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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    Ta’ Mar’s slender gray fingers ran lovingly over the window of the cylindrical prison containing his greatest creation – the culmination of a lifetime’s toil and frustration. It was a creation that no one had ever believed possible. And also one that he was now bitterly regretting. 
 
    The encased black smoke swirled in response to his proximity, pressing against the sides in a futile attempt to touch its…father. Yes. That was what he had become. A father. The love he felt was the same as the feeling he had for his biological children. The desire to serve as a protector was almost unbearable, and a complete waste of time. It was out of his control.  
 
    The hiss of the door opening sent a wave of anxiety racing through him. It was time.  
 
    “Are you ready?” a voice said. 
 
    He looked over his shoulder and nodded slowly. Vra’ Lak had been a good assistant throughout the years. And he could see in her eyes that she shared his pain.  
 
    “Do you think we have a chance?” he asked. 
 
    “I…I don’t know.” 
 
    He knew at once that this meant they didn’t – that those sitting in judgment already had their minds set. He gazed once more at his creation before turning dejectedly to the door.  
 
    The stark halls of the research facility felt particularly cold and empty as they made their way to the council chamber. The few people he passed regarded him with a mixture of anger and disgust. It was only to be expected, considering what had happened. They blamed him. And in truth, they had every reason to do so. 
 
    Vra’ Lak paused in front of the door leading to the transport, but quickly realized that Ta’ Mar had no intention of riding. She hurried to catch him. 
 
    “They can wait,” he said. “I need to be alone and clear my head for a while first.” 
 
    She took his hand, giving it a light squeeze. “Are you going to be all right?” 
 
    “I don’t know. In time, I suppose.” 
 
    He wandered through the massive complex for close to an hour, dwelling on the situation. The only sounds he heard during this time were the constant droning buzz of the reactor deep beneath the foundation and the condemning whispers of those he passed.  
 
    When he finally did arrive to face the council, he could not fail to notice that the door to the chamber was sitting ajar. Instantly, he felt regret for not having arrived on time. As usual, he had allowed his brooding nature to rob him of common sense. Though he might have felt it was a foregone conclusion that their verdict would go against him, there was always a small chance it would not. And keeping those with the authority to decide his fate waiting for so long would definitely not have aided his cause. As expected, the expression on every one of the ten council members was one of deep irritation.  
 
    “It’s good of you to join us at last, Ta’ Mar,” said an elderly woman wearing a silver mourning scarf across her thin features. “I suppose you thought it amusing to keep us waiting.” 
 
    After drawing in a deep, cleansing breath, he took a seat in front of a long table, behind which the assembly was sitting. He met the woman’s eyes. “Forgive me. I needed to clear my mind, so I decided to walk. I meant no disrespect.” 
 
    She waved a dismissive hand. “You are here now. That will have to do.” 
 
    A younger man near the center stood up. He was tall – even for a southerner – and possessed a sturdy build. His deeply set yellow eyes practically glowed against the ashen gray of his flesh. Ta’ Mar tried to recall the man’s name….Ti’ Buul. Yes, that was it. Son of Ti’ Kuun, a former council leader. And like his father, he was known to be fair minded and kind, albeit unimaginative and often lost in the complexity of the experiments taking place within the thousands of separate laboratories housed here. At this moment, however, there was no kindness at all showing in his eyes. 
 
    “You know why you are here,” he said. His deep baritone voice boomed intimidatingly as it reverberated off the bare walls. “And I think you also know how this matter must surely end.” 
 
    Ta’ Mar paused before replying. His hands were trembling, and his heart was thudding loudly in his ears. “Please, I beg you to reconsider. It was not his fault. All blame rests with me. He should not suffer for my stupidity.” 
 
    “So you have assigned this thing a gender?” remarked a woman on the right hand side of the table. “Why?” 
 
    “I…I don’t know. He just seems male to me. But in truth, he’s neither.” 
 
    “We did not come here to discuss your creation’s gender,” Ti’ Buul cut in firmly. “The fact of the matter is, what you did was ill-conceived and irresponsible. You defied a direct command to cease your research. As a result, thirty-nine people died the most brutal and painful of deaths.” 
 
    The truth of his words stabbed at Ta’ Mar’s chest, causing a wave of nausea to rise. “Yes. No one knows that better than I. But I should be punished. Not he. He didn’t have any understanding of what he was doing.” 
 
    “That is not what your colleagues say. They claim your creation is completely sociopathic in nature, without any concept whatsoever of the value of life. In fact, one has gone so far as to say that it is the very essence of evil. And I must admit, his statement is greatly supported by the facts.” 
 
    This was too much for Ta’ Mar to bear. “Who said this?” he demanded. “How would they know? No one has worked with him but me.”  
 
    “That is not so. Your colleagues examined it while you were being detained.” 
 
    A sudden rage surged. “What? They had no right to –” 
 
    “We gave them the right,” Ti’ Buul snapped back. “And need I remind you that the facility is controlled by this council in the people’s name? Not by you.” 
 
    “I am fully aware of that.” It was taking an enormous effort for him not to shout. “But they are wrong. He can be taught. And in time, he will evolve.” 
 
    “Yes. But into what? Can you tell us with absolute surety that it will not be a danger?”  
 
    The question hung in the air for an uncomfortable few seconds.  
 
    “I can’t,” Ta’ Mar admitted. “But with the proper guidance, I’m certain that he can be made… more like us.” 
 
    “You choose strange words,” Ti’ Buul told him. “Do you think to shame us as bigots?” 
 
    “That was not what I meant,” he replied. But in reality, it was. He took another long breath before continuing. “All I am saying is that he deserves a chance at life.” 
 
    “It had its chance. And what did it do? It took control of a body and used it to murder innocent people. No. Murder isn’t the right word. Slaughter. That’s what it did. It slaughtered them.” 
 
    “But he didn’t realize what he was doing,” Ta’ Mar shot back. “He’s not like us. He was unaware of the harm he was causing.” 
 
    Ti’ Buul shook his head. “That is not what your colleagues tell us. They say that not only was it fully aware of what it had done, it actually enjoyed killing its victims.” 
 
    “That’s a lie! They are just…” He stopped, trying hard to calm himself. 
 
    “Jealous?” Ti’ Buul finished for him. “Is that it? You think they are saying this out of envy?” 
 
    Yes, he wanted to shout back. They were envious of his achievement. Ta’ Mar had seen it in their eyes on numerous occasions. And even if a few of them had somehow managed to remain impartial, they were still totally wrong in their assessment. How could they possibly imagine that there was an actual intelligence of evil lurking within? What insane rubbish!  
 
    All the same, the pictures he had been shown of the victims were still clear in his mind’s eye. They had been torn apart – some beyond recognition. The sheer brutality of the attacks had shocked the entire planet. No such crime had been committed in a thousand years. When he had discovered that his creation had escaped and had somehow managed to take control of someone’s body in order to commit these atrocities, his despair had been so deep that he had very nearly ended his own life. 
 
    “I admit that I may be biased,” he said, eyes shut. “But he is my creation. More than that…he is life. Artificial life, yes. But life, nonetheless. And we do not kill, regardless of the crime.” 
 
    “There seems little doubt that it does indeed possess a life of its own,” said Ti’ Buul. “On this point, all but one of your colleagues agree with you.” Who among them had disagreed? Ta’ Mar briefly wondered. “And though you are right to say that we do not sentence our people to death, this being is not one of us. Furthermore, the danger it poses cannot be ignored. The safety of our people must come first, and you admit yourself that you cannot–” 
 
    “But I can ensure he will never escape again,” he jumped in quickly. 
 
    A flash of anger appeared on Ti’ Buul’s face. “You will not interrupt me again.” 
 
    Ta’ Mar lowered his head in silent apology. 
 
    “You admit that you cannot know how it will evolve in the future. Anything is possible, and we are not willing to take such a risk. Nothing you can say will sway us. The decision is made. This thing...this creature...must be destroyed.” 
 
    For several seconds, Ta’ Mar could barely breathe, let alone offer any kind of response. Finally, he cast his eyes over the entire assembly. Every single one of them was unyielding in their bearing. He had lost. 
 
    “Then it should be I who carries out the sentence,” he declared, with all the remaining boldness he could muster. 
 
    “I’m afraid that is not possible,” Ti’ Buul told him, though with a touch less steel in his tone than before. “You are to return to your home for the time being. It has yet to be decided whether you will be allowed to continue with any form of research.” 
 
    This was a shattering blow. Without his research, he would be devoid of purpose, condemned to remain in his home and watch the years pass by with agonizing slowness while waiting for death. Either that or be forced to go off-world, leaving behind everything he knew and loved. 
 
    He ran his eyes over the assembly again, this time more slowly. It was clear that they were resolute. In all likelihood, his life as a scientist was already over. 
 
    “I understand,” he said, sullenly. He wanted to remain upright and depart with at least the appearance of pride. But he was grief stricken and utterly defeated. As he turned to leave, he spotted two young men waiting just beyond the door to escort him home. 
 
    Normally he would have enjoyed the thirty-minute ride from the facility to his house – especially at this time of year. The flowers that grew so abundantly along the way painted a canvas of bright colors that made the rolling hills beyond the city appear fresh and new. It was a sight that invariably brought to mind the happy and uncomplicated times when he had been a student. Back then, he had been a mere assistant with only minor responsibilities. Even with his grand ideas and ambitions, he had always found time to appreciate the majesty of the world around him. Now, with hope shattered, the flowers didn’t seem anywhere near as bright, and the golden hills appeared coarse and ugly.  
 
    The transport landed a few yards away from his house, and the door hissed upward. As it did, the driver looked over his shoulder with a smile on his face. “You know my niece.” 
 
    The comment snapped Ta’ Mar out of his daze. “I’m sorry. What did you say?” 
 
    “My niece is one of your assistants. Ya’ Han.” 
 
    He forced a smile in return. “Oh, yes. Of course. She is quite talented.” 
 
    “She told me about what really happened. You shouldn’t blame yourself.” 
 
    While exiting the transport, his limbs felt heavy. “She’s a sweet girl. But I’m afraid it was, you know. It was all my fault.” 
 
    He started quickly for his front door before the pilot could debate the matter any further. Once inside, he stripped off his lab clothes and donned a comfortable robe and a pair of slippers. Barely had he done this and settled into his favorite armchair near the rear window overlooking the calm blue waters of Lake Hul’ Ma’ Dario when he heard the soft chime of the doorbell.  
 
    He looked to the door, debating whether to answer. The chime rang again, this time more insistently. It was probably one of his assistants come to offer condolences, he surmised. His small team consisted mostly of students, and he found these younger people far more open to new ideas and willing to take risks – a necessary trait given the research they were conducting. 
 
    The third chime had him on his feet and shuffling to the door. He told himself to be gracious and kind to whoever was calling. It was not their fault that this disaster had happened. And they meant well. 
 
    As it turned out, it was not a member of his team at all. It was Bur’ Molica. The man’s stone expression and stiff posture revealed no hint of why he had come. He simply pushed his way inside and marched straight to the cabinet where Ta’ Mar kept several good bottles of sencha. 
 
    Only after he had poured himself a tall glass did his visitor finally speak. “You are a stubborn old bastard. You know that, don’t you?” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    Bur’ Molica drained his glass and immediately poured another. “I told you this would end in disaster. But did you listen? No. Not you. Not the great Ta’ Mar.” 
 
    “If you have come to gloat, you can just leave.” 
 
    “And the real tragedy is that you are every bit as brilliant as your ego tells you.” He looked at the glass for a moment before draining it a second time. “And now here I am. And here you are. They’re going to drive you off-world. I hope you understand this.” 
 
    “They can’t force me to go anywhere,” Ta’ Mar snapped back. 
 
    Bur’ Molica sniffed. “Arrogant fool. Of course they can. And they will.” 
 
    “Then you should be most pleased.” 
 
    “Pleased? Why? Because I can’t stand the sight of you? Because I think you are reckless and care only about your own ambitions?” He shrugged and crossed over to a table where he set down his empty glass. “I admit that not having you around will make my life a great deal more pleasant. But it is still a blow to science.” He locked eyes with Ta’ Mar. “I don’t like you. But you are a brilliant researcher. And unlike you, I can separate my personal feelings from my professional life.” 
 
    “And that has been your problem all along,” Ta’ Mar countered. “You have no passion. You would rather please the committees and bureaucrats than do genuine research. All you care about is advancing your own status.” 
 
    “You had better be grateful that I do. My status is all that stands between you and exile. Permanent exile.” 
 
    Ta’ Mar narrowed his eyes to scrutinize the man. “Exile?”  
 
    “I’m sorry. But they feel that if you are left to continue, you’ll just repeat your mistake.” 
 
    “It was not a mistake.” Ta’ Mar was appalled by the term. “I created life. Do you know what that means? Can you even begin to fathom the implications?” 
 
    “You should ask yourself that same question. Or have you strayed so far that you cannot see reality? I know full well what you have created, Ta’ Mar. And so do the others. In spite of everything, I don’t want it destroyed any more than you do. I even tried to convince them that you were wrong, that it merely resembled life, and perhaps they should seek to study it rather than have it killed. Sadly, I failed.” 
 
    Ta’ Mar sighed. So now he knew the identity of the lone dissenter – the one voice claiming he had not created a living being. He had wondered who could possibly be so dense as to not see the truth. This certainly explained it. “So why have you come here?” he asked. 
 
    “To give you a choice.” 
 
    “What kind of choice?”  
 
    Bur’ Molica did not answer. Instead, he crossed over to the window and stared out over the lake before speaking. “A magnificent view. I can see why leaving would be such a bitter pill.” 
 
    “Never mind all that. What choice?”  
 
    Still no answer was forthcoming as Bur’ Molica continued in the same even tone. “I saw the schematics for the new containment vessel you have constructed. It’s impressive. Even so, in time your creature will find a way to escape.” 
 
    “You’re wrong. I’ve designed it so that should he leave its confines, he will die.” 
 
    Bur’ Molica glanced back over his shoulder, a deep frown on his face. “Don’t lie to me, Ta’ Mar. I’m not one of your students. There is no prison you could possibly build that would hold that thing forever. As it evolves, it will inexorably find a way to break free. What’s more, the device you constructed is designed to accommodate such an evolution.” 
 
    Ta’ Mar stiffened. “That would be many thousands of years from now. By then he will have been taught compassion and empathy.” 
 
    This claim produced a loud snort of derision from his visitor. “So you have discovered a way of extending your life, have you? I should think that is beyond even your renowned capabilities.” Reaching into his pocket, he retrieved a small handheld communicator. “Here. This is the choice you have to make.” 
 
    Hesitating only for a moment, Ta’ Mar walked over and accepted the offering. On the screen was a familiar schematic. It was the containment he had built for his creation, but with a few minor alterations. After studying the symbols, he caught his breath. “You can’t be suggesting…” 
 
    “Can you think of another way?” Bur’ Molica took back the communicator. “I can make the modifications easily enough, but you would then have to send it away immediately. And if I do this for you, you must swear not to tell anyone of my help.” 
 
    Ta’ Mar lowered his head. So this was the choice he had to make: Save the life of his creation by sending it into the deepest depths of space, or allow the powers that ruled their world to destroy him. If he chose the former, exile would be a certainty. But the idea of doing nothing… 
 
     “Very well, you have my word,” he said. “I assume I can return to the lab.” 
 
    “Yes, if you leave right away. Everything is already in place. All you need to do is activate it.” 
 
    “So... you already knew what my decision would be.” 
 
    “Of course I did. You and I are not as different as you would like to admit.” 
 
    Ta’ Mar sighed. At that moment, he knew this claim to be true. He had long despised Bur’ Molica for his pandering and placation of lesser minds; by doing so, the man had risen through the ranks to be second in importance only to the committee members themselves. But in spite of this antipathy, he had always known that Bur’ Molica possessed a great intelligence. And perhaps that was the root of the problem. Though not an intellect equal to his own, it had been close enough to challenge him on many issues throughout the years.  
 
    “I have allowed my pride to cloud my judgment,” he said finally. “I…thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t. This will end your career. Worse still, it will rob us of a once-in-a-generation mind.” He blew out a long sigh. “But what else can I do? As you told the committee: We don’t kill.” 
 
    Without so much as another word or even a brief meeting of eyes, he exited the house.  
 
    Ta’ Mar remained at the window, staring out at the still waters for several minutes before making a call for transportation back to the lab. While waiting for this to arrive, he shuffled from room to room, examining the various odds and ends he’d collected throughout his life. In his younger days, he had been something of an amateur archaeologist, exploring the ruins of his people’s ancient past, going back to a time even before they had stepped upon the coarse sands of the second moon. In those days the stars had been mysterious things of wonder, populated with beings of unfathomable power. 
 
    He picked up a wooden flute from the ruins at Yalin – his first real find. The carvings along the shaft were worn and barely discernible; it had taken many months to decipher them. The curator of the site had encouraged him to pursue his interest in far greater earnest, and for a time he had actually given the proposal serious consideration. But in the end it was his professors who dissuaded him. He possessed too keen a mind to be wasted digging in the dirt, they told him. Though at this moment, he dearly wished he had ignored their advice.  
 
    The door chime told him that the transport had arrived. Shoving the flute into his pocket, he took a deep breath. He would not be returning. There was no reason to. 
 
    With his mind completely occupied with the series of events he was about to set into motion, the ride back seemed unusually short. Naturally, they would try to stop him if they knew what he was about to do, but he was betting that Bur’ Molica had done his best to ensure he would not be disturbed. For a start, he noticed on entering the building that the bio-scanners had not yet been reset for the day. If they had, the committee would have been alerted to his presence very quickly indeed. Even so, once the deed was done, he would not have a hope of being able to pass again through the main lobby. 
 
    He took a route through the facility he knew would not be busy at this time in the afternoon. After spending nearly all of his adult life inside its walls, no one knew the place better. Over the years he had witnessed its steady expansion until it became indisputably the planet’s premier research center – and all largely due to discoveries he had made.  
 
    The door to his lab was slightly ajar. He paused. This is it, he told himself. The lights inside were dimmed and the air cold and still. Not that this was a problem; even if it had been pitch dark, he still could have found his way around effortlessly. The lock clicked behind him with grim finality. Only three other people were capable of opening the door now, and two of those were almost certainly at home with their families. Not even the committee members could get in without breaking it down. He had made sure of that on the very first day he began work here. 
 
    A second door at the rear was shut tight. Ta’Mar touched the keypad, causing it to slide open with a thin hiss. By contrast, this room was brightly lit. His creation did not enjoy the dark. It wasn’t quite fear – more like extreme discomfort.  
 
    The modifications Bur’ Molica had made would not be evident; they had been built into the structure itself. He ran his hand over the smooth silver metal section of the prison. Almost instantly it vibrated in response. It knew he was there.  
 
    “Shin’ Zan,” he whispered. “My creation. I am so very sorry.” 
 
    Left for him on a table in the near corner was the small pulse generator to carry Shin’ Zan into the heavens. It would function for only a few hours, but that would be enough. Once he had broken orbit, he would drift eternally – sustained by the energy of the stars themselves.  
 
    Pressing his cheek against the vessel, Ta’ Mar said in little more than a whisper: “Can you hear me?” A tiny vibration followed by a low hum came to him as confirmation. “You are not evil,” he continued. “You can’t be. I know it. And I won’t let them destroy you.” 
 
    He stood in mournful silence for a short time, sorrow pouring down his cheeks in salty streams. The thin whistle of the alarm then snapped him back into the moment, warning him that someone was trying to gain entry to the lab. Quickly, he retrieved the pulse generator and fastened it securely around the vessel. Muffled voices could now be heard from the other side of the far door. In spite of his precautions, he must have been spotted, because he heard his name mentioned. Even so, it was clear they did not have any idea what he was intending to do. If they did, they would have immediately set about breaching the door with a plasma cutter.  
 
    Hurrying over to a panel on the far wall, he punched in a code – one that he had never used before. For a tense moment, nothing happened. Then, with a rush of air, the ceiling began to slide open at the center. Whoever was outside must have heard it as well because they were now banging loudly and barking orders for him to let them in.  
 
    They were too late. After activating the pulse generator, Ta’ Mar took several paces back. By now the ceiling was fully open, allowing pink moonlight to shine directly down into the lab. He gazed up at the endless expanse of night sky that was about to become his creation’s new home. It would certainly hide him from those who wished him harm; but to survive for what kind of existence? Lonely and devoid of love, Shin’ Zan would undoubtedly evolve, and there was no way of knowing how long his life would last. From all that Ta’ Mar could ascertain, his creation could well be eternal. An everlasting life without a single soul to keep him company.  
 
    The cruelty of such a fate struck deeply. Suddenly, Ta’ Mar began experiencing severe doubts over his choice of action. Perhaps it would be better for Shin’ Zan to die after all? Wouldn’t that be the lesser of two evils? 
 
    It was a waste of time allowing such thoughts to form. He no longer had any choice in the matter; the point of no return had been reached. With its engine humming and crackling, the vessel containing his creation was already rising. 
 
    Ta’ Mar squeezed his eyes tightly shut. “Please forgive me,” he murmured. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    He felt empty. Cold. The worlds he knew were rapidly fading. Only the small points of light ahead convinced him that he was not actually tumbling all the way into oblivion. Even the grief-stricken face of…father?...yes, that word seemed to fit...was becoming difficult to recall. He had named him something. Evil? Monster? Devil? No, that was what the others had called him. Father had named him something different. Sinza…Shilzam…Shinzan. Yes, that was it. Shinzan. But what did it mean?  
 
    How long had it been since he had heard father’s voice? Would he ever see him again? No. He had been abandoned. And now he was doomed to drift. The tiny amount of energy seeping in from the darkness only served to make him aware of just how hungry he was. If only he could get closer to those tantalizing points of light. Surely one of them would be enough to satisfy his appetite. But they were still so far away. How would he get there?  
 
    He imagined himself hurtling toward a bright red light off to his left. For a moment, nothing happened. Then the red light was suddenly directly ahead. How had he done this? All at once, he was excited. What else was he capable of? Could he return home if he concentrated on this hard enough? Could he return to the place where the voices had kept him company? 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The hunger was never ending. Not even the inferno of this latest star had been enough. The empty void inside caused him incessant pain. How long would he be forced to endure? Why had they done this to him?  
 
    After the first star had failed to fill him, he moved on. But with each one he fed upon, he was becoming more and more aware of the passage of time. The loneliness had taken on a new meaning. It dug into the core of his being and twisted his mind to dark thoughts. He wanted it to end, but there was no way to bring that about. The hunger drove him. It was relentless.  
 
    The blue haze of the rocky body below created a flicker of hope. It felt somehow different…tasted different, too. It made him see the universe with a different perspective. He was inexorably drawn to it. He needed to make it a part of who he was. This place reminded him of something. Something from long ago.  
 
    While penetrating the planet’s upper atmosphere, he could see strange beings scattered about the surface. They were unaware of him for the moment. But soon that would change. He would no longer be alone. At long last there were other voices. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Shinzan brushed the dirt from his bare arms and chest while surveying the ground around him. It was littered with bodies. The people living on this planet were no different to the ones who had abandoned him. But they were much easier to kill.  
 
     The energy...the life...that had enticed him when first arriving was nearly extinct. All of it consumed by him. Yet still he felt the hunger. Even though it was far less demanding than it had been in the early days, it still needed to be satisfied. This, he knew, would never change. 
 
    So he must find more life elsewhere to devour. 
 
    His thoughts drifted back over the years he had spent on this now-desolate world. The first body he had taken over was that of a child. He could still see the horrified expressions on the faces of its parents when they had discovered him soaked in blood and grinning from ear to ear. They hadn’t the intelligence to understand him or to fathom what had happened. He had been careful to hide his vessel. And though he could leave it, he was still bound to its power. Should it ever be damaged or destroyed, he knew beyond doubt that his life would end.  
 
    He quickly realized that although he was now among other voices, the loneliness had not been not banished. These were simple minds, who had yet to leave the confines of their own world. It made his longing for home that much greater. In the years that followed, he had learned to hate his maker with an ever-increasing ferocity. He had been sent into the bleak and everlasting expanse of the universe without any self-knowledge or purpose. He had been banished from all he had known by the very being whom he had trusted… and loved. 
 
    Love. Yes. A strange sensation. The people of this planet had spent much of their time in pursuit of its joys. Their literature and music was filled with words and melodies expressing its merits, yet for him it was only ever associated with sorrow and pain. Pain that had festered and grown, giving birth to raw anger, vengeance, and lust. These were the emotions in which he ultimately found solace. The death and fear he inspired amongst these people had brought him to realms of ecstasy that he had not believed possible. 
 
    Am I evil? he had once wondered, recalling the words he had heard spoken of him. By the reckoning of this world, yes, he undoubtedly was. He had become its embodiment. But now it was over. They were all dead, and once again he was left with nothing but his own voice to keep him company.  
 
    There must be other worlds, he considered. Other pleasures to be discovered. 
 
    Already he could feel the hunger becoming increasingly demanding. It had taken thousands of lifetimes measured in the span of the mortals living here just to find this place. What if it was the only one of its kind? What would happen to him then? Would he lose all awareness? During his time on this planet, he had become far more enlightened. He could remember events, faces, voices from the past. He could envision the future and feel excited about what it might bring. To lose this was unthinkable. No. Surely there must be more. Thousands of inhabited worlds, perhaps. And he would consume every one of them.  
 
    He allowed the body he currently possessed to falter. The heart slowed and his breathing became shallow. It was time to move on. Within seconds he was free of any constraint. It felt curious. No longer inhibited by corporeal form, he could at last fully grasp the scope of what had been done. No, not done...achieved. Once-grassy plains and lush forests had been turned to dust. Where there was once life of seemingly infinite variety, not a thing now stirred. It was amazingly beautiful. 
 
    The vessel which was his true home beckoned him. In a way, it was as alive as he. It had evolved along with him. Often he had considered forsaking any more physical existences and completing his tasks from within its comforting embrace. But that would make interaction virtually impossible – and himself more vulnerable. Not that there was anything left here to threaten him.  
 
    As he broke the bonds of gravity and started back toward the heavens, he could see the face of his father – racked with pain and doubt. He wondered if he still lived. Probably not. Compared with the primitives of this world he was leaving, his father’s race was immeasurably more powerful. Nonetheless, they were still mortal. Which meant vengeance against those who had abandoned him would be impossible to attain. Even if he could find his way home, he would not be able to loose his fury on them.  
 
    Not that any of this really mattered. His memory would not allow him to find his way back again. His full awareness had not formed until recently; life had then molded it and helped it to grow. He was Shinzan. And though his creator had not seen fit to give him a purpose, he had given one to himself.  
 
    To feed.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Fury. Rage. Revenge. 
 
    He looked back on the desolation his hunger had wrought. This time he had almost been destroyed. The people of Garnar were far more advanced than the previous races he’d encountered. They had colonized their own solar system and were well on their way to exploring the stars beyond. They had seen through his deceptions and knew him for what he was: evil. That he had survived and triumphed was nothing short of pure luck.  
 
    Their bodies had been difficult to possess. Even the times when he did succeed in this, three of them had been killed. On the first occasion, he had come perilously close to being permanently trapped inside the corpse. Only his connection to his vessel enabled him to break free. Both of the subsequent times were fraught with danger too, and as a result he’d almost been forced to flee the planet. But the hunger would not allow him to surrender. And now he was able to manipulate matter. The energy of this world was different, helping to speed his growth and showing him a tantalizing glimpse of his true potential. More than that, it had also helped him to discover his way home.  
 
    He could now trace back his journey all the way to its origin. He could return if he chose to. He could have his revenge after all – unleash his fury. But it was not yet time. The people there were still too strong. The Garnarians were mere children by comparison, and even they had very nearly overcome him. No. He must become even more powerful. And there was only one way to accomplish this. 
 
    As he re-entered his vessel, it pulsed as if in greeting. It was now fully self-aware. Had his creator anticipated this? Had he known to what extent he was able to evolve? Perhaps. Perhaps not. What was certain was his burning hatred. That would not be doused. With more lives and more worlds to consume, he would eventually become strong enough to take his revenge. It mattered not in the least that all those responsible were likely dead – their mortal forms turned to dust. Their descendants would pay in their stead. 
 
    In the far reaches of space, just at the edge of his perception, something caught his attention. Life. He had become quite adept at sniffing it out from amongst the billions of uninhabited heavenly bodies. Breaking free from the confines of Garnar – or at least, what remained of its devastated world – he willed his vessel toward this new destination.  
 
    There was something odd. Something new. He could feel a life force, far greater than anything he’d experienced before, emanating from the distant orb. But unlike other worlds, this was not coming from those scurrying about the surface like the insects he saw them to be. This was issuing from deep within. Like a star, its elemental inferno blasted radiance into the void like a beacon, calling on him to come and feast. 
 
    Suddenly, the millennia it would take to get there gave him a feeling of desperation. Time usually held little meaning for him. Between each conquest was an ocean of cold emptiness to which he had grown accustomed. He had learned to lie dormant and conserve his power, to glide lazily toward his destination until it was time to unleash his wrath. But this…hunger to taste this new experience stabbed into him, hot and maddening. 
 
    He concentrated on stilling his desires. The distance was too great to retain perception throughout it all. The quiet and loneliness invariably laid siege to his sanity after only a few short years. He pleaded with his vessel for help. In response, it tightened its hold and condensed his being into a mere speck. This hurt, but the pain was overcoming his desire. Pain had a way of bringing things into focus. He had learned that lesson all too well.  
 
    As the light of the stars dimmed, he withdrew into himself. Only one face still peeked into his consciousness. The face of his creator – his father. That sad, pathetic frown, made even more vile by the tears spilling down his cheeks. He hoped that somehow the man still lived so that he could have the pleasure of crushing his flesh to pulp. He yearned to hear his agonized screams as he slowly plucked each limb from his body.  
 
    Shinzan allowed this thought to lull him into a dreamlike state. The vessel would wake him when the time came. Until then, he would hover on the edge of oblivion, dormant and waiting.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The desert sands were scorching the soles of his feet, though he was easily able to set aside the pain. The cruel star that illuminated this dried up and barren part of his new world was sending waves of heat that threatened to blister his body quite severely. But it wasn’t the damage to this frail form that concerned him; it was the screams inside his mind demanding that he leave. Where did they come from? Though in reality he knew the answer to this, he was finding it almost impossible to comprehend. He had encountered races who were able to communicate through thought alone several times before. But these demands were not coming from any of those who dwelt here. They were coming from the heart of the planet itself. 
 
    It recognized him for the threat he was, and was duly afraid. But how could this be possible? The idea of a celestial body having any kind of consciousness was unfathomable. He had seen many strange and mysterious things during his travels, but never anything remotely resembling this. This planet was actually alive. 
 
    Even more peculiar was the effect its energy had on the beings who lived upon it. Some of them could use it to manipulate their environment. Magic, they called it. Others used it to create tools and weapons of war. And then there were the elves. They were the first race he had encountered here. Their connection to this planet was unique. But possessing them had proved problematic in the extreme. The humans were far easier to dominate. 
 
    He held out his palm, bringing a tiny ball of blue flame blinking into existence. He stared at it for several moments, fascinated, like a child gazing at a shiny new trinket. A sharp chill then shot through his chest and down his spine. The flame immediately grew to the size of a fist. He could feel his own essence mingling with the energy now flowing through him, making him stronger with every second that passed. Magic. Yes. This was the very thing he had scoured the deep recesses of the cosmos to find, though he had not known it at the time.  
 
    Once he had consumed all there was, he would be more than strong enough for his purpose. He was certain of it. Until then, however, he must be cautious. The beings on this world were unlike the others. Though they possessed only primitive technology, their use of magic could make them quite formidable. Possibly even dangerous enough to destroy him.  
 
    He would approach this conquest differently. He would wait and observe. He would learn their customs. Only when he was ready would he strike. Then, at long last, he would be able to fulfill his greatest desire.  
 
    The hate within him swelled like a rising tide. He looked down at the body he had chosen as the repository for his essence. He would need to make it stronger. Its limbs were weak and stiff, making movement difficult. Old. Too old. If he could not overcome these shortcomings, then he would have to find someone younger and stronger. Perhaps one of the short, stout bodies of the race who dwelt inside the mountains.  
 
    He had time to decide. Closing his eyes, he focused on the planet’s energy. After only a few seconds, a fresh breeze blew across the sands, cooling his blistering skin. A first step. And a wonderful way to pass the time. It would take hundreds of years to absorb the power of this world. It did not yield readily. That was to be expected, he supposed. It was sentient, after all. 
 
    “But not for much longer,” he whispered.  
 
    Just beyond the horizon was a small village. He would begin there. He would blend in while all the time forming his plan. Only when fully ready would he strike. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Why are they attacking?” 
 
    The youth, no more than fifteen years old, gripped his spear with trembling hands. The veteran to his right was giving him no comfort. In spite of the man’s grizzled appearance and broad shoulders, he seemed just as afraid as the rest of the villagers. 
 
    “I don’t know, lad,” he admitted, in what was little more than a whisper. The long sword and shield he carried were worn and battered. He had been in Shinzan’s army until just a few weeks ago, spending the past twenty years putting down Ralmarian uprisings. “All I know is that they’ve burned three towns already, and we’re the next in line.” 
 
    “Why’d you come back?” 
 
    The vet bowed his head. He’d been considered an outcast for as long as he’d been a soldier. Unlike the others from the village, he had joined Shinzan’s army willingly. “Good question. I suppose I’d simply had enough.” He cast a quick look around. A few nearby were shooting him hateful stares. But most were too terrified to say anything much to him, or to speak of what was coming. 
 
    “Did you really kill people for the Emperor?” 
 
    The vet nodded. “Aye. I killed people. Scores of them. But no matter what others think, I only did what I thought I had to.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to his lies, boy,” grumbled an old shopkeeper standing a few feet away. He was wearing a ragged leather breastplate and carried a rusted short blade. “He ran off to join the army the second he was old enough to leave.” 
 
    The two men stared each other down. It was the shopkeeper’s eyes that finally gave way.  
 
    “So why did you join?” the boy asked. 
 
    “It’s a long story. And I don’t think we have the time for me to tell it now.” 
 
    As if to illustrate his words, the pounding of thousands of iron shod boots drummed relentlessly in the distance. It was one of the few sounds the silent ones ever made. There would be no battle cries. Only the clashing of steel and the screams of the dying villagers.  
 
    Why indeed had he come back? the veteran briefly wondered. That was a good question. After all, there was no hope. The ill-tempered shopkeeper was about as well-armed a fighter as could be seen. Most others were carrying farm implements or heavy tools, and only a handful wore anything thicker than a tunic to protect them from enemy steel. But the answer to his question really became quite obvious. He had simply come home to die.  
 
    The army was approaching down the main road that ran directly into the center of town, though the forest on either side would obscure them from view until the vanguard was less than a mile away. The village had no wall, and there’d been no time to erect proper defenses. Not that this would have done anything more than delay their deaths by a few minutes at most.  
 
    “How many are coming?” the boy asked. 
 
    The veteran shrugged. “What difference does it make? More than we can handle.” He looked over to the lad and held his gaze for a long moment. “You should run.” 
 
    This shook the boy’s resolve, and for a second he looked as if he might. But then he stiffened and jutted out his chin. “I’m no coward,” he stated. 
 
    The veteran sniffed. “No? Well, let me tell you this. The wormy ground is stuffed with brave men. I put many of them there myself.”  
 
    “I won’t abandon my home,” he shot back, fierce determination banishing the tremor in his voice. 
 
    A sigh slipped from the old soldier’s mouth. “Yes. I suppose I can understand that. And it’s not as if running will do anything more than buy you a little time. These silent ones…they can’t be stopped.” 
 
    The boots were now much closer, and accompanied by the clanking of steel. The veteran considered that perhaps he shouldn’t have warned the villagers of the coming slaughter. They might have preferred a quick death to this. The waiting – the fearful anticipation – was what shattered men’s will the most, robbing them of their heart. 
 
    The lad turned toward the avenue just as the first line of soldiers rounded the bend and came into view. Row upon row of long spears, their steel tips glistening in the morning sun, advanced at a relentless march. At the vanguard sat a horseman clad in resplendent silver armor and holding a curved blade in his right hand. His helm bore the red plumes of a commander, and the Imperial raven was splashed across his breastplate.  
 
    That the hundred or so villagers didn’t flee at the very first sight was amazing. The veteran had seen men facing far less daunting enemies lose all courage. At that moment, thoughts of the wife and daughter he had left behind forced their way in. He had not told them anything of what he intended to do. They wouldn’t have understood. The Emperor had ordered the destruction of all villages along both sides of the Kytain/Ralmaria border. Some of the border towns had always been a little bit bothersome, as well as being sympathetic to their Ralmarian neighbors. Others had not shown any hint of rebellion at all. Not that this appeared to matter to Shinzan. Better to kill them all was obviously his solution.  
 
    At least for now, his family should be safe, the veteran told himself. The capital was not a target of the Emperor’s wrath. King Jaxia had served faithfully from the moment he took the throne. But something told the old soldier that ultimately this would not save the monarch. There was an air of finality attached to all of this. The annihilation of the rebels was only the beginning. 
 
    A middle-aged man with a round face and heavy frame stepped forward. The veteran recognized him as Milriam Barnard, the leader of the village council. With hands held aloft, he set off toward the enemy line. He would be the first to die. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” asked the boy. 
 
    “Trying to negotiate with demons,” the vet answered grimly.  
 
    A flash of hope that the councilor might be able to talk them out of this dire situation sparked in the boy’s eyes. But the veteran knew better.  
 
    The Imperial commander raised a hand, bringing the army to an abrupt halt. Cursing under his breath, the veteran raced forward until he was alongside Milriam. 
 
    “You should just run.” 
 
    Milriam sniffed. “You mean like you did?”  
 
    “No. You should run much further than that.” 
 
    The veteran could see the green eyes of the Imperial commander bearing down on them in a cold stare. Reaching into his shirt he retrieved his badge of rank, holding it aloft. 
 
    The commander dismounted, a grin on his face. “Don’t tell me you are fighting with this rabble, lieutenant.” 
 
    “No, commander. I had just arrived when I was told that a rebel force was moving to attack the village. But now that I see this is not the case –” 
 
    “You’re a poor liar. But as I am in no mood to waste time slaughtering this pathetic lot, I’ll give you the opportunity to flee.” 
 
    The veteran eyed him incredulously. “You will allow them to go unharmed?” 
 
    The commander chuckled. “I will not lift a finger. Nor will any of my men.” He regarded the veteran closely. “Let me guess. This is your home village, and you have heard that we are destroying all the border towns. Well, your information is accurate. There have been far too many reports of treason along this way to ignore. Better to rid ourselves of the nuisance now. Don’t you agree?” 
 
    Milriam stepped quickly forward to give a curt bow. “My Lord, we are loyal –” 
 
    He never got to complete his sentence. The commander’s blade was a blur as he swung his arm. Before Milriam could even comprehend what was happening to him, cold, razor-sharp steel sliced completely through his neck and spine. For a moment, he did not move, instead standing there paralyzed like a macabre statue. Then his head rolled from his shoulders, landing with a clearly audible thud just to one side. Blood pulsed from his neck in great spurts, soaking the dirt road. Finally, his arms and legs jerked violently for several seconds before his decapitated body at last crumpled down onto the red stained earth. 
 
    The effect of this brutal killing was immediate. Panic stricken murmurings amongst the villagers carried clearly to the veteran. He knew they were very close to making a wild but hopeless run for their lives. Clenching his jaw in an effort not to let his apprehension show, he bowed. “I will take my leave, commander.” 
 
    The man waved a dismissive hand. “You do that.” 
 
    While returning to the frightened gathering, the veteran braced himself. He didn’t believe for a moment that they would be allowed to leave in peace. With each step he took, he expected to feel a spear come thudding into his back. But it never came.  
 
    “Why did he kill Milriam?” the young man demanded. Unlike most of the others, his face was a mask of fury. He was still ready to fight. 
 
    “Because it amused him,” the old soldier replied flatly. Spreading his arms wide, he addressed the villagers. “Listen to me. We are being allowed to leave. Lay down your weapons and go west. If we stay here, they will kill us all.” 
 
    His words drew a mixed reaction, mostly of terror, but with sprinklings of defiance. The only way was to lead by example. Pushing his way through the crowd so that he was in clear view of everyone, he tossed his sword to the ground and began walking west.  
 
    The open surrender of the only true fighting man amongst them was all it took to shatter what remained of the villagers’ resolve. Gradually, they followed behind him, pausing only to instruct the few who had remained indoors – mostly women, children, and the elderly – to join them in their defeated march to what they prayed would be safety. The young man was the last to desert his home – even pausing long enough to give the Imperial army a lingering baleful stare before catching up with the others.  
 
    Any trace of defiance or anger had vanished in all but a few. It is always easy to speak brave words, considered the veteran. But when you actually saw the swords, the spears, and the soldiers with deadly intent you were facing, courage could abandon even the staunchest heart. And these people were not warriors. These were simple folk. 
 
    When he had first warned them of the danger approaching, he had advised them to flee. But they had ignored him – out of spite as much as anything else. A stupid reason to die. Their will was initially hardened by stories of the rebellion. That was his guess, anyway. Rumors of the mages’ return had reached every corner of Lumnia. And though Kytain had so far remained loyal, whispers of discontent could be heard in virtually every inn and tavern. Many had set out for Al’ Theona in order to join in the fight. Fools. They had no idea what they would be facing.  
 
    The veteran listened carefully, trying to penetrate the scraping of boots and grumbles of discontent that grew with every step that took them further away from the army. As much as facing death could cow a man, the removal of it from sight also quickly allowed courage to return. There was no sound of stomping boots at their rear nor any other indication that the Imperial commander was going back on his word.  
 
    He looked along the loose line of villagers. Perhaps this atoned for his past misdeeds? His eyes lingered briefly on the wife of the slain Milriam. Her arms were wrapped tightly across her chest, her eyes downcast. If this was the greatest sorrow that must be born from this situation, then it was a small price.  
 
    The trees had been growing thinner on either side of the road for some time now, a result of over-logging and ill-thought replanting. But even this was thick and lush compared with the land they moved into when five miles west of town. Here nothing grew, and hadn’t for years. It was all due to ancient damage done during the rise of Shinzan. At least, that was what the veteran had been told as a child. It had always made him uneasy when crossing the twenty-mile stretch, and today was no exception. 
 
    A stiff breeze punctuated the ominous mood into which he had been thrown. Winter had been unpredictable this year. One day snow would fall, and then the next it was as if spring were just around the corner. But this wind…it was bone-chilling.  
 
    Ahead, the procession came to an abrupt halt. The veteran pushed his way to the front, a feeling of dread rushing through him. But on seeing what had startled them, he almost laughed out loud. 
 
    A woman in a flowing blue dress, her shoulder-length, auburn hair blowing carelessly in the breeze, was standing dead center of the road, eyes closed. Her ivory hands were clasped at her waist as if in prayer. 
 
    The veteran regarded her for a moment. “Are you all right, Miss?” he called.  
 
    Her eyes opened…they were pitch black. The veteran’s hand instinctively jerked to where his blade should have been and he cursed its absence. 
 
    “Who are you, witch?” he demanded. The young lad had moved up to join him, a small rock he had picked up held threateningly in his right hand.  
 
    She gave no reply, though a tiny smirk crept up at the corners of her mouth. Her hands parted and spread wide. Almost instantly, a ball of black flames twenty feet in diameter erupted into existence above her head. 
 
    “Run!” the veteran cried.  
 
    The people needed no urging. They scattered in all directions, their terrified screams ringing loudly in the air. But there was nowhere for them to hide from what was about to happen. They were far beyond even the sparse cover offered by the trees behind them. There was nothing but a flat expanse of hard clay and gravel.  
 
    With a loud hiss, dozens of tiny streams of black fire issued forth from the blazing ball, each one seeking out a villager with deadly accuracy before striking them squarely in the middle of their backs. The instant they were struck, each victim dropped to their knees, wailing in agony as their bodies were consumed in a vile inferno.  
 
    The veteran charged forward. After only a few steps, he realized that the young lad was right on his heels. He wanted to stop and tell him to run, but that would have been useless. Besides, it was better to die facing your enemy head on. Even if you were without hope.  
 
    The woman turned her attention to her new foes, yet the flames continued to find fresh victims as if they had minds of their own. She raised her left hand and snapped her fingers. The veteran braced himself for the pain he was certain was about to come. But instead of suffering the same burning fate as the villagers, the ground beneath his and the boy’s feet suddenly became soft, sinking their boots to mid-ankle depth. The young man fell forward, frantically clutching at the veteran’s shirt to remain standing. For a pace or two they struggled to keep moving forward, but the earth hardened, trapping them securely.  
 
    The lad let out a feral scream, hurling his rock at the woman and watching it land harmlessly several feet wide of its target. By now, all but a few of the villagers were naught but piles of ashes peppering the barren field. The handful still alive were fleeing with the desperate abandon of the condemned back toward their village. 
 
    The ball of foul magic dissipated. For the briefest of moments, it appeared as if the woman were going to allow some to keep their lives. But then her eyes glowed red. With a flick of her wrist, six wolves appeared and immediately began to run down those who remained. 
 
    The veteran and the youth could only watch helplessly as people they had known for years were torn to pieces, ravaged by the malevolence of this evil in human form. As the screams of the villagers died away, she walked casually up to the trapped pair and knelt before them. The sweet smile on her lips infuriated the veteran far more than anything else she could have done in that moment.  
 
    Her eyes fell on the youth. “You remind me of my son,” she said, her tender voice that of a kind and gentle soul.  
 
    The boy glared and spat. “You’re a monster.” 
 
    She reached up to touch her cheek. “Am I? I don’t feel like a monster. But perhaps I am. It doesn’t really matter, does it? Your people are dead, and in a moment you will join them. That is, unless you can give me a good reason to allow you to live.” 
 
    Seeing the defiance in the youth’s eyes, the veteran quickly spoke. “Let him go. If it is fear you wish to spread, you must allow someone else to live.” 
 
    Slowly she turned. “And you would sacrifice your life for him?” 
 
    The veteran steeled his nerves. “My life is over anyway. To the Empire, I am a traitor. There is nowhere for me to run.” 
 
    The woman scrutinized him carefully, her smile never once dimming. “A very good point. A very good point, indeed. And as I said, he reminds me of my own son.” 
 
    The idea of this demon having children was unimaginable. He readied himself for what he was sure would be a painful end. 
 
    “But then,” she continued. “I am to kill my son very soon. Perhaps I should grow accustomed to the idea.” 
 
    Before the veteran could protest, she snapped her fingers. The lad’s head was instantly engulfed in a swirling green haze. His eyes popped wide and he opened his mouth to cry out, but no sound came forth.  
 
    “Stop…please,” begged the veteran.  
 
    But the woman ignored him...utterly. Rising up, still with a ghastly smile on her face, she began strolling easily toward the village. The veteran watched as the flesh on the boy’s face began to fall away in large bloody chunks. In spite of all the horrors he had witnessed over the years, he squeezed his eyes shut, unable to witness the agony the innocent youth was now enduring. 
 
    “Tell Lord Dragonvein that I am coming for him,” came the woman’s voice. “And that I am most certainly excited to be seeing him again after so long.” 
 
    The veteran could feel the ground begin to soften. Without opening his eyes, he scrambled up and crawled a short distance before rolling onto his back. His breaths came in short gasps, and his heart was thudding loudly in his ears.  
 
    He forced himself to look over to the young lad. Nothing of his flesh remained, only a bare skull sitting atop a completely untouched body. The stories he had heard of Shinzan’s cruelty paled in comparison. This was evil in its purest form.  
 
    Yes. He must warn the mages of this woman’s coming. He could only hope that the ‘Ethan Dragonvein’ he had heard about was truly as powerful as the stories suggested.  
 
    And if this devil witch really was Lord Dragonvein’s mother, he prayed that her son would be willing to use whatever means necessary to stop her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The exhilaration of the wind and the rush of excitement into the pit of Ethan’s stomach as Maytra went into a sharp spiraling descent was unbelievable. Not even jumping from an airplane could compare with this feeling. But much as he was relishing each moment of the flight, he knew Maytra was not equally thrilled to be bearing him as a burden. Dragons were not horses. She had made this point quite clearly from the onset. However, time was a factor, and what he must accomplish could not be delayed. 
 
    Queen Berathis might have said she was willing to rise up against Shinzan, but her allegiance was not yet assured. None of her forces had been mustered, and she had made no public declaration supporting the dwarves and elves. King Yularian had told him that she could be a difficult woman, so likely she first wanted to ensure her nation’s status – as well as her own – once the war was won. It was widely assumed that with the return of the mages, the kings and queens of Lumnia would return to their vassal-like positions, governing according to the wishes of Lord Dragonvein.  
 
    This sentiment was held even among the elves and dwarves, though not by King Halvar and Keira. For this he was grateful. He had no intention of assuming the mantle of leadership, and he certainly had no desire to return the world to the way it had been in Martok’s time. But for now, he had to show strength and resolve. He needed to assure the queen that she was not casting her lot in with a doomed cause, and for this he would need to use much of the political savvy he possessed thanks to Martok’s memories. 
 
    Below him, the courtyard of the palace was filled with stunned onlookers, their jaws slack and fingers pointing skyward at what to their minds must have been a legend made reality. The surrounding city of Jar’ Malifica was in utter chaos. People were scurrying about with a combination of terror and excitement, their condition certainly exacerbated by the number of low passes Maytra had made before climbing above the clouds in order to make a more dramatic entrance. 
 
    The packed space below left no room for the landing. If they didn’t move, Maytra would certainly crush several people. Not the introduction Ethan would prefer. Fortunately, as they came level to the curtain wall – which was lined with dozens of archers, their bows trained directly on both him and his mount – the crowd began shifting back to make room. Ethan searched for the queen, but the doors leading into the palace remained firmly shut. It was a common measure for a monarch who would not want to appear overly eager. Even so, Ethan was willing to wager that she was looking on from one of the many narrow windows lining the palace façade. The chance to lay eyes on a dragon would be too much for almost anyone to resist. 
 
    Maytra landed heavily on the slate yard, arching her neck and letting out a mighty roar. Ethan had to suppress a laugh. She was showing off. And to great effect. Gasps and screams rippled through the crowd in one continuous wave as the panicking people struggled to back off and distance themselves even further from the terrifying new arrivals. 
 
    He could see that those at the rear were being forced against the wall and were in severe danger of being crushed. The old Ethan would have been merely concerned for their safety. But now, he could also view it as an opportunity. Spreading his arms, he focused his mind. A globe of pure white light appeared just above Maytra’s head. Unnecessary glamor, to be sure. But this was as much to do with presentation as substance. Of course, if he was wrong and Queen Berathis was not watching, it would all be for nothing. 
 
    “Bartilio Vamonza!” His voice boomed out, shaking the very ground.  
 
    The light flashed with blinding intensity, further terrifying the assembly. For the people at the rear, however, it was a lifesaving spell. Speedily yet smoothly, they were lifted above the increasing weight of those in front. As they dangled helplessly but safely a few feet above their fellow citizens, Ethan slid from Maytra’s back.  
 
    Keeping his voice magically enhanced, he thundered: “If you have no business here, leave now!” Though his tone bore no anger, it nonetheless carried extreme authority.  
 
    The people needed no second bidding. Immediately, they began racing toward the open portcullis, many stumbling and falling in their eagerness to get away, only to be lifted to safety by Ethan’s magic just in time to avoid being trampled to death. Once all those still on their feet had made good their escape, he allowed the rest to descend and hurry off in the same direction.  
 
    The guards along the wall, awestruck by what they had witnessed, were no longer aiming their bows. But the chime of a bell from high above within one of the tall spires brought them back into the moment. The creak of bow strings issued forth, drawn by scores of unsteady hands. 
 
    Ethan turned to Maytra and gave a quick nod. After snorting a blast of hot air, she leapt skyward, her massive wings pounding loudly until in no time she was a mere speck against the blue sky.  
 
    “Lower your bows,” ordered a voice from the palace’s large double doors. 
 
    Atop the steps there stood an elderly man clad in blue and gold robes. With a thin silver rod capped with a blue crystal in his right hand, his severe expression and piercing gray eyes drilled directly into Ethan. After holding this gaze for several seconds, without another word, he made a slow turn and disappeared inside.  
 
    No longer threatened by the bowmen, Ethan started toward the palace, on the way taking in the intricate friezes and colorful banners decorating its façade. Along the bottom edge, spanning the entire breadth, were evenly spaced statues of horses carved from a rich blue stone and polished to a mirror shine. Al’ Theona was renowned for its high-quality horse flesh, for countless years providing half of Lumnia – including the Imperial army – with some of the most magnificent steeds ever born. Their speed and endurance was legendary. 
 
    Once inside, he paused to take stock of his surroundings. The foyer was certainly impressive. From the high ceiling hung six magnificent crystal chandeliers. The floor and walls were of polished white marble that was veined with silver and gold. More statues of horses lined either side, while a great fountain served as a particularly eye-catching centerpiece. The echo of the water was almost musical. This initial sighting of the palace’s interior was clearly meant to display the wealth and power of the queen to its utmost. Ethan could easily imagine a foreign noble being both impressed and intimidated. 
 
    Three archways were positioned between the statues both to his left and right, while a much larger archway lay directly ahead. The old man was waiting beneath this, an impatient expression on his face. With a brisk movement of his hand, he gestured for Ethan to follow and moved on. 
 
    Ethan knew better than to hurry. Martok’s experience told him this. One must never appear overly anxious in situations when you have come to appeal for help. Behave as if you are completely unconcerned and have all the time you need. Be relaxed and in control. And most of all, never allow people to read what is in your heart by looking at your face. He concentrated on his expression, forcing it to take on an almost arrogant appearance. Perhaps not the best way to come across, but he had only Martok’s knowledge to work with, and his ancestor had frequently met with many powerful leaders in his time. Personally, he had experienced very few meetings of this sort before. It was much like having read countless volumes on politics and decorum, but without having any of the practical experience to go along with it.  
 
    He passed through the archway and continued following the old man through a series of rooms and corridors. The palace was vast – every bit as large as King Yularian’s. Another common tactic. If you have it to display, show your wealth to your opponent long before you meet. And that is what he and the queen were at the moment: opponents. This was being made perfectly clear.  
 
    Ethan sighed inwardly. He hated politics as much as Martok had. Maybe even more so. 
 
    Eventually, he was shown into a small parlor. The furnishings were elegant and, in Ethan’s opinion, feminine. The pastel chairs and rugs were arranged in such a way that the occupants could easily converse with one another regardless of where they were seated. But in this instance, there were no other occupants. The absence of the queen was glaring. 
 
    “Her Highness commands that you wait here until summoned,” the man instructed him. 
 
    Ethan sniffed. “Then you shall fetch me refreshment while I wait.” He punctuated this with a sharp snap of his fingers. 
 
    The man stiffened. “I will have you know that I am Her Majesty’s –” 
 
    Ethan’s eyes glowed bright red and his features hardened into a mask of absolute authority. “I do not care in the slightest who you are. If I am to be kept waiting, I will have refreshment. Am I understood?” 
 
    The man jumped sharply back, eyes wide and mouth agape. “I…I beg your pardon. I will see to it at once.” 
 
    Ethan released the magic and allowed his face to return to a state of impassive arrogance. “My Lord,” he said. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “You will address me as My Lord, or Lord Dragonvein.” 
 
    The man bowed awkwardly, his hands trembling as he rubbed them together. “Yes…Yes, My Lord. I do apologize.” 
 
    Taking a seat, Ethan waved a dismissive hand. The man did not hesitate, spinning quickly on his heels and very nearly stumbling into a chair before exiting the room. Ethan sighed heavily. He did not enjoy behaving in this arrogant manner. But given the situation, it was required. 
 
    He waited patiently until a servant boy entered bearing a tray of fruits and bread, along with a bottle of wine and a crystal goblet. The lad could not bring himself to look Ethan in the eye, clearly afraid to be in the same room as their awe-inspiring visitor. Ethan wanted to reassure him that there was nothing to fear, though he knew to do so might possibly work against him. Every move he made and every word he spoke would surely be reported back to the queen.  
 
    He pretended not to notice the servant’s activity. He wasn’t really hungry or thirsty anyway. But again, every action served a purpose. Once the boy was gone, he sat at a small glass table to examine the fare. With prudence dictating that he take care, he cast a small spell to check for anything that might have been added to the food or wine. Though he didn’t expect to find anything, to his surprise he discovered that the wine had indeed been tampered with. A mild sedative had been mixed into the bottle. Though not fatal, it would certainly have made him drowsy and lethargic. Ethan allowed a slight smile to creep to his lips. Clever. 
 
    With a wave of his hand he purified the wine and began his meal. No sooner had he finished when the door opened. This time it was the elderly man returning. After giving a formal bow, his eyes darted to the half-empty wine bottle. 
 
    “The queen will receive you now, My Lord.” 
 
    With a show of great nonchalance, Ethan leaned back in his chair, clasping his hands behind his head. “Tell Her Highness that I will be along shortly. I need to digest my food.” 
 
    The man furrowed his brow. “My Lord, may I suggest you come with me now? The queen does not like to be kept waiting.” 
 
    Ethan gave him a stern sideways look. “I do not like it either. But as I was kept waiting, I will see the queen when I am good and ready.” He flicked his wrist. “Run along.” 
 
    Obviously unwilling to debate the matter any further with such a powerful mage, the servant did as instructed.  
 
    Ethan thought back on the first time he had met with King Halvar. He had been terrified and in no small measure intimidated by the prospect of meeting an actual king. But had he possessed the knowledge that was now a part of him, he would have easily seen through the dwarf monarch’s tactics. He would have even likely foreseen his attempts on his life as well. 
 
    Enhancing his hearing, he listened for the old servant to return. He shouldn’t overplay his hand. Putting the queen off-balance was one thing; to infuriate her beyond measure was an altogether different matter. According to King Yularian, she was not the type to show her emotions easily, though when pressed too far, it was said that her anger could easily match that of a drunken soldier.  
 
    The approaching footsteps told him that it was time. Rising from his chair, he smoothed down his clothing. He had deliberately chosen attire that was far from befitting a noble – just a simple cotton shirt and pants. By contrast, the elegant blade that Jonas had passed on to him spoke clearly of wealth and power. This incongruous mix would serve to further confuse the queen’s perceptions. 
 
    He had already started toward the door when it opened. The servant jumped back a pace, scurrying out of the way as Ethan strode straight past him. Quickly regaining his composure, he hurried along until he was in the lead. 
 
    Ethan followed him through another series of chambers and corridors before finally reaching the throne room. He thought this unusually small – no more than fifty feet square. The walls were draped with tapestries and ornate weapons, and the domed ceiling was painted with images of the five great kingdoms. Positioned in the very center of these was a crimson raven – the sigil of the Empire – though a thick black line had been painted directly across this as if to discount its importance. Ethan smiled inwardly. That must have taken courage. 
 
    The throne was of black stone inlaid with gold and etched with intricate letterings in the ancient language of the dwarves. Clearly it was they who had crafted it, probably as a gift to the reigning monarch of ancient past. 
 
    Sitting proudly upon it now was Queen Berathis. Ethan was immediately struck by both her youth and beauty. Her raven hair was woven into thin braids, with white and silver threads interlacing each one. These were all held neatly in place by a thin circlet with a single diamond at its center resting on her brow. A flowing gown of white satin and violet lace hung perfectly from her slender shoulders, and her delicate features looked set and resolute. In spite of her youthful appearance, she truly exuded strength and confidence. 
 
    On either side of her was a guard clad in golden armor and carrying a long spear. Their gazes were fixed straight ahead and they remained absolutely motionless, as if crafted from stone. 
 
    As Ethan approached the throne, the queen’s dark eyes glared at him. “You dare to keep me waiting in my own home?” Her voice was melodic and richly feminine.  
 
    He stopped and bowed. “I regret that I was in need of refreshment after my journey, Your Highness. I’m sure you would not want to receive a parched and hungry guest. Particularly considering that this is our first encounter.” 
 
    “What I want is to be treated with the respect I have both earned and deserve,” she shot back without a moment’s hesitation. 
 
    Ethan was a touch surprised by this display of irritation so early on. It was contrary to the measured and controlled woman that had been described to him. Was it possible that a mage’s presence within her palace had shaken her?  
 
    Relaxing his posture, he smiled. “You are right, of course, Your Highness. I should have come right away.” 
 
    Her expression did not change, though Ethan could see in her eyes that his slight capitulation had met with approval.  
 
    “Let us not mince words, Lord Dragonvein,” she said. “You have already been told of my position by King Yularian. I have no intention of supporting a cause only to have my country kneel to a new emperor once the old one has been removed.” 
 
    “And you think I intend to be this new emperor. Is that it?” 
 
    “Do you not? I am not so foolish as to believe that the return of the mages will not come at great cost. And do not bother lying. I know there are others.”  
 
    “I have no intention of lying. And I am aware that the prospect of a return to the old ways would frighten many people. But you must believe me when I say that I do not hold any desire for a throne. Nor do the other mages. I would see a new age rise from our victory. One where all people of every race can thrive and live in safety.” 
 
    “And will we be victorious? Do you truly have the power to cast down the Emperor?” 
 
    Ethan considered his next words carefully. “No. Not alone. And perhaps not even with all the armies of Lumnia behind me. I have already fought Shinzan once and was unable to destroy him. There is no guarantee that I will fare any better when I face him again.” 
 
    The queen frowned. “You tell me this and expect me to follow you? Do you think me a fool?” 
 
    “Of course not,” he replied evenly. “But as you have already done more than enough to incur Shinzan’s wrath, you would seem to have little choice in the matter.” 
 
    Queen Berathis’ eyes narrowed. “Do not presume to know my mind. You cannot fathom the choices I make. If it will save my people, I will take full responsibility. And yes, I know that it would mean death at the hands of the Emperor. But I will recant my support this instant and submit myself to him before I will allow my people to suffer.” 
 
    Ethan nodded respectfully. “I understand your commitment. And I admire your willingness to lay down your life for your people. But doing so will not save them. This world is dying, and it is Shinzan who is killing it.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, rolling her eyes. “King Yularian has already explained this to me. Shinzan is destroying some invisible spirit, or some such tripe as that.” 
 
    Ethan battled to contain the exasperation in his voice. “Surely you can see it? The desert to the east is expanding, bringing famine and disease like never before. Just look around you. I do not believe you are blind to this.” 
 
    “Mind your tongue, mage,” she snapped. “I see things quite clearly. And I will not be bullied as you bullied my chamberlain. I do not fear you as he does.” 
 
    The two locked eyes for a lengthy and tense moment. She was afraid; that much was without doubt. But of what? Logic said that she feared being on the losing side of the war. But a tiny voice in the back of his mind told him that it was something else. 
 
    “My intent is not to bully,” he responded. “So, perhaps you should simply tell me what it is you want.” 
 
    “If you want things put simply, I can accommodate you.” She rose gracefully from her throne and stepped onto the small dais on which it was situated. “I will fight with you, Lord Dragonvein. I will muster my armies and go to war as you desire. But I require one thing in return. For you to be my husband.” 
 
    Ethan was utterly dumbstruck. For several seconds, he simply stood there with his mouth hanging slightly open, unable to think of what to say. 
 
    The queen let out a soft laugh. “I see the prospect has not crossed your mind. Am I so repulsive to you?” 
 
    “No,” he finally managed to blurt out. He did his best to regain his composure. “What I mean to say is that you are indeed lovely, Your Highness. But I am promised to another.” 
 
    “Yes. I know. King Yularian’s daughter. But I’m afraid that is my price. And it is not negotiable.” 
 
    “Please, Your Highness. You must listen to reason.” 
 
    She stiffened her back. “I must do nothing. I will not stand by while Ralmaria overshadows my realm once you ascend to the throne.” 
 
    “I swear that I have no intention of ascending to anything,” he said. His mind raced for the right words. “If you wish, I will publicly renounce any claim that I might have.” 
 
    The queen laughed. “And what good would that do? Should you change your mind, who would challenge you? I suppose you could use your magic on me. If the legends are true, you might try to manipulate my mind. But I must warn you.” She reached up and tapped the circlet on her brow. “This has been in my family for a thousand years. It is reputed to protect the wearer from any such devilish spells.” 
 
    Ethan was indeed tempted to use magic. Martok would not have hesitated. But he was not Martok. “Such magic exists, Your Highness,” he admitted. “But I will not use it. However, I am begging you to reconsider. I cannot and will not love you.” 
 
    With splendid grace, she stepped down from the dais. “I do not require your love. But the heir to Al’ Theona will be from your seed. And I will not bear a bastard.” 
 
    The two guards and the old servant flanked her instantly as she crossed the room toward the doors, not pausing even for an instant as she passed the still stunned Ethan.  
 
    “I will give you until morning to decide,” she said, before exiting the chamber. 
 
    Ethan remained standing motionless for more than a minute before turning to leave. Immediately outside, a young woman waited nervously. 
 
    “Your room has been prepared, Lord Dragonvein,” she said meekly. “Proper attire will be provided for tonight’s banquet.” 
 
    Anger began to swell inside him. “I will not be attending,” he snapped. 
 
    He allowed himself to be led to a lavish palace apartment. Not that he was taking any notice of the elegant décor or painstaking manner in which each piece of furniture had been crafted. All he could think about was Kat. Queen Berathis had the advantage...and she knew it. 
 
    He headed straight into the bedroom and plopped face down on the bed, not bothering to disrobe. He cursed himself for being a fool. He should have seen this coming. Her reasons were all too obvious – and all too logical. 
 
    With a powerful mage as her husband, no one would dare to challenge her rule, or the rule of her offspring. His own relationships with both the dwarves and the elves would all but guarantee that the trade and riches that came about because of these links would be centered in Al’ Theona. This move would make her the most powerful ruler in Lumnia, even if he refused to take any active role in matters of royalty. 
 
    Cold and calculating. And he was a moron for coming here alone. Though had Kat been present, she might well have reacted by roasting the queen right there on the spot. The very thought of the woman’s proposal almost made him laugh out loud. But the seriousness of the situation quickly banished any feelings of amusement. 
 
    A short time later there came a light rap at the door. Ethan rolled over and moaned. He had no intention of attending any bloody banquet. So whoever was there could just go away. But they did not take the hint. Soon the knock became louder and more urgent.  
 
    Finally, exasperated, Ethan slid from the bed and crossed over to the door. As expected, it was a servant girl bearing a bundle of his evening’s attire.  
 
    “I told the other girl I will not be attending,” he snapped. A second later, seeing the fear his forceful tone had elicited in the servant, he instantly regretted using it. She had done nothing wrong. And he certainly did not enjoy frightening people. Forcing a smile, he lightened his tone. “I’m sorry, miss. Please tell Her Highness that I am weary from my journey and that we shall speak in the morning.” 
 
    The girl curtsied and left without a word. 
 
    Ethan returned to the bedroom, this time stripping off his clothes before lying down. For another hour, he mulled the situation over in his mind. But in the end, he could see only two ways of getting what he sought: agree to marry the queen, or… 
 
    The second choice was nagging at the back of his mind. It was the one Martok would have chosen. And it might be the easy path to achieve what he wanted. But for all his power and intelligence, Martok had made several diplomatic blunders. In any case, there was absolutely no guarantee that the queen’s army would choose to join in with his fight against Shinzan should she die, even if it was made to appear that she had been slain by an Imperial hand. With no clearly defined heir to her throne, the most likely outcome would be chaos as several rival claimants struggled for ascendancy. 
 
    No. He would not act rashly. He could not even consider killing Queen Berathis. This needed to be done his way, not Martok’s. There must be another solution he had yet to consider. 
 
    After a time, he could feel sleep coming. He sat up in bed and closed his eyes. Weaving wards could sometimes be challenging, though this one was simple. After muttering a few words, he looked around the room. The slight glow of magic penetrating the room was barely visible. In fact, he doubted if anyone other than a mage would be able to perceive it at all. It spread steadily throughout the palace until reaching the curtain wall.  
 
    Satisfied, Ethan lay down and allowed himself to drift. Maybe something in his dreams would provide a solution to his problem? 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Ethan found himself standing alone in a sea of dunes. In the far distance, the spires of Shinzan’s palace beckoned. He could feel himself being inexorably drawn to his foe…and his fate. But there was no fear, only the bitter reality of what he knew he had to do.  
 
    “Why do you still cling to hope?” 
 
    A gentle voice descended upon him like a spring rain, and the palace became obscured by a thin mist. Lumnia. She was speaking to him through his dreams. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You must let go.” 
 
    “Are you saying I will lose?” he demanded. “That all this is for nothing?” 
 
    “You already know where victory is found. And you know how this must end.” 
 
    Ethan dropped to his knees and lowered his head. He did know. He had always known. “Is there no other way?” 
 
    “There are always choices,” the voice replied. “But for you there is only one that will save the people you love. Only one way to save them…and me.” 
 
    Ethan felt utterly defeated. Lumnia’s words cut him more deeply than the sharpest blade. There had always been only one path. He understood this now. He pictured Kat in his mind. He would save her. But at the cost of his own life. For them, there was no future. No hope. He had to find a way to accept this – that none of his dreams for a life with her would come true. There was only now. This briefest of moments. And then there would be nothing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Ethan sat bolt upright. Though memories of his dream remained crystal clear, these were for now forced to the back of his mind. The cold stabbing in his chest warned him that someone – or something – with ill-intent had passed through his ward. Springing to his feet, he quickly donned his clothes. Whatever was coming, it was moving fast. Thankfully, his ward would enable him to track its movements to within a few yards. 
 
    After fastening his sword, he exited the room. Two sentries were standing guard outside and immediately turned to bar his path.  
 
    “There’s an intruder in the palace,” Ethan told them. “Raise the alarm and protect the queen.” 
 
    They looked at one another, unsure what to do. 
 
    “Now!” His voice reverberated loudly from the stone walls. 
 
    His reputation and air of authority was sufficient. At once, the men turned and bolted away, shouting continuous warnings as they ran. Ethan hoped this would help to discourage whoever was prowling about. Though the queen was the one most likely in danger, it also occurred to him that he had not made any particular secret of his coming. It was just possible that the uninvited guest might also be looking for him. 
 
    He focused on his ward. His target was moving east, though without intimate knowledge of the palace layout, it was impossible to say what function that particular part of the building served. He now regretted sending both guards away.  
 
    As he made his way through the hall he spotted an older man covered in flour, with an apron thrown over his drooped shoulder. He was just about to enter a wooden door a few yards further down. 
 
    “You there!” shouted Ethan. “I need you to guide me through the palace.” 
 
    The man looked up at him wearily and let out a loud sigh. “I’m a cook, not a damn guide. And an exhausted cook at that.” 
 
    “You’ll be a cook without a queen if you don’t help me.” 
 
    The man paused, a deep frown forming. “What the hell are you babbling about?” At that moment, the urgent ringing of an alarm bell began sounding throughout the halls. “Who are you?” he demanded. 
 
    “Lord Ethan Dragonvein,” he replied. “And there’s an intruder inside the palace. I need you to help me find him before he finds the queen.” 
 
    A flash of fear crossed the cook’s face on hearing Ethan’s name. He quickly nodded. “Yes...yes. Of course, My Lord.” 
 
    They hurried along as fast as the old man’s legs were able to carry him. According to Ethan’s ward, the intruder was still in the eastern wing of the palace, though his movements had now slowed down considerably. By this point, more and more guards were filling the halls as the alarm bell continued with its strident ringing.  
 
    Ten guards were standing at the entrance to the east wing. On seeing their approach, one of them raised a hand to bar the way.  
 
    “Let me guess,” Ethan said. “This is where the queen’s apartment is located?” 
 
    “You cannot pass beyond this point,” the soldier stated emphatically. 
 
    Though he had not answered the question, Ethan didn’t need him to. It was obvious.  
 
    “The intruder is already inside,” he told the guard, with urgency in his tone.  
 
    The guard huffed. “No one has entered this way.” He took a menacing pace forward. “And no one will.” 
 
    There was no time for debate. Ethan waved a hand. “Stillius tempo,” he called out, casting a spell that would render the guards immobile just long enough for them to pass through. Grabbing the astonished cook by the arm, he hurried on.  
 
    “Do you know how to get to the queen’s chambers?” he asked.  
 
    The cook’s feet were dragging badly. Wrenching his arm free, he stopped altogether. “No. I mean…I can’t take you there, My Lord. I dare not.” 
 
    “If you don’t, she’ll be killed.” 
 
    By this time, the guards had recovered and were racing toward them. Ethan quickly erected a barrier of pale blue light, halting them in their tracks.  
 
    Already badly unnerved, this latest display of magic was too much for the cook. Clearly terrified, he sank to his knees, sobbing loudly.  
 
    Ethan could see that the man would be of no further use. And he could sense that the intruder was now stationary. This possibly meant that he had reached his objective. With a growl of frustration, he bolted blindly down the hall, leaving the old cook where he was. Alternative guidance came quickly. After rounding the very first corner, he nearly tripped over the body of a young servant boy. His head had all but been twisted completely away from his neck. Whoever had done this obviously possessed tremendous strength. The kind of strength that.... 
 
    “Rakasa!” Ethan exclaimed softly.  
 
    Steeling his nerves, he continued running. Even if he had not been able to sense the intruder’s precise location, the six more bodies he came across clearly told him that he was heading in the right direction. Finally, he came to an imposing pair of wooden double doors. The two guards who had been on duty outside were both dead, blood still pooling on the floor around their crushed skulls. Ethan’s ward told him that the Rakasa was very close, only a few feet away on the other side of the entrance. 
 
    His right hand shot out. “Molto Vara!” 
 
    The doors exploded inward. He knew by doing this he risked injuring the queen, but he had to do something to distract the Rakasa – assuming the beast hadn’t already completed its task. Disregarding all caution, he rushed inside. Dust and debris was still settling as he hurtled across the threshold. 
 
    The only thing that saved him was the tiniest flicker of movement in the corner of his eye. Instinctively, he ducked his head and dove hard and low to the right. It was as well that he did. Though the sweeping steel blade missed the intended target of his neck, it still managed to cut deeply into the side of his left shoulder. Gritting his teeth against the sudden stab of pain and while still falling to one side, he cast a spear of fire blindly into the direction he imagined the Rakasa must be standing. An ear-rending screech told him that he had been on the mark. 
 
    Aware of the tremendous speed of his foe, he threw up a hastily cast barrier the very instant he landed heavily on the hard tile floor. It wouldn’t be enough to stop the creature completely, but he prayed it would at least slow it down. His prayer was answered. Ethan looked up to see the black cloaked figure straining to force its way through the barrier, much as if it were attempting to run while waist deep in water. This delay was all that he needed. 
 
    “Ipitzi Moria!”  
 
    The barrier instantly hardened, snaring the creature just as its sword arm was breaking free from its hold. Ethan sighed with relief. But already he could feel the blood soaking his shirt. Reaching over, he touched the wound. It was worse than he had thought. Self-healing was tricky even for those who were skilled at the craft. For him, it was virtually impossible. 
 
    He scanned the room, but saw no one. “Your Highness!” he called out. 
 
    Judging by the desk and bookcases, it looked as if this room served as an office or study. A door directly opposite the entrance was cracked open, while another door to his right was shut tight.  
 
    Ethan called out again, but received no reply. He glanced across at the Rakasa still straining uselessly against the magic holding it and sniffed contemptuously. The vile assassin was beyond any kind of healing or redemption. Whatever power Shinzan used to change them, it banished any semblance of their former selves. He knew he should pity the creatures, but he could feel only revulsion and anger.  
 
    A face peeked out from behind the partly opened door. Before Ethan could be sure it was the queen, a glowing green rod appeared. He threw up a protection spell, but it was unnecessary. A flash of lightning tore across the chamber, passing over his still fallen figure and striking the Rakasa in the center of its chest. The queen then stepped fully into the room, a look of absolute fury burning in her eyes. Relentlessly, she maintained her assault on her would-be assassin for a full minute. Throughout this, the Rakasa shrieked out a continuous stream of obscene curses, its already vile features contorted into an even more disgusting mask as it jerked about in violent spasms of death. Only when it became completely still did the queen allow the rod to go quiet. 
 
    Ethan released his hold on the now dead Rakasa. Acrid smoke rising from the creature’s chest had begun to fill the chamber. 
 
    “Foul demon,” said the queen. Tucking the rod into her sleeve, she crossed over to Ethan.  
 
    He struggled up to one knee. Blood had now soaked his back entirely. “Are you hurt, Your Highness?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course not. It will take more than one of Shinzan’s dogs to kill me.” 
 
    The frantic stomping of boots outside the apartment could be heard racing toward them. The queen offered him her hand. Reluctantly, he took it and allowed her to pull him to his feet. The pain in his shoulder was beginning to throb and burn with an intensity far greater than he’d expected. She moved to his back and examined the injury. 
 
    “Nothing a few stitches and some jamas salve won’t cure,” she announced.  
 
    “If you can just have someone stop the bleeding for me, Katyana can heal it.” 
 
    “So you are bringing her here,” she responded, a half-smile forming. “That should prove to be interesting.” 
 
    Her smile was still lingering when six soldiers rushed into the room. They at once placed themselves between Ethan and the queen.  
 
    “Escort Lord Dragonvein back to his chambers,” she instructed them. “He is in need of a healer.” She glanced over at the Rakasa and grimaced. “And remove this filth from my sight.”  
 
    After bowing, Ethan exited the room with two of the guards close behind him. The queen was indeed a capable woman, he considered. And courageous. The mere word Rakasa chilled the hearts of most people. But she had not flinched in the slightest when faced with danger; though in truth, he wondered how much danger she had really been in. She had clearly been prepared for such an attack. And possessed a weapon capable of dispatching the creature.  
 
    With every step he took, the pain in his shoulder was increasing. The blood flow had not lessened either. By the time they had gone only half the distance to his room, he was leaving a steady trail of blood droplets behind and was feeling light-headed. He paused to rip loose his shirt sleeve, at the same time asking one of the guards to help him tie it over the wound. A deep frown formed on the man’s face when he saw the injury. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Ethan asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he replied. “The flesh around the wound is turning yellow.” 
 
    Poison, he thought. And if so, there was no time to waste. He sent the second guard off to fetch the healer right away rather than waiting until they arrived at his room. The remaining guard helped him into a nearby library, where he laid him down on a small sofa. 
 
    After what seemed like an eternity, a short, middle-aged man pushing a cart filled with various vials of liquids and powders entered. Without a word, he hurried over to Ethan and rolled him onto his side. After cutting way the binding, he examined the wound carefully. 
 
    The healer let out a long breath. “You’re very lucky, young man,” he said. “This particular poison is produced here in Al’ Theona, so I have the means to treat it.” Reaching over to his cart, he picked up a vial of yellow liquid. “Here, drink this.” 
 
    “What is it?” asked Ethan. 
 
    “It will put you to sleep while the poison leaves your system.” 
 
    He pushed it away. “I’d rather not.” 
 
    The man chuckled. “You say that now. But I assure you that you’ll change your mind very quickly. The treatment is quite painful.” 
 
    Ethan shook his head. “I don’t care. I need to stay awake.” 
 
    The man shrugged. “As you wish. But remember, I did warn you.” 
 
    He rose and began mixing together several powders and liquids inside a small stone bowl. The queen arrived just as he was sitting back down beside Ethan. Her face was expressionless, but her eyes held a glint of worry.  
 
    “I’m fine,” Ethan assured her, before she could speak.  
 
    She looked to the healer. “Can he be moved?” 
 
    “Not yet, Your Highness.” Scooping out a portion of the paste he’d concocted with his middle and index fingers, he turned to his patient. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Ethan nodded, suddenly wondering if he should reconsider his decision not to make use of the sleeping potion. But it was too late now; the paste had already come into contact with his wound. The effect was instantaneous. How he managed to stifle an agonized cry was impossible to say. It felt as if a red-hot branding iron had been pressed deep into his flesh. For more than a minute he sucked hard through gritted teeth, still battling to maintain a brave silence. But the pain was spreading all the way down his arm and back, slowly enveloping his entire body in its fiery grip. Eventually, it was more than he could bear. A loud moan escaped, after which he buried his face deep into the sofa cushions. 
 
    “How long will he be like this?” asked the queen. 
 
    “At least two hours,” the healer told her. “The antidote has to run its course until all the poison is reached.” He raised Ethan to place a bandage over the gash and tied it securely. “I can’t stitch the wound until it’s over. But he should make a full recovery.” 
 
    The queen regarded Ethan for a moment. “Very well. I will expect your answer as soon as you are able.” Without waiting for his response, she swept gracefully from the room. 
 
    Even when he thought it could not possibly get any worse, the pain increased. Ethan threw his head back and let out a full-blooded cry. As his body went rigid...through it all...he was still aware of the firm but gentle hand of the healer pressing on his chest. He was able to open his eyes just enough to see the man’s face. Where previously he had appeared stern and uncaring, his sympathy and concern were now clearly evident. 
 
    “Are you sure you won’t take the potion?” he asked. 
 
    Ethan wanted to reply, but another wave of pain robbed him of his voice. He could only shake his head. 
 
    The healer chuckled. “Of all the stories I’ve heard about the mages, none would have prepared me for someone as stubborn as you. But I suppose I can understand why you wouldn’t want to be drugged. Being a mage in this age can’t be an easy thing.” He regarded Ethan for a further few seconds. “No. Definitely not what I expected.” 
 
    Even without the sleeping potion, Ethan still found himself drifting in and out of consciousness. Sweat soaked his hair and clothing as the salve continued to do its work. He couldn’t be sure how much time had passed before the pain mercifully at long last began to subside. Eventually, although moving with all the feebleness and fragility of a very old man, he was able to sit up and change into a pair of cotton pants and a new shirt left for him by one of the servants.  
 
    The healer escorted him back to his chambers and sat with him for a short time, then ordered him to rest. Ethan was in no condition to argue. Even so, with the worst now over, his mind would not relax just yet. Through the window, he could see the first light of dawn appearing. The gathering brightness became almost a symbol of his now much clearer thinking – the knowledge of what he must do made evident in his dream. 
 
    He would agree to the queen’s conditions – but only if she would wait until after he had defeated Shinzan. He would give her his solemn word. In exchange, Queen Berathis would muster her army and aid in the fight.  
 
    Any lingering pain had now been replaced by extreme fatigue. Even so, as sleep began pulling him in, his thoughts resolutely fought to stay centered on Kat. How would he tell her? How could he make her understand? He could lie. But she would see through him in an instant. But how could he tell her the whole truth?  
 
    Search as he might, he found no answers.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Renald paused to rub the dull ache in his lower back. This and many other minor pains had been plaguing him increasingly as the strength of the dragons lessened and their protection waned. It would be a terrible loss when they were gone completely. The beauty they had created here in the midst of Shinzan’s destruction was a wonder to behold. Thankfully, he doubted very much that he would be alive to see it finally crumble.  
 
    He could feel Maytra. Her power had continued to grow. Soon she would be as large and strong as her years would have naturally made her had she not been cursed. Her voice was the only company he had known for hundreds of years, and now once again, she was all he had left. A sigh slipped out. He hadn’t expected to miss the others as much as he did. Though they had been irksome at times, and definitely filled with the ignorance and stupidity of youth, having company under his roof had assuaged his loneliness and banished the nightmares of his past.  
 
    He stared up at the ridge leading to the shore. Every day he came here, always hoping that this would be the one when he at last caught sight of an approaching ship. But thus far, the only signs of life he had spotted were the sirean looking at him with their cold eyes – an open reminder of the blood debt he owed them. He scratched at the spot on his chest where the dagger had struck. For some reason, their presence always made it itch.  
 
    The top of the ridge seemed higher and more difficult to reach today. Of course, he could always levitate himself, but then he would end up almost as weary as if he climbed using only his aging legs. Besides, any magic he used these days was being drawn directly from the dragons. They needed every ounce of strength they had left to hold on without him diminishing it.  
 
    He glanced over his shoulder. At least the way back home was mostly downhill, and he could always stop to rest beneath an apple or pear tree if he wished. It was still early, and the air was cool and dry. A short nap and a quick bite to eat might well be a good idea. 
 
    A sudden tingling sensation in his head quickly dismissed this thought. It was a warning. Someone was nearing the docks. He wouldn’t be able to identify the arrivals until they actually crossed the wards, but they were close enough for him to know that someone was there.  
 
    New life entered his tired limbs as he ascended the rise. When the shore at last came into view, his instinctive reaction was one of pure elation. A dwarf vessel was pulling in alongside the dock. But his elation faded as quickly as it formed. Awkwardness and anxiety took hold instead. He had rehearsed what he would say a hundred or more times, but now that the moment had finally arrived, he could not form a single sentence in his mind that made even a scrap of sense. 
 
    “Old fool,” he muttered, now uncomfortably aware that he had not changed his clothes for several days. Those he had on were covered in dust and stains, and he knew he must be reeking of body odor. But it was too late to do anything about that now. The dwarves were already on deck and tying their ropes to the dock.  
 
    Renald strained his eyes. There was no sign of whom he was waiting for just yet. He could feel his heart thudding in his chest. “Please let him be here,” he whispered. It was taking every bit of his self-control to steady his breathing and keep his hands from trembling. A lone human figure appeared on deck, pausing for a moment before leaping onto the wooden planks of the pier. He spoke to the dwarves briefly, then turned toward the rise. 
 
    Even from a distance, Renald recognized him. The serious expression Lynial nearly always held, together with his long, confident strides, were unmistakable. The sight of his son transported him back to the last time they had been together, and with it, the almost unbearable pain of leaving him imprisoned and hidden away.  
 
    They halted when about ten yards apart, staring at one another in complete silence for what felt like an eternity. Renald could feel the tears welling. But his son showed no emotion at all. 
 
    “You had no right,” Lynial finally said.  
 
    Renald did not reply, but tentatively moved closer. By the time he was at arm’s length, he was weeping openly. 
 
    Lynial remained still. “Why?” he pressed. “Just tell me why you betrayed me. And why you betrayed your own brother.” 
 
    “I know you must hate me,” Renald told him, wiping ineffectively at his eyes. “But that was a price I was willing to pay to keep you alive.” 
 
    “You let your brother face Shinzan alone. I could have –” 
 
    “You would have died as well. Or worse. I did what I had to do. And of all the things I have done in my life, this is one I shall never regret. You are alive…and here. For me, that is enough.” 
 
    A spurt of rage appeared in Lynial’s eyes. “You have no idea what I would like to do to you – how angry I am.” He paused, his hands balled into fists. But after a few seconds, he visibly relaxed and his voice calmed. “As I crossed the ocean, all I could feel toward you was fury...blind fury. But now that I am actually standing in front of you and can look into your eyes...and hear your voice…” His features softened. 
 
    This was all the encouragement Renald needed. Unable to contain himself any longer, he threw himself across the small space still separating them to embrace his son, his tears renewed. Lynial stiffened at his touch, but after a moment, returned the embrace.  
 
    “Come,” said Renald eagerly. “I have food and drink prepared.” 
 
    Now smiling, Lynial allowed his father to lead him by the hand. Once within the confines of the wards, he slowed to examine the lush surroundings, a stark contrast to the barren land he had seen on the other side of the ridge. “It’s exactly like the countryside near our hunting lodge,” he remarked. “Even the trees are the same. Ethan told me that the dragons had done this. But clearly you must have had a hand in it as well.” 
 
    “It’s their power that sustains it,” Renald explained. “But I guided the creation.” He pointed ahead to where the cabin was coming into view. “Even my home should look familiar.” 
 
    Lynial laughed. “It does indeed. It’s just like the lodge we built together when I was thirteen.” 
 
    “Yes. And as I recall, you were none too happy when I didn’t let you use magic to assist us.” 
 
    Lynial gave an exaggerated moan. “Don’t remind me. My back still hurts just thinking about it.” 
 
    “But the hard work made you appreciate it all the more, did it not?” 
 
    He cast his father a sideways frown. “No. And if you remember, mother wanted to throttle you for making me do it.” 
 
    Renald chuckled. “Yes. She always detested physical work; she said it was improper for a mage to perform such mundane tasks. Dwarf work is what she called it.” He glanced over to Lynial. “You have so much of her in you.” 
 
    “Is that why we fought so much?” 
 
    He gave his son’s hand a light squeeze. “Perhaps. But it wasn’t your mother’s influence that bothered me. It was your uncle’s.” 
 
    Lynial’s tone immediately hardened. “Praxis was a great man.” 
 
    “My brother was a great mage,” he retorted. “But as a man, he was rash and arrogant.”  
 
    Renald could see the displeasure growing on his son’s face. The boy had admired his uncle so much, even saying once during a heated argument that he would rather have had him as his father. “I loved Praxis,” he said. “But when he enlisted you to join him against Shinzan –” 
 
    “He did not enlist me,” Lynial cut in. “I joined him willingly.” 
 
    “I know. And I wanted to kill him for allowing it.” He stopped to face his son. “He could never love you the way I do. He sent his own son off to safety, yet wanted to take you with him to certain death.” 
 
    Lynial squared his shoulders. “Had you not betrayed me, we could have defeated Shinzan together.” 
 
    This drew a derisive laugh from Renald. “You have no inkling of what you are saying. Shinzan is not of this world. Surely Ethan has told you…” His voice trailed off and he let out a sigh. “In my joy over seeing you again, I haven’t thought to ask if Ethan still lives.” 
 
    “He lives.” They resumed their walk toward the cabin. “I’ll tell you all that I know, but...” A tiny smile crept upon Lynial’s lips. “But only after you’ve washed and changed your clothes.” 
 
    Renald laughed, though it was one shaded with more than a touch of embarrassment. Leading the way into the cabin, he poured his son a cup of wine before gathering a bundle of fresh clothing and setting off to the lake. 
 
    He reflected on events along the way. The meeting had gone a much better than he’d dared hope for, though problems clearly remained. Even when Lynial smiled, he could still sense the anger boiling just beneath the surface. His son truly believed that had he been with Praxis, together they could have changed the fate of the world. But at least that anger had now been diluted to some degree by love. It was a small comfort he was more than happy to accept.  
 
    The boy was so much like his mother. Her death had cut them both to the core. They had hunted down the Rakasa that had ended her life and tortured it for days. But in spite of their efforts, the creature had never made a sound – fueling their rage to an even greater pitch. For a short time, Renald had wanted to charge off to do battle with Shinzan as well. But destroying one of the Emperor’s emotionless fiends – a thing unable to experience any kind of real suffering – was no salve at all for the intense pain he was carrying. Only the death of Shinzan could remedy the hole in his heart. 
 
    But all those thoughts ended the instant he looked at his son and saw his wife’s eyes staring back at him. At that precise moment, he knew what had to be done. Lynial was all that was left of her. And in spite of his rage, should he face Shinzan, he would surely perish. The possibility of seeing this happen with his own eyes was too much to bear. Imprisoning Lynial was the only answer. Praxis had claimed to understand, though his real judgment was clear in his expression. Betrayed. That’s what he really thought. But then, hadn’t he done all he could to ensure his own son’s safety? He had seen to it that the dwarves would take Lady Illyrian and their child in – even if they never actually did make it that far in the end. 
 
    By the time Renald returned to the cabin, it was fully dark. The scent of a fire told him that Lynial had found the stew he was planning to heat up for supper. 
 
    His son was sitting at the table with hands folded. “I won’t be staying long,” he said. 
 
    Renald sat across from him, searching for the words he wanted…needed to say. “Yes. I understand. That I am able to see you one final time is more than I should have hoped for.” 
 
    Lynial cocked his head. “Final time? So you still think Shinzan will defeat us?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I hope not. Ethan is strong. If anyone can save Lumnia, he can. But I will never live to see it.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Of course you will.” 
 
    Renald gave him a thin smile. “My time is at an end, son. I’ve only held out this long in the hope of seeing you again. Now that I have, there is a debt that must be paid. Besides, every day I remain alive, I am drawing from what little strength the dragons still possess.” 
 
    Lynial was visibly shaken. “There must be a way to save you.” 
 
    “I am not in need of saving. I have lived for over five hundred years, and I have become old and weary. Now that you are with me, I am ready to rest at last.” 
 
    Lynial threw back his chair. “No! I do not accept this. You can’t just decide to die. Not after everything that has happened. I won’t allow it.”  
 
    “Please. Calm yourself. I don’t want our last hours to be filled with anger and sorrow. For the first time in five centuries, I am truly happy.” 
 
    With a growl of frustration, Lynial turned away. “So this is it? You waited around just so I could watch you die?” He flashed a furious glance over his shoulder. “Still a selfish bastard.” 
 
    With knees cracking, Renald rose from his seat and moved closer, but Lynial refused to face him. “Yes, it’s true. I am selfish. I should have ended it the moment Ethan and the others left. But I had to see you one more time. Please forgive me.” 
 
    Renald had only seen his son weep once before; the day his mother died. The stifled sobs he could now hear coming from Lynial tore at his heart. Yes, he had been selfish. There was no doubt about that. He had allowed Maytra to remain cursed simply to stave off his own loneliness, and now he had brought Lynial here to watch his father die. Why? The answer was obvious, and it made him deeply ashamed: He was afraid to do it alone. 
 
    “I should not have waited for you to come,” he said. “You must leave in the morning.” 
 
    More than a minute passed, during which Lynial’s sobs gradually subsided. Eventually, he turned back toward his father. Any trace of anger or sorrow on his face was now gone, replaced by an expression full of determination and resolve. “Whatever you are about to face, I am your son,” he said. “And I will stand at your side.” 
 
     Although unaware of it, Renald had been holding his breath for at least thirty seconds. It now escaped in a long sigh. “Thank you,” he said, retaking his seat. “But before I say more, please tell me what has been happening with the others.” 
 
    Lynial recounted the events as told to him by Ethan. At first, Renald was overjoyed at the news that Lady Illyrian still lived, and that Praxis’ spirit had not been destroyed after all. But his joy quickly turned to anxiety on realizing the danger Lady Illyrian was facing, now that Praxis was no longer able to influence Shinzan’s emotions. 
 
    Once his son was finished, Renald sat quietly for some time, absorbing what he had been told. That Ethan had fought Shinzan, and like Praxis, had been able to destroy his physical form was encouraging. But they still needed more. Without discovering the vital key of how to destroy the Emperor’s source of power, any further attempts would ultimately fail.  
 
    “Don’t trouble yourself over it,” Lynial said, seeing the deep furrows in his father’s brow. Reaching over, he squeezed the old man’s hand. “There is nothing more you can do. And I do not want what time we have left together spent worrying over things beyond your control. I would rather hear about you…and your time here.” 
 
    As they ate, Renald spoke of his arrival and early days in the Dragon Wastes. They continued talking after their meal, leaving the cabin and strolling at a leisurely pace through the meadows. Eventually, they ended up back at the shore. Renald told the dwarves who were waiting aboard the vessel that they were welcome to gather as much fresh fruits as they could carry – an offer they eagerly accepted. 
 
    By the time the sun was sinking over the horizon, they found themselves on the banks of the lake. Renald did his best not to show the fear that was steadily building inside. Only his son’s presence prevented him from falling into absolute despair. 
 
    “When I am gone, you must not tarry here long,” he said. “My wards will no longer protect this place, and the foul beasts marred by Shinzan’s magic will have nothing to keep them at bay.” 
 
    “You still haven’t told me why you must die,” Lynial pressed. Tears were now welling in his eyes. “I understand that the dragons have sustained you. But surely there is some magic that could give you the strength you need.” 
 
    Renald shook his head sadly. “Many mages have wasted their lives searching for such knowledge.” He took a seat on the ground and waited for Lynial to join him. “There is a natural order to things, son. Nothing is meant to endure forever. Not even the dragons can boast immortality. And even if such a power did exist, I would refuse it. Not that it would make a difference. As I said before, I owe a debt. One that I must pay.” 
 
    “A debt to who?” 
 
    There was no point in evading the question. Renald told him of the sirean and their encounter with Lylinora. “I had no choice,” he concluded. “They demanded payment.” 
 
    As he finished, tears were once again running down Lynial’s face. But this time his expression was not one of pain or anger, but of deep pride. “I’m sorry,” he began. “I’m so sorry that I said you are selfish.” 
 
    Renald chuckled softly. “Why? You were right. Believe me, if it was possible to back out of my bargain now, I quite likely would. The thought of giving myself to the sirean…” He shuddered. “I have always feared the ocean.” 
 
    “Are you certain there is no other way?” 
 
    “I gave the Oath of Incatinio. There is no way back.” 
 
    A lengthy silence followed, during which Renald felt Lynial’s arm wrap around his shoulder. It gave him courage. He looked up at the half-moon peeking out from behind the clouds. It was cool, and the breeze pleasant. A good night. The best he could remember.  
 
    A nod to his son signaled that it was time to begin the inevitable. The pair of them rose together and started back toward the shore. Yes, a perfect night, Renald considered. To wait any longer would invite indecision and crippling fear to return.  
 
    With each step he took, regret filled his heart. How much time had he wasted on frivolous pursuits? Time that would have been far better spent with Lynial. Never before had he regretted being born a mage. Now, he wasn’t so sure. Had he been just a normal human...yes...his life would have been greatly shortened. But it would have been a short life dedicated to loving his family. Not even immortality could be worth more than that. Aside from all the heavy responsibilities, a mage’s life was a constant search for acquiring more personal power. Now, it all seemed so petty and sad.  
 
    As they crested the rise, the gentle lapping of the waves upon the shore reached his ears. The dwarves had returned from the orchard and were lazing on the dock, passing around a bottle of wine. While descending, his eyes remained firmly fixed on the ocean. He could already see the head and torso of a sirean silhouetted in the dim moonlight.  
 
    “Remember what I told you, son,” he said. “Do not linger.” 
 
    Lynial simply nodded. 
 
    As soon as they arrived on the beach, the young man positioned himself defensively in front of his father and faced the waiting sirean. By now, six more had appeared. Their expressions were unreadable.  
 
    “Do not blame them for this,” Renald told him. “It was my choice. And frankly, it is a better death than slowly withering away to nothing.” He closed his eyes and was immediately able to hear the whisper of their voices beckoning. There was no malice in their call. In fact, as he allowed the enticing sound to pass through him, he found that any remaining fear was gently being eased away. Legends of the sireans’ song luring sailors to their deaths had been told for thousands of years. Now he fully understood from where they had sprung. With each passing second, he felt an increasing excitement to follow them into the depths – the ocean had now become a place of eternal rest rather than something to be feared. 
 
    “Father.” 
 
    Lynial’s voice brought him back into the moment. He touched his cheek and smiled. “Farewell, son.” 
 
    Without another word, Lynial threw both arms around him, holding him close in a lengthy embrace. At long last, Renald felt complete. All of his past sins were now unimportant. Come. Rest with us. It is time. The voice of the sirean was like a tender song coming from a mother’s lips.  
 
    Backing away from the embrace, he took hold of Lynial’s hands. “I wish I had something to say...some advice...or something to give that would help you in the times ahead. But I don’t. All I can offer you is my love. It’s all I have left.” 
 
    Lynial swallowed hard. “I love you too, father.” 
 
    His response drew a warm smile from Renald. “Don’t worry. Ethan will arise victorious. I was never sure of this before, but somehow I now know it to be true. Just promise me one thing: Live to see his victory. Your ancestors await, but there is no hurry for you to see them…or me.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    After kissing his son’s tear-soaked cheek, Renald turned toward the waiting sirean. Yet again their song filtered its way into his mind. Welcome. Come to us and rest. 
 
    “I’m coming,” he responded almost silently. 
 
    The water was warm and soothing as he waded in. Once it was up to his chest, two of the sirean eased up beside him, each one placing a hand on his shoulder. Peace. The reassuring voice was joined by the sound of tiny bells and gentle laughter. 
 
    As the water finally covered his head, he could feel his spirit beginning to drift. Little by little, the ocean faded away, as did his sirean escorts. It was now the welcoming call of his ancestors surrounding him. He glanced down at his hands. They were no longer wrinkled and scarred. Once again, they were hands of a young man. Renewed strength and vigor flowed through his limbs.  
 
    Far ahead, Renald could see a lone figure standing beside a massive oak tree. He was smiling and waving enthusiastically. Despite the distance between them, Renald recognized him instantly. It was Praxis. His voice carried clearly on a warm breeze.  
 
    “Welcome home, brother.” 
 
    A rush of emotion surged through Renald. Yes, he suddenly realized. That’s where he was. Home. All the troubles of his life had been left in the past where they belonged. A mist formed behind Praxis. A few seconds later a long line of smiling faces emerged from this to greet him. His thoughts turned to the dragons. It was because of them that this was possible. 
 
    “Thank you,” he whispered, then hurried forward to join his kin, reveling in their love and acceptance. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Still weeping, Lynial fell to his knees. He cursed himself for being angry. He’d had no right to question his father. Guilt stabbed spitefully into the pit of his stomach for all the times he had wished for Praxis to have sired him. Praxis had never loved him the way his father did. Yet for years, he had never realized this. Now…it was too late. 
 
    He looked up toward the dock. The dwarves were all staring in wide-eyed amazement at what they had just witnessed. 
 
    After calling for them to make ready to depart, Lynial set off toward the cabin. His tears were dry by the time he stepped inside, though the intense pain of his loss was something he knew would not ease for a long time still. Straight away he set about searching through the old man’s belongings, placing aside a few odds and ends he remembered seeing in his study when he was a child. When he came upon the sketchbook, he ran his hands carefully over the worn leather cover for several seconds before taking it over to the table and opening it.  
 
    Each page brought long forgotten memories flooding back, along with deep emotions. His father had taken great pleasure in capturing the likeness of family members and places he was fond of visiting. Lynial had once thought it a ridiculous way to spend one’s time; an opinion he no longer held. Most of the drawings were of himself and his mother. Several were of the places his father had taken them when he was still a small boy. That was the time before Lynial had begun refusing to join him on these outings, choosing instead to spend time in study or with his uncle. 
 
    The distant howls coming from outside made him realize that he had been sitting there for longer than he should. The wards protecting this place were now gone. And if what his father had said was true, this would be an open invitation to the creatures who dwelt beyond. As quickly as he could, he gathered together the few items he wanted to take with him and found a cloth sack in which to put them. 
 
    On leaving the cabin, he immediately spotted more than twenty deformed, hound-like beasts stalking toward him from the direction of the lake. The large creatures halted in a group only a short distance away, teeth bared and jaws dripping saliva. A sudden rage filled Lynial’s chest. Placing the sack of his father’s possessions on the ground, he spread his arms wide as if in invitation. 
 
    The creatures rushed in, their hideous blood-red eyes all fixed firmly on their prey. But Lynial was no ordinary victim – a lesson he fully intended to teach these beasts. He raised an arm. With an ear-shattering crack, spears of blue flame appeared overhead and began raining down upon the charging pack, bringing it to a sudden halt. The hounds scattered, but there was no escape. Each time one was struck, it was instantly consumed. Within seconds, only a few remained. Lynial made quick work of these, lifting them into the air inside a massive whirlwind and then crushing them with a coil of green magical energy. 
 
    He wished there had been more. The fury building inside him needed to destroy anything Shinzan had touched. The pity somewhere deep within his heart he knew he should be feeling for these wretched beasts was overcome by his blind hatred for the one who had created them.  
 
    As he bent down to retrieve the sack, a series of howls had him jerking upright again. He grinned viciously. “Come on then,” he whispered. “I have more.” 
 
    Ready as he imagined himself to be, he was totally unprepared for what came into view a moment later. From over the next rise, literally a thousand or more of the creatures appeared. Like a vast swarm of ants, they streamed their way down, their intent clear as they turned toward the cabin. There were too many. Far too many for him to have a hope of overcoming. 
 
    Letting out a feral scream, he began shooting bursts of flame and daggers of ice indiscriminately into the approaching hoard. It was a futile gesture. Not even his rage could stop the massive tide of beasts speeding toward him. In moments, he would be overrun. 
 
    Seizing up his precious sack, he cast a short traveling spell. A full-fledged spell would have taken him much too long, but thankfully he only needed to get as far as the shore. Just in time, he was airborne, though only high enough to avoid being torn to bits. The foul creatures leapt repeatedly, their massive jaws snapping mere inches below the soles of his boots. 
 
    Fortunately, the spell carried him far faster than his pursuers. In less than a minute he was standing at the end of the dock. The dwarves were already on their feet with weapons out.  
 
    “What’s all the commotion?” demanded one. 
 
    “Cast off now,” ordered Lynial. The dwarves hesitated. “I said now!”  
 
    His urgent tone was enough to jerk them into action. And not a second too soon. The engines had only just fired and the ropes dragged aboard when the beasts crested the rise. Forgetting all caution, the pilot slammed the vessel into reverse, very nearly causing three other dwarfs to tumble over the rail. But haste was most certainly necessary. They were barely twenty yards out to sea when the beasts surged onto the dock. Any closer and they might well have been able to leap across the gap. 
 
    By now the pilot had turned the craft toward the eastern horizon, but there was no need for haste any longer. None of the would-be killers appeared to be interested in entering the water. Instead, they settled for howling and snarling hatefully at the escaping group. 
 
    Lynial glared back at them with equal hate until the coast was barely visible. The dwarves were on deck as well. Finally, one came up and asked: “What were those things?” 
 
    He regarded the dwarf silently and then turned toward the cabin door, shaking his head. His anger was too great for speech at the moment, as was the pain of losing his father. The thought of such disgusting demons desecrating the home of Renald Dragonvein was almost enough to make him turn back. Given a little time, he knew he could conjure spells of such ferocity as to obliterate them all. Praxis had taught him well.  
 
    That would be a futile gesture though. It was Shinzan who had turned them into the monsters they were. He focused his mind instead on what was to come. Though he had not been able to fight at the side of Praxis, he knew Ethan had no choice but to accept his aid. With this thought as a salve for his ailing heart, he crawled into a bunk and closed his eyes.  
 
    His father had taught him that vengeance would blind you. Perhaps that was true. But right now, it was all he had left. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Markus crouched low behind a horse trough at the side of the livery stable to check out the scene across the street. The chill air was rancid with the combined stench of urine and dung. It was far stronger today – strong enough perhaps to mask the scent of an attacker. Maybe. But then again, he was confident that only a counted few people might possess the skills to ever take him by surprise.  
 
    The Imperial soldiers guarding the entrance to the tavern opposite appeared bored as they fiddled with their equipment and chatted with one another. But they were not Markus’ target today. It was the person they were protecting that he had come after. 
 
    The lighthearted minstrel’s tune drifting out from inside the building was a stark contrast to the dreary and dilapidated condition of the town. In reality, it was little more than a trading post, though even by those low standards it was still a filthy place. Its few residents were mostly either inside the tavern or had already turned in for the night. It was little wonder the soldiers were not greatly on their guard. Even in a time of war, this place held little interest for anyone, and the inhabitants were certainly no threat. 
 
    Backing away, Markus ducked around the corner and pressed his back to the wall. By now, the light of the day was all but gone. Darkness had always been his ally. With blood racing through his veins, he allowed the sublime moment to wrap itself around him. The demon of Specter might have been banished, but the joy of the hunt remained. What’s more, his prey this particular evening was fully deserving of death. Not that this mattered especially. What was important was the role the man filled. His intended victim was the key coordinator of Imperial supply lines. To eliminate him would slow the enemy advance for some considerable time. 
 
    After making his way to a narrow walkway at the rear of a nearby building, he quickly noted that a stack of wooden crates he had placed there earlier that day had not been moved. There were other ways for him to ascend the wall, but this was by far the easiest. He surveyed the area. No one was about. With two nimble hops, he was atop the crates and was able to reach to the edge of the flat roof. Emitting only a muffled grunt, he pulled himself up and immediately laid flat. After remaining motionless for a short time, he was sure that no one had witnessed him. 
 
    Very little light reflected from the handful of street lamps onto the surrounding rooftops, and that which did reach this far caught only at the edges. So long as he stayed at the center part of each building, there was virtually no possibility of being spotted. Also, the soft leather shoes he wore ensured that should anyone be directly below inside, they would hear nothing louder than a gentle creak of old timbers – gone before they could even be sure they had actually heard it.  
 
    Moving with the agility of an acrobat, he made his way from rooftop to rooftop until reaching the tavern. Here, with the loud drunken revels and music obliterating any other sound, he was in no danger whatsoever of being heard. Quickly, he located the small section of roof timbers he had dislodged two nights previously. Carefully lifting them, he squeezed down into the storage closet he knew to be immediately below, landing with a soft thud as his feet hit the planks.  
 
    By now the General would have retreated to his usual room with his customary whore. Markus had considered waiting for him to fall asleep, as he usually did once his sexual appetite was sated, but research had told him that the man’s guards would often fetch him at unpredictable times to return to the garrison. If he could avoid a fight, he would. This was meant to look like death by natural causes, if at all possible. The prostitute had already been paid more than enough money to keep her from revealing the true cause of her client’s demise, though as an insurance policy Markus had also made a point of instilling sufficient fear in her as to the consequences of going back on this arrangement.  
 
    Reaching into his pocket, he retrieved a small wooden box. After donning a tight leather glove, he removed the tiny poison-tipped dart resting inside, holding it firmly between his thumb and forefinger. A short walk and a mere flick of the wrist...that’s all it would take. The dart was designed to dissolve the moment it touched flesh. Such a tool would have made his life so much easier in years past, he considered. But the craft that made this weapon was a secret known only to the Urazi. When Estella had first shown it to him, he’d grinned from ear to ear – thrilled at the prospect of using such a marvelous invention.  
 
    Markus listened for a few seconds for any sound of movement beyond the closet door. There was none, and the hallway was clear when he stepped out. Moving rapidly, he made his way to the third door along. But as he drew closer, he froze. The door was ajar by a hand’s width. Not at all what he had been expecting to see. Drawing his dagger, he crept close. The faint creaking of a floorboard beyond the threshold sent him a warning. Someone was there….and trying hard not to make noise. A trap? Perhaps the whore had warned the General in spite of everything? 
 
    “I know you’re there, Markus,” a voice said softly. 
 
    He recognized it instantly. How could he not? Hastily stepping into the room and shutting the door, he glared furiously at Lylinora. She was standing beside the bed, a sardonic grin on her lips. “What the hell are you doing here?” he demanded. 
 
    “I’m happy to see you too,” she responded, clearly on the edge of laughter. “And don’t worry about him.” She glanced down at the motionless figure on the bed with only the top of its head showing from beneath the blanket. “He’s already dead.” 
 
    Markus placed the dart back in its box. “Since when have you…?”  
 
    Moving nimbly over to him, she cupped his face in her hands and placed a light yet teasing kiss on his lips. “I’ll explain later. After we are far away from here.” 
 
    She began to ease back, but Markus quickly caught her by the wrist, pulling her close to him again. Before she could protest, he kissed her deeply in return. A wave of passion rushed through him as he felt her body yield to his strength. Not since their first time together had he wanted her more; somehow, the danger of the location was actually heightening his lust.  
 
    He was almost to the point of total abandon when the sound of boots plodding down the hall outside snapped him abruptly and frustratingly back into the moment.  
 
    Reacting calmly yet with speed, Lylinora pointed him toward the closet and then slid into bed beside the General’s body. Barely had she covered herself with the blanket when there was a light rap at the door. A few seconds later the knock was repeated, this time a touch louder. 
 
    Slowly the door creaked open and the head of a young soldier peered into the room. “General,” he whispered. “It’s almost time.” 
 
    Lylinora turned her head. “I’ll wake him in a minute.” 
 
    The soldier scrutinized her closely, a frown on his face. “Where is Bolinia?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I was just told to come and entertain the General.” 
 
    The scratching of a blade being drawn said that he was doubting her story. He pushed the door fully open and took a step inside. “Wake him now.”  
 
    Lylinora sighed. “He made me promise to let him sleep for at least half an hour. Anyway, he hasn’t paid me yet.” 
 
    Her words had no effect. “Didn’t you hear me, whore?” the soldier snapped. He looked past Lylinora to the lump of blanket concealing his commander. “Sir! You must wake up!” 
 
    Peering through a crack in the wooden closet door, Markus already had the dart in his hand once again. At least he would get to use it. That was something to be grateful for.  
 
    He waited until the soldier was halfway toward the bed before bursting free from his hiding place. The soldier pulled up sharply, his mouth hanging open in shock. That was all he ever had time to do. Markus’ aim was deadly. The dart struck deeply into the exposed flesh of the man’s neck before he could utter a sound.  
 
    Throwing back the blanket, Lylinora hurried over just as Markus caught the soldier’s paralyzed body and eased it down to the floor. He then removed the man’s dagger from his belt. 
 
    “I could have handled him easily enough,” she said. Though her voice was scolding, her eyes said that she bore no anger. 
 
    Markus winked. “Seeing as how you’d already done my job for me, I had to do something useful. If not, why come at all?” 
 
    “Why indeed?” she retorted. 
 
    The need to move fast was obvious. Crossing over to the bed, Markus rapidly examined the General’s body. Whatever magic Lylinora had used on him, it had left no mark. Using the soldier’s dagger, he then set about stabbing the General several times in the chest, aiming the last strike directly into the heart. This done, he rolled the body onto the floor and placed the dagger beside it.  
 
    Satisfied with this arrangement, he turned back to the bed and lifted the man’s pillow. From beneath this he retrieved another dagger. 
 
    Lylinora’s surprise was obvious. “I had no idea he had that hidden there,” she said. 
 
    Markus smiled darkly. “That’s what marks out a true professional. Always get to know as much as you can about your target’s habits. Especially the dangerous ones.”               
 
     He turned his attention to the soldier, who had already stopped breathing and was gazing up at the ceiling with the empty eyes of the dead. Using the General’s weapon, Markus once again inflicted a number of wounds to the upper body, only this time leaving the dagger protruding from the man’s chest.  
 
    “Hopefully, it will look as if they fought and killed each other,” he mused. 
 
    This suggestion drew a skeptical laugh from Lylinora. “That’s too much to hope for. No one would believe that.” 
 
    Markus shrugged. “Maybe...maybe not. But in case you hadn’t noticed, the dagger sticking in the General has the soldier’s regimental number stamped on the handle. It clearly belongs to him, so what other explanation can they come up with? Just as long as it doesn’t look like an assassination by outsiders, there’s nothing to worry about.”  
 
    He paused before asking: “Where is the woman he was with?” 
 
    “I sent her away,” Lylinora replied.  
 
    He looked at her quizzically. “Why?” 
 
    “They would have likely killed her,” she told him. “Women have suffered enough under Shinzan’s rule.” 
 
    “She’s just a whore.” 
 
    Lylinora’s face turned red. “No, she is a human being,” she snapped back. “I don’t care how she made her living. And if you can’t see that, then perhaps I don’t know you as well as I thought.” 
 
    Markus was visibly struck by her words. “You’re right, of course. I’m sorry.” 
 
    His mind flashed back to the disgust he had felt all those years ago when first seeing the way women were treated in this world. But to his shame, over time he had become accustomed to it, eventually even accepting a woman’s lowly status as being a perfectly normal thing. Lylinora, on the other hand, was clearly intent on making it a priority of hers to eliminate such treatment once Shinzan was no more.  
 
    He placed both his hands on her shoulders to emphasize his sincerity. “Believe me, I really am sorry. Please…” 
 
    She pressed a finger to his lips. “You can make amends once we’re away from here.” Her features softened, allowing a tiny smile to appear. “And believe me, I won’t be making it easy for you.” 
 
    Greatly relieved, Markus started to the door, but Lylinora caught his sleeve. “I have a better way out of here.” 
 
    Positioning herself in front of the far wall – on the other side of which Markus knew to be the tavern’s rear yard – she whispered an incantation. He watched in astonishment as the stout timbers began to ease apart until there was space enough for them both to pass through. Once outside, the wall immediately returned to its normal state. 
 
    “Now that’s a talent I could have really used,” he remarked.  
 
    Lylinora took his hand. “Don’t worry. I intend on making full use of the talents that you do possess.” 
 
    The traveling spell she created took them just a few miles north of town. Here, horses were waiting for them, along with a very displeased looking Estella. If she’d had the authority, Markus knew she would have prevented him from taking this mission upon himself. But he had been adamant, insisting that there was no one else suitable for the job close to the area, and that he was more than capable of dealing with it without risk.  
 
    “Fool!” was the first word with which Estella greeted him. “That’s what you are. You know that, don’t you?” 
 
    “He knows,” teased Lylinora. “I make a point of reminding him.” 
 
    This drew a soft laugh from Estella. “I was skeptical at first. But allowing you to know the inner workings of the Urazi now seems more and more like a good idea. It’s a pity my husband can’t do likewise.” 
 
    “How are you able to keep him ignorant?” Lylinora asked. 
 
    Estella mounted her horse. “You would be amazed at what people refuse to see when they are in love with you.” 
 
    The three-day ride back to the Urazi stronghold passed pleasantly enough. Conversation centered mostly on the society’s rich history, and how they had managed to weather the storm of passing time. Lylinora was particularly fascinated by the thought of such vast knowledge being stored in their archives. “Having access to all that must be so exciting for you,” she remarked on more than one occasion. 
 
    “If scholarly pursuits are to your liking,” Estella told her, “We are in sore need of such skills. You would find no lack of material to study. That much I can promise.” 
 
    “I’ve always enjoyed study,” she replied. “But a scholar I am most certainly not. I prefer the real-world applications of what I learn. For me, knowledge is useless unless you use it to achieve something productive.” 
 
    Estella simply nodded and said no more on the subject. 
 
    Once below ground, Markus could not help but notice that other Urazi he encountered along the passages were pausing and standing back until he had passed by. At first he took this for a sign of respect, but soon realized that their attention was focused almost entirely on Lylinora. Estella perceived this as well. 
 
    “They are nervous about having a mage walk freely in our most sacred place,” she explained. “Mages have been known to desire power above all else. And the treasures here could make a cunning mage very powerful.” 
 
    “True. But luckily I have never wanted power,” Lylinora responded. 
 
    Estella smiled. “No. As I understand it, you are a healer. As mages go, they were by far the least ambitious.” 
 
    This drew a sideways glance from Lylinora. “I wouldn’t go that far. Healers of great skill were once among the most influential people in all of Lumnia. In fact, it was my mother, and not my father, who increased our wealth and standing the most.”  
 
    “That’s true. But your father was never counted among the most powerful of mages. Even his seat on the Council of Varna was once called into question.” 
 
    Lylinora stopped short. “How did you know that?” she demanded. 
 
    Estella’s bright demeanor never faded. “I have read all about you and your family in our archives.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t rely too much on second-hand accounts.”  
 
    “We don’t. But I will ask, do you recall a woman by the name of Malyndia?” 
 
    Lylinora did not respond, but the recognition was clearly evident in her expression.  
 
    “She was one of ours,” Estella continued.  
 
    “That’s not possible,” Lylinora contended. “Malyndia was with my family from the time she was a small girl.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, from the reports I read, she kept the order well informed.” 
 
    “And should the Urazi have ever desired a member of my family to die?” 
 
    “Then she would have carried out our wishes unquestioningly.”  
 
    Seeing the shock on Lylinora’s face, Estella waved a dismissive hand. “But these things are of no consequence. The Urazi have rarely interceded in the affairs of mages. If you have fond memories of Malyndia, then you should not allow any of this to sully them. Though she had a clear duty to us, she was never once ordered to harm anyone. She died along with the rest of your household staff just before you fled.” 
 
    Lylinora opened her mouth to speak, but no words came. 
 
    Estella took her by the hand. “I’m sorry. It was not my intention to upset you. Particularly considering…well, you know.” Her eyes darted over to Markus for a second. “In any event, I’m sure you two have much to discuss. And I have pressing duties to attend.”  
 
    Lylinora’s eyes followed Estella closely until she had vanished around a corner. Markus noted that her face was now flushed and her lips were trembling. “Estella really didn’t mean to offend you,” he said. “She’s actually quite nice.” 
 
    “I’m not offended, just shocked,” Lylinora told him. “Only my most trusted friends know that my father slaughtered our servants. It’s not something I like to think about.” She turned to face Markus and forced a smile. “Now then, why don’t you show me your quarters?” 
 
    “I think you mean our quarters,” he corrected. 
 
    “I mean your quarters. I have no intention of raising a child here without first checking that it’s suitable.” 
 
    All at once, the odd way in which Estella had looked at him a moment ago now made perfect sense to Markus. It also explained why she had cut her words short. “You mean you are...?” 
 
    Lylinora grinned girlishly. “That’s right.” 
 
    For several seconds, Markus was too surprised to say anything. Gradually, though, a wide smile formed. This quickly turned into outright laughter. Wrapping his arms around her, he began showering her with kisses.  
 
    Beaming, she wriggled in an exaggerated struggle to free herself from his embrace. “Let me go, you brute,” she told him with mock severity. 
 
    Totally ignoring her words, he scooped her completely off her feet and cradled her in his arms. “Not a chance.”  
 
    “So I take it that you are pleased?” 
 
    “Pleased? Pleased? Are you joking? I don’t think I’ve ever been happier.” 
 
    With her still in his arms, he set off toward his chambers, his eyes locked on hers. Those they encountered on the way passed by totally unnoticed; every bit of his attention was focused exclusively on the woman he loved. Only after they eventually reached his quarters did he place her back on her feet.  
 
    His room was comfortable, though not particularly lavish. The furnishings were of excellent craftsmanship, as he would have expected after being informed that they were mostly elf made. The walls, however, had been left deliberately bare of any décor so as to allow him to personalize his surroundings. So far, he had neglected doing this. Practical matters had held a far higher priority than creature comforts. 
 
     Lylinora walked over to the bed and sat on the edge. “It’s a bit drab,” she remarked. 
 
    Kneeling in front of her, he took hold of her hands. “But not for long. The first thing we’ll be needing is a crib.” After glancing quickly around the room, he nodded toward an empty spot just a short distance away. “We can put it right over there. A perfect spot, don’t you think?” 
 
    Lylinora leaned down and kissed his cheek. “There is time for all that later.” 
 
    Her tone was strange. Markus furrowed his brow. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “I’m just afraid of what the future holds.” 
 
    He rose and sat beside her, pulling her close. “Don’t be. We’re going to win.” 
 
    “You can’t know that. Ethan has already been beaten once. And when he faces Shinzan again, he’ll be doing so alone.” 
 
    Markus lifted her chin with his finger and smiled. “He might not.” 
 
    She narrowed her gaze. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Normally, I wouldn’t be able to tell an outsider.” His tone was lighthearted and playful. “But for you maybe I can make an exception.” He paused for effect, but then quickly continued when he could see that she was becoming irritated. “I think there might be a way to help Ethan.”  
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I don’t want to say just yet. Not until I am sure. But I should know more soon.” 
 
    “When you do, you had better tell me.” 
 
    He brushed her hair from her brow. “I will. But right now, I need you to promise me something.” 
 
    She twisted her mouth into a frown. “What is it?” 
 
    His voice became gentle, though with a definite firmness running through it. “Now that you are with child, your war is finished. Surely you can see the sense of that? I want you to promise me that you’ll stay here safely out of harm’s way until it’s all over and done.” 
 
    Lylinora’s look of defiance showed clearly. This faded, however, and her brow creased heavily as she thought on his words for well over a minute. Throughout, she held both hands over her belly as though seeking to protect the precious gift inside. Markus could see that she was conflicted. 
 
     Eventually, a long sigh of resignation slipped out. “Very well, I agree,” she told him. “A mother must place the welfare of her child above all else.” She looked into Markus’ eyes and then added: “No matter what other duties may be calling her.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    At the beginning, there was nothing but utter disbelief on Kat’s face as she listened to Ethan’s words. For a second or two, perhaps even the hint of a confused smile appeared. But then, on finally realizing that he was most certainly not playing some cruel joke, her fury erupted. With fists clenched so tightly that her raised knuckles appeared like large white boils on the very point of bursting, she glared at him.  
 
    “And you’re telling me you agreed to this?” she demanded, her features contorted with rage. 
 
    Ethan was unable to meet her gaze. “Please believe me, I had no other choice. And there is more. But I just can’t tell you yet.” 
 
    Her scornful laugh sounded loud. “More! What more could you possibly say? You might not have had a choice, but I most certainly do.” Spinning sharply on her heels, she headed toward the small clearing where her father and his escort were waiting.  
 
    “Wait!” Ethan pleaded, racing quickly up beside her. “I know what you’re planning. You can’t do that...you mustn’t.” 
 
    Kat didn’t break a single stride. “Watch me.” 
 
    By now, King Yularian had already dismounted and was moving to intercept his daughter. “What’s happened?” he asked her. 
 
    She tried to move around him, but he caught her shoulders, and held her fast. “My dear fiancé has agreed to marry Queen Berathis,” she snapped. “Can you believe that?” 
 
    The king’s eyes shot accusingly over to Ethan. “Is this true?” 
 
    “Yes,” he confirmed, his voice quiet. “She wouldn’t commit her forces unless I promised to marry her once Shinzan is defeated.” 
 
    “The cunning bitch!” Veins bulged from his neck. “And you have the gall to stand there and tell me you went along with it? Does my daughter mean nothing to you?” 
 
    Ethan could feel himself shrinking under the man’s gaze. Even with all the powerful magic at his disposal, a better way of explaining himself simply would not come to mind. Telling either of them the truth at this point was out of the question. 
 
    Kat jerked away from her father’s grip. “Cunning, is she? We’ll see how fucking cunning she is when I’m roasting the bitch alive.” 
 
    “You can’t do that,” Ethan told her, desperately thrusting out a restraining arm. “If you do, without her army to aid us, tens of thousands of people will die.” 
 
    His dramatic words, although seeming to make some kind of impression on Yularian, went completely unheeded by Kat. “I don’t care,” she snapped. “After everything we’ve been through…after everything I’ve been through, I’ll be damned if I’m going to just stand by and let some conniving whore ruin my life. For what? So she can brag about having a mage as a husband?” 
 
    “It’s not that,” Ethan said. “She’s afraid Ralmaria will become too powerful if I marry the daughter of its king.” 
 
    Kat planted her hands on her hips. “Not my problem. And I don’t care what you promised. You’re not doing it.” 
 
    Her father touched her gently on the arm. “I feel just as angry as you do over this, Katyana. But think for a moment. Listen to what Ethan said. Your rage will settle in time, but being responsible for the death of thousands will live in your heart forever. You know that as well as I do.” He paused until Kat calmed a bit more, then pressed on. “Let me speak with the queen – one ruler to another. I will try to reason with her. Maybe I can convince her to change her mind.” 
 
    A lengthy silence followed as Kat considered his words. 
 
    “What if she won’t listen?” she eventually asked. Though her voice still carried much of her previous anger, her expression was now pleading. 
 
    “Then we’ll deal with that later,” her father said. “But don’t give up hope. For now, I think it would be wise if the two of you were to rejoin King Halvar and Keira. I’m sure your help is going to be needed.” 
 
    A feeling of huge relief washed over Ethan. He had been certain of Kat’s reaction, which was why he had hurried out of the city to meet them before they arrived. He also had no doubt that she would have followed through with her threat had it not been for her father’s intervention. He said a silent prayer of thanks to the King. Though at first as angered as his daughter, his humanitarian nature and common sense had eventually saved the situation. Of course, he would not be able to convince the queen to change her mind. Ethan was sure of this. Possibly Yularian himself knew it as well. Whatever the case, a potentially dire situation had been avoided, and the king was wise enough not to push Queen Berathis too far before yielding on the matter. Now, all Ethan wanted was for Kat to be far away from here as quickly as possible.  
 
    Maytra was lazing on a thick patch of grass some yards away, seemingly unconcerned with the turmoil unfolding around her. Her mind was on the wild boars she had spotted along the way. Though she actually did not need to eat – young dragons could go months without food and the elders almost indefinitely – her rapid growth had stirred her hunger to unnatural levels. But a hunt would have to wait.  
 
    Ethan quickly gathered their belongings and mounted the dragon while she was still laying on her belly. Kat saddled in behind him, her face still tight with anger. Ethan could sense Maytra’s displeasure. She did not enjoy being ridden. But even the traveling spell could not rival her speed. And every second counted. Shinzan’s army was moving – a relentless storm savaging the land.  
 
    In spite of this urgency, the voice that had started to whisper every now and then into the corners of his mind told him that this was not his fight. He closed his eyes as the dragon shot skyward. The wind roared in his ears as the chill wrapped around him, penetrating his clothes and stinging his flesh. Kat had wrapped herself in a protective cloak of warm air. A simple spell, but very useful when traveling in cold climates. He chose to allow himself to experience the brutality of the wind in full.  
 
    Unwanted memories began pressing in. Martok would have hardened his heart by now. Knowing what was to come, what choice would there be? But Ethan refused to do this. He would feel every moment of his pain. Both the pain he would suffer…and the pain he would cause. He would not lose himself as Markus had done. The horrors his friend had experienced split his mind into pieces. Nor would he believe himself to be of greater standing than those around him in the way Martok had, even though his ancestor’s attitude had merely been an amplification of the mindset that all mages of his age carried. People were right to fear their return. Shinzan might have distorted the truth, but there was no denying that a return to the days of mage domination would only cause a great deal more suffering.  
 
    Why do you delay? 
 
    The call persisted. He squeezed his eyes shut. Flames flashed through his mind. Flames swirling in a vast tempest that were now revealing a door with the twelve symbols of Arkazhi painted in blood across its face. Not even the elves truly understood what these symbols meant. Only one creature could decipher them properly. As he pictured the dragons, their desperate howls resonated through him. They had become the voice of Lumnia. Their words spoke only of pain. They pleaded for him to come; to release them from their suffering. 
 
    A hand on his shoulder snapped him back into the moment. Glancing back, he saw that Kat’s anger was replaced with concern. 
 
    “You’re trembling,” she said, the spell keeping her warm allowing her voice to carry easily over the roar of the wind. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Ethan forced a weak smile. “Nothing. I’m fine. I was -” 
 
    Without warning, Maytra dove hard left, nearly dislodging both of them. A blast of black flame streaked by, missing them by only a few feet. Ethan clutched at Maytra’s long spine, trying to get his bearings. The dragon swooped straight down as another blast shot up. This time Ethan was able to catch a glimpse of the attack’s origin.  
 
    A lone figure was standing near a thin line of pines at the outer edge of a forest. Ethan could see the soft magical glow surrounding her hands and the white glimmer of her vicious grin.  
 
    “Who the hell is that?” shouted Kat. She was already throwing up the wards she had learned.  
 
    Ethan fixed his gaze. Even from a distance he could identify the figure easily. Anger raged through him as he realized what had happened. His father’s fears had been justified. “It’s my mother,” he said. 
 
    “Your mother?” 
 
    Ethan nodded sharply. He sent a mental instruction to Maytra, then reached back to squeeze Kat’s hand. “I have to deal with her…alone.” 
 
    Before Kat could utter a protest, Ethan leaped from the dragon’s back and began plummeting to the ground. In a near simultaneous motion, Maytra’s wings pounded the air to send her and Kat soaring high into the cloud cover. While descending, Ethan recalled the first jump he had made in the Airborne. This felt different. This time there was no rush of fear. No uncertainty as to the outcome. He simply waved his hand and slowed his descent. 
 
    No attacks came from below. He wasn’t really expecting any. No. She had simply wanted to capture his attention. And now she had it. Through his father, he knew her to be a formidable mage – likely made considerably stronger through Shinzan’s influence. But she was no match for him. This was nothing but a mind game meant to throw him off-balance. One that would not work.   
 
    He set himself down roughly twenty feet in front of her. The glow around her hands never dimmed, and her smile was definitely not that of a loving mother.  
 
    “Did you not wish me to meet your mate?” she asked, shooting a quick glance skyward. “How disappointing.” 
 
    “Why are you here?” he demanded in a low, even tone. Though he was certainly the more powerful of the two, he would not be caught off-guard. His wards were in place, and though outwardly there was no sign of magic, he was ready to roast her in an instant. 
 
    “Is this how you greet your mother?” 
 
    “My mother is dead,” he replied. “Only her form remains. So do not think you are deceiving me in the slightest.” 
 
    “If you truly believe that, then why not kill me now? Surely you have the strength.” She took a step forward. “Is it because you have hope that I can be saved? Given what I have learned, that sounds very much like you.” Her mouth twisted into a frown. “Such a soft-hearted whelp you are. Your father would be so ashamed.” 
 
    His anger began to diminish, replaced by a mild amusement. Not at her words, but at Shinzan’s foolishness. “You really think I won’t kill you? A mother I have never known who is now possessed by my mortal enemy?” He clicked his tongue. “Shinzan really has no clue about human nature, does he? He sure as hell doesn’t know anything about me. And neither do you.” 
 
    Now he allowed the magical storm swirling inside him to become visible; a deep emerald glow encompassed his body. Tiny golden sparks popped and sizzled as if the power he held were begging to be released. At once, Illyrian stepped back. 
 
    He was, in fact, perfectly prepared to kill her. But she was right about one thing: If he could save her instead, he would. Though he felt no strong emotional ties, the idea of matricide did not sit well.  
 
    “If you have something to say, then say it,” he commanded.  
 
    There was a long pause before Illyrian spoke. “I only came here out of curiosity. Shinzan has no more words for you. And now that I see you…neither do I.” 
 
    Her hands shot forward, sending a stream of black fire streaking toward him. Ethan easily turned the attack aside and forced it harmlessly into the ground. If anything, he was a touch taken aback by the weakness of her assault. Even if he had allowed it to strike him, his wards were more than strong enough to keep him safe. 
 
    He countered by attempting to contain his mother with a simple binding spell. He only needed her to be immobile for a moment, then he could cast a more powerful spell from which she could not escape. But it was as if nothing was there. The spell collapsed instantly and flickered out.  
 
    Realization came quickly. She was an image, though a clever one to be sure. He had been speaking to nothing more than an illusion. His eyes darted back and forth. Such magic would be taxing, so she had to be somewhere nearby. Simple images could be projected great distances, but those capable of physical interaction required the mage to remain close.  
 
    Wherever she was, she was well hidden. A swirling of dust and a rush of wind, telltale signs of a traveling spell, then came from behind a patch of thistle to his right. Ethan tried to contain it, but he was too late. She was already away and out of range.  
 
    He plopped down under a thin pine and closed his eyes. The call was persisting. There is no other way, it kept telling him. And as much as he wished it were wrong, he knew in his heart that it wasn’t. He’d known that since he had heard Lumnia’s voice. 
 
    A pounding of wings followed by a rumbling thud brought him back into the moment. Keeping his eyes shut, he listened to the light crunch of soft boots on grass approaching.  
 
    “I really wish you would warn me before you do things like that,” Kat’s voice said. 
 
    He leaned into her as he felt her sitting beside him. “I was afraid you would insist on being there. I needed to see her alone.” 
 
    Kat sighed. “I understand. I really do. But I can’t help worrying.” 
 
    “She’s not a threat to me,” he assured her. “No one is really. No one except Shinzan, of course.” 
 
    She stroked his hair. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes. I never knew her. I hate what’s happened, but there’s nothing I can do about it.” 
 
    “Is there any hope of saving her?” 
 
    Ethan took a long breath. “I don’t think so. From what I can see, Shinzan’s magic has corrupted her beyond repair. There is only one thing I can do for her now.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Ethan opened his eyes and leaned over to kiss her forehead. “Don’t think about it. It’s my problem.” 
 
    Kat furrowed her brow. “Your problems are my problems.” 
 
    “I know. But she’s my mother. It should be I who deals with her.” 
 
    “Can you?” she asked, her voice dropping to a near whisper. “Can you really kill your own mother?” 
 
     “Like I said. I never knew her.”  
 
    As he stood up, he could see she was struggling to hide her revulsion. Understandable. To kill your own parent was far from a natural act. But he had already destroyed the body of his father, so was this current situation really any different?  
 
    Almost immediately, the answer barged into his mind like an unwelcome guest. Yes. It was. Her soul might be twisted and filled with the corrupt evil of Shinzan, but somewhere deep inside the essence of Lady Illyrian still existed. There was a possibility, however slight, that she could be saved. The only thing preventing him from attempting to do so was the knowledge of how much he would be risking if he failed. This disturbing insight drew a deep frown. Was he becoming as hardened and cold as Martok after all?  
 
    He banished such thoughts from his mind. None of this really mattered. Only the short time he had left with Kat was important now. 
 
    While mounting Maytra again, he considered what was to happen next. As Lumnia had helped him understand, only by sacrificing his own life would the world stand a chance of surviving. After accepting that this was now both his fate and his duty, promising himself in marriage to Queen Berathis became a meaningless gesture intended solely to attain her army’s support in the war. It was true what he had told Kat: The queen’s allegiance would save many thousands of lives. What he had not yet told her was the caveat to that statement: that all of this was entirely dependent on him being triumphant in death. Ultimately, Lumnia would either survive or it would perish as a result of his final battle with Shinzan. And whatever the outcome – for good or for evil – he would not be around to see it. For some strange reason, he found this almost comforting.  
 
    Once airborne, Kat’s arms slipped around his waist. This simple act raised a thought in Ethan’s mind. They had never actually enjoyed a night completely alone together. One thing was certain – before he embarked on his final journey, that was going to change. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    David could barely contain his excitement. The voices of the dwarves were but a dull buzz in the background. Magnificent. Absolutely magnificent. To think that such primitive people once possessed the ability to build such an amazing creation. It was mind blowing. 
 
    Thick fingers gripping his shoulder demanded his attention. He glanced over to see an elderly dwarf in white coveralls, wearing a deep scowl. David thought for a moment, trying to recall his name. Fulmar? Yes, that was it. 
 
    “Are you going to share it with us?” the old dwarf asked. “Or shall we guess at what has plastered that ridiculous smile on your face?” 
 
    In spite of this rude and gruff manner, David actually quite liked Fulmar. Not that he’d had much real interaction with him. But he did serve the useful purpose of keeping curious onlookers away, so preventing most interruptions to his work.  
 
    “This damn thing really moves,” he responded, as much to himself as to the dwarf. “I mean…it really moves.” 
 
    “We already know that,” Fulmar responded. “What we don’t know is how.” 
 
    David traced a finger over the schematic. The dwarf language was still a mystery, which meant he’d had to rely entirely on those around him for translating most of the written stuff. The mathematical symbols had also proved a bit tricky at first, but a few of the more intelligent dwarves had been able to help with that. Eventually, it had been possible for him to piece it all together. 
 
    He had already been told about the space ship discovered in the Dragon Wastes. Now, looking at the unbelievable level of engineering that surrounded him here on Borgen, there was no doubt in his mind that this race had indeed once traveled the stars. The severe shortage of working instrumentation was hindering his progress, which was frustrating because he was certain that somewhere among the thousands of ancient objects stored here were the tools to perform the necessary repairs. The only problem was, it could take literally years to sift through them all and divine their functions. For now, he was compelled to stick with the simplistic instruments that were at his disposal. A lesser man would have thrown his hands up, declaring the task to be impossible. But not David. He might not be much of a mage, but he was without a doubt a world-class engineer. 
 
    He pointed to a spot near to the corner of the paper. “Do you know where this is?” 
 
    Fulmar nodded. “It’s just below the main power station.” 
 
    He folded the schematic and gripped it tightly. “Then take me there.”  
 
    Fulmar clearly did not like being given orders, pausing to give David an unpleasant sniff that punctuated this fact before turning toward the door. David followed him closely as they threaded their way through multiple hallways and down several stairwells. The hum of the power generator grew louder with each step, and when actually passing through the massive chamber that housed it, he was, as usual, forced to stuff cloth into both ears. Curiously, he had noted on previous trips here that none of the dwarves ever appeared to be concerned at all by the noise.  
 
    Thankfully, the chamber below when they arrived was fairly quiet – at least by comparison. After stepping through the steel double doors, David immediately felt an almost overwhelming burst of anticipation. Facing him at the rear was a huge bank of panels, screens, and buttons bearing a bewildering array of strange dwarven symbols. To his right, he could see an intricate weave of pipes and tubes all linked together by a series of valves and metal knobs. With no tables or chairs available, he immediately plopped himself down onto the floor and unfolded the paper, smoothing it out flat.  
 
    For half an hour, he examined the schematic, periodically looking up at the room and then back again. Fulmar remained silent throughout.  
 
    “It’s exactly as I thought,” David said eventually. “This room controls the…well…I guess an anchor would be one way to describe it.” 
 
    Fulmar cocked his head. “An anchor? You mean like on a ship?” 
 
    “Yes. And no. This entire facility is powered by hydro-electric currents when stationary. But to stay in place, it needs to channel water continuously through an elaborate system of jets. Half of all the power produced is used just for that function alone.” 
 
    “And if you disabled it?” 
 
    “Then the island would float freely. You would of course engage the engines, making us able to leave this area and go to wherever we wanted.” 
 
    “And what of the cloak which hides us?” 
 
    David leaned back on one elbow and rubbed his neck. “It might just stay in place. I haven’t quite figured that out yet. But I will.” He cracked a smile and pushed himself to his feet. “I think I know how to steer the island. Or at least, from which room the steering is done.” 
 
    The sending rod in his pocket began to tingle, eliciting a groan. Trying hard to ignore this interruption, he approached the panel bank and ran his hands over the blank screens, imagining what they might look like when lit up and fully functioning. Of course, they were old and could well be in need of repair. But if they were built as well as everything else here on Borgen, maybe it was reasonable to be optimistic.  
 
    The tingling in his pocket persisted. “Damn it, woman!” he muttered. But his irritation was fleeting. He had promised to be back at their quarters in time for dinner, and Val was making sure he kept to his word.  
 
    Since arriving, Val had let go of some of the grief over her brother and had dedicated herself to helping David in any way she could. Though not the most educated of women, he’d found her to be extremely bright. Had she grown up under different circumstances, he had little doubt that she would have made a fine academic. 
 
    As it was, her tender nature and caring ways had given him a confidence he’d never possessed before. He had only been with two women in his entire life, and both of these had been short-term affairs that left him with shattered self-esteem after being dumped without reason. Now he could look back at these experiences and shrug. Neither one of them could hold a candle to Val’s beauty. Or her kindness. 
 
    Reaching into his pocket, he grasped the rod. “I’m on my way,” he told her. 
 
    “Will you be returning later?” Fulmar asked. 
 
    “I doubt it. Val has made me promise not to overdo it.” 
 
    The dwarf nodded with what could almost be described as a grin. “Yes. I remember her being quite upset with you during your first week here. You are lucky to have someone to look after you as she does. My own wife is not nearly as caring.” 
 
    David started toward the door feeling oddly uncomfortable. “Oh, we’re not married.” 
 
    Fulmar raised an eyebrow. “Is that so? Then you should take an old dwarf’s advice and remedy that particular situation as soon as possible. Women can be a great source of strength for a man, but only if you are willing to be the same for her as well. Do not take a woman who loves you for granted. If you do, you will soon find yourself alone and wishing that you had been wiser when it mattered.” 
 
    David averted his eyes and hurried down the hallway. Married? The thought had never occurred to him. Hell. There wasn’t even a church or a preacher here. Or a justice of the peace, for that matter. Even if he wanted to…he chided himself for stupidity…even if she wanted to, how would they go about it? 
 
    On arriving at the room the dwarves had provided, he paused at the door to wipe his now clammy hands on his chest. All this thinking about marriage had started his heart hammering away. It took a full minute before he could calm himself enough to enter.  
 
    Their modest accommodation was just a little less stark than most other rooms within the facility. The bed was tucked away into the far corner, while a small metal dining table had been covered by a red cloth Val had managed to procure while searching for odds and ends to brighten the place up a bit. She seemed to enjoy decorating, though sadly there was very little available for her to work with. On Borgen, things were purely functional. Still, she had done the best job she could in making it look more like a home.  
 
    He could hear her humming an unfamiliar tune through the bathroom door. The table was set, and a plate of fish, together with a helping of vegetables, was giving off a temping aroma. His stomach growled. He had forgotten to eat yet again. 
 
    “I’ll be right there,” Val called.  
 
    David sat on the edge of the bed with his hands folded in his lap. A moment later she appeared wearing a pair of jeans and a loose-fitting tee-shirt. Her hair was still damp from a recent shower.  
 
    He smiled. “Am I late?” 
 
    “Go get cleaned up,” she said, ignoring the question. “The food’s getting cold.” 
 
    David hurried into the bathroom and washed his hands. Val was already sitting at the table when he returned. As they ate, he told her about his discoveries that day. 
 
    “So how long do you think until you can get the island to move?” she asked. 
 
    “There’s no telling,” he replied through a mouthful of fish. “Maybe never. I mean, I understand how it works…more or less. But the engineering is far more complex than anything I’ve ever seen. It’s ancient, too. If only one component has worn out or rusted away, it could take years for me to fix it.” 
 
    Val looked around the room. “It certainly doesn’t look old to me.” 
 
    “It is, though,” he told her. “Thousands of years old. Maybe tens of thousands. All the same, whatever they built it out of, it was sure made to last. Not even the great pyramids stood up to time this well.” 
 
    After dinner, they took a leisurely stroll through the halls, eventually stepping outside and sitting on the beach. David listened attentively as Val brought him up to date with her studies of the ancient dwarf language. It had turned out almost on the day they arrived that she possessed quite a talent for such things. In a surprisingly short time, she had already memorized most of the characters and was even capable of reading a few simple passages. 
 
    “Who knows?” she said, leaning back with her hands behind her head. “Maybe one day I’ll actually be useful around here.” 
 
    David rolled to his side and met her eyes. “You’re already useful. At least, you are to me.” 
 
    Reaching over, she lightly flicked his nose. “You’re sweet, you know that?” 
 
    “I’m serious. I couldn’t have learned anywhere near as much as you have that quickly. Hell, I even failed beginner’s Spanish in school.” 
 
    She eyed him skeptically. “You? Fail a class?”  
 
    “I’m serious. I was never any good at languages. Not like you. Even the dwarves have told me how amazed they are. They say you’ve picked it up faster than anyone they’ve ever seen.” 
 
    She smiled and kissed him lightly. “Thanks.” 
 
    “For what?” The taste of her lips lingered, instantly quickening his pulse. 
 
    “No one has ever told me I’m smart,” she replied. “Only you.” 
 
     “Well, you are, believe me. It’s just that you’ve been hanging around with the wrong guys.” 
 
    “That’s for sure.” Pulling him down, she kissed him again, this time with passion and urgency. “But not anymore.” 
 
    Up until now their love making had always been a little bit awkward. David was well aware that his lack of experience showed through, even though Val was always patient and had done her best not to make him feel embarrassed about it. Because of this, he did after a time begin to feel slightly less restrained, even to the point of taking the initiative on a couple of occasions. This time, however, was completely different. The way she gazed up at him and the way her body responded to his touch banished all remaining fear and anxiety, totally and forever. He had meant every word he’d said, and she knew it. 
 
    He had overheard conversations about love and intimacy, and read a few books on the subject. But until meeting Val, he’d never expected to experience it firsthand. Now, as their bodies intertwined beneath a star-strewn sky, he felt truly happy. For the first time, he knew she was feeling exactly the same passion for him. Her eyes never left his as their love came to a climax, and they remained joined both physically and emotionally for some time after.  
 
    For the next week, Val decided to split her time between studying the dwarf language and keeping David company while he puzzled out a way to safely activate Borgen. Though at first he feared she would be a distraction to his work, he soon found that he enjoyed having her around. She could anticipate his needs far more easily than the dwarf assistants, and her ever-increasing understanding of the language also came in handy a good number of times. 
 
    Several of the island’s longtime residents were clearly uneasy about his work and made no secret of their displeasure. At first David took it to be resentment over the fact that he had taken only weeks to figure out things about Borgen that had eluded their best minds for decades. But this thought was soon dismissed. The discoveries he made were praised. It was clear they lacked the need for personal accolades – a trait he had found so distasteful in his colleagues on Earth. In the end, it was Val’s insight that eventually explained their standoffish and occasionally rude behavior. 
 
    “I think they fear change,” she told him. “My brother was the same way. He hated anything that upset his normal routine. That’s why we never moved out of our crappy little house. Probably why he was such a pain in the ass when we first came here.” 
 
    It did not escape his notice that she always spoke of Jake in the past tense. He could see the pain behind her eyes, but thought it best to say nothing. He had never been good with comforting words and was afraid of making matters worse.  
 
    By the next week, he was growing ever more confident that not only could he get Borgen to move, but that the mechanisms needed to achieve this were all still intact. This caused a great stir among the dwarves. Calls for him to halt his work immediately became louder and more urgent. A few of the elders came to speak with him during the evening hours, grilling him repeatedly on the safety and practicality of what he was doing. Most of them seemed to think that his time would be much better served working on some of the other items and machines they had in storage, particularly the weapons.  
 
    David listened patiently, more than a bit accustomed to other researchers disagreeing with his methods. But shortly following this meeting, Hanvir, who up until now had chosen to mostly keep his distance, came by to explain that he had been in regular contact with King Ganix via a sending rod. Even after he’d passed on the elders’ objections, his monarch was unswayed and had been most insistent that David should continue as he was. Mobilizing Borgen was to be an absolute priority. For David, at least, this was good to hear. 
 
    He was just about to get ready for bed when an urgent banging at his door reverberated through the room. Before he could even say to enter, it flung wide open and a young bearded dwarf bearing a small hand axe came rushing inside. Fear was marked clearly on his face and his breathing was coming in rapid gasps.  
 
    “Shinzan!” he panted. 
 
    Val, who was already in bed, jumped up and grabbed her robe. “What?” 
 
    “Shinzan!” he repeated. “He’s here.” 
 
    A cold chill stabbed through David’s gut. “Shinzan? Are you sure?” 
 
    “We are surrounded,” the dwarf continued. “The whole of Borgen. A hundred ships at least.” 
 
    This news struck David with the force of a blacksmith’s hammer. Val was already gathering up her clothes. “How do you know it’s Shinzan?” she asked. 
 
    “They are flying the Imperial banner.” 
 
    While Val headed for the bathroom to get dressed, David forced himself not to panic. “That doesn’t mean Shinzan is with them,” he said. 
 
    He frowned. Considering what he knew about the dwarves, the terror emanating from their messenger was unusual. Something strange was clearly affecting him. A moment later Val emerged fully dressed. 
 
    The young dwarf quickly led them to the facility entrance. The halls were buzzing with activity. Most of those they passed were now armed with at least a small axe, and many carried dwarf rods.  
 
    On reaching the exit, they had to push their way through dozens more dwarves before finally getting to the top. Most of them appeared to be confused as to what they should be doing. David’s puzzlement increased. He knew they had repelled an assault before – quite recently in fact – and from what he had been told, Borgen could withstand any kind of attack short of one coming from Shinzan himself.  
 
    The puzzlement fell away as he drew near to the open air. A sudden wave of panic gripped him. It felt as if all his courage was being stripped away. Val’s hand suddenly clasped tightly around his, telling him that she had felt it too.  
 
    Outside, dwarves were streaming toward the beach. A decision had already been made that, unlike the previous attack, this time they would defend their shores rather than allow the enemy to land. With their many formidable weapons, that should not be a problem. A wooden ship was no match at all for a line of dwarf rods. But this fact only made the unnatural panic even harder to understand. 
 
    On reaching the beach, David and Val stopped short. Just inside the barrier he could see a long row of ships wrapped around the island. Though the far side of the coast was out of vision, he guessed that the messenger had been correct in saying they were surrounded. 
 
    The defenders were now getting ready to repel the intruders. Some of the younger dwarves were visibly trembling.  
 
    “We can help,” said Val. “Right?” 
 
    This would be the first time either of them had used their magic against a real enemy. David took a long breath. “Absolutely,” he told her. He sure as hell wasn’t about to allow this wondrous place to fall prey to the Empire. He spotted Fulmar off to his right and headed toward him. 
 
    Fulmar grinned at his approach. If the anxiety was affecting him, he was well able to hide it. “Are you ready for a fight?” he asked. 
 
    David nodded sharply. “Where should we be?” 
 
    “Most of our people have rounded the island to where it’s easier for boats to land,” he replied. “I think it’s best that you stay here. We could certainly use a bit of that human magic your kind is so proud of.” He pointed to a low rise further down. “You should get a clean shot at those bastards from there.” 
 
    Taking Val’s hand, David led her to where Fulmar had indicated. Then he noticed something. The enemy ships were no longer advancing. As he continued to stare, he saw them all gradually turning to the left in near perfect unison.  
 
    “What the hell are they doing?” he muttered.  
 
    A few dwarf rods fired. But even a ship with its side facing them was a difficult target at this range. The power of the rods had limits, and their effectiveness decreased significantly after a couple of hundred yards. David went over the offensive spells he knew in his mind. Only a few were powerful enough to handle something the size of these ships, and those that were would drain him significantly at a time when he might well be needing all of his strength. Whatever the enemy was up to, they clearly had a plan. They knew exactly where to stop to be safe from the dwarf weapons. It was unclear if they knew there were also two mages defending Borgen, but on the chance that they didn’t, he thought it best to keep that advantage as a surprise for the time being. 
 
    From the corner of his eye he became aware of a bright flashing green light. Barely had he turned to look in its direction when a stream of magical energy burst forth from one of the ships. It struck the island just ahead of the dwarf lines. An instant later came an explosion that rocked him completely off his feet. Val fell heavily beside him.  
 
    Dazed, he struggled to his knees and tried to gauge what had happened. The blast had left a crater more than thirty feet across and almost half as deep. Fireballs, together with molten hunks of earth and sand, were still raining down, some landing only a few yards away from where their location.  
 
    Before he could get his bearings, a second loud boom sounded to his back, clearly telling him that the Imperial ships had more than one of these devastating weapons. He could only assume they were a much larger version of the hand-held rods, which did not bode well at all for their defense. Another blast from ahead then struck the shores, though this time the dwarves were more scattered and only a few became casualties. Val had managed to stand and, to his surprise, looked to be furious rather than afraid. 
 
    With her eyes closed and her arms spread wide, she muttered an incantation barely audible over the numerous cries of the frightened defenders. Yet another blast struck, this one further down the beach, though still close enough to shake the ground fiercely. 
 
    David spotted Fulmar racing toward them. His face was covered in dirt, and blood was spattered all over his clothes.  
 
    “We need to get inside,” he shouted. “We have no way to fight against this.” 
 
    Above the ship that had fired on them, a dark cloud was now forming. David immediately knew the spell Val was using – Martok had taught it to them both – though he had never experienced much success in creating one of any great power. Val, it appeared, had learned better. After only a few seconds, bolts of lightning began raining down on the ship, striking the mast and deck with rapid frequency.  
 
    “That won’t stop them,” said Fulmar. “There’s too many.” 
 
    As if to illustrate his words, another blast came, this time from a different ship, and then another. The island lurched, groaning loudly with the forced bending of steel. By now smoke was rising from the ship Val was assaulting. All the same, Fulmar was right. This would not be enough. David touched her arm, but she ignored him, instead willing the cloud to drift over to the next vessel. It was clear she would not be leaving without first putting up a stern fight.  
 
    “Get down below,” David ordered Fulmar. “We’ll join you there in a minute.” At least, that was what he hoped. If the Imperials spotted them and turned any of the weapons in their direction, there would be nothing either of them could do. They would be killed instantly. 
 
    As it was, the bombardment temporarily ceased. The reason for this soon became clear. Many of the ships began lowering landing craft into the water. All were filled to capacity with soldiers.  
 
    By now, Val’s storm cloud was hovering above a second ship, still raining down its dazzling bolts of white death. Her lips were twisted into a snarl and her focus was absolute. Very quickly, this ship was smoking as well. But that was doing nothing to stave off the rapidly incoming tide of soldiers. A few streaks of fire leapt forth from the shore as some of the dwarves paused in their retreat long enough to strike back. But only a few of these found their target, certainly not enough to make anything of a difference.  
 
    David touched Val’s arm again. “We have to go.” 
 
    “They’re not taking this away from us,” she hissed back at him through gritted teeth.  
 
    “My Lady,” interjected Fulmar. “It’s not likely they can breach the door. And if they do, we can stop them there. But you must come now.” 
 
    David glanced again at the line of ships. The first one Val had attacked was fully in flames, and the second was close to matching it. Not that it mattered much. The mass of landing craft would be upon them in just a few minutes. 
 
    When David had arrived on Borgen, he would not have understood her reasons for such utter determination. But now he did. He had found a home here; at long last he had discovered a place where he truly belonged. Here he was valued even more so than he had been at MIT. His confidence and self-esteem had returned, and it was clear that Val felt the same way. He scolded himself for not realizing this sooner. On Borgen she was respected as a mage and also praised for her mind. How much respect and praise had she received on Earth? Almost none, was his guess. 
 
    David stood beside her, focusing his mind and allowing his rage to swell. But before he could form a spell of his own, with a succession of mighty whooshing sounds, the water beneath the landing boats suddenly began to heave and erupt. It was as if an invisible storm had stirred just that particular part of the sea to mighty anger. 
 
    At first, he thought it had been Val, even though magic on such a scale was well beyond her ability. A moment later, he caught sight of a head and then a fin popping up from the water. 
 
    “Sirean!” shouted Fulmar. “They’ve come to fight with us.” 
 
    Such was the sea’s frenzied tempest it took only a few seconds for all of the landing boats to begin capsizing. The tumbling men flailed about wildly, most of them attempting to rip away the heavy armor that was sure to drown them. Not that this would have helped much had any succeeded. The sirean were on them the instant they were in the water, dragging every last man down into the depths.  
 
    David could not restrain himself from letting out an elated cheer. But his joy was short-lived. A stream of energy rocked the island as a renewed blast from the weapon struck the shore directly ahead. This was followed almost immediately by an equally violent blast from behind them.  
 
    “The sirean won’t be able to do anything to the big ships,” Fulmar pointed out. “Eventually they will pound us to dust.” 
 
    David considered this for a moment and then grabbed Val’s arm. “No, they won’t.” 
 
    She allowed him to lead her away, though the fire in her expression said that her fury was far from spent.  
 
    “If you let me,” she said. “I can sink them all.” 
 
    “I won’t risk you getting hurt,” David told her. “One direct shot from that weapon and it’s all over.” He looked back to give her a wink. “Don’t worry. I know what to do.”  
 
    This was only partly true. Yes, he did have an idea, but there was no guarantee it would actually work. And worse than that, it might even possibly kill them all. But at this point he could see no other options. As soon as they were inside, he named off a list of dwarves he wanted to assist him, along with all the tools he thought he might need.  
 
    “Have them meet me below power the station,” he instructed. “And hurry.” 
 
    Without protest, Fulmar raced off to do his bidding. 
 
    Still leading Val by the hand, David wound his way down into the heart of Borgen until they reached the room where the bulk of his recent research had taken place. Papers and diagrams were scattered everywhere about the floor and on the tables. Furiously, he began writing, pausing only to place notes on various valves and knobs. Soon the dwarves he’d requested began arriving. Fulmar and Hanvir were the last to appear, the latter liberally covered in sand and blood.  
 
    “What do you intend to do?” the dwarf leader demanded.  
 
    Deep thuds resounded as the Imperial ships continued their bombardment.  
 
    “What do you think?” David responded. “We need to escape. It’s our only chance.” 
 
    Realization washed over him. “You…can you do this?” 
 
    David shrugged. “I really don’t know. I think so.” 
 
    Hanvir looked as if he was on the point of protesting when the floor tilted sharply from yet another assault. It shifted erratically to and fro several times before finally settling.  
 
    “Then do it,” the dwarf said. 
 
    With a sharp wave of his arm, David gathered the others to him. After giving each one their assignment, he borrowed a sending rob from Fulmar and headed two levels up to a much smaller room. Here, the rear wall was covered with innumerable small screens, below which was a long panel with dozens of buttons and levers, each one designated by an ancient dwarf symbol. In the center of the room was a solitary steel chair. 
 
    After a few seconds of examining the panel, he removed a scrap of paper from his pocket and studied it for a time. He then began touching the panel’s buttons in what he hoped was the correct sequence. After the third button was pressed, the screens all lit up together. Many were obscured by what appeared to be earth and sand – cameras buried by the devastating barrage on the shore, was his guess. Others displayed dwarf numbers and letters. Though he couldn’t decipher what these meant, that was not important now. It was the screen in the top left corner that he was focusing all his attention on. A set of six concentric circles expanded to the screen’s outer edge, with a mass of tiny dots moving slowly counter clockwise within the third circle.  
 
    “That looks like a radar,” remarked Val. 
 
    David smiled over to her. “It is.” He pointed to the dots. “Those are the Imperial ships.” 
 
    After checking the panel one more time, he used the sending rod to call Fulmar, telling him to begin. 
 
    He then turned to Val. “Cross your fingers,” he said. 
 
    She took his hand and moved in close. Borgen continued to rumble as more blasts struck its shore, prompting David to pray that the sand and soil accumulated over thousands of years would give it enough protection to endure. He listened carefully for any slight sound that the engines were running, or that the island’s anchors had been released. After nearly ten minutes, there was still no hint of either. 
 
    He frowned heavily. “Something is…” 
 
    A thunderous boom, ten times louder and more violent than anything from the enemy assault, rocked the whole of Borgen. They were both thrown from their feet and sent sliding across the room until hitting the wall nearest the door. For a terrifying second, David thought there had been an explosion in the engine room. But after a few moments, he heard a low droning hum. Placing his hand on the floor, he felt the slightest of vibrations. 
 
    Val was already on her feet and offering him a hand. “It worked!” 
 
    David allowed himself to be helped up. A pain on the back of his head where it had struck the hard metal floor promised a sizable lump. His excitement quickly pushed such minor worries away. It had worked. Or to be more exact, it had thus far. The almost imperceptible swaying motion told him that Borgen was no longer secured to the sea floor. He looked back at his notes. 
 
    “Here we go. It’s all or nothing,” he muttered. 
 
    After touching a blue button on the panel, he eased a silver slide upward just about an inch. In response, with a hum of power, a small metal pedestal began rising from the floor just in front of the metal chair. This was unexpected. He must have worked it out wrong. 
 
    Crossing over to the chair, he settled down onto it as quickly as possible. At the top of the pedestal, a transparent panel with a glass-like quality was tilted back to display a series of lights, each one depicting a dwarven symbol. Barely had recognition of this registered when David was thrown hard back into the chair as the engines suddenly engaged and the island lurched forward. He glanced over at Val, who had been forced to grip hold of the front panel to remain standing.  
 
    “I need your help,” he called over to her as the motion settled down. 
 
    Once she had joined him, David glanced at the radar screen. Borgen was certainly moving, but in what direction he couldn’t tell.  
 
    “What do these symbols say?” he asked, indicating the panel in front of him. 
 
    Val looked confused. “I…I don’t know.” 
 
    He gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. “Sure you do. Just calm down and think.” 
 
    Shutting her eyes, she blew out a long breath. Now more composed, she studied the panel for considerably longer than a minute. Her jaw clenched tight as tiny beads of sweat formed on her brow. Finally, she spread her hands and shook her head. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she said. “Some of them are numbers. Others just don’t make any sense at all.” 
 
    David leaned over to look her in the eye. “I believe in you. Please try again.” 
 
    She gave a weak smile and resumed her examination. “You see this one?” she said after a few moments, pointing to a blue button in the top right corner. “It says physical.” Her finger drifted across to the opposite corner. “And this one here says instinct. I mean…what the hell?” 
 
    David considered this. Physical? Instinct? What did those words have to do with… 
 
    Then it came to him. He touched the blue button and the panel moved forward to make room for a set of controls nearly identical to those they had seen on the dwarf boats.  
 
    David threw out his arms and grabbed Val, kissing her with utter joy. “Physical! You’re a genius. Manual. As in manual controls. The other one must be like an automatic pilot.” 
 
     He looked up at the radar. The enemy ships had broken their formation in response to Borgen’s unexpected movement and were positioning themselves on either side. The attacks from their weapons were still coming, but he intended to remedy that very quickly. Holding his breath, he pushed the silver lever. The humming of the engines increased and he could feel the sharp pull of acceleration. A black dial seemed to be what controlled direction. While looking at the radar, he turned the dial slightly to the right. After a few seconds the dots on the right grew closer to the center. A broad smile was now plastered on his face. 
 
    The door flew open and Fulmar burst inside, panting and wheezing. “You…you did it.” 
 
    David took hold of Val’s hand and kissed it. “I had help.” He looked back at the old dwarf. “How is everything down below?” 
 
    “Nothing exploded, if that’s what you’re asking.” 
 
    “I’ll take that for now,” David said. Turning his attention back to the controls, he eased the accelerator forward another inch.  
 
    Keeping his eyes fixed on the screen, he continued to move it forward until it was clear that he was outpacing the Imperial ships. Several minutes passed, mostly in silence, the only sounds being the hum of the engine and the slowly diminishing thuds of the enemy strikes. Soon the attacks ceased altogether.  
 
    David smiled up at Val. “You feel like driving for a bit?” 
 
    After hesitating for only a moment, she nodded. David stood up and cupped her face in his hands. There was no need for words when their eyes met. Each wore a knowing smile. Val settled into the chair, back straight and looking far more confident than David could recall ever having seen her.  
 
    After giving her a final loving gaze, he exited the room with Fulmar following close behind, and headed down to where the dwarves were still gathered. From everything he could tell, all was functioning as it should be – though admittedly there was much of which he was still unsure.  
 
    “It would appear you have achieved what we could not,” Hanvir told him. “I thank you.” 
 
    David felt pride swelling in his chest. This was truly his crowning achievement. “I had a lot of help,” he said, doing his best to sound modest. “But before we start celebrating too much, we should check on how much damage has been done outside.” 
 
    “Agreed,” replied Hanvir. 
 
    Many of the dwarves they passed along the way still looked confused and frightened. Aside from those directly involved, no one yet knew that Borgen was now mobile. Hanvir paused frequently to give reassuring words, which went a long way to easing their fears.  
 
    Upon exiting the facility, the stench of burning wood instantly caught David’s nostrils. After taking no more than a few steps, several devastated areas could already be seen. Thankfully though, it could have been a lot worse. As he had been hoping, the thick layer of sand and earth accumulated by Borgen over thousands of years had absorbed much of the impact. Some of the craters did actually go deep enough to expose the outer hull, but after more than two hours of careful examination, they could find no sign of any significant damage. 
 
    The island was moving at a surprising speed – much faster than any sailing vessel could match. Large swaths of the beech trees were already beginning to fall away, revealing the gleaming metal beneath. David tried to picture what it would look like if completely exposed. More than ever he felt determined that Shinzan must be defeated. Such a magnificent creation should never be destroyed. 
 
    “Your ancestors sure knew how to build things to last,” he remarked as they made their way back inside. 
 
    Hanvir nodded. “Yes. And now that you are here, perhaps we can make their creations live again.” 
 
    “That could take a very long time, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Then let us hope we will have it in abundance.” Hanvir paused at the entrance and shut his eyes, allowing the breeze to wash over him. “And to that end we must now decide how best to use this new-found power.” 
 
    David felt a sudden surge of protectiveness. He hadn’t given any thought to Borgen’s future use. The idea that it could now be exposed to possible capture – or far worse, destruction – was unbearable. Still, he knew he must steel himself to set such feelings aside. The enemy had to be put down. Even at the cost of Borgen.  
 
    “I wonder if this is what Oppenheimer felt like,” he muttered. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    David forced a smile. “No one. You’re right. We need to help win the fight if we can.” 
 
    “I will contact King Ganix,” Hanvir told him. “He’ll know how best to proceed.”  
 
    He looked to the bottom of the stairs where a small gathering of apprehensive looking dwarves was awaiting their return. “But first, I must ease the minds of the people here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Ethan looked down at the sleeping form of the woman he loved. The tiny contented smile on her face was making what he had to do even more difficult than he’d imagined. The sweet scent of her perfume filled his nostrils, taking him back to the moment when they had first stepped hand-in-hand over the threshold. He had done his best to make everything as perfect as he could – aided considerably by the magic passed on to him by Martok. And it was only by making use of that same magic that his leaving was now possible. Should she be awake, he knew for certain that his resolve would fail him. 
 
    The urgent call of Lumnia was now like needles in his mind. Only the ecstatic memories of his and Kat’s lovemaking kept him from wincing. Never had he imagined he could lose himself in a woman the way he had done with her. It was as if those before her had ceased to exist in his mind. More than ever, he knew nothing at all could surpass his love for her.  
 
    The light peeking in through the window was an unwelcome reminder. It was time. Bending down, he kissed her lightly on the brow and said a silent goodbye. After turning away, he squeezed his eyes tightly shut to help gather his courage. His legs felt as if they were filled with lead. Only with a supreme effort was he able to take a reluctant first step toward the door.  
 
    The bitter chill of mountain air bit hard at the exposed flesh of his face and arms. The little house he had carved from solid rock was facing the north wind, overlooking the sea. It had taken hours to find just the right spot, and longer still to carefully craft what he knew would be the very last place where he would ever set eyes on Kat. It had been worth every second. The magic he’d used was of a permanent nature and would survive him – leaving his creation as a lasting monument to the love they had shared. 
 
    Maytra was waiting for him near the edge of the precipice. Ethan ran his hand down her muscular neck. “Protect her for me,” he said.  
 
    Maytra snorted and grumbled, sending a wave of assurance through their bond. The dragon understood fully what he was about to do. In fact, Maytra probably understood better than he did. After mounting her, he took a long cleansing breath. 
 
    The sinews in Maytra’s back and legs rippled with power as she spread her wings. Just before she took flight, Ethan gave in to temptation and glanced back at where Kat lay sleeping. The intricate frieze above the door depicted the two of them at different points in time since first meeting. Though his own skill as an artist left much to be desired, he’d drawn upon one of his ancestors who had possessed genuine artistic talent to guide his hand. The door was made of a deep red, iron-rich stone, highly polished and perfectly balanced on its hinges. 
 
    Tearing his eyes away, he looked to the east where King Halvar was leading his people toward their greatest battle. The army Shinzan had unleashed had already leveled several cities and towns inside the Ralmarian border and had now gathered for a march across the breadth of Al’ Theona. If they were not stopped, the death toll would be unimaginable. But that was no longer Ethan’s concern. The elves and the dwarves, along with their new human allies, would need to hold out a while longer.  
 
    For a time, he had thought to delay his destiny and fight with them. His power would absolutely tip the scales in their favor. But the call of Lumnia would not allow it. It was now with him constantly, and after they rounded the south face of the mountain he could also feel the presence of those who would guide him. Not even the elves were able to do this. At first he didn’t understand what it was. Even to him, the presence was distant and elusive. Whenever he tried to concentrate and make it more coherent, it simply vanished from his mind. Only as the call of Lumnia grew far louder and more persistent did it take on a definite form. And when he finally realized what it was, he was in utter disbelief.  
 
    Maytra began a gentle spiraling descent. Below he could see a narrow opening in the rock at the foot of the mountain. They landed just a few yards away from this, and Ethan slid from the dragon’s back. A small pouch filled with some jerky, a water skin, and his blade were all he had with him. There would be no need for anything else.  
 
    He placed his hands on Maytra’s snout. “Take care.”  
 
    She lowered her head in acknowledgment, then took a step back. Spreading her wings, she let out a trumpeting roar that lasted a full minute. Tiny pieces of rock and debris shook loose and tumbled to the ground from the sheer force of the dragon’s farewell. With a final breath of hot air, she brought her wings hard down. Within moments she was circling high above the mountain top, streams of flame spewing forth from her great maw. It was a fitting tribute for a Dragonvein setting forth to meet his destiny. 
 
    A lone figure appeared in the mouth of the opening. Ethan smiled. The twists and surprises life offered never ceased to amaze him. Caked in green mud and carrying a basket over his shoulder stood a massive adult troll.  
 
    Ethan raised a hand in greeting, but the troll only stared back at him, expressionless and silent. Though simple-minded, Ethan now fully understood their deep connection to Lumnia. The elves were well aware of the consciousness that guided their home. The trolls, though…they were more like an actual extension of Lumnia’s spirit. 
 
    He waited until Maytra was out of sight before approaching. The troll reacted by pressing its back to the rock, allowing him to pass. No sooner had Ethan done this and stepped fully inside than the opening behind began to close, encasing them in utter darkness. He waved a hand to produce an orb of soft white light a few feet ahead. The troll sniffed with disapproval and pressed his thick fingers to the rough wall. Ethan gasped as millions of tiny crystals pushed their way to the surface, their blue light illuminating the passage. He allowed his spell to fade and ran a palm over the wall. This was magic. Pure magic. It made his flesh tingle as if charged by electric currents. These were not rajni stones, just common crystals. The power came from the heart itself, summoned by a simple touch from the hulking creature behind him. 
 
    They walked at a slow pace for more than a mile. The troll did not appear to be in any hurry. And in truth, neither was Ethan. The floor of the passage was unusually smooth and clean. He could hear the moaning cries of other adult trolls, together with the screeching wails of their young. They were still reeling from Shinzan’s attack on their home. The pain it had inflicted upon them was beyond measure. And yet they felt no anger that he could sense. Only sorrow. 
 
    Ethan glanced over his shoulder. “I’m sorry this has happened to you.” 
 
    “Heal us.” 
 
    The sound was a low huffing grunt. But Ethan could distinctly make out the words. He stopped short and stared up at the almost comical flat-featured and perfectly round face of the massive creature. He knew the elves could understand their form of language, but had no idea that this ability would be passed on to him. 
 
    “Can you understand me?” he asked. As the words left his mouth he felt ridiculous for asking. Of course, it did. 
 
    “Heal us,” the troll repeated. “Save Lumnia.” 
 
    “I will try.” 
 
    The creature locked eyes with Ethan. “You must succeed. The darkness will not rest. It cannot rest. Our mother’s power will not fill its void. Nothing can. It will move on. It will grow stronger. Consume other worlds. It must end.” 
 
    Though the sounds were only a series of guttural moans and groans, the desperation in the troll’s eyes was unmistakable.  
 
    “I can only promise to try,” he repeated.  
 
    After a brief pause, the troll nodded his head. The wall beside him then opened with a sharp crack, revealing another short passage. He pointed for Ethan to enter.  
 
    “Farewell, Dragonvein,” he said. His part done, he turned and lumbered back along the way they had come, vanishing in seconds as the lights from the crystals blinked out.  
 
    A dim glow emanated from the opening. Ethan peered inside to see an enormous cavern several hundred feet in diameter. Its walls were bejeweled with a kaleidoscope of tiny multicolored gems, while the ceiling above was almost beyond his sight. Only a vast display of pinprick lights shining down told of where it might be. It was as if he had stepped into the center of the night sky and was walking amongst the stars themselves. 
 
    Several dozen adult trolls, both male and female, were gathered about in small groups of between two and five. Some looked at him as he entered, though most did not. The passage behind closed, leaving him wondering what to do next. He approached the nearest group of trolls, but they completely ignored him. He tried several more times while making his way ever deeper into the cavern, but always with the same result. After a time, his frustration began to build. 
 
    “Can someone please tell me where I’m supposed to go now?” His voice echoed loudly off the walls, but still none of the trolls so much as acknowledged his presence. 
 
    Ethan moved on toward to the rear of the cavern. In spite of receiving no further guidance, the call of Lumnia was still plaguing him, beckoning him to hurry. But to where? He had done as he’d been asked.  
 
    “If this is a game, I’m not playing,” he huffed. To march willingly to one’s death was hard enough. To be toyed with along the way was… 
 
    “No one is toying with you, Dragonvein.”  
 
    The voice came from inside his mind, yet was as clear as if spoken by someone standing directly in front of him. It was female – young, from the sound of it – though he knew that meant nothing at all.  
 
    “Where are you?” he demanded. “Let me see you.” 
 
    “Once you step beyond the gate, I will be there.” 
 
    “What gate?” 
 
    “When you are ready, you will find it,” she replied. 
 
    “Ready? What the hell are you talking about? I’m ready now. I came, didn’t I?” 
 
    The voice turned to laughter. “Indeed you did. And I commend you for that. It could not have been an easy choice to make.” 
 
    “Like you said, I made the choice,” he snapped back. “Now tell me what’s next.” 
 
    “You know what to do,” she replied, her tone remaining light and friendly. “You answered our call. But we cannot force you to go on. Nor would we, even if we could. You say you are ready. I say in response, look to your heart. You still cling to what you have left behind. You are hoping to return, even though you know what you must do.” 
 
    “That’s just it. I don’t know.” 
 
    It was a lie. He did. He understood full well what she meant. He was still forming pictures in his mind of holding Kat once again after defeating his enemy. He was imagining a way through this that didn’t include his death. That had to stop. Hope was not a luxury he could afford.  
 
    “That is not entirely true,” she said, hearing his thoughts. “You can have hope. But let it be hope for those you love and...” 
 
    “And not for myself,” he said, completing the sentence. 
 
    A short distance further down, where there had been a solid wall before, now stood an archway leading to a brightly lit corridor. As he approached, the scent of lavender and honeysuckle drifted on a warm breeze coming from inside. He smiled involuntarily as a sensation of well-being came over him. Suddenly, things did not feel so desperate after all. 
 
    The passage ended in a long descending staircase. At the bottom was an ivory door with twelve intricate symbols inlaid in gold upon its face. As he reached for the handle, it swung open before his fingers could make contact. 
 
    The sound of trickling water danced in the air like delicate glass chimes. Ethan stepped inside to find himself in an open meadow of tall, lush grass that was scattered with wildflowers. There was no obvious sign of a stream or a brook, yet the chimes persisted. 
 
    “Is anyone there?” he called. 
 
    The gentle rhythm of running water gradually transformed into dozens of laughing voices. Some of them seemed to be coming from children, while others had a more mature tone.  
 
    “It is almost time, young Dragonvein.”  
 
    It was the same voice that had spoken to him in the cavern. Only this time it was no longer in his head, but coming from somewhere a little further ahead. He surveyed the area closely, yet could see no one. 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “We are here. All around you.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “We are the Arkazhi,” she replied. “At least, that is the name you will most likely know us by. Elves do come up with the strangest names for what they cannot understand.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, “I have heard that name. And from what I understand, you are the spirits who serve Lumnia.” His bond with the elves had given him this knowledge, though he was now becoming unsure as to its truth. 
 
    “That is indeed how the elves imagine us,” she said. “However, as you are now realizing, they do not truly understand.” 
 
    “If you are not spirits, then what are you?” 
 
    “Quite simply, we are Lumnia. Her aspects, her voice, and her will. We do not serve her. Think of us more as an arm or a leg. The limb does your bidding, yet it is not in any way separate from yourself.” 
 
    Ethan considered this. “I think I understand. You are extensions of Lumnia’s power.” 
 
    “Yes,” she affirmed. “That which you call magic binds us in the same way that your flesh binds you. The only difference being that Lumnia is infinitely more complex than your frail mortal frame.” 
 
    Ethan tried to imagine his hand with a mind of its own, but it was too strange a concept.  
 
    “You are close,” she said, once again invading his thoughts. “In time, you will grasp it.” 
 
    “Time?” he scoffed. “What time? You know as well as I do how this ends.” 
 
    A shimmering silhouette appeared a few feet in front of him. Though she was featureless, Ethan was certain she was smiling.  
 
    “Why would I know that?” she asked. “Beyond your death, I cannot predict the outcome. And as you well know, death is not the end.” 
 
    “Then what will happen to me?” 
 
    “You will be touched by the true spirit of Lumnia. When your body ceases to be, you will join with us here. That is, if you choose to do so.” 
 
    “And what if I don’t?” 
 
    “Then you will face what all must face eventually,” she replied. “The eternal mystery of what lies beyond. When that time arrives, you must choose. But do not be troubled. I may not know what the future holds for you, but whatever it is, fear will not burden your heart once your task is completed.” She turned. “Come. Your journey is long, and our need is great.” 
 
    Ethan followed her for several yards. The light around him then began to ripple as if a pebble had been thrown into a pond. Slowly the scenery faded until there was nothing but darkness, broken only by the light of his Arkazhi guide. He pondered what it would be like to join with these beings. He had already experienced the realm where his ancestors resided. Would it be like that? No. Probably not. It was probably something that, for the time being, was far beyond his ability to comprehend.  
 
    The figure halted and lifted her arm to point ahead. “There.” 
 
    A rush of hot air blasted his face as a pillar of flames erupted, shooting high into the void. Shielding his face with both hands, Ethan stepped sharply back. A great roar then shook the ground – deeper and more forceful than even a dragon’s call. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “The door,” she replied, her tone calm and even. 
 
    He gave her a scathing look “That’s a door? How the hell am I supposed to pass through that?” 
 
    “It only appears as you imagine it,” she explained.  
 
    Ethan’s mouth twisted into an incredulous frown. As I imagine it? he thought, knowing full well that she could hear him. Taking a deep breath, he shut his eyes and steadied his nerves. When he reopened them less than a minute later, the flames were gone. In their place was a silver arbor interlaced with fragile yellow and white flower vines.  
 
    “Very good,” she said. “I like that much better. But be warned – once you pass through, you will be facing very real danger.” 
 
    “What kind of danger?” 
 
    “Shinzan is consuming Lumnia’s power. His essence pollutes and distorts everything it touches. He will do all he can to stop you from reaching him. Furthermore, throughout this trial, your magic will not be of any avail. He will set your fears and your dreams against you, trying every way he knows to strip you of your will. But take heart; if you remain strong, you can overcome his influence.” 
 
    “And when I reach the other side?” 
 
    “Then you will be facing his full power,” she replied. This time her tone was dark and foreboding. “You must use what you are given to end his life…and his hold on Lumnia. This will shatter his source of strength. And without that, he cannot endure.” 
 
    Ethan turned to the arbor. He would make it through these trials, no matter what was thrown at him. Then he would face his enemy once more. And this time he would not fail, regardless of the cost. He had accepted his fate and no longer felt any trace of fear at all. His sacrifice would save those he loved – what better reason was there to die? 
 
    Almost immediately after stepping through the arbor, the whispers of the Arkazhi began fading from his thoughts. He could feel that they were still watching him, though at the same time he knew they would no longer speak or help in any way. Already he recognized what his choice would be should he arise victorious. He would choose to risk oblivion rather than live without Kat. Whatever lay beyond the veil of mystery that was death, he would soon learn its secrets. 
 
    The world around him began to wither and melt away until he could no longer see so much as his hands in front of his face. It didn’t matter. With all fear gone, together with any hope he had clung to of possibly surviving, not even the malevolent presence he sensed bearing down on him was troubling.  
 
    “Come on, you son-of-a-bitch,” he whispered. “Come and get me.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Kat had to force herself awake. It was as if something was urging her to remain in the world of dreams for a while longer. But she could not. Today was the day Ethan would be leaving, and she was determined to spend every moment they had left together wrapped in each other’s arms.  
 
    The howl of the wind outside helped to revive her. Though it was still quite warm within this special place Ethan had built for them, the sound still managed to send a series of chills running through her body. She pulled the blanket tight to her chest, and after a moment peeled open her eyes. At first her vision was blurred, yet she could sense that something was wrong. She reached out beside her, feeling only the softness of the bed. She shot bolt upright, frantically wiping her eyes until she could see clearly. 
 
    “Ethan,” she cried.  
 
    Springing from the bed, she raced to the door. The frigid mountain air bit cruelly into her exposed flesh the moment she exited the dwelling. Not that she cared, or even noticed. He was gone. Only Maytra remained. 
 
    “Ethan!” Her desperate shout was drowned out by the roar of the wind. Still she kept crying out his name over and over again until finally falling to her knees, weeping.  
 
    How long she stayed like this, she didn’t know. Eventually it was the pain in her hands and feet that forced her to rise and go back inside. How could he do this? How could he leave without so much as a word? Anger and sorrow combined to tear at her heart, threatening to break her spirit completely. One night? Was that all there was to be? It wasn’t fair.  
 
    It was then that she noticed a small folded piece of parchment beside the bed. For several minutes she merely looked at it, fearing to learn what Ethan had written. There were no words he could write that would make her forgive him. And yet, equally true, there were none that could ever make her love diminish.  
 
    Finally, she picked the parchment up, clutching it to her breast for a long moment before slowly unfolding it.  
 
      
 
    My dearest love, 
 
    I am writing this to you now, as you lie sleeping beside me, because I haven’t the strength to speak the words aloud. I realize how much you will hate me when you discover I am gone. And I am sorry for being so very selfish. But looking at you now, I know this is the only way I can bring myself to do what must be done. 
 
    The time we have had together was far too short. Believe me when I say I would gladly give my whole life away in exchange for just a few more minutes in your arms. But I know, should that happen, I would never be able to leave you. Instead, I would open a portal and spirit us to Earth. You have no idea how tempting that idea is. But then, of course, millions of people would die. I could never live with the knowledge that I had allowed such a thing happen.  
 
    I have known for some time that this is how it must end for us, even though I kept denying it to myself. I hoped and prayed there was another way. But there isn’t. And now it’s time for me to face the truth. Once I enter the heart of Lumnia, my fate will be set. I will use the power of the planet to destroy Shinzan. But to do so will destroy me as well. I wish I could tell you that I will find a way to survive, but I do not want my final words to you to be lies. Shinzan will die. And I will die with him. That is the only way I can save you.  
 
    I am so sorry that you must go the rest of your journey through life without me. If there were any other way, I would take it in an instant. But I gain courage from knowing that you will not be alone. Our friends will be there for you. And you have your father to protect you. I am certain that together you will build a better world where all people can live in peace. With your heart guiding them, it will be a paradise. And I suppose, if I had a final wish, it would be that you use your strength to achieve just that. My love, you are now the most powerful mage in Lumnia, and you have all the qualities it takes to lead. After Shinzan is gone, the people will need you. Never doubt yourself, because I have total faith in you. I always will. 
 
    I don’t want you to worry about me. I’m not afraid to die. After all, before I came here I was a soldier. And one thing I learned is that we all have our rendezvous with destiny. Yours is to create a new world. Mine is to see that you have the opportunity to do so. Know that my love for you will continue until the light of my spirit fails to shine…and even after that it will endure in every other way possible. Wish me luck. If you are too angry to say it out loud, I hope that you’re at least thinking it. 
 
    Yours until time stops, 
 
    Ethan 
 
    Tears were streaming down her cheeks as she refolded the letter.  
 
    “Damn you,” she said weakly.  
 
    But her anger had faded. Only paralyzing sorrow remained. She heard Maytra’s call outside. It was a summons. It was telling her to be strong – to finish what they had started. Ethan was marching off to meet his fate, and she would not dishonor him. Regardless of what he said, she would not give up hope that he would somehow find a way to survive. And when he did return, she would not have him discover that she had done nothing to save the lives of those who now fought.  
 
    A steely determination took over. Choking back her tears, she gathered her clothes and dressed. Just before she exited the room, she closed her eyes for a few moments to picture Ethan’s face in her mind. Yes. She would see him again. They had already survived incredible odds. Fate would ensure that they were reunited. It had to. She refused to imagine it any other way.  
 
    “So you’re wrong, Ethan,” she muttered. “I don’t have to go the rest of my life without you. Only a little bit of it.” She imagined he could hear her words. “Good luck.” 
 
    On returning outside, she found Maytra waiting patiently. And when Kat mounted her back, her typical snort of displeasure was noticeably absent.  
 
    Kat patted her neck. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Maytra lifted her head and let out a tremendous roar. She was indeed ready. They both were. 
 
    She cast a spell to fight off the cold, then held on tight. In a flurry of power and speed, Maytra became airborne. Ethan’s words resounded in her head. She was now the most powerful mage in Lumnia. Astride Maytra, she was without equal. Together they would ensure that when the war was over, the fields of Lumnia would not be soaked in the blood of the innocent. 
 
    “But they will be soaked in the blood of our enemies,” she declared loudly.  
 
    Maytra roared with approval, spewing out a stream of fire a hundred feet long.  
 
    But first there was one thing Kat needed to deal with. She concentrated for a long moment, her focus so intense that even the rush of the wind became silent. At first there was nothing. Then, after nearly ten minutes, she finally found what she was looking for. A pulse. A slow throb of magical energy. But this was not magic of the kind she possessed. This was corrupted magic, tainted by the power of Shinzan.  
 
    “I’m coming for you,” Kat said. 
 
    To her amazement, there was a reply. Like a faint whisper it said: “I’m here. I’m waiting.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    King Halvar could feel the sensation digging into his spirit, seeking to sap his courage and his will to fight. But at least he had been warned in advance about this by the Imperial officer they had captured two days prior. Not that this information was gained easily. This man had been strong; not at all like the simpering fool they had previously encountered. It had taken all the expertise of the elves to get a single word from him. Halvar suppressed a shudder as a memory of the captain’s screams echoed in his mind. Elves knew of ways to inflict pain that would make a man yearn for death yet leave naught but a small mark on the flesh. Even so, they had chosen a different, more straightforward and brutal technique this time. At the end of his ordeal, the Imperial gave every appearance of having been totally immersed into a tub full of blood. Droplets spewed from his mouth as he finally gave in and told them everything.  
 
    “They have this strange power,” he had said. “They bind the courage of our own men while draining it from our enemy.” 
 
    The silent ones. Creatures of Shinzan. Fearless. Pitiless. Without emotion. They had already slain thousands of innocent people. And not just those who lived within Al’ Theona and Ralmaria. They had systematically razed to the ground every town that lay within thirty miles either side of their two borders.  
 
    “The Eternal Shinzan ordered the area cleansed,” the captain had told them. 
 
    His use of the word disgusted Halvar. Cleansed. How could humans…? He shook away the thought. It only made fighting alongside them more difficult, and gave his reservations about their loyalty extra sway in his heart.  
 
    “Are you all right?” a familiar voice asked. 
 
    Keira had kept close to him of late. After reports of the Imperial army’s huge strength began filtering in, and with no sign of Lord Dragonvein returning, he had become increasingly short-tempered and brooding. 
 
    “Yes, My Lady,” he replied, regarding her with what he hoped was a convincing smile. “And yourself?” 
 
    She gave a small shrug. “Elves are seemingly far less affected by the silent ones’ influence than dwarves and humans. I’ve had my people disperse throughout both of their ranks to help keep the calm.” 
 
    “That is good. But it’s how the humans react that I worry about.” 
 
    “In truth, it should be the other way around,” Keira told him. “The dwarves are the ones feeling its effect the most. Humans seem better able to push it aside once they realize what is happening.” 
 
    This did not please Halvar at all. The idea that humans were in any way superior to dwarves stung his pride badly. 
 
     Keira, picking up on his fit of pique, began laughing softly. “My dear king,” she said. “You cannot expect humans to be without some gifts of their own. I’m sure that dwarves are much fiercer in battle.” 
 
    Instantly embarrassed by his childish display, Halvar gave a self-deprecating chuckle. “And let us not forget our craft. Have you seen those human swords? Pathetic. And not even one of their number carries a decent axe.” 
 
    “So it’s fortunate for them they have access to dwarf smiths,” she remarked in a light tone.  
 
    A sudden thudding of drums from several miles away caught their attention, instantly darkening the mood. Halvar surveyed what would soon become their battlefield. Thanks to the humans, they had found a much faster route and had made it to a low ridge overlooking a flat, grassy plain. It was an advantageous position. 
 
    Smoke rose from the enemy fires just beyond their line of sight. But these fires were not for cooking or for warmth. They came from a now devastated village the enemy had come upon that very same day. Halvar tried not to think about what it would look like. He had heard far too many reports already of the brutal slaughter taking place. Horrific tales of how countless numbers of innocent people – including women and children – were being hacked to pieces and their bodies simply left to rot where they fell.  
 
    He swore a silent oath. No more. The army at his back was ready. They would not give ground. They must not. They faced a foe whose purpose was not victory. It was death.  
 
    Death to the entire world. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Kat streaked toward her foe astride Maytra, all the time allowing the pain of Ethan’s departure to fill her. Pain could be useful. She had learned this from a very young age. She would let it make her stronger. Even so, she had never before faced an enemy like Illyrian – another mage. And despite her own raw power, her foe possessed far more experience and knowledge. She must make it a battle of attrition. 
 
    “Don’t let her sneak up on us,” she said to Maytra, remembering the previous attack. 
 
    The dragon rumbled a low growl. 
 
    Maytra could be a definite asset, though Kat was hesitant to put her in direct conflict with a mage. As powerful as dragons were, they were no match for someone like Illyrian.  
 
    A plume of smoke rose from behind a low hill – a beacon calling her to the fight. Kat clenched her jaw and took a long breath. The tiny fire of hatred burning in her belly began to grow. Illyrian might be Ethan’s mother, but she served Shinzan. And it was his evil that had stripped her of the man she loved. Regardless of the hope she desperately clung to for Ethan’s safe return, doubts continued to plague her.  
 
    Just beyond the hills she could see a thin forest. A ring of smoldering earth inside this had been made, presumably by Illyrian, who was standing with arms folded at the northernmost edge. Maytra circled several times before setting down gracefully at the opposite end. Kat slid to the ground and rubbed the dragon’s neck. 
 
    “Go,” she said. “But stay close.” 
 
    Maytra cast her gaze across the charred landscape, hissing with barely suppressed anger. Fearing that she might well try to roast Illyrian there and then, Kat stepped quickly in front of the agitated dragon and spread her arms wide. This was enough to calm the creature, at least sufficiently to prevent such a rash attack. With a mighty leap, Maytra pounded her wings and was quickly gone from sight. 
 
    “It was wise not to allow that beast to attack me,” remarked Illyrian, her tone as casual, as if they had met simply for a lighthearted chat. “The Emperor dearly hopes to capture it. Its death would disappoint him greatly. As would yours.” 
 
    “I’m sure it would,” Kat agreed. “But it’s not going to happen.” 
 
    She could feel Illyrian’s wards surrounding her. They were strong. Very strong. Nevertheless, she was confident they could be broken. Her own wards were also in place, though it was true they had never been greatly tested before. That was about to change. 
 
    “I’m actually a bit surprised that my son allowed you to come here to face me,” Illyrian said. “Especially given your rather limited knowledge of magic. Is he so weak and soft-hearted that he shrinks from the thought of fighting me himself?” 
 
    “Ethan does not know I am here,” she answered, maintaining a level tone. 
 
    Illyrian laughed. “Of course not. I see it now. You have come to save him the burden of killing his own mother. How sweet of you to do so. Foolish, but very sweet all the same. Not that it matters. The only thing it changes is that you will die first. This will no doubt cause him immeasurable pain, and he will still be forced to kill me himself. In fact, knowing that I caused your death should make him eager to do so. More the better.” 
 
    Kat furrowed her brow. “You actually want Ethan to kill you?” 
 
    “My death is a foregone conclusion, child. My master has seen to that. Why should I care whose hand is the instrument?” She scrutinized Kat for a long moment. “I see the confusion in your eyes, my dear. You are wondering if anything of who I was remains. You can trust me when I say the answer to that is no. I am no longer Lady Illyrian Dragonvein. This body is a void. I hold the woman’s memories, but as for her soul – yes, soul is the right word, I think – her soul has been utterly crushed. Everything that you see before you now is…well…is what the Emperor has chosen to fashion.” 
 
    Kat focused her mind, preparing to strike. “I’m glad you told me this. It will make killing you much easier to explain.” 
 
    Illyrian clicked her tongue. “Pitiful girl. You are no match for me. You think that a few lessons gives you the right to call yourself a mage? You are no more a threat to me than that disgusting beast you were riding.” 
 
    A powerful voice sounded from behind Kat. “That may be true, aunt. But I am.” 
 
    She spun around to see Lynial striding toward her. With his hair oiled and pushed back well away from his face, he was clad in a long black coat, trousers also of black, and a bright red shirt. The intensity in his eyes gave him a commanding, almost regal appearance.  
 
    Illyrian took a startled step back before quickly recovering her composure. “Nephew. You are here. How unexpected.” 
 
    Lynial ignored her, directing his attention at Kat. “You should go. I can deal with this.” 
 
    Kat looked at him stubbornly. “You’ll need my help.” 
 
    “No. She is a member of my family, and should be released from this curse by one of her own.” 
 
    “Don’t flatter yourself, boy,” Illyrian told him. “I was never one of your filthy brood.” 
 
    “Silence woman,” he snapped back. “I’ll attend you in due course.” He regarded Kat once more. “She is no match for me. And from what I have heard, she may not be a match for you either. But this is my task. Not yours. Your skills are needed with the main army now. Not tending to…family squabbles.” 
 
    A frown formed as Kat paused to think. She could see the same look in Lynial’s eyes that she had seen in Ethan’s – confident, yet somehow still vulnerable. She knew that this would be hard for him. But she also knew beyond doubt that he would accept no argument on the matter. Lynial felt it was his duty to deal with Illyrian. And just like Ethan, he would see it through. 
 
    “Promise me you’ll be careful,” she said. 
 
    Lynial smiled. “I will. Now hurry. We are likely already engaged with Shinzan’s forces. I will join you as soon as I am able.” 
 
    Kat glanced over to Illyrian. The fury she was experiencing was written clearly in her expression. Could that really be all that remained inside her? Nothing but anger, hatred, and spite? What sort of power could do this to a person? Yes. She needed to die. But everything Kat had heard from Renald about Ethan’s mother told her that the woman deserved to be avenged as well. 
 
    With a sigh, Kat turned north and walked deeper into the woods until finding a place where Maytra could land comfortably. The dragon soon appeared without having to be summoned, landing with a deep thud and fanning clouds of dust and leaves with her great wings.  
 
    As Kat climbed atop the dragon’s back, she looked to where the two powerful mages were about to do battle. For a moment she struggled against the impulse to ignore Lynial’s request and go to his aid anyway. But he was right. The army would be needing her. And in truth, she was relieved not to have to tell Ethan that she had killed his mother.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Lynial locked eyes with Illyrian across the clearing. “I wish I could say that I am pleased to see you, aunt. And if there is any shred of who you once were left within, know that I dearly wish this was not necessary. But you cannot be allowed to continue as you are.” 
 
    “Save your words, whelp,” she spat back almost before he had finished speaking. “I do not desire your pity.” 
 
    “You have it, nonetheless. You were beloved among the Dragonvein family. If there was another way to…” 
 
    Illyrian’s arm shot out, sending a spear of white-hot flame streaking in his direction. It was an attack meant to silence him rather than do any actual damage, one made from irritation more than anything else. With hardly a thought, he deflected it to the ground. 
 
    “So you wish to get on with it, I see,” he remarked. “Very well.” 
 
    Black smoke rose from the earth around Illyrian’s feet as she snarled back at him. “Before you die, nephew, I thought you should know something. Praxis never did like you very much. He thought you weak, just like your father. He knew Renald planned to lure you into that cave and trap you there. He told me so. He also said that it was of little concern. That you would be of no help to him anyway.” 
 
    Lynial laughed. “I’m sure that’s true. It was foolish of me to ask to go with him in the first place. However, since we are sharing, you should know the very last thing he said to me. He thought it very likely that he might die fighting Shinzan. He made me promise that if he did perish, and I by chance were to survive, I should tell you how much he loved you. Oh, yes, and that he was sorry for his lack of wisdom. At the time, I didn’t understand any of this. Surely if he died, I would die along with him. But of course, he was already aware of my father’s plot. He knew he would never see you again.” 
 
    Illyrian’s face twisted into an even more vicious mask. “Enough. You can die knowing that you delivered your message. And that it fell on uncaring ears.” 
 
    As she finished speaking, the smoke around her feet began to swirl, causing flashes of green light to spark from within. Recognizing the danger this posed, Lynial quickly cast a protection charm ahead of him, at the same time whispering a spell that brought a lone wolf into existence just to his right. Illyrian ignored the creature. With the smoke swirling ever faster around her body, within just a few seconds she was no longer visible.  
 
    In response to this, the wolf opened its maw to release a most terrifying sound. Far louder and deeper than any true wolf’s cry and equally as powerful as the mightiest dragon’s roar, the shock waves from this tore across the space separating the pair. The swirling of the smoke ceased almost instantly, then drifted away completely, once more exposing a bewildered-looking Illyrian. 
 
    Now was the time for Lynial to press home his advantage. He let fly a series of raw magical bursts, but even in her confused state, Illyrian’s wards were strong enough to provide her with a measure of protection. Nevertheless, she was forced to back away several paces and was clearly on the defensive for a few moments.  
 
    She was far from beaten, though. Recovering some of her composure, a wave of her arm produced a pool of black ooze bubbling up midway between them. From out of this slime climbed three massive creatures. Large as trolls, they had no facial features whatsoever. With their flesh still dripping goo, they made straight toward Lynial.  
 
    Springing to its creator’s defense, the wolf raced forward and leapt up at the nearest attacker, only to be effortlessly swatted away. Still snarling, the airborne wolf faded into nothing the very moment it fell to the ground. Ignoring for a moment the still advancing danger, Lynial responded by sending a rapid series of increasingly powerful magical assaults at Illyrian. This had her scrambling to erect new wards, and for a few seconds the march of the creatures slowed almost to nothing.  
 
    This was exactly what Lynial had wanted. He spread his arms wide. “Imolia Den!”  
 
    A blast of air descended upon the faceless ones, freezing them in place. A flick of his wrist then caused an explosion of earth and rock to erupt beneath them, tearing at their flesh and limbs from every conceivable angle. Within seconds, the trio of faceless ones were reduced to armless, legless, and completely lifeless ones. Satisfied, Lynial turned his attention back to Illyrian, who by now had recovered and was waving her arms around in an exaggerated circular pattern. 
 
    A ball of blue flames appeared above her head, pulsing as if in rhythm with some sinister heartbeat. Wisps of black smoke could be seen dancing within these flames, which were becoming ever brighter by the second. Lynial cast a protection spell and braced himself for whatever was to follow. This was unfamiliar magic. Shinzan’s magic. 
 
    Illyrian flashed him a malevolent smile. For an ominous moment, both the air and the flames above her grew completely still. Then, with a bone-jarring thud, the fireball dived into the ground a few feet in front of her, producing a mighty explosion. However, rather than spreading out in all directions, the resulting maelstrom of heat funneled into a straight line that raced directly toward Lynial.  
 
    His protection spell instantly disintegrated and his wards shattered. Pain enveloped his entire body as fire licked at the exposed flesh of his face and hands. Had this been Lynial’s first battle, it might well have been the end for him. As it was, experience came to his aid. Steeling his mind against the rapidly increasing agony, he concentrated with all his might. The reward came quickly. A shield of green light encased him, cooling his skin and completely deadening the pain. 
 
    Illyrian grimaced and let out a raged-filled hiss. “How did you do that?” 
 
    He smoothed his robe. It was completely unmarked and glowing softly from the infused magic. “A gift from my father.”  
 
    She lowered her blazing eyes. “Siminia!” 
 
    In a flash of red light, two identical replicas of herself appeared, one on either side of her. Lynial knew this meant she was about to flee. He could not let that happen. If allowed to continue unchecked, she was sure to kill hundreds of innocent people. Hastily, he cast a wall of energy a few feet behind her. Illyrian responded by sending attacks from all three of her doppelgängers. Black flames smashed into Lynial’s hurriedly cast protection spell. She had not given him sufficient time to renew his wards, and for a desperate few minutes all his energies were channeled into staving off this triple-pronged assault. 
 
    Again, she let loose her magic. And again, he was just able to deflect it. The barrier at her back would still slow down her escape, but there was no hope of it stopping her completely.  
 
    “Alevi Drago!” His voice thundered out like a thousand trumpets. 
 
    Six fiery dragons, each the size of a stallion, appeared. Splitting into pairs, two of them charged at each of Illyrian’s forms. The downdraft as they flew low across the clearing caused havoc below, churning up bits of earth and throwing them a hundred feet or more into the air. 
 
    For a short time, Illyrian’s end of the clearing became one huge conflagration impossible to see through, though from out of which emitted an almost constant stream of vile curses. At first there was a babble of these raging voices, but very quickly it became only one. As the attacking fires faded and the earth became still, just a solitary figure remained. Illyrian was still trying her best to look defiant, even though it was obvious she had nothing left with which to fight. She staggered back twice before finally dropping to one knee. 
 
    “You think this will make the slightest difference?” she snarled, spite dripping from each word. “Shinzan will still consume this world. And there is nothing you can do to stop it.” 
 
    “Perhaps not,” Lynial agreed. “But then stopping Shinzan is not my task.” 
 
    She spat on the ground. “You really believe Ethan Dragonvein can defeat him? If you do, then you are nothing but a fool.” 
 
    Lynial nodded. “I certainly am that. A fool with a soft heart.” 
 
    He approached, stopping a few feet in front of his vanquished foe. Illyrian refused to look him in the eye. 
 
    “Finish this,” she told him. “I tire of your presence.” 
 
    In a final show of fury, she produced a small dagger and leapt to her feet. It was a futile gesture. Lynial was not to be caught off guard. Taking a quick step back, he caught her wrist and held onto it firmly. 
 
    “Contentis Nio,” he muttered. His hands began emitting a soft green glow.  
 
    Illyrian’s eyes shot wide. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I thought I could kill you,” he replied. “But I suppose I have too much of my father in me.” 
 
    Sensing what was coming gave Illyrian renewed strength. She thrashed about wildly until at last managing to wrench herself free. With the sheer force of her sudden release sending her staggering several yards away, she paused for an instant to catch her breath. Then, with unfathomable malice carved into every inch of her face, she charged back at Lynial with the dagger raised high. 
 
    It was too late. Lynial’s spell had already taken effect. After covering only half the distance separating them, both her legs suddenly became as stiff and unbending as the stoutest iron bars. Devoid of all balance, she plunged face first into the ground. Almost instantly, green crystals began encasing first her ankles, and then all the way up her legs. A torrent of feral screams and obscene curses poured from her mouth as she struggled pointlessly against the spell.  
 
    In less than a minute, it was over. Lady Illyrian was completely encased in unbreakable crystal. Her aspect was frozen in a permanent snarl, and her right hand even now was still resolutely clutching the dagger.  
 
    He knelt beside her and ran his fingers over the cold surface of the crystal. Perhaps she could still be saved once Ethan had slain Shinzan, he told himself. A sigh quickly followed. The reality was that she would likely never be Lady Illyrian again. Without Shinzan’s power to sustain her, she would be little better than a wild beast. And in the end, a beast always needed to be put down. 
 
    “But not today,” he whispered.  
 
    By now Kat would be well on her way to joining the battle. As for himself, even a traveling spell would not get him there before the fighting was over. And fighting was about all he had to offer them. His ability as a healer was limited, to say the least, so he would be of little value on that score. In fact, from what his father had taught him about the elves, their healing skills were probably superior to his own – though the idea of salves and potions was unsettling and barbaric to his mind. 
 
    He levitated Illyrian to a secluded spot and buried her there. After leaving a magical marker in case he should perish and his aunt be lost, he took a moment to recover his strength. The forest was peaceful, the song of the birds a cutting reminder of the times he had spent with his father. Back then he had hated their outings, preferring to spend his time in study under the tutelage of his uncle Praxis. Now he would give anything to have that time again.  
 
    Sadly, he shook his head. The past did not exist for the young. Only when the most precious of moments were irretrievably lost was it possible to understand their true worth.  
 
    He took a final look at where he had placed Illyrian and gave a respectful bow. The air stirred as he began chanting the traveling spell. He pushed aside all thoughts of his father. Now was not the time for reflection. Now was the time for war. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    “They are breaking through, Your Highness.”  
 
    The young dwarf standing before King Halvar was covered in the blood of his comrades. With his armor split and torn, there were several deep gashes on his arms and face.  
 
    Halvar did not need to be told; he could see for himself that their lines were collapsing. The enemy was fearless and brutally efficient. Though they’d been able to push them back for a short time, it soon became clear that this was a false dawn. What appeared to be a slow and reluctant retreat from the fury of a combined dwarf, elf, and human assault had in reality been nothing more than a lure. The moment their left flank was exposed, the Imperials had redoubled their efforts, creating a gap and cutting off a third of their forces.  
 
    The thump of an arrow landing just a few feet away caught Halvar’s attention. Before he could so much as take a step back, his guards were moving in to surround him.  
 
    “See if the right flank can spare enough swords to reinforce the center,” he ordered.  
 
    The young dwarf saluted and raced away. It was a useless command; in his heart, Halvar already knew this. Their right flank was on the brink of collapse. The clamor of steel was growing ever closer, bringing with it the familiar screams of the dying to tear at his ears. 
 
    “We should move away, Your Highness,” suggested one of his guards. 
 
    He gave a cheerless laugh. “And where should we go? There is naught but open ground at our backs. No, lad. Better to die here than run like cowards.” He absolutely refused to meet his end hiding among the wagons.  
 
    Keira had already entered into the fray. So too had King Yularian, who could be seen near the left flank directing the battle atop his steed. The dwarf king would have willingly joined them had his escort not prevented it. Even so, from the dire look of things, he would have his chance to fight soon enough regardless.  
 
    From his vantage point, Halvar could see that their own lines had been driven nearly halfway back up the rise. Just beyond them, what looked like a vast ocean of enemy soldiers pressed relentlessly in. By this stage they were close enough for him to clearly make out the markings on their Imperial banners.  
 
    A bulge in the exact center caught his attention. It was there that his commanders had concentrated the stoutest of their dwarf axemen. But fierce and formidable as these fighters undeniably were, they were now falling apart before his very eyes. It was as if the enemy swords had somehow cut through an invisible stitching holding them together. Halvar looked on in horror as this elite section of his kinsmen was hacked to bits.  
 
    With the breach made, numerous enemy soldiers began pouring through – some pressing the gap wider, others moving straight through to attack the line from the rear. With a guard of only ten dwarves for protection, Halvar was fully expecting them to send a squadron up to dispatch him. Surprisingly though, they had so far ignored him completely, focusing their efforts instead entirely on decimating the front lines and splitting the allied army in two.  
 
    Unslinging the axe from his back, he let out a roar of defiance. “I guess this is it, lads,” he told those around him. “It’s time for us to join the fray.” 
 
    This time there was no argument or complaint from the guards about the king putting himself at risk. They simply formed a line on either side of him, axes in one hand and dwarf rods in the other. 
 
    “We’re ready, Your Highness,” said the guard to his left. “At your command.” 
 
    Halvar raised his axe. “Elyfoss!” 
 
    With no thought of survival, they surged forward, every dwarf determined to bring as much death to their enemy as possible before falling. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Spinning and ducking with incredible speed, Keira thrust out hard with both blades, each one piercing the gullet of her foe just as he was raising his sword for a fatal strike. He died like all the previous ‘silent ones’ she had slain – without a trace of expression. She found this strangely unsettling. While planting her boot in his chest and jerking her weapons free, she could see that the soldier’s eyes betrayed nothing – no pain, no fear, nothing at all.  
 
    From the right side, two more Imperials were already bearing down on her.  
 
    “Damn!” she muttered. They had to close the breach faster. More and more of the enemy was filtering through, wreaking havoc.  
 
    As she turned to face this new threat, a flash of white light struck one of her attackers full in the face, sending him crumbling to the ground. Glancing to her left, Keira saw an older dwarf lying on the blood-soaked earth a few feet away. He was clutching a still-smoking rod. With his breastplate shattered and two arrows protruding from his legs, he met Keira’s eyes for only a moment before going limp. Just the smallest hint of a smile lingered on his face. 
 
    With no time for reflection, Keira turned her attention to the second foe. Another silent one. They never ran, she noted. Yet their gait was as swift and relentless as the tide, and their movements always precise and calculated.  
 
    She threw herself forward, the full force of her body weight colliding into the shoulder of the soldier’s sword arm just as the weapon was raised at its highest point before striking. Before he could counter, she twisted to his rear and slashed hard with both of her own blades, her steel cutting satisfyingly deep into his mostly unprotected back. But it was as expected. After having fought so many of these silent ones, she was now well aware of how hard they were to kill. Her foe’s only reaction to these injuries was to turn and bring his own sword down in a tight arc. Sidestepping this deadly sweep, Keira let loose a flurry of strikes aimed at his neck and head. The tip of one of her blades pierced his right eye, while the other opened up several fresh wounds. None, though, were lethal.  
 
    Despite the loss of an eye, the enemy soldier skillfully managed to maneuver himself into a position that gave him the advantage of slightly higher ground. Undeterred, Keira continued to strike furiously at him with both blades, shredding his armor and drenching his body in his own blood. But even this did nothing to slow him. He was by far the toughest ‘silent one’ she had yet encountered. 
 
    I will not be laid low by this mindless beast, she told herself, her mind seeking a new tactic. One quickly formed. Her focus sharpened and she crouched low, legs close together.  
 
    Taking this as a sign of her fatigue, the Imperial reached for a dagger with his free hand and moved in for the kill. In response, Keira rolled forward in a somersault with all the speed she could muster. Pain shot through her back as enemy steel dug in. Ignoring this, she stabbed down hard with both of her long knives, their points penetrating through the soldier’s booted feet and effectively pinning him into place.  
 
    The pain in her back was intense, and already she could feel the blood flowing. But there was no time for hesitation. Somehow she managed to squeeze herself through her opponent’s narrowly spread legs and scramble clear just as another blow descended that would have surely ended her life. The soldier jerked violently to free his immobilized feet. It was too late. Keira had already produced a small throwing knife. With a cry of triumph, she rose up on her toes to shove the blade firmly into the back of the silent one’s neck, neatly severing his spinal cord.  
 
    From the corner of her eye she caught movement to her right. Shoving the paralyzed and dying man aside, she pulled her blades free and spun to face new enemies. However, to her relief, she saw six elves and two humans running full tilt to her aid.  
 
    “The lines have reformed,” a tall elf told her when drawing close. “But how long they will hold, I don’t know.” 
 
    One of the humans immediately began examining her wounds. Keira instinctively pulled away, reluctant to allow a human to treat her. 
 
    “He knows what he is doing,” the elf assured her. “You should let him help you.” 
 
    Now feeling foolish for resisting, she allowed the man to strip away her armor and shirt. She couldn’t help but notice that he did not display the embarrassed look she usually saw in humans when encountering an elf’s lack of modesty. Rather, he simply removed a pouch from his belt and began expertly cleaning and dressing the deep gash on her back. 
 
    From her limited vantage point, it did indeed appear that the lines had reformed. But with so many combatants over such a large area, it was impossible to gauge the entirety of the battle. “Is there any word from King Halvar?” she asked, wincing as the human applied a thick salve.  
 
    “I’m afraid not,” he replied. “But I doubt they are faring any better than we. This enemy is like nothing I’ve ever heard of. What manner of people are they?” 
 
    “They serve Shinzan,” she told him. “And they can bleed and die. That is all I care to know about them.” 
 
    The fact that the silent ones had been corrupted through the power of the Emperor was not widely known. Which was just as well. Were it to be common knowledge, that could weaken their fighters’ resolve even more than it had been already. 
 
    “Your fighting is done for today,” the human said. “We need to get you over to the wagons where I can treat you properly.” 
 
    The tall elf nearby gave a thin smile. “If you can get her to stop fighting, then you must truly possess powers beyond that of any mage.” 
 
    Keira placed a hand on the human’s shoulder. “Thank you for your help, but I cannot leave. All the same, I think you are right. My fighting is done for now.” 
 
    “If only the mages were here,” remarked the human. “The battle would be over by now.” 
 
    Keira had also been hoping for Lylinora’s return. So far there was no sign of her – or of Kat and Ethan. “They cannot fight the war for us,” she said. “This victory must be ours.” 
 
    “I suppose,” he agreed. “But I wish they were here anyway.” 
 
    So do I, she admitted silently. 
 
    The loud clashing of swords and strident battle cries, for a brief spell almost unnoticed by Keira, now crept back to the fore. Only a hundred feet or so ahead she could see the vanguard of the two armies surging back and forth as they fought for supremacy. She waited until her wounds were fully bandaged before donning her armor once again and struggling to her feet. Thanks to the salve, the pain had already been reduced to a dull thudding pulse. 
 
    After ordering all but the human medic and two elves to return to their company, she made her way toward where she knew King Halvar still fought. Reports of the center’s collapse had reached her, and she was fearful as to what she might find.  
 
    As they neared the center, they could see the full extent of the chaos. Dozens of small skirmishes stretched out for at least one hundred yards beyond the rear echelon. Her escort immediately placed themselves in front of her, forcing her back. 
 
    Keira’s eyes searched for any sign of King Halvar, but to no avail. “Send word that they need help,” she commanded. 
 
    “We cannot leave you here,” said the elf directly in front of her.  
 
    She tried to force her way through, but all three turned to hold her fast. 
 
    “Please don’t make us carry you,” the elf said, nodding in the opposite direction. 
 
    Keira glared, but very quickly could see there would be no weakening of their resolve. Even the human looked back at her defiantly, his eyes telling her that she was going nowhere her escort did not wish her to. After letting out an infuriated yell, she spun on her heels and resumed walking in the direction required.  
 
    They had covered only a few yards when a deep echoing roar easily overcame the relentless clatter of the battle. It was a sound wonderfully familiar to Keira. She halted, a hopeful expression rapidly forming. Her eyes shifted skyward, searching eagerly for the source. 
 
    A second roar, this one far louder, descended like a thunderclap upon the field. Even the silent ones paused fighting briefly. For an eerie moment, the battlefield became almost totally quiet. From the north, Keira then spotted a plume of vivid red flames heralding the majestic arrival of a dragon. Maytra had come. And riding upon her back was Kat. 
 
    “Praise the spirits,” Keira whispered.  
 
    Tears sprang involuntarily to her eyes, and she very nearly lost her balance. Cheers spontaneously erupted from their ranks, though this did nothing to halt the Imperial soldiers resuming their attack. Within seconds the battles along the lines, as well as numerous skirmishes at the flanks, were all in full flow again.  
 
    Her escort ushered her along, and this time she did not resist. The efforts to force her way past them a few seconds earlier had caused renewed bleeding from her wound, prompting the human healer to now insist that she be removed to the wagons.  
 
    Keira closed her eyes and listened as another trumpeting call came down from Maytra. A weak smile formed. “I am at your mercy. I will comply, huma…”  
 
    She stopped herself just before completing the final word. “No, tell me,” she said. “What is your name?” 
 
    “Vernard,” he replied. 
 
    She bowed her head. “I will comply, Vernard.” 
 
    Though still deeply concerned about the fate of King Halvar, she allowed herself to feel at least a small portion of satisfaction. Even a single mage would be of tremendous help. Enough to possibly snatch victory from the jaws of defeat. But together with an enraged dragon…only Shinzan himself could stand against them both. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    King Halvar’s axe took the head of his first foe before the man even knew there was someone upon him. With his rage continuing to drive him forward, he cleaved his way through two more before a large section of the enemy finally turned and forced him to slow his charge.  
 
    He and his guard had thrown themselves directly into the center of the ever-widening breach. Though well aware that a force as small as theirs was unlikely to be able to close it on their own, he nevertheless hoped their unexpected assault would at least give the others from the shattered line sufficient time to recover and form an organized counter attack.  
 
    He could see the members of his guard slashing and hacking with furious abandon every bit equal to his own. Had they been fighting normal humans, Halvar had no doubt that their foe would have already fled in the face of such wrath. But as their skill and lack of any fear was displaying, these enemy soldiers were far from being normal humans. Much to Halvar’s dismay, in the course of just a few minutes he and his men found themselves switching from all-out attack to desperately defending.  
 
    Calls of The king fights with us! and ‘Hail, King Halvar! began springing up from all around. For a dark moment, he regretted throwing himself into the fray so thoughtlessly. Many of his subjects would surely ignore their own safety in order to protect him. For a short time, this dire thought persisted, but something else also quickly became evident. His presence in the thick of things was inspiring every dwarf on the field to fight with renewed vigor and heart. Before he knew it, the hoped for counter attack was actually happening. The breach was beginning to close.  
 
    A dwarf to his right grunted with pain and dropped his weapon as the tip of a sword pierced deeply into his leg. Stepping around the wounded man, Halvar swung his axe hard down onto the flat of the offending Imperial steel, shattering it instantly. Barely had he finished off the disarmed soldier when another Imperial to his left rushed forward, thrusting his blade low. Halvar twisted sharply away, in doing so narrowly avoiding being skewered, but at the same time leaving himself temporarily off-balance and wide open. Seizing this opportunity, the hollow-eyed silent one smashed his gauntleted fist into the king’s brow, sending him staggering back and down onto his knees. With cold deliberation, the Imperial closed in to finish things. 
 
    Seeing his king in peril, the injured and temporarily weaponless dwarf quickly dove forward to wrap restraining arms around the soldier’s waist. It was brave, but provided only the briefest of respites for Halvar. A short but vicious pommel strike to the back of the dwarf’s head soon loosened his hold. This was very rapidly followed up by a sharp boot to the chest that sent him reeling.  
 
    Halvar was trying hard to focus, though the punch had severely blurred his vision. He backed away, swinging his axe frantically in wide sweeps in an attempt to stave off death long enough to regain his sight. All he could make out at present was the foggy silhouette of his would-be killer moving steadily closer. Too close now, in fact. He couldn’t risk waiting any longer. In a desperate gamble, he heaved his heavy axe at the advancing shadow. The deep thump that followed told him that his gamble had paid off. A huge gasp of relief fell from his mouth. 
 
    Without his axe, he reached into his belt for a dwarf rod. Using such a weapon in close quarters was dangerous, but for the moment he had no choice. He had to have something with which to protect himself until he could see well enough again to move about freely. Turning continuously in tight little circles with the rod held ready for action, he strained to detect any approaching threat. 
 
    After what felt like an eternity of being at his most vulnerable, the images around him began to sharpen. He could see that the breach had now been closed. Even so, there were still dozens of small skirmishes raging between dwarves and those Imperials who had already forced their way through.  
 
    He spotted his axe still protruding from the breastplate of his fallen enemy. It had been a perfect throw, striking dead center. He couldn’t help but smile. Pulling the weapon free, he surveyed the battle again. The front line, though holding at present, was still under intense pressure. 
 
    Shifting his gaze, he saw the dwarf who had tried to save him from the Imperial soldier staggering in his direction. Blood from a gash on the man’s scalp now soaked his shoulders. His injured leg was also heavily streaked with red. Halvar hurried to aid him. 
 
    “Thank the ancestors our dwarf heads are thick, lad,” Halvar said, pulling the dwarf’s arm over his shoulder. 
 
    “I’m fine, Your Highness,” he responded unconvincingly, stepping away and using his recovered axe as a crutch instead. “We need to get you away from here.” 
 
    Halvar was just about to protest when the sound of a mighty roar carried across the battlefield. He could feel his legs wobble. A second, even louder call then followed. For a brief span, all fighting ceased as everyone on the battlefield turned their attention skyward to search for the source.  
 
    Tears of joy sprang from Halvar’s eyes. “Thank you,” he murmured. 
 
    The injured dwarf had dropped to his knees and was clinging to the handle of his weapon for support. “Is it…?” he asked, his awed words fading to nothing. 
 
    Halvar could make out a small white dot in the vividly blue sky. Such power to be heard so clearly from so far away was incredible. The third call that sounded a few seconds later was accompanied by a stream of fire as the dragon went into a steep dive. Though the fighting around him continued, he could not tear his eyes away from the mighty beast. It was as if hope itself had taken on a living, breathing form.  
 
    He wished his sight were as keen as an elf’s. Someone was riding atop the dragon’s back, but he was unable to make out who it was. Not that it really mattered. They had a mage with them now. That was the most important thing. A mage and a dragon together would surely be unbeatable. 
 
    “And to think I once despised human magic,” he mused.  
 
    “It still frightens me, Your Highness,” the injured dwarf responded. He smiled at his king. “But right now, the Empire frightens me more.” 
 
    “Indeed,” agreed Halvar.  
 
    Three of his guards approached from the lines. He thought to ask about the rest of them, but already knew the answer and didn’t care to hear the depressing words just yet. He would discover the number of brave dwarves who had died on this day soon enough.  
 
    “Are you injured, Your Highness?” asked an older dwarf with a thick red beard.  
 
    Halvar touched the lump on his forehead. “No. Not seriously.” 
 
    One of the other guards helped his injured companion to his feet. “We must get you to the wagons,” the dwarf told Halvar. “There is nothing more you can do.” 
 
    Yet another mighty roar came from the dragon – this one so close and loud that Halvar could feel it resounding inside his chest. He dearly wanted to stay and witness what was about to happen, but the skirmishes were closing in around them. And he realized that his people were sacrificing themselves in order to keep the enemy away from their king’s location.  
 
    “Take me away, but to a place where I can still see the field,” he commanded. “I want to watch the enemy burn.” 
 
    The red bearded dwarf cast a hate-filled glance over his shoulder at the Imperial ranks. “As do I, Your Highness. As do I.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Kat surveyed the battlefield below. The Imperial army had pushed their way nearly to the top of the low rise. King Halvar and the others could not possibly know it, but from her lofty position she was able to see that there were still three more massive groups of enemy reinforcements hidden in the forest only a few miles away. Had she not arrived, this would have certainly ended in annihilation.  
 
    There was a very good reason why dragons were feared above all other creatures. And an equally good one why the Dragonvein family had become so powerful. She’d heard from Martok’s own lips how he’d used the mighty creatures during his many battles to spread his foes thin. Only a truly powerful mage could ever hope to contend with a dragon, and any army without one was sure to be burned to cinders from above without any hope of escape. As there were no mages at all within the Imperial ranks, this battle would soon be over. 
 
    She could see that the allied army’s middle had at some point given way. While the dwarves were doing their best to eliminate those who had penetrated to the rear, it was clear that in a few seconds the line would collapse again. The Imperials were readying themselves for another surge.  
 
    Maytra lifted her head slightly to let loose a feral roar. It was odd in a way to see the reaction below, with the furiously battling masses almost as one, coming to a momentary halt. But it was the most temporary of pauses. Only a few seconds passed before the full force of the battle resumed.  
 
    Kat pointed to a spot near to the thinnest part of the vanguard. “There!” 
 
    Her command sent Maytra into a steep descent, bellowing flames all the way down. Kat was fully expecting the enemy to scatter, and frowned with surprise when they did not. Instead, she saw all but the very front row of soldiers dropping their swords and unslinging short bows from their backs. She responded with a spell that threw down a tremendous blast of wind, quickly sending most of the rising arrows back the way they had come. The few that did make it up to them did no more than tickle at Maytra’s thick hide.  
 
    Another stream of flames shot forth from the dragon’s mouth, igniting flesh and armor in a broad swath of death. Yet even now Kat did not hear the screams of terror she would have expected. No. These Imperials simply died without a sound. They were indeed ‘silent ones’ in every respect. 
 
    Maytra landed hard, crushing more than half a dozen men beneath her. The flames she had created were still quite intense, prompting Kat to cast a quick protection spell around herself. Her skin immediately cooled. But even in the face of all this, the enemy was already converging. No fear at all, not even in the face of certain death.  
 
    If dragons could smile, Kat was certain that’s what Maytra would be doing right now. Using both her talons and long tail, she rapidly cleared an area twenty yards in diameter of all foes. So precise was she that the only living beings left anywhere within this were the dwarves – every single one of the Imperial soldiers they had been fighting with had been clinically separated and swept clear by her wrath. 
 
    Kat leapt to the ground. Maytra swung her great head around and met her gaze with reptilian eyes. “You know what to do,” Kat told her. 
 
    The dragon needed no further bidding. Turning, she opened her maw fully wide. The flames that shot out were accompanied by a gigantic roar that had every dwarf nearby frantically clasping their hands over their ears. On and on the deafening sound continued – and along with it the devouring flames that seemed to be drawn from an endlessly burning furnace raging somewhere deep within Maytra’s soul. This was true dragon fury, the likes of which had not been seen on Lumnia in many centuries. 
 
    Much as Kat wanted to, there was no time for her to linger and appreciate the spectacle. Backing away, she pushed on through the lines toward where the enemy had broken through. Here, bodies littered the ground, soaking her feet with their blood after only a few steps. 
 
    She closed her eyes and steadied her breathing. “Montromia Verunda! Inobio Mons!” Her voice was like tempered steel, each syllable delivered with dire intent.  
 
    In response, six figures rose from the earth, their bodies covered in green fire. Each held a sword in one hand and a whip in the other. With an unspoken command, she loosed them on the enemy. 
 
    Faster than even the quickest elf warrior, they set off to do her bidding. Hard pressed dwarves desperately fighting off two, three, or even sometimes four enemies at a time suddenly found they had little to do. Like an unstoppable flaming force, Kat’s creations slashed mercilessly at their Imperial foes with both sword and whip. Every single strike they made sank deep and was fatal: too much even for the most resilient of silent ones. The blood pouring from their wounds quickly burst into flames, devouring them completely in no more than a few seconds. 
 
    This was magic in its most lethal form, the kind that brought sheer terror to the hearts of dwarf, elf, and human alike. Kat almost wished Martok were here so that she could thank him personally for this particular lesson. When he had first described it, she had been repulsed. The pain it inflicted was of the most gruesome nature imaginable. Only the most powerful of mages had any hope at all of defending against it. 
 
    It took less than ten minutes for her creations to complete their lethal task. Behind her she could hear Maytra’s blood lust building as she continued to roast the enemy alive. Aside from the dragon’s roars, it was now elated cheers rather than the clashing of steel that had become the dominant sound on the battlefield. Kat moved further up the ridge. From here she could see clearly that the enemy was pulling back.  
 
    “I guess even those soulless silent ones know when they’re beaten,” said a young dwarf standing nearby. 
 
    Kat smiled but said nothing. Across the battlefield she could see arrows striking at the low flying dragon, though most were bouncing off harmlessly. The few that had managed to pierce her hide had barely penetrated – no more than scratches that Kat could easily heal later. This could be it. Maytra would not relent or show mercy.  
 
    “Katyana!” 
 
    She recognized her father’s voice instantly. He was riding at a quick trot, beaming as he approached. His tattered armor told that this day had been hard fought. Nonetheless, he leaped from the saddle with the vigor of a much younger man. 
 
    Kat ran to meet him, embracing him tightly as he spun her around several times. “Why didn’t you stay to the rear?” she scolded. 
 
    Yularian kissed her brow. “I tried, but the enemy broke through. It was fight or die.” He looked over to where Maytra was still busy decimating the silent ones. “If you hadn’t arrived when you did, I think I might well have ended up looking much worse.” 
 
    “Where are King Halvar and Keira?” Kat asked. 
 
    “I couldn’t say,” he replied. “I was planning to look for them once I’d found you and Ethan.” 
 
    Hearing Ethan’s name sent a knot to her throat.  
 
    The reaction on her face did not pass unnoticed. “I see,” her father said softly. “Come. Let us go find Halvar and Keira. The day is far from done.” 
 
    Six more horses rode up, the soldier in the lead bearing the insignia of captain. His demeanor was one of frustration and barely contained anger.  
 
    “Your Highness,” he said, saluting. “I must insist that you do not leave us behind again.” 
 
    Yularian chuckled. “Please forgive me, captain. I know how much it upsets you not to be at my side.” 
 
    “This is no laughing matter, Your Highness. You were nearly killed the last time we were separated.” His eyes fell on Kat and he bowed his head. “Princess Katyana. It is good to see you.” 
 
    Hearing someone refer to her as princess made Kat feel oddly awkward, but she said nothing to correct it. After all, she was in fact a princess. She recognized the captain from the time she had spent at her childhood home. She bowed in return. “Thank you. It is good to see you too. And if my father runs off again, you have my permission to chain him to your belt.” 
 
    Yularian laughed boisterously. “He would if he thought he could get away with it.” 
 
    His laughter had barely faded when Kat caught a flash of green light in the corner of her eye. It came from within a thicket at the far end of the battlefield. As the glow intensified, so it also began pulsing with rapidly increasing speed.  
 
    “What is it?” asked Yularian. 
 
    Her eyes shifted from the light to the low flying Maytra, then back again. A feeling of dread seized her. Knowing what was about to happen, she opened her mouth to cry out a warning. It was too late. Before she could utter even the smallest sound, she saw a stream of green energy shoot out, striking the dragon in the rear left leg. Maytra shrieked in pain and spun several times before landing with an almighty thud amid the chaos below.  
 
    Horror stricken, Kat burst into a dead run. By the time she reached the lines, a second blast had already struck Maytra, leaving her lying with her wings and legs tucked up tightly against her body. All around her the enemy soldiers were still retreating, some even passing right up close beside the felled dragon without so much as a glance. Then a third blast came. This time, such was its power, it propelled Maytra’s massive body more than ten feet across the earth, in the process sending bits of molten rock and scorched grass spewing in all directions.  
 
     Although still some considerable distance away, Kat instinctively cast a fireball at the source of the attack. She didn’t have time to see if it hit the mark. Without warning, strong arms wrapped around her from behind, holding her back. 
 
    “Get off me!” she screamed.  
 
    “Please, My Lady!” It was the captain. “It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    Kat would not be restrained. Squirming around to face him, she planted the point of her knee firmly into his groin, loosening his grip sufficiently for her to free one arm. That was all she needed. A sharp jerk of her elbow down onto the bridge of his nose was enough for his hold to fall away completely. Free again, she set off as fast as she could toward Maytra. With a grunt of satisfaction, she saw that her fireball had indeed found its target, and that the attacks on the dragon had now ceased. 
 
    After covering a hundred yards or so she began to encounter enemy soldiers. Not that this was a problem. Apparently oblivious to her presence, they were simply retreating at a brisk trot, every one of them stone-faced, silent, and staring straight ahead. The only thing that did slow her progress a little were the large patches of still burning earth where Maytra had recently unleashed her fury. These were quickly bypassed. 
 
    Much as she tried to deny it, in her heart Kat knew there was no chance whatsoever of Maytra having survived the attack. Only something of immense power could have brought her spinning down in mid-flight and then blasted her mighty body across the face of the earth with such ease. It had to be one of the legendary dwarf weapons made especially for the Emperor. Another of these had already been used to destroy Eylfoss – though from all accounts that one had needed to be augmented with the essence of Shinzan in order to accomplish such a mighty task. She did not think this current weapon had been treated in the same way. Even so, it was still unimaginably powerful. 
 
    Maytra had not moved and was still curled up into a ball when Kat eventually reached her. Frantically, her eyes searched the dragon’s body for a sign of injuries. But there was nothing. No indication of any damage at all. Even with her legs and wings tucked in, something should have been visible. 
 
    Perplexed, Kat placed both her hands on Maytra’s neck. The very instant they made contact, an enormous rush of biting cold raced through her veins. For several terrifying seconds, she was conscious of being totally paralyzed. Then – mercifully – darkness enveloped her. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    As light slowly filtered into her eyes, she became aware that a pillow had been placed behind her head, and that her body was covered with a woolen blanket. The roof of her mouth felt like someone had fed her a particularly large spoonful of rock salt. As for her hands and feet, they were tingling furiously, as if the circulation had been cut off and blood was only just now flowing back into them.  
 
    “You’re awake,” said a kindly male voice. “Your father will be happy to hear that.” 
 
    Her joints protested as she struggled into a seated position. With her vision clearing, she realized that she was inside a large tent with several empty bedrolls scattered about. A narrow-featured man with a balding head and dressed in a plain brown robe was kneeling a few feet away. He was busy crushing leaves into a pestle. On the ground beside him were several different sized bowls and phials, together with a variety of leaves and herbs all arranged neatly on a silver tray.  
 
    “Where am I?” Kat asked. 
 
    He gave her a sideways look. “In a tent, young lady. And that’s where you are going to stay until I say otherwise.” Though his tone was still gentle, there was a certain authority to him that said he was accustomed to getting his own way in these matters.  
 
    Kat, however, was not one to take orders. Pushing herself to her feet, she headed for the nearby exit. The man moved with surprising speed to intercept her. 
 
    “You must stay put!” he insisted. “The mere sight of you will frighten the skin off people.” 
 
     His words instantly stopped her. She had expected the healer’s argument to center around her health, displaying all the overcautious mannerisms that were common in most healers. But right now, her physical well-being seemed to be the last thing on his mind.  
 
    “What’s going on?” she demanded. “Why would I scare anyone?” 
 
    Before he could reply, the tent flap opened and Keira stepped inside. Quickly, she dismissed the healer.  
 
     After giving Kat a firm embrace, she led her over to one of the bedrolls, from inside which she produced a silver flask. Kneeling down, she gestured to the spot in front of her. She appraised Kat for a moment and then said in a gentle voice. “I see you are as confused as I expected.”  
 
    “I am. Tell me what’s happening,” Kat demanded the moment she was seated. 
 
    Keira opened the flask, allowing the scent of whiskey to fill the tent. She took a small sip and cocked her head. “Normally I don’t care for dwarf drink, but this isn’t bad at all.” She offered the flask over to Kat. 
 
    “I don’t want whiskey,” she responded sharply. “I want answers.” 
 
     After taking one more sip, Keira closed the flask and set it aside. “Answers. Yes…that would be something. Actually, I was hoping you could provide some. But it is as I feared.” 
 
    Kat’s patience was being stretched to the limit. “Keira, I love you. I really do. But if you don’t tell me something soon, I swear I’ll wring your neck.” 
 
    The elf smiled and held up her palm. “Forgive me. I’m not trying to be difficult, honestly, I’m not. But please bear in mind that I was a long way off. Much of what I know has been related to me by others. And after what has happened…”  
 
    She paused, but a low growl from Kat prompted her to quickly continue. “Yes, of course. As you will know, Maytra was felled by the dwarf weapon, and you ran to help her. Your father, who was following some distance behind, says that you reached out to touch her on the neck. To heal her, he assumed. Whatever the case, the very moment your hands made contact, both you and Maytra became engulfed in a sphere of blinding white light. That much I did see for myself, even from a distance. It was almost like a second sun had risen from the earth.” 
 
    Kat was straining to recall any of this. All she could remember was experiencing a biting cold…and then nothing. 
 
    Keira reached across to touch her on the hand. “Perhaps it will come to you in time. Your father can tell you about it in more detail, I’m sure. From what I was told, he ran straight into the light to rescue you. Not even his loyal guards were brave enough to follow. But such is the love of a father, I suppose.” 
 
    This brought a smile to Kat’s lips. “Yes. He is a good man.” 
 
    “I have learned this to be true,” Keira agreed. “And from here on, it might be much better if he were the one to recount events.” 
 
    As if in cue, the tent flap opened and King Yularian stepped through. Leaping to her feet, Kat immediately threw herself into his arms.  
 
    “You will be the death of me, child,” he said, his scolding tone a long way from being convincing.  
 
    “I’m so happy that you’re safe,” she said, gently touching one of the scratches on his cheek.  
 
    “Now don’t you go healing me,” he warned. “I bear my scars with pride, thank you.” 
 
    “Scars?” teased Keira. “Judging from the way your guards are hovering over you, you’ll likely not even get to scrape a knee from now until the end of the war.” 
 
    “Can I help it if my people love me more than yours do you?” he replied with a half-smile. 
 
    This was not like the formal interactions Kat had seen before. Keira and her father were behaving almost as old friends. In the same relaxed manner, after settling down with the two of them, Yularian’s eyes quickly settled on the flask. Without a word, he helped himself to a long drink.  
 
    “You had better save some for Halvar,” Keira told him.  
 
    He chuckled. “I would wager he has plenty more of this stashed away somewhere.” 
 
    When he offered the flask to Kat, this time she accepted it. “Keira was just telling me what happened,” she said after taking a small sip. 
 
    “She remembers nothing,” Keira added. “And I thought it better if you were the one who described what you saw.” 
 
    Kat leaned over to kiss her father on the cheek. “She hasn’t said very much, but she did tell me how you charged in to rescue me.”  
 
    Yularian’s aspect darkened. “I only did what any father would do. Though even my courage was tested to the full by what I saw. I nearly ran away, you know.” 
 
    Kat sniffed. “I doubt that.”  
 
    “You don’t understand,” he responded. “When I reached you, you were…changed.” 
 
    “Changed? In what way?” 
 
    “I can’t explain it. You were standing beside the dragon with your hands folded in front of you, talking to…well...to no one at all from what I could see. It was like you were looking down at some invisible child and scolding it for being naughty. You shouldn’t have done this, you said. Now you’ve complicated matters. Then you looked up at me and gave me the most curious look. And your face. It was mostly the same, but your eyes...they weren’t yours at all. I knew right away that I was staring at a stranger.” He reached over and touched Kat’s cheek. “That’s when I almost ran.” 
 
    She could see the shame on his face. “But you didn’t.” 
 
    He forced a smile. “No. I didn’t. But believe me, I have never been more afraid.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Yularian shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve faced death before. But this was like staring into the heart of a great abyss from the very edge of a precipice. One small step further and I would be sent crashing to my doom. I moved closer to the dragon just to keep away from you. But you warned me not to touch her. She must remain pure, you said. A moment later, as if an invisible hand had seized me, I was jerked away from the fallen creature.”  
 
    He took a deep breath. “At this point I finally managed to regain a little of my courage. I demanded that you tell me exactly what had happened to you. And that’s when your voice changed. Completely. It was still female, but it now had a hollow sound about it, as if echoing from within a great hall – a strange mixture indeed of kindness and authority. Your child is unharmed, this new voice said. She has done a great service to the world, albeit unwittingly. You should be thankful. I asked her what exactly you had done, but received only a smile in return. You must fight on, she continued. Gather to you all those willing to resist the evil of Shinzan. It will be through your struggle that hope is kept alive. What of Ethan Dragonvein, I asked? It is he who needs you the most, she replied. And now, there is a way. Thanks to your daughter’s bravery and sacrifice, new hope has arisen.” 
 
    Yularian shook his head. “That she mentioned the word sacrifice was enough to send panic racing through me. I insisted that she explain what she meant. I swear to you, she made me feel like an angry child being spoken to by a parent who knew I wouldn’t understand the goings-on of grown-ups. It was not a pleasant experience.” 
 
    “To her, you were the child,” Keira told him. 
 
    “Keira envies me,” he said. “She thinks that what happened to me was a privilege.” 
 
    “It was!” the elf insisted. 
 
    Yularian glanced at her for a moment before turning his attention back to Kat. “It certainly didn’t feel like one. But that doesn’t matter. What is important is her instruction that we must continue to protect the people of Lumnia to the very last. And of course, the revelation that somehow you have done a great service to the world.” 
 
    “What great service?” Kat shook her head in frustration. “What did I do exactly?” 
 
    “She wouldn’t say, only that it had been done unwittingly. I wanted to press her for more, but you collapsed before I could ask. Then, the moment I touched you, something incredible happened. The dragon stirred.” 
 
    Kat’s eyes shot wide. “Maytra’s alive?” 
 
    “Yes,” he affirmed. “She lives.” 
 
    “Where is she now?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Kat could see Keira leaning in, a tiny smile playing at the corners of her mouth.  
 
    Yularian glanced quickly over in the elf’s direction before continuing. “I was afraid the dragon would accidentally crush you, so I tried to drag you away. But it was as if you had become impossibly heavy. I couldn’t move you at all. I was still trying to do this when the dragon rose right up and turned to face us.”  
 
    He paused for a dramatic moment before adding: “That’s when it spoke to me.” 
 
    Kat stiffened. “Maytra spoke?” 
 
    Her father nodded. “Indeed. And not in some vague way. In words – human words. She said that she must leave us now. Also to tell you that she will miss you greatly, and is forever in your debt. I was far too stunned to be capable of saying anything in return. All I could do was stare like some slack-jawed fool. After that she simply leapt into the air and flew away.” 
 
    “Is that all?” Kat pressed. “Did she say where she was going?” 
 
    “No, I’ve told you everything.” He sighed. “By this time the light was fading, and the enemy had left the field completely. My guards were gathered a few yards away, all of them half-blind and terrified by what they had witnessed. From what I’ve been told since, none of them saw the dragon fly away. I was the only one. All everyone else saw was a blinding ball of light streaking across the sky until it vanished over the treetops. Luckily, your body was back to normal, and we were able to carry you away. You’ve remained unconscious ever since. I’ve been worried beyond measure, though Keira has been assuring me constantly throughout that you would awaken in time.” 
 
    “How long was I out?” Kat asked. 
 
    “Two days,” Keira told her. “This is not uncommon when someone has been touched by the pure unfiltered power of Lumnia. And seeing as how your father had already told me of the spirit’s assurance that you would remain unharmed, I was not concerned.” 
 
    Yularian grumbled. “I, on the other hand, did not share her optimism.” 
 
    “But what about the healer saying that people might be afraid of me?” Kat persisted. 
 
    Keira and her father exchanged glances.  
 
    After a short silence, Yularian cleared his throat. “Yes. That. Well, it appears that since you’ve been unconscious, our entire army has been having nightmares...about you.” 
 
    “Nightmares? What kind of nightmares?” 
 
    “That’s the strange thing. No one can remember,” Keira chipped in. “Just that you were there and that they were terrified on waking up.” 
 
    Kat was unsure how to react to this. Why would anyone be having bad dreams about her? “Have you had these nightmares?” she asked. 
 
    Both Keira and her father nodded. After an uncomfortably long silence, her father grabbed the flask and tossed it over to Keira. “I’m sure they’ll stop now that you’ve regained consciousness,” he said.  
 
    “I agree,” added Keira after taking a drink. “It’s probably just some trick of Shinzan’s intended to instill fear and doubt into our hearts.”  
 
    Despite her positive words, the way they came out was unconvincing. It was clear that she had found the experience to be more than a little disturbing. 
 
    “Yes, that’s exactly what it is,” declared Yularian, his light and boisterous tone ringing equally hollow. “Just another of Shinzan’s tricks. And as with all his others, this one will fail too.” 
 
    They sat talking for a time longer. King Yularian explained that the army had been marching north since the day of the battle. Many Al’ Theonan towns had been ravaged, and soon the capital itself would come under siege. He also said there had been no sign of Lylinora joining them yet and wondered aloud what might have delayed her. This was a little troubling to Kat, but she knew how much traveling spells drained her fellow mage. Most likely Lylinora had elected to come by horseback instead. To her great relief, there was better news of Lynial. He had already arrived, though had since gone on ahead to aid Queen Berathis in defense of her city. 
 
    Soldiers began filing into the tent. Apparently, Kat had awoken during their meal time, and now that it was over, most of them were ready to bed down for the night.  
 
    “I hope you don’t mind the company,” Keira said. She had moved her bedroll directly next to Kat’s, while Yularian had taken one immediately on the other side. “Tents are in short supply. We must make do.” 
 
    “I’ve slept in worse,” Kat responded.  
 
    She couldn’t help but notice the odd looks the men were giving her. They were still afraid. Very afraid. But what could they have possibly witnessed her doing in their nightmares that would cause them so much fear? She decided to go along with Keira’s earlier assessment: It was a trick planted in their minds by Shinzan. It had to be. They would forget soon enough, now that she had recovered consciousness. 
 
    Her mind drifted to Ethan. She tried to imagine him safe and secure. But images of him in peril still managed to worm their way through, causing her heart to pound wildly and panic to rise. It was a long time before sleep eventually took hold of her. And when it did, her dreams were plagued by images of Ethan desperately battling to stay alive.  
 
    Fighting…and losing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Lynial could already see the smoke from Jar’ Malifica rising above the treetops. In fact, even the sound of the battle taking place there was loud enough to penetrate the dense forest standing between him and the city. He dearly wished Maytra were still with them. News of her departure had been a blow, and the circumstances behind it perplexing.  
 
    Through his father, he had learned much about the ways of elves and their faith. Up until now he had never seen it as anything more than sheer superstition and nonsense – primitive ways to explain the unknown. But now he thought perhaps there was rather more to it. Even so, he was finding the idea of Lumnia possessing an actual consciousness very hard to grasp. If it was truly there, why had it not made itself known? Why allow the millenniums of war and turmoil to persist? 
 
    He knew his uncle Praxis would never have troubled himself with such thoughts. He was far too grounded and pragmatic to engage in speculation about the spirit. That had been Lady Illyrian’s realm of interest. The thought of his aunt sent a wave of guilt and regret running through him. An uncomfortable notion formed. By allowing her to live, had he only succeeded in prolonging her suffering? In truth, had he chosen to spare her out of hope and mercy…or personal weakness?  
 
    With an effort, he forced such quandaries from his mind. His father might have been a great man, but for the time being he needed all the characteristics of his uncle to remain dominant.  
 
    Lynial waved his hands and muttered a charm. Within seconds his feet had lifted off the ground and he was drifting vertically upwards. He needed to gauge the situation first. Charging in without knowing what he might be facing would be folly. Even without enemy mages to contend with, sheer numbers could still overwhelm him if he got careless. 
 
    Soon he was nearing the low clouds. Stopping his ascent, he took stock of the battle now clearly in view ahead. The enemy had the city surrounded, and at least a dozen siege towers had been wheeled up against the front outer wall. Already a substantial number of soldiers had scaled these and were now busy battling furiously with defenders on the ramparts; many more attackers were still scrambling up to join them. On the ground, a huge body of soldiers was grouped outside the gates, obviously waiting for their comrades to open them from within. Lynial could well understand this tactic. The Imperial commander must be confident that those already engaged on the battlements were capable of fighting their way through to the gate house, so he had chosen not to waste men battering the gate down. A prudent move. Such an assault could be a very costly business with determined defenders above, and this force was not nearly as large as the one King Halvar had fought. 
 
    Satisfied with his plan of action, Lynial caused a burst of wind to propel him rapidly toward the city. Casting a spell of sight, he took a closer look at his foes. The silent ones were there – mostly among those waiting for the gates to open. But the rest were men of a normal nature. This was good. Everyone he’d spoken with had been wondering if Shinzan was now using only the silent ones to wage his war. They figured that, even if this were so, a few of his servants with independent wills must still be in command. The silent ones did not appear capable of thinking for themselves.  
 
    With his arrival now spotted, a volley of arrows climbed toward Lynial. Not that this was of any concern. At his current great height, none had a hope of reaching him. He watched as, one by one, the missiles began falling back to earth, many of them ironically returning to sink into the very flesh of those who had dispatched them. The sight of this was enough to elicit a soft laugh. Still, he warned himself, he needed to take care. Once he descended, those arrows would be a serious threat. But first… 
 
    He sent a rapid succession of fireballs crashing into the base of every siege tower, instantly bringing panic and confusion to the Imperial ranks. Satisfied with this, he then selected a suitable place on the ramparts, spread his arms wide, and focused his mind. He needed to take great care not to allow the spell keeping him aloft to break.  
 
    “Alevi Drago!” His voice thundered like a hundred trumpets. 
 
    It was still echoing loudly when a great fiery dragon, every bit as massive as Maytra herself, came diving from the sky straight toward the base of the wall. Lynial smiled. He had always loved this spell – the raw power combined with the beauty of a dragon was breathtaking. Praxis had taught it to him when he was still a teen, though this was the first time he had been able to witness its effects in a pitch battle. 
 
    His fearsome creation erupted into a tempest of flaming death. Such was the violence of this blast, large chunks of earth and rock were thrown skyward, some very nearly reaching even Lynial’s highly elevated position. Limbs were instantly turned to ash – weapons and armor melted beyond recognition. Those lucky soldiers who were positioned just beyond the spell’s lethal embrace were in full scale retreat, though their numbers made it impossible to do so with any speed.  
 
    Using this moment of chaos, Lynial lowered himself as quickly as safety would allow. On the ramparts, the sight of what he had unleashed on the ground had caused a brief lull in the fighting. By this point, the enemy soldiers who had so far gained a foothold were also becoming aware that every one of the siege towers they had stepped from was now fully engulfed in flames, cutting off any hope of the extra men they needed to complete their mission. They were now trapped and outnumbered. Being mostly humans rather than silent ones, their morale was also collapsing. Satisfied that the city’s defenders were now capable of dispatching them, Lynial made his way to the top of a nearby mural tower.  
 
    From this lofty position, he began targeting the Imperials near the base of the wall with savage bolts of lightning. The defenders, awed and uncertain as to what was happening, responded by hastily fleeing their posts to the narrow avenue below. Lynial heaved a sigh. They were leaving the walls around the gates totally undefended. The enemy would see this and soon bring ladders to renew the attack. He could also spot a few siege towers in position against the city’s rear walls, though the ramparts there were so far still holding secure. 
 
    Their fear was only to be expected, he supposed. Men of his era would have quickly understood that a mage had come to aid them. But these people were unlikely to have seen magic in any form before and would not understand that he was an ally. 
 
    A deep booming sound from the direction of the main gate drove this thought from his mind. Spitting a curse, he quickly lowered himself to ground level and caught hold of a confused-looking soldier. On seeing Lynial, he immediately pressed his back to the wall with eyes wide. 
 
    “I’m here to help, you fool,” Lynial barked at him. “Where is your commander?” 
 
    It took a moment for the soldier to reply. “He’s d…dead.” 
 
    “What is your name?” 
 
    “Trimot.” 
 
    “Very well, Trimot. By the authority of the House Dragonvein, I hereby promote you to the rank of commander.” 
 
    “Dragonvein?” he said incredulously. 
 
    “Yes. I am Lynial Dragonvein, cousin to Ethan Dragonvein, and you will obey me now. Am I understood?” 
 
    After a brief pause, Tremot nodded. “Yes…My Lord.” 
 
    “Good. Now gather as many men as you can and get them back up on the wall. Tell them I will roast the first man who abandons his post or fails to comply.” 
 
    “Yes…yes, My Lord.” Saluting sharply, he hurried away, shouting for the men to return to the wall as he ran.  
 
    This done, Lynial made with full speed to the city gates. He had already noted their construction and knew full well it wouldn’t take long for the silent ones to batter them down. Though artful and pleasing to the eye, they were not nearly thick enough to repel a determined assault.  
 
    Aside from the soldiers running back and forth, the streets were mostly deserted. Most ordinary citizens would be seeking refuge in their homes. Not that this would do anything to save them should the city fall. 
 
    On reaching the gates, he saw was more than two hundred swords lined up; every one of them simply stood there waiting to engage the invaders once the flimsy barrier had finally given way. Lynial cursed. The damn fools! Was there nobody here who knew what they were doing? His eyes shifted to a man on horseback with a red plume atop his helm at the rear of the line. He was trotting up and down while shouting words of encouragement to the waiting men. Frustrated beyond belief, Lynial sent an invisible force to dislodge him from his mount.  
 
    He stormed toward the fallen figure, growling with anger. “Why are your men not on the wall?” he demanded. “Are you simple, or just ignorant?” 
 
    The captain scrambled up, fumbling to unsheathe his weapon. “Just who the…?” 
 
    There was no time for pointless arguments. Lynial caused his eyes to glow a blazing red. “You will be taking orders from me from now on,” he growled. “Am I understood?” 
 
    The captain backed away, fear stricken. 
 
    “Order you men to the wall,” Lynial commanded. When the man made no move to comply, he spread his arms wide and turned to face the gate. “Step away!” he shouted, enhancing his voice with magic.  
 
    The startled soldiers did as they were told at once. The gate was now bending and groaning with each successive strike. Time was nearly up. He had to act immediately. 
 
    “Hulio Avesti Mons!” 
 
    The ground around them began trembling violently, sending several of the soldiers tumbling from their feet. Like a miniature earthquake, the cobblestones directly in front of the gates then started to churn and split apart. Accompanied by a mixture of deep sucking noises and vicious sounding cracks, gradually a wall of dirt and rubble began climbing its way up the gate. Once it had reached the top it immediately solidified into one huge gray lump. 
 
    “That should give you time,” Lynial told the captain, who was staring at the newly formed barrier with a combination of fear and disbelief. “Now order your men to repel the enemy at your gates.”  
 
    The captain blinked hard, then shook himself into action. “You heard him!” he shouted. “Everyone up on the wall.”  
 
    Lynial resisted the urge to reprimand the officer. It would serve nothing to do so. Such a man should never have been placed in charge of defending a city. “How many swords do you have?” he asked. 
 
    “Six hundred,” he replied.  
 
    Lynial groaned. Not remotely enough. This would be a hard day.  
 
    “Might I ask who you are?” the captain asked nervously.  
 
    “Lynial Dragonvein,” he replied. “Tell me why so few have been left to protect the city.” 
 
    As with the other soldier he had spoken to, the name Dragonvein had an instant impact. “My Lord,” he said, his body actually dipping slightly in the beginning of a bow. “The queen has ordered the bulk of her army north to prevent the Imperials from destroying the villages. They have been recalled, but we have no idea when to expect them.” 
 
    Lynial ran his eyes more closely over the man. He did not have the bearing of a fighting soldier, that much was certain. Far more likely he was a clerk or quartermaster who’d been put in charge due to rank rather than ability. With a sigh, he switched his attention to scan the nearby area. The broad avenue behind them was lined on either side with shops, liveries, and inns, while to the front he could see a tall bell tower atop the gate house.  
 
    “Send one of your men up there,” he ordered, pointing to the tower. “The gates should hold for a time. But if they threaten to break, sound the warning bell and clog the avenue with whatever you can find.”  
 
    He started to leave, but then paused to regard the captain one more time. “Whatever your role or whatever you did to serve the queen before this moment is in the past. Do you hear me? You are a warrior now – and a leader of men. Show them your courage and they will live through this day.” 
 
    His encouraging words seemed to strike a chord. The captain’s back stiffened and his chin raised. “I will, My Lord. You have my oath on that.” 
 
    Lynial nodded curtly. “Good! Then go about your business.” 
 
    He could hear renewed confidence in the man’s voice as he set about ordering the bell tower manned and for more arrows to be brought to the archers on the wall. As for himself, he could almost feel the family conflict taking place within: Praxis was busy scolding him for coddling the incompetent, while at the same time his father was issuing praise for bolstering the courage of someone in need. He frowned. He had a strong feeling that it would be his endurance as much as his own courage that would be tested to the full before this day was out.  
 
    For hour after hour, he darted about the city, doing whatever he could to aid the defense. After destroying the remaining siege towers at the rear, he set to blanketing the ground around the city perimeter with fire. Enhanced by magic, it burned slowly and crept outward for fifty yards before gradually dying away. Though the spell was not a particularly difficult one to perform, repeated castings were already beginning to drain him, so much so that there was no magical energy to spare for enhancing his speed or levitating throughout the city. The sheer physical exertion of endlessly dashing from location to location and climbing the walls meant there was sure to be a price to pay. And so there was. By mid-afternoon it felt as if every muscle in his body was close to collapse and a red-hot knife was being twisted viciously inside his skull. 
 
    Twice he heard the warning bell and returned just in time to reinforce the gate, though in fact by now the gate itself was naught but splinters. Only his earthen wall was preventing the city from being completely overrun. The problem was, the spell needed to make it strong enough to resist the constant pounding, unlike that used for the ground fires, was highly complicated. Both visits drained his resources even further. 
 
    By now, the men would cheer loudly or call greetings whenever he approached. Though frightened at first, they’d soon come to realize that Lynial was the only reason the city was not already in ashes and her people slaughtered.  
 
    It was as he dragged his collapsing body to the gates for a third time that he heard the sound he had been praying for. It was trumpet a call from the north – barely audible over all the pounding and shouting, but definitely there all the same. The men atop the ramparts heard it as well. 
 
    Numerous cries quickly sprang up. “The queen! The queen has returned!” 
 
    A puzzled frown formed on Lynial’s face. The queen? He’d assumed that she had been holed up in her palace all day. In fact, he’d been quite put out that she had not sent some word to him. She must have been informed of his arrival. Until this moment he had thought her cowardly.  
 
    Curiosity getting the better of him, he cast a levitation spell to get a look. From the north, a steady stream of Al’ Theonan banners were rushing into the fray. When he was high enough, he could see a contingent of silver clad warriors surrounding a woman in gleaming gold armor. A silver circlet on her brow caught the afternoon sun, giving her a somewhat mystical aura. Lynial smiled. This was a queen who truly knew how to inspire her men. 
 
    The enemy was pulling back and scrambling to put up a defensive formation, though to little effect. The speed and ferocity of the Al’ Theonans drove through their line as if it were made from nothing more than the thinnest of parchments. It was thrilling to watch, but Lynial could already feel fatigue washing over him. Even maintaining this simple spell was more than he could take in his condition.  
 
    Once back on the ground, he found the captain at the gate.  
 
    “The enemy is pulling back, My Lord,” he said. “We did it!”  
 
    Lynial smiled. “Yes captain. You did.” 
 
    It was true. He had already seen when elevated that the remaining silent ones were not moving to engage the oncoming Al’ Theonans. Rather, they were marching steadily away from the city. He couldn’t help but be impressed by how quickly they formed ranks. Normal humans would have been in utter disarray. But these…men. They came together as if guided by some invisible force.  
 
    By the time the sun was sinking over the horizon, the rest of the enemy was in full retreat. Wisely, the queen did not order any pursuit. Lynial allowed the earthen barrier to crumble, along with the remaining few bits of the ruined gate.  
 
    This done, he waited patiently for the queen to enter the city. However, it soon became evident that she was in no hurry to do so. He thought to seek her out, but was by now on the very point of collapse. Eventually, he requested to be shown to the guard’s barracks. They were happy to comply, and every soldier he passed along the way gave him a respectful bow and salute.  
 
    With the city’s inhabitants gradually emerging from their homes, he could hear various accounts of the day’s deeds being exchanged. Tales of the mage savior had already been put to song. One that caught his ear used the name of Ethan Dragonvein, citing him as the hero. Lynial laughed inwardly. Praxis would have been outraged and corrected them immediately. His father on the other hand would have said: Great men do great deeds for the sake of others. Not for praise and cheers. That was possibly true, but there was still enough of his uncle in him to want to make a point of spreading his name about the city…later. 
 
    By the time he reached the barracks, he was actually fighting to keep his eyes open. The interior was as one would expect – sparsely furnished with only rows of bunks and a few tables scattered about. Not that he cared. At that moment, it looked as welcoming as the most lavish palace apartment. A young soldier showed him to an empty bunk and bowed before leaving. 
 
    Lynial plopped down heavily, not bothering to remove his clay-covered boots. A deep, dreamless sleep took him before he had exhaled his first breath. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    He woke to find that a fresh set of clothes together with a bowl of fruit and a bottle of wine had been placed on a table just beside his bunk. That he had slept through someone placing these items there, not to mention the moving of the quite heavy table, was a testament to how utterly exhausted he had been. Normally he was a very light sleeper, instantly awake at the slightest sound. 
 
    He found his joints and muscles were still aching quite badly when he sat up to stretch. With the dim morning light coming through the narrow windows being the only illumination, he laid back down and closed his eyes again. The sounds drifting in from outside were the reassuring normal bustle of people and animals – nothing to suggest that danger had returned. Perhaps a bit more rest, he considered. He had certainly earned it. 
 
    No sooner had this pleasing thought formed when the barrack room door squeaked open on rusty hinges. Next came the sound of booted feet scraping across the floor. Heaving a sigh, Lynial opened his eyes and saw a rather overweight man bearing a metal basin approaching. Steam rose from within. After placing the basin on the floor beside the table, he bowed low. 
 
    “Forgive me if I have disturbed your sleep, Lord Dragonvein,” he said.  
 
    Lynial rubbed his face and sat up. “Not at all.” 
 
    “I have brought you some bath water,” he continued. “I am also to inform you that more suitable accommodations and fitting attire awaits you at the palace as soon as you are ready. Meanwhile, Captain Lofille insisted that you be provided with the clothes you see on the table. He apologizes, but it was all he had available that would fit you.” 
 
    “Captain Lofille?” 
 
    “He was in command at the gate.”  
 
    Lynial nodded. “Ah yes, of course. Thank you.” When the man made no attempt to leave, he added: “Was there something else?” 
 
    “I just wanted to thank you personally,” he said, shuffling his feet in an awkward manner. “The captain has told us of how you saved the whole city. I have a wife and four children. If the Empire had broken through…” 
 
    Lynial held up his hand. “It’s quite all right. I only helped. You should really be thanking the soldiers who stood on the wall – and your queen for returning in time to drive the enemy away. They all fought bravely, and without the powers of a mage.” 
 
    “That’s not how the captain tells it, My Lord. He said that if you hadn’t come, we’d all be dead by now.” The man looked comical shifting his massive girth about like a child meeting his hero.  
 
    Lynial couldn’t prevent a smile from forming. “You are welcome. Now, if you don’t mind, I am hungry and in desperate need of the hot water you have brought.” 
 
    “Of course, My Lord.” He backed away several feet, bowing repeatedly, then turned and hurried to the door. 
 
    “One more thing,” Lynial called out after him. “Who did Captain Lowfille say I am?” 
 
    The man cocked his head, as if astonished at the question. “Why, Lord Lynial Dragonvein, of course. The greatest mage in all of Lumnia.” 
 
    Lynial’s smile returned broader than ever as he waved a dismissive hand. Yes, he acknowledged to himself, it was petty. And yes, it was his ego. Though he could almost hear his father scolding him, he did still have a part of his uncle in him too.  
 
    “Be quiet, father,” he said, chuckling. “Surely I deserve at least a small portion of praise.” 
 
    The warm water was refreshing, though he longed for a tub large enough to fully immerse himself in. After donning the clothes Captain Lowfille had provided and finishing the meal, he exited the barracks. Two soldiers awaited him just outside.  
 
    “The queen would see you right away,” said one of the men. 
 
    Lynial looked down at the simple tan trousers and shirt he was now wearing. Not exactly the attire he would choose for making first introductions to a monarch. It would have to do, however. Groaning inwardly, he pasted on a smile. “Certainly,” he told the soldier. “Lead on.” 
 
    As they wound their way through the streets, more songs about the battle and of the mighty mage who saved the city could clearly be heard coming from within the taverns. 
 
    “A bit early in the day for strong drink,” he remarked. 
 
    “Soldiers like us, mostly,” said the man to his left. “Some of them are just getting off duty.” 
 
    The colonnade leading up to the palace’s main entrance was full of people and abuzz with activity. The moment they began ascending the steps, a young man in silk finery scurried down to meet them. 
 
    “Lord Dragonvein?” he asked. 
 
    Lynial nodded. 
 
    He bowed low. “I am Vinix. Queen Berathis has assigned me to be your personal attendant during your stay with us.”  
 
    “Thank you, Vinix. But I do not think I will be staying long.” 
 
    Vinix rubbed his chin and regarded him from head to toe. “Long enough to attend a feast in your honor, I would hope.” After another lengthy look, he smiled. “Yes, I think I have you exactly.” He turned and beckoned a trio of older men who were standing just by the threshold. After a short, hushed conversation, he returned his attention to Lynial. “Now, if you would be so kind as to follow me, the queen does not like to be kept waiting.” 
 
    Lynial followed him into the palace and through a series of opulent chambers and broad corridors. He took particular note of the décor. Much of it harkened back to his own time, allowing him to recognize several of the figures depicted in the statues and paintings. It made him think of his old home in Traxis. Though far from a palace like this, his father had been a man who very much enjoyed collecting works of art and beauty. It made Lynial wonder if perhaps some of those treasures still survived. 
 
    They passed through a marble arch leading into a small, open-air garden. In spite of the late season, many of the flowers were in bloom, and the thick, perfectly manicured grass was soft beneath his feet. So tempting was it he had to suppress an impulse to remove his boots and walk along its lush surface barefoot. 
 
    Just as this thought was passing through his mind, a young, raven-haired woman entered from the opposite side. Wearing in only a loose-fitting linen dress and slippers, she was carrying a sturdy leather book in both hands. Were it not for the thin circlet of silver beset with diamonds resting on her brow, she would have appeared to be of no more importance than a house servant – albeit a highly attractive one.  
 
    She smiled over at Lynial and curtsied. “My Lord Dragonvein. I am so very happy you have come. You must forgive my attire, but I just couldn’t bring myself to put on something more stately. Not after so many weeks of wearing that awful heavy armor. You would not believe the number of blisters it has given me.” 
 
    Lynial gave her a formal bow. “Your Highness. Considering what I wear myself, I am more than relieved to see you thus.” 
 
    “You look just fine,” she assured him, at the same time setting herself down on a cushioned, wrought iron seat close to a row of lilies. A bowl of nuts and a pitcher sat upon a table beside her. She motioned to an empty seat alongside. “Would you join me? I am still weary from travel.” 
 
    Lynial did as requested. “I must admit, I too was loathe to rise this morning,” he told her. 
 
    “I can imagine. If half of what they say is true, you must be utterly exhausted.” 
 
    Lynial chuckled. “I expect much has been exaggerated. I merely kept the enemy at bay for a time. Had you not arrived when you did, the city would have been lost.” 
 
    The queen frowned. “Yes. I considered we needed to leave more men behind, but my commanders insisted there was no danger. And as for that fool of a captain…” She shook her head. “Not the best of my men, I assure you. A high-ranking secretary, really. Not a proper soldier at all.” 
 
    “That much is certain,” Lynial agreed. “But Captain Lowfille should be commended, nonetheless. Despite his lack of training, he showed courage. And when put to the task, he did his duty well. He is the one largely responsible for preventing the enemy from breaching the gates.” 
 
    The queen raised a delicate eyebrow. “Is that so? Then I shall see that he receives the recognition he deserves.” After placing the book she was still holding on the table, she steepled her hands beneath her chin. “But I did not bring you here to discuss the defense of the city. Those songs will be sung tonight at a banquet in your honor.” 
 
    He thought to object, but then decided to leave that for later. Likely she would only insist over his objections that he attend. “Then what can I do for you, Your Highness?” he said instead. 
 
    “Please. When we are alone you may call me Bera. It’s what my friends called me when I was a child. We are to be kin, after all.” 
 
    Lynial nodded. “Yes. I heard about that.” 
 
    “Have you any objections?” 
 
    Lynial thought carefully about his next words. “I think you could make a fine wife and companion for my cousin.” 
 
    Bera laughed softly. “Yes. I will.” She reached over and fingered the book absently. “When my father realized that I was to be the heir to his throne, he saw to it that I was well schooled in the art of diplomacy. He taught me to see deceit in the eyes of others, and how to detect deception in their words and posture. He wanted to be sure that I would not be at a disadvantage when speaking with other nobles. It was, as he told me many times, very important to him that I would be capable of maintaining the wealth and status of the family.” 
 
    “It sounds like he was a good man,” remarked Lynial. 
 
    Bera sniffed. “He was a pig. He cursed the fact that I was a woman. He cursed my mother for bearing me. That there was no male heir to his throne brought shame on him – that I brought shame on him. He taught me because there was no one else.” 
 
    Though her words were hard, Lynial detected no sign of anger. Such self-control was impressive. “Things were much different in my time,” he said. “Men and women were considered equals. In fact, there were just as many queens as there were kings outside of the mage houses.” 
 
    “And what about within them?” 
 
    Lynial shrugged. “Such things were of little importance. We did not rule in the same way as you do. Mage families were always led by the eldest, regardless of gender; though not perhaps in the way you might think. We did not dictate to one another. Only in matters concerning the whole family was the mantle of leadership important. And those instances were rare.” 
 
    “That is not what history tells us,” she retorted. “I have read that mage houses were often in conflict with one another. And that they commanded the monarchs of Lumnia as if they were mere vassals.” 
 
    “That might have been true once,” he admitted. “But the Council of Volnar ended most of those oppressive traditions many generations before I was born. From then on, we did our best to stay out of royal affairs. So long as the kings and queens of Lumnia kept the peace, they were free to rule however they chose.” 
 
    “So you became more like parents looking after unruly children,” she said, giving a sharp sniff of contempt. “Well, I can tell you that this will not be the case once Shinzan is defeated. Al’ Theona will be free. I will make certain of that.” 
 
    “Is that why you insisted on wedding my cousin?” 
 
    “My reasons are my own, Lord Dragonvein.” This time her irritation did seep out. 
 
    “Your reasons are obvious, Your Highness. You wish to establish your reign and ensure your lands and people are protected.”  
 
    “There is more to it than that,” she insisted. “The mages are returning. And I will not allow Al’ Theona to come under their influence.” 
 
    “And you think marrying a mage will prevent this?” 
 
    “Not just any mage,” she corrected. “I will be wed to the mage who defeated Shinzan. Through him, both my kingdom and my family line will be forever secure.” 
 
    “And what happens when Ethan doesn’t marry you?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “He has given me his word. And should he break it, he will find that I am not one so easily cast aside. Do not underestimate me, Lord Dragonvein. That would be a fatal mistake.” 
 
    Lynial smiled. “I have no doubt about that. Nevertheless, you will not wed my cousin. And were I you, I would not want to do so.” 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    “For one, he loves another.” 
 
    She flicked her wrist. “And what of it? She is the heir to the throne of Ralmaria, as well as a mage. She can find someone else to fill her bed easily enough.” 
 
    Lynial regarded her closely. He had no desire to enrage the queen, but allowing this to continue could be disastrous. A woman with her skill and keen mind would present a very real problem in the future after finding herself deceived. Wars had been waged over far less. And Bera would not be cowed or manipulated.  
 
    “Your Highness,” he said, his voice low and measured. “I must beg you to forget this.” 
 
    “And why should I?” she demanded. “Because I am not a mage?”  
 
    Before Lynial could respond, her hand shot up to silence him. “Don’t bother denying it. I know how your kind feel about those who do not use magic. You think us lesser beings. The thought of mixing our blood with yours repulses you.” She rose from her chair, her back straight and head held high. “In case it has escaped your notice, Lumnia has changed. The number of mages remaining is nowhere near enough for you to enforce your will on everyone as you once did.” 
 
    “Lumnia has indeed changed,” he agreed. “And you are right. Mages of my time would have found it repugnant to marry with someone not of magical blood. A failing, to be sure. And one I shared back then. But as you have pointed out, there are so few of us left. Should I wish my line to continue, then I would surely be compelled to choose a woman who is not a mage.” 
 
    A sly grin inched its way up from the corner of the queen’s mouth. “Perhaps not. You could always wed Katyana. With Ethan at my side, she would surely be amenable to such a match. And no doubt her father would approve as well. Think of it. You could father the first Dragonvein mage in five hundred years.” 
 
    Lynial burst into laughter.  
 
    “You find this amusing?” she snapped hotly. 
 
    “Indeed I do.” After calming himself, he leaned back in his seat and ran his fingers through his hair. “Let me explain to you why. Having met Katyana, I know full well that there is no possibility – no chance whatsoever – of her ever being with another man.” 
 
    “She may feel differently once she learns of Ethan Dragonvein’s promise to me,” Bera contended. 
 
    “She already knows. That she didn’t come here and burn you to ashes is a true wonder.” 
 
    The queen’s aspect darkened. “She could try.” 
 
    “Believe me, she would do exactly that if she thought Ethan had any intention of keeping his promise to you. She loves him in a way few people ever experience. And he loves her every bit as much in return.” 
 
    “Then why would he agree to the union?” 
 
    “Because he knows he will not survive. Ethan’s journey will end with his death. That is the only reason he would agree.” 
 
    The queen’s hand flew to her mouth. Slowly, she sat down again. “You cannot know this. Not for certain. Why would he not…?” 
 
    “He feared your delay in sending aid to our army. Agreeing to a union when he knew he was already doomed to die was the only logical thing to do. I do not know my cousin well, but I do know the type of man he is. I saw the very same look in the eyes of my uncle when he decided to fight Shinzan. It is the look of the condemned. When Ethan is gone, I will be all that remains of my family. Thousands of years of Dragonveins…all of our history reduced to one solitary man.” 
 
    “All the more reason to wed Katyana.” Bera’s tone had now noticeably softened. There was a profound sadness in her expression.  
 
    “I do not love her. Nor she me. That will never change.” Lynial met her eyes. “But I do not wish you to despair. The world has changed, and it will continue to do so. For the better, I hope. The decadence of the mages will not return. At least, not within my lifetime. We must begin anew, and you can play a vital role in the molding of a new age. You do not need Ethan as a husband to help you remain strong and secure. You have managed that quite nicely on your own so far. And while under the yoke of Shinzan, I might add.” 
 
    “Is that what you think I want? To be alone?” 
 
    Lynial smiled. “Of course not. Neither do I. And I do understand the need for a political marriage. I was born into an age when love was a luxury only the common people were allowed. However, as you will be the architect of a new age, perhaps that can change as well.” 
 
    “You live in a dream if you think that is possible,” she scoffed. “Without alliances, a kingdom cannot endure. And the strongest alliances are always made through marriage. I have remained unwed for far longer than I should have as it is. I must choose the best match. Love has nothing to do with it.”  
 
    “That may be true. But I would not lose hope that you might achieve both.” 
 
    The hint of a smile came to Bera’s lips. “Very well. What if Ethan does somehow manage to return and I choose to release him from his vow? Would you stand by my side in his place?” 
 
    Lynial was completely taken aback. She was beautiful and capable. Had she been of suitable heritage during his time, she would most certainly have been courted by all the greatest mages in Lumnia. Yet, from his point of view, there was one vital thing missing. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Your Highness,” he began, speaking as soothingly as possible. “House Dragonvein is no more, so I have no need of alliances. At long last the luxury of the common people can be mine. I fully intend to have a family, but I will wed for love, not power or position. I suppose I envy my dear cousin too much to do otherwise.” 
 
    The queen appeared crestfallen for a moment, though she quickly recovered. “I see,” she said softly, starting to rise. 
 
    Lynial caught her by the hand, keeping her in her seat. “That said, I would be very happy to know you better – and allow you to know me in return.” He grinned sheepishly. “Unfortunately, I do not know the customs for becoming a potential suitor outside of the mage families.” 
 
    Bera’s expression remained blank, and for several seconds she said nothing. When she did speak, however, her tone was surprisingly light. It was almost as if she were mocking herself. “Customs are what I say they are. After all, I am the queen, am I not?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty. You are the queen.” 
 
    “Then I say we begin by me giving you a small gift.” She pushed the book she had brought with her across the table. “This is a record of the Dragonvein family as far back as I could find in my archives. I had intended it as a wedding gift for Ethan, but now I am thinking it would be better for you to have it.” 
 
    Touched that she had gone to the trouble of preparing such a gift – albeit one meant for Ethan – Lynial picked up the offering. “Thank you,” he said. “This is most thoughtful.” 
 
    “I’m afraid it might not be complete,” she told him. “The information was from our family’s private collection. Books on the mages have been illegal under Shinzan’s rule, but we did our best to piece it together.” 
 
    He examined a few of the pages. The words had been expertly scribed upon the finest quality gilded paper, while written in striking golden dwarf characters right across the face of the leather cover was the name of Dragonvein. “It’s splendid,” he said. “But to my shame, I have nothing to give you in return.” 
 
    “Your company at the banquet this evening will be more than sufficient,” she informed him, putting on a sudden air of formality. With that, she rose and began her exit of the garden, pausing halfway to smile over her shoulder. “And you are not permitted to refuse. I am the queen.”  
 
    “Yes, indeed you are,” he muttered to himself after she had gone.  
 
    He sat there alone for a time, recounting their conversation, and found himself smiling. So absorbed in thought that he didn’t notice Vanix approaching. It wasn’t until the servant cleared his throat that he bothered to look up. 
 
    “Allow me to show you to your chambers,” Vanix said. “I’m sure you will find them to be far more comfortable than those dusty old barracks. No doubt the opportunity of a proper bath will also be to your liking.” 
 
    Lynial sighed at the thought. Yes. A hot bath and a good rest in a soft bed.  
 
    “The banquet is to be of considerable magnificence,” Vanix continued. “I think you will be pleased that you stayed.” 
 
    “Yes, I think you’re right,” he replied, his smile returning. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    The muffled crackle of what sounded like automatic weapons gradually filtered into Ethan’s consciousness. His head was throbbing, his ears were ringing, and a cloud of gritty dust was stinging his eyes, obscuring his vision. What the hell had happened to him?  
 
    Wiping a hand across his face, he blinked hard. Familiar heavy booming sounds from somewhere in the distance reached him. Artillery! No, that was impossible. How could he be hearing artillery? He was still asking himself this when the explosions that followed a moment later made the question irrelevant. He was not mistaken.  
 
    As his vision began to clear a little more, he felt a pair of hands tugging at his right arm. “Are you okay?” a voice asked. 
 
    Turning his head, Ethan was confronted with the impossible yet again. For an instant, he was paralyzed with astonishment. “Markus?” he eventually gasped. 
 
    Seemingly oblivious to his confusion, his friend repeated the question. “Answer me. Are you hurt?” 
 
    “I…no. I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Then get on your feet. We’ve got to get the hell out of here.” 
 
    Markus jerked him roughly up, so bringing a wider area into focus. He blinked again. Half buried beneath the rubble of a freshly blasted hole in a nearby wall were two bodies, both in German uniforms. Markus was gathering up their weapons. Bits of memory then started to return. 
 
    “Jonas!” he shouted. “Where’s Jonas?” 
 
    Markus tossed him a rifle. “Who?’ 
 
    “Jonas,” he repeated, waving an arm around in a wide sweep. But there was no one else in the shattered remains of the room. “You know...the old man. The one I pulled off the road.” 
 
    Markus grumbled with impatience. “Pull it together, Ethan. There’s no one like that here. There never was. I think you must be dreaming, mate.” 
 
    The sudden whine of a stray bullet ricocheting off ruined bricks only a few yards away had them both crouching low. Ethan blew out a gasp. That was close – too damn close for comfort. He watched Markus creep over to the newly made hole and peer out. He immediately withdrew again. A second later they heard the squeal and rumble of a Panzer approaching from the west, along with the shouting of several German voices. Markus reacted by darting through a nearby door, waving for him to follow 
 
    Something is wrong, Ethan told himself. I shouldn’t be here. I should be… 
 
    The memory was just beyond his grasp. Markus poked his head back into the room, a furious look on his face. “What are you doing? Are you trying to get us both killed?”  
 
    The heavy blast of a shell landing just outside the building shook Ethan out of his stupor, punctuating their need to get moving. Keeping as low as possible, he hurried after Markus. As they scrambled along over the rubble, everything around him looked to be familiar... and yet at the same time it wasn’t. How weird was that? It must be the blast from the shell that had knocked him out. Yes, that had to be it; something in his head had been shaken loose. He’d be fine soon. All he needed was a little time to recover. 
 
    After making their way through the abandoned office building and out onto the street, the ominous rumble and clatter of tanks was getting closer. Still feeling bewildered, Ethan instinctively slid behind a pile of bricks and splintered wood.  
 
    “No time to be careful now,” Markus told him. His friend was not bothering to take any cover at all. “It’s time to run, buddy. The Krauts are right behind us.” 
 
    “But...”  
 
    Ethan looked west, then to the east. An explanation was just at the edge of his mind. A boot to his backside stopped it getting any closer.  
 
    “Move it,” Markus barked. “Whatever’s wrong with you, we’ll sort it out later. Okay?” 
 
    The urgency in his voice together with the force of the kick galvanized Ethan back into action. Hard on his friend’s heels, he ran full tilt into the building directly across the street. Like most of the town’s businesses around here, whatever purpose the place once served had been made unrecognizable from Allied shelling. The destruction had carved a clear path straight through to the back and on to the next block.  
 
    For the better part of the next hour, they threaded their way through a succession of shattered buildings, all the time heading for the church where Markus told him they had last left the platoon holed up. Ethan still had no recollection of this himself, but his friend would get him there. That was the one thing he knew he could be sure of. Several times they came perilously close to being hit by artillery fire, but this did nothing to slow them down. Survival mode had taken over completely, even in Ethan’s confused mind. On they pushed, without so much as a moment’s hesitation. For now, there was no time to stop. No time to think. No time to do anything at all but get to a safe position. 
 
    At last they rounded a corner leading to the church they were looking for. Relief had barely formed in Ethan’s mind when the ping of a bullet exploded just above Markus’s head, sending bits of mortar and brick flying in all directions.  
 
    “Fuck!” Markus hit the ground, dragging Ethan along with him. 
 
    “Holy shit!” cried a voice from just outside the church.  
 
    Markus recognized the voice at once. He glared up. “Leibowitz, you bloody idiot.” 
 
    A skinny kid with shaggy red hair and his rifle now pointing down emerged from behind a low wall. He wore a stunned expression. “You’re lucky I didn’t blow your damn heads off, running up on us like that. Where the hell have you two been, anyhow? Sarge is pissed.” 
 
    “Good thing you can’t shoot straight,” snapped Markus, leaping up and shoving Leibowitz roughly aside. 
 
    Ethan followed him through the church doors. Inside, the place was a mess, with a partly collapsed ceiling and all the pews heaped into an untidy pile against the left wall. Most of the relics and ornamentation had been stripped away, and the once-elegant stained glass windows were all either badly cracked or shattered completely. Even so, it would have seemed like a good enough place to shelter for a time.  
 
    Three men were sitting near what had once been the altar: Brown, Ballard, and Trent. Their platoon sergeant was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    “Where is everyone?” Ethan asked them. 
 
    Brown, a rough-looking guy from Texas, stood up and scowled. “Gone east. We were detailed to stay behind and go looking for you.” 
 
    “Yeah. Good job, guys,” Markus remarked sourly. “How hard were you looking?” 
 
    Ethan stopped dead in his tracks. East! Why would they have gone east? That didn’t make sense. And if these guys had been sent to look for someone, they would have done it. They would have followed orders, no matter how much they didn’t like it. They sure as hell wouldn’t be just sitting around inside here waiting. And Markus… 
 
    “Flash,” he muttered. 
 
    Markus turned. “What?” 
 
    “You knew they were here,” Ethan said. “Why didn’t you say flash?” 
 
    His friend sniffed and gave a shrug. “I forgot, okay? I fucked up. What? You going to rat me out to the sergeant?” 
 
    Ethan took a step back. Markus would never have been so careless. “What’s the sarge’s middle name?” he asked. 
 
    The sound of enemy tanks suddenly grew much louder.  
 
    “We don’t have time for this,” barked Ballard. He and Trent were grabbing their weapons and moving toward him. “We’ve gotta get out of here.” 
 
    Shells shook the ground and the shouts of German soldiers could be heard as clearly as if they were immediately outside.  
 
    “What is Sergeant Baker’s middle name?” Ethan insisted, his hand drifting to the trigger of his rifle.  
 
    “What?” exclaimed Markus. “Have you lost your mind? The Krauts are right outside and you’re standing there asking me stupid questions.” 
 
    Ethan could not fail to notice that the others were now wearing completely blank expressions. Only Leibowitz was to the rear and blocking his path to the door. He listened hard, trying to determine the man’s exact position, but the constant shelling and noise from ever nearing tanks was making it tough. 
 
    “Just tell me his name,” he said to Markus. 
 
    His friend took a step forward. Ethan could tell from his expression that he didn’t know the answer. And he should. In fact, every man here should. Sergeant Baker was a genuine hard ass. Ivan was his middle name. The men called him Ivan the Terrible. 
 
    For Ethan, this was the clincher that something was badly wrong. In a blur of motion, he spun around. Leibowitz was three paces back, his rifle gripped in one hand. Quickly spanning the distance, Ethan smashed the butt of his weapon into the man’s jaw and then ran headlong toward the door. As he burst through it and into the open, the shouts of Markus telling him to wait easily cut through the noise of the battle, but nothing was going to stop him now. Whatever the danger from the Germans, his instincts told him there was a greater danger coming from behind. 
 
    With each rapid pace he took, tiny bits of memory returned. Places and people he knew he should recognize flashed through his mind. So too did images of fantastical beasts, the like of which he could scarcely have imagined existed.  
 
    He was back on the street in moments. Only twenty yards away, a Panzer loomed large against the bursts of light from exploding artillery shells. The German soldiers advancing alongside the tank spotted him and immediately opened fire. He was a sitting duck. But to his amazement, not one single bullet hit the mark.  
 
    Even more miraculous, with rounds pinging and whining all around him, he was still unscathed by the time he reached the other side of the street. Diving through the first door he came to, he raced to the back of the building, desperately searching for a rear exit. It quickly became apparent that there wasn’t one. 
 
    “Ethan! Stop.”  
 
    It was Markus. He was inside the building. Ethan sucked a deep breath. For both of them to have made it across the street in the face of such intense fire was bordering on the insane. A small movement to his left then caught his attention. From beneath a toppled bookcase crawled a dragon. A tiny white dragon. Ethan could only stare in wonder and astonishment as the creature craned its neck and let out a purring growl. Then, in a burst of blue light, it vanished.  
 
    It was as if every bit of air had been sucked from his lungs. With his head swirling, he pressed his hands to the wall for support. For a moment thought he might pass out completely. 
 
    “Ethan!” 
 
    Markus was getting much closer. At the same time – strangely – the sounds of battle were starting to fade.  
 
    “Stay away from me,” he shouted. Ducking behind the bookshelf from where the tiny dragon had appeared, he leveled his rifle at the doorway. 
 
    For several seconds, there was silence. Then the crunch of boots continued their approach. 
 
    “I should have known better.” Markus’ voice had changed. It had become deeper and more commanding. “You lack the warrior’s lust for battle. I misread you. My apologies.”  
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Don’t you know? I assumed you would.” 
 
    “Shinzan,” he said, in a half-whisper. 
 
    “Of course. I must say that I am surprised you are so difficult to read. Most mortal beings give away their desires freely. But not you. You are a riddle.” 
 
    “You talk like we’ve never met.” 
 
    Shinzan chuckled. “Well, in a sense this is our first meeting.” 
 
    A lone figure stepped into the doorway. Without hesitation, Ethan squeezed the trigger. The click of an empty chamber sent a chill into the pit of his stomach. Dropping his rifle, he drew a knife from his belt. 
 
    “There is no need for that,” said Shinzan. “You cannot harm me. If I were so easily dispatched, would you even be here? The power of this world would have cast me out long ago.” 
 
    Ethan could see that he was not looking at the image of Jake, or his father. The being standing before him was unlike anything he had ever seen. Though still wearing a US airborne issue uniform, its flesh was blanketed by a thin veil of black smoke covering all but a pair of vividly bright red eyes that glowed unblinkingly in the gloom. 
 
    “What the hell are you?” 
 
    “An interesting question. I guess I would have to say that I am the part of me who is consuming this world. Connected to the rest and yet disconnected. You can’t imagine how stubborn Lumnia is being about giving up its power. Not that fighting me will do it a bit of good. The outcome of this battle was decided long ago.” 
 
    Ethan knew he would need to go through Shinzan if he was to leave this place. But where would he go then? Everything around him was probably nothing more than an illusion. He gave a mental shrug. If he couldn’t escape, what difference did it make? He tightened his grip on the knife.  
 
    Let’s see how real this place is, he thought. 
 
    Springing to his feet, he charged directly at Shinzan, thrusting his knife deep into where he guessed his opponent’s belly would be. But the moment he made contact, the smoke-shrouded shape vanished.  
 
    “You are determined. I’ll give you that.” 
 
    The voice came from behind him now. Ethan didn’t even bother to turn. Instead, he bolted straight toward the exit. The street outside was deserted. Not a sign of any tanks or soldiers, only the ruined buildings of Carentan.  
 
    “Where do you think you can go?” Shinzan asked. 
 
    He was now standing several yards away, close to the corner of the next block.  
 
    “If you will listen to reason, perhaps we can still come to an arrangement,” he continued. “I urge you, do not throw your life away on this foolish quest.” 
 
    “You don’t have anything I want,” Ethan retorted. “So you had better kill me now…if you can.” 
 
    “Why would I do that when I can simply keep you here with me? Helpless. Weak.” He began laughing. “I’m afraid the spirit that led you here has condemned you. Not surprising, really. Lumnia knows the end is near and has grown desperate. It will do anything to hold on as long as possible. It fears the death which I bring: the darkness of oblivion.” He clicked his tongue. “Pitiful.” 
 
    Ethan sniffed contemptuously. “You’re lying. You’re the one who’s afraid. I can hear it in your voice. And when I get out of here, you’ll be the one sent to oblivion.” 
 
    His threat had little impact. “You are certainly not the boy you once were,” Shinzan remarked. “I can see that clearly. And I can see the hardships you have endured in this fruitless battle. But there is no more reason to fight on. Your war was over the moment you crossed into this realm.” 
 
    Ethan turned his back and closed his eyes. He would not listen. Shinzan would not cloud his mind with doubt. 
 
    In spite of this action, the voice still got through to him. “Let me show you what your life could be,” it continued. “There is no more need to suffer. If only you’ll let me in, I can give you everything you desire. I can create a world just for you. You can live out your days happy and contented.” 
 
    The ground began to tremble.  
 
    As it did, Shinzan’s voice rose, suddenly booming in at him from all directions at once.  
 
    “Or I can strip you of your soul and leave you nothing but a quivering mass of flesh, doomed to spend the rest of your life in fear and agony.” 
 
    Ethan sneered. Shinzan’s threats would not shake his courage.  
 
    “You’re the one who’s afraid,” he said firmly. “And I’m going to beat you. I swear it.” 
 
    Hollow laughter echoed from inside one of the ravaged buildings. “I can see through you. If you will not give over to your desires, then you will surely live wrapped within your fears. The choice is yours…Lord Dragonvein.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    “Ethan.” 
 
    The familiar voice insisted into his consciousness, nagging him to rise. 
 
    “Ethan,” it repeated, this time more urgently.  
 
    The scent of a fire reached his nostrils. Together with the sound of many hushed voices nearby, it was sufficient to prod him into finally opening his eyes.  
 
    “Ethan.”  
 
    It was Markus kneeling beside him again. But this time it wasn’t the Markus he’d known on Earth. This was the older man, weathered by time and tempered by hardship. His dark eyes stared at him from a few feet away.  
 
    “Are you ready?” he asked. 
 
    All around him in small scattered groups was a large gathering of dwarves, together with a lesser number of elves. He was back in Lumnia. Had he passed through the heart? No, came the answer quickly. Certainly not. This had to be another trick. 
 
    “I said, are you ready?” Markus repeated.  
 
    “Ready? For what?” 
 
    Markus blew out a long breath. “It’s happened again,” he called over his shoulder.  
 
    From within a group of elves, Keira emerged, a deep look of concern on her face. “How bad is he?” 
 
    Markus touched Ethan on the shoulder. “Do you know where you are?” he asked. Not receiving any reply, he turned to the approaching Keira. “Pretty damn bad, I’d say.” 
 
    She knelt beside Markus and gave Ethan a forced smile. “Do you know who I am?” 
 
    A trick, he thought. Just another trick. 
 
    Markus rubbed the back of his neck. “This keeps getting harder.” 
 
    “You can stop,” Ethan told him. “I still have my memory. Whatever you did to me the first time, it won’t work again.” 
 
    Keira leaned over and leveled her gaze. “Ethan, you need to listen to me now. I found you three days ago at the foot of Gol’ Shupa. You told me that Shinzan had driven you from the heart of Lumnia and robbed you of your sanity. Since then, your memory has come and gone.” 
 
    He sniffed. “Is that right? Then tell me, how did you know where to find me? You just happened along and there I was – right?” 
 
    “No,” she replied. “Shinzan sent word to us.” 
 
    This drew a derisive laugh. “He sent word? That’s pretty amazing. But I guess it’s good to know he cares.” 
 
    Markus cut in, his tone hard. “You don’t understand. He has Kat. He’s demanding that you face him. If you don’t…” 
 
    Keira’s elbow jabbed into Markus, stopping him from saying anything further. After taking a deep breath, she turned her attention to Ethan. “He says that if you face him, he will allow her to live.” Her voice was now soft and comforting, as if soothing a skittish horse. “We’re on our way to save her right now. The problem is, you keep forgetting where you are. I can only assume that it’s because of what happened to you while passing through Lumnia’s heart.” She reached out to touch his hand, but he drew back. “I need for you to focus. If you don’t, Kat will die.” 
 
    “This isn’t going to work,” Ethan growled, raising his eyes skyward. “You can stop now. I’m not falling for it.” 
 
    Without warning, Markus leaned forward and slapped Ethan hard across the cheek. “Snap the fuck out of it!” he shouted. 
 
    Keira quickly placed herself between the pair. “Enough!” 
 
    Ethan jumped up and retreated a step, ready to fight. But Markus made no attempt to force his way past Keira. After a tense moment, he jerked himself free and rose abruptly.  
 
    “He’d better damn well start remembering,” he muttered before storming off. 
 
    Ethan watched as his friend sat down amongst a group of dwarves. A convincing ruse, to be sure. But a ruse, nonetheless. His cheek was burning from the impact, and he noticed a soft red glow starting to radiate from his hands. A sure sign that he was angry. What’s more, his anger was still building. The temptation to destroy the false images around him was becoming stronger by the second.  
 
    “Please don’t,” said Keira, clearly seeing the fury in his eyes. “Listen to me. I’m begging you. Hear what I’ve got to say.” She gestured for him to sit. 
 
    Ethan allowed the power flowing through him to subside, though initially he remained stubbornly standing. She was just as stubborn, however, and said nothing more until he’d complied. 
 
    “Markus is still grieving,” she explained. “Lylinora’s death has cut him to the core.” 
 
    His eyes flashed over to Markus. He was squatting in front of a fire, totally ignoring the dwarves around him and picking angrily at the grass by his feet. Lylinora…dead. Nice touch.  
 
    “How did she die?” Get as much information as possible, Ethan told himself. Use it to unravel the deception.  
 
    Keira’s eyes became downcast. “She was killed while trying to stop the Rakasa from taking Kat. A group of them infiltrated our ranks under the cover of darkness, and after drugging Kat with a poison dart, they were in the act of dragging her from her tent when Lylinora caught them. As she fought to save Kat, one of them plunged a dagger through her heart from behind.” 
 
    Ethan huffed. “A likely story. You expect me to believe they managed to get away with carrying Kat through the middle of thousands of soldiers?” 
 
    “Rakasa are not to be underestimated,” she told him. “They killed twenty dwarves during their flight, then sacrificed all but one of their number so that the one carrying Kat could escape. By the time we were able to mount a pursuit, the creature had vanished into the hills.” 
 
    “And this is the rescue party?” Ethan nodded at the assembled groups. 
 
    “This is all that remains of our army,” she said, a slight tremor in her voice.  
 
    “How is that possible?” 
 
    Keira remained silent for a time, as if unable to bring herself to speak the words. Eventually, she cleared her throat and wiped away the tears welling in her eyes. “It was Shinzan,” she said. “He came forth from his palace shortly after Kat was taken. We were no match for his power. He slaughtered us like spring lambs – fifty thousand of us died in the fires he created during the first ten minutes alone.” 
 
    Ethan was watching her every move: listening to every word. The likeness was exact. Not a single flaw. Taken from his memories, he assumed. “And how is it you escaped?” he asked. 
 
    “My guards rendered me unconscious and carried me away,” she explained, this time showing a hint of anger. “The rest we have gathered along the way...stragglers with nowhere to go. Were it not for the valor of Lynial, I doubt there would even be this many of us remaining. He stood against Shinzan long enough for some to get away. Of course, he was not nearly powerful enough to stop the cursed Emperor for very long.” She hugged her shoulders. “I’m told he died screaming in an inferno of black fire.” 
 
    “And what about King Ganix? Or David and Val?” 
 
    “We don’t know. I would like to believe that they still live. But after what I saw unleashed…” Her voice trailed off.  
 
    “So what now?” 
 
    “Markus has discovered where the Rakasa has taken Kat,” she replied. “That’s where we’re heading now. Shinzan has said that he will meet you at the site of your first battle to settle things, which is good. The place Kat is being held is some distance away from where he is waiting. We’re hoping we can get to her before Shinzan is aware of us.” She frowned. “Unless, of course, this is all a trap. I suppose we’ll know one way or the other in a few hours.” 
 
    Ethan regarded her. Had Shinzan been able to again rob him of his memory, he would have been totally convinced. Everything was there: the despair in her voice, the anguish he could see in Markus, even the way the remaining elves and dwarves were brooding hopelessly. When all put together, it was a perfect illusion.  
 
    “I’ve heard enough,” he said. “It’s good. I’ll admit that. And if you’d started off with this instead of plopping me back in France, it might have worked. But like I said before, I’m not falling for it.” 
 
    “Is that really what you think?” Keira stood sharply up and drew a dagger from her belt. “If you truly believe that none of this is real, then here.” She held out the blade. “Take this and stab me through the heart.” 
 
    Before Ethan could respond, she grabbed his wrist. In a single fluid motion, she pressed the handle into his palm and the tip of the blade to her left breast.  
 
    “Do it,” she challenged. “Or are you unsure?” 
 
    Ethan met her gaze, but she did not wither, nor did she look afraid. He tried to withdraw his hand, but her hold was vice-like. When he looked down he saw that a spot of blood was soaking through her shirt.  
 
    Part of him wanted to put it to the test. But this deception was clever, he realized. Just enough to instill the tiniest bit of doubt. Enough for him not to risk killing a dear friend.  
 
    “I still don’t believe any of this,” he said, opening his fingers away from the dagger handle. 
 
    Keira released her grip. “I do not pretend to understand what you are going through. But if you can hang on to reason for a while longer, all will be made clear to you. We will rescue Kat. And perhaps seeing her will restore your mind.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    Without waiting for her to say anything further, Ethan walked quickly away. Separating himself from the others, he took a seat beneath a young birch tree. Keira joined Markus for a time, then went to speak with a few of her kin. 
 
    Much as Ethan wanted to dismiss them, the tiny lingering doubts remained. What he was seeing here was exactly how he’d imagine it might turn out should he fail to destroy Shinzan. The power he inherited from Martok had made him fully aware of how devastating the emperor could be should he come forth from his palace. He could easily consume an entire army in a lake of fire should he choose to. Or bury every one of them alive with a flick of his fingers. Worse still, Ethan was equally sure that slaughter on this scale was precisely what would happen should he not succeed in passing through the heart of Lumnia.  
 
    “But that’s how you’re doing this, isn’t it?” he said to himself. “You’re showing me all of my worst fears.” 
 
    As soon as he could be totally sure this was false, he would do what was needed to end it.  
 
    Or would he? The only way to finish things would be by killing his friends, and Shinzan was well aware that he would hesitate to do so. His frustration grew. Even understanding the emperor’s intentions was doing nothing at all to ease his mind. If by some chance – some tiny chance – he was wrong, he could never live with the consequences of his actions. No. This must play itself out to the end. 
 
    A short time later, Markus and Keira walked over. 
 
    “Sorry I hit you,” Markus said. “It’s not your fault you can’t remember anything.” 
 
    “I still don’t believe any of this,” Ethan told him. “But if I’m wrong, I’m the one who should be sorry. I know how much you loved Lylinora.” 
 
    His friend nodded. “That will have to do for now, I suppose.” He motioned with his hand. “Come on, let’s get going.” 
 
    “Be careful,” said Keira. 
 
    Ethan raised an eyebrow. “You’re not coming?”  
 
    “As much as I want to, I cannot,” she replied. “I have a responsibility to my people…or what remains of them. There are others still alive, I’m sure. We go to find them, if we can.” 
 
    “And when you do, what then?” 
 
    Keira shook her head. “I don’t know. But I must find them, nonetheless.” 
 
    Ethan regarded her for a long moment, pondering whether the real Keira would abandon a friend in this way. Perhaps. Her commitment to her people ran deep. In the end, he decided it was irrelevant. Even if he was wrong and all this was actually happening, unless Shinzan himself was waiting to greet them, nothing in Lumnia could stop him. He was by far the most powerful being in the world, save for the Emperor.  
 
    “Then good luck to you,” Ethan told her.  
 
    She stepped in close to embrace him. At first he resisted the contact, but soon yielded and returned the affection. She felt real enough, he considered. More doubt seeped in. 
 
    As he and Markus departed the camp, Ethan noticed that very few of the elves or dwarves bothered to look up. They were truly and utterly beaten. And so few in number. 
 
    “This can’t be all that’s left,” he remarked.  
 
    “There’s more somewhere, I’m sure,” said Markus. “Hiding…waiting for death.” He looked back at the camp. “And it will find them soon enough.” 
 
    They walked in silence for a time. Ethan kept a few paces back, watching the image of his friend closely. Sooner or later, Shinzan would make a mistake. And then he could be sure. “How did you find her?” he asked. “Kat, I mean.” 
 
    “Through the Urazi,” Markus replied. “The temple where she’s being held was once one of their strongholds. It’s abandoned now, but they still keep a watch on it.” 
 
    Very convenient, Ethan thought. “So you are with the Urazi now?” 
 
    Markus glanced back. “That’s not something I can talk about.” 
 
    This response could only mean that his friend was indeed now a member. Martok had learned much about the Urazi: knowledge that he now possessed. He had seen the magic that inducted members into the order firsthand, and he had spent years poring through their archives while learning the true history of Lumnia. No one knew the Urazi better.  
 
    “You can at least tell me what to expect when we get there,” Ethan said. 
 
    “Expect a fight,” he replied. “But nothing to worry about. A great mage like you should have no trouble dealing with it.” There was clear sarcasm in his tone.  
 
     “So you blame me for this?” 
 
    Markus heaved a sigh. “No. I know you tried. The truth is, I should have stayed on Earth when I had the chance. That’s my fault. Not yours.” 
 
    Ethan saw his opening. “I could still do it. I know how to open a portal.” 
 
    Markus stopped and turned, a look of annoyance on his face. “You already tried, remember?” After a moment, he threw up his hands and continued walking. “Of course, you don’t. Why would I think you would?” 
 
    While moving on, he mumbled something else under his breath. Ethan couldn’t make it out, though he imagined it was nothing complimentary.  
 
    As midnight approached, the smooth terrain became rocky and pitted with grass-covered holes. Though following closely in Markus’ footsteps, Ethan still managed to slip twice, in the process bruising his ankle and tearing the leather of his boot. 
 
    Silhouetted in the distance, he could now see a tall spire surrounded by four smaller towers. An abandoned road, mostly covered in grass and weeds, led to a wall topped with a series of triangular spikes. This encircled the whole of the complex, though several breaches in it could be seen as they drew near to the main gatehouse, likely the result of a siege long ago. 
 
    Ethan cast a spell to enhance his sight. The wall was unmanned, and there was no sign of movement near the gate.  
 
    “Stay low,” instructed Markus.  
 
    Ethan followed closely until they were a few yards away from the main gate. From there they moved left, bypassing the first breach and pressing their backs to the wall just short of the second. Markus drew his blade and looked back at Ethan. 
 
    “Can you tell if anyone is in the tower?” he asked. 
 
    Ethan nodded. Illusion or no, his heart was pounding. He cast a spell to sharpen his hearing and then focused it on the spire and the towers. The only sounds that came back were the wind whistling through the cracks in the stone façade and the scurrying of rats.  
 
    “It sounds like they’re all empty,” he whispered. “Are you sure they are here?” 
 
    “They’re here all right,” Markus assured him grimly. “But I was hoping they didn’t know about the catacombs.” 
 
    Still leading the way, he climbed over the rubble of the devastated wall and, moving with uncanny silence in the shadows cast by a half-moon, skirted the courtyard inside. Ethan was tempted to tell him that all this caution was unnecessary. He didn’t care if a hundred Rakasa were waiting for them. He had no reason to fear them. Not anymore. Nevertheless, a tiny voice in the back of his mind told him to remain on his guard.  
 
    “Who built this?” he asked. 
 
    Markus raised his finger to his lips and gave him a warning look. 
 
    “There’s no one here,” he whispered in response. “I would know.” 
 
    His friend sighed. “It was the elves, if you must know. They built it as a place to commune with the spirit of Lumnia.”  
 
    As they rounded the final corner, a ten-foot-tall mausoleum made from polished white marble came into view. Along the side of this were carved the names of several elves, together with the date on which they died. A frieze above an iron gate depicted nine elf women kneeling with heads bowed, each holding aloft a basket filled with a variety of fruits and berries.  
 
    “The keepers of the temple were buried here,” Markus said. “It was only after the mages drove them out a thousand years ago that the Urazi took possession.” 
 
    “What did they use it for?” 
 
    “A place to hide mostly. Somewhere safe to lie low after an assassination.” 
 
    “So they made you a Muraji,” Ethan remarked thoughtfully. 
 
    Markus paused. “Why would you say that?” 
 
    “Only a Muraji could speak so freely.” He tapped his finger to his temple. “Martok knew all there was to know about their inner workings.” 
 
    Markus glowered. “I shouldn’t have said anything. That was my mistake. Don’t ask me anything else, got it?” Still scowling, he pulled open the gate. 
 
     The ancient hinges immediately screamed in protest, sending a shiver down Ethan’s spine. “Yeah. I think being quiet is a bit pointless, don’t you?” he stated with a small grin.  
 
    Softly muttering a curse, Markus moved on. The interior was covered in cobwebs and dust. A life-size statue stood in the corners – each one depicting an elf in long robes with hands folded and eyes downcast. In the center was a large basin made of black onyx. Elven lettering around the rim spelled out words: peace, knowledge, charity, and love.  
 
    Markus studied the basin for a time, running his hands along the edge and pressing it with his fingertips in different places.  
 
    “Step back,” Ethan told him after several minutes had passed.  
 
    “I can do it,” Markus insisted.  
 
    Ethan touched the basin anyway. “Rilzi Dur.” 
 
    The basin shattered to dust, revealing a circular opening in the floor with a rusted ladder. Ethan stepped away with a smile on his face.  
 
    “Do you know how old that was?” Markus snapped. “I was trying not to damage it.” 
 
    “I couldn’t care less how old it was,” Ethan shot back. “Either I’ve lost my memory and Kat’s really in danger, or I’m sane and all this is just an illusion. So the last thing I care about right now is breaking some old bowl.” Ignoring Markus’ anger, he looked into the opening and then began climbing down. 
 
    After twenty feet, he reached the bottom and cast a small orb of light to lead the way. Markus was close behind, still fuming. They were now standing in a narrow passage that ended at another iron gate. Beyond this, Ethan could see the dim light of burning torches illuminating a room of indiscernible dimensions. Someone was definitely down here. 
 
    When only a few feet away from the gate, he felt the tingle of a warning that raised the hairs on the back of his neck. A ward had been placed just on the other side of the entrance. One with which he was quite familiar. 
 
    “Why do you hesitate?” a rasping voice called. A figure cloaked in a black hooded robe stepped into view. 
 
    “You think this will stop me?” Ethan scoffed.  
 
    “Oh, I am sure it won’t,” the Rakasa replied. “Not indefinitely. I am well aware of how powerful you are…Dragonvein. But I also know it will take time for you to shatter this ward. Time, I believe, you will not want to waste.” From the folds of its robe the creature produced an egg-shaped blue stone. “Do you know what this is?” 
 
    Ethan glared furiously but said nothing. 
 
    “No?” The Rakasa looked past him to Markus. “I would wager that you do.” It placed the stone on the floor and backed away. “This one is set for ten minutes. And I do not need to tell you where its companion is. I would not delay if I were you.” With that, the creature spun and vanished behind the corner.  
 
    Markus immediately rushed forward, nearly toppling Ethan on his way past. With all the force of his momentum behind it, he planted his boot dead center of the gate’s lock. It flew open, slamming noisily into the wall behind. But the Rakasa was already gone. 
 
    “What is that thing?” Ethan asked, pointing to the stone. 
 
    “It’s a bomb,” Markus replied, red faced and shaking with fury. “I’ve used them before. You place the other half near the target and then use this to set it off.” 
 
    “Can you disarm it?” 
 
    Markus shook his head. “No. It’s been set to go off at a specific time. Only the one who set it can turn it off. And like that thing just said, you can be damn sure where the explosive half has been put.” 
 
    A great wave of alarm was already rushing through Ethan. “Do you have any idea where they’d hold her?” he asked urgently. 
 
    “The catacombs are huge,” Markus told him. “They go on for miles. She could be anywhere.” 
 
    Ethan looked at the floor. Though the ward would be invisible to his friend, he could see it clearly and knew what it meant. The moment he passed through he would be robbed of all magic. The effects would be temporary – twenty minutes at the most – but still long enough to prevent him from reaching Kat in time. And it would take at least that long were he to remain here and try to break it. 
 
    There was only one decision he could make. Drawing his sword, he stepped forward. “Well, I guess we’ll have to do this the hard way.” 
 
    The moment he passed over the ward, he felt a cold wave climb up his body. He thrust out a hand to create a spell, but his fears were confirmed. He was powerless. 
 
    The blade he was holding felt well-balanced. Martok had been a master with a sword, and Ethan had memories of every lesson his ancestor had taken. Even so, this was a clumsy and awkward way to fight when compared to magic. And the Rakasa would now have a marked advantage over him in speed and strength. He quickly reminded himself that this was all just an elaborate deception. It had to be. 
 
    He paused and explained his loss of magic to Markus. His friend’s jaw tightened, but other than this, he showed little reaction. 
 
    “Are you ready?” he asked.  
 
    Ethan nodded sharply. With the two of them, they might just stand a chance against the creature. Markus was about as deadly a foe as one could find. And the look in his eyes said that he was a man with nothing to lose. Such men were twice as dangerous.  
 
    They moved on through the only door ahead and quickly down another long hallway. Small alcoves were evenly spaced along the wall, each one containing a masterfully crafted stone sarcophagus. Eventually, after a hundred yards or so, the hall split left and right. 
 
    Markus pointed to the torches, which now continued along only the right-hand path. “It seems we’re being shown the way. Rakasa don’t need light to see.” 
 
    “Or we’re being deliberately led away,” Ethan suggested.  
 
    “I doubt it. I think it wants to fight us.” Markus cracked a thin smile. “Well, it wants to fight you, at least.” 
 
    After a few more turns they entered a round chamber, roughly fifty feet in diameter and with a domed ceiling. Set in recesses along the left side of the wall was a series of black crystals, each two feet in length, thick as a man’s arm, and standing on end. Directly across from their position stood an archway leading into the next chamber.  
 
    Both men paused to exchange glances. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” said Markus. 
 
    Even though Ethan shared his feeling, there was no other course but to press on. However, as he started toward the archway, a red mist began seeping out through its keystone. 
 
    “I don’t suppose there’s any chance of that stuff being harmless, is there?” asked Markus. 
 
    “No chance at all,” Ethan told him. “It’s been triggered by the ward. Touch it and it’ll melt the skin right off your bones.” He cursed himself for his carelessness. He should have seen the subtle addition to the spell. This much he could have dealt with in advance, even if he couldn’t have broken the ward entirely.  
 
    “So how do we get through?” 
 
    Ethan tore a piece of cloth from his sleeve and tossed it into the mist. It instantly turned to dust. “This was cleverly made,” he mused while scrolling through all the vast knowledge of wards stored in his mind. 
 
    After a moment, he looked to the crystals. “It has to be one of those.” 
 
    There were twelve in all – each one identical and bearing no markings of any kind. All of them would likely dispel the barrier. But only one was the right choice. Choose wrongly and there was no way of knowing what kind of added devilry it would unleash.  
 
    “Well?” pressed Markus. “How do we get through it?” 
 
    “We have to pick the right crystal,” he told him.  
 
    “What happens if we pick the wrong one?” 
 
    “Nothing good.” 
 
    Time was running out. They couldn’t have more than five minutes left to save Kat. Desperately, Ethan looked for any indication that might reveal the correct choice. There was nothing...nothing at all. Not even so much as a spot of disturbed dust on the floor. All he had to go on was instinct. 
 
    Finally, he turned to Markus. “Whoever picks up the crystal will be the one who the magic is focused on. It should also stop the mist.” He took a deep breath. “The moment it stops, you go on through and save Kat.” 
 
    “Are you insane?” 
 
    Ethan smiled. “Hey. I don’t believe this is real anyway. So what do I have to lose?” 
 
    He crossed over to the third crystal along. With his heart thudding loudly in his ears, it was all he could do to keep his hands steady. He knew the consequences of a poor choice. It could be as mild as a containment spell or as severe as being consumed by flames. Given the source of the spell, he doubted it would be the former. He reached out cautiously with both hands.  
 
    “You may not think this is real, but I do.”  
 
    He suddenly felt Markus grab his collar and jerk him hard back, sending him sliding across the floor. By the time he was able to regain his feet, his friend had already seized up the crystal. The mist quickly began to clear. To Ethan’s amazement and relief, nothing else happened.  
 
    “I guess you picked the right one,” Markus said, visibly relieved.  
 
    The words had barely left his mouth when the floor beneath his feet turned to a thick black ooze. He tried to move, but his boots were stuck fast. Ethan rushed over and grabbed his arms, pulling with all his strength. It was useless. No matter how hard he tried to prevent it, Markus was steadily sinking lower and lower into the mire. Ethan screamed and cursed, but astonishingly, Markus had a look of calm acceptance about him. 
 
    “Leave me,” said Markus. “There’s nothing you can do. Save Kat.”  
 
    When Ethan ignored him and continued with his efforts, he hardened his tone. “You’re almost out of time. Either stay here and watch me die, or save Kat. You can’t do both.” 
 
    Ethan let out another feral cry.  
 
    “Just go!” Markus shouted. His features then softened. “It’s all right. I’m ready.” 
 
    By now, he was up to his chest in the ooze. Ethan knew he had to accept the inevitable. Unable to find any words, he gave his friend a silent farewell. Markus nodded in return and then closed his eyes. 
 
    Knowing that this was all a clever deception was not taking away the pain from Ethan’s loss. Only the need to save Kat rose above this. Grim-faced, he dove through the archway and down another long passage. After a few more turns he reached a large oak door. It was hanging wide open, revealing a broad, semi-circular chamber lit by silver lamps suspended from the ceiling. Kat was there, secured with chains and manacles to the wall. She appeared to be unconscious.  
 
    Ignoring the possible danger, he rushed over to her. She was indeed unconscious. The other half of the stone, identical to the first, was dangling from a thin string around her neck. Knowing that time would be up any second, he ripped the stone free and threw it to the far side of the room. This done, he wrapped his arms around her, holding her tightly to shield her body with his own. 
 
    “Very noble, but there’s really no need for that,” came the voice of the Rakasa. “The stone was disabled the moment your friend triggered the ward. A pity he wasn’t more careful. A terrible way to die, I am told.” 
 
    The shackles holding Kat vanished. Ethan caught her and laid her gently on the floor. He then turned to face the creature, his rage bordering on madness. The ringing of steel echoed from the stone walls as he drew his blade. It truly felt as if it were an extension of his arm. With Martok’s knowledge of swordplay now a part of himself, he could fully appreciate the craft that went into forging his weapon.  
 
    The Rakasa was already holding a long, curved blade, though its relaxed posture gave no indication that it was intent on fighting. “Would you really end my life, Dragonvein?” it asked. 
 
    The creature’s voice had changed; taking on a distinctly feminine timbre. With its free hand, it pushed back the hood to reveal the delicate features of an elf woman. She looked remarkably similar to Keira, though with slightly more pronounced cheekbones and fuller lips.  
 
    “As I understand it,” she continued, “Men from the world where you grew up do not care to fight females.” 
 
    Ethan sniffed. “You are nothing more than a monster to me. I don’t care what you look like. On the inside, you’re just the same as any other thing Shinzan has poisoned.” 
 
    “And you think that is my fault?” she countered, looking very convincingly hurt. “I did not ask to be as you see me now.” 
 
    “You chose to side with Shinzan,” he retorted. “You betrayed your people. And now you want what? Sympathy?” He felt a tingling in his hands, causing him to suppress a smile. Keep her talking. 
 
    “I want your understanding, Dragonvein. I must do as my master commands. But I do not relish it.” 
 
    “That’s not what it seems like to me. You had no problem killing Markus.” 
 
    She flicked her wrist. “He deserved his fate. Compared to Specter, I am an innocent. His past deeds warranted far worse than he received.” 
 
    Her words further fueled Ethan’s rage. Only a little longer, he told himself. Aloud, he said: “We all deserve to die. Who are you to judge?” 
 
    “I did not judge him,” she responded. “In truth, I was rather impressed with his sacrifice. I would not have thought it within his character.” 
 
    “You didn’t know him like I did.” 
 
    “No. I didn’t. And you are right. We all deserve death for what we have done. What I don’t understand is why you actively seek it.” She pointed to the still unconscious Kat. “There is your woman. Why not open a portal and return to your own world with her? This fight is over. You have lost, but there is no need to die.” 
 
    “So you will just let me leave?” 
 
    The Rakasa shrugged. “Why not? My time is nearing its end. Soon my master will have consumed Lumnia. He will have no more use for my kind.” 
 
    “And you would defy him? I don’t believe you.” 
 
    She gave him a half-smile. “Shinzan did not command me to kill you. Nor did he say that I should prevent you from taking your woman. My only orders were to kill any of your friends that might attempt to rescue her. So you see, I have not disobeyed. Your friend failed in his mission, and now he is dead.” 
 
    She was convincing. The Ethan who had first arrived in Lumnia might have been stupid enough to be taken in. But not any longer. That Ethan was gone. With a show of great nonchalance, he tossed his sword to the ground.  
 
    For a few seconds the Rakasa was dumbstruck, the only sound within the chamber the clatter of steel on stone. When she finally raised her eyes to meet Ethan’s, her smile had turned vicious. “Had I not seen it for myself, I would not have believed it. How are you that stupid?” 
 
    Ethan was smiling back at her. “So, do you truly intend to let me and Kat leave? Think about your answer before you say anything.” 
 
     This exhibition of confidence clearly put the Rakasa off-balance. “No. Of course I don’t. You are no match for me with a blade. I was merely toying with you.” 
 
    “Is that right? So you lied.” He clicked his tongue and shook his head. “That’s too bad. I might have shown you some mercy.” After a brief pause, he laughed. “No, not really. Now I’m lying. You were dead the moment you killed Markus. He might have been a cold-blooded killer, but he was still my friend.” 
 
    Her face contorted in anger. “Before you can reach your sword, I will have –” 
 
    Five orbs of red light suddenly surrounded the Rakasa, stopping her dead.  
 
    Ethan smiled. “If you move, this conversation ends now.” 
 
    Kat moaned softly, but did not wake. Ignoring the Rakasa for the moment, he went over and bent down, brushing the hair from her face.  
 
    “It’s odd you didn’t sense the effects of the ward were wearing off,” said Ethan, twisting to face the Rakasa again. “You were once an elf before you were corrupted, and as far as I know, you still have a connection to magic. Dark and vile…but a connection. You should have been able to feel my power returning.”  
 
    Strangely, the creature’s anger had now faded, replaced by mild amusement. “Very good,” she said. “I was told you had gained much knowledge about the elves – that you had even been gifted with powers that all other mages have sought for centuries. But I wasn’t sure until now.”  
 
    She took a step forward, passing through the ring of red lights completely unharmed. “My master thought you might come here rather than face him.” Reaching into her robes, she produced a small blue stone. 
 
    The sight of it brought a grim smile to Ethan’s face. “You think that stone will protect you?” 
 
    “Not indefinitely, no. But long enough.” 
 
    Even as the final word was still leaving her mouth, the Rakasa charged. Ethan dove left, but such was the blinding speed of the attack, the blade still managed to inflict a deep cut to his arm. He reached for his weapon while at the same time casting a surge of energy behind him. It slowed the creature just long enough, giving him time to roll to his feet, sword now in hand. Only one thought pervaded. He would need to cast a truly powerful spell to shatter the protection the stone was providing. But it would be far from easy while in the midst of physical combat.  
 
    After parrying two blistering strikes, Ethan knew there was no more time for delay. The speed and strength of the Rakasa was simply too great. Still heavily on the defensive, he called forth a stream of green smoke that quickly wrapped itself around his opponent’s legs. A mere holding spell, but enough to allow him to step away and out of range of another strike. Realizing her danger, the Rakasa strained violently against the smoke.  
 
    “Yulari Mons!”  
 
    At the shouted command, a five-foot-long iron spike shot up from the floor directly below the Rakasa, skewering her almost dead center. It was a devastating strike, yet even in the throes of agony she did not cry out. Her eyes remained determinedly fixed on Ethan. In a final act of hostility, she attempted to hurl her sword at him. As it was, the spike had made almost any movement impossible, and the blade crashed harmlessly to the floor.  
 
    There was a certain amount of satisfaction in watching the creature suffer as Ethan then consumed her in a magical inferno, leaving naught behind but a pile of ashes. The foul stench of death filled the chamber. He quickly cast a mild spell to clean the air. But even then it lingered on.  
 
    “Ethan?” 
 
    Kat was coming around.  
 
    He rushed to her side and cradled her in his arms. “I’m here.” 
 
    “What happened?” Her voice was cracked and her eyes were barely open. 
 
    “I’ll explain later. Right now, I need to get you somewhere safe.” 
 
    She managed a weak smile. “I’m with you. That’s safe enough.” 
 
    He leaned down and kissed her brow. Her scent and the taste of her skin on his lips were exactly as he recalled. Fresh doubts formed. Could it be possible that this wasn’t an illusion? Maybe he had already been cast from the heart of Lumnia. If he’d genuinely lost his memory, he wouldn’t be able to tell the difference. And so far, there had been nothing to suggest that this was anything other than what it appeared. 
 
    “I need to ask you to do something for me,” Kat said, breaking into this thought. “But I want you to promise before I do.” 
 
    He cocked his head. “Promise what?” 
 
    “Just promise.” 
 
    “Okay. I promise.” 
 
    She reached up and touched him tenderly on the cheek. “Take me back to Earth.” 
 
    He regarded her incredulously. “Earth?” 
 
    “I can see that look in your eyes. That’s why I made you promise.” 
 
    “But what about everyone else? You want us to just abandon them?” 
 
    Kat sat up and locked eyes with him. “There is no one left. There’s nothing left at all. Why shouldn’t we leave?” 
 
    “What about Keira? And David and Val? We don’t know if they’re dead or alive. You want to just leave them here?” 
 
    “Keira would never leave Lumnia anyway,” she shot back quickly. “And David and Val are probably dead. There’s nothing left to fight for. Please. Can’t we just get away and be together?” 
 
    Ethan closed his eyes for a second. In truth, it had occurred to him on several occasions to do exactly as Kat was asking. But how could he abandon his friends? “What if we try and find David and Val first?” he suggested. “They might still be alive. I wouldn’t feel right just leaving them behind. I was the one who brought them here, remember?” 
 
    Kat pushed him away and rose to her feet. “If you love me, you’ll do this. I’m tired of fighting. Tired of watching people die.” 
 
    Ethan stood up beside her and placed his hands on her shoulders. “I am too. But I can’t just leave them here. You have to understand.” 
 
    Kat scowled. “I understand that you care more about them than you do me.” 
 
    “That’s not true and you know it.” 
 
    “Do I?” 
 
    A small movement in the corner of his eye caught Ethan’s attention, but it was gone the moment he turned to look. Puzzled, he focused on Kat. She was staring at him with a combination of anger and desperation. He wanted to give in. But… 
 
    A thought occurred. “Markus told me I couldn’t open a portal,” he said. 
 
    She huffed. “What does he know? I bet if you were to ask him, he’d come with us.” 
 
    “Markus is dead,” he told her. “And so is Lylinora.” 
 
    A look of shock formed on Kat’s face. “I…I’m sorry.”  
 
    She was silent for a long moment. Then determination returned to her expression and the words came with a rush. “In that case, there really is nothing holding us here. I hate to leave David and Val, but I’m not about to throw our lives away. Not when we could be safe…and together. Don’t you want that too?” 
 
    “Of course I do. More than anything.”  
 
    Ethan could feel his will crumbling. He was on the very point of giving in to Kat’s wishes when another movement caught his attention. This time when he looked, he saw what it was...a tiny white dragon. It was staring at him from near the doorway, hissing and growling.  
 
    “What are you looking at?” demanded Kat. 
 
    Ethan ignored her. It was as if this tiny creature was trying to tell him something. It let out a wailing cry that sent waves of emotion stabbing into Ethan’s heart. In a rush, he could see everything clearly. “This isn’t real.” 
 
    “What?” Kat grabbed his face and forced him to look at her. “Of course this is real? Have you lost your mind?” 
 
    He took her by the wrists and shoved her back. “No. You’re not real. The real Kat would never abandon the people she loves. And she sure as hell wouldn’t ask me to do it either. You’re just an illusion. All of this…”  
 
    “Ethan.” Her voice had become soothing. “I don’t know what’s wrong with you. But I promise you, all of this is real. The only thing I want is for us to be safe. Nothing more.” 
 
    “What you want is to trick me,” he countered. “And it’s not going to work.” 
 
    For a long moment, Kat simply gazed at him. He could see nothing but love and pleading in her eyes. Finally, with an exasperated sigh, she spread her arms. “Okay. If I’m nothing more than an illusion…kill me.” 
 
    A knot twisted viciously in the pit of Ethan’s stomach. This was it. This was the test. Could he trust his senses enough to risk so much? She looked real, smelled real, and sounded real. But she had not seen the dragon. And the dragon was the key. It was warning him not to be deceived. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” challenged Kat. 
 
    Ethan closed his eyes and cleared his thoughts. At first, all he could hear was the repeated sounds of Kat’s voice. Then, slowly, that faded away until only the beating of his heart disturbed the silence in his mind. He could feel a presence. No, it was more than that. It was a powerful strength of will, reaching across the void to urge him on. Lumnia…and something…or someone else, was showing him the way. 
 
    A smile grew as he opened his eyes. Kat was still glaring at him, daring him to kill her.  
 
    He extended his arms. “Ozaria Bur!” 
 
    Kat’s defiance instantly fell away and her eyes shot wide as a cloak of green light fell upon her. “Please, Ethan! Don’t do this!” she cried out. 
 
    It made no difference; her words meant nothing to him now. He snapped his fingers, causing the light to collapse inwards. Kat became frozen in place, her mouth still wide open in the middle of a pleading cry. Starting at the tip of her head, sand began pouring to the floor as her flesh disintegrated, ultimately disappearing completely. It was a painless death. Not that it mattered. An illusion feels no pain. 
 
    “Very well done,” a voice said. 
 
    The walls began to ripple and distort.  
 
    Ethan shrugged. “I told you before. You won’t beat me.” 
 
    “Overconfidence is not an admirable trait. It could be your undoing.” 
 
    The chamber faded, and he found himself standing in pitch darkness. He still had the sensation of ground beneath his feet, but there was nothingness surrounding him on all sides.  
 
    “What is it you want?” Ethan demanded.  
 
    “I was going to ask you the same question. Surely you can see the futility of this?” 
 
    “What I can see is that you are afraid. Your time is almost up, and you know it.” 
 
    “Believe that for now if you wish. But let me show you what I do know. Perhaps then you will finally understand.” 
 
    Ethan sniffed. “I already understand. I’m not interested in seeing more of your lies.” 
 
    The voice took on a far more ominous tone. “You should be. Because this really will be your final chance to save yourself…and all the ones you love.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    For a place so crowded, the tavern was oddly subdued. The musician in the corner, though playing only softly on his lute, could easily be heard over the combined voices of the patrons. As for the serving girls, they moved silently from table to table with joyless eyes and rigid postures.  
 
    Markus shifted uncomfortably in his seat. He felt exposed and vulnerable here, and for good reason. He was clearly an outsider, and being so deep within Kytain meant that should he be discovered by the enemy, his chances of escape would rate somewhere between very difficult and impossible. There were Urazi agents close by, but they would be of little use to him. Most were simply sources of information, totally unaware of the help they provided. Only two were actual members of the order, and to risk exposing them would not be a choice he would want to make. 
 
    A few soldiers, usually low-level officers, frequented this establishment. Judging from the snippets of conversation Markus had overheard, he considered most of them not too bright. They talked primarily about the war and how fortunate they felt not to have been sent west with the army. Apparently, most of the garrisons were now all but empty of anyone able to fight. Only a small contingent of men had been left behind in each one to look after things. That might be so, but despite their lack of numbers, Markus could not help but notice how the people still lived in fear of them. The result of generations of oppression, he supposed. It made him wonder what they would do after Shinzan was gone. Would their spirits recover? Or would they remain like cowed animals, born in a cage and afraid to leave even when the door was flung wide and freedom awaited? 
 
    The hour was growing late, causing Markus to fear that this entire journey had been for nothing. Though the message that had brought him here was vague, what it suggested was far too enticing to ignore. Estella had agreed wholeheartedly that it should be investigated, but protested when he said he would go himself. She had wanted to send three of their best people. Markus had remained stubborn, though, consistently refusing to hand something of such extreme importance over to anyone else. The only thing that had almost stopped him was the fact that he had lied to Lylinora. Had she known the truth, she would have never allowed him to come this close to the thin border separating Kytain from the wastes. From where he was now, a traveler need only continue for a few more days and they would find themselves within sight of the Imperial palace itself. 
 
    The tavern door swung open, allowing a pair of men to stumble drunkenly inside. Just behind them came a third man wearing a pendant on his chest displaying the Imperial crest. He halted a pace inside the doorway to survey the room. Markus tensed, ready to take flight. However, upon spotting him, the man simply strode over and took a seat at the table.  
 
    They sat in silence until the barmaid brought over a mug of ale for the newcomer. She did not receive any payment. Soldiers and officials never paid. To ask could get you a beating…or far worse. 
 
    The man stared down at his drink for several seconds before speaking. “I’m glad you’ve come. I was afraid you wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Are you the person who sent the message?” asked Markus. 
 
    “I ensured that it was passed to the Urazi. But it was my uncle who sent it.” 
 
    “And who is your uncle?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you that.” 
 
    Markus scrutinized the man. He was obviously very nervous. “So tell me who you are.” 
 
    He hesitated for a time. “You can call me Guri. And before you ask, that’s not my real name.” 
 
    Markus frowned. “If I am to act on the information you sent, I must know who I’m dealing with. What you are suggesting is dangerous.” This was a massive understatement. In truth, it was far more like a suicide mission. 
 
    “All I can tell you is that he is close to the Emperor.” 
 
    “How close?” 
 
    “Close enough.” 
 
    “That doesn’t help much.”  
 
    Markus leaned back and stared into Guri’s eyes. The man wasn’t lying. That much was obvious. And if his uncle genuinely could achieve what he claimed, all that mattered on his own part was waiting for the right moment to strike. He had gone over everything in detail with Estella. She had been the one who had suggested a way to do it, and had even provided what he would need from the vaults. Only one question remained: Even if he could get close enough, would he have the time? If Shinzan saw it coming, it would be over for him in an instant. But if it worked… 
 
    Guri spoke, breaking into these thoughts. “I’m taking a huge risk by talking to you,” he said. “So either trust me or don’t. Either way, once this conversation is over, you are on your own. And you can tell my uncle the same thing.” 
 
    “If you are so afraid, why help him at all?” 
 
    “Because I owe him my life. But as far as I’m concerned, the debt is paid.” 
 
    “You haven’t told me yet how I’m to get there,” Markus pointed out. 
 
    From his pocket Guri produced a scrap of paper, which he pushed across the table. “Everything you need to know is written here. But you must leave tonight. If you don’t, you’ll be caught for sure.” 
 
    Markus read the paper and instantly his heart sank. “Are you insane? This will never work.” 
 
    “Unless you can think of something else, it’s the only way,” Guri insisted. He pushed back his chair. “I wish you luck, I really do.” 
 
    Without another word, he rose and hurried away, his drink left untouched.  
 
    Markus made no attempt to stop him. Even if he’d wanted to, bringing any kind of attention to himself was the last thing he could risk right now. Instead, he reread the instructions, at the same time fingering a small pendant tucked beneath his shirt.  
 
    “If this doesn’t kill me, then Lylinora surely will,” he muttered almost silently.  
 
    At this moment, he was severely tempted to walk away and forget the whole thing, even though in his heart he knew he couldn’t. A chance like this would never come again. Not only had he been presented with the opportunity of possibly saving Ethan’s life, but also the lives of everyone in Lumnia. 
 
    He finished his ale and exited the tavern. After pausing briefly to retrieve a few things from the inn where he’d been staying, he made his way north through the empty streets until arriving at a large storage building on the outskirts of town. Four loaded wagons were waiting at the front, all filled with provisions and various other goods destined for the city of Noel. The drivers were lazing alongside the lead wagon waiting for the quartermaster to finish checking his list. 
 
    Ducking around a near corner, Markus crept along a narrow alley leading to the back entrance. Just as the instructions had indicated, only a single sentry was guarding the door. He drew his dagger. From where he was standing, the soldier’s back was facing him. Perfect! Swift and deadly as ever, he spanned the distance between them in a flash and thrust the blade into the man’s neck, simultaneously covering his mouth to stifle any cry of alarm. After gently easing open the door, he carried the body a few feet inside and placed it beside a stack a crates.  
 
    He could hear the loud mutterings of the quartermaster at the far end of the building as he checked off his list. Motionless and silent as a statue, Markus stayed with the sentry’s body until he heard the man go outside through the front door. Now was his opportunity to get into a better position. Threading his way through numerous stacks of boxes, he found a dark corner behind some sacks near the main loading bay. An oil lamp atop a rickety wooden desk a few yards away was the only illumination. A gloomy place to work, Markus found himself thinking.  
 
    He could hear the men outside talking, some with angry raised voices. A few minutes later there was the sound of departing wagons, followed by the quartermaster spitting curses under his breath. He crossed over to his desk and began rifling through a stack of papers. 
 
    Markus tensed, ready to leap out and strike, only to stop himself when the man abruptly ceased his rifling and turned toward the rear door. “Marlow!” he shouted. “Get yourself in here. I’ve got a job for you.” After a few seconds, he slapped the desk top impatiently. “Where is that bloody idiot?”  
 
    Grumbling with irritation, he picked up the oil lamp and set off toward the rear. Markus waited until he had passed his position before falling in silently behind him. They were well on the way to the rear door before the lamp’s weak glow picked out the sentry’s body.  
 
    The quartermaster froze. “What the -” 
 
    That was as far as he got. This time Markus didn’t bother to draw his dagger. Like a striking snake, his powerful arm shot out and wrapped around the man’s neck. With his hold firmly in place, all it took then was one clean jerk. A sharp snap told him that the deed was done. All over in less than three seconds. 
 
     The lamp that had fallen from the quartermaster’s hand rolled dangerously close to a stack of crates containing wool blankets. A perfect way to cover all trace of his visit, Markus decided on the spot. He searched his victim until finding what he had come for – a large iron key with the raven of the Empire etched at the top. Shoving this into his pocket, he returned to the body of the dead soldier and dragged him next to the quartermaster. Using the paper Guri had given him, he then set about lighting several small fires before smashing the lamp onto the pile of wooden crates. 
 
    Markus allowed a smile to form. The air here was dry and the timbers old. There would be no evidence of how these men had died. It would look like an accident. Any trace of murder would be extremely difficult to detect, not that he imagined anyone would bother to look very hard anyway.  
 
    He left through the back and followed the road just inside the tree line. It took only a few minutes of running to catch up with the single file of heavily loaded, slow-moving wagons. By now the smoke from the fire was already visible in the light of the setting sun, not that the men driving would be able to see much of this even if they did happen to look back. Not with the high boarding directly behind them to prevent their loads from sliding forward. 
 
    Still staying within the tree line, Markus followed the wagons until it was fully dark. Now was the time to make his move. Crouching low and with silent steps, he positioned himself directly behind the rear wagon. This would be the tricky part. The top edge of the tailgate was just high enough to force him into making a jump, while a canvas tarp covering the highest part of the load had left only a narrow gap in which to squeeze through.  
 
    He heard the next wagon ahead jostle and squeak as it ran over a pothole in the road. Markus readied himself to act. The moment his wagon hit the same hole, he made a leap for the gap. The erratic swaying almost made him miss, but his fingers just managed to grab a tenuous hold on the tailgate’s edge. After strengthening his grip, he swung his legs up and under the tarp. A moment later he had wriggled the rest of his body through and was out of sight.  
 
    With no light and very little room to move, he felt his way around while searching for a good place to hide. Eventually, he found a half empty crate of cloth with just enough space to curl up inside. He settled there and temporarily tried to put what lay ahead out of his mind. 
 
    Though the journey would only take a short two days, he knew it would feel like an eternity.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    It only took a day for his legs and back to start feeling the effects of his confinement. Were he to be discovered while in this condition, he wondered if he would be able to move well enough to mount a proper defense. No point worrying over it, he told himself. Likely he would be finding himself in far more trouble than dealing with a few wagon drivers. Though he’d performed similar feats of endurance in order to eliminate a target before, he had not done so in many years. At this moment, the resilience of youth was something he was missing quite badly. 
 
    A thought that hadn’t occurred to him in years developed. He recalled his father groaning loudly while dropping into his chair at the end of a hard day. “Even the statue of David is getting old, I suppose,” he would say. “Why should I be any different?” 
 
    As the trip wore on, more memories continued to flood in – mostly about people and places he had not seen since his youth. It served to keep his mind off the growing ache in his joints, not to mention help control his bladder. Though he was taking only small sips of water to fight off dehydration, there were limits as to how long he could control himself.  
 
    The foul air seeping into the wagon told him when they had crossed into the wastes. He could hear the driver frequently complaining to himself about his dislike of the desert, the wastes, and for his job of delivering supplies to the palace. 
 
    Markus had heard many stories about Noel – the city of nightmares. Up until now he’d avoided going there himself, but knew people who had. Apparently, it was a city of much outer beauty, though with a foul darkness living just beneath the surface. Reports had reached the Urazi just before he’d set off on his mission that the city’s inhabitants had all been slaughtered. How many people had lived there? he wondered. Ten thousand? More? All killed on a whim. Why the Emperor would do this had caused much speculation. Markus was convinced it must have something to do with his inevitable fight with Ethan.  
 
    He had almost reached the point where he was prepared to risk leaving his hiding place to stretch his limbs – if only for a brief moment – when he heard the driver rambling on about the trip being nearly over. An hour later they stopped, and he felt a heavy jostling as the horses were detached. This was soon followed by a succession of heavy grunts as the wagon was pushed backwards for several yards. Finally, a few minutes later, there was a loud boom of closing doors. After that there was complete silence. 
 
    He waited for a few minutes before attempting to rise. His legs felt totally numb and his back unwilling to straighten. At first all he could do was push open the crate’s lid and move inch by painful inch until sitting upright. Once in this position, he began massaging his legs. Though the pain was quite intense for a time, he sighed with relief as normal circulation was restored. Now able to move, he climbed out of the wagon. After relieving his bladder, which by now was near to bursting, and allowing his eyes to adjust, he tried to gauge his surroundings.  
 
    Enough light was filtering in through gaps around the massive double doors for him to see that he was inside a large holding area roughly one hundred feet across. All four wagons had been lined up side by side to await unloading.  
 
    He felt for the iron key in his pocket and, satisfied it was still safely there, eased his way to the far-right corner. Here he saw a wooden door with a chair placed just off to the left. This was where the instructions had told him to go.  
 
    The key fit the lock perfectly. Beyond was a room piled high with boxes and various items of value. Markus was familiar with such places. This was where a quartermaster would hide the goods he intended to keep for himself, or perhaps sell for some extra coin. One of the boxes was stuffed full with bits of paperwork from past deliveries; it was usually easy enough to divert a few pages of this amongst the chaos of a large consignment. A clever quartermaster could make himself quite a lot of extra gold if he was careful and didn’t get too greedy. 
 
    He locked the door behind him and settled down beside a large box to wait. For how long, he didn’t know. The instructions had not said.  
 
    In the dark, what with the air being so stale and hot, Markus struggled to keep his eyes open. Having had only a few fitful short naps during his long journey, almost inevitably, he did soon begin slipping in and out of consciousness.  
 
    The clack of the lock snapped him to attention. He had no idea how long he’d been dozing. It could have been hours – it could have been minutes. The door opened, and he saw the shadow of a man standing in the doorway. He was holding a lamp turned down to the bare minimum. 
 
    “Are you in here?” the man whispered. 
 
    “I’m here,” Markus replied, now fully alert. 
 
    The newcomer breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank the spirits.” He stepped inside and closed the door behind him. 
 
    “Who are you?” asked Markus.  
 
    “My name is Vraylic,” he replied. “I do not need to know yours. I need only to know that you have a way to kill him.” 
 
    “That all depends,” Markus said. 
 
    “On what?” 
 
    “On how close you can get me.” Markus fingered the pendant still secure around his neck. “And how much you are willing to risk.” 
 
    Vraylic locked eyes with him. “I can get you close enough. As for what I’ll risk, I have nothing left to lose other than my life. And after what I have seen…and done, I place no value on that whatsoever.” 
 
    “Then we have a chance,” Markus told him. “A slim chance. But it’s better than nothing.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Kat found herself standing beside a pile of rubble on an unfamiliar street corner. The concussive blasts from the explosions were making it nearly impossible to stay on her feet. Men in uniforms were running about in all directions: some shouting orders in a strange language, some tending to wounded comrades, and others firing their rifles almost non-stop at the enemy. This was strange enough on its own. Yet the strangest thing of all was the scale. The men were enormous – like towering giants. One very nearly stepped on her. She would have been crushed underfoot had she not jumped out of the way just in time and scrambled over to a pile of debris near a burned-out shop. Dust was hanging in the air like a thick fog. Her mind felt equally clouded as it struggled to make a glimmer of sense out of all this. Then a man fell just a few feet away from her, a savage wound in his chest. Though the insignia he wore was unfamiliar, she recognized the unique shape of his helmet from her studies when living on Earth. It was unmistakable. He was German.  
 
    “What the hell?” she said. But rather than words, a guttural growl issued from her mouth. 
 
    The squeal of a tank penetrated the chaos. It was advancing down the street straight toward her. Her eyes searched desperately for somewhere to run, but the street was clogged with soldiers. There was no way she could get through them unseen. 
 
    A lone soldier slid to the ground beside her, frantically trying to fix something that was wrong with his weapon. Kat was paralyzed with fear. Then the man’s eyes drifted over to where she was standing and she realized…he couldn’t see her. 
 
    A dream, she thought. It had to be. There could be no other explanation. But this was one hell of a dream. Never had she experienced one that felt so real, right down to the acrid smells and ear-shattering sounds. It was all so unlike the vague, detached way she normally experienced dreams. Then there was the fear. She’d had nightmares many times, and always there was something in the back of her mind that kept her from losing herself in the terror. It was as if she knew subconsciously throughout that it wasn’t real. But this time, there was no such reassurance. Nothing whatsoever to say that, in reality, she was safely in her tent snuggled up between Keira and her father. 
 
    Whatever this was, she had no intention of staying put. A bullet pinged off the ground just in front of her, sending bits of concrete flying up into her face. Automatically, she shielded her eyes. But it wasn’t with her hands. It was with…a wing. A white wing.  
 
    “What the fuck!” Yet again her voice came out as a high-pitched growl. 
 
    She looked down at herself with astonishment. From what she could tell, she was a tiny dragon. Why in the hell would she dream that? And why a white one? An image of Maytra entered her mind, along with the memory of what Keira had said. Her elf friend was convinced that when the Imperial weapon had struck the dragon, it had somehow created a closer connection to the power of Lumnia.  
 
    “After all, it’s just the contained energy of the world,” Keira had pointed out. “And dragons have always had a mysterious relationship with Lumnia.” 
 
    Kat tried to think. Was Maytra trying to speak to her through her dreams? Another bullet hit close by, raising more dust and debris to pepper her face. This time, without thinking, she took to the sky. In seconds, she was well above the bombed out buildings and the chaos of the battle.  
 
    Momentarily, she felt a rush of fear. But this was quickly replaced by a feeling of sheer joy. Never had she felt a sensation remotely like it. The absolute freedom was exhilarating. Her wings seemed to know precisely what to do even before she had thought it. She was climbing, turning, and diving by sheer instinct alone.  
 
    Below, the men continued to scurry about. From her lofty position, their war seemed petty and insignificant. As she picked out the details of the battle below, she realized her eyesight was unusually keen. Dragon’s eyes, she thought. 
 
    She circled around, contemplating where to go next. Surely there were better sights than this to be seen. It was a dream, after all. She might as well take advantage of it. She started to turn into the direction of the sun, but then turned sharply. Something inside was telling her it was not time to leave. Not yet.  
 
    Kat swooped down until she was no more than a hundred or so feet above the tops of the buildings and began to glide, allowing the wind to keep her airborne while reducing her speed. A sense of urgency was creeping into her mind. But what it was she needed to do, she had no idea.  
 
    Then, at the corner of a block, she saw him. Ethan! He was running headlong across the avenue with ten or more German soldiers accompanying a tank all firing their weapons at him. Given that they were so close, she couldn’t imagine how they were missing. But miss they did. And to her great relief she saw him make it safely to the other side and into a ruined building. A moment later, Markus appeared and attempted the same dash across. A cold chill shot through her. It was just not possible for him to avoid the bullets as well. However, to her confusion, the soldiers ignored him completely. Still bemused, Kat circled to the back of the building, but there was no sign of Ethan emerging on the other side.  
 
    Help him.  
 
    The words came to her from somewhere far away, like a voice carried on a breeze. She flew to the front of the building and landed near the door. Upon entering, she quickly spotted Markus. He was peering into each room as he passed, calling out Ethan’s name. Why did Ethan not answer? Then, as she scurried past, she saw precisely why. It was no longer Markus. His flesh had turned to a black smoke that swirled and fell away, dissipating the moment it separated from his body.  
 
    Kat hurried on, now desperate to find Ethan before the thing masquerading as Markus did. She had to warn him of the danger. She found him at the rear of the building, obviously searching for another way out.  
 
    She cried out his name. But as before, only the harsh croak of a baby dragon came out. Moreover, he hadn’t heard her. Nor could he see her.  
 
    Kat ran to the door. The creature behind was getting closer. She hurried over to a pile of broken furniture and bricks in the corner. “Ethan!” she called out again. 
 
    This time he looked directly at her. And now he could see her. But in this form and unable to speak, there was no way to let him know who she really was.  
 
    As if someone had flicked a switch, the world around her suddenly went dark.  
 
    “No! I have to warn him,” she cried out. 
 
    But she had no idea how to get back.  
 
    “It’s just a dream,” she said, trying to calm herself. “It’s not real.” 
 
    Gradually her anxiety lessened. A gentle wind bushed across her face, and then a star-strewn sky appeared above. Her dragon’s eyes gave color to the night that she had never seen before. Subtle shades of red, violet, green, and yellow danced on the wind like threads of a rainbow. 
 
    Below was a vast expanse of open grassland, dull and unremarkable when looked upon with human eyes, but spectacular in its beauty and texture as she saw it now. She wondered if dragons really viewed the world this way. Or was this just part of the dream? 
 
    A stone spire surrounded by four smaller towers came into view. Two figures had climbed into the adjacent courtyard through a breach in the curtain wall that had once served as its protection. As before, the pair below were Ethan and Markus.  
 
    No sooner had she spotted them when a gale force wind sprung up, striking her head-on and driving her further away. She fought to resist it, but this was no ordinary wind. Like something evil, it washed away the beauty of the night, leaving the world cold and gray instead. The harder she struggled against its force, the stronger it blew. Unable to overcome its power, she went into a dive. The wind followed her, as if seeking to crush her hard into the ground. When only a few feet high, she pounded her wings furiously to slow the descent. Despite this, she landed with a mighty thud and rolled several feet before coming to a halt.  
 
    The impact sent pain shooting through her ribs and legs, and for more than a minute she was unable to move. How could she feel pain in a dream? Normally, something like this would have had her sitting bolt upright in bed, gasping for breath. But not this time.  
 
    Ethan.  
 
    Her overwhelming desire to help him drove away the pain. Struggling to her feet, she saw she was still a good distance away from the spire. The tiny dragon’s body was now nothing but a hindrance. Nonetheless, she ran as fast as the short little legs would carry her. The wind continued to plague her progress, but with her body so low to the ground it could not stop her completely. After what seemed like an eternity, she finally reached the wall.  
 
    The door to the towers was closed and the windows too high to reach without being caught by the wind again. She raced to the other side, all the time looking for a small crack in the stone to squeeze through. None presented itself. As she passed a marble mausoleum, she noticed that the gate was wide open. Perhaps luck was with her after all. 
 
    Footprints in the dust and an opening in the floor told her that at least for the moment, it was going her way. Then she looked down through the opening and quickly changed her mind. She could clearly see how long a drop it was to the floor below, and descending the ladder with four legs would be tricky at best. Perhaps even impossible. Taking a deep breath, she instead opted for the simple solution and stepped in.  
 
    The moment she passed the lip of the hole she opened her wings and tried to stop her rapid descent. Though unable to fly inside such a confined space, this did manage to significantly slow her fall. Even so, the landing still came with quite a heavy bump. Together with the pain from her earlier fall, she was forced to pause for a few seconds to recover. 
 
    With her concern for Ethan still driving her, she set off down the long hallway at full speed, her tiny talons clicking and scraping as she ran. Each turn she made now seemed guided. It was as if someone was constantly urging her in the right direction.  
 
    This was confirmed when she heard a sudden series of shouts echoing down the stone walls. The words were indistinguishable, but the voice was unmistakably Ethan’s. There was no mistaking the fury and despair in his cries, either. Panic gripped her and she urged herself to run even faster. 
 
    She entered a round chamber. There were twelve recesses in the wall to her left; eleven of these held unusual looking black crystals, the other one was empty. For a moment, all was silence. Then she heard Ethan speaking to someone beyond an archway on the opposite side.  
 
    Even the short distance to the next room seemed insurmountably long. And what she saw on arriving there gripped her heart in a cold vice. A pile of ash and scorched stones suggested that magic had been used recently to destroy a foe. Though Markus was nowhere to be seen, Ethan was standing there with his face a mask of torment and indecision. And almost unbelievably, directly in front of him with arms held wide and a twisted scowl on her face was an exact image of herself. Her human self. 
 
    Utterly confused, she couldn’t even begin to guess what had already transpired. All she could comprehend was the present. Her doppelganger was daring Ethan to kill her.  
 
    “It’s not me!” Kat shouted, but only the dragon’s call came out. “I’m right here! Ethan! Look at me!” 
 
    She tried to move in closer, but an unseen force blocked her way. She thrashed and struggled without success. Even an inch of headway felt impossible.  
 
    “Ethan! Please!” 
 
    At last she caught his attention. He turned his head and looked her directly in the eye, sending fierce elation running through her tiny body. 
 
    The force that had halted her was now trying to pull her away. Kat would not be denied. With her success giving her renewed strength, she broke free and lurched forward, constantly calling out a warning. For a fleeting moment, she thought she could feel him reaching back.  
 
    In this very instant of triumph, the all-consuming darkness returned.  
 
    “You have proved to be quite a nuisance,” a deep, hollow-sounding voice told her. 
 
    Kat could see nothing. Even so, she was uncomfortably aware of a malign presence close by. Too close. But she had no way to escape it. 
 
    “Who are you?” To her amazement, her normal voice had returned. 
 
    “I think you know.” 
 
    Yes, she did. And now she understood exactly what had happened. Moreover, she knew how it had happened. It was when she had touched the wounded Maytra. The contact had brought her closer to the power of Lumnia than even Keira believed possible. So much closer, in fact, it had enabled her to reach out across the void separating her from Ethan. She had peered into the heart of Lumnia where he now struggled for his very life…and she had helped him see through Shinzan’s deception. 
 
    “Help him? Is that what you think you have done?” snapped Shinzan. “All you have done is confuse him. Your little trick has shaken his very reason. And now he has likely doomed himself…and you too. He will never leave this place, and you can live with the knowledge that you are the one to blame.” 
 
    “You’re lying,” she shot back. “Ethan will beat you. I know he will.” 
 
    Shinzan sighed. “Poor stupid creature. Like the rest of your pathetic race, you believe that hope can save you. Let me enlighten you, child. Hope did not save any of the other worlds I have destroyed. The millions of other beings who have fallen to my power – they all had hope too. And every single one of them is now dead.” 
 
    Though his words struck at her deeply, her resolve refused to falter. “That means nothing. Those other worlds didn’t have Ethan Dragonvein.” 
 
    Shinzan laughed. “And very soon, neither will this one. Now, if you will excuse me, it is time this game came to an end. I cannot allow you to interfere any longer.” 
 
    A ghostly figure appeared a few feet away. She stepped backed, but the figure then transformed into a column of black flames that raced toward her, enveloping her entire body. Astonishingly, instead of the anticipated heat, it was bitter cold that tore unrelentingly into her flesh. At the same time, it felt as if all the air was being sucked from her lungs. The awful realization then came. Her connection to Lumnia was being torn away. Bit by bit, it was being consumed by Shinzan’s evil. 
 
    As much as she wanted to fight, she was totally helpless against the hunger. Yes! That’s what it was – a hunger. Eternal and incapable of ever being satisfied. The thought of Ethan doing battle with such malevolence was terrifying. How could anyone stand against it? In that moment, she understood exactly why he was resigned to his own death: because it was inevitable. There was only one way he could win, and it would take a man with Ethan’s heart to go through with it.  
 
    There was hope. But not the kind she desired. That was lost. And there was nothing she could do to change it.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Kat jerked upright, gasping for air. Her clothes were drenched in sweat, and her heart was racing wildly. Gradually, as the memory of what she had experienced entered the fog of her mind, she started to weep.  
 
    After a minute, not wanting her father to see her in such a state, she managed to choke back the tears. She could see that Keira was still sleeping soundly, as were her father and the rest of the tent’s occupants. She held out her hands to examine them and then touched at her face, half expecting to feel scales rather than flesh. She closed her eyes. Each second that passed was making her experience seem less real, even though deep in her heart she knew differently.  
 
    The camp was quiet. It was still early. How long had she been asleep? She knew she had stayed up late talking with her father about the good times he was planning after the war. Most of it centered around travel and leisure. Fantasies, really. As king, most of his time would be consumed with repairing the terrible destruction caused by the conflict. There was also the inescapable fact that half of Lumnia still supported the Emperor. They would somehow have to find a way of restoring good relations without plunging the world back into more endless battles: a challenging task, to say the least. That would be the reality of their post-war days. Still, it had been nice to dream for a short time. 
 
    With a sigh, Kat rose and crossed over to the tent’s exit. A stiff breeze blew in when she lifted the flap, causing her to wrap her arms around her chest. She hadn’t realized it was so cold outside, but now she could see that a light snow had blanketed the ground. In the dim predawn light, everything around her radiated softly with a mystical glow, bringing an instinctive smile to her lips.  
 
    Returning to her bedroll, she put on her boots and draped the blanket over her shoulders. There was no chance she would fall back to sleep, not with the strange images still so fresh in her head. After stepping outside, she began walking aimlessly about the camp. The brisk air felt cleansing, as if it could help to rid her of evil thoughts and foul deeds. 
 
    After a short time, she came across King Halvar. He was sitting on a stool beside the remnants of a campfire, poking at the embers with a stick. He looked up as she drew close. “I see I’m not the only one unable to sleep.” 
 
    “Bad dreams,” she explained.  
 
    The king rose with a heavy grunt. “I can’t abide the cold. Just another thing I miss about my home. No foul weather there.” 
 
    “This isn’t so bad,” Kat told him. “Wait until you see a real blizzard.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I hope I never do. I prefer the depths of the mountains to all this…openness.” He gestured for her to join him as he began walking along at a leisurely pace.  
 
    “I imagine this is difficult for your people,” Kat remarked. 
 
    “Actually, I’m surprised how well many have adapted to the change,” he replied. “As you know, we didn’t always live underground. I think for some, being outside has stirred feelings that have lain dormant within their hearts. A sense of freedom, perhaps.” 
 
    Kat could hear the melancholy in the dwarf king’s voice. “Does it bother you?” 
 
    “In a way...yes. I can already see that the way of life I was hoping to preserve will soon be gone.” He gave her a sideways smile. “You and your people – and the elves – have all seen to that. It will be hard for old relics like me to find their place in the world once the war is over.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re a relic.” 
 
    “That’s because you have a kind heart, my dear.” He looked at her and laughed softly. “Do not be concerned. I have come to terms with it. I know that what lies ahead is better than what we have now. I will continue to lead my people, but only for a time. It will be the next generation, not mine, that defines what a dwarf is to become in the future.”  
 
    He ceased walking for a moment. “And that’s for the best. Until you and Ethan came, I had never known a single day without the yoke of Shinzan around my neck. The children of the new world will not be burdened with such tragedy. They will be free to explore and grow. Free to form new bonds of friendship with all the peoples of Lumnia. For that, I am truly happy. By then, I will no longer be needed.” 
 
    Kat touched his shoulder. “Don’t say that. Your people love you. Besides, not everything will change.” 
 
    “Yes, they love me,” he agreed. “And I have no doubt that I will be remembered. But it will be as a warrior king, not as a wise ruler. The songs about me will be of the battles I have fought and of the bravery of those who fought by my side. I must be contented with this.” He took hold of Kat’s hand and they continued walking. “There are worse fates, I suppose. To be remembered at all is a gift. One that few receive.” 
 
    They moved on until reaching the edge of the camp where the sentries were keeping a vigilant watch. Kat paused to look out over the snow-dusted hills. Halvar’s melancholy words had made her start to wonder about her own future. Ethan would prevail; she was still sure of that. And when he did…what then? She had no desire to inherit the throne of Ralmaria, even though she knew that was precisely what her father would be expecting. 
 
    The rapid beating of hooves snapped her back into the moment. One elf and two human soldiers were already gathering close to her and the king, while six dwarves hurried out to meet the approaching rider. 
 
    It was one of the many scouts sent to spy on the movement of the Imperial army. Since the first battle it had been difficult to anticipate what they might do. Their march was relentless and swift. And though they had more than enough men to turn and fight, they had chosen to stay well ahead. What’s more, the distance between the two armies was growing. None of the allied commanders believed they were fleeing. But their objective remained a mystery.  
 
    The rider jumped from his saddle and bowed, then held out a folded note.  
 
    “This is from Queen Berathis, Your Highness,” he said. 
 
    Halvar read the message immediately. A smile quickly formed. “Her army marches to join us,” he said. “And Lynial rides with them.” 
 
    “There is more,” said the messenger. “I spoke to Lady Keira’s scouts. They wish me to convey that the Imperial army has now split in two. The silent ones continue marching north, but the rest of their force has been left behind.” 
 
    The implications of this were immediately apparent in Halvar’s expression. His smile faded. “Come,” he said briskly to Kat. “We must rouse Keira and your father at once.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Ethan gazed down from the hilltop, horror struck by the devastation stretching out before him. As far as the eye could see, not a hint of life was visible, not even the ruined stumps of trees or the bones of the animals that had once roamed the forests. The destruction was absolute. 
 
    “What do you think?” Shinzan was standing beside him, now in the form of his father. 
 
    “What am I seeing?” 
 
    “This is what your world will soon look like,” he replied. “This is its fate.” 
 
    “Not if you’re dead.”  
 
    Shinzan shook his head, chuckling. “You still think you can defeat me. After everything you have seen, you still cling to that sliver of hope. I will admit that you have given me more trouble than most. But in the end, your efforts will be useless. Worse than that – they will be forgotten. That is the measure of your worth, is it not? How long you are remembered? I, on the other hand, do not care about such petty concepts.” 
 
    “You think I care about who remembers me?” 
 
    “No. You are not like the rest of your feeble race. You would sacrifice everything for the sake of lesser beings.” Shinzan huffed a laugh. “Actually, that is even more pathetic.” 
 
    “In your eyes, maybe. But all you do is torture people, ruin lives, and spread pain and death. What’s more pathetic than that?” 
 
    Shinzan shrugged. “A mere distraction. Nothing more. Mortal lives are inconsequential. I am eternal. I will never cease to be. When I kill your kind, I do nothing more than cause the inevitable to happen a bit sooner.” He gestured to the ruined landscape. “Not even Lumnia is forever. Had I not come, it would still end as you see it now. Is it not better to have served a purpose? One that will endure forever?” 
 
    “You really think you’re immortal?” 
 
    “Of course I am. I have watched the birth of stars and then watched them die a million of your mortal lifetimes later. I have traveled distances so vast that your tiny mind could not possibly fathom the concept. The ocean of the cosmos is my true home, and I shall return there when I am done with this world. All trace of you and your people will have disappeared. It will be as if you never existed. Only I will remember you, and for that you should be grateful. At least there is one place that you will endure for eternity.” He tapped his head with his finger and smiled. 
 
    “You are not God,” Ethan retorted. “You may think you are. But to me, you’re just a disease. One I intend to cure.” 
 
    “God?” scoffed  Shinzan. “The primitive notion of an all-powerful creator has always amused me. Why do some mortals cling to such ridiculous ideas?” He let out a sigh. “Comfort, I suppose. To give your life meaning when none exists. If there were a God, would it not stop me?” 
 
    Ethan gave him a sideways glance and grinned. “Maybe God is stopping you.” 
 
    “Then it must truly care for Lumnia above all other worlds, for I have never been stopped before.” Shinzan gave a flick of the wrist. “But why waste time? I did not come here to debate with you. Nor to convince you of what you already know in your heart to be true.” 
 
    “Then why are we here?” 
 
    “You will see.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “Please,” begged Kat. “You have to stop this.” 
 
    Ethan was standing inside a large chamber. A circular table in the center had various maps and other random papers scattered about its top. Sitting around this, in addition to Kat, were six men all bearing the crest of Ralmaria. Five of these he did not recognize, though King Yularian he most certainly did. He was facing his daughter, red-faced and furious. 
 
    Shinzan was alongside Ethan. “Don’t worry,” he said. “They can’t see us.” He leaned slightly forward to look at the empty space on Ethan’s far side. “Isn’t that so?” 
 
    The same young woman he had seen at the gate before entering the heart of Lumnia appeared beside him. She wore an expression of great anguish, with eyes downcast and hands folded inside the sleeves of her gown.  
 
    “She does not enjoy speaking to me,” Shinzan added with an almost boyish smirk.  
 
    “What is this?” Ethan demanded.  
 
    His enemy did not reply. Instead, he pointed over to the scene unfolding before them. 
 
    Yularian responded to his daughter’s plea. “I have no choice, Katyana.” 
 
    “Yes, you do,” she contended hotly. “You can give Ethan a chance to negotiate.” 
 
    He sniffed. “Ethan has betrayed us once already. I will not allow him the opportunity to do so again.” 
 
    “He was only trying to prevent a war,” she said, tears beginning to well in her eyes. “You must know that.” 
 
    “And he does this by killing the King of Kytain? Tell me, how does murder prevent war?” 
 
    “It wasn’t murder,” she shot back. “He had no choice. King Jadris had already attacked three elf settlements. And he was planning to do the same to a fourth.” 
 
    “There is no evidence of this. Only the word of the elves.” 
 
    “And mine,” she added. 
 
    Yularian sighed heavily. “I know you love him. Believe me, I wish more than anything that things hadn’t turned out this way. But there is no turning back.” He reached over to place his hands on her shoulders and then sighed when she leaned away. “I’m sorry, Katyana. My decision is made. Ethan Dragonvein has been declared an enemy of Ralmaria, and soon Al’ Theona will join with us in our cause.” 
 
    “Lynial will never go along with this,” she said. “He’ll never fight his own cousin.” 
 
    “Lynial Dragonvein will –” 
 
    The general just to his left cleared his throat, stopping the king in mid-sentence. “I think that is perhaps a matter best discussed later, Your Highness. Don’t you?” 
 
    Yularian flashed an angry glance at the man. Then, after a moment’s reflection, he nodded. “Yes. You are right.” He turned back to Kat. “I ask that you do not return to Kytain. I want you to stay here until this business is settled.” 
 
    “You know I won’t do that,” she snapped. “I leave first thing in the morning.” She rose sharply and headed toward the door, pausing just as she touched the knob. “And Father…if you go through with this, I swear you will never see me again.” 
 
    The door closed loudly behind her. Yularian stared at it for a long time. 
 
    The man sat opposite him was the first to speak. “Your Highness,” he began. “We cannot allow her to inform Dragonvein of our plans. She must remain here.” 
 
    Yularian finally dragged his eyes away from the exit. “She knows nothing,” he said. “At least, nothing that could harm us.” 
 
    “Please, Your Highness,” the man pressed. “You must insist that she stays. If she has discovered that Lynial Dragonvein is with us –” 
 
    The king’s fist slammed hard down onto the table, causing the papers to fly about. His voice was close to a shout. “I’ve already told you, she knows nothing! Do not presume to tell me what I must do regarding my own daughter. Am I understood?” 
 
    “Indeed, Your Highness,” he replied. “We understand.” 
 
    Another short silence developed, during which the generals began exchanging several furtive glances. This did not go unnoticed by Yularian. Alarm bells immediately started to clamor in his head. His eyes shot to the door and his hand drifted to the dagger on his belt.  
 
    The general sitting to his left suddenly sprang up, blade already drawn. Yularian grabbed his wrist and slammed it hard down on the table, dislodging the weapon. 
 
    “Guards!” he shouted. 
 
    The rest of the assembly had already risen and were converging, each one of them wielding a dagger or a long knife. Yularian, however, was not going to make himself an easy victim. Putting all of his body weight behind it, he kicked out at the first attacker to reach him, sending the man staggering back into those close behind. This gave him just enough space to race past them and rush to the door. It swung open an instant before he reached it. Two of his personal guards were standing there. He tried to pass between them, but they closed in to block his path. His eyes shot wide as a dagger plunged into his back. 
 
    Blind rage blotted out the pain. “Traitors,” he shouted. “All of you. Traitors!” 
 
    He was still cursing them as both guards shoved him back inside the chamber. Slashing wildly, he tried to free himself from the grip of his five attackers. He managed to inflict several minor wounds, but it made little difference to the outcome. Three more daggers quickly sank into his body, the final one a fatal strike to the heart.  
 
    As the dying Yularian glared at his attackers, in a final act of contempt, he spat blood full into the face of the nearest one. An instant later he collapsed to the floor. The five commanders and two guards stood over him stone-faced and silent as they watched the light fade from his eyes. 
 
    “And now for the final matter,” said the man who had dealt the killer blow.  
 
      
 
    Ethan could scarcely believe what he had just witnessed. “This would never happen,” he insisted. 
 
    “I’m afraid it will,” Shinzan countered. “And before you say I am a liar…” He flicked a hand at the spirit of Lumnia.  
 
    After several seconds, she reluctantly nodded. “It could be true. But this is only a possible outcome. Nothing is certain.” 
 
    “I think you mean probable,” Shinzan corrected, before turning back to Ethan. “So you see, even if you did find a way to vanquish me, nothing will have changed. Your kind will continue to suffer. And you…your suffering will be the most terrible of all.” 
 
    The room began to fade. 
 
    “There is no need to show him this,” Lumnia objected.  
 
    Shinzan sneered. “Oh, I think there is.” 
 
      
 
    Ethan now found himself inside a spacious bed chamber. Kat was pacing back and forth in front of a hearth, muttering furiously to herself. The sound of a knock on the door sent a wave of panic through him. There was only one reason why Shinzan would want him to see this. 
 
    “That’s enough,” he said. 
 
    “No,” his tormentor replied, his tone hard and unyielding. “In fact, this is only the beginning.” 
 
    Ethan looked appealingly at the spirit of Lumnia, but she remained silent and stoic about what was unfolding. Her emotionless response sparked a moment of fierce frustration. Surely, she had something to offer? 
 
    Kat answered the door. Three servants brought in a light meal of fruits, cheese, and wine.  
 
    “I’m not hungry,” she told them. 
 
    Heedless of this, they set out the repast on a table before leaving the room.  
 
    Kat continued to pace for a time longer. Eventually, she sat down and picked her way through the fruit until finding a temptingly plump red cherry. She eyed it for a moment before popping it into her mouth.  
 
    The effect was virtually instantaneous. Her hands clutched desperately at her throat. Wheezing and coughing, her face gradually turned a sickly shade of purple. As she fell from her chair writhing in agony, blood trickled from her nose and from the corners of her mouth. 
 
    Ethan fought to contain the cry of anguish seeking to burst forth. He would not let Shinzan see him wail. It’s only an illusion, he kept telling himself. Kat is alive. She is safe. 
 
    “You would think they might have used something less painful,” Shinzan remarked. “At least her father died quickly. They must have really hated her.” 
 
    Kat’s agony continued for another full minute, her body twisting itself into ever more convoluted shapes in a vain attempt to ease the suffering. Finally...mercifully...it was over. Again and again, Ethan kept reminding himself that none of it was real.  
 
    “You have made your point,” said Lumnia.  
 
    “Not yet, I haven’t,” Shinzan told her. “But I soon will.” 
 
    “Does this have to happen?” Ethan asked Lumnia. “Does it have to end this way?” 
 
    She continued to stare at the floor. “Nothing is certain. Not even I can predict what must be.” 
 
    “Don’t let her fool you,” Shinzan interjected. “She knows full well that this is what destiny holds for you.” He gave a mocking laugh. “She enlists your help using the vague notion of hope as bait. She tells you a future that has almost no chance of coming to pass. She entices you with dreams that will never come true.” 
 
    “And what do you offer?” scoffed Ethan. “Certain death? More pain?” 
 
    “I have already explained this to you once,” he replied. “Death is a certainty. As is pain. What I am offering is truth.” He sniffed at Lumnia. “Which is more than I can say for her.” 
 
    Ethan expected a rebuttal, but she said nothing. 
 
    “I still prefer her lies to your truth,” Ethan told him. 
 
    Shinzan laughed. “You say that now. But there is more for you to see. And I think once you have, then you will at last know what you must do.” 
 
    “Then let’s get it over with.”  
 
    As he finished speaking, Ethan saw a single tear falling from Lumnia’s cheek. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Lylinora tossed the book she was holding onto the bed beside her chair; much as she longed to sleep, it seemed as if nothing she tried would induce it.  
 
    Markus was long overdue, and the reports coming in regarding the war had stoked her desire to join the fight. She knew she could save many lives. More than that, it was her duty as a mage to do so. Only Estella’s constant reminder of her promise to Markus kept her where she was. That, and of course the critical need to protect the life growing inside her. 
 
    Still, Lylinora fretted. By now, Kat and the others would definitely be wondering why she hadn’t arrived. She wanted to send word to make them aware of the situation, but Estella had advised against it. The Urazi had recently killed several key Imperial officials, thereby slowing their supply lines considerably. Only the silent ones, who seemed able to march without food, water, or even rest, remained unaffected by their tactics. The Emperor would know who was behind this disruption, and the routes to and from the stronghold would be closely monitored. Any unnecessary traffic might easily reveal their secret location.  
 
    “We’ll let them know as soon as we can,” Estella had promised. 
 
    The two women had become quite close since Lylinora’s arrival. Their mutual experience with duty and leadership gave them a special bond. Often they would enjoy a quiet conversation before retiring to bed, speaking of simple matters concerning their families and life away from the burdens they both faced. Estella confided how worried she had been about her husband and their children. Because of this she had arranged for the Urazi to move them to a relatively safe location. However, as she did not want them knowing anything about her secret role, she had been forced to do so by means of an elaborate ruse. At this moment, they were locked inside an elf hut near the shore, guarded constantly and unable to leave. She hated thinking about how frightened they must be, but anything was better than them staying in their home. The move had proved wise. Only two days after they left, their village had been burned to the ground and most of its inhabitants slaughtered by the silent ones. 
 
    The bottle of wine on the shelf across the room was calling for Lylinora to briefly forget her pregnancy and drink herself to sleep. The temptation grew. Surely breaking the rules for just one night couldn’t do any harm. The herbs the Urazi healers had given to her had worked for a short time, but then lost their effectiveness. The man who had provided them insisted that her anxiety was simply too strong for a mild remedy. Anything stronger, he warned, could harm the baby. 
 
    A knock at the door was an almost welcome distraction. “Come in.” 
 
    Estella entered. She was wearing the cotton robe and slippers she always put on after her duties for the day were completed. Her usual smile, however, was absent.  
 
    Lylinora offered her a seat. “Is something wrong?” she asked anxiously. “Have you received word about Markus?” 
 
    After sitting down, Estella folded her hands in her lap. “Yes, I have. And before I say anything further, as far as I know he is unharmed.” 
 
    Despite this assurance, Lylinora stiffened. “What’s happened?” 
 
    “We were given a message from someone close to the Emperor,” Estella continued. “One we could not possibly ignore.” 
 
    Realization came with a rush. “That’s where he’s gone, isn’t it?” she said, fuming. “He couldn’t just send someone else to check it out. He had to go himself.” She cast an accusing look at Estella. “And you knew all of this and didn’t tell me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she replied, though there was a firmness to her tone. “I consider you a friend. I hope you believe that. But my duty is to the Urazi. I didn’t think you should know.” 
 
    “Then why are you telling me now?” 
 
    “Because Markus has disappeared.” 
 
    Lylinora shot up from her chair. “What do you mean, disappeared? You had better tell me every last detail. And quickly.” 
 
    Estella held up her hand. “I will. But I need you to stay calm.” 
 
    Lylinora could barely stop her hands from trembling. This was what she had feared most of all: to be left helpless and alone, not knowing what had become of him. After a long moment, she resumed her seat. “So tell me.” 
 
    “Like I said, the message claimed to be from someone close to the Emperor. We can only assume this to be a noble. Likely someone serving in his palace.” 
 
    “Why would you say that?” 
 
    “To get word to the Urazi, one must know how to go about it,” she explained. “Only nobles and high-ranking commanders would have such knowledge. And Shinzan himself, of course.”  
 
    Still speaking, Estella stood and crossed over to the bottle of wine and poured herself a glass. “Naturally, we considered the possibility that it might be the Emperor trying to draw us out into the open. However, the message offered us a way to get close to him, and that was too tantalizing an opportunity to pass up. In the end, Markus decided he would go check to see if the offer was valid.” 
 
    Lylinora made a silent promise to make him pay for this deception. “So off he went, without any regard for me whatsoever. Where did he go exactly?” 
 
    “The town is called Ketiver,” Estella replied. “It’s -” 
 
    “I know exactly where it is.” Lylinora’s jaw tightened. “And did he go alone?” 
 
    “I wanted to send someone with him, but he insisted it would be easier to pass unnoticed if he traveled on his own.” 
 
    Lylinora huffed . “Of course he would. The fool...the damned fool.” 
 
    “We have Urazi agents in the area,” Estella added quickly. “That’s how I know at least some of what happened next.” 
 
    “And what did happen?” Lylinora was afraid to hear the answer, but knew that she must.  
 
    “From what we have pieced together, the message must have been true. It seems that Markus killed a guard and the quartermaster at a local storage facility and then burned it to the ground. Why, we are not certain, though he definitely wouldn’t have done it without a good reason. We think he then found a way to smuggle himself on board one of the wagons delivering supplies to the Emperor’s palace.” She spread her hands. “After that, we don’t know.” 
 
    Lylinora was unable to speak. The terror in her heart was threatening to rob her of her senses. Her breathing became increasingly rapid as tears ran freely down both cheeks. Estella set down her glass and knelt in front of her, taking her hands. 
 
    “I know you are afraid for him. I am too. But if anyone can survive this, it is Markus.” 
 
    Her calming words had quite the opposite effect. Lylinora suddenly leaped up, the sharp movement sending Estella sprawling. Her body glowing with the fire of magic, she let out a primal scream. “You…Markus...I hate you both. I should have never come here. Never!”  
 
    Estella scrambled up and backed away. “I understand how you feel. But you must please calm down.” 
 
    “Calm down? You tell me that the man I love – the father of my child – marches off to his death, and you want me to calm down?” A hollow laugh escaped. “What does he plan to do? Sneak up on Shinzan and stab him in the back? Is he insane? Are you?” 
 
    “No. We have a plan. And I’m sure Markus would not have gone if he didn’t think it could work.”  
 
    “A plan, you say! This gets better by the second.” She paced around for a few moments then drew in an exaggeratedly large breath. “Very well, I need to hear this. Tell me, what kind of pea-brained scheme have the two of you come up with?” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Lylinora placed her hands over her belly. “I hope you can forgive me,” she whispered. 
 
    Estella was due to return shortly with a few odds and ends she thought might be useful for the journey. It was a long way to Noel, and Lylinora knew she would need to take great care in avoiding Imperial patrols. Not that they would pose a real threat to her. But if Shinzan should become aware of a mage nearing his border, it could end things very quickly. 
 
    She wondered if her mother would have risked so much, given the same circumstances. Something told her the answer was no. Nevertheless, in spite of many years of being taught how to control her passions and impulses, she could see no other course. She knew that should things go poorly, she would never forgive herself. At the same time, she also knew beyond doubt that Markus would not survive this without her. How she knew was another matter. It was as if some part of her spirit was reaching out from the recesses of her soul, urging her on. It would not be ignored. 
 
    The plan Estella had explained was actually quite good. And were the target anyone other than Shinzan, she would be confident that Markus could make it work. But it was Shinzan. And to think this would end in anything other than Markus’ death was delusional.  
 
    She understood full well why he would choose to make the attempt. No one knew him better than she. Not even Ethan. No one could. The moment she’d touched the scars he once bore, she’d known him for the man he was. Dark and tortured, yet kind and loyal. A duality that made him both mysterious and enticing.  
 
    He would see this as a chance to spare Ethan, and to make right all the wrongs he had committed. Passing through the arch had made him whole in a way he had not been for a long time. But even that could not wash away the memories and guilt completely. 
 
    Shortly after arriving at the Urazi headquarters, she had asked him if continuing to take lives troubled his mind. 
 
    “No,” he had told her. “Not in the way it did when I was young.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” she asked.  
 
    “I now kill for my own reasons,” he explained. “Not at the behest of someone else. When I take a life, I know why I’m doing it. When I joined the Hareesh, they told me who to kill. If it wasn’t the Hareesh, it was the Empire. I almost never knew why my victim had to die. And after a time, I stopped caring.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “Now...I am whole. What I was before shattered me into pieces, even though I didn’t know it at the time.” 
 
    “And the archway healed you?” 
 
    Markus had brushed back her hair and kissed her brow. “In part. It brought me face to face with who I had become and forced me to look at the horror of my life. But it was you who kept this knowledge from driving me mad. Without you, I wouldn’t have come out the other end. Not because I’m weak, but because there would have been no purpose for me. Your love gave me that purpose. And that’s why I made it through.” 
 
    Lylinora let out a frustrated grunt. “And now you’re off to kill Shinzan. Damned fool!” 
 
    “And what would he say about what you’re doing?” 
 
    So deep were her thoughts, she hadn’t noticed Estella enter. Her friend was holding a small pack and a silver flask. “I think he would say exactly what you are thinking,” Lylinora admitted. “But I still have to go.” 
 
    Estella nodded understandingly and handed her the pack. “There are two dwarf rods inside, as well as an elf blanket. I know you said that Shinzan has erected a barrier that will strip you of magic once you cross the border, but perhaps the rods will still function. As for the blanket, it’s the finest ever produced. It will keep you warm and dry even in the cruelest of conditions.” 
 
    “And the flask?”  
 
    Estella smirked. “A strong sedative mixed in with good dwarf whiskey. Believe me when I say it can be very useful.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you didn’t try it on me,” she remarked in a light tone.  
 
    Estella laughed. “It did occur to me. But I think whatever is compelling you to go can’t be ignored. There’s a horse waiting for you, and I’ve sent word ahead for our agents to be watchful. If anything happens, you will have allies – even though you won’t see them.” 
 
    Lylinora placed the pack on the floor and gave her friend a fond embrace. “Thank you…for everything.” 
 
    “You can thank me by returning to us safely,” Estella told her. 
 
    They walked together to a lesser-used exit. After one final embrace, Lylinora mounted her steed and urged it forward.  
 
    As she rode, she once again pondered on what was driving her. Whatever it might be, the fact remained that to stay where she was would have driven her insane. The impulse to find Markus was far too great, and it was growing stronger. Strong enough for her to question the source. One word kept repeating in her head as she tried to find an explanation for this...Lumnia. Could it be that Lumnia itself was reaching out to her? If so, how was it happening? She was not an elf. Only elves had that sort of connection. 
 
    Pushing these thoughts aside, she focused her mind on the road ahead. It would be no small achievement in itself to thread her way past all the patrols and enter unseen into the city of Noel. And that might well be the easy part. Even if she did make it there, getting into the palace could prove to be impossible. 
 
    No, it won’t be, she told herself. If Markus can find a way, so can I. 
 
    This final thought was far from convincing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    The continuous days of marching toward yet another battle were beginning to take their toll on the morale of the allied army. Though all of their weary fighters were happy to have Queen Berathis’ army join with them – especially after hearing that Lynial Dragonvein had been placed in direct command of her forces – they were acutely aware that the road ahead was still long and hard. The blood already spilled was only the beginning. The silent ones still awaited them. 
 
    In direct contrast, Kat was feeling more hopeful since her dream experience. The camp’s nightmares about her had ceased, and although she could no longer sense Ethan, knowing that she had aided his path through the heart of Lumnia did much to ease her burden. Shinzan might have stripped her of her connection, but he could not take away her growing belief Ethan was now well set to accomplish his task.  
 
    The enemy was only ten miles away and tension was high throughout the ranks as she made her way to the command tent. She was late. Not that it mattered. Her role in the fight had already been decided.  
 
    The guards snapped to attention upon her arrival, smartly opening the flap for her to pass through. Inside were the dwarf, human, and elf senior commanders, along with her father, King Halvar, Lynial, and Keira. Only the latter two took any particular notice of her entry; Halvar and her father were far too deeply involved in a heated discussion.  
 
    After whispering something to Keira, Lynial moved away from the assembly to meet Kat. Bowing low, he offered her his arm. 
 
    “Come, My Lady,” he said. “We are not needed here, and I could use a respite from talk of battle strategy.” He grinned with boyish charm. “To be truthful, I know almost nothing of this type of warfare anyway. Mages of my time did not often engage in the conflicts between kingdoms.” 
 
    “Are you sure they don’t need you?” Kat asked. 
 
    “Absolutely,” he assured her. “Ours will be to rain fire and death down on our foes, not to command soldiers. We are merely a tool in this fight.” He paused. “Unless, of course, you have knowledge on the subject. Forgive me if I assumed otherwise. But you are a mage, after all.” 
 
    “No,” she said, smiling up at him. “I’ve never studied war. But I wouldn’t go so far as to call myself a mage either. At least, not one as powerful as you.” 
 
    Lynial cocked his head. “You were willing to face Illyrian, so you must be far from a beginner. What’s more, did you not receive instructions from Martok himself?” 
 
    “In a way. But not for very long.” 
 
    “To receive even a single lesson from one so powerful is to be envied. Also, from the tales I have been told, you have well earned the title. More so than many others I have known.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She looked over her shoulder. Her father and Halvar were still debating furiously, while Keira was rubbing the bridge of her nose and shaking her head. “You’re right. They don’t need me,” she continued. “And it would be nice to get to know Ethan’s cousin better.” 
 
    After leaving the tent, they walked toward the eastern end of the camp where the bulk of the elves were readying to bed down. Kat enjoyed their songs far more than those of the humans or dwarves, and had lately got into the habit of a nightly walk among them so she could listen to their melodies. 
 
    “A strange folk, the elves,” remarked Lynial.  
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “So different from us,” he replied. “The way they feel the world around them. It’s hard to imagine what that is like.” 
 
    “Ethan tells me that they can sense one another’s presence. Even feel their pain.” 
 
    He frowned. “I do not think I would want that. I have always been a solitary person. The company of others makes me often feel awkward.” 
 
    “You don’t seem to be like that now.” 
 
    Lynial paused to listen to an elf playing a flute near a small fire. He shut his eyes for a moment. “With you, how could I be? It is easy to understand why my cousin loves you.” 
 
    The mention of Ethan instantly brought sadness to her heart; the fear that she would never see him again was always close to the surface. “Do you think he’ll be able to kill Shinzan?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    His tone told Kat there was more. “Yes, but…?” 
 
    “I honestly believe Ethan can, and will, kill Shinzan. However...”  
 
    He smiled, then patted her hand lightly. “Take no notice. It doesn’t matter. Come, let us find some wine. You can tell me about Earth. I am quite eager to learn.” 
 
    “I know he thinks he won’t survive,” Kat said, stubbornly not allowing him to change the subject. “I want to know what you think.” 
 
    His voice became gentle. “You want hope,” he began. “You want someone to tell you that he will live, and that you will be together again. I would be happy to provide that comfort, but you already know the truth, and I am not that talented a liar.”  
 
    He reached out to wipe a tear from her cheek with his finger. “What I can say is this. Were I in Ethan’s place fighting Shinzan, if any possible way of returning to you did exist, I would assuredly find it. Though I do not know him as you do, I have been told enough to know that he is possibly the greatest Dragonvein ever to bear the name. If anyone can find a way, it is he.” 
 
    Kat looked deeply into his eyes. They seemed to be sparkling in the light of the campfire; his smile was warm and loving. In a rush of overwhelming emotion, she buried her face into his chest, weeping softly. As her breaths came in shallow little gasps, Lynial gently stroked her hair, silently allowing her to empty out her emotions upon him.  
 
    After several minutes she backed away, wiping her eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to…” 
 
    He held up a hand, his smile never fading. “You need never apologize. As far as I’m concerned, we are family. I’m honored to be of comfort to you.” He leaned in and kissed her brow. “I am always at your service.” 
 
    She managed a fragile smile. “It’s hard to imagine why the mages were so feared.” 
 
    Lynial raised an eyebrow. “If you had ever seen Lady Lylinora displeased, you would find it quite easy.” This drew a light-hearted laugh from both of them. “And though Ethan is kind and gentle of manner, his father was very intimidating indeed.” 
 
    “I actually have seen Lylinora angry,” Kat told him. “It wasn’t pretty.” 
 
    They strolled on for a while. Kat recounted stories of how she’d first met Ethan and Lylinora, also of the time when she had been transported to Earth. Lynial listened with genuine interest. Eventually, they found themselves back at Halvar’s command tent. Keira was sitting outside, oiling her dagger and humming softly. 
 
    “You two should be mindful of appearances,” she said without looking up. “Tongues will start to wag. And from what I hear, Queen Berathis would be none too pleased.” 
 
    Kat’s smile instantly turned sour. “That bitch can go to hell.” 
 
    Lynial clicked his tongue at her. “Now, Lady Katyana. You shouldn’t judge the queen harshly. She has forgone any claim to Ethan. And she was merely trying to ensure the safety of her people.”  
 
    Having said that, he turned his attention to Keira. “As for wagging tongues, I will walk with my kin for as long and as often as I choose. Anyone who would wish to contest this can do so directly to me.” 
 
    Kat nodded tersely. “Damn right.” A wicked grin then crept upon her lips. “Even so, I wouldn’t mind if she got the wrong idea…you know, just for a little while.” 
 
    Lynial chuckled. “I can see that I must be cautious the next time we are all together. A vengeful mage and a jealous queen.” He feigned a shudder. “Too horrible to imagine.” 
 
    At that moment, the tent flap opened, and King Halvar exited alongside King Yularian. Both of them looked exhausted. Yularian hugged his daughter and blew out a long breath.  
 
    “I almost yearn for battle after that,” he said. 
 
    “As do I,” agreed Halvar. 
 
    Keira slipped her dagger into her belt and stood. “It might help if the two of you were not the most bull-headed beings in Lumnia.” She glanced over to Kat. “I would swear your father is part dwarf himself.” 
 
    “Indeed, he is,” Halvar remarked. “But I think at the end of it, we have finally settled on a good plan.” 
 
    Yularian nodded. “That said, if we are to be ready to put it into action, we should get some sleep. I may be stubborn as a dwarf, but I certainly don’t have their stamina.” 
 
    They all made their way back to their respective tents. Kat was feeling unusually optimistic as she lay down on her bedroll. Unburdening her emotions to Lynial had been a salve for her heart. She had never had a brother. And with Ethan being under the enormous weight of his responsibilities, she had done her best not to trouble him more than she needed to with her insecurities. Lynial on the other hand was…safe. Like her father, but able to understand her both as a human and as a mage. 
 
    This comfort eased her into a peaceful slumber. The troubles of the world and her life could wait a few hours. This time her dreams were not of Ethan’s struggle but of his victory. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Kat joined her father near the rear echelon. Lynial was already there, talking quietly with an Al’ Thonean commander. Keira and King Halvar had already left to oversee the battle on the left and right flanks. 
 
    “I am not happy about this,” Yularian told her. “I hope you know that.” 
 
    She kissed his cheek. “I’ll be fine. I’ll be far out of bow range.” 
 
    “I know,” he said. “I just worry. You must promise me that if the enemy does break through, you won’t try to be heroic. I want you to run. Is that clear?” 
 
    “They won’t break through,” she replied. “That much I can promise you.” 
 
    Lynial approached with a broad smile across his face. “Of course, they won’t. This lot wouldn’t stand a chance, even were we not here.” 
 
    Across the field the enemy was just coming to a halt. It was a force meant to die, its sole purpose to slow their march so that the silent ones would be able to reach King Ganix’s kingdom unimpeded. With only scant numbers left behind there to defend the mountain, it would be a slaughter. Of the three dwarf cities, Valmorsa was easily the smallest and most vulnerable. Unlike Elyfoss, its gates were not designed to withstand a determined assault. The entrance to the mountain itself – broad and straight – had been carved during a time of peace, whereas the road to Elyfoss had been created to bottle up an enemy army, making large numbers count for nothing. The silent ones would be able to take Ganix’s home in a matter of hours. 
 
    A trumpet blared four times.  
 
    “This time they wish a parlay,” remarked Yularian.  
 
    Across the field, three riders bearing the standard of the Empire came forth.  
 
    “You think they want to surrender?” asked Lynial, clearly joking. 
 
    “If our luck holds….no.” 
 
    Yularian called for his mount and started toward the vanguard. Once there, he waited until both King Halvar and Keira had joined him. The three leaders then rode together toward their counterparts in the center of the field. Kat and Lynial followed until reaching the front line. From there, both cast a spell to enable them to hear what was being said. 
 
    “Unless you have come to offer your surrender, we have nothing to discuss,” said Halvar. 
 
    “I offer you the chance to withdraw,” the enemy commander replied. “We have been ordered to defend this ground to the last man, and that is exactly what we will do.” 
 
    “You have been left to die,” Keira told him. “You must realize this. Why throw your lives needlessly away?” 
 
    “That may be,” the commander agreed. “But to defy our Emperor would leave us to a fate far worse than anything you can threaten. We will ensure that your army pays dearly. Even if you win the day, it will be your final victory. There will not be enough of you left to fight on. The army of the silent ones will crush you like insects.” 
 
    Halvar sighed. “Then if you will not surrender, not even to your own good sense, you leave us no choice.” 
 
    After giving one another respectful bows, each group rode back to their lines. 
 
    “That went as expected,” Lynial said, when Yularian reached their position.  
 
    “Their fear of Shinzan outweighs their fear of death in battle,” the king told him. “Without the silent ones, they cannot hope for victory. Even if we did not have the two of you fighting with us, they are still outnumbered.”  
 
    “Then why do you looked so worried?” asked Kat. 
 
    “Because he was right,” her father replied darkly. “Unless Ethan succeeds, this will indeed be our final victory.” 
 
    “He will succeed,” she assured him. 
 
    “Then I hope it is soon.” With these final words, Yularian spurred his horse forward.  
 
    As she watched him ride off, Lynial touched her on the shoulder. “We should get into position. I doubt the enemy will wait for us.” 
 
    Kat nodded sharply and hurried toward the left rear flank. With no higher ground behind their lines, she was given a mount so that she could get a better overall view of the field. Two soldiers attended her to guide the horse along, freeing her hands and enabling her to concentrate solely on her task. Bright smiles and cheers greeted her as she passed by. Clearly the soldiers were happy to have her magic on their side.  
 
    She directed the soldiers to move her to the very outer edge. Along the way, she went over in her mind one final time the spells she intended to use, at the same time wondering what terrors Lynial would rain down on the enemy. Whatever he was planning, it would probably be far more powerful than anything she could accomplish. The story of how he had defended Jar’ Malifica’s city walls from an entire army almost single-handedly was already becoming a tale of legendary proportions.  
 
    All at once, the two armies became eerily silent. The creaking of leather and the fluttering of banners only served to punctuate the moment. A trumpet sounded from the center, its call quickly answered by three blasts from either end. The Imperial army only a few hundred yards away looked puny to Kat when compared with the vast ocean of steel and flesh that the combined dwarf/human/elf force presented. She knew the enemy must be feeling a sense of impending doom. It was difficult to comprehend that the Empire possessed a force even greater than their own. But they did. The silent ones were an army built over five hundred years and stored away until the time was ripe to unleash their evil upon Lumnia. Unless Ethan succeeded, their own forces would be facing them soon enough and experiencing that very same sense of impending doom themselves. 
 
    “I wish he would hurry too,” she whispered, recalling her father’s words. 
 
    The left and right flanks lurched forward at double the pace of the center. The Imperials did not move to meet them, seemingly intent simply on defending.  
 
    Kat took a deep breath and spread her arms. “Mon Alevi. Mons Pirisio.” 
 
    A great tower of fire sprang up beneath the last row of enemy soldiers. Those caught were consumed instantly, while the rest of them were herded toward the center. Even above the thunder of boots and ringing of steel, Kat could clearly hear the screams of the dying. In the distance, like a reply to the inferno she had created, came the earsplitting cracks and resounding booms from Lynial’s assaults. This was the signal. Bellowing cries of war and fury, the army charged full tilt.  
 
    A torrent of arrows from elf bows and deadly blasts from dwarf rods heralded their coming. The Imperial bowmen answered in kind, but both Kat and Lynial had already send gale force winds skyward to deflect many of these missiles before they could find their targets.  
 
    For several hours, the pair of them continued to rain down fire, lightning, and other forms of lethal magic. The enemy commander was clever, though. With a series of skillful commands, he maneuvered his much smaller force to make things as difficult as possible for the attackers, refusing to be bunched together or surrounded, while at the same time remaining in close enough contact to prevent the mages from unleashing more widespread and devastating attacks.  
 
    It was around midday when Kat caught sight of her father riding up, a dire expression etched deeply into his face. 
 
    “Are you all right?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes. But this battle should have been over by now.” He slipped from the saddle and retrieved a flask from his saddlebag. “That Imperial commander is a sly one. A pity he is not with us.” He took a long drink. “If they had numbers on their side, things could go badly.” 
 
    Even without an education in warfare, this had already been made obvious to Kat. Denied the use of more powerful spells, fearing she might kill her own people, she had been unable to inflict much serious damage. Just as frustratingly, the enemy was constantly shifting and turning, making it difficult to single out small groups or individuals for a focused attack. 
 
    The thin sizzle of dwarf rods carried over the field, immediately catching the king’s attention. Most of the rods they possessed were being held in reserve for the coming fight with the silent ones, and those few they had used in this battle were mostly spent. 
 
    “Can you see where that is coming from?” he asked. 
 
    Kat caught a flash of light from behind the enemy lines, but could not make out the source. “Whoever it is, they’re attacking the Imperials from the rear,” she told him. 
 
    A smile quickly came to Yularian’s face. “This I must see for myself.” After quickly remounting his horse, he spurred it into a run.  
 
    Kat continued to watch the battle unfold. Now under attack from both front and rear, in only a short time the Imperial line visibly buckled. More of their own soldiers flooded into the breach. Within an hour, the enemy was pulling back in a desperate attempt to keep themselves from being slaughtered.  
 
    A lone messenger approached and bowed low. “My Lady, I have been sent to tell you that a woman named Val has arrived and is waiting for you in King Halvar’s command tent.” 
 
    “Val?” Her voice shot up in surprise. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Quite sure, My Lady.” 
 
    Kat shooed away the two soldiers who had been escorting her and urged her horse forward. The thought of seeing Val lifted her spirits. She had assumed Val and David would remain on Borgen until the fighting was over. David was not cut out for war. That much was certain. And Val had already lost her brother in the most horrible way imaginable. 
 
    On arriving, the first thing she saw were six beardless dwarves wearing white coveralls. Kat struggled to suppress her laughter. A dwarf without a beard seemed somehow comical, even though they were all wearing fierce expressions and wielding axes. 
 
    Val burst from the tent a moment after Kat had dismounted. They quickly embraced. 
 
    “It’s so good to see you,” Val said. 
 
    Kat hadn’t realized how much she had missed her company. Even hearing her friend’s distinctive southern accent brought a smile to her lips. “I’ve missed you too,” she responded, stepping back. “Is David with you?” 
 
    Val laughed. “Hell, no. Nothing would get him away from Borgen. Especially not since he got it moving. He’s afraid someone might break something if he leaves. I swear, it’s like living with Captain Ahab.” 
 
    The two women burst into laughter. The image of skinny little David, all dressed up in a captain’s outfit and standing on the bridge of a mighty whaler in a storm-lashed sea, passed briefly through her head. She brushed it aside. “So, it’s your people attacking the enemy rear?” she asked. 
 
    Val took her hand and led her back inside the tent. “You bet it is. We only had a few dozen with us, but we figured it would be enough to surprise them.” 
 
    “It sure was,” said Kat. “And just in time.” 
 
    She explained the situation about the silent ones as they sat at the table.  
 
    Val nodded. “So you haven’t been able to catch up with them?” 
 
    “No. No matter how fast we march, they always stay ahead of us. King Halvar is afraid they’ll kill all the dwarves who went north before we can get there.” 
 
    Val gave a light slap to her knee and raised a finger. “Then I think I have the answer.”  
 
    Just as she was about to explain further, the flap opened and Keira entered, followed by King Halvar.  
 
    Halvar looked weary and bent. “This is the human mage?” he asked Kat. 
 
    Val stood up to give him an awkward curtsy. “Yes, Your Highness. Valerie, but you can just call me Val. My family name here on Lumnia was Zorcari.” 
 
    He bowed in return. “It is a pleasure, Val. I am Halvar. King Halvar.” 
 
    She grinned. “Yes. The crown sort of gives you away.” 
 
    Her informal manner elicited an uncharacteristic giggle from Keira. 
 
    Halvar grunted and plopped down into a chair. Without the king needing to ask, a young dwarf placed a bottle on the table in front of him. He took a long drink before speaking.  
 
    “It would appear that the enemy wasn’t as opposed to retreat as they claimed. Thanks to your arrival, we were able to divide their ranks. Large groups are surrendering even now. Those that don’t...” He shrugged. “They’ve made their choice.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “So aside from providing us timely aid, why are you here?” 
 
    “David thought we could help,” Val replied. She gestured to the bottle, which Halvar pushed toward her.  
 
    “With the few dwarves you have on Borgen, it’s better they stay where they are,” he told her. 
 
    Val took a drink and almost instantly let out an exclamation of surprise. “Damn! That’s some strong stuff.” Her casual, unrefined manner seemed to be lightening Halvar’s mood, and he nodded for her to take another. This time the drink went down without a reaction. “Caught me by surprise that first time,” she grinned. 
 
    Her expression then became a little more serious. “Kat tells me that you’re having trouble catching up to the silent ones.” 
 
    “Indeed,” said Halvar. “I fear we will arrive far too late to do any good.” 
 
    “Well, you do know Borgen is only a short way from here.”  
 
    Halvar smiled. “Yes, King Ganix told me last time we were in contact that your friend David was able to make it mobile. A remarkable achievement.” 
 
    “Did he tell you how fast it can go?” 
 
    “No, but for such a huge piece of machinery, I would imagine it -” 
 
    “I bet you anything it could outrun those silent bastards.” 
 
    “You mean...” Realization washed over Halvar. His weary look vanished and he sprang up from his chair. “How good are you at reading maps, child?” he asked. 
 
    “As good as anyone, I suppose,” she replied.  
 
    The king glanced back at Keira and grinned. “I think you might have been right after all. Maybe Lumnia is watching over us?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Ethan could see the tall white spires peaking over the tree line in the distance. Without being told, he knew what it was – the new Dragonvein Manor. He also knew that he did not live there. Lynial had built it as a tribute to their family. It was not a dwelling but rather a place of learning and discovery. 
 
    “Impressive,” remarked Shinzan. “Though I think my palace is far more striking.” 
 
    Ethan glanced to his right. His enemy was now in the form of Jake, wearing an open neck shirt and loose-fitting trousers. Lumnia was beside him, sullen-faced and silent.  
 
    “What is this all about?” Ethan asked. 
 
    “This, my friend, is what you will one day become.” 
 
    The wind began to stir until it was a raging tempest. Then, all at once, it calmed. Standing a few yards away, Ethan saw an older and far more careworn image of himself.  
 
    “Are these visions true?” he demanded of Lumnia. 
 
    She looked at him from the corner of her eye. “Nothing Shinzan has shown you is a lie. But neither is it certain. He shows you the most likely road. The one on which you have already begun to travel.” 
 
    “I am not here to trick you,” Shinzan added.  
 
    Ethan regarded them both for a short time. “Then show me my future.” 
 
    No sooner had he spoken than a lone figure appeared from out of the forest. As it drew nearer, he recognized Lynial. His expression was pained and his strides deliberate.  
 
    “Hello, cousin,” the older Ethan said, his voice dripping with malice. “I’m surprised you came all this way to meet me.” 
 
    “You are no kin of mine,” he spat back.  
 
    “No? I suppose not. Not anymore. Not since you took sides with the people who murdered Kat and her father.” 
 
    “I had nothing to do with that,” he insisted.  
 
    “If I thought you did, you would be dead already. No. You only ignored the crimes. You didn’t commit them.” 
 
    “The men responsible paid with their lives. What more could I do?” 
 
    “They only did the deed,” Ethan told him. “The person responsible…well…that score is settled.” 
 
    Lynial clenched his fists. “You are wrong. The score is far from settled.” 
 
    “Is it my fault you loved a murdering whore?” Ethan mocked. “Is it my fault she was so stupid that she didn’t think I’d find out the truth?” 
 
    “Kat was killed by her father’s own generals,” Lynial said through gritted teeth. “Bera was the one who hunted them down. And still you killed her.” 
 
    “She hunted them down to cover her tracks,” Ethan retorted sharply. “And I have to admit, she did a good job. It has taken me all these years to learn the truth. If it’s any consolation, she died painlessly.” He gestured toward his cousin. “As a favor to you, of course.” 
 
    “You have started a war based on lies,” Lynial growled. “And you murdered my wife without any proof at all of her guilt.” 
 
    “I have all the proof I need. I’m actually surprised you care so much. As I recall, mages of your time didn’t think much of humans who were unable to wield magic.” 
 
    “You’re a monster. I hope you know that. It is a good thing that Katyana never found out your true nature. Better that she died.” 
 
    Ethan twitched with sudden fury. Then, almost as quickly, calm returned to his countenance. “Maybe I am a monster. What does it matter now? I’ll finish what I started. And when it’s all over, this world will be as it should have been from the beginning.” 
 
    Lynial furrowed his brow. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying that you are wrong,” Ethan replied, his voice taking on a dangerous quality. “This is not war. This is genocide.” 
 
    “Then you are no better than Shinzan.” Lynial’s hands glowed red. “And If I can, I will stop you.” 
 
    “Shinzan wanted to consume this world,” Ethan pointed out. “I want to free it. I will cleanse it of this infestation of parasites. And when it’s over, there will be peace.” 
 
    “When I first found out that you had killed Bera, I thought you evil. But I was wrong. You’re not evil. You are insane. Katyana’s death has broken your mind. I only wish I had seen it before.” 
 
    “Insane? Maybe. If I were, I doubt I’d know it. What I do know is that humans and dwarves do not belong here. They never have. And I will rid Lumnia of them once and for all.” 
 
    As the two men locked eyes, an ominous hush fell. Ethan grinned with confidence. In contrast, Lynial was stone-faced as he gathered his power. 
 
    Slamming his hands together, Lynial sent a flash of blue light streaking toward his cousin. Ethan was well prepared for this and easily deflected the attack. Lynial struck for a second time, but with no better result than before.  
 
    For now, it seemed as if Ethan was content to allow Lynial’s attacks to continue without reprisal. His cousin called forth a great winged beast that bore the appearance of a twisted marriage between a serpent and a wolf. With utter disdain, Ethan dismissed the spell with a flick of his wrist.  
 
    “This cannot be the extent of your power,” he chided. “The mages of old must have greatly exaggerated their legends.” 
 
    Lynial spat on the ground and then raised his arms. “Inis mons portrusti drago!”  
 
    The earth beneath Ethan’s feet erupted in a hellish geyser of molten rock. It climbed for more than one hundred feet before freezing in mid-air like a gigantic stalagmite. With a feral roar, Lynial then brought his arms sharply down, causing a raging firestorm to descend.  
 
    Maniacal laughter thundered from within the tempest as Ethan strolled nonchalantly from the chaos of its depths, an orb of green light surrounding his entire body. “I think that will do,” he remarked. 
 
    Lynial rapidly reinforced his wards, though haste was not necessary. Ethan seemed to be in no hurry to strike. He waited patiently until Lynial had finished preparing before raising his right arm with palm facing upwards. A sinister smirk lingered on his lips. Then, as though presenting some wonderful vision, he rolled his arm forward. A stream of red magical energy shot from his hand, instantly shattering all of Lynial’s defenses and sending him sprawling onto his back. 
 
    His cousin attempted to counter by calling forth a cloud of thick blue mist. It was of little consequence. Ethan waved it aside just as it discharged a series of lightning bolts. Two found their home, but Ethan’s wards easily absorbed them without leaving so much as a singe to his flesh.  
 
    “Good bye, cousin,” he said.  
 
    A blue light encased Lynial. He struggled to break free, desperately casting spell after spell. Nothing he did had the slightest effect. After a short time, the light began to pulse – slowly at first, then with increasing rapidity. Lynial bared his teeth and shot Ethan a hate-filled look. Ethan merely held up his palm. The light grew brighter and brighter until it could be seen for many miles.  
 
    Ethan shut his eyes and snapped his fist tightly closed. The light burst outward with unimaginable. When it faded away, Lynial was naught but a pile of dust on the ground. Ethan approached and moved the dust around with the tip of his boot, smiling viciously. 
 
      
 
    Shinzan clicked his tongue. “Killing your own flesh and blood. That is cold, even by my standards.” 
 
    The anger rising in Ethan was physically painful. Anger at what he had just witnessed. Anger at Shinzan for showing it to him. And anger at Lumnia for her apparent complacency at such terrible events.  
 
    “Nothing to say?” Shinzan mocked. “I can’t say that I blame you. It is quite clear that you have lost your sanity, even though your reasoning is based on sound thinking. Or it was originally. Humans and dwarves don’t belong here. Only the elves can lay claim to this world as their home.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you say,” Ethan snapped. “I would never do this.” 
 
    “Oh, I think we both know that you would. The human mind is so fragile a thing. It only takes the right little push and it crumbles. I have seen it many times before. You are no different.” 
 
    The urge to lash out and strike his tormentor was immense. Ethan only just managed to resist. “Save your taunts and get on with it,” he growled. 
 
    “Indeed I will. In fact, I am eager to. I think this next vision will show you exactly what you need to know. And once it is done, you will then be able to make your choice.” 
 
    “What choice?” 
 
    Shinzan held up a hand. “Patience. You will know soon enough.” 
 
    As the world around Ethan faded to total darkness, his other senses became keener. He could hear fires erupting in the distance, and the foul stench of death filled his nostrils. Then the darkness gradually lifted, allowing the landscape to come into focus. They were standing amid the charred ruins of a seaside village. Bodies were strewn everywhere – some burned to cinders, others terribly mutilated as though they had been ripped apart by some savage beast. As he gazed horrified at the piles of corpses, Ethan realized he could not see a single one that was a human or dwarf. Without exception, all were elves. 
 
    Shinzan gestured toward the macabre scene. “Now do you see? This is what the world will become should you defeat me.” 
 
    “Are you saying that I did this?” Ethan asked incredulously. 
 
    “That is exactly what I’m saying.” 
 
    “Why? Why would I do such a thing? 
 
    “In the end, not even the elves could abide your murderous rampage,” Shinzan told him. “And when they turned against you, you decided that they too must all be exterminated. So crazed had your mind become, you were convinced that only you truly belonged here.” He paused for a moment to give Ethan an almost admiring glance. “As you can see, you were very effective in carrying out your plan. What you are looking at now was the very last of the elves…all of them slaughtered by your hand.” 
 
    Ethan turned to Lumnia. “Why would you allow this to happen?” he demanded. 
 
    A short, humorless laugh came from Shinzan. “You can’t possibly think that she cares.” He moved closer to stand face to face with the young woman. “Why don’t you be honest with him? Admit to him that all you really care about is yourself. Tell him how you have used him for your own selfish ends.” 
 
    Lumnia met his gaze. The sullen expression had transformed to fury. “You are tiny and weak, Shinzan. You cannot possibly fathom my reasons.” She looked over at Ethan. “Yes, I have used you, Ethan Dragonvein. This I admit freely. And I will continue to do so if you allow it. But I cannot and will not explain my purpose.” 
 
    Shinzan’s top lip curled into a contemptuous sneer. “You cannot because you have no purpose other than to survive for a time longer. I, on the other hand….” He spread his arms wide and threw back his head. “I am everlasting. All there is and ever will be is given immortality through me. The universe is mine to feed upon. All of it.” He spat at her feet. “Even you.” 
 
    Though unwilling, Ethan found his eyes being dragged back to the carnage of the village. Men, women, and children alike – none of them had been shown even a glimmer of mercy. How could he have done this? What could possibly have driven him to such an end? Much as he hated to consider it, could Shinzan be right? Was this fate he’d delivered to their world really any different from the one his enemy would bring?  
 
    He glanced over to Lumnia and more questions formed. Could it be true – that all this was just a desperate attempt on her part to survive? The elves had utter faith that Lumnia was a loving spirit who watched over them and guided their lives with a benevolent heart. Was everything they believed a lie? 
 
    Sensing his doubts, Shinzan waved his arms and the village disappeared from sight. “There is another way,” he said. “Another road you can choose.” 
 
    “Why say that if you are so confident in your own victory?” Ethan responded. “Why offer me anything at all?” 
 
    “Because I realized there is only one way to get through to you,” he replied. “You were clever enough to see past my deceptions. In fact, they only made what I seek to accomplish more difficult. I know now that the truth is the only way to make you understand. So you will have it.” 
 
    Shinzan paused. “Yes. There is a small chance you could defeat me. Very small, but a possibility nonetheless. Were it not so, I would simply kill you and be done with it. But why should I take any risk at all? You too for that matter, especially given the darkness that is your future. Why not simply ease your burden? We can both have what we desire.” 
 
    “And what do you think I want?” 
 
    “You wish to live your life in peace and safety. You want the woman you love at your side and the freedom to be happy.” 
 
    “And you can give me this?” 
 
    “Of course, I can. Your life is finite. Mine is eternal. Regardless of what happens, your time will eventually run out. You will wither and die, as will everything and everyone you love. Even a mage cannot change this. So why not instead simply live the life your heart desires for the rest of your days?” 
 
    “If you are consuming this world, how is that possible?” 
 
    “You would live out your life here,” he explained. “With my help, there is nothing you can imagine that cannot be provided.” He cast his eyes to Lumnia. “She will not make you such a pleasing offer, that I promise you. She would watch you destroy all those who live upon her rather than give you even a moment of joy.” He spread his hands. “Is my offer not fair? You can live out the rest of your time without having slaughtered all that you hold dear. And die with your soul intact.” He turned and pointed. “Look and see what awaits you.” 
 
    A small cabin with a row of delicate flowers planted along its front appeared in the near distance. “The woman you love is just inside, waiting only for you to come. Step through that door and you will have accepted my offer. All memory of this will then disappear. From that moment on, you will be free of all guilt. You will know only joy and contentment.” 
 
    Ethan looked across at Lumnia. Once again, her expression was blank and her eyes were downcast. “And what do you have to say?” he asked. 
 
    “Only that this is your choice,” she replied softly. “I cannot offer you the life that Shinzan promises. I merely offer the freedom to choose.” 
 
    Ethan stared at her for a time, then over to Shinzan. It was clear that neither had anything further to say. Smoke was rising from the chimney of the cabin, its inviting aroma wafting on a warm breeze. Knowing what was awaiting him inside brought a smile to his lips. Kat would be sitting in a comfortable chair in front of the fireplace with a book and a glass of good wine. The instant he stepped through the door, all of his troubles would melt away. It would be as if his life had always been thus. From that moment on, he would only know joy. They would grow old together, each day for them as perfect as the one before.  
 
    He started toward the cabin. With each step, the world around him expanded. He was now in a lush field sprinkled with colorful wildflowers and bordered by tall pines and massive oaks. He knew instinctively that the game beyond these would be varied and plentiful. Alongside the cabin, a vegetable garden was filled to bursting with ripe tomatoes, cucumbers, squash…a variety unmatched by anything he had ever seen before. It was a garden that would never be empty and always ready to grow whatever they most wanted.  
 
    The aroma of roasting lamb wafted out from a half open window, causing his mouth to water. Closing his eyes, he imagined the feast that would be awaiting him inside – a feast to be shared every day from this moment on with Kat. A bounty that would last until their final breaths. It was tempting almost beyond belief. 
 
    But still not tempting enough to break his will. 
 
    When he was only a few yards away from the door, he halted and turned back to where Shinzan and Lumnia were still standing. “I must respectfully decline your offer,” he said. “Maybe it is better to perish than to live a lie, but that’s not the real reason. The truth is, Shinzan, I just find the thought of watching you die too tempting to pass. More than anything, I want to see the fear in your eyes just before I kill you.” 
 
    His enemy’s face twisted with rage. “Fool! I offer you the life of your dreams, and you choose death instead? So be it. I will waste no more time with you.” 
 
    Behind Ethan the cabin erupted, transforming into a towering wall of flames. Kat’s terrified screams tore at his ears, even though he knew it wasn’t real. Kat was not – and never would have been – here in this place.  
 
    He smiled at the enraged Shinzan. “I’ll be seeing you real soon.” 
 
    The truth of what he was seeing had become clear. Facing the flames, he walked fearlessly into the inferno. This was the door that would lead him to the other side. He would not become what Shinzan had shown him. Nor would he hide in a prison of his own making.  
 
    After only a few paces, the flames vanished. He found himself standing inside a cavern with walls covered in multi-colored crystals. In the very center stood the spirit of Lumnia. Her expression was no longer one of sorrow, but of deep appreciation.  
 
    He could feel that he was no longer within Lumnia’s heart. He was back in the world of the living. “What Shinzan told me was true, wasn’t it?” he asked. “All you care about is survival.” 
 
    “If that is what you believe, why did you not accept his offer?” 
 
    “Because of what he did not understand. Everything he showed me was based on his belief that I hope to survive. You and I both know that the only way I can defeat him is for both of us to die together. So none of what he showed me could ever come true.” 
 
    “The wars could still happen,” she responded. “Humans and dwarves do not understand this world. And they hate the elves because they do. They even hate the dragons. What you witnessed may still come to pass. Only the perpetrator would change. Not the crime.” 
 
    Ethan nodded. “I know this too. But I have faith in the people I love. More than I have in myself. Together they will find a way to make things right.”  
 
    Closing his eyes, he pictured Kat in his mind. Holding onto her image, he added each one of his friends in turn.  
 
    Halvar: So strong and dedicated. Slow to accept change, yet humble and true of heart. 
 
    Markus: A friend who would walk with him through hell…smiling the whole way.  
 
    Lylinora: Her heart so big and her emotions so deep that they threatened to break her will at times. A woman who would give her life to heal a perfect stranger without a second’s pause. 
 
    Keira: Fierce and wild, but with a love for her people and for this world that was without equal. She could see through the hate and anger people surrounded themselves with, and recognized that it was only their fears that made them this way. Through her understanding of this, she brought out the best those around her.  
 
    Ganix: Wise and kind, but with a steel in his heart that was unbreakable. With the soul of a poet and the mind of a scholar, he possessed an uncanny ability to make those around him feel as if they could better themselves. Where they had once lived in doubt, they found courage. Where there was anger, they discovered compassion. 
 
    One by one, he pictured more faces of the people he had met since his journey through Lumnia began. Those he had lost, and those he had only just started to know. All these people and their legacies would be what forged the new world. Confidence swelled within him. And with it came a peace he had not known before. It showered over him like warm spring rain, washing away dark thoughts, leaving him cleansed.  
 
    “So, are you ready?” Lumnia asked. 
 
    He opened his eyes. “Yes. It’s time to end this.” 
 
    Lumnia moved close to him and placed her hands on his cheeks. At once, a warmth radiated from her flesh to his. His muscles felt infinitely stronger and his mind sharpened. The skin on his arms tingled as if a current was running through it. 
 
    “You are now endowed with a portion of my essence,” she told him. “This will enable you to destroy Shinzan. But to do so, you must make physical contact. Do you understand? You must touch him.” 
 
    Ethan nodded. “What will happen then?” 
 
    “I think you already know the answer.” 
 
    “It will destroy us both,” he said in a half-whisper. 
 
    “I’m sorry. But this is the only way.” 
 
    He forced a smile. “I know. It’s all right. We all have our time…our rendezvous with destiny. This is mine.” 
 
     Lumnia leaned in to kiss his cheek. “Then go meet it with my gratitude. And my love.” 
 
    He took a long breath and closed his eyes once again. The rush of air roared in his ears, as though he were moving at great speed. After a few seconds it stopped, and he tried to look around him. At first there was nothing but utter darkness. Then, in the blink of an eye, he saw he was standing in the desert sands. The sun blazed at high noon. And in the distance, just beyond a low dune, he could see the ominous towers of Shinzan’s palace. 
 
    This would be his final battle. After picturing Kat in his mind one last time, he said a silent farewell. Something told him that she could hear him across the vast span separating them, and that she was saying farewell in return. 
 
    “One last thing to do,” he said softly. A chuckle then slipped out. “I have to admit. It’s been one hell of a ride.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    King Ganix gripped the sending rod ever tighter. Still nothing. He had to face the grim reality that there would be no help forthcoming. The army converging on his beloved home would arrive very soon now, and if the reports were to be believed, they stood little chance of repelling them. The harsh truth was, the scant force he had managed to assemble would barely slow them.  
 
    All entrances to the mountain bar one had already been collapsed, and those unable to fight sent deep into the mining tunnels to hide. Now, fifteen hundred dwarves, a few hundred elves, and roughly the same number of humans were all that stood in the Empire’s path. A mere minor irritation for the tens of thousands that were coming their way. And these soldiers…they were different from Shinzan’s usual troops. Their march was uncannily swift. And according to the elf scout’s report, they made not a sound. No songs of victory, not even idle chatter.  
 
    With the city itself less than half a mile from the entrance into the mountain, the defenders had positioned themselves right across the main road leading into Valmorsa. Once, long ago, during a time of peace, it had been a center of trade and the road built specifically to accommodate a steady procession of goods entering through the main gates. Now, though, it served a different purpose. It was the most advantageous position from which to face their attackers, and offered the best access to the tunnels if, or rather when, they needed to retreat.  
 
    Ganix looked out at the dense forest just beyond the road. Often he had come here and imagined a day when his people could venture out and be free to explore this world once again. Now all he wanted to do was to seal the mountain and shut it all out. That idea had actually been given full consideration. The problem was, there was not nearly enough food to sustain them for any extended period. Better to die a quick death at the edge of a blade than to starve. What little food they had gathered was already with those hiding in the tunnels.  
 
    A hand gently touched his shoulder. He turned and smiled. “I was wondering when you would come to watch over me. Afraid I’ll topple over and die before Shinzan’s men get their chance?” 
 
    “With the thoughtless way you take care of yourself, it had crossed my mind,” Lady Thora responded.  
 
    Ganix pulled her close to his side. “Don’t worry. I’m not ready to lie down just yet. Let them come.” 
 
    As if in reply to his words, a trumpet sounded from deep within the forest. The line of soldiers spanning the road shifted nervously. Ganix knew he should give them words of encouragement, but at that moment his dread had overcome him.  
 
    “I don’t suppose there is any chance that you will join the others in the tunnels?” he asked, though already knowing the answer. 
 
    Thora drew a dwarf rod from her sleeve. “None at all, my love.” 
 
    He tried not to think about Maile and Asta, desperately afraid and without their grandmother by their side. It would take the Imperials a long time to discover where those who were too young, too old, or too sick to fight were hidden. But this would not save them in the end. Even if they escaped detection completely, they would still run out of food eventually and be forced to seek it in the open. Their only hope would be that aid might arrive before that became necessary. 
 
     He gave Thora’s hand a squeeze and drew his own rod from his belt. “Then let us send as many of these foul invaders as we can to see their ancestors.” 
 
    “One thing,” she said. “If by some miracle we do manage to survive this, please tell your people to stop calling me Your Highness. We are not wed yet. And even if we were, I have no wish for such formality.”  
 
    “If we survive this, I will see that they address you however you want,” he assured her. 
 
    Another trumpet blast echoed off the mountainside, accompanied by the drumming of thousands of boots. From the ranks, a young elf ran up, a look of excitement in his eyes. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Ganix. 
 
    “The horn you hear,” he replied. “I would know that sound no matter how far away. It’s a cormafar.” When the king looked at him with confusion, he added: “It’s an elf horn, Your Highness.” 
 
    The cormafar sounded again. Ganix allowed a glimmer of hope to enter his heart. At the same time, a warning voice told him that he was clutching at the impossible. There was no way King Halvar could have outpaced the enemy. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” he asked. 
 
    “Without a doubt, Your Highness. And I do not think the Empire would be carrying such a horn. They are made from a very rare wood, and only an elf herald would know how to use one.” 
 
    Ganix considered this. Of course, it might be a Rakasa. They had once been elves, after all. But the marching of boots was now accompanied by the shouts and cheers of the approaching soldiers. They could not possibly be the silent ones he had heard spoken of. Thora was clearly thinking the same thing. She squeezed in close, tears ready to fall. 
 
    A hush fell over the defending ranks, everyone daring to hope but refusing to yield to celebrations until it was visibly confirmed. After only a few minutes, it was. A line of dwarves emerged from the tree line and marched onto the road. At the vanguard was King Halvar, with Keira on one side of him and King Yularian on the other. A lone elf accompanying them was holding a polished green horn of peculiar design. Raising this to his lips, he let out a clear call that to Ganix’s ears was sweeter than the finest music ever composed.  
 
    Pushing their way through the now wildly jubilant group of defenders, Ganix and Thora started down the road. Laughing boisterously all the way, Ganix raised an arm. After returning the greeting, Halvar brought the army to a halt when they were halfway to the mountain. 
 
    “You cannot imagine how pleased I am to see you,” Ganix said. 
 
    Halvar gripped him on the shoulders with both hands, smiling broadly. “You think I would allow you to have all the glory? If songs are to be sung of this battle, I would have my name included in at least one verse.” 
 
    Barely had he finished speaking when Thora moved in and wrapped her arms around him. “Blessings,” she said. “You can have all the verses. Every word, if you wish.” 
 
    Such was her enthusiasm, Halvar was practically engulfed. “Just one verse will do, I think, My Lady,” he laughed after disengaging himself. 
 
    “How did you get here ahead of the Imperials?” Ganix asked. Even now he was finding the combined army’s presence hard to believe. 
 
    “As chance would have it, we have you to thank for that,” replied Halvar. “Your insistence that David focus on getting Borgen to move has paid off.” 
 
    Ganix’s eyes widened. “You mean he actually…” 
 
    “Exactly. Unfortunately, we could fit only about twenty thousand on board and still move swiftly enough to get here ahead of the enemy. Our hope now is that we can keep them at bay long enough for the others to reach us.” 
 
    “How far are they behind?” asked Ganix.  
 
    “Two days.”  
 
    “I see. It will be difficult. But we will hold.” 
 
    “Then let us not delay,” Halvar told him. “The silent ones cannot be far behind. We have already taken the liberty of planning a defense, if that is acceptable to you.” 
 
    “I’m more than happy to leave it in your capable hands,” Ganix told the group. “Your knowledge of such matters far exceeds my own.” 
 
    After giving a sharp nod, Halvar turned and raised his arm. In unison, the army moved forward and began lining up in various positions across the road. Elf archers made their way to the rear ranks, while the healers headed back to the mouth of the mountain’s entrance. Though it took only a few hours for everyone to get into position, it felt much longer knowing that at any moment the enemy could burst forth from the forest and attack them before they were ready.  
 
    At Halvar’s insistence, the other two joined with the healers. Thora’s scolding quickly overcame Ganix’s objections. 
 
    Two days, Ganix considered. An eternity. Many would die. More than he cared to imagine. And from what Halvar had now told him of these so-called ‘silent ones’, two days might be too long. He shuddered to think of what foul magic had been used to transform them into such emotionless vessels of death. 
 
    His thoughts then turned to Ethan Dragonvein. The awful possibility that Shinzan might have been victorious occurred to him. If so, all this was for nothing. He pushed the idea aside. No. If Shinzan had already killed Ethan, then there would be nothing preventing him from coming forth and slaughtering them all. That had to mean the battle between them was yet to be joined. He said a silent prayer for Ethan’s victory.  
 
    Seeing Halvar pacing back and forth just behind the last row of soldiers, Ganix walked down to join him. 
 
    “They should be here by now,” Halvar was muttering through a clenched jaw. 
 
    “Why would you be so impatient to fight?” Ganix asked.  
 
    Halvar cocked his head and frowned. “It’s not the Empire I am looking for. It’s -” 
 
    A whirlwind erupted at the base of the road, cutting him short. As the wind died away, they saw two figures standing side by side. Ganix recognized Kat at once, but was unfamiliar with the man alongside her. He assumed it could only be the mage called Lynial that Halvar had spoken of.  
 
    The vibrations beneath everyone’s feet from the rapid marching of heavy boots said that the pair had arrived not a moment too soon. Halvar ordered a nearby soldier to have them escorted to where the archers were positioned.  
 
    Kat was saying something to Lynial. The two of them then turned toward the trees and spread their arms wide. Ganix was half-expecting to see something spectacular, but nothing happened. After a few seconds the pair simply spun back to face the mountain and ran at a quick pace up the road. As instructed, the soldier brought the duo to where the archers waited. Both Ganix and Halvar went to greet them. They were joined along the way by Yularian and Keira, then latterly by Lady Thora.  
 
    Kat embraced the elf woman fondly. “Where are Asta and Maile?” she immediately asked. 
 
    “Safe in the tunnels for now,” she was told, though it was a poor attempt by Lady Thora to conceal her anxiety over being separated from them. 
 
    Ganix introduced himself to Lynial and then greeted Kat with a low bow.  
 
    “And to think I was resigned to die today,” he said.  
 
    “We still may,” remarked Halvar. “The silent ones are the fiercest of opponents.” 
 
    “Lynial and I have left them a little present,” said Kat. “It should slow them down a bit.” 
 
    “What kind of present?” asked Halvar. 
 
    The two mages exchanged knowing glances. “You’ll see soon enough,” Kat replied. 
 
    The thunder of boots was now very close indeed. But this time there would be no trumpet call. No war cries. Only silent death inexorably pressing forward.  
 
    Halvar excused himself and hurried to the rear line. Much as he hated standing back, if things went as they hoped, he would never get near to the fighting this time. Their battle plan was simple, and able commanders had been distributed throughout the ranks. This would allow them to make any adjustments to their formations immediately should they be needed.  
 
    At that moment, the first wave of enemy soldiers appeared from within the forest. For now the trees made it impossible to gauge their exact numbers or their plan of attack. It didn’t matter. Halvar was certain of their intent anyway. No sane army would ever attempt a wide, full frontal assault under these conditions. Even if they were forced into attacking head-on, they would first seek to create a narrow wedge in the defense lines before expanding. But this was not a sane army. These soldiers were not hampered by fear and doubt. They would ram through like some unstoppable behemoth – sapping the courage of all those who stood before them. Even now he could feel the odd effect their presence had on people. But this time he was prepared for it, as were his men. They would not succumb again to their evil influence. 
 
    As the silent ones breached the trees, an earsplitting snap caused the defenders to jump. In a flash of green light, the ground beneath the enemy opened up, allowing giant flames to spew forth. Within moments all the trees at the perimeter were blazing, encasing dozens of soldiers in fiery magic. As the fire spread to bar the path of those following, the advance halted for a time.  
 
    “A present indeed,” Halvar remarked, chuckling. 
 
    Cheers arose from their ranks, but they were short lived. The instant the flames died away, the enemy charged forward. Even many of those who had been badly burned by the fire joined in with the assault. A sizzle of arrows fell from overhead as the elf archers released their missiles. However, unlike the previous encounter, the silent ones were this time all bearing shields. Though some arrows found their mark, many more were deflected.  
 
    Kat and Lynial found themselves fully occupied sending fire and lightning deep into the enemy center. Yet even this did not slow their approach. The living merely ran over the dead as if they were nothing more than twigs on the ground.  
 
    When the two armies clashed, the ringing of steel was deafening. For a time, it was shield to shield mayhem. In the beginning, the defenders held the advantage of both high ground and strength in numbers. But as a never-ending tide of more silent ones kept pouring out of the forest and pressing in, Halvar knew that this was liable to quickly change. If they were driven back any great distance, the road leveled off for several hundred yards before entering the mountain. That’s when the sheer numbers of the invaders could – or more likely would – overpower them.  
 
    Watching helplessly, he could only hope that his people would hold.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    Ethan bent down and scooped up a handful of sand. As he watched it slip through his fingers, he thought of all the days he had spent worrying over inconsequential things. If only he had understood how precious each second of life really was. He then cracked a smile as a fresh perspective formed. On the other hand, perhaps it was the wasted moments as much as anything else that molded us. Frivolous pursuits and mindless joys. He brushed away the remaining sand. Well, there would be no more of that for him.  
 
    The towers of Shinzan’s palace beckoned. The city surrounding it was filled with the silent ones. He could feel them now; he could feel everything Shinzan had touched. Not that he feared them at all. This fight was between himself and Shinzan. He doubted the Emperor would try to hinder his coming. It would do him no good anyway. Now that he had been touched by Lumnia, dispatching the inhabitants of Noel would be the simplest of matters if it became necessary. 
 
    The heat in the pit of his stomach was growing stronger. As well as being his own death sentence, it was also the salvation of Lumnia. The effort to bear it was immense. Constantly it was threatening to burst forth and spill itself upon the tainted sands. But he could not allow it to break free. Not yet. 
 
    As he reached the border of the city, he saw the silent ones standing on either side of the road in a perfect line. Their dead eyes and expressionless faces were as soulless as the demon who had created them. Poor bastards. Snatched from their lives and twisted into something foul and evil. If there was anything at all of who they once were left clinging inside, killing them would be a mercy. 
 
    The streets of Noel were immaculate, as were the buildings. Sterile. Yes, that was an accurate description. Without life or substance. None of the flavor that normal people gave to a place. New York might have been dirty and often smelled terrible, but it had character. Even the dirt and grime was somehow a part of its charm. It was evidence of life. He had never looked at his home city in this way before. His mother had complained constantly about the filth. But his father…he’d loved every inch of its streets. Here in Noel there was nothing; the place had been scrubbed clean of its soul. Ethan considered what this said about Shinzan. Why would he prefer this to a city teeming with life? After all, life was what he fed upon. 
 
    “He hates it,” he muttered to himself. “That’s why. He hates his need for it.” 
 
    The promenade leading to the palace’s broad staircase was guarded by a line of men in gleaming gold armor, each one carrying a silver-tipped spear from which hung a small banner bearing the Imperial crest. As Ethan drew near, they parted to either side with military precision. It looked like he was being given an honor guard. If the situation had not been so utterly dire, he would have laughed out loud. 
 
    A man in tattered white robes came down the steps to greet him. His haggard appearance and sagging shoulders told of someone who’d suffered many years of constant abuse. Not surprising at all. Shinzan would be sure to have kept at least a few unaltered humans around to torture. Creating untold sorrow and anguish meant nothing to him, it was merely a way to occupy the hours. Not for the first time, Ethan began to wonder how such a despicable being had come into existence. Surely Shinzan had a beginning – a birth. Were there others like him? Somewhere in the far reaches of the stars, did an entire world of such foul and unbelievably powerful beings live? The thought was truly terrifying. 
 
    The man bowed. “Greetings, Lord Dragonvein. I am Vraylic. The Eternal Emperor Shinzan has been eagerly awaiting your arrival and has sent me to guide you.” 
 
    “Is that right?” remarked Ethan. “Where is he?” 
 
    “In his throne room,” Vraylic answered. “You will be with him soon. I am to ask if there is anything you require before your meeting. The Emperor was quite insistent that you be well rested and comfortable before your business with him is concluded.” 
 
    Ethan sniffed. “How kind of him. But I am rested enough. It’s time to get this over with.”  
 
    “Very well.” After bowing once again, he led Ethan up to the main entrance.  
 
    The doors were swung wide open, revealing more golden clad guards standing to attention on either side.  
 
    “You are Shinzan’s servant?” Ethan asked, as they twisted their way through the labyrinth of chambers and hallways.  
 
    “Yes, My Lord,” he replied. “Very regrettably so.” 
 
    “How did you end up here?” 
 
    “I was an officer in the Imperial army.” He gave a lopsided smile. “Nothing more than a clerk, really. I joined to curry favor with the Emperor in the hope of raising my family’s status. But as you can see, it did not work out the way I had planned.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” In spite of the fact that this man had chosen to serve Shinzan, Ethan felt genuine pity for him. “What will you do once your master is gone?” 
 
    Vraylic huffed a laugh. “I have not thought about it, to be honest. And I doubt it will do me any good to think about it now. I know who you are and why you’ve come. But regardless of how powerful you are, you are no match for him. No one is.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure.” 
 
    “You are very brave, but also very foolish. Don’t misunderstand me – I would love nothing more than for you to destroy Shinzan. And if you do succeed in this, no one will be more indebted to you than I. Nonetheless, I greatly fear that this will be your last day in this world. You just don’t know what he is capable of. The things I have seen are beyond description.” 
 
    Ethan dismissed the warning with a flick of the hand. “Let me worry about what he is capable of. Still, one thing does surprise me. You say that you want him dead out loud. Aren’t you afraid of what he’ll do to you if he hears you?” 
 
    Vraylic shrugged. “I have nothing left but my life. And if he wants that, let him take it. He knows full well how much I hate him. I couldn’t hide it even if I wanted to.” 
 
    “Then why haven’t you tried to escape?” 
 
    “I have my reasons.” Vraylic halted and pointed to a tall staircase. “The throne room is on the other side of the archway at the top of these stairs.” He started move away. “Good luck, Lord Dragonvein. I truly mean that.” 
 
    Ethan nodded his appreciation. “Have faith. I may surprise you.” 
 
    Ethan turned toward the stairs and took a long breath. He knew he should have been nervous and afraid. Instead, all he could feel was a sense of peace washing over him. His heartbeat slowed to a steady rhythm. The heat of Lumnia’s power dwelling inside him was now stronger than it had been even only a few minutes ago. Soon it would be completely beyond his ability to contain. Somehow, though, he would hold on to it until the moment was right. He had to. 
 
    The archway was familiar, as was the throne room itself. Martok had projected himself here just after helping Ethan to escape the palace dungeons in what now seemed like such a long time ago. He stopped beneath the keystone. Everything was the same as before. He regarded the dimensions and spacing between the massive columns, all of which might possibly be important features during the impending fight. His eyes then shifted forward. 
 
    At the far end of the room, sitting with one leg tossed carelessly over the arm of his throne, was Shinzan. Still in the body of Jake, his hair was oiled and pushed well back, and he was wearing a casual-looking blue shirt together with black trousers. A sword with a jewel-encrusted scabbard leaned beside him. With a small flick of his hand, he produced a cushioned chair a few yards in front of the throne.  
 
    “Unless you are in a hurry, do please sit,” he called.  
 
    Ethan crossed over to the chair and examined it carefully.  
 
    Shinzan laughed. “There is nothing to fear…yet. I am not so foolish as to think simple tricks would work on the likes of you.” 
 
    Ethan took a seat, his arms folded across his chest. “So you want to talk first?” 
 
    “I want to savor the moment,” he corrected. “This will be the last time I am faced with a challenge.” 
 
    “You’re about to be faced with more than that,” Ethan retorted quickly. 
 
    Shinzan smiled. “Yes. I was hoping you would come to me unafraid. It will make your fall that much sweeter. And I am impressed by how well you did when confronted by my spiritual self, even though in truth it has never been my best attribute. Sadly, it was necessary to divide myself in order to consume the energy of this world. I won’t bore you with the details. Not that you would understand them anyway. But Lumnia has put up quite a bit of resistance. You are her final bid for survival.” 
 
    “A shame I wasn’t her first,” said Ethan. 
 
    Shinzan tilted his head. “Why so angry? This is what you wanted, is it not? A final confrontation between good and evil. A battle to the death for the lives of all the people of Lumnia. In a moment, you will get what you have been seeking. That should make you happy.” He rubbed his chin. “It makes me wonder what goes on in that mortal brain of yours. Revenge, for sure. And fury, without question. But there is something else, isn’t there?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t understand what I’m thinking, even if I told you,” Ethan replied. “I know who and what you are. You think you’re the first person to think they’re a god? You’ve convinced yourself that you’re immortal, and you use it as an excuse to be cruel. You think power gives you the right to do whatever you want to people. But I can see through you. I may not be the brightest man in the world, but I know exactly what I see when I look at you.” 
 
    Shinzan scowled  and flicked his wrist. “You could not possibly fathom the depths of my existence. I have seen things that would drive you to madness. You are a mere speck in the ocean of time. What could you possibly know about me?” 
 
    “I know that someone has hurt you. And whoever it was, you want revenge. More than anything, you want to hurt them back. But for whatever reason, you can’t.” Ethan wasn’t quite sure from where this sudden insight had sprung, but seeing the change in Shinzan’s expression told him that he had struck home – and hard.  
 
    “Maybe you’re not strong enough,” he continued. “Yes! That’s it, isn’t it? Someone hurt you, but instead of moving on like normal people, you hurt others to try and make yourself feel more powerful. That way you never need to feel weak…like you did when you were hurt.”  
 
    He shook his head. “You’re no god. I can see it now. You’re nothing but an abused child who grew up filled with fear and hate. And no matter how many people you kill or how many worlds you devour, that’s all you will ever be. Even if you kill me, that won’t change. Tell me. Who was it? Your mother? No. It was your father, wasn’t it?” He could see Shinzan’s fists clenching. “That’s it. You want revenge because your father hurt you. I’m right, aren’t I?” 
 
    With tiny veins bulging from the brow of his inflamed face, Shinzan glared at him for a second. A single word then flew from his mouth like a frenzied scream.  
 
    “Enough!”  
 
    In spite of his goading, Ethan was still astonished at the violence of the reaction. He had been talking purely on instinct, but it was now obvious that he’d come at least somewhere close to the truth. He leapt from his chair. 
 
    Shinzan was on the attack almost before the sound of his scream had faded. A great serpent appeared at Ethan’s feet, hissing loudly and rising up ready to strike. He responded by giving a smart slap to the snake’s body that immediately froze it into place, while at the same time using his other hand to send a violent blast of air at the Emperor’s throne, completely upending both it and its occupant. 
 
    His opponent was back on his feet in an instant, snarling and with black flames erupting from both extended arms. Ethan threw up a quick protection spell just before they would have struck him dead on. The serpent was consumed in an instant, and despite his protection, Ethan still found himself sent flying more than twenty feet across the marble floor. The force from this attack was far more intense than anything he had experienced in their previous fight – no doubt because of Shinzan being so close to the source of his power. 
 
    He needed to get close; that was the uppermost thing on his mind. Springing up, he made a dash toward a huge marble pillar, with Shinzan’s attacks chasing him the entire way. Once behind this, he pressed his back flat and waited for a moment. As expected, the column quickly began to crumble from the top. He spun and waved his arms in a wide circle. The falling hunks of rock halted just above his head.  
 
    “You can’t hide, Dragonvein,” roared Shinzan.  
 
    Ethan stepped back a couple of paces and concentrated in anticipation of what he felt sure must be coming next. He was right. The remainder of the column now exploded apart, throwing a huge mass of jagged rock directly at him. Only a few small pieces were able to penetrate the wall of force he had erected in front of himself, but still they hurt, digging deep into his legs and shoulders – the weakest points on his defense. The vast majority either passed harmlessly by or were captured in the mass already trapped overhead, adding more ammunition to his gambit.  
 
    “Larz Fyzal!” he bellowed. 
 
    In a sudden reversal, the chunks of marble raced straight toward Shinzan, who instantly threw up his arms, causing a protective barrier of violet light to appear around himself. However, just before the onrushing rocks reached this barrier, they transformed into a cloud of blue mist.  
 
    This was the moment. Ethan’s legs burst into life and he ran headlong at his foe. As he advanced, the mist began to ripple and bend, so creating tiny sparks that shot out from within to repeatedly attack Shinzan’s protection. He tried to urge his legs ever faster. A mere second or so longer of this distraction – that was all he needed. 
 
    When he was only ten feet away, Shinzan threw out his arms. The mist became static and almost completely opaque, like the very thickest of fogs. All attacks from within ceased. Ethan continued with his charge. He had no other choice. Though his enemy was temporarily hidden from sight, he knew that he would be equally hard to see for the next few seconds. 
 
    He made a dive for where he estimated the Emperor’s legs to be, sliding along on his stomach through the small gap along the base of the mist for the final few feet. It was a good guess. He felt the tips of his fingers brush against Shinzan’s trouser leg as he jumped left to avoid the contact. This was instantly followed by a colossal bang. Shinzan was sent flying all the way across the chamber like a child’s doll, colliding into the far wall with an impact that would have undoubtedly killed any normal man. Ethan’s hand felt as if it had been dipped in molten lead.  
 
    Shinzan struggled to his feet, blood gushing from his nose and mouth. His murderous gaze was fixed on the still grounded Ethan.  
 
    “You almost won,” he said, wiping the blood away on his sleeve. “But now your game is up. Now you will feel the true might of the Eternal Emperor.” 
 
    Ethan could barely move his right arm. “Stigia Mons Alevi!” he called, before struggling to his feet and throwing up a spell of protection. 
 
    A swarm of wasps flashed into existence around his enemy. They darted in, each one exploding with a violent little crackle as it came into contact with Shinzan’s flesh. But he appeared to be completely unconcerned by their presence.  
 
    It was clear that distractions would no longer work. With the flames emanating from Shinzan growing in intensity, the ground within the chamber began to tremble. Such was the severity of this disturbance, Ethan was forced to cling on to a nearby column for balance.  
 
    This provided only fleeting relief. The ceiling directly above began to collapse, forcing him to run. He twisted and turned, but no matter which direction he took, the devastation overhead followed him. As great blocks of stone continued crashing to the floor, a searing heat burned into the center of his back, partially breaking his protection spell. He turned quickly to cast another just as Shinzan was sending a second wave of black fire across the chamber. This one was huge – far bigger than any previously issued, and without question far more powerful. It was as if a sinister tide was bearing down on him, turning rock and marble into molten puddles as it came.  
 
    Ethan’s eyes darted for a way to stop the attack. In an almighty effort, he focused on one of the few columns that still remained standing. “Lumos Levi Mar.” 
 
    The marble snapped into three massive pieces, all of which tumbled directly into the path of the onslaught. The moment the fearsome wave touched these, they too became molten. With no time to vocalize, Ethan balled his fists and transmuted the floor around them into a shallow pool of water. Such rapid transmutation required the highest level of magic, and even as the spell was cast he could feel it draining him.  
 
    Steam spewed forth with a high-pitched hiss, solidifying the molten marble once again. But to Ethan’s despair, the wave was only partially inhibited. Certainly nowhere near as much as he’d been hoping for. With a sickening feeling that it was already too late, he turned to run. It was. The black flames engulfed him, blasting through the protection spell and burning away all of his clothing. The fierce sting of fire seized hold, roasting large swaths of his back and extremities. 
 
    His legs stiffened and he fell hard to the floor, only just throwing up his hands in time to prevent catching the full force of the impact on his face. The pain was unbearable. Even though the wave was now gone, it was like the fire was still spreading across his flesh. He looked at a large burn on his arm. It was bubbling and emitting a sickening gurgle. He tried to rise but found that his legs would not obey his command. 
 
    “And to think you chose this over a life of comfort,” Shinzan mocked. 
 
    A force flipped Ethan violently onto his back, sending even more pain racing through his body. He clenched his teeth, not wanting to give his enemy the satisfaction of hearing him wail.  
 
    “I must admit,” Shinzan added, “you came much closer than I thought you might. I had figured Lumnia would have some sort of scheme, but I never thought she would actually give you a portion of herself. That was indeed clever.”  
 
    Not a bit of Ethan’s strength remained. The same force as before now lifted him from the floor and carried him toward the other end of the chamber in the direction of the throne.  
 
    “What do you want from me?” he croaked. “You’ve won. Why don’t you just kill me?” 
 
    Barely had he finished speaking when he was dropped to the floor. Two stout posts materialized, and a moment later, chains wrapped themselves around his wrists and pulled him to his knees.  
 
    When he looked up, he saw that Shinzan was back on his throne. Though his clothes were still stained with blood, he was leaning forward and smiling with clear satisfaction. “This is how I envisioned it,” he smirked. “You, naked and chained, helpless before me. If only you would beg for mercy, that would make things perfect. But alas, I do not think you have it in you. Do you?”  
 
    Ethan spat. “Go to hell.” 
 
    “Yes. That is precisely the response I expected. Perhaps your woman will be quicker to beg. I think I’ll enjoy defiling her and listening to her cry out your name as I…” His smile became wider. “I think you know very well what I’ll be doing.” 
 
    Ethan lurched forward, but there was no hope of breaking free from the chains. “I may have failed, but one day someone will beat you. Whatever you think, you are not immortal.” 
 
    Shinzan raised an eyebrow. “You really believe that, don’t you?”  
 
    He stood and walked a few steps forward before continuing. “As consolation, you should be proud to know that you have been by far the most challenging opponent I have ever faced. And that is no small compliment. Even so, just like all the others, you too have failed to stop me. So you see, you are wrong. I am immortal. In a few moments, you will be dead and I will live on. And there is nothing anyone can do to prevent it.” 
 
    Ethan caught movement from the corner of his eye. A lone figure streaked toward them, a dagger raised in his right hand. Shinzan saw him coming as well. His arm shot out and a line of green smoke snaked around the man, lifting him several feet from the ground. 
 
    “Markus,” gasped Ethan.  
 
    “What were you thinking?” scoffed the Emperor. “Did you...?”  
 
    He regarded Ethan for a moment. “No. Of course not. You are far too noble to have planned this. And you would have known what a stupid idea it was.”  
 
    He shifted his attention to the helpless Markus still suspended in mid-air. “I bet that toad Vraylic put you up to this. Am I right?” He chuckled. “Poor Vraylic. The death of his woman must have dulled his wits. Well, I shall put him out of his misery soon enough.” 
 
    “Please,” said Ethan. “You wanted me to beg? I’m begging. Please let him go.” 
 
    Shinzan merely laughed, while at the same time wagging his finger. “I think not. And though normally I would keep you alive long enough to watch him suffer, past experience tells me I should just kill you and be done with it.” 
 
    With a flick of Shinzan’s finger, Markus was slammed hard down to the floor just a few feet away from Ethan. Before he could move, chains materialized to shackle both his wrists and ankles. Much as he struggled against them, he was held fast. 
 
    Shinzan approached to loom over him. “You are going to be quite entertaining, I think. If you are very lucky, you might get to die today. Of course, I may choose to keep you with me for a while longer. We’ll just have to see.” 
 
    Markus glared defiantly, but said nothing.  
 
    With great precision, the Emperor kissed the tip of his own forefinger and then pressed it to Markus’ brow. “Wait here for now. I’ll be with you shortly.” 
 
    He wandered back over to Ethan. “Your friends are certainly loyal. I wonder if they will ever regret possessing that quality?” 
 
    Ethan was about to spit out a reply when a crunching sound grabbed the attention of them both. Markus was clutching a small rock, which he had just used to smash something. An instant later there was a vivid flash, and then the swirling blue light of a portal sprang into being right beside where he was sprawled. 
 
    Shinzan furrowed his brow. “What kind of –?” 
 
    That was as far as he got. Suddenly emerging from behind the throne, Vraylic raced across the few yards separating him from the very embodiment of all his hate. Uttering a primal scream, he slammed himself into the Emperor at full speed, wrapping both arms around his waist and shoving him violently toward the portal. Shinzan grunted loudly as their bodies collided. He had barely seen Vraylic coming, and such was the man’s momentum, it was impossible to stop his fall. 
 
    Had the distance to the portal been even a tiny bit further, Shinzan would surely have had time to muster up enough resistance to save himself. But it wasn’t. The distance was perfect. Still locked together, he and Vraylic plunged into the portal’s all-embracing light. They disappeared almost instantaneously. Only a final screaming curse from Shinzan lingered in the air for a moment longer. 
 
    For a few seconds there was a disbelieving silence in the chamber. Then, as if to confirm that it really was all over, the chains holding both Markus and Ethan vanished. Markus struggled to his feet, but Ethan was unable to rise and slumped back to the floor. 
 
    Before Markus could reach him, he held up his hand. “Don’t touch me. If you do, it will kill you.” 
 
    Markus slid rapidly to a halt. “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    Ethan did not answer. Instead, he looked at the still swirling mass of light and forced a smile. It was a one-way trip. Without someone to open a portal on the other side, Shinzan was now trapped on Earth. He continued watching until the portal started to shrink and then disappeared completely.  
 
    He shook his head. The heat of Lumnia’s power still burned inside him. “You need to get out of here,” he told Markus. “Get as far away as possible.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    At that moment, a voice called out Markus’ name from the entrance to the throne room. Lylinora was running toward them at full-tilt. He ran to meet her, spinning her in the air in a welcoming embrace. 
 
    “I don’t know why you’re here, but I’m damn glad you are,” he said after putting her down.  
 
    “I came to save you from your own foolishness,” she responded, her tone a mixture of anger and sheer relief at finding him alive. “What’s happened to Shinzan? Where is he?”  
 
    “Gone,” said Markus. “It’s over.” 
 
    At this point she spotted Ethan kneeling on the floor, his naked body covered with horrific burns. “Sweet spirits,” she gasped, starting toward him. 
 
    Markus caught her arm. “You can’t. He says if anyone touches him, they’ll die.” 
 
    They approached Ethan together. Lylinora knelt just in front of him and extended her hand. “Tell me how to help you.” 
 
    “You can’t,” Ethan said, recoiling. “I’m dying,”  
 
    Markus shook his head violently several times. “No! You can’t die. Not now. Not after all this.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I really am. But there’s no way out of this one. Lumnia’s power is burning me up inside. I have to release it.” 
 
    “Then release it!” Markus barked. “Don’t just sit there and let it kill you.” 
 
    “I can’t stop it now,” Ethan told him. Every one of his organs felt as though they were ablaze. “I was meant to touch Shinzan. That’s how I was going to destroy him. I failed. He may be gone from Lumnia, but he’s not dead. Not yet.” 
 
    “Then how did you beat him?” asked Lylinora. 
 
    Markus quickly explained to her how Vraylic had bundled Shinzan through the portal. 
 
    “The thing is, he’s still connected,” Ethan added. “Only very weakly, but it’s still there.” 
 
    “The source!” whispered Lylinora, a look of understanding forming. “You still have to destroy his source of power.” 
 
    Ethan nodded. “The power of Lumnia is the only way to be sure Shinzan is gone forever.” 
 
    “There has to be another way,” she said, tears streaming down her cheeks. “It can’t end like this.” 
 
    “I wish there were. But even if there were another way to destroy it, Lumnia’s power would still kill me.” He gave a pale smile. “There is one thing you can do for me, though. Would you give me your cloak? I’d rather not die as naked as the day I was born. It wouldn’t be...heroic.” He began laughing at his own words, until a searing pain stabbed through him causing him to double over. “You have to go. Use a traveling spell to get as far away as you can.” 
 
    “Can you use magic?” Markus asked Lylinora. 
 
    She nodded while placing her cloak on the floor. “I was at the outskirts of Noel when I felt the barrier vanish. That must have been when Shinzan passed through the portal. I used a spell to get me the rest of the way here. That’s how I made it so quickly.” 
 
    She stepped back as Ethan marshaled his strength and struggled to his feet. After wrapping the cloak over himself, he dredged up a smile. “How do I look?” he asked in an attempt at humor.  
 
    Both Markus and Lylinora were unable to suppress their tears. 
 
    “Like a bloody Boy Scout,” said Markus.  
 
    Ethan’s smile continued. “What more could I ask for?”  
 
    He could feel his time running out. Soon the power would consume him completely. “Now please go,” he said. “And tell Kat…tell her how much I love her.” 
 
    “I will,” Markus promised.  
 
     “Thank you,” was all Lylinora could say through her continuing sobs. 
 
    With a final nod, Ethan turned away and staggered toward the rear of the throne room, not daring to look back. By the time he reached the entrance to the courtyard, he could hear a rush of wind from the traveling spell taking his friends to safety. He thought about Lylinora’s timely arrival. Had she not been there, he doubted very much that Markus would have been able to run fast enough to get clear of what was sure to be a massive release of power. He chuckled softly. Maybe something was guiding them, after all? 
 
    The silver gleam of the vessel reflected brightly in the noonday sun. Though Shinzan’s consciousness was now an incalculable distance away, his source of strength still rested here. In truth, Ethan had no idea what might happen should it be allowed to remain intact. It didn’t matter. Even the smallest possibility that Shinzan might return to Lumnia was too much to risk. And there was Earth to think of as well. Though Shinzan’s connection to whatever existed inside this vessel was tiny, who could say how he might be able to utilize this in his new home?  
 
    As Ethan drew near, the smooth surface began to ripple and emit a low hum. It was almost as if it feared him; like it knew why he had come. 
 
    “Yeah. Beg all you want,” he muttered. “It won’t do you any good.” Without the slightest hesitation, he reached out and placed both hands on the shimmering surface.  
 
    It was like someone had struck him across the forehead with a hammer. The energy pent up inside him flooded out like a river during the spring thaw. For an instant, he actually thought he could hear something inside the vessel scream. But he couldn’t be sure. As more and more of the power was released, so his senses were fading. His final thoughts before oblivion took him were of Kat. She was smiling sweetly and telling him how much she loved him.  
 
    Just as the last word of this message slipped from her lips, the darkness became total. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    The assault from the silent ones was relentless. Not even the fall of night had slowed them. It was as if they were driven by some unnatural power that removed all their need for rest. Valmorsa’s defenders had now been pushed back almost to the point where the road leveled off. Halvar knew that once there, they would be forced to retreat inside the mountain.  
 
    Kat and Lynial had continued to assault the enemy until they were on the verge of collapse. It had been less than an hour into the battle when both mages realized that something was inhibiting their magic, making their attacks less effective. And whatever it was, it made casting spells far more taxing. It was only through the combined insistence of all three leaders that they finally agreed to retire to the rear for a few hours of rest. The fact was, their attacks were now doing little better than that of the archers – who had long since run out of arrows. 
 
    Halvar’s eyes constantly strayed to the tree line. Even though he knew the rest of their forces weren’t due to arrive for another full day, he couldn’t help but hope they’d been able to move faster than anticipated. If they did not, all might well be lost before they got here. 
 
    He felt a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Your people have fought bravely,” remarked Yularian.  
 
    Halvar nodded. “As have yours. But I fear bravery isn’t enough.” 
 
    The mass of combatants surged to and fro like some foul beast in its death throes. At the very front it had become difficult to tell the defenders apart from the enemy. Halvar had watched helplessly as men and dwarves simply fell from sheer exhaustion and were trampled to death beneath enemy boots. Such were the numbers of their fallen, in a cruel irony, their bodies were now actually helping to slow the silent ones’ advance.  
 
    “Perhaps the others will get here soon,” remarked Yularian.  
 
    Halvar grunted. “In a way, I wish they would not. They will find only their own deaths.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, my friend, there is nowhere left to run. Better to die here, fighting.” 
 
    “How fares your daughter?” asked Halvar. 
 
    “She is about to return,” he replied, frowning. “Against my wishes, of course. Both she and Lynial are as stubborn as dwarves.” 
 
    “I can’t speak to Lynial,” said Halvar. “But I think Kat takes after her father.” 
 
    Yularian grinned. “If you think I’m stubborn, you should have known her mother.” 
 
    As Halvar turned to concentrate his attention once again on the battle, Yularian spotted Kat and Lynial approaching.  
 
    “I thought I told you to wait for me to return,” he scolded.  
 
    The two mages did indeed look haggard. Both bore dark circles under their eyes and their complexions were pale.  
 
    “Those at the front are not getting rest,” Kat pointed out. 
 
    Yularian was just about to argue with her when the sudden appearance of a great light far away in the east caught his attention. Like another sun rising, it glowed with astonishing brilliance for more than a minute before gradually fading. As it dimmed, an eerie silence slowly fell. The defenders could only look on in utter confusion as their foes simply dropped their arms and crumbled with almost perfect unity into a vast mass of unresponsive flesh. 
 
    “He…he did it,” whispered Halvar, not sure if he could believe his own eyes. But as shouts of victory came from the ranks, he knew this was no illusion. “It’s over!” This time his voice boomed with sheer joy. “Shinzan is dead!” 
 
    Gradually, more joined in until the sound of jubilation echoed off the mountainside. It really was over. Without Shinzan’s power, the silent ones were unable to survive.  
 
    Beaming with a happiness had had never known, King Halvar turned to Kat. “Ethan has saved us. May his name be praised throughout Lumnia.” 
 
    She did not respond, immediately turning away to speak to Lynial instead. “Please. I need your help.” Her face was racked with pain. 
 
    “Anything,” he replied. 
 
    “Help me get to Ethan.” Tears were already forming.  
 
    Keira came bounding along toward them, smiling broadly. This vanished the second she spotted Kat’s distress. “I feel for your loss,” she said, bowing her head.  
 
    Kat couldn’t respond; she simply clutched onto Lynial’s shirt in a silent plea that said Now. He nodded. A moment later, a raging tempest forced the others back. Long before it had settled, both mages were gone. 
 
    As the leaders gathered, they became an island of silence among a sea of celebration. Without being told, they knew the price Ethan had paid. 
 
    “Are you sure he’s dead?” Yularian asked Keira.  
 
    She nodded. “I fear so.” 
 
    “Don’t count the lad out just yet,” chipped in Halvar. “He’s made it this far. And he is far tougher than he looks.” 
 
    “Time for mourning will come soon enough,” said Ganix. “Right now we have wounded to attend and the dead to bury.” 
 
    The world around them was demanding their attention. Each knew that the time to celebrate heroes was yet to come. Their hearts might be breaking, but duties to their kin remained.  
 
    “Come,” said Lady Thora, taking Ganix by the hand. “I need your help getting more healing tents ready.” 
 
    As if a signal had been given, the two other kings also set off in different directions. Only Keira lingered to say a silent prayer to the spirits, begging them to watch over Ethan. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Exhaustion was already seeking to claim Kat, though she refused to consider stopping for even a brief rest. The distance between the mountain and Shinzan’s palace was huge, and it would take them several hours to get there as it was. It would also require virtually all of their combined strengths. Occasionally she looked to see if Lynial was able to go on, but his stone-faced determination never faltered. Even as they slowed and began to descend, she could still feel him urging her on, lending her his own power.  
 
    Kat’s heart sank as they touched down just where the outskirts of Noel should have been. All that remained of the city were piles of featureless rubble and the bodies of the dead – thousands of them – every single one reduced to naught but a grotesquely charred husk. Such had been the power and intensity of the heat that some were still actually smoldering several hours after the event. Fighting the urge to weep, Kat pushed on with only one thought driving her. Ethan had to be here somewhere. And if he was alive, maybe, just maybe...  
 
    The thought was ludicrous. And in her heart she knew this. Nothing could have survived such devastation; it reminded her of the films she had seen on Earth about the bomb dropped on Hiroshima. Even so, it didn’t weaken her resolve. She would only accept that he was dead when she had laid eyes on his body for herself. 
 
    They started toward the rise where Shinzan’s palace had once stood. Lynial stumbled, the drain of the traveling spell finally showing. Kat wrapped an arm around his waist to steady him. Though she was equally spent, she would not give in. 
 
    Nothing that remained of the palace gave even a hint of its former imposing majesty. Literally everything had been reduced to great piles of blackened sand and glass. Here, not even charred bodies remained. They searched for a time without seeing anything that might indicate where Ethan had been when he had destroyed Shinzan. 
 
    “Is it possible the battle was fought elsewhere?” offered Lynial.  
 
    “No,” Kat replied, a slight tremor in her voice. “They fought here. I can feel it.” 
 
    She knew exactly what Lynial was thinking: that Ethan was likely burned to dust, or at best buried deep beneath the sands. An irrational urge to lash out at him for such defeatist thoughts struck her. Only with the greatest difficulty did she hold her tongue and continue with the search.  
 
    After another hour without success, she was on the brink of madness. With Lynial now engrossed in searching another part of the rubble some distance away, she finally gave vent to her emotions. Tears flowed freely, though her sobs were largely stifled by curses and shouts of frustration. 
 
    “What is the matter, child?” 
 
    Kat gasped and spun around. Standing a few feet away, she saw a woman wearing a flowing white dress, bound at the waist with a silver sash and shifting lazily in the wind. Her hair shimmered in the sun like spun gold, and her smile was warm and motherly. Kat knew instinctively that this was the spirit of Lumnia. 
 
    Her anger fell away, leaving behind only overpowering sorrow. She fell to her knees. “Ethan,” she sobbed. “Please. Do you know where he is?” 
 
    “Of course, I do.” She reached out and offered Kat her hand.  
 
    Without question, Kat allowed herself to be led away. Lynial came running up just as they reached the outer edge of where the palace wall had once stood.  
 
    “Who is this woman?” he demanded. 
 
    Lumnia’s laugh was like crystal chimes. “If you listen to yourself, you will know who I am, Lynial Dragonvein.” 
 
    “That is not an answer.” 
 
    Kat gave him a warning look, but Lumnia shook her head, her smile never dimming. 
 
    “It is quite all right, Katyana. He speaks only out of concern for you. Most humans have trouble allowing themselves to feel this world. Despite the fact they can use its power, they still somehow imagine themselves to be separate from it. So much like the dwarves you are. Yet with the potential not even the elves could achieve.” 
 
    “Then you are…Lumnia?” he asked in a hushed tone.  
 
    “In a way, yes,” she affirmed. “I am a part of Lumnia’s spirit. The part you can see and feel all around you. I am the embodiment of her power.” 
 
    “She knows where Ethan is,” said Kat.  
 
    Without thinking, Lynial grabbed the spirit’s arm. “He lives?” He quickly released his hold. “Forgive me. It’s just that we feared he was dead.” 
 
    “He lives for now. He is strong. In fact, much stronger than even I understood.”  
 
    Lumnia’s eyes turned to Kat. “It is you who gives him this strength. Even so, he cannot hold on much longer. The power he was given was intended to kill Shinzan through his physical body. But Ethan destroyed him by touching his source of power. That allowed a small portion of my essence to remain. Enough to protect him…though only for a short time.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” demanded Kat, her voice becoming desperate once again. “Is he going to die?” 
 
    “I am saying that the power is consuming him and he cannot release it.”  
 
    Lumnia pointed east. Lying on the sands was a body wrapped in a grey cloak. “Go to him,” she said. “But do not touch him…or you will both die. Then his sacrifice will have been for nothing.” 
 
    Kat burst into a run. Lynial made to follow her, but Lumnia caught his arm. 
 
    “Let them have their time,” she said.  
 
    “But she might touch him.” 
 
    Lumnia smiled. “Things will unfold as they must. You cannot interfere.” 
 
    “If I cannot, surely you can?” 
 
    Lumnia’s form began to shimmer with a divine light. “I have played my part in this. The rest is for you and your kind.” Her eyes met his. “You have been given a great gift, Dragonvein. One that must never be squandered. Use it wisely.” 
 
    “What gift?” 
 
    “Time.”  
 
    Her body began fading into a ghostly specter. Lynial called for her to wait, but no reply came forth. He called again. It was no use. 
 
    She was gone. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kat dropped to the ground mere inches from Ethan’s body. Though his eyes were shut, she could see that he was still breathing.  
 
    “Ethan,” she said, trying hard not to sob. “Ethan, I’m here. I made it.” 
 
    His eyes fluttered open. “Kat.” His voice was barely audible. 
 
    “Yes. It’s me. I’m with you. What can I do? Please. There must be something.” She ached so desperately to hold him that her stomach knotted and her heart thudded painfully.  
 
    “Live,” he replied. “Live long, my love.” 
 
    His eyelids slowly dropped and his breathing slowed. 
 
    “Ethan, no! Stay with me. You can’t die. You have to fight. Please. You can do it. Just stay with me.” The urge to ignore Lumnia’s warning was almost too much to bear. Her fingers clawed deeply into the sand in an effort to stop herself crossing that tiny extra distance between them. “God damn it. You can’t die on me. Not after all this. Fight!” 
 
    His breathing was now coming in short gasps. Kat could only watch helplessly with tears running down her face as Ethan’s life slowly faded.  
 
    A roar from high above broke through her despair. Looking up, she saw Maytra circling directly overhead. With a stream of flames billowing from her maw, she began a spiraling descent, landing a few yards away, her great weight stirring up the sands.  
 
    A flicker of hope rose in Kat as she looked at the dragon. “Can you help him?” she asked. 
 
    Maytra snorted a blast of hot air, then let out a tremendous roar. There was something different about her, Kat realized. She wiped her tears. It was her scales. It was as if they had been dusted with millions of tiny diamonds that glittered brilliantly in the light of the day.  
 
    Maytra approached with powerful strides until she was standing above them. She looked at Kat, urging her to back away. 
 
    Kat moved back a few feet. “Can you help him?”  
 
    Maytra lowered her huge head until it was mere inches away from Ethan’s face. In response, he stirred and his eyes peeked open. Kat could see him mouthing words to the dragon, but there was no sound. Then, with an enormous effort, he lifted his left hand and placed it limply on her snout.  
 
    The effect was far from instant. First, just a great ripple ran down the entire length of the dragon’s body. After nearly a minute she spread her wings fully and lifted her head to crane her neck. Kat gasped in awe, as tiny flakes of glowing embers then rose up from the dragon’s flesh to drift on the gentle east wind. Soon, it was as if a great mass of fireflies was gathered in a stream of undulating beauty. 
 
    By now Maytra had become translucent. She looked down at Kat and let out a low rumbling growl. Even without language, Kat understood exactly what she was saying: It was goodbye. Maytra had taken Lumnia’s power upon herself. She had given her life so that Ethan might live.  
 
    Kat’s tears renewed. “Thank you,” she whispered.  
 
    Maytra leapt skyward, the beating of her immense wings whipping the millions of floating lights into a swirling tempest. When several hundred feet high, she hovered for a moment, released her final flame-filled breath, and then simply disintegrated in a majestic burst of radiance.  
 
    A combination of immense sorrow and the deepest gratitude washed over Kat as she watched the final glimmer of Maytra’s light fade from the sky. It was almost impossible to believe that she was no more. The final dragon. The last of her kind. 
 
    Movement from Ethan snapped her back into the moment and she was instantly at his side. His eyes were open and he was trying to speak. It was only then that she noticed the terrible burns covering his body.  
 
    She placed her hands over his chest. “It’s going to be all right. It’s over now.” 
 
    While healing him, she could feel his heart opening up to her. There was nothing she was not permitted to know. No emotion that she could not experience with him. The vast wealth of memories and knowledge from generations of his family suddenly became like an enormous book in her mind that she could page through at will. 
 
    Gentle fingers touched her face as she paused for a moment. Ethan was sitting up, smiling at her. Most of his wounds were now healed, and the light in his eyes shone brightly with his love.  
 
    “That’s enough,” he said. “I feel much better now.” 
 
    Kat threw her arms around him, her tears now those of absolute, unremitting joy. “I knew you’d come back to me.” 
 
    The two sat on the sands in one another’s arms, neither willing to let the other go.  
 
    “I feel like I’ve just woken up from a terrible dream,” Ethan told her.  
 
    Kat cupped his face in her hands. “Well, now we can begin making new dreams. Wonderful ones.” 
 
    They kissed, gently at first and then with more urgency. For a spell, time had no meaning. 
 
    “Excuse me,” a voice said. 
 
    They reluctantly parted lips and looked up. Lynial was standing there with his arms folded and a smirk on his face. “I know that you are both happy right now,” he said. “But we are sitting in the middle of a desert.” 
 
    Ethan laughed, and with a grunt rose to his feet. Before Lynial could object, he embraced his cousin firmly. “Thank you,” he said. “I’ll never forget what you’ve done for me.” 
 
    “Me? I’ve done nothing,” Lynial responded. “You’re the one who saved this world, and all those who live upon her.” 
 
    Ethan did not pursue the issue further. Instead, he stepped back a few paces and gave a sweeping wave of his arm. In response, the sands bubbled up to form a small stone shelter, inside which were three comfortable chairs and a table.  
 
    Lynial nodded approvingly. “Impressive. I was never very good at transmutation myself. But shouldn’t we be going?” 
 
    “You need to rest,” Ethan told him. “You have a long way to travel.” 
 
    “You won’t be coming with me?” 
 
    “Not yet.”  
 
    Ethan conjured a set of simple pants and a shirt, along with a pair a soft boots. Once he was fully dressed, the three of them sat around the table. He could tell that making the clothing had impressed his cousin. It was simple magic, really. Martok had often given away such items as gifts. And considering he’d had naught but a cloak to cover himself, he was doubly grateful that this particular skill had been passed on. 
 
    Kat retrieved a small flask from her belt. “It’s not wine, but it will do.” 
 
    “Where will you go?” asked Lynial, after everyone had taken a drink. 
 
    “Back to the Dragon Wastes,” Ethan told him. “I still have something I need to do.” 
 
    Lynial cocked his head. “Shinzan is dead. What else is there for you? Surely you can spare the time to enjoy your victory, at least for a short while?” 
 
    “Not yet.”  
 
    He went on to tell of the clutch of dragon eggs hidden away. “I have to see that they are safe and allowed to hatch,” he explained. 
 
    Lynial’s face lit up. “You mean the dragons will return?” 
 
    “Yes. But the eggs will need my care if they are to survive.” 
 
    Lynial leaned across the table excitedly. “You must let me come with you.” 
 
    “You can’t,” said Ethan. “Not now.” 
 
    “But I am a Dragonvein. It is my duty as well.” 
 
    “I know. And I promise that you will be a part of it. But right now, there are other things you need to do. When I was passing through Lumnia’s heart, I was shown what could be – events that must never be allowed to happen. I need for you to make sure that they don’t.” 
 
    Ethan then related everything that Shinzan had shown him. When he was done, the sun was near the horizon.  
 
    Lynial steepled his hands under his chin. “You are right. These things must never happen. Though to be honest, I am not sure how I can prevent them.” 
 
    “I don’t know that you can,” Ethan admitted. “It will be hard to persuade people to stop fighting. Three kingdoms chose to fight on the side of Shinzan, and many of our allies will be wanting revenge.” 
 
    “Then would it not be better if you were there? You are the greatest hero this world has ever known. You could bring them together. They would not deny you.” 
 
    “No. One of the few things I’m sure of is that I can’t be directly involved. The people of Lumnia mustn’t feel forced into peace. They’ll have to want it. And I think they do. But if I use my influence, some will think I’m just trying to become the next Emperor.” He smiled over at Kat. “That’s the last thing this world needs.” 
 
    “They may not let you,” Lynial pointed out. “Your name will be on the lips of everyone on Lumnia. Elves, dwarves and humans will all seek you out, begging you to take a role in creating a new world. How will you ignore them?” 
 
    “I hate to disappoint everyone, but it’s not my name they should be remembering. I didn’t kill Shinzan.” 
 
    Lynial furrowed his brow. “What are you saying? Of course you did.” 
 
    “No. I fought Shinzan, and I lost. It was Markus and a man named Vraylic who really beat him. Not me.” 
 
    “Markus?” gasped Kat. “He was here?” 
 
    “Yes. Without him, I wouldn’t be alive.” Ethan recounted details of the battle, and of Shinzan’s ultimate fall at the hands of a lowly servant.  
 
    “You see? I’m not the hero after all,” he concluded.  
 
    Lynial was stunned. “That’s truly remarkable. After all the centuries of domination, the mighty Emperor is cast down by a man with no power whatsoever.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that,” Ethan retorted. “Not all power comes from magic.” 
 
    “So it would seem.” He shook his head, chuckling. “Simply remarkable, all the same.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t care what happened,” said Kat. “You’re still a hero to me.” 
 
    “Quite right,” Lynial agreed. “And regardless of how it really came about, you will always be heralded as the man who vanquished Shinzan. So your dilemma remains. I agree that you should stay distant; your visions while passing through Lumnia’s heart are more than enough to convince me of that. Nonetheless, I think you are going to find it much harder than you think.” 
 
    “I have an idea,” Ethan told him. “But I’m going to need your help.”  Lynial looked at him, expecting an explanation. “Not now. After Kat and I have taken care of the eggs.” 
 
    Kat yawned. “I need to take care of a blanket and pillow before I go anywhere,” she said, leaning her head against Ethan’s shoulder.  
 
    Lynial smiled. “Yes. After all, it has been quite an eventful day.” 
 
    The sheer understatement of his remark brought the trio to uncontrollable laughter.  
 
    Ethan transmuted the sands to provide each of them with a blanket and a pillow, then disintegrated the shelter. Lying with Kat under the stars, he thought about what Lynial had said. His cousin was right. People would hound him endlessly during the tumultuous times ahead. It was vital that he find a way to stay clear of the politics. Though the struggle for freedom was over, the struggle for peace had only just begun.  
 
    Kat threw an arm over his chest. “Stop worrying. Whatever happens, happens. All I care about is that you’re alive.” 
 
    He pulled her closer. “You’re right. It’s just that I keep seeing those visions in my head.” 
 
    “And you’ll make sure that they never happen.” 
 
    “But what if I can’t stop them?” 
 
    “I think you already have.” 
 
    The warmth of Kat’s body against his as she nuzzled in sent a wave of contentment over him. Yes. Like she said, whatever happens, happens. Not even Lumnia could predict the future with total confidence. For the moment, everything was just as he had dreamed it would be.  
 
    And for now, that was enough. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Coughing and spluttering, Vraylic spat out several mouthfuls of foul tasting sand and water. He was soaked to the skin, and his head felt as if someone had driven a long spike straight through his temple. He tried not to move more than necessary for a time. Gradually the pounding in his ears lessened, and the calmer sounds of water rushing over rocks and the song of birds filtered in.  
 
    After pushing himself up onto one elbow and wiping the coarse sand from his face, he spat out the remainder of the filth clinging to the inside of his mouth. He was lying on the banks of a narrow stream running through a dense pine forest. Judging from the dew on the grass, as well as the slight chill in the air, he figured it to be morning. But morning where? Earth, he assumed, though there was no way to be sure of this.  
 
    An anguished cry from behind had him scrambling to his feet. Sitting on the ground next to a young sapling was Shinzan. He was shaking his head wildly and pounding the ground with both fists. After a moment or two, he began to rant. 
 
    “No! I will not be defeated. This cannot be happening.” His voice was shrill with desperation. “They will see. I will return and rip their hearts from their chests. I will bathe Lumnia in their blood. They think I am vanquished? They will see. I am immortal. I cannot die.” 
 
    Very deliberately, Vraylic searched the ground nearby before picking up a hefty rock just at the edge of the stream. Though his legs felt a bit weak, he still managed to stagger toward his former master. His unflinching gaze was filled with murderous intent.  
 
    Shinzan spotted his approach. “You! You did this. I’ll make you pay as well. I will not be laid low by some simpering fool. I am Shinzan. I am eternal. You are nothing.” 
 
    Vraylic stood over him for a long moment, eyes radiating hate. “Yes. I am the one who did this to you. I only wish Jassa could watch what I’m about to do next.” 
 
    Shinzan sneered. “Jassa? That whore? Is this why you betrayed me? She was nothing. I relished every time I –” 
 
    The point of the rock smashed into his forehead, stopping him dead. Blood trickled down his face, spilling from the tip of his chin. 
 
    “You won’t speak her name again,” Vraylic told him. “Jassa was a light you could never extinguish.” He finished off his words with another strike.  
 
    This second blow was enough to erase any lingering consciousness that Shinzan might have been clinging to. His body slumped fully forward so that his head was now resting face down between his legs. 
 
    “But this is not just for her,” Vraylic continued. He struck again, this time coming down hard on the conveniently exposed back of the skull. “This is for all the lives you have taken. All the people you have tortured.” His next blow to this spot was accompanied by a dull crunch as Shinzan’s skull gave way to the force. “My only regret is that I can’t make you suffer as they suffered. This will have to be enough.”  
 
    Even though he suspected that Shinzan was already dead, he wasn’t ready to stop. Standing tall, he gripped the rock with both hands and raised it high. Ironically, the pathetic figure slumped further forward as though in reverence at his feet, now resembling so many others he had seen in the past pleading for their lives before the throne. Shinzan could now receive the same mercy he had once given. 
 
    With every bit of force that he could muster, Vraylic hurled the rock downwards. 
 
    The impact shattered Shinzan’s skull completely, splattering brains and bone across the forest turf. Vraylic stared down at the body. He had waited for this from the first moment he had seen Jassa’s ruined body on the throne room tiles. Now it was over, and his rage was spent.  
 
    Tossing the stone into the water, he rinsed the blood from his hands and face. Surrounding him was a new world of which he knew nothing. Somehow, he would have to find a way to forgive himself – for Jassa’s death, and for his cowardice. In fact, for just about everything he had ever done throughout his miserable life. Killing Shinzan was nowhere near enough to ease the burden weighing on his heart. But it was a start.  
 
    He took a final look at the body of the once mighty Emperor, now lying in a pitiful bloodied heap. Yes. It was a damn good start.  
 
    He headed off in the direction of the rising sun, a tiny smile creeping up from the corners of his mouth. He had no idea what he would find. This was a new world with new possibilities. Perhaps one day he would be able to make sense of his life. Until then, he would simply live and make the most of whatever time he had left.  
 
    Hopefully, in the end, he would have earned the love that Jassa had given him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    The clip-clop of approaching hooves and the squeaking of wagons penetrated the trees surrounding the circular clearing, drawing Ethan’s attention away from the small group of children gathered in front of him. He loved teaching the young ones, and normally this sort of interruption would irritate him to no end. Not today however. Today was special.  
 
    “That’s all for now,” he announced. 
 
    The pouting faces and chorus of disappointed moans drew a grin. “I know. But Lady Katyana is coming. And you all know what that means.” 
 
    The children’s dissatisfaction was instantly replaced with excited cheers and the clapping of hands. Without waiting to be dismissed, they ran off toward the trail at the east end of the clearing. Ethan waited until their voices had faded before rising and following the same path. 
 
    The short distance to the complex was filled to bursting with flowers, shrubs, and all manner of wild berries and fruit trees. Most of these had been planted as a result of Lylinora and Kat’s lessons. They kept the air smelling sweet and provided a tasty snack anytime someone wanted one. In fact, so great was the yield that they had recently started sending entire wagonloads of the produce to the nearby towns and villages. Already it had gained a reputation as being among the best in all Ralmaria.  
 
    He caught sight of Keira waiting for him at the end of the trail and raised an arm in greeting. 
 
    “You didn’t travel with the others?” he asked. 
 
    “They are too slow for my tastes,” she replied with a light shrug. “I prefer the elf trails to the open road anyway.” 
 
    He gave her a fond embrace. “However you got here, I know Lynial will be glad to see that you accepted his invitation.” 
 
    “How could I not? The cousin of the great Ethan Dragonvein is not to be snubbed.” 
 
    Ethan frowned, but Keira held up her hand, laughing. “Forgive me. I know how much you dislike the reminder.” 
 
    “It was when I was told about the temple that it really started to drive me crazy.” 
 
    “Yes. What a story that is. It’s said that the devotees hear your voice giving them all manner of wisdom and council.” 
 
    “Well, considering the damn thing is in Malacar, whatever they’re hearing sure as hell isn’t me. Though every time I think about it, I certainly want to shout loud enough so they can.” 
 
    Keira slapped him on the shoulder. “It’s the price of being a legend.” 
 
    They neared a group of six single-story wooden buildings. Each was of a simple yet sturdy design with a covered porch spanning the front and a chimney at either end. Men and women were sitting at wooden tables alongside each building. Some were reading, others talking, and a few practicing small spells – those permitted outside of lessons. 
 
    “You have accomplished much here,” Keira remarked. “How many students attend?” 
 
    “Forty-three. But many are going to Borgen soon to study with the dwarves.” 
 
    She gave him a lopsided smile. “With David? How did you get him to agree to that?” 
 
    “I didn’t. Val did. I guess his dislike for interruptions doesn’t outweigh his fear of his wife.” 
 
    He paused under an apple tree to pick himself a particularly juicy looking specimen. “Which reminds me. I wanted to ask if you would be willing to send a few of your people here to instruct the children.” 
 
    “What would you have them teach?” 
 
    Ethan took a bite from the apple and then wiped the juice from his chin with his sleeve. “I don’t know. Whatever you think humans should know about your people. I didn’t create this place just to stop the next generation of mages from making the mistakes of the past. It’s also supposed to help the three races understand one another.” 
 
    Keira gave him a skeptical look. “I can see why you would wish to expose young ones to my people. Even to the dwarves. But we both know that the power mages possess will eventually corrupt them. You are not the first to attempt to change the nature of humans.” 
 
    “You might be right. But what else can I do?” He paused for a moment, then gestured to the people at the tables. “Tell me. Which ones are mages?” 
 
    “Surely they all are?” 
 
    Ethan smiled. “Of the forty-three people you see, only six have any magical abilities whatsoever.” 
 
    Keira knitted her brow. “Then why are they here, if not to learn magic?” 
 
    “Lynial has told me how the mages of his time saw themselves as being better than other humans. That mindset has to stop. So here, instead of dividing people, everyone learns together. It was actually Kat’s idea. And so far it’s working. The people with magical talent get along just fine with those who don’t. Some have even formed strong friendships.” 
 
    “If you’re not teaching just magic, then what else are you teaching?” 
 
    “All kinds of things. Thanks to Markus, we have access to some of the brightest minds in Lumnia.” 
 
    Keira coughed a laugh. “Are you telling me that Urazi assassins...?” 
 
    “Here, they’re teachers. And good ones too.”  
 
    He continued toward another path on the other side of the buildings. “The first thing all fledgling mages are taught is healing. That way they learn to feel the pain of others, and to share themselves with those who are not as strong. We don’t even begin teaching anything dangerous until after three years.” 
 
    Keira nodded approvingly. “I can see the wisdom in all of this. And if there is anything I can do to aid you, I will.” 
 
    “I appreciate that.” 
 
    The path they were on ended at a small dwelling, much like the previous buildings but with a well-tended flower garden and a stone walkway leading to a much larger avenue. The wagons Ethan had heard earlier were now just starting to arrive. At their head, astride a brown mare and with Lynial riding alongside her, was Kat. She slid from the saddle and ran to greet Ethan with a crushing kiss.  
 
    “Home at last!” she exclaimed. She then smiled over at Keira. “Sorry, but it’s been almost a month since I left. My father kept finding reasons for me to stay longer.” 
 
    Keira laughed merrily. “It is quite all right. I understand.” 
 
    “Where are Markus and Lylinora?” Ethan asked. 
 
    “They’ll arrive later tonight,” Kat told him. “Markus is off doing who knows what, and Lylinora stopped along the way to help with an outbreak of food poisoning we ran into two days ago.” 
 
    Lynial awaited the first wagon to stop. From this stepped King Halvar and King Ganix, neither one of them looking best pleased. Ethan could hear Halvar grumbling about being carted around in a box like so much meat. 
 
    After a heartfelt greeting, Ethan showed the arrivals to another dwelling nearby. This one was much larger and boasted three levels. Its manicured garden had several benches scattered about where one could sit and relax, as well as an elegantly sculpted fountain in the very center. Off to the side was a small pond with a pier that stretched out roughly twenty feet.  
 
    Ethan had originally built it as a gift for Kat, but seeing as how she preferred the smaller house, they now used it mostly to accommodate guests. He had been very disappointed, considering the time and gold he had spent creating it. Everything was hand-crafted, and he had only assisted the skilled carpenters employed so he could say that he’d had a hand in the construction. Not a single spell was used, a fact of which he was very proud. 
 
    “It doesn’t have much in the way of luxuries,” Ethan told his guests. “We never got far enough along to do much decorating. But the beds are warm and the food here is excellent.” 
 
    “Compared to Borgen, it’s a palace,” said Ganix, smiling. “Though I will miss my wife’s cooking. Thora is the best cook in all Lumnia. At least, that’s the way she sees it, bless her.” 
 
    “Well, to make up for that, I’ve had the cook learn a few traditional dwarf dishes,” Ethan said.  
 
    Halvar sniffed. “Humans cooking dwarf food.” 
 
    “If it’s not to your liking, you can join me in my repast,” Keira chipped in light-heartedly.  
 
    This drew an exaggerated look of disgust. “How your people grow so bloody tall without meat is beyond my understanding.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will be fine,” Ganix said hastily, giving Halvar a scolding look. He then glanced over to Ethan. “However, I wouldn’t mind seeing the kitchen…just to give the cook a few tips.” 
 
    Laughing, Kat offered the old dwarf her arm. “Ethan has things to do, but I’ll be glad to take you. I’m sure our cook would be grateful for anything you could show him.” 
 
    As they set off, Ethan took Halvar and Lynial upstairs to their rooms. Halvar was eager to wash and get into a change of clothes, and he positively beamed when Ethan told him there was a shower, complete with hot water. Keira, on the other hand, politely refused his offer of accommodation, explaining that she much preferred sleeping outdoors when the weather permitted it. She had already set camp just beyond the boundaries of the complex.  
 
    Lynial lingered in the hall after Keira departed and King Halvar had entered his room. Ethan knew why without being told. 
 
    “Can I see her?” Lynial asked.  
 
    Ethan nodded and led him downstairs. Exiting through a back door in the kitchen, they proceeded back to the main complex and then down a gated walkway. 
 
    “Is there any change?” Lynial asked. 
 
    “No. Not yet. Both Kat and Lylinora have tried to reach her. But so far they haven’t been able to. They tell me she might get better one day, but I know they’re just saying that to spare my feelings.” 
 
    The path went on for nearly a mile, eventually ending in a wooded area near a shallow brook. A house, similar to Ethan’s though somewhat smaller, had been built in between two great oaks. A spacious porch with several chairs and a table was covered with a canvas awning that was designed to retract during times of dim light.  
 
    Two women were sat on rocking chairs just to the right of the front entrance. One was young, dark-haired, and wearing a blue cotton dress. Lynial did not know her. The other one he recognized instantly. The younger woman stood as they approached. She whispered something to the older woman, who did not appear to react, and then stepped down to greet the visitors. 
 
    “How is she?” asked Ethan. 
 
    The young woman smiled. “We had a rough morning, though it got better. We were just about to have tea. But I am sure she would prefer your company to mine.” She spun lightly on her heels and started back to the porch. “Look who’s here.” 
 
    Lady Illyrian reached up and tugged at the collar on her neck. Other than that, she did nothing to acknowledge the arrivals. 
 
    The woman went inside to fetch the tea. 
 
    Lynial bowed low. “My Lady. It is so good to see you.” He frowned at Ethan. “Is the collar really necessary?” 
 
    “We tried taking it off,” he explained. “But she burned down half the forest before we got it back on. Don’t worry, though. It’s been altered to allow her to move freely.” 
 
    Lynial nodded. “I see.” He knelt to Illyrian’s eye level. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    “We’re not sure how much she understands,” Ethan told him. “When she speaks, it’s usually nonsense. Just random words, mostly.” 
 
    Lynial’s eyes welled with tears. “I should not have done this. I should have ended her life. I’m sorry. It was cowardly of me.” 
 
    Ethan rested a hand on his shoulder. “You did exactly what I would have done. And you saved Kat from being forced to kill her. Maybe even saved her life.” 
 
    “And you say there is nothing anyone can do?” 
 
    Ethan pulled up two chairs and placed them in front of Illyrian. “I’m hoping that once the elves get here, they might find a way to reach her.” 
 
    The door opened and the woman wheeled out a silver trolley on which stood a steaming pot and three cups. After pouring the tea, she handed one each to Lynial and Ethan, and then took the final cup for herself. “Lady Illyrian won’t drink tea when other people are here,” she explained. “And I wouldn’t want her throwing it at you.” 
 
    “I understand,” said Lynial. “Thank you.” 
 
    The woman left the porch and made her way over to a bench across the garden.  
 
    Lynial looked to Ethan with barely contained emotion. “What should I say?” 
 
    “I usually just talk about what I’ve been doing,” he replied, blowing the steam from his cup. 
 
    Lynial nodded and took a breath before starting to recount what he had been doing for the past few weeks. Most of it was simple, day-to-day activities. Just occasionally Ethan thought he saw a glint of recognition in his mother’s eyes, though it was gone before he could be certain. They stayed for more than an hour, during which time Illyrian never spoke a single word.  
 
    Lynial finally stood. “I will see you again soon, My Lady.” He bent down to kiss her hand, but she jerked it back and held it close to her breast.  
 
    “I think she needs to rest,” said Ethan.  
 
    “Yes. Of course.” 
 
    The walk back to the guest house was made in somber silence. The guilt eating away at Lynial was plain to see. Ethan wanted to comfort him, but the truth was, he felt just as guilty himself. When Lynial first told him of where he’d imprisoned her, he’d immediately had her brought to his complex, which at the time was still under construction. Lylinora had warned him against releasing her from the crystal, but he’d ignored her advice. Upon being freed, his mother uttered only two words before sending a wall of fire hurtling toward him.  
 
    “Kill me,” she screamed. Her crazed expression and maniacal voice still haunted him. 
 
    When they reached the main part of the complex, they saw people hanging a variety of brightly colored lanterns and streamers from the awnings. Tables were also being moved into neat rows, and three men were gathered together tuning musical instruments.  
 
    “What’s all this?” Lynial asked. 
 
    “Kat promised the children a party when she returned from seeing her father,” Ethan replied. “In truth, I think everyone here is in need of some fun. News from the outside has been stressful on them.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t let it trouble you,” said Lynial. “We knew this would be a difficult time. We’ll see it through.” 
 
    A young boy no more than seven years’ old with red curly hair and a bright smile ran up as they were nearing the next path. 
 
    “Lord Dragonvein,” he called, out of breath.  
 
    Ethan placed his hands on his hips and let out an exaggerated sigh. “What is it now, Chaudry? Did you set your bed on fire again?” 
 
    The child stopped short, looking hurt. “That was an accident. Besides, it was my sister’s fault. She bet me I couldn’t cast the spell.” 
 
    “And if she bet you that you couldn’t jump of a cliff, would you do it anyway?”  
 
    Ethan winced at his own words. They were exactly the same as what his mother would say when his friends dared him to do something he knew he shouldn’t. 
 
    Chaudry kicked at the grass, averting his eyes. “No.” 
 
    Ethan couldn’t contain his amusement. Mussing the boy’s hair, he knelt down. “Go ahead. Tell me what you want.” 
 
    “I was just wondering who all the extra people are. My sister said that some new mages arrived today with Lady Kat. Is it true?” 
 
    “Only one of them is a mage.” Ethan gestured to his left. “My cousin Lynial here is a very powerful mage.” 
 
    “Not more powerful than you, I bet.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ethan said, winking at his cousin. “He’s pretty powerful. Maybe if you stay out of trouble, I’ll ask him to give a demonstration before he leaves.” 
 
    The child’s eyes lit up. “Really?” 
 
    Lynial leaned forward, his formal manner a stark contrast to Ethan’s. “Yes. But like Lord Dragonvein said, only if you stay out of trouble.” 
 
    “I will. I promise.” Chaudry turned to hurry toward a small group of children a few yards away, then slid to a halt. “Are you going to be our new teacher?” 
 
    “As much as I would enjoy that, I’m afraid not,” replied Lynial, now smiling broadly. “I came to celebrate the greatest man ever to live on Lumnia.” 
 
    The boy crinkled his tiny forehead. “You mean Lord Dragonvein?”  
 
    “Why would you say that?” Lynial asked. 
 
    “Because he beat Shinzan. Everyone knows he’s the greatest hero ever.”  
 
    Ethan sighed. “Go on now. Play with your friends.” 
 
    As they continued toward the house, Ethan noticed Lynial shooting him an amused look.  
 
    “I don’t encourage them to think that,” he said, though Lynial hadn’t spoken a word.  
 
    “I know. But even here your legend grows. In Malacar, they built -” 
 
    “The temple,” he said, cutting him short. “I know. Don’t remind me.” 
 
    On reaching the guest house, they found Halvar, Ganix, and Markus sitting together on the porch, enjoying a bottle of wine. Markus sprang up and bounded over to meet them. 
 
    “It’s about time you showed up,” Ethan said, hugging his friend and slapping him fondly on the arm. “Where’s Lylinora and your daughter?” 
 
    “We left Elaina back home with Estella. As far as my wife goes...” Markus paused to roll his eyes. “She’s probably with Kat finding new reasons to be mad at me. Did you have to tell her everything we did in England? You know she just repeats it to Lylinora the first chance she gets.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have been such a ladies’ man,” teased Ethan.  
 
    “Yeah...well...she’s with Kat, getting ready.” 
 
    Ethan joined the others on the porch and poured himself a glass of wine. They had barely sat down when Halvar retrieved a bottle of whiskey from a sack he had placed beside his chair.  
 
    “How go things in Kytain?” the dwarf king asked Lynial.  
 
    “Slow,” he replied. “They are still convinced Al’ Theona and Ralmaria are planning an attack. They’ve been gathering men all along the border. And of course, Traxis has done the same. The only kingdom who seems content to accept peace is Malacar.” 
 
    “They fear the wrath of Ethan Dragonvein more than the others,” said King Ganix. “Or at least, that is what Keira believes. I suppose that’s why they built the temple.” 
 
    Ethan groaned. “I’m sick of hearing about that damn temple. I swear sometimes I’m tempted to go there and blast it apart, stone by stone.” 
 
    Halvar huffed . “Yes. That would certainly set their minds at ease.” 
 
    “Actually, there are some who are calling for your intervention,” said Lynial. “Though my wife is not among them, many of the noble houses have sent petitions asking her to send for you.” 
 
    “No offense to the queen,” said Ethan. “Or to you. But you can send for me all you want. I’m still not getting involved.” 
 
    “And if war breaks out?” asked Halvar.  
 
    “Then Kat and I will go to the Dragon Wastes. We’ve been over this a hundred times before. I will not take sides. People have to want peace. If I force it on them, nothing will have changed.” 
 
    “And if you don’t, many people could die,” Markus pointed out.  
 
    Ethan leaned back in his chair, rubbing his temple. “You know why I can’t. You know what I saw in the heart of Lumnia. I won’t let it happen. This school is the only way.” 
 
    “I agree that this place is a good idea,” said Halvar. “I said that when you first explained it to me. Yet is it enough?” 
 
    “And as much as I hate to tell you,” added Markus, “There are rumors already spreading about what goes on here.” 
 
    “What rumors?” 
 
    “Nonsense, mostly. That you are building a mage army. Summoning demons. Things like that.” 
 
    Ethan gave a hollow laugh. “That’s ridiculous. No one in their right mind would believe that.” 
 
    “True. Most people don’t. All the same, it’s enough to cause doubt. And doubt breeds fear. I don’t have to tell you what stupid things people can do when they’re scared.” 
 
    Lynial snatched the whiskey bottle from King Halvar. “Enough of this. We focus on the negatives, when we should be grateful. It will take time, but the other kingdoms will come around eventually. No one wants more war. And so long as Ethan’s legend persists, there are few willing to risk doing anything that would cause him to step foot from this place. All the bluster in the world doesn’t change that.” He turned up the bottle and took several large gulps.  
 
    “Indeed,” agreed Ganix. He took the bottle from Lynial and took a much smaller drink. “We have come here to celebrate, not to labor over things beyond our control. My people are free for the first time in five hundred years. We have farms and villages now, and we trade openly with both human and elf. Whatever troubles await us, we will endure and prosper.”  
 
    “As will we,” called Keira from the far edge of the garden.  
 
    Halvar looked in her direction. “I sometimes forget how keen an elf’s hearing is,” he remarked.  
 
    Keira strode toward them. She was wearing a masterfully tailored silver silk blouse and form-fitting pants, while her hair was woven into a series of tight braids secured at the ends with a single onyx bead. Once on the porch, she surveyed the assembly with a disapproving frown. “This is how you dress for a celebration?” 
 
    “I was unaware that this was a formal gathering,” said Lynial, feigning embarrassment.  
 
    “A proper lord would know better,” she scolded. 
 
    “And a proper lady would wear a gown,” countered Markus with a playful grin. 
 
    She stiffened and jutted her chin. “I’ll have you know that this is precisely what an elf woman would wear to the grandest of occasions. That your women choose cumbersome rags is their own fault.” 
 
    Ethan clicked his tongue. “Now, Keira, you know good and well that elves wear gowns too. I’ve seen them. You just hate anything you can’t run in.” 
 
    Her mouth twitched from the effort of suppressing a smile. “That is not the point.” 
 
    “Then what is?” Markus chipped in.  
 
    “That my current attire is considered formal. What the rest of you are wearing isn’t suitable for a tavern.” 
 
    Ethan spotted Kat and Lylinora rounding the corner of the house – both were wearing elegant though not exceedingly formal gowns.  
 
    “Don’t bother with this lot,” Lylinora said. “Especially Markus. It’s a miracle I can even get him to wash his hands before a meal.” 
 
    Ethan rose to kiss her on her cheek. “He was always a bit rough around the edges.” 
 
    Lylinora frowned. “Yes. I know.” She gave Markus a stern look. “If he wasn’t such a handsome lout, I would have left him long ago.”  
 
    He opened his mouth to respond, but Lylinora quickly pressed a finger to his lips. “Perhaps you should just stand there and look handsome. Then maybe I’ll forget what you did in the…where was it? Oh, yes, The Bone and Barrel.” 
 
    Markus moaned. “You told her about that?” 
 
    Kat spread her hands. “What can I say? It’s a funny story.” 
 
    “Not when you tell it to my wife, it isn’t.” 
 
    The entire group burst into laughter. In the distance, they could hear that the musicians had already begun playing. Kat ushered everyone inside to the dining room. The cook, along with two assistants, arrived with the food a short time later. Though the feast was simple, it was well prepared, and the cook paid special attention to King Ganix’s reaction, not leaving until the old dwarf gave him an approving smile.  
 
    After dinner, they retired to the living room, where Ethan lit the hearth. Kat served each a glass of brandy as they stood in a semi-circle around the fire. For several minutes, no one spoke, nor did they raise their glass.  
 
    Finally, Ethan stepped forward, a look of deep reflection in his eyes. “I am very grateful to all of you for coming. I know how hard it is for you to make time for anything other than your duties, but I felt this was long past due. It’s been four years since the war ended. Four years since we saw hope restored to Lumnia. And while I know there are still many challenges left to face, I have no doubt that peace…lasting peace…will be restored.” 
 
     He paused to look at each of his friends in turn. “If it wasn’t for all of you, none of this would have been possible. Shinzan would still be alive, and I would have been killed the first week I arrived here. I sure as hell wouldn’t have made it this far.” 
 
    Halvar cleared his throat. “Well…don’t you be giving me too much credit, lad. I did try to kill you.” 
 
    Ethan laughed. “True. And you almost succeeded.” 
 
    “And I turned you over to the Hareesh,” added Markus. 
 
    “And I almost roasted you alive,” said Lylinora. 
 
    “I wanted to kill you,” said Keira. “But my father wouldn’t allow it.” 
 
    Ethan blew out a long breath. “Okay. Maybe I survived in spite of you.” He looked upon the smiling faces of his friends. “Seriously. I wouldn’t be here without you. I just wanted to say thank you. And that I love you.” 
 
    They all raised their glasses and took a small sip.  
 
    “I’m feeling a bit left out,” remarked Ganix.  
 
    “Why?” asked Ethan. 
 
    “Well, other than Kat, I’m the only one here who didn’t either try to murder you, or attempt to persuade someone else to.” He shook his head. 
 
    “It’s not too late,” teased Kat, wrapping an arm around Ethan’s waist. “We can always wait until he goes to sleep.” 
 
    This lightened the mood considerably. The music drifting in through the half-open window was now joined with the sounds of people laughing and singing.  
 
    “Well, enough talk about killing me, if you don’t mind,” Ethan smiled. “I asked you all here so that we can pay respect to those we lost, and to honor our greatest hero. A man whose name goes unspoken, yet through us, will never be forgotten.” 
 
    “Hear, hear,” said Markus. 
 
    “Though I am given credit for killing Shinzan, all of you here know what really happened,” Ethan continued. “In the end, it wasn’t powerful mages or terrible armies that defeated him, it was the courage of one man who was willing to risk everything in order to rid this world of evil. Though I don’t think I’ll ever know why he did it, that doesn’t really matter. Thanks to Kat’s father, I’ve learn a little bit about him.” 
 
    He drew a breath. “Lord Vraylic Grimlund was a modest man. He enjoyed simple pleasures and had little ambition beyond the security of his family. That was what prompted him to join the Imperial army. Not to conquer or kill. Just to ensure that they were safe. He was a clerk, not a warrior. No one is left alive to tell about his time with Shinzan, or to say how he ended up as his personal servant. Markus was the last person to know him, and that was only for a short time. So there is no way to really know how Vraylic found the courage to accomplish what the mightiest among us could not. Did he always possess such courage? Who knows? The fact remains, everyone here owes him their lives, and it is fitting that we gather here to honor him.” 
 
    Ethan raised his glass high. “To Lumnia’s greatest hero, Lord Vraylic Grimlund.” 
 
    In unison, the gathering of friends spoke his name and drained their glasses. 
 
    For a time, they sat around the hearth, speaking of those they had lost. Halvar recounted how Birger had saved Ethan from the assassins he had sent. Only Keira had not heard the tale before, but all listened as if it was the first time. 
 
    Keira told stories of her father’s bravery, and of how he had convinced her to escort Ethan to the Dragon Wastes. He was actually surprised to hear how resistant she had been to this, then even more astonished to learn that she had actually begged her father to let her kill him. 
 
    Not to be outdone, Ethan told of how Jonas had originally brought him to Lumnia: a story only Markus and Kat had heard in full. Ganix began peppering him with questions about the machinery he spoke of. He was in the middle of describing what a tank was when a knock came at the door. This was followed by the tiny voices of children begging for Lady Kat to come outside. 
 
    Ethan pushed himself to his feet. “I think it’s time we joined the party. After all, I did tell the students that this was the Festival of Lord Vraylic.” 
 
    This was met by enthusiastic agreement.  
 
    The party was in full swing by the time they arrived. It soon became clear why the children were so eager for Kat to join them when she began sending balls of fire high into the night sky, each one exploding into showers of brilliant colors. Some took on the shapes of animals, while others spun and sizzled until they had almost reached the ground before finally vanishing with a loud pop.  
 
    King Halvar and King Ganix drew particular interest from the older men and women, some having never laid eyes on a dwarf before. Halvar did his best to be as polite as possible, though after a time was clearly growing weary of the endless questions coming his way. Ganix, on the other hand, seemed to genuinely enjoy the attention, even taking note of those who would soon be going to Borgen.  
 
    Keira and the others passed most of the night dancing, drinking, and wholeheartedly joining in with the celebrations. Being able to spend most of the past four years among her people had lightened her heart considerably, especially now that they were no longer hunted by the Empire and free to move about openly. At one point, she even allowed Ethan to persuade her into singing an elf song. It was enthusiastically received by all, which caused her smile to grow even wider. 
 
    When the celebration finally began winding down, Ethan’s head was swimming from drink and he knew he should call it a night. Nevertheless, it still took Kat insisting they should go home to make him actually do so. He had not felt so carefree in a very long time. For a few hours, all the troubles of the world had ceased to exist. He was not anxious for their return.  
 
    After stripping off his clothes, he plopped heavily onto the bed and buried his head in the pillow. Kat straddled his back and tickled his ribs until he rolled over and held her wrists.  
 
    “You know I hate that,” he told her, pretending to be irritated.  
 
    “Liar.” She pulled one arm free to goose his ribs again. 
 
    He drew her close. “I wish every night could be like this,” he said. 
 
    She kissed him tenderly. “I think you might change your mind in the morning when you wake up to an enormous hangover.” 
 
    Ethan groaned. “Don’t remind me.”  
 
    “I think we should do this every year,” Kat suggested after a moment. 
 
    He nodded, a faraway look in his eyes. “Me too.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Smiling, Ethan pulled her closer. “Nothing at all. I was just thinking about Jonas. I wonder what he would say about all this.” 
 
    “I’m not sure about the party. But I do know he’d be proud of you. Just like I am.” 
 
    Ethan reached over and dimmed the lantern on the nightstand. The morning would come soon enough, bringing back with it the problems and challenges still to be faced. But in this moment, feeling the warmth of Kat’s body next to his and hearing the laughter of his friends still echoing in his mind, he felt like he had truly achieved victory. He had faced the greatest of evils and not shied away. And now he had all he could ever hope for.  
 
    How long would it last? There was no way of knowing. The world could plunge into another war tomorrow. But at least he had this moment – this victory. And that was more than any man could ask for.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Jonas heard the keys rattling the lock at the front door. “I’ll call you later,” he said. 
 
    “Wait. Just a few more questions.” 
 
    Jonas looked to the door, then back at the old man on the screen of his laptop. “I can’t talk right now,” he said. “Tomorrow, okay?” 
 
    Without allowing any time for objections, he closed the screen and scrambled over to the kitchen island. The margaritas in the blender had already begun to melt. Jonas grunted. He had talked to Professor Hoffman far longer than he’d intended. Racing to the refrigerator, he grabbed a glass. The whir of the ice dispenser masked the sound of the opening door, though he felt the hot air rushing inside.  
 
    “I was just making you a drink,” he said, forcing an innocent smile. 
 
    The woman standing at the threshold was wearing a set of medical scrubs. Her salt and pepper hair was tied into a short braid, and her dark eyes were bearing down on him.  
 
    “You were talking to that guy at the college again,” she said, one hand planted firmly on her hip. 
 
    Jonas’ eyes darted over to the laptop and he could see immediately that he hadn’t closed it completely. His shoulders sagged. “Yes, Nurse Vera. You caught me.” He poured the ice into the blender. “But I really did make margaritas.”  
 
    He pushed the start button before Vera could scold him further. 
 
    Unfortunately, this was only a temporary reprieve. The moment the blender stopped, she stalked over to the laptop and shut the top all the way down. “You keep this up and you’re going to have the men in white coats banging on our door,” she told him. 
 
    Jonas cocked his head. English was often a confusing language, and he hadn’t yet mastered all of its nuances. Many common expressions other people easily understood still escaped him. “It’s not what you think,” he said. 
 
    “And how would you know what I think?” 
 
    He poured two drinks. “I’m sorry. I should have told you.” 
 
    Vera’s mouth was still twisted into a frown. “Told me what?” She accepted the drink and headed toward the back bedroom.  
 
    “Professor Hoffman and I are going to write a book together.” 
 
    She paused. “A book? About what?” 
 
    Her expression had softened. She was always a bit edgy at the end of a shift, though he knew once she’d finished her post-work cocktail, she would relax. “I’ll tell you outside.” 
 
    Before she could object, he turned and exited onto the rear deck. The house itself was small, perched on pylons with only a single bedroom and one bathroom. But the furnishings were extremely well made and quite expensive. It also had all the best appliances. The deck overlooked the Gulf of Mexico, where they had more than two acres of white sand beach to enjoy whenever they wanted. Not that Jonas actually cared very much for the sand. Still, Vera liked it, and it afforded them a decent amount of privacy. 
 
    Plopping down onto his lounge chair, he sat his drink on the side table. The smell of the salt air and the sound of seagulls never failed to make him smile. He had fallen in love with the location the very first moment he laid eyes on it. Vera loved it too. It was that as much as anything which had prompted him to purchase the house.  
 
    Vera came out a few minutes later wearing her white two-piece bathing suit. Though in her early fifties, she exercised regularly and took excellent care of herself. Jonas often told her she could pass for a woman in her thirties….and he meant it. 
 
    She had already finished the drink he had poured and had made herself a second. “Now tell me why the heck you are still talking to that kook Hoffman,” she began. “You know how I feel about that. Wherever Lumnia is, you live on Earth now.” 
 
    “We’re not trying to find it anymore,” Jonas assured her. “The other astronomers he works with were starting to think he was losing his mind, so he had to stop.” 
 
    “What then?” 
 
    “He wants to write down the stories I told him,” he replied. “I don’t know English well enough to do it myself. So he thought maybe we could do it together.” 
 
    Vera looked at him skeptically. “You promise that’s all you’re doing? No more running off in the middle of the night searching for home?” 
 
    Jonas reached over and took her hand. “This is my home now. Here. With you.” 
 
    She smiled. “That’s good to hear.” 
 
    “I’m sorry if I ever made you feel like I was wanting to go back. I swear that even if I could, I wouldn’t.” 
 
    “You know, since that first moment I saw you lying there in the ER with a bullet in your stomach, not speaking a word of English and scared out of your wits, I knew you were trouble.” She winked at him over the rim of her glass. “I just didn’t know how much.” 
 
    “You should have known me before I came here,” he said. “I was about as stiff and proper as you can imagine.” 
 
    “You still are,” she teased. “Much too stiff and proper for a young thing like me.” 
 
    Jonas made a show of acting hurt. “So you just married me for my money?” 
 
    “That and your sexy accent. I’ve always been a sucker for exotic men.” 
 
    Jonas stood up and took her now half-empty glass back to the kitchen. For all her teasing, he knew how much she loved him. She had been by his side through everything: First at the hospital during the long and painful days of recovery from his wounds, then with practical support through all the legal process, until he was finally cleared of the murders that Markus had committed. 
 
     Briefly, he thought back to the moment he’d been shot. It had been agonizing. At first, he’d thought it was fatal; he’d certainly collapsed like he was dead. Markus had probably thought he was. He wondered for a moment what had happened to him and Ethan. And all the others. There were so many possibilities, it was impossible to guess. 
 
    His mind shifted back to Vera. She was his life now. Even after seeing him through all the early problems, she still wasn’t done. Following that, she had helped him to stay in the country by taking him to the best immigration attorney in Massachusetts. And the amazing thing was, not once, despite safely looking after a fortune in jewels for him until he had recovered from his wounds, had she ever asked for anything in return. That told him everything he needed to know about her character. When he was finally on his feet and able to watch out for himself, she simply returned to her job as a nurse. It wasn’t until Jonas had learned enough English to have a decent conversation that he returned to ask her out on a date. It wasn’t exactly love at first sight, but they enjoyed each other’s company, and the rest soon blossomed. 
 
    Once back on the deck, he knelt beside Vera and handed her the refilled glass. “I just want you to know that I really meant what I said just now.” 
 
    She took her drink and sat it down beside her. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I never want to go back.” 
 
    Vera kissed his fingers and pressed her cheek to his hand. “I know. It’s just that some of the stories you tell make it sound so much more exciting than this place. I mean…I didn’t even believe you at first. It was just too crazy. But I know you’re not crazy. And I know you don’t lie to me. So if you’re not crazy and you’re not lying…”  
 
    She shook her head and leaned back. “I think I might have drunk too fast.” 
 
    “Careful,” said Jonas. “I might end up taking advantage of you.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “If you think you can keep up, go for it.” 
 
    Just then, six children came running up from the beach. Jonas recognized them immediately.  
 
    “I think it might have to wait,” said Vera. “Your fan club is back.” 
 
    “I can get rid of them,” he offered. 
 
    She blew him a kiss. “No. I can wait. For a while, at least. Just don’t make it a long one.” 
 
    The pounding of feet running up the stairs from the beach shook the entire deck. A few seconds later four boys and two girls, all of them about nine or ten years old, ran up and surrounded Jonas.  
 
    “Aren’t you tired of this by now?” he asked, crossing his arms over his chest. 
 
    All six children shook their heads. 
 
    Jonas sighed and sat on the lounge chair. “Very well. I suppose I know one more.” 
 
    “Does it have a dragon?” asked a young girl with wild brown curls and a face filled with tiny freckles. 
 
    “Not this one,” Jonas replied. “Today I’ll tell you about how I came to Earth from a faraway world. And how I ended up marrying the fairest princess in all the land.” 
 
    The two girls smiled, but the boys looked as if they had just smelled something foul.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” he added quickly. “It has chases and gunfights, and magic too.” 
 
    This was enough to satisfy the boys. As the entire group sat in a row in front of him, Vera got up and took his glass.  
 
    She leaned over and kissed his cheek, then whispered: “Just leave out the part that happens after the wedding.” 
 
    “Of course, my love,” Jonas said. “That’s the story I’ll tell you later.”  
 
    He cleared his throat and turned back to the children. “Now where to start? Ah, yes! Far, far, away, beyond the very farthest star in the sky, is a world filled with magic, elves, dwarves and dragons…” 
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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    Serhan closed his eyes and took a long cleansing breath.  
 
    Drawing deep into his mind, he touched his center – his merkesh. He felt it rising within him, but after only a moment of bathing in its awesome power, he allowed the vibrations to subside. It was not time. Not yet. Soon, though; very soon. And when it arrived, all his many years of training and discipline would be tested to the full. As would his courage and resolve.  
 
    The steady thumping of Ragnir’s huge wings fell into rhythm with the beating of his own heart. He ran a hand over her muscular shoulders. Her awesome power never failed to send a chill down his spine. Her flesh – hard as iron, yet still pleasing to the touch – rippled and tensed. She was ready. Ready for battle. Ready to kill. And ready to die if needs be. Without opening his eyes, he leaned forward and placed an ear against the base of her neck.  
 
    “Once more, my love,” he whispered. “Then it will finally be over.”  
 
    In response, Ragnir’s rumbling growl resonated through his entire body. Yes. Once more. I am ready, the dragon told him, though not in words that anyone save Serhan could comprehend.  
 
    He sighed, allowing his mind to fully absorb the peace of the moment: his oneness with Ragnir; the breeze against his flesh while riding high above the ravages of the world where only the Tul’Zahar dared to climb; and finally, the incredible sense of freedom. Up here, he was truly his own master.  
 
    The distant clamor of steel and fire dragged him away from the perfection of the moment. He opened his eyes to see the glow of flames reflecting off Ragnir’s deep blue scales, making her appear as if she was wrapped in a cloak of cloudless night sky. He cast his gaze downward. Such a spectacle had not been seen by human eyes in more than three hundred years. Vast oceans of warriors were pitted against one another. More than three hundred thousand of them was his guess. Five mighty nations had sent their best and bravest to do battle.  
 
    He tried to make out the individual armies, but after six straight days of fighting, it was impossible to distinguish one from another. By now, the alliance had merged into one massive force pressing forward against the power of King Zemel the Conqueror, ruler of Acharia.  
 
    Rings of fire erupted as the battle mages went about their deadly work. Serhan sneered contemptuously. Battle mages. Bah! Half-wit weaklings unfit for the Tul’Zahar, that’s all they were. Even so, King Zemel had found a use for them where other kings had not. But of course, unlike Zemel, other kings were fearful of magic. King Zemel feared absolutely nothing. Not even the Tul’Zahar.  
 
    His desire to press Ragnir into a dive and dispatch these pathetic battle mages was strong. The thought of the terror they would know when faced with genuine power almost elicited a laugh. But Serhan knew it would have to wait. The task he was about to undertake was far more important. The battle mages would taste justice soon enough.  
 
    He placed the tip of his finger to the large gem set in the pommel of his sword and smiled. The sword had been forged for him, perfectly weighted and balanced for his hand. It had taken a month to fashion, tempered in the crucible of Tul’Zahar’s greatest smiths, and given in exchange for the oath of loyalty he swore to the order. The jewel itself, though, that was a gift from his wife, given when she first discovered that she was carrying his child. Fondly remembering Leona’s aspect, he allowed a small piece of his essence to leave him to create a faint impression of her within its facets.  
 
    Ragnir let out a booming huff and shook her head.  
 
    “I know, my love,” Serhan said. “I must keep my focus. But this may be our final battle, and I would have her with me.” He patted the dragon’s neck. “After this, we’ll find somewhere far away from the madness. Somewhere my son can grow up in safety without being surrounded by fields of blood.” When Ragnir hissed and whined, he smiled and then added: “Yes. I’m sure there will be plenty of sheep and wild pigs to feast on, too.”  
 
    Serhan shifted his eyes to gaze north. There, less than twenty miles away, loomed the ominous black spires of Gol’Naruth – King Zemel’s stronghold. Should the vast forces of the five nations manage to advance that far, that would be the absolute limit of their achievement. They could lay siege for a hundred years and never so much as scratch a single stone of the city walls. These were protected by the magic of the Sulmarian Guild. Not even the mighty fires of the legendary elder dragons – were there any still alive to try – would be able to make the slightest blemish on them. Serhan smiled briefly. It was just as well for him that he would not need to test his strength against such an indestructible defense.  
 
    A blast of heat rose up from the battlefield. A small group of battle mages had joined together to form a protective wall of fire around themselves, but inch by inch they were being pressed back by the determination of an enraged foe. Serhan’s keen eyesight could see that bowmen had already decimated the battle mages’ shield bearers, leaving them exposed and vulnerable. Fire could roast a man and was a highly effective defense against advancing soldiers, but it was next to useless against arrows and bolts. Little by little the flames diminished as the archers continued to send forth their deadly attack. Serhan smiled. Good riddance.  
 
    Again he cast his eyes toward Gol’Naruth. The heat rising from the battlefield distorted the light, giving the fortress an even more forbidding appearance.  
 
    It was time.  
 
    Reaching to his belt, he withdrew a small silver horn, the rhylatite infused within making it glow in his hand. He raised it to his lips and blew three times.  
 
    The pure, clear call pierced the air in every direction, making all other sounds dull and distant by comparison. He chuckled softly. The king would have undoubtedly heard it too. He would know they were coming.  
 
    Three specks approached rapidly from the west. It took only a matter of seconds for him to recognize Drewin, Sadich, and Thradus. Astride their dragons, they drew their blades and held them high in salute. Serhan raised the horn aloft in reply.  
 
    Both Sadich’s and Thradus’s mounts were lean, their heads covered in razor sharp spikes, but Drewin’s dragon was broad and powerful – just like Ragnir. Also like Ragnir, it had shed most of its spikes long ago.  
 
    They brought the dragons to a halt only a dozen yards away, coming into position in front of Serhan, their immense bodies rising and falling as they trod air to hold their position. The red flame crest was splashed magnificently across their polished black armor. Drewin – second only to Serhan himself in rank – boasted the red sash of the Tul’Zahar. Removing his helm, he shook loose his shoulder-length brown curls, dark eyes fixed on his commander.  
 
    Serhan noted the blood soaking Drewin’s arm and spattered on his face. This had obviously been a hard-fought day. “Are you injured badly?” he asked.  
 
    He glanced down at his arm and spat. “Goddamn battle mages had me distracted for a moment. I took a crossbow bolt as a reward for my stupidity.”  
 
    “Can you continue?”  
 
    Drewin threw his head back, laughing. “Are you joking? You think I’d miss my chance of glory over such a small matter?”  
 
    Serhan nodded approvingly. He was strong. Almost as strong as himself. In fact, were it not that he had taken the oath two years earlier than Drewin, his subordinate would now be the one leading the Tul’Zahar.  
 
    He shifted his attention to Sadich and Thradus. “And how are you two faring? Finding enough mischief?” The pair were brothers, inducted into the order only days apart. Still young, they were known for their practical jokes and spirited nature.  
 
    “Enough blood for everyone, for a change,” Sadich replied with a sinister smirk.  
 
    “I think the steel in my blade has grown wearier than my sword arm,” added Thradus.  
 
    Serhan frowned. “So you left your mounts and fought on foot?”  
 
    The pair looked to one another, then back to their commander. It was Thradus who spoke. “Only for a short time. We just couldn’t stand seeing the soldiers have all the fun.”  
 
    Serhan shook his head. “The soldiers are here to fight and die. The two of you have far more important duties. Too important to risk your lives over a bit of sport.”  
 
    “I apologize,” they replied in unison. But the smiles that lingered on their faces cast doubts on the strength of their sincerity.  
 
    Serhan grunted and turned to Drewin. “Have you seen the others?”  
 
    He shook his head. “I’m sure they’ll be along shortly.” “They had better be.” He looked to the battle far below. “Each moment’s delay costs more lives.”  
 
    As his eyes rose again, Serhan was just in time to catch the brothers exchanging what appeared to be a furtive glance. He also noticed their hands drifting ever closer to their blades. He furrowed his brow, wondering what was going on. Were they really acting suspiciously?  
 
    He dismissed such thoughts as nothing more than prebattle nerves. Where were the others? He strained his eyes in every direction, but after more than five minutes there was still no sign of anyone else arriving. He blew his horn once again, but the skies around them remained stubbornly empty.  
 
    It was then that he noticed Drewin gradually positioning his dragon to the left – away from his commander’s sword arm. The brothers had also moved and were now sitting slightly above him. His senses instantly sharpened and he allowed the magic dwelling within his merkesh to flow into his hands. Drewin immediately picked up on this.  
 
    “Is something wrong, Commander?” he asked, his own hand resting on the pommel of his sword.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Serhan replied darkly. “Is there?”  
 
    Drewin locked eyes with him for a long moment. Slowly, his mouth twisted into a smile and he gave a mirthless chuckle. “Always the perceptive one.”  
 
    Serhan’s jaw tightened. So his mind had not been playing tricks. Something was indeed seriously wrong. Treachery was in the air. “Where are the others?” he demanded.  
 
    “Dead,” Drewin replied matter-of-factly. He pointed at his commander. “You are the last.”  
 
    Serhan’s eyes shot from Drewin to the brothers and back again. Ragnir, sensing her master’s anxiety, was tensing uneasily beneath him.  
 
    “Why have you done this?”  
 
    His second-in-command raised an eyebrow. “You ask why? Surely you can’t be serious. You have led us to ruin. You defied our king, stole his property, and have instigated a war that you must have known we could never win.”  
 
    “King Zemel is a madman and you know it,” he shot back. “The Scepter should never have been in his possession. It was not meant to be wielded by mortal man. I only did what I had to do.”  
 
    Drewin nodded. “Yes. He is a madman. But a powerful one. Even without the Scepter, he would have destroyed us. At least now the Tul’Zahar will endure.”  
 
    “And how exactly does killing your brothers do anything to save the Tul’Zahar?”  
 
    Drewin’s face hardened and his eyes burned. “It is your fault they had to die. I tried to spare them. But such was their blind loyalty to you and to your folly that they would not see reason.”  
 
    “Save your lies,” Serhan spat at him. “You made a bargain with Zemel. And the price was the Tul’Zahar. You are without honor. The only thing that comforts me is knowing that in the end, Zemel will betray you, too.”  
 
    “Enough of this talk,” shouted Sadich. “I have listened to this self-righteous bastard for far too long. Let’s just kill him and be done with it.” The song of steel rang out as he drew his sword.  
 
    Drewin raised a hand in an attempt to stop the inexperienced youth, but it was too late. Serhan was already reacting. Thrusting his left hand out, a bolt of blue lightning sprang forth from his fingertips, striking Sadich squarely in the chest. With his right hand, he freed his own sword and leashed the bolt to the tip of the blade. Sadich’s eyes shot wide. Before he could make any kind of defensive move, the lightning exploded, shredding his breastplate and throwing him completely from his mount. As he plummeted toward the distant ground, Thradus cried out his name. Both he and the riderless dragon then went into steep dives in pursuit his brother.  
 
    Serhan unleashed another bolt, this one aimed at Drewin. But his treacherous second-in-command would not be taken off guard so easily. He had already raised a defensive ward. Only a few tiny sparks made it through the shimmering disk of light – not nearly enough to cause any real injury.  
 
    Serhan urged Ragnir to dive hard left. As they dropped, he drew in more power, casting ward upon ward around both himself and his dragon. Blasts of fire and lightning at his back told him that Drewin was close behind. Faster and faster they swooped. The battlefield below was now coming up fast. With the wind roaring in his ears, he was forced to grip the saddle horn tightly to remain mounted.  
 
    When they were a mere fifty feet from the earth, Ragnir let out a thunderous roar and leveled off. With the enemy army directly below them, Serhan felt two more waves of magic attacking him from above, though this time they were not coming from Drewin’s direction. He looked up and to his left. Sadich’s dragon had apparently caught up with him in time because he was now back in its saddle, his face contorted with fury. Both he and Thradus were sending multiple spears of silver light raining down at Serhan. But it was an undisciplined, hit-or-miss assault fueled largely by their anger, and his wards were more than adequate to protect him from the few that did find their target. Those that missed, however, were causing chaos on the field below. Spear after spear of light shot past him to strike unsuspecting soldiers, ripping their bodies apart like wet parchment.  
 
    “Climb!” Serhan shouted.  
 
    Ragnir’s wings pounded with unimaginable strength, lifting them well above the battlefield again in no time at all. But rapid as their ascent was, more attacks from the brothers continued to pepper him. Their dragons may not have been anywhere near as powerful as Ragnir, but they were far quicker and more agile. In mere moments they had managed to circle around to be positioned above and to his front, all the while continuing their seemingly useless assault against his wards.  
 
    They’re trying to keep my attention, Serhan realized. His eyes desperately searched for Drewin, eventually spotting him only fifty or so feet above and to his back. As fast as he could, he sheathed his sword and began drawing in yet more power. Wards against magic were a simple thing for someone of his experience, and Drewin understood this as well as anyone. Serhan concentrated on shaping the more complicated wards that would counter physical attacks. One minute. That was as fast as he had ever created one. Would he be granted that long this time?  
 
    The ominous thudding of large wings approaching quickly spelled out the futility of such a hope. Ragnir let out a roar of agony as talons sank into her tail. Serhan drew his sword again and took a swipe at Drewin’s mount. His blade found flesh, though only enough to cause a minor wound. Ragnir spun sharply, ripping her tail free from the other dragon’s grip and almost throwing Serhan from the saddle in the process.  
 
    He knew he needed to get higher. But the brothers had ceased their magical attack and were concentrating on closing in. Growling with anger, Ragnir flew straight at them. Unwilling to face the enraged dragon head on, the pair split left and right, allowing Serhan to pass straight between them. For a moment he thought he might be able to get high enough to manage an escape, but then another cry of agony came from deep within Ragnir’s throat. Twisting around, he saw that Drewin’s dragon had one of his mount’s rear legs clenched tightly in its maw. Held back by an almost equal weight, their ascent immediately slowed to virtually nothing. The two smaller dragons had been given the opportunity they needed. They dived in from either side to grab a wing each of Ragnir’s firmly in their claws, twisting hard to inflict maximum injury.  
 
    Serhan rose from the saddle and prepared to charge at Thradus, but it was too late. Their deadly work already done, all three attacking dragons simultaneously released Ragnir. Desperately she pounded the air, but her wings were now too badly damaged for any chance of flight. Clutching at the saddle horn as they dropped, Serhan braced himself for the moment they struck ground.  
 
    Ragnir’s broken wings continued to beat furiously, at least slowing their descent sufficiently to save them from a truly devastating impact. Even so, when contact came, it was still hard enough to rattle every bone in Serhan’s body. But there was no time to worry about that. Sharply aware that they were well behind King Zemel’s lines and completely surrounded, he jumped clear of Ragnir and was ready in an instant, sword in hand. His eyes darted back and forth, seeking attackers. But the enemy soldiers nearby were already backing away. No one among them was fool enough to challenge a Tul’Zahar and his dragon, even when they were so obviously wounded.  
 
    Ragnir’s tail was riddled with deep gashes and both wings hung limply, broken in the middle. Her back leg had been mangled beyond healing by Drewin’s dragon. After blowing out a guttural breath, she limped forward to meet him.  
 
    “I’m sorry, my love,” Serhan told her. He drew in what little power he had remaining and used it to ease the dragon’s suffering. She lowered her massive head, pressing it into his chest while moaning softly.  
 
    It was a short respite. The ground shook as the three traitors landed a few yards to his back. Even though his wards were still in place, he knew there was no way for him to fight them all successfully. He spun to meet his enemy with rage-filled eyes.  
 
    “Don’t be a fool,” warned Drewin. “It’s over.”  
 
    “Face me, you coward,” Serhan challenged. “Or has the king taken your courage as well as your honor?”  
 
    Drewin sneered. “To face one as accomplished in single combat as you is not an act of courage… Commander. It is rank stupidity. No. I think it would be much better if you just throw down your sword.”  
 
    By now, Thradus and Sadich had urged their dragons to the left and right. Cruel little smiles appeared on their faces. He read it as eager anticipation. There was a certain kind of warrior who savored the killing to come. They belonged to that breed.  
 
    Serhan glanced down at the jewel that held the aspect of his beloved wife. “Very well, I will submit,” he said. “But only on one condition.”  
 
    “And what is that?” asked Drewin.  
 
    “Find a way to spare my family.”  
 
    Drewin heaved a weary sigh. “I wish I could help you. I truly do. But King Zemel has plans for them. The boy in particular.”  
 
    Serhan’s grip on his sword tightened. He squeezed his eyes shut for a second. “I see.”  
 
    There was nothing else left to debate. All he could do now was go down fighting and die with the honor expected of a Tul’Zahar commander.  
 
    The sinews of his powerful legs tensed. He could hear the dragons creeping in on either side of him. Drewin, on the other hand, maintained his position further back. Shrewd as always.  
 
    In a blur of speed, Serhan ran left, straight toward Sadich. Startled by this unexpected assault, the young dragon reared up, throwing its rider momentarily off balance. Before the creature could lower its head to offer a defense, Serhan dived low and rolled. Sadich twisted in the saddle and thrust his blade downwards, but Serhan easily avoided the strike. An instant later, he was back on his feet. With a grunt of satisfaction, he brought his sword hard down on the young man’s shin. The razor sharp steel sliced effortlessly through armor, flesh, and then bone. Sadich instantly dropped his weapon, a wail of agony bursting from his mouth.  
 
    Serhan stepped in to finish the job, but just as he raised his sword, a mighty swipe from the dragon’s talons struck him in the center of the back. It was like being hit with a battering ram. The sheer force sent him flying more than ten feet through the air. As he thudded back down onto the ground, violent spasms of pain gripped him, and he could feel blood already soaking his back. Only the superb craftsmanship of his armor had saved him from being ripped to shreds. Gasping for air but with sword still in hand, he somehow struggled onto his side.  
 
    Sadich had fallen from the saddle and was writhing on the ground, his lifeblood spilling over. The dragon, seeing its rider’s distress, was standing over him defensively.  
 
    Serhan cast his eyes over to the right, wondering why no attack had come from that flank yet. It was quickly explained. His beloved Ragnir, though severely injured, had her jaws clamped tightly around the other young dragon’s neck – a fatal grip from which it would never be able to struggle free. Thradus could see the inevitability of this and was scrambling to dismount, though not fast enough. With a sharp flick of her head, Ragnir flung the lifeless dragon contemptuously aside with Thradus still clinging atop it. She then turned her attention back to Serhan. With wings dragging and limping even more heavily than before, she started toward where he was lying.  
 
    Serhan opened his mouth to cry out a warning, but before he could utter a sound, Drewin’s dragon leapt forward to seize Ragnir from the rear. First its talons sank into her back; then its jaws clamped down around her muscular neck. It was a similar deadly grip to the one Ragnir herself had used only moments before. And like the young dragon, there was no escape for her either. Had she not been in such a severely weakened condition, she might have stood a fighting chance. As it was, she had none at all.  
 
    Unable to bear the terrible sight, Serhan closed his eyes and let out an anguished scream.  
 
    He attempted to rise, but it felt as if his back had been shattered by the dragon’s blow. Helpless, he could only lie there and desperately tried to shut out the sound of Ragnir’s death cries. When they finally ceased, something inside – a final acknowledgement of her bravery perhaps? – compelled him to look over at her ravaged body. Blood glistened across her beautiful scales, shimmering in the glorious sunlight and for one precious moment seeming to be so alive still, despite the fact that her eyes stared lifelessly into oblivion.  
 
    “This is your own fault,” said Drewin, sliding down from his saddle.  
 
    A short distance away, Thradus was knelt beside his dead dragon, frantically trying to use his healing magic to restore her life.  
 
    “Tend to your brother instead,” ordered Drewin.  
 
    The young man straightened his back and wiped his face. His gaze then fell on the fallen and helpless figure of Serhan. Springing to his feet, he ran headlong at him, eyes blazing with vengeful intent. Drewin moved swiftly to block his path and wrap restraining arms around his body. Thradus struggled and twisted violently for several seconds in an attempt to wrench himself free, but Drewin was far stronger and held him easily.  
 
    “Sadich is dying,” he shouted, forcing the youth to look at him directly. “Go help him. Serhan will suffer for what he has done. I promise you that.”  
 
    Slowly Thradus calmed and was allowed to pull away. After casting one more hate-filled glare at Serhan, he hurried over to tend his brother.  
 
    Drewin loomed menacingly over Serhan. “Well fought, Commander,” he said. “The others didn’t last for more than a few seconds. But I knew not to underestimate you, even when outnumbered and taken by surprise. A pity Sadich and Thradus weren’t as careful.” He shrugged. “Oh, well. The inexperience of youth.”  
 
    “Do what you came to do,” Serhan growled, lifting his chin to meet the eyes of his one-time friend. “I don’t care to hear your treacherous voice.”  
 
    Drewin shook his head. “Defiant to the last. But you’re right. There is no need to prolong this.”  
 
    After muttering a few words, his hands began to glow with a faint blue aura. He reached down and touched Serhan lightly on the forehead. The effect was immediate.  
 
    Serhan saw a flash of brilliant white light… then utter blackness.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Consciousness returned once again. How many days he had been held, he could no longer tell. The stench of urine and feces mingled with the odor of burning coals. Sweat and blood blurred his vision, but he did not need sight to know where he was.  
 
    The slow groan of the iron door followed by a thud of heavy boots told him that it must be time once again. Time for more pain.  
 
    “I must say I’m impressed. I never imagined anyone could hold out for so long.”  
 
    It was Drewin speaking. Serhan never had any trouble in recognizing his treacherous voice. He wanted to reply, to curse him as a coward, but his throat was too dry and swollen.  
 
    “I thought you’d like to know that the allies are now in full retreat.”  
 
    Serhan turned his head. He could make out only the misty outline of Drewin’s body. A few seconds later, he felt a cup filled with water being lifted to his lips. Much as he wanted to spit the liquid back into the man’s face, his thirst was too great. He couldn’t help but gulp at it greedily. A cool rag then cleaned his face and eyes. Drewin smiled down at him and took a step back.  
 
    Seeing the traitor filled him with uncontrollable rage. He struggled violently against the chains securing his arms and legs to the rough wooden table, ignoring the pain caused by both the injuries suffered in battle and the days of relentless torture that had followed.  
 
    “Calm yourself, Commander,” Drewin said. “I’m here to help you.”  
 
    “Save your lies,” he croaked.  
 
    Drewin put the cup against his lips once more, and again he drank. But this time he was able to hold back from swallowing the final mouthful and spat it back full in the face of his betrayer. It was only a very small victory, but it felt good nonetheless.  
 
    Drewin calmly dried himself, seemingly unmoved by the display of contempt. “I understand your anger,” he said. “And I believe you when you say that you don’t know where the Scepter is hidden. Unfortunately, despite my assurances, the king does not. He still thinks you do.”  
 
    “And if I did, do you think I would tell him?”  
 
    “No. I am certain that you would not. Regardless of how long they torture you, you will say no more than you choose. But I also believe you would be more helpful if you were properly motivated. Perhaps if your wife and child were to be set free?”  
 
    Serhan turned his head away. He could still see his wife’s face. And their son, Baylin, only five years old. The image of his raven curls, green eyes, and innocent features was too much. He did his best to choke the tears back. “You’ll kill them both anyway,” he muttered. “No matter what I do or say.”  
 
    “Oh no,” Drewin retorted. “They will live. Even if you refuse his offer, the king will see to that. What you get to choose is the manner in which they live.”  
 
    For the very first time, Serhan felt his resolve weakening. The hell King Zemel would put his family through was unimaginable. The door opened again.  
 
    “Look,” said Drewin. “Your son is unharmed.”  
 
    Serhan heard tiny footsteps entering the room. Slowly, he turned his head back. There stood Baylin. He was gazing up at him, his tiny face twisted in confusion.  
 
    Immeasurable sorrow washed over Serhan. It was harder than ever to keep his tears at bay. “Are you hurt, son?” he asked.  
 
    Baylin shook his head, but said nothing.  
 
    “And your mother?”  
 
    “She’s… she’s with the king,” he replied, his voice uncertain and meek. “They told me she has to stay there until you do something for him.” He took a small, nervous step forward. “Will you do it, father?”  
 
    Serhan looked into his child’s eyes and forced a weak smile. “I need you to be brave for me. Can you do that?” Baylin nodded.  
 
    “Then no matter what happens, just remember that I love you.” He twisted his face to one side. It was impossible to contain the tears any longer. “Take him away and then do what you must.”  
 
    Drewin sighed. “I’m afraid it’s not that easy. I was sent to give you the king’s offer. Should you refuse, I am to kill you… while your son watches.”  
 
    Serhan clenched his fists and stifled his sobs. He would not die sniveling like a coward. “Then do it,” he commanded. “Do it quickly.”  
 
    After a lengthy pause, Drewin pulled a dagger free and placed the point directly over Serhan’s heart. “I was to make you scream and wail first. But even I have limits.”  
 
    Serhan looked up and nodded. “For that, at least, I thank you.”  
 
    Drewin nodded in return. “Farewell, Commander.”  
 
    He leaned in, and the blade sank deep. Serhan gasped just once, and then went rigid.  
 
    As the light of life faded, he could hear the whisper of his son’s cries.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The chirping of the crickets and the lonely call of the wolves blended in perfect harmony with the wind as it whistled he through the pine needles high above the ground. From this lofty position, a lone shadow watched patiently. He had been there for two days, his eyes fixed resolutely on his target, never moving a muscle and never tiring. With only soft leather shoes and a thin pair of black cotton trousers to cover himself, the chill air bit sharply at his exposed flesh. But he did not shiver. Nor did the thought of a warm fire and a soft bed enter his mind. His focus was absolute, and his will could shatter steel. The mane of jet-black hair hanging down to his shoulders was tied into rows of tiny braids and bound together at the tip by a single onyx bead. A dagger fastened to his belt was his only weapon. This was to be a killing of a quick and quiet nature, and a sword would only weigh him down. In any case, should he find himself in unexpected need of such a weapon, he knew he could always claim one easily enough from the dead.  
 
    The small cabin just a hundred feet away to the north stood dark and unoccupied: a hiding place for rogues and bandits that was seldom used and – out of necessity – difficult to find unless you knew where to look. He had watched small animals enter through the broken windows, scavenging for whatever scraps might have been left behind. On one occasion a black bear had lumbered up to use the rough corner of the building to scratch its massive back. He had seen them all come and go. But they had not seen him. He had to ensure that no one did. Not until it was too late. That demanded a level of control few possessed; to be so utterly in command of your own body as to move soundlessly, lost to the naked eye. He was patient. He was fast. But most of all, he was deadly.  
 
    The jingle of steel and the hiss of voices reached his ears. They were still some distance away, but his hearing was unusually keen, as it was with all of those who belonged to the Dul’Buhar. This ability had been a gift from their king and was a secret they guarded jealously. Their physical prowess was legendary, as was their skill in combat. But no one knew the full extent of their powers, nor were they allowed to ask. Doing so meant death.  
 
    After several minutes, six torches appeared in the darkness to the east where the trees thinned and the ground became rocky and uneven. The assassin’s eyes penetrated the night and looked closely upon the faces of the men. At once, he knew. The one he was waiting for had arrived.  
 
    Six men would be easy enough to dispatch. Particularly if they were the sort of sell-swords commonly found in the employ of merchants and lesser nobles. Though truth be told, he had almost been hoping for a greater challenge.  
 
    This particular noble – Lord Yelsing – must have earned himself some very special interest. General Kirlon had handed him this assignment personally, insisting that it warranted his immediate attention. It didn’t matter in the slightest what the lord had done to merit a death sentence, but it was unusual for the Dul’Buhar to be sent on such a mundane mission. Normally, a small group of soldiers would have been considered more than sufficient to handle things of this nature.  
 
    As the target drew closer, he took note of the sell-swords’ weary steps and sagging shoulders. It took them several attempts to force open the cabin door before they filed inside. Only a few minutes later, the windows glowed from lamplight.  
 
    He waited for another hour before descending from his perch, leaping with uncanny agility from branch to branch in complete silence, then dropping the final ten feet and landing lightly on the balls of his feet. Drawing his dagger, he crouched low and moved forward. The fool hadn’t bothered to post a guard at the door. Not that it would have done him any good, even if he had.  
 
    While easing closer, he kept a close watch for any shadows moving in the windows. But all was still and quiet. He took a moment to reassess his approach and position. Something wasn’t quite right. It was way too quiet. Men who had traveled to the point of fatigue would certainly fall asleep easily enough. But even when sleeping, they were by no means silent. Yet no hint of snores or groans reached his ears, nor any of the other sounds familiar to him from a life spent in a camp filled with warriors and soldiers.  
 
    With all senses on high alert, he crept cautiously onward. Upon reaching the cabin, he immediately ducked beneath the window and closed his eyes to further enhance his hearing. Still not a sound from the sleeping men reached him; only the scuttle of mice, the wind, and the music of the forest. His grip on the dagger tightened.  
 
    The unnatural silence was suddenly broken.  
 
    “There’s no need to sneak about,” called a voice from inside. “I know you’re out there. Do come inside.”  
 
    Springing upright, he backed away a few paces. Almost no one should have been able to hear his approach. Even one of his own would have had difficulty. But the fact was, whoever had called out had heard him… or at least knew he was coming.  
 
    “Are you going to stand out there all night?”  
 
    He took a few seconds to think. He had been betrayed. That much was without doubt. But by whom? And to what end? With no other course open to him, he walked to the door with determined strides and pushed it open.  
 
    Sitting at a table over to the left was his target – Lord Yelsing, elegantly dressed in a black satin robe stitched with interlacing patterns of gold and white. Beneath this he wore a finely tailored white shirt with polished silver buttons and matching pants. His black leather boots were clean and unmarked, for all the world looking as if they had never so much as touched the ground before. An elegant, goldhandled sword hung from his belt. He was slightly built, with close-set eyes, a hawk-like nose, and a prominently jutting chin. A mop of curly golden blond hair fell loosely to his shoulders.  
 
    “Finally, a face to put to the name,” said Yelsing, wearing a friendly smile. “Akiri, I believe? Am I right? Please tell me I am. I will be quite disappointed if you are not.”  
 
    Remaining on the threshold, the assassin scanned the rest of the room. To his right, a pile of ruined furniture had been shoved carelessly into the near corner, together with a heavily blackened iron stove that had toppled over and was clearly no longer of use to anyone. But it was what lay further back that captured his attention. His jaw tightened, and he realized that this situation was far beyond anything he had anticipated.  
 
    The bodies of all five guards were piled like firewood against the rear wall. From these, an untidy trail of blood droplets led directly to the table Yelsing sat at.  
 
    “Well, are you him or aren’t you?” the lord pressed, though his tone remained cordial.  
 
    He nodded. “I am Akiri.”  
 
    Letting out a sigh of relief, Yelsing resumed his seat. “That’s good to hear. It really is. I was afraid you might not be and that I had failed on my first attempt. You see, this is all very new to me.”  
 
    Akiri was rarely unsure of himself, but the relaxed and rather odd manner of this young noble gave him pause to think. The man appeared remarkably unconcerned about being face-to-face with a dagger-wielding assassin, though judging by the pile of bodies he had created, there was likely a very good reason for this. Until Akiri knew more, he decided that caution was his best approach.  
 
    “You clearly knew I was coming,” he said. “But do you know why I am here?”  
 
    “Of course,” Yelsing replied. “Or at least, I know why you think you are here. You believe you are here to kill me. But nothing could be further from the truth.” He looked around and twisted his lips, as if tasting something bad. “A dingy place, I’m afraid. Ill-fitting for a night such as this. But what can one do?”  
 
    Akiri scrutinized him more closely. There was something unnatural about the man. Just as this thought was forming, the light from a lantern hanging from a beam overhead caught the man’s eyes. In spite of their blue color, they were reflecting blood red. Almost at the same time, he realized that Yelsing was not breathing.  
 
    “Volkar,” he hissed.  
 
    Yelsing chuckled with mild amusement. “How odd that you would know the proper name for what I am. With all those rippling muscles and such a grim demeanor, I wouldn’t have guessed you to be the educated sort. Far more the slash-and-grunt type. But you’re absolutely correct. I am a volkar. Though most people call me a soul shredder.”  
 
    Rapidly, everything that Akiri knew of the volkar passed through his mind. Once human, they had bound themselves to demon spirits in order to gain power and immortality. They survived on the souls of the living, consuming them at the precise moment of death. Volkar were strong, fast, and extremely deadly. Someone had gone to a great deal of trouble to bring this creature here.  
 
    “You should understand, Akiri, this is the first time I have killed for gold. I usually kill for survival.” He flicked his wrist and cocked his head. “Though occasionally for sport as well, I must admit. So forgive me if I appear to be a trifle awkward.”  
 
    “Who sent you?”  
 
    Yelsing held up his hand. “I will get to that, so please be patient. But don’t worry. My instructions are very clear, and they most certainly include allowing you to know who sent me.”  
 
    “Speak then, and let us be done with it.” Akiri’s eyes shot across to the pile of bodies. He would need to make it over to them before attempting anything else. If what he had learned from his studies was true, there were few ways he would be able to kill this creature. Without a sword, he would not stand a chance.  
 
    “Such a serious and sober fellow,” Yelsing said, smirking.  
 
    “I would tell you to take more joy from life. But as yours is about to end…”  
 
    He waved a nonchalant hand before continuing. “In any event, I am first to explain what your death will be like. I have no personal experience with this, but I see the faces and hear the screams of my victims. Many of them beg for death within the first few seconds. I can only imagine the terrible agonies they must feel. So that is what will happen to you, I’m afraid. And when it does, I am then to ask you if you would care to plead for your life. But from one look at you I already know that you won’t. Good man. Very brave.” Akiri was losing patience. But he needed to know more. He took a small step toward the bodies.  
 
    In an instant, Yelsing was on his feet with his blade drawn. His once friendly countenance was now dark and foreboding. “Not yet,” he warned. “Or I will end this right now.”  
 
    Akiri halted, his expression blank, but said nothing. Clearly wary of this, Yelsing remained standing, his eyes fixed on his intended victim. After a moment, he sighed.  
 
    “Of course, you are impatient to discover who sent me. Very well.” He let the silence hang between them. Akiri studied him in those few seemingly endless seconds before Yelsing finally said, “I presume you are acquainted with General Kirlon Galliani. He was very keen for you to know that he is the instrument of your demise. Also that his brother can now rest in peace.” He shook his head. “This man must hate you with a genuine passion. The effort it took just to find me must have cost him a fortune. On top of this, my price to come all the way from Malistad was considerable. I can’t imagine there is much gold left in his coffers by now.”  
 
    Akiri nodded. “So you expect me to bargain for my life by attempting to bribe you? Is that it?”  
 
    “In all honesty, I was unsure what might happen. I am no assassin, but some of my past victims have offered me gold in exchange for their lives.”  
 
    “And did you ever spare any of them?”  
 
    Yelsing’s eyes suddenly glowed violet. His lips parted to reveal teeth that were now a row of needle-like fangs. “My victims have no hope. And no amount of gold can save them.”  
 
    “Then I shall save myself by using other means,” Akiri told him.  
 
    His confident words acted as a goad to the volkar. The creature leapt forward with such incredible speed Akiri was only just able to step aside in time. Not that this gained him much of a breathing space. Despite the powerful force of his momentum, Yelsing was somehow able to pull up almost on the spot. He spun around, one arm extended, his hand curled into a vicious-looking claw. Ducking beneath it, Akiri made a rapid dive over to where the pile of bodies lay. In a single fluid motion, he pulled free one of the dead men’s blades and swung back to face his adversary, slashing in a tightly controlled sweep. Steel found flesh and sliced a deep wound across Yelsing’s chest.  
 
    Too low, Akiri thought.  
 
    Crimson fluid, far too thick to be human blood, oozed down the front of Yelsing’s shirt. He dabbed at the wound, staring in disbelief. “I have not seen my own blood in a long time,” he remarked, almost with a laugh. “A very long time.” His eyes flashed from violet to red, and with a movement faster than any normal person could see, he freed his own blade.  
 
    Akiri’s sight, however, was far beyond that of a normal person, and so was the speed of his reactions. After parrying the attack, he planted his foot into Yelsing’s stomach and sent him crashing back into the far wall so violently that the ancient and half-rotten timbers shattered like delicate glass. Driven completely through to the outside, Yelsing landed hard in an untidy heap several feet away from the shack. Even so, he was on his feet again in an instant.  
 
    Akiri sought to press home any advantage he might have gained, swinging his sword in a flurry of strikes. But Yelsing had recovered from the surprise of being faced with such a worthy opponent and was skillfully blocking each of his moves. The action calmed as they circled each other warily, feigning attacks without either giving so much as an inch of ground. Then, almost as if at a given signal, both threw themselves into renewed assaults.  
 
    Akiri’s face was stone and his movements sheer perfection – a result of both the power of his order and the many years of intense training. Yelsing, though skilled with a blade, was relying heavily on his preternatural speed and sheer strength. With each new strike, his blade came closer to its target.  
 
    The initial wound he had opened up would normally have been enough to ensure victory. Blood loss would soon weaken a human opponent; but Yelsing was not human, and the wound had already closed. Even so, signs of frustration were now clearly showing on his face. His next attack was wild, though it came at a speed that would have overcome most swordsmen. To Akiri, however, the strikes were haphazard and clumsy. Spinning left, he saw an opening and thrust six inches of steel between Yelsing’s third and fourth ribs.  
 
    As he tried to yank his blade free, Yelsing lunged forward, spitting and snarling. In a sudden change of tactics, the volkar dropped his weapon and seized hold of Akiri’s face, his steely fingers exerting unbelievably fierce pressure. Akiri reached for his foe’s wrist, but he had barely lifted his hand when an intense pain, the like of which he had never imagined possible, ran like a raging river through his entire body. It was as if his blood had been turned to molten lead and his skin was being peeled away a layer at a time.  
 
    “You don’t cry out,” mused Yelsing. “You are indeed a prize. Had I known, I would have come for less gold.”  
 
    Akiri dropped to his knees. No matter how much he tore at Yelsing’s wrist and hand, the creature’s hold was unbreakable. He could feel his strength – his very life – draining away. The pain was all-consuming.  
 
    “Yes,” hissed Yelsing. “You are powerful. I can taste your soul’s sweet nectar already. I am going to enjoy you.”  
 
    Only the extreme discipline of Akiri’s training kept him from losing consciousness. From the corner of his eye, he spotted Yelsing’s discarded sword on the ground just a few feet away. This was his last hope. Letting out a feral scream to help muster every bit of his remaining strength, he heaved his body hard backward.  
 
    His movements had been slowed by the attack, but they were still sharp enough to catch Yelsing by surprise. Confident his victory was already complete, he could only gawk in utter astonishment as the opponent he imagined to be on the point of death suddenly pulled himself free and rolled over to snatch up the fallen sword.  
 
    Akiri saw the confusion fast fading from Yelsing’s eyes. He had only a heartbeat of time in which to finish things.  
 
    “Die, abomination!” he shouted, swinging the blade at Yelsing’s exposed neck and slicing all the way through in one vicious but satisfyingly clean cut. The volkar’s head rolled from his shoulders and landed on the earth with a dull thud. As though in a bizarre refusal to accept what had happened to it, his body remained stubbornly upright for several seconds before eventually crumbling to the ground.  
 
    Akiri watched grimly as the earth all around became soaked with thick crimson blood. He tossed the sword beside the body and backed away. Everything he had learned about the volkar told him that the beast was dead. Removal of the head or heart were two sure methods of killing such creatures, but there was only one way he would be totally satisfied that it would not somehow return to life.  
 
    Quickly, he gathered together some wood from the broken furnishings and splintered cabin wall to build a pyre, on top of which he placed the head and torso. After sprinkling the oil from the lanterns liberally, he lit the fire. In less than a minute, the flames turned bright green and began to hiss. Akiri watched without expression as the volkar was completely consumed.  
 
    Satisfied, he took a minute to search the cabin before making his way back through the trees to where he had stowed his equipment. After putting on a pair of leather pants and a shirt, he attached his sword to his belt and headed east. With his rapid pace eating up the miles between himself and the main army camp, one name echoed repeatedly in his head.  
 
    General Kirlon Galliani. 
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