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      Braedon Gerald, the young prince of Merceria, climbed up onto the marshal’s lap.

      “Hey, you,” said Anna. “I don’t remember you being invited up.”

      “It’s fine,” replied Gerald. “He serves to remind me of what we’re fighting for.”

      A gentle knock at the door interrupted them, and then a guard poked his head in to announce the arrival of Albreda.

      The Druid swept into the room behind him, not bothering to wait for an invitation. Her face broke into a smile as she beheld the young prince ensconced on Gerald’s lap, but sobered as she faced the queen. “I bring news from Hawksburg, Majesty. The recruits are now fully trained and waiting to do their duty.”

      “Do you speak of our warriors,” asked Gerald, “or the new mages?”

      “Both, although I’m afraid Edwina’s repertoire of spells is limited. And they’re all still weak in terms of casting power, so we shouldn’t expect them to use the recall spell anytime soon.”

      “Excellent news,” said Anna. “You had me worried there for a moment.”

      “I did?” replied Albreda. “Why?”

      “You smiled at Braedon, then adopted a more serious demeanour when you started speaking with me.”

      “My apologies. I’m a little rusty when it comes to interacting with others.”

      “You should spend more time here in Wincaster,” said Gerald. “We enjoy having you here.”

      “Thank you. It’s kind of you to say so.”

      “We mean it,” insisted Anna. “I know Lord Richard’s death was difficult for you, but seclusion is not the answer.”

      “I agree,” added Gerald. “If you recall, you enjoyed yourself when we travelled to Stonecastle, not to mention Weldwyn.”

      “I did indeed,” replied Albreda. “Which is why I’ve decided it's time for me to take a more active part in things.”

      “You’ve hardly been inactive.”

      “While it’s true I’ve been of some assistance to Merceria’s efforts to repel the invaders, I could’ve done more. I, therefore, shall endeavour to do precisely that, starting today.”
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      Braedon Gerald, the young prince of Merceria, climbed up onto the marshal’s lap.

      “Hey, you,” said Anna. “I don’t remember you being invited up.”

      “It’s fine,” replied Gerald. “He serves to remind me of what we’re fighting for.”

      A gentle knock at the door interrupted them, and then a guard poked his head in to announce the arrival of Albreda.

      The Druid swept into the room behind him, not bothering to wait for an invitation. Her face broke into a smile as she beheld the young prince ensconced on Gerald’s lap, but sobered as she faced the queen. “I bring news from Hawksburg, Majesty. The recruits are now fully trained and waiting to do their duty.”

      “Do you speak of our warriors,” asked Gerald, “or the new mages?”

      “Both, although I’m afraid Edwina’s repertoire of spells is limited. And they’re all still weak in terms of casting power, so we shouldn’t expect them to use the recall spell anytime soon.”

      “Excellent news,” said Anna. “You had me worried there for a moment.”

      “I did?” replied Albreda. “Why?”

      “You smiled at Braedon, then adopted a more serious demeanour when you started speaking with me.”

      “My apologies. I’m a little rusty when it comes to interacting with others.”

      “You should spend more time here in Wincaster,” said Gerald. “We enjoy having you here.”

      “Thank you. It’s kind of you to say so.”

      “We mean it,” insisted Anna. “I know Lord Richard’s death was difficult for you, but seclusion is not the answer.”

      “I agree,” added Gerald. “If you recall, you enjoyed yourself when we travelled to Stonecastle, not to mention Weldwyn.”

      “I did indeed,” replied Albreda. “Which is why I’ve decided it's time for me to take a more active part in things.”

      “You’ve hardly been inactive.”

      “While it’s true I’ve been of some assistance to Merceria’s efforts to repel the invaders, I could’ve done more. I, therefore, shall endeavour to do precisely that, starting today.”

      “What did you have in mind?” Gerald asked.

      “I’ll travel to Ironcliff and use my magic to help end the siege.”

      “Is this a general statement, or do you have something particular in mind?”

      “I’ve been pondering how to employ my magic there since we visited Stonecastle.”

      “And?”

      “I intend to summon a deep one to use against the Halvarians.”

      “A deep one?” said Gerald.

      “They’re sometimes called earth elementals,” explained Anna. “They live deep underground, where the air is foul.”

      “Let me guess, you read about them in a book?”

      “No. From a report last summer that detailed an encounter with one in Tor-Maldrin.”

      “Where was this?”

      “In the Clanholdings. Did I not mention it?”

      “I would’ve remembered if you had. It’s not the type of thing one forgets.”

      “My apologies,” said Anna. “You were busy, what with the war and everything.” She turned back to Albreda. “Are you confident you can control a deep one?”

      “I do not control those I summon; they fight of their own free will. Having said that, I shall use everything in my power to convince it that its contribution is vital.”

      “How does one do that?” asked Gerald. “Do these deep ones have a language?”

      “They are living, breathing creatures that inhabit the natural world. Admittedly, it’s not the type of nature we’re used to here in Merceria, but I’m confident my magic will allow me to communicate with them.”

      “Them?” said Anna. “Are you suggesting you would summon more than one?”

      “I cannot answer that until I’m in Ironcliff. As I’ve pointed out to Gerald previously, I do not summon creatures from thin air—I call those in the vicinity. Of course, I’ll first have to arrange things with the Dwarves of Ironcliff. I shouldn’t like to cause them any further grief; they’ve suffered enough already.”

      “How long will it take you to arrange everything?”

      “No more than a day or two, I imagine. Does that fit in with your plans?”

      “We’d need time to get our new men north.”

      “We’re also waiting on Norland,” added Anna. “Lord Waverly is marching to Heward’s aid at Holdcross, but he’s not due to arrive for a few days yet.”

      “I can work with that,” replied Albreda. “I’ll recall to Ironcliff and determine if my idea has any merit. I can’t very well summon a deep one if none are there to be called. I’ll also need to coordinate things with Master Agramath, their master of rock and stone, and ensure Vard Thalgrun is amenable to the plan.”

      “Thank you,” said Anna. “Your efforts are much appreciated.”

      “I’ll return in a couple of days to let you know if it is even possible. Farewell, Majesty. You too, Gerald.” She moved closer to Braedon and tickled his stomach. His giggles filled the room. “You be a good boy for your mother.”

      She paused in the doorway, glancing back. Storm raised his head and locked eyes with her. “You as well,” she added before she left, closing the door quietly behind her.

      “She has a soft spot for Braedon,” said Anna.

      “Doesn’t everyone?”

      “What do you make of her proposal?”

      “I’ll admit it sounds dangerous, but it could be just what we need to break that siege.”

      

      Gerald leaned closer, squinting at the notes scribbled all over the map of Halvaria. The immense document covered two entire tables, yet it still didn’t seem big enough. “Are you certain this is accurate?” he asked.

      “As accurate as it can be,” replied Anna. “I collated all the information our people acquired from prisoners, then verified as much as I could.”

      “How does one verify an enemy’s account?”

      She smiled. “By only accepting details offered by two or more witnesses. As you can see, it’s enabled us to build a fairly comprehensive map of the Halvarian Empire, although the south is a little under-served.”

      “That’s putting it mildly,” said Gerald. “Varena? Is that their capital?”

      “Yes, and the place we’ll find their emperor, who they say is a god.”

      “Rubbish.”

      “I’d tend to agree,” said Anna, “but numerous accounts attest to the fact. Not that it will have any impact on our tactics going forward; even a god can’t win a war without an army. Speaking of armies, have you completed your grand strategy?”

      “I have,” replied Gerald, “though it’ll be some time before we can commence.”

      “Our allies are already marching into Halvarian territory.”

      “Only at Stonecastle. And Lord Arandil’s army isn’t sufficient to occupy more than a city or two, even with the Dwarves’ help. No. The key to our victory lies in the north. If we successfully relieve the siege of Ironcliff, we can march our army through the Gap and into Northern Halvaria.”

      “Their provinces in that area are recent conquests, too,” added Anna.

      “Yes, and I’m hoping to capitalize on that. I plan to present ourselves as liberators rather than conquerors. Who knows? With a little luck, we might find some willing to join our cause.”

      “What of Trollden?”

      “That remains a problem,” replied Gerald. “We’ve contained the invasion for the moment, but their legion is still tying down our forces. If we could dislodge them, or better yet, defeat their fleet, we’d free up a lot more warriors for the push into the empire.”

      “We haven’t the ships for that, nor does Weldwyn. I don’t suppose we could employ the same tactic we used in Riversend back in sixty-one?”

      “No. According to Tog’s reports, the empire’s fleet is larger. Oh, we might set fire to a ship or two, but I doubt it’d be enough to convince them to abandon our coast. The best we can do for now is mount an offensive that forces their legions off our land.”

      “Perhaps the weather will do our work for us,” offered Anna. “It’s not called the Sea of Storms for nothing.”

      “That would be nice, but the sea is not something I’d rely on to do the job.”

      “I understand Hayley devised a strategy to deplete the legion at Ironcliff?”

      “She did, though we’ve yet to hear if they’ve fallen for the bait. If they do, Heward will march east and threaten the besieging force. However, Albreda conjuring one of those deep ones would help immensely.”

      Anna sat back in her chair, scratching Storm’s head. “I assume you’d like to move all our newly trained warriors to Ironcliff?”

      “Yes, but there’s no sense in doing that until the siege is broken. Fighting in a mountain isn’t exactly what our people do best, which reminds me: I’ve been thinking about some more reforms.”

      “You’ve been musing about those for months. You already created brigade commanders. Are you now changing your mind?”

      “No, but I’m trying to standardize the size of our brigades as much as possible. Once the siege is over, I intend to organize our northern forces into three brigades under the command of Heward, Hayley, and Thalgrun.”

      “It won’t be Thalgrun. He’s already made it clear Kasri will command any forces outside Ironcliff.”

      “I thought she and Herdwin were still at Stonecastle?”

      Anna smiled. “They returned this very afternoon, compliments of Aldus Hearn.”

      “I assume they’ll want to go straight to Ironcliff?”

      “For the counterattack, yes, but that won’t be for a few days. Tell me more about these brigades of yours. How large are they to be?”

      “Twelve hundred warriors for Heward and Hayley, with half of those under their command being foot. The remaining six hundred will be half archers, half cavalry. The bulk of Heward’s forces will be Norland troops once Waverly arrives, but I’ve been assured they’re up to the task. That reminds me. How did Queen Bronwyn convince the earls to help? I thought they were refusing?”

      “I don’t know the details, and quite frankly, I’m too afraid to ask.”

      Gerald chuckled. “I doubt that very much.”

      “True. It’s simply a diplomatic way of saying that, at this point, I’m more interested in results rather than methods. It’d be different were we not battling for our very survival, but if we were under those circumstances, we wouldn’t need the extra warriors in the first place.”

      “Typical, isn’t it?” said Gerald. “We have the largest army Merceria has ever assembled, and we’re forced to spread them around, piecemeal.”

      “Not for much longer. Thanks to Herdwin and Kasri, we’ve freed up our warriors in Stonecastle, releasing them for deployment elsewhere.”

      “That’s true, but it still feels as though we’re being pulled in multiple directions.”

      “The Halvarians have been planning this invasion for a long time.”

      Gerald grinned. “Perhaps, but they’ve badly underestimated our resolve and that of our allies.”

      “I’ve been giving that some consideration,” replied Anna. “I don’t believe they expected us to help the Dwarves.”

      “You’ve had time to think? I assumed the creation of this map would’ve consumed all your waking hours.”

      “Not all, merely a large portion.”

      The door opened to the Royal Guardsman Evard Brenton. “My apologies for the interruption, Majesty, but you have visitors—a trio of mages from Weldwyn.”

      “Show them in.”

      “Yes, Majesty.” He moved aside, indicating with a wave of his hand that the guests should enter.

      Aegryth Malthunen, the Weldwyn Earth Mage, led, with the Enchanter, Gretchen Harwell, following closely behind. Gerald and Anna knew them, but the third individual was a stranger.

      Aegryth bowed. “Your Majesty, allow me to introduce Ekthyn Ramark, our newest Life Mage. Her intervention allowed me to survive recalling from the far north when…” She teared up. “When King Leofric was slain.”

      Queen Anna moved closer, taking the mage’s hands in her own. “It was a terrible loss.”

      The Druid straightened her back, composing herself. “We’ve come to offer our services to the Crown.”

      “You have, I presume, sought permission from Alric?”

      “His Majesty has gone west to Loranguard.”

      Anna stiffened. “This is news to me.”

      “He went to meet with his sister Princess Althea. I’m told he’s seeking help from the Clans.”

      “Help?”

      “Yes. Warriors to assist in repelling the enemy from Merceria. We are allies after all.”

      Anna looked over at Gerald. “It seems my husband can still surprise me on occasion.”

      “In a good way, I hope?” he replied.

      “Most definitely.” She turned back to the three mages. “Have we any idea how many warriors he’s hoping to acquire?”

      “I’m afraid he didn’t confide in us, Majesty. We only received this information second-hand. With your permission, we’d like to make ourselves available wherever you deem it most helpful.”

      “What do you think, Gerald?”

      “That Aegryth would best be employed at Trollden, where her mastery of Earth Magic would be of the greatest benefit in the swamp.”

      “And Gretchen?”

      “I’m no expert when it comes to Enchanters. We have Kiren-Jool, but he has yet to return from Stonecastle.”

      “The Kurathian?” asked Gretchen.

      “Yes. You know him?”

      “I know of him. He served the Clans during the first invasion.”

      “He’s a Mercerian now,” declared Anna, “and I have no reason to doubt his loyalty.”

      “Sorry, Majesty,” replied the Enchanter. “I meant no offence, but we of Weldwyn seldom interact with foreigners other than yourselves.”

      “You must stop thinking of them as outsiders. Doing so only perpetuates old hatreds.”

      “You’re correct.”

      “Where do you feel would be the best place to employ your talents?”

      “In the north,” replied Gretchen. “I can use my magic in numerous ways.”

      “Such as?”

      “As I’m certain you’re aware, Enchantment spells can help protect warriors in addition to making them more lethal. I can also use my magic to scry out the enemy, which is most useful for an army.”

      “How far away can you scry?” asked Gerald.

      “On a good day, more than a hundred miles.”

      “On a good day?”

      “Magic is, by its very nature, complicated. Each time a spell is cast, there are… Let’s call them uncertainties, any one of which can alter the spell in subtle ways, such as range or duration.”

      “Still, the range is impressive. Is this similar to summoning a bird?”

      “No. It is more akin to using a crystal ball, if you’re familiar with such stories. I gaze into a reflective surface and use my magic to project my sight to a distant location.”

      “And this works anywhere?”

      “Not quite,” said Gretchen. “I begin with a location I’m familiar with, such as the immediate surroundings. Then, as the spell progresses, I alter my point of view. The typical use for an army would be to view from high above the king’s forces, searching for any signs of enemy troops.”

      “The Gap would be perfect for that,” said Anna.

      “Indeed it would.”

      Ekthyn Ramark finally found her voice. “Might I ask, Majesty, where I would be best employed?”

      “As a Life Mage?” said Gerald. “Anywhere we risk taking casualties, which is literally everywhere. For now, however, we’ll utilize you in the north, where we’re due to begin our new offensive. You’ll be working under the overall supervision of Kraloch, an Orc shaman. I trust that won’t be an issue?”

      “No, though I must confess I don’t speak their language.”

      “He speaks ours,” replied Gerald, “so there should be no problem there.”

      “Guardsman Brenton will see you to your rooms,” added Anna. “Someone will be in contact with you later this afternoon concerning your new assignments. Thank you for coming to our aid.”

      Evard Brenton cleared his throat. “This way, ladies. I’ll show you to the guest quarters.”

      They filed out in silence.

      “They’re always so polite in Weldwyn,” mused Gerald.

      “And you think we’re not here in Merceria?”

      “Let’s just say I’m used to our mages speaking their minds.”

      “That’s Albreda’s influence,” said Anna. “She doesn’t suffer fools gladly.”

      Gerald laughed out loud. “No. She does not. I wonder how this new Life Mage, Ekthyn, would compare to our recent graduate. What was her name?”

      “Clara. I’m told she has great promise.”

      “Good, because we’re about to go toe to toe with a Halvarian legion, and we need all the healers we can get.”

      “Perhaps we should rethink sending Revi to Erssa Saka’am?”

      “No,” replied Gerald. “Defeating the fleet at Trollden is still our main priority, and those creatures from the Sea of Storms may hold the key to destroying it. I suggest, however, that we send someone with him who can communicate using spirit talk. That way, he can recall to Wincaster if necessary.”

      “That’s an excellent idea, but can we spare anyone?”

      “With Aubrey stuck in the Petty Kingdoms, we only have four shamans at our disposal. Urgon’s sister, Kurghal, is down with Tog, Rulahk is with Heward, and Kraloch is needed here to coordinate everything.”

      “What about Andurak of the Wolf clan?”

      “I was hoping he might help with Lord Greycloak’s contingent. Once they’re underway, they’ll need to keep in touch, which leaves no one to spare for Revi.”

      “We’ll work around the problem, then,” said Anna. “I’ll give strict instructions for him to recall at the end of each week, regardless of whether he’s found the answer or not. He can always return south if we don’t require his aid, but at least that way, we have him here if we need him.”

      “Would that coincide with Lord Waverly arriving at Holdcross?”

      “It would,” replied Anna, “which is why I suggested it.”

      “Good,” said Gerald. “It appears we have a time frame to launch our counterattack.”
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      Sir Owen gazed skyward. “It looks as if it’s going to rain.”

      “It will not,” replied Krazuhk in the common tongue. The Orc’s mastery of the Human language had grown by leaps and bounds, but she still resorted to her native tongue when dealing with complicated issues.

      “Those clouds say otherwise.”

      Beverly smiled. “You should know better than to argue with a master of air after all this time.”

      They’d met Owen nine months ago when she, Aubrey, and Aldwin had been stranded in the middle of the Continent after a magical mishap left them no way to return to Merceria. They’d travelled north in hopes of finding a ship home, only to discover the Empire of Halvaria, the same realm threatening Merceria, had invaded this part of the world as well.

      As fate would have it, they’d arrived in time to help the Duke of Erlingen defeat a Halvarian legion, but that only slowed the invasion. Now, they were in Andover, along with a Temple Knight of Saint Mathew and an Orc master of air they’d picked up along the way, hoping to convince another group called the Northern Alliance to come to the duke’s aid.

      “How much farther to the capital?” asked Aldwin.

      “You mean Zienholtz?” replied Owen. “Likely another day or two.”

      “He is correct,” offered Cyric. “I’ve travelled the area extensively in service to Temple Commander Roland. Our progress will depend on the weather, but if Krazuhk’s forecast holds true, and I have no reason to doubt it wouldn’t, we should arrive sometime tomorrow afternoon.”

      “What can you tell us about Andover?” asked Beverly.

      “It’s ruled by King Dagmar, who’s sat on the Throne for several years. He fought a war with Reinwick over a year and a half ago, which resulted in a humiliating loss at the Battle of Ebenhof, where he was captured, but the new Duke of Reinwick, Lord Fernando, offered him the hand of friendship rather than imprisoning him. Quite a remarkable turn of events, I must admit, and not something anyone expected.”

      “And that led to the formation of this Northern Alliance everyone keeps talking about?”

      “It did. Combined, they can field an army larger than any other single Petty Kingdom, though how that fares against the Halvarian Empire remains to be seen.”

      “Have you met King Dagmar?”

      “Only briefly. It’s common practice in my order to pay proper respects to the court when visiting the realm. In my case, I was delivering correspondence to our commandery in Zienholtz.”

      “Was this before or after the war?”

      “My last visit was just over six months ago, but other than bowing in his presence and wishing him well, I had very little interaction with the man. I am told, however, that he has changed greatly since his unfortunate capture.”

      “In what way?” asked Beverly.

      “Prior to the war, he was obsessed with regaining the former glory of Andover. Now, he sees this Northern Alliance as a way to project power without resorting to invading his neighbours. You might say it’s a reflection of the times.”

      “I’m not certain I understand,” said Owen. “Are you suggesting he desires a war with Halvaria?”

      “Nobody wants that,” replied Cyric, “but Dagmar craves a place in the history books, and defeating the empire would do just that.”

      “That’s all well and good,” said Beverly, “particularly if he marches to Erlingen’s aid, but who commands the alliance’s army?”

      “I’m afraid I am not privy to that information. I suspect the Duke of Reinwick commands his own contingent, while the same likely holds true for the King of Andover. Historically, neither side fielded much of an army, but their recent conflict changed all that. Both now realize they are better off depending on each other to keep their borders safe.”

      “Will they march to Erlingen’s aid?”

      “It would be in their best interests to do so, but I don’t know either ruler well enough to judge how they’ll react to the recent events. There’s every chance they might remain in Andover and wait for the empire to come to them, allowing them to choose where to make a stand.”

      “Then we must convince them otherwise,” said Aubrey. “Without their aid, Erlingen will fall, and then who else could possibly stand against the Halvarians?”

      “Hadenfeld,” said Owen. “Although, word is, two civil wars have weakened them significantly.”

      “What of Therengia?” asked Aubrey. “I hear they have a remarkable military history.”

      “That they have,” replied Cyric, “but they lie far to the east. Geography alone dictates they will play no part in this campaign.” He slowed his horse and then held his palms together in silent prayer as he looked off to a field on his right.

      “Is there some significance to this area?” asked Aldwin.

      “Ahead of us lies the town of Legenfeldt. That field over yonder was the scene of a great battle seventeen years ago and is where I met Temple Captain Giselle.”

      “Yes. You mentioned her the first time we met. She now serves in Deisenbach.”

      “By all rights, she should be a Temple Commander by now, but she lost her command at Legenfeldt, an unforgivable failure in the eyes of the Church. As you no doubt surmise, the Church is as much a political creature as the Petty Kingdoms. Have you such problems back where you’re from?”

      “To an extent,” replied Aldwin. “Before our queen was crowned, we had all sorts of turmoil.”

      “That’s putting it mildly,” added Aubrey. “We had an insurrection followed by a civil war.”

      “Yes, but we came out on the winning side.” Aldwin froze in the saddle, glancing at Aubrey, his cheeks reddening in shame. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to imply all those deaths were somehow worthwhile.”

      “War is best avoided whenever possible,” said Cyric, “but to stand back and do nothing often gives tyrants free rein.”

      “Wise words,” replied Aubrey, “but in our case, the queen’s attempts to give us peace have only resulted in more war.”

      “A sad state of affairs, indeed. Sometimes, I wonder if the natural state of humanity is that of total anarchy?”

      “Surely not?” said Beverly. “What about all those people who want to live their lives in peace?”

      “You’re right. I should’ve said anarchy is the natural state of the nobility, at least in the Petty Kingdoms. There are exceptions, but by and large, the ruling classes are far more concerned with their influence and wealth. Andover is a prime example of that. Two wars in two decades, and they’re preparing to fight yet again. I sometimes wonder if the Continent will ever truly be at peace.”

      “You do a lot of wondering,” noted Aldwin.

      “Now that you mention it, I suppose I do. I try to keep busy with my duties as a Temple Knight, but I must confess my mind tends to… well, have a mind of its own.”

      A fresh breeze stirred the trees, leading Owen to look westward. “It appears our Air Mage was correct. The clouds are clearing.”

      “So they are,” agreed Beverly, “but Krazuhk is a master of air, not an Air Mage.”

      “Is there that much of a difference?”

      Beverly was about to reply, but Aubrey beat her to it. “While it’s true they both employ the same type of spells, there is a vast difference in their philosophy regarding magic.”

      “Which is?”

      “An Air Mage tries to control the element, whereas the master of air embraces it.”

      “I don’t see a difference.”

      “Do you control your horse or work with it?”

      “I control it, naturally. I am a knight.”

      “I think I understand what my cousin is inferring,” said Beverly. “Lightning and I work together.”

      “Yes, but surely there are times when you need to take control?”

      “I guide him, but he’s a Mercerian Charger and far stronger than I. If he doesn’t want to ride into battle, there’s little I can do to persuade him otherwise.”

      “Yes, but he’s a living, breathing animal. Magic is something else entirely.”

      “Is it?” said Aubrey. “Tell me what you believe magic is?”

      “Why, it’s a mystical force locked within the blood of mages.”

      “And how does a mage harness these powers?”

      “I assume the same way a warrior harnesses his strength to wield a sword.”

      “That’s a good way of describing it,” said Aubrey. “Perhaps there’s hope for you yet.”

      Beverly laughed. “I believe she just gave you a compliment, Owen. If I were you, I’d accept it and move on to a new topic of conversation before she changes her mind.”

      

      The city of Zienholtz spread out before them as they topped a rise two days later. An impressive grey wall encircled the area, which included gleaming white spires that towered over the rest of the buildings. Hundreds of men gathered on the plains to the west, a sure sign that King Dagmar had given the order to mass his army.

      “That’s encouraging,” noted Beverly. “There must be two thousand warriors down there.”

      “Indeed,” said Cyric, “and their camp is much more organized than when they surrendered to Erlingen at the Battle of Legenfeldt seventeen years ago. A result, I suspect, of their recent reforms.”

      “Would Reinwick be responsible for that?”

      “It’s possible, although I believe it has more to do with the empire’s attack on Arnsfeld.”

      “I’m not certain I follow.”

      “We learned a great deal about Halvarian legions after their defeat, including how they organized the forces under their control. The Temple Knights did what they could to disseminate this information to the Petty Kingdoms, but few seemed interested. Having said that, I think what we are seeing here is the Northern Alliance’s attempt at creating their own version of a legion. From what I can tell, they’ve got about the same proportions of foot, horse, and bow.”

      “They’ve done a remarkable job of it,” said Beverly. “Although I can’t speak to the calibre of warriors at their disposal, they certainly appear well-armoured.”

      “Yes, and in that, they may find an advantage. The empire’s provincial troops wear very little armour.”

      “Why is that?” asked Aldwin. “Do they not believe in protecting themselves?”

      “I’m certain they want to,” replied Cyric, “but they are recruited from the empire’s subjugated territories, and the last thing the Halvarians desire is to supply possible rebels with decent armour and weapons.”

      “Yet they arm them with bows and mount them on horses.”

      “True, but the provincial horsemen are not knights. They reserve plate armour for their imperial warriors.”

      “And that works?” asked Aldwin.

      “Over the years, it’s allowed them to conquer half the Continent. If not for Arnsfeld, they’d still be considered unbeatable, at least on land.”

      “Not at sea?”

      “No. A great sea battle off the coast of Calabria some years ago ended their dominance of the Shimmering Sea, and then there was a smaller expedition that tried to cause problems in Reinwick. In both instances, the Temple Knights were involved in their defeat.”

      “Very interesting,” said Beverly. “However, I think it’s time we sought out King Dagmar and presented him with the Duke of Erlingen’s request for aid.”

      

      They were challenged upon arriving at the army camp, but then Cyric addressed the guards, quickly convincing them that the group posed no threat. Krazuhk’s presence raised some eyebrows, though not nearly as many as back in Erlingen. Beverly found the difference promising and wondered if there were Orcs in Andover who might assist in the campaign. The shamans to the west had certainly helped Merceria.

      Cyric stopped to ask directions and was steered towards a large pavilion guarded by a pair of warriors in plate armour.

      “Knights of Valour,” said Sir Owen. “The king’s personal order of knighthood.”

      As they approached, the knights both drew their swords. “Halt,” commanded the one on the right. “Identify yourselves.”

      “I am General Beverly Fitzwilliam, Baroness of Bodden, and have the honour of representing Duke Alain of Erlingen.” She pulled a scroll case from her belt and held it out, revealing the duke’s seal on the top.

      The knight examined it closely before nodding towards Beverly’s group. “And the rest of these individuals?”

      “This is my cousin, Lady Aubrey Brandon, Baroness of Hawksburg, and my husband, Lord Aldwin Fitzwilliam. Accompanying us this day are Krazuhk, Master of Air of the Sky Singers; Sir Owen, a knight of Erlingen; and Brother Cyric, a Temple Knight of Saint Mathew. That’s all of us, unless you want me to introduce our horses?”

      The fellow sneered. “Wait here while I see if His Majesty will permit you an audience.” He disappeared into the pavilion.

      “Do they not believe in manners here in Andover?” asked Aubrey, although she clearly didn’t expect an answer.

      After a subdued conversation within, the knight returned. “His Majesty will meet with you, but you must surrender your weapons.” He called over some guards, waiting until a trio of footmen appeared. “Take their weapons and horses.”

      Beverly dismounted, handing over Lightning’s reins, but when a guard held out his hand for her weapon, she paused. “This is Nature’s Fury. It does not leave my side.”

      “Then you will not meet with His Majesty,” countered the knight.

      Cyric took a step forward. “I think you might wish to reconsider that statement.” He kept his voice low and quiet. “General Fitzwilliam recently led the Army of Erlingen to a great victory over the empire. Do you want to be the one who refused her entry to your king?”

      The second knight cleared his throat. “Allow me to speak to His Majesty on their behalf, Sir Kenworth. I’m certain he can be persuaded.”

      Kenworth threw him a stare, but then relented. “Very well, but I’ll be watching you closely—all of you.”

      They waited as the second knight entered the tent. The silence dragged on, save for muttered words from inside, and then the knight reappeared.

      “His Majesty has graciously permitted an audience, even though you bear that weapon.” He stood to one side, holding the tent flap open.

      “After you, General,” said Cyric.

      Inside, a group of men gathered around a table covered by a map. The king was easy to spot, for even here, in what was presumably his own tent, he wore a crown, along with luxurious robes as befits a ruler of a Petty Kingdom.

      “General Fitzwilliam,” announced the knight.

      “Thank you, Gervais,” replied King Dagmar. “That will be all.” He looked up from his map, staring at Beverly standing there in her armour. “By the Saints, Gervais. You didn’t mention she was a woman.”

      “I assure you she is a skilled strategist,” offered Cyric. He stepped to the forefront, his surcoat bearing the symbol of a white axe on a brown background, indicating whom he served.

      “And a Temple Knight of Saint Mathew? I thought your people were ordered disbanded?”

      “They were,” replied Cyric, “although the order still maintains chapters in a multitude of the Petty Kingdoms. This, however, is of little importance, for General Fitzwilliam brings you urgent news from His Grace, Duke Alain of Erlingen.”

      “Yes, I do,” added Beverly as she stepped closer, extending the scroll.

      One of the king’s people took it, passing it along to His Majesty. King Dagmar broke it open, reading through the enclosed letter, while the rest of the tent’s occupants waited with bated breath.

      Dagmar looked up from the missive. “It says here you led the Army of Erlingen to victory.”

      “I did,” said Beverly, “though it was hard won.”

      “Yet the Halvarians still threaten Erlingen?”

      “We inflicted a great many casualties, Majesty, but a second legion was in the area, forcing us to withdraw across the border into Erlingen. His Grace, the duke, hoped you might march to his aid.”

      “I must wait until the Army of Reinwick arrives. Duke Fernando promised to come to our aid should word of invasion come, but we’ve yet to hear a reply to our requests to join forces here in Andover.”

      “May I enquire when you sent your request?”

      “Lorenzo?” The king addressed one of the men gathered around the map.

      “The first left several weeks ago,” the fellow replied, “with another, eight days later. More than enough time for a return message. I fear the duke has reconsidered his attitude towards our alliance.”

      “Perhaps someone intercepted these letters?” said Beverly. “Were your couriers trustworthy?”

      “What kind of a question is that?” demanded Dagmar.

      “You’ve heard nothing from them since they left, correct?”

      “So Lorenzo tells me, and there’s no reason to doubt his loyalty. Why? What are you hinting at?”

      “I suggest,” said Beverly, “your messengers are dead, most likely the victims of an ambush.”

      “Who’d dare do such a thing within the borders of my kingdom?”

      “Who would benefit by sowing dissension between your alliance, Majesty?”

      “The empire, but they bear no presence in Andover.”

      Cyric cleared his throat. “If I might be so bold, Majesty, I have reason to believe there may be sympathizers dwelling within some of the fighting orders.”

      Everyone stared at the Temple Knight.

      “I don’t understand,” said the king.

      “The Church has been in disarray for some time. They’ve taken great pains to hide it, but the entire organization has fractured, the results of a purge of the fighting orders.”

      “Purge? What in the name of the Saints are you talking about?”

      “A little over three years ago, the Church ordered all the fighting orders amalgamated into the Temple Knights of Saint Cunar.”

      “What has that got to do with anything?”

      “That order was met with heavy resistance. The Temple Knights of Saint Agnes refused entirely and fled the Antonine, while my own order splintered, with some submitting, while others, myself included, chose to continue our work of guarding the Temples of Saint Mathew. From the Church’s point of view, my order no longer exists, but we Temple Knights continue our work in small numbers relative to the Cunars, meaning that we are largely ignored.”

      “What is your point, Brother?”

      “The dissolution of the orders appears to have been orchestrated to weaken the Petty Kingdom’s defences.”

      “But the Cunars have never fought against the empire, have they?”

      “Only once, at sea, Majesty. But my own order fought in Hadenfeld, and the Agnesites held back the empire in Arnsfeld.”

      “If this is true, it puts us in great danger.”

      “Might I offer a suggestion?” Instead of waiting for a response to her question, Beverly dove in headfirst. “Allow us to travel to Reinwick on your behalf.”

      “And if these Cunars try to block your way?” asked Dagmar.

      “Then we shall fight them.”

      “That would be foolish, General. They are the finest warriors on the Continent.”

      “I am a Mercerian, Majesty. I do not fear them.”

      “Nor do the rest of us,” added Aubrey.

      “And you are?” asked the king.

      “A Life Mage of considerable power,” replied Aubrey, “and a Mercerian, like my cousin.”

      King Dagmar stared back silently, contemplating their offer before finally nodding. “I shall arrange a new letter to Duke Fernando and entrust it into your care. How soon can you depart?”

      “As soon as the ink dries.”

      “Then Lorenzo will draft one at once. I pray you have greater success than your predecessors.”
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      The servant walked down the hallway, carefully balancing a tray with a bottle of wine and a goblet, a fitting nightcap for his lord and master. He paused, holding the tray one-handed as he opened the door.

      Inside, Agalix Sartellian sat in his favourite chair, warming his feet by the fire. His near-white hair, which had started turning grey years ago, matched his wrinkled countenance. He waited quietly as the servant poured the wine, then placed both the goblet and bottle on the small table beside him. Without a word, the servant left, his footsteps muffled as the door closed.

      Agalix absently sipped his wine, his mind elsewhere. The invasion of the Petty Kingdoms, a campaign he’d sponsored, was not progressing as he expected, and now word had come that the attack on the Dwarven stronghold of Stonecastle had failed.

      He took another sip. Even though their legion had been blunted in Angvil, it was still capable of putting up a fight, and he knew Edora would adapt to the ever-changing situation there with aplomb. He’d already heard she was moving up the other legions, and their other plans would soon bear fruit.

      A knock interrupted his thoughts. A voice came through the closed door. “I’m sorry, Your Grace, but you have a visitor.”

      “Who is it?”

      “Freya Stormwind.”

      Agalix put down his cup. “Tell her to come back tomorrow.”

      “She claims to be in great distress, Your Grace.”

      He let out a sigh. “Show her in, but don’t encourage her to stay long, or I’ll be up all night.”

      “Yes, Your Grace. I shall bring her here presently.”

      Agalix stood, stretching his back. He was getting old, a rare thing for a Fire Mage, as most ended up losing control of their magic and immolating. He’d always had a strong will and believed in moderation when it came to using his magic, which had served him well over the years, allowing him to climb to the top of the Sartellian line. True, he wasn’t the grand patriarch, but he much preferred dominating others, leaving the head of the family to deal with the mundane details of overseeing such an extended organization.

      He heard footsteps and turned as the door opened. Freya Stormwind’s puffy, pale face was a sign she’d been crying. Freya was a woman known to have great control over her emotions, making him realize something terrible must’ve occurred to cause such an effect on her.

      She didn’t wait for the customary greeting. “The Volstrum,” she said, out of breath. “It’s been destroyed!”

      “What do you mean, destroyed? I don’t understand.”

      “It’s gone. The building itself is nothing more than a gigantic sinkhole!”

      “Come. Sit and take some time to gather your thoughts.” He offered her his glass of wine, which she downed quickly. She then sat, clutching the goblet in a death grip.

      “Now,” said Agalix. “Tell me what you know.”

      “A ferocious battle transpired in Karslev,” began Freya. “Somehow, an entire army made it all the way to the capital and besieged the Volstrum.”

      “And this army destroyed the building?”

      “No. They tried taking it by force. When their attacks failed, they resorted to magic to accomplish their objectives.” She set down her goblet and smoothed the front of her dress. “That renegade, Natalia, is responsible.”

      “I’m still not clear on how the building was destroyed,” said Agalix.

      “Everyone knows the Volstrum trains Water Mages, but what very few people realize is that the power of the ley lines runs directly beneath it. Over the years, we’ve learned to tap into that power, allowing us to train the most powerful Water Mages on the Continent.”

      “And you think this Natalia Stormwind somehow managed to harness that power?”

      “Yes. Accounts are inconsistent, but there is speculation she used it to redirect the river lying beneath the building.”

      “A river and a ley line? What are the chances of that?”

      “The coexistence of both is exactly why the Volstrum was built there in the first place.”

      “How many mages did she employ to do this?”

      Freya stared back silently, mouth agape, before finally answering. “Just one.”

      “Do you seriously expect me to believe a single mage destroyed a building the size of the Volstrum?”

      “I can only relate what I’ve been told. The Stormwind Matriarch, Marakhova, is presumed dead, with the rest of the family scattered. And now the King of Ruzhina has ordered all spellcasters expelled from his kingdom.”

      “How do you know all this?” asked Agalix.

      “One of my old students, a woman named Voltana, survived the ordeal and contacted me using her magic. She and a few others are attempting to make the trip westward to Halvaria.”

      “This is most serious, indeed. Without the Stormwinds there, our influence amongst the courts of the Petty Kingdoms is greatly reduced right when we need them the most.”

      “What do we do?”

      “I shall call an emergency meeting of the Inner Council first thing tomorrow. In the meantime, I suggest you get some rest. You’ll be called upon to relate these facts to everyone else.”

      She stood, her composure now restored. “Yes, of course. I shall bid you good evening, Your Grace.”

      He bowed graciously, then watched her show herself out. The news from Karslev was shocking, but it weakened only the Stormwinds, which meant the time was nearing for the Sartellians to become the dominant mages of the Continent.

      

      Agalix took his seat in the Inner Council. Under ordinary circumstances, the council contained an equal number of Stormwinds, Sartellians, and Shozarins, but the news was of such import that such limitations had been waived. All four Stormwinds were present, while his own line was reduced, thanks to Edora leading the legions off in the Petty Kingdoms. Enelle Sartellian was here, but Stalgrun had yet to be replaced, leaving the Sartellians with only two representatives.

      Of the Shozarins, only Kelson was present, a definite sign they didn’t consider the matter important enough to warrant a full quorum.

      Fadra Stormwind stood, garnering everyone’s attention. He cleared his throat. “As you’ve all heard the news, I shall dispense with the customary summary and get straight to the point. We’ve reached out to our members in the Petty Kingdoms to confirm that the Volstrum was, indeed, destroyed. A horde of Therengians marched into Ruzhina unopposed and laid siege to the building. Our brethren within repulsed the attack and would’ve held out for months were it not for the interference of Natalia Stormwind.”

      “I know that name,” said Kelson. “Wasn’t she the renegade who fled the family’s influence?”

      “She was.”

      “And you maintain she used magic to destroy the Volstrum?”

      “Multiple sources confirm it. Though there were no eyewitnesses to the actual attack, the victors were bold in relating the events of that day.”

      “That’s what comes of threatening one’s child,” replied Kelson. “I mentioned it was a bad idea at the time, but no one listened to me.”

      “That was not our decision to make,” said Murias. “Marakhova decided she needed to be returned to the fold, and I can’t say I blame her.” She took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “Natalia Stormwind represented the pinnacle of our breeding program and was possibly the most powerful student the Volstrum ever created. Her child could’ve taken our magic to levels considered inconceivable a generation ago.”

      “You can talk all day about how things might’ve been, but the Volstrum’s loss demonstrates how wrong Marakhova was. Now, instead of having a new, powerful ally, you’ve lost your home!”

      “We cannot undo the past,” said Agalix. “Let us try to focus on the present.” He turned to face Murias. “What is the current status of the surviving Stormwinds?”

      “They were given a month to leave Ruzhina. Most are seeking passage heading west, but the ship captains are charging outrageous prices for berths.”

      “How many survivors are there?”

      “No more than two dozen, and most of those were older mages living in the city.”

      “And the Volstrum’s students?”

      “They were evacuated prior to the siege. Rumour has it they’ve been taken back to Therengia.”

      “To what end?”

      “We simply don’t know,” said Murias.

      “What of the Sartellians in Karslev?” asked Enelle.

      Fadra did not try to hide his look of disgust. “They did nothing.”

      “Should we be worried these Therengians will come after Korascajan?”

      “No,” replied Agalix. “Korascajan is a fortified city under our exclusive control, a very different situation than the Volstrum.”

      Kestia Stormwind, who up until now had remained silent, stood. “You speak of the Volstrum but fail to mention the Baroshka.”

      “Which is?” said Enelle.

      “A repository of immense magical knowledge that, in the wrong hands, could ruin everything.”

      “And where lies this Baroshka?”

      “Beneath the Volstrum.”

      “Wouldn’t it have been destroyed with the rest of the building?”

      “Some believe it may have been plundered before the building collapsed.”

      “Let’s hope that’s only a rumour,” said Freya. “I’d hate to think what Natalia Stormwind could do with magic like that at her disposal.”

      “She’s still only one individual,” said Agalix, “and our current strategy to conquer the Petty Kingdoms relies on armies, not mages, to accomplish its objectives.”

      “And if she shows up to support the Northern Alliance?”

      “Why would she consider that? She has chosen to live with the Therengians, a race ostracized across the entire Continent. I can’t imagine them getting involved. I’m more concerned with learning how an army of Therengians marched to Karslev without being detected.”

      “I have no explanation for that,” replied Fadra, “nor do I expect to find one in the coming weeks now that our people are scattered.”

      “Could we send some ships to evacuate them?”

      “With the Temple Fleet in control of the Great Northern Sea?”

      “We’re talking about less than thirty individuals; even one ship could carry them.”

      “We have no ships left in the north,” announced Fadra.

      Everyone fell silent.

      Agalix couldn’t comprehend the fellow’s statement. “I understand we lost ships in the campaign in Arnsfeld, but surely we’ve had time to rebuild?”

      “The Temple Fleet sails at will across the north. They have even, on occasion, raided our ports and put our shipbuilding facilities to the torch. Let me make this very clear: we have no warships left on our northern coast.”

      “Perhaps we might dispatch some ships from our fleet off the Mercerian coast?”

      “That would take far too long,” said Fadra, “and that part of the Continent is unexplored; we have no idea if there even IS a passage to the Great Northern Sea.”

      “Can any of the survivors use their magic to escape?”

      “They have to target a magic circle to use a frozen arch, and those are in short supply with the Volstrum destroyed, not to mention that very few Stormwinds can actually cast the spell to begin with.”

      “This is all very distressing,” said Agalix, “but I fear we can do nothing about it at present. We should focus on our campaign in the Petty Kingdoms. Then, once our military conquest is complete, we’ll re-establish the Volstrum at our leisure.”

      “What should we do about Natalia Stormwind?” asked Fadra.

      “What can we do? By all accounts, she has chosen to live in Therengia. I say let her remain there, where she can do no further harm.”

      

      The embers spat, sparks flying up the chimney. Agalix tossed another log into the fireplace, then waved his hand, calling on his inner Fire Magic. Flames leaped up, warming the room, while he returned to his seat. His companion downed her drink before turning to her host.

      “This is an opportunity for us,” she said.

      Agalix chuckled. “You have a way with words, Olynia. What, in particular, are you suggesting?”

      “With the Volstrum destroyed, the Stormwinds are weakened, allowing us to gain prominence.”

      “There is still the matter of the Shozarins.”

      “Agreed, yet power split two ways gives us more control than split in three.”

      “You make a good point, but how do you suggest we go about orchestrating this… elevation in stature? It’s not as if we could kill them all off. Even with the Volstrum gone, many Stormwinds are still in Halvaria.”

      “We know Exalor is planning to seize control of the Gilded Throne. I suggest we leak information that the Stormwinds are plotting against him and let him take care of the details.”

      “Devious, but the High Strategos is no fool. He’ll see through such a ploy.”

      “Then perhaps a more subtle approach would be preferable. A scandal would lessen the Stormwinds’ influence.”

      “Or,” said Agalix, “we let them deal with the Volstrum’s loss and turn on themselves.”

      “Would that work?” asked Olynia.

      “Providing we give them a little shove in the right direction.”

      “And how do we do that?”

      “We cast doubt on the details concerning the Volstrum’s fall. We know Therengia was somehow involved, yet no one has any idea how they got their army into Karslev. We could insinuate someone within the Stormwinds was working with her. Natalia Stormwind was made out to be their arch-nemesis. What if others were similarly inclined?”

      “A brilliant idea,” said Olynia, “but it can’t come from us; that’s far too obvious. We need someone who can plant the concept in the minds of the Stormwinds, and then let it take root. Do we know anyone of that nature?”

      “Potentially,” said Agalix. “Kelson Shozarin is the High Sentinel and is bound to know someone. I can’t imagine he’d be upset to see the Stormwinds fighting amongst themselves. The question is, can we trust him?”

      “You trusted him with the plan to invade the Petty Kingdoms.”

      “True, but that only worked because he was at odds with Exalor’s plot to seize the Throne. I don’t know how he’ll react to the idea of discrediting any of the three families. We must also consider the larger implications.”

      “Which are?”

      “By allowing the destruction of the Stormwinds, we are announcing that a purge is considered acceptable behaviour, which could easily turn on us should he later decide we’re no longer of use to him.”

      “Or he to us,” said Olynia. “You might say it works both for and against us.”

      Agalix stared into the fire, chewing over the situation. Life was so much simpler when he’d first come to court. Then, the three families existed not so much in harmony but at least in balance, something he’d thought would last forever. Now, many years later, he was contemplating the ruin of the Stormwinds. It wasn’t exactly a happy thought, though admittedly, it did provide him some measure of joy to see his political rivals weakened.

      “All things considered,” continued Olynia, “what’s our next step?”

      “I’ll arrange a meeting with Kelson and feel out if he’d agree to such a thing. I’m not committing to the enterprise just yet, as there are far too many things to consider, but it’s a first step.”

      “And if he’s against the idea?”

      “Then we look at other options.”

      “I know there are many people who’d like to see the Stormwinds suffer.” She lifted her drink, but before she took a sip, she halted. “What if there were another way?”

      “I’m open to suggestions,” said Agalix. “What is it you’re proposing?”

      “Other mage families would be interested in filling positions of power, perhaps even some we might be able to control.”

      “That’s a dangerous game, Olynia. It might give the other ruling families the idea to do the same, and then all we’d accomplish is diluting our own influence.”

      “I’m only trying to keep our options open. There’s also the matter of Exalor. We know he wants to rule Halvaria, but have we any idea when he’ll begin his campaign of conquest?”

      “He’s got his hands full dealing with Merceria at the moment,” replied Agalix, “although I hear things are not going according to plan at Stonecastle.”

      “Should we be worried?”

      “No. Even if the Third Legion doesn’t take the Dwarven fortress, they should have no problem defending the mountain passes, not to mention that gorge.”

      “Gorge?” said Olynia.

      “Yes, Kharzun’s Folly. It took everything our Earth Mages had to cross it; I can’t imagine the Dwarves have anything to match that level of magic.”

      “It’s not the Dwarves we have to worry about; it’s the Mercerians.”

      “Let Exalor worry about the Mercerians. We need to focus our attention on things back here in Varena.”

      “What about the emperor?”

      “I think we’ve reached the point where he’s no longer of use to us.”
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      Revi Bloom stepped from the magic circle. Guards immediately entered the room, their weapons drawn, but at the sight of the Royal Life Mage, they sheathed their swords.

      “Welcome back, Master Bloom,” said the sergeant. “Her Majesty has been awaiting your return.”

      “She has? That comes as a surprise to me.”

      “Shall I have someone take you to her?”

      “If you would be so kind.”

      “Harper?” called out the sergeant. “Take Master Bloom to the queen and be quick about it.”

      Donald Harper stepped forward. “Yes, Sergeant. If you’ll follow me, sir?”

      “Of course,” said Revi. They exited the room and proceeded down a long hallway.

      “The queen is in the map room,” said Harper. “Are you familiar with it?”

      “I wasn’t aware we had a map room.”

      “It’s a recent development. Her Majesty needed somewhere to lay out her map of Halvaria.”

      “We have a map?”

      “Yes. I’m told she compiled it after reading the confessions of all those Halvarian prisoners we took at Stonecastle, along with those being held at Holdcross.”

      “A sensible approach,” said Revi. “Is it very detailed?”

      “I couldn’t say, sir. My duties don’t normally include access to that particular room.”

      
      Gerald bent over the map, squinting. “Does that say ‘mind’?”

      “No, mine,” replied Anna. “We believe it’s the primary source of iron for the empire. There’s also the possibility it’s an old Dwarven stronghold, perhaps even the fabled city of Dun-Galdrim.”

      “But we’re not certain?”

      “There’s only so much we can glean from prisoners. It might’ve been a little easier had we captured any senior officers, but they’ve proven too fanatical to surrender.”

      The door opened to Revi. “I hope I’m not interrupting?” he said.

      “Not at all, Master Bloom,” replied the queen. “Come in. There’s something I want to discuss with you.”

      “Of course, Majesty.” The mage entered, his gaze wandering over to the map. “Has this anything to do with the situation at Ironcliff?”

      “I’m afraid not. It has more to do with Trollden. What do you know of events there?”

      “I understand we recently defeated the empire’s attempt to march on Colbridge, but I’m afraid I know little more than that.”

      “Their legion was defeated,” replied Gerald, “but they still maintain a presence near Trollden, as well as a fleet off the coast, and that’s where you come in.”

      “I’m a Life Mage,” replied Revi. “I can do little about enemy ships.”

      “Do you remember Riversend?” asked Anna.

      “I could hardly forget. Why? What are you suggesting?”

      “In that battle, the Kurathian fleet used large sea creatures to pull their war barges.”

      “If I recall correctly, we sent Lady Beverly to lead a group in amongst the fleet and set fire to their ships.”

      “We did, but it’s those monstrously huge sea dwellers I’m interested in. If we convinced even one to join us in this war, we could break up that Halvarian fleet.”

      “I still don’t see what this has to do with me.”

      “It’s my belief that the Saurians may have had a way of communicating with those creatures, much as they communicate with their three-horns.”

      “Have you any proof to back up these beliefs?”

      Anna shook her head. “No, which is where you come in. I want you to travel to Erssa Saka’am and look for evidence that might prove my theory correct.”

      “Why me?”

      “I’d go myself, but this war demands my complete attention. You’ve also studied the Saurians extensively. My only concern is you’d need to employ the Saurian Gates to get there.”

      “I assure you there will be no trouble, Majesty. My previous exposure was all-consuming, and I have no desire to repeat it. I would, however, require some assistance. The Saurian records are extensive, and I fear it would require a great amount of effort to sift through them.”

      “Who do you suggest?”

      Revi considered his options before replying. “I’d prefer someone with some magical training, as controlling a beast of that size would involve a spell.”

      “There aren’t a lot of mages to choose from,” said Gerald. “There is a war on, you know.”

      “Perhaps a student or two?”

      “Have you someone particular in mind?”

      “I do,” replied Revi. “Princess Edwina has a good education, and Durwin has done well in his Earth Magic studies, which is likely the type of magic we’ll need.”

      “I shall send word to them at once,” said Anna.

      “That’s it? I was expecting an argument.”

      “That fleet is holding back our campaign in the north. The sooner we rid the sea of them, the better. There is, however, a slight problem.”

      “Ah. I knew there was something.”

      “There are no shamans to send with you, which means you’ll be out of communication during your stay. To keep abreast of your discoveries, we’d require you to return to Wincaster on a regular basis.”

      “You could ask the Orcs to teach me the spell of spirit talk. I am, after all, the Royal Life Mage.”

      “They won’t agree,” said Gerald. “To them, the ability to speak with the spirit world is sacred.”

      “They taught Aubrey.”

      “That they did,” said Anna, “but they’ve developed a very close bond with her. It’d be unfair of us to expect them to do the same with anyone else. I suppose what I mean is that we must respect their wishes in this.”

      “Agreed,” added Gerald. “Our army relies on their shamans to coordinate our strategies. We can’t risk losing that ability by sharing knowledge they don’t wish others to have.”

      “Then I shall recall once a week,” said Revi.

      “Once a ten-day would be preferable,” said Anna, “or you’ll lose too much time. After all, your return trip south will necessitate you travelling to Uxley, wasting two days every time.”

      “When would you
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