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CHAPTER ONE
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ARRA’S PLIGHT







Tavesin narrowed his eyes in concentration as Aziarah launched several magical attacks in his direction. The invisible shield of energy he’d erected withstood the Drakkon mage’s assault; he watched with silent satisfaction as bursts of magic pelted the shield and fizzled. The other Drakkon on the rooftop observed the pair with interest and Trozyen, one of the youngest of their number, clapped his scaly hands together in approval. 

	“Again, Aziarah.” Tavesin couldn’t be certain she wasn’t holding back. If he encountered the Soulless again, they would not. He was determined to be prepared.

	“Tavesin, we’ve been at this since sundown. It’s nearly midnight and you require sleep. The wizards have plans for you in the morning.” Aziarah shook her lizard-like head in amusement. “Truly, I’m surprised you’re not tired. Your shields are powerful, but certainly the drain—” 

	Tavesin crossed his arms stubbornly. “The wizards’ plans are history lessons that will not help me locate Arra. If I sleep through part of Andola’s lecture, I won’t miss anything of importance. And no, I’m not tired. I must be certain of my skills.”

	“I promised your council’s leader that our lessons would not interfere with theirs, Tavesin,” Aziarah countered, her tone uncompromising.

	“All I ask is for one more round, Aziarah. If you mean to take me into the Aethereum on the morrow, I will not be unprepared. The wizards won’t help me learn what I must.”

	He scowled across the darkened rooftop, angry with the wizards for their refusal to assist him. Since Arra’s disappearance, they’d done nothing but force him into his usual routine as though nothing was amiss. They’d been unable to search for her and had left the task to the Drakkon. Aziarah had ventured into the Aethereum several times, but upon each return, she’d found nothing that would locate the missing girl. 

	In his mounting frustration, Tavesin had taken every opportunity to scour the tower’s library for information. The shielding technique he employed to block Aziarah’s magical assault was but one shard of knowledge he’d gleaned as his resolve to locate Arra grew. He had begun to frequent the library between each of his lessons, often to the chagrin of his closest friend and fellow apprentice, Rostin.

	If the wizards would not spare the resources and the Drakkon could not find her, he would take up the mantle himself. After all, he was the reason Arra had come to the Shining Tower, and if his suspicions were correct, he was the reason for her disappearance. Tavesin had made an enemy of the Soulless, and he was certain Arra had been abducted. The wizards assured him she would turn up, that she would be unharmed, but he sensed their words were meant only to placate him. 

	“I’m sorry, Tavesin, but you’ve begun to drain even my energy,” Aziarah stated, nonplussed. “You need rest, too.”

	He shook his head. “One more time.”

	Aziarah sighed, but it was Trozyen who spoke next. “I will face you during this final assault, Tavesin, but once we are finished, you must do as Aziarah asks.”

	“I will. Thank you.”

	Aziarah’s displeasure with the younger Drakkon was clear, but she stepped aside as he took her place. Trozyen was taller and more muscular than she was, and sported a crest of small, sharp spines across his forehead. Like all of the Drakkon, he was clad in leather armor.

	“I will not hold back, Tavesin,” he said.

	“Good.” 

	Tavesin braced himself and stared intently at Trozyen while he reformed his shield and waited for the next onslaught. He believed Trozyen was a stronger mage than Aziarah, but due to his youth, he often deferred to her. Tavesin hoped he would prove a challenge.

	Trozyen began to cast a powerful magic, one that Tavesin was wholly unfamiliar with. He could sense the Drakkon’s workings, sense the ebb and flow of energy across the rooftop—another new skill he’d gleaned during his hours in the library. He reinforced his shield in anticipation; it began to shimmer faintly in response and he heard murmurs from the Drakkon observers. He ignored them and focused on Trozyen.

	The young Drakkon unleashed a volley of blue-white bolts toward him. They sizzled and crackled as they shot through the air and bore down on his shield. As they made impact, they blossomed into an inferno that enveloped his shimmering barrier. Tavesin poured more magic into the shield, sensed Trozyen launch another, more powerful assault before the fiery remnants of his first dissipated, and he braced himself for the next impact. Distantly, he heard Aziarah and one of the other Drakkon admonish Trozyen, their voices filled with concern. Tavesin ignored them, his focus honed on his defense. 

	A blinding white light shot toward him. He recognized the magic as the same Aziarah had used to drive the Soulless away upon their first meeting. It was powerful, unlike anything he’d been faced with previously. He studied its energy signature as it closed the gap between them—there was but one way to counter it. 

	He poured more energy into the shield, and it began to glow blue-green around him. As the white light careened into it, Tavesin used the remainder of his energy to explode the shield outward in a harmless, yet dazzling display of color. He grinned at Trozyen even as he stumbled and fell to his knees. 

	Aziarah raced across the rooftop to kneel at his side. “Tavesin, are you well? Did that fool harm you? He should not have—” 

	He laughed, giddy with his success. “I’m fine, Aziarah. It was exactly the challenge I was seeking.” 

	She snorted her disapproval. “Are all humans so daft as you seem to be, child? If you’d faltered for an instant, that magic could have killed you.”

	“I know.” He looked beyond her to meet Trozyen’s eyes. “He knew what I needed, Aziarah. I’m ready to face the Soulless if he appears tomorrow.”




Tavesin forced his hands to remain still while he waited in the hall outside Hasnin’s study. The urge to fidget and place his anxiety on display for anyone passing to see was nearly overpowering. He clenched his fists at his sides instead and hoped Hasnin’s summons did not include a verbal reprimand for napping through the day’s history lesson. 

	When the study’s door opened, the Blue Sect Master emerged. She was a petite woman with dark skin and nearly black eyes, and at fourteen, Tavesin already stood several inches taller than she. She eyed him appraisingly but said nothing as she strode into the hall and went about her business elsewhere in the tower. 

	Tavesin frowned at the exchange, curious to learn why she’d been within Hasnin’s study. Moments later, the white-haired Hasnin appeared in the doorway to beckon him inside. Tavesin entered and sat down on the empty chair facing Hasnin’s writing table, while his mentor took a seat opposite him. Hasnin’s table was unusually clutter-free, though he spied a stack of books leaning haphazardly in one corner of the room. 

	“Aziarah spoke with me this morning, Taven.”

	Tavesin nodded. “She wants me to enter the Aethereum tonight.”

	“Yes.” Hasnin hesitated, as though determining the best means to deliver his next statement. “She did not come here to speak to me regarding that matter, Taven. It seems you were rather…demanding in your lessons last night.”

	Tavesin crossed his arms. “I had to be certain of my abilities, sir. If I encounter him again, I will not be beaten a second time.”

	Hasnin sighed heavily. “What you endured was unspeakable, Taven, but—” 

	“No, sir, you don’t understand. You haven’t faced one of them.” 

	The words had come unbidden, a product of his frustration. Two weeks ago, he would never have imagined himself capable of standing up to Hasnin in such a fashion. Since Arra’s disappearance, his mindset had altered significantly and he no longer cowered behind his former sense of propriety. 

	“Aziarah has informed me what transpired,” Hasnin replied wearily. “I am concerned about you, Taven. It is unlike you to push boundaries in such a manner, to ignore protocol, or to be as insolent as you’ve been. I understand recent events have altered your perceptions—” 

	“Of course, they have, sir! No one is helping the Drakkon search for Arra, and—”

	“Tavesin, enough.” Hasnin rose from his seat to loom over the table. His gnarled fingers grasped the edge tightly enough they paled as his dark eyes flashed in momentary anger.

	Tavesin stared a challenge at his mentor. He would show Hasnin the depths of his supposed insolence. 

	“As you are aware, there are no wizards amongst the Council with the ability to enter the Aethereum, with the exception of one very stubborn apprentice.” Hasnin met his gaze unflinchingly. “There is little we can do to aid in the search, Taven.”

	Tavesin released an explosive sigh and looked away. He knew Hasnin was right, knew his anger with the wizards was somewhat misplaced, knew there was little they could do to find Arra. The knowledge did little to assuage his frustration, however, and felt compelled to continue his present course. He would do all in his power to find her and combat the Soulless he was certain had abducted her.

	“I understand you’ve been teaching yourself several very advanced magical techniques,” Hasnin continued after a moment as he resumed his seat. “Techniques that few fully-trained wizards are capable of.”

	Tavesin risked meeting his mentor’s gaze. “I cannot sit by and do nothing, sir.”

	“Aziarah came to me, concerned you will push yourself too far, too quickly, and bring harm upon yourself. She told me what you accomplished last night.”

	“He won’t touch me again,” Tavesin replied fiercely. “And I will find Arra.”

	“Your determination is admirable, but there is a reason why we pace our students, Tavesin.”

	“I’m ready for the challenge, sir.” He would not back down.

	“I’ve discussed your recent visits to the library and last night’s events with Mari El’Vero,” Hasnin replied evenly. “The Blue Sect Master.”

	Tavesin’s heart leapt at the news that her visit to Hasnin had not been mere coincidence. The Blue wizards were the defenders of the Council, those that specialized in shielding magics like the ones he’d employed on the rooftop. He planned to join the Blue Sect once his training was deemed complete.

	“Mari has asked for some time to consider the acceleration of your studies, Taven. Like me, she is concerned at the change in your attitude of late, and we must be certain you are truly prepared for the next step.” 

	His glower resurfaced and he peered down at his hands. “If you will not teach me, sir, the Drakkon will.”

	Hasnin sighed again. “I feared you would say that, Taven, and Aziarah’s stance on the matter is…not in alignment with the council’s. Please consider our position—and your own safety. You are young, and I don’t wish to see you hurt again.”

	“None of us are safe, sir,” Tavesin stated grimly. “The Soulless have returned. None of us are safe.”

	Hasnin was silent for several seconds before he stood. “It is time to meet the Drakkon.”

	Tavesin rose to follow his mentor, surprised Hasnin did not contradict his final words. The trek through the halls of the White Sect’s level, and through the restricted areas of the tower beyond provided him with an opportunity to consider the wizard’s lack of response. 

	Tavesin was right in his conviction; with the Soulless’ return, none of the denizens of the Shining Tower were truly safe any longer. The Soulless he’d encountered had proven merciless and enjoyed inflicting pain. Tavesin had been targeted first because he could access the Aethereum, and later once the Soulless learned he’d stolen a relic from them. Hasnin was aware of his encounters and could not form an argument against his apprentice’s words. He understood Hasnin feared for him, but there was little the aged wizard could do to sway his chosen path. Since Arra had vanished, he’d found his calling. If the wizards refused to help him achieve his goals, he would turn to the Drakkon.

	They ascended the stairs toward the rooftop, pausing only when Hasnin unraveled the protective wards on the restricted levels. Tavesin scrutinized his mentor’s actions as he unwound and reformed the wards; he believed he could replicate the magic involved, but kept that notion to himself. The magic used to operate the wards was supposed to remain a secret, guarded closely by select members of the White and Yellow Sects. It was best Hasnin remained unaware he had learned the trick of evaluating the magical energies involved in the workings of others. 

	The restricted levels were crammed to bursting with relics and artifacts of every conceivable size and shape. He could sense the thrum of energy pulsating from some as they passed, but he did not pause to study them. He’d made the same journey nearly every night for weeks, and though the objects they passed continued to intrigue him, Hasnin would not abide his curiosity. Many of the relics housed in the upper reaches of the tower were deemed dangerous, while others had unknown uses, their mysterious origins a thing of great fear amongst many wizards. Tavesin had begun to believe many of the artifacts were wasted, locked away as they were to collect dust. 

	“Why does no one study these things?” he asked as they climbed the final staircase toward the roof. 

	“Much of our knowledge was lost during the great wars,” Hasnin replied. “You should know that from your lessons.”

	Tavesin rolled his eyes and sighed, exasperated. He’d expected the answer, but it did not serve to answer his question. “If we do not study the relics, we’ll never regain the knowledge we lost.”

	“Tinkering with unknown magic is dangerous, even to those trained in the art of relic-making.” Hasnin’s tone had taken on an air of frustration. “Your point is valid, but the sentiment is not shared among many in the tower. Most believe the relics are best left alone.”

	“Even with the Soulless’ return?” he pressed. “We should utilize every resource we have, sir.”

	They stepped onto the rooftop and Hasnin gestured toward Aziarah, who awaited him not far away. “It seems she has been expecting you, Taven.”

	Tavesin scowled, angry that his mentor refused to address his question. He may be a lowly apprentice, but he was no longer the naïve child Hasnin seemed to believe he was. His anger strengthened his resolve to take matters into his own hands. 

	Aziarah nodded a greeting to Hasnin, who promptly disappeared down the stairwell to leave his apprentice alone amongst the Drakkon. Tavesin pushed his grievances with the wizard aside and made his way across the rooftop. A stiff breeze was blowing, bringing with it the promise of autumn. In his aggravated state, he scarcely noticed the drop in temperature or the tendrils of dark hair that fell into his eyes as the wind tousled it. 

	“You are upset.” Aziarah peered down at him, her golden, reptilian eyes unreadable. 

	“The wizards try to hold me back,” he replied, then related his previous conversation to her. “Arra is in danger. I know it, just as surely as I know the sun will rise with the dawn. They can do nothing to help her, and you’ve done all that you can.”

	“Tavesin,” she said sternly, “you cannot blame yourself for her disappearance, though your desire to find her is admirable. I have already informed your mentor that I will train you on any matter you ask of me—so long as it’s in my ability to do so. He was not pleased, but I believe as you do. The wizards are impeding your progress.”

	Some of his previous ire melted away and he managed a tight smile. “Thank you, Aziarah. I don’t believe they understand, nor do they realize what I’m capable of—” 

	“Believe me, Tavesin, they are aware of your power,” she replied. “Your demonstrations last night did not go unnoticed. Even amongst my people, your newfound skill with shielding is a rarity. Given time and further training, you will be a force few others can hope to match.”

	He pondered her words for a moment. He was pleased she would continue teaching him magic beyond the realm of the Aethereum, in spite of the council’s reservations. He would not be caught by the Soulless a second time. The memory of broken bones, bloodied and bruised limbs, the relentless fall of the Soulless’ fists as they smashed into him time and again… He would not endure such treatment again. He was prepared, thanks to the Drakkon, and willing to risk another trip into the Aethereum in order to search for Arra. 

	“I’m ready, Aziarah.”

	She nodded and began to weave the magic that would open a portal into the other realm. He paid close attention and realized what she’d done was a simple feat but one few wizards could accomplish themselves. The magic of the Aethereum was rarely bestowed upon humans.

	She began to explain what she’d done, but he shook his head, certain he could replicate the act himself. She fell silent to observe. He waved one hand and channeled his power as she’d done moments before. He grinned as another portal appeared; it shimmered blue-white in the air inches from his fingertips.

	“You continue to surprise me, Tavesin.” Aziarah’s tone was wary.

	He shrugged. “As you know, I’ve spent time in the library. I’ve learned much.”

	“So it seems.” She gestured to the pair of portals before them. “I will meet you within.”

	The Aethereum appeared the same when he entered physically for the first time. The harsh quality of the blue-white light, the way his shadow seemed to pool like ink around his feet, the strange stillness that vibrated through the air—all were identical to his subconscious trips, prompted through dreams. His body felt distinctly heavier, however, and his movements felt sluggish. He turned to find Aziarah’s gaze fixed upon him.

	They stood on the tower’s rooftop in the other realm, and where wind had blown through his hair in the physical realm, it was silent here. The sky above was awash with the strange light, while in the physical world, it had been dark and strewn with myriad stars.

	Aziarah closed her portal, and indicated he should do the same. 

	“I feel strange,” he said as the portals disappeared. 

	“You’ve grown used to entering this realm unencumbered by your body, Tavesin. You will grow used to the sensation after a time.”

	“Aziarah, might we go to Rican Mer? Arra and I used to meet there…”

	She smiled. “Of course. It is a likely place to search, but one I am unfamiliar with.”

	Tavesin felt his face flush. “It’s my hometown.” 

	She held her taloned hand toward him. “Take me there, Tavesin. I will not have you travel alone and risk losing you, as we lost Arra.”

	He grasped her fingers and nodded. Closing his eyes, he formed the image of the small farming community in his mind, the grassy banks of the River Falling only paces away from his former home. He experienced a brief rush of sensation, as though they traveled at an incredible speed. When he opened his eyes again, he stood near the riverbank. The water was frozen in place in this strange, magical realm, but he’d come to expect such occurrences. 

	Aziarah released his hand and paused to take in their surroundings. Tavesin had been homesick the night he’d first come to Rican Mer while in the Aethereum. It was the same night he’d first met Arra, and they’d used the location for several rendezvous after that. A part of him had clung to the hope she would be awaiting them this night, but there was no sign of her. He swallowed his despair and focused on Aziarah.

	“Your home has an aura of peace about it.” Aziarah studied the small, tidy houses with their thatched roofs and neat garden plots. “Do you miss it, Tavesin? It is quite different from the tower or Dar Daelad.”

	He nodded. “At first, the city was a marvel, and the tower was wondrous…”

	“And now?”

	“I don’t know, Aziarah. Sometimes I miss Rican Mer, but I don’t believe I will ever fit in here again. The people here lead simpler lives than I will.”

	“I believe I understand.” 

	“Aziarah, I—” 

	He stopped abruptly as a shuffling sound came from within the tall grasses along the riverbank behind him. His heart leapt into his throat as he spun to face the threat and he conjured a powerful shield that enveloped both himself and Aziarah. He expected trouble, anticipated facing the blurred countenance of the Soulless when his gaze landed on the source of the noise. 

	He had not counted on his eyes alighting on the cowering form of a red-haired girl, her face tear-stained and bruised. 

	“Arra!”

	He was at her side, his shield gone, in an eye-blink. He sensed immediately that she was not present physically as he and Aziarah were, that she had projected her consciousness into the realm. 

	“Taven.” 

	“Arra, where did you go? We’ve been searching…”

	She sniffled and wiped at her eyes. “He took me, Taven. I…I don’t know where. It’s dark, windowless.” 

	“We can find you, Arra.” He glanced at Aziarah, whose expression was pained. “We can find her, can’t we?” His voice rose in pitch as he clung to his last thread of hope, though he knew what Aziarah was going to say before she spoke.

	“Tavesin, I’m sorry. I cannot trace her location if she is not physically here.”

	He swallowed the urge to burst into frustrated tears and turned to face Arra. “I will find you, Arra. I promise.”

	“Can you tell us anything more?” Aziarah asked gently. She knelt beside Arra and began to examine her injuries. “Gods, I do not know what’s been done to you, child, but I cannot heal you, either.”

	Arra shook her head, forlorn. “It was a blond man. He’s small, frail… He’s one of them, Taven. His eyes…” she shuddered involuntarily. “He is Soulless.”

	Tavesin hung his head. It was his fault, after all. The man with the golden eyes had referred to the Soulless as Garin. Though Tavesin had never managed to get a true look at the Soulless’ features, he was certain it was the same man who’d beaten and threatened him. 

	“I must go, Taven.” Arra’s voice was a bare whisper. “If he knows I’ve come here… I must go.”

	As she winked out of sight, Tavesin fell to his knees and began to sob. The frustration and fear of the past weeks overwhelmed him, and with the confirmation of his suspicions, he could no longer hold the tide of his emotions at bay. Aziarah gathered him into her scaly arms, held him as he succumbed to his suppressed pain. 

	“I must keep my promise to her,” he whispered after a time. 

	“Yes,” Aziarah agreed. “I will help you any way I can.”

















CHAPTER TWO
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THE MURKOR ENIGMA







“Ah, Ravin, I’m pleased you’ve come.” 

	Ravin made a half-bow to the young Deluchan queen where she was perched on a divan. A woman stood behind her, surreptitiously brushing her long, dark hair, while another sat at her feet strumming chords on a lap harp. Ravin had anticipated her summons would provide him with an opportunity to speak to her alone, but it seemed she had other designs in play. 

	She adjusted her heavy velvet skirts in a rustle of fabric, to better display the intricate embroidery that emblazoned its panels. He refrained from a scowl; she was deliberately making a show of their meeting for the benefit of the woman at the other end of the room. 

	The middle-aged Duchess of the Mers watched their meeting, a lace fan clutched in her hands. Ravin was weary of the queen’s meddling in his personal life, and had no interest in the duchess or her affectations. If he didn’t require his post as advisor in order to serve his own ends, he would have left Delucha and its intrigues behind weeks ago.

	“You summoned me and I’ve come as required.”

	She tilted her head, a carefully formed pout upon her lips. “You make it sound as though I’ve inconvenienced you, Ravin. Surely, my company is not so dull that you’d wish to avoid it.”

	He ignored her implications. “I’d planned to check on our defenses today. Your summons delays my work.”

	A thin frown broke through her careful façade, an indication of her displeasure. “Very well. I’ll be brief.” She sat upright and motioned her companions to leave them. Both scurried across the room to resume their duties with the duchess.

	“I’m listening.” Ravin crossed his arms, irreverent in spite of the royal presence before him.

	“I expect you to return to the courtyard tonight after supper has concluded,” she informed him. “It has been several days since our last lesson, Ravin. Jasom and I require proper training. I’ve been lenient with you of late, but no more.”

	He clenched his jaw in momentary frustration. “Very well.”

	The queen and her consort wished to learn more of magic, and he had agreed to teach them, albeit reluctantly. He had little patience for such work; he’d been avoiding the task, and she knew it. His time was better spent fortifying the defenses he’d put in place. 

	“If you fail to show this evening, I’ll make certain the duchess is given a key to your room.” She laughed, though the sound held little warmth. “I believe she’d enjoy the premise, but I suspect you would not.”

	He narrowed his eyes. “It’s unwise to enter my chambers if I am not present. The Aethereum is not the only realm where I’ve laid magical traps, Your Majesty.” He lowered his voice into a growl. “If the duchess enters while I’m away, you will both come to regret it.”

	“Oh, Ravin, there’s no need to be so sour.” She smirked up at him, green eyes mischievous. “Go about your plans, if you must. I hope you’ll not shirk your other duties to me.”

	“Gods-damn it. I said I will come.” He was weary of her games.

	“Good. We will be expecting you tonight.”

	He turned on his heel and fled the queen’s solar, ignoring the protocol that insisted he must await her dismissal. He wasn’t advisor to cater to her whims, though she seemed to think it reason enough to keep him on her staff. No, he’d taken the position in order to seek his revenge. He required resources, time, money—and the queen had all three in spades. He would endure her tedious summons so long as she allowed him the freedom to conduct his work and lure Dranamir into one of his many traps. He’d even settle for the capture of one of the others, but Dranamir remained his priority. 

	Behind him, he heard the Duchess of the Mers titter as she rejoined the queen in Ravin’s wake. He muttered a curse under his breath. Noblewomen were tiresome, petty creatures he refused to become further entangled with. For all his magical ability, Ravin had yet to formulate a method to convince them he was beneath their station. He wasn’t, but if they believed it to be true, they’d cease their attempts at flirtation and leave him be. Nothing he’d said or done since coming to the palace had altered their perception of him, and the duchess was but one of the queen’s many companions who had taken an interest in Her Majesty’s newest advisor.

	He strode through the halls of the palace, a scowl etched across his features. The servants and staff that happened upon him scurried wordlessly out of his way while he made his way to the spacious room the queen had allotted him. 

	Most of the palace’s denizens understood his role as magical advisor, and many believed him a wizard from the Shining Tower, sent to aid the young queen. It did not make the act of performing magic in their midst any less conspicuous, and he’d rather not draw an unwanted crowd. Instead, he retired to his quarters in order to conduct his work. He did not trust the wizards, and he was certain the Soulless had spies within the palace—or at the very least, in the city just beyond. It was best that he worked in secret, away from the prying eyes of the curious.

	He closed and barred his door, then opened a portal into the Aethereum. He immediately cast his senses across the entirety of the realm, a feat only he was capable of. There were a scant handful of souls within, but none marked with the corruption of the Soulless or the lesser taint of their minions in the Shadow Council. He would allow them to carry on with their business unhindered. It was likely most within his realm were Drakkon.

	He thought himself outside the palace and examined the wards and traps he’d put in place weeks ago. He found no evidence of tampering, no indication that anyone had attempted to unravel them. Their purpose was to ensnare any individual that ventured near bearing the Nameless god’s noxious mark. The traps were designed to first capture, then render the trespasser harmless. Even the Soulless, for all their profane power, were not immune to his machinations—particularly while they traipsed through the Aethereum.

	The palace was secure, as he knew it would be. He’d used the excuse of checking his wards simply to avoid a prolonged encounter with the queen and her noblewomen, and he was loath to return to the physical realm so soon. Perhaps it was time to pay a visit to the black tower, to learn what its masters had put in place. His release from the soul-stone was no secret to them; he was certain at least one of their number would have attempted to ward their stronghold, just as he’d done for the Deluchan palace. 

	He thought himself to the northern edge of the black chasm that lay at the tower’s feet, a vast and unseemly scar on the barren landscape’s cracked surface. The Tower of Obsidian rose before him, its dark sides glittering ominously in the harsh Aethereal light. The topmost floor was guarded against intrusion in the physical realm, he noted, but there were no wards in place here. It was an oversight on the part of the Soulless, one he would exploit, given the opportunity. But now was not the time.

	A presence emerged nearby. He sensed it was present only in its subconscious form, but that was not what drew his attention. The presence was gifted in the Ability, yet unlike any he’d sensed previously. Not human, not Drakkon… 

	He frowned, propelled by sudden curiosity. In all his years as a mage, he’d never encountered another race that harbored the Ability. Much had changed in the world during his long imprisonment within the stone, but this was unexpected. He followed the trail of the strange soul northward to the lands that surrounded the Underground Caverns and the Murkor homeland. 

	A solitary figure stood at the edge of the invisible perimeter that shielded the Murkor dwellings from the effects of magic. The figure was tall, wiry, dressed in shades of vibrant green and hooded in the manner of the Murkor people. The color of the garments indicated the Murkor was an alchemist if Ravin was not mistaken. The Murkor’s back was to him, though he sensed the longing that emanated from the shrouded soul.

	Ravin’s frown deepened; he’d long believed the Murkor unable to harbor magic. He walked toward the figure and watched as it attempted to cross the unseen barrier toward the caverns. The figure stumbled backward, as though it had been physically repelled. 

	“You cannot enter the caverns from here,” Ravin stated as he neared.

	The hooded head swiveled in his direction and he caught a brief glimmer of pale eyes from within. “What is this place? I awakened here. After a time, thoughts of my home brought me to its door. Why am I forbidden entrance?”

	Ravin studied him, certain the man was indeed Murkor. It was not simply his appearance, but his mannerisms, the accent in his words, his reference to the caverns as home. Not only did he harbor the Ability, but Ravin was surprised to see he was quite strong. There were indicators that he’d been given training as well, but not in his Aethereal talents, it seemed.

	“This is the Aethereum,” he explained. “A realm of magic that mirrors the physical world. The caverns are sealed to magic. It is why you cannot enter.”

	The Murkor nodded uncertainly. “It is my people’s only defense against those who wish to subjugate us.”

	“I know your people’s unfortunate history.” 

	“History has a terrible habit of circling back on itself,” the Murkor replied. “We are once again at their mercy. When I found myself here, I hoped to speak with the Kal. It seems I cannot.”

	“Perhaps not yet,” Ravin replied. “Who teaches you magic?”

	The Murkor hesitated. “I am not taught, so much as I am threatened with death if I do not comply.”

	Ravin nodded thoughtfully. The Murkor’s words implied he was a subject of the black tower. He’d briefly considered making an offer to teach him the ways of the Aethereum—a Murkor ally could have proven useful to his plans—but it was no longer an option. He could not risk the Soulless learning of his schemes, and he was well versed in their methods of extracting information. He’d been tortured himself, branded, and made to obey, unable to withhold even the most guarded scraps of knowledge while Dranamir laughed in the background. 

	“While I cannot help you,” Ravin said slowly, “I will give you the means to return to your body and leave this realm. It is not safe for you here.”

	The Murkor chuckled dryly. “Nowhere is safe, but I thank you for this unexpected kindness. I am Sal’zar.”

	Ravin considered introducing himself in kind, then thought better of it. “I’m afraid our meeting may place you in a rather precarious position with your overlords, should they learn of it. It’s better that you do not know my name. I am no friend to the Soulless.” 

	“I understand. I am unused to receiving compassion from your kind.”

	“If your only experience with humanity is from within the black tower, I cannot blame you for believing us all monsters.” Ravin sighed. “Allow me to guide you out of the Aethereum. It is the least I can do for a guest in my realm.”




















CHAPTER THREE
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THE JOURNEY AHEAD







Twilight descended upon the desert and with it a respite from the day’s heat. Vardak led the others away from the Stronghold, his brief return home cut short by his brother’s circumstance and his own imperative to seek the wizards in Dar Daelad. 

	He peered ahead but there was little to see but miles of snowy white sand, crested and shaped into broad dunes by the winds. Even in twilight, there was ample light to see by; moonlight reflected from the sand almost as readily as the sun. The desert was deceptively peaceful as darkness began to blanket the land.

	 Emra quickened her pace to match his, the reins of her large bay dangling from her hand. Out of respect to the Airess and Maryn, the two humans had opted to walk rather than ride. Vardak and Patak could have kept pace with the horses if they wished, even fully armored as they were. The Scorpion Men were uniquely suited for travel across the shifting sands. 

	“You promised answers, Vardak.” Emra’s gray eyes glinted with anger in the dusk light. “I’ve waited for our departure as you requested, but my patience wears thin.”

	“We were sworn to secrecy,” he replied, unperturbed by her words. “I carry a relic that must be delivered to the Shining Tower, one with tremendous power—if the gods are to be believed.”

	She snorted. “I’m to believe the gods are involved in this mission of yours?”

	He frowned and focused his gaze on the horizon. She did not understand the heavy price they’d paid simply to acquire the cursed thing that now hung on a cord around his neck. She was unaware of the gods’ continued interference in his life, the terrible cost he and the others had incurred as unwitting pawns in their scheme. 

	The Moon’s Eye was his as the gods intended, but it was useless to any without the ability to use magic. None of his people harbored the talent, nor did the Airess or the Felene who traveled with him. The two humans were warriors; Emra, a knight, and Lucas a career soldier. If either harbored the Ability, they were unaware of it. Solsticia, the celestial goddess, had indicated he ought to seek the guidance of the wizards. But that part of his journey would wait; Travin’s plight must be dealt with first. The thought of his older brother, chained and enslaved to the Murkor infuriated him. His brother and the rest of his imprisoned people must be set free.

	“Yes,” he replied. “I may be one of Blademon’s students, but the business with the relic began with Flariel. Her daughter forfeited her life to obtain it. The responsibility of delivering it to the Shining Tower now lies with me. I owe Janna that much and more.”

	Emra was silent for a time. “I’m sorry. I did not know.”

	“As I said yesterday, we could not speak of this until we’d left the Stronghold. Sevic would not allow it.” He frowned at the mention of the Warleader’s name. “First, we travel north to the Murkor settlement, as we agreed. I will do all I can to negotiate the release of our prisoners peaceably. Afterward, we travel to Dar Daelad.”

	“The hooded ones leveled an entire Balotican city,” Emra said hollowly. “Do you truly believe they will negotiate?”

	He chuckled wearily. “You sound like Sevic. Yes, I believe they will. Their army is on the far side of the mountains. Where the army is, the Soulless will be. Without the Soulless to antagonize them—” 

	“Yes, I understand. It’s an opportunity for your people to be freed while my own are slaughtered.” 

	“What can our small group hope to accomplish against the entirety of the Murkor army?” he asked, his frustration bubbling to the surface. “We are seven against thousands. I understand your anger with Sevic. He denied your request for what you deem ‘true’ aid.”

	Her cheeks flushed in the dying light. “I suppose I should be grateful that you and Patak have offered to assist us once your own objectives are fulfilled.” She paused to toss her blond braid over one shoulder. “What is the importance of this relic you carry? If you truly were directed by the gods, it must be of significance.”

	He studied her carefully while he determined how much of the relic’s story he ought to share. The humans had come to the Stronghold out of desperation, and he believed they were no friends of the black tower or the Soulless, yet the thought of divulging the relic’s purpose gave him pause. Solsticia had ordered him to safeguard it and he would not disappoint the goddess in that respect. Janna had given her life so that they might use the Moon’s Eye in the battle against the Soulless.

	He’d met Emra for the first time only days ago. He’d had too little time to accurately judge her character. 

	“Vardak, if we are to help you—” she began.

	He held up one hand and shook his head. “I know. What you ask is…difficult.”

	“Very well. Perhaps you can tell me the story of how it came into your possession,” she replied. “We’ve a long way to travel and little else to pass the time.”

	He frowned and considered her words. If he did not tell her the tale, others in their party undoubtedly would. 

	As he began to speak, Lucas drew nearer to hear his words over the night breeze and the tread of the others’ boots. Vardak began with his role in the affair, his first encounter with Janna and her volatile mother, Flariel, and their journey to Vidune Forest in search of Coreyaless. When he began to speak of Stonewall Hall, Lucas swore.

	“We traveled past its entrance on our trek here. Fucking gods, even from a distance that place felt ominous.” Lucas shuddered visibly in the moonlight and ran a hand through his mop of dark hair. 

	“Ominous is an apt description,” Coreyaless agreed from behind him. “I would not care to repeat the journey.”

	Vardak told them of Flariel’s appearance in her shrine and their abrupt departure. Maryn chimed in at times while he spoke of the Felene jungles, the southern continent, and their passage through the deadly glade filled with carnivorous plants. He told of his encounter with Blademon and the news of Travin’s capture, Karmada’s appearance moments after the Airess reunited on the steps of Solsticia’s temple, and the celestial goddess’ role in taking them to her Sky Palace. 

	His heart was heavy as he spoke of Janna and her fateful decision. At twenty years old, there had been much life left ahead of her, yet she’d taken it upon herself to fulfill her mother’s demands and acquire the Moon’s Eye. Both Airess and Maryn concluded the story, describing the memorial the gods had held in Janna’s honor. 

	Vardak allowed them to speak for him at the end. His final encounter with Flariel had left him melancholy, the events surrounding Janna’s death continued to gnaw at him, and he wished for the hundredth time the gods would see fit to leave him be. Flariel’s parting words to him indicated he’d never be so fortunate.

	“Gods,” Lucas breathed as the others lapsed into silence. “What manner of relic requires one to sacrifice themself simply to obtain it?”

	Vardak pulled on the leather cord around his neck and drew the teardrop-shaped stone into the open. It glowed softly in the moonlight, a pale green-white. “This manner of relic,” he replied gruffly.

	“Solsticia did not state implicitly what it’s purpose is,” Coreyaless said quietly. “She indicated it was required to destroy the black tower and hinted there is more to the puzzle than this piece alone.”

	“Sevic ordered us to keep the relic a secret from our people,” Patak added. “With good reason, I suppose. We’re too near that damned tower, even here.”

	Vardak returned the Moon’s Eye to its former location, nestled beneath his plate mail. He agreed with his brother; holding such a powerful object so near to the enemy was dangerous. Yet he’d stubbornly refused to give up on his desire to free Travin and the other Scorpion Men prisoners. Now he must carry the relic through the heart of the Soulless’ lands. 

	“The wizards must have answers,” Emra said quietly after a moment. 

	“I certainly hope they do,” Coreyaless remarked. “The gods were close-lipped about what we must do, though they interfered enough to push Vardak along the path he now treads. In times past, they refrained from such actions.”

	“What has occurred to make this time different?” Lucas asked.

	Vardak shrugged and focused his gaze on the horizon. It was a question he’d pondered himself and one he had yet to answer.

















CHAPTER FOUR
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DEFEAT







Aran’daj parried the axe blow with the blade of his curved black saber, but it took every ounce of his strength to hold his human opponent at bay. Aran’daj was tall by Murkor standards, tall by human standards, but the man who bore down on him had several inches in height advantage and easily outweighed him twofold. Aran’daj grimaced beneath his dark hood and shoved the man as hard as he was able. The hulking brute refused to budge, but instead leered down at him through the slats in his helm. 

	The sound of battle raged around them; steel clashed, arrows whizzed by, soldiers shouted, horses whinnied and screamed. A counterpoint to the cacophony was led by the Murkor alchemists as another volley of exploding stones was launched into the midst of the human defenders. They erupted on impact with a deafening boom, followed by a rain of debris and gore that splattered the surrounding battlefield. 

	Aran’daj narrowed his eyes and held his ground against the huge human before him, determined to survive in spite of the unfavorable odds. They’d begun their attack on Pine after nightfall, but the human defenders had been prepared for their strike. Knights had joined the battle, mounted on fearless steeds clad in as much armor as their riders. The Murkor possessed no mounted units, and the knights had rent gaping holes in their ranks. They were losing the battle, but if Aran’daj fell, there would be no one to sound the retreat, no one to ensure his people remained shielded from the Soulless’ wrath.

	He grunted in frustration and shoved again. He could not risk sliding his saber free for a quick strike; the human would bear down with his axe and split Aran’daj’s skull. His only hope was to unbalance his foe and cause the man to stumble. 

	His biceps burned from the exertion. As his arms began to shake, the human cracked a humorless, gap-toothed grin. Aran’daj feared his time with Aeon was quickly coming due and there was little he could do but continue as he was, saber locked with axe in a desperate effort to prolong his existence. The human increased the pressure on Aran’daj’s blade while a wicked chuckle issued from his throat.

	Suddenly the man stiffened and released his grip on the axe, his laughter cut short. Aran’daj side-stepped to free his blade as the human’s weapon fell to the blood-soaked earth. The man gaped incredulously at the pointed steel that protruded from his leather-clad belly, as though unable to believe he’d been skewered by the enemy only moments from his own victory. The blade was wrenched from its fleshy prison and he tumbled forward in a heap of uncoordinated limbs. 

	Aran’daj silently thanked the gods and saluted his black-clad savior. Jal’den nodded briefly before he turned to seek his next victim, a whirlwind in ring mail leaving death in his wake. 

	“Signal the retreat, Commander!” Jal’den shouted over his shoulder. “We must regroup!”

	Aran’daj sheathed his saber and removed the yellow flare from his belt pouch as Jal’den’s words registered. The flares were creations of the alchemists, and yellow had been decided upon as the sign for withdrawal. He studied the seemingly innocuous tube in his hands, marked only with the Murkor word for its color in their flowing script. A short, woven cord protruded from the base of the tube, and when pulled, the cord would activate the flare.

	Aran’daj glanced at the field surrounding him to note he had only moments to send the flare before the next humans were upon him. He gripped the tube firmly in one hand and yanked the cord with the other. A sizzling hiss issued from the contraption before it shot skyward, a trail of blinding yellow sparks arcing in its wake. 

	He glanced at the onrushing humans a final time, then turned on his heel to dash through the battlefield toward safety. The drummers at the rear of the Murkor ranks began to pound a new cadence as the golden light of the flare dissipated overhead.




Aran’daj led the soldiers deeper into the Balotican mountains as they fled the massacre at Pine. The Murkor had suffered heavy casualties, though the humans had fared little better. Pine was encircled by a pair of sturdy walls, and unlike their previous targets, its defenders had been awaiting them. The addition of knights on the field and been too much for the Murkor to overcome alone.

	He’d been loath to retreat. There was a high likelihood that his life would be ended in a violent and brutal fashion when the Soulless returned, as punishment for his apparent failure. He’d relayed his fears to Kama before they’d arrived at Pine, but his concerns had fallen upon deaf ears. Kama ordered the attack and Aran’daj was compelled to obey. Defiance of a direct order from the Soulless was a certain death sentence, whereas failure and defeat at the hands of the enemy might be seen as a lesser infraction. There was a small chance the Soulless would understand the overwhelming odds they’d faced at Pine, a sliver of hope that each breath would not be his last.

	His dark thoughts trailed him as he guided the Murkor deeper into Balotica’s rocky and unforgiving terrain. He wanted leagues between the army and Pine but he would settle for the distance they could cover before dawn colored the sky. Scores of wounded slowed their progress, but Aran’daj was not a man to leave his comrades behind. They would travel at a manageable pace for the wounded and no faster.

	“Sir, we should talk.” Jal’den appeared from within the ranks to fall in at his side. 

	He nodded. “Yes. You are my second, Jal’den—” 

	“No, sir,” Jal’den cut in, his voice anguished. “Let’s not begin in that manner. I want to believe you’ll be standing here tomorrow.”

	Aran’daj managed a weary smile beneath his hood. He could not force himself to share Jal’den’s youthful optimism. There were many things the Arms Master must know if he found himself in the position of commander upon the Soulless’ return. 

	“We both understand our retreat will be seen as failure, Jal’den.”

	Jal’den growled in frustration. “I’m no strategist, sir. I won’t take up your post.”

	“You cannot deny the Soulless, Jal’den. Not if you plan to see Sal’zar again.” He sighed heavily. “I informed Kama of my concerns prior to our arrival at Pine. We spoke at length about why I believed it was folly to attack without their power to bolster our own, but our orders were already decided. He demanded the strike. You know I am in no position to argue with him.”

	“Why weren’t they here?” Jal’den demanded angrily. “If they knew what we faced—” 

	Aran’daj held up one hand, and the Arms Master fell silent. 

	“I do not question their motives, Jal’den. If we wish to survive this war and to see the Kal’s plan come to fruition, we must play our respective roles. When dealing with the Soulless, that means we act the obedient subject and do as they require. The alternative is not something I wish to dwell upon.”

	“We lost hundreds today, sir. Dead or lost, it doesn’t matter. Scores more are wounded.” Jal’den seemed to deflate with the words. “They knew this would happen.”

	“Yes.” 

	Jal’den’s fists clenched at his sides. “I hate feeling helpless. I fucking hate it.”

	“As do I, Jal’den.” Aran’daj looked down to watch the churned soil and scrubby grass pass by underfoot. 

	“Do you believe the gods knew our paths would lead here?” Jal’den asked quietly after a time. “I can’t help but think I was destined to be here, to experience this black despair. There is no other reason Blademon would have chosen me.”

	“Jal’den—” 

	“Throughout my life, circumstance has always found a means to drive us apart, Commander. I will not forfeit my life to the gods-damned Soulless, and I won’t see yours taken, either. I mean to make a life with Sal’zar one day, in spite of Blademon’s designs, and in spite of this fucking war.” Jal’den drew himself upright and gazed skyward. “Blademon trained me at arms, sir, but he did not see fit to teach me strategy. Without you, our people are lost. So long as I draw breath, the Soulless will not touch you.”

	Aran’daj closed his eyes briefly. Jal’den’s loyalty was admirable but foolish. If the Arms Master attempted to interfere when the Soulless decided to exact their punishment, he would fall as readily as Aran’daj. The Murkor people were defenseless against the Soulless’ foul brand of sorcery. 

	“Jal’den, one of us must live through our next encounter with Kama. If we both fall, there will be no one within the army to carry out the Kal’s plan.” 

	“I won’t fail, Commander,” Jal’den replied stubbornly.

	“Gods, Jal’den, you are not invincible, and you have no means to counteract their magic!”

	“They won’t see me coming, sir.” Jal’den chuckled mirthlessly beneath his hood. “Sal’zar gave me something, a gift from the alchemists that he’d been working on before…Before he was taken. When I saw him last, he gave it to me.”

	“Secrets, Jal’den? I believed we were done with that business.”

	“I may have spoken of ujar’havel, but I did not divulge everything. I was angry with you. A part of me remains so.” Jal’den shook his head in irritation.

	Aran’daj sighed. He understood Jal’den’s position; he’d pressed for details he had no business inquiring after. Under Murkor law, Jal’den could have taken his life without repercussion or informed the Kal and have Aran’daj stripped of both title and caste. The Arms Master had done neither, but Aran’daj believed it unwise to prod him into action. 

	“I have apologized several times, Jal’den. I know it is not enough, but without your confession, I could not trust Sal’zar. I will forever be in your debt for keeping my indiscretions secret.”

	Jal’den was silent for a time and Aran’daj sensed he was brooding. Finally, he said, “Sal’zar gave me a salve that when applied to my person and my armor, renders me almost invisible. I tested only a small amount, but it works as he claimed. He could not spare more than a single bottle.”

	“Such a thing could prove very useful.” Aran’daj considered the possibilities that presented themselves, unbidden, to his mind. “Do not waste your gift on the Soulless’ return, Jal’den. Save it for a better time. We may need it in order to enact the Kal’s plans.”

	“Fucking gods, Commander! What better time will there be?”

	Aran’daj clung to the sudden hope that blossomed in his heart. “I believe an opportunity will present itself. Keep your salve, but prepare yourself for the eventuality of tomorrow’s events.”

	He glanced over his shoulder to take in the ranks of soldiers marching through the rocky terrain, obedient and loyal to their commander and Kal. Did they share his dour outlook on the Soulless’ next appearance? Would they remain to serve Jal’den once he was named commander? Would they defect and disappear into the wilds of the human lands if forced to bear witness to his own execution? 

	“If you are named commander, Jal’den, do all in your power to protect the others.”

	“I won’t be, sir. You’re our commander, and we will follow your lead.” 

	Aran’daj sighed; Jal’den would not be swayed. He prayed Kama would see reason, would understand retreat had been their only option as the battle of Pine unfolded. If he failed to convince the Soulless, he feared both he and the young Arms Master would lie dead at their feet.









CHAPTER FIVE
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DIVISION



Dranamir drummed her fingernails on the top of the glass case, impatient with Jannyn for his tardiness and furious with Garin for his summons. The Murkor were engaged in the battle for Pine; she and the others should have been present to ensure their victory. Yet Garin had summoned them to the tower, his disregard for the army apparent in the act. 

	A few paces from her, Kama folded his arms while his crimson eyes bored into Garin’s. “I wish to remind you that I left our army on the brink of attack for this gathering. Where is Jannyn?”

	“Yes, where is he?” Dranamir demanded. “I will strip the flesh from his bones when he arrives—” 

	“For the gods’ sake, Dranamir, your bloodlust grows wearisome.” Alyra tossed her head, her mane of dark hair falling loosely across her back. 

	Dranamir smirked; Alyra continued to play at beauty, though her days of capturing men’s hearts with a single gesture were long past. When she’d given her soul to their master, Alyra’s flawless bronze skin had taken on the sickly hues of decay and her lustrous black hair had thinned and become brittle. She retained her shapely figure, but her corrupted features marked her for what she was: Soulless. Of the three men, only Jannyn had been ensnared by her charms. Kama’s interests lay elsewhere, while Garin was a puzzle unto himself. Dranamir wasn’t certain Garin was capable of taking pleasure from anything save his clandestine meetings with their master. 

	“Jannyn will join us presently,” Garin replied evenly. “I would not have called you here if our master hadn’t ordered it. He has formulated a plan.”

	Dranamir continued to tap her nails on the glass while she considered his words. Their master had promised them glory; but first, the task of subjugating the Five Kingdoms and the lands beyond must be completed. It had been weeks since their resurrection and this was the first true indication he had a scheme in mind. Kama had directed the army unerringly thus far, but their conspicuous absence from the battle this day gnawed at her. Perhaps it was an opportunity for the commander to test himself, to prove himself worthy of his post. If he won the day, she would reward him. If he failed…

	She smiled grimly. If the commander failed, she’d make an example of him more spectacular than she’d done for Scherok. His successor would be compelled to excel or face her unmitigated wrath. Her preferred method of extracting obedience from those she deemed lesser involved copious amounts of fear and a deluge of blood.

	Near the rear of the room, footsteps echoed. She glanced over her shoulder to see Jannyn’s stocky figure lumbering toward them, a scowl plastered across his grizzled face. His breathing was heavy as he came to a stop near Alyra.

	“When will you have that damned relic complete?” he snarled at her.

	Alyra blinked, surprised at the vehemence in his tone. “I’ve been assigned—” 

	“Before this escalates further, allow me to reassign your tasks, Alyra.” Garin studied the pair from his position at the head of the room, an obsidian mirror in a twisted frame the backdrop to his starkly pale features. “I summoned you here at the master’s behest. He has determined it is time to make our next move.”

	“And I have yet to receive a gods-damned replacement for the stolen relic.” Jannyn narrowed his eyes, a dangerous light in their depths. “If I am to work at my full capacity, I must have one.”

	“Yes,” Garin agreed. “Our master has come to the same conclusion. Alyra, you are to cease your explorations of the sea caves immediately and pour your energy into crafting a suitable relic for Jannyn’s use.” He smiled grimly. “The master was not pleased with your lack of progress in the caves.”

	Without warning, Garin channeled his power. A wide, metal collar manifested itself to snap around Alyra’s delicate neck. She stumbled and fell to her knees while her hands fluttered uselessly against the device. Alyra gasped and began to sob while Garin ignored her to focus on the rest of the group.

	Dranamir eyed the collar with distaste. She recognized the device; it was a direct link to their master’s dark psyche, a means to control even his most powerful subordinates. Alyra had been involved in the manufacture of several such relics during her time as Enlightened, and it was likely she was now caged by her own creation. The first such relic had been designed for Ravin, though she’d never been afforded the joy of seeing it put to use. 

	“The master has given me access to three other such relics,” Garin informed them coldly. “Alyra’s failure is meant as an example to the rest of you. He will not abide excuses, nor will he tolerate insubordination.” He frowned imperiously at Alyra where she huddled on the tiled floor. “The collar will be removed once you’ve proven yourself worthy of our master’s legacy.”

	“At least I know I’ll have my fucking relic soon,” Jannyn growled. He eyed Alyra with the same measure of distaste he reserved for a refuse pile. 

	“That is my hope as well,” Garin replied. “You will have need of it. The master has ordered you and I to seek the Peace Talismans. He requires at least one, but if we can secure more, it will be a great boon to his schemes.” To Dranamir and Kama, he said, “The pair of you are to continue your work with the Murkor army. I’m afraid his orders drew you away at a critical time, and the army was forced to retreat.”

	Dranamir watched as Kama’s jaw clenched with sudden anger. “He demanded we attack Pine on this very date, then drew us away. No doubt the retreat was called due to heavy
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