
  
    [image: War Of The Crown]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            And so it begins…

          

        

      

    

    
      Tyrell Caracticus grimaced. It was not as if his students were simpletons, but sometimes they gave answers that just boggled the mind.

      "No, no, no," he said. "The founder of the Dome, or rather of the Grand Edifice of the Arcane Wizards Council, to use its proper name, was not the High Mage Weldwyn. How could it be? He died in the very war that founded our realm."

      "Was it King Loran?" offered Ekthyn Ramark.

      "He provided the funds, of course, but would you honestly expect a king to know how to construct a building like this? Think, people. Use those brains that nature has blessed you with."

      He looked around at the students but saw nothing except blank expressions staring back at him. Then the door opened, revealing a senior apprentice.

      "Arcanus," the man said. "The magic circle has activated."

      "Oh? How interesting. Are we expecting anybody?"

      "No, sir."

      It took only a moment for Tyrell to realize the implications. "It must be one of the Mercerian mages, coming for a visit. I'd best get down there before they appear."

      "And your students, Arcanus?"

      The mage turned to see their looks of wonder. "It appears we're all going down to welcome a foreign mage. Come along, students, and you'll see a true master of magic at work."

      He led them outside the chamber and then up a flight of stairs to the casting circle. Ekthyn ran ahead, opening the door just in time to witness a cylinder of light flare up, blinding the vision of all who peered within.

      The light dimmed, leaving a solitary figure standing unsteadily at its centre. Tyrell recognized Aegryth Malthunen, but she collapsed to the floor before he could get a word in.

      "Aegryth?" he cried out in alarm as he rushed forward to investigate, only to spot fresh blood streaming from her eyes and ears. "My goodness, what's happened?"
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          SUMMER 965 MC* (MECERIAN CALENDAR)

        

      

    

    
      Tyrell Caracticus grimaced. It was not as if his students were simpletons, but sometimes they gave answers that just boggled the mind.

      "No, no, no," he said. "The founder of the Dome, or rather of the Grand Edifice of the Arcane Wizards Council, to use its proper name, was not the High Mage Weldwyn. How could it be? He died in the very war that founded our realm."

      "Was it King Loran?" offered Ekthyn Ramark.

      "He provided the funds, of course, but would you honestly expect a king to know how to construct a building like this? Think, people. Use those brains that nature has blessed you with."

      He looked around at the students but saw nothing except blank expressions staring back at him. Then the door opened, revealing a senior apprentice.

      "Arcanus," the man said. "The magic circle has activated."

      "Oh? How interesting. Are we expecting anybody?"

      "No, sir."

      It took only a moment for Tyrell to realize the implications. "It must be one of the Mercerian mages, coming for a visit. I'd best get up there before they appear."

      "And your students, Arcanus?"

      The mage turned to see their looks of wonder. "It appears we're all going down to welcome a foreign mage. Come along, students, and you'll see a true master of magic at work."

      He led them outside the chamber and then up a flight of stairs to the casting circle. Ekthyn ran ahead, opening the door just in time to witness a cylinder of light flare up, blinding the vision of all who peered within.

      The light dimmed, leaving a solitary figure standing unsteadily at its centre. Tyrell recognized Aegryth Malthunen, but she collapsed to the floor before he could get a word in.

      "Aegryth?" he cried out in alarm as he rushed forward to investigate, only to spot fresh blood streaming from her eyes and ears. "My goodness, what's happened?"

      "Shall I fetch a healer?" asked Ekthyn.

      "We have no Life Mage. Arcanus Roxanne is with King Leofric." He looked down at his injured comrade, a thought coming to him. "You were with the king," he said.

      A low moan escaped her lips. Bending over, he tried to make out her words to no avail. Then, suddenly, the runes began glowing again, signifying that yet another mage was attempting to use it.

      "Come," he called out. "We must move her." He directed his students to assist, lifting Aegryth and carrying her outside the circle. They had just crossed the outer ring when another cylinder of light shot up to the ceiling, forcing everyone to avert their gaze.

      It soon dissipated, and Tyrell allowed his eyes to re-adjust to the ambient light. Another person lay in the middle of the circle, this time face down. He ran across the room, hoping against all hope it wasn't what he feared, but when he saw blood pooling on the floor, he knew it was too late. Grasping the figure's shoulder, he turned the body over, revealing the blood-soaked countenance of Roxanne Fortuna, Weldwyn's only Life Mage.

      He stared at her, not quite believing his eyes. Then, slowly, he became aware of someone beside him, and when he looked up, Ekthyn was staring down at him.

      "What happened?" she asked, her face pale.

      "She's dead," he replied. "Killed by the very power that brought her here."

      "I don't understand."

      "Perhaps you'd have a better understanding if you actually read your books," he snapped. Tears came to the young woman's eyes, and he immediately felt ashamed at his outburst. "Sorry," he added. "This is not an easy thing to witness." He stood facing the other students. "Arcanus Roxanne was an experienced mage, but even she had her limits. As you know, magic is powered by the energy found within each of us. When that energy is consumed, magic can eat away at our very flesh. Such was the fate of Mistress Roxanne." He gazed back at the body. "She must have been in a far, distant place. Either that or her energy had already been spent."

      "And Lady Aegryth?" asked Ekthyn.

      "Likely came from the same location." He failed to mention they'd been with the king, for now was not the time to foment unease amongst his students.

      "Fetch Osbourne Megantis," he ordered, "and Gretchen Harwell, if she is about. Tell them to meet me in the library."

      "What of Mistress Aegryth?"

      "Take her to her quarters, and send a message to Queen Igraine—" He caught himself. "Never mind, I'll do it myself. Now, hurry. There's much to be done, and I can't waste any more time with you lot." They scurried off, leaving Tyrell with his thoughts.

      The mages of Weldwyn prided themselves on their mastery of the arcane arts, yet one of their number was dead, and another's recovery in doubt. This was a loss of monumental proportions. Their deaths signified more than a lost comrade, for each was the sole master of their school of magic. Without Roxanne, there could be no further training of Life Mages, and Aegryth's knowledge of the magic of the earth was singular.

      He briefly thought of their counterparts in Merceria. Would they help rebuild the mages of Weldwyn by taking over the education of their students? Somehow he doubted they would have the time.

      The door opened, admitting Osbourne Megantis. The Fire Mage was in a typically foul mood, ready for an argument at any moment, but the sight of two prone mages evidently caused him to set such behaviour aside.

      "Tyrell, what is going on here?"

      "They both recalled to our circle."

      Osbourne examined the Earth Mage, carefully prying open her eyelid. "Aegryth lives, but I fear she'll need time to recover." He glanced at the still form of the Life Mage. "Roxanne?"

      Tyrell shook his head. "I'm sorry, she didn't make it."

      "By the Gods," said Osbourne. "Do you know what this means?"

      "I'm fully aware of the implications. There's no way in the Four Kingdoms that either of these mages would abandon their king. I'm afraid it can only lead to one conclusion—Leofric is dead."

      

      Queen Igraine of Weldwyn waited as the Grand Mage made his entrance. He walked right up to her but then halted, his shuffling feet revealing his nervousness.

      "If you have something to say, Arcanus, I suggest you say it."

      "It pains me to be the bearer of sad tidings, Majesty," said Tyrell Caracticus. "It appears King Leofric is dead."

      The queen paled. "What do you mean 'appears'?"

      "I just came from the Dome, where only a short time ago, Aegryth Malthunen, our Earth Mage, recalled from gods know where. She was immediately followed by Roxanne Fortuna, but I'm sorry to inform you that the Life Mage is dead, consumed by the effort."

      Incapable of responding, Igraine stared back, her mind, as yet, unable to articulate her feelings.

      "Where is Aegryth?" she said at last. "I need confirmation of the king's death."

      "She is resting at present, my queen, but due to the injuries sustained during the casting, she is incapable of speaking."

      "Then we must find her a healer."

      "We have none, Majesty. Lady Roxanne was the last master of such magic."

      "Then find someone who deals in more… traditional medicine. We need to know what happened to Aegryth. The fate of the kingdom depends on it."

      "You may rest assured we will do all we can."

      "I shall count on it. Send word immediately if there's any improvement in Arcanus Aegryth."

      "Yes, Majesty." Tyrell Caracticus bowed solemnly, then backed from the room.

      Igraine turned to one of her ladies-in-waiting. "Inform my son, Alstan, he is needed here this instant."

      The woman curtsied. "Yes, Your Majesty."

      The queen looked around, but everyone avoided her gaze. She suddenly felt incredibly alone—a coldness gripping her heart. Could Leofric truly be dead? She mentally shook herself, for it was no easy task for someone to make such a claim in her presence. Such a thing would not have been done without a careful examination of the facts. The truth of the matter was the mages Aegryth and Roxanne had both accompanied the Royal Army when it set off to help the Mercerians in their Norland campaign. It was difficult to imagine a scenario where either might return without him, let alone both.

      The door opened, admitting Prince Alstan. He was the spitting image of Leofric, and the sight of him only served to deepen the sense of loss felt by the queen.

      "Is something wrong, Mother?"

      "It is your father. I fear he has met an untimely end."

      Alstan's eyes widened. "Are you sure?"

      "As sure as we can be. The two mages who accompanied the army have returned. One is dead and the other too weak to speak at present." She watched as the full import of the words dawned on her son.

      "The army…"

      "Is likely destroyed. Why else would the mages abandon it?"

      "But surely their duty would be to bring back his body?"

      "Indeed," said the queen, "but, as of yet, we have no idea of what transpired. It may well be that such an act was deemed impossible, for whatever reason."

      "If that's true, the entire Norland campaign would be in jeopardy. We must get word to our allies."

      "I considered that, but until we know for certain, such a message might only sow confusion. My hope is Aegryth recovers, and then we can learn the truth of what has occurred."

      "We should at least send riders to Merceria."

      "No," insisted Igraine. "Until we have confirmation, we shall wait. I shouldn't like to spread false rumours."

      "But they could be in danger!"

      "Do you not think I know that?" she snapped. "Your father would want us to think dispassionately, and losing those men makes us vulnerable. If word gets back to the Clans, they'll be across the border in a thrice."

      "I hardly expect they're in any position to do so," said Alstan. "We gave them a good thrashing the last time they attempted an invasion, and we still have their High King rotting in our dungeons."

      "Do not underestimate the Clans," she warned. "They are a treacherous people, ready to seize any opportunity to destroy us."

      "What of the Crown?"

      "I shall rule in your father's stead until we have confirmation of his death. In the meantime, we must make arrangements for your own coronation, should it prove necessary."

      "And the army?"

      "You must raise the militia with all haste. Only by projecting the image of strength can we keep our enemies at bay."

      "Surely," said Alstan, "they knew Father had gone north?"

      "Yes, but any thoughts of invasion would have been tempered by the belief he could return at any moment at the head of a massive army. With that hope now dashed, they'll see it as a golden opportunity to finish what they started four years ago."

      "I still say we owe it to Merceria to tell them what has happened."

      "And we shall," said the queen, "but sending word now would only cause havoc. Once we learn the true story of what transpired, we'll send Gretchen Harwell. She is quite capable of using her magic to travel to Wincaster. A day or two's delay won't make much of a difference to our allies, but it will, hopefully, provide us with information that could prove invaluable to them."

      "And what of Alric?"

      "What of him? He's in Wincaster, is he not?"

      "No, Mother, he is with the Mercerian army in Norland."

      The queen's countenance turned frosty. "Why wasn't I informed?"

      "It's not my place to be my brother's keeper. He is prince consort to a queen. You can hardly expect him to do your bidding."

      "Is that what you assume? That I try to control him?"

      "These are trying times, and I know you only want what's best for Alric, but you must give him the freedom to make his own choices."

      "I worry about him," said the queen. "And now that your father is no longer amongst us, I feel lost."

      "I'm still here, Mother."

      She reached out to take his hand. "I know you are, Alstan. I know. Where are your sisters?"

      "Edwina is at her lessons."

      "And Althea?"

      "In the stables, I would expect. We can't seem to pry her out of that place of late."

      The queen chuckled. "She shares her father's fascination with horses."

      "She's quite an accomplished rider," added Alstan. "I recall you were no slouch in that area yourself."

      "That was long ago before your sisters were born."

      They sat in silence awhile, the rest of the court continuing to keep a respectful distance. Alstan reached out, placing his hand on that of the queen.

      "We will get through this, Mother. I promise you."

      

      Tyrell Caracticus looked at Ekthyn. "Are you sure you can do this?"

      "Yes," the young woman replied. "That is to say, I believe I can. I've never actually cast the spell before."

      The Grand Mage managed to avoid a grimace. New students were notoriously shy when it came to casting spells, and now he was asking Ekthyn to cast one she had never before attempted. No wonder she was nervous.

      "Take your time," he soothed, "and remember to breathe." She glanced down at the book and commenced reading the words of power.

      "Remember," he continued, "you must use your mind to imagine what it is that you're healing."

      "But nothing's happening!"

      "Concentrate, and put everything else out of your mind. Some mages find it beneficial to wave their hands around. It acts to keep their minds focused."

      She tried again, and this time Tyrell felt the buzz of magical energy as if a swarm of bees had entered the room.

      "Good, good," he said. "Now, keep it going."

      The power began to build, and then the student's hands lit up with a pale white light. Her eyes went wild as she witnessed the transformation.

      "Now, put your hands onto Mistress Aegryth before the spell dissipates."

      As she placed her hands onto the unconscious Earth Mage, the light flowed into the woman's body. Aegryth's eyes opened.

      "Where am I?" she croaked out.

      "You're back in Summersgate," said Tyrell, "at the Dome."

      The Earth Mage sat up but was obviously still weak. "The Dome? Oh yes, I remember now."

      "What happened, Aegryth? You appeared unexpectedly."

      "Roxanne!" the Earth Mage called out.

      "She arrived shortly after you, but, unfortunately, the spell of recall proved too much for her, and she perished."

      "We were attacked by an army of ghosts. The king is dead. We tried to save him, but there were just too many of them. Our only hope of escape was to use recall, but we had to cast in a hurry."

      "Why did you each cast recall?" asked Tyrell. "Could you and Roxanne not have travelled using the same spell?"

      "We were separated during the battle. It was terrible, so much death and destruction."

      "Who led this army?"

      "I don't know. We saw robed figures amongst their ranks, but from where I stood, I could see little of their leader."

      "Was there no defence against them?"

      "We inflicted casualties," said Aegryth, "but for every spirit that fell, two more were ready to take their place. They overwhelmed us."

      "Overwhelmed? That was the largest army Weldwyn has ever assembled? How could it possibly be overwhelmed?"

      "You don't understand," she pleaded. "They're creatures of the spirit world. They never tire, and each Weldwyn warrior that falls adds to their numbers."

      Tyrell paled. "How do we fight such creatures?"

      "If there's a way to do it, it's beyond me."

      "And you are sure the king is dead?"

      "I saw him fall with my own eyes," she sobbed out. "He led a group of horsemen directly into the enemy ranks before he was cut down, along with every single one of his companions."

      Tyrell sat in silence, contemplating what he had learned. He had no doubt Aegryth's recollection was sound, but it promised far worse to come, for the men of Weldwyn would now be added to the ranks of this army of ghosts. How do you fight an army that never tires? That absorbs the dead as new warriors? The prospect was frightening, and even the thought of it terrified him.

      He'd spent a lifetime dedicated to the study of magic, but that study had, admittedly, led to a soft life behind the hallowed walls of the Dome. Some said he was the most powerful spellcaster in the kingdom, but now he struggled to see how his skills might be used to help defend that which he held so dear.

      "We must get word to the Mercerians," said Aegryth. "I can use the spell of recall; I've been to Wincaster before."

      "No. You are still recovering from your encounter. Mistress Harwell has made the trip before, so I shall send her in your stead. Can you tell us where you met this foe?"

      "We were far to the north, near a place called Hakenell."

      "The name means nothing to me, but I will pass it along. Now, you need to rest. Your body requires time to recover."

      "I cannot, Tyrell. The danger to our kingdom is too great."

      "Precisely why you SHOULD. At the moment, you couldn't resist the efforts of a flea, let alone an army of spirits. The time for fighting will come, but until then, you must recover your strength." He left her, stepping outside to find Gretchen Harwell waiting for him.

      "You were looking for me, Tyrell?"

      "I was," he replied. "Doubtless, you've heard what occurred?"

      "I have."

      "We need you to get word to our allies in Wincaster."

      "And if the Queen of Merceria is not in the capital?"

      "Then take whatever steps necessary to find her. Travel into Norland if you must, but take care. The enemy is powerful, and we can't afford to lose another mage. We have few enough as it is."

      "When do I leave?" she asked.

      "Soon, but first I must report to the queen, and she may wish for you to carry a message. I shall seek you out when I return. Until then, you should rest and conserve your strength."

      "Anything else?"

      "Yes. If you feel so inclined, pray to Malin for wisdom. It may be the only thing that can save us."
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      Lochlan gazed around the room. The chieftains of the Twelve Clans sat at the table, all except for his father, Dathen. Instead, his seat was occupied by Brida, the next in line according to Clan tradition.

      Dathen had been proclaimed High King over five years ago, but with him rotting away in a Weldwyn dungeon, the Clans had slipped back into their constant state of bickering. Lochlan wondered if the Clans could ever be truly united. It had been a dream, of course, and for generations, tales were told about how one ruler would bring them all together. Everyone thought Dathen was the one to lead them, but then disaster had struck, and with his defeat came imprisonment.

      In the wake of that defeat, Weldwyn had dictated the terms: never again would an army of the Clans assemble within one hundred miles of the border. And so they fell amongst themselves, eager to advance their own causes at the expense of their fellow Clansmen.

      It had always been thus, and Lochlan, despite his seventeen years of age, knew nothing could change that. The Clans were, quite literally, their own worst enemy.

      The conversations died down as Brida stood. "It's been four years since we were defeated at the hands of Weldwyn." Everybody grumbled, but Lochlan detected no true passion.

      "In that time," his sister continued, "we have fallen to fighting amongst ourselves once more. As High Queen, I cannot let this continue."

      "What gives you the right to call yourself High Queen?" called out Warnoch. "Your father was given that title, not you."

      "And I sit in his name, or did you forget he still lives?"

      "Does he?" yelled Rurik. "We have no proof of that. For all we know, he died in the dungeons of Summersgate."

      "He speaks the truth," added Warnoch. "The Clan chiefs cannot sit around pining for the days of glory. Instead, we must get on with our lives."

      "By warring amongst ourselves?" Brida's voice was high now, a sure sign she was frustrated. "We need to learn to live together in peace."

      "Fine by me," said Warnoch. "Just tell Rurik and his people to stay off our lands."

      "Those are not your lands," warned Rurik. "They've belonged to us for generations!"

      The room erupted into arguments, and Lochlan closed his eyes, trying to will it away. He wished his father were here, for he knew how to control the Clan chiefs. Brida, on the other hand, had no such skill. Her relatively young age also added to the problem, for the Clan chiefs were, by and large, an aged group.

      He decided he'd had enough. Being only an observer, no one would likely note his absence, so he left the room, letting the raised voices fall into the background as he made his way out of the great hall.

      The fresh air brought a welcome respite from the cloying interior of the building. Lochlan looked around, seeing villagers at work, oblivious to the arguments that raged only a few dozen paces away. Part of him wished he were a commoner, for, in his mind, the simple life of a farmer had a certain appeal.

      So entranced was he by his musings that he almost missed the arrival of a stranger. Whoever it was was tall and lithe, wearing a hooded cloak that hid their features, but there was no denying the bearing with which they carried themselves. This person was clearly born to a noble house.

      "Greetings," said Lochlan, "and welcome to Dungannon."

      The stranger bowed, answering in a husky voice, "Thank you. I come seeking Brida of the Twelve Clans. Is she here?"

      "My sister? Yes, she is within the hall, but I'm afraid she's occupied. Is there something I can help you with?"

      "Sister, you say? How curious. I would deem it a great honour if you would introduce me. My name is Lysandil, and I travelled a long distance to speak with her."

      "As I said, she's rather busy at the moment. The Clan chiefs have gathered."

      "All the more reason to hasten my introduction."

      "Where did you say you were from?"

      "I didn't, but it matters little. They will all want to hear what I have to say."

      Lochlan shook his head. "I'll take you in, but I warn you, they're just as likely to tear your head off as listen to you."

      "I am more than willing to take that chance."

      "Fine. Follow me, Lord Lysandil, and I'll announce you to the gathering."

      Lochlan re-entered the great hall, his guest in tow, pushing his way past the onlookers. The Clan chiefs sat arrayed around a great 'U' shaped table, and he led the visitor into the middle of this arrangement, halting before the head of the gathering.

      The room slowly quieted as, one by one, the chiefs took notice of their new visitor. For his part, the newcomer waited until all eyes were on him before speaking.

      "Greetings, noble lords," he said. "My name is Lysandil, and I bring salutations from Queen Kythelia." He threw back his hood, revealing the pointed ears of an Elf.

      Everyone stared back, dumbstruck. They'd all heard of Elves before, but the presence of one here, in Dungannon, was unfathomable. The silence stretched out for what felt like an eternity until Brida broke the spell.

      "Greetings, Lord Lysandil. You say you represent Queen Kythelia, yet that name is not known to us. What land does she rule?"

      "A kingdom of Elves," he replied. "One that lies far beyond your borders. We Elves call it Estlaneth, but in your tongue, the closest translation would be the Kingdom of Moonlight."

      "You honour us with your visit, Lord, but if your land is as far away as you say, why would you grace us with your presence?"

      Lysandil smiled. "Let's just say we share a mutual interest."

      "Which is?" pressed Brida.

      "The destruction of Weldwyn."

      "Where was your queen when we marched on the walls of Summersgate four years ago?"

      "I regret we were unable to assist in your endeavours at that time."

      "And what makes you believe we'll accept your help now?"

      "Because this time," Lysandil said, "I bring allies more powerful than you can imagine."

      "Allies?" sneered Warnoch. "What kind of allies? Not more of those useless Kurathian mercenaries, I hope?"

      "Mercenaries? No, I offer you the army of Prince Tarak himself, possibly the most powerful of all the Kurathians."

      "What nonsense is this?" said Rurik. "The islands are months away at best. Why, it would be years before such an army could be assembled."

      "I'm afraid you misunderstand my meaning," said Lysandil. "Prince Tarak and his army are already on the way. I'm giving you the chance to join him in subjugating your old nemesis."

      "How would this be any different from last time?" asked Brida.

      Lysandil looked around the room, a smile creeping into place. "Did you not hear the news? Leofric is dead, and with him, a large portion of the Weldwyn army."

      "We heard nothing."

      "The army of my queen defeated him some weeks ago. There are no survivors."

      "An easy thing to claim," said Warnoch. "Have you any proof? This could be some sort of trick to lure us to the slaughter."

      The Elf reached into his tunic, pulling forth a ring, which he tossed onto the table. Brida immediately snatched it up, examining it closely while all eyes were on her.

      "It's the Royal Seal of Weldwyn!" she proclaimed.

      "Then it's true," said Rurik. "Leofric is dead. This calls for a celebration!"

      "This is not the moment for such frivolity," said Lysandil. "Rather, it is the time for action."

      "What would you have us do?"

      "Invade Weldwyn, alongside the army of Prince Tarak."

      "What's in it for you?" asked Lochlan.

      "My queen seeks only peace with the Twelve Clans after the war. Is that so much to ask?"

      Brida wasn't exactly convinced. "How do we know this isn't some sort of elaborate ruse?"

      "Come with me to Windbourne and see the fleet for yourself. It should be here by the end of the month."

      "And if it isn't?"

      "Then you did nothing save waste a little time, unless, of course, you have more pressing issues to deal with?" He looked around at each chieftain in turn, but none would meet his gaze, save for Brida.

      "What say you?" he pressed.

      "I will go to Windbourne," she declared, "but if I find you lied to us, it will mean your head."

      He bowed. "So be it. I accept your declaration. In the meantime, I take my leave of you, such that you may discuss the matter amongst yourselves."

      Lysandil turned, leaving the great hall without further word. Everybody quietly watched him go, then exploded into excited chatter. Lochlan made his way out, once more seeking peace and quiet.

      

      He didn't see Brida again until that evening when she entered the house with little fanfare and sat by the hearth, taking a cup of mead from one of the servants.

      "Well?" said Lochlan. "What did everyone decide?"

      "They're going to hold off on making a decision until I've been to Windbourne. Upon my return, if I confirm the existence of this fleet he spoke of, the other chieftains will join in the attack."

      "And if not?"

      "Then the Elf dies, and that puts an end to it, but I doubt it'll come to that."

      "What makes you so sure?"

      She took a sip of her drink. "Why come all this way if it were a ruse?" she said. "Clearly, this Kurathian prince is on his way, but we need a better idea of his numbers."

      "Could he be planning to invade us?"

      "I thought of that already," said Brida, "but I believe it unlikely. Our lands are considerably poorer than theirs. Why go to such lengths to trick us when the fertile fields of Weldwyn are so tantalizingly close?"

      "But didn't the Kurathians try to take Riversend a few years ago?"

      "They did, but the attack was ill-conceived. It's said the Mercerians helped defeat it."

      "Mercerians?"

      "Yes, the kingdom that lies to the east of Weldwyn.

      "Oh yes," said Lochlan. "Their princess managed to manoeuvre Prince Alric into a marriage, didn't she?" He watched his sister scowl. "Wasn't that the prince who YOU were supposed to marry?"

      "And I would have if that Mercerian hadn't come between us."

      "I suppose it just goes to prove not everything goes your way, Sister."

      Brida wheeled on him. "Don't talk to me of things you don't understand!"

      Lochlan knew his sister's temper well, but this time there was something else. "You still love him, don't you?"

      "Don't be ridiculous. That was purely a political move, and we needed the marriage to cement an alliance."

      "I think it's more than that. I see the way you look at the men of the Clans, Brida. It's clear you want more. There's nothing wrong with that."

      "Then why are you lecturing me?"

      "Because I fear your lust for power will steer you down a dark path."

      "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "Your ambition makes you blind, Sister. We know nothing of this visitor, Lysandil, other than what he's told us. Have you stopped to consider his motives?"

      "He comes at the bequest of his queen."

      "A queen we have never heard of. He talks of this land called Estlaneth, but we have only his word it even exists or his queen, for that matter."

      "We'll know the truth of that when we get to Windbourne."

      "Will we though?" he asked. "I have my doubts."

      "We've always been open with each other, Lochlan. Speak your mind and share your fears."

      He paused, gathering his thoughts. "I don't doubt a fleet will arrive at Windbourne, and I believe this Lysandil when he says he wants us to conquer Weldwyn."

      "Then what is it you distrust?"

      "It's what comes next that worries me. It'll take most of our resources to garrison the cities of Weldwyn, leaving our own towns undefended. Who's to say the Elves of Estlaneth won't turn around and take over both our lands?"

      "They would need a powerful army to do so."

      "What about the army of a Kurathian prince? That's the other thing that bothers me. The Kurathian Isles are thousands of miles away; why would one of them be interested in Weldwyn?"

      "We cannot begin to understand the mind of a foreigner," said Brida.

      "You say that only because you wish Lysandil's offer to be genuine."

      "And what if I do? Don't you want to see Father released from his imprisonment?"

      "Of course, but I won't sell the soul of our people to do it."

      "You are young and inexperienced in the ways of the world," said Brida. "So I'll forgive you for your lack of trust, but opportunities like this only happen once in a lifetime."

      "I agree with you in principle, but whose opportunity is it? Ours or the Elves? I can't help but feel someone else is pulling the threads that control our lives."

      Brida frowned. "You're overthinking things. You should trust more in your fellow man."

      "Ah, but you forget, Lysandil is no man—he's an Elf."

      "Close enough."

      "Is it?" he said. "What do we know of the woodland race? Very little, if the truth be told. There are none of them on Clan lands, and the few stories we do have are little more than bedtime tales."

      "The same could be said of Dwarves or Orcs, for that matter."

      "Not quite," said Lochlan. "We drove the Orcs deep into the mountains less than two generations ago, and as for Dwarves, well, we still see traders from time to time, peddling their wares."

      "Ah, I concede your point, but how would we go about learning more of the woodland race?"

      "There's a scholar in Glanfraydon who might be able to help us, a man by the name of Camrath."

      Brida shook her head. "You and your books. Sometimes I think all you do is pore over old manuscripts. There's a whole world out there, Lochlan. You should get away from those musty tomes and experience life."

      "Still, if it helps us, it's worth investigating. In the end, it's on the way to Windbourne."

      "I can't afford the delay."

      "True," he said, "but I can."

      "What are you proposing, Brother?"

      "Drop me off in Glanfraydon. I'll find Camrath and learn all I can."

      "That could take weeks. In the meantime, I must deal with Lysandil and this Kurathian prince—what was his name?"

      "Prince Tarak," replied Lochlan, "but you needn't worry quite yet. Our interests are aligned, at least for the moment. It's the long-term goals that are of more concern to us."

      "Easy to say. You're not the one going to welcome a large fleet of warships."

      "Windbourne is hardly the place to launch an invasion. The coast is rocky and treacherous."

      Brida laughed. "The same can be said for most of our lands. No wonder the Weldwyners never invaded us! Very well, you go to Glanfraydon, and I'll continue on to Windbourne. If you find anything that might support your fears, make sure to send word."

      "I will," he promised.

      "I expect I'll be there for some time, but I'll arrange for another boat to pick you up. No sense in wasting coins on hiring someone."

      "Should I seek permission from Erlach?"

      "I doubt the Clan Chief of Glanfraydon has any interest in your scholarly pursuits."

      "Still, it might be seen as an insult."

      "I believe we can safely take that chance. In any event, I suspect Erlach will be coming with me down to the coast, as will the other chieftains. They all want to see this Kurathian prince for themselves."

      Lochlan thought it over. The Clan holdings were mostly wilderness and certainly didn't lend themselves to a quick conquest. Roads were virtually non-existent, with the only real means of safe travel being by boat, but there was no way a deep draught ship was going to be able to navigate the waterways. How did this Kurathian prince plan on helping in the conquest of Weldwyn? Would this be the start of a sea-borne invasion? They'd tried that before, at Riversend, but most likely the Elves had another strategy in mind.

      "What is the strength of our fleet?" he asked.

      "Our fleet? You mean from all the Clans?"

      "I was thinking of our deepwater fleet at Windbourne."

      "That belongs to Calindre, not us," said Brida. "She holds dominion over the coast."

      "Yes, but how many ships does she possess?"

      "I haven't any idea. Why?"

      "I believe this Kurathian prince means to land on the southern coast of Weldwyn. How else would he get a large army ashore without taking a city?"

      "What if he is?" she asked.

      "Wouldn't it make sense for us to send our own vessels to assist? That way, we could keep an eye on things."

      "You really don't trust them, do you?"

      "Do YOU?" he asked. "We used Kurathians in our last attempt to take Weldwyn, and look what it got us."

      "Does your mind ever stop working? We haven't even met this prince yet, and you already see conspiracies at work. Sometimes things are exactly as they appear."

      "I suppose you're right, but I'm having a hard time wrapping my head around the whole idea. You must admit, it's a bit strange? An Elf shows up at the precise moment we're holding a meeting of all the Clan chiefs, and he just happens to have an army available for us to use? It's a little too… what's the word I'm looking for?"

      "Serendipitous?" said Brida. "I'll admit the timing is fortuitous, but why argue when it's in our favour? For generations, we struggled against the might of Weldwyn. Why not take advantage of this offer?"

      "And the coincidence doesn't bother you?"

      "It could be a gift from the Gods."

      "I wish I had your outlook on life, but the pragmatic side of me won't allow it. You keep your faith, Sister, and I'll stick to my scholarly ways."

      "All right," she agreed, "but you won't find a bride skulking in the catacombs looking through old scrolls."

      Lochlan blushed. "Who said I'm looking for a bride?"

      "You're the son of a chieftain. You must wed, eventually."

      "Having said that, here's you, my older sister, still unmarried? How can that be? Isn't there some son amongst the chieftains who would have your hand? Or is it something a little more foreign you desire? Perhaps this Kurathian prince will be to your taste?"

      Now it was Brida's turn to blush. "Stop that. It's unbecoming in one born to a High King."

      "Then let's leave this topic and call a truce, shall we? I have no desire to be rehashing an old argument."

      Brida drained her cup, setting it down with a firm hand. "I shall mention it no further. You go to Glanfraydon; I'll go to Windbourne, and we'll argue no more until we've both done our duty, agreed?"

      "Agreed."
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      Crows circled overhead as Gerald Matheson looked across the battlefield, taking in the bodies that stank in the heat of the day. Men made their way amongst the carnage, seeking those who still lived to carry to the healers' tents.

      As the Marshal of the Mercerian Army, he'd seen his fair share of battles, but even after all these years, the death and destruction that followed such things still sickened him.

      "Our casualties were light," said Urgon. The Orc chieftain had come to stand at his side, his eyes, like those of his comrade, sweeping the field.

      Gerald looked at him, noting for the first time the grey that speckled the Orc's hair. "We fared better than the Norlanders, but I fear another victory like this could well end our chances of carrying this war to its conclusion." He paused for a moment. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to sound so glum. Your tribe did well today. Without their aid, the city wouldn't have fallen."

      "And if you hadn't been able to hold the Norlanders in check, we would have been slaughtered. It appears we both did our duty this day."

      "I suppose that's true, now that you mention it."

      "And is the war going how you thought it would?"

      "Not precisely," said Gerald. "I hoped most of the fighting would be done by now. Instead, the Norland capital still remains in enemy hands, while an earl runs around with another army."

      "Yes, but Hollis is dead, Thurlowe captured, and Rutherford has no army left. I would say, on principle, the campaign has gone well so far."

      "I didn't know you had such an interest in strategy."

      "I have always had an inquisitive mind," said Urgon, "and you are a fine example to learn from."

      "Careful now, or my head might begin to swell." Gerald's eyes returned to the field. "I wish we could have avoided all this bloodshed."

      "War is something best avoided, but there comes a time where there's no other option. You brought war to this country in retaliation for their invasion of Merceria. What else could you do?"

      "I suppose that's true, but I don't need to like it."

      The sound of horses drew their attention, and they both turned to see the approach of the queen.

      "Your Majesty," said Urgon. "You honour us with your presence."

      "Come now," said Anna. "I'm a person, just like you and Gerald here. Let's not worry about such formality. After all, this isn't the court of Wincaster."

      "How are the Saurians?" asked Gerald.

      "Ecstatic that they were able to assist. That reminds me, Ghodrug, the Chieftain of the Black Ravens, is coming to visit this evening. I'd like you both there if it isn't too much of an inconvenience."

      "I would be delighted," said Urgon.

      "As would I," offered Gerald. "Though I'm not sure what I can add to the conversation."

      "You're my marshal," said Anna. "I'll need your military assessment of the campaign. We might have defeated Hollis's army, but there's still a long way to go before this war is over."

      "Yes," added Urgon, "and there is still the matter of the spirit army. Have we any idea where it might be found?"

      "Not yet," replied the queen, "but we're keeping our wits about us. Now, I must be off. I'll be expecting you two at sundown, so don't be late." She rode off, leaving them with their thoughts.

      

      Aubrey flopped to the ground. "I'm exhausted," she declared. "I don't think I've got another ounce of energy left after all that healing."

      "That bad?" replied Beverly. "I thought our losses were light?"

      "They were, but the Norlanders took a terrible toll. It's a good thing the Orc shamans are here, or I'd be completely overwhelmed."

      "You'd best rest while you can, then. We must march shortly."

      "So soon?" the Life Mage said.

      "We can't rest on our laurels. There's still another army out there, and the last thing we want is for it to threaten our supply lines." Beverly noted the approach of a familiar face. "Don't look now, Cousin, but I believe your rest is about to be disturbed."

      "Sophie?" called out Aubrey. "Is everything all right?"

      The maid wore a worried expression. "It's the queen. She's feeling a little under the weather."

      "Really?" said Beverly. "I just saw her talking to Gerald, and she looked fine to me."

      "This morning she was quite ill, and I was wondering if you might be able to take a look at her?"

      "I can," replied the mage, "but I'm afraid I've no energy left for casting."

      "Still, you can examine her, can't you?"

      "I suppose so. Let me drag my sorry arse off the ground here, and I'll come and check on her."

      "I'll join you," said Beverly, "if only for moral support." She held out her hand, helping Aubrey to her feet. "Lead on, Sophie."

      They made their way through camp. With the city of Ravensguard now in their hands, many commanders would have billeted their warriors in town, but Gerald insisted on maintaining discipline. For this reason, the army of Merceria remained camped outside its walls, all except for the rangers who were helping the Orcs of the Black Raven in their occupation of the city.

      The queen's tent was guarded by a pair of soldiers who, upon recognizing the visitors, allowed them entry inside where Anna was discussing matters with the High Ranger, Hayley Chambers.

      "Still no sign of Lanaka?" the queen was saying.

      Hayley shook her head. "He was seen fighting the enemy cavalry, but so far, we've been unable to locate his body."

      "Could he have gone after enemy horsemen?"

      "By himself? I suppose it's possible, although I would imagine that unlikely. It's more reasonable to assume he's amongst the dead and wounded."

      "Keep an eye out for him," declared the queen. "He's a valuable ally."

      "Yes, Majesty." Hayley noted the entry of Aubrey, Beverly, and Sophie. "With your permission, I'll get back to the search."

      "Of course," said Anna. Her eyes swivelled to the new arrivals. "What's this, now? Even more visitors?"

      "I brought them," said Sophie. "You haven't been yourself of late."

      "Nonsense. I feel fine."

      "Even so, this morning, you could barely get out of bed," the maid scolded, "not to mention how little you've eaten these past few days."

      "I've been exceedingly busy overseeing a war."

      "That's still no excuse to avoid seeing a healer. You're a queen, Majesty. You can't ignore your health."

      Anna's face fell. "I suppose you're right."

      "So, you've been tired?" asked Aubrey.

      "Yes, but I've had troubling dreams recently. I thought that's only natural, considering we're in the middle of a war, but it's starting to wear me out."

      "And why aren't you eating?"

      "I'm too busy."

      Aubrey put her hands on her hips. "What's the real reason? Come now, Your Majesty. You can't fool me with your flippant answers."

      "My stomach has been testy of late, and I've had a hard time keeping anything down."

      Aubrey smiled. "Well, that seems to make sense, all things considered."

      "What does?" said Beverly.

      "Well, unless I miss my guess, I'd say our Royal Sovereign is carrying a child."

      "Are you sure?" said Anna.

      "Give me time to regain some of my strength, and I'll cast a spell if you like, but I already know what it's going to say."

      "Wait," said Beverly. "There's a spell to tell if someone's expecting?"

      Aubrey laughed. "Not exactly. The spell is called detect life, and it has a number of uses, but it can also tell when there's a child inside someone. So yes, I suppose you could say it reveals if someone is expecting."

      "This is glorious news," said Sophie.

      "This couldn't have come at a worse time," countered the queen. "We're in the middle of a war."

      "You're still in the early stages at the moment," soothed Aubrey. "I see no reason to worry."

      "Should I be riding a horse?"

      "I don't see why not. My mother rode until very late in her pregnancy, right before I was born, in fact, or so I'm told."

      Beverly laughed. "That explains your gift for riding."

      "Gift?" said the mage. "You had to teach me how to ride. How can you call that a gift?"

      "You must admit you picked it up extremely quickly, and look at you now, you're a natural in the saddle, Cousin."

      Sophie cleared her throat. "Is there anything you can do to help her keep down food?"

      "I'm afraid this isn't my area of expertise," said Aubrey, "but I'll consult with Kraloch. I'm certain he's seen a birth or two."

      "Of Orcs," said Sophie. "Have you no one with Human experience?"

      "Well, I suppose I could ask Revi."

      "No, you can't," said Beverly. "He's off with Sir Heward, remember?"

      "Oh yes, I'd forgotten. Well then, I guess that answers your question. I'll talk to Kraloch. I'm sure Orc births are not so different from Humans."

      "You're not exactly filling me with confidence," said the queen, "but thank you for your candour."

      "The Orcs make a kind of porridge," suggested Beverly. "Maybe you'd be able to keep that down?"

      "At this point, I'd be willing to try anything."

      "How are you feeling at the moment?" asked Aubrey.

      "Not too bad, but the mere thought of food is upsetting."

      "I'll inform the others the meeting this evening will be AFTER dinner," said Beverly.

      "Thank you," said Anna.

      

      Kraloch examined the hunter. "How is it you came to be wounded so?"

      Gorath grimaced. "Lord Thurlowe took exception to me jumping on the back of his horse and stabbed me with his dagger."

      "Well, you are lucky. The injury is not serious. Now, hold still while I cast my spell."

      The shaman dug deep, calling on the power within him to invoke his magic. When his hands glowed with a white light, he placed them on Gorath's leg, and the light faded into the wound, knitting flesh, then slowly dissipating.

      "There," he announced. "All is as it should be."

      "Thank you, Master Kraloch."

      "Master, is it now? We have known each other for many years, Gorath. I think you can dispense with the formalities."

      "But you are an elder now," insisted the ranger.

      Kraloch stared back in surprise. "Am I? I never stopped to consider it, but I suppose I am. Strange how quickly time passes when one is kept busy."

      "When was the last time you were back home, in Ord-Dugath?"

      "Not since we joined the Mercerian cause. You?"

      "Like you," said Gorath. "I've been far too busy."

      "Does something worry you?"

      "I have spent a good portion of my life away from the village of my birth. How do I return to such a simple life and settle down?"

      "Who says you have to?" said the shaman. "Your life is yours to tread, my friend. Let no one tell you otherwise."

      "And what of you? Do you miss it?"

      "I see Hawksburg as my home now, as do many of my tribemates, but for me, it is different."

      "How so?"

      "I am still in communication with Kurghal, and she keeps me abreast of events at home."

      "With your spirit magic?"

      Kraloch nodded. "I talk to her at least once a ten-day. Why? Is there some message you wish passed along?"

      "No," said Gorath. "I have no one left there now, not since the death of my foster mother, Arshug."

      "Still, you have made friends amongst the rangers, have you not?"

      "Yes, and I shall cherish those for my remaining years."

      "Then you should regret nothing," said Kraloch. "You must accept the choices you made, for they have forged you into the Orc who stands before me this day… or maybe I should say ranger?"

      Gorath grinned. "These Humans are an interesting race. On the one hand, they value the ability to fight, and on the other, they wish to avoid it whenever possible. Why do you think that is?"

      "They are ruled by their hearts, as we must be, and like us, know fighting is something to be avoided on occasion."

      "Do other Humans feel the same?"

      "Not at all," said the shaman. "Our brethren to the east often find themselves beset by violent kingdoms of men. We are fortunate that the Mercerians are so well trained for battle that they know the full cost of fighting."

      "I am not sure I comprehend."

      "Let me put it more plainly, then. The Mercerians will fight if it should prove necessary, but realize that in any war, there is death; thus, they do their utmost to avoid it if they can. It is a lesson they have taken to heart, especially their queen."

      "She is, indeed, a remarkable woman."

      "She is," agreed Kraloch, "but it is more than just her. She has surrounded herself with like-minded people."

      "Much as our chieftain, Urgon, has."

      "You are merely trying to flatter me. Now, there are other patients to attend to, so unless there is something else you require, I must be off."

      "Thank you for healing me, Master—"

      "What did I tell you about calling me master?"

      "Sorry. Thank you, Kraloch."

      "That is much better. Now get back to your duties as the High Ranger's aide."

      

      Gerald entered the tent only to notice the rest of the party already there. "Sorry I'm late," he muttered.

      "No need to apologize," said Anna, in the Orcish tongue. "Now come, sit over here to my right. There is much to discuss." She turned to Ghodrug. "You may continue."

      The Orc stood. "You returned our ancestral lands to us, and we shall honour your wish to treat the Humans there the same as the Orcs. In return, we want to help you in your quest to rid the land of the oppressors you call the earls."

      "Might I ask what help you mean?"

      "I offer you hunters, many of them highly skilled with the bow."

      "Can I suggest an alternative?" said Urgon. "The marshal has shown us how to fight in formation with long spears as did our ancient ancestors. You might consider having your hunters do the same."

      "And how long would that take?" asked Ghodrug.

      "A few weeks at most. My hunters are already used to such things and can assist where needed."

      "Have we enough spears?"

      "There are a lot of extra weapons from Ravensguard," said Gerald. "I'm sure something can be arranged."

      "Then I will accept your proposal."

      "Might I ask how many hunters you would be providing?"

      "Three hundred," replied Ghodrug. "The rest must remain to keep the peace in Ravensguard."

      "Understood," said the queen. "I'd like Chief Urgon to oversee that, if it's all right with you?"

      "Of course, the Ravens would be honoured."

      Anna turned her attention to Gerald, reverting to the Human tongue. "Now that we've taken the city, what's next?"

      "That's a good question," he replied. "I've given it some thought, but there are a lot of unknowns. For sure, we'll need to capture Galburn's Ridge, but the fact of the matter is that's likely to take some time."

      "Is it even possible?"

      "Herdwin assures me it is, but I have my doubts. When we were there last year, it impressed me as a difficult place to attack."

      "And what of the last holdouts, Lords Calder and Waverly?"

      "Waverly's lands lie far to the northwest. If anything, it'll be King Leofric who has to deal with him. Calder, on the other hand, is much closer."

      "He's the Earl of Greendale," said Anna, "and his lands lie to the north of our present position, correct?"

      "As far as we know. Of course, there are no reliable maps to be found, so at this point, we have no sense what the road situation is like, and since our loss of cavalry, I haven't had the horsemen to spare in order to find out."

      "So we march north?" said Urgon. "Has Sir Heward not already been advancing in that direction?"

      "He has," said Gerald, "but his orders were to only go as far as a town named Anvil. Any farther, and he risks being outflanked, at least until we can catch up with him."

      "And General Fitzwilliam?"

      "His main force is holding at the crossroads at Oaksvale. Herdwin has advanced to Galburn's Ridge, as has the rebel brigade under Princess Bronwyn."

      "And will that be enough to take their capital?"

      "Fitz would like to move his men up to assist once the siege commences, but with this spirit army out there somewhere, he's loathe to give up a strategic location."

      "I believe it's safe to assume it's not behind us," said Anna. "Send word for him to advance on the capital and assist Herdwin. The sooner we can take it, the better."

      "Sieges often take months," warned Gerald, "and in the meantime, I've been considering another strategy."

      "Go on."

      "I'd like to march this group north, hugging the western side of the mountain range."

      "You expect to find Lord Calder?"

      "I'm hoping as our approach gets noticed, it'll draw him out."

      "Anything else?" asked the queen.

      "Yes, do you remember hearing about a place called Ironcliff?"

      "Yes, Bronwyn told us it was a Dwarven stronghold in an area known as the Gap. What about it?"

      "I thought I might send a small detachment there to make contact. Let's hope they can be persuaded to lend us aid."

      "You feel they might fight for us?"

      "If we're lucky," he said, "but at the very least, we might be able to convince them to remain neutral."

      "Who would you send? Beverly?"

      "No, I can't spare her, and in any case, we'd need someone who knows the Dwarven language."

      "Well, Herdwin's at Galburn's Ridge," said Anna, "and you're certainly not going. You're needed here."

      "I was thinking of sending Revi. He has the spell of tongues, so he could speak with them."

      "Yes, but we can't send him all by himself. What if he was attacked along the way?"

      "Naturally, we'd send an escort. I thought Lord Armin might appreciate the offer."

      "That works," said the queen, "but if an enemy army is in the area, we need to make sure they're well protected."

      "I'll scrape together a hundred horsemen. That'll give them enough men to fight if needed and enough speed to avoid contact if possible."

      "I shall draft a letter for the Dwarven king. Have we any idea of his name?"

      "Unfortunately not," said Gerald, "nor do I even know if they have one. Maybe their ruler is a queen? I'm led to believe it's not unheard of amongst the Dwarves."

      Anna chuckled. "Very well, I shall give them two letters, in case it's as you suggest. When would you like this flying column to depart?"

      "Flying column? Is that a term you learned from your books?"

      "It is, as a matter of fact. The term is attributed to an ancient kingdom of the Continent. They don't, in truth, fly, of course, but they were mounted warriors, said to move so fast it was as if they were born upon wings. It sounds impressive, doesn't it?"

      "It does," agreed Gerald. "I'm sure Arnim will like the reference."

      "And Revi?"

      "You know what he's like. All he truly cares about is his research."

      "That being the case, how are you going to convince him to go?"

      "By telling him that it'll shorten the war and allow him to get back to his magic."

      "That's my Gerald," said the queen. "Always on the lookout for new ways to inspire. Any idea when the rest of this army will be set to move?"

      "Not for some time yet. We still have wounded to look after, and these Norland prisoners are a handful. Ideally, I'd also like to see Ghodrug's Orcs ready to march before we move."

      "I see. Shall we say the end of the month? That gives you ten days."

      "Ah," said Urgon. "A ten-day. How fitting."

      "Will that be enough time to train the Orcs?" asked Gerald.

      "They will learn the basics. The rest can be taught as we march."
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      Marik lay on the ground, staring up at the sky. As ready as he was to pass between the veil that separated the living from the dead, something still held him back. He'd been the champion of Lord Hollis until the traitor, Jendrick, used Necromancy to sap the very life from him. Now, instead of a strong warrior, Marik was little more than an old man, lacking the strength to wield a weapon or the vision with which to fend for himself.

      Hunger gnawed at his belly, for it had been two days since his last meal, but he had resigned himself to death, so he remained where he was, waiting for the Afterlife to claim him.

      As birds chirped off in the distance, his mind drifted to his youth. Back then, he was a simple farmer with no thoughts other than settling down with the local seamstress, then the drought had come, and his Harriet had died. Crestfallen, he had left the village to join the army of Lord Hollis. Years of raiding Merceria forged him into a seasoned warrior, so much so he earned the notice of the earl himself. Years later, he became Hollis's champion and, he had thought, achieved the pinnacle of his career. All that remained was to settle into a life of luxury and peaceful aging, but then Jendrick came along.

      From the beginning, it was clear the sorcerer had his own agenda, but the earl wouldn't listen. Marik had finally called the interloper out, but it hadn't gone as expected. Lured to a remote location with the promise of a duel, he became a victim of a powerful Necromantic spell, forever depriving him of a graceful descent into old age.

      A snort drew his attention, then the jangle of horse tack. Had it been the growl of a mountain cat, he would have accepted his fate, but a horse was a whole different story. He raised his head, seeking the source of the sound, only to spot a lone rider approaching.

      Whoever it was sat low in the saddle, and it wasn't until they were within hailing distance that he noted the rider was actually slumped forward. The horse drew nearer, then halted. Marik watched the stranger lean to one side before falling to the ground.

      Marik stood, consumed by the need to see who this person might be. He closed the distance, moving slowly lest he startle the beast. The man before him was covered in dirt and blood, his leg twisted out at an unnatural angle. At first, Marik took him for dead, but as he knelt to feel for a pulse, he noted breath bubbling from the man's blood-encrusted lips.

      "Can you hear me?" Marik asked.

      The injured man struggled to open his eyes, then shut them again, letting out naught but a groan.

      The Norlander tried again. "Can you hear me? My name is Marik. Who are you?"

      It was no use. The poor sod was incapable of speech. Marik's eyes automatically went to the horse, examining the tack. Clearly, the rider was no Norlander, or Mercerian, for that matter, for their southerly neighbours used the same kind of saddle. He thought about what he knew of the mercenaries who helped Merceria and decided this was the most logical conclusion.

      "Are you Kurathian?" he asked. The man nodded but still uttered not a word.

      Mere moments before, Marik was waiting for death, but now, seeing this man in such horrible shape, he felt the need to help the poor fellow. The wounds looked dreadful, particularly the leg, and his body was battered and bruised, likely as a result of being dragged along by a horse. How had he managed to get back into the saddle? Marik could think of no explanation but decided it mattered little, for the man obviously needed help. Soldiers will seldom hesitate to kill their foes on the battlefield but put a wounded man into their care, and they'll go to extremes trying to save them.

      "I can't leave you here," he said. "You'd be fodder for a mountain cat." He cast his gaze around, seeking anything that might help, his eyes finally alighting on a rocky outcropping. "That would give you some shade from this heat," he mused, "though I doubt you'll live much past sundown. Still, we must do what we can."

      He moved to the man's head, the intention being to lift him by his shoulders and drag him, but as he tried this, his own strength gave out. He cursed Jendrick as he sat on the ground thinking things over. It appeared he was going to see little progress if he relied on his own waning strength, so he considered the horse—the beast had already carried his master some distance, so hopefully, it could be convinced to do so for a little longer. Of course, Marik lacked the strength to put the man back into the saddle. How, then, should he proceed?

      The surrounding area was mostly open plains, while to the east sat the edge of the mountains. Sporadic bushes popped up here and there, leading him to wonder if they might be of use. He considered chopping up the branches with his axe, but even lifting the damn thing was a chore. It was then his eyes noticed a knife tucked into his patient's belt. Marik reached forth to take it, but the stranger's hand gripped his arm, and he mumbled something.

      "I'm not going to kill you," Marik soothed, "but I need the knife to help." The man's grip relented, and the Norlander took the knife, pulling it from the finely wrought scabbard to examine the blade. It was unusual as far as knives went, for the blade was curved, unlike those found amongst the men of Norland, or Merceria, for that matter. Instead of being wooden, the handle was made of some type of bone, with intricate patterns carved into it—definitely the work of a skilled artisan. The person who carried such a weapon was clearly no ordinary fellow.

      "I don't know if you can understand me," continued Marik, "but I'll be back shortly. Unfortunately, I'm much too weak to pull you, but if I can lay you on something, I believe I can convince your horse to do the work for me."

      There was no sign of acknowledgement from the man, but Marik hadn't expected any. He walked to the bushes and started hacking away at their bases. The knife proved more than equal to the task, and soon, he had two of them cut down. Now began the process of cutting away some of the branches in order to flatten it.

      The day dragged on, and Marik found himself cursing his earlier stubbornness, for if he had accepted his new fate, he would be in better shape. Instead, he had been filled with self-loathing and consigned himself to death and, as a result, was even weaker than he should have been. Focusing his anger on the Elf, Jendrick, gave him the strength to carry on.

      He dragged both bushes back to where the rider lay, although it took two trips to do so. Once he removed the man's sword belt, he used it to secure the bushes to each other, before taking stock of the horse's trappings. The foreign tack had ample straps, so he cut some away, using them to form a makeshift rope. One end he tied to the base of the bushes, the other to the saddle. Now, all that remained was to roll the poor wretch onto this contraption and drag him to shelter.

      The horse seemed agreeable to his ministrations, so he led the animal around until the sickbed lay beside his rider. Now came the challenging task of rolling the man onto it. Marik heaved, but once again, his muscles proved inadequate to the task.

      "You must roll onto this," he said, "else I can't get you to safety."

      The patient nodded before Marik heaved once more, and then onto the bushes rolled the injured man. The Norlander breathed a sigh of relief, resting for a moment before leading the horse to the outcropping he'd noticed earlier. The sun was sinking in the west by now, but Marik's work wasn't done yet. He dug through the man's armour, finding a small bag containing what looked like dried meat. He sniffed it before taking a bite, noting the taste of exotic spices. His stomach protested, but at least he had sustenance. He tried giving some to the foreigner, but the man had fallen unconscious.

      

      Daybreak came far too early for Marik's liking. He opened his eyes to see an overcast sky and thought of the army. By now, Hollis was most likely celebrating a great victory, but Jendrick had threatened him with death should he try to return. How could he survive? His gaze drifted to the foreigner.

      "Where is your army?" he asked.

      The man looked around, noting the shadows before finally pointing south.

      "Impossible," said Marik. "The army of Lord Hollis lies there, and we would not be welcome amongst its ranks."

      The rider shook his head. "The army is crushed," he managed to say.

      "Are you sure?"

      The man only nodded.

      "Then I shall take you there, and perhaps amongst your own people, you can find some solace before your life abandons you."

      The rider's hand gripped that of Marik's. "Life Magic," he said.

      The Norlander sat back on his heels, the words running through his mind. He thought back to Galburn's Ridge. There he'd met the Mercerian delegation, and they claimed to possess such magic in the form of a young woman. Could that be the answer to Marik's problem? If a Necromancer had cursed him, it only stood to reason that a Life Mage could restore his vitality? Hope surged through him, and he felt a renewed sense of determination. He would see this stranger returned to his people and hope that there he might find the answers he sought.

      

      Captain Caluman turned his Kurathian horsemen east, heading towards the mountains. There was no sign of the enemy this day, clear evidence that whatever survivors might have gotten away had long since fled. His patrol had been up since before dawn, riding out under cover of darkness, lest enemy scouts spot them, but the precaution proved unnecessary. Now, with the afternoon wearing on, he was eager to return to the army and get
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