
  
    
  



  	
	    
	      Also by C. L. Murray

	    

      
	    
          
	      The Tale of Eaglefriend

          
        
          
	          A Facet for the Gem

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at C. L. Murray’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


  [image: Title]


  
     


    For Grams

  


  
    [image: ]

  


  
    Contents


     


     


    Chapter One: Mole


    Chapter Two: The Eaglemasters


    Chapter Three: The Tree and the Goldshard


    Chapter Four: In The Forbidden Isle


    Chapter Five: Lady Valeine


    Chapter Six: The Missing Prisoner


    Chapter Seven: The Crystal Blade in the Dark Mountains


    Chapter Eight: The Invited Enemy


    Chapter Nine: The Gem


    Chapter Ten: Roftome the Untamable


    Chapter Eleven: Friend


    Chapter Twelve: The King’s Fear


    Chapter Thirteen: Father of Fathers


    Chapter Fourteen: Blade Meets Spear


    Chapter Fifteen: The Second Battle of Korindelf


    Chapter Sixteen: A Roar for Bloodsong


    Chapter Seventeen: Farewells


    About the Author

  


  
    Next In This Series


    Eaglebreaker (The Tale of Eaglefriend Book 2)





    Find it now at authorclmurray.com




  


  
    ​Chapter One


    ​Mole


    Morlen tasted nothing but smoke as he forged through the woods, straining for a look at the destruction beyond. He emerged to see a toxic shroud approaching from the border that guarded Korindelf’s lands against enemy invasion, and could not be certain whose side burned. Still, he felt no worries over friends and family as most would on this day. His lack of both was a luxury now.


    He traveled on the edge of a horse-drawn cart laden with skins and venison slabs that would sell handsomely in a city fearing siege. An agitated whinny protested the exposure to floating flakes of soot, but regardless, the northerly-moving curtain could bring much-needed concealment when the other boys came after him.


    Surveying as far as present conditions permitted, he tried to glimpse the blockade of fortresses that edged the Dead Plains, but the spreading plumes must have enveloped it hours before. Korindelf’s horns would likely sound tomorrow, blaring either to celebrate the army as it marched back in triumph, or to warn of the horde it had failed to repel.


    Often he dreamed of fighting the beasts that plagued the world of men. He hoped valor could wash clean the shameful reputation that had followed him for all of his sixteen years growing up in the city. But most in Korindelf would lock themselves behind its walls if the border was breached, and their admiration would be short-lived if he made a stand outside. He would slip in, trade his goods, and slip out again, wishing them the best of luck.


    Urging the horse onward, he peered at his cargo. Every cut of meat was secured in rabbit pelts and twine, which would ward off flies for hours. Whether he could hold larger pests at bay remained to be seen, and he ran one hand up the soft yet leathery length of his deerskin quiver, thumbing the feathered ends of the arrows it held.


    His white ash bow was marked by an indelible smudge where a hand larger than his own had gripped it many times, and it looked modest compared to others. But not once had he envied his fellow hunters their weapons, instead reading the foreign fingerprints smeared onto his only rightful possession as a tale left deliberately for him, and no other. Passed down from a father he’d never known, it offered volumes about adventure and toil, pursuit and loss, and all that had led up to his own life of dodging scornful eyes.


    A violent disturbance of crows at the forest edge soon made him uneasy, and he ducked while glancing back toward the commotion.


    “Mole!” came the familiar call, his adoptive name in circles where the loudest voice was most persuasive. “What ditch have you run off to now?”


    “Careful calling him that,” joked another. “He may transform and crawl up your trousers.”


    Morlen could make out at least five or six carriages maybe thirty yards behind, and kept head and shoulders low while imploring the tall grass to guard his course. But a wake of drooping stalks could soon betray him.


    “He left in such a hurry, I’d almost think he caught something he didn’t want to share,” taunted the first boy.


    Morlen envisioned the fresh start that his haul could purchase: his meager knife cast aside for a modest dagger; perhaps a rugged old horse, not borrowed like this one, nor quite as gaunt; a winter cloak, moth-eaten but warm. Such a trade could send him far on his own way, now that he finally had more cause to take his chances out on the frontier than reside in Korindelf. A full day’s journey stretched between his goods and any suitable offer, though another bargain would come much sooner now, one he was most unwilling to make. Swiveling forward, he whipped the reins against the horse’s ribcage, though worried that the wagon’s creaking axles divulged his path through the haze. But if they wanted what was his today, catching him would simply be the beginning.


    “That’s him!” shouted one of the boys. “I’d know that squeaking anywhere.”


    “Come back, Mole!” their leader continued to mock. “You know better than to sneak off like that, before we’ve taken our fill.”


    “How big a kill do you think he has there, Jathidd?” asked another.


    “Well,” Jathidd laughed, “you’ve all heard what Mole does in the wild—crawls up so close behind the deer he’s got their stink dripping brown and wet off his head before they hear him coming, and then it’s too late. I’d wager he knocked off a full-antlered stag just to get cozy with a doe.”


    “I heard from another camp that he walked right through a herd,” one more joined in. “And none of them ran away, like he wasn’t even there. And the hunters watching didn’t shoot… like they were afraid of what he’d do.”


    “Afraid of Mole?” Jathidd scoffed. “He’s nothing to be concerned about. Though, I remember one night about three years ago he kicked me right between my legs, and the next morning I sprouted hair down there.”


    Morlen risked shattering his flimsy cart to pieces if he maintained the current pace, and they rode in sturdy vehicles led by animals that his own couldn’t hope to match. But there were other options.


    “Anyone spot him?” a boy rasped in the enclosing smoke. “Sounds like he’s slowing now.”


    “I can hardly make out your lumpy gut spilling onto your lap,” said Jathidd. “Did you see that walking carcass he drove out from Korindelf? It’ll collapse by midday, no question. Then Mole will be the first to greet whoever survived that battle down there,” he nodded toward the engulfed South. “Maybe he’ll give us some warning if they couldn’t hold the shriekers back this time.”


    “His squeals could be louder than theirs,” one chuckled. “Korindelf’s watchmen won’t need to sound the horns.”


    “Don’t joke about them,” scolded another. “What if they actually broke through the blockade? All of them! They’d claw their way into the city before anyone could push them back. Imagine having to see them up close—taller than men, gray and slimy, with hands that could take your head off and jaws to fit around it.”


    “The Eaglemasters would come rain fire down on them before that happened. Korindelf would be under siege for a day at most, and we’d have seats to watch it all happen.”


    “The Eaglemasters were probably in the heart of the South fighting, like Korindelf’s men! Maybe there aren’t any of them left to help. And even if there are, how are they supposed to see anything from up high through all of this?”


    “An Eaglemaster is deadlier on the ground than in the sky,” replied Jathidd. “I expect they’d recruit the city’s best to join them on foot, and throw out the lot of you as decoys. They might even find a use for Mo—”


    Two rough slices against leather and a ringing snap suddenly interrupted, followed by a yell on their flank. “I’ve been cut loose!” alerted the rightmost of the group, struggling to hold the reins that soon slipped away as his horse left him behind. Quick footsteps running around their perimeter sent all heads darting in vain to glimpse the culprit, and one strike after another scattered the team away from Jathidd, whose transport was the last left intact.


    Charging past his hindered companions, Jathidd homed in on the whine of old spinning axles and came to Morlen’s cargo and horse, which were unattended. Unable to detect anyone nearby, he climbed down to sift through every fat parcel, when an arrow zipped with a resonating thud into the wooden frame inches below his hand. Slowly turning his head while keeping the rest of his body rigid, Jathidd traced the projectile’s visible path through the murk and saw Morlen stepping closer, smoke sealing behind him while he drew his bowstring for another well-aimed shot.


    “I’m leaving; do you understand?” Morlen’s voice deepened threateningly. “I’m taking what’s mine to Korindelf, all of it, and getting something in return. Then I’m leaving, and none of you will follow me. You won’t see me again. Not ever. Understood?”


    Jathidd’s shoulders relaxed somewhat, his arm retracting while he straightened up, unshaken. “Mole, you think we haven’t learned by now that you would’ve bloodied us all long ago if you had the stomach for it?”


    “We may all get bloody tomorrow anyway,” replied Morlen. “And I’m only just starting to learn what I can stomach.”


    Stiffening slightly at this, Jathidd furtively glanced for any sign of the others, all of whom could be heard scrambling to round up their unharnessed horses. “Just give me half,” he said. “That miserable creature can’t haul everything. I’ll take half and let you go on, and we won’t do anything to you.”


    Morlen’s bow creaked as he drew back farther. “It’s always half. And a bit more for them afterward. Then a little more for you. I’m finished crawling back to the city with what’s left. Turn around and salvage everything you can, and I’ll be gone. Or—”


    “Or…” said Jathidd, “one more warning shot, and then we’ll see just how far you can crawl.”


    Morlen held the weapon steady, and neither he nor his target flinched as the stinging fumes gathered between them. The string choked the blood from his fingertips while he desperately hoped to break Jathidd’s certainty that he wouldn’t follow through. But, grinding his teeth against the strain of the draw that demanded immediately to be sprung or let down, he finally eased up on the taut cord, withdrawing its arrow.


    Jathidd sneered as though knowing the standoff’s outcome all along. “Now that you mentioned it, Mole,” he mocked, “a bit more than half will do nicely.”


    Suddenly a mounted boy dashed behind Morlen and wrenched the bow from his left hand, trotting away to join the others, who were all closing in on horseback. Each horse had been saddled earlier on the hunt to be ridden through denser parts of the wood, where a cart couldn’t pass. Now, with nothing else to carry, they could more easily pursue their prey.


    They circled the scene like buzzards while Jathidd left his cart and climbed atop one of their horses. “Mole is cunning in the shadows,” he yelled, following Morlen as he turned to run. “But now he has no place to dig.” He drove Morlen farther out past his cargo, the rest herding him with kicks to his shoulders.


    Morlen pushed hard against the hide on his right and barreled out through a small gap. But the others crowded in again, this time whipping him more vengefully until Jathidd directed them to fan out.


    “Let him breathe a moment,” he laughed, and Morlen stopped in the center of their perimeter. “The chase is only starting, Mole,” Jathidd warned, sensing he meant to be moved no more. “You should get ready.”


    But Morlen stayed firm, even as they formed up twenty yards away. Then they came at him again in a rapid gallop, charging head-on while still he refused to budge.


    “You’d best get running!” Jathidd urged. “You’d leave too big a mess over all of us.”


    Morlen saw them pounding closer, so close that to bolt in any direction would leave him bruised and scarred, but he stood his ground. They would ram, kick, and trample, and he would bleed. The earth shuddered beneath him, and he saw the thrill in every eye that watched, waited.


    “STOP!” he screamed with arms thrashing out, and all five horses abruptly dug hooves into grass and dirt, neighing shrilly while skidding to halt before him. Jathidd careened so violently forward that his face slammed into the back of his animal’s head before it bucked him off, sending him flailing to land with a snap on his side. The others clung tightly when their carriers reared up and thundered down again, looking on through the frenzy at their fallen captain, who rolled to a stop several feet past Morlen.


    Jathidd’s mouth was full of blood, his two front teeth glistening in the reeds beside his head, which lay studded with brown thistles, and his right arm bent backward at the elbow. “Uaggh…” His groans traveled far as he propped up to let a red puddle spill from his lips onto his chest. Three boys jumped down and ran to his aid, careful not to exchange any glance with Morlen, who remained fixed in place while only beginning to understand the damage done.


    “I told you it wasn’t just stories,” one hissed, gingerly tucking himself under Jathidd’s crooked limb amid louder whines. “We need to do something. In case he tries anything else.”


    “Next he might come looking for us,” another whispered. They lifted Jathidd’s torso and realized his legs were too weak to lend any support, finally picking him up at either end.


    Morlen kept silent, transfixed by the hateful glare that now had fright at its core, so reminiscent of looks he got frequently at Korindelf. Then, a clenched hand bashed a jagged rock against his head, dropping him to his knees.


    Dizzily steadying himself with both hands on the ground, he tried to stand as a boy rode up and kicked him squarely in the jaw, knocking him sideways. He had no chance to counter as the two pounced together on foot and pummeled his back and ribs. The second assailant was the one who’d taken his bow, which he glimpsed only momentarily as it was repeatedly brandished and rapped against him, until it cracked in half with one last blow that numbed his arm entirely.


    His vision darkened as a low hum slowly built in his head, and he saw them turn away satisfied after a long while. They helped lay Jathidd inside the lead wagon, and then moved on to claim the cart with which he’d hoped to escape, releasing the frail beast that stumbled aimlessly forward while they gave a stronger specimen its bridle. With their own recovered spoils packed against Jathidd, they abandoned the other carts to proceed in a caravan around both loaded vehicles, and none cast even a brief look back.


    On the edge of consciousness, Morlen reached out for his bow and found it splintered into two lesser arcs. The string lay useless nearby, so he tied it to the broken pieces and hung them around his neck. Now, any hope of escape was a distant dream. Elevating his head to reduce its throbbing, he gradually regained enough sight to spot his pitiful horse plodding through a column of dust, and forced himself upright.


    He limped on behind those who would profit once again from his diligent harvest, and had to lean his whole body against the animal before daring to lift one foot to a stirrup. Eventually able to climb up to a seated position, he tapped both heels into its rear flanks. His long hair was matted with enough dirt to match the brown tatters he wore. In fact, if hostile eyes approached from the Dead Plains, he could dive from his mount and blend perfectly with the undergrowth. But such a life of constant concealment was one he saw worth losing.


    Korindelf sat on the obscured horizon, and only tomorrow would tell its fate. He wished his own needed not be caught in the balance, but as resources were few, the city was his only haven. And if truly no warriors remained to defend it, he felt his loss today would soon appear minuscule.


    As he rode farther, an unprecedented gust from high above drew his gaze, and thousands of immense, brown-feathered wings tore through the clouds. With his head tilted back, he discerned the silver gleam of armored legs astride each bird and broad red capes that billowed over every tail. The Eaglemasters were flying from their city nestled in the mountains, plunging toward the densely veiled South. And the sight of them in full force was more overwhelming than he ever could have anticipated.


    He drank in one gulp after another of clean air that poured down from their soaring formation, having to shield his eyes against the burst of sunlight that flooded the rift they opened. Just as his vision adjusted, the last in their ranks passed by, leaving him in silence again to watch the radiant window stretch in their wake, and reseal.


    Shrouded once more by unending gray, Morlen savored the picture, etching it into memory that none could rob. Then, with another prod to the horse, he continued on his way.

  


  
    ​Chapter Two


    ​The Eaglemasters


    Knightly warriors in beaked helms, feathery silver armor, and regal capes of deep red, mounted above wide-spanning wings, the men of Veldere assembled to fly into battle. Each had a lengthy spear and full quiver strapped over his shoulder, with a longbow gripped in one hand, and a sword sheathed at his side.


    Their dauntless birds puffed out broad chests under plumage interspersed with brown and white, and their golden beaks, below piercing bronze eyes, threatened worse than any blade. A line of trumpeters cracked the air with notes that were answered by ringing calls only the heartiest of beasts could muster, and lethal talons sprang off in flight. Soaring toward Korindelf’s lands, the Eaglemasters were three thousand strong, wreathed by the rising sun—a sight to fill even the most brutal foe’s heart with dread.


    One man among them held a shining spear, its upper half and sharp head crafted of crystal, with a silver shaft and bone horn filed to a razor edge at its base. He was scarred and weary, yet had a sureness of direction that commanded great trust from all following behind. Peering into the distance, he grimaced as though to inspect a patch of sores that would never heal, since he could not look out upon his own kingdom without seeing the atrocities prowling at its edges.


    Three who flew closest along his path watched him diligently, keeping a slight distance. “Father flies heavy today,” said one, loud enough to be heard over the wind at such altitude, though careful not to project past the two on either side of him.


    “No heavier than you, big brother,” replied the one to his right. “Six years’ peace with nothing but a few dozen ferotaur skulls beneath your sword has made you fat.”


    The first who’d spoken laughed at this. “Peace has never met the stomach of any Velderian, mine least of all, brother. A true Eaglemaster would vomit at the thought.”


    “You think yourselves true Eaglemasters?” said the third and youngest. “Our little sister holds more sway over the birds than do the likes of you.” He spurred his carrier on to fly a deft loop around his two brothers. “Neither of you could beat me in flight even if I had four goblets in me.”


    “No,” said Verald, the eldest, “we’d stay back and watch you fly boldly into the Wildlands, with a leg of lamb where your spear ought to be.”


    “Besides,” added Ivrild, second eldest, “I was there when you took your very first flight, remember? Snatching Father’s eagle so brazenly, only to tread air like an infant before being flung down through the aviary.”


    Young Ondrel lowered his head, pride slightly deflating as he raised his voice over their chuckling. “I still remember lying there at the bottom in a heap of feathers and cow bones, and—” he sighed, wiping some ill-remembered feeling from his hair. “Father came down to find me, and then he gave me a lashing I still can’t forget. The flat of his blade left its outline on my back for months.”


    Suddenly the one they watched out in front slowed his eagle, gradually flying abreast with them. His presence was welcome, though all three instinctively straightened their posture when he approached.


    He furrowed his brow at his youngest son, showing wrinkles made by laughter he dared not let anyone hear, and said, “I’ve never struck you before in your life.”


    Confusion reddened the prince’s jovial expression as it turned between his father and brothers. “But,” he replied, “I remember, you said—”


    “Oh right,” Ivrild blurted, “something to the effect of, ‘Son, this hurts me more than it hurts you.’ And what’d Verald say when it was his turn to have a go?” he snickered.


    “You did all the talking as I recall,” Verald answered with a light smirk. “He was so delirious from the fall, he would’ve taken a naked drunk for Father.”


    Ondrel held them both with a look of stubborn disbelief, which eventually broke under the strain of his own widening smile. And the three were glad to share a moment of levity with their father before he broke away again, flying in solitude out ahead.


    As King Valdis led his army through the clouds, he uneasily took in what little he could past a net of smoke creeping northward from the Dead Plains—the very territory they flew to strike. They had not calculated the attack alone, though; it had been coordinated with Korindelf for months to be sprung on this night, and no sooner. Fire and thick plumes made them of little use to the plan now, and such a glaring deviation compelled him to ready his blade for their ally as much as for their foe.


    “What disturbs you so much?” asked the eagle he rode, Clodion. “I suspect it’s neither arrow nor dripping fang you fear.”


    Valdis ruffled every familiar contour beneath his longtime companion’s neck feathers with a seasoned hand, proud and grateful that, had any other man been within earshot, he would have merely heard the subtlest screech, and nothing else. An eagle’s words, like its wings, were won.


    Trust, yielded openly and returned, forged the pairing that his people’s ancestors had sought out of sheer necessity with the colossal mountain birds, when pitted against hostile mouths on all sides. Now, that trust maintained the time-honored union that had elevated what once was a crumbling pocket of humanity into a thriving domain, though still its borders were under constant assault.


    Theirs was a fighter’s kingdom, and any who grew too relaxed would be lost to the hungry wretches they had long struggled to keep at bay. True, his people lived contentedly enough, spread across five cities, but every keep in the realm had been born in blood. To this day, the four settlements beyond their well-nestled capital were bergs in perilous waters, held fast by beloved sons no older than his own. And many sons had been lost.


    “Will you not say what worries you?” Clodion repeated, flying far out in front.


    As if it weren’t taxing enough defending their own land from relentless masses, their spears were pledged to guard Korindelf always. This pact had led both kingdoms toward prosperity from the early days of tribulation, opening channels of trade and calling on Korindelf’s army to aid the West in times of dire threat. Friendship and fierce loyalty were etched into such a lasting alliance. But as of late, those ties had been strained indeed, and he would sooner stroll unarmed through the teeming Wildlands beyond his realm than allow one soldier of Korindelf safe entrance.


    Glancing back at the thousands holding to his course, most of them younger than thirty, he wondered how many were still bound for death here, even above what looked to be the fresh ruins of a centuries-old enemy. “I cannot count the times we’ve flown to these parts, thwarting one advance after another,” he answered, turning forward again. “Or the gaps that always linger in our ranks on the journey home, like open wounds in our shadow as it passes along the ground. I fooled myself, hoping today we’d finish it, finally end all campaigns here and be free to focus solely on our own borders that crack every day, before it’s too late.”


    Clodion was glad to hear him break his silence, which often could persist for hours on end. “I see no inch of space around the flames where any creature survives, even those whose screams are shriller than ours. And the men of Korindelf sit at ease atop their horses on the plains, as though no danger approaches, only awaiting us, it seems.”


    “Are you past the days when you would regard us as danger to those below us?” Valdis asked.


    “Of course not.” Clodion raised a stubborn beak. “But to the soldiers down there? Never have we had cause for that.”


    “I suspect we have for a long while,” replied Valdis. “And only today will we begin to learn just how much. Something of this magnitude tells me he razed the tower itself, which both armies united never came close to capturing.”


    “He?” asked Clodion, with a curious turn of his head.


    Valdis sat up more rigidly, indignant at having to utter the name. “Felkoth,” he said. “The only man I’ve ever seen step among the shriekers and come out unscathed.”


    Their faraway country shrank from view when the Eaglemasters finally passed over Korindelf’s outer territories, which appeared to be free of any intrusion, and they descended to the frontier bordering the Dead Plains. The king and three princes sat at the front ranks, and the banners of their realm flew high on either side, showing a silver eagle with a spear of crystal clasped to its chest, flying against a red sky.


    The ground shook as Korindelf’s cavalry rode toward them, numbering over five thousand, clad in bronze, yet Korindelf’s flags were nowhere to be seen among their battalions. They halted opposite the Eaglemasters with mouths tightened in displeasure and noses wrinkled as though wading through manure.


    Prince Felkoth, their commander, wore dark robes over sleek iron armor, forsaking the colors of his kingdom, and was quite pale, with long black hair that rested on broad shoulders. His eyes delivered a chill to Valdis that even the smothering heat of battle couldn’t stifle. No matter how quickly he met them, they always seemed to have been trained on him long before, and he felt them now like constricting coils.


    “Where are your flags?” Valdis spoke calmly, trying to suppress his contempt at Felkoth’s lack of greeting. “Do you not wish to celebrate your kingdom in the ashes of its worst foe, so far ahead of schedule?”


    Felkoth sneered at him. “The celebration has only just begun, Valdis. We’ve a great feast ahead of us, and though it is customary that uninvited guests pay tribute to warrant their presence, I’m afraid poultry was not on our list.”


    Valdis jumped down from his eagle to stride with dwindling patience toward Felkoth, who remained on horseback, indifferent to his approach. “I assure you,” the king said, projecting his words for all to hear, “had I allegiance to you as I do your father, we would have come last night for fear that you might suffer drastic loss of life in such a rash advance. Instead we arrive now, flying to fulfill our pact with Korindelf like those before our time, against the enemy we share. But, if we intrude here, mark your line where I’ve overstepped, and see if I withdraw.”


    Felkoth laughed, unthreatened. “You and my father,” he mocked, “both drawing your plans so long for this with trusted advisors, forgetting that we alone hold the ground you see each day on parchment. But, as I am sure your ever-watchful spies ascertained last night, victory has already been had, and your late attempt to claim a portion of it only makes us uneasy about what else you might try to take. And, when we grow uneasy, we may act even more rashly.”


    Valdis’s pulse was steady, and he paced casually to observe Felkoth’s men. “Victory indeed,” he praised falsely. “Why, I can count no scratch on any of them, no limbs lost though I’ve seen many stronger and more tested torn clean, armor and all. Outnumbered at least three to one, you must have employed some ingenious strategy that none in nine centuries before you ever dreamed.


    “Yet,” he continued, “my scouts report the army was encamped here when the smoke broke out, which I am more inclined to believe, as it surely would not be the first time you engaged the shriekers singlehandedly and came to no harm.”


    Felkoth appeared pleased by the implication. “This preoccupation with my activities sounds quite consuming,” he replied. “It’s no wonder your realm lies stagnant within shrinking borders while mine is expanding. I’d almost think you expect my ailing father’s reign is near its end, and naturally you lie awake wondering what’s to become of the bond between our two kingdoms, now that you need us much more than we need you.”


    Valdis’s fingers turned white around his spear, angling it for an upward thrust that he fought to restrain. “What I need,” he said through gritted teeth, “is for the cost paid dearly on this very grass over the years, in the mingled blood of our countrymen, to gain us more than nothing.”


    Felkoth savored his choice of words. “I suspect it will gain you much. Certainly I am not one to withhold from others what they have long deserved, especially when they bring it to my attention day in and day out.”


    “And I cannot begin to know what you deserve,” answered Valdis. “Pity, as we would gladly pay you in full. But I spoke only of need, as these times hardly afford us anything more than necessities. And today, after six years of wondering why our foes have been so lenient toward you, I am beginning to understand what you’ve needed all along.”


    “Then tell me,” said Felkoth, “before I fall from my horse.”


    Valdis grinned subtly this time, opening his stance a bit to show himself at ease. Though each man behind him kept silent, he knew they now looked sharply for any signal to strike, and all on Felkoth’s side made no attempt to disguise their eagerness for such an opportunity.


    “I have heard tales of a sword,” began Valdis. “Forged in the black mists that shroud those mountains beyond the Dead Plains. None in recent generations has claimed to have ever seen it, but, those who did long ago called it the Dark Blade.


    “They said it has a poison, a curse, woven through its metal, and any who is even slightly cut by it succumbs to agonizing death. It is what killed my ancestor, the first king of the Eaglemasters, at the Battle of Korindelf. And the one who wielded it controlled all the shriekers.”


    “Such a weapon would be formidable indeed,” said Felkoth.


    “I would assume as much. Its earliest keepers built their empire in the South, waging war on Korindelf. But, I have long believed that their bloodline spread past those boundaries. And if indeed an heir existed here who found himself embattled with the ghouls that often struck these lands, perhaps they’d scatter from him, smelling the blood of their rulers in his veins. It would stand to reason they might not deter him from traveling into the heart of their domain, where he could claim the instrument that would put them under his power.”


    Felkoth’s spine remained rigid, legs tightening on either side of his horse, and he gave no response, only keeping the silence that veiled nothing.


    Valdis held him with a look that needed no answer. “I am not saying I know what you’ve done, or what you plan to do. I’ve watched you strengthen your hold on this army, tainting its ranks with thieves and vicious outlaws who swore loyalty to keep their heads off the block. Your father has heard my worries many times over, and I could offer him nothing new. But, be certain that if I ever see that sword in your hand, that is the day you are my enemy.”


    Felkoth lifted his chin while taking in a long breath. “And, on the day we are enemies,” he mused, “will we settle our differences, just the two of us? Will these fine specimens who follow you see fit to follow me, after it’s finished?”


    With the speed of a trained battle archer, Prince Ivrild set an arrow to his bow and pointed it at Felkoth’s chest. “Enough banter,” he seethed. “I’ll do what we all know needs to be done, right now.”


    Hundreds of swords hissed from their scabbards as Felkoth’s closest men rallied around him, ready to charge if so ordered. But Felkoth held up a hand to stay them, fixing his watch on the young challenger. Mouth curling upward, voice smooth, he said, “Quite shrewd of you. But, careful you don’t make more enemies than you know what to do with.”


    Valdis turned to Ivrild. “Not yet!” he steamed. Then, as he sternly faced Felkoth again, his tone left no room for objection on either side. “Not today.” With reluctant obedience, Ivrild lowered his bow.


    “Charitable, Valdis,” said Felkoth. “A prince assaulting a king. Much too barbaric, even for my taste.”


    “You are not king,” Valdis resounded. “Not of Korindelf, or any other part.”


    “You and my father may be the only ones who share that view,” Felkoth replied, pausing to let Valdis take in his vast forces. “Until tomorrow, at least, when he can finally rest easy in his infirmity, and step down. Then, you may find yourself all alone.”


    Valdis sought any recognizable humanity in Felkoth’s stare, turning away after finding none. “I bid you safe journey to Korindelf,” he said, “and we will gladly return to our own country without loss of man or beast.” He remounted his eagle gracefully, letting the dizzying pain in his old joints remain a well-kept secret. Then he leaned forward to address Felkoth one last time. “We’ll be watching, and you’d do well to keep in mind that no matter what you tell your father, he knows the Eaglemasters will still fight for Korindelf any day.


    “And,” he said as he prepared to leave, “should you ever find yourself on the battlefield with us, remember: we’re deadlier on the ground than in the sky.” With that, their trumpets sounded again, and they lifted off in one elegantly woven flock, flying far toward the West, the way they had come.


    Felkoth soaked in the wafting notes of their departure, seated at the head of thousands who would rather choke on the enclosing ash than complain. Nefandyr, his lieutenant, rode slowly forward to wait at his right, careful to halt inches before aligning side by side.


    “He suspects a great deal, my lord,” said Nefandyr, his white hair caked in soot. “Should we fear their eyes see farther than we anticipated?”


    Felkoth’s colorless lips stretched in a thin smile. “Fear.” He savored the word. “Fear is ten thousand mouths that would devour you were it not for the single solitary whip that splits any tongue out of turn. Fear is a ruler long past his prime who shields himself with one arm, asks for aid with the other, and finds both severed. Fear, Nefandyr, is very much on our side.”


    Pulling his horse around to address the awaiting soldiers, Felkoth announced, “We return to our forts! Save your strength. We must prepare for tomorrow’s celebration at Korindelf.”


    Quick to obey, every battalion left the long-dreaded South scorched far behind, its distant tower a flaming ruin in lands littered with rubble and dust—but not one corpse, no trace of the creatures that called it home.


     


    The three princes flew closely around King Valdis now, their battle-hardened faces distinctive reflections of his own, each troubled by questions that none dared voice. After leading the army back over the mountainous northeastern corner of his realm, Valdis broke off toward a nearby peak with his sons in tow, and they landed together as every battalion returned to its respective outpost.


    Unwilling to wait any longer, and assuming it his duty as next in line, Verald braved the silence caused by their father’s harsh expression, which threatened to unleash fire at the very mention of Felkoth. “Six years, Father.” He spoke tentatively, gauging the king’s reaction. “Six years since we last fought the South with them. All that time surveilling, strategizing, waiting for the enemy to make one move. He violates our pact, and we indulge his deception? We return home, just like that?”


    “All we know for certain is that his army hadn’t yet advanced when the fire began,” young Ondrel replied. “We don’t know who or what sparked it. They may very well have moved in afterward, and the shriekers would have been smoked out like gophers, right into their trap.”


    “We won’t know until the smoke clears, will we?” chided Ivrild. “Clearly it wasn’t his design that such a screen be lifted before our eyes, leaving us no choice but to watch from afar or really get our noses deep into whatever was unfolding, and maybe not come out to tell about it. I should’ve finished him when I had the chance, and we’d be extracting the truth from his men. Believe me when I say the three goblets I reserved for us at the Broken Beak are all mine tonight.”


    The king somewhat relaxed as he exhaled loudly, silencing his sons. “Six years,” he repeated. “Six years since the shriekers poured out from the South in full force, since I flew to reinforce Korindelf’s blockade with all Eaglemasters. Your first battle away from home,” he added, tilting his head toward Verald, who gave a light nod in acknowledgment.


    “Felkoth’s first battle as well,” he went on. “A mere princeling determined to prove himself. We arrived as the horde was a mere hundred yards out, and dropped volleys to suppress their advance. You two should consider yourselves lucky you were too young to go,” he said to Ivrild and Ondrel. “You’d be surprised the shots they can take… the kind of shots that would put a ferotaur down. The things you can do to their flesh, and still they keep coming for more. And the sound they make when your arrow pierces them, as though out of the thousands of men swarming above, they know it was you.


    “They were becoming so intermingled with the blockade that soon we’d have to descend into the fray, and that is when a lucky death is by the sword. But then, like the ripples of water from a dropped stone, they all abruptly moved back, centered around one man.


    “It was when I saw that this was none other than Felkoth, who stood whole before the legions that had once swallowed my own father, scattering them back to their master’s wasteland, that I suspected he would have a larger role to play in the war ahead. And now, six years since he was named commander, after corrupting the army beside which I once proudly fought, he’s shown that he had but to eliminate the threat at their borders—or assimilate it.”


    The brothers exchanged earnest looks, each hoping another knew the answer that seemed to dangle at the end of their father’s words, though it remained elusive. “So which has he done?” Verald broke their collective silence with an impatient tone.


    The king’s sight reached the broad Speaking River, which under cleaner skies sparkled like a road paved with sapphires, stretching beside the dense forest that extended for miles northward to the snowcapped Eagle Mountains, at the base of which glistened their capital. Looking out on his kingdom lovingly, he pitied his people, who hoped to soon meet the beginning of a new age.


    “Tomorrow will tell,” King Valdis answered before taking off again, and they followed. “I shall have to send word to Korindelf detailing our account of what transpired today. But, regardless, I think it is more than sound to assume that our alliance will soon be at an end.”


     


    Felkoth led the army an hour north, and the smoke was thinner now than what had surrounded them the previous night. It had blinded even the keenest eyes then to those who crossed the border unchallenged for the first time, those whose concealment was imperative. Coming at sundown to the fortress line that had protected Korindelf for centuries, Felkoth halted and faced his men once more, finding them instantly quiet.


    “Korindelf’s people urgently await their saviors,” he announced. “They see destruction carried on the wind from their most threatened territory, and realize what emerges shall mean life or death. Undoubtedly now they place far greater value on the luxury they have so long taken for granted, passing all responsibility for their own security, for their very livelihood, to us alone.


    “The Eaglemasters feel Korindelf owes them a great debt, for services rendered long before any of us ripped our way into this world. And make no mistake, what we do not offer, they will try to take, and the thousands we’ve guarded with our lives will merely yield to the stronger pull. And so, we must protect the people from themselves. We must teach them we are all that has ever stood between them and the grave, even if it means burying those who resist. We must let none wander so far that he might be taken by those who wish to topple us, and the Eaglemasters will wish it, of that I’m certain.


    “That is why I acquired our new allies last night, those who are loyal to my bloodline alone. Before, though they would not harm me, neither would they obey my command. Now they have no master left but me. And henceforth, I assure you, they will obey.


    “Tomorrow, those who have reaped the fruits of our vigilance shall finally pay us dearly, and even before I am named king, they will recognize beyond doubt who has ruled them all along. But, with our homecoming imminent, I wish first to know that every link in our ranks is strong and unshaken. So let any man who objects to my design step forward now, and be heard.”


    All battalions remained rooted to the ground, every soldier subduing even the slightest breath that might set him apart. Soon it became clear that any man with the gall to voice dissent would likely be run through by those nearest him, and be concealed long before Felkoth cast one scornful eye in their direction.


    Taking their unified silence as a clear answer, Felkoth’s expression lightened. “Then water your horses and go to quarters,” he ordered. “Eat, and gather all the provisions you can carry. We won’t need them here any longer.”


    With that, the army broke off, making ready for its overnight march to Korindelf while Felkoth withdrew to the central fort, descending into its deep tunnel that had been secretly dug in the years since he assumed command. Dank, with a palpable stench of flesh on the cusp of decay, it ran for dozens of miles, and its tall, hairless, emaciated occupants sniffed anxiously at his arrival with broad snouts over twisted, elongated fangs.


    Proudly facing the shriekers as they drooled down gray, scaly stretched necks, he unsheathed from within his cloak the ancient Dark Blade, taken from those who had once commanded these dreaded masses. It collected an aura of arrested torchlight like dust to a corpse the higher he brandished it, and the humanoid brutes gazed with obedient wonder, jaws open, panting excitedly.


    “Heed me well, and you will never know hunger,” he promised, inciting a chorus of yelps. “Remain here, out of sight, and listen for my call, as it will come when I have the greatest use for you. And, with the greatest use, follows the greatest reward.”


    Then Felkoth left his new servants in hiding, relishing the images of their impending emergence. The densely packed channel reverberated with their tantalized frenzy, opening under wide fields just a mile outside the gate of Korindelf, which would soon open to welcome the conquering heroes, for as long as they wished to stay.

  


  
    ​Chapter Three


    ​The Tree and the Goldshard


    Morlen reached Korindelf late the next morning, having allowed his faltering horse a pace slow enough not to be a death sentence. The city was shaped like an engrailed crown with its high walls curving to bridge six encircling hills, each of which was capped with an ornate watchtower. Its two southern walls slanted sharply inward, forming a narrow corridor that led to the gate.


    He slowly advanced into the tapering channel while several bowmen lining the battlements above trained their weapons on him, a reception that was no precaution for what approached from the South. There would be no questions as to his business here or his place of origin—he was a citizen they recognized well. And the report they must have gotten from the other returning hunters clearly left no room for rebuttal.


    As he neared the sealed stone entrance, a rectangular hatch creaked open at eye level, through which a guard’s inhospitable glare accompanied a protruding arrow. “Any closer and you’ll be a stain on that sagging hide!” the voice reverberated coarsely.


    “I was attacked on the road,” he said. “I’ve come back for shelter.”


    “You’ll find none here,” the watchman scathed. “We’ve just seen what you did to the boy, heard what you made the horses do. You think we’ll permit your corruption inside these walls again? We should’ve shut you out long ago.”


    “I have no intention to stay,” Morlen
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