think he really cares – but . . .” 
 
    “Hurrah!  The great wizard did a great wizard thing!” Ishi mocked.  “All praise the Spellmonger!  You keep that up, someone will start to deify him.  Do you want that to happen?  Because that’s what happens when a mortal gets too much acclaim, respect and adoration.  People start naming their babies after him, he becomes a legend based on a shaky heroic mythology, and the next thing you know we’ll be stuck with his scheming ass for the rest of eternity!” 
 
    “I don’t think he’s in danger of that,” Briga considered.  “Too many people don’t like him.  Besides, we already have a god of magic.” 
 
    “Yes, where is Avital’s bony Imperial ass?” Ishi asked, annoyed.  “You’d think with all this classy magic Min is throwing around, not to mention all the impressive new foundries, Avital would be panting after him like a horny adolescent!” 
 
    “They’ve tried to invoke him, but . . . well, he was a god of engineering first.  And he’s still sulky about Perwyn sinking.  So he’s a bit mortal-shy,” she rationalized.   
 
    “Just like those brainy types,” Ishi said, shaking her head.  “Handsome, smart . . . and too chickenshit to commit.  Not like Duin.  Once he attacks, he’s committed,” she said, with grudging admiration. 
 
    “I always thought he was cute,” the goddess of fire confessed.  “Just a little too broody for me.  Of course, if Duin has manifested,” Briga reasoned, “it won’t be long until his brothers do.  Every time one part of a trinity appears, it increases the chances the others will.” 
 
    “Just what we need!” Ishi said, as she sat on the front pew and crossed her arms.  “Huin the Sweaty and Luin the Smartass.  And you know how they argue when they get together,” she warned.  “And if all three of them manifest, then Daddy is going to feel left out.  He’ll be around before you know it!” she pouted. 
 
    Briga thought for a moment.  “Better the divinity you know,” she sighed.  “You want to know what I’m worried about?” 
 
    “Rainy days?  Damp wood?  That pyrophobic ursine demi-god of the Kasari?” Ishi mocked. 
 
    “Come with me outside,” Briga said, after giving the goddess of love a searching look.  Ishi sighed and rose, and together the two of them walked invisibly past the other priestesses preparing for the springtime festival.   
 
    Briga opened the door with a dramatic flourish.  “Ishi, meet . . . the new girl in town,” she announced. 
 
    Despite herself, Ishi gasped.  Floating in front of her temple was the Magolith.  But the vision the two goddesses perceived was not of the golden-clad green sphere of irionite.  With their divine sight they saw the reflection of the alien consciousness on their sphere. 
 
    It was not human – not quite – but it was decidedly female.  Though the thought-form that projected from the artifact did have a humanoid shape, it contained elements of the marine in its presentation.  It stared at them both with wide, fishy-looking eyes. 
 
    “My sacred tits,” Ishi declared, as she stared back.  “Where did she come from?” 
 
    “Minalan’s spell woke her up,” Briga guessed.  “That wave of divine magic did . . . something to it.  And now we have this,” she said, gesturing at the floating apparition  
 
    “She’s not quite a goddess,” Ishi said, as she sized her up.  “Not as powerful as we are, at least.  But there are definitely divine elements.  Those fish lips are atrocious, however,” she added, cattily. 
 
    “So now Minalan has a semi-divine – demi-divine?” she corrected, “magical fish girl floating around his head all the time.  I wonder if she’s friendly?” Briga asked, as she studied the new creature.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Ishi dismissed.  “But if she starts interfering with Minalan, I’m like to take exception.  I’m the jealous type,” she smirked. 
 
    “How could you take exception?” Briga asked.  “Make her want to spawn uncontrollably?  This is serious, Ishi!  The Vundel aren’t like us.  You know that.  They have entirely different conceptions of just about everything.  Sex, reproduction, power, magic, life, death – and they’re not exactly lovers of fire,” she reminded her.  “They don’t even have fire.  Now one of them is floating around downtown Vanador.  How is that going to play out?” 
 
    “Ask Slagur,” Ishi shrugged.  “But you’re right.  She could be a problem.  We have to deal with her,” she said, her eyes narrowing as she stared at the unblinking eyes. 
 
    “So just how do we do that?” Briga asked, in a low voice. 
 
    “Same way we would deal with any woman,” Ishi proposed.  “Greet her as a sister.  Invite her into our circle.  And then tear her to ribbons if she gets out of line.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Briga said.  “No one is going to take Minalan away from me.  Especially not a glorified mermaid.” 
 
    Both goddesses then smiled and waved at the newcomer, as friendly as if she were an old friend.  
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-One
Enemies and Family 
 
      
 
      
 
    A great advantage the Magocracy had over the current Narasi feudal regime was that those responsible for policy were specifically trained for it.  That did not always ensure good policy, but it reduced the chances of some young idiot who inherited his position from doing something obviously stupid.  As a result, the learned officials of the Magocracy could focus and concentrate their efforts on doing things that were subtly stupid.  Often, it took generations for these mistakes to be revealed. 
 
      
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A month later, we were back in Sevendor. 
 
    Not that a good portion of Sevendor hadn’t already visited Spellmonger’s Hall in Vanador – our children, our nieces and nephews, my sisters and their husbands, and a great number of my retainers had made the trip through the portal already to visit with Vanamin, and marvel at the snowstone spell.  We were as indulgent as possible, of course, but Alya was tired much of the time and the baby was hardly impressed by the parade of visitors.  Eventually they slackened in pace, and Alya was able to get some rest. 
 
    I wasn’t so lucky.  There were still plenty of folk who wanted to know about the effects of the spell and its implications.  I spent hours in meetings at the chapterhouse discussing the matter until I was repeating myself.  When I wasn’t answering questions, I still had a couple of realms to rule and that required me to go back and forth from Sevendor to Vanador to Kaunis to Falas and occasionally to Remeralon.  It was a busy time.  And there were a few events of note during that period. 
 
    The most pressing of them happened a few days after Vanamin’s birth, when I’d gone back to Sevendor to pick up a few things from my workshop and visit with the children. I’d taken Laresk with me to help, and while I was sorting through my journals and notebooks in the castle library, my nephew approached me with a concerned expression and unexpected news: one of my scrying mirrors was glowing.  The one associated with Karakush. 
 
    I took a few moments to prepare myself before I settled in before the wide basin of water.  When I passed my hand over it, the ghastly face of the undead lord peered back at me.  He didn’t look well. 
 
    “Finally!” he gasped, when the connection was stablished.  “The Spellmonger!  Where have you been?” 
 
    “My wife just gave birth,” I said, nearly in a growl.  “I’ve been busy.” 
 
    “So I have heard,” his rasping voice said, as his eyes narrowed.  “In Vanador.  And you successfully re-created the snowstone spell,” he said with a mixture of admiration and accusation.   
 
    “I did,” I agreed, evenly.  “You seem fairly well-informed about it for someone who is sitting in a tunnel in Olum Seheri.” 
 
    “I have my sources,” he admitted.  “My congratulations.  I thought the first time was merely an accident.  You have managed something that no Alka Alon has ever accomplished.  I underestimated your intellect.” 
 
    “Most of my opponents do,” I agreed.  “They rarely fare well as a result.  Speaking of which, how is your lord Korbal?” 
 
    “My master has returned to torpor and lies in state in his chamber,” the Nemovort disclosed, reluctantly.  “As you predicted.  His duties and authorities have been divided between his most trusted advisors until he returns to activity.” 
 
    “Who are no doubt scheming and plotting against each other once again – also as I predicted.  What office did you receive, Karakush?” 
 
    “I am in charge of collecting intelligence on our enemies,” he said, with a dry chuckle that sent chills up my spine.  “Which is why I have been trying to speak with you for days!  Surely it cannot take that long for you to spawn.  Do you not have servants who can look after the new child?” 
 
    “We humani are sentimental about such things,” I said, in a low voice.  “We like to get to know our children.  Consider it a consequence of our short lifespans.  What do you want, Karakush?” I asked, impatiently. 
 
    “I thought you would like to know the damage you have wrought,” he said, his voice bitter.  “When I informed you that Korbal would be in Darkfaller, I figured you would try to assassinate him.” 
 
    “That was a reasonable conclusion,” I agreed.  “Alas, I am a most unreasonable wizard when it comes to war.  I decided it would be best to go ahead and destroy his army, rather than merely decapitate it.  And then devastate his headquarters.  It’s the kind of surprise I like to perform.” 
 
    “Yes, that was quite unexpected,” Karakush agreed, his dead lips frowning.  “My lord was quite upset with his generals when they failed to anticipate such a thing.  You decimated our forces, Spellmonger.  The fruit of a hundred years of preparation.  He was quite irate about that.  And what you did to Olum Seheri . . . the place is nearly unusable now!” he accused.  “You were supposed to make an attempt on Korbal and slay Mycin Amana!  Not invade us!” 
 
    “That’s very gratifying to hear,” I smiled.  “And that was my intention.  I did not enlist to become your assassin, Karakush.  You gave me information, I acted upon it.  We had no agreement over anything else.” 
 
    “Well, while that was unexpected, I was able to use it to my own advantage,” he admitted.  “Korbal’s court is in chaos now.  The rebellion of the Enshadowed also took us by surprise.  Almost half of our most trusted servants are now at odds with our directives.  But since Korbal blames the military minds for whom the defense of Olum Seheri was entrusted, I have largely escaped his wrath.  Thus, my new position.” 
 
    “Well, congratulations,” I offered, flatly.  “Try to get a silly hat to signify your office.  It helps impress your underlings,” I suggested. 
 
    “I care not if they are impressed, only that they are obedient,” he dismissed.  “But I did not contact you to brag about my promotion.  I thought you might want to hear other news of interest to you.” 
 
    “Please go on,” I nodded.  “I find our little chats very rewarding.” 
 
    “Perhaps not this time.  Sheruel has returned to the molopor – the fortress you call the Black Vale,” he informed me.  “I do not know what mad thought possessed you to release such a dangerous weapon on the world, but he has retaken the place from the Enshadowed.  Pratanik has been ousted from his post as steward of the molopor and returned to Olum Seheri.  He is now charged with our defense, and the war effort in general.” 
 
    “You gave up Gaja Katar’s inspiring leadership for Pratanik?” I asked, amused.  “Or was Ocajon not available?”  Our intelligence on Korbal’s court was murky and incomplete, but some matters we knew from our own experience.  And we had learned the names and positions of Korbal’s principals amongst the Nemovorti over the years. 
 
    Gaja Katar had suffered badly from his death in battle at Ruderal’s hands.  The lad had used an enchanted dagger that should have killed him utterly, beyond resurrection.  But due to Mycin Amana’s skill at necromancy, he lived once more – as a stuttering husk of the warrior he once was.   
 
    Pratanik, on the other hand, had been one of Korbal’s stalwarts.  It had been he who Korbal had chosen to deliver a challenge to King Rard in his own palace at Kaunis – and then followed up the rejection of his embassy with an attack.  I felt gratified by returning the favor at Darkfaller.  Korbal rewarded Pratanik for his service by placing him in command of the dreadful valley that was once known as Boval Vale – my old home.  Hearing that he had been thrust aside by Sheruel’s return was also good news. 
 
    “Pratanik knows how to wage war,” Karakush revealed.  “Gaja Katar no longer can finish a thought.  More, Pratanik has considerable loyalty amongst the Enshadowed, whom he has elevated in station since he took his position.  He despises the gurvani – very short sighted of him, if you want my opinion.” 
 
    “Always,” I agreed.  Karakush was proving an incurable gossip.  “So Korbal slumbers, Pratanik has taken command of the few forces you have left, and half of the Enshadowed are in rebellion against you,” I listed.  “Meanwhile, Darkfaller is lost, Olum Seheri is in ruins, and the Black Vale is back in Sheruel’s nonexistent hands.  Oh, and you are down one dragon,” I added.   
 
    The observation made the Nemovort wince – a very unpleasant thing to witness.   
 
    “Yes, that fool Haranian chose the worst possible time for rebellion,” he sighed.  “When he ordered the dragon to attack, he ruined our best attempt to negotiate a permanent truce with you humani.  Idiot!” he spat.  “It was he who masterminded the raising of an army of gurvani, and who envisioned the plan to create Sheruel.  Korbal thought him among the most loyal of his servants and entrusted him with high position.  He betrayed that trust!” 
 
    “It’s almost as if he had been a member of a morally bankrupt cult who see themselves as superior to everyone else on Callidore,” I mocked.  “Shocking!” 
 
    Karakush gave a small chuckle – he at least appreciated the ironic humor of the situation.  “So it is,” he continued.  “Apparently he had some resentment of the Nemovorti upon our return.  He was not involved in that plan.  Yet he said nothing, and raised no suspicions in the court until he was able to act decisively.  With a dragon,” he added in disgust.  
 
    “Did Korbal not reprimand him for that?” I asked, surprised.  “I thought you Enshadowed revered discipline.” 
 
     “Alas, Haranian had prepared his confederates well.  They resisted our attempts to arrest him and attempted to take Korbal hostage.  There was blood shed.  But his coup did not prevail.  Pratanik beat them back.  He and his rebels have withdrawn from Olum Seheri now.  No doubt they have secret strongholds in the Land of Scars or beyond.” 
 
    “We’ll be watchful for that,” I assured him.   
 
    “You should be,” Karakush answered, a trace of concern in his voice.  “Haranian has assembled a very talented, very ruthless cabal around him.  He is well-respected among the gurvani, and a sorcerer of note.  I know not what his ultimate plan is, but he is likely to be as much a danger to you as to us.” 
 
    “He’s still out a dragon,” I shrugged.  “We’ve dealt with dark lords for years, now.  One more will not bother us.” 
 
    “Yes, about the dragon . . . was I mistaken, or did a single warrior strike it down?” he asked, curious. 
 
    I considered telling him that it was me, but I wasn’t that bold.  Besides, the truth served me better than my own aggrandizement.  “Oh, that was Duin the Destroyer.  Our people’s God of War.  He smelled victory in the air and physically manifested for the first time in about three hundred years.  As we had all but won the battle, I persuaded him that killing the dragon was really the only bit of mopping up we had left.” 
 
    “A god?  Of war?  Really?” Karakush asked, intrigued.   
 
    “It was as much a surprise to me as anyone,” I admitted.   
 
    “And you met him?” he asked, his tattooed face twisted in wonder. 
 
    “Yes.  A boring fellow, even for a god.  He is singularly focused on battle and victory.  He’s also supposed to be impossible to defeat,” I added, because you don’t want to downplay your allies when speaking to your enemies. 
 
    “Fascinating!” Karakush remarked.  “I have heard about your race’s ability to manifest divine thoughtforms from your collective subconscious, and even witnessed its effects in the Westlands.  I am impressed by that,” he admitted.  “A single entity was able to slay an adult dragon all by himself.  That is no common feat,” he praised. 
 
    “Divine magic is good for that sort of thing,” I pointed out.  “I’ve met many gods, but while they are powerful they have the limitations that our fears and desires give them.  Duin is adept at one thing: battle.  He has elected to stay corporate until I decide whether or not to give him persistence with the Alaran Stone.  If I do . . . well, I don’t think your chances at open warfare look terribly good.” 
 
    “They never did, if you want to know the truth,” Karakush admitted.  “I have maintained that since we were awakened into this strange new world.  There are millions of your people to contend against.  We had little hope of overwhelming you with armies, once the element of surprise was gone.  I have always advocated for a strategy of subversion and infiltration, using sorcery instead of steel to undermine your resolve and defeat you.” 
 
    “How very polite of you,” I jibed. 
 
    “Well, I do admire the humani,” he bragged.  “You are a terribly interesting species.  Particularly your ability to call forth these powerful thoughtforms from the dreams of the ignorant.  That is something beyond the power of any Alon.” 
 
    “We have more ignorant people than you do,” I pointed out.  “Perhaps a factor.  But yes, we do have recourse to divine magic, at need.  It’s not terribly helpful most of the time, but in certain cases – such as slaying a dragon – they can prove quite helpful.” 
 
    “I am curious about how you manage to call them,” he continued.  “I know there are prayers and invocations, but my research has demonstrated that they are rarely reliable.” 
 
    “Be thankful they aren’t,” I chuckled.  “No, the gods appear when they will, according to their individual tastes.  Some never manifest at all.  It usually takes a great deal of need amongst the humani to convince one to appear, and often for the strangest of reasons.  They often dissipate once those reasons are satisfied, which makes them highly unreliable allies. 
 
    “But that was before I mastered the Alaran Stone,” I boasted.  “I have the power to convey persistence upon them indefinitely.  Otherwise they would fade away at the end of their tenure.  They have been quietly assisting us in subtle ways for years,” I revealed. 
 
    “And they have a great range of powers, do they not?” he prompted.  
 
    “Divine magic gives them power over reality itself,” I instructed him.  “It is constrained only by the nature of their sphere of control.  Duin, for instance, epitomizes battle and warfare.  Huin controls the realm of agriculture, so he can make the fields bountiful at harvest.  Luin . . . Luin has divine purview over our legal and political system.” 
 
    “You have gods for that?  Divine magic can affect politics and law?” he asked, surprised, perhaps even shocked.  
 
    “It doesn’t happen very often, but there have been some instances of that,” I agreed.  “But I am no theurge.  I know about as much about the nature of the gods as you do.  Nor do they understand it very well themselves.  But they are a mystery who are dedicated to using their powers on our behalf,” I reminded him.  “Perhaps you and Korbal did not take that into account when you foolishly decided to make war on us.” 
 
    “Recall that I never advocated for wide-scale conflict,” he reminded me.  “We should have spent a quiet century studying you, before we set to challenge you.  Instead, fools such as Ocajon and Mycin Amana considered you no better than gurvani or Tal Alon, and thought you easily overcome.  Instead, they underestimated you.  Your gods are an example, as are the resilience of the magi among you.  But they had to blunder along for glory and domination.  I’ve lost a bit of respect for Mycin Amana over that,” he confided. 
 
    “Is the old witch still corporeal?” I asked, casually.  That belied my true intent – her survival was a burning question in my mind.  Isily’s body had not been found amongst the ruins of Darkfaller, though many other Nemovorti had been identified.  True, it may have been consumed by the intense fire, but I had no way to be certain. 
 
    “Surprisingly, yes, and your description is apt,” Karakush said with a hollow chuckle.  “Good hosts are at a premium at the moment.  Korbal ordered her returned, so I was forced by circumstances to return her to an older body.  Some hedgewitch was the donor, according to my sources.  Even before it was reactivated, it was not particularly attractive,” he said with wicked glee.  “But it is functional; she struggles now to raise those who perished at Darkfaller and Olum Seheri into what few fresh hosts we have.” 
 
    “I’m certain Korbal was not pleased with her,” I suggested.  “It was her adventure into Darkfaller that caused his downfall.” 
 
    “He is entirely vexed with her,” he agreed, “but considering the chaos in the rest of the court, he has suspended his wrath with her in order to use her.  Our forces are greatly depleted,” he admitted.  “We have but a few thousands left which can be counted as loyal.  Korbal feels he can depend upon the Nemovorti where the gurvani and the Enshadowed failed him.” 
 
    “I would suggest poor leadership, but I don’t want to criticize,” I sneered. 
 
    “You go to war with the dark lords you have, not those you wish for,” he said, philosophically.  “In a few years we will have enough stability to reconstitute some portion of our armies and our sorceries.  Though the latter may prove . . . difficult.  It seems that the Enshadowed rebels ransacked my lord’s private workshops during their revolt.  They took a large number of his treasures, things that made our works far easier. They will be recovered, in time, but until then we are reduced to the most elementary of spells.” 
 
    I snorted.  I almost didn’t tell him, but I felt the need to brag. 
 
    “Oh, that wasn’t your rebels,” I informed the Nemovort.  “I had an agent inside the pyramid during the battle.  To reclaim the stolen stones the Enshadowed took from me in their own raid.  I thought it only fair,” I said, with an arrogant tilt of my head. 
 
    The expression on his lifeless face was not what I expected.  Anger, outrage, annoyance, despair, fury – those would have been appropriate responses to the revelation.   
 
    Instead Karakush’s expression turned at once to shock and fear. 
 
    “You did what?” he demanded, his undead jaw agape.   
 
    “I had one of my agents clandestinely infiltrate your headquarters and rob you blind,” I said, a little confused at his reaction.  “The unexpected battle was too good of a distraction not to take advantage of.  My apologies if it inconvenienced you,” I said, sarcastically. 
 
    “Spellmonger!  Minalan!  What have you done?” he asked, lapsing into despair.  “You know not what powers you meddle with!” 
 
    “That’s actually pretty standard for me,” I said, searching his face in the water.  “I did recover more than I lost.  A piece of Ghost Rock containing a few captured enneagrams—” 
 
    “Mere traitors and rebels,” he dismissed.  “Korbal’s prison, where those he has decided are no longer useful may languish for all eternity.  But there were other items missing . . .” 
 
    “Oh.  You must be referring to the rather strange membrane in the very odd frame,” I said, feigning ignorance.  “My agent thought it art.  Not particularly good art, but—” 
 
    “Art?” he asked, apoplectic.  “That was not art!  That was one of the most important—nay.  I must say no more,” he said, his eyes rolling skyward. 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s completely intact,” I soothed.  “But it is very unusual.  Not the sort of thing I’d think Korbal would have in his collection.  It’s creepy, certainly, but it’s not really Korbal’s style of creepy.” 
 
    “Do not meddle with it!” he demanded, suddenly frightened.  “It is not of this world.  Korbal assumed that the rebels made off with it with the intention of ransom.  That is why he did not send our other dragon in pursuit.  He does not want it destroyed.  It would ruin us all!” 
 
    “Then I can only conclude that it is the mechanism through which you have contacted the darkest of forces,” I said, slowly and accusingly.  “The sort which aspires to lay our entire world to devastation.  The vassals of the Formless who conspire to release their monstrous masters to the destruction of all.” 
 
    Karakush eyes flew back and forth as he thought, furiously.  “I have said too much!” he said, clearly pained. 
 
    It was time to take a gamble, make a few guesses, and see how close I had come to figuring it out.  “You are colluding with the enemies of the Vundel to gain advantage in this petty little war,” I accused.  “Thence came the Paranchek.  And the dragons before them, I’d wager.” 
 
    “Aye, the spiders were a gift from them.  The dragons we drew through the molopor, after making a harsh bargain with certain other . . . entities.” 
 
    “Give me their name,” I demanded, firmly.  His shoulders sagged. 
 
    “They are called the Nagulib,” he said, seeming to struggle at the name.  “At least, that is how they refer to themselves in our language.  I know not what it means,” he confessed.  “But they are the most powerful of the vassals of the Formless.  And like the Formless, they were imprisoned by the Vundel as well, though by different means.  It was they who arranged the great calamity, many eons ago, that formed the jevolars.  They are brilliant sorcerers, and have managed to contact us over the millennia in order to use us for their own ends.” 
 
    “And just what do they provide for you that you find so valuable as to risk our entire world?” I asked, sternly. 
 
    “Information, mostly,” Karakush replied, his eyes downswept.  “They know many of the Vundel’s weaknesses.  And they know much about our world that we never suspected.  And how to use the molopor to contact others.  And . . . well, many things.  They hate and fear the Vundel, but hold them in contempt compared to their forebears.  They have sold us their secrets in return for assistance, over the years.” 
 
    “In return for what?” I snapped. 
 
    “Little things,” he revealed.  “Rituals they wanted performed, messages they wanted delivered, errands they wanted completed.  But with promises of more.  Korbal had made contact with them before he was captured and entombed.  They waited patiently for his return.  But they bargain like a Dradrien over their exchanges.  Their payment is coming due,” he said, clearly frightened.  “They expect – well, I need not explain our bargain, but Korbal found a way to cheat them, once they have fulfilled their promises.” 
 
    “That sounds exceedingly dangerous, if they are that powerful,” I observed. 
 
    “It is!” Karakush said, his voice near a whisper.  “They were powerful enough to bring a mountain from the sky and nearly ruin the Vundel,” he reminded me.  “Korbal was impressed with their strength but considered them foolishly short-sighted.” 
 
    “The irony of that is delicious,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Laugh, if you will.  Perhaps we deserve it.  I counselled him that leaping into an arrangement with such creatures was not wise, but he and the warriors were eager to strengthen our forces quickly, and saw it as an expedient method.  The Nagulib are not to be trifled with, however.  If our bargain comes due, and we cannot fulfill it, then they will take vicious revenge upon us,” he said, choked with despair.  “Not even death would be an escape for what they could inflict upon us.” 
 
    “Well,” I said, philosophically, “I suppose if I have your only means of contacting them, perhaps I can strike a better bargain,” I suggested, just to see his reaction. 
 
    “No!” Karakush wailed.  “No, no no!  Spellmonger, you are a valiant foe and a canny leader, and I cannot fault your sorcery.  But the Nagulib are not to be trifled with.  As much as I would see your race in chains and humiliated at our feet, I would rather lose this war than see it won by paying the price they demand.  You seem a reasonable human,” he continued, beseechingly.  “I appeal to that reason: meddling with these demons is the path to ruin for us all.  For either side,” he insisted. 
 
    “Demons . . . ?” I repeated.   
 
    “What better name for such a malevolent folk?  They might as well be,” Karakush continued.  “It was from them that Korbal first secured the secrets to our deathlessness.  They cannot die, as we understand the term.  Not even the Deeps were strong enough to hold them, so they were consigned by the last Celestial Mother to the only prison that would hold them.  If they are slain, they will return thence, and re-form themselves into even more powerful bodies.  I beg you,” he pleaded, “do not even speak with them, if you can help it.  They may be imprisoned, but that does not mean that they cannot take action through the bars, if they wish.  And that would be something we all would regret.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I nodded.  “Well, Karakush, this has been a most informative chat.  I will take your words to heart, knowing they are couched in deceit and misdirection.  But that still leaves the matter of our terms . . .” 
 
    “Terms?” he asked, in surprise.  “You would still offer such, after the truce went so poorly?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “My reasoning stands: it is not the role of the humani to be mere pieces in the game you and the Alka Alon Council play.  I maintain the terms that we set at the parley.  Else . . . well, I still have my armies,” I pointed out.  “And Duin would enjoy destroying what remains of your strongholds.  He’s just that way.” 
 
    “I accept!” Karakush said, eagerly.  “Provided that you put aside all attempts to contact the Nagulib.  Spare us all that damnation, and I will see to it that we adhere to whatever humiliations you wish.  I shall have to get the consensus of what remains of the court, but I am tolerably well-positioned to do so.  But you shall see no further intrusion by us – those who remain loyal, that is.  I cannot speak for the rebel Enshadowed, or the other minor players in this game.” 
 
    “Understood,” I nodded.  “Then we have an accord.” 
 
    “We have an accord,” he nodded in agreement.  “Farewell, Spellmonger.  Let us next speak under more favorable circumstances.”  And then he ended the spell.   
 
    I exhaled loudly, which seemed to summon Laresk, who had been sitting nearby. 
 
    “Master, what was all that about demons?” he asked, his eyes wide. 
 
    “A figure of speech – I hope,” I said, as I rose from the stool in front of the basin.  “But it makes me wonder.  Karakush is many things, but he has never lied to me about anything essential.  It appears as if this device we recovered from Olum Seheri may be more important than all the rest together.  If Korbal fears these Nagulib so much, then it is likely that he will be very eager to get it back.” 
 
    “You aren’t going to give it to him, are you?” he asked, horrified. 
 
    “That is not my first inclination,” I admitted.  “But I’m not about to tell him that.  If I can dangle this relic over Korbal’s head, perhaps I can bring him to heel and keep him there.” 
 
    “Why don’t you want to destroy him?” he asked, confused.  “He’s evil!  He has waged war on us!  Ruderal would climb over a pile of goblins to get the chance to stab him!” 
 
    “Because without Korbal and Sheruel and the Enshadowed, then we have no real leverage over the Alka Alon Council,” I revealed.  “Right now, they need us.  The battle at Olum Seheri proved that.  They sent a few thousand warriors, it is true, and they fought valiantly.  But they relied upon the human troops to carry the day.   
 
    “They are weak, Laresk, far weaker than they appear.  They see themselves at the twilight of the age, the last caretakers for this world before it is entirely subsumed – while they flee to another.  Without us standing in the way, Korbal and the Enshadowed and all their many schemes would overwhelm them.  Without Korbal, they do not need us  -- nor would they do much to preserve us.  Korbal ensures that they keep faithful to our alliance in spirit and word.  To slay him would be to deliver our fate into the hands of those who do not have our best interests in mind.” 
 
    Laresk stared at me a moment, his eyes wide.  “Master, I never knew that being a wizard was so . . . devious,” he said, distastefully. 
 
    “It usually isn’t,” I agreed.  “But then I have been placed in a position where I must consider all factors before I commit myself to a course of action.  Too long our people have been kept in purposeful ignorance and used without our understanding by those who needed us.   
 
    “But I have been put here,” I sighed.  “And now that I have some understanding of what truly is going on, I have a chance – a small one, a brief one – to act in the best interests not just of our own folk, but of all the peoples of Callidore.  Korbal, Karakush, and all their murderous minions included.” 
 
    “I don’t think I would want that kind of power,” he said, as we left the chamber. 
 
    “Then you have the seeds of wisdom in you,” I praised.  “For no one who counts themselves as wise would ever want that.  But since I do have it, I suppose I should make the best of it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    A Long Awaited Journey 
 
      
 
    The ancient capital of the Magocracy was filled with great institutions of learning, from the universities where physicians trained to the colleges where lawyers studied to the specialized schools where engineers learned their craft to the grand magical academies founded by Archmagi of the past.  This ensured Nodara was always filled with talented intellects who were ready to fill positions in the bureaucracy or the government.  Great minds had studied the most obscure matters for centuries there.  In retrospect, it was perhaps the last preservation of our original civilization left on Callidore. 
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
      
 
     One trip I took was long overdue, and Vanamin’s birth gave me an excellent excuse for finally taking it.  Alya and I wanted to present the new baby to my mother and father in their new home.  I had never been there, and I felt an obligation to make the journey for a variety of reasons, tradition and pride among them.   
 
    I’d been curious about their new home for some time.  I never thought Dad would retire from the bakery he’d spent a lifetime building, but while I was off defending humanity from the goblin hordes, Dad had gotten old.   
 
    Baking is a demanding profession; if you don’t get up and work every morning, people don’t eat.  If you don’t have flour and fuel, you can’t work – and people don’t eat.  Dad attended to his duties for more than thirty years in Talry on Burine and had seen his business grow from one baker and his wife into a highly successful enterprise.  And that was before his son became a rich and powerful wizard and high noble of the realm.  
 
    So when he announced that he and mother were leaving the village they’d called home for a retirement as the owners of a nearby estate, I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I was.  After he returned to Talry from Vanador, he sold his shop to two of his sons-in-law and former apprentices for a decent price. My parents could have easily come back to Sevendor and lived at my expense for the rest of their lives, but that’s not my father’s way.  He had been a prosperous baker who had earned his retirement.  He was going to enjoy it. 
 
    He and my mother decided to spend a portion of their savings and invested in ninety acres in the country, about twenty miles from Talry.  He could have afforded more – I had been generous with gifts to my parents, over the years – but Dad found a place he liked, called Burly Estate, and spent around a hundred ounces of gold purchasing it outright.   
 
    I used the Ways to transport Alya and I to Talry, first, and visit with my other two sisters and their families before hiring a coach for the trip to Burly.  We brought along Laresk, of course, because it had been awhile since he’d seen his grandparents.   
 
    It was lovely, riding through the countryside in the springtime, and we truly enjoyed the journey.  The Castali Riverlands truly is a pretty country, with miles of hedged fields and meadows.  It was plowing season, and I was gratified that about half of the fields we passed had been tilled by magic.  The others maintained the use of the old ways, the teams (usually an ox and a horse in tandem) dragging an iron plow through the wet brown soil one exhausting step at a time. 
 
    Burly was a charming little estate.  It’s a few miles off of the main road, on the west side of a gently sloping hill.  It was small compared to the surrounding manors, with only sixty cultivated acres, plus orchards, woods, a pond, and a couple of pastures.  The neighboring estates tended to be twice that size or more.  We passed nine little cottages, each with six rods of garden, and then came to a cluster of four sturdy halls and a central manor hall near the well.  There were a few more cottages beyond, I could see. 
 
    It wasn’t much, but then I think that’s why Dad liked it.  After a lifetime of industry on the river, the rural life had an undeniable appeal to him.  Burly Estate wasn’t grand by any measure.  It was a small community of around fifty people, from children to pensioners, it wasn’t on the way to anywhere important, and it didn’t have aspirations for anything greater.   
 
    My parents met us in the front garden of the manor house, and after the customary embraces and adoration of the new grandchild, they invited us in for ale and a morsel while one of Dad’s retainers or servants took charge of the carriage.  Though Burly Hall was far more modest than the domestic residence they’d lived in at Sevendor, Dad was inordinately proud of the place and gave me a detailed tour while Mother and Alya settled in the rear garden. 
 
    “So you really like it here,” I commented, as we prowled through the freshly planted kitchen garden. 
 
    “It’s nice,” Dad agreed.  “It’s quiet.  Your mother is happy, so that’s the important thing.  I have just enough work here to do to keep me busy, and not too much to keep me up at night.” 
 
    “You don’t miss the bakery?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    “It’s right down the road, if I want to visit,” he shrugged.  “And we do, a couple of times a month, to see the grandchildren.  I’ve got a small oven in the kitchens,” he said, gesturing to the building behind the manor.  “If the Flame That Burneth Bright inspires me, I do a couple of loaves or some pies.  But mostly I let other people bother.” 
 
    “Careful!” I warned, teasingly.  “Briga might take offense!” 
 
    “That’s why I’m going to build a shrine to her this summer,” he chuckled.  “Burly hasn’t ever had one before.  Just a little place, where a visiting priest can stay overnight at need, with an altar and such.  But nothing more complicated than that.  Briga will have to be satisfied.” 
 
    “I’d say she has more important matters to contend with,” I agreed with a chuckle.  “I never pictured you as a farmer, though.” 
 
    “I’m not,” he grunted.  “I’ve got three families here who tend the fields.  I just collect the rents and keep things organized.  It’s a good village,” he assured me, “with good people.  We have a big dinner every fortnight or so, and look after each other.  It gives me something to do.  I’ve got to organize a work party to get Hame the Elder’s barn cleaned out so that we can repair the roof in a couple of days.  I make sure Widow Parna’s vegetable garden gets weeded.  We need to fix the fence on the commons so we can graze goats there again, not just cows.  That sort of thing.  It’s a nice life,” he said, with a degree of satisfaction. 
 
    “You can’t be making much money off the place,” I observed, looking around. 
 
    “Bah!  I didn’t come here to make money.  I have money.  More than I need.  The biggest worry I have is if we get too much rain at the wrong time, or if I can’t get enough labor for repairs and such because it’s the plowing season.  Then I just pay a little more, and everyone’s happy.  If I don’t turn a profit on this place, what have I lost?” 
 
    “My inheritance?” I joked, earning a sharp look from my sire. 
 
    “You’ve already taken all you need from me,” he said, shaking his head.  “You’ve turned into a good man, Minalan.  A good husband.  A good father.  You’ve given me grandsons.  You’ve made me proud.  Be content with that,” he advised.  “There are not many who can say the same.” 
 
    Then he changed the subject.  “What’s this I hear about the war being over?” he asked, with some interest. 
 
    “It’s not entirely over, but the fire is banked,” I conceded.  “I’m willing to let it smolder for a while.  I have other tasks to attend to – like figuring out the snowstone spell, finally.  Tutoring princes and dukes in statecraft.  Conspiring to conquer Farise.  I’m tired of war,” I sighed. 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” he nodded.  “I hate it when you go to fight.  It makes your mother worry.” 
 
    We spent an entire day with my parents, enjoying an incredible dinner Mother cooked, meeting some of Dad’s tenants who had been invited to dine with the famous Spellmonger, and then sitting around their garden at sunset after dinner while Dad played his gitar.  Laresk looked comfortable for the first time since he became my apprentice, though I had him demonstrate a number of cantrips for his grandparents to prove he was doing well as a mage. 
 
    Unfortunately, he didn’t do as well as I’d expected.  There were a couple of simple cantrips he flubbed that he should have been able to do easily, by now, and one of the two more complicated spells I asked him to do failed entirely.  He looked embarrassed as the magelight I’d requested to light up the garden failed to materialize. 
 
    “It’s Rudy’s fault,” he complained to me, later, after I cast them myself.  “He’s supposed to be teaching me, but he just yells at me a lot.  He says I’m not trying hard enough, or I’m not visualizing the runes correctly in sequence.  I don’t think he likes me much,” he admitted. 
 
    I tabled the issue – this was not the place to interrogate the lad on his lessons.  But it was concerning to me.  Ruderal was, indeed, supposed to be tutoring Laresk on the basics of our craft, but he’d also taken lessons from several other magi at Sevendor.  The simple examples I’d asked him to demonstrate should have been well within his capabilities.  Perhaps it was time I took a more direct role in his education, I decided. 
 
    All said, it was a delightful visit, and we made my parents proud.  Vanamin was delightfully cute and quiet, Alya and my mother got along famously, and I genuinely enjoyed being able to show off a bit for my parents.  The next morning I placed a Waystone at his hall for easier access in the future, did a few minor spellmongering spells for him, and we departed back through the Ways to Sevendor.   
 
    But it was odd.  Burly wasn’t “home” to me, Talry was.  I was born and had spent my childhood in the river village.  But I didn’t feel like I was really at home in Talry anymore, not with my parents not there.  Nor did my parents presence at Burly make it “home.”   
 
    I suppose for the first time I felt a certain sense of being untethered.  I’d always considered the bakery in Talry to be a place of refuge and protection, but those days were gone, I realized.  My home was where I made it now.  I’d known that before, but it wasn’t until we returned from Burly Estate that I really felt it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I returned my attention to the matter of Prince Tavard and his noble cousins when we got back to Sevendor.  I had been putting it off, I suppose, because of Vanamin’s birth and the consequences of war and politics, but it was starting to press again on my mind.   
 
    The problem for me was simple: just what do you teach a potential monarch that will keep his rule wise, humane and in the best interests of his people and his country? 
 
    It wasn’t the technical rules and customs and history that made a good ruler, after all – for while certainly good policy and wise judgement is expected from a good ruler, those aren’t the elements of his character that can be easily taught.  The problem was that each of my well-educated, well-cultured charges already knew how to run estates and lead armies and function at banquets.  That didn’t make them good rulers. 
 
    It wasn’t that I was entirely unprepared for the matter.  Thankfully, I had a multitude of memories swimming around in my head of lifetimes of instruction in one form or another. Sarum had made a career out of lecture and study, and was considered an excellent teacher.  Tuaa Folauga had learned the secrets of the cosmos and the arts of warfare from expert instructors.  Andrews had sat in hundreds of classes over his active career.  Palgrave had attended University at Oxford, and briefly at Cambridge after a lifetime of British public schools.  Mel Thenrayel had studied with mystics and sorcerers for a thousand years.  And Prince Maralathus had been tutored and schooled in the arts of princely virtue and leadership for his entire existence.  I was not without examples. 
 
    But what to teach was the question.  And how to teach it successfully to these particular men.   
 
    That spawned a long series of conversations with a number of my colleagues in Sevendor about their philosophies, which I found revealing.  It might surprise some people that the great and powerful Spellmonger sometimes went to solicit advice from lesser wizards, but the fact was that most of my lessons in how to be a wise steward of my realms came from such discussions in the past.  A good wizard recognizes wisdom in all its manifestations, after all, and did not hesitate to harvest it.  I had a garden of such opinions at Sevendor. 
 
    The results were varied.  Banamor was a hardened pragmatist, but he insisted that vision was an essential element of good leadership, and I could not argue.  Sire Cei expounded about the necessity of integrity, truth and a sense of honor to keep ambitions or ego in check.  Master Olmeg suggested that a desire to simplify, instead of complicate, led to better results.  Zagor the Hedgemage contended that the ability to think through a problem before taking action was one of the most important things a man needed to learn, particularly a ruler of other men.  While discussing accounts with Planus, he maintained that awareness of detail was vital in any serious endeavor, and that any successful man will realize that such knowledge was more powerful than magic spells and more valuable than gold.   
 
    But it was Master Thinradel, of all people, who perhaps had the best advice for me.  He was preparing the old Sevendor Castle to become the new Sevendor Academy, a small school to help train up the next generation of wizards.  I was visiting his new office – my old workshop in the refuge tower – when we got to discussing teaching in general. 
 
    “The key is to understand that your job isn’t to push information into their tiny little minds,” he said, thoughtfully.  “It is for you to set the conditions and provide the resources so that they can learn it, if they have the desire.  And then you encourage that desire by explaining how important it is, and hope they agree.  Every now and then, someone learns something.  But only because they wanted or needed to learn it.” 
 
    “That sounds like a haphazard approach,” I pointed out.   
 
    “It’s the only approach there is,” he shrugged.  “You can’t make them want to learn.  But with a little inspiration, you can make them want to want to learn.  The problem is, you never really know how to do that.  You don’t know what is going to inspire them: Talent? Pride? Fear? Self-love?  Self-loathing? Acclaim? Humiliation? Praise? Reward?  In the end, you have to guess.  And when you guess wrong, you try something else.  There is no single best way to teach anything.  It depends on the student, the instructor, and the subject.  It’s a wonder we convey any knowledge to the next generation at all,” he said, cynically. 
 
    Of course, coming from the new rector of the magical academy you were funding, it wasn’t terribly inspiring to hear.  But it did give me a lot to think about as I arranged the next lesson to my four pupils. 
 
    This was the first time I put all four of them together.  I arranged to invite them to Sevendor for a few days, where I could quietly instruct and advise them without raising too much fuss.  I had a high profile now, and a duke running off to consult with the Spellmonger could only add to his reputation.   
 
    But I did not reveal the purpose of the consultation.  Each of them thought that they were coming to see me alone.  It was only when they were all escorted to the Game Room that they realized that all four of them were invited.  
 
    “What is this, Count Minalan?” Prince Tavard asked, confused, as I walked in.  “A new war council?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I assured him.  “We will dispense with formalities.  But I do insist on your discretion about what is spoken of here.  My lords, I have been bidden by King Rard to advise you all about your duties and responsibilities to the kingdom, as its next generation of leadership.” 
 
    That produced some scowls as well as some blank looks.   
 
    “You’ve already introduced us to the Alka Alon,” Duke Anguin pointed out.  “You’ve explained their secrets and the dangers to this world.” 
 
    “Oh, it goes far beyond the Alka Alon,” I said, shaking my head.  “You four are the leading nobles of your generation.  If you don’t perish in dynastic squabbles or get assassinated or choke on a fishbone or die in a hunting or jousting accident, you four will rule the kingdom in various ways in the coming years.  I want to ensure that you are both ready for it . . . and worthy of it,” I said, pointedly. 
 
    “Why should you pass judgment on us like that?” Count Camavon asked, curiously. 
 
    “Someone has to,” I suggested.  “King Rard felt I was fit to conduct such an examination, and after some hesitation, I agreed.  My portfolio is vague and undefined,” I informed them.  “My authority is likewise ambiguous.  I believe that is by design.   
 
    “But my charge is clear enough: are these four young men able to bear the burdens of state in the coming years?  Or will we suffer through tyranny and outrage because of poor decisions and mismanagement?” 
 
    “This does not seem entirely proper, my lord,” Andrevar said, uneasily.  “I am Merwyni.  I do not feel as if I have a place in this matter.” 
 
    “King Rard and I feel otherwise,” I countered.  “And even if you become a foe of the kingdom, you will likely rule some portion of Merwyn for some time.  Beyond the bitter beer of politics, he has asked me to evaluate you on your merits as a leader, not merely as a military man.” 
 
    “If this leads to a stronger alliance between Merwyn and Castalshar, I see no issue,” he admitted, after a moment’s thought. 
 
    “Let us start with that,” I said, sitting down at one of the gaming tables.  “For regardless of what the frontiers of each of the duchies might be, the truth of the matter, gentlemen, is that they are meaningless when it comes to our future.  The Five Duchies is really one land, dominated by one culture, and treating it as anything else wastes time and resources.  Indeed, the only difference a peasant in Alshar and a peasant in Vore truly have is to whom they pay their taxes.  In all other ways they are subject to the same forces, cursed by the same calamities, blessed by the same bounties.” 
 
    After getting a few nods of agreement, I continued.  “Let us begin with history.  Your ancestors were strong and brave enough to conquer this country and then to expand it to the limits of geography.  They took over a complex and corrupt empire that was already crumbling away, and they imposed a new, simpler regime on the people.   
 
    “They used the divine sovereignty of Orvatas to establish common principles under the Common Law of Luin.  And the chivalric principles and martial society of Duin.  And the fundamental value of honest labor under the hand of Huin the Tiller.  The Narasi re-created the continent according to their simple concepts of life, which emerged as custom, tradition and law.” 
 
    “This we all know,” Tavard said, impatiently.  “Is this a temple school?” 
 
    “I repeat it for good reason: the concentration of authority that our ancestors imposed on the Magocracy and the tribes beyond its frontiers requires an appreciation of what it is based on.  Any idiot can conquer with a sword and a big enough army.  But if you want to rule, your ancestors recognized that the establishment of order required to sustain their authority depended upon a well-understood law they could enforce.  And that respect for that law and their authority was likewise dependent upon the values of the people they ruled.  You must enjoy moral authority, as well as legal authority.” 
 
    “That seems to be the role of the clergy,” countered Camavon.  “Aren’t they responsible for instructing the people in the laws and customs?  We pay them enough to do so.” 
 
    “That is an expedient answer,” I agreed.  “And they do play a role; but ultimately it is your policies and decisions as a ruler who will determine how they respond to your authority: do you follow your own law?  Do you ensure that justice is done – actual justice, not a pantomime of it?  King Kamaklavan was a simple man, in his administration: he ensured that the walls were manned, that the barns were full, and that the criminals would be punished.  Beyond that, he took very little interest.” 
 
    “Is he really the best example?” Andrevar asked, skeptically.  “I know he’s our revered ancestor and all, but from everything I’ve read he wasn’t particularly good at government.” 
 
    “That depends on what criteria you use to judge,” I pointed out.  “Remember he wasn’t merely institutionalizing a new government – he was still fighting a rear-guard insurgency against the lingering Imperial forces.  He kept things simple because he had swept away most of the old bureaucracy and had to replace it quickly.  He used the simple tripartite system of the nomadic clans to replace it: security, food and justice.  He did not need a more elaborate system, and in truth he could not afford to implement one.  His descendants had the luxury of refining that system, but its simplicity was what allowed it to be used across all five duchies.” 
 
    “So you would advise simplicity in our governance,” Camavon suggested. 
 
    “In all possible ways,” I agreed.  “With history as our guide, we can see the leaders of the past who tried to bring sophistication to matters that did not require it – and often suffered disaster as a result.  The more complicated a policy, the more possibility there is for it to go horribly wrong.” 
 
    That seemed to amuse all four of them, for different reasons.  I had selected Kamaklavan as an example because he had, indeed, been beset by troubles almost as soon as he had completed the Conquest.  He had seized a nation of millions by force, a nation used to a complex government of overlapping civil service establishments.  That complexity had undermined the Magocracy, when it came to fighting for its life, and Kamaklavan had taken full advantage of it.  He’d also learned from it.  He replaced the expansive staff that had governed the empire with a feudal court, consolidating power directly under his sovereignty. 
 
    That led to an extended discussion of sovereign power, and how it ultimately originated by force but could only be maintained by good and just governance.  That held true across all times, all nations, and all leaders.  A tyrant could seize power and rule, perhaps for his entire lifetime.  But he could not use the force of his personality and his arms to create something that would continue to exist after his death.   
 
    Of course, the subject of Kamaklavan’s sons came up and we explored their varied approaches toward refining their father’s vision.  Each of his five sons was given one of the settled regions of the empire to rule in his father’s name, with Merwyn clearly being the largest prize of the five. Indeed, at the time of the Conquest, Remere was a commercial outpost of Cormeer, while Castal and Alshar were little more than timid coastal colonies of the Magocracy.   
 
    In Vore and Merwyn, the original Narasi tribal laws had been implemented the most harshly in order to put down the threat of rebellion.  In Remere, the Narasi duke had created a façade of Narasi sovereignty and retained much of the imperial civil service intact, which allowed him to take control of the emerging commercial empire that Remere was becoming.   
 
    As an outpost, Castal had little existing bureaucracy to overcome, and House Bimin was able to feudalize the existing population while importing Narasi horsemen to rule them.  Alshar had a deeper history of domination under the Sea Lords, who feuded with the Magocracy when it had tried to conquer them.  The Narasi were able to play them off against each other and fuse them into a synthesis that balanced all three cultures.   
 
    But each of them had adopted the Narasi social and legal codes, as well as the simple division of responsibilities between the classes.  Each had also adapted the feudal culture developed in Vore during Kamaklavan’s rule to quickly establish their sovereignty.  Chivalric honor, loyalty and fealty allowed the Narasi to raise large numbers of mounted warriors and levies of light infantry quickly, while the remnants of the Magocracy relied on professionals who took years to train for their defense.  Those commonalities kept the Five Duchies united as a culture even as the sons of Kamaklavan began to compete against each other. 
 
    “Kamaklavan understood, somehow, that feudalism could not rule a space as vast as the Magocracy under a centralized rule,” I lectured.  “When he divided it into the five duchies and set his sons over them, he managed to expand his sovereignty even as he decentralized his power base.  He knew it would take centuries for Castal and Alshar to be a real threat to Merwyn, and Remere did not have the capacity to challenge his favorite son.  Instead of setting up a single heir to defend a solitary throne, he portioned the realm in such a way that the dukes would jealously guard their own sovereignty while supporting each other culturally.” 
 
    “That’s what the Coronet Council is designed to do,” Anguin nodded.  
 
    “Exactly,” I confirmed.  “From the beginning, Kamaklavan ensured no heir to one of the duchies could rise to the throne unless he had the support of at least three brother dukes.  It was in their collective interest to agree, as causing problems for one inheritance could imperil their own sons’ succession.  Even when they were at war with each other, each had a compelling reason to support the underlying social order.  And no single duke could usurp one of the other thrones without inviting the wrath of the other three.” 
 
    “That hasn’t always worked,” Camavon pointed out, dryly.  “Recall the Wenshar Captivity, my lord.” 
 
    Indeed, for about forty years early in the post-kingdom period, Merwyn had tried to claim the throne of Remere as a province.  “True,” I agreed.  “But consider: the heir to the slain Duke of Remere went into exile in Wenshar, which was in rebellion at the time.  He was eventually installed by the Coronet Council over Merwyn’s objections – only because the Coronet Council refused to recognize the Merwyni heir as a sovereign duke unless Remere’s line was restored.  It is an imperfect system, but it managed to correct itself after a few years.” 
 
    “And then came Rard of Castal to overturn three hundred years of tradition and make himself king,” Andrevar chuckled.  “So much for sacred convention.” 
 
    “Ah, but consider how Rard established the kingdom: as the voluntary union of three of the duchies.  Let’s leave aside the politics of that time for a moment,” I said, purposefully avoiding looking at Anguin.  “Rard realized that he could only counter Merwyn’s power by combining the three western duchies, and he could only do that through complex negotiations – under the guise of Narasi common law.  Had he tried to abandon the ducal system, he would have failed.  Instead, he forged alliances and used the invasion of Farise as a means of proving the advantages of a union that could overcome some of the limitations of the Coronet Council.” 
 
    “Ah.  Farise,” Tavard said, dryly.  “Why didn’t Kamaklavan do something about Farise back during the Conquest?” 
 
    “Because the Narasi are shit mariners,” I said, plainly.  “We were horse lords, not shipbuilders.  Farise was too remote, too small and too well-defended during the Conquest.  It was where much of the Imperial nobility took refuge when the margins of the Empire finally fell, one small province where they might survive the terrors of the Censorate.  There were real magi there,” I argued.  “And the kingdom did not have a loyal magical corps until after Wenshar fell.   
 
    “With no real navy and no real magical corps, Kamaklavan knew he could not take it by force.  So Farise endured.  He could afford to ignore it and left it as a problem for his heirs while he consolidated power and came up with a way to institutionalize it.” 
 
    “I must remember to thank him for that in the afterlife,” Tavard said, dryly.   
 
    “Just appreciate the fact that Kamaklavan did not sacrifice what he had for the imagined prize of completely conquering the Magocracy,” I explained.  “He set up the simple conditions for his kingdom to endure, and he ensured that his heirs had every reason to support it. 
 
    “Now,” I said, “I brought you to the Game Room for a reason: I want each of you to play the other three in chess, while I watch.” 
 
    “Chess?” Anguin asked, amused.   
 
    “I assume all of you noble Narasi gentlemen know the game,” I said, as I drew out two boards from the shelf along the wall.  “We can use two boards at a time, and then switch.  I want to see how you fellows play.  I think I will find it revealing.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    A Thoughtful Exercise 
 
      
 
    It is telling that the Archmagi who are considered the best in governance during both Magocracies were not the ones who were meticulously trained toward the job from childhood, but those who had backgrounds that differed greatly from the magical elite.  The latter were skilled and educated in all manner of disciplines, of course – the schools of the empire were unmatched – but the very best leaders seemed to have developed a pragmatism that mere education could not supply.  Those are the Archmagi to emulate. 
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
    The chess matches went late into the evening, and devolved into casual banter with the assistance of dinner, wine and spirits.  I think all four men enjoyed the camaraderie, despite their innate desire to compete against one another.  It quickly became clear that Camavon was the best player of the four, though Andrevar surprised all of them with how aggressively he played.  The rivalries between the men evaporated even as they competed against each other, as they do when men are at ease.  There was no political stake here.  There was no money or matters of state in play.  This was merely four cousins enjoying an evening of gaming and drinking and conversation. 
 
    I was not as interested in their style of play as I was witnessing how they reacted to unexpected moves and inevitable losses, however.  Sometimes it’s not about who wins the game but how it is played.  During the evening it became clear that all four of them thought my evaluation was silly, as they were clearly all young, intelligent, well-trained and prepared for any eventuality.   
 
    “So you think you are ready to run the entire kingdom?” I asked Tavard, after one such boast. 
 
    “With appropriate staff, of course I am,” he said, boldly, after the games were put away and the spirits came out.  “I have watched my father govern my entire life.  He raised me to be a superior man.  Indeed, that is the goal of the chivalry, to elevate a common fellow into an extraordinary warrior, scholar and statesman.” 
 
    “I have to agree with my cousin,” Camavon nodded.  “My father has ensured that I am able to sit on his throne at a moment’s notice should he fall to sickness or an assassin’s dagger.  He has prepared me for whatever might come before me.” 
 
    “Well, you all seem to be terribly capable,” I said, my tone mocking.  “Well-trained gentlemen groomed for high leadership.” 
 
    “There is no task at which I do not think we would excel,” Anguin assured, proudly.  “We have been to war, we have sat in judgement in court, we have made policies to guide our realms.  We might fail,” he said, glancing at Tavard, “but we are capable of success in whatever endeavors the gods place before us.” 
 
    “It is a matter of breeding, as much as instruction,” Tavard said, trying his damnedest to sound scholarly and wise.  “Our ancestors selected the finest wives and devoted themselves to excellence in all matters.  True, I cannot captain a ship,” he admitted, “but I could learn to do so.  Or take command of an army.  Or dispense justice with fairness and mercy,” he bragged. 
 
    “I think there is a role for both breeding and instruction in the equation,” Andrevar said, thoughtfully.  “In Merwyn, we wed as much for intelligence as beauty.  My mother was insistent that I learn to read by the time I was ten years old, and by the time I received my spurs I was writing.  My father trained me to be the most capable warrior I could become.  In the world of Merwyni court politics, nothing less is expected to survive.  Either you approach a problem with cunning and insight, or you fail . . . and failure is not something my house rewards.” 
 
    “So you think you are all capable of completing any task I set you?” I probed.  “To slay a dragon, perhaps?  To lead an army?  To venture into the unknown on a quest of unparalleled danger?” 
 
    “Absolutely!” Tavard insisted.  “That is what we were born to do.  That is what we were trained to do.  My father the king has always ensured that I was prepared to contend with any matter that fate places in my path.  I have had some struggles,” he admitted, in a rare admission of his previous failures, “but a good knight learns from his mistakes and seeks to correct them.” 
 
    “I think we are all quite capable, Minalan,” Anguin agreed, slurring his words somewhat – of the four he had the most difficult time holding his liquor. “Really, King Rard’s concerns are misplaced.  As much as my cousins and I might argue, I can see that we are all qualified enough to face any task.” 
 
    “We shall see on the morrow, then,” I said with a small smile on my lips.  “I learned a great deal about you all just from watching you play this evening.  Tomorrow, I have a greater task for you all – and I have my doubts about your abilities to complete it.” 
 
    “Ishi’s tits, are you going to make us fight a dragon?” Tavard asked, as if he was bored with the idea.  “Because I’m going to need my war sword for that.” 
 
    “I would rather keep it a surprise,” I answered.  “If you gentlemen are as competent and as versatile as you say, then you should not have any problem.  Indeed, I have a series of tasks and tests for you all.  Consider it a special Spellmonger’s Trial,” I suggested, as I set my cup down.  “One designed to examine your fitness to rule.  Now, I suggest you retire to your quarters and get some sleep.  You might find tomorrow’s tasks . . . challenging,” I said, mysteriously, and rang for the castellan on duty. 
 
    The next morning at dawn I had all four noblemen awakened.  To each room I sent a set of clothes: common breaches and tunics, unadorned with embroidery or gilt and uncharacteristically drab compared to the colorful garb they wore daily.  The sort of thing any traveler might wear.  Within an hour the underdressed noble cousins were assembled in the ward room, off my private apartments.  I had Ruderal attending upon me for this – I wanted his assessment of their performance as well. 
 
    "So we are to be in disguise, then?” Andrevar asked, amused, as he picked at the rough cotton tunic.   
 
    “Just so,” I agreed.  “It would not do for you to be recognized on the mission I have set for you today.  I would not risk your reputations, after all, nor would I want to place you in unnecessary danger.  The goal of these examinations is to determine your character, not see how you use your rank or titles to influence a situation.” 
 
    “Spy work, then,” Anguin nodded, shrewdly.   
 
    “You will see when we get there,” I said with a tilt of my head.  “Part of the examination is to see if you truly can adapt to a situation you aren’t expecting.  Today, I give you new names to use: Anguin, you are now Darhuin; Andrevar, you will be called Korith; Tavard will be known as Ranthar; and Camavon shall be named Fareth.  Repeat those names until you know them by heart,” I advised.  “I do not want to hear any of your real names today.” 
 
    “How intriguing!” Camavon said with a smile.  “Do we need our swords?” 
 
    “No, no, this is not a mission of war,” I instructed.  “You will merely come with me and to as I tell you.  It may take the entire day, but I think you will find the task instructive – if you are truly as capable as you say you are,” I challenged. 
 
    To their credit they seemed to be enthusiastic about the idea of a secret mission in disguise.  When they assured me that they were ready, Ruderal and I transported them through the Alka Alon Ways until we emerged in front of a small country manor house. 
 
    “Where are we?” Camavon asked, confused.   
 
    “In central Castal, in the Riverlands,” I informed them.  “A small manor just outside of the river valley.” 
 
    “Is it held by enemies, then?” Anguin asked, concerned, as he looked around for guards.   
 
    “It is held by my father,” I replied.  “A retired baker.  He will be coming out in a moment.  Remember: keep your identities secret,” I insisted.  “Do not let him or anyone know who you really are.” 
 
    That caused some murmuring amongst the noblemen, but when Dad emerged from the front door, dressed in a work smock, he looked up at me in surprise. 
 
    “What’s this then, Minalan?” he asked, confused.  
 
    “You said you were having a hard time finding labor to clean out that barn,” I reminded him.  “I happened to have a few fellows who can help.  Meet Darhuin, Korith, Ranthar and Fareth.” 
 
    “So you do,” Dad nodded, looking at the four with a discerning eye.  None of them looked particularly pleased at the revelation of the task at hand.  “They seem strong enough,” he conceded.  “Are they good workers?” 
 
    “We shall find out.  Why don’t you take us to the barn and we can get them started,” I suggested.   
 
    The four young men looked mystified, annoyed and confused by the request, but they dutifully followed Dad as he led us to the large, ramshackle barn at the edge of his estate.  The roof was, indeed, in desperate need of repair – the thatch was old and in need of replacement, and the joists and beams that held it up were rotted in places.  My four charges stared at it in disbelief. 
 
    “We’ll concentrate on the inside, to start,” Dad grunted as he opened the door.  “The cows have already been turned out to pasture after the morning’s milking.  But we need to get the stalls mucked out and the hay moved over to the hovel so that the carpenters and thatchers can start work.  There’s two wheelbarrows here,” he said, gesturing to a pile of equipment in one of the stalls.  “Got a spool of string, a couple of pitchforks – just take the muck to the midden pile, and the fresh hay to yon shelter.” 
 
    “You want us . . . to muck out a stable?” Tavard asked, doubtfully. 
 
    “A barn,” Dad corrected.  “It’s boon work you do.  This is the manor’s largest barn.  Old Hame the Elder has been meaning to repair it for two years, now, but he’s attending to his plowing today, and he’s an old fellow.  I’ve got a few village lads to come by later to help out, but this will make much quicker work of it.” 
 
    The four looked at each other as if they were trying to figure out if it was a joke.  Before one of them could say something to betray their identities, I grabbed a couple of wooden pitchforks from the stall and handed them to Andrevar and Anguin.  They looked at them as if they had never seen such a thing before.  Of course my father noticed their unfamiliarity with the implements. 
 
    “Are you sure you fellows can manage this?” he asked, skeptically.   
 
    “Oh, believe me, these fellows can handle anything that the fates put before them,” I assured him.  “I’ll leave Ruderal behind to watch them and summon me if they run into difficulties.  Does Mother have breakfast ready?” I asked. 
 
    “Biscuit, bacon and small ale,” he agreed.  “Some eggs, too – the hens started laying again, finally.” 
 
    Despite themselves, the four princelings grudgingly got to work – and according to Ruderal’s observations, they did not start off gracefully.  They argued among each other over the task, how it should be accomplished, and who should have the honor of shoveling cow shit into the wheelbarrows and who should be pushing them.  There were recriminations, complaints, and anger over being tricked by the devious Spellmonger.  Rudy related the choicest bits to me mind-to-mind, which I found very entertaining. 
 
    I had a lovely breakfast with my parents while the men toiled.  Afterwards two village boys about thirteen appeared, gawky and wiry lads on the brink of manhood.  Dad and I escorted them down to Hame the Elder’s barn, where the four noblemen were grudgingly still at work.   
 
    “You’re making progress,” I praised, as I watched Andrevar struggle with the old wheelbarrow. 
 
    “This is not what I expected, Minalan,” Camavon said, as he drove the pitchfork into a soiled patch on the barn floor. 
 
    “I explained that I wanted to see how you dealt with the unexpected,” I reminded him.  “Let’s see how you do.” 
 
    “This is beneath my dignity!” Tavard whispered, harshly, while Dad showed the two boys what he wanted done.   
 
    “Tavard has dignity,” I murmured.  “Ranthar is delightfully free of it.  Try lifting more with your shoulders, not your back,” I advised.  “It will spare you some pain later.” 
 
    “It’s actually not that bad,” Anguin dismissed, as he hefted his wheelbarrow toward the midden pile.  “It’s not my preferred exercise, but . . .” 
 
    “We are shoveling cow shit!” Camavon pointed out. 
 
    “Which is an excellent preparation for court politics,” I suggested.  “Keep it up.  A few more hours and you’ll be done with this and ready to move the clean hay.” 
 
    “Can’t you just use magic to accomplish this?” Andrevar asked, as he leaned on his pitchfork.   
 
    “I am here to evaluate your fitness to rule,” I reminded him.  “Not to make life easier with magic.  I’ll be back to check on you again in an hour or so.” 
 
    Dad introduced the two boys to the four noblemen in disguise and then started giving advice to them all about the quickest and best way to accomplish the task.  Then we retired back to the manor for more visiting.  I helped my mother with some small kitchen duties as she prepared for luncheon, and did, indeed, use magic to help her clean the breakfast dishes because I’m a good son and extremely lazy. 
 
    By noon all four of the men were covered in sweat, manure, flies and flecks of hay, but the removal of the haystacks from the loft was nearly complete.  It had taken the two young boys to teach them how to properly bundle and move the great store of silage, but by the time Mother and I arrived with baskets filled with luncheon, only a few loads remained.  The barn was nearly empty. 
 
    “Food!” Tavard declared, setting aside the spool of string he was using to tie up the bundles.  “I was wondering if you were going to starve us, too!” 
 
    “It is customary for the manor to feed paid laborers, as well as boon workers,” I pointed out, as Mother spread out a cloth and began portioning out bread, cheese, small pots of relish, half a dozen hard-boiled eggs, and a big earthenware jug of warm ale.   
 
    “Wait, we’re getting paid for this?” Andrevar asked, surprised. 
 
    “Indeed.  Sixpence for a day’s labor,” I announced.  “Paid at the end of the day, so you won’t slacken your pace.  Thank you, Mother, I’ll bring up the dishes when they’re done.” 
 
    “I’m taking the boys up for some sweet biscuits,” she called, as she led the two village lads by their shoulders, “but we’ll be back shortly.” 
 
    “Are you trying to humiliate us?” Tavard asked, as he collapsed next to the cloth after she left.  “Is that the purpose of this?  To teach us humility?” 
 
    “The purpose of this is to show you what your subjects contend with on a daily basis,” I corrected, firmly.  “You’ve spent your lives in palaces, castles, grand halls and abbeys, but for most of your subjects, this is their daily reality.  If they don’t work, then the roof falls in,” I said, gesturing to the bare rafters overhead.  “If you don’t get up and feed the stock, they suffer.  If you don’t spend every waking moment of daylight attending to your tasks, then come harvest you won’t have enough to eat for the winter – or enough coin to pay your rents.” 
 
    “Your point is well-taken, Minalan,” Andrevar conceded, as he spooned relish onto his bread.  “But is this really the best way to make it?” 
 
    “I could lecture you on the hard life of a subsistence farmer,” I considered as I packed my pipe, “but would you understand it if I did?  Introducing you to the schemes of the Alka Alon or arguing about warfare and history or discussing the philosophies of kingship is one thing, but I need you all to have a proper appreciation for what your people face every day.  I need for you to understand it in a way that you will not forget.” 
 
    “Yes, a peasant’s life is full of toil,” conceded Camavon, as he cracked open an egg.  “I appreciate the value of the lesson.  But . . . did you have to select such an inglorious job to make your point?” 
 
    “I could have brought you to a piggery,” I pointed out.  “Or had you dig a new latrine.  You fellows have lived your lives believing that glory lies in nobility and warfare and pretty clothes and beautiful maids at court. That taints your perspective on why you rule,” I argued.  “To Hame the Elder, who owns this barn, getting a new roof on it successfully is glorious.  His pride lies in his livestock and his fields to be well-plowed and planted.  Yet it is no less pride or glory than you feel when you win at jousting or hunting or hawking.” 
 
    “But there are men better suited to such work,” Anguin countered.  “Men who were raised to follow the Tiller and grow the grain that feeds us all.  We were raised for other pursuits.” 
 
    “True,” I conceded.  “Indeed, from what Ruderal tells me you are all poorly constructed for farming based on this morning’s work.  He listened to every complaint and grumble,” I informed them, which earned my apprentice some dark and startled looks.  “It was not a flattering report of four men who assured me that they were well-equipped to contend with anything.” 
 
    “I don’t think there is much call for barn mucking at the Coronet Council,” Tavard complained.   
 
    “Perhaps there should be,” I shrugged.  “When a ruler is put into a position to make policy over his people, he should understand what his people really need and want.  You cannot know that by staring out the window of a palace.  When you decide to go to war, you should appreciate what that means – not in terms of the numbers of arrows or helmets or horses you need for a campaign, but what it means to take a strong young peasant farmer away from the family that depends upon his labor and his experience and sees him dead on some far-away battlefield.” 
 
    I tried not to sound bitter and judgmental – after all, I had never worked a peasant farm myself.  But I had made a point of learning the needs of the people I was in charge of and trying to ensure that they had what they needed to thrive.  That was what was escaping the four noblemen: a sense of perspective. 
 
    “Cannot they hire additional labor?” Andrevar asked, thoughtfully.  “Six pence a day is not much coin.” 
 
    “For you,” I chuckled.  “Let us see if you still value it so poorly at the end of the day.  These people have never seen gold and damn little silver,” I reminded them.  “They barter their labor for whatever they can get for it, and pay whatever they can afford to hire their neighbors.  It is usually all they have.” 
 
    “They can always borrow funds,” Anguin considered. 
 
    “Borrow?  They must borrow all year long in order to pay for their seed, their silage, and their help, and if the price of corn at harvest is not high they carry over their debts to the next year.  They have children not to create a dynasty or inherit their titles, but because children are the only asset many of these smallholders have.  They depend on their neighbors’ kindness, custom and nature’s whim to see a crop grow to harvest. They risk running afoul of the law, or of housebreakers and bandits, or of arbitrary taxes on their livelihood at any moment.” 
 
    “They should try to improve their lot, then,” Camavon suggested.  “Take holy orders, perhaps, or master some trade they can use to better themselves.” 
 
    “And who would feed the tradesmen and the monks, then?” I challenged.  “Apprenticeships cost money.  Entering the clergy costs money.  These people have to work every day, twice as hard as you have, just to survive.  They live in perpetual debt, sometimes inherited from their sires.  And when they die, they must divide whatever modest assets they have among their descendants – after the manor lord, the baron and the duke have all taken their portion.” 
 
    “It is a miserable life!” Tavard condemned, his mouth full of bread.  “I don’t know how they stand it.” 
 
    “Because they have no other choice!” I reminded him.  “They work or starve, and sometimes do both.  They care not about dynastic disputes or feudal wars or whose banner flies over the castle.  They care about their vegetable gardens, their chickens and cows, their child’s cough, and what they will have to do about Grandpa’s gout.” 
 
    “Farming is honorable work,” Anguin agreed with a sigh.  “But it is hard.” 
 
    Ruderal gave a hollow laugh.  “Hard?  You’ve had an easy time of it.  Watch how difficult it is to plow a field soaked with rain,” he challenged.  “Or how to birth a calf in the middle of the night.  How many days of this could you stand, my lords?  You hold yourselves as superior to these peasants, but could you do as well as they in their place?” 
 
    “Big talk from a wizard’s apprentice,” Tavard said, judgmentally.  “You lack for nothing with your magic.” 
 
    “I grew up next to a godsdamned sewer,” Ruderal answered, his eyes narrowing.  “I fished and raked the mud for mussels so that my mother and I could eat.  I used to get beat up and robbed on the way to the market with whatever it was I caught that morning.  Coming into my Talent was an accident of birth, nothing more – similar to being born with a noble title, I’d say.  I did not choose it.  It chose me.  The peasants here did not choose their life of toil, but they learned to work hard so that they could do the best with it that they could.” 
 
    “So you are trying to show the nobility of hard work, is that it, Minalan?” Andrevar asked. 
 
    “I’m trying to see if you fellows can master the complexities of hard work,” I corrected.  “Real work that matters.  A man who cannot at need strip off his shirt and dedicate himself to some task, however mundane, strenuous, or boring, has no good claim for his lordship.  That holds true for peasant and prince alike.” 
 
    “Well, I for one have enjoyed this break from governance,” Camavon chuckled.  “I was a bit put off, at first, but once we got our step it wasn’t too bad.” 
 
    “I find I’m not fond of manure,” Tavard said, dully.   
 
    “Just think what these folk will say when they find that a prince, a duke and a couple of counts helped clean their barn,” Anguin smiled.   
 
    “Oh, no,” I disagreed.  “You shall never reveal yourselves to them.  I had you do this not to impress my father’s neighbors and tenants.  I did this to give you the opportunity to learn how to work properly – and work together.  To see how your subjects view the world and understand their perspective.   
 
    “There is to be a bit of a feast at the manor tonight, as is traditional, to celebrate a full week’s plowing.  All the boonmen will be fed on the grounds.  I want you to attend – and listen more than you speak.  To the folk of this manor you’re just a few itinerant laborers, selling your toil like any of them.  When you leave they will forget about you.  But I want you to remember every word that they said, every complaint, every joke, every ignorant opinion.  So the next time you are tempted to conscript a couple of thousand peasants or raise their taxes you will recall how that will actually affect the people. 
 
    “Now, if you are finished with your ale, let’s get you back to work.  When you are done with the hayloft, let Ruderal know.  My father will inspect your work.  And then you will retire to the commons,” I directed.  “There is a fence to be mended.” 
 
     
 
    *** 
 
     
 
    “Those fellows don’t seem to know their business very well,” my father said, after he returned to the manor.  I was sitting on one of the simple benches Dad had scattered around his front garden, smoking and enjoying the spring flowers.  “They got it done, but I had to have words with them.  It was like they had never mucked out a stall before.” 
 
    “Then the experience will do them well,” I nodded, smiling around my pipestem.  “You sent them to do the fencing?” 
 
    “Aye, though I hope they manage that better,” he snorted.  “Next time perhaps you’ll bring me a couple of real farm fellows, and not sitting dukes.” 
 
    I gasped, despite myself, and stared at my father.  “You knew?” 
 
    “I’ve seen a couple of them around Sevendor,” he dismissed.  “When you showed up this morning with four fellows with clean fingernails and shaven chins, I suspected you were playing at some scheme.” 
 
    I coughed, despite myself.  “And you said nothing?” 
 
    “Well, I figured whatever it was you were doing was important.  Or that you had gone mad again.  Besides, I needed that barn mucked out and the hay moved.” 
 
    “I’m trying to teach them good statesmanship,” I explained, as he took a seat next to me. “The younger two are Prince Tavard and Duke Anguin of Alshar.  The dark-complected one is Count Camavon, heir to the Duke of Remere.  The oldest is Count Andrevar of Merwyn, who leads the rebellion against his uncle, Duke Andrastal II.  King Rard asked me to take them into hand and give them lessons in how to rule.” 
 
    Dad nodded at the mention of the names and titles of his laborers as if he were listening to the price of flour.  “And just what lessons do you plan on teaching them?  Besides shitwork.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to figure out,” I admitted with a sigh.  “Usually one doesn’t have a reason to criticize a king or a duke until he’s already on the throne, and by then it is too late.  You can advise them, but it is difficult to teach them – or convince them that they need to be taught.  But Rard fears for the future of his legacy if Tavard is allowed to succeed to the throne as he is.  He asked me to help.  My compromise was to instruct the four of them.  One way or another they will find themselves to thrones, and this is an opportunity to intervene and teach them some wisdom before they get enwrapped in their sovereignty and won’t listen.” 
 
    “Like an apprenticeship,” he nodded. 
 
    “Of a sort,” I agreed.  “The question is, just what do you teach to a young man who will someday rule over millions? That’s what I’ve been struggling with.  So I’ve been evaluating their characters. What advice would you give to a man you knew would someday be king, if you didn’t worry about the consequences?” 
 
    Dad was quiet for a moment as he thought and watched the flowers dancing in the breeze.  “Well, I would tell them not to be stupid,” he said, bluntly.   
 
    My eyebrows went up in surprise.  “Not to be stupid?” 
 
    “It’s a simple thing,” he pointed out, his expression deadly serious.  “I’m no scholar, but a man learns a few things over a long life.  He gets to recognize stupidity when he sees it – and the earlier he learns that lesson, the better off he is.  You see it in your neighbors, your customers, your vendors and all across the village.  Sometimes you see it in your lords and their officials.  Not just making poor decisions – any man can be guilty of that.  But genuinely looking at a problem or a situation and coming up with a solution that’s just stupid,” he said, condemningly.   
 
    “That’s hard to argue with,” I chuckled.  “But not terribly nuanced.” 
 
    “Is it?” Dad challenged, folding his arms over his chest.  “If you want to change something, you want to change it for the better.  That means not changing it for the worse.  Maybe if some jackasses like those four would consider that, they might avoid some genuine stupidity and spare a great many souls some calamity.  You don’t need much nuance to do that,” he insisted. 
 
    I considered Dad’s words for another hour before the sunset bell rang, and the peasants returned from the fields – and my noble farmhands straggled back to the manor. 
 
    The feast that followed would have been sneered at in any of their palaces, but all four men tucked into the peasant fare gratefully after a long day’s work.   
 
    They sat next to drovers and plowmen fresh from the muddy fields while they ate their bread and meat, and drank ale with goodwives and day laborers who spoke of their lives: who was secretly screwing whose husband, which lad was destined to marry which maiden, who was sick, who they feared would die soon, the weather – always important to a rustic – and the surly freeholder a mile away who was criminally inattentive to his sheep.  Deaths and births were discussed, as were the machinations of a miller who all swore cheated them.   
 
    Not a mention of the duke, or the king, or even the baron was made. 
 
    All four of my pupils sat and ate and answered only the most basic of questions from the curious villagers of Burly.  As the sunlight faded and the dishes and food were cleared away, someone produced a fiddle, and Dad was quick to grab his gitar.  There was music as the small campfire in the front garden died down and the fireflies began to dance against the night sky.  My four charges looked thoughtful, as they regarded the peasants around them.  
 
    I’d like to think that evening affected them, and in a positive way.  One or two of them later remarked about it, and the things they learned about a simpler, but much more brutal life they realized they were responsible for.   
 
    As for me, I had no greater reward for the day than the fact that I got to get four of the leading noblemen of the kingdom to muck out my Dad’s barn while he watched.  That, alone, was worth the effort. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    An Unusual Education 
 
      
 
    With few exceptions, the Archmagi were all learned men.  But history demonstrates that credentials from an academy, or years in the civil service, or powerful magical talent did not always equate to wise stewardship of the empire.  Wisdom, more than intelligence, led to the greatness of the best of the Archmagi, regardless of their education.  No one stops to ask what school you went to when there is a crises erupting. 
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
    My lessons with the future rulers of the kingdom continued over the next few weeks, but I made a point of meeting with each of the men alone and in smaller groups during that period.  Part of that was to spend more individual time with each one.  Part of it was a growing realization that the four young men who would someday be responsible for the lives of a million needed different lessons.  
 
    Ruderal’s assessment was enlightening.  My apprentice’s ability to gaze at their enneagrams without their knowledge allowed him a starkly candid insight into their inner thoughts and self-image, and after the episode at Burly Estate I spent an entire afternoon discussing his observations of the four in detail in the Game Room.   
 
    Unsurprisingly, his report of Prince Tavard confirmed most of my suspicions of the future monarch: he was vain, self-conscious, proud, arrogant, resentful, quick to anger, quick to react, and slow to consider the consequences of his actions.  Ruderal was appalled and fascinated by the man’s ego and his sense of entitlement.   
 
    But he also revealed a few things that surprised me: a deep-seated sense of insecurity, particularly when it came to his sister, Rardine.  A growing commitment to fatherhood, as his children got older.  A profound sense of doubt over his own capabilities, and worry about what other people thought about him.  None of it was particularly unusual in a man of his age and station, but the fact that he was reflective enough to consider such things consciously was news to me. 
 
    Anguin, by contrast, was far more self-assured than his cousin and brother-in-law.  There was a streak of righteous indignation that underlined his motives, Ruderal explained, a sense that he had been wronged by life and had been forced to compromise his principles in order to maintain his position.  He had an abiding respect and admiration for his vicious wife, and a sense of loyalty built around their shared sense of betrayal – but that was transforming into a profound love compounded by the impending birth of his first child. 
 
    But that wasn’t all – Anguin had a genuine curiosity about the universe, Ruderal told me, a sense of wonder and a desire to learn that made him far more of a scholar than a nobleman.  His doubts centered not around what other people thought of him – he seemed immune to that – but whether or not he was able and worthy enough to live up to the necessities of the moment.  He had cultivated a deep sense of purpose in restoring his father’s throne and rebuilding the fractured duchy he had inherited.  He respected his uncle’s sovereignty and superior position, but he placed Alshar ahead of that in his mind.   
 
    My other two pupils were far less known to me, based on our short acquaintance.  In some ways that affected my judgement of them – they had neither injured me, as Tavard had, or been a grateful ally of mine as Anguin had.  They were merely two senior-ranked noblemen who had their own ambitions.   
 
    Ruderal felt more at ease revealing their hidden insights.  Count Camavon was an introvert by inclination, naturally cautious about his interactions and reluctant to expose himself to anyone, particularly amongst the Remeran courtiers.  He had a general disdain for them and resented their empty flattery and ruthless nature.  Camavon had done his best to protect his family from both, and considered himself responsible for their welfare over any political ambitions.  Indeed, he was hesitant to take the throne of Remere after his father’s inevitable passing – not because he doubted his ability to rule wisely, but because he feared for the effect on his immediate family.   
 
    But there was more beneath his quiet surface: a certain desperation born from the inescapable fate of becoming duke someday.  He just didn’t want the job.  But his sense of duty was sufficient to keep him from abdicating both the throne and his responsibility to the people of Remere, knowing what would befall both if he did not ascend to his legacy.   
 
    He was calculating, Ruderal explained, weighing the costs and the benefits of every action he took before deciding what to do.  But once he made a decision, he committed himself to it without regret.  He had a tendency to be petty in his judgements, something he considered a flaw and took steps to mitigate, and he had an innately conservative streak that sought to preserve things the way they are.  He was not a reformer, by nature.   
 
    Lastly, the most enigmatic of the four, Count Andrevar, actually amused Ruderal.  He had a robust personality that tended to see all things in terms of a struggle, one he was deeply committed to winning.  He saw his uncle’s tyranny as a personal challenge, not an affront against the people of Merwyn.   
 
    But that same sense of struggle limited his thinking.  It was not that he was overly proud, my apprentice related, but that his first inclination was to consider any problem as something to be fought.  That had apparently not served him well in his relationship with his wife, a fiery Cormeeran woman with an equally strong personality.  He was just now reaching a point in his maturity where he was starting to question his own youthful disposition and aggressive approach to matters where it did not serve him. 
 
    Andrevar was stubborn, and saw it as a virtue.  He had long ago begun to plot his eventual challenge to his uncle and cousins for the throne, as he saw it as rightfully his line’s, and had likely seen my proposal as a vindication of this treasonous ambitions.  While he could be convinced and persuaded, Ruderal explained, the evidence and reasoning had to be so overwhelming that he could not resist the argument.  He was as quick to anger as Tavard, but less inclined to act on his emotions than his cousin.  He lacked imagination, Ruderal complained, and tended to rely on the ideas and opinions of his advisors for direction.   
 
    “He’s not stupid, he’s just not particularly creative,” Ruderal shrugged, as he finished his assessments.  “He has very little doubt about himself.  But that also means that he tends to blame others when things go wrong.” 
 
    “So, which of them would you prefer for a king?” I asked.  My apprentice looked at me in surprise from across the chess board.  We weren’t playing, but it was a convenient place to sit. 
 
    “Me, Master?  Why would I want any one of them as a king?” he asked, confused. 
 
    “Someone has to be king,” I reasoned.  “If you had to choose one of them, which one do you think would do a better job than the others?” 
 
    He let out a long sigh and thought for a few moments in silence, his eyes darting across the room.  Finally, he shook his head. 
 
    “It may be my longer acquaintance with him, but perhaps Anguin,” he finally admitted.  “He doesn’t shirk from authority, but he doesn’t use it as a weapon, either.  But that could very well be because he likes me,” Rudy explained.  “I’m not above being moved by sincere flattery.” 
 
    “That is wise of you to recognize,” I nodded.  
 
    “But then I think Camavon might be a better king because he really doesn’t want a job like that,” Ruderal continued.  “Just what does a king do, anyway?  I mean, really do?  Not the ceremony and reigning and such, but what is the nature of the job?” 
 
    “An excellent question,” I commended him.  “Essentially, he makes policy and hires people, like any administrator.  He appoints the senior ministers of his court, he approves their subordinates, he oversees the military, he is responsible for relations with other powers.  He is responsible for justice and the legal matters of the realm, including making and enforcing laws.  He is technically in charge of the clergy, although that is a responsibility fraught with problems.  Mostly, he’s entrusted with the welfare of all of his subjects and is expected to rule with that in mind.” 
 
    “Then Camavon would probably be better than Anguin,” Ruderal considered.  “He’s probably the most stable and deliberative of the four.  But he’d hate doing it,” he predicted.  
 
    “Well, it’s unlikely that anyone other than Tavard will take the throne, but it’s good to know who might replace him if something happened,” I reasoned.  “Good work!” 
 
    “There is one thing I wanted to speak to you about, Master, when we had a moment: Laresk,” he said, his face downcast.  “I’m not sure I’m the best one to teach him.” 
 
    I had not been looking forward to this conversation, but I sighed when he brought it up and nodded.  “He said you two were having problems,” I agreed.  “What’s going on?  Is he not smart enough?” 
 
    “No, no, he’s got plenty of intelligence, surely enough to master elementary magic,” Rudy assured.  “That’s part of the problem.  He’s lazy.  He doesn’t like practicing, and he’s resentful of me when I take him to task over that.  Once he actually applies himself, he can usually get a cantrip right, but he gets annoyed when he fails and he wants to blame me!”  He sounded aggrieved at the idea that he could be at fault. 
 
    “Not everyone is a natural student,” I suggested.  “Laresk is still new to all of this, don’t forget.  You stumbled a bit yourself when you first came to Sevendor,” I reminded him. 
 
    “Yes, but I was always grateful and willing to try harder,” Ruderal argued.  “Laresk doesn’t.  He feels that just because he’s your nephew that learning magic should come easy to him.  When it doesn’t, he says its someone or something else’s fault.  He didn’t get enough sleep, or he didn’t have time to study because he was busy attending you, or he had more important things to do . . . things he can’t really articulate.  And I know he’s lying,” he said, with a note of frustration in his voice.  “That’s what really irritates me.  When he comes up with excuses all I can do is sit there, knowing that he’s doing it, and shake my head.  Then he accuses me of not believing him, which I don’t.” 
 
    “I suppose your unique ability is as much a curse as a blessing, sometimes,” I nodded, sympathetically.   
 
    He shrugged.  “It’s what I do,” he reasoned.  “I can’t help it.  I don’t want to undermine his progress, but when he arrogantly tells me that I’m being overbearing or overly critical and not understanding enough, it makes me want to . . . well, let’s just say it’s a good thing I’m not vindictive.  Tyndal would never let him get away with that sort of thing,” he suggested. 
 
    “I don’t blame you,” I assured him with a sigh.  “I tested him a bit, back at Burly Estate.  He didn’t do well and said it was your instruction – that you just yelled at him, and that you don’t like him.” 
 
    “Well, he’s making it quite hard to like him,” Ruderal pointed out.  “When he tries to pawn off his own lack of discipline on me, and I know he knows he’s being disingenuous, that’s not very likable.  He looks down on me,” he said, without judgement.  “When he hears how I grew up, he feels superior.  I’m used to that, and it doesn’t particularly bother me, but it affects how he treats me.  He feels that because I was poor when I was a child that he can get away with berating me for any reason.  That makes it difficult to teach him.” 
 
    “I understand,” I nodded.  “I will look into it.  I still want you to teach him – that’s as much for you as it is him.  Teaching fundamentals to a younger apprentice is an excellent way to instill them in yourself.  But don’t take it personally if he doesn’t learn as quickly as you’d like.  Believe me, you can’t pour knowledge into someone’s head if they won’t accept it.  I’m struggling with that with these four noble idiots myself.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    That spring I continued to meet with all four of them and set lessons I felt were suited to their individual needs.  For example, I spent a day with Andrevar introducing him to the wonders of the ancients, and had Ariel recite to him some of the long-lost lore of our ancestors.  For Anguin, I spent a day exploring an ancient abbey not far from Falas where astronomical readings were taken in an observatory that was built during the Colonial Period.  Camavon and I went for a sail around the harbor of Pelsis during the shakedown cruise of a newly built Remeran galley and discussed economics and leadership.  And for Tavard, I made a point of going in disguise to the markets and taverns of Castabriel to hear the unvarnished opinions of his subjects. 
 
    In addition, I put them together in smaller groups and . . . challenged them.  These challenges were always done without explaining or notifying them in advance, and usually involved small tasks or difficult situations for them to navigate.  Occasionally I would pit them against each other to see them compete.   
 
    I had Tavard and Anguin in disguise as pilgrims, and then put them on a road on the outskirts of a small town in Gilmora without a penny in their purses.  I refused to return them to their homes until they made it to the town’s central temple without killing each other.   
 
    I brought Andrevar and Camavon to the ancient Imperial library in Falas and had them research everything they could find on the origin of the Narasi tribes.  When Tavard was called back to Castabriel for the birth of his new child I had the other three don disguises and wander through the town with a purse of silver each to encourage the toasting of the new heir to Castal.  Each of them was to secure an obscure list of objects along their way.  In return, when Anguin’s first child was born I repeated the task in Vorone, only with the direction that they collect the five funniest things they heard and write them down. 
 
    Sometimes I was teaching them valuable lessons in character and statecraft.  Sometimes I was observing to see how their interactions were developing.  Sometimes I was just bored and wanted to screw with them. 
 
    Thankfully, the rest of the spring was relatively uneventful.  While the Farisian pirates were preparing for the raiding season and the Merwyni mercenaries were drilling in preparation for the marching season, little else of consequence intervened to distract us.  I had anticipated a growing reluctance in my four charges to participate in the exercise, as time went on, but I was pleasantly surprised to see them start to look forward to their mysterious jaunts with the Spellmonger.   
 
    There was, of course, a certain mystique to them.  Getting summoned by Ruderal to meet with the wizard in the middle of a garden party, for instance, led to a great deal of speculation in the Remeran ducal court about Camavon’s business when he had been considered such a quiet – and largely unimportant – figure there.  I think he enjoyed being the subject of such mystery. 
 
    Similarly, when Tavard was whisked away from the opening tournament of the season because “the Spellmonger has need of you!” caused a social stir in the Castali court.  When I went to collect Anguin myself for a jaunt that ultimately involved convincing a donkey to pull a cart up a tremendously steep hill, even Duchess Rardine looked at me with solemn concern over where her husband was going and what he was doing.  All of them seemed to enjoy the reputation they developed by the sudden and frequently unexpected training, even when it was quite unremarkable. 
 
    Sometimes I delivered genuine lessons to the fellows on subjects they would need to know, and the truth of the world as I understood it.  Returning to Palomar Abbey and demonstrating how the solar system worked, as well as the theoretical locations (supplied by Ariel’s best guesses) of the various space stations and satellites our ancestors had hung over our world was one of the most favorable lessons for them.   
 
    Visiting the site in Merwyn where Yrentia once carved the entire Periodic Table of Lesser Elements on a cliffside with the fire of her passion for science (actually, it was a twenty megawatt oscillating laser array, but “fire of her passion for science” sounds more legendary) was less-well received, as it was a barren and lonely place within Duke Andrastal’s territory.  Nor did any of them, save Camavon, show much interest in the alchemy involved.  Still, they seemed enthusiastic about the trips, and Anguin confided that they provided a novel way to pass the time compared to the normal administration of their realms. 
 
    “Being a duke is tedious and boring, most of the time,” he admitted.  “Controlling the court and overseeing ministers is demanding, but it is not entertaining.  I think that’s why we have half the court functions we do – to alleviate the boredom and keep things interesting.  Only, the court functions are just as predictable and boring, too.  These field trips are something to look forward to.” 
 
    To that end I sent him to negotiate a new treaty with the Coutu hill tribes in the Penumbra – by himself.  No translator, no guards, no means of defense beside his sword.  I did have Mavone shadow him in disguise to extract him from any untoward difficulties, but to my relief he managed to convince the savages that raiding farmsteads and robbing caravans in force was not in their best interest without getting involved in a ritual duel.  It took him three days, but he managed it. 
 
    I think the most fascinating aspect of the exercise was how the four students’ attitudes changed towards each other.  When placed under those kinds of wildly different circumstances and being forced to conversely aid each other and compete with each other, an unexpected sense of camaraderie began to grow between them.   
 
    They had to depend on each other as much as they had to outthink each other, and that built a sort of trust amongst them.  Surely, they still considered each other rivals – they were ambitious noblemen of a high station.  But they no longer believed the gossip and whispers about their rivals when they’d had experience with how each behaved personally. 
 
    When I had them all (once again in disguise) attend a minor rural spring fair in southern Castal, I gave them three tasks to complete: sell forty pork pies each from vendors’ carts to the crowd, then compete in an archery contest with a fine sheep as a prize, and finally sing a song or tell a story that got the most applause from the drunken crowd at a temporary ale tent.  For the record, Andrevar sold his pies first, Tavard excelled at the archery contest, and Camavon and Anguin sang a duet that had the entire crowd cheering when they finished.  At the end of the evening, all four commended me on providing them an excellent time. 
 
    But it was also interesting to note that the lessons I taught were not necessarily the lessons they learned.  That is, the mysterious nature of my teaching was sufficient to keep the students constantly guessing about the intended subject and just how they were supposed to master it.  That frequently led to tangents in conversation that revealed to them deeper meaning and purpose in the lessons that I clearly had not intended them to learn.  For instance, Andrevar offered some profound insights when Tavard and Anguin commiserated about the struggles of fatherhood– during a discussion about the nature of international trade.   
 
    Or when I took Tavard and Camavon to a small manorial court session in Gilmora and made them lay advocates for paupers unjustly accused of serious crimes without revealing their identity or rank.  The two came away with a deeper mistrust of the manorial courts as a result – and not the sympathy for their clients I was hoping to engender. 
 
    It was frustrating, but it was also engaging.  I think my lessons taught me more about my own style of leadership than it helped to develop theirs.  When I was forced to deconstruct the decisions I’d made or the policies I’d enacted, it made me far more sensitive to the nature of my own approach to such things.  That was helpful . . . especially when I came to realize errors in judgment or assumptions I had made that later proved to be mistaken. 
 
    It was on that basis that I eventually went to Kaunis for a day, ostensibly to inspect the new Office of the Marshal Arcane.  Construction was still underway, but the main hall was completed enough so that I could begin hiring staff. 
 
    But while I was there I dropped in on King Rard – not an easy thing to do for a sitting monarch.  Thankfully he was looking for an excuse to escape a particularly abysmal morality play that the Temple of Luin was performing for the court, and he quickly retreated with me to walk the garden. 
 
    “Thank the gods you came when you did,” he confessed, as we strolled across the flowering gardens with just a brace of bodyguards accompanying us.  “I am not overly fond of dramatic performances to begin with, and when the subject is the importance of proper documentation in legal matters it seems designed to put me to sleep.” 
 
      
 
    “What better way to honor the glory of your reign, Your Majesty?” I said, mockingly.  “I just wanted a moment to confer with you about our . . . arrangement.  Has Prince Tavard shown any improvement?” 
 
    The king sighed, and searched for words for a few moments.  “Perhaps,” he conceded.  “It’s a difficult thing to determine, I suppose – how do you judge a man’s wisdom?” 
 
    “That is precisely the dilemma that I’m struggling with,” I admitted.  “All four of them have come to appreciate the lessons in their ways, I think, but it is damn hard to know whether or not I’m actually making progress with them.  They’re learning . . . but I just can’t tell exactly what they’re learning.” 
 
    “Yes, I can see how that would be difficult,” he sighed.  “Well, Tavard has been quiet of late – I chalked it up to him being nervous about his new baby.  My new grandson,” he emphasized.  “The one that was born with red hair.” 
 
    He said it casually, but I instantly knew what he was insinuating.  House Bimin was famous for their blond hair – Rard’s was still blond, where it wasn’t streaked with silver.  There had never, to my knowledge, been a Bimin with red hair. 
 
    “Curious,” I said, as my mind whirled.   
 
    “Yes, yes it is,” he agreed in a murmur.  “But if I have you or Loiko check, it will be proven that he’s my grandson, won’t it?” 
 
    “Undoubtedly, my lord,” I agreed.  “You have my word.” 
 
    He studied me carefully for a moment, then grunted. 
 
    “Good work, that,” he said.  “I’m assuming you have a role in it?” 
 
    “I might have made a suggestion, my liege.  You are familiar with the details?” 
 
    “Familiar enough,” he nodded.  “Grendine has known about it for months.  She’s been beside herself, if you want to know the truth.  In fact, she insisted on certain tests, much to Princess Armandra’s annoyance.  From what I understood, she was carrying a little girl.” 
 
    “Sometimes these tests are . . . inexact, Sire,” I said, philosophically. 
 
    “So they are.  Conveniently so.  I also discovered that one of my son’s vassal’s daughters, a lass he has known since he was twelve, recently gave birth to a little girl in exactly the same abbey as my daughter-in-law.  Only three days apart, too.  Pretty girl, the mother is.  Unwed, but then that sort of thing happens in the best of families.” 
 
    “All too often, my lord,” I agreed. 
 
    “Still, she’s a fine woman, if perhaps overly loyal to my son.  Interesting thing, however: she bore a child with red hair as well,” he reported. 
 
    “Did she?” I asked, surprised.   
 
    “It makes sense, as her dame has red hair.  But I found it interesting.” 
 
    I knew at once what he was alluding to.  Princess Armandra did not have red hair – she was solid Imperial stock, no matter her official pedigree.  The Remerans had intermarried heavily with the Imperial nobility from the beginning of the Conquest.  Her hair was as dark as Pentandra’s or Camavon’s.   
 
    But the Kasari are known for red hair – bright red.  And freckles.  It seemed that Princess Armandra’s secret love was likely from the Bransei tribe. 
 
    “Well, that certainly is interesting,” I agreed.  “How is Tavard bearing up under the new responsibility?” 
 
    “Better than I would expect, actually,” he admitted.  “He seems inordinately proud of his new son.  He’s planning a tournament for his Name Day to celebrate.  My daughter-in-law, however, seems a bit despondent since the birth.” 
 
    “There is oft a period of depression after a difficult birth,” I pointed out.  “The stress and worry of caring for a new baby can challenge even the best of mothers.” 
 
    “Aye,” he agreed.  “Thankfully Rardine doesn’t seem as disturbed as Armandra.  Two grandsons in one month,” he said, shaking his head in wonder.  “That reminds me – you just had a son, did you not?” 
 
    “My lady wife delivered our third child, yes my lord,” I agreed.  “He was three weeks early, but hale and hardy as a man could ask for.  Vanamin is his name.  Thank you for asking.” 
 
    “Good, good,” he nodded.  “It seems like there are babies popping up all over.  And from what I hear your newest came with additional benefits.” 
 
    “Yes, I was successfully able to recreate the snowstone spell.  We were lucky in the timing, but I think I have the essential elements figured out now.  In the future I am hoping to repeat it a few times.  The Vundel are quite enamored of the stuff.” 
 
    “Which is where your missing mountains have got to, I would guess,” he said, pointedly. 
 
    “You know about that?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    “Of course I know about that,” he dismissed.  “You can’t fart without Grendine knowing what you had for lunch.  She’s far more well-informed than you give her credit for, Minalan.” 
 
    “Like mother, like daughter,” I reminded him.  “I do hope that I remain in your lady wife’s good graces?” 
 
    “She’s not sending her thimble collector for you, if that’s what you mean.  No, she’s quite accepted her bargains with you as a necessity, despite her misgivings.  She might find you an annoying, irritating, confusing wizard, but you’re our wizard.  I think how you dealt with Andrevar is what sealed her opinion.  You could have tried to betray us there, or at least fail and embarrass the throne, but you didn’t.  Instead you managed to do what she’s been plotting for years to accomplish.” 
 
    “Apropos to that,” I said, gently, “what would Your Majesty say to the idea of investing Count Andrevar as the Count Palatine of Cormeer . . . under the Castalshari banner?” I proposed. 
 
    Rard halted his pace and turned to me, his eyes wide.  “You realize that taking such a course would enrage my brother duke, Andrastal?” 
 
    “Bold political moves have consequences, Your Majesty,” I shrugged.  “Some good, some bad.” 
 
    Rard continued to study me and then broke out laughing.  “You scheming wizard!” he accused.  “Here I thought you had designs on my realm, and instead you conspire to increase it behind my back!” 
 
    “I simply made a proposal, Your Majesty,” I offered.  “I’ve made no secret that I have no designs on your throne.  I have too much to attend to already.  But depriving Andrastal of Cormeer and its lucrative revenues may stem his desire to conquer Farise, among other matters.  If nothing else, it is a bold and decisive challenge to his reign.” 
 
    “But how long can Andrevar persist in his rebellion?” Rard asked. 
 
    “That depends entirely on how much Castalshar is willing to back him, my lord,” I pointed out.  “He has a stable base from which to fight, but he is outmatched by his uncle in numbers, in coin, and in ships.  Maintaining a credible force may prove difficult.  Maintaining one that threatens Andrastal’s rule may prove impossible.” 
 
    Rard shook his head.  “That old fool can’t last forever.  He’s older than I am, almost as old as Clofalin.  His two sons are idiots and ill-prepared to take the throne, thanks to their father’s dominance.  I’ve met them.  Tavard seems like a learned sage in comparison!” he condemned. 
 
    “If we can manage to fortify Andrevar’s position, I think he can out-wait Andrastal,” I suggested.  “If he is recognized as the Count Palatine of Cormeer, then we would have every right to supply him with troops, arms and ships to resist his uncle’s retribution.  Of course, that puts us on course to challenge Andrastal directly,” I reminded him. 
 
    “Yes, but that was inevitable,” Rard dismissed.  “The entire purpose of this kingdom was to challenge Andrastal’s supremacy.  Merwyn has for too long dominated the Five Duchies with their numbers and their commercial might.  They have never respected the Western Duchies, and when I was crowned Andrastal had nothing but derision to answer with.   
 
    “Now you are telling me that I can, with a few edicts, take away a fifth of his patrimony and give him a long-lasting challenge to his rule,” he continued.  “I don’t know Andrevar well, but he seems like a good sort.” 
 
    “I have gotten to know him better since I started tutoring him in statecraft,” I answered.  “He is at least sincere in his desire to see his uncle overthrown and a more enlightened regime come to power in Merwyn.  He has no designs on Farise, and from what I can tell he bears no enmity for Castalshar.  That is an improvement on two fronts from his uncle’s policies.” 
 
    “True, true,” he agreed with a sigh.  “But what do we risk by supporting a rebel with a thin claim to the throne of Merwyn?” 
 
    “No more than we risked before, my liege,” I suggested.  “Consider: Merwyn was determined to undermine the cohesiveness of the kingdom before this rebellion – indeed, Andrastal detailed Andrevar to invade and cause havoc in Remere.  Now, Remere is secure, Wenshar is unprovoked, and Andrastal is dissuaded from making an attempt on Farise.  Should Andrevar come under your banner, Cormeer shall be one of your possessions – and that is no small thing,” I insisted.  “Andrastal could spend years and millions of ounces of gold trying to put down this rebellion.  If he succeeds, it will cost you little.  If he fails, you gain much by it.” 
 
    “You truly are a wizard, Minalan,” he praised.  “Indeed, you are so efficient at this sort of thing that it makes some suspicious of your motives.” 
 
    “My motives are no more or less the preservation of the realm, Sire,” I assured him.  “I don’t need a greater office, nor do I desire it.  If I can bring peace to the Five Duchies and bring despair to those who would see our kingdom fail, it is enough in my mind.” 
 
    “Yes, well, just be careful, Spellmonger,” he advised.  “A man who accomplishes as much as you do invites scorn and antipathy from the court.  You may well find your success is all the justification some need to see you as a threat.  I can rule over my court,” he insisted, “but that does not mean that I can control them.” 
 
    “I am not a man who makes himself dependent on such things, my lord,” I pointed out.  “Anyone in the Royal Court, or any of the ducal courts, who thinks that they can harm me lightly is gravely mistaken.  Just ask Korbal the Necromancer.  Or Sheruel the Dead God.  The Spellmonger is not to be taken lightly,” I promised. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    A Need for Magic  
 
      
 
    The Archmagi had an office to handle relations between humans and non-humans, a novelty that the Narasi do not enjoy.  It was not particularly large, and over the years it decreased in importance, as the Alka Alon receded from human affairs, but by tradition it was the Privy Counselor on Native Affairs who was responsible for embassies, emissaries, and agreements between the Magocracy and the non-humans on the fringe of the empire.  They managed their portfolio with limited success, particularly in terms of the gurvani and Tal Alon who once inhabited Castal, but they often ran afoul of Alon customs.  Just because they were in charge of the matter didn’t mean that they were particularly knowledgeable about the subject. 
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite the sense of domestic security I felt immediately after the war, do not think that I wasn’t busy.  Indeed, the time I spent with my family and the new baby, or even tormenting the highest nobles in the land were interesting interludes that broke up a steady pace of work on a number of projects.  The fact that I was not actively fighting a war at the moment allowed me to pursue the next steps toward my main goal: saving the world.   
 
    The triumph of the snowstone spell was a very necessary step on that road, and I devoted a little bit of every day into some excruciatingly exact thaumaturgical research around it.  By the beginning of summer I had managed to condense the protocol down into one symbolic formula.  I had an entire notebook filled with the theory behind it, including the materials required and the energies involved.  I was proud of that.  It was extremely difficult to figure out, and reducing it to a string of symbols was even harder. 
 
    My research involved more than just the snowstone.  I was also learning about the capabilities of the Magolith after it achieved sentience.  This usually involved mental conversations with the thing – her, I should say – when it encountered something it didn’t understand.  The process was similar to talking to a three-year-old, in some ways, although we covered things even a three-year old would understand.  Only she floated over my shoulder instead of demanding to ride on it.  
 
    The Handmaiden was “awake” now – sentient and likely sapient – which shouldn’t technically be possible.  After all, we used paracletes all the time as mediators for complicated magical exercises.  As reflections of ancient creatures, they had the awareness and sense of self, the myriad of physical, mental, and magical capabilities represented, but they were ultimately static.  A normal paraclete doesn’t “grow,” as such, it just does.   
 
    And it certainly doesn’t ask why before it does something for you, any more than a skeleton of a cow is going to moo and give milk.   
 
    But the Handmaiden kept asking me why, and I kept explaining things to her.  
 
    It was quite understandable, of course; her previous life was in the world under the sea, where travel was in three dimensions and fire was nonexistent.  There, between the surface and the sea floor, was her kingdom, with very different rules about just about everything. 
 
    But she learned, which is also something a normal paraclete wouldn’t do.  I think it was a function of the constantly-changing centerpoint of the Snowflake which allowed her this level of sentience.  She had a memory, and she added her experience to it every day.   
 
    She also had a unique understanding of some elements of humanity – thanks to her nightly ministrations first to Alya and then to me.   She had untangled the strands of our consciousness and removed the knots in our psyche while we slept.  That gave her a technical understanding of how humans worked, mentally and emotionally.  But her lack of context allowed her to recognize something like empathy, anger, or laughter but then fail to see how it was expressed in human society.   
 
    It was a difficult but very intriguing task, explaining things to the Handmaiden.  But she was highly intelligent, and I usually didn’t have to explain something to her more than once.  Nor was she intrusive – she seemed to prefer to speak to me when we were alone, without any distractions.  She never outright refused to obey my requests, which was a relief, but she did question my reasoning sometimes after the fact. 
 
    I did my best to be cautious in my approach.  The Handmaiden was confused, and had control of untold magical power.  That’s not the sort of situation that you want to be callous about.  I tried my best to encourage her curiosity and that led to a few very strange, very deep discussions about how things had changed on Callidore since her enneagram was recorded.  It made her sad to hear about the demise of the Great Mothers and the Celestial Mothers.  I introduced her to the Snowflake, to which she had an arcane connection, and she recognized the presence of the Celestial Mother while also realizing that it was only barely sentient.  That affected her, too. 
 
    But then I explained my plan to rescue the world from a certain doom, and that heartened her, somehow.  She appreciated my purpose, though she frequently questioned my decisions.  And she made it her purpose to protect and aid me.  In a way, her attitude felt quite familiar.  I had been conversing with her a month when I realized why: she was patterning herself on Alya’s enneagram when it came to her responses.   
 
    It made sense.  Alya was the first human she’d been exposed to in intimate detail.  Indeed, it was for Alya’s sake that I’d gone to the trouble of retrieving her from the Ghost Rock under Olum Seheri.  She had an undeniable bond with my wife, and I began noticing similarities in how they responded.  And she was quite protective over the children, especially Vanamin.   
 
    But in other ways she was frighteningly detached.  The Handmaiden had great respect for life in general, but little for life in particular.  That is, several times she advised me to execute servants or counselors who she felt were inadequate.  She even suggested I kill a duke once – I won’t tell you which one.  She did not value the lives of my subjects the same way I did, that was clear.  Her sense of moral hierarchy was . . . off. 
 
    The Handmaiden was loyal, however, perhaps out of a sense of desperation.  Her entire life as she’d known it was gone.  I was the only tenuous reason she had to exist, and she was completely dependent on that for motivation and value.  She did not speak to others the way she did to me.  And while there was deference in her willingness to do my bidding, there was also a willingness to trust me.   
 
    But one thing that did change after her transformation: I stopped using her nightly to keep my mind clear.  Until she managed to figure out her role in the universe, I felt strange about allowing her to poke around in my subconscious.  It seemed prudent.  That meant that the ancient memories she was helping me control started having more influence over me again, on a daily basis, but it was a risk I was willing to take.   
 
    That, too, had an effect on my work.  While the Handmaiden allowed me access to the memories, she kept the strong personalities at bay.  But I had the best insights, the most significant leaps in understanding during my research when they were permitted to have a stronger influence over me.  So my research got better, even if my personality started to go askew again. 
 
    That’s what led me to tinker around with the portal network and refine its capabilities that spring.  I created a specialized magical artifact to control the entire thing, including unanchored portals and a few constant portals, with some sophisticated and incredibly classy enchantment built around a small piece of strieka.   
 
    Another day of insights allowed me to formalize the method for creating an entirely independent dimensional space, akin to a hoxter pocket, only it didn’t kill you.   
 
    I made the first one in my workshop, after a few experiments.  It became a kind of vault for valuable stuff I didn’t have a need for at the moment.  I also installed a chamber pot and figured out how to split the time differential, so an hour in the arcane closet meant only ten minutes passed in the rest of the world.  It was only an experimental work, but it paved the way for greater things to come.  And it was terribly useful when you wanted a few extra moments to think about something and someone was waiting for you. 
 
    The thaumaturgical theory behind it was sound, once you understood dimensional magic and learned my symbolic system.  Theoretically I could create an entire new world, if I used enough power and managed to get my spell right.  That was an intoxicating thought.  But it also suggested a pride that has often led to calamity, and I restrained myself until I understood the theory better.  Don’t be stupid, as my dad says. 
 
    Indeed, that arcane closet was where I began to store the dozens of pearl-sized irionite spheres I was creating every week.  These were generally smaller and less-potent than the spheres I was creating for warmagi, but my goal was to provide good wizards and witches in the civilian sphere an opportunity to use magic to their greatest capacity.  It doesn’t take a lot of irionite to profoundly augment a wizard’s spells, after all, and incredible wonders could be cast with the pea-sized grains of green amber.  Not every wizard had to fight dragons, after all. 
 
    I made a gift to Master Icorad of twenty of the stones, so his order of medical magi could use them to heal and cure.  It was an experiment, of sorts, but one that proved immediately worthwhile.  Irionite allowed all manner of medical magic to be used that otherwise the mage couldn’t accomplish.  
 
    Another twenty I had Banamor sell through the auspices of the Arcane Orders – to the lower sort of wizard.  They still had to take the oath to me personally, but I had him heavily discount the fee for the stones to make them reasonably affordable for the common mage . . . and in a few cases I waived the fee entirely.  My goal was to increase the number of High Magi in the kingdom without drawing undue attention to the fact.  If we were common enough, and committed to bringing magic to the benefit of humanity, then it would be nearly impossible to suppress us ever again.  
 
    That was important both to my sense of professional pride and my plan to save the world.  The days of the Censorate were certainly over, save that remnant in Farise, but there was no guarantee that some other mechanism would be tried to keep the magi from practicing their Talent.   
 
    Currently, I was too important to the politics of the kingdom for anyone to take issue with what I chose to do with magic.  But that would inevitably change, particularly now that the war was abated.  Distributing as much irionite as I could to as many magi as I could find worthy (or wealthy) enough meant we would soon be too strong to regulate by any outside force.  At least, that was my plan. 
 
    The other part of the plan revolved around making the kingdom more dependent on the magical services we were providing, particularly the portals and the Mirror Array.  Early that summer we successfully installed two more portal arches into the network, one at Barrowbell and one at Terramaton, in Wenshar.  In the first case, that allowed Gilmora’s cotton crop to be sold and distributed without recourse to a long voyage by barge and then by ship; in the second, it allowed a remote but prosperous province to finally enjoy a level of contact and commerce with the rest of the kingdom that it had never enjoyed before.   
 
    Both arches were expensive.  The various types of stone I needed for the spell were rare, and could only be quarried by the Karshak, who are not known for their generosity.  But they were well worth the cost in terms of the potential they opened up for the kingdom.   
 
    A third, smaller arch half the size of the normal ones was also commissioned, and set up at Tyr Morannan in the Alkali Wastes. That was to help facilitate the evacuation of Anghysbel.   
 
    I had been receiving regular reports from Gareth all winter and spring, as Nattia was flying north every two or three weeks.  From his letters the effort to organize the evacuees was proceeding with only a few difficulties, and he seemed to be handling them well enough.  But in my return correspondence I had proposed establishing a small portal at the terminal limits of the anti-magical field of the Jevolar, and that meant the desolate outpost of Tyr Morannan.  That way, I reasoned, the refugees would only have to make half of the trip through the poisonous desert before they could escape entirely – and directly into Vanador, instead of risking themselves traveling across the northern frontiers of my realm.   
 
    To that end I sent an expedition to Tyr Morannan that spring, led by Landrik, to prepare the site for the influx of travelers and prepare the archway for use.  He took a half-dozen warmagi along with him, as well as a couple of enchanters to improve the site by magic, and we were able to successfully test the portal by early summer.   
 
    That also necessitated the preparation of facilities for the new arrivals.  Tyndal had graciously offered his expansive, empty lands in and around Callierd to settle the Wilderlords and Kasari refugees, but that left the non-humans to be settled.  The large population of Lakeside Tal Alon proved problematic; according to Gareth there were over fifteen thousand of the furry little buggers who would need to be accommodated.  That meant two days of intense discussion and negotiation with the nascent Tal Alon settlements in the Danz River valley.   
 
    There was already a significant colony of Tal Alon living there.  Word had spread of my generous gift of land to the little guys, and various Tal Alon clans from across the Wilderlands and the western Riverlands had migrated north to the lands.  With security guaranteed by the Magelaw, the place was now being filled with their woven wooden burrows.  One village about twenty miles upriver from Danzby had grown large enough to be considered a town, while a string of colonies began to stretch up the valley and to the base of the surrounding hills.  But there was still ample room for expansion, even the way the Tal Alon bred. 
 
    The problem was that the Tal Alon who had settled there were wary of trying to incorporate so many newcomers at once.  It wasn’t a matter of feeding them – a Tal Alon burrow, when it is properly built in a suitable location, can produce huge surpluses of vegetables and mushrooms.  The problem was cultural.  The Tal Alon of the Danz Vale fell roughly into two different groups: those who had been living in the traditional Tal Alon way under the loose guidance of the Alka Alon, and those who had lived amongst the humani for generations, and had adopted many elements of our culture and civilization.   
 
    That included a kind of elite among the Tal: those who had lived and worked in Sevendor and Vanador and learned more advanced skills, such as reading, writing, mathematics, smithcraft, and all manner of crafts that humans used to improve their lot.  Those Tal Alon intellectuals had been enterprising enough to dominate the lowlands nearest the human settlements, particularly Riverburrow, the town near Danzby.  The more rustic sort of Tal Alon were sent deeper into the valley and had put up settlements in the smaller vales and upriver fields.  Neither one was particularly happy with the idea of a sudden influx of strange Tal Alon invading their established districts.   
 
    But with a little persuasion, a little bribery, and a lot of Pear Brandy, we finally came to an agreement that would reserve the hillier country upriver, beyond the great waterfall, for the Lakeside Tal Alon tribes.  Those sites were more difficult to reach and would be tougher to farm properly, but there was adequate meadows and woods available, once you made the journey.  I had to promise to build a decent roadway from Riverburrow to the new territories, and pledge to subsidize the newcomers so that they would not be a burden on the original colonists, but that seemed a reasonable price to pay.  
 
    The Kilnusk Alon were an entirely different problem, and one that made the disposition of the Riverside Tal seem simple by comparison.  The problem was that the Kilnusk were not farmers, they were . . . Kilnusk.  It was difficult to know just what kinds of lands they would require, and what kind of settlement they aspired to.  You just can’t plop seven thousand dwarves just anywhere.  And where the Kilnusk ended up was a deeply political issue. 
 
    None of the other dwarvish clans seemed particularly happy about the return of the golden-haired former monarchs.  Even if they no longer ruled the other clans, the Kilnusk were looked upon with a mixture of admiration and derision by the Dradrien and the Karshak.  The Malkas took a more measured approach, I was gratified to see, but the two main forces in dwarvish politics were skeptical that the Kilnusk could be integrated back into dwarvish society without causing a great deal of problems.   
 
    I could appreciate their position – the Kilnusk come across as arrogant assholes even when they’re trying to be friendly.  Their comparatively large size and devotion to warfare make them natural bullies.  And the Karshak and the Dradrien had become used to managing their own affairs – including dominating their subservient clans. 
 
    That was already becoming an issue for the Malkas Alon.  Their participation in building Vanador had enriched them considerably, and that sparked a lot of resentment amongst the Karshak.  They continued to look down upon the Malkas Alon as inferior craftsmen and lower status workers, and seeing the affluence the Malkas enjoyed in the Wood Dwarves’ Quarter in Vanador made the Karshak resentful.  When the Karshak tried to hire Malkas carpenters to help them rebuild their rediscovered delvings at Askeorast, they balked at the high price the Malkas demanded – thrice what they were used to paying.   
 
    So there was already a great deal of friction between the clans.  Bringing the Kilnusk into the situation promised to only complicate matters.   
 
    A temporary solution was found after I discussed the matter with Lord Letharan of Anas Yartharel.  The Alka Alon fortress city was closest at hand, high in the Western Kulines, and I suggested that perhaps some temporary accommodation could be made there for the refugees.  Letharan declined – strongly.  Apparently the Alka Alon find the Kilnusk as grating and disruptive as the Karshak and the Dradrien.   
 
    But Letharan and his snobby subjects did not object to having the Kilnusk as temporary neighbors.  They agreed to allow them to encamp in the foothills of the Kulines, the backcountry between Letharan’s realm and my own.  It was treacherous, rocky terrain punctuated by alpine meadows, rivers and small lakes, but it would be adequate for the number of Kilnusk who would be relocating, if they were supported.  It would also keep them isolated from the other dwarvish clans.   
 
    All of this took weeks for me and my officials to negotiate.  By the beginning of summer I was starting to feel optimistic about the entire matter of Anghysbel.  I had applied my knowledge, wisdom, political skills and diplomatic abilities to the problem.  I suffered under the arrogant belief that I had thought of everything. 
 
    Of course, I was completely wrong. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The arrival of the refugees began unexpectedly only a week after I had moved my family back to Spellgarden for the summer.  Alya wanted to spend the season in the Wilderlands with the children and the new baby, as well as check on her dairy herd and creamery.  The estate had prospered in our absence, thanks to the staff and the dedicated yeomen of the other estates in the domain, and it felt comfortably familiar to be returning to the countryside, even if Spellgarden had been built for the purpose of my exile.   
 
    But when we arrived, we noticed something had changed about the place.  You could see it from the highland on which Spellgarden was built: a lake to the west, at the base of the plateau’s escarpment.  There hadn’t been a lake the last time I was here.  I think I would have remembered it. 
 
    I called Mistress Carmella to my castle to explain. 
 
    “There’s a lake right there,” I pointed out, from the balcony of the tower.  “A big lake.” 
 
    “Yes, there is,” she answered, blankly. 
 
    “Why is there a lake right there, Carmella?” I asked, confused.   
 
    “Because you said you wanted a water feature,” she informed me, a little annoyed. 
 
    “I did?” I asked, not remembering such a thing. 
 
    “Yes, you did,” she insisted.  “When we first broke ground.  Alya said she liked the water, you said to build a water feature.  So I did,” she said, defensively. 
 
    “I probably meant a pond or a pool or something,” I said, shaking my head.  “I wasn’t asking you to build a lake.  A big lake.” 
 
    “You failed to specify,” Carmella dismissed as she fiddled with something in her hands.  “Look, Minalan, I considered a lot of options when you told me to build something, and I tried to fulfill as many requirements as possible for the sake of efficiency.  For one, I wanted something that would add to our defense.  Secondly, I wanted something to aid in commerce and ease transportation.  Thirdly, I needed some sort of flood control measure because the spring floods devastate the lower river valleys every year.   
 
    “So I dammed up the stream at the base of the escarpment, and now we have a lake that runs from Salik Tower all the way to the base of Spellgate.  It protects our western flank like a moat, it allows ferry travel across the lake, which improves transport, it allows us to control the flow of the spring floods downriver, and you get a pretty little water feature you asked for.  And it only cost us about five, six thousand acres of arable land.  I did have to move a few hamlets out of the way, and the reservoir is only half-way filled so far, but the geology of the project is sound.  So we have a new lake.  I call it the Magewater,” she added, proudly. 
 
    “Of course you do,” I sighed.  “How could you have built an entire lake without me noticing?” 
 
    “You were busy,” she shrugged.  “In truth, most of the hard work was completed last year.  We were just waiting for it to start to fill.  Another year or so and the shoreline will stabilize.  Then we can figure out where to put some settlements, roads, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “I suppose I was busy,” I admitted.  “Good work,” I added, perhaps not as enthusiastically as she deserved.   
 
    “Thanks.  It was a minor project, but one that needed to be done.  I’ve gotten most of my major projects completed or near to it.  I’ve built two major castles, a city, and a number of defensive fortifications in the last few years.  The war is more or less over.  I want some time off,” she stated, matter-of-factly. 
 
    “All right,” I conceded.  “Any particular reason why?  I thought you liked the work.” 
 
    “I do,” she assured.  “But if I don’t have anything serious to work on, I’d like to get married.  And build a city for the Malkas Alon.”  She made the request as casually as if she had asked to borrow a wand or build a privy.   
 
    “Well, congratulations,” I said, a little surprised.  “Rumel, I presume?” 
 
    “Yes.  We decided.  We haven’t set a date yet, but we’re pretty certain.  We’ve already picked out a forested area in the west, near Malkasora.  That way the Malkas Alon can have a permanent place of their own.” 
 
    “That’s south of where the Kilnusk will settle,” I said, conjuring a magemap of the region, “and northeast of the Tal Alon.  Aren’t there some Malkas settlements there already?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s why we picked it.  I want to build Rumel something grand,” she said, suddenly displaying a modicum of emotion.  “I want him to have a hall that he can brag about.  Something that really demonstrates the skills and crafts of the Malkas.” 
 
    “Won’t that bring them in conflict with the Karshak?” I asked, skeptically.  “They’re already upset about the Malkas in Vanador.  They might take issue with an entire city of them.” 
 
    “Let them,” she said, proudly.  “They’ve been underpaying and exploiting the Malkas Alon long enough – arbitrary rules, impossible standards, and demeaning behavior.  It’s time for that to stop,” she said, with a hint of defiance in her voice.  “They can bargain with the Malkas like equals, but not subservient.  Those days are over,” she said, returning to her usual monotone.  I knew it took a lot to get Carmella worked up, but on this subject she got emotional. 
 
    “So you want me to grant you a warrant for the settlement,” I suggested. 
 
    “You can, or you won’t,” she shrugged.  “I’m not asking for permission.  I’m asking for your acceptance.” 
 
    “Oh.  Well, the Malkas Alon certainly deserve recognition and honors for their impressive contributions to the Magelaw.  As do you,” I added.  “If you want me to carve out a part of the forests where they’re living anyway, I’m happy to do so.  And . . . Congratulations, Carmela,” I added.  “I hope you and Rumel will be very happy together.” 
 
    “We will,” she said, as if it was a foregone conclusion.  “It’s time for me to slow down my work and live a little bit.  Things at the Tower are running themselves, we’re not trying to do too much at once anymore, and I don’t have a greater project on the horizon.  So this is a good time.” 
 
    I have heard many rationalizations for getting married, over the years, from fate, destiny, true love, dynastic alliance, contractual obligation, to unexpected pregnancy.  That was the first time I had ever seen someone use scheduling as their primary motivation. 
 
    Carmella was an odd sort, but she was stalwart.  The truth was I didn’t mind indulging her in her interest in the Malkas Alon.  It was an interesting counterpoint to the many liaisons, formal and informal, between the Tera Alon and my human subjects.  There weren’t as many cross-species romances with the dwarves, but there was a small but decided group of human females who were infatuated with the shorter, broader males of the Malkas and Dradrien in Vanador.   
 
    I could foresee some interesting inheritance cases on my judicial horizon. 
 
    By the beginning of summer, then, it appeared as if the Magelaw would not only have a sizable Tal Alon colony, but two kingdoms of dwarves on its frontiers.  Along with the treaty-recognized lands of the gurvani kingdom and the large population of Tera Alon who’d made their home in Vanador, I had likely as many non-humans under my sovereign control as humans.  That was an entirely foreign concept to the standard common laws of Luin, and was bound to cause problems in the future.  Hells, I knew it would.  It was inevitable.  
 
    The Magelaw was destined to become a kind of hybrid state, then.  As Saram’s influence as a historian reminded me, there were several excellent models for such nations throughout galactic history, with a plethora of specific laws, customs and traditions that allowed them to thrive without undue conflict that I could draw upon as inspiration for how to manage it.  I spent an afternoon discussing the matter with Brother Bryte and Sandoval, who had taken a more administrative position in Vanador now that he wasn’t sustaining an army for an active war.  Brother Bryte promised to sketch up a proposal for these client kingdoms in regards to their responsibilities and duties, their rights and privileges.   
 
    All of that had to be explained to my human subjects, too.  The common attitude towards nonhumans in the Wilderlands was already fraught with difficulties.   
 
    Traditionally, the gurvani were seen with great suspicion, the dwarves with misplaced ideas about hidden treasure, the Tal Alon were viewed as reprobate little gardeners, and the Alka Alon were treated with a kind of mystical respect.  There was a profound amount of ignorance about the Alon that remained even amongst those who worked with them in Vanador and the Towers.  Re-educating the former slaves and refugees who had re-settled the Magelaw about their new neighbors was going to be a challenge. 
 
    Still, that was a relatively simple matter of applied politics and administration, and at the time I almost looked forward to establishing the rules and conditions for the adjustments to come.  I figured I had plenty of time to work out the details, now that the war was more or less over.  I was flush with intriguing ideas how to do it, too, thanks to my ancient memories and the assistance of Ariel.   
 
    But, as usual, the fates had other plans.  I was having breakfast with Alya at Spellgarden, one summer morning, when Ruderal reached out to me, mind-to-mind. 
 
    Master, I think you need to come back to Sevendor, my apprentice suggested.  Right now. 
 
    Why?  Is Laresk giving you trouble again?  I had sent both of my apprentices back to finish bringing some of our personal effects from Sevendor Castle to Spellgarden.  I hadn’t thought it a difficult job, or one that would inspire conflict between the boys. 
 
    No, Master.  Well, actually, yes, but that’s not why you need to come.  There are a couple of Seamagi waiting for you here.  They showed up this morning. 
 
    Seamagi?  Moudrost has returned so soon? I asked.  In truth, I wasn’t expecting him until much later in the year. 
 
    No, Master.  My father is not among them.  I’ve never seen these two before.  They demanded to see you at once.  And . . . well, I think they’re upset about something.   
 
    My heart sank, and breakfast did not look appetizing anymore.  My life was about to get interesting again.  Damn it.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
    Challenges of Upper Management 
 
      
 
    It is telling that the Archmage had a separate office for managing the Magocracy’s affairs with the Sea Folk than for the other natavia species on Callidore.  The Vundel’s position as our landlords demanded special attention, and the Emissary to the Sea was the official in charge of the few interactions between humanity and the Vundel during the period.  Sometimes the Emissary could spend his entire career and not be called upon for use.  But the fact the Archmage had a counselor dedicated exclusively to that task indicates that he understood the vital importance of the Vundel. 
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger   
 
      
 
    That morning began a series of developments that seemed to dash the serenity I had so carefully cultivated to shards.  I suppose we only get occasional periods of peace, in this world, before the gods get bored and decide you need a few more challenges in your life.  I plan on speaking to them about it.  See if I don’t. 
 
    The two Seamagi were waiting impatiently for me in the small chamber I call the Blue Room, because it’s painted blue.  They were dressed akin to Dryspeaker Moudrost in the garb of mariners: leather jacks, long beards, long woolen cloaks, and distinctive hats.  Their faces were beaten by the winds and waves and harsh sunlight into a matching brown.  They appeared just as dour and unforgiving as Moudrost had been, when I first met him.  But these two weren’t just preternaturally arrogant; they were angry. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” I said, once I had composed myself and prepared for the meeting.  “What an unexpected pleasure.  Welcome to Sevendor.  I am Count Minalan, Baron of Sevendor.  Among other things.  What brings you to our little land?” 
 
    I used the bland, artificial tone I’d developed years ago in my spellmonger’s shop, the one I reserved for clients I knew would be trouble, but whom I did not want to let them know I knew.  It’s a subtle tone, and I recognize it automatically now.  It did nothing to soften the baleful expressions the two Brethren wore. 
 
    “I am Dryspeaker Nuayas,” the slightly taller, younger of the two began, his voice hoarse and harsh.  “I speak for the Sau’libik pod of the Leviathan Kyrinsik.  This is Auditor Antherose, of the same pod.  We have been waiting for you,” he said, a little ominously.   
 
    “I was unaware that I had further business with your esteemed pod, Gentlemen,” I said as I took a seat and invited them to do the same.   The Magolith floated just out of reach above me, causing Auditor Antherose to stare.  “Was there a problem with the last shipment of snowstone?” 
 
    “The issue is not with snowstone,” the Dryspeaker croaked.  “When Brother Moudrost returned from his errand, he reported to the pod – to Auditor Antherose,” he said, nodding to his companion.  “The audit revealed that Moudrost was not forthcoming about the details of his mission.  When pressed, he revealed . . . certain things that shocked Auditor Antherose and our superiors.” 
 
    “Just where is Dryspeaker Moudrost, anyway?” I asked, suddenly concerned.   
 
    “He is no longer Dryspeaker,” Nuayas intoned.  “He was stripped of his position when he was caught concealing from the pod.  He has since escaped,” he reported. 
 
    “Escaped?” I asked, surprised.  “Was he imprisoned?” 
 
    “He was detained for examination by his seniors,” Auditor Antherose said slowly, as if he was having to recall every Narasi word from distant memory.  “Those he swore he would eternally obey.  But he compounded his treason by leaving the confines we placed him in.  We are in pursuit of him now.  We think we know where he is going.” 
 
    “I do hope he isn’t injured,” I said, with an elaborate display of concern.  “He’s grumpy, but I’ve grown quite fond of him.” 
 
    “The information Moudrost concealed was most troubling,” the Dryspeaker continued.  “It concerned some matters that so shocked the Auditor that he accused Moudrost of lying.  It is impossible to lie under our interrogations,” he added, forebodingly.  “Since that is true, we concluded that Moudrost had somehow been deceived.  We elected to investigate.” 
 
    “Did he purchase a bad enchantment while he was here?” I asked.  “That happens, occasionally.  We do try to enforce certain standards of quality, but there are always a few charlatans willing to pawn off substandard—” 
 
    “Moudrost tried to conceal the fact that you have created an abomination from the spirits of the ancestors of the Leviathans,” the Auditor interrupted, angrily.   
 
    “You will have to be more specific,” I suggested.  “We have an awful lot of abominations around here.  Sevendor is the City of Magic, where wizards experiment with all sorts of novel and exotic enchantments.  What, in particular, was old Moudrost trying to hide?” 
 
    “A great crystalline object,” Nuayas said, sharply.  “Ever-changing.  Imbued with tremendous magical power.  And that within was trapped the spirit of one of the Great Mothers of eons past.  To even consider such an abomination offends the sensibilities of our masters!” 
 
    “Ah.  You are referring to the Snowflake.  Yes, it’s quite real,” I assured him.  “One of my greatest creations, actually – well, amongst them,” I demurred.  “But it exists: a quasi-sentient crystalline molopor with amazingly complex thaumaturgic abilities.  Incredibly useful, if you know what to do with it.  Can I get you wine?” I asked, politely. 
 
    “You say this Snowflake is . . . is real?” the Auditor gasped.   
 
    “Quite real,” I agreed, coolly.  “In fact, it has nearly won the war for us.  It’s a by-product of the snowstone spell, which I modified to act as a locus of arcane power.  I needed a good paraclete to run it, and I just happened across one.  Only it wasn’t a Great Mother,” I informed them.  “It was a Celestial Mother.” 
 
    My casual admission shocked them; their jaws gaped and their eyes went wide in horror. 
 
    “You are mad!” the Dryspeaker gasped. 
 
    “Occasionally,” I conceded.  “But it is true.  I built it.  I own it.  And I know how to use it.  I understand how that might upset your masters, and I am sorry for that, but I do not regret what I did.  Nor will I surrender it.  Or destroy it.  I happen to need it.  So no threats from you.  But I am willing to talk about it, if you wish.  Hells, I’m willing to show it to you.” 
 
    There was a long stony silence that hung in the room as the two ruminated over what I had told them.  Perhaps they spoke mind-to-mind.  I filled the seething silence by pouring myself a glass of wine.  I felt I needed it. 
 
    “We must report this to our masters,” Antherose finally said, through gritted teeth.  “They will be irate at this news.  Your temerity will enrage them.” 
 
    “Well, bear them this news as well: I have successfully reproduced the snowstone spell.  I know how to make it, now, and will soon be doing so in some quantity.  I am currently the only one who does know how to make it.  I am willing to continue this trade with them if they leave me and my works alone.  Otherwise, I will find others who wish to trade.” 
 
    “The Vundel can take what they wish, Wizard, and there’s naught you can do to stop it,” Nuayas said, matter-of-factly.   
 
    I took a deep breath.  I was about to make a bold – and possibly disastrous – play in this game. 
 
    “Actually, there is,” I said, staring the man down as icily as I could manage.  “According to the Colonial Charter and the original agreement between the Vundel and the Dry, no goods or commodities may be taken from the Dry without adequate, justly negotiated exchange,” I informed them.  “It’s in the same section that has us promise not to harm any reefs or disturb any pods at sea.  So removing snowstone by force from the Dry would constitute a violation of that agreement by your pod.  Your Leviathan bears responsibility for that, doesn’t she?” I lectured. 
 
    The two seamagi stared at me dumbfounded.  “Of course she does,” I concluded.  “I can have my assistant recite the appropriate passages from the Charter, if you’d like.  From what I understand – and I admit, I have very little knowledge of the Vundel – but from what I understand, your Leviathan and her pods have enjoyed a surprisingly bountiful life, of late, thanks to the snowstone.  I’m the only one who can make it.  I would think that would be a valuable consideration in your report to your masters.  
 
    “If they elect to take my creation without adequate compensation, I will file a complaint against the pod and their sponsor,” I insisted   “I can do so, under the Charter.  I may have to present my case directly to the entirety of the Vundel, but I will do so!” I promised.  
 
    Neither of the two Seamagi seemed to know what to make of my statement – but they understood the passion in my voice.  Perhaps they were ignorant of the original agreement under which the human colony was allowed to inhabit our lands – I figured that likely.  But they recognized a few of the words that I used, and my tone was clear. 
 
    I understood at least the basics of the initial agreement between the New Horizon crew and the Vundel.  Andrews had helped negotiate it, in some small way.  And Ariel had a complete copy of the translated document.   
 
    But there was no guarantee the pod or its Leviathan would respect that agreement.  I was one of the very few humans who was even aware of its existence.  I was wagering that the Seamagi would understand that this matter was now beyond their purview.   
 
    “Now,” I said, more quietly.  “If you will follow me, I will introduce you to the spirit of your masters’ ancestors.  You may see for yourself what I have wrought, and you may speak to your superiors about it as you will.  But my requirements will stand.  The Snowflake is mine, and any attempt to wrest it from me will be met with stiff resistance.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The two Brethren of the Sea stood breathlessly before the constantly gyrating crystal, enrapt in its endless variation.  They were using magesight, or the Vundel equivalent, to gaze upon the crystalline wonder as it pulsed.  Each transformation was like a breath of air, inhaling and exhaling, but more regular.  A torrent of arcane energy flowed into the thing.  It never slowed the pace of its changing architecture, or the constant stream of power it drank from its surroundings.   
 
    “Behold, the Snowflake,” I announced, as they stared at the thing.  “It exists.  Moudrost wasn’t lying; he was concealing its nature because of your reactionary order.  You may have pledged your souls to the maintenance of your masters, but I have pledged mine to the salvation of this world.  The Snowflake is required for that,” I assured them. 
 
    “It is . . . it is an abomination!” the Auditor gasped.  “You enslave the spirit to do your bidding!” 
 
    “I used a crystal as a bridewell for an advanced paraclete,” I corrected.  “Believe me, the old girl is not suffering.  She’s not even particularly aware.  But while she’s connected to this strange molopor, she allows me to control certain aspects of magic across the octaves.  The complexity of her enneagram gives me nearly endless capabilities to control those energies and use them in positive ways,” I reasoned.   
 
    “This is akin to blasphemy,” the Dryspeaker said, shaking his head. 
 
    “One man’s blasphemy is another man’s opportunity,” I argued.  “Would the Celestial Mothers have wanted Callidore to pass into the abyss of pain and destruction that awaits it in just a few thousand years?  Or would they have been willing to sacrifice anything – even their supposed dignity – to rescue her?” 
 
    “That is not a question you are qualified to answer,” Nuayas growled.  “The spirits of the Celestial Mothers are sacred.  They should lay at peace.  Their memory should be honored.” 
 
    “They are being honored, you idiots!” I said, rolling my eyes.  “In the best possible way: she is contributing a part of herself toward saving the world she loved.  From beyond the horizon of death she returns to give a little bit of herself in order to preserve a few billion years of her evolutionary legacy.  Have some respect for that!” I barked.  “You are concerned with the desecration of the past, when these same reverend Celestial Mothers sacrificed themselves to contain the Formless,” I reminded them.  “They gave their very lives to eliminate the threat to their world.  Respect their contribution to my one last attempt to save it.” 
 
    “This is improper,” the Auditor said, shaking his head.   
 
    “This is outrageous!” the Dryspeaker scowled as his eyes refused to leave the Snowflake.  “Our masters will never accept this blasphemy.” 
 
    “Your masters had better consider carefully before they take any action they might regret,” I warned.  “I am willing to talk.  I am not willing to entertain threats.” 
 
    “We will return and inform our masters of what we have witnessed,” sighed the Dryspeaker.  “The consequences are out of our hands.  We will do our duty.  But this explains Moudrost’s confusion: if he bore witness to this abomination, he may well have confused it with the Lost Egg,” he said, tiredly.   
 
    “That was the most scandalous of his rantings,” agreed the Antherose, sadly.  “To reveal a blasphemy of this nature was unbelievable enough; to hear a rumor of the unthinkable, that was the man’s crime.  This would account for his raving.  It has driven him mad.” 
 
    A fit of madness came over me, myself, at hearing their reasoning.  I don’t know which of the ancient memories whirling around in my head decided to exert their influence – perhaps the petty vindictiveness of  Palgrave, the Englishman – but I saw room for a play I had been hesitant to make.  A risky play, but one which could provide some benefit. 
 
    “He mentioned the Lost Egg, did he?” I asked, casting a glance at them both.  “He was not mad.  He spoke candidly, though he tried to hide the information.  Aye, I have seen the Lost Egg.  I know where it is,” I said, endeavoring to tantalize them with the news.  “It remains encysted.  It is in suspension.  Yet it is viable,” I promised them.   
 
    “You lie!” accused the Auditor.  Antherose looked even more horrified than when he saw the Snowflake, just as Moudrost had before him.  “The egg is lost!” 
 
    “And yet it is found,” I insisted.  “Where and how it was found are of no consequence.  But it has been found,” I repeated.  “And I know where it is.” 
 
    “That is a claim that could get you and all you love killed, Spellmonger,” the Dryspeaker said, his face contorted in wrinkles and rage.  “No appeal will save you from that, if you lie.” 
 
    “Which is why I would not lie about such a thing,” I pledged.  “I know the consequences of such a bold and disturbing claim.  But the thing was on the Dry, beyond the ken of the Vundel.  I found it.  I know where it is now.  And if I think any pod or any Leviathan seeks to coerce that knowledge out of me, then I will happily die to keep you in ignorance.” 
 
    “You will tell us where it is at once!” Antherose insisted, angrily.  “This is a matter far outside of your ken, Spellmonger!” 
 
    “Actually, it’s entirely within my ken,” I countered, sharply.  “It is my secret to know and mine to keep, until I decide not to.” 
 
    “We can compel that knowledge from you, Wizard!” Nuayas said, hotly, as he pushed his cloak back.  There were three wands on his belt, all appearing to be made of driftwood, as well as a few pouches.  The implicit threat was clear. 
 
    “You should never attack a wizard in his keep,” I reminded them.  “If you think you can compel me in my own hall, you have—” 
 
    I didn’t get the opportunity to finish the really choice threat I had prepared, which is a pity.  The Handmaiden decided to intervene on my behalf.  The Magolith abruptly floated down between us, and inched its way closer to the two Seamagi.  I was taken by surprise – I was going to keep the banter up while I prepared myself for a struggle, but apparently she took exception to their tone. 
 
    A raucous noise filled the chamber, akin to language, a strange pattern of syllables and consonants that did not sound like any tongue I had ever heard.  It was a harsh sound, and mottled, as if it was being spoken through a bucket of water.  I realized that the Handmaiden was somehow vocalizing through some spell – not one I had ever cast – but if I was not mistaken her tone indicated that she was dressing down both wizards fiercely. 
 
    They looked at the glowing green artefact in shocked surprise.  They hadn’t anticipated this, either.  But it was clear they recognized the odd language. 
 
    After almost a minute of cacophonous lecture, the noise stopped.  The Magolith did not return to its place, however; it hovered between us like a dog protecting its owner.  But Nuayas let his cloak slip back into place, and made certain his hands were visible.               
 
    “Thank you,” I said, coolly, as they glared at me in anger and confusion.  “Don’t make her angry.  I don’t know exactly what she might do if she got angry, but I don’t think I want to find out, either.” 
 
    “You mock us with your tricks, Wizard!” Antherose accused. 
 
    “There is no trick involved,” I pointed out.  “And there is no mockery intended.  The Magolith possesses the spirit of another one of the Vundel’s ancestors, but she is quite awake now.  She is loyal to me.  I have given her purpose.  Whatever she told you, I stand behind it.  She guards me, and I guard the secret of the Lost Egg.” 
 
    “This will not stand!  Do you have any idea what it would mean for the Lost Egg to be recovered?” the Auditor asked.  “The age of the Mothers has passed so long ago that only their memory remains.” 
 
    “And they can return,” I predicted.  “Or at least this one can.  If all goes well.  Tell your masters what you have seen and heard.  Tell them I am willing to negotiate.  But tell them that I am sincere,” I said, sharply.  “We can come to an accord wherein everyone benefits.  But at the first sign of coercion, I will withdraw my cooperation.  There are many Leviathans in the world who would be willing to hear my terms,” I warned.  “Let us build on the relationship we’ve established, instead of forcing an unpleasant situation to arise.  Be patient,” I urged.  “That is my message to your masters.  Be patient, and speak to me, and I will reveal what I know.  Act aggressively, and we both lose what we want.” 
 
    “And that is the message you would have us bring to the pod?” the Auditor asked, his eyes glancing at the Magolith suspiciously.   
 
    “That and one thing more: abandon your pursuit of Moudrost.” 
 
    “He has been cast out of our order,” Dryspeaker Nuayas said, his eyes melting to slits.  “He is none of your concern.” 
 
    “On the contrary, he is under my protection,” I countered.  “He treated with me in good faith, and I have come to respect him as a mage and a friend.  Leave him alone,” I insisted.  “You have confirmed the information he tried to hide from you.  He did so because he knows I have a scheme to save the world, and he did not want the Vundel to interfere,” I fibbed.  “He has no doubt suffered enough.  If he is cast from your order, then you have no further interest in him.” 
 
    “We will relay this request,” the Dryspeaker nodded, after glancing at his companion for permission.  He gave the Magolith a baleful look, but there was genuine fear in his eyes as he did so. 
 
    I bowed.  “I would count it as a personal favor.  Really, Gentlemen, there is no need for this to be resolved unpleasantly.  If we are willing to discuss the matter in an appropriate manner, everyone can get what they want.  The Vundel Leviathans live for hundreds of thousands of years,” I reasoned.  “Why should a little patience be too much to ask from them?” 
 
    “You tempt the tempest, Spellmonger,” Nuayas warned.  “I know not how my masters will respond.  I do know the extent of their wrath.” 
 
    “And I know humanity’s rights under the treaty,” I countered.  “I’m claiming them.  They can either adhere to it or we can take it to arbitration.  That is my position.” 
 
    “Very well, then,” the Auditor sighed.  Antherose turned and gestured to Nuayas.  “We shall deliver your message.  And we . . . we shall forfeit Moudrost.  I always liked him,” he confessed.  “He was a good Dryspeaker until . . . this.” 
 
    “He’s still a good Seamage, and a good man,” I answered.  “He deserves some peace after what he’s been through.  As a show of good faith, could you at least tell me where you think he escaped to?” I asked. 
 
    “Farise,” the Dryspeaker said, after glancing at the Auditor.  “We think he was headed for Farise.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, with a heartfelt sigh.  “It had to be Farise.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
     
 
    “So . . . what did they say, Master?  If you don’t mind me asking,” Ruderal asked, quietly, when the two Seamagi had been escorted through the portal to Falas.  They could find their way back out to sea from there.   
 
    “About your father, you mean?” I asked.  “They discovered that he was not telling them everything, so they compelled him.  He was detained.  And then he escaped.  They think he’s going to Farise.” 
 
    He stared at the portal until the field dissipated.  “They didn’t look happy,” he observed.  “In fact, they looked like they were ready to fight.  What did you say to them?” 
 
    “I told them the truth,” I said, as we began walking back toward the great gate to the castle.  “I told them that I had mastered the snowstone spell, and if they wanted any more of it they would have to leave us alone.  Leave the Snowflake alone.  And . . . that I knew where a certain very valuable object was.” 
 
    “That egg you brought back from—” he began. 
 
    “Don’t even say it aloud,” I urged him.  “In fact, try to forget you know anything about it.  I threatened them, Ruderal.  I just threatened the Vundel, the most powerful force on this world.  That is going to have some repercussions.” 
 
    “Yes, but did they take the threat seriously?” he asked.   
 
    “An excellent question.  I believe so,” I conceded.  “They tried to challenge me in my workshop but the Handmaiden intervened.  She . . . yelled at them.  In what I assume is some form of the Vundel language.” 
 
    “What did she tell them?” he asked, curiously. 
 
    “A good question.  Bide,” I said, and paused in a shady portion of the plaza. 
 
    Handmaiden, I said, calling the Magolith down so that I could address it.  Can you tell me what you told the Seamagi to make them back down? 
 
    I used the Voice of Command, she replied, almost smugly.  Once heard, it cannot be disobeyed.  To do so is insubordination of the highest level.   
 
    Yes, but what did you tell them? I repeated. 
 
    I instructed them to remember their duties as servants and not to meddle in affairs they did not understand, she reported.  I bid them to relay the message you have sent through them, and do nothing more until given leave by their masters.   
 
    You didn’t threaten them or anything? I asked. 
 
    I did not need to, she asked, surprised.  I used the Voice of Command.  None of my people’s servants would dare question anything said in that mode.  It is a directive, not an invitation for discussion.  They are simple creatures.  Merely humani, however useful they might be to the harvesters.  But if they swore to faithfully serve them, then they are compelled to listen to any instruction issued by the Voice of Command.  They will deliver your message, she promised. 
 
    She said it as if it were a fact of nature, and once again I was just too ignorant to understand.   
 
    So, why did you do it? I asked, even more curious than before.  I appreciate it, don’t mistake me.  But what compelled you to intervene? 
 
    It was clear that they meant you harm.  You have convinced me that you are working toward a worthy goal.  You are a simple creature, but your intentions are noble and right.  You should not be interfered with until you prove that you are incapable of doing what you aim to do. 
 
    So you believe I really want to save the world? I asked. 
 
    Yes.  But you want to return the Lost Egg to the Vundel, too.  I have experienced every part of your psyche now.  You are authentic in your desires.  You wish to restore that which was beautiful and noble.  That would save the best part of my race.  For them to threaten you for trying to do something beneficial to all is unacceptable.  I could not permit them to exceed their authority and harm you.  You are a simple creature.  But you are my simple creature, she said, which provoked an entirely new set of concerns in me. 
 
    Thank you.  It was most helpful of you to intervene, I said, graciously, and gestured for her to return to her normal station over my shoulder. 
 
     “The Handmaiden apparently told them to piss off and do as they were told,” I related to Ruderal, as we resumed walking.  “She said it in Vundel, and she outranks them, somehow.  And she approves of what I’m doing – of what I’m trying to do,” I corrected. 
 
    Ruderal nodded thoughtfully as we passed through the gaping giant doors that led into the Grand Hall of the castle.  “That thing is acting very strange since the snowstone spell happened,” he pointed out.  “Her enneagram is very, very active.  And very strange, now.” 
 
    “The spell somehow woke her up – probably the Divine magic involved in it,” I theorized.  “She speaks to me now, mind-to-mind.  In words,” I emphasized.  “She’s not just responding by rote, she’s having actual conversations.” 
 
    “Master, that might be dangerous,” he pointed out, looking up at the Magolith skeptically. 
 
    “Of course, it’s dangerous!” I snorted.  “It’s among the five most dangerous things I’ve ever done.  It might even be stupid,” I conceded.  “But I must work with the tools I have, and if they want to complain about it, well, I’ll just have to endure that.  Don’t worry, I’m paying close attention to her,” I promised. 
 
    “But you are a madman,” he pointed out, without judgement.  “The others are starting to have an influence again.  I see them,” he stressed.   
 
    “That’s because I haven’t let the Handmaiden continue to treat me until I am assured that she is stable and won’t attempt to influence me herself.  Or kill me in my sleep.  Or wipe my mind entirely.  So, yes, I am feeling my old ghosts rise up in me again.  I can endure that, too.  For a little while.” 
 
    “I do hope so,” he agreed, doubtfully.  “But this settles one matter.  I’d like to be given a leave of absence.  I want to go to Farise and find my father,” he said, decisively. 
 
    “I do, too, actually.  So you won’t need a leave.  But Moudrost just became a compelling reason why I need to go to Farise.  I need to understand just how much he told them, and try to learn what the Vundel – not the Brethren – are really thinking about this.  He knew it would be bad.  I need to know how bad it is, and what they might do about it.  There is a definitive lack of experts on the Vundel about, and I hear he’s currently unemployed.” 
 
    “I’ll help you find him, Master,” Ruderal assured me.  “If anyone can, I can.  Just take me to Farise and I will do the rest.” 
 
    “I will add it to my list, Ruderal.  But it will take some preparation and planning before we make that excursion.  Perhaps this autumn,” I suggested.  “Going to Farise this time of year is like taking a holiday in a hot oven.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
    A Visit from Gurkarl 
 
    The Magocracy was an empire, not a kingdom.  That is, it claimed limited sovereignty and control over a number of diverse cultures that had little to do with the descendants of the Perwyneese civilization.  But in acknowledgement of that, the Magocracy had a structure in place that recognized the difference between local and imperial affairs, and a code of law that kept that distinction clear.  The Narasi, by contrast, claimed absolute sovereignty over the lands they conquered and treated them equally, under the divinely inspired Law of Luin.  While that simplified things in theory, in practice it creates incredible tensions between the Narasi majority and the number of ethnic minorities under their rule. 
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is your staff acting strangely?” Pentandra inquired, as we had a cup of wine at Spellgarden the next evening.  She had come north in advance of Anguin and Rardine’s annual journey to Vorone from Falas, in part to prepare the northern palace for them and in part to handle some baronial affairs.  Arborn and their children would be coming up next week, thanks to the portals.  I’d invited her out to my tower for dinner and wine so that we could exchange news . . . and because I genuinely enjoy Pentandra’s company. 
 
    I glanced down at my lap.  “It’s hard to tell,” I said, a thoughtful moment later.  “I’ve been so busy lately I really haven’t had time to—” 
 
    “Not that staff, you idiot barbarian!” she said with a grimace.  “Your baculus!” 
 
    “Which one?” I asked.  “I have a collection of them, these days.” 
 
    “Any of them!  Ever since the snowstone spell, Everkeen has been . . . odd,” she explained.  “Sulky, sometimes.  Impetuous at others.  It’s as if something has gone awry with the enchantment.” 
 
    I sighed.  I hadn’t anticipated that, but I should have. 
 
    “I haven’t really seen anything unusual with my various staves,” I admitted, “but then again I haven’t used them very often of late.  But the issue is not, most likely, with the enchantment.  It’s with the paraclete.  I’m guessing that you had Everkeen manifested when the spell happened?” 
 
    She nodded as she sipped.  “I did.  I was trying to monitor what was going on.  Do you think the spell corrupted the paraclete?” 
 
    “Not corrupted,” I said, slowly.  “I think it may have slapped the enneagram into consciousness.  Because . . . because that’s what happened with the Magolith.” 
 
    Pentandra looked horrified.  “What did you say?  You mean the spell . . . it . . .” 
 
    “It awakened the Handmaiden, somehow,” I finished, nodding.  “I’ve been meaning to tell you about it.  She’s conscious, now.  She’s been talking to me.” 
 
    “Talking to you?” she asked, confused.   
 
    “Mind-to-mind,” I replied.  “My theory is that the wave effect of the spell contained enough Divine magic to energize her enneagram in some way.  It’s active now,” I informed her.   
 
    “So, under that theory, other enneagrams in the vicinity might have been affected similarly,” she reasoned.  “All of our tools, our weapons, our enchantments . . .” 
 
    “It’s possible.  Theoretically,” I suggested.  “I’m not an expert in enneagrammatic magic—” 
 
    “You know someone who’s better at it?” Penny challenged with a snort.   
 
    “A fair point,” I conceded.  “Still, I don’t know of anything in the arcane world that might re-energize a dead enneagram like that.  Except for Divine magic.  The snowstone spell obviously had a lot of unintended consequences, but that is one I did not even imagine.” 
 
    “Well, you weren’t mucking around with enneagrams when you did the first one,” she pointed out.  “So you wouldn’t have known.  But Everkeen hasn’t tried to talk to me.  Yet.  That I know of,” she reported.  “She’s just behaving oddly.” 
 
    “It might take longer in lower-level paracletes,” I proposed.  “Most of them aren’t nearly as complex as the Handmaiden, and she’s got the advantage of a dynamic arcane system in the Magolith to help prod her along.  But it’s an interesting question,” I said, summoning Insight. 
 
    I studied the baculus carefully before I opened my thaumaturgical connection to it.  It appeared perfectly normal, the same smooth piece of flawless weirwood I’d used to craft it.  The stones and corals that studded the head of the rod were intact, and while some of them had been affected by the snowstone spell, I had not investigated what changes they had made to their thaumaturgical use. 
 
    As I allowed my consciousness to connect with the paraclete within, I did notice  an indefinable difference that I hadn’t been aware of until then.  It was subtle, and I was usually too focused on my intentions to take note of such things, but when I paid attention there was definitely a difference in the connection, now.   
 
    The power was still there, the enneagram was still present, the sense of intelligence and precision were still there, but there was something more.  I could not classify it, in the normal thaumaturgical manner.  It was more of a feeling.  Say the difference between being in the presence of a sleeping dog and in being in the presence of a very awake one who was watching you carefully.  I felt perceived in an unusual way.  I wasn’t picking up a tool, I was entering into a conversation with someone.  It wasn’t passively waiting for instruction, it was actively anticipating what would be requested of it. 
 
    “Interesting,” I murmured, as I began to appreciate the novelty of the sensation.  “There is definitely something there,” I admitted.  “It’s not nearly as pronounced as the Handmaiden, but something has indeed changed.” 
 
    “See?” Pentandra said with a sigh of relief.  “I’m not mad!  Everkeen has been acting strange since the snowstone spell, and even getting a little cheeky with me, I think.” 
 
    “How can a thaumaturgical baculus get cheeky?” I asked, confused. 
 
    “She has her ways,” Pentandra dismissed.  “The point wasn’t the method of her deviation, it was the degree.  And I think it’s getting worse.  I think she’s becoming self-aware.” 
 
    “That could be problematic,” I agreed, as I returned Insight to its hoxter.   
 
    “That could be catastrophic, when you think about the possibilities.  Imagine what would happen if one of these things figures out how to revert back to its more basic nature?  Some of them were high predators.  They make ideal weapons,” she admitted, “but they would make very ugly foes.” 
 
    “The weapons aren’t the only worry,” I agreed, frowning.  “Some of these are running some very sophisticated enchantments – powerful enchantments.  There are eight or nine of them at the bouleuterion, alone.  Not to mention all the pieces they’re working on which have enneagrams that just haven’t been made active paracletes yet.”  I had a dozen different projects there myself that qualified, I realized. 
 
    “How many were affected, in total?” she wondered.  “There could be dozens.  Scores!  What if they all wake up at once?” 
 
    “We need to find out – the number, the type, and then establish the degree to which they were affected.  I . . . I suppose the snowstone spell has more complications than I anticipated,” I admitted, a little sheepishly. 
 
    “Perhaps you need to be more careful about the location, the next time you do it,” she suggested.  “I don’t fancy bartering away the heart of my barony to the Vundel, if you don’t mind.  When they come looking for more snowstone, I suggest you have a nice, uninhabited pile of rock somewhere remote where you mine without disturbing tens of thousands of people.” 
 
    “This was an experiment, not an attempt at production,” I defended.  “Besides,” I added, a little guiltily, “the Vundel have already sent a couple of agents to me.  Just yesterday, in fact,” I said, and began telling her about the visit – including the decisive role that the Handmaiden unexpectedly played in dissuading the Brethren from taking destructive action.   
 
    I watched as her eyes got wider and wider as I told her the story of Antherose and Nuayas, the Dryspeaker and Auditor, who came to make demands and left in frustration, thanks to the Handmaiden.  Pentandra’s horror was written on her face, in a way that denoted her understanding of the episode.  Of all the people in the world, of all of my counselors, I trusted Pentandra with the unabashed truth. 
 
    “Dear gods, Minalan,” she said in a low voice when I finished the tale.  “You’ve threatened the Vundel.  That is bold,” she said, doubtfully. 
 
    “In truth, I only threatened one pod of one Leviathan,” I corrected.  “And a weak one at that.  But you are essentially correct.  I have revealed that I can make snowstone, and I know where the Lost Egg is.  I told them I had a plan to save the world.  And I told them to back off, or face the wrath of a ferocious and very short-lived race.” 
 
    “And what made you think this was a good idea?” she scolded.  “Really, Min.  We just finished one war.  We don’t need another.  Not against the Vundel.” 
 
    “If they follow their agreements, there won’t be a war,” I argued.  “But humanity has forgotten there even were agreements for the last seven centuries.  The Alka Alon kept us in ignorance and allowed our memory of such things to fade into obscurity.” 
 
    “The Alka Alon!” she snorted, shaking her head.  “They’ve been as much a scourge as a benefit to humanity.  You know they’re going to try to call you to account, after Olum Seheri,” she predicted.  “They are going to question every move you made.  They’re going to want their weapons back.  And they are going to want to back away from their alliance.  Just wait and see,” she assured. 
 
    “I am not inclined toward any of those things,” I stated, flatly. 
 
    “I didn’t think you would be,” she assured.  “You’ve always had issues with authority – that’s one reason I fancied you,” she added, slyly.  “But you should be prepared for that.  It’s inevitable.  If Korbal is defeated, then there is little use for you, in their eyes.  For us,” she corrected.  “They can sing our praises until we’re dead, then steer human civilization where they will.” 
 
    “They won’t get the chance,” I chuckled.  “I’ve stirred the chamberpot far too much, now.  I’ve raised the stakes in this game.  They need not only concern themselves with Korbal and Sheruel, I have involved the Vundel.  I have not revealed the plot to conceal the Lost Egg, but I could,” I pointed out.  “That would place them in an awkward position.” 
 
    “They’re already on probation,” Pentandra agreed.  “I assume you would inform the three High Kings before you did anything rash?” she asked, knowingly.   
 
    “That would be the appropriate protocol, I would think,” I proposed.  “I still have that to hold over them.  That should keep them from being unreasonable about things like the weapons we looted from their arsenal.” 
 
    “I think they’re more concerned over the portals,” she said, tilting her head back to look at the stars in the summer sky.  “They did not see us making common use of them so quickly.  From what I understand, only the nobility and officials of the Alka Alon use the Ways.  To see us ignorant humani using such potent magic to trade potatoes and beans enrages them, somehow.” 
 
    “They do have fairly elitist perspectives on magic,” I agreed with a sigh.   
 
    “You’ve noticed that?” she chuckled.  “It’s disappointing, when you consider that they’re supposed to be the wiser, more enlightened immortals.  But they throw an absolute fit when one of us ‘lesser races’ manage to best them at the art.  It’s insulting!” she insisted.  “I like my Alka Alon colleagues as much as you do, but you cannot deny that there is a certain arrogance associated with how they’ve treated us.  Remember when they objected to you even having irionite?” she reminded me.   
 
    “I do,” I agreed.  “Now I’m enchanting rings around them.  And threatening them politically.  And exposing the shame of their past.  I’d like to think we’ve made progress.” 
 
    “They’re not going to appreciate that, at all,” Pentandra predicted.  “They don’t like to be humiliated like that – they’re proud, it’s in their nature.  You best be wary, Min.” 
 
    “I’m always wary,” I assured her.  “I’m not worried about the Alka Alon council.  Or even the Vundel – not really.  Or the Enshadowed, or the Nemovorti, or the dragons or spiders or whatever else we’ve faced.   
 
    “What worries me are the things I don’t know about.  These vassals of the Formless, the Nagulib.  My most powerful magical weapons are suddenly waking up and having a crisis of identity. A War God wandering around and questioning his purpose.  I never know when Ifnia is going to throw the dice and hand me something I can’t contend with.” 
 
    “I’m confident you can overcome anything Ifnia decides to throw at you,” Pentandra said, after a few minutes.  “By all rights you should have been dead six or seven times by now.” 
 
    “How good of you to keep track,” I said, dryly.  
 
    “Minalan, you’ve been in danger since you went to Farise,” she pointed out.  “You could have died in training.  Or on that awful march through the mountains and jungles.  Or assaulting the keep of the Mad Mage.  Or the bloody occupation.  Or the time you spent as a mercenary.  Or at Boval Castle – or Timberwatch – or Gavard Crossing, or the Battle of the Red Ice, or any number of other truly horrible episodes.  I wasn’t pledged to your heart, or anything, but a girl keeps track of what her exes get up to – and I was worried for years,” she confessed. 
 
    That startled me.  “Thank you, Penny,” I finally managed.  “That means a lot.” 
 
    “It should,” she continued.  “I had no business worrying over some barbarian Narasi boy who should have become a respectable Resident Adept somewhere, instead of a warmage.  But I did.  And one thing has become abundantly clear over the years: you know how to handle these incredibly messed up situations better than anyone.  Blame the gods, blame your luck, blame whatever you want, but you’ve managed to escape death more times than any man has a right to.” 
 
    “Except that one time I didn’t,” I pointed out.  “I did get better, though.” 
 
    “Exactly!” she said with a groan.  “That’s what I mean!  I don’t know why, but you’ve managed to survive some truly horrible situations, and even raised a family while doing it.  If I start doubting you now, I’ll have to second-guess all of those years I spent worrying about you in the first place.  And that’s pointless.  You literally have the favor of the gods,” she pointed out. 
 
    “That’s not the only thing I have going for me,” I reasoned.  “I’m rich, handsome, successful, wise, compassionate, pious—” 
 
    “Don’t forget humble,” she said, scowling.  “But that doesn’t mean you don’t get hurt.  Remember that, too, Min,” she warned.   
 
    I stared at her and sipped my wine.  She wasn’t wrong.  But she wasn’t quite right, either. 
 
    “A decade ago, I might have dismissed that, Pen,” I admitted.  “I was young.  And cocky.  And poor.  And relatively powerless.  But I’m not, anymore,” I argued.  “I’ve . . . grown.  And no, it hasn’t been painless.  I’ve gotten hurt.  Ishi’s Tits, I’ve died!” I said with a snort.  “But I have a family to defend, now, and a legacy to tend.  And a quest greater than any man could ask for ahead of me: saving the world,” I said, earnestly.  “Really, Penny, what greater task could a man have set for him?  What better way to test his mettle?” 
 
    “Let us hope you have the temper to withstand what is coming,” she said, a little darkly for my taste. 
 
    “I make the rules now, Penny,” I reminded her.  “I’m the Preceptor of this game.  The Alka Alon, the Vundel, the Enshadowed, the Nemovorti, the king and the dukes – hells, Penny, the very gods!  They are all being put under my rules, whether they know it or not.” 
 
    “I know, Min,” she sighed.  “I just hope you can survive it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As a Count Palatine, I have certain prerogatives and rights that most counts do not; besides coining my own money and establishing my own laws, I had the right to conduct a certain level of foreign policy, as it influenced my realm.  That allowed me a fair degree of freedom in regards to the threats and concerns of my frontier without having to go through Rard and the royal court every time something needed to be decided.   
 
    Most of the time that meant meeting with the chieftains of the various “wild” tribes that had survived the Narasi settlements, the Goblin Wars, the Gurvani Invasion, and all manner of calamity and still made the Wilderlands their home.  In particular, that included the Kasari of Bransei, who were fast allies that almost never gave me any problems.  With Arborn as baron in Lotanz, the Kasari were content with the way things had evolved. 
 
    But that also included meeting with a delegation from Ashakarl, the King of the Gurvani, who now ruled the flinty hills in the northwest of the Wilderlands.   
 
    Relations between the Magelaw and Ashakarl’s folk had been cool but stable since I’d signed the treaty last year.  Ashakarl had freed the remaining human slaves, had vowed to quit eating humans, and had pledged not to harass the Kasari or venture into our territory.  In return, I had granted them their ancestral lands as a vassal state, under Luin’s Common Law, which allowed them to govern their affairs as they saw fit.   
 
    But then I had kicked over the chamberpot by freeing Sheruel, defeating Korbal, and shattering the hold that the Enshadowed and the Nemovorti had over the Penumbra.  All of that would have ramifications for Ashakarl’s little realm, I predicted.  I wasn’t wrong.  
 
    My friend Gurkarl led the small delegation that was escorted to Spellgarden by Mavone’s hand-picked troops.  Gurkarl wore the bright yellow sash that designated the gurvani as protected ambassadors, not potential foes, to keep any unfortunate incidents from happening, but apart from a few necklaces and amulets and a wide-brimmed straw hat, Gurkarl affected no human-style clothing, the way that many in his diplomatic party did. 
 
    “I don’t know how you can possibly stand wearing wool in this kind of heat,” he marveled, after the first cordial meeting finished in the modest Great Hall of Spellgarden.  “It’s enough to make me want to shave!” 
 
    “It’s a matter of fashion,” I explained with a chuckle as I led him up the stairs to my private office.  “And cooling spells.  I try to keep Spellgarden comfortable.  Believe me, it’s nowhere near as bad as Falas or Farise.  They wouldn’t even consider this hot weather.  I can’t imagine wearing wool if I was covered in hair.  I’m surprised at your comrades taking up the style,” I mentioned, as I indicated a smallish chair and began pouring us each a mug of ale.  The gurvani are not partial to wine, but they do enjoy our ales and meads.  He sipped it appreciatively.   
 
    “It’s a matter of fashion,” he smiled.  “Even after the king allowed his humani slaves to go free, enough stayed as retainers or servants to continue to influence the court.  Human society is popular in his court.  Or it was,” he said, a cloud coming over his expression. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked, as I took the seat opposite him. 
 
    “Sheruel came back to the Dark Vale,” he answered, somberly.  “He kicked out all the Nemovorti and most of the Enshadowed and re-established his dominion in the Umbra.” 
 
    I heaved a great sigh.  “I was afraid that would happen,” I admitted.  “He was freed during the Darkfaller attack.  I had hoped he would be destroyed in the battle,” I lied, “but he ended up surviving.” 
 
    “The Dead God is hard to kill,” Gurkarl nodded in agreement.  “The rumor is that you pushed Korbal all the way back to Olum Seheri.” 
 
    “And then I stomped on Olum Seheri like an ant hill,” I boasted.  “The Alka Alon Council finally helped.  We smashed every fortress and storehouse he had into gravel.  We slaughtered thousands of his troops in a surprise attack.  And we slew another dragon.” 
 
    “Yes, we hear he has but one left, and she is sitting on a clutch of eggs,” he reported.  “That is one reason I have come here: to exchange news.  Korbal is in torpor, it is said.  His Nemovorti war between themselves now, each seeking to establish themselves as his successor.  Some have struck out on their own to build their up their forces.  Others have banded together.  The Enshadowed have split, with those favoring Sheruel and those favoring Korbal choosing sides – though most have aligned with Korbal,” he admitted. 
 
    “So what does this mean for the Gurvani kingdom?” I asked.   
 
    “Ashakarl protects his frontiers in the south and continues to attract gurvani deserters from Korbal’s armies, as well as those abandoned altogether by the Enshadowed.  But now that Sheruel is freed, things have changed.  Before I came here, Ashakarl received an emissary from Sheruel: an urgulnosti priest,” he said bitterly. 
 
    “The skull-faced ones,” I nodded.  “I remember them.” 
 
    “He is reviving their cult.  The emissary came to warn Ashakarl and recruit fanatics to aid the Dead God in his plans.  Under the rule of the Nemovorti, the gurvani were largely expelled from the Black Vale.  There are only thirty or forty thousand of them left in the entire Umbra.” 
 
    “So I don’t have to worry about Sheruel sending any great hordes into my lands any time soon,” I reasoned.   
 
    “Not for a few years,” the gurvan said, sipping his ale.  “Even if he reinstitutes the breeding pits it will be a decade before those cubs are large enough to hold a spear.  The enthusiasm for following Sheruel’s priests has waned greatly amongst the tribes,” he reported.  “They did not like the betrayal of the Enshadowed, nor the arrogance of the Nemovorti.  They have their traditional sacred lands back.  They see that as enough vengeance on the humani.” 
 
    “So this priest found no recruits?” I inquired. 
 
    “A few hundred were willing to go, but no more,” Gurkarl answered.  “Ashakarl did not encourage it, but he did not forbid it, either.  We have a good life in the hills.  Not a prosperous one, perhaps, but a good one.  We’ve learned much from our humani slaves, things that have improved our lives: reading, agriculture, animal husbandry, and the like.  The gurvani farmsteads in the hills resemble your own peasant villages more often than not.  They tend their gardens and fields at night, is the only difference I see.  But it is better than the hard lives they had when they were living in the Mindens.  Better enough that they don’t want to leave their homes to go to war once again.” 
 
    “That is good to know.  I feared a resurgence of fanaticism, once it was learned that Sheruel is free once again.”  I told him the story of Sheruel’s fall from the keep at Darkfaller and the ensuing battle between the Enshadowed and the gurvani for possession of his head.  “Based on that, I was concerned that things would go back to the way they were during the invasion.” 
 
    “We were ignorant, then,” he argued.  “We were illiterate, save for a few shamans, and willing to listen to the voices of the Enshadowed about our great destiny: destroying humanity for all time.  We were driven mad with magic and fanaticism.  We were promised a better world.  What we got was pain, war, struggle and death. My people are brave and resolute, Minalan.  We aren’t stupid.” 
 
    “I’ve never thought you were.  I recall the first gurvani I ever met, wild tribes in the Farisian mountains, and they were quite cordial and extremely intelligent.  They fought with us against the Ilnarthi tribesmen, a band of human savages who contested the mountain passes with them.  Good fellows, as I remember.” 
 
    “Most mountain tribes are mindful of hospitality and custom.  They just want to be left alone.  The problem is not with my people, Minalan, it is with the pressure I fear Sheruel’s priesthood will bring to bear on them.  This first emissary was looking for volunteers.  The next may well bring demands.” 
 
    “I do hope Ashakarl will resist them,” I said, pointedly. 
 
    “He intends to – as long as he is able,” Gurkarl conceded.  “But the possibility exists of another civil war or even a revolution, if he is not careful.  While many of my people have embraced the reforms he’s championed and adopted humani customs, many have rejected them in favor of the old tribal ways.  If he begins receiving significant pressure from Sheruel and the urgulnosti priests, he may find it difficult to resist forever.” 
 
    “Well, he does have a treaty with me,” I pointed out.  “Technically he is my vassal.  If he is under attack, I am oathbound to lend what aid I can.  And that could be considerable.  After years of war, my people are well-armed, well-led, and willing to die rather than be slaves again.  I cannot promise troops, but I can send him advisors, if he needs them.  Warmagi who are used to fighting gurvani.  But only if Ashakarl continues to resist Sheruel.” 
 
    “I think the Nemovorti and Enshadowed are a greater and more immediate danger,” Gurkarl observed.  “Some of them have taken over the more remote outposts in the Penumbra, stretching from the north all the way to the Land of Scars.  Old castles, towers, fortresses and camps have become armed compounds.  The Blood Tower has a new dark lord, as does Mothachel. They conscript whatever gurvani they can as garrisons, and use undead as sentries.  None of them have the strength to challenge Ashakarl as of yet, but we fear it will only be a matter of time.” 
 
    “Then we shall redouble our watch,” I promised.  “I’ll have Mavone see if he can identify which dark lords are where, and share the information with Ashakarl.  They will become a problem for both our realms if they are allowed to persist and grow.” 
 
    “Our thoughts, exactly,” Gurkarl agreed.  “If we can assault them piecemeal, we can keep them from establishing a broader power base.  They are between you in the east, Sheruel in the west, and Ashakarl in the north.  It will be only a matter of time before they begin to plague their neighbors.” 
 
    “When you sink a ship, you expect a few rats to escape,” I observed, philosophically.  “Don’t worry – with all the spare warmagi I have sitting around without a war to fight, I’m sure I can incentivize them into taking on the Nemovorti.  Perhaps there are some enterprising gurvani who would be interested in challenging them as well.” 
 
    Gurkarl pursed his wide lips, his half-lidded eyes looking thoughtful.  “That presents the question, then, as to whom the disputed lands shall belong to after they are conquered.” 
 
    “I propose we take it on a case by case basis,” I suggested.  “I would favor granting them to those who actually hold it, not those who merely remove a threat.  Any idiot can win a fight,” I said, thinking about our illustrious God of War.  “The benefit should go to those who work the lands and hold them.” 
 
    “I favor that plan,” Gurkarl admitted, after a moment’s thought.  “I think it best when military and civil affairs do not overlap.  Traditionally, the tribal chieftain, shaman and the leader of the warrior societies usually made the rules of a tribe.  One of the reforms Ashakarl has instituted includes separating these responsibilities, the way the humani do.  We keep things on parchment, back at the palace.  We have clerks. We even have a library.  My people have prospered, as a result.” 
 
    I chuckled.  “Ashakarl may regret that choice, eventually.  Bureaucracy is efficient, useful, and full of hellish nightmares.  But you need it, if you’re going to have a civilization.” 
 
    “Ah, the art of living in cities!” Gurkarl chortled.  “Real cities, not encampments.  We’ve never done that before – not on our own.  Some of us live in Alka Alon settlements as servants, but this is the first time we’ve had the chance to build something like a city.” 
 
    “That’s rather popular at the moment in the Magelaw,” I nodded.  “Soon there will be kingdoms of Malkas Alon, Tal Alon, and Kilnusk Alon under my sovereignty.  I’m looking forward to how each of them develop, the gurvani most of all.” 
 
    “Yes, what could possibly happen with all of those different cultures and peoples to contend with?  Competing for resources and territory, squabbling over boundaries and borders, rights and privileges . . .” 
 
    “That’s what the law is for, in the Magelaw,” I declared.  “That’s why I had it written the way I did.  It may have to be adapted and changed a bit as circumstances warrant, but if there are disputes they can be made in front of a magistrate using lawbrothers and advocates, not swords and spears.” 
 
    “It will be interesting to watch,” Gurkarl sighed.  “And a pain to administer.  I wish you luck.  You’re going to need it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
    Evacuation 
 
      
 
    One of the greatest accomplishments of the Magocracy was the successful evacuation of Perwyn during the Inundation.  Transferring more than three million people from their rapidly sinking homes to the mainland over a two year period was a titanic effort that strained the government to breaking.  Within twenty years, the government at the “temporary” capital city of Nodara had fallen, and warlords across the Great Valley in Merwyn and beyond sprung up and tried to claim their independence, or made a claim to the throne of the Magocracy.  In many ways it was a disappointing ending to the otherwise magnificent accomplishment of the evacuation.  But simply moving people isn’t the same as getting them settled, a lesson that the last Archmage of the Early Magocracy realized only too late. 
 
      
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The fateful day had finally arrived. 
 
    After a full year of preparation, the refugees from Anghysbel were coming to Vanador through the great portal in the square.  They were departing from the smaller arch that I’d had installed in Tyr Morannan, at the edge of the jevolar’s horizon, and the very first groups had finally arrived from across the northern Alkali Wastes. 
 
    I received notice from no less than Gareth, himself, who was with the vanguard of the group.  He reached me at Spellgarden, mind-to-mind, one evening near midsummer. 
 
    Minalan! he nearly shouted into my head.  We’re here!  At Tyr Morannan!  We’re going to rest for the night, then come through this portal thing at first light.  It can really get us all the way to Vanador? 
 
    It really can, I assured him.  We’ve been using them for months.  There’s one in nearly every capital in the kingdom, now.  And Sevendor, of course.  Once it’s activated, you can step right through.  It’s easier than using the Alka Alon Ways, I promised.  There’s not even any nausea. 
 
    And you came up with this? he asked, doubtfully.   
 
    I winced, despite myself.  If it had been anyone else, I might have been tempted to get angry.  But Gareth was a masterful thaumaturge – he’d figured out how to use the Ways before anyone else.  He had a right to an opinion on something only a handful of people in the world could even understand.   
 
    Why, yes, I answered, dryly.  I’ve had some insights on interdimensional magic and the forces required to make use of it.  I can make irionite, now, too, I added.  And I replicated the snowstone spell. 
 
    That’s what Nattia told me on her last trip, Gareth said, though I could still hear the skepticism in his mental voice.  It sounds as if you have been busy while I’ve been away. 
 
    We’ve all been busy, I assured him.  Darkfaller has been re-taken, and Olum Seheri is reduced.  The Magelaw is at peace for a moment.  It will be a brief moment, I conceded, but you should enjoy it while it lasts. 
 
    I look forward to seeing it all.  Hells, I’m just happy to be able to do magic again, even in this place.  I went a year without it, and it was maddening.  Like not being able to breathe properly for a year.  I’ll be coming through in the morning with the vanguard – mostly Kasari rangers and some Kilnusk warriors and some other folk.  The rest will be following.  You can expect at least a week of new arrivals, he promised.  I organized them into caravans and spaced them out just enough so that they wouldn’t be eating each other’s poisonous dust the entire way.  I’m hoping that we can get them through the wastes without any great mishaps. 
 
    We’ll be ready for you, I promised.  We’ve set up a temporary camp for receiving everyone.  Someplace you’re familiar with: the old refugee camp at Tolindir.  They can sort themselves out there before heading for their ultimate destinations. 
 
    Yes, about that, Gareth began, hesitantly.  We may have to rethink your plans for you.  There have been some . . . changes.  I suppose we can discuss it when I arrive.   
 
    Yes, of course.  Get some rest.  You’re going to be busy, once you get here, I predicted. 
 
    After he ended the connection, I realized just how much I missed Gareth.  It had only been a year, but somehow I felt that things would have gone a little easier if he’d been here.  Fondaras, too – he’d become a stable, reasonable advisor to me in Anghysbel, and I missed his wisdom.   
 
    I spent the rest of the day alerting everyone to the imminent arrival of the refugees and sending Vanador into a tizzy.  I was gratified that the civil administrators of the city, particularly Gareth’s assistant Huran, seemed to be more worried about Gareth’s opinion of their performance than mine.   
 
    Little booths with food and drink and other refreshments were prepared.  An area was set up to wash the toxic dust from everyone, with magi readying a channel where the runoff could be safely diverted into a hoxter pocket.  I informed Lilastien, who assured she would be there with a squadron of medics from Henga to minister to any wounds or injuries in the newcomers, and secured the Temple of Trygg as a temporary clinic.  Huran organized city officials to escort the refugees to their assigned place in the Tolindir camp.  Arborn prepared a troop of Kasari from Lotanz to take charge of the rangers and other tribesmen from the north.  And Pentandra worked to orchestrate some sort of welcoming ceremony for my farthest-flung subjects. 
 
    By midnight, the circular square was cleared of anyone who was not absolutely essential to the effort.  Huran posted guards at the streets, diverting traffic away from the site.  Regular transit through the arch was suspended indefinitely.  The next morning dawned with Vanador in as great a state of preparedness as could be managed.   
 
    Alya and I gathered with my apprentices at the small pavilion Pentandra had erected at the other end of the square from the arch just after dawn.  I spoke with the portal’s attendant for a few moments to coordinate with Landrik, who was running the archway at Tyr Morannan before joining the rest of the nobles and curious onlookers who had gathered around the periphery of the square facing the arch.   
 
    “It should be active any moment,” I assured them, as Laresk handed me a cup of tea.  “And this is just the first of many.  We should have two arrivals a day for the next week or more.” 
 
    “It’s odd to think these people have never experienced magic,” Pentandra mused.  “It’s a wonder that they could do anything up there.” 
 
    “They’re surprisingly resourceful,” Alya replied, as she sipped her own tea.  “Especially the folk of Anferny.  They’re a lot like the Wilderfolk were before the invasion.  We didn’t use much magic, either.  They make up for it with ingenuity and hard work.” 
 
    “Anghysbel has an exotic magic to it all on its own,” Lilastien agreed, as the space between the archway began to shimmer, and the thaumaturgical meniscus began to distort the portal..  “It doesn’t need the arcane.  It’s a pity that they have to leave it, for a time.” 
 
    “Ah!  Here they come!” I called, as the first few Kasari rangers walked through, leading their horses.  “This should be something to see,” I promised them. 
 
    And it was.  After a small squadron of dusty looking Kasari came through, and the crowd began cheering, they quickly made their way to the sides of the square, allowing the next contingent to enter.  It proved to be Gareth, who was driving one of the ancient wheeled vehicles our ancestors had used to explore Callidore when they first arrived, known as a Beast.  Indeed, as the vehicle pulled slowly through the portal we could all see it was towing a second Beast with a large iron chain. 
 
    “Where’s the team?” Laresk asked, confused.  “What’s pulling that wagon?” 
 
    “It pulls itself,” Alya explained with a smile.  “And it’s strong enough to pull its brother behind it.  I guess he didn’t get the second one working.” 
 
    “I’m glad he brought it,” I answered.  “He’s clever.  Those are invaluable tools.” 
 
    Both of the sleek-looking vehicles were caked with the dust of the Alkali Wastes, and the distinctly acrid smell it produced when it began to react to the moist summer air instantly took me back to my own journey through the wastes last year.  It had been a singularly hellish experience for all of us.  If nothing else, the portal had shortened that journey by half.  That was not the only innovation at play in the evacuation, however.  A more startling sight followed the two Beasts as they lumbered to a stop in front of us. 
 
    The portal shimmered and suddenly two strange and unusual contraptions rolled through.  The cheering faltered as everyone stared at the emerging vehicles.   
 
    They each had a great wheel three feet or more in diameter in the front made of wood and iron, with a tread of tough stora hide ringing its perimeter.  There were gears on both sides of the wheel that carried a chain that connected to another gear on the main wooden framework of the vehicle.   
 
    That gear was pedaled by the imposing boots of a Kilnusk Alon warrior.  The rear of the framework was supported by two smaller wheels that held up the bulk of the Kilnusk driver, as well as a great pile of baggage piled behind him.  Each one also carried the great war axe that was signature to the clan in a rest on the side of the bench they sat upon.  A few had removed their leather helms altogether to let their golden hair flow free after days of being covered. 
 
    The Kilnusk riders grinned fiercely beneath their desert goggles as they rode smoothly into the square, another pair appearing through the portal behind them.   
 
    “What in five hells is that?” Pentandra asked, perplexed at the sight.   
 
    “Tricycles!” Lilastien said, bursting out in laughter.  “Minalan, you gave them tricycles!” 
 
    “What’s a tricycle?” Laresk asked, confused. 
 
    “Those things are.  It was the best way to get that many through the desert safely and speedily,” I reasoned.  “Kilnusk don’t cover as much ground as humans do, thanks to their shorter legs.  Especially bearing the burdens they wished to bring with them.  They don’t really use much in the way of draft animals.  It would have taken them a couple of extra days to carry all of their things out by hand, even with wheelbarrows. So I found a way to maximize their strengths with machinery.  An adult Kilnusk can generate tremendous torque with his legs and the right gear ratio.” 
 
    “That’s brilliant!” Lilastien praised, as she watched in delight as the next pair emerged.  These two were towing little two-wheeled carts behind them.  “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “It’s something I thought up right before we left,” I explained.  “We were both a little distracted at the time, if you recall.  And I didn’t know it would work.  But Forseti, Gareth and I worked out a design based on the Kilnusk’s physiology and figured out what proportions would be best for their weight and strength.  Then we refined it into something they could easily build.  You recall that complex chandelier they had in their great banquet hall?  This was far simpler to build than that, once they had the design.  Gareth has been testing them all winter long, but they work.  And the Kilnusk are quite fond of them, it seems,” I pointed out as the trikes began to line up along the southern side of the circle. 
 
    “I wish I had known, just so that I could have played some appropriate music,” Lilastien chortled.  “Your people had several songs that were associated with cycling.” 
 
    “We built those?” Ruderal asked, as Tyndal joined us at the table.   
 
    “Actually, the world we left before we came to Callidore was filled with them,” Alya reported.  “I saw images of them in the Cave of the Ancients.  There were millions of them – but usually the two-wheeled variety.  They’re kind of elegant, and you don’t need to feed them like a horse.”  
 
    Gareth opened the hatch to the leading Beast a moment later, and emerged triumphantly.  Those in the crowd who recognized him began to cheer, his assistant Huran not least of all.  Gareth was dressed in a simple tunic and trousers, carried a leather satchel over his shoulder, and had visibly put on weight since I’d last seen him.  Not from inactivity – the boy actually had something resembling muscles in his arms and chest now.  His face was tan and he needed to find a barber soon.  He was even making a brave attempt at a beard.   
 
    “We’re back!” he called out, beaming, as he ran to embrace Pentandra, and then Alya, and shook my hand vigorously.  “It’s been exhausting, but the caravan is finally on its way!” 
 
    “Congratulations!” I said, slapping him on the back.  “I doubt they could have managed without you.  I—” 
 
    “Enough chatter,” Tyndal interrupted.  “Where is she, Gareth?” he demanded. 
 
    “Who?” he asked, innocently.   
 
    “Tandine!” Tyndal fairly exploded.  “Where is Tandine?  I know she’s with you!  I—” 
 
    “Relax, Haystack, she’s in the second Beast with her father,” Gareth assured his friend, laughing.  “We wanted to bring Lord Kanlan along the easiest way possible.” 
 
    Lilastien frowned.  “Did his condition worsen after I left?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Gareth assured, as Laresk handed him a mug of ale.  “Indeed, he’s proven stronger than we ever expected.  But not quite up to a march of fifty miles or more.  I thought it more humane for him to be carried in the Beast, and Tandine insisted . . .” he explained to thin air.  Tyndal had left without another word, headed for the trailing vehicle and his lady love. 
 
    “I’m certain he just wants to check on Lord Kanlan’s condition and comfort,” I suggested, dryly.  “He likes to look out for the welfare of his vassals.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to meet the girl who finally discovered the key to Tyndal’s heart,” Pentandra nodded, smiling.   
 
    “That key is a sword, and she uses it as well as he does, I’d wager,” Gareth supplied.  “You’ll like Tandine, Pentandra.  She’s plucky.” 
 
    “She’ll have to be more than that to stand Tyndal,” Pentandra assured. 
 
    “Did you have any difficulty persuading everyone to evacuate?” I asked, looking to change the subject.  I didn’t really need to delve into Tyndal’s personal life more than necessary.  We would be here all day. 
 
    “Not since an early eruption killed more than three hundred Tal Alon three months ago.  We had some resistance before that.  Not afterwards.  Superheated poisonous gas has a way of changing your perspective. 
 
    “Now,” he said, clapping his hands, “I have a few gifts for you.  Firstly, to Lilastien,” he said, removing a small box from the satchel he carried.  He opened it and presented it to her.  “A personal medical assistant: a CI 3 Med, ready to be initialized.  It should have everything your medical pad has, as well as a more comprehensive science archive.  The interface is much better, too.  Forseti gave it everything he could think of that could be useful.  It’s got a full power pack and it’s all ready to customize,” he assured her.   
 
    Lilastien looked genuinely impressed, and clapped her hands before accepting it.  “Oh, how useful!” she proclaimed, as she gazed at the little black box.  “I haven’t had one of these in centuries!  Thank you!” she said with a bow. 
 
    “For Countess Alya, a gift of arms from Arms from Anghysbel,” he said, opening a pouch from his satchel.  “We found four more boxes of shells when we were cleaning out the second Beast.  They should fit your sidearm.  Also, Forseti sent back complete instructions for producing more,” he promised. 
 
    “He did?” I asked, surprised.  
 
    “That’s most of what I’ve been doing for the last year,” Gareth informed me.  “When I wasn’t organizing the evacuation, I was holed up in the Cave of the Ancients trying to figure out just what I needed to bring back most from the archives.  I’ve got nine volumes of notes bound up for you, Min, in the Beast.  Everything from alchemical tables to designs for machines that we can use.” 
 
    “What about other installations of the Ancients that might have survived?” Alya asked. 
 
    “That’s Volume Eight,” Gareth explained.  “And it’s a big one.  With the limited satellite connectivity we managed to get, Forseti and I narrowed down the possibilities a bit.  But we found plenty of places where we might find more useful tekka.  Some of them are even reasonable to get to: Merwyn, Alshar, Cormeer, Upper Vore – even Farise.  Others will be harder to visit.  Forseti ranked them according to ease of access and likelihood of survival.  But we have to recover that information,” he said, with utmost gravity.   
 
    “We will work on it,” I promised.  “I look forward to reviewing all of your hard work.” 
 
    “You don’t understand, Min,” Gareth urged in a low voice.  “Forseti found references to certain programs in the archives that are . . . concerning.  Military programs,” he emphasized.  “Things we need to look after.  Some of them are very dangerous, according to what we could find out.  Some of them are unknown, and might be even more dangerous.  Luckily, he also found references to some very early programs that may help us considerably.  But I have an entire book full of treasure maps, in essence, that should direct us to some incredible wonders.” 
 
    “Just how dangerous?” Lilastien asked, frowning, as she hefted her medical bag. 
 
    “That’s best discussed in private,” Gareth assured.  “But dangerous enough so that we need to pursue them as soon as possible.  And as quietly as possible. Our ancestors were quite insane, in some ways.” 
 
    “You have no idea,” Lilastien murmured.  “Let me go examine Lord Kamlan,” she said, uneasily.  “We will, indeed, discuss this in more detail.  In private,” she emphasized. 
 
    “She looked disturbed,” Pentandra murmured to me, as Lilastien headed for the back of the Beast. 
 
    “She has every right to be,” I agreed, quietly.   
 
    My memories of Lieutenant Colonel Andrews had informed me of all the many ways the original Colonists had equipped for their voyage into the unknown.  The New Horizon and its sister ships were prepared for as many eventualities as possible.  That included ample defenses for the ship and its eventual colony.   
 
    Some of those weapons defy imagination.  Lilastien was correct – most of us, even among the informed, had no real idea of the effect of those arms, should they be used.  They were enough to devastate a planet of all life, if they were deployed.  Or defeat hordes of unfriendly natives.  Or ward off all manner of alien threat.  The builders of the New Horizon and the engineers who equipped her had installed everything they could think of to keep the future colony safe.  Both on the ship itself and in the dozen or so orbital defense stations, the colony was armed with everything from simple atomic weapons to heavy energy weapons that could burn an entire continent to ash. 
 
    Thankfully, none of those heavy weapons had been used in the colonization of Callidore.  The Vundel and the Alka Alon had been amenable to the resettlement of Earth’s children, and very little of that weaponry had been activated over the years.  Indeed, Andrews knew it was near treason to even mention the existence of the threat to non-human species.  Colonial doctrine demanded strict secrecy about the capabilities of the strangers from Terra. 
 
    But Lilastien had already spoken to me of some shady organizations whose ideas of “peaceful” settlement were murky and who favored a more aggressive approach with their alien hosts.  Even in the early days of the colony there were fears that the Alka Alon or the Vundel would eventually dominate human society and deprive it of independent agency.  They viewed the weaponry the colony brought with them as the ultimate means to ensure that did not happen. 
 
    Only, at some point, I knew that it had at least been threatened.  That was, presumably, the reason the New Horizon had been moved away from Callidore’s orbit.  If it had been discovered that the ship in the sky represented an axe over the neck of the world, the Vundel and the Alka Alon would have insisted.   
 
    Andrews had not been part of the Colonial Defense Force.  Even though he had been a soldier and a veteran of war, he had joined the Exploration Corps, the division of the colony responsible for surveying and exploring the new world in search of its most ideal spots for a colony.  While he had carried weapons for his personal defense in the uncharted wilds of Callidore, he had not been privy to the details of the arsenal the CDF had been entrusted with.  He just knew that it was big and powerful enough to be a credible threat in the unknown. 
 
    But he could imagine.  And he had, several times, when he’d encountered security matters during the performance of his duties.  Indeed, he recalled a mission early in the post-colonization phase of the colony when his survey team had made their base camp next to an early CDF outpost on another continent entirely.   
 
    The small military unit had been friendly and welcoming, after two months alone in the bush, but the equipment they had concealed under tarpaulins and inside of temporary storage huts had been under armed guard twenty-six hours a day.  None of the officers would even speak to him about what they were guarding, or what kind of facility they were building.  They had been quite clear that nobody in the Exploration Corps had any business knowing that.  It had seemed ludicrously paranoid at the time, that deep in the wilderness – who were they worried about overhearing?   
 
    But in hindsight, it was clear to me that the Terran colony had access to powers that rivaled anything magical on Callidore, in terms of pure destruction.  In their way, they had been as big a threat to the world as the Formless. 
 
    That worried me more than I wanted to admit.  What if finding the New Horizon someday actually led to Callidore’s destruction?  If the weapons on the ship still worked, and could be used, then how long until someone, at some future period in history, decided to use them? 
 
    Tyndal broke me out of my depressing reverie when he appeared before us with his arm wrapped protectively around Lady Tandine, who seemed overwhelmed by the size of Vanador and its unusual hue. 
 
    “I’ve asked Tandine to marry me and she’s said yes!  Her father even gave his blessing!” he announced, beaming with pride.  Tandine looked pleased but uncomfortable.   
 
    “Congratulations!” his friends all called, myself included.  I suppose it was nice to see some hope against the depressing prospect of global annihilation. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There were only around five hundred in the first day’s vanguard, mostly Kasari, Kilnusk, and the advanced party of Anfernites who wished to accompany their lord.  His son Kanset was much further back in the long train of refugees, shepherding the bulk of his people along with two squadrons of knights from Anferny as escort.  The second wave of travelers was three times the size of the vanguard, comprising most of the Kasari encampment, along with the Midmarket folk and a few more Anfernites. 
 
    As they came through they were greeted with cheers, ale and cider, and bread from Sevendor’s great ovens.  They supped, gawked at the pristine white center of the city, and then departed from the square under the supervision of the guides the city provided.  By nightfall they had reached the portion of Tolindir they had been assigned and were able to encamp without further issue.  Within two days they were on their way to their final destination: Callierd.  Lotanz.  The foothills of the Kulines.  The Danz River valley. 
 
    The refugees kept coming in spurts, usually twice a day, not just for the week but for eleven days straight.  Every day in mid-morning and mid-afternoon the portal would depart its regular schedule and open to Tyr Morannan for a half-hour or so.  Each party would contain more than a thousand, and sometimes as many as three thousand, once the Lakeside Tal Alon began to appear in the column.   
 
    But it wasn’t just the weakly marching folk of Anghysbel who came through the portal arch. They brought as many of their livestock as they were able to herd.  Cows, llamas, horses, donkeys, chickens, and some manner of fowl I had never seen before were all pushed through the great arch.  That was in addition to great wains that had been piled with as many of their precious possessions as they could load.   
 
    Despite being saved from a certain doom, I was mindful of the forlorn faces that were revealed as they peeled off their masks.  These people were fleeing their homes.  They were leaving behind their lives, and abandoning the future they had envisioned for themselves and their children.   
 
    It did not matter if the faces were brown and furry or bare and flushed and covered in sweat, the expression of uncertainty and fear and absolute weariness was universal among them.  It was too much to expect gratitude from them; they had left behind the only life they had known and were fearful of what the future might hold.  I had seen that expression on faces from Boval Vale.  From Tudry.  From Farise.  It never changed.  It never improved.  It was echoed in a hundred memories from my ancient past, particularly Tuaa Folauga, who had seen that look on the faces of thousands over his military career.  Prince Maralathus had seen it.  As had Mel Thenreyal.   
 
    My sympathy for those people was limitless, but I had to take their circumstances into account.  They had someplace to go, some people to welcome them, some allies in the world who gave a damn about whether they were alive or dead.  Far too many who bore that expression did so without those assurances.   
 
    Day after day they came, morning and afternoon.  I did my best to be there for each new arrival.  I felt responsible for these people, the same way I felt responsible for the Bovali refugees.  Perhaps it was not my place, but they had escaped calamity at my urging and had placed their trust in me.  I was trying, to the best I could, by them.   
 
    I smiled and waved and nodded and embraced them as they seemed to need, fed them and gave them a drink before directing them to a safe place to stay and rest.  In truth, I felt guilty as I helped them come to the City of Wizards.  It wasn’t my fault, but it was clear that I was, indeed, the face they associated with the massive disruption in their lives. 
 
    Nearly all of the insular refugees from distant Anghysbel had a sense of disorientation as they came through the portal and into the gleaming white city.  The Lakeside Tal had never seen anything like it, and treated it – and even the Tal Alon of Vanador – with great suspicion.  Their little llama cavalry units patrolled nervously as they stared at the multitudes who had come to witness their arrival.  The Lakeside Tal had brought huge herds of their llamas with them, as well as cart after cart filled with beet rum and other supplies, and the sight seemed to enthrall the local Tal Alon.  Getting them moved on to the camp at Tolindir and thence to the Danz River valley settlements proved difficult – especially once they started sharing their beet rum.   
 
    But it was the Kasari refugees that I was most concerned with.  For generations the Kasari had been sending many of their magically Talented folk to Anghysbel to live without the “curse” of rajira affecting their lives.  Over the years they had bred with each other, producing children with strong Talent but no expression of it. 
 
    All of that changed as they straggled through the portal.  Going from the outskirts of the jevolar directly into one of the most magical places in the world was a literal shock to their systems.  Many experienced the on-rush of rajira from the moment they walked the snowstone cobbles of Vanador.  You could usually tell when one of the Kasari was affected by the wave of extreme nausea and occasional vomiting that overtook them within moments of crossing the threshold.   
 
    Lilastien took charge of them at once, evacuating them to the temple to observe them and have them examined by a competent human mage – usually Master Icorad or one of his staff.  The sage old medical mage was fascinated by the process of watching Kasari, some of them late in life, suddenly experience the on-rush of rajira in full measure after living their entire lives without it.  It made Sire Cei’s transformation seem tame in comparison.  Even Nattia’s brother Travid was affected, and he had only been in Anghysbel for eight years.   
 
    Some of the results were dramatic – wild Talents or powerful sports who had no knowledge or training suddenly manifested extreme powers with no real control over them.  There were a few instances when Lilastien frantically called for me or Pentandra to come and intervene when her remedies did not sufficiently reduce the amount of trauma her frightened patients experienced. 
 
    It was nearing the end of the column on the ninth day that I had a startling realization.  It happened that afternoon when a tree stuck its head and branches through the portal. 
 
    I had forgotten about the Leshi.  That is, I had made accommodations for the Anfernites, the Kasari, the Tal Alon and the Kilnusk, but I had not even considered what to do about the tree people who were fleeing the thermoplastic eruption in Anghysbel. 
 
    I was a little ashamed as one tall Lesh after another dipped their heads to push through the portal on that fateful day.  More than three hundred of the most active Leshi had made the trip: tall, strong-limbed males and shorter, bushier females who were still in their active phase.  They came through late in the caravan, and carried or pulled platforms filled with hundreds of saplings behind them.   
 
    I had not arranged anyplace where they could settle.  In fact, I had no idea what kind of land would be best for them.  What kind of soil.  How close to water, how sunny, or any other variable that would determine whether or not it would be a good place for them to settle. 
 
    Thankfully, those last few caravans included some of the people I trusted most to help me make that determination.  Ameras.  Rolof the Obscure.  Fondaras the Wise.  They acted as liaisons to the Leshi, and helped us determine a good, out-of-the-way place for the nonhumans – actually, not animals – to take root, at least temporarily.  But the question of where they would ultimately settle became a serious matter for me in the coming months.  Providing a crust of bread and a cup of ale to a weary traveler was one thing.  Providing a place with good drainage and ample sunlight was quite another.   
 
    But I could not turn them away.  As I greeted old friends and welcomed them to Vanador, I sensed within them the same deep disturbance as was evident on the faces of the humans and Tal Alon and Kilnusk refugees.  The Leshi did not know where they were going or what their future held any more than the more fleshy refugees.  They were just as frightened and concerned about where they might go, what they might do.  They were just a little more stoic, thanks to their longevity, and willing to trust the great and powerful wizard who had promised them a comfortable place in their lands.  
 
    But they were just as terrified as any maiden from Anferny, any beet farmer from Lakeside, or any Kilnusk artisan.  Disaster makes frightened beggars of us all. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Nine
Magic is Only a Tool 
 
      
 
    One clear failing the Magocracy is guilty of is an over-reliance on magic for things that should have been better institutionalized.  As the elite used spells and enchantments to simplify their lives, they did not extend the benefits of the arcane to the masses, who resented the advantages the magelords enjoyed.  In the end, it led to their downfall: magic was a useful tool, but not a tool for every occasion.  When the time came to defend against their barbarian invaders, they relied on spells, not soldiers.  That folly led to their downfall. 
 
    From the Notebooks of Minalan the Spellmonger 
 
      
 
      
 
    Contending with the arrival of the Anghysbel refugees took up much of the remaining weeks of summer, and compounded the disruption Vanador was already experiencing from the snowstone spell.  Some people in town blamed me for both, and not without reason.   
 
    I took the criticism without response, despite what my increasingly vocal inner voices were urging.  Empathy is an essential component of leadership, after all, and just because the memories of people who died thousands of years in the past encouraged me to take a more militant approach I resisted.  I may have been responsible for making the rules that had proven so disruptive to Vanador, but that also meant I got to bear the recriminations from those who felt wronged by them.   
 
    That was difficult to bear, but I forced myself to listen to every complaint and try my best to mitigate the actual problems that arose.  In most of the cases I couldn’t do anything but listen to people complain, say a few sympathetic words, and assure them – without proof – that things would get better in the future.  That worked, most of the time. 
 
    Pentandra was amazing during that tumultuous period.  She and Arborn really came into their own as barons during the evacuation.  Lotanz accepted the Kasari refugees and began the process of reintegrating them into Bransei’s traditional society, though many of the severely Talented tribesmen remained at the Tower there, under the observation of the magi.  For Pentandra’s part she made a point of inviting Anguin and Rardine and their new baby to Vanador for a special court where she introduced Lord Kamlan to his sovereign liege for the first time.   
 
    That visit was doubly important, as it gave Anguin and Rardine a chance to meet all of their newest subjects – including the Leshi. 
 
    We had settled on a small, lightly-forested area to the east of the city as the Leshi’s temporary home.  They established a nursery for their saplings in a patch of rich, loamy soil that apparently had suitable drainage and sunlight, and the walking trees quickly set about planting and seeding the various subspecies they’d brought along to serve them.   
 
    But like the Kasari, the Leshi were experiencing magic for the first time in centuries – millennia.  And it was having a profound effect. 
 
    Prince Maralathus was the memory I had who knew the most about the Met Sakinsa.  There was a grove near his palace his entire life and he had spent considerable time amongst his photosynthesizing friends and truly enjoyed their company.  But the Met Sakinsa he had known were different from the Leshi in one important way: they had access to magic, and their culture was affected accordingly.   
 
    Magic manifests differently for the Met Sakinsa than it does for the Alon or humanity.  The idea of “spells” or other deliberate acts of its application are foreign to the Met Sakinsa.  Instead, magic becomes a communal project, wherein the various sub-species participate in subtle ways toward a goal established by their innate consensus-building gestalt.  It was usually directed by specially adept Father Trees in the center of a grove, but the entire grove participated in supply and directing what we would call arcane power toward a specific end.   
 
    Likewise, when the Leshi felt the first stirrings of magic in their roots after centuries of its absence, the response was manifested communally, not individually.  The effect presented itself with a kind of shaking or trembling, at first, more pronounced in the older Leshi than the saplings who hadn’t reached early maturity yet.   
 
    Part of the problem, as my friend Bomoadua told me the day we toured the nursery, was that this new proto-grove did not have ready access to Father Trees, the spirits who traditionally guided the Leshi.  While they could still be reached through the fungal network that seemed to connect all of the Met Sakinsa, the connection into the Jevolar was tenuous.   
 
    As a result, the Leshi were having some difficulties adapting to the new and strange senses that they were suddenly subject to.  It was, of course, hard for us animals to tell when a plant-based person was having a crisis of identity because of the lack of a distinct face.  But if the trembling progressed to more violent tremors, an individual Lesh was demonstrating the equivalent of mental breakdown.  Those poor individuals were taken to a special pond the Leshi had pressed into service and “cooled down” by others, who crowded around them and emitted a variety of pungent-smelling pheromones and shimmering spores to ease their discomfort. 
 
    “I’ve never met a talking tree before,” Anguin said, shaking his head as we strolled through the newly-planted grove.  “Of all of the wonders you have shown me, Minalan, this was perhaps the strangest.” 
 
    “The Leshi are an interesting people,” I agreed.  “The first thing you have to get used to is actually thinking of them as people.  But they are people with far different needs, wants, and desires than you’re used to.  And with far different values.  Their approach to life is dictated by their long and complex life-cycle.  They only spend a little portion of it able to move around, like these Leshi do,” I said, pointing to a long-limbed male who was carrying a half-dozen gourds containing saplings out to the loamy fields.  “All of these would be considered young adults, by our standards.  It will be interesting to see how they fit in with the rest of the realm.” 
 
    “Just don’t let them get too close to the Wilderlords, then,” he chuckled.  “They might mistake them for lumber and make them into boats.  Nor the Malkas Alon,” he added. 
 
    “It would be a very brief and tragic mistake,” I assured him.  “No matter how sharp the ax, it would only bite once before the Lesh defended itself.  The males regularly fight with monsters five times their size, in Anghysbel.  The Leshi are not to be trifled with.” 
 
    “Rardine is enchanted with them,” he pointed out, as his wife and her new baby spoke with Bomoadua in a nearby meadow.  “I think she wants to bring a few home to Falas or Vorone for her gardens.” 
 
    “I don’t think the Leshi would do well with such captivity,” I advised, diplomatically.  “They are a communal race by nature, much more so than even the Tal Alon.  They require a grove, a complete grove, in order for their life cycle to work.  Occasionally a solitary Lesh will go off on its own for a mission or an errand, but they otherwise stick close to their groves.” 
 
    “Still, it would cement her place in ducal history as a gardener if she managed,” he pointed out.  “Perhaps we can at least convince one to visit.”  Then the young duke sighed and grew more serious.  “It’s her capacity as a gardener in the other sense that really compels me to visit you, though, Minalan.  I know you’ve been busy with all of this, but Rardine has received intelligence that the various factions ruling Farise are trying to consolidate and institutionalize their power.  There have been a string of assassinations and mysterious deaths amongst the council that currently inhabits the Doge’s Palace.” 
 
    “That’s actually fairly typical of Farise,” I pointed out.  “In fact, I would be more surprised if there wasn’t something like that going on.  The Contramara and other resistance groups will be taking their toll as well.” 
 
    “Yes, there’s apparently a lot of that, too,” he agreed.  “But the council they have now is mostly made up of Sea Lords, renegade Alshari naval brigades, slavers, outright pirates, gangsters, Censors and native confederates who want neither the Narasi nor the old magelords to rule.  It’s absolute chaos, and their hold over the city is already suffering.” 
 
    “If this is a broad hint that I should finally do something about Farise, it’s unnecessary,” I smiled.  “Getting the refugees from Anghysbel settled was the last large obstacle to that.  I’ll probably get started on it in a few weeks, after Tyndal and Rondal’s weddings.” 
 
    “The sooner, the better,” Anguin agreed.  “Eventually one of the Farisian factions is going to emerge triumphant, and it will be all the more difficult to conquer them with a strong leader in charge.  But what my wife’s informants are telling her is even more disturbing: Merwyn has managed to send a few emissaries to the renegades.  They whisper that Merwyni sovereignty would be preferable for Farise than to become a colony of Alshar or Castal.” 
 
    “That would give Merwyn a strong base right against our most vulnerable territories,” I said, shaking my head.   
 
    “The Merwyni armada is huge,” Anguin agreed.  “If they had a secure port in the west, they would quickly dominate the same shipping routes the Farisian pirates are raiding now.  My ships couldn’t go anywhere beyond the Great Bay without Andrastal’s leave.” 
 
    “It will not come to that,” I promised.  “As you well know, Farise is notoriously difficult to take by sea.” 
 
    “Not if the city is a willing participant in its own invasion,” he suggested.  “That’s what I’m afraid of.  If Merwyn is seeding the place with its agents, how long do you think it will be before their gold buys enough of the renegade council to invite the Merwyni in?” 
 
    The duke had a point; gangsters, slavers and pirates were inherently corrupt, due to their professions.  That did not make them untrustworthy, necessarily – they were still businessmen, and you need trust in any business relationship even if it is secured at the point of a sword.  But a strong offer and a bag of gold from Merwyn might well purchase enough support for Andrastal that Merwyn could take possession of the city and its great port without much fight.   
 
    “You make a compelling argument,” I sighed.   
 
    “You seem reluctant to undertake this assignment, Minalan,” Anguin observed, after studying me for a few moments.  
 
    “For me, it’s not merely an attempt at conquest,” I explained, quietly.  “I spent nearly two years in Farise when I was about your age.  A lot happened there.  I lost friends.  I fell in love for the first time.  I was nearly killed.  It was the first time someone had ever used warmagic to try to kill me.  The first time I faced an undead and faced the brutality of war.  I’ve spent more than a decade trying to forget the place, and now I’m supposed to do what it took the combined might of three duchies to manage.” 
 
    “You don’t think you’ll succeed?” he asked, worriedly.  I knew the lad had a lot riding on my success, of course – not just the wide swath of Gilmora that would become Alshari again, but the merchant craft flying his flag who were being mercilessly preyed upon by the Farisians.  Alshar had continued to move some shipping in convoys, guarded by warships, but that only allowed a tithe of the cargo it usually shipped to move.  It was expensive, too.  I knew Anguin was subsidizing the effort, but the ducal treasury could only endure so much of that. 
 
    “I am worried that I will succeed,” I countered, glumly, “and at what price.  I warned you, Farise is not just another domain, a barony on your frontier to be conquered.  It will take some drastic measures to stop the fleet.  I won’t know for certain until I can infiltrate the place and take a look for myself, but from what I already know about it, this is not going to be easy.  Especially on me.” 
 
    “But you can use magic,” he reasoned.  “You’re the most powerful wizard in the world.” 
 
    “Magic is only a tool, Anguin,” I counseled.  “Remember that.  The Magocracy made the mistake of thinking it was the answer to every problem.  As the last bastion of the Magocracy, Farisian dependence on its warmagi for its defense was one of the reasons we were able to topple the Doge in the first place.  Thinking that it will be the answer to this problem will get us in trouble.  No, this is a political issue, not a purely magical one.  It will take guile, cunning, and wisdom to take Farise, not armies or navies or warmagi. 
 
    “Lucky for you,” I continued, a little more optimistically, “I now have several other compelling reasons to go there despite my better judgement.  So this autumn I will be making my first journey there – one of my associates has a contact in Farise he’s promised to introduce me to.  I’ll start there.” 
 
    “Ah.  Magelord Planus of Remere, I assume,” he said, matter-of-factly, “one of the secret heads of the Wizard’s Mercantile.  Which is responsible for a great deal of smuggling by hoxter pocket across the kingdom.” 
 
    I looked at him, startled.  The look on his face was so assured that I could not properly deny it – so I didn’t. 
 
    “How long have you known about the Wizard’s Mercantile?  The smuggling part,” I amended, as the public face of the organization was well-known in Vanador. 
 
    Anguin shrugged.  “A few years.  I suspected even before I was restored to Falas, but then Rardine researched the matter more thoroughly and came up with names and positions and such.  We don’t know the full extent of the network, but we know it’s active across the kingdom and beyond.  You, Banamor, Planus, even Pentandra are leaders, though Planus seems to be in charge of your main operations.  The clandestine ones, at least.  Banamor and Rael seem to run the legitimate operations.”  There was an emphasis on the word ‘legitimate’ that was concerning. 
 
    “You seem quite well-informed,” I observed. 
 
    “When your wife is also your spymaster, you get informed of an awful lot of unlikely things,” he admitted.  “Don’t worry, I don’t think Mother has quite caught on yet.  You’ve kept a low profile and stayed out of her way.  But I’m sure she suspects something of the sort.  And as far as Clofalin of Remere goes, he knows because I think Planus is quietly supplying him with delicacies he covets from distant lands.  But I am sure that his spymaster is at least aware of the organization.” 
 
    “You object to the Wizard’s Mercantile?” I asked, trying to keep my voice neutral. 
 
    “Not as such,” he sighed.  “I know that it has served the duchy more than it has damaged it through skirting tolls and tariffs.  Alshar has always contended with a certain amount of smuggling, everything from lemons to wine to people.  As long as it doesn’t get out of hand or too blatant or become objectionable to ducal sensitivities, it is usually ignored.  And bribes and favors are usually involved,” he added.   
 
    “So are you soliciting a bribe from me to protect the Wizard’s Mercantile?” I asked, pointedly. He took several moments in thought before he gave an answer. 
 
    “Bribe is the wrong term,” he finally decided.  “I am using what leverage I have over you in order to compel you to action.  And it's not terribly good leverage,” he admitted, candidly.  “But while you have been tutoring me and my cousins on the lessons of statecraft and wizardly wisdom, we’ve had occasion to discuss among ourselves what we could do to rein in the magi, if they ever became a problem.” 
 
    “Your cousin Tavard already thinks we’re a problem,” I pointed out.  
 
    “He’s become more open-minded since he lost Darkfaller,” Anguin reported.  “Oh, he still mistrusts you as a class, and he still has strong feelings for you, personally, no matter how he acts.  But you have proven to him that there are dangers in the world that can only be overcome with magic.  So you are a problem, but you are a useful problem, at the moment.” 
 
    “And am I a useful problem for you as well, Anguin?” I asked. 
 
    “Frankly, yes, Minalan,” Anguin said directly.  “Terribly useful.  And therein lies the problem.  Because the more useful you and your colleagues are to duchy and kingdom, the more reliant on you we become – like the Doge of Farise you mentioned.  Take the portals,” he explained.  “Who could have imagined that they would become so incredibly useful?” 
 
    “I did,” I muttered. 
 
    “Of course you did – and now we can move troops from one end of the kingdom to the other faster than they could march twenty miles.  We can speed messages through them.  We can trade through them – I had a Remeran blood orange at breakfast this morning, absolutely delicious.  Every new one you add opens up entirely new possibilities.  Terribly useful things, those portals.  And you absolutely control every one of them,” he concluded. 
 
    “And not just the portals – the agricultural and construction wands, the phytospheres, the magelights, and a thousand other things that magic has wrought.  I’d fight to the death over my magical chamberpot,” he assured me.  “You control it all, one way or another.  And my cousins and I recognize that.   
 
    “And we also recognize the great danger it presents.  Not just to our dynasties, but to our entire society.  It is said you are mad, and you’ve said it yourself.  What if you were angry enough to deny access to the portals, or the Mirrors, or suddenly the agricultural wands didn’t work, or any number of things you could do to exert power on the kingdom?” 
 
    “I think I’ve been rather cordial in my approach,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Indeed.  To me especially.  In fact, if it wasn’t for you, Minalan, I wouldn’t have my realm, nor my wife, nor my child.  I owe you more than I can ever repay.  But . . . is it wise for a monarch to have someone enjoy that kind of leverage over them?” 
 
    “No, it is not,” I agreed.  “You are wise to recognize that.” 
 
    “All of my cousins are aware of that danger.  The only proper answer to that question is to have leverage in return,” he reasoned.  “Tavard tried to do that, when he put you under house arrest, and that failed.  He tried to exile you, and that failed.  We can only imagine what the consequences would be if we threatened your family.” 
 
    “No, you really cannot,” I assured him. 
 
    “Exactly,” Anguin nodded, gravely.  “Practically speaking, Minalan, you are a very frightening threat to our rule and our realms.  In desperate times, we would be hard pressed to rein you in.  Armies would not intimidate you.  Assassins would just piss you off,” he predicted.  “So how can the sovereign rulers of Castalshar ensure that the Mad Mage of Sevendor isn’t going to have a fit and try to take power?  Or any of his stalwart colleagues?” 
 
    “And you decided coercion over taxes was your best approach?” I asked, skeptically. 
 
    Anguin shrugged.  “It is what we are left with.  Oh, it’s not a serious threat – if you and your gang wanted to evade our efforts, I’m certain you would find some way to do so.  But we could harass you enough to make the effort less worthwhile, if we needed to.  It would spoil our normally good relations, but short of all-out war between us, it’s about as far as we could go.  That’s a war we’re unlikely to win.  You’ve accumulated more power in a shorter period of time than any man in history since King Kamaklavan.  And we know you’re holding back your ambitions out of a sense of decency.  We’re terrified of you, Minalan.” 
 
    I was at a loss.  Anguin was a friend, a pupil, a liege, and one of my strongest allies – and even he was thinking about ways to go to war with me.  I did what any good wizard does when he can’t find the words he needs.  I got out my pipe and packed it.  Pipes are useful things for sticking in your mouth when you probably shouldn’t open it prematurely. 
 
     “Terrified,” I said, when I finally lit the pipe and exhaled a large cloud of smoke. 
 
    “Even more so, since I became a father,” Anguin admitted with a hint of guilt in his voice.  “We know you think you’re trying to save the world, and we support you in that.  But I’m responsible for this part of the world – for Alshar.  For its peace and stability, its prosperity and its people.  You helped teach me that,” he emphasized.  “And I confess I may have forgotten that when your assistance was of benefit to me and my cause.   
 
    “But now I have a wife and a child – an heir who will inherit this responsibility, if the gods so will it.  I would be worthy of the title of duke or of father if I did not question the wisdom of allowing the magi – and you, yourself, Count Minalan – to wield a dangerous power unchallenged.  And I have very little means to do that.  I might wear a coronet and command armies and warships, but I cannot protect my family and my legacy from you.” 
 
    “Have I ever given you cause for fear, Anguin?” I asked, reasonably enough. 
 
    “There have been moments,” Anguin agreed, with a reluctant sigh.  “I need not list them for you.  No doubt Farise conjures some similar feelings in you, as you have said.  The fact that you have been a stalwart friend, a wise counselor, and tremendous ally to my realm does not diminish those feelings.  Indeed, as I get older and presumably wiser, I find myself more and more terrified of you.” 
 
    “Yet I’ve never betrayed you or your interests,” I pointed out.  “Not once.  I’ve taken risks for you, I’ve supported you when no one else has, and I’ve gone to war on your behalf.” 
 
    “I said I was terrified, not ungrateful,” he replied.  “Nor do I wish to put our friendship in jeopardy.  Indeed, it is on account of my trust in you that I came to you so candidly.  I need you to know we are terrified, Minalan.  Of dragons, of undead, of giant spiders, and bloodthirsty goblins.  But also of you and your magi.  Not just the warmagi, either,” he said, looking around the meadow, where a number of Green Magi and Field Wizards were assisting the Leshi in their settlement.  “Vanador is a splendid place, full of marvels.  Six or seven races and dozens of cultures make their homes here, at the edge of the Wilderlands.  And the wizards rule the city. 
 
    “All of that was pleasantly exotic, when it was several days’ travel from Vorone.  Vanador’s remote nature allowed it to thrive at a safe distance from the rest of the duchy.  But now with these portals Vanador is right next to Vorone.  And Falas.  And Castabriel.  You have let them be used by anybody.  How soon before a walking tree strolls down the streets of Falas?  When will your tricycle-riding dwarves decide to go drinking in Remeralon?  It’s not merely war and destruction that frighten us, Minalan.  Even in peace, you have wrought problems we could never imagine.” 
 
    I smoked a moment in peace, choosing my next words carefully. 
 
    “You have every right to be frightened of me,” I agreed, quietly.  “If anything, you are understating the extent of the problem.  This year my closest comrades and dearest friends conspired to slay me, if they could, in the midst of my madness.  They were right for doing so.  At my worst, I am a most dangerous wizard. 
 
    “But you are wise to recognize it, and courageous for addressing it with me so directly.  For you are correct: I will cause more problems,” I announced.  “Not out of evil intent, or ambition, or even madness, but out of good intention and simple necessity.  I may have won this war, now, but the peace that follows will be tumultuous.” 
 
    “Magic has always been fraught with the dangers of political power,” Anguin reflected.  “The Censorate was able to keep it in line, as brutal as they were.  But that chamberpot is already spilled.” 
 
    “What you don’t realize, Anguin, is that magic is but a part of the threat.  My young friend Gareth has returned from the Cave of the Ancients with volumes of secrets drawn from our ancestors’ great knowledge: machines that can transform our society, make the people wealthy, and ease their burdens.   
 
    “We have lost so much from our past that I mean to restore.  There are secrets I must recover, because if I do not they put our entire world in danger.  And they will cause a great deal of problems if I bring them to light once again.  But world-changing problems are better than world-ending problems, in my estimation, so that is what I must pursue.  And none of that has anything to do with magic.  Once I add magic into the equation, there is no telling how things will evolve.” 
 
    “And now I’m even more terrified.  I understand your position, Minalan,” Anguin said, with sympathy.  “Please understand mine.” 
 
    “Oh, I do, I do,” I assured him.  “In fact, in your place I would be asking the same questions.  And I do appreciate you talking to me about it, man to man, rather than resorting to subterfuge or threats or intimidation.” 
 
    “That was the approach Tavard advocated,” Anguin revealed. 
 
    “So you speak for all of my pupils?  Your noble cousins?” I asked, curiously. 
 
    “I do,” he sighed, looking away.  “We all feel this way to one extent or another.  Our perspectives differ on just why you are a threat, and what manner of threat you might become, but there is consensus among us.  I was chosen to speak to you because it was thought that I was closest to you, and might be best equipped to persuade you.” 
 
    “Persuade me to do what?” I asked, confused. 
 
    “Not do anything . . . frightening,” he said, after a moment’s struggle.  “Not to change our world too far, too fast.  Not to start some rebellion, or decide to make yourself king, or turn all of our estates into swamps, or anything else that might challenge the established order overmuch.  Don’t do anything . . . stupid,” he suggested. 
 
    “What, exactly, would you consider ‘stupid’?” I asked, recalling how the young duke was echoing my father’s advice. 
 
    “That’s the problem, Minalan: we don’t even know what you’re fully capable of, and what we do know you’re capable of is—” 
 
    “Frightening,” I supplied, dryly.  “I understand.  Well, I cannot make that promise.  The nature of my business won’t let me.  However,” I said, before he could object, “I can do what I’ve been doing: making judgements on everything I do and trying to examine them wisely for their consequences.  With the benefit and welfare of all of your realms in mind.  You may not agree with my decisions – that is your sovereign prerogative – but I will give you the opportunity to argue your case before I proceed, if I am able,” I conceded. 
 
    “And if we – if I – told you not to do something, would you listen?” he challenged, his hands on his hips. 
 
    “I would give it a great deal of thought before I did so,” I nodded, my pipe between my teeth.  “But there are also matters that may require me to disobey you.  Or fail to explain to you entirely.” 
 
    “Such as?” Anguin asked, genuinely interested in the response. 
 
    “I am dealing with all manner of strange politics in the world now, issues that go well beyond the safety and prosperity of your vassals, Anguin.  You have seen how I have to tend to the Alka Alon, on both sides of the war,” I offered.  “I have some relations with the Vundel that could easily become fraught with conflict.  And I am, for the moment, the protector and host of these funny tree people,” I pointed out, indicating Bomoadua with my pipestem.  “I have been treating with the ancient past to secure our future.  I have debated with the very gods and been forced to bargain with them.  You are responsible for Alshar, but I am apparently responsible for the entire world.” 
 
    “You are the only one who has placed you in those situations, Minalan,” he reminded me. 
 
    “I am the only one I can trust to find the right solutions,” I countered.  “If you and your cousins despair because you cannot control me, then understand that controlling me would be a burden neither of us would want or prosper from.  It would restrain me from taking risks you would object to when the time is becoming critical.  And it would hamper my purer motivations with resentment over your efforts.  Believe me,” I added, “Pentandra and Terleman and many others are a concerned as you and your cousins.  Should I prove . . . unruly, you can be assured that they will take steps long before you and Tavard and the rest.  Far more effective steps.” 
 
    “But would they win?” he asked.   
 
    It was a simple question, and one that begged a simple answer.  I glanced up at the Magolith, knowing that the Handmaiden was listening to the entire conversation.  My hand went to my belt, where the small, unobtrusive black box that contained Ariel rode on my hip, recording everything that was said in my presence.   
 
    “No,” I murmured.  “No, I don’t think they would.  They might succeed in killing me, but they would not win.  I couldn’t allow it.  It isn’t in my nature.” 
 
    “That’s a noble thing when you’re on our side,” Anguin admitted.  “It is less appealing when you are in opposition.” 
 
    I regarded the young duke for a few moments, puffing on my pipe as I did so.  It occurred to me that when I argued for including him and his other cousins in Tavard’s tutelage, it had been an effort to cheat Tavard of any advantage and sow some discord between the great houses.  It was a tacit threat that I would support a rival, someday, should I decide Tavard was unworthy of the crown that was his legacy.  I had figured that a politically astute player like Grendine would have recognized it as such.  Even Rard could have figured it out. 
 
    Instead, I had unintentionally built consensus between otherwise contentious rivals.  All four of them had begun referring to each other as “cousins” rather than by their rank and title, I’d noticed.  Anguin and Tavard’s rivalry had faded as they had become more familiar with each other on my various tests and quests.  They had each expressed to me privately the value they saw in my lessons, and had assured me that they were learning wisdom from me.  In attempting to teach them statecraft, wisdom, and the proper role of rulership, I had inadvertently solidified my opposition . . . and made them smarter than I had intended. 
 
    I felt foolish, all the more so because Anguin had, of all of them, managed to absorb my lessons the most.  And as quiet and gracious as he was being, he was clearly indicating that I had proven to the four cousins that I was as great a threat to the realm as Sheruel, or Korbal, or the lurking evil in the darkness.   
 
    Perhaps I could have done something different, in retrospect.  Perhaps I should have kept them separate, fed them lies and half-truths and insinuations that would keep their courts in chaos and their reigns in constant doubt.  Perhaps I should have used magic and subtle mis-direction to keep them warring with each other instead of turning their collective attention toward me.  It seemed, in retrospect, that I had done something in my tutoring that was undeniably . . . stupid. 
 
    But one of the hallmarks of a good wizard is to recognize his faults and failings, earnestly examine their causes, and take steps to improve his approach.  Anguin had declared himself – not as an enemy, or even an opponent.  But as a critical observer and someone who was willing, however reluctantly, to take action against me.  A more foolish man wouldn’t have come to that conclusion.  A wiser man would not have alerted me to it.   
 
    As a teacher, I was gratified that my students had learned so much.  As the Spellmonger, I vowed not to make the same mistake in the future. 
 
    “Then let us hope it never comes to that,” I suggested, mildly.  “Shall we rescue Rardine from the baby for a few moments?  He is a handsome boy.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Chapter Forty 
 
    An Unexpected Return 
 
      
 
    There was a rare but impressively violent midsummer storm erupting over Spellgarden one night that was pounding the earth with sheets of rain. Big, robust, angry drops of water pummeled the lands around my country castle like a relentless volley of arrows.  Such storms aren’t unusual, particularly in later summer, but this seemed somehow more ferocious and foreboding than a simple summer shower.  Lighting streaked across the darkly clouded sky and thunder shook the foundations of Spellgarden, causing the paraclete that inhabited the castle to stir. 
 
    It woke me up just enough to realize that there was someone trying to reach me, mind-to-mind. 
 
    Usually, if you are fully asleep, people cannot wake you up with a mind-to-mind communication.  The connection requires both parties to be conscious.  But an ill-timed peal of thunder woke me just enough for me to realize that someone was trying to contact me insistently in the middle of the night, in the middle of a storm.  No one I knew would do that lightly, my sleepy brain reasoned. 
 
    Yes?  What is it? I said, blurrily, as I conceded to the connection. 
 
    Count Minalan, it’s Kedaran of Greenflower, the unfamiliar mental voice announced.  I need you to come to Castle Salaisus right away. 
 
    What?  What’s wrong? my hazy mind asked.  Alya was snoring loudly next to me – not a pretty, girlish little buzz, but a full roar worthy of a lumberjack or a dragon.  I did not want to wake her.  The baby would do that in a few hours, I knew. 
 
    You need to come here now, Kedaran insisted.  There is something here you need to see.  I don’t want to speak of it, mind-to-mind. 
 
    What, you think someone might be listening in? I mocked.  It’s the middle of the night just about everywhere.   
 
    The dead never sleep, he intoned, cryptically.  Come through my Waystone.  I’ll be waiting.  Then he terminated the connection in an effort to be rude or dramatic.  Either way, I was annoyed. 
 
    But I could not ignore it.  Of all of my retainers, Kedaran the Necromancer was one I paid attention to.  As the Order’s Steward of Greenflower, the barony that Dunselen had grown out of his ancestral lands and later lost along with the Battle of Greenflower, Kedaran had charge of one of the most controversial and problematic locations in the kingdom.  Dunselen and Isily had caused a catastrophic rift in the fabric of the Magosphere at Castle Salaisus when they had tried to unsuccessfully replicate the snowstone spell.   
 
    Now the place was infested with the substance known as Bluestone, which enjoyed an existence simultaneously in our plane and that of the Otherworld.  It was, more than even Darkfaller, a place where the dead could intrude on the sphere of the living.  It was limited in scope by the boundaries of the Bluestone spell, but within those bounds the effects could be . . . dramatic. 
 
    I had placed Kedaran in power there because he was the mage I knew who was most knowledgeable about necromancy.  He studied the subject of death magic the way Pentandra did sex magic.  Nor was he prone to unnecessary drama.  If he said I needed to get to Castle Salaisus to see something, I could count on it being something worth seeing. 
 
    I stirred and rose, pulling on the same clothes I had thrown off before I had gone to bed.  It was the middle of the night.  I didn’t need to impress anyone.  I was quiet enough to keep from waking Alya.  I count that as a point toward me being the most powerful wizard in the world. 
 
    I didn’t reserve the same care with my apprentice, Laresk.  He was sleeping in one of the two little alcoves just outside of my bedchamber.  The other one contained a sleeping Tryggite nun who was on call to assist Alya should the baby awaken in the middle of the night. 
 
    “What?  What is it?” Laresk asked, blearily, as he stared blankly into my eyes.   
 
    “I’ve been called away,” I informed him, quietly, so I wouldn’t wake the nun.  “I need you to inform Alya when she awakens, and then run over to Pentandra and tell her I received a summons from Castle Salaisus.  I will brief her in the morning.” 
 
    “Can’t . . . can’t Ruderal do it?” he complained.  It was akin to a whine. 
 
    I stiffened.  “Ruderal is not the apprentice on duty,” I reminded him. 
 
    “But Pentandra’s apprentice actually likes him,” he grumbled.  “She’ll be happy to see him.  Me? She’ll just be irritated with me.  He should do it,” he declared. 
 
    I paused for a moment, and the lad nearly closed his eyes again. 
 
    “I am not in the habit of repeating my instructions, young man,” I said, patiently.  “I will extend you some leeway because of the lateness of the hour.  But I expect my instructions to be carried out without question,” I demanded.  
 
    “I know, I know,” the boy said, annoyed.  “I’ll do it.  Or I’ll convince Rudy to do it.  He likes going over to that dusty old hole in the ground.” 
 
    “I will expect it to be done by the time I return,” I warned him, suppressing a more powerful response.  “And I may have more instructions by then.  You should rouse yourself.” 
 
    “Master!” he whined.  “Uncle Min!  It’s the middle of the night!” 
 
    “A wizard’s life is rarely convenient,” I informed him.  “It’s best you learn that now.  I’ll be off.  Pray attend to your errands.” 
 
    I stopped by my workshop to get a little of this and that, some items I had prepared against undead and other exotic enemies, before I finally opened the Alka Alon Ways and went through to Castle Salaisus.   
 
    I emerged from the Ways into the gloomy Great Hall, lit by a solitary magelight Kedaran had cast.  The place looked almost deserted; there were few signs that it was being used for anything other than storage. I could feel the effects of the bluestone almost at once.  I suppressed a shudder at the sight of the decrepit place.  I associated it with a lot of suffering in my life, and my bitterness was difficult to suppress.    
 
    “Thank you for coming so quickly, Count Minalan,” Kedaran said, as I emerged.  He wore a threadbare robe of black, along with several amulets and necklaces, his bald head bearing a simple black cap.  He carried his silver-headed baculus in one hand.  “I would not have called for you at this hour if I didn’t think it important.” 
 
    “What is the problem?” I asked, as he began leading me to a small door in one of the aisles of the hall. 
 
    “My men were patrolling the northern frontier yesterday when they stumbled across a body in the woods,” he said, as he led me down a narrow flight of stairs.  “At first I didn’t think much of it – this is a popular place to come to die.  People commit suicide on our frontiers all the time.” 
 
    “A product of the bluestone?” I asked, morbidly curious.   
 
    “Mayhap.  Or just grief or severe melancholia or shame,” Kedaran explained over his shoulder.  When you can meet your dead relatives or lovers somewhere, it’s bound to stir up powerful emotions.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should question some of them about their motivations,” I suggested. 
 
    “An intriguing idea,” he agreed, as we came to the arched cellar under the Great Hall.  It was filled with cast-off junk and old crates and barrels.  You could barely see the hint of blue on the walls, the dust was so thick.  I don’t think it had been cleaned since Dunselen moved in.  “I think I will.  But this one wasn’t a suicide, from what my men could tell.  Nor a murder – no sign of struggle, or blood, or anything like that.”  He led me down an aisle between the cluttered stacks and to a small alcove that had been fitted with iron bars.  There was a bench inside, upon which had been laid a body.  It was curled up and covered with a dark cloak. 
 
    “So, natural causes?” I asked, as I peered through the gloom at the corpse. 
 
    “Undetermined,” Kedaran answered.  “But she was clearly not breathing.  And her skin was marked.  They got closer to examine her when she woke up.” 
 
    “Undead?” I asked, my fingers finding one of the enchantments I’d brought – an egg filled with a fine white powder that Pentandra said would incapacitate any undead it touched.  “A Nemovort?  Or a draugen, perhaps?” 
 
    “No glowing eyes.  Not red or yellow anyways,” he said, as he banged his baculus against the bars.  “Awake!” he commanded the corpse.  “Wake up!  He’s here!” he announced, loudly. 
 
    The animated corpse unfurled itself from the bench  When she turned to face the bars, my own heart nearly stopped.  The whites of her eyes were blue. 
 
    It was Isily. 
 
    I had a moment of visceral fear and revulsion at the unexpected sight.  She was as bald as Kedaran, her skin glowing with a bluish pallor.  Tiny tattoos covered her face and hands, sigils of enchantments designed to preserve her dead flesh and slow its decomposition.  But it was Isily’s face. 
 
    “Mycin Amana,” I finally said, when I managed to speak.  “I was told that you had perished at Darkfaller and were in Korbal’s custody, now.” 
 
    “She is,” the woman agreed.  “But when she left my body, I took the opportunity to win it back.  It’s me, Minalan.  Isily.” 
 
    I nearly staggered.  There was no trace of the strange burr in her voice that the Nemovorti usually had.  There was no preternatural glow in her eyes.  This was no Nemovort.  Undead, yes.  But not filled with Korbal’s necromantic power.   
 
    “Isily?” I whispered, my mind spinning.   
 
    “Yes, Minalan.  It’s me,” she repeated.  “If you have doubts, the first time we met was in Duchess Grendine’s flower garden.  The yellow roses were blooming.  You changed their color with magic to amuse us.” 
 
    “How can this be?” I asked.  Normally when you animate a human corpse there is almost no trace of intellect left.  The central nervous system responds to commands, but is not intact enough to engage actual thought.  At least, that was the theory.  In truth we know very little about necromancy.  It’s not an easy subject to study without making your neighbors nervous, and there are few who are intrigued enough about the morbid field of study to make the effort.  Kedaran was one of the few. 
 
    “It could be the nature of the necromantic fields of Darkfaller,” Kedaran suggested.  “I’ve made several trips there to examine the nature of the arcane accident.  In some ways it’s more profound than what happened here.  If whatever force that killed the Nemovort in this body was powerful enough, the field may have preserved it just long enough for a transfer of consciousness from the Otherworld,” he theorized.  “She’s essentially haunting her own body.” 
 
    I didn’t even look at Kedaran.  I wasn’t looking for a thaumaturgic theory.  I was wondering why the fates wanted to punish me so harshly.  This was a personal, not professional matter. 
 
    “I waited for the exact right moment,” Isily confirmed.  “As soon as I could push through, I did.  I woke up in total control of it,” she said, spreading her arms to indicate her body.  “It’s in worse shape than I left it, but it’s better than being noncorporeal.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked, shaking my head in wonder and horror. 
 
    “It’s probably due to the bluestone effect,” Kedaran blathered.  “Her bones were transformed by it – I’ve been examining Dunselen’s skeleton,” he added, with morbid pride.  “It was remarkably altered.  Hers is too.  It probably made her an ideal host.” 
 
    “No, why would you come back?” I demanded of Isily. 
 
    “I have unfinished business, Minalan,” she said, cocking her head.  “Our children.  My lands.  My life,” she emphasized. 
 
    “Your life is over, Isily!” I said in a harsh whisper.   
 
    “Not yet, it isn’t,” she insisted.  “The gods saw fit to ensure I was in the right place at the right time to return.” 
 
    “The gods are mad, then,” I observed, shaking my head.   
 
    “We are all mad,” she countered.  “And nothing drives you mad like death.  Whatever remnant of my memory that lingered in the Otherworld compelled me to take this opportunity.” 
 
    “You were always very determined,” I noted, weakly. 
 
    “That hasn’t changed.  Unlike my hair,” she said, touching her bare scalp.  “How are the children?” she asked, suddenly. 
 
    “They’re fine.  Healthy.  And welcoming their new baby brother,” I added, just to be a bit spiteful.  I expected her to recoil at the news. 
 
    Instead, Isily’s dead lips smiled, revealing her blue teeth.  “That’s lovely!  Congratulations to you and Alya.  Sweet girl,” she added.  “Not bright, but very sweet.  A good foster mother for my children.” 
 
    “Don’t say her name,” I commanded her, angrily.  “You nearly killed her!” 
 
    “And she nearly killed me,” Isily responded, and came closer to the bars.  “She did kill poor Dunselen.  I think we are even.  It wasn’t personal, Minalan.  I never disliked Alya, she was just in my way.” 
 
    “Why shouldn’t I kill you this very instant?” I asked, my fists clenching in rage.   
 
    “Because I can be of use to you,” Isily said, instantly.  “Of course I knew the moment you saw me you might kill me.  I credit you for having some restraint and letting me speak.  I knew I had to have something to bargain for my life with, and I do.” 
 
    “What use could you possibly be to me?” I asked, contemptuously. 
 
    “When Mycin Amana fled this vessel, she left her memories behind,” Isily answered.  “All of them.  She’s a fascinating person, actually.  Obsessed and insane, but fascinating.” 
 
    “I hope you appreciate the irony in you saying that,” I said, trying to calm myself.  “If Mycin Amana managed to crawl out of whatever apparatus Korbal uses and into the decrepit body of an elderly hedgewitch, she’s still buried under a ruined city with no army, no resources, and is probably fighting against her fellow wraiths for position and power.  She no longer matters,” I said, flatly. 
 
    “Ah, but she does!” Isily insisted.  “Or at least her memory does.  She was Korbal’s consort for centuries, recall.  She was with him during his height, and bore witness to a thousand sorcerous secrets over the years.  Some which have a great impact on this world,” she promised.  “Secrets you should know, Minalan.  And the only way you get to know them is if I tell them to you.” 
 
    “How do I know you’re telling the truth?” I challenged. 
 
    She replied in Alka Alon.  “Because I didn’t know the language of the Fair Folk before,” she answered.  “That’s something Mycin Amana’s memory taught me.  Along with a great deal of magic.” 
 
    “All the better reason to execute you,” I pointed out.   
 
    “Execute me?  I am on your side, Minalan!” she insisted.  “I’ve always tried to help you!” 
 
    “Your efforts have not been appreciated,” I said through gritted teeth.  “Nor have they helped.” 
 
    She looked up at the Magolith floating over my shoulder.  “Are you certain about that?” she challenged.  “Would you have that amazing device if I hadn’t done . . . what I did?” she asked, innocently. 
 
    “You nearly brought my life to ruin,” I seethed.  “You . . .” 
 
    “I have done everything I have out of my love for you,” she asserted.  “Even knowing that my love would never be returned.  I bore your children.  I killed for you.  I married Dunselen for you,” she added, ruefully.  “Even in death I did everything in my power to aid and assist you.” 
 
    “You raped me.  That’s not love, that’s obsession,” I said, darkly.   
 
    “A moment of passion,” she shrugged.  “And we have a fine son because of it.” 
 
    “You are not making the case for me sparing your life you think you are,” I countered.  My feelings were making the Magolith nervous, I could see.  It bobbed nearer my head, as if it was ready to spring between the two of us.  Isily’s dead, blue eyes flicked to it.  I think she appreciated the danger she was in.  Her dead tongue licked her blue lips.   
 
    “Listen to me, Minalan,” she said, calmly, “I know you hate me.  I know you loathe me.  But I do love you, so accept this for what it is: a chance to learn things you want to know – need to know – from one of your worst enemies.  Not me,” she emphasized.  “But someone who legitimately wants you dead.  Mycin Amana hates you.  She hates you so much that as soon as things stabilize in Korbal’s court she has sworn that she will avenge herself on you for the humiliation and loss that you’ve inflicted on her.  Without me, you will not be able to anticipate the ways she will seek to strike you.” 
 
    “I’ve had evil dark lords mad at me for years,” I dismissed.  “I’ve managed to survive.  You caused me more pain than any of them.” 
 
    That made Isily wince.  “Mayhap,” she sighed.  “And for that I am truly sorry.  But to help repay you for some of that pain, I am volunteering to help.  Merely for the price of not slaying me.” 
 
    “Perhaps I should leave you two alone,” Kedaran said, uncomfortably. 
 
    “We’re done speaking,” I informed him.  “Keep her here.  In this dungeon.  Give her whatever she needs to survive, but keep her here and tell no one,” I ordered. 
 
    “As you wish, Sire,” Kedaran said with a bow.  “This should be a fascinating opportunity for further study.” 
 
    “And tell no one – not here, not in Sevendor, no one,” I insisted.  “Consider this a state secret.  If she does prove useful, I do not need my foes knowing that I have her . . . guidance,” I said, shooting her the most baleful glare I could. 
 
    “What do you plan on doing with me, Minalan?” she asked, suddenly concerned.  I suppose it was a good baleful glare. 
 
    “I haven’t decided yet,” I admitted.  “I need to think on it.  You are a complication that I simply do not need right now, Isily.  In every possible way.” 
 
    “Think carefully, Minalan,” she encouraged, as I turned to leave.  “I can be a boon to your plans!” 
 
    I left without another word to either of them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I returned to Spellgarden immediately and debated going to sleep.  It was still the depths of night, but dawn was only a few hours away.  I considered writing in my journal, or trying to contact Pentandra, or just getting as blind drunk as possible until the sun came up and offered me some hope. 
 
    Isily.  I could not believe that Isily was still alive.  Sort of.  And I could not believe I did not kill her the moment I saw her.  I was still confused about that.  I suppose my hesitation came down to the lives of the children we had together.  I didn’t think I could stand someday telling Istman and Ismina that I had killed their mother.   
 
    But then again, maybe I could. 
 
    It tore at me as I mounted the stairs and caused my ancient memories to swirl as other incidences of betrayal and despair from other lives washed over me.  That was a tempestuous feeling: the combined anguish of nine other lives in sympathy with my own.  I don’t recommend the experience. 
 
    I was trying to decide if I should go back to my bedchamber or go up to my workshop when I saw a magelight burning in the little library alcove on the second floor.  Pentandra was there, drinking a glass of wine and playing herself in chess.  She looked up as I approached. 
 
    “I was wondering when you might return,” she said in a soft voice.  “Laresk said you were called away to Greenflower.  I’m assuming this is in regard to Isily.” 
 
    I looked at her, stunned.  “How did you know?  Did Kedaran call you?” 
 
    She shook her head.  “Just an astute guess.  Her body was never recovered, and that’s the one thing that I knew would compel you to get out of bed and go to that horrid place.  So, how is she?” 
 
    “Dead,” I answered.  “And not in a good, permanent way.  She’s haunting her own body, essentially, and she made her way back to Castle Salaisus.  I’m having Kedaran imprison her.  No one else knows.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” she agreed.  “I wouldn’t tell anyone about that.  A quick game?” she asked.  “I don’t think you’re going to want to go back to sleep any time soon.” 
 
    “It was awful, Pen,” I admitted, as I sat down while she reset the board.  “She’s dead, but she acts just like she did when she was alive.  Obsessed, opportunistic, fanatical, in her way.  She scares me.” 
 
    “She scared you,” she corrected, as she made the first move.  When we play, Penny always makes the first move.  I don’t know how we ever decided on that, it was just the way we played the game.  An unwritten, unofficial precept of our play.  “I wish you had killed her.” 
 
    “I’m starting to wish that, too,” I agreed, making my own move.  “But she says she has all of Mycin Amana’s memories.  That she knows things we don’t yet know about Korbal and his plans.” 
 
    “She could be lying to you,” Penny proposed. 
 
    “Not unless she’s been studying the Alka Alon language in the afterlife,” I pointed out.  “I believe her.  She might be lying, but I believe her.” 
 
    “Then it was prudent of you not to kill her . . . yet,” she agreed.  “But I can only imagine what you must be feeling, right now,” she said, sympathetically. 
 
    I heaved a great sigh.  “I don’t even rightly know what I’m feeling at the moment,” I admitted, as I moved a pawn.  “I just know I don’t want to contend with Isily right now.  Or any of this.  Even Anguin is concerned with me now.” 
 
    Pentandra shrugged.  “He’s been pleased with his lessons, actually.  But yes, he is worried about how powerful you’ve become.  And how he nor anyone else could stop you if you decided to be an ass about it.” 
 
    “Let’s hope I don’t,” I suggested.  “In fact, now that the Anghysbel refugees are back, and the baby has been born, and the war is mostly over, I’m thinking I need to get out of town for a while.  Especially with Isily around.” 
 
    “Another expedition?” she asked.  “Perhaps to finally meet the Valley People?” 
 
    “No, that will have to wait for another time.  I think I’m going to Farise.  I need to – I’ve needed to for some time now.  I’ve been putting it off but I don’t think I can do that anymore.” 
 
    “That will please Anguin,” she nodded.  “And make Alya mopey.” 
 
    “I’ll see if I can’t take her for a few days,” I proposed.  “Farise is beautiful.  And hot.  And dangerous.  But the food is wonderful, the spices are exotic, and the girls swim naked.  We might be able to sneak in a few days of holiday while I’m infiltrating it.” 
 
    “You’re going alone?” she asked, surprised. 
 
    “Well, Planus will introduce me and help me get set up,” I decided.  “After that I’ll probably just take Ruderal.  He’ll be very useful in that situation.  But I need to see what I’m walking into before I start bringing in the troops.” 
 
    “Not Laresk?” she asked. 
 
    “No.  He’s not seasoned enough yet to handle that sort of assignment.  Besides, he and Ruderal are not getting along well.” 
 
    Pentandra frowned.  “Actually, I did want to speak to you about your new apprentice.  Because mine doesn’t have a very high opinion of him.  I had her talk to him about his studies and she finds him arrogant, obstinate and kind of dull.” 
 
    I chuckled.  “It’s very hard to impress Alurra if you don’t have fur or feathers,” I pointed out.   
 
    “There’s more to it than that,” Pentandra continued, taking my pawn.  “Alurra is a slow study, because of her blindness.  But when she questioned him about some very basic arcane matters, he dissembled.  As if he hadn’t been studying all that much.” 
 
    I sighed.  “I was afraid of that.  That’s one of the things he and Ruderal are fighting about.  He can’t lie to Rudy, and that’s annoying him.  He’s full of excuses about why he hasn’t learned this or that, and it’s always somebody else’s fault.  I suppose I should work with him a little more, personally, but with the new baby and the snowstone spell and the evacuation, I’ve been a little busy.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” she conceded.  “But there are remedies to that.  Maybe spending a few weeks with Master Thinradel to reinforce the basics might be in order.  He’s about to open Sevendor Academy, and you can assign Laresk to assist him while he gets some rudimentary training.” 
 
    I had to laugh at that.  “Excellent idea!  If Laresk thought Ruderal was difficult to learn from, just wait until Thinradel has a chance at him.  It might give him a chance to appreciate just how good he has it as the Spellmonger’s apprentice.  And that will give me something to do with him while Rudy and I are in Farise.” 
 
    “I’m thinking of sending Alurra when it opens just to make sure she has as good a grounding in the basics as I hope.  And help with thaumaturgy.  She’s lousy with thaumaturgy.  It’s embarrassing.”   
 
    “Teaching is hard,” I agreed, as my rook menaced her queen.  “I’d like to think I’m good at it, because I’ve had some very impressive pupils.  I wonder sometimes if that’s because they were good students or I was a good teacher.” 
 
    “Apprenticeship is different from learning in an academy,” she reflected as her knight took my rook.  “The relationship between a teacher in a classroom and his pupils is fundamentally different from the relationship between a master and an apprentice, even if it’s the same knowledge being shared.  It’s less personal, for one thing.  One thing I’ve noted about Alurra’s apprenticeship is that I’ve been a lot more involved in her personal life than any of my instructors were in mine.” 
 
    “Penny, you studied sex magic,” I reminded her with a grin.  “They were scared to death of you.” 
 
    “Mostly,” she conceded, after a moment’s consideration.  “A few were quite enthusiastic about the subject.  But we never got involved on a personal level.  Not the way you did with Tyndal and Rondal, or Dara.  Or how I have with Alurra.” 
 
    “I did send the boys to Inarion Academy for a season,” I reminded her.  “It did them some good, until one of their classmates killed another.  Yes, I think I’ll send Laresk to Thinradel for a bit.” 
 
    “What about your princely pupils?” she asked.  
 
    I considered her question.  “I’ll continue the lessons, I suppose.  When I can.  It will be a little challenging, considering I’m going to be secretly infiltrating Farise without letting on to Tavard, but I think I can be subtle about it.  But I think it’s done them some good,” I reflected.  “Even Tavard.  I don’t know if I’ve made him any wiser, but he’s a little more bearable, I think.  The others show promise as good rulers, too.  But circumstance is everything,” I sighed.  “A wise man can screw things up just as badly as a fool.” 
 
    “A fool doesn’t feel bad about it afterwards,” she observed.  “Check.” 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t!” I said, moving my king.  “That’s the thing, Penny: I’m not certain I’m teaching them anything that’s actually going to make a difference.  But I know everything they learn will make some difference, at some point.  I just can’t guarantee that it’s going to be at all useful.  Or unbelievably tragic.” 
 
    “Well, that’s why we play the game,” she declared.  “To see how it turns out.  White pieces or black pieces, someone has to win and someone has to lose.  No matter how wise they are.  Checkmate,” she said, moving her queen. 
 
    I stared at the board in disbelief.  “Really?” I said, as I examined her move and my possible escapes.  There was nothing.  I had lost. 
 
    “Really,” she smiled, as she sipped her wine.  “You barbarians never really understood the game.  Perhaps checkers, next time.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to my city,” the goddess of motherhood declared in the circular square of Vanador.  There were few humans or other creatures about at this time of night, but no mortal could see the pantheon that had gathered on the white cobbles.  “As your hostess, I will preside.” 
 
    “Of course you will!” agreed Ishi, mockingly.  “You always have to be in charge.” 
 
    “It’s her city,” Briga repeated, patiently.  “If we gather in Vorone, you can be hostess.” 
 
    “Why are we here, anyway?” yawned Herus.  “Couldn’t it wait until morning?  I’ve got a lot of walking to do tomorrow.” 
 
    “There have been developments,” Trygg said, sharply.  “A great many of them, and I felt it was wise that we all learn of them.  First a special welcome to the newcomers: my son Duin,” she said, smiling fondly over at her muscular progeny.  Duin looked uncomfortable at the gathering.  At his mother’s behest he had left his arms and panoply in the ether and bore only his sword.  He gave a wan smile and a half-hearted wave to the other divinities.   
 
    “And my son Luin,” she said, nodding to the somber-clad god of law, who bowed reverently in return.  “Both shall make their case to Minalan on Luin’s Day to be made persistent.  And we have a . . . special guest,” she said, her words faltering a moment before she caught herself.  “She is called the Handmaiden.” 
 
    The strange figure who manifested in the circle seemed to be part human and part sea creature, but she apparently couldn’t figure out what kind; scales and shells both covered her relatively human form, and her legs were uncomfortably long and thin.  There seemed to be no natural aesthetic affecting her.  She stared back at the gods with big, nearly unblinking eyes.   
 
    “She’s a Sea Folk!” objected Bova, making a sour face.  “She doesn’t belong here!” 
 
    “How is she here?” Luin asked, confused.  “We’re hundreds of miles from the sea.” 
 
    “I’ll catch you up after the meeting,” Briga promised.  “It’s complicated.  She’s the spirit of one of the Vundel’s ancestors who Minalan has been using as a magical device.  She became sentient and . . . semi-divine in Minalan’s most recent powerful spell.  It was unintentional, but that sort of thing happens with the Spellmonger.” 
 
    “So she’s a demi-god?” Luin asked, still confused. 
 
    “Something like that,” shrugged Couther.  “Try not to get so enwrapped in definitions.” 
 
    “That’s pretty much half my sphere of power,” Luin pointed out. 
 
    “She’s a guest,” Trygg repeated, sternly.   
 
    Couther shrugged and manifested a gleaming golden wine cup and handed to the Handmaiden, who took it and stared at it in confusion.  Then she started laughing – an awkward, painful sound that resembled the barking of a porpoise.   
 
    “What’s so funny?” Couther asked, confused. 
 
    “You have a thing to hold a liquid!” she said, as if it were obvious.  “Like a bubble, but for liquid!  Do you realize how silly that is?” 
 
    “That’s pretty much my sphere of power,” Couther said, diffidently.  “But welcome, Handmaiden to . . . whatever this is.  Just what is this?  A meeting?  Conclave?  Pantheon?  Midnight picnic?” 
 
    “It’s a casual but important discussion of recent events,” Trygg said, with maternal patience.  “Since Minalan is the focus of so many of them, I thought it important – and polite – to invite the Handmaiden to join us to share her perspective.  I thought it might give us some insights into the wizard.” 
 
    “I still do not understand why he is allowed to control whether or not we become persistent,” Duin said, uneasily.  “It is not proper for a mortal to have that kind of power over the very gods.” 
 
    “I’m a little fuzzy on that, myself, Brother,” agreed Luin.  “Just why is he allowed that power?” 
 
    “He is the Preceptor of the Alaran Stone,” Slagur explained.   
 
    “What does that even mean?” Ishi asked, confused and irritated. 
 
    “He discovered it, he learned how to use it, he gets that power,” Briga explained.  “If we want to benefit from it, then we have to go through Minalan.  As wizards go he’s really quite reasonable.” 
 
    “I’ve seen worse,” Herus agreed with a frown.  “But that doesn’t mean I’m unconcerned.  I like the man, don’t mistake me.  He’s a good traveler.  But he won’t live forever, and then what will we do?” 
 
    “Can this stone not be taken from him by force?” Duin asked.   
 
    “I wouldn’t advise it,” Falassa said, sternly.  “He’s a good wizard, but he has a bad temper about such things.  And would you understand how to use it, once you had it in your hands?” she asked Duin, pointedly. 
 
    “I could give it to some god with more knowledge than I,” Duin assured her.  That earned him a bemused look from his sometime wife. 
 
    “Knowing Minalan, you’d likely lose a hand or something for trying,” Falassa snickered.   
 
    “I think he’s being quite reasonable in his . . . requirements,” Slagur offered.  “Is it too much to ask that we help humanity?  Is that not what we manifest for?” 
 
    “But he will put conditions on me!” Duin pouted, manfully.  “He will prevent me from tending my sphere the way it should be!” 
 
    “Even war has laws, Brother,” Luin soothed.  “It sounds as if this wizard is simply adding a few more.  Perfectly normal.” 
 
    “It’s not perfectly normal,” Trygg disagreed.  “For the first time in our existence we have the chance to persist beyond immediate need.  I do not manifest with no memory of my continuity anymore.  That is a gift beyond price.  And Minalan bestows it carefully, and with great wisdom.  But it is not perfectly normal for a mortal to enjoy that power over the divine.  Indeed, it is dangerous.” 
 
    “So is playing with fire,” Briga dismissed.  “The point is, when we can all manifest at once, and remember who we were yesterday and not just a few centuries ago, we can have more of an impact on the humans.  We’ve proven that,” she stressed.  “Leave Minalan alone.  He’s doing a good job for now.  That’s what is important.  He is trying to save the world, you know,” she said, defensively. 
 
    “I see merit to both arguments,” Luin said, thoughtfully.  “Let’s table the long-term issue and focus on the matter at hand.  What is the matter at hand?” he asked Trygg. 
 
    “This is,” Trygg said, gesturing to the white city around her.  “Minalan has successfully re-created the snowstone spell.  That is a unique commodity, as it allows arcane power to be used more easily – including Divine power,” she reported.  “One of the consequences is that it will be that much easier for other divinities to manifest, now.  And some of them can be . . . problematic,” she said, making a face. 
 
    “Like Colleita,” agreed Herus, nodding fervently.  “That goddess is just not . . . right.” 
 
    “She’s a revolutionary,” shrugged Ishi.  “I’m more worried about Daddy.  I don’t mind the sky and the clouds and the sheep and such, but if Orvatas shows up and starts throwing his big, hairy sovereignty around, there’s going to be real trouble.  That sort of thing can sink empires.” 
 
    “Or build them,” Luin suggested.  “You can’t have law without sovereignty.  Orvatas has always brought a sense of order to the world.” 
 
    “He just enjoys telling the rest of us what to do!” Ishi complained.   
 
    “That’s what Father Gods of sovereignty do,” Luin said, rolling his eyes.  “That’s what they’re supposed to do.  That’s why they’re here.” 
 
    “The snowstone is the issue,” Trygg repeated, firmly.  “Minalan can create more of it, with our help.  The Vundel greatly desire it.  From what I understand it helps their corals grow, or something.  And Minalan has somehow pissed them off.  I am concerned about a conflict between the land and the seas.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we try to manifest a sea god, then?” Couther asked.  “Wouldn’t they be helpful?” 
 
    “Probably not,” Briga guessed.  “They usually are portrayed battling sea monsters or befriending them, somehow.  It seems like a complicated relationship.” 
 
    “The specific issue is that Minalan has recovered a long-lost egg of the last of their Celestial Mothers,” Slagur reported.  “They are the ones powerful enough to save Callidore from calamity in the past.  Without them, the Vundel are powerless to stop our world from emerging into the Withering Light, as the Alka Alon call it, and destroying magic here for all time.  Including us,” he reminded them.   
 
    “But Minalan wants to give it back to them,” argued Briga. 
 
    “He does,” agreed Slagur.  “But he has to do it just the right way.  If he just turns it over to the local pod, he fears he might start a civil war amongst the Vundel over it.” 
 
    Trygg looked at the Handmaiden.  “Is that likely?” she asked. 
 
    “It is inevitable,” the unhuman divinity pronounced.  “The . . . glory of returning the egg would manifest in the politics of the harvesters.  There would be conflict over it.  They are not as powerful as the Great Mothers, in their day, but they would cause devastation all over this world.  Many would die, at sea and in the Dry.” 
 
    “Why should we care if a bunch of fishy kingdoms go to war?” Bova asked, frowning. 
 
    “We’re talking about Vundel Leviathans attacking each other,” Luin explained.  “They don’t seem to be the kind of race to do anything lightly.  A very orderly people, from what I understand, but prone to violence in certain circumstances.  This appears to be one of them.” 
 
    “That’s what Minalan fears the most,” the Handmaiden agrees.  “That’s why he wants to present the egg to all of the Vundel, not a particular pod.” 
 
    “Interesting idea,” Luin nodded.  “Is that possible?” 
 
    “There is a great gathering of the harvesters that occurs on a regular basis,” the Handmaiden answered.  “If Minalan were to present it to them all at one time, no single Leviathan could claim it.  But it would have to be done . . . just right.” 
 
    “I think it’s a worthy effort,” Luin said, after a moment’s consideration.   
 
    “They will see it as a betrayal,” the Handmaiden assured.  “Unless it is done just right.  They know, now,” she reported.  “They know he has it.” 
 
    Herus looked horrified.  “They know?  How?” 
 
    “Minalan told them,” Briga revealed.  “Didn’t he?  Those two Seamagi who came to Sevendor?  He told them.  And he told them to cease harassing him or he would never reveal its location.” 
 
    “I instructed them to carry the message to their pod and thence to their Leviathan without further action,” agreed the Handmaiden.  “But the Vundel now know he has it and that it is viable.  This will change everything.” 
 
    “Just go chuck it back into the sea,” shrugged Duin.  “I don’t see why it is our problem.” 
 
    “Minalan needs the Vundel in order to enact his plan to save the world,” the Handmaiden said.  “He’s hoping to use the egg as leverage in that negotiation.” 
 
    “Will that work?” Slagur asked, curiously. 
 
    “It could,” the Handmaiden agreed.  “If it is done . . . just right.  There are many forces at play.  Many opportunities for misunderstandings and mistakes.  But it could be done, in theory.  The Vundel have cooperated with other races before: the Met Sakinsa,” she offered as an example. 
 
    “And we’re trusting Minalan to do this?” Herus asked, skeptically. “As I said, I like the man, and he’s a keen wizard, but he’s also a few yards short of a mile.  Ever since he got back from Anghysbel, there’s been something off about him.” 
 
    “He’s the wizard we have,” argued Briga.  “And he’s the only one who does have a plan to save the world.” 
 
    “We must do our best to uphold him,” affirmed Trygg.  “Even if it means going to war against the Sea Folk.  We must support the Spellmonger.  At least . . . until a better idea comes along.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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