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As always, this book is dedicated to my two beautiful children, Keith and Ariadne.

“ĪSIGFEÐERA WIT ÞURHFLĒOGAN ūre fyrst winter tōgædre,”

-A Saying of the Hatar’le’Margarten

(Trans: “With frost on our wings we fly through our first winter together.”) 
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Chapter One


Waiting
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KALENA SLAPPED LEATHER gloves hard against her thigh.

Adhamh stood stiff and silent behind her but Kalena could hear the nervous clicking of his fore claw.  He always did that when he was feeling frustrated.

“Why do they summon us so urgently and then keep us waiting?” she said aloud.

Kalena always spoke her thoughts aloud when angry even though the small cut crystal that was implanted behind her ear made her thoughts heard clearly by Kalena’s Wingmate, the reptilian, black feathered Hatar, Adhamh.

Adhamh only sighed. 

Silently he said, ‘We are slaves, we are Kalarthri.  The Provost Marshall has Freemen with him.  I saw them arrive as we approached.’

Kalena rubbed a hand wearily across her eyes.

‘We were at a wake for our Wing Commanders, Adhamh.  At least Brock could have waited until it was finished!’

Tim Righter and Parta were killed during a training exercise with the First Calvary.  The Horsemen did not obey orders and rammed their unblunted lances into them undefended.  The officers involved were Freemen, so no charges were laid.  Every time she saw a horse now it filled her with a rage that was hard to suppress.

‘We wait and we see.  It is the price we pay for being the second born.’

All Second Born children in the Suene Empire become the property of the State after their fifth birthday.  They are assessed and are either placed into the Armed Services or into the Empire’s Public Administration.  Since the Hatar’le’margarten nations were subjugated over a century ago, the Empire now has a flying wing as the Second Born Rule carries to all provinces of the Empire.

Adhamh’s fore claw started to tap again.  In the back of her subconscious, Kalena felt the disgust that the Hatar felt at being kept as a slave.  Kalena had no qualms about it.  It had always been that way in the Empire.  It also meant that her parents still loved her, that they didn’t get rid of her because they didn’t want her.  Kalena had never seen any of her family again since the day Provost Thurad rode off with her.

‘We are Flyers, we deserve some rights at least!’

Adhamh said nothing.

They waited longer in silence, both standing alone in the anteroom.

Provost Garrick Thurad came to Darkon every other month to visit her and his brother.  She was eighteen now and was old enough to realize that the Provost felt guilty about taking Kalena from her home.  She still considered him a good friend.

Now his brother Harada was another matter entirely.  He was second born and even being the son of the Emperor did not exempt him from the Second Born Rule.  He was also the Wing Commander of First Wing and a superior officer.  And she loved him.

As soon as the Wing returned from the ill-fated exercise, Kalena rushed to Harada’s quarters.  He and Righter had been good friends.  They grew up together as Tim’s father was Harada’s Uncle.

She had entered Harada’s rooms to find Gwidion putting to rights the last pieces of up-ended furniture.

“I’m sorry...” Kalena started to say before Gwidion cut her off.

“Don’t worry about it.  I had expected worse.”

“He’s heard? Already?”  Bad news always travels the fastest.

Gwidion nodded.  Gwidion was one of Harada’s Wing Lieutenants, the same rank as she held now in Second Wing.  Kalena was promoted from Harada’s Wing into Second Wing three years ago.

Suddenly Harada appeared behind her in the doorway, his pale features suddenly turned to red as he saw her. He was as tall as his brother, but where Garrick was golden-haired, Harada’s was as black as jet.  He too was handsome to look upon but it was a different appeal to what Garrick possessed.  A new addition to Harada’s looks was a shock of pure white hair that grew from above his left temple and on closer inspection, a person could see the beginning of the scar that caused it.  He had been sporting that white bang for the last three months and no amount of teasing would have him black it out.

Gwidion looked at Harada and then Kalena.

Gwidion was a well-built man about the same age as Harada, with a mess of brown hair, which tried to cover the equally brown eyes that regarded them.

“Are you alright?” he asked, a quizzical expression on his face.

“I’m fine,”  Harada replied and strode across the room to pick a rumpled shirt from a cupboard door.  He shook it out and held it up for scrutiny.  Its tattered remains hung limply before him.  He suddenly threw the shirt away from him cursing it with such vehemence that Kalena and Gwidion stepped back towards the door.

Harada didn’t seem to notice their reaction.
He stopped cursing and stared at it before saying.  “My father gave me that shirt, and I ruined it!  I tore it from my back when Gwidion told me Tim was dead.”
Harada collapsed onto the window seat, the scabbard of his sword scrapping angrily against the stone floor.  His anger evaporating in the warm evening sunlight that streamed through the window.

Kalena was going to say something sharp but with great difficulty held her tongue.  She did not like seeing Harada this way.  He was always strong and unbreakable, but this?  

“Who told him?”  Kalena turned and asked Gwidion who still stood beside her.

“A Calvary Officer from the First arrived just under an hour ago and told him.  The bastard seemed to enjoy it.”  Gwidion then said quietly,  “It’s not often that you can kill a Noble Born and be able to get away with it.”

Kalena nodded agreement.  The First Calvary was a Regiment of Freemen and they were proud of it.  They hated the Hatar Kalarthri and their riders with a vengeance because of the small amount of respect that was given because of their courage in battle; A respect that is usually given only to Freemen.

“It’s not often that you can dig the knife deeper into another Noble at the same time.”  Kalena quietly said.

‘To those officers, they are not Noble, they are Kalarthri.’ Adhamh spoke to her from somewhere outside.  He was still close enough to hear her thoughts.

Kalena shot an annoyed glance at the ceiling.  “Shush Adhamh, they did it because of who they were, not who they are now.”

‘Maybe...’

“Bloody Hatars,” Kalena muttered to herself.  Gwidion nodded quietly to himself and then smiled.

“Jolar has just spooked the first’s horses, I think that Adhamh is with her.”

“Adhamh is right,” Harada spoke abruptly from where he was sitting.  “WE are just slaves, higher placed than usual, but we are still just slaves.”

Kalena glared at him, she never liked to be reminded of her status.  Never liked the fact that the Wings are the best fighting force in the Army but they had to bow and scrape to the lowest born, lowest ranked freeborn Lieutenant.

“It could be different,” Kalena whispered.  No one in the room heard her but Adhamh answered.

‘It will never be different.’

The creaking of a door bought Kalena out of her thoughts.  She quickly snapped to attention and felt Adhamh do the same behind her. 
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Chapter Two


Meetings
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BROCK APPEARED AT THE door and not noticing their presence muttered: “The news grows more disturbing at every dispatch.”  Two men appeared behind him who both nodded agreement.  As they moved out from Brock’s office, Kalena’s eyes grew wide with apprehension.

‘What are they doing here?’ Kalena silently said to Adhamh.  The Hatar mentally shrugged.  Justicars did not concern him.

“I will start the preparations immediately,” Brock said to the two men.  Both were dressed in the thick black wool that made their uniforms, the only color on them being the gold embroidery of the Book of Truth on their breasts.  Both were young and the golden-haired man smiled back at Brock.

“The Provost Justicar thanks you for your cooperation in this matter.”  Both Justicars then bowed to Brock and turned to leave.  Kalena’s eyes lingered over the black haired man.  Somehow he seemed familiar...  And then she knew.

“Videan?”

The black haired man hesitated as Brock’s servant opened the door for them.  The Golden-haired man glanced at Kalena but continued out of the door.  Kalena’s brother hesitated.  He looked at his former sister and in his eyes, Kalena saw nothing.  There was no joy, no emotion; not even the hate and despite that she was so used to seeing when they were children.  They looked to be the eyes of a dead man.

He turned from her without uttering a word and left.

Kalena was stunned.  What had happened to Videan to make him that way?

“What was that about Wing Lieutenant?”

Kalena suddenly straightened back to attention.  Provost Marshal Brock stood in front of her, hands held tightly to his sides.  “Do you realize what the punishment for a Kalarthri who speaks out of turn to a Justicar is?”

Kalena nodded her head.  She did know the Rule.  The Justicar that was spoken to can set any punishment he wished including death.  Death was usually the one chosen.

“He is my brother Provost Marshal,” she answered quickly.  “I haven’t seen any of my family for eight years - it was the shock of seeing him that made me speak.”

“I do not like my Wing Lieutenants taking risks like that.  The next time you decide to do something as stupid, I’ll punish you myself.”

“Yes, Provost Marshal.”  Kalena tried hard not to smile.  Provost Marshal Brock was different from most Freeborn Commanders because he actually cares for the Kalarthri he has serving under him.  He also treats them like people, giving them respect and letting them still use their last names within the Flights.  The Prefix ‘Kalar’ was only used when outsiders were around.

It was then that the Hatar doors at the end of the hall opened to admit both Samar and Harada.

“Good, you are all here.”  Brock graced a slim smile on both the wing riders as they joined them.

“What is this about Provost Marshal?”  Harada said tightly.  He had just come from seeing the bodies of his cousin and wing partner and was not happy to be called away.

“First of all I would like to announce that I have already made a choice about Righter’s and Parta’s replacement,” Brock said.  Harada stiffened angrily but the Provost Marshall continued.  “Kalena and Adhamh, you are both promoted to Wing Commander of Second Wing starting immediately.  You may choose your new Wing Lieutenant.  A replacement wingman for Second Wing will have to wait until suitable candidates are found.” 

Kalena gasped in surprise.  She thought that Gwidion would have been the one to get command, as he was older and more experienced.  She glanced at Harada and saw that a smile had now replaced the anger on his face.  He thought it the right decision.

‘Gwidion and Jolar would not have wanted the rank.  They are happy where they are,’ Adhamh said.  Kalena knew that it was the truth.

“Thank you, Provost Marshal,” she said finally.

“Now that’s settled, I will tell you the main reason that I have called you here.”

Both Wing Commanders came alert at the change in the Provost Marshall’s voice.  He was getting down to business.

“Have any of you heard anything about what is happening up North?”  Brock suddenly asked.

Both Kalena and Harada looked at each other, unsure on how to answer.  Both had heard tales but had ignored them as imagination gone wild.  They were just too unbelievable.

“A little,” Harada finally said.  “But I consider them mostly rumor.  People like to exaggerate when they are in their cups.”

Brock looked at him and then sighed.

“Unfortunately, what you’ve probably heard has more truth it than not.  Officially I have only received sketchy reports but the Provost Justicars say that they have firm intelligence that confirms the Emperor’s worst fears.”

The Provost Marshall paused, collecting his thoughts for what he was about to say.

“From the little information we have, it seems that the Kingdom of Arran has decided to move against us.  The Northern Border Garrisons have reported several of their patrols missing and have sent back reports of sightings of a peculiar nature.”

“Peculiar? In what way Provost,” Kalena asked.

“They report that Icetigers have been seen patrolling over the border and may be the cause of the missing patrols,” the Provost Marshall replied.

“Icetigers?  The Arranians would never release them from the grottos,” Harada said, disbelief thick on his tongue.

“I find it hard to believe as well, but... And it’s a big but.  It’s possible.  The creatures thirst for destruction and they have no love for the peoples of the South,” the Provost Marshall said as he crossed his arms across his chest.

“They have no love for the Arranians either.  They were the people who imprisoned the Icetigers in the first place.”  Harada paused, listening.  Frowning he repeated for the Provost, “Samar says that if the Icetigers are free, then the Arranian Queen must have offered them something great indeed.”

“What are Icetigers?” Kalena asked.  She had never heard of them before.  She felt a mental cringe from Adhamh but ignored it.

The Provost Marshall turned troubled eyes on Kalena.  “They are creatures of the ice that hunger for flesh and blood.  They are silent hunters that can kill a man before they are aware they are dead.  They are covered in a thick shaggy white fur and have the face and stubby ears of a wildcat.  They are ruthless and care not for the rights of others.”  The Provost Marshall paused in his narration; Harada continued it for him.  

“The Icetigers came out from the frozen wastes of the North several generations ago.  They killed and destroyed everything in their path and nearly completely overran the country of Arran.  The Arranians sent for aid and Suene, Leith and Istay answered them.  Only with the effort of these combined forces were mankind able to force the Icetigers into the Ice Grottos that the Arranian Spellcrafters had prepared to trap them.  Once sealed, only an Arranian Spellcrafter can open it again.  No man alive today has actually seen an Icetiger but very soon that may change.”

Kalena stood in silence a moment and was about to open her mouth to ask another question when Harada spoke.

“So, why are we here?”

“The Provost Justicar has requested the use of two wings, his representatives have asked for a meeting late this afternoon to discuss the issue.  I want you two to come with me.  The Justicars said they will discuss their intelligence then.”

“Yes Provost Marshal,” both Wing Commanders said in unison.

“Meet me here at dusk and we will go and meet them in the Council Hall.  I’m sorry but Samar and Adhamh will not be allowed.”

Harada’s face hardened, but he still said, “We understand Provost Marshal.”  The Justicars do not trust Mindspeak or the Hatars themselves.  They prefer to think of them as tools and pack animals.  A loud rustle of feathers was the only indication of Samar and Adhamh’s displeasure.

‘Do not worry Adhamh, you will hear everything through me–You too Samar.’

‘We know,’ Adhamh and Samar both answered and Kalena felt a rush of satisfaction. The Justicars can deny the Hatars all they want but it will not stop them from participating.

“Both of you go back to your wings.  Kalena,  I want a new Wing Lieutenant in place after the meeting this evening and have them report to me in the morning.”  Kalena nodded.  “I also suggest that you tell your Wings to be ready to move out at a moment’s notice.  I have a feeling that this meeting will have you moving North.”
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Chapter Three


The Council Hall
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THE COUNCIL HALL WAS a large building made of sandstone bought down from the nearby hills.  Inside the building was the Council Hall itself plus several administration offices that surround the hall in a rabbit warren of corridors.  It was a Hall for Freemen and was located in the Free Sector of Darkon.  Hostile eyes stared at both Harada and Kalena as they followed the Provost Marshall through the Free Sector.  The Kalarthri were not welcome here and their black uniforms made them stick out like a sore thumb.

The moment that the Provost Marshall and his two Wing Commanders stepped into the Hall, they sensed the tension among those present.  There were five men seated at the table.  Kalena’s eyes widened at the sight of Prince Garrick Thurad seated at its head and her brother Videan was seated to one side next to the golden haired Justicar.  The other two men Kalena did not recognize.  Seated behind their representatives were various aides, writing desk, parchment and ink ready to record anything of import.  Then Kalena felt Harada stiffen beside her.  She glanced at him and saw a face set hard in anger.  Kalena followed the direction of his eyes and saw the young woman seated next to Garrick’s aide.  She was golden and lithe and was richly dressed in satins and silks.  The light of the hall was reflected back from the numerous jewels and gold that she wore all over her body in rings and thick chains.

‘Samar, who is that woman?’  Kalena’s curiosity needed to be sated, and she knew that Samar could pick up who it was from Harada’s thoughts.  Kalena had to know.  And Samar liked to gossip.

‘It seems she is the Emperor’s mistress.  The woman he chose after Harada’s mother died.’  Samar paused a moment then continued.  ‘Harada thinks she is a scheming and conniving woman who only lusts after power and wealth.  He blames her for his mother’s death.’

‘Why?’ Kalena asked but then Adhamh interrupted her chain of thoughts.

‘You should not be so curious about another’s private thoughts Kalena.  The man deserves his privacy.’

Kalena sniffed loudly in irritation.  Adhamh could be such a prig.  Harada looked at her curiously but Kalena just shrugged.  She definitely did not want him to know what she had just been doing.

Prince Garrick rose from his chair as the three walked across the hall to the table.  “Welcome Provost Marshal.”

Brock sketched a quick bow before taking a seat.  He gestured for Harada and Kalena to do the same.  Both Kalarthri hesitated but ended in taking a seat and pulling it back to sit behind the Provost Marshall.  It was not generally accepted that Kalarthri sit at the same table with Freemen, especially if they were high ranking Freemen.

“My apologies for keeping you waiting, Warlord Thurad,” Brock said.  “As you can see I have asked my Wing Commanders to join us for this meeting.”

“Both your Wing Commanders are welcome.”  Garrick seated himself again but gave no sign of recognition to either Harada or Kalena.  To Kalena, it indicated the tone that the Justicars bought to the meeting.

Kalena took a closer look at Garrick in an effort to avoid looking at her brother.  The Prince looked as if he hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in days.  Black had started to creep under his eyes and the gold and light that Kalena associated with him seemed blunted and muted.  Just his presence at the table in his capacity of Warlord of Suene spoke volumes about the validity of the northern threat.  Garrick also looked unhappy about the presence of the woman seated behind him.  The Prince studiously avoided even looking at her.  Who was this woman to have both brothers hate her so?

Then introductions were made.  The two Kalarthri were studiously ignored, as were the aides.  Garrick introduced Provost Marshal Brock to those seated with them. 

Seated to the Princes’ right was Colonel Jan Oded who was the Commander-in-Chief of the Suenese Armed Forces.  He was a well built man in his early forties with short-cropped brown hair and an old scar that ran straight and true across his cheek to his ear.  He was not a handsome man but there was something about him that drew the eye, it was an attraction that Kalena could not define.  Of course, Kalena knew of Jan Oded but this was the first time that she had seen him in the flesh.  He had a strong reputation for bravery and courage.  Freeman and Kalarthri alike felt respect when they heard his name.

Next to Colonel Oded sat his Captain, Fraser Vosloo.  Younger than the Colonel by at least ten years, he himself was a respected commander.  A shock of brown hair framed a tanned face that held a lot of smile lines.  Kalena instinctively liked the man.

On Garrick’s left sat the golden haired Justicar, Oscar Inman.  His black uniform made his golden looks glow brighter than ever in the muted light of the Council Hall.  His blue eyes flashed as he looked, hawk like, around the table.

And then there was Videan Tsarland who sat like a dark foreboding thundercloud waiting to explode.

Harada turned to look at Kalena at the mention of her brothers’ name.  Kalena ignored the question in his eyes.  She did not tell Harada of her ‘meeting’ with her brother early that afternoon.  She was confused by Videan’s reaction to her, confused by what she had seen in his eyes.

“Let us begin,”  Garrick said once the introductions were over.  Kalena saw the woman behind Garrick bristle in a jangle of jewelry at being neglected, but she had sense enough to keep her mouth shut.  Kalena focused her attention on Garrick as he continued speaking.

“We all know of the reports that have been sent to us from the Northern Border Forts, and we all know that the reports contain supposed sightings of small patrols of Icetigers coming South through the mountain passes of the Bhaliger Ranges.”

“Are you sure that these are not inexperienced men mistaking Arranian Patrols in the snow blizzards?” the Provost Marshall asked those seated about the table.  “I was stationed up there many times in my youth and I know a man can start to see strange things through the snow.”

Captain Vosloo shook his head.  “There is no mistake Brock, I have just come back from Foxtern.  I have seen them with my own eyes.”

The Provost Marshall’s head rocked back in shock and Harada cocked his head thoughtfully in the Captain’s direction.

“Are you sure?  Completely sure?”  Brock asked before he realized to whom he spoke.  The man would be sure; Fraser Vosloo was not one for wild fantasies.

The Captain answered him.  “I commanded a patrol that was being sent to look for a patrol that was late by three days.  On our second day out we stumbled into this.”  As he spoke Vosloo bent and picked up a bundle next to his chair.  He then flicked it out over the table.  It was a pelt of thick, white fur covered in black and gray stripes.  Kalena gasped as she saw the humanoid form of the thing.

The reactions from those around the table mirrored Kalena’s.  Those not expecting the pelts appearance jumped back from the table in alarm.  Rising from her seat to get a better view, Kalena saw the tiger-like head, and the long tufted tail.  At full height, the creature would stand near nine feet tall.

“He was alone and after a morning’s fighting my patrol managed to bring him down.  He was a tough brute who managed to kill five of my men and injure ten more.  This...” Vosloo gestured to the large fur that now dominated the Council Table, “is proof enough to my eyes that the Icetigers are free and that must mean that the Arranians had freed them.”

Many about the room sat in shock, their worst fears now come true. The aides were now scribbling furiously away, ink spattering in their haste to get everything down.  But Kalena noticed that the woman gave no reaction to the pelt, she had known it was coming.

“What other surprises do you bring from Foxtern Captain Vosloo,”  Garrick said in annoyance, he did not like to be surprised.  The Prince gave a hard look at the Colonel who only gave a short shrug of the shoulders in reply as if to say ‘It was better this way’.

“No one up there has seen anything like these before.  These creatures are made for the winter, for the ice and snow.  These Icetigers are creatures who will stalk a patrol for days before attacking and killing them clean.”  The Captain then gathered his hand into a fist and jabbed the air at every point he made.  “A survivor from one such patrol said that these things made sure that the patrol knew they were being followed.  The night before they were attacked, the things came into their camp and left a naked sword jammed into the ground next to the neck of their patrol leader.  That was the only sign of their presence in the camp, there were no tracks, no sounds.”

Vosloo brought his fist down hard on the tabletop, making the fur ripple at the impact. There was now no sign of his laugh lines.

“How did your man survive if these things are so deadly?” Oscar Inman’s voice rose quietly over the table.  Vosloo’s angry eyes rose to meet the Justicar’s.

“The WOMAN,” – Vosloo emphasized the sex of the soldier, “was gutted and left for dead.  When the Cats had gone, she gathered up her own entrails and staggered back towards the fort.  She was lucky that she stumbled into another patrol that bought her quickly back to Foxtern to relate her story.  The woman died a day later.  Her name was Boutia-”

“You have been sending more soldiers to Foxtern over the last few weeks Captain Vosloo,” Inman said relaxing back into his seat.

“Yes.  I have to anticipate that the Cats will eventually attack the Fortress.  They need too to gain access through the Bhaliger Ranges and to Suene itself.”  Vosloo barely held the anger in his voice in check.  

Clearly, Kalena could see that the Captain and the Justicar had met before and were not on the best of terms.  But the Captain’s words started loud whisperings among the aides.

Prince Garrick rose from his seat, hands held out in an effort to quiet the room. Once everyone was settled again, Garrick turned to Inman.  “Do you think that these creatures are in league with Arran?  Maybe they have freed themselves from the Grotto and have come south looking for revenge?”

Inman shifted forward in his chair.  “I am afraid that our intelligence says otherwise, Warlord.”  Inman leaned forward onto the table.  He was beginning to warm to the subject.  Videan sat impassively beside him.  “We have found out that six months ago the Arranians struck a deal with the imprisoned Icetigers and then released them. As yet, we do not know what the deal was but we do know that the Icetigers were encamped with the Arranian army before being moved out to their Southern border.”

“It’s a bit late to find this out now Inman,” Vosloo sneered over the table.  “It would have been useful several months ago.”

“Several good men died bringing this information back to Suene Captain, and it is best we know now not to ask the Arranians for help than to have them come in pretended friendship and then turn on us later.”  Inman’s voice remained calm and quiet but Kalena could see a muscle twitch at his temple.  

“How long have you sat on this information as my people died on the northern border?” Vosloo replied his anger barely concealed on his face.  The Captain rose quickly from his chair, jabbing an index finger violently in the Justicars direction.  “How long did it take for you to inform the Provost Justicar of your information?  How long did you hold on to it until you determined how best to use it your advantage?”  

Colonel Oded reached up and grabbed Fraser by the arm, forcing the Captain back into his seat by sheer strength.  “Remember where you are Captain,” the Colonel said softly.

“I want him reprimanded for his insolence Colonel Oded,” Inman who had leapt from his seat moments after Vosloo, now stood glaring angrily at the Colonel.

“That is enough!”  A loud thump followed Garrick’s shout as his fist rammed solidly onto the table.  The sound made Kalena jump in her chair.  It was the first outburst of anger she had seen from the Prince and it reminded her of his brother, Harada.

“Stop behaving like children and act like the commanders you are supposed to be.”  The Prince said into the silence after his outburst, his voice much calmer this time.  Oscar Inman quickly seated himself and Fraser Vosloo bit off the retort he was about to sling.  Both men quickly calmed themselves before turning their eyes on the Prince.

“Instead of arguing we should be discussing how we are going to meet this threat from the North.”  Garrick remained standing as he addressed the table, using his height to attract all eyes in the room to him.  

After a moments silence, Inman indicated a wish to speak.  Garrick nodded to him and sat back slowly in his chair, but he looked ready to leap right out of it again at a moment’s notice.

“I have a recommendation to be made in this respect; that is why I have requested that the Provost Marshall attend as it involves his Kalarthri.”

Garrick frowned at the comment but Inman continued.  

It was generally known between freemen and Kalarthri alike that Prince Garrick Thurad did not approve of the Second Born Rule and did not approve of separating them from the freeborn by calling them Kalarthri or giving them the suffix of Kalar.  Ever since his younger brother was taken to be a Flyer, he had rebelled against it.  Many wondered whether the Prince would repeal the law when he becomes Emperor or at least exempt his family from it.  If he ever tried to exempt or repeal the law, he would meet strong opposition; the Suene Empire was built on Kalarthri and is sustained by Kalarthri.  If they suddenly disappeared the Empire would be in chaos.

“I suggest that the First and Second wing of Second Flight escort the next group of reinforcements that are sent to Foxtern.  Once there, they can be used for scouting and reconnaissance all through the Bhaliger Ranges and maybe into Arranian Territory.  They will be able to give Foxtern and consequently Suene an early warning before an attack occurs.”

Garrick was silent a moment before turning to Colonel Oded.  “What is your opinion of this Jan.  How many troops are you sending and how soon are they going?”

The Colonel slowly removed his hand from Vosloo’s arm and gave the Captain a warning glance before addressing Garrick.  “Captain Vosloo and I have decided to send another two Legions to join the two that are already stationed at Foxtern.  To send anymore there would have the soldiers sleeping outside the fortress walls.  I am going to send the Eighteenth and the Nineteenth Legions as they are veterans of the border war with Istay that was fought in the Bhaliger Ranges to the East.”

Colonel Oded paused and looked towards the Provost Marshall at the other end of the table.  Kalena saw Brock give Oded a slight nod as if finally committing to a pre-discussed plan.  The three military men at the table plainly did not want Provost Justiciary interference in any of their battle plans. 

“I have already discussed with Provost Marshal Brock the deployment of at least one wing from the Flight but two would do nicely.  Darkon is the closest Military base to the Ranges so we do not want to leave it completely defenseless.  The Provost Marshall has agreed that once Third and Fourth Wings come back from maneuvers, that the rested wings of the First and Second shall join the two legions heading north.” 

“This has already been discussed?”  Inman asked in disbelief.  The Colonel’s speech also caused Videan to stir uncomfortably in his seat.

“I received a message from Colonel Oded three days ago regarding the possibility of deploying Flyers in the mountains.  We discussed this possibility when he arrived this morning.  Though we discussed only sending one Wing, two would be more feasible,” Brock said calmly to the Justicar with no expression on his face at all.

“You said nothing to me of this when we met this afternoon!” Inman snapped, casting an angry glance at Videan.

“You never asked me, Justicar Inman,” Brock replied.

From where Kalena sat, she could see the smug smile that appeared on Fraser Vosloo’s face at the Justicar’s discomfort.  

‘Adhamh, do you know what is going on between those two? I know that the military and the Justiciary do not get along but Captain Vosloo looks to hate Inman personally,’ Kalena asked.  On the edge of her hearing, she heard the whisperings of Mindspeak as Adhamh passed her question on to the other Hatars.  After a moment of frantic buzzing Adhamh answered her.  

‘Samar says that she knows.  I would just like to say that I do not approve of gossip.’

‘I know, I know Adhamh.  But how else am I to know everything that is going on here?’

‘Has he finished complaining yet?’  Samar’s voice butted in just as Adhamh was going to reply but he ended in just giving a mental Humph.

‘Well, he is now.’ Kalena said to her.

‘You wanted to know about the gallant Captain and Inman? Well, there’s a story and a half right there.’

‘I’ll just have the short version,’ Kalena quickly butted in, Samar had a habit of waffling when reciting a story.

‘The short version? Are you sure?  Oh very well.’ Samar said, disappointment clear in her voice.  Kalena could imagine seeing Samar shaking her head in disgust.  The Hatar just loved to tell a good story with all the trimmings.  ‘Apparently, young Inman here was married to Fraser Vosloo’s youngest sister.’

Kalena abruptly interrupted, ‘I didn’t know that he had sisters.’

‘He does not now for they are both dead.  The eldest sister was Second Born and was placed in the Infantry.  She died during a border clash with the Istarnies.  His youngest sister was married to Inman who comes from a good family.  She died under ‘unusual’ circumstances two years ago.  Captain Vosloo says that she was murdered but nothing could be proven.’

‘Does he think that Oscar Inman murdered his own wife?’ Kalena asked, only just aware of the talking that was going on around her–at least it sounded civil.  She was only barely aware of Harada standing up beside her and addressing the table.

‘He does and the Captain will do anything to try to prove it.’ Samar answered.

It was then that Kalena felt an elbow nudge her shoulder, and she abruptly broke contact with Samar.  She looked up to find Harada staring down at her, indicating with his eyes that she should stand.

Kalena rose slowly to her feet, now aware that the eyes of the table were on the Provost Marshall and his two Wing Commanders.  She looked a question at Harada but he only gave her a slight shake of the head and silently mouthed–tell you later.

Kalena focused on what Prince Garrick was now saying. 

“... Vosloo, you have an early start tomorrow, I wish you and your legions good luck in your march north and Brock, your two wings are set to join him on the road in a day’s time when the other wings return to Darkon.”  Brock and Vosloo gave Garrick a salute in acceptance of the command.  “Colonel Oded, you will take the Tenth, the Fifteenth and the Seventeenth Legions to the foot of the Bhaliger Ranges on the Suenese side of the pass to act either as reserves or the second line of defense if Foxtern falls.  Justicar Videan will accompany you as your Intelligence Officer.” Colonel Oded frowned at this condition but said nothing.  “I will stay here at Darkon and call all other available troops here to either be sent on to Oded’s or Vosloo’s command as they are needed.  Darkon will be our Command Post.  Are we agreed?”  Garrick leaned forward across the table daring any of them to disagree with him.  All, including Justicar Inman, quickly placed their arms across their chests in salute while saying “Yes Warlord.”

Garrick nodded, “Good, this meeting is now closed.”  

As soon as those words were spoken the aides around the edges of the room began quickly to pack away their writing implements and clear the desks of parchments and papers.  Captain Vosloo scooped up the pelt that was still lying across the table and handed it to his aide who already had his hands full with his portable writing desk and an arm full of papers.  The woman behind Garrick rose gracefully from her seat and stood with her hands clasped in front of her silently waiting.  Even from where she stood, Kalena could tell that the Emperor’s Mistress was not happy.  The woman must have thought that she would speak at the meeting.  What would she have had to say that would have been relevant? 

‘What would you know Kalena?  You were too busy gossiping to listen to the discussion.’ Adhamh interrupted her thoughts.  

Kalena ignored him.

As the men around the table turned to leave, Garrick spoke quietly but was heard by all over the noise of packing.  “I wish you all good luck, we may need it in the following months.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Four


Back in the Barracks


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


“ICETIGERS?”  HOLM LUNMAN, the newly promoted Wing Lieutenant for Second Wing said as Kalena finished relating a condensed version of the meeting to both the Wings Lieutenants of the First and Second.  Harada had filled her in on the little she missed on their way back from the Council Hall.

On arriving back at the Kalar barracks, the two Wing Commanders called an urgent meeting with their senior officers.  They were all now seated in various positions around Harada’s room.  Most had only just recovered from Tim Righter’s and Parta’s wake.

Gathered around Kalena and Harada were Harada’s two Wing Lieutenants, Gwidion Bessal and Ben Ocbar and Kalena’s Wing Lieutenants, Kral Tayme and the newly appointed Holm Lunman.

“Yes, Icetigers.  Captain Vosloo himself lead a patrol that killed one on them.  He showed us the pelt at the meeting tonight,” Kalena replied.  

“What was it like?”  Ben Ocbar asked curiously as he sat forward on his chair, resting his arms on his knees.  Ben was in his late twenties and had shoulder-length brown hair that he kept secured at the nape of his neck with a leather thong.  His compact, stocky frame was well suited to the roughness of Hatar Flying.

“It was close to nine feet tall, and a pelt made for hiding in the snow.  They apparently are ferocious fighters who take no prisoners and leave none that they attack alive,” Harada answered Ben.  As senior Wing Commandeer it will be Harada who will make the decisions that will affect the Wing, in consultation with Kalena who on this mission has effectively been placed as second in command.

“These creatures are the main reason we are being sent.  We are going to be used in reconnaissance flights to locate where these creatures are and direct the Infantry forces to them.  The eyes of the Hatar will be able to spot them out of the snow,” Kalena said to those assembled.

“What about the Arranians?” Kral Tayme asked.  “They will not like us massing on their borders.”

“The Justiciary are of the impression that the Arranians are responsible for the Icetigers presence.  They think the Arranians are using the tigers as a shock force to put us into disarray before advancing their main army,” Harada said before taking a drink from his cup of wine.

“The Justiciary have always hated us,” Gwidion spoke up from his position by the door.  “They have never liked the idea of a conversation that cannot be overheard by their spies.  The only reason that no Flyer has been bought to them for ‘questioning’ is that we enjoy the protection of the Emperor.”

Kalena began to move uncomfortably on her feet and she exchanged a worried glance with her lieutenants.  No one ever said anything openly disparaging about the Justiciary.  The fact that the Wing Lieutenant did, showed just how frustrated Gwidion must be.  There seemed to be a history with the Justiciary behind Gwidion that had left a very bad taste in his mouth.

Harada said nothing in response to Gwidion’s outburst.  It was better not to, but the look on everyone’s face told Gwidion of their unease.

“There are no Listeners here,” Gwidion said in disgust to their caution.  “No Flyer would demean themselves and their Hatar partner would never allow it.”

“It is not the Flyers you need to worry about Gwidion,” Harada carefully replied  “There are other Kalarthri in these barracks who would be quite willing to sell their services to the Justiciary.  The Justicars are not the only enemies we have.”

“I know, I know,” Gwidion said throwing up his hands.  “But those under suspicion were sent to work in the kitchen or the latrines.  I can say what I like.”

Kalena cocked her head as she heard a whisper brush her mind.  She watched as Gwidion imperceptibly nodded and drew a deep breath as if to calm himself.

“I’m just giving you warning Gwidion,” Harada said.  “I do not want to wake up one morning and find you and Talla missing.”

“If the Justiciary try to come for him, they will have to go through us first,” Lunman said, rising from his chair.

From the look on his face, Kalena thought he looked excited by the prospect of standing up to the Justiciary.  Privately she agreed with him.  If the Provost Justicar tried to take any of the Flight members for ‘questioning’ then they would have to fight their way past the rest of the Wing.  

But this should be stopped before her Lieutenants get too far ahead of themselves.

“Lunman, sit back down.  No one is going to be taking Gwidion.  We have more important matters to discuss.” 

At Kalena’s command, Lunman sat back obediently in his seat and stared at his feet, shame-faced.

“Sorry Wing Commander.”

“Wing pride is nothing to be sorry about Lunman, but now as Wing Lieutenant you have to watch your tongue.”

“Yes Wing Commander,” Lunman replied.

“Let’s get back to business,” Harada suddenly spoke up before something else could be said.

“Once the other Wings are back from their patrols, our Wings will be sent out to catch up with the Calvary and Infantry that will be sent north.  We will primarily be under the command of Captain Vosloo and we are only to act under his orders.”  Harada swept a steady gaze over the surrounding officers.  They were all competent leaders but being brought up as Kalarthri made them automatically respond to the orders of a Free Man Officer.  All Kalar are supposed to obey an order from a Free Man officer without question but the Provost Marshall had given him explicit orders after the war council and he had to impress this need on his officers.

“Yes Flight Commander,” they all responded.  Even Kalena.  Harada knew that even though she hated being a Kalar, she was more likely to jump to obey any Freeman order.  This is most probably a response to her forced acceptance of the Krytal.  The reasons for this were never told to Harada but somehow he knew there was something important about Kalena.

“This order of non-obeyance includes the two Justicars that are accompanying the infantry.  Any order that they wish to issue to us needs to come from Captain Vosloo and must be told as much if they try to bypass his authority.  Do you understand?”

“Yes Flight Commander.”

“Go now and talk to the Wings.  Tell them everything that is going on and impress on them the fact that they only obey orders given by the Captain.”

With that, all the Lieutenants and Kalena rose and gave a farewell salute and left the room leaving Harada alone with his thoughts.
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Chapter Five


Bedtime Stories
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KALENA MADE HER WAY carefully along the dark corridor of the Kalar barracks.  She had not bought a candle or lantern with her, trusting that the occasional lamp along the corridors would provide sufficient light.  The corridors of the barracks were empty as the Flyers were either now in bed or in the mess hall enjoying some decent food and drink before going on the campaign.  Kalena had just come from the mess hall and was heading back to her room.

Suddenly Kalena was caught from behind, a strong arm snaked around her waist and a hand planted firmly across her mouth to prevent her from crying out.  For a moment she stiffened in shock, then she relaxed back against the man who held her.  She would know the smell of him blindfolded in a pigsty.  It was Kral Tayme.

“I saw you leave the Mess Hall,” he whispered in her ear, his breath warm against her cheek.  “I cannot believe that I was able to sneak up on you–and catch you completely unaware...”

Swiftly, Kalena dropped down through his loose grip into a crouch while sweeping a leg out behind her.  She then had the satisfaction of hearing Kral’s grunt of surprise as he fell to the hard stone floor.

“You’re growing a little lax, Kral to fall for a move like that.”  Kalena smiled indulgently at him in the darkness.

“It was unexpected,” Kral huffed as he collected himself off of the ground and then brushed off imaginary grit from his trousers for form.

“You should always expect the unexpected from me.”  Kalena stepped forward and reached up to pat him cheekily on the large red birthmark that covered much of the right-hand side of his cheek and neck.  “Am I forgiven?”

Kalena could see Kral’s teeth gleam in the darkness as he smiled.  “We’ll see.  It’s Holm’s turn next to try to get the better of you.  Speaking of Holm, he’ll be joining us when he’s finished eating.”

It had grown into a tradition over the last six years for the three friends to get together the night after a briefing to discuss their orders. 

“I thought he would be having an early night as this will be his last sleep in a decent bed for a while.”  Kalena turned and moved a few steps until she reached a closed door, Kral following behind her.  It creaked open with the pressure of her shoulder and they stepped through into the plain chamber of a Wing Officer.  Kalena’s room.

After the door latched closed behind them, Kalena twisted and punched forward with an open fist into Kral’s chest knocking him back against the door with a thud.  

“What was that for?” Kral asked rubbing his chest where Kalena had hit him.  “You actually hurt me!”

“That’s was for trying to ambush me on the day I get promoted and the hurt is for not succeeding.”

“That’s a little harsh Kalena.” 

Kalena moved away from Kral and moved to the plain wooden table to pour both of them a drink.  Kalena watched Kral as she poured.

A tall, well-built man with a mass of curly black hair and a face that most women would have considered handsome if not for the harsh red birthmark that stained the right side of his face.  Kalena smiled warmly to her Wing Lieutenant as she handed him a cup.  Kral took a brief sip before pursing his fine lips in disgust.

“The way you water your wine leaves much to be desired Kal.  It’s as if you want to drink water instead.”

“You know I prefer water.  Adding a little wine to a jug removes the bitter taste that Darkon water leaves in the mouth.”  Kalena sat down on the foot of the bed and stared at Kral over the rim of the wine cup.

“There’s something on your mind Kal.  You better speak it now,” Kral said as he seated himself on the only chair in the room.

“I want my wing to have the reputation for getting things done and succeeding where others fail.  Which means that both my Wing Lieutenants will need to be competent and capable of keeping their Wing Commander ready for all situations.  I want to up the ante on our ambush game.” 

“Thought as much,” the Lieutenant murmured as he took another sip from his cup.  Kalena saw his face stiffen and his mark looked darker in the glow of the flickering candles.

“This needs to be discussed, Kral.  It was different when we were both Wing Lieutenants but now...”

“Now you are a Wing Commander and you want both me and Holm to deliberately try to hurt you to see how you will react?”  Kral’s hand tightened around the bowl of his cup.  Kalena watched his reaction curiously and then she suddenly knew.  By The One she could be so blind.

“You’ll only hurt me if you can catch me.”

Slowly, she rose from the bed and sat carefully on the edge of the table near Kral.  Kalena then sat her cup on the table and enclosed Kral’s hands within her own.  She stared into his eyes, making sure that he looked at her as she spoke.

“You do know that I do not love you.  At least not in the way that you would like?”

“I know,” Kral replied.  Placing his cup on the table beside hers he then gripped her hands tenderly in his own.  “I know that it’s just...” Kral suddenly looked about him, trying to find the words he wanted.

“Just what Kral?”  Kalena asked, gently pulling his attention back with the sound of her voice.

“I love you Kal.  I always have.”  Kral knew he was taking a risk saying this but he might not get a better chance to say what was in his heart to her again.  “I had the hope that one day you might have the same feelings for me.”  He then snatched his hands from Kalena’s and rubbed them nervously against the thick leather of his trousers.

Kalena sat a moment, staring at her Wing Lieutenant, wondering what to say to him.  Sugared words would do no good, not in the long run.  Anyway, she did not know how to make or speak them.  Kalena prided herself on always being blunt and she quickly decided that that telling him the truth now would help him come to terms with her feelings.

“You are my best friend.  After all, we grew up in the Wing together.  I trust you more than anyone else in this Wing and I would give my life to save yours.  I love you as a friend, not as a life partner.  You know that.”

Kral groaned.

“Yes.  I do.  But it is my right to live in the hope that you will see me differently.”  Kral drew back from her in the chair as if having some distance between them will stop the hurt he felt.

At that moment a loud rapping filled the room.  Kalena shot up from her desk and opened the door to admit Holm Lunman who’s impeccable timing made her grateful for the interruption.

“Good Evening Wing Commander,” he said giving Kalena a quick salute before closing the door behind him.  

“Good Evening Wing Lieutenant.”

A smile suddenly pierced Holm’s face.  “Are you going to let me drop the formalities yet or are you going to make me bow and scrape to you for the rest of my natural life?”

“Though having you dogging my heels for the rest of your natural life does sound tempting, I think I could let you call me Kalena when we are in private.”

Holm saw the wine cups and gave a grimace.  “Kral, is it still flavored water?”

Kral raised his cup and nodded accent.  Kalena noted that his face now masked any feelings he was experiencing a moment ago.  He’ll get over it–I don’t want to lose his friendship because of this.

Holm grinned at the action and sat on the foot of Kalena’s bed.  He stretched out his legs and leaned back on his elbows to make himself more comfortable.  As if sensing the tension in the room, Holm looked piercingly at first Kral then Kalena.

“Have I interrupted something?”

“Nothing that can’t wait.”  Kral placed his wine cup on the table and turned what he hoped was a reassuring smile to Holm.  “What does it feel like to be in the Officer ranks now?”

Holm looked as if he did not believe Kral but did not push the issue.  “I have not felt very different, but I have only been a Wing Lieutenant for a few hours so far.  I might feel different tomorrow.”

“When you get your rank pins from the Provost Marshall in the morning, you’ll notice the difference.  I certainly did.” 

Kalena sat on the side of her bed next to Holm.  “We’ll both go over to Brock’s office together to collect our rank pins.  I’ve still to get mine.”

“Thanks, Kalena.” Holm slowly drew his legs in and sat up properly on the end of the bed.  “Is it really true about the Ice Tigers?” he suddenly asked.  “It’s just that some of the other Flyers in the Mess Hall think that this is just one big charade to give the Justicars more power.”

“I wish what were the truth Holm,” said Kalena.  “It would make things a lot easier.”  Kalena got up off the bed and started to pace the room, her mind again going over the events at the meeting.  “I saw the pelt with my own eyes and it was real enough.”

“Do we know anything true about these things that haven’t been thickly brushed over with barbarism and glory in the legends and fairy tales?” Kral asked as he picked up his cup again.  “After all, IceTigers have not been seen in Alleron for hundreds and hundreds of years.”  Kral looked around the room at Holm sitting on the bed and Kalena with her furious pacing.  “You both know the stories... Over twelve feet tall, could live in the shadows and had strange magical powers that could kill a man without leaving a mark on them. For all we know we could be flying into a trap where members of the Wing could be killed by a single thought from one of these things.”

“Harada and I have already told you all the reliable information we have on these creatures.  It’s not much but the fact that they seem to be fighting with the Arranians has got our superiors worried.  After all the Arranian Spellcrafters are supposed to maintain the walls to the Ice Grotto to imprison the IceTigers, not let them go traipsing around with the Arranian Army.  The treaties signed by the countries of Alleron demand it since the Arranians did the least to defend against their threat.”  

Kalena gave a silent thanks to Samar for giving her this information while she was at dinner.  Her knowledge of history was not as good as it should be.  But then again, the IceTigers were not supposed to be a threat.  Nowadays they are bedtime stories used to frighten children into behaving themselves.

“It helped that the Arranians were the only ones to have Spellcrafters capable of building the Grotto.  Once the then King of Suene killed the Tiger Queen, the Combined forces of Alleron drove the IceTigers back to be trapped forever behind the Grotto.”  Kral drank again from his cup.  “Back then, the land that both Holm and I come from was still an independent nation.  The Pasha of Serkritt was a signatory to that treaty, now he’s nothing better than a nursemaid making sure Serkritt stays healthy to supply the Suene Empire.”

Kral was now definitely in a foul mood.  It was the only occasion that he bemoans the loss of Serkitt’s independence.

“Kral, Serkritt lost the war with Suene over a century ago and we have not the strength to win back our independence–no matter what the rebels say.”  Holm quietly answered.  The people from Serkritt are a fierce and independent lot, which is why as Kalarthri they get into the most amount of trouble.  The solemn expression on Holm’s face suddenly cleared.  “It does make you wonder what’s in it for the Arranians for the Spellcrafters to risk letting the IceTigers free?” Holm said.

Kalena stopped her pacing and shrugged.  “You know the old saying Holm ‘It not for us to wonder why it's Kalar like us that do or die.’”

“On that sour note, I think I might take myself to bed.”  Kral placed his now empty cup back on the desk and stood to leave.  “I’ll see you both in the morning.”

Holm rose quickly from the bed.  “I think I’ll go as well.  I need to get as much sleep as I can in a soft bed before I have to sleep in a bedroll on the hard ground.”

As Kral opened the door, he turned back to look at Kalena.  “You do know who is in command at Foxtern now?”

Kalena shook her head.

“Everyone’s favorite Officer–Captain Jerant.”

“I thought I’d escaped him when Brock removed Jerant after that incident.”  Kalena automatically rubbed behind her ear where the Crystal was inserted.

Kral said nothing in reply as he stalked out of the door; Holm followed him with a frown on his face.

Kalena nervously smiled after them as they left her room.
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Chapter Six


Speeches
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HARADA STOOD SILENTLY at the head of the Muster grounds.  The sun had already risen two fingers width above the surrounding mountains and the Wings had only just settled themselves.

The lateness of the Muster was not the Wings fault, but it irked Harada that it should happen in the presence of Captain Vosloo. Colonel Oded had ridden out on the morning after the war council with a select group to return as quickly as possible to his command at Foxtern, leaving Fraser Vosloo to order the disposition of the Legions. Fraser Vosloo had elected to ride with the Wings by day instead of traveling with the land forces, trusting his subordinates to deal with the two Justicars and the day-to-day ordering of the troops.  The Captain wanted to evaluate what the Wings are capable of in mountainous terrain.  

To Harada’s knowledge, the Flyers have never been sent North to the mountains.  Wings are not considered to be a tactical advantage in the high alpine regions.

Ranged around Harada and Vosloo were Wing Commanders Kalena and Adhamh and the Wing Lieutenants of First and Second Wings of Second Flight.  Kalena and Adhamh had ‘volunteered’ to carry Vosloo with them until they reached the fortress of Foxtern.  Harada had informed them both at breakfast of this, much to Adhamh’s consternation.  The Hatar hated carrying non-experienced passengers and Vosloo was a definitely a non-experienced passenger as he had never flown before.

Rested members of the returned Wings stood around the edges of the Muster Grounds to farewell their friends and comrades.  Harada could see them all from his vantage point and as he scanned all the faces he had a sense of foreboding as if this would be the last time he would be with the Wings.

In an effort to shake off his worries, Harada turned and gave a small smile to those around him.  It was time to get things underway.  Time to have the First and Second Wing up in the air and away north.

Fraser Vosloo returned Harada’s smile and gave him a nod to proceed.  The Captain would not interfere with the general running of the Wings.

Harada stepped forward on the platform and raised his fist in salute to the two Wings arrayed before him.  Sixty men and Hatar swept quickly to attention before returning their commanders salute.

For a moment Harada let the pride he felt for the wings wash over him.  He felt there was no better fighting force in Suene much less the rest of Alleron and this mission would be a good chance to show those who consider themselves as better than Kalarthri because they are freeborn that they are very much mistaken.

“Greetings to you all on this fine summer morning.”  Harada’s words sounded clear to all those in the Muster Ground.  

“Today we start our journey to the Northern borders where, once again, the Arranians are trying to overrun us.”  Harada paused as he lowered his raised fist and let his gaze sweep across the ranks.  “We will be the ones who will teach them not to make that choice again.”

A cheer went up from the ranks and Harada glanced at his Lieutenants who now stepped forward to join him.  That last statement was not strictly true, but it was a good morale booster.

Captain Fraser Vosloo also stepped forward and clapped a hand firmly on Harada’s shoulder in a gesture of support.  The cheer from the Muster Ground grew even louder.  Then Kalena raised her hands for silence.

“Let’s mount people and beat The One cursed Infantry and Calvary to Foxtern.”
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Chapter Seven


Aerial manouvers 
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‘LEAVE IT BE ADHAMH.’

Kalena felt rather than heard Adhamh’s snort of annoyance.  She could hardly hear anything through the howl of the wind and the padded helmet that was tightly strapped around her head.

‘But it’s annoying, how can I concentrate?’

‘What concentration do you need to fly?’

‘But it tickles.’

‘All right, all right!’  Kalena replied in exasperation.  She leaned carefully back in the saddle and motioned for the man behind her to lean forward enough to shout where his ear was hidden under the padded ear cover of his helmet.

“Captain.  Could you please move your foot from under Adhamh’s wing joints?  You’re tickling him.”  Kalena shouted at the top of her voice but she could barely hear her words.  Captain Vosloo looked at her a moment through his visor before moving both his legs unsteadily closer to Kalena.  Both his hands gripped the pommel tightly and Vosloo sat uneasily in the saddle.  Even though it was obvious to Kalena that he was uncomfortable in the air, Vosloo still gave her a wide smile.

“Haven’t been much on a Hatar... Don’t know how to sit properly yet.”

Kalena caught most of Captain Vosloo’s reply before it was torn away in the wind.  Kalena nodded in acknowledgment and then turned forwards again.

‘Is that better?’

‘Much better.  Thank you.’

Kalena’s Wing had only been in the air for half an hour and already they were well beyond the site of their last camp.  Below them flowed the start of the Red Plains.  The saltbush and the Pampas grass merged into a wide smudge of colors against the deep red of the sand.  Behind the Wing marched the ground forces that in Kalena’s imagination would be covered and choking in red dust kicked up by their shuffling feet.  

In her mind, Kalena could feel the presence of the Hatar behind her, and she felt glorious in the fact that they and she were away from the prying eyes of the Free Men of the camp.  Try as she might, Kalena did not catch sight of her brother or the other Justicar since the Wings had joined the land forces yesterday.  Kalena was dying to ask Videan for news of their parents but she was mindful of the Provost Marshal’s warning.  

What Kalena remembered of her brother, he was probably malicious enough to have her beaten just for looking at him.  But he might also tell her the news that she wanted.

The two wings were in the air from near dawn to dusk with only a quick set down at noon for a meal.  Flight Commander Harada had the Wings practicing formation and maneuvers as well as their long range scouting abilities that will be their main use once they reach Foxtern and the Northern Ranges.

This morning the Captain had asked to be shown what aerial maneuvers the Wing could do, so Kalena had spent the afternoon ‘educating’ him.

After a moment of silence, Kalena gestured to her passenger to hold tightly to his saddle.  She then issued the command to Adhamh.

The Hatar gave one mighty down sweep before suddenly tucking his wings tightly against himself and leaning his body earthwards into a steep dive.

Kalena leaned back in the saddle and gave a loud whoop of sheer joy at the feel of the speeding wind on her body.  Around her, she could hear the voices of the other Hatar of her Wing whistling through the air around her as they followed Adhamh in his sudden dive and she could feel rather than see that the rest of her Wing was in perfect formation.

Then Kalena became aware of a pressure in the small of her back and smiled to herself as the Captain’s hands twisted tighter around her flight belt.  Kalena felt a twinge of guilt at doing this to him but in the air, she and Adhamh were in command and Kalena wanted the Captain to truly understand this.  

Giving him the practical is quicker than drubbing in the theory.

‘Adhamh, we better pull out now.  The ground is getting a little to close.’

‘Right.’

Adhamh stretched out his wings and as his flight feathers caught the updraft, they began slowly to glide upwards.

Kalena looked at the sky about her and was satisfied to see that the entire Wing had come out of their dives perfectly.  Each Hatar moved through the air in perfect synchronization with each other.

‘Adhamh.  It’s time we returned to the main force and rendezvous with Harada’s Wing,’

‘Yes Kalena.’

Kalena listened as Adhamh sent out the orders to the other Hatar.  She caught a glimpse of red and turned to see Trar and Tayme slip into position to her right.  Kalena raised her hand in acknowledgment and turned to her left to acknowledge blue Motta and Lunman. 

‘Let’s make it a leisurely trip back,’ Kalena suggested.  This would be the perfect opportunity to get to know Captain Fraser Vosloo.

Kalena could hear the wind whistle recede as Adhamh slowed his forward momentum.  She could feel the movement of the Hatar’s huge wing muscles behind her thighs.  Impulsively, she gave him a hard scratch along his neck feathers.

‘Thanks.’

‘You nearly lost him with that dive Kalena,’ Adhamh said.  ‘Also remind him to not tuck his boots under my wings.’

Kalena laughed out loud and loosened her flight jacket around her waist now that the wind did not try to rip it from her back.

“We’ve finished for the day and are on our way back towards the column,” she said as she adjusted herself in the double saddle to look at her passenger.  He had quickly removed his hands from her belt once Adhamh had pulled out from the dive.  The Captain now sat straight in the saddle as if he was riding a horse.  Kalena was pleased to see that as she turned back, Vosloo had remembered Adhamh’s former request to move his feet from beneath the Hatar’s wing joints.

“How did they go?”  The Captain asked curiously as if he had been doing this all of his life.

“Very well,” Kalena said guardedly.  She knew that there was a chance that she could have pushed the Captain too far today (though she could have put him through worse).  He is her commanding officer and if he saw things differently, she could be severely punished.  But Kalena stared defiantly at him, daring him to say something derogatory about her Wing.

‘I wouldn’t push him too far if I were you,’ Adhamh suddenly said.  ‘You may be a Wing Commander now but you are still Kalarthri and he can do whatever he wants to you as an officer of the emperor.’

‘I know Adhamh.  But there is just something about him that makes me know he won’t.’

Adhamh answered her with a silence thick with worry.  But after a moment said,  ‘There is something about him that is different from most men.  The Captain reminds me in a way of Prince Garrick.’

“Maybe that’s what it is,” Kalena replied aloud to herself and then noticed that Captain staring back at her with a frown.  “I was just having a word with Wing Commander Adhamh,” Kalena smiled as she again scratched at the feathers along the Hatar’s neck.

Kalena was used to seeing that look on the faces of non-flyers whenever she had come out of a conversation.  It has always been that way since the Krytal.  Automatically Kalena pushed a finger under the ear cover of her helm and rubbed the place behind her ear where the Crystal was implanted.  She could feel no bump and knew that there was no scar to even show that it had happened.  But somehow, inside of her, Kalena could feel every molecule of the Crystal as it continually renewed itself inside of both herself and Adhamh.

“Sir, you did well for a first timer if you do not mind my compliment,” Kalena said taking her hand away from under the steel of the helm.

“It’s a big change from riding a horse.”

Adhamh suddenly let forth a snort of disgust that vibrated from his chest through the legs and bodies of both riders.

‘I am not a horse,’ Adhamh’s voice snaked into Kalena’s thoughts.  Kalena ignored him.

“Hatar is the only way to travel Captain.”

Captain Vosloo gave her a grin before glancing around them again.  Kalena noted that the gaze of the Captain did not look down.

“You are related to Justicar Tsarland.”  Captain Vosloo‘s tone made this a statement, not a question.

Kalena was taken aback at this sudden reference to Videan.  Surely the Captain could easily find this information.  But of course, the Captain would not ask the Justicar himself or, have his inquiries heard by Justicar Inman.  Perhaps the Captain wanted to quiz her for information about her brother, as he is now the associate of Inman.

“Yes, Sir.  Justicar Tsarland is my older brother.”

Captain Vosloo’s face did not change, as if he had expected her answer.

“How old were you when the Provosts came to claim you as Kalarthri?”

The confused whirling of Kalena’s mind suddenly stilled.  What was he leading to?  He should just come out and say what was on his mind.

“I was ten years old.  High Provost Deten and Provost Thurad came for me and took me away to the jeering of my brother Videan.  I’ve never forgiven him for that.”  Kalena suddenly fell silent.  She did not mean to say so much about that moment.  She did not like to think of the day she was taken.  It was the last time she had seen her parents.  It was the day she saw her father beaten, and she had worried for him many months after until Provost Thurad had come through Darkon and gave her the news that both her parents were well and prosperous.  She did not get to say goodbye to Mama and Papa.

Kalena’s answer sent the Captain’s mind buzzing.  She watched as his face transformed in thought.

“You were gone before it happened then,” he said softly to himself but Kalena heard it.

“Before what ha...”  Kalena caught her response to late but Vosloo waved her question aside.  He was treating her more like an equal than Kalarthri.  

“Now is not the time to talk.  I will find time for that later,” Vosloo looked at her earnestly and Kalena grew uncomfortable under his scrutiny, she sensed there was something else lurking behind the Captain’s gaze.  She could feel the whispering of his mind brush against hers and Kalena instinctively closed her mind to it.  She had spent years hiding her talent and did not want to risk being caught listening to the mind talk of a Freeman, let alone a superior officer.  Fraser Vosloo was a man whose respect Kalena craved.

“We shall speak more on this tonight with Flight Commander Harada.  I think it is time for you to be inducted,” Vosloo said, dragging his gaze away from Kalena’s face.

“Inducted?” Kalena suddenly realized that, while not under the eyes of others, she could speak her mind to Fraser Vosloo without repercussions.  In that gaze, an understanding had passed between them.

“Wait until tonight after dinner.  You will then find answers to some if not all of your questions.”  Vosloo’s tone told her that he would say no more on the subject during their flight home.

Kalena’s curiosity was now raised and she could not wait until night descended and the evening meal was ready.
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Chapter Eight


Visions
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KALENA THREW ANOTHER log on the fire and watched as sparks erupted from the coals to drift away in the smoke.  Night on the plains had come quickly and with it followed the cold whose chill was legendary among the Suenese.

Pulling the sheepskin coat tighter around her, Kalena then held her gloved hands out to the flames.  The sounds of the clanking of cooking pots and of laughter and talk surrounded Kalena and her fire.  The Kalarthri camp was pitched a distance downwind from the Freeman Camp under the pretext that the smell of the Kalar and Hatar disturbed their horses.  But Kalena knew that the Justicars had commanded that the human and feathered mind readers be set apart from them.  

They probably were worried in case the Kalar could somehow read their thoughts.  There was only one Kalar that she knew of who could do that, and she was not going to risk it.

Kalena looked up into the night and followed the arc of the stars as they trailed across the sky.  They looked so beautiful and distant, just like her Flight Commander.

‘By The One, it’s cold tonight,’ Kalena thought to her companion who rested with the other Hatar at the far end of their camp.  They had found a large span of exposed rock and were now sprawled out over it, slowly absorbing the radiant heat.

‘You are welcome to spend the night under my wing.  My feathers are nice and warm now,’ Adhamh offered.

‘I’ll decline your offer for the time being Adhamh,’ Kalena replied, her eyes still on the stars.

‘I see you’re hoping for a better one.’ He replied.

Kalena let herself smile.  ‘Maybe.’

Warmth had slowly returned to her bones so Kalena stepped back from the fire and sat down on her Hatar saddle.  Saddles belonging to Harada and the Wing Lieutenants circled the rest of the large fire.  Some paces behind each saddle loomed the drab canvas of small tents.  There was just enough room in them to stash your gear and sleep.  And if you stood taller than Kalena, then you would have to duck to avoid scraping your head against the rough canvas roof.

Through the flames, Kalena could see Lunman wrap a cloth about the handle of a cooking pot and then remove it from the coals.  It was his turn to look after dinner and from the smell, it was stew yet again.  Kalena grimaced.  She was already heartily sick of stew and this was only their second night in camp.  Lunman stood over the pot and gave it a final stir with a ladle.

“Come and get it,” Lunman shouted as he spooned a ladle full of the stew into his wooden bowl.  He then moved away to his own saddle to eat.

Out of the darkness came the other Wing Lieutenants, their bowls already in hand and began to crowd around the blackened pot.

The sound of the swish of canvas from behind Kalena made her turn her head to see Harada closing the entry flap of his tent.  The Flight Commander then turned to face the fire and saw Kalena’s stare.  Without saying a word he nodded to her and walked around the fire to the crowd around the cook pot.

Kalena did not feel hungry but excited.  Something important was going on and her curiosity burned within her to find out what it was.

Vosloo had sent a messenger just before dusk to inform Harada and herself that the Captain would be joining them after dinner.  Ever since Kalena received that message she had not left her place by the fire.

Out of habit, Kalena reached down and picked up the wooden bowl that sat next to her saddle and began to slide it this way and that through her hands in an effort to focus her restless energy.  She did not want to act the child in front of Harada and the Captain, something Kalena knew that she was prone to doing.  But Kalena was a good warrior and leader and did not let her childish impulses affect her judgment.

As Kalena’s mind focused on feeling the smooth wood slide through her fingers, she began to block out the smell of food and the movement of the surrounding people.  Kalena’s eyes focused on the bronze color of the wood as it caught the firelight.  She could feel the friction of the movement begin to warm her hands through the gloves.

The flashes of color slowly began to merge together becoming brighter as her eyes began to lose focus.  Then Kalena suddenly felt something shift in her mind and a small image began to appear amidst the bright color.  As the image grew clearer, Kalena had to use all her will power to stop herself throwing the bowl away from her in fright.

The image she saw was that of herself dressed in the mail of a Suenese Prince holding aloft a large ornate broadsword before legions of cheering soldiers.  Among the soldiers, Kalena unbelievingly saw the tall, white forms that were unmistakably Icetigers.

‘The Krytal has me dreaming heresy!’  Kalena broadcast to all who could hear her mind voice and vaguely through her frightened mind she could hear the vocal roaring of the Hatar in reply.  The image stayed steady before her eyes and Kalena quickly shut her eyelids tight against the treason she and the Krytal had conjured in the bowl.  Kalena made her hands stop the spinning of the bowl and then made an effort to still herself and her thoughts.

Kalena focused her hearing on outside sounds and could no longer hear the trumpeting of the Hatar.  The surrounding sounds were the normal sounds of the camp.

Internally, Kalena could feel the thought traffic as Flyers and Hatar talked to each other about their outburst.  And she could feel the insistent pushing of Adhamh wanting to be heard.  Kalena quickly opened the mind blocks that she had instinctively raised after her mental outburst.

‘What happened, Kalena are you well?’ Adhamh’s voice rushed into her mind and Kalena found her fears were quieted with his presence.  But she still kept her eyes closed.

‘Adhamh, please apologize to the others.  I did not mean to disturb them,’ Kalena said hastily.  So much for her childish self control.  ‘I had a bad daydream from the fire.’

‘That I will tell them, but what really happened?’  

Adhamh knew there was something else.  Kalena knew she could keep nothing secret across their link.  Kalena told him what had happened.  Adhamh listened silently and Kalena found comfort in his silence.

‘The Krytal presented this vision to you?’  Adhamh finally asked.

Kalena gave him a mental nod.  ‘It stole my daydreams like a dream thief and replaced them with its own.’

‘Then I think we should go to Daegarouf if we can.  I am sure that the Pydarki are very knowledgeable and I have heard tales of experiences such as yours being attributed to the Pydarki Mystics.’

Kalena latched onto Adhamh’s words.

‘Will the Pydarki see us?’ she asked.

‘Who can tell? But as we are going North and will be passing close to Daegarouf anyway...’ Adhamh let the rest of his thought drift away unvoiced.

Kalena knew what the Hatar meant.  There would be many long patrols and one of theirs could drift in the direction of the Pydarki’s mountain.

‘Thanks Adhamh.  I’ll be fine now, the fright is gone.’

Kalena suddenly felt a pressure on her shoulder.

‘Adhamh, I have to go, I’m wanted.’  Kalena then broke contact with the Hatar.

She opened her eyes and was glad to see only the wooden bowl cradled between her hands, nothing more.  Kalena slowly moved her eyes upwards to see Harada standing before her, a bowl of hot stew in one hand, the other rested on her shoulder.

“You look as pale as a ghost.  Are you well?”

Kalena smiled up at Harada to cover her shock.  “It has just been a long day.  Captain Vosloo has my mind spinning with curiosity.”

Harada dropped down onto his haunches, his hand still lingered over her shoulder as if loathe to leave it.

“I would wait until the Captain arrives before saying anything Kalena.  I would advise not to mention anything that is discussed with outsiders.  It would be dangerous.”

“Dangerous, why?”

“You will find out when the Captain arrives.  In the meantime have something to eat.”  Harada handed Kalena his brimming bowl in exchange for her empty one.
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Chapter nine


Some Secrets revealed
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THE QUARTER MOON HAD risen high into the night sky when the Captain walked unescorted into their firelight.  Harada and Kalena were the only people seated by the fire.  The others had long ago retired to their bedrolls.

Kalena noticed that Tayme lingered the longest, but Kalena pointedly ignored him and stayed close to Harada.  That was one distraction she did not need right now.  Tayme understood that dalliance was not allowed while on campaign.

“I see that everyone is tucked away for the night,” the Captain said in way of greeting.

“Good Evening Vosloo,” Harada replied holding his hand out before him.  Fraser Vosloo grasped it warmly.  “You take a risk walking unguarded through the camp with Inman about.”

“Inman wouldn’t dare do anything to me with an entire camp of witnesses to see, that includes the Hatar, which he is scared shitless of.”  Vosloo then scooped up Gwidion’s saddle and moved it closer to Kalena and Harada by the fire.

Kalena looked from one man to the other, amazed at the casual conversation between them.  Especially since it concerned a Justicar.  She then looked about their camp, trying to see if anyone was nearby.  Not seeing anyone, Kalena still decided to have an early warning in place.

‘Adhamh are you awake?’

‘Yes, but only just,’ the Hatar replied in a voice muffled in sleep.

‘Can you keep an eye on our camp from where you are?’

There was a moment of silence but Kalena could sense over the link that Adhamh was moving.

‘Yes, if I sit up, I can see you.  Ah, I see Harada and the good Captain are with you as well.’

‘He’s late.  I just want to know if you can warn me if we are to be disturbed by anyone,’ Kalena spoke hurriedly.

‘Of course,’ was Adhamh’s reply.

Their conversation took only moments and Kalena turned her attention back to her companions as Captain Vosloo seated himself on Gwidion’s saddle next to the Flight Commander.

Harada picked up the cup they had set out for Vosloo and filled it with a drink from their wineskin.  He then handed the cup to Vosloo.

“Here, this should warm you up.  I will warn you beforehand that it is a little strong.”

The Captain took a small sip from the cup and let the liquor loll over his tongue.  Suddenly his eyes widened and Kalena could see the muscles of his throat constrict as he tried quickly to swallow his mouthful.  Once the liquid was gone, the Captain then sat with his mouth open drawing cool air over his tongue.

“By The One Harada.  Who made this metal stripper?” Vosloo finally panted, but a grin of delight played about his lips.

“One of my Wingmen, though he’s recently changed the recipe.  It’s a little too sweet for my taste,” Harada returned the Captain’s grin.

“You will have to gift me a skin of it before I leave.  Perhaps next time I should slip some into Inman’s and Videan’s cups.”  After this comment, the Captain’s face suddenly sobered.  “Inman invited me and some of my officers to share meat in his tent tonight to discuss what the armies are to do once we reach Foxtern.  The little shit acts like he is in charge since the Colonel went ahead to Foxtern.”  The Captain looked down into the contents of his cup as he began to swirl it around.

“This is the reason I am late.  Inman kept trying to bait me with every question.  The man would kill his own mother if he thought it would get me in the Star Chamber.”  Vosloo took another slow sip from his cup and his face quickly lost its warmth.

“I would give nearly everything I own to have Inman at my mercy.  Then I could get the proof I need-.”

“Fraser, I know,” Harada quickly cut into Vosloo’s venom.  “Remember, your sister and I virtually grew up together.”

It was then that Kalena realized how much she really did not know about Harada Thurad-Kalar.  That he was part of the royal family was a fact but he was also Kalarthri.  Kalena had assumed that he had lost all of his family connections (except Garrick) when the Provost came for him as had happened with the other Kalar.

Kalena sat back on her saddle and looked up again to the stars.  They were so beautiful and she always wondered what they were.  Looking at the stars made Kalena realize just how little experience she had with the world outside the Wing.

“We better get down to business Harada.  I need to get some sleep tonight and Kalena’s got us out early tomorrow morning.”  Vosloo smiled as he put his cup down.  He then turned and caught Kalena’s eye as he did that afternoon but he still talked directly to Harada.

“I think it's time we start to set things in motion.  I talked privately with Garrick while at Darkon and he has put the decision to go ahead with the operation in my hands.  After what he had told me and what I have seen of Kalena here, I know it is time we progress forward.”

“So Garrick has told you what father’s whore has been up to,” Harada hissed through gritted teeth.

“In so far that she has gained the support of the Provost Justicar in her fight for control with Garrick.  She’s also trying to pass that pregnancy of hers off as the Emperors when everybody knows they haven’t slept together in months.”

“But what has all this to do with me?” the words jumped suddenly from Kalena’s mouth, surprising her.  The conversation, though interesting, was making her feel a little uncomfortable.  Especially after her vision.  Both implied treason, and the thought began to form in Kalena’s mind that her vision might have shown her the truth after all.

“This has everything to do with you Kalena.  But as yet we cannot tell you everything.  Garrick should be the one to tell you the final truth but you’re just not ready to hear it yet.”  Harada sat back in his saddle and rubbed a callused hand through his hair.  “But what I can tell you is that Felian is trying to have father disown Garrick in favor of her unborn child.  She has the support and help of the Provost Justicar who has been lobbying the Emperor for years to have greater powers to ‘gather information’.”  Harada spat the phrase out as if something distasteful had touched his tongue.

“Garrick thinks she has promised them a greater share in power if they promise her support.  The whore has already begun to do her part by having her own supporters taking over positions as they fall vacant in court.  And for some reason father lets her do it!”

Harada took a deep draft from his cup virtually draining it.  His face still looked strained and his brooding eyes looked deep into the heart of the campfire.

“We would like to know whether you and your wing would support a ‘confrontation’ when it arises Kalena,” Vosloo said quietly, his eyes had never left Kalena’s face as he spoke.

“You are asking me if I and my Wing would rebel against the Emperor?”  Incredulously, Kalena looked from one face to the other.

“No, we are asking if you would help our Emperor keep his throne.  Because if Felian gathers enough power to herself, she will not think twice about killing the Emperor or Prince Garrick,” Vosloo replied.

Kalena’s eyes widened in shock at what Vosloo said.  Felian would not dare kill Garrick.  From what Kalena saw of her, the woman did not seem capable of it.  But Vosloo and Harada implied this is what Garrick himself thinks.  Kalena could not bear the thought of Garrick dead and she felt the stirring of anger within herself at the thought that someone else wanted him so.

Kalena gave both Vosloo and Harada a curt nod.

“If that’s the case, we will join you.  Garrick’s enemies are my enemies.”  Kalena scooped up a handful of dirt as she said the ritual phrase, spat on it before thrusting her hand between the two men.

Both men spat in their own palms and clasped them tightly to Kalena’s.

The oath was sworn.  Inside of her, Kalena thought she could hear the crystal sing.
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Chapter Ten


Visitor
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KALENA OPENED HER EYES to the pre-dawn light that penetrated the canvas of her tent.  She could already feel the promise of heat in the air and by midday, Kalena knew she would wish to be out of her leathers.

Kalena sat up with a yawn but suddenly stopped mid-stretch when she saw a dark figure sitting hunched up on a pack near the entrance to the tent.  The dark form and shape were familiar to her, Kalena had seen it many a time in the light just as this in Darkon.

“Good Morning Tayme,” she said, not bothering to hide her nakedness as she slipped her legs from under the covers and then reached across to a bag to grab her clothes.

“Morning Commander,” Tayme said as Kalena plucked a linen shirt from the clothes pile.  She pulled it efficiently over her head and quickly tied the laces.

“So.  What is it?  I can tell you have something on your mind.”  Kalena glanced briefly at Tayme as she spoke.  She was busy shaking out her leather trousers before slipping her legs into them.

Tayme used a finger to open the tent flap a little and carefully surveyed what was going on outside.  Kalena could still hear snoring and rustling from other tents but there was no noise of anyone moving about outside yet.  Tayme was the only officer out of their tent.

Satisfied that they would not be interrupted, Tayme carefully picked his way through Kalena’s gear to sit on the groundsheet across from her.

“I heard what was discussed last night Kalena.  I would not be surprised if some of the others heard as well.  Harada should learn to keep his voice down.”

Kalena shrugged herself into her jacket and glared across the tent at Tayme.  Now that he was close, she could pick out his features in the diffused morning light.  Tayme’s hair was still ruffled from sleep and from what she could see of his eyes, looked as if he had no sleep at all.  Tayme ran his thumb and forefinger over his lips as he waited for her to say something.  A gesture he had grown up with.  It was a habit he used when nervous.

‘Adhamh, why did you not tell me?  You were supposed to tell me if someone was listening.  Trar wouldn’t help herself in telling you all about what she and Tayme heard.  The big gossip.’

Kalena felt more worried than angry.  If Tayme and a few of the others had heard, what if they decided not to support her when the need arises?  What if?... Kalena stopped her thoughts.  Thinking about what ifs were a dangerous place to go.

‘You only asked me to warn you if you were about to be disturbed, not if anyone was listening to your conversation.’  

Adhamh’s reply was curt.  He was right.  That was all Kalena had asked of him.  She placed her attention again on Tayme who was still sitting quietly, waiting for her to say something.

Tayme continued looking at her for a few moments more and then sighed.  He then shifted a little on the ground as if a different position would make what he was about to voice sound better.

“I just wanted you to know that I will back you in whatever happens.  Everyone knows that Prince Garrick wants to abolish the Second Born rule and the current laws regarding Kalarthri.  He is the only chance we Second Borns have of having a life of our own.”

Tayme then spat in his palm and held it out to Kalena.  “Your enemies are my enemies.”

Kalena spat on her own palm and smiled at Tayme as she clasped her hand to his.  She should have known that he would support her.  Just as she knew that the rest of her Wing would as well.  The feelings that Garrick inspired in the Flights Kalar was a hope for a free future and that would be a hard thing to lose if Garrick did not become Emperor.  It was a feeling that she now realized all the Flights would fight to keep.  Maybe even the High Guard, the Emperors personal Flight bodyguard would join them.

“Thank you Tayme.”

‘And thank you Trar.’

Tayme smiled and nodded.  He then got up without saying a word and quickly left the tent, with Kalena staring incredulously after him.
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Chapter Eleven


Justicar Tsarland
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KALENA PULLED TIGHT the final buckle.

‘All right Adhamh, you can breathe in now.’

She stepped back as the Hatar stood up on all fours and shook himself out.

“Be careful of the saddle blanket Adhamh,” Kalena shouted up at him through cupped hands.

Adhamh swung his head around to look at his partner but suddenly focused on something behind Kalena. 

‘We have company.’

Kalena slowly turned to look behind her and saw Justicar Videan Tsarland standing several paces away from her.  Standing beyond the standard hearing distance from Videan was his two bodyguards.  She automatically dropped into a half bow.

“Humility becomes you, Kalena Kalar,” Videan said as he moved a few steps towards her.

Kalena did not say a word.  To talk to a Justicar without permission could mean her death.  She stood frozen in her half bow, her eyes fixed firmly on the red dust and wind bleached stones before her feet.  Kalena could feel his presence without needing to see him.  It made the roots of her hair tingle.

Then the toes of his black leather boots moved into her sight, disturbing the red dust and stones.  Kalena stiffened and suddenly could feel sweat trickle through her hair and down her neck.  What if he knew about her oath? She could feel his gaze drilling through the back of her head.

‘Don’t do anything stupid Kalena,’ Adhamh warned from his own lowered stance.

‘I still have Provost Marshal Brock’s warning in my mind.’

“I did not realize that you were a member of a wing based at Darkon.”

Kalena marveled at how deep Videan’s voice had become.  She would never have recognized it if she had heard him without seeing him first.

“You gave me quite a shock seeing you standing in Provost Marshal Brock’s office,” he continued.  “Provost–Prince- Garrick Thurad had told the family that you had become a Flyer five years earlier than expected.” 

His voice was well modulated and clear and it had lost most of the strong northern accent that Kalena remembered.  Her own accent was still noticeable but had mellowed over the years.

Kalena watched as a drop of sweat trickled down her nose and fall to splatter in the dust.  She felt her stomach churning into a nervous ball.  The brother that she had not seen in years, the brother that she had so loved and respected as a little girl was now standing right before her.  Kalena could recognize the boy she once knew in his features but the rest of the man before her stood a stranger.

Kalena felt the strain of the half bow in her lower back but she continued to keep her bow respectful.

“Kalena, please stand up.  It is so irritating speaking to your ponytail.”

Videan’s kind invitation sounded a little forced to Kalena’s ears but after a moment of indecision Kalena slowly stood upright, running her eyes slowly over the tall form of her brother before focusing on his face.

Even in this heat, Videan wore the black wool cassock of the Justicar, the gold thread of the Book of Truth glinting in the morning light.  His black boots were coated in red dust and his hands were covered in supple black leather.

His face tried to belay the austere look of the body.  His mouth quirked in a small smile and crow’s feet tried to add that smile to his eyes.  But to Kalena, it was Videan’s eyes that worried her.  They did not reflect the smile of his mouth.  They were lifeless; as if whatever soul had once lived there had shriveled and died.

The tingling she felt earlier suddenly grew worse.  She felt as if the danger was just around the bend.  And then she felt another shift in her mind, sending a chill of fear through her body.  Please don’t let me have visions in front of my brother, she prayed to herself.

“That was the last time we saw Provost Thurad.  But after his visit, we seemed not to lack for anything.  We had money to improve the house and the farm and to send me to study and become what I am today.”

Videan’s soulless eyes bored into her own and Kalena felt the urge to run, but with a strong force of will stopped herself.  It was then that she felt an odd sensation at the back of her head as if there was something there that was gathering heat around it.  Oddly, it made her feel stronger and more in control of herself and she suddenly knew that the shift had caused it.

“Why tell me this?” Kalena quickly tightened her lips.  She had not meant to speak aloud.  She waited silently for the punishment that should come.  Videan’s stance did not change.

“I would like to know why a Prince would suddenly support our family after giving up a Kalar.  Our parents would not tell me and at the time I really did not care why.  But now?”

Kalena looked away from her brother’s face, not wanting to look at the smiling facade that Videan presented.  Her thoughts started to whirl and then she remembered the cryptic comment that Captain Vosloo made to her yesterday. ‘You were gone before it happened...’.  Perhaps this was what he referred to.

“I know nothing about that Justicar,” Kalena carefully replied.  She did not want to suffer a Justicar’s wrath, being her brother it would be worse.  But at least Videan had unwittingly told her the news that she craved - that their parents were doing well.

“As Kalarthri, I am not privileged to know the reasoning of my masters.”  Kalena bent again into a bow and gritted her teeth as she waited for Videan’s outburst.

But the outburst never came.

Her brother’s feet turned and stepped out of her sight, leaving only his footprints in her field of vision.  Kalena heard him crunch his way back to the waiting bodyguards.  She slightly raised her head to see Videan and his men walking briskly back to the main camp.  As Kalena watched Videan’s retreating back, the sensation in the back of her head quickly vanished with a loud click.

‘What was that about?’ Adhamh sat back on his haunches and stretched his neck in a fluff of feathers.

‘I don’t know, but it was something he wanted me to know.’  
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Chapter Tweleve


Captain Fraser Vosloo
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KALENA FINISHED SECURING the last of her equipment to her saddle packs before climbing into the front saddle and looked quickly about her.  The rest of her wing was just finishing off their own preparations for the day in the air, Harada’s Wing had already left to scout out the western plains and the foothills.  Today Kalena’s Wing is to go East.

The Wing was running late.  It was over an hour past dawn and Captain Vosloo still had not arrived.  They were waiting for him.

‘Kalena, here he comes.  He’s being tailed by two of his junior officers.’  Adhamh crooked his head to get a better view over the milling bodies of the Wing.  

‘Looks like he’s been stirred up about something.  He’s just finished giving orders and the officers have been sent running in different directions.’

‘About time he got here,’ was all Kalena thought, but she threw a worried glance in the direction of the camp.  Kalena’s seat on Adhamh’s back made it easy for her to spot the Captain’s lazy walk as he came across the open ground towards the waiting Hatar and Riders.  As he drew closer, Kalena could immediately tell he was furious.

“Good Morning Captain.”  Kalena reached down to give Captain Vosloo a helping hand getting into the back saddle.  He gave an angry grunt in response as he settled and strapped himself in.

‘Seems he’s not having a good morning,’ Kalena said to Adhamh as she buckled her own straps.

‘We had better get going Kalena.’

‘Pass the order to the Wing to ready themselves Adhamh.’

Once in the air, Kalena lost her worry over Videan’s visit.  She was sure he knew nothing of what was discussed the night before.  Kalena relaxed and began to focus on the patrol.  She began to direct members of the Wing into double patrols that fanned out over the North Eastern plains and into the foothills of the Bhaliger Mountains.  Since there are thirty-three members in a Wing, Kalena and Adhamh were left to patrol their route without a Kalarthri partner.  But her independent human eyes sat behind her still fuming away.

Kalena had always been sensitive to people’s emotions and Vosloo’s fury felt as if it was literally banging its presence into her skull. Kalena could not ignore it any longer as it was starting to give her a headache.

“Captain-” Kalena started to say as she turned back in the saddle but Vosloo cut her off.

“Don’t ask me Wing Commander.”

Kalena shut her mouth and turned forward.  It seems that today is going to be a quiet one.

Adhamh glided slowly through the air, his head moving back and forth as he scanned the countryside below.

‘See anything?’  Kalena asked Adhamh as it became clear that she would get no conversation from their passenger.

‘There was a succulent looking bull a few leagues back and a few sheep.’

‘Cattle and sheep?  The Crofters do not seem to be worried about the threat of invasion.’  

Kalena leaned forward in the saddle to see the ground below with her own eyes.  She saw the ground moving slowly beneath them.  It was no longer the red dust of the plains but the thick grass of the lowlands and not far ahead of them loomed the foothills of the Bhaglier Ranges.  Towering high above these was the lone peak of Daegarouf. 

It was the only tall peak on this side of the ranges and Kalena noticed that Adhamh’s nose headed directly for it.

‘Adhamh, I don’t think it wise that we try our luck with the Pydarki today.  Vosloo is with us and he might not appreciate us taking liberties with his time.’

The fury sitting coiled within the Captain might not welcome what he would certainly see as a pleasure jaunt.

‘This might be the only time we will be able to go to Daegarouf until we reach Foxtern.  At least now we could fly around and find the entrance to the Pydarki City.  I have heard that they have hollowed out part of the mountain that makes the place nearly impossible to find.  This is why we should look.’

‘All right.  We will patrol around the mountain and see if we can spot this entrance–or even if we can spot a Pydarki on the wooded slopes.  At least that would be good practice for spotting Icetigers.’

Kalena settled back in her saddle and sighed.  She turned her head to speak to the Captain.

“We are going to do our sweep around Daegarouf Captain.”

Captain Vosloo nodded in reply but said nothing.

The journey into the ranges was a quiet one.  Kalena had Adhamh soar up as high as was safe to ensure that no one could spot them from the ground.  Sharp Hatar eyes could still see the cattle and sheep as clearly as before and Adhamh provided Kalena with regular reports of what people sightings he could see.

The ground below them slowly changed from the grasslands to the steadily increasing heights of the ranges. The clouds quickly became too thick beneath them for even a Hatar to see through and so Adhamh descended from his high flying as they flew closer to Daegarouf and glided just above the thick green trees that lined the hills.

Kalena felt a tap at her shoulder.  She leaned back to hear what Vosloo had to say.

“The mountains around Foxtern are covered this thickly with trees.”  Vosloo raised his voice to be heard against the wind.  “What does Adhamh think of sighting anything useful through the canopy?”

‘Well Adhamh, you heard him.’

The Hatar ruffled his neck feathers in irritation.  ‘I heard him.  The Captain really knows nothing about my race.’ Adhamh grumbled.

Kalena tried to hide her smile even though with her back to him, the Captain could not see it.  She had lived so long with the knowledge of the superiority of Hatar sight that Kalena forgot the ignorance of others.  Hatar have the uncanny ability to see things from immense distances like a bird of prey.  But they also could see things through a special ability that Kalena still cannot fully understand.  Hatars could choose to change their vision to see living things that were hidden away.

‘So the forest cannot stop you from seeing the living beings swarming in the valleys and on the hill sides?’  Kalena asked knowing that she would get an annoyed snap from Adhamh.

‘You have to ask?’ he said, ruffling his feathers again.  ‘I’ll show you.’

Kalena stilled.  One thing that was possible over their crystal link was to share images from one mind to another.  It was a useful skill but Kalena hated it.  When Adhamh sent her an image, it would force out other activities from her mind.  It made Kalena feel as if a stranger had entered her room and then spitefully rearranged her things so she could not find anything.

Then Adhamh’s changed sight was in her head pushing out all other thoughts.  The view was of different shades of green, red, yellow and blue.  Nothing looked normal, but Kalena knew how to read the image.  Red and yellow objects indicated birds, animals, and humans.  The green and blues depicted trees, plants, and rivers.

As Adhamh swept his head around, Kalena could see the red-orange shapes of birds in trees, foxes loping along forest paths and deer grazing.  Then the image vanished.  Kalena breathed a sigh of relief.

‘As you can tell, I can see perfectly well.’  Adhamh sounded smug.

‘I may have deserved that but there was no need to force it on me.  You know how much I hate this.’

Adhamh did not reply.  Instead, he slowly banked to his right to place their route more in line with Daegarouf.

Kalena grunted in exasperation at the Hatar but swung back in the saddle to speak with Captain Vosloo.

“Adhamh can see perfectly well through these trees.  He allowed me to share what he could see.  All there is below us under the trees are birds and animals.”

A smile suddenly broke over Vosloo’s face and Kalena jerked backward in surprise at the quick transformation.

“That confirms a rumor I’ve heard,” he said by way of explanation.  “We Freemen spread so many rumors regarding the Hatar that it is hard to tell nowadays what is truth and what is fiction.”

Kalena frowned.  “Surely Provost Marshal Brock would have told you all you needed to know about the Hatar?”

“Yes he did,” the Captain replied.  “But it is always better to see things with your own eyes than to be told.  It makes the impossible more tangible.”

“What do the rumors say about the Hatar?” Kalena asked.  She was suddenly burning with curiosity to know what the Freemen thought of the Hatar Kalar.  It might explain why they were shunned so much in camp, even by those who know that Hatar and their riders cannot read anyone’s mind willy-nilly.  Well... she could, but chose not to.   

“Most of them are complete nonsense Kalena.”  The Captain held up his hand and began to count off each of his rebukes to the rumors.  “The Hatar and yourself cannot read the minds of others.”  He pushed a finger down.  “The Hatar cannot breathe fire,” another finger was pushed down.  “The Hatar cannot make people spontaneously combust.”  Kalena tried to stifle a laugh at that one and Adhamh rumbled deep in his belly.

A startled look came over Vosloo’s face at Adhamh’s rumble.  “It’s not true is it?” he looked at Kalena uncertainly.

Kalena shook her head.  “That’s definitely not true.  Adhamh just found it amusing is all.”

“Well, there are many more tales about Hatars that run along the same line, each more preposterous than the last.”  Vosloo settled back into his saddle but Kalena saw his hands slip to his riding straps to make sure they were still secure.  At least now the Captain had put a lid on his fury.

“If the Hatar could do all those things, then there would be no need to send anyone into battle,”  Kalena said, not quite believing that people could think such tosh.  “The Hatar would be able to read the battle plans from the enemy general’s mind and then incinerate their army with only a single thought.  What a horrible way to die.”  

Kalena quickly snapped her mouth shut in shock as a realization suddenly hit her.  “Is that what people think us capable of?”

Vosloo slowly nodded.  “Not all people do, just most of the rank and file and those who have strong secrets to keep,” Vosloo said softly.  “The Hatar Kalar are given high rank by the Emperor because of what he knows they-you can do.  The reason that the Hatar Kalar are generally held in scorn is because of the tales that have spread about the Hatar.”

“That might explain the hate I saw in Videan’s eyes this morning,” Kalena said as she remembered her brother’s odd expression as he spoke to her.

“Justicar Tsarland saw you this morning?”  The sharpness in Vosloo’s voice caught Kalena’s attention.

“Yes, he did.”

“What did he want?”  It was more of a command than a question.

Kalena saw that Captain Vosloo’s short-lived good humor was now gone.  His face had hardened and Kalena could feel the fury seeping into him again.  So, the Justicars had upset Vosloo this morning.

“Justicar Videan talked to me about our parents.  How well they were doing once I had left them.”  Kalena paused to see if her last statement caused any emotional reaction in the Captain.  Her own mental senses were heightened, as Captain Vosloo’s abrupt mood changes were beginning to frighten her.  Strangely, Kalena felt the Captain’s fury dim as his fear started to circle around it.

“In fact, Justicar Videan told me something that was quite strange as he thought I had known of it.”

“What did he tell you?”  Captain Vosloo repeated, his voice sounded harsh on the wind.

‘I’d be careful Kalena.’  Adhamh’s voice intruded into her mind.  Kalena ignored him.  Adhamh was always telling her to be careful.

“He told me that Prince Garrick had left a large sum of money with my parents after I was safely delivered to Darkon.  Justicar Videan found it strange for a Prince to pay for a Kalar who rightfully belonged to the Empire.

“Is that all he told you?”  Vosloo’s body relaxed as he spoke and Kalena felt all the emotions wash out of him.  Was there something else that Videan could have told her?

“Yes.  What else is there to tell?”  Kalena let her anger strike out in her voice.  “I am only Kalar, taken by the Empire when I was ten.  What secrets could I hold?”

“Every person has their secrets Kalena.  Even you though you say you don’t-”

Vosloo and Kalena grabbed for their saddle pommels as Adhamh bellowed an ear-shattering roar and banked steeply to turn on a Wing tip back the way they had flown.

“What is going on?” Vosloo shouted at Kalena.  Kalena echoed the question to the Hatar.

‘Something just shot at us,’ the Hatar replied as he busily scanned the tree slopes below.

‘How can an arrow hope to hit us up here?’

‘It was not an arrow – Hold on!’

Kalena and Vosloo still clung to their saddle pommels and were not taken by surprise when Adhamh swung suddenly to the left.

“What is happening?” Vosloo shouted.

“We are being attacked,” was all Kalena could say.  Adhamh had warned her but Kalena saw nothing for the Hatar to dodge.

‘What is attacking us?’ Kalena asked as Adhamh put on a burst of speed that sent them sailing quickly over the tree tops back to the grasslands.

After a few minutes of anxious flying, the Hatar answered her.

‘Something below us was throwing Mind Bolts at us.’

Kalena leaned forward over Adhamh’s neck and she felt Vosloo do the same.  It helped to cut down the drag for Adhamh and it also protected the riders from the lashing wind that tried to rip them from their seats.

‘Mind Bolts?  Who would have the capacity to throw Mind Bolts at us?

A cold shiver ran down Kalena’s spine at the thought of someone, or something, throwing mind bolts at them.  Mind Bolts are an invisible ball of thought energy that is projected into the physical world and then directed at a target, knocking them unconscious.  Hatar are the only creatures that Kalena knew of that could create one, though Adhamh had always told her that she was capable of it.  It is a skill that the reptiles used while hunting.  But there was no Hatar hunting below.  Adhamh would have sensed them.

Kalena felt a tug on her jacket.  She looked under her arm to see Vosloo gesturing for her attention.

“Something below us was throwing a type of mind energy at us,” Kalena shouted back to him.  “If it had hit us, we would have been knocked out of the sky.”

Adhamh’s wings worked to gain all the speed from the wind that it was possible to get and Kalena nestled herself in the feathers of the Hatar’s neck.  The high whistling of the wind now made it impossible to make any conversation with the Captain as the words would be torn from her mouth to disappear on the wind.

As the last of the trees made way into the grasslands Kalena breathed a sigh of relief.  Adhamh slowed as the grass flowed solidly beneath them. 

“Thank The One, we are safe,” she whispered to herself.

‘That was too close for comfort.  Harada needs to hear of this straight away, but his wing is too far out of range for me to reach them.’

Kalena closed her eyes and let her mind cast about for another Hatar but could find no one.  Not even a member of her own Wing.  That was strange.  She should have been able to contact one of her Wing Lieutenants.  It felt as if nothing at all was out there.

‘I think something is blocking us Adhamh.’

Kalena sat up straight in the saddle and shouted without turning to the Captain. “Adhamh cannot contact any of my or Harada’s Wing.  We are being ‘blocked’ from contacting anything outside our area.”  Kalena heard the Captain swear a string of profanities making her turn back in surprise to look at him.  Half of them Kalena had never heard before.

“What in Bellus is down there!”

“Can you see anything Adhamh?”  Kalena spoke aloud so that Captain Vosloo could at least hear half of the conversation.

‘No, I cannot see anything below that is capable of doing these things.’  Adhamh’s frustration’s sounded clearly in his mind voice.  ‘Whatever is doing this can either travel as fast as we can or there are many of them and they knew we were coming.’

“Blast it,” Kalena thumped her thigh with a clenched fist before turning back to Vosloo.  “He can’t see anything down there.  Adhamh feels that whatever is down there knew we were coming.”

Captain Vosloo swore again.

“It’s too dangerous to try to get a closer look.  We’ve got to go back and warn the Wings and the March.”

“Yes Captain,” Kalena turned forward and took a firm grip of Adhamh’s neck feathers.

‘You heard him Adhamh, let’s get out of here.’

Adhamh’s wings began to stroke the air, and both riders felt the increase in pressure from the air flowing over them.

It was on Adhamh’s fourth massive wing stroke that Kalena felt a tickling in the back of her mind.  It was the same feeling she had just before she had the vision last night.  Instinctively Kalena knew that it was a warning.

‘Adhamh-’ 

At that moment, the Hatar shuddered as if they were being rammed by a giant.

‘Kalena!’

The pain and ferocity in Adhamh’s mental shout made Kalena’s head feel as if it had been cleaved open by an axe.  She frantically grabbed at her head, as if the pressure of her hands through her helmet could control the pain.  Faintly, through the fog of pain, Kalena could hear a man shouting.  But she ignored it as she suddenly felt Adhamh’s muscles relax.

Kalena felt her stomach lurch, and she opened her eyes enough to see Adhamh’s inert body spiraling towards the ground.  Panicking, Kalena mentally called out to Adhamh, but the Hatar did not respond.  There was a blank nothing where usually Adhamh’s presence was.  Then Kalena screamed as the pain in her head intensified.

Through the pain came the now familiar ‘click’ and then she fell unconscious.

To Be Continued in

Part 3

The Awakening
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Continue the season and get cool stuff!
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If you liked The Kalarthri, and The Dream Thief you will love The Awakening.

CLICK HERE to start reading The Awakening right now
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Thank you so much for reading and I hope to see you again.
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Thank you for reading my book. If you enjoyed it, won’t you please take a moment to leave me a review on Amazon?

THE KALARTHRI

The Way to Freedom, Book One

“This Hatar Kalar has more natural Talent than any Second Born found in the Empire.”
Every ten years the Imperium Provosts travel the provinces of the Great Suene Empire and take every second-born child as the property of the Emperor. His Due for their continued protection.
Kalena, taken from her family and friends finds herself alone and scared in the imperial Stronghold of Darkon. And when she cries out to the darkness for help, Kalena is shocked when it answers her back.
If you found out that you were different from everyone else, what would you do?


The Way to Freedom: The Complete Season One (Books 1-5) Digital Boxed Set

An accident of birth holds the future of a nation

––––––––
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MEET KALENA. TAKEN under the Empire’s Second Born rule, she is now a part of the Hatar Kalar, the Emperor’s flying corps. Being paired with a large, feathered, carnivore is not all it’s cracked up to be, and Kalena and her new Hatar partner find themselves embroiled in affairs way beyond their pay grade. Ice Tigers, enemy nations, internal strife and the fate of an Empire are now balanced precariously on Kalena’s shoulders and she has no idea which way it will fall. 
This collection contains the first five books of the epic fantasy saga, The Way to Freedom (Does not include book 1.1 - The Cavern of Sethi). Save 40% versus buying the individual books!


The Way to Freedom: The Complete Season Two (Books 6-10) Digital Boxed Set

An accident of birth holds the future of a nation
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THIS IS THE COMPLETE collection of Season Two of The Way To Freedom Series. 
––––––––
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THIS BOX SET CONTAINS books 6 to 10 of the fantasy saga, The Way to Freedom. Save 40% versus buying the individual books!
Book 6: The Searchers
Book 7: The Whisperer
Book 8: The Deceiver 
Book 9: The Great Game
Book 10: The Gathering

HOWLING VENGEANCE

John McCall Mysteries, Book One

John McCall just wanted to get a surprise for his men.  Instead he got a disemboweled body.

A man is arrested for the murder but McCall is sure that they have the wrong person.

And when McCall starts digging around for the truth, he unearths a whole lot more than he bargained for.

Howling Vengeance.  A supernatural mystery in the Old West.

Available now at your favorite Online Bookseller

THE ENCLAVE

The Verge, Book One

Katherine Kirk lived only for vengeance.

Vengeance against the man who destroyed her home, her family and her life.

Sent on a babysitting mission to Junter 3, RAN officer Katherine Kirk, finds herself quickly embroiled in the politics between the New Holland Government and the Val Myran refugees claiming asylum.

After an Alliance attack Kirk and her team hunt the enemy down and discover that they have finally found the lair of the man they have been searching for...

And the captive who has been waiting patiently for rescue.

“What would you do to the man who destroyed every important person in your life?”

PROVEN

The Blackwatch Chronicle, Book One

Something is rotten in the city of Brookhaven. And it is up to the Blackwatch to root it out.
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ALL RYN WEAVER EVER wanted was to be a warrior. To protect others unable to protect themselves. But on her Proving to join the prestigious Blackwatch Order she finds herself accidentally Paired with Dagan Drake, a Tribunal Mage. Theirs is a reluctant partnership. Given no choice in the matter, Ryn must now work with Dagan to complete his mission to capture a traitor to the realm.
With rogue mages and brutish blades coming at her from every turn, will Ryn be able to gain the respect of her new partner and prove herself worthy of her blade? Or will Ryn and her Order fall to the machinations of the evil set against them?
Proven is the first instalment in a new epic fantasy romance series. If you like electrifying action, rich characters, and magical battles, then you'll love H.M. Clarke's series starter. 

Winter’s Magic 

Book One of The Order

Kaitlyn Winter is biting at the bit to become an active agent for the Restricted Practitioners Unit.  And on her first day in the job she is thrown into a virtual s**t storm (to put it nicely).

First, she gets targeted for Assassination by The Sharda’s top assassin

Second, her Werewolf best friend decides that her being ‘Straight’ means she can’t protect herself and places her in protective custody

Third, the love of her life still won’t notice her existence and the Tempus Mage who’s set to keep an eye on her is infuriatingly attractive....

You can find out more information and sign up for Hayley’s monthly newsletter on her website 

http://www.hmclarkeauthor.com/ 
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[image: image]IN A FORMER LIFE, H M Clarke has been a Console Operator, an ICT Project Manager, Public Servant, Paper Shuffler and an Accountant (the last being the most exciting.)

She attended Flinders University in Adelaide, South Australia, where she studied for a Bachelor of Science (Chem), and also picked up a Diploma in Project Management while working for the South Australia Department of Justice.

In her spare time, she likes to lay on the couch and watch TV, garden, draw, read, and tell ALL her family what wonderful human beings they are.

She keeps threatening to go out and get a real job (Cheesecake Test Taster sounds good) and intends to retire somewhere warm and dry– – like the middle of the Simpson Desert. For the time being however, she lives in Ohio and dreams about being warm...

You can find out more information and sign up for Hayley’s monthly newsletter on her website – http://hmclarkeauthor.com

http://eepurl.com/SPy61

Or catch her on Twitter - @hmclarkeauthor
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