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      The queen was not pleased. “And so you managed, in one go, to strand both my Life Mage and my general in the middle of nowhere?”

      “Not to mention her husband,” added Gerald.

      Revi bowed. “That was certainly not my intention, Majesty. All my calculations⁠—”

      “Your calculations proved useless!” shouted the queen. “These are real people’s lives you’re interfering with, Master Bloom, and now you may have crippled the realm’s defences by divesting us of two of our greatest resources!” Anna closed her eyes, taking a deep breath.

      Gerald watched her try to control her anger. She’d planned to travel to Weldwyn with King Alric, but events here were spiralling out of control. First came the threat of an attack on Stonecastle, then word the north may also be in danger. It was too much, and the stress was beginning to take its toll on her.

      Anna opened her eyes, her voice once more calm. “Have you a theory as to what went wrong?”

      “I do, Majesty, though I have no way of verifying it.”

      “Then let’s hear it.”

      “I suspect they were carried farther east along the ley lines. It’s the only explanation that makes sense.”

      “How much farther?”

      “That I cannot say, but the distance must be significant if Lady Aubrey cannot recall back to Wincaster.”

      Gerald glanced around the throne room. The queen liked to hold an open court once a week to hear the pleas of the common folk, but news of this calamity interrupted the event. She quickly dismissed those in attendance, save for her inner circle. He noted the Orc shaman watching from the side. “Master Kraloch, have you heard anything?”

      “I have, indeed, Marshal. Lady Aubrey contacted me using her magic. All three travellers are well, but the gate they came through collapsed, and her power is insufficient for the return journey.”

      “They’re a clever bunch. If I know them, they’ve already formulated a plan.”

      “They have,” said Kraloch. “I suggested they travel north to find a land called Reinwick. There is a tribe of Orcs nearby who can introduce them to the duke ruling there.”
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      Nevarus stood on the balcony, staring out over the vast lands of his estate as dozens of men and women toiled away in the lush gardens surrounding the Imperial Palace. The leaves had not yet begun to turn, but a chill in the air was a reminder the warmer days of summer had now passed.

      The sight gave him pause. Just how many people were employed thus? He knew the Palace grounds stretched for miles, but he’d visited very little. As Emperor of Halvaria, he bore a heavy responsibility that kept him too busy to concern himself with mundane matters. Still, the question of numbers nagged at him. He turned, looking around the room at the trio of servants standing ready should he need them.

      His gaze settled on the eldest one. “Janek, how many people work the fields here at the Palace?”

      “I have no idea, Eminence.”

      “You must have some inkling.”

      The old fellow looked up at the ceiling, thinking. “A few hundred, perhaps? More, if you include those who work inside.”

      “How long have you been with us?”

      Janek blinked. “Have I upset you, Eminence?”

      “No. I merely wonder how long you have served the Imperial House. I seem to remember your presence under my father’s rule, and here I am, decades later, and you’re still hobbling around the place.”

      “Forty-seven years, Eminence. Give or take a few days.”

      “And in all that time, you never stopped to wonder at the sheer scale of it all?”

      “I have little time for such frivolities, Eminence.”

      Nevarus laughed. “Careful now, Janek. You come close to insulting me.” All colour fled the old servant’s face. “Relax, man. It was said in jest. Your appointment to this court is still secure. After all, I need someone around here older than me, if only to remind myself of my own mortality.”

      “But you are a god amongst men, Eminence.”

      “As was my father, who, I will point out, died of old age. Descendants of gods we might be, but our time amongst mortal folk still has its limits.”

      He saw the blank look on the servant’s face and sighed. No one disagreed with the emperor, for he was a living god and could do no wrong. It did, however, make for a lack of discourse. Nevarus yearned for his youth when the scholars allowed him to debate topics of interest. These days, all he ever saw was obedience and acceptance. Just once, he’d like someone to disagree with his choices, to feel alive again!

      As he mulled over the possibility, the door opened.

      Janek’s gaze flicked to the newcomer. “The High Regent, Eminence.”

      Nevarus turned to his son and heir, twelve-year-old Karoulus, who’d spent less than a tenth of his years in his father’s presence. Each week, the boy would be paraded out, they would exchange pleasantries, and then he would be taken away to continue his education. It had been the same for Nevarus, and doubtless, the tradition would continue with his grandson when the time came.

      “I trust your studies are progressing well?”

      “Indeed, Father. I am told I possess a particular affinity for mathematics.”

      The emperor frowned. “That is not a skill you will need when the empire bows before you. I suggest you concentrate on more useful endeavours.”

      “Such as?”

      Nevarus ignored the boy’s question. “What else have you learned?”

      “Recent studies include the history of the cleansing.”

      “Ah. Now there’s a subject I am familiar with. What have they told you?”

      “It is an ongoing effort to weed out the most subversive elements of society. Great strides have been made in centuries past, so much so that today the Office of High Purifier is mostly ceremonial.”

      “I suppose that’s true to a certain extent, but only their constant vigilance keeps us safe. Tell me, what draws a purifier’s attention?”

      “Acts or behaviour contrary to the natural order.”

      “That being?”

      “Your rule, of course.”

      “No,” said the emperor. “I mean, what sort of acts? Give me some examples?”

      The youth’s mouth hung open as he fought for words, but then he swallowed. “I… I’m not sure.”

      “Do not be ashamed. You are still young and have much to learn.”

      “Then what acts are considered subversive?”

      “They are too numerous to warrant a full discussion, but three are considered the worst.”

      “And they are?”

      “Worshipping a false god, obedience to a foreign ruler, and criticizing the emperor or his policies. Hold those three at bay, and we keep dissent to a minimum.”

      “And that’s all there is to it?”

      Nevarus chuckled. “It has kept the peace for centuries.”

      “Yet are we not almost continuously at war.”

      “That is our heritage, but also our destiny.”

      “You’re talking about the great dream,” said Karoulus. “The inevitable result being us ruling over the entire Continent. Tell me, Father, will that occur in my lifetime?”

      “Even I don’t know the answer to that. Each generation, we expand our borders a little more, our enemies growing weaker as we grow stronger. There will come a day when our legions will pour across our eastern borders one final time, conquering what remains of the Petty Kingdoms.”

      “And what comes afterwards?”

      “Peace and tranquillity will stretch from sea to sea, allowing all to live out their lives as they should, in worshipful devotion to their God-Emperor.”

      “And what of those we defeat?” asked Karoulus.

      “Even you, with your limited education, should be able to work that out. What has happened in the past when we conquered a land?”

      “The truthseekers spread across the newly acquired area, locating areas of discontent.”

      “And then?”

      “The purifiers move in?”

      “Are you telling me or asking me?”

      A knock at the door saved Karoulus from having to provide an answer.

      “Who is it?” called out Nevarus.

      “The High Strategos, Eminence,” came the answer. “I am here to conduct you to your meeting with the High Council.”

      The emperor’s heart sank. It appeared his time with his son was to be cut short once again. He looked back at Karoulus. “Continue with your studies but mark my words. When next we meet, I shall expect you to be able to answer my questions in greater detail.”

      “Yes, Father.”

      “Janek. Escort him back to his quarters.”

      “Yes, Eminence.”

      Nevarus waited until they left before making his way to the door. A servant opened it at his approach, revealing the countenance of Exalor, the High Strategos. The emperor walked past him without a word, and the fellow fell in behind him, his footsteps echoing on the marble floor.

      

      “How long must we continue with this farce?” Kelson Shozarin sat back, smiling at the looks of disapproval the rest of the council sent his way. As High Sentinel, he was the most powerful Life Mage in the empire, but he didn’t need his magic to tell what the others were thinking. There were six seats on the High Council, seven if you included the emperor’s, yet the three lines had divided its membership into equal parts like everything else within the empire.

      “You should watch that tongue of yours,” warned Enelle. “Else, I might have to cut it out.”

      He merely laughed, which only fed her annoyance. She was the High Purifier and a Sartellian, but that didn’t give her the right to order other members of the High Council about.

      Footsteps grew closer, then everyone stood as the emperor entered the room. Behind him came the High Strategos himself, Exalor.

      His Eminence sat in his customary seat, gazing over those assembled, stopping at the only empty chair. “Where is the High Magister?”

      “In the north, Eminence,” said Kelson, looking at the remaining seat. “I’m told troubles on the border delayed his departure.”

      “What kind of troubles?”

      “Nothing you need worry about, Eminence.”

      “Yet bad enough that it requires my most powerful mage!”

      Kelson was at a loss for words even as his fellow council members turned to him expectantly.

      “Well?” snapped the emperor. “Have you an answer?”

      “My understanding is he’s inspecting the mages attached to the Seventh Legion, Eminence.”

      “And that would be where, exactly?”

      “On our northwest border.”

      “And what about that region requires the personal attention of one of my council?”

      “I can answer that,” offered Exalor. “We’ve had disturbing news of late concerning the lands west of us, beyond the Sullen Peaks.”

      “And by disturbing, you mean…”

      “I’m afraid there is no easy way to say this, Eminence. It has come to our attention the lands therein employ mercenaries who are not Human.”

      “Are you suggesting they employ the mountain folk?”

      “Worse—Orcs.”

      Enelle snorted. “Are you trying to tell us you’re afraid of greenskins, Your Grace?”

      Exalor shook his head. “We are not talking about a small, wandering tribe here, but a large, organized, and might I add, a well-armoured and equipped army.”

      “Surely you’re not suggesting they’re a threat to the strength of the empire?”

      “Not as long as we take them seriously, no.”

      The emperor steepled his fingers. “Fascinating. Have we any idea of their numbers? Is this a few companies or an entire legion’s worth?”

      “Nothing that the Seventh can’t deal with, given sufficient resources. It might, however, be in our best interest to reinforce the area.”

      “We shall do a good sight more than that. What legions are nearby?”

      “The Fifth is the closest, Eminence, but even that is almost a thousand miles away.”

      “Have we none in the central prefecture?”

      “We do,” said Exalor, “but it is currently employed in keeping the mountain folk at bay.”

      “Ah,” said the emperor. “The mountain folk. Is there no end to their interference?”

      “That region offers little danger to us, Eminence.”

      “Then why the need to maintain a legion in the vicinity?”

      “To prevent them from spreading lies about us,” replied Enelle. “Of course, if you wish, we could destroy their mountain stronghold. That would, no doubt, free up an abundance of men.”

      “That sounds like an excellent idea. See to it at once, Exalor, before they tie down any more of my warriors.”

      The High Strategos bowed. “Of course, Eminence.”

      “Good. Now tell me more about these savages?”

      “Do you mean the Orcs or the Dwarves?” asked Enelle.

      “Orcs, of course. Have we the location of their home?”

      “We do, Eminence. In a kingdom called Merceria, which we’ve been monitoring for some time now.”

      The emperor locked eyes with his High Scholar, Karliss Stormwind. “What can you tell me about the place?”

      “It is a relatively small realm,” the woman replied, “akin to those found in the Petty Kingdoms to the east. In some ways, they are more primitive, having only recently acquired the knowledge of fabricating heavy armour. Their army is roughly the size of a legion but is dispersed, making it difficult to mass in one place.”

      “Have we a plan to absorb them?”

      “Naturally,” said Exalor. “Your Eminence need only give the word, and we can make the final arrangements.”

      “What of our plans for the east?” asked Kelson. “Surely you’re not suggesting we abandon them?”

      “You forget your place,” said Exalor. “It is not your prerogative to question the God-Emperor’s decisions.”

      “It is not his decisions I question, it is yours. Clearly, you have something in mind, else you wouldn’t raise the subject, yet I see no indication of what this plan of yours might consist of.”

      “I suggest you confine your interests to the actions of your truthseekers and leave the strategy to others.”

      “Still,” said the emperor. “He makes a good point.”

      “I can assure Your Eminence we have a solid plan, but coordinating it will take some time.”

      “How long?”

      “Were you to give the order today, the legions could be crossing the border by the end of the month.”

      “Legions? How many are we talking about?”

      “Three, Eminence. It’s part of an overall strategy meant to overwhelm the Mercerian army, but as I said, it must be properly coordinated. If one moves too soon, it might upset the entire strategy.”

      “I would like to hear more of this plan,” said the emperor.

      “And I shall be delighted to inform you of the details, Eminence, but it would be best to use the map room if I am to explain it in detail.” Exalor glanced around the room. “There is also the matter of who should be privy to such information. We don’t want to burden the rest of the council with such matters; they have enough work keeping up with their own responsibilities.”

      The emperor nodded at his suggestion. “Set up the map room, and ensure the marshals provide the most up-to-date information. I expect a full report.”

      “Yes, Eminence.”

      “How long will it take you to gather what you need?”

      “I can have everything ready this very evening if you wish.”

      “Good. Then I shall see you after dinner.” The emperor rose, forcing the others to stand. “I look forward to hearing the details.”

      He strode from the room, and a collective sigh went up as the door closed.

      “It seems some of us have work to do,” said Exalor. “I suggest we reconvene tomorrow.”

      “I second that,” said Kelson. “All in favour?”

      The others in the room nodded.

      “Very well,” he continued. “The meeting is adjourned.”

      As the other High Council members exited, Exalor sat back while Kelson gathered his notes, but neither stood up.

      “That went well.”

      “Yes, it did,” said Exalor. “Though you didn’t need to be so surly.”

      “I couldn’t risk the emperor suspecting that we were working together. You did an excellent job of manipulating him, by the way. Been practicing, have we?”

      “I’m not fond of playing this game, but we understand what’s at risk. If that means playing along with an emperor who believes he’s in command, then so be it. You and I both know the real power behind the Gilded Throne.”

      “Speaking of which, are they all aware of this plan?”

      “Of course. You’re not suggesting I’d present it to that fool if they weren’t, are you? I’ve been planning this for months.”

      “Months? More like years. I remember you mentioning the idea at the emperor’s ascension, and that had to be eight years ago.”

      “Seven and a half, actually, but I concede the point. The issue of Merceria has been on my mind for some time, but events there took on a life of their own, and it looked like their internal squabbling would be sufficient to neutralize the threat.”

      “A war?”

      “An uprising, actually. We convinced one of their earls to make a play for the Crown. Ultimately, he failed, but it caused a lot of strife.”

      “Yet the Mercerians are still there.”

      “They are, but they were substantially weakened after that. It would’ve been the end of them had it not been for their pesky allies who aided in a second rebellion that put a young girl on the Throne, and she’s been there ever since.”

      “But that’s a good thing, surely?”

      “It is, and it isn’t,” said Exalor. “On the one hand, she divested the Crown of direct leadership of the army.”

      “And the bad news?”

      “She managed to cultivate an unexpectedly competent marshal to lead her army.”

      Kelson laughed. “Do you seriously expect me to believe one of those commoners rivals your knowledge of battle?”

      “It is not unheard of for the enemy to possess great military minds. To think otherwise is sheer folly.”

      “Yes, but he’s not a trained battle mage, is he? And look at your experience. Who could possibly rival that?”

      “Halvaria has not been without its losses.”

      “You’re talking about that trouble in Arnsfeld. You know that wasn’t your fault.”

      “I am the High Strategos. I should have known the Marshal of the North was organizing that expedition. He even convinced the emperor to send some of his personal companies. It should never have happened!”

      “You were busy in the south,” said Kelson.

      “Yes, suppressing yet more Orcs. I swear the southern continent is full of them.”

      “Surely that’s the southern marshal’s responsibility?”

      “In theory, yes, but I was lured into believing my expertise was needed. I suspect it was an elaborate ruse to draw my attention away from the north.”

      “Who would do such a thing?”

      “Who, indeed?”

      They stared at each other until Kelson pointed at his own chest. “Surely you don’t suspect me. What would I possibly gain by doing such a thing? I control the truthseekers, not the legions. If you want to discover who might be responsible, I suggest you look closer to home. If anyone would benefit, it would be one of your marshals. You must know all three plot to replace you. The only thing keeping them from doing so is their utter dislike for each other.”

      “Which makes it all the more unlikely that two of them would work together to distract me.”

      “Then tell me whom you suspect, and I’ll set my truthseekers on them. If anyone can get to the heart of the matter, it’s them.”

      “Come now,” said Exalor. “You and I both know there’s no such thing as a truthseeker. They confirm whatever you want them to. I may not be a Life Mage, but I understand how your Life Magic works. Did you forget I trained with you at the College of Mages?”

      “No. Of course not, but the offer still stands. Give me the names of those you want to be removed, and I’ll see to the rest.”

      The High Strategos sat back. “Thank you,” he said. “It’s nice to have someone I can trust on the High Council.”

      “Well,” said Kelson, “much as I’d like to stay and chat, you need to gather the reports from the marshals, then get back here before the meeting with the emperor tonight. As to the other matter, I promise to look into it. It shouldn't be too hard to uncover if someone is plotting to circumvent your orders.”

      “You should try not to be too obvious. We don’t want to scare them off.”

      “Oh? I should think that’s exactly what we want to do. Taking flight would confirm our suspicions, but I will honour your request. I promise.” He hesitated. “Anything else I can do to lend a hand?”

      “No. I believe you’ve done enough for today.”
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      Beverly stared at the broken stones. “I don’t suppose there’s any chance of repairing this archway?”

      “I’m afraid not,” replied Aubrey. “Even if we knew how to build a new one, I can’t empower it.”

      “And you’re certain you can’t contact the gate in Wincaster?”

      “Absolutely. Nor any other, unfortunately.”

      “What kind of distance are we talking about?”

      “Well, I’ve used recall to travel from Wincaster to Ironcliff, and that’s reckoned at close to five hundred miles.”

      “So, we must be at least that far east?”

      “I would think so,” said Aubrey, “but that’s only a starting point. We could be thousands of miles from where we started, but there’s no way to tell.”

      Aldwin, who’d been picking through the stones, stood, brushing dust off his shoulders. “At least we know we went east.”

      “What makes you so sure?”

      “The sun is in the same relative position.”

      Beverly smiled. “When did you start taking an interest in the sky?”

      “Ever since I found that skystone back in Bodden.”

      “How do you figure we didn’t travel west?”

      “I suppose that’s a possibility, but Weldwyn is said to be very open. You’ve been there; what do you think?”

      “I agree with your husband,” said Aubrey. “This does not look like any part of Weldwyn I’ve ever seen. What about the Clanholdings?”

      “They’re said to be quite bleak,” replied Beverly. “Any theories about how we ended up here, wherever here is? Could Revi have made a mistake?”

      “I reviewed his calculations. There were no errors I could spot.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “My guess would be we’re farther east along the same ley line we started on. As you are aware, nodes occur when the north-south ley lines intersect with the east-west ones.”

      “Yes. I remember Revi telling us that, but by his calculation, we should be about a hundred miles east of Stonecastle.”

      “And I suspect we would have, were the nodes not interfered with.”

      “Interfered with?” said Aldwin. “How?”

      “I’m not sure. Buried, perhaps? If the other nodes were like this one, there might be stone structures atop them. That may have somehow got in the way.”

      “Like plugging a spring and stopping the water?”

      “Exactly. Either that or someone went to a lot of trouble to purposely block them.”

      “Why would someone do that?”

      “We know the Elves destroyed many Saurian gates back home. Perhaps something similar happened here?”

      “Well,” said Beverly, “we can’t stand around all day debating how we got here. We should concentrate on finding a way home.”

      “Don’t look at me,” said Aldwin. “I’m a smith, not an explorer. Where would you suggest we begin?”

      “Let’s take stock of what we have,” said Beverly. “We’re all uninjured and have horses, so we’re off to a good start. Does anyone have any food?” She looked at her companions, but they both shook their heads.

      “How about coins?”

      “I have a few,” said Aldwin. “I was going to surprise you by taking you to the Queen’s Arms once we were done.” He dug through his purse. “Do you suppose they’d accept Mercerian coins here?”

      Aubrey laughed. “We don’t even know where here is. Not that it’s likely to matter. Gold is gold. It’s more about the coin's weight than whose picture adorns it. I have a few crowns, but I doubt they’d be enough to see us home.”

      “There’s a few in Lightning’s saddlebag,” added Beverly. “I would’ve brought more, but I never expected to be stranded in the middle of nowhere.” She looked around the area. What was left of the standing stones lay atop a small hill, giving them a nice view of the surrounding countryside.

      “No sign of civilization,” she said, “although the area looks quite lush, if those trees to the north are any indication. I doubt finding water will be a problem.”

      “What about food?” asked Aldwin.

      “I wouldn’t worry too much about that yet,” replied Aubrey. “I’ve spent a fair amount of time in the Whitewood. I’m confident I’ll find something to eat.”

      “Are you suggesting you can hunt?”

      “Only for nuts and berries, but it’ll be enough to sustain us in the short term. The more important question might be which direction do we travel.”

      “West, surely?” said Aldwin. “That’s the most likely way home.”

      “Is it, but that would take us closer to Halvaria.”

      “That was our intention in coming here, wasn’t it? To learn more about them?”

      “That was when we assumed we could manage a safe return. We could still have hundreds of miles to traverse. Do you really want to do that through potentially hostile lands?”

      “No. I suppose not. But if not west, then where?”

      “I suggest north,” said Beverly. “If we travel as far as the great sea there, we might be able to take a ship back to Merceria.”

      “Merceria has no northern coast.”

      “True,” said Aubrey, “but all we really need to do is get me within five hundred miles of one of our circles. The most likely candidate would be the one at Ironcliff.”

      “Sounds like a reasonable proposition,” said Aldwin. “We’ll head north until we find a road, which would, in theory, lead us to a city or town. Once we’re amongst civilized folk, we can get a better idea of where we are.”

      “Agreed,” said Aubrey. “Would you like to lead, Cousin?”

      “Shouldn’t you contact Kraloch first, and let everyone back home know what’s befallen us?”

      “Yes, I suppose I should. I’ll use my spell of spirit talk. You two keep an eye open. The last thing I need is a wild animal gnawing at my limbs while I’m casting a spell.”

      

      Aubrey closed her eyes, concentrating. She reached out with her magic, feeling it swell inside her, then the familiar ghostly image of Kraloch appeared before her.

      “Aubrey?” said the Orc shaman. “Why are you contacting me? Have you something to report?”

      “We are stranded,” she replied. “Revi’s spell took us farther than expected, and I cannot use my magic to recall to Wincaster.”

      “This is dire news. Is anyone injured?”

      “No. We are well, but the trip was meant to be a short one. Thus, we have little in the way of provisions.”

      “Where are you?”

      “That remains to be determined. I suspect we are east of our intended destination, likely along the same ley line, but I can’t be certain. We’ve decided to travel north in hopes of reaching the Great Northern Sea. You’ve mentioned we have allies there?”

      “Yes. A tribe called the Ashwalkers. They aided Shaluhk’s friends in a place called Reinwick. They will be able to take your plight to the duke if you can reach them. Does that help you?”

      “It gives us something to focus on, although I have no idea how far Reinwick would be from our present position. Aldwin says the sky is the same here, so we haven’t wandered too far south or north.”

      “What is the land like there? Is it warmer or colder than Merceria?”

      “About the same.”

      Kraloch nodded. “I would agree with your earlier assessment. Likely, you are merely farther east than intended. There is a good chance you may be in amongst the Petty Kingdoms, but bear in mind, we have no idea how large Halvaria is. You might just as well be in its eastern region.”

      “We’ll know more once we reach some sort of civilization. Are there Orcs in Halvaria?”

      “None that we are aware of. It is rumoured the empire took steps to eradicate our race, much as the Elves did long ago, but we have no proof of it. I shall reach out to other shamans to be on the lookout for you, but the Continent is vast, and the likelihood of them finding you is slim.”

      “Thank you,” said Aubrey. “I’ll contact you again when there’s something new to report.”

      “I shall inform the queen of your situation.” He paused a moment. “Be careful, Aubrey. The Continent is a dangerous place.”

      “We will be. I’ll talk to you again soon.” She let the magic expire, watching his image fade.

      Beverly drew closer. “Well? How did it go?”

      “About as well as expected. Kraloch mentioned a tribe called the Ashwalkers, who live in a place called Reinwick, which sits astride the Great Northern Sea. Are you familiar with it?”

      “Can’t say I am. Has it a port?”

      “I assume so. Kraloch thinks we could get help from the duke who rules there.”

      “It’s as good a place as any to start, but we’ll take it slow. There’s still the possibility we’re in Halvarian territory.”

      

      They mounted up, then headed down the hill towards the distant woods. The sounds of birds and insects greeted them once they were beneath its boughs.

      “It’s peaceful here,” said Aubrey.

      “Yes,” agreed Aldwin. “Reminds me of the Whitewood, but without all the birch trees. You don’t suppose there’s a Druid living here, do you?”

      “I shouldn’t think so. Our own experience would indicate magic is rare. You can’t just pick a spot in the middle of nowhere and expect to find one, particularly an Earth Mage.”

      “Speaking of mages,” said Beverly, “how’s that new magic school of yours coming along?”

      “It’s had its difficulties, but we’re finally making progress. Our initial batch of students have all cast their first spell and look forward to learning more.”

      “And what spell was that?”

      “The orb of light,” replied Aubrey, “which has the advantage of being a universal spell that any mage can learn.”

      “And what do they learn after that?”

      “That depends on the individual. We have two Earth Mages, so that’s easy enough with Albreda and Aldus Hearn to teach them. We also have Clara, under the tutelage of Kraloch, learning Life Magic.”

      “And the others?”

      Aubrey frowned. “That’s where things get a little difficult. Kurzak shows great promise as a Fire Mage, but we must rely on the Weldwyn mage, Osbourne Megantis, to train him.”

      “And why is that a problem?”

      “Kurzak is an Orc, and his mastery of our language isn’t strong. To add to the problem, Osbourne is… How can I put it?”

      “Rude?”

      “I would have said impatient, but I suppose it amounts to the same thing.”

      “What of Princess Edwina?”

      “Kraloch has been acting as a go-between with an Orc named Rotuk, a master of air. The exchange has been quite promising, but learning a spell over such a distance through others is proving difficult.”

      “And they’ll be able to carry on in your absence?”

      “I certainly hope so,” said Aubrey. “The intention was to create a place of learning that didn’t require the constant presence of any one of us. In any case, I’m just another Life Mage. Both Kraloch and Revi can take my place at the drop of a hat.”

      “Hah,” said Aldwin. “Somehow, I can’t see Master Revi enjoying taking on a new student.”

      “I might remind you I was once his apprentice.”

      “Yes, but you practically taught yourself, didn’t you?”

      “I read everything about magic I could find, but that’s a far cry from teaching myself. Revi did teach me my first spell.”

      “I remember,” added Beverly, “although it seems to me you outgrew his tutelage quickly.”

      “Well, we were separated by the war.”

      “And now you’re one of our most capable mages.”

      “I don’t think I would go that far.”

      “Kraloch clearly respects you,” said Aldwin. “You’re the only Human mage to be taught the spell of spirit talking, aren’t you?”

      “As far as I’m aware, yes.”

      “It’s strange, isn’t it?” said Beverly. “We grow up under someone who trains us, but then we’re equals, comrades even.”

      “You’re referring to Gerald?”

      “I am. He was like an uncle to me, yet now he’s one of my peers. It’s quite strange when you think about it.”

      “How do you imagine I feel?” said Aldwin, grinning. “I was raised as a smith. Now, here I am, hobnobbing with a couple of baronesses?”

      “You are technically a baron,” said Aubrey.

      “I’m not the Master of Bodden—that’s Beverly’s birthright.”

      “And you’re married to her. You should at least consider yourself a lord.”

      “I think baron suits him,” said Beverly. “Besides, who’s going to argue the point here? And for all we know, women might not be allowed to hold titles in these parts.”

      “I doubt I could act the part,” said Aldwin. “I’m not exactly dressed like a noble.”

      “Nonsense,” said Beverly. “You’ve spent enough time at court, and it’s not as if we won’t be there to watch your back.”

      “Assuming we are in the Petty Kingdoms, what do we know about that area?”

      “Not much,” replied Aubrey. “According to Kraloch, it’s a large collection of realms covering most of the Continent. Apparently, they vary in size considerably, but most are run by either a king or duke. I believe there may be a principality or two in there somewhere. He also said many alliances often work against each other, so we would do well to keep our political opinions to ourselves for the time being.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Nothing I can think of off the top of my head. Most of the information I have concerns Therengia, which lies to the east, far removed from the politics of the Petty Kingdoms.” She noted Aldwin’s look of confusion. “Kraloch often talks to Shaluhk, a shaman of the Red Hand, a tribe of Orcs that’s part of that realm.”

      “Oh yes,” said the smith. “I believe you’ve mentioned her before. Have you ever spoken to her yourself?”

      “A few times, but not as often as I’d like. We both have much knowledge to exchange, particularly regarding spells, but the academy has kept me busy. I’m surprised I even found time to come on this little expedition of yours.”

      “Not mine,” said Aldwin. “This was Beverly’s idea.”

      “Well,” added his wife, “it was actually Revi’s. I just volunteered to be the one to go through the gate first. Look on the bright side. At least we’re together. It could be worse—we could be stuck with Aldus Hearn?”

      “He’s not that bad,” replied Aubrey.

      “I exaggerate a little, but you must admit, the man is fond of telling his stories.”

      “So is Gerald.”

      “Yes, but Gerald’s are much more interesting.”

      “Very well. I’ll concede the point for now.”

      The woods grew darker as the thickening canopy of trees blocked the sun’s rays. They continued in silence, alert lest danger threaten. Beverly led, Lightning easily picking his way through the sparse underbrush. There was no sign of civilization here, no footprints to follow, or signs of abandoned houses, giving the place a feeling of tranquillity.

      Beverly halted, looking around, searching for something. “Do you hear it?” she called out.

      “Is that a stream?” asked Aldwin.

      “It is,” added Aubrey. “Off to the right.”

      Beverly led them through the trees towards the sound, the suddenly thick underbrush forcing them to dismount and proceed on foot until they arrived at a steady stream, gurgling as it meandered north.

      After a refreshing drink, they sat by the bank, letting their mounts rest. Aubrey found a blueberry bush with a few remaining berries, giving them something to quiet their empty stomachs.

      “How far do you think we’ve gone?” asked Aldwin.

      “Five miles?” offered Aubrey.

      “Close to six, I’d say,” added Beverly. “From here, I suggest we travel downstream. This likely drains into a larger river, and we might discover some boats on the water.”

      “Or possibly fish,” suggested Aldwin. “I don’t suppose either of you know how to coax them out of the water?”

      “I hate to dash your hopes,” said Aubrey, “but Beverly and I were raised as nobles. Fishing is more likely something you would have experience with.”

      “Don’t look at me. I spent all my time in the smithy. The only food I know how to eat is the stuff presented to me on a plate. What about your magic? Could that help?”

      “How? By healing the fish? I can’t imagine that helping much. How about Nature’s Fury?”

      Beverly laughed. “What am I supposed to do, rap them on the head and stun them? Now, if we had Kasri’s hammer, that would be an entirely different matter.”

      “Ah, yes,” said Aldwin. “Stormhammer, a most remarkable weapon. It can send bolts of lightning flying through the air. Very impressive.”

      “So is Nature’s Fury,” said Beverly, “and it’s even better. Do you know why?”

      “Because the power of the earth resides within it?”

      “No. Because you made it for me.”

      “Albreda empowered it, not me.”

      “Yes, but that wouldn’t have been possible had you not crafted it in the first place.” She unhooked it from her belt and held it up. Even here, in the shadow of the trees, it captured the light, reflecting it back tenfold. She smiled. “How many people can say the love of their life forged them a weapon?”

      Aldwin grinned. “I’d make you another if there were any skystone left, but I used the last of it for our wedding rings.”

      “I don’t need another weapon.” She stared into his grey eyes. “You know I’d give it all up to be with you.”

      He chuckled. “You already ARE with me, and I’d never ask you to give up anything. You are the Rose of Bodden, Beverly, General of the Army of Merceria, Queen’s Champion, and Knight Commander of the Knights of the Hound. Did I miss anything? Oh yes, the Baroness of Bodden.”

      “You forgot the most important honour of all, that of being your wife!” She leaned forward, their lips meeting as they came together.

      After a moment, Aubrey cleared her throat. “I hate to be the one to interrupt, but we really should move on before we lose the daylight.”

      They broke their embrace and climbed back on their horses, following the stream once more.

      “What about you, Aubrey?” asked Aldwin. “Are there any potential suitors in your near future?”

      “No,” said Aubrey. “Most definitely not. No offence, but the last thing I need is additional demands on my time. I intend to devote my life to improving my magic.”

      “Revi seems quite happy with Hayley in his life.”

      “Yes, and I might remind you, Master Revi sent us out here, into the middle of nowhere. I’m not saying he was distracted, but a little more study on his part would likely have served us well.”
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      The queen was not pleased. “And so you managed, in one go, to strand both my Life Mage and my general in the middle of nowhere?”

      “Not to mention her husband,” added Gerald.

      Revi bowed. “That was certainly not my intention, Majesty. All my calculations⁠—”

      “Your calculations proved useless!” shouted the queen. “These are real people’s lives you’re interfering with, Master Bloom, and now you may have crippled the realm’s defences by divesting us of two of our greatest resources!” Anna closed her eyes, taking a deep breath.

      Gerald watched her try to control her anger. She’d planned to travel to Weldwyn with King Alric, but events here were spiralling out of control. First came the threat of an attack on Stonecastle, then word the north may also be in danger. It was too much, and the stress was beginning to take its toll on her.

      Anna opened her eyes, her voice once more calm. “Have you a theory as to what went wrong?”

      “I do, Majesty, though I have no way of verifying it.”

      “Then let’s hear it.”

      “I suspect they were carried farther east along the ley lines. It’s the only explanation that makes sense.”

      “How much farther?”

      “That I cannot say, but the distance must be significant if Lady Aubrey cannot recall back to Wincaster.”

      Gerald glanced around the throne room. The queen liked to hold an open court once a week to hear the pleas of the common folk, but news of this calamity interrupted the event. She quickly dismissed those in attendance, save for her inner circle. He noted the Orc shaman watching from the side. “Master Kraloch, have you heard anything?”

      “I have, indeed, Marshal. Lady Aubrey contacted me using her magic. All three travellers are well, but the gate they came through collapsed, and her power is insufficient for the return journey.”

      “They’re a clever bunch. If I know them, they’ve already formulated a plan.”

      “They have,” said Kraloch. “I suggested they travel north to find a land called Reinwick. There is a tribe of Orcs nearby who can introduce them to the duke ruling there.”

      “And how far must they travel?” asked the queen.

      “I am afraid we do not know, Majesty. They are hoping to come across a village or town that can provide information regarding their whereabouts.”

      Anna glared back at Revi. “Is there any way to send them supplies, at least?”

      “I could try, Majesty, but if the gate collapsed, as Master Kraloch indicated, then there’s no guarantee they would arrive at the appropriate location. In any case, they’re likely long gone by now.”

      “Why was I not informed of this sooner?”

      “We weren’t expecting them to return for some time. I had no indication that anything had gone wrong until Aubrey contacted Kraloch. I tried to reestablish the gate, but it failed, which is not surprising, considering the other end collapsed.”

      “I’ve a good mind to send you through the gate and be rid of you, Master Revi, but that would place an undue strain on Master Kraloch.”

      “It would take more than Master Kraloch to replace me!” The words were said in haste, and the mage immediately realized his mistake. “My apologies, Majesty. I meant no offence.”

      “It is not me to whom you should apologize.”

      “Then I ask for Master Kraloch’s forgiveness.”

      “It is not necessary,” replied the Orc. “These are trying times, and the current situation has frayed the nerves of all.”

      “Yes,” agreed Gerald. “Now that we’ve finished hurling insults around and blaming others, perhaps we can work on finding a solution?”

      “There is none,” admitted Revi. “I’m afraid their return to Merceria is something only they can accomplish.”

      “Master Revi speaks the truth,” said Kraloch, “although I can at least keep in touch with Lady Aubrey.”

      “What of her lands?” asked Gerald. “I know Beverly has someone to look after Bodden, but who will manage Hawksburg while she’s trapped half a world away?”

      “Orcs of the Black Arrow have been assisting her in running the barony for years. Urgon is there, too, and I am sure he is more than capable of continuing on in her absence.”

      Anna nodded her agreement. “Much as I dislike the idea of my subjects being stranded in a foreign land, Kraloch is right. Other things are happening here that need our attention.” She turned to her marshal. “Where should we start?”

      “I suggest the first order of business be Stonecastle. Beverly was placed in command of the area, but with her gone, I’ll need to pick a replacement.”

      “Have you anyone in particular in mind?”

      “Yes. Herdwin. He’s already there and has a reasonably good relationship with Vard Khazad, plus the Mercerians there respect him.”

      “Has he anyone to assist in that capacity?”

      “Kasri,” replied Gerald, “but if the news from Ironcliff grows any more dire, she may wish to return home.”

      “Just how dire is it?” asked Revi.

      “It has yet to break out into full-scale conflict, if that’s what you’re asking, but it won’t be long before the Halvarians march through the gap.”

      “How much time do you think we have?” asked the queen.

      “It’s late in the year,” said Gerald. “I doubt they’d march in winter, but as soon as the spring thaw comes, I expect they’ll be on the move.”

      “Have we learned anything of their plans?”

      “No. Everything we’ve looked at so far has been simple speculation on our part. We know next to nothing about their organization or the composition of their armies.”

      “Armies?” said Revi. “You mean to say they have more than one?”

      “Most assuredly, unless you think their army is so large, they can assault Stonecastle and Ironcliff simultaneously?”

      “And we know for certain it is Halvaria in both locations?”

      “Herdwin and Kasri saw the enemy in the eastern passes in person, and Thalgrun’s scouts have kept a close eye on the army threatening Ironcliff.”

      “Are we sure they are determined to attack? Perhaps they fear an attack by the Dwarves?”

      “Anything is possible,” said Gerald, “but it matters little. We can’t simply sit here and ignore a large army that’s placed itself close to an ally.”

      “Then we must send help,” insisted Anna.

      “I’d love to, but there are complications. If Halvaria intends to attack Stonecastle, we should consider what would happen if they broke through.”

      “They would flood into Merceria.”

      “Precisely, but we need a better idea of their numbers. We can’t march men north if it leaves us unable to defend our home.”

      Kraloch took a step closer. “If I may? I might have a solution.”

      “Go on,” urged the queen.

      “Allow me to travel to the Whitewood. There, I shall seek out Albreda. With her magic, we can spy out the enemy at Stonecastle, perhaps even get an accurate account of their strength.”

      “Very well, Master Kraloch. Please leave as soon as you are able.”

      

      Kraloch stood in Wincaster’s magic circle, gathering his thoughts. The first part of the recall spell was easy enough, but he had to visualize the circle of stone within the Whitewood to reach his desired target. He smiled at the thought, for he and Aubrey were the only mages Albreda had allowed to commit the stone circles to memory. The image came swiftly, and he began the incantation, building his magic until a ring of light emerged from the circle, creating a blinding cylinder that obscured the walls. The smell of the forest engulfed him as the light dissipated, revealing the birch trees that gave the Whitewood its name, along with the ancient circle of stones.

      He took a deep breath as his eyes adjusted, enjoying his return to nature, taking delight in being away from the stale city air. When entering these woods, one waited for an escort, so he simply stood there admiring his surroundings. It didn’t take long before a large wolf emerged from the trees, his grey muzzle marking his advanced years.

      “Snarl,” said Kraloch. “It is good to see you again, my friend.” He bent over, scratching the old fellow’s chin. “I am here for Mistress Albreda. Will you take me to her?”

      After a good scratch, the wolf turned, leading him deeper into the trees along a twisting path. They emerged into a clearing where a pack of wolves lay strewn around an old hut, soaking up the sun as if they hadn’t a care in the world. His arrival caused them no more than a casual glance, and then he was knocking at the door.

      “Welcome, Kraloch,” came the Druid’s voice. “I’ve been expecting you for some time.”

      He entered to see her pouring tea into two cups.

      “I would have been here sooner,” said the Orc, “but Snarl is not as fast as he used to be.”

      “Yes. The poor dear is getting on in years.”

      “Shall I heal him?”

      “It will do no good, I’m afraid. A spell of healing will not halt the ravages of time.”

      Kraloch sat. “What is this place?”

      “My home. At least it was for many years. After Richard died, I returned here to find my inner peace.”

      “And did you?”

      “No. Of course not, but I have come to accept that loss is inevitable. The Gods know I’ve had more than my fair share of it.”

      “You speak of your parents?”

      “Yes. I lost my mother while still young, and later, Norland raiders killed my father. My search for his body led me to the Whitewood, though my first discovery of the place was farther to the east, close to the Wickfield Hills.”

      “And that is where you discovered your magic?”

      “It was, though it took a trip to Shrewesdale for me to truly appreciate it.” She picked up her cup, but the tea was still hot, so she set it back down again. “But you didn’t come all this way just to talk of my past.”

      “No. I did not. The queen needs your help.”

      “Why? What has happened?”

      “Have you heard about the trouble to the east?”

      “At Stonecastle? I thought that was well in hand.”

      “It is for the moment, but we fear they may be massing for an assault.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “There’s been sightings of additional warriors. I suggested we send you there to investigate further.”

      Albreda smiled. “You want me to use my ability to talk to animals to gather more information?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m curious as to why you didn’t ask Aldus Hearn. He is a Druid, much like I.”

      “True,” said Kraloch, “but he has a weaker connection to the animal kingdom, preferring the company of plants.”

      “With whom would I travel?”

      “They did not tell me, though I suspect the marshal wishes to see the area for himself.”

      “Beverly is there, isn’t she?”

      Kraloch looked away for a moment. “No longer, I am afraid. She stepped through a magic portal, along with her husband and Aubrey. They are now trapped in a foreign land and unable to return.”

      “What’s this?”

      “Master Bloom theorized we could use the ley lines to get behind the Halvarian army, but things went awry.”

      “Did Aubrey contact you?”

      “Yes, she did,” said Kraloch. “They are well and are exploring the area. Unfortunately, we can do little to help, so we are concentrating on other, equally pressing matters.”

      “Very well. I will return with you to Wincaster, but let’s finish this tea first, shall we? I’d hate to see it go to waste.” She picked up her cup once more. “There. That’s much better. It’s such a nice day today. Why don’t we move outside.”

      Kraloch lifted his own cup, and they stepped outside. “Is it my imagination,” he said, “or has your pack grown even larger?”

      “It is the gathering,” she replied. “I thought it would be nice to have all the packs together for once. Well, all those that inhabit the Whitewood. They are my family, and it also serves to encourage mating.”

      “We have wolves back home, but they usually don’t breed until the new year.”

      “As they do here, but in some ways, they’re much like us—they like to get to know their prospective mates. Is it not so in Orc society?”

      “It is,” replied Kraloch, “but my magical studies have kept me far too busy to enjoy such things.”

      “That is a very sensible approach. Had I followed that advice, it would have saved me a lot of grief.”

      “You speak of Lord Richard?”

      “I don’t regret our relationship, but his death was like a knife to my heart.”

      “Grief is a natural part of life.”

      “You’ve grown wise in your later years.”

      “I am a shaman. That is my stock in trade.”

      Albreda laughed. “You’ve picked up a lot more Human expressions of late, although I’m hesitant to say whether that’s a good thing.”

      

      Anna collapsed in a chair, and Storm padded over, placing his head on her lap. She stroked it absently, staring at the fire. “We have a problem,” she said.

      “Only one?” replied Gerald, looking up from a pile of papers he’d scattered all over the floor.

      She leaned forward. “What in the name of Saxnor are you doing?”

      “I’m looking over my notes.”

      “Don’t you have staff to handle all that?”

      “I do, but I still need to make decisions.”

      “And what has that to do with all those papers?”

      “These are reports. I have to make a few changes with Beverly temporarily out of command.”

      “What sort of changes?”

      “During the war, I had lots of people who could assume command of detachments. However, now I find myself coming up short. Beverly replaced Fitz, but if our army is to remain effective, I need more commanders or generals. I’m not sure which.”

      “What you really need is something between a commander and a general. Perhaps you need a new position? You could call it a commander-general?”

      “No,” said Gerald. “That’s too confusing. It makes it sound like they would outrank a general.”

      “The purpose of these people would be to command in battle, correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then how about a battle commander?”

      “That’s not bad.”

      “Actually, I‘ve got an even better name. Do you remember the campaign against the Earl of Eastwood?”

      “Of course. I may be old, but I haven’t completely lost my memory. Why? What is it you’re getting at?”

      “Fitz created a name for how to break the army up.”

      “Yes. Brigades. We used the same idea when we liberated Weldwyn.”

      “Correct,” said Anna. “So, what if we made them brigade commanders? You could make it an appointment rather than a rank.”

      “I like that. That also lets me appoint people without worrying about seniority or title.”

      Anna laughed. “When have you ever worried about any of that?”

      “If you must know, ever since I became the Duke of Wincaster. People have such high expectations. Why couldn’t you have just left me as marshal?”

      “Because I chose you as my father, and it’s only fitting you have a title.”

      “I’m a commoner.”

      “Not anymore, you’re not.” She paused to look at him. “Does it really bother you that much?”

      “No. Sorry. It’s just that I have a lot on my mind lately.”

      “You mean our troubles with Halvaria, or something a little closer to home?” There was no mistaking his blush. “It’s Jane, isn’t it? You want to marry her.”

      “Would that be so bad?”

      “No. Of course not. Have you spoken to her about it?”

      “I haven’t proposed, if that’s what you mean. I suppose I felt too much guilt.”

      “Because you lost your first wife?”

      He nodded, too upset to speak.

      Anna pushed aside Storm’s head and rose from her seat. She moved closer, crouching down and hugging Gerald. “It’s all right to feel sad. She was a big part of your life.”

      “Look at me,” he replied. “Blathering like a child.”

      “Jane loves you, you know. And if you examine it from a certain point of view, you’re already married. You’ve certainly spent enough time in each other’s company.”

      “That we have.”

      “Well, whatever you decide, you have my full support.”

      “But we can’t just live together. It’s not right.”

      “Not right? If I followed that advice, I never would have become queen. It wasn’t right that gave me the Throne, nor was it what made you my marshal, not to mention my closest friend. If you had done what was right all those years ago, you’d still be trimming the maze back in Uxley. Instead, you’re here in the Palace with a new family and a grandchild. We might not be blood relatives, but we love you just the same.”

      Gerald stood, stretching his back. “Thank you. I needed to hear that.”

      “Good. Now, where are we concerning these new… What did we decide to call them?”

      “Brigade commanders,” replied Gerald. “And don’t try playing games with me; you have a perfect memory.”

      “So I do, though I sometimes wonder if that’s a curse rather than a blessing.” She smiled at the grin that broke out on his face. “Who do you have in mind?”

      “My first thought was Sir Heward. Sorry, I should say Lord Heward, but he’s still at the Norland court.”

      “What about Hayley?”

      “She’d be a good candidate, but her duties as High Ranger keep her busy. Lord Lanaka is a fine commander of horse, but he’s training up our replacement cavalry.”

      “Lord Preston?”

      “He’d be a fine choice,” replied Gerald. “Anyone else come to mind?”

      “As a brigade commander?”

      Gerald snapped his fingers. “Of course. Tog. I can appoint him and give him command of our coastal region. That would provide him with authority to pull troops from Colbridge if needed. What about Alric?”

      “I’m afraid he’s far too busy with his duties as King of Weldwyn. How about Carlson?”

      “Too inexperienced. He’s only just been made commander. Have we any news of Arnim?”

      “I’m afraid not. Hayley has people looking into it, but he and Nikki appear to have vanished. I hope nothing has happened to them.”

      “Knowing them, they’re probably deep behind Halvarian lines, spying out the enemy.”

      “Let’s hope so. Where does that leave us in terms of appointments?”

      “I’ve got Herdwin taking over command of our troops in Stonecastle, Tog will look after our efforts along the coast, and Preston to oversee the rest of Merceria. That allows me to concentrate on overall strategy.”

      “It seems you have things well in hand.”

      “Perhaps, but it wouldn’t hurt to encourage more people in terms of leadership. Saxnor knows it served us well in the Norland campaign, and when it comes time to fight Halvaria, we’ll need every advantage we can get.”
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      Exalor settled into his seat, waiting for the emperor to join him in the map room. Inlaid into the floor in front of him sat a mosaic depicting nearly the entire Continent, or at least it purported to. The lands adjacent to the empire had been updated over the years, but the farther east you go, the more inaccuracies inevitably crept in. Around this depiction were chairs for each High Council member, although he was the only one present today.

      His gaze wandered over to the small, coloured blocks littering the floor, placed there using the information provided by his marshals to reflect the current location of their legions.

      He looked up as the door opened, admitting the emperor. Exalor stood, bowing deeply. “Your Eminence. I took the liberty of laying out what we know of the enemy dispositions.”

      Nevarus wandered over to the depiction of the Sullen Peaks. “Is this what they call ‘the gap’?”

      “It is. You’ll notice it sits just west of Wyburn.”

      “And these grey blocks? Do they represent Orcs?”

      “No, Eminence. Those are the Dwarves, who’ve holed up in a place called Ironcliff. We estimate their numbers to be somewhere in the vicinity of eight hundred, but an exact count has proved elusive.”

      “Why is that?”

      “The bulk of their army sits within their mountain fortress, and while our scouts are good at what they do, they can’t masquerade as Dwarves.”

      “Nor would I expect them to. Tell me, have you a plan for prying them out of their hole?”

      “We have, Eminence. The Seventh Legion has been reorganized to include additional footmen, and we’ve gone to the trouble of building some siege engines. In addition, several Earth Mages will assist.”

      “And the Seventh is otherwise at full strength?”

      “It’s slightly over strength at twenty-seven hundred men. We felt it was a prudent precaution, considering what they’re up against. If you recall, the last time we encountered the Dwarves, it cost us dearly.”

      “Ah yes, in the east. What was the name of that place again?”

      “Dun-Galdrim, though that was what they called it.”

      “I recall my father speaking of it. How long did it take us to eradicate them?”

      “Two years, Eminence, though admittedly, we knew little of their defensive works before the assault. In the fifty years since, we’ve learned much from the remains of their civilization.”

      “Such as?”

      “Their use of traps and false tunnels effectively delayed our progress. Their tactics also lured us deeper into the mountain, where they crawled through secret tunnels to get behind us. We won’t make that mistake again.”

      The emperor wandered farther west. “I note you’ve made some recent changes to the map. I don’t recall seeing all these towns before.”

      “It’s called Norland—not the most original of names. Our scouts have been observing them for some years now in preparation for this campaign.”

      “And this Norland, I assume it’s a kingdom?”

      “It is.”

      “And how many warriors does it possess?”

      “Not many. It has a relatively new queen who’s been unable to unite the earls.”

      “Ah. I assume there is some discord?”

      “There is. Some years back, they went to war with Merceria and came out on the losing side.”

      “So they’re weak?”

      “Very. And their few remaining warriors are scattered over a large expanse. We don’t anticipate them being a problem, but we must first force the gap. I won’t lie to you, Eminence. The assault on Ironcliff may carry a high cost.”

      “Yet I sense you have a contingency plan.”

      Exalor smiled. “Indeed, I have, Eminence. The attack on the mountain folk is but one part of three.” He picked up a staff from beside his seat and made his way to his emperor. “Here lies another stronghold,” he said, pointing. “A place called Stonecastle.”

      “Another Dwarven stronghold?”

      The High Strategos nodded. “There is a legion in the area, ready to commence the assault when we deem it prudent. They will force their way through the mountain passes and flood into Merceria.”

      “I’ll admit I’m not a strategist,” said the emperor, “but it seems to me there are several points at which the enemy could stall us.”

      “You are correct, Eminence, but that is all part of my master plan. We intend to draw the bulk of their army eastward to counter the threat. Now, this is where timing becomes important. While we tie
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