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          TAKEN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “No matter how hard we try to ignore it, the world we don’t recognize is still there.”

        ﹣The Exiled Captain (Author Unknown)

      

      

      

      Rachel made her way home. She’d spent a lovely day with Timothy, her one true love—or at least that’s what her sixteen-year-old heart told her he was. She trotted home, letting her dress swirl around her and waved as she passed her best friend Pamela’s house. Pamela was more of a tomboy with her tough attitude and sturdy frame, but Rachel thought she was wonderful.

      Dinner was normal. Rachel daydreamed while her mother and father tried to talk to her, but, like most teenagers, she wasn’t much for sharing. The night was cool when she went to bed, so she closed her window and settled into a dream of Timothy. She sighed in contentment.

      A sound woke her… what was it? It sounded like screams from outside. Still half asleep, Rachel went to open the window when her father burst into the room.

      “Rachel, Rachel honey, come on, we need to leave!” he said frantically.

      Why did they need to leave? With a snap of her father’s fingers, she thought of everyone in town talking about the Iumenta that had been watching them. Feeling scared, she moved with her father to the living room. There was yelling and more screaming outside. Her mother was downstairs putting food in a bag. The door of the house burst open, and Rachel’s father shoved her into a closet as four black-armored figures entered the house.

      She heard her mother scream and her dad yell, “Get off my wife!” Then there was a thud, the sound of something being dragged, and her mother screaming, “NO!” Rachel, her heart pounding, knelt, looking out of the crack at the bottom of the door. A pool of blood oozed under the door, and she saw just a glimpse of brown hair that matched her father’s. She moved to the wall, clamping her eyes shut. “No, no, no, no, no!” she whispered.

      There was a sound from upstairs. What was it? Another cry that sounded like her mother… was she still alive? Fear and the need to stay alive finally won out. As she opened the door of the closet and confirmed her father’s death and her mother’s absence, she bolted for the door.

      Shame filled her as she left her mother to whatever fate she was enduring, but Rachel had to run. The streets were in pandemonium. Black-armored figures were hacking people to death. The bodies of men, women, and children littered the streets. She slammed into one of the black figures and screamed as he raised a war hammer to hit her. Then, with a crunch, the man fell to the side, revealing Pamela with a skillet.

      “Come on, we need to get to the town center to make a stand!” Pamela was a fighter.

      They ran as fast as they could to the town center, where a small band of men and women were making a last stand. Pamela joined the fight, swinging her skillet with as much force as she could muster. Rachel, watching the slaughter, sank to the ground. Finally, the majority of the townspeople were lost, and those who were left were injured or had given up. Counting Rachel and Pamela, there were maybe ten people left.

      The black figures surrounded them, and Rachel was sure that she was going to die or be dragged off like the other people she had seen. The figures parted, and an Iumenta walked up to the survivors, his gray skin fading in the moonlight and his yellow eyes boring into Rachel’s.
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            Plans

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Reality is a matter of perspective; loss, gain, sorrow, joy—they depend on where you are sitting. By altering perspective, one can change the world.”

        ﹣Diary of the Perfectos Compatioa

      

      

      

      There was a glint of metal as the fenrra cut flesh and bone. Kovos’ head detached in slow motion, turning in the air to bounce on the ground. As his face turned, his eyes bore into hers, and he whispered, “Emma.”

      Sasha woke with a start, straightening up in bed. She was covered in sweat, her breathing ragged. Dream, Sasha, dream! she told herself. She tasted for bile, but there was none. Another night free, she thought. Since the battle at the precipice, Sasha’s episodes had been coming on once or twice a day, but for the last two days, she had been fine. Her dreams were normally about the battle: seeing lines of color streak the sky as dragons fought, the roars of familiars, and the screams of men. But last night was different—a nightmare, yes, but not of the battle. Instead, she watched as Kovos died. His disembodied head spoke to her, saying the name of the girl he intended to marry back in their hometown of Salmont. This made her think of her own loved ones back home. Both she and Legon thought of them often, but for now, there wasn’t anything they could do to contact them.

      Her mind reached out to the dragon dome’s room controls, and the room was bathed in soft honey tones. She pushed back her sheets, which were wet with her nightmare’s sweat, swung her legs off the side of the bed, and planted her feet on the warm wooden floor. Mornings were her time of remembrance, or at least they had become that since the battle and her episodes increased. Every morning she would replay the last few months: their escape from Salmont and journey to Salkay, being attacked by the royal guard, finding Sara, Kovos dying, Legon turning into an Elf. Eventually, her mind would stop after she replayed memories of coming to the dragon dome and the battle.

      She made her way to the bathroom of her apartment. She was in a different one since her arrival at the dragon dome. Sara and Keither were now staying in the Human barracks, and Sasha and Legon shared an apartment. Her mind reached out to his room, where he still slept. She disrobed and stepped into the shower, her own piece of paradise, letting its steam and heat clear her mind. This morning, however, all she could see when her eyelids closed was Kovos, and she was thankful for the hot water that washed away her tears.
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        * * *

      

      Legon woke from a dreamless sleep, his mind feeling Sasha dwelling on Kovos and their family as she got ready for her day. He blocked his mind, not wanting to think about either. His stress levels were high enough without thinking about that which he could not help at the moment. Instead, his eyes shifted over to a leather-bound book on his nightstand, the title in Elvish and the contents about the one thing Legon feared more than any foe—public speaking. This too he pushed from his mind as he rose to get ready for the day.

      Brushing one’s teeth was common in the Empire, but not like this. The brushes in the dragon dome were attached to the walls with thin vines, and when you put them in your mouth, they vibrated quickly, cleaning your teeth. He liked it now, but at first, he hadn’t. When he was done, his teeth felt… well, slimy, and it took him a while to figure out that’s how teeth were supposed to feel—not slimy, but smooth and polished.

      Like Sasha, Legon loved the shower. He stepped inside, sliding his finger over the little ridge that controlled the water. As steam built, his mind drifted off, and time slowed with each breath of the thick air. The hot water ran down Legon’s body, taking with it the stress and worries of the last few weeks. Most of those worries consisted of how he was supposed to be a leader and what to do about the war between the free lands and the Cona and Impa Empires. Also, he was now a public figure, one that would be expected to address his people and that of a nation. How was he to do that? Legon knew he was a man of action; he woke up, went to work, maybe got in a fight, and he would do whatever it took to protect those around him. But inspire and lead them? That was something entirely foreign to him. The water of the shower only gave a temporary reprieve, but a welcome one nonetheless. Once he was done and dressed, Legon stepped into the main room. Sydin was there waiting for him and Sasha and didn’t seem to notice Legon as he entered. Sydin’s eyes were unfocused. Legon figured he was in a meeting or something. Sydin wouldn’t care if Legon looked in his head to see what he was doing, but Legon didn’t want to pry. If it was important, then Sydin would tell him.

      In truth, Legon didn’t want any attention at the moment. The shower’s temporary reprieve from stress and cares was over. Legon’s mind was once again filled to the point of overflowing. Presently, Sasha joined them in the common room, carrying her shoes in her right hand. They were a sparkly silver that matched her dress. Sasha plopped herself down on one of the cushy white couches and put them on.

      “Are you two ready?” she asked.

      Sydin shook his head. “Oh, sorry, I was talking to Telunone of House Paldin.”

      House Paldin was one of the great houses of the Elvin Empire, or Pawdin Empire, to be correct. House Paldin was the house that gathered all of the great Elvin houses together in order to meet the Iumenta threat that would someday turn into the War of Generations. When the first council gathered all the leaders of the other houses, they found it fit to name their new country the Pawdin Empire after House Paldin. Sydin told Legon and Sasha that in the early days of the newly formed Pawdin Empire, the members of House Paldin were flattered and a little overwhelmed by the new country’s name being in their honor. They feared that in time the other great houses would see it as Paldin trying to place it above the others. They didn’t want to cause the first-ever Elf conflict. Legon found it interesting that over the thousands of years that the Elves were separate countries, there had never been war between them, and like today, people moved from region to region regardless of what house controlled it. This hadn’t been the case for the Iumenta’s Impa Empire. Before they formed into one cohesive unit, they were separate countries similar to city-states, and they fought often. The pre-Impa era was one of constant battle for the Iumenta—a time of killing, but also a time of hardening, the time that gave them the strength for the War of Generations. Legon shook these thoughts from his mind.

      “Is he going to be taking over for Evindass when we leave?” Legon asked.

      “Yes, he’s the blue dragon you saw the day you came in,” Sydin said.

      Sasha’s face turned bright at the memory. “I remember him; he’s friendly.”

      Sydin turned and spoke to her. “Yes, I like Telunone. He’s a respectable man; I’ve known him for the better part of four thousand years.”

      Sasha’s head shook. “So, Sydin, what was it like when the world was created?”

      They loved to pick on Sydin for his age, which was a very Human thing to do, as Elves don’t age. To them, being thousands of years old was just another part of life. Sasha picked a bad day to taunt him. Sydin merely smiled at her.

      Sasha reminded Sydin of his one and only daughter, of whom he thought the world. Sydin was a father of twelve, eleven of whom were boys. When Sasha would give someone—usually Legon or Barnin—a dirty or reproachful look, Sydin said it reminded him of when his daughter was a little girl and she would get mad at him for taking away a toy. He didn’t find her looks menacing or frightening, not that anyone did, but rather cute and funny. So Sydin laughed harder, and Sasha’s face softened.

      “It’s a good thing I like you,” she said more lightheartedly than before.

      “Can we eat, please? I’m hungry,” Legon added.

      Sasha rolled her eyes. “When aren’t you? Ok, let’s go eat.”

      As they made their way to the dining hall, Legon was thinking about breakfast, though there were more pressing matters at hand. He was in this war now and in it for the long haul, in it for the Humans and Elves who would not walk the land for centuries to come. So what was he to do now to ensure their future? Ideas had been rolling around in his head since he arrived at the dome, but now Legon was hungry and couldn’t focus. The soft rhythmic sound of shoes and boots hitting the floor as the group walked seemed to help put things in perspective. That was it, wasn’t it? Perspective. All this time, the filth had ruled by keeping people relatively happy, keeping them just content enough to not hate their owners, for lack of a better word. If people knew what their lives had become, what they would turn into if they stayed under the Iumenta? Would they be able to fight back? Would they want to? Yes, Legon decided they would fight back if there was a future better than the one they lived in now… but how to do that? War was not a better immediate future for anyone in Airmelia. All sides would suffer. The Elves would fight because those alive today would see that brighter future, but many, if not most, of Humanity would not live to see that future.

      They were at the dining hall now. Legon found himself seated and waiting for Sydin, who ran off to get food. Sasha looked at Legon concernedly.

      “What are you thinking?” she asked.

      “Aren’t you paying attention?”

      “No, you blocked your mind. What’s going on?”

      Legon didn’t want to talk about it now. “I’ll tell you in a bit when I figure it out.”

      Sasha arched an eyebrow. “You could just let down your defenses, and then I could find out now,” she tried in a persuasive tone.

      He smiled wryly. “I could, but that wouldn’t be as much fun.”

      Sasha stuck her tongue out at him but didn’t push the subject. She would get her answers—they both knew that. Sydin returned with three plates of food. The scent of eggs, cheese, and something sweet instantly pushed the thoughts of the war from Legon’s mind. Sydin sat after handing everyone a plate. He bowed his head, folding his arms. Legon hadn’t noticed it at first, but the Elves were rather religious, something uncommon in the Cona Empire where he had grown up. But they weren’t overt about their beliefs. It had taken Legon days to figure out that at meals when Elves bowed their heads, they were praying—something he found rather odd. Even Ise did it. They all prayed to the White Dragon, but neither Legon nor Sasha had pressed the subject with anyone. It felt awkward to them. Legon noticed Sasha eyeing Sydin’s plate.

      “You have chocolate here?” Sasha pointed when Sydin opened his eyes.

      Sasha, like all girls, seemed to love this incredibly rare treat. Chocolate came from cacao or cocoa beans, but it grew in the south and was hard to acquire. It shouldn’t have been a surprise that Legon’s people had it; after all, they were the ones who controlled the south. Still, it was rare, so rare in fact that most people in the Cona Empire only got it once every few years, at best. Legon’s mother said she was given a piece on her wedding day and then another when Sasha was born, but that was the extent of it. Arkin, of course, seemed to come upon it fairly often, so Sasha got a piece every year for her birthday. They never could figure out how he got a hold of the stuff, but it made sense now.

      Two of the plates Sydin carried had eggs, cheese, bacon, and other normal breakfast items. The third had a small pastry on it that looked to be covered in chocolate, which dripped off the side. Legon felt his mouth fall open. The treat before his eyes would be a week’s pay back home.

      “Sydin, that had to cost you a fortune! What’s the occasion?” Sasha said.

      Sydin looked confused. “You’ve had this for breakfast every day; I don’t under…” his voice trailed off.

      “Sash, would you like to try this?” Sydin asked.

      She sat back, waving the food away. “Oh no, it’s yours, but it looks good.”

      Sydin pressed on, saying, “Do you want me to get you one?”

      Sasha looked a little overwhelmed. “That’s nice of you, but…”

      Legon became aware of a familiar THUMP THUMP of boots behind him, and it was no surprise to hear Arkin’s voice.

      “Sydin, you forget that in the Empire, chocolate is worth more than a pound of gold.”

      “It’s not here?” Legon asked.

      Sydin explained. “Not in the least bit. It grows abundantly in the Elf lands. You know that hot drink you’ve been having every morning?”

      Legon thought about it. They did have a hot drink every morning. It was bitter but exceptionally good, and it seemed to wake him up.

      “Socolata?” Legon said.

      Sydin nodded. “Yes, it’s ground and brewed cocoa beans.”

      Sasha gasped. “We’ve been drinking chocolate every day? Shouldn’t it be sweeter?”

      “We can make it that way, yes. Elves and Humans in the south drink and eat a lot of chocolate. In fact, it’s relatively worthless down here,” Sydin said.

      Sasha shook her head, and Legon sensed her disgust once again at their former home—not the people or the land, but the people’s situation. Chocolate was worthless to the Humans here as well as the Elves, meaning the only reason it wasn’t to Sasha and her family was that it was a banned substance in the Empire. Well, having it wasn’t banned, but trading with the Elves was.

      Sydin looked sad. “Sasha, I’m sorry, it’s just…”

      Sasha huffed and spoke. “I’m not sad about the silly pastry; I’m happy about getting those now. It’s just another straw on the pile, you know what I mean?”

      Legon did; they all did. It was funny how insignificant something could be and still mess up your day. New thoughts bubbled in Legon’s head, and a smile pulled itself across his face. He dug into the eggs, not caring in the least about the little sweet next to him that would fetch the price of a horse back home. When they were done, Legon excused himself and Sasha, who got up without complaint but still morose.

      As they walked down one of the many passages of the dome, Legon realized he was moving a little fast, and he eased back, locking one of his arms with Sasha. She looked up at him, confused but curious.

      “So, are you going to tell me what you’re thinking now?” she asked.

      “Yep.”

      Sasha waited as Legon stuck his hand in his pocket, pulling out a small round piece of chocolate that Sydin had slipped him at the table. He handed it to her.

      “Did I make that big of a scene?” she asked.

      Sasha plopped it in her mouth, and her eyes widened. “It’s got a cherry in it!” she said, amazed.

      “Wow, that’s neat,” Legon said.

      Sasha’s sour mood returned. “Ok, spill it. Wasn’t I an idiot?”

      Legon didn’t hesitate in his answer. “No, Sash, everyone knew what you meant… truth be told, you said it in a much kinder way than any of us would have, but you also solved the war,” he said, beaming at her.

      “Chocolate?” she asked.

      “Exactly.”

      Sasha stopped and turned Legon to face her. The look on her face was one he’d seen a thousand times; it was the “did you hurt yourself or something” look.

      Legon took a second to compose his thoughts. “I’m fine. Think about it. The Iumenta stay in control by making people think they are happy with material things, right?”

      “Yes, I guess so,” Sasha responded.

      “But people really don’t have that much now, do they?”

      She thought for a moment. “No, but they don’t know that.”

      “Ah yes, but we do, and I would be willing to bet that there are a lot of other things that people don’t know. A lot of stuff that people outside the Empire enjoy that people in the Empire don’t,” Legon said.

      “Ok, I think I see where you’re going with this. If people knew their lot, they might not be so willing to support the Iumenta. And, once they see that they are slaves, they will rebel. So what is your plan?”

      Legon started walking again and explained. “I’m going to send Arkin into the Empire to gather information and start spreading the word that the Iumenta aren’t as wonderful as many people seem to think. I was going to have him gather information for us anyway, but now I think we can put him to more use.”

      “What about the dragons? With them influencing the minds of the people, they have such a strong hold there’s no way it will work.”

      “Only if they are in an area to influence it,” Legon pointed out.

      “Ok, so that’s what, every major city and then some patrols in areas with a lot of towns?” Sasha speculated.

      “But not enough to keep thoughts in check for people in smaller, spread-out areas like co-ops and small towns—the food source of the Empire,” Legon explained.

      It clicked home with Sasha now. “You’re going to sow resentment in the rural areas and then, in effect, the cities.”

      “Basically, my goal is to keep the Iumenta Dragons focused on the cities. Think about it: as the Iumenta’s control over the minds of the rural areas weakens and as the people’s animosity grows, they will hate their government. So, when our forces inevitably move into an area, the surrounding people will welcome us, cutting off the cities from supply. Thus, by doing this, discord in the cities will rise, and the Iumenta will be forced to put more and more effort and resources into controlling the population in the cities.”

      “And with farming communities cutting off food supplies, it will make it easy to put cities under siege; just wait it out with a secured countryside,” she nodded, impressed.

      Legon went on, “…and if we up raids on the borders, the Iumenta will have to send more dragons down to help.”

      Sasha finished for him, saying, “…taking them away from the cities. Good thinking; it could take years, but why not? It worked for the Iumenta. That’s how they took over the Cona lands to begin with, so why not us?”

      Legon smiled. Sasha was on board with this, and that was a good thing. Now he needed to get Sydin and Iselin in on it as well. Plus, he was going to need to have people attacking the Empire’s supply trains, and Legon knew just the group to do it.

      For the most part, the Precipice and its forces were commanded by the Elves. It was labeled as a joint affair between the Pawdin Empire and the Cona Republic, but with the constant influx of refugees from the Cona Empire and planning raiding parties, the Human staff was overwhelmed. There would be no issue procuring a special unit to wreak havoc on the Empire, but he still would need to talk to Telunone about it. After all, in a few days, Telunone would be in charge of this dome. House Evindass was scheduled to meet with Telunone in the afternoon, so it shouldn’t be a problem.

      When it was time for the meeting with Telunone, Sydin and Iselin were all in the loop and in agreement with Legon and Sasha. They all walked into a command room of the dome. This room used to be Sydin’s command center, complete with House Evindass banners, but now they were greeted with the gold on white of Paldin, hanging from the ceiling of the far wall. The banner was ivory, and in the center was a large dot that represented the sun, with waves rising from the dot to symbolize the sea. All of this was woven in thread that looked like gold—and it probably was. The sun and sea shimmered as the banner slowly moved from the constant movement in the room. Off to the left side of the room was a doorway, out of which a harassed-looking, raven-haired Elf strode. He ran his hand across his face and through his short hair. His firm jawline was set in a look of agitation, but despite that, he still looked friendly enough. He turned a set of large green eyes at them, which sparkled with sapphire blue flecks.

      “Bad time, Telunone?” Sydin asked.

      Telunone responded, frowning. “Are you sure you don’t want to stay here, Sydin? I mean, House Evindass has done such a fantastic job with this place; I don’t want to mess up a good thing.”

      Sydin laughed heartily. “Not on your life. This place has been a pain since it was built, and it’s impossible to supply.”

      Telunone ran his hand through his hair in exasperation. “Yes, I can see that a storm hit last night in those horrid mountains. Of course, that’s when all our belongings were heading through there, and well, now you can guess what.”

      Sydin chuckled again and patted Telunone on the shoulder. “So I take it that’s where most of your staff is?”

      “Oh yes, and my wife—her favorite painting flew off. Sorry, those aren’t your problems. Let’s find a place where we can talk more privately. Sorry, Un Prosa and Un Prose, my name is Telunone; it’s an honor,” he said, extending a hand to Legon and then Sasha.

      Sasha looked confused at his words. “Sorry, what did you call me?”

      Sydin broke in, speaking to Telunone. “Forgive me, it has been busy. They don’t know all of the formalities and etiquette yet.”

      Telunone seemed to understand. “Un Prose is the feminine of Prosa. You are a lady of a great house. It’s like when the Humans say ‘my lady,’ for example.”

      Sasha hesitated and nodded. “Oh, ok, thank you; you can just call me Sasha if you like.”

      Telunone laughed softly. “Of course, Sasha; now come; let us talk.”

      Telunone led them to a small room with a domed ceiling like their apartments. As they walked around a large table in the center of the room, Legon noticed the table’s natural beauty; it was quite unlike anything he had seen before. It was round, but the edges rippled out as if it was once a giant stump now propped on legs. The top was shiny, like glass, and when he looked down on it, he could see that it got its shine from layer upon layer of some sort of clear coating. The wood looked like it was torn from the tree with large chunks missing. The clear coating made the table look submerged, like you could dip your finger in the liquid surface and touch the tortured wood below. Legon placed his palms on the table, leaning slightly against it, and the shining top held solid. The rest of the room was nice as well, with the same rough eloquence of the table. Telunone strolled over to a mini bar, over which hung Paldin’s banner. He began fiddling with decanters, filling several glasses with the deep amber Poti that the Elves preferred. Legon took a glass, sipped the liquid, and resumed admiring the table.

      Something about the room felt awkward to Legon, and he looked around. “Where are the chairs?”

      Telunone grimaced at this. “As I said, it has been a hard move.”

      “Oh, sorry.”

      “Don’t be; it’s not your fault. Now, Sydin, I got all of your reports for me, so I think I’m up to speed. Is there something else?”

      Sydin stepped up to the table, and everyone looked a little awkward standing at it, but no one brought that up.

      “We know that House Paldin is going to be running this dome, but House Evindass would like to continue to use some of the Human units here, if you are agreeable with that. We would like to coordinate through you.”

      Telunone looked at Legon. “Of course, that’s fine. May I ask what you had in mind?”
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        * * *

      

      Sasha looked at Telunone’s glittering eyes now fixed on her brother. She could see no resentment in them; Telunone honestly didn’t mind. If House Evindass needed something, then it would be provided without question. Telunone was simply curious. She knew this would have never happened in any of the Human governments, and she wondered how long it took the Elves to get to this level of trust.

      Legon spoke. “We are planning on disrupting the inner workings of the Cona Empire with raiding parties and a propaganda campaign.”

      Telunone inclined his head, indicating for Legon to continue.

      “I’m trying to think of how to explain this correctly,” he paused. “We want to make people in the Empire think twice about their current government. We will do this by sowing discord throughout the land.”

      Telunone looked confused. “You want to polarize the land?”

      Legon pressed on. “Yes, and then take advantage of that.”

      “Well, it won’t be easy with the Iumenta Dragons spread throughout the Empire like they are. You may be able to sway a few small towns and co-ops, but I’m not sure what good that will do.”

      Sydin started to talk. “Well, there is more than that. If you remember, that’s how the Iumenta took over in the first place.”

      Telunone thought for a moment before responding. “Yes, so won’t they see that coming then?”

      Sydin smiled and explained. “Ah, you forget; when the Iumenta took over, we had no dragons in the Human lands swaying people’s thoughts. That is the only way they stay in control.”

      Now Sasha could see the wheels turning in Telunone’s head. “So, if we can weaken that, then we could have a chance of turning the people against them, making the fight simpler. Yes, I see where you are going with this…” He looked down at the table, deep in thought. “We will also need to pull as many dragons away from the cities and towns as possible.”

      Sasha couldn’t help herself. “But how?”

      “Easy, my dear; we are a bigger threat than a bunch of angry farmers. If we increase the presence of our Ascended along the borders, they will in turn send more of their own. In fact, they will be forced to send most of their military to the borders, which will cause quite a fuss if we don’t attack.”

      Iselin chimed in. “If we keep feinting, then they won’t be able to justify pulling their forces back. But conversely, they won’t be able to justify the cost of matching our numbers in the sky. They must be stretching themselves thin trying to control the bulk of the Cona lands as it is. And that’s not even counting those Ascended that keep Impa air safe.”

      “Yes, that’s a good point too,” Telunone said.

      Sasha was getting part of the Elves’ overall strategy now. The Elves were slowly working to kill off as many dragons as possible. If they upped those efforts by agitating the Iumenta, then there would be fewer dragons in the rest of the Empire to keep the unstable population under control and then…

      Legon finished Sasha’s thought aloud. “Civil war.” She heard the bitterness in his tone, but there was also resignation to what needed to be done.

      “Maybe not… the Iumenta will try to hold the cities, but the rest of the land will be out of their control. When we do invade, we shouldn’t encounter much resistance. In fact, if done right, we will receive aid,” Telunone said, smiling. “Legon, House Evindass truly is lucky to have you as its head. You are like your father.”

      Legon looked a little uneasy at the compliment but happy at the same time. Sasha noticed that Iselin was suppressing a smile. She reached out with her mind. “What are you smiling at?”

      Iselin responded in Sasha’s mind, “Isn’t it obvious? If this works, then we may have a chance of winning without having to wipe out all of Humanity in the Empire.”

      “Was that an option?” Sasha asked.

      Iselin answered, “Eventually, yes, it would have been. Well, maybe not all of Humanity… the resistance, of course, would have been saved, but if the Iumenta hold up with us in the number of dragons, then it would have turned into the War of Generations all over again.”

      “And now what’s different?” Sasha asked.

      “If this works, they will only have enough dragons to hold their own lands, and it won’t be nearly as bad.”

      “I don’t understand.” And she didn’t. This wasn’t making sense to her. Sasha knew dragons were important, but just how important?

      “You will, don’t worry,” was all Iselin would say.

      Sasha went back to paying attention to the meeting, but it looked like it was over. Telunone couldn’t do anything without contacting his head of house, and the other houses would need to be in on this as well. It was going to take a concentrated effort. As for Barnin’s unit, they had it. Enrich wouldn’t care about one unit. Telunone wouldn’t even have to pull any strings to get them. As the conversation slipped into trivial and non-important things, Sasha found herself wondering what the Elf capital was going to be like and what her parents were doing right now. Did they know about the royal guard? Did they think they were dead? Sasha wondered if Arkin could get a message to them, then pushed the thought away. It wasn’t worth the risk. What if it got intercepted? What would she say anyway? “Hey mother, hey father, I’m a lady of a great Elvin house now. Hope all is well, love and kisses.” She shook her head, chuckling at the thought. It didn’t take much longer for them to leave, and when they did, she felt an unexpected surge of excitement; they were doing it, this was actually happening…
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        * * *

      

      Legon made his way to Iselin’s apartment, feeling excited. Since their arrival at the dome a few weeks ago, Iselin spent time in the afternoons working with Legon and Sasha. Now that Telunone was running the dragon dome, Sydin had time to work with Legon and Sasha. Most days, Sasha went with Sydin for one-on-one training and Legon with Iselin.

      Iselin answered the door, and Legon’s heart gave a slight skip. Her ears easily being able to hear the sound, she smiled.

      “Good to see you too; come on in,” Iselin said warmly.

      He was past feeling awkward whenever she noticed something like this; it was just part of being an Elf. It also helped that every time he saw her, he was able to see her cheeks flush a bit when she heard his heart, so he thought he was fine. Iselin’s loose white skirt wafted as she dashed into her bedroom. She was back a moment later and seemed a bit shorter to him than normal. He cocked an eyebrow.

      “Oh, I’m not wearing heels. We are going for a walk in the valley today, hence the skirt. The normal ones just aren’t as comfortable for sitting in a field,” Iselin said, playing with the white pleats.

      “So what are we going to be doing today?” Legon asked.

      Iselin smiled widely. “We are going to make you a proper Elf.” She winked at him.

      Legon smiled. “Oh wow, already? Should I have brought a bottle of Poti?”

      It took Iselin a moment before she smacked his arm and laughed. “No, not like that, you deviant. You’re going to learn how to make plants grow.”

      They made their way out of the dome and down its side, moving toward the far end of the valley, away from the Humans and Elves. Legon was starting to get used to the heat, and the sun felt good as they traipsed across the valley to a small hill. Iselin sat down on the top of the hill. He did the same, sitting next to her. Legon couldn’t help but wonder at how graceful Iselin was, even when plopping down on the ground. She stretched out her legs and ran her hand over the grass. As she did this, little pink and white wildflowers burst into bloom. Legon marveled at how little effort the gesture seemed to take.

      Iselin spoke. “All Venefica can make plant life grow, but not to the same level that we Elves can, and not so easily. Also, all Elves can do this whether or not they can use magic.” She placed her hand on the ground, and a little shoot of grass grew and widened into the shape of a cup that she then picked up. “But altering plants is not as easy. It takes time to learn, and only Elves are capable of truly mastering it. Iumenta have dedicated centuries to the task but cannot attain the same level you will within a few months.”

      “Why is that? I thought the Iumenta didn’t want to control plants like we do,” Legon said.

      “They don’t, but after they lost the ability over time, they found that there are times when they need it. For example, you know that the dragon dome makes energy and that’s what powers the crystals, right?”

      Legon nodded his head.

      Iselin went on. “Well, the Iumenta domes are stone and ceramic, like all their buildings. The crystals in these buildings need energy, so they grow a kind of algae that they can harness energy from to charge the crystals.” Iselin placed her hand on the ground again, and this time a little green tube formed that spilled water into the cup. She took a sip. “You see now the many practical uses for this ability, and it takes little effort. Indeed, children can do what I just did.”

      Legon was amazed and said so. “That’s incredible. Is it hard to learn?” he asked.

      Iselin paused for another sip. “For you, it will be a little because things like this are easier to learn when you’re young, but we will start with the basics. Like just making a plant grow in its natural form, and then we’ll move on to altering it to what you want.”

      And with that, Legon started learning how to make plants grow to his will.
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        “The power of security, even if only a falsehood, should never be underestimated. Nations have fallen from less.”

        ﹣The Exiled Captain (Author Unknown)

      

      

      
      Barnin stepped into the old stable-turned-briefing-room. As he walked, little plumes of dust erupted where he stepped, adding to the twirling bits of cobweb and debris playing in the shafts of midday light making their way through the gaps in the ceiling. He sucked in a breath of rain-moistened air, letting the mustiness of the room fill him. Barnin always liked this room; it was dark, dank, and dingy, yet somehow relaxing—the perfect setting for preparing oneself for the chaos of battle. The men were standing around, waiting for Barnin to arrive and tell them what to do. This made Barnin feel good. He liked being in charge, and he was good at it. He took his place at the front of the room with Ankle on his right, crossing his arms. This was Ankle’s standard “it’s time to be quiet and listen to mommy and daddy” stance. The men stopped what they were doing and looked at Barnin, a few in the front kneeling. You really need to get some chairs for this place… maybe Legon… Barnin thought and dismissed it right away. It was his turn to give to House Evindass, not the other way around.

      “Listen up, our command has been transferred. We’re now directly under the command of Telunone of House Paldin.”

      Barnin waited for a moment. The men weren’t mad. Everyone wanted to be under Elvin command. Sydin was the best commander any had seen, and Telunone wasn’t bound to disappoint either. “We were recommended by House Evindass,” Barnin added.

      There were happy nods now. Everyone liked their new armor, and after Legon and his guard wiped out the imperial cavalry in front of Barnin’s unit, Evindass earned a lot of loyalty and respect.

      Barnin went on. “We are going to be doing some raiding of supply trains. We all know that this is not the safest work to do, but we’re the best, got it?”

      One of the new boys from Manton huffed, obviously not convinced that raiding supply routes would be unsafe.

      Ankle was on it. “You there—Josher, right?” The boy nodded.

      The kid couldn’t be over seventeen. His round face still looked like it had baby fat. His brown eyes bore into Ankle; he looked haughty and overly confident. He would have a hard time.

      Ankle pressed on. “Is there something you would like to add?”

      Josher’s tone was petulant when he answered. “I just didn’t,” he sighed, “sign up to go make someone’s dinner late, if you know what I mean. I think I’m a bit more skilled than that.”

      Yep, this kid would have a hard time. When Josher spoke, he looked at the other men, expecting them to agree with him and look up to him for his boldness. Some of the other new guys looked a little like they agreed with him, but most looked down. All of the vets shook their heads in disappointment; it was always trying to break in new people and required extra work to keep them alive long enough for them to be of any help.

      Ankle didn’t miss a beat. “So you think that this is going to be easy, do ya?” He didn’t wait for Josher to respond. “Have you ever been outside the Cornis Mountains? Have you seen the wide-open plains out there? Sure, we can see trains coming from miles off, but so can the trains and their guards. Did you think of that? Did you know that supply trains are what keeps an army afloat, and therefore something to be heavily guarded? No, I bet not, and while we’re out in those plains behind enemy lines, do you think the grass will hide you from dragon eyes?”

      This got Josher’s attention. Ah yes, how quickly people forgot about dragons. It was easy to do, really. The Elvin dragons were a benefit to society and friendly, but the Iumenta ones that would be hunting them were not.

      Josher spoke again with a bit more respect. “The dragons will be looking for us? I thought they just went after the Elvin dragons.”

      “Yeah, they just ignore enemy units as they fly overhead. Good point, great thinking, kid. I don’t even know why I’m explaining this. You’ve got it figured out; sorry, Sir, go on with your briefing,” Ankle retorted.

      Barnin held in a smile. The seed was planted in the new ones’ minds. They would have their eyes on the sky all the time now. In truth, dragons were a threat, but not a large one. They would definitely relay information back to their command, but if you protected your mind and hid your weapons, they normally wouldn’t investigate too much. Still, if dragons were close, that was a bad thing. If they suspected anything was amiss, they could cast spells that gave you away, and then they might just decide to take care of you themselves. That happened a lot more than people wanted to think about. The only real comfort was that the deeper you got into enemy territory, Iumenta dragons were more concerned about dealing with Elvin dragons and didn’t pay as strict attention to the ground. Rumor had it that over the last few years, the Elves had been stepping up their air presence along their own borders in addition to the one separating the Cona Republic and Cona Empire. Barnin hoped that tonight the Iumenta would be busy.

      Barnin resumed his briefing. “Thank you for that waste of time. We’re going to be hitting small targets, nothing large. They shouldn’t be protected, or if they are, it will be light. We’re not going to be taking anything; just hit ‘em, kill ‘em, and burn the supplies. We need to move fast; hitting as much as we can before the Empire gets wise and sends out help.” The men looked confused.

      “I know you have questions, and I know what you’re thinking—the Empire will just consolidate its supply routes and our little adventure will be done. I know, and I agree, but at least in this case, I think that Telunone has something he’s planning. I would also bet a month’s worth of pay that Legon, Sasha, and Sydin have something to do with it too, so stay sharp.”

      With that, Barnin walked out of the room. They would wait for night before leaving. He heard heavy footsteps behind him. Barnin turned to Ankle, who was at a slight jog.

      “What?” Barnin asked.

      “Where you heading?” Ankle asked.

      “Blacksmith. I have my sword in getting worked on. It’s pretty dinged up right now.”

      Ankle shook his head and spoke. “Sir, why don’t you get a new sword? That one is older than you, and you got it at training.”

      Barnin huffed. “I know that, but it fits me, so what do you actually want?”

      “What do you want me to do about the new guys? This is the most we’ve had, and I don’t want to get killed tonight when they mess up, ya know what I mean?”

      Barnin thought about it. “I don’t think it’s going to be a problem. We’re not going into anything all that bad for the next few days. They should be all right.” He hoped.

      “Ok.”

      With that, Ankle left him to his thoughts. That was one of the things he liked about Ankle—when you earned his trust, you had it. There was no need to continue proving yourself. If Barnin said he didn’t think it was going to be bad, then that was fine with Ankle.
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        * * *

      

      Legon walked across the large chamber that held the dragon hangars. Everything looked like it always did, running smoothly, and other than the new banners, there was no sign that the dome had changed hands. He loved the consistency among his people. There also weren’t any petty disputes or houses jockeying for position. Everyone played his role. This wasn’t due to some supernatural goodness built into the Elves; no, it was the result of thousands of years of experience. Long lives and memories made life less complicated. Society didn’t need to learn from its mistakes every generation. Legon was almost to Sydin’s hangar, which looked empty. Most of his things were already on their way back to his house in the capital city of Seeon. Iselin wouldn’t be sailing with them, but she was going to meet them there when they arrived. Thinking about her gave Legon a weird sensation in his gut. Cut that out. Don’t get all hopeful. She probably just said yes to be polite to you, he chided himself.

      “No, she likes you,” Sasha’s voice rang in his head.

      “You’re not supposed to pay attention to things like that; cut it out.”

      “Can you sense it when I roll my eyes at your stupidity, or is that something you need to be here for?” Sasha asked.

      Legon ignored her as he was at Sydin’s hangar, with its high brown ceilings curving above his head and lines of little lights on the top glowing down at the floor. The hangar was all but empty—just one large smooth floor. He didn’t want to think about Iselin right now. He wanted Ise to like him, but he also didn’t want to get swept away in daydreams that, if he wasn’t careful, Sasha would see… again… or infinitely worse; if Ise joined his mind and she saw them! No, it was better for him not to think that he had a chance with her. Oddly, thinking this helped keep his nerves in line.

      “Legon, what can I do for you?” Sydin said, coming out of a storage room built into the wall of the hangar.

      “Hello, Sydin. If I can, I would like your opinion on something,” Legon said.

      “Shoot.”

      Legon took a moment to organize his thoughts. “Ok, Arkin has been in the Empire for some time now and has never been detected. He has contacts and assets there as well. I was thinking that he would be perfect for heading a large-scale intelligence agency in the Empire.”

      Sydin looked thoughtful. “An intelligence agency?”

      Legon explained. “Yes, an organization whose sole purpose is covert operations. We have spies, and the Human resistance has a few small organizations, but nothing like what I’m thinking.”

      “Ok, I’m listening,” Sydin said.

      “Alright, what if Arkin were able to put together a group of highly trained spies and assassins, many of whom should be Venefica, and give them ranks and the whole bit? Now, if they are all Humans, they can infiltrate all parts of the Empire. Think of the information we could get, along with always having people on the inside should we need to do anything. If we are to sow discord in the Empire, we will need a way of doing it. This group could be that tool.”

      Sydin rubbed his chin. “It’s a good idea. As you said, these organizations already exist, but from the sound of it, you want something more. Most spy networks today answer to some lord or commander and don’t have more than five or six people max, most fairly untrained and more disposable, if you will. If you had a wider network and they were as trained as Arkin, then that could be of use. Who would this organization answer to?”

      “House Evindass, of course, and they would have our resources at their disposal. It’s a model that will work; look at how effective Arkin was with Sasha and me.”

      Sydin spoke. “He did do well. So how big do you think this organization will end up being?”

      “Large, but that’s what I’m not sure about. We have resources, but the spies will need to be able to get a lot of things on their own. I mean, can you imagine smuggling supplies into Bailaya?” Legon said.

      “No, you’re right, that would be a bad idea. Maybe they could set up businesses as fronts. Arkin did that as a cover in Salmont, and it was also effective. Legon, I’m sorry I don’t know more about this, but espionage is relatively new. Iumenta and Elves have always used magic. We look so different; there’s no hiding in plain sight. But as far as Humans go, they’ve only truly needed it for about fifty years, and even then they’ve only started to actively spy in the last ten.”

      “I know,” Legon said. Sydin thought it was a good idea, but how were they going to do it? As Sydin said, this was new, or at least it was new on a large scale. In the War of Generations, Elves and Iumenta crossed enemy lines, but they didn’t become part of the enemy society. As for Arkin, he had a small network for relaying messages and keeping an eye out. Most of his contacts were those loyal to the resistance. It wasn’t all that organized, just a haphazard collection of people to create a link. Assassins weren’t all that new either, but once again, never living in society. The problem wasn’t that the Elves couldn’t figure this out, but rather that they never had a reason to. The downfall of being around for thousands of years was that you didn’t do anything new. Legon knew this was where he would need to live—not in the old established tactics but in coming up with strategies the filth or Elves hadn’t seen—things a Human would come up with.

      “Talk to Arkin. He has more real-world experience with this than possibly anyone in history,” Sydin suggested.

      “I will. Besides, if he’s going to be heading this thing up, he should have a role in deciding how it works.”
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        * * *

      

      Arkin made his way up the side of the dome. It felt good to be moving around again. The medical staff wasn’t letting him up much. In his opinion, he hadn’t even been hurt all that badly. It was dusk now, and the nighttime flowers that bloomed on the dome were opening up before his eyes. The side of the structure was painted in whites, reds, and blues, along with a half dozen other colors. As the flowers’ fragrances mixed, the air smelled sweet and soft. The sky matched this as well, with the clouds a pink that was almost orange, mixed with swirls of purple-black and midnight blue. The mountains became a black silhouette on the horizon, the jagged Cornis peaks cutting the sky like knives and daggers. Separating the soft clouds and tattered mountains was a line of the purest periwinkle blue. As it darkened, soon the faint lights of stars would be seen.

      It was dark when he reached the top of the dome. A giant emerald dragon burst from the opening, its scales refracting the pillar of light emanating from inside the brightly lit structure and contrasting sharply with the darkened sky above. The dissimilarity of the dark sky, the vibrant dome, and dragons never failed to amaze Arkin. He had a hard time thinking of anything more beautiful than a sparkling dragon leaving the soft green dome. Conversely, there was nothing that inspired more respect for the danger and power in both the dome and dragon. Like everything about this enchanting race, Elves were a careful balance of grace and death, ease and precision. Arkin thought about this as he made his way into the depths of the dome and down to Sasha and Legon’s apartment.

      “Come in,” came Sasha’s muffled voice after he knocked on the door.

      Arkin entered. “Hello, Sasha, how are you today? Are you looking forward to leaving soon?”

      Sasha smiled at him, but it didn’t touch her eyes; she didn’t want to leave her friends behind, and Arkin suspected that the dome was beginning to feel like home to her. “Yes and no. I’ve never seen the ocean before, and Sydin said that he and Iselin will be flying us to Manton.”

      Arkin chuckled. “Scared of heights?”

      Sasha winced. “No, just falling from them.”

      Legon spoke. “You’re not going to fall, Sash. Honestly, do you think Sydin would drop you? And even if he did, it’s not like you couldn’t be stopped with magic. Heck, you could even keep yourself from getting hurt,” Legon said with a little agitation. It was obvious Sasha had been worrying about this for a little while.

      She rolled her eyes at him. “Oh, I’m so comforted now, thank you, brother. Maybe they can catch me in their mouths,” she said tartly.

      It was good to see them back to normal. “I’m sure you taste great, Sash. I’ll tell Sydin,” Legon said.

      Sasha looked at him and smiled genuinely this time and stuck her tongue out. “You guys are something else,” Arkin said.

      They were both serious now as Legon spoke. “Arkin, we have asked you here tonight because we need your help with something.”

      “Of course.”

      He listened as Legon outlined what he wanted to do. Arkin gave his views on the matter and how he thought it would best work, and indeed he did think it would work rather well. Lists of things ran through Arkin’s head as he tried to figure out what he needed to do to pull this together. The concept was straightforward enough, provided the filth weren’t planning the same thing. Even if they were, that was just one more thing Arkin would gladly take out. When they were done, he was feeling even better. It was good to have direction again in life, and soon he would be back on his way.

      Sasha poured them some tea. “Will you stay awhile? I don’t think we will be seeing you again for some time.”

      “Certainly, dear. So, what are you going to be doing while Legon is on his date?” Arkin said, winking at Legon.

      Legon fidgeted. He was nervous, and he should be. Sasha looked thoughtful for a moment. “I think that Sydin is going to take me around town.”

      “That will be fun. He does like you, doesn’t he?”

      She smiled. “Yes, he does, and he says he can’t wait for his wife to meet me. She’s seen me in his head and agrees that I’m just like their daughter. And since his daughter doesn’t live in Seeon anymore, I think I’m her replacement.”

      “He loves that girl to death. He wouldn’t let her move out of the city for three hundred years; drove her husband nuts.”

      They all laughed, and Legon spoke. “I bet that did, but I don’t blame him; you’re never moving away, Sash.”

      She rolled her eyes again. “I know I’m stuck with you… I like Ise though, so it won’t be bad.”

      Legon snorted. “Sash, we haven’t even gone on a date yet. Don’t start planning the wedding, ok?”

      “What? I have a good feeling,” she said, rubbing her temples.

      “You’ve had good feelings about everyone I’ve gone out with,” Legon pointed out.

      She thought, “Not everyone. Well, if it doesn’t work out, there’s…”

      “Not Sara!”

      It was amusing seeing them give each other a hard time again. Arkin knew they were happiest this way, but at the same time, he was sad. What would happen to Sasha in the Pawdin Empire? They would see what a truly virtuous person she was, and of course, they would adore her, but would she end up alone for the rest of her life? Elves almost never picked Humans, and why would they? Why fall in love with someone just to have them torn away from you after sixty or seventy years? Yes, when you lived for millennia, you needed to be careful with whom you gave your heart. Eventually, it would be hard for Legon too, because someday, even with all the Elves’ power, Sasha would pass away. Would Legon survive that? The connection between them was already strong, and decades from now, how powerful would it be? It didn’t matter now, anyway. That was unavoidable and hopefully far in the future, so Arkin contented himself with listening to the playful bickering.
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        * * *

      

      The blackened landscape rushed by as Barnin rode across the plains that separated the two principal powers in Airmelia. There was the sound of a dragon flying in the distance, but it was behind them, so Barnin knew it was an Elf. There was an almost tangible shift in the air when they crossed the border. A subtle but steady stream of mental nudges assaulted his mind. The nudges, like so many fiery darts, sank their way into his consciousness, making him uneasy. The Iumenta dragons influenced the people in the area a lot, and Barnin could feel it. The air seemed crisp as they rode, but he knew that it was also only in his head. He hissed an order back to his men, telling them to guard their minds. Barnin did the same himself, and the feeling of unease settled a bit. He tucked his head under his arm and looked at Josher, away from the Elvin dragon’s influence. He wasn’t so cocky; his face was drained of all color, as were the faces of the other new guys.

      “Is this how everyone feels in the Empire?” Josher asked a little hoarsely.

      Barnin answered, just loud enough to be heard, “No, most feel content. This is just a welcome for those crossing the border. When we get farther in, it will get better, but it will always be like this when you cross the line. This is why you guard your mind. They want you to be afraid and turn around or at least make a mistake.”

      Josher shook his head and looked forward, creasing his eyebrows in concentration. Under normal circumstances, Barnin would have laughed if it wasn’t for his first memory of crossing this exact line. The men stayed silent as they moved deeper into the Cona lands. Only the rhythmic thumping of Poisson and the other horses’ hooves could be heard. The horses seemed to know when they crossed the line as well; they too tensed and seemed to make less sound.

      Up ahead was one of the dense islands of trees that dotted these plains. This is as good a spot as any to rest for the night, Barnin thought. It would be light in a few hours, and that would make things more difficult. Not that dragons and Iumenta didn’t have phenomenal night vision—no; they were in trouble if they met one of those patrols night or day—but it was the Human patrols that were most likely to find them.

      Barnin’s unit entered the grove of trees and was getting ready to dismount when he smelled it. Barnin turned to the one magic user in his group, whose name was Heath. Heath wasn’t a powerful Venefica, only a class one, but he was useful in battle. He could usually keep enemy Venefica off them long enough to do whatever it was they needed to, but he wasn’t a medic, and he wasn’t a swordsman.

      Heath lowered the hood of his brown robe, revealing shaggy red hair and way too many freckles. He looked around and sniffed.

      “Heath, do you smell that?” Barnin asked, watching Heath’s nose crinkle with the scent of doused campfires.

      Heath answered, “Yes, Sir, I do. I will check the area.”

      Heath’s eyes went out of focus for only a moment, and then they snapped wide. “There are people here hiding, no Venefica, maybe thirty.”

      That there weren’t any magic users was a good thing. Even if this was an ambush of some sort, if Barnin and his unit played their cards right, they could walk away without any casualties. Heath’s face scrunched a bit, and Barnin knew he was getting ready to use magic. With a breath, even a class one like Heath could take out dozens of people. Barnin gestured, giving a command to his men.

      There was the immediate sound of swords being drawn and horses darting in all directions. For all the motion of it, there was surprisingly little sound. Barnin lurched forward with Heath at his side. Heath spoke a few words in the Elves’ tongue, and little dots of yellow light appeared around them in the trees. Each dot was someone not of their group. The dots began to move now, obviously aware they’d been discovered, but it was too late. These groves were small, and by the time whoever this was figured out they’d been found and started to move, Barnin’s men had the grove surrounded.

      “You’re surrounded, and you can’t hide, as I’m sure you’ve figured out. Now come out!” Barnin ordered.

      There wasn’t any movement for a few moments, and then, slowly, tattered-looking people started to make their way out of the brambles and brush, some climbing down from trees. It was an assortment of men, women, and children, all dirty and frail.

      Barnin huffed. This was why they didn’t attack first. “Stand down, they’re only refugees,” he ordered.

      The refugees were gathered in the middle of the grove, all huddled together in fear. Mothers clasped their children while husbands tried vainly to shield their entire families with their bedraggled bodies. Barnin felt his throat tighten as it always did when they found these types.

      Barnin waited. He knew when all the refugees were gathered together because Heath released the magic, and the yellow dots vanished from over the people, who still looked terrified. How was he supposed to introduce himself? Normally, he was under Human command, but now they were under Elves.

      Barnin did his best and tried to come off the way an Elvin emissary should. “My name is Barnin, and I represent the Great Elvin House Paldin. You have nothing to fear from us.”

      A thin, dirty man in the front stepped forward, his clothes oversized, showing that he hadn’t eaten much for the last few weeks or maybe even months. He looked a little suspicious. “You’re an Elf?” he asked.

      “No, my unit is currently under Elvin command. Normally we are under the command of House Posein, a Human house…” Barnin trailed off, realizing that these people probably had no clue what House Paldin or Posein were, and they most likely were hungry and didn’t care.

      “So you’re not going to arrest us?” the man asked.

      He looked happier now, and the other refugees were relaxing a bit too. Barnin spoke. “No, we’re not here for you. We are here to let Hoelaria know how much the Elves and Humans care about her,” he smiled at the end, and there was a chuckle from his men.

      The man who was talking to them was now openly smiling. “Well, please give her our compliments too.”

      Barnin swallowed a smile. “We will, but you’ll need to get a move on as soon as the sun sets tomorrow. There doesn’t appear to be any patrols or anything in this area now, but there will be soon.”

      The tension was back in the group as they nodded their heads. “Should we leave now?” the man asked.

      Barnin responded quickly, not wanting the people to start moving. “No, it will be light soon. There was a battle not too long ago just southwest of here, so there are both dragons and a big military presence in the area. If you wait until we tell you to go, most of your enemies will be trying to kill us and shouldn’t notice you. That said; get to the Cornis Mountains as fast as you can. Once there, you’re safe.”

      There wasn’t much talking the rest of the night and throughout the next day. Barnin wished he could escort the refugees back to the Precipice where they could get food and medical attention, but orders were orders. He tried to sleep during the day; it was surprisingly easy to do by this point. When Barnin first signed on, he never slept in the day, but now he could sleep anytime. Experience taught his body to take rest when it could get it.

      He woke as the last of the sun’s rays were fading behind the mountains. Most of the rest of his men were getting up too, Heath among them.

      “How are you doing? You look a little tense,” Barnin asked Heath.

      Heath looked down. It was in these moments that Barnin realized just how young the kid was.

      Heath’s voice was etched with concern and resolution. “I don’t know, Sir. I know we’re going in deep this time, and I don’t like that much. You know I’m not good at concealment; I’m just a class one.”

      Barnin needed to keep Heath from doubting himself. Heath needed to be at the top of his game. “You don’t need to be good at hiding us; we’re too big. We would have to rely on our own abilities anyway. Besides, you’re good to have around in a fight, or even like last night: being able to see where the enemy is hiding is useful. I haven’t always
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