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​PRELUDE 1
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—14 Saggitus 3262—

Braden Temple

Edwin’s nerves were strung so tautly that he’d woken after only a few hours. He’d lain awake, sunk in the morass of his misery. Unable to remain in bed he rose well before dawn and went down to the Temple kitchen, looking for a change of scenery to jolt himself out of his depression.

He lit the lamps and stoked the fire in the large stove. Filling the tea kettle, he sat at the big table the cooks used for preparing meals, waiting for the water to boil. Once his tea was made, he set the pot on the table and poured a cup, and then sat. Holding the cup, he stared into a corner, with nothing to distract him from the crushing weight of his troubles. 

Abbott Garran’s shadow loomed, cast by the lamplight. The big man’s thick hair was uncombed, his night-shirt loose over his trousers, and he wore a pair of red, felted slippers. “You’re going to break the handle off that cup if you don’t relax, son.” He found a mug for himself and sat opposite Edwin, who looked up. “I thought I heard you come down here.”

Garran poured himself a cup of tea, stirring a large amount of honey into it. As he did so, he took in Edwin’s haggard face, noting the shadowed eyes, and the worry lines deeply engraved across the younger man’s forehead. 

“What’s really happening back home?” Edwin sat up straight, refilling his cup. “Dad wants to protect me from it, but I need to know.”

“John and I disagree about how to handle this, but he means well,” replied Garran. “It’s just that he and I both crumble under this sort of thing. He’s trying to keep you from falling apart the way we would. I think he underestimates you.”

Edwin forced himself to speak calmly. “Something’s not right. I’ve studied Lorana’s case notes extensively. I know exactly what she does—she specializes in treating Stefyn D’Mal’s victims. I trust Lorana and my stepmother, Halee, to care for Marya and I’ll do what I need to do here, but I have to know the truth.”

Garran tried to keep a dispassionate tone to his voice. “She’s frantic to kill whatever it is she believes lives in the walls. That hasn’t changed, and every other day or so her obsession surfaces again. That first night she was convinced fire was the only way, and she took action.”

Edwin set the cup down. “That’s not at all the way Marya was when she was first freed from D’Mal’s clutches. Nervous, yes. Skittish and afraid of everything, yes. But dangerous? No. Something else is going on there.”

“You’re right. We believe a mindbender is seeded into the population in Aeoven.” 

Edwin was silent, sorting things out. Red rage rose as he realized what Garran meant with those deceptively calm words. “Are you saying my wife has been tampered with? That some bastard has violated her mind?” He lowered his voice but his fists clenched so tightly his knuckles were white. With some effort, he willed himself to relax. 

“We think so, yes. Whoever it is, they must be one of D’Mal’s best because they haven’t drawn attention to themselves yet. It’s hard to pick them out. The ones we do discover nowadays are well trained and exceedingly good at remaining hidden. It takes a special mage to ferret them out. The problem is, only one mage currently in Aeoven has the ability to detect the presence of a mindbender and recognize what he is sensing, but he’s without a partner in this search.”

As Garran explained everything that had happened after the fire, Edwin’s eyes widened. He tried to focus, to comprehend what he was hearing. The Abbott finished, and said, “I warn you, when you return home you’ll have to make some hard choices for your son’s sake.” 

“What do you mean?” Once again, Edwin clenched his fists to keep from hitting the table. “When Dad said Lorana was handling her case, I was afraid it was bad, but I didn’t realize.... Before we do anything drastic, Zan needs to see her. He might be able to help her.” Fear warred with bewilderment, fueled by helpless anger. “I’ll do whatever I have to, for Jonny’s sake.” He wiped his cheek, but tears still stung his eyes. “My wife...my baby...it’s difficult to accept.”

Garran patted his shoulder. “Take comfort in the fact that Marya is in good hands. There’s nothing you can do until you get your work finished here in the gap. We’ll be home by Holy Day, which is the best we can do. That’s when our task will really begin. We are going to find this acolyte of Tauron.” 

Visibly making the effort to pull himself together, Edwin was barely able to nod.

“Kalen Rallsson has been put on the hunt. He’s been able to trace several crimes to one woman, but she disappeared at the same time Cayne Narvesson was murdered, just after you left.”

“I hadn’t heard about Cayne’s murder. I didn’t know him well, but it’s...shocking.” 

“I’ll bet Kalen will have found his prey before we get back home because it’s personal.” Garran grinned wolfishly. “Kalen always gets his quarry, and he’s not gentle. But now that you’re informed, what are you going to do?” 

Edwin’s head rested in his hands, but it didn’t muffle his sharp response. “Serve Aeos, of course. Closing off the Braden Gap has to come first or Neveyah will fall. I won’t allow that to happen, regardless of what Tauron does to my family and me. No matter how he tries to distract me, he won’t succeed.” He looked up. The murder in his eyes and venom in his voice startled Garran. “Whoever this acolyte of D’Mal’s is, she’d better pray to her dread god that Kalen finds her before I do.” Cold anger replaced helpless grief, filling him with the burning desire to get started on their quest. “If I catch her first, I’ll dismantle her down to her last groveling tear.” 

The intense, deadly look Edwin now bore was one Garran had never seen in a healer, and it stunned him, again reminding him sharply of just how radically things had changed. 

The kitchen door opened and the cook came in, clearly surprised to find the Abbott and a guest sitting in the kitchen so early. The two excused themselves and walked back to the guest quarters. Pausing in front of the door to the suite he and Friedr shared, Edwin said, “Thank you for telling me the truth. Dad means well, but I needed to know.” 

“You’re stronger than John and me, in many ways. We were never able to handle defeat or loss well.”

“Maybe you’re stronger than you give yourself credit for. You’re both still here, prepared to face whatever comes along.” Edwin’s smile was strained, but he made the effort.

“You may be right.” Sensing Edwin’s desire to get on with things, Garran nodded. “We both have letters to write, and notes to make in our journals before you boys get on the road. I’ll meet you all in the dining room for breakfast in an hour or so. We need to go over your route one last time, to ensure Moran and his squad can stay one step ahead of you in relocating the few hardy ranchers who’re still hanging on inside the gap. We don’t want to leave anyone on the other side.”

“Agreed. And I need to write to Lorana, now I know what’s actually going on. She needs to know she has my support, and that I will want a complete update when we return here to Braden, hopefully in two weeks.” 

Edwin channeled his anger into planning his next task, already visualizing how to build the wall and erect the final shield in as quick and efficient a way as possible. “I’m going to have to retrain myself to do Christoph’s job, but if we can work as fast with Dad as we could with him, we’ll have at least four weeks of work before we return to Aeoven.” 

After leaving Edwin, Garran continued on to his rooms, lost in his thoughts. The two sides of Edwin Farmer were disconcerting. The kind and gentle healer was somehow more frightening than the deadly assassin because now he knew what lay buried underneath the calm exterior. 
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—14 Saggitus 3262—

Same Day in the Palace of Dreams

The door to Lourdan’s study opened and Stefyn entered. “May I intrude? I have a guest I’d like you to meet, who’s come all the way from Mal Evol. She’s alone in our world and is in need of light company. You could use a lunch break—you’ve been studying too hard since you returned from the monastery.”

“You’re back! It’s felt like an eternity, but I’ve made good use of my time.” Lourdan closed his books and stood, embracing him. “Certainly, I’d like to meet your friend. I could stand a break as I’m researching some of most honorable Qarik’s teachings, and making some minor corrections where his memory seems to have gone astray. Fortunately, it’s all clear in the books you left me.”

Stefyn’s eyes hardened. “Qarik will be more assiduous in what he imparts to you from here on out, I assure you. But in the meantime, you must join us in the drawing room. I’m sure you’ll find our guest most delightful. An afternoon spent socializing with a bright young lady won’t hurt either of us.” 

“Have you just returned? You must be tired. Honorable Memschak told me you had to return to Mal Evol to resolve some problems. He mentioned a rogue priest attempted to seize your birthright from you, and vandalized your home—what next?”

“He told you? Good. Then you know what Lork did and how his actions will affect your path once you’ve been through the remaking. I’ve resolved it as well as I can for now. But on a positive note, I’ve just received word that one of our agents in Neveyah was successful in completing a task I was forced to leave unfinished several years ago. Linette should be on her way back to Mal Evol as we speak.” Although the patch hid one eye, his good eye glittered with satisfaction. “She has a knack for removing Aeos’s mages, and will be most helpful to you. We’ll discuss all of this at length later. In the meantime, we arrived early this morning while you were at your lessons, and I’ve settled our guest in her rooms. She’s had a chance to rest, but now we’re perishing for our lunch.” Stefyn held the door open. “Come—I’ve had starberries brought in from the country. I think our guest will enjoy them.”

Yllene stood by the window in the opulent drawing room, gazing out upon the strange gardens, unsure what to expect. While on their journey, Stefyn had instructed her in every aspect of what she was to do, but she worried the man she was to be bonded to—married, he had called it—wouldn’t fall in love with her and then she would die, sacrificed on Tauron’s altar anyway. 

Stefyn had somehow removed her augmentations and done something to her mind. She couldn’t sense her gifts or speak anything of her own volition. At the inns where they’d stayed on their long journey, she’d been left unguarded, apparently free to come and go as she wished. But though she desperately wanted to tell someone that Stefyn had kidnapped her, she was unable to say the words. They wouldn’t come, no matter how she tried. 

She couldn’t initiate a conversation. All she was able to do was give polite but non-committal responses to greetings or nod her head and smile. No matter what she planned during the night, she always found herself meeting Stefyn downstairs, dressed in the clothing he’d given her, and entering the carriage. She didn’t know why she was going along with his charade—the man he intended her to bond with most likely wouldn’t like her anyway.

It’s so different in this world. It’s too hot and too...too strange. And no one knows I’m here. Her lips trembled and she forced herself not to give in to her tears, knowing Stefyn would be angry if he found out she’d been crying again. She shuddered, remembering how the chi had gathered around him on their journey out of Mal Evol. His rage had manifested itself several times during the days before they’d arrived at the portal. And then, once they passed through the strange cave that was the portal, it had taken two days before his madness had completely worn off. 

Several times she had inadvertently displeased him. He’d hurt her, calling her ‘Marya,’ but after he calmed down he’d apologized and healed her. She remembered hearing about a healer who was kidnapped before Yllene was even a novice—but that girl was rescued. It was likely no one even knew Yllene was missing yet, as it had only been two weeks. A tear formed and she quickly brushed it away.

The door to the drawing room opened. Stefyn entered leading a familiar-looking man and her mind ground to a halt...those augmentations...She knew him. Even with his curly, dark hair grown out far longer than she remembered it being, she recognized him, because he’d been one of her instructors. He was Christoph—her lips refused to form his name, but she knew exactly who he was. None of her thoughts would manifest themselves as words. 

Her eyes met Stefyn’s. His smirk told her he knew what was going through her mind, gloating as astonishment registered on her face. He was fully aware of exactly who Lourdan was, how she knew him, and wanted her to recognize him. She saw it in his eye. In his twisted way, he was enjoying every minute of her shock and horror, feeding off it. 

Stefyn beamed as she smiled and curtseyed, unable to stop herself. She was a puppet, and he pulled the strings. He crossed the room, and taking Yllene’s hand, he introduced her. “Lourdan, this is Yllene, a young lady I met on my travels. She’ll be studying at the University. I thought you would enjoy meeting each other—you have so few friends outside of the palace. She has a great deal of knowledge that will help you in your studies over the coming weeks before your remaking.”

“I’m pleased to meet you, Yllene.” Lourdan’s smile was charming and welcoming. Clearly he didn’t recognize her, which amazed her. “I’m studying to be a priest so, of course, I’m quite interested in our culture and history. Perhaps I can pick your brain as there are some things I’m just learning.”

She wanted to say his true name, wanted to pull away from Stefyn, but instead her body did as he willed. Yllene smiled and nodded, weak-kneed and nearly unable to stand.

An expression of exultation crossed Stefyn’s face. “Shall we have our lunch?” He placed her trembling hand in Lourdan’s. 

An intense thrill of electricity ran between them, connecting them. Yllene gasped as the current passed through her. 

Lourdan’s eyes widened in shock, and his grip tightened. Astounded, he raised her hand to his lips. “Yllene...your name is as beautiful as you are. I’ve never met anyone as lovely as you.”

The instant her hand touched Lourdan’s, new windows opened in her mind and old doors closed. Yllene forgot everything that had gone before, swept away by the momentous experience. She had no memory of Lourdan’s true past or hers. Unbidden, answers to his artless questions tumbled out of her mouth, answers Stefyn had put in her mind, but she didn’t notice—they were real to her. 

Stefyn stepped back, watching as his spell settled over his pair of lovebirds. He’d been required to use a special charm to encourage Lourdan to desire her sexually as he wasn’t attracted to women at all, but he’d prepared ahead for that eventuality. Discreetly following in the role of chaperone, he allowed them a small amount of privacy as they strolled in the garden after dinner, sensed their embrace in a secluded bower, and reinforced his spell of desire. 

He just happened to be available when Lourdan came to ask his approval on their marriage, even agreeing to perform the ceremony himself that very night. “Why wait? When you find the woman you were born to love, seize the moment. She’s a scholar and can help you with your studies as much as I can. I’ve many tasks to occupy me and you’ll be happier studying in her company—for the next few weeks anyway.”

He layered several subtle spells over them during the marriage vows, binding them closer, smiling paternally as the flames of the candles turned a deep purple, signaling their union had received Tauron’s divine blessing.

A sacrifice was only worthy if the giver truly valued it, so it had to be this way. Stefyn would be there to pick up the pieces when Lourdan offered her up. He’d be observing as Lourdan performed his first ritual of sacrifice as an acolyte of Tauron. That would be when he would need his support. 

Near dawn, as Lourdan and his bride slept in each other’s arms in the rooms adjoining his, Stefyn opened his eyes and rose, calling for his manservant. He gave orders that High Priest Qarik should be summarily dragged from his bed and brought before him. 

Qarik might serve on the ruling Circle of Six, but he was still Stefyn’s servant. That point would be driven home most creatively. He would pay for deliberately feeding Lourdan misinformation and his penance would be an example to the others. When Stefyn was done with Qarik, any others who may have tried to sabotage Lourdan would be leaping to correct their errors.
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​The Braden Gap and the Wall
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Moran, Abbott Garran’s assistant, spoke to the four mages gathered around a horse-drawn wagon. “The wagon and team are yours to keep, Friedr, since you can no longer walk as quickly as you could before. There’s plenty of room for them in the main stables at Aeoven, and folks to care for them. On this journey, stay at inns wherever you’re able, as you’ll rest better.” 

“With Edwin along, we won’t be hanging about in common rooms,” replied Friedr, winking. “He’s a stick-in-the-mud, you know.” 

Edwin shrugged and rolled his eyes at Friedr’s cliché. 

“So I’ve heard,” Moran agreed, chuckling at Edwin’s expense. “Anyway, several farms along the way might put you up, but don’t count on it. There may be trouble when they’re told to move west or be cut off from Neveyah forever. Still, I’ll be riding ahead of you, visiting them all and clearing out those whose lands are in the way of the wall or on the wrong side. I’ll have several squads of mounted soldiers fanning out to help round up livestock in the gap and taking care of resettling people, forcibly if needed. Other squads will clear the farms north of us while you complete the southern half of this.”

Looking up from checking the horses’ hooves, John asked, “You have a list of the vacant homesteads in the Midlands for displaced farmers to move to?” 

Moran nodded. “And I’ll make sure to note who was assigned to each.”

“Good—we don’t want any accidental doubling up. Even without that complication, there’s bound to be trouble, so don’t let your guard down. If I may suggest, take Rohr Macsson’s squad with you. I trained with them all this last Harvest. They’re older and less likely to be rattled by angry farmers threatening them with pitchforks.” 

“Yes, Sir,” Moran replied. “I’ll take Div’s unit too if Garran is agreeable.”

“A good choice. They’re experienced in dealing with back-country folk and can sort out the stubborn ones.” John turned back to the horses, brushing the bay’s mane. “There you go, Peta. You look a bit better.”

Conversations drifted in the morning air. Before they went down to breakfast Garran admitted he’d given Edwin the complete story of what had happened back in Aeoven. Now, John was wary, unsure how his inability to protect Marya from herself would affect his relationship with his son.

“Dad.” Edwin’s voice so close to John’s ear startled him. “Stop beating yourself up over what happened at home. You couldn’t have changed anything, but you managed to keep my wife from killing herself. You kept my son safe. You and Halee—there’s no need for you to feel this burden of guilt. Thank you, thank you, a thousand times over for being there when I was absent.” He rested his hand on his father’s shoulder. 

Overwhelmed by his conflicting emotions, John changed the subject. “What’s the plan for today, Son?”

“We’re just going to raise a new shield and scrape up earth to build a wall for the next six weeks or so,” Edwin said with a grin. “Not exactly glamorous work. The shield will be similar to something you’ve already done. All of my well-publicized, so-called discoveries came from examining your work on the Great Shield and copying your ties and workings.” 

“You’ve said that before, but I don’t see it.” Worry lines creased John’s forehead, and he gazed into the distance. “It was desperation, not genius that raised the Great Shield. I think the only reason we were able to do it was because we didn’t know what we were doing. I’m glad it succeeded, but I don’t have any idea why it worked. I’ve looked at it since then and I’m mystified by it. It’s as if someone else constructed it. I can’t take credit for it because I have no memory of the experience.” His eyes met his son’s, and he shrugged. 

Edwin nodded. “I think I understand. But this will be different.” 

Zan had finished loading their kits on the wagon and turned to Moran. “We can get a message to you if we run into any trouble we can’t handle, and we’ll keep you informed of what we’re doing with a daily report if you’re in the area. Edwin and I can drop it to you in this with our air-magic.” He handed Moran a small, wooden box that would fit in his saddle bags. “Just check it in the morning and at night. Once you’re out of our range, we’ll just have to manage until we get back to Braden.”

They climbed into the wagon and settled themselves. Edwin asked, “What made you decide to raise a shield? I always wondered where you got the idea and the chi. It took a massive amount—I can sense the strength of it every time I pass through.” He wondered if he would get an answer. His father was notoriously unwilling to discuss the Great Shield. 

Friedr flicked the reins and Beulah and Peta set a smart pace, heading south along the East River Road toward their first destination. The breeze off the wide river was cold and sharp, but the four men were well insulated against the chill.

“I guess I do owe you an explanation of sorts—at least, what I remember about those last few days of the war. I’ll try to tell you while we’re traveling because it’s a long story. Several parts of it are gone from my mind, and some of my battle-magic is compromised—I lost the ability to call fire and it will never come back. 

“I can’t boast about something I feel was a miserable failure. It works, but only barely—the shield isn’t what it should have been because we had no lightning mage in the mix.”

The cart bumped and rolled down the rough road as, reluctantly, John spun the tale. His voice carried over the noises of the horses and the wagon. “It happened just after we escaped the siege at Ronan’s Vineyard, an old walled citadel from the early days. We’d had the high ground there and under better circumstances, it would have been perfect for waiting out a siege. We’d held on for a full day longer than we dared to hope we could....” 

>>><<<

John’s story wound to a close. “Even though I’d been punished and my ability to raise magic had been taken from me, Riverbinder seemed to want to do what I was asking of it. The sword didn’t fight me as it usually did. I know now we did manage to do something amazing, but I don’t know exactly what. The memory of what the blade actually did was seared from me. My next memory is waking up in a field hospital. The healers told me that Halee, Garran, and I were the only survivors amidst a sea of butchery. All our soldiers, my brothers- and sisters-in-arms who trusted me to bring them home...were dead.” John fell silent.

Edwin shuddered. “Dad, losing your gifts for all those years.... What a terrible burden to bear alone.”

Friedr agreed. “But I understand your reluctance to confess your problem. You probably thought your gifts would come back.” 

John nodded. “I hoped they would. I kept it secret from everyone, until just this year. I partially regained the use of magic, but that’s why I couldn’t duel with it, and why I had to go to such lengths to never use it offensively.”

Friedr shook his head, grinning ruefully. “You had me completely deceived. I think you even had your son fooled.” 

Edwin nodded. “I knew you were hiding something. You have more secrets than Father Rall—you always have had, so I don’t press you.” 

“I’m sorry for not being honest with you about my problems—I’m just so used to carrying them alone that I don’t know how to share them anymore.”

Edwin reached out and embraced his father. “Thank you for telling us about that day. I know you hate to talk about the war, but it helps me to know what happened to you. The things we went through don’t seem as bad, knowing what you endured.”

Zan agreed. “Whenever I think I’ve seen too much, remind myself that some people have seen far worse.” The wagon swayed over the rutted road and he gazed into the distance. His grim profile sharply emphasized the changes the last few months had wrought.  

“It’s just perspective, Zan,” John said wryly. “Sometimes I—I can’t think about it without freezing up. I don’t know why.”

Zan turned, meeting John’s eyes with a hint of his old self. “Many of the patients I’ve seen in some of the most rural areas are former soldiers, people who’re unable to live a normal life now they’re no longer on the front lines. They can’t take being around crowds of people for very long, so they prefer farming. They’re still reliving the war, as you are. I’ve been able to help many of them.” Zan grinned at John’s skeptical expression. “The people I can’t help are those who’re afraid to let go of their fears. Their terrors are familiar, and they cling to them because that familiarity comforts them. They dread the unknown more than the demons they know.”

The look of shocked comprehension on John’s face would have been comical, had it not been such a serious moment.

Hiding his grin, Friedr reined the horses to a walk. “This is where we should make the first stop. We’re going to follow a fairly well-traveled road along on this eastern side of the River Fleet today, but tomorrow we’ll enter the open prairie.”
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The wagon rolled to a stop. Edwin said, “We’re going to start the wall here so fewer people in Braden will know it’s going up.”

John replied, “Good idea. That will give us more time before the enemy discovers what we’re doing.”

Edwin nodded. “We’ll connect it to the city walls when we return this way after we’ve finished the first leg of this task.” 

Friedr had halted the wagon at a wide, grassy place beside the river. “I camped here many times as a journeyman doing my time in the militia while Aeolyn was still in the novice barracks.” He grinned at John. “This first time will show us what the limits of our abilities are once we add you and your sword to the mix. Maybe the next stop will be further, or not.” 

They climbed down from the wagon, stretching. Zan took a low stool from the wagon, thickly padded to enable Friedr to sit more easily than he did on the ground. He sat, not completely comfortable, but in less discomfort than was usual for him. Edwin cast a spell for pain relief on him and winked at the big man’s affronted glare. 

“I’m becoming quite spoiled.” Disguising his resentment of his situation with a wry grin, Friedr drew Dragonstorm from its sheath.

Edwin unsheathed Leviathan. “Dad, you’re not the only one learning something new here today. We’ve never done this without Christoph leading before. Earthbinder was always the hub, uniting us and channeling our magic.” He looked away, unable to disguise his sense of loss.

“I assume you have a plan for building this wall.” John’s statement caught Edwin by surprise. “A few drawings or such? Something to go by?”

“I do, sort of. It’s all up here.” He tapped his head, grinning at his father’s consternation. “The wall will be the simplest part, but it’s going to look spectacular. I’m going to make it like the walls of Arlen, except flashier.”

Numbly, John asked, “Flashier? How so?” 

Edwin grinned at his father’s comical expression. John’s whole life had revolved around careful planning and preparation. “Don’t worry, Dad. I know what it should look like, and once we have the first section built, I’ll know how to do the rest. I’m making it as tall as the walls around Arlen, and smooth as glass.” 

“I don’t know, Son.” John’s strangled tones made Zan and Friedr grin. “Wouldn’t some drawings be useful?”

“There speaks the instructor,” said Edwin. He winked at Friedr, who also disliked improvising. “I know what we’re doing. Honest.”

Friedr chuckled at Edwin’s jab. “I know what you mean, John. I hate doing things by intuition, but it seems to be Edwin’s best talent. Fortunately, we aren’t going to worry about tolerances, gradients, or soil compression ratios because the wall is just for appearances. No one will ever come near enough to touch it.”

“You’ll see,” Zan agreed. “We’re raising the shield first because nothing will be able to cross it. Once it’s up, we’ll build the wall.”

Edwin sat opposite John. “Considering the amount of soil I’ll need to scrape up to do this right, we’ll have a good deep moat. Add the magic shield to it and nothing will ever cross this barricade, not even insects. It’s just a variation on what most earth-mages do when they’re repairing dikes and building retaining walls, except larger and with a barrier against D’Mal’s empathic magic. I think we can do it the way I envision by linking and using the swords to magnify the magic.”

John nodded. Reluctantly, he reminded himself it was Edwin’s project. He had to have faith in his son’s ability to visualize what he wanted. Setting aside his worry, he said, “I’ve linked before, but it’s different for animal healers. I don’t see into the patient the way you do. When we delve a sick horse or other creature, we can only sense areas of heat and cold where disease or infection is. You actually see lights, so I hear.”

“Your empathy is different but more than strong enough. You can do this, or Aeos would have sent someone else. Are you ready?” 

“I’m nervous, of course.” John exhaled heavily, his rueful expression more telling than his words. “I never could make this finely-wrought bar of steel function the way magic swords are supposed to. It stubbornly refused to transform into the fiery weapon of terror against the legions that I wanted, indeed that I desperately needed it to be. It makes my spells far stronger than they would be without it. But instead of having an appreciation for that, I became arrogant, sure I could do more than I was able to in reality.”

“Ours never did much more than that either,” agreed Friedr. “I was a bit disappointed, but perhaps it’s all there is to them. They do increase the power of our magic, and we’d never have survived any of our battles without them. I’d have died after my injury if it weren’t for Edwin and Zan drawing chi through their blades to support the surgery.”

John said, “When I went back to Markett, I put Riverbinder in the trunk with no regrets. It has great magic, but none I’m able to use. The failure is not in the sword but is in me. I was never able to consciously unlock it although my father insisted I would. He died believing I could, swearing he’d seen it in a true-dream when I was just a babe. I’ve never lived up to that promise.” With a self-mocking smile, he handed the blade to Friedr.

Awed, Friedr examined it, holding it up to the light, seeing subtle engravings under the smooth surface, runes only visible when the blade was held at a certain angle. “Yes...there is deep magic within it and great power. But I don’t think it’s what you think it should be—don’t ask me why because I’m not a smith. Glass is easier for me to sense.” He handed it back to John.

Despite his obvious skepticism, John gripped his sword and positioned it the same way as the others had theirs. Opening the gifts for veterinary healing wasn’t difficult. A feeling of warmth and completion settled over him as he was drawn into the link. 

Once inside, the difference was clear. It wasn’t at all like linking had been with the other veterinarians and for a moment, he was caught up in the wonder. He saw the earth beneath them, all the way back to the walls of Braden through Edwin’s eyes and felt the presence of the others, realizing the blades were what made the difference. 

First, Edwin called the element of earth, holding it uncast. At his request, Friedr contributed the component of fire, holding and sustaining the spell as Edwin wove the two elements together. When asked, Zan added lightning. 

At Edwin’s mental request, John called his element of water, holding it as if preparing to cast it, doing as he was asked, and then slowly pouring it into the mix. An undercurrent of surprise rippled through the link. For a moment, a startled look crossed Edwin’s face, and he faltered, but firmed up his barriers and continued. 

John was completely unprepared for what happened as he let go of the magic. The feeling was tremendously physical, growing more extreme with every moment, rising to a nearly sexual peak. He inhaled, trying to separate from the sensuality of it. He’d always found calling his element to be gratifying, but this was an erotic intensity he’d never felt before. The power of the experience threatened to sweep him away in a tidal wave of carnal pleasure. Trembling, he was barely able to remember who he was or what he was doing. He wanted nothing more than to fall into the water and never come up.

“John, you forgot to buffer yourself against the magic.” Dimly, John heard Zan’s mental voice, bringing him back to unwilling awareness. “I didn’t realize you’d be affected this way although I should have. Your connection to your element is too deep.” Sensing John’s embarrassment, he added, “We each deal with this distraction too, so don’t feel uncomfortable about it.”

“Distraction...is too mild a word for such an extreme experience.” John felt rather than saw Zan’s agreement.

Control of John’s magic was gently taken from him and this time, he felt panic as if Edwin pulled the magic out of him despite his will to the contrary. Friedr said, “I found that aspect of this difficult at first, too. You’ll get used to it.” Friedr’s thoughts had a droll tone to them.

The power Edwin wielded intimidated John, and he was grateful to be but a passenger, contributing only what he was asked. His hearing and other senses were enormously expanded. It occurred to him that, yes, their magic had been magnified by the link, but then it was enlarged exponentially by the swords. The elements had been melded into a power of which he had only ever dreamed. 

He had yearned for such power in the last days of the war. Somehow he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt this magic was never to be used as a weapon—it was domestic magic at its most extreme. 

Gradually, John became aware of a low hum emanating from Riverbinder, something he’d never noticed before. On the heels of that realization, he saw strong lines of force through the link, almost like intensely colored lightning connecting Riverbinder to the three other swords. The four blades were linked as if communicating with each other. Riverbinder generated both the blue energy of water and a strange glowing element he didn’t recognize. Dragonstorm gave off the orange-red of fire, and Stormbringer the white-yellow he’d always associated with lightning. Leviathan was the connection through which the power was gathered and then expressed, emitting both a dusky red energy which John knew was earth-magic and a glowing, spectral force like that of Riverbinder, only stronger. 

The ghostly force wrapped the four elements. His son’s willpower twisted them, compelling them to do his bidding, creating a spell, unlike anything John had ever imagined possible.

Inserted into the lace was the ghostly element. With a shock, John understood Edwin had intertwined healing spirit so intricately it appeared not to be there at all. Edwin realized it at the same time, his elation rippling through the link. 

Friedr spoke through the link. “Riverbinder’s power is healing chi or spirit. Now we know.”

Edwin anchored the spell to both the soil and the water flowing underground, using the ambient chi that lay within the earth to power his spell of aversion. Once they had set the ward, he guided them in tying it off.

When at last Edwin broke the link, there was a profound sense of stillness, as each man considered what had just occurred.

It was Zan who broke the silence. “Something new happened. The swords recognized Riverbinder.” He looked at Friedr for confirmation and received an answering nod. “Stormbringer hummed. They were linked, just as we were.”

“The others welcomed it as if it were a long-lost brother.” Opening his journal, Friedr noted down his observations. “I certainly don’t recall that sort of—well, power is the only word I can think of—when we were shielding the heart of Neveyah against Tauron’s poison. Christoph’s staff, Earthbinder, was the nexus for the link.”

John managed not to look shaken. “I completely overlooked the buffer. I forgot everything—like a rank journeyman.” His son’s next comment left him speechless.

“I didn’t know if we could do it—but I hoped so. It was a lot worse than I expected, yet it was easier because Riverbinder was in the link.” Edwin stretched. “That was startling, to say the least. I thought I was losing control at first, but once I remembered to firm up my buffer, I was able to cope.” Sadness overcame him briefly, as he thought about Christoph and his magic staff. “But now we know the Goddess long ago foresaw the need for the fourth sword.” 

Edwin stood up, and the others followed suit. “Dad, this is the first time our swords have shown their true power. Like you, we were never able to figure out what they did beyond drawing chi and increasing our elemental magic. But today they revealed themselves to us.”

John looked away, unable to meet Edwin’s eyes. “I was pretty disconcerted by it. I’ve never felt the magic that way. If I had, I promise you I’d have died from letting it run wild. We’re fortunate you are dedicated to preserving Neveyah, Son. The power you wield is certainly beyond me.” He colored as he glanced at Zan. “Thank you for pulling me back. I know now how our young mages get lost in the magic, and what we need to do to prevent it. I’ll never forget to buffer myself again.” 

“Experience is a good teacher,” Zan agreed, grinning.

“Surviving it is the trick,” replied John, rolling his eyes. “It was too much of a surprise—I was completely unprepared. I don’t know how to explain this to the Abbacy, but I have to get it across to them somehow.”

“Spirit is empathy and battle-magic is sensuality. The two combined is deadly unless a mage can learn to buffer against it,” Edwin told his father. “I couldn’t use my air-magic without getting lost at first, and I was desperate. I had to come up with some way of not dying when I began using my abilities. Air and earth were especially difficult for me. Christoph kept me from getting lost during those first months until I figured out the buffer.” A wry grin lightened his drawn features. “The problem is you desire nothing more than to let it kill you.”

Mutely, John agreed, shuddering. Finally, he said, “Perhaps we should teach buffering before we begin training novices in the elements, especially now battle-mages are being given more healing-empathy. It could prevent problems when a young mage has latent empathy that hasn’t shown itself.”

“Good idea,” Zan agreed. “The senior instructors will understand when you tell them what happened and why. They just didn’t get it when I tried to explain it—but I’m a lower journeyman.”

“Not anymore, Zan. You’re an adept in both healing and battle-magic. You’ll get those pins before Holy Day, I promise.” John was pleased to see a startled smile lighten the younger man’s melancholy expression.

Friedr finished writing in the quest log and looked up. “About the Great Shield—when you raised it, the three of you each had small amounts of latent healing ability. You and Garran both had one star, and Halee had three. It was just enough to enable Riverbinder to take over and create the link. When you constructed the elemental part of the shield, your spirit became woven in with it though you were unaware you’d done such a thing. I confess I’ve been unable to figure out how such a monumental thing was constructed by three battle-mages when no healer was present to contribute the healing-chi.” His sharp, blue eyes were thoughtful as he added, “I’m convinced your blade enabled the link for you three. Its primary virtue is this: it allows you to use and control spirit as if you were a full healer adept. More than that, it increases the available spirit the way our swords enlarge the elements.”

John sat back. “Until today, I was never sure.” He exhaled heavily, and his voice caught. “My dad...I wish I could tell him.” After a moment, he burst out, “I’m a fool! I was never able to make it work because I was trying to use it for the wrong purpose. All that time, I was trying to make it do something it was never designed to do. My father saved Neveyah when he made this sword. Without it, we’d never have built the Great Shield.” 

Edwin handed John some bread and cheese, and sat back down, grinning. “We never understood our blades either. Usually, I just muddle around until something goes right, then I keep doing whatever that was. But we’ve only completed half of our task here. Now we must build the physical wall so we can move on to the next place. Time is short. We need to eat and finish our work. Also, we have to do several more lengths today if our cart can carry us fast enough. We’ll definitely have to eat more often, though. At least, I will. This kind of work takes it out of you.” 

“You’ve never handled that much magic before,” Zan agreed. “My father was always the nexus, and we didn’t generate half that much power.” 
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Edwin stepped away from the camp and stood to gaze at his creation, seeing his reflection with the sun setting behind him. Dark as polished obsidian, the wall was everything Edwin had hoped it would be and, judging from his comments, much more than his father had ever imagined. 

John walked up to stand beside him. “Before I came back to Neveyah after Holy Day, I dreamed of this wall nearly every night. It drove me mad trying to figure out what Citadel it could belong to.”

Edwin said, “I don’t recall dreaming of it, but Zan did, and he told me what it had to look like.”

In actuality, raising the wall had been the simplest part of the task. It was just a matter of the four of them linking, channeling earth-magic to excavate soil, compacting and shaping it, and hardening it with Edwin’s skills. The construct was slightly taller than the walls of Arlen, averaging fifteen meters tall and rooted twice as deep within the earth. 

As he’d planned, a wide, deep moat of varying depths gradually filled with groundwater on the Mal Evol side of the wall, formed by a great trench. The depth and breadth of the moat demonstrated the immense amount of soil that had been magically compressed into the densest rock possible to form the wall.

Unlike the fortifications of Arlen, there was no parapet at the top, only razor-sharp shards of knifelike flint, standing like deadly sentinels, glinting whenever the sun struck them. The face was as smooth as polished glass, with no handhold to be found anywhere on it. No one could approach that wall as they would be repelled by the ward. The enemy would look at it, yearning to cross, and be forever unable to do so. 

The wall was ominous, but like fireworks, its intimidating appearance was mostly for show. Part of its menace was enhanced by the spell of aversion woven into the shield. 

They created four lengths of the wall on the Neveyah side of the barrier John had raised just after the war twenty-five years before, east of the River Fleet. The new shield cells were layered against the leading edge of the honeycomb-shield they had erected over the heart of Neveyah with Christoph several months previously, which Edwin felt would strengthen the new wall.

“It looks pretty fancy,” said John. “It’s funny, how scary it is when all you did was compact the earth into rock. You might think it simple and ungraceful magic, but I don’t think even Halee could do that four times in one day.”

“If she had the four swords to work through she could. She has that much strength.” Edwin’s voice was quiet, his mind on the strategy for getting as much built as possible before they attracted unwanted attention. “We should build the barrier as high into the Mountains of Misery as we can. It will sort of swoop up for the last few leagues until it joins the top of the cliff.”

“You should do that at the Horn of the Moon too,” John agreed. “I don’t think anyone will try to scale the escarpment at either end, but you never know. The southwestern escarpments of the Mountains of Misery are even higher than those we know as the Mountains of the Moon. The cliffs are just as sheer. There are no paths and believe me; I’ve checked. They rise straight up in precipices that are easily two leagues high at the lowest points. The children of the Bull God can’t breathe well up there. In fact, once they undergo the change and become minotaurs, they’re less able to survive the heights than we are.” 

“That’s what I needed to know,” replied Edwin. “The Horn of Misery seems higher than the Horn of the Moon, but I thought it was just my perspective.”

“So the valley really is surrounded by impassable walls.” Zan sat near the fire with his sewing box out, mending Friedr’s spare shirt by the light of the flames. “From the part where we’ve been skulking about, you can’t see the eastern walls except as a smudge on the horizon. It’s hard to picture it as a valley.”

“I can’t explain how high the Mountains of Misery are at the point where they now touch Serende. Those mountains were the center of the god Ariend’s world of Cascadia. You can imagine how vast the valley is, that those eastern mountains should appear as only a smudge on the horizon. Mal Evol is indeed a valley, and the only easy entrance to it is in the Gap, which Aeos created when she saved what remained of Ariend’s world,” replied John. “She left only one way in and out since it’s bordered on the east by Tauron’s world of Serende.

“But D’Mal and his black carriage.... How does he ride to Serende in that, going over Mountains such as you are describing?” Zan’s question was echoed in Friedr’s expression.

John forced a smile, feeling sadness at the thought of the friends who were guarding the outpost at the Serende Wall when the legions overran it. “If you know where the portal is you can use it. His portal is inside a cave at the base of the eastern escarpment—and in the old days, we had an outpost there, making sure no people or things came through it. Our portal to the world of Ariend is a pile of rocks that were originally an altar to Aeos, before the dividing of the world and long before we were civilized by Aelfrid Fire-sword.”

“Now I know why I was attracted to playing at the rock pile,” Edwin said. “I felt at peace and didn’t feel like I lacked friends when I read my books out there.” 

Zan had been listening intently. “John, Feia always said your father was the luckiest mage in the history of the Temple.” Wynn Farmer had long been one of Zan’s heroes. 

“It’s true that my father was blessed with an inordinate amount of luck,” laughed John. “He was certainly the craziest man I ever knew.” John stopped and stood as if he had something he didn’t want to say but felt compelled to speak anyway. “Edwin, I hoped against hope that you’d never be called to Neveyah. I didn’t want you to go through what I did, losing your friends and losing faith. I wanted you to be happy.”

“I’m not happy at this time in my life, Dad, I admit that. How could I be? But I’m going to try to be as content as possible under the circumstances. I do know that I’m happier here than I ever was in Markett. I love my life in Aeoven and wouldn’t change it for anything, no matter how disrupted it is when I do get back there.” A hint of darkness flickered in his eyes. “I’m not going back to Markett anytime soon, especially now. Marya needs to be cared for properly, and that can only be done here.” He lifted his hair, exposing the stealth rune. “Besides, I have this. Garran tells me I can’t leave Neveyah until there are no rogue-mages.”

“And that will never be.” John pulled his cloak around him, blocking out the
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