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Arrival

Setting Up

Echal had tied off one line to the northernmost marker, and Catrin had done the same to the easternmost. They then walked toward each other. As they met, both chuckled at how far off of ‘square’ their lines were. The spell hiding the red spire hadn’t diminished, even for the two of them who had spent more than a week camping inside.
Carefully watching the strings, they backed up together until the lines made a perfect ninety-degree angle. Turning around, they could now see the heavy portcullis and the tower behind it. “Sure glad you thought to set this up last time. Hunting for that thing after a long day of travel would have been no fun at all.” Catrin said with a sigh. “Should we tie them off and get the rest moving?”
Echal shook his head, “Tie it off, but you go back and send me the bulk of the troops. Better to sweep the place and make sure nothing dangerous stumbled in while we were gone. We’ve got a couple more hours of daylight left and better to do the final set up after dark than to have a bunch of unarmed craftsmen stumble on a sleeping ogre.”
Catrin made a face at the thought of that one. “Good point. I’ll let the Colonel know what you’re needing.”
Echal took a moment to watch his fiery little bride walk back toward the waiting masses. Settling four hundred people in the opened and explored sections of the Red Spire would be no small challenge, but once inside of the avoidance spell’s range none of the roving tribes of goblinoids should be able to find them.  Oh, eventually they would have to begin work on a more permanent town, but the main concern this evening was getting everyone in to relative safety, fed and rested up from the three week-long journey.
He started to climb over the wall. It wasn’t as hard as you would think, the cut stone had weathered less than the mortar that was used to hold the wall together leaving fairly comfortable hand and toe holds. Still, he wouldn’t want to be trying this with archers holding the high ground... Just the same eventually he would need a crew down here plastering it over From the top of the wall he could see two squads of calvary heading toward the gate in the most weaving wandering course except for the leader who was following the line that would lead them all right up to the gates.
Looking out further from his elevated position, he could see a small squad of something moving at the distance. They hadn’t seemed to have noticed his gaggle yet, but getting them in and under cover of the Spire was now a higher priority. He walked across the top of the wall and started to shimmy back down the other side. Getting this gate open and the main area swept for trouble would just have to happen as he moved non-combatants in to the secured areas, as they were cleared.  It would not do to have this band of raiders just catch them spread out and ill defended.
It Is Only Temporary

Savon was worth his weight in gold, Echal thought to himself as he directed the work gangs who were assigned to moving the books that the White Spire had hidden away here in their attempt to keep “dangerous” ideas out of general circulation. If it weren’t for Savon taking charge of the gaggle of craftsmen and moving them inside of the protective spells, they would have been spotted.
As it was, there was still a path of torn up ground that a blind man could follow, leading right up to the gate. No spell in the world would hide that, at least none he knew about. Considering their nearly total lack of Tzadi, it wouldn’t matter if there were. He had sent troops out to deal with the raiding party and had considered joining them, but of course that was when a dozen other fires broke out around camp.
This was always the most frustrating part. Everything in chaos and very little seeming to get accomplished. Light stones in the Great Entry Hall made it easier to work after the sun had set, but it would not get organized in a day or even a week. So at Savon’s urging, Echal finally settled everyone in. Non-Combatants inside the great hall, and troops and horses in the camp on the lawn. Far from ideal, but everyone had a bunk and what passed for a meal. Starting tomorrow, the hard work began.
Echal yawned. He didn’t want to lead all of these people. He wanted to start his studies. They needed that information. Unlike his sister, Echal still needed sleep. So it was on the brink of exhaustion that he fell into the bedroll beside Catrin. “Sorry that this is your honeymoon. I promise, I’ll make it up to you when things are more settled.”
Catrin just chuckled, “Things are never settled around you m’love. If they are, then you fix that problem right away.” She curled up next to him and could feel the stress drain from him at her touch. “The most we can hope for is organized chaos. My father and stepmother seem to handle that pretty well. Maybe we can even find a few minutes to visit the baths together after a bit of sleep.”
“Hmm... Now there’s an idea.” Echal said stifling another yawn.
“Tomorrow. We’ll make some time tomorrow. For tonight just rest, it’s been a damn long trip.” Catrin sighed as she settled in. It had too, they were carving a road as they went. Oh, more like a wide path of churned earth punctuated every so often with a bridge over a creek too deep to easily ford. Setting up the occasional fortified camp every three to four days. They had figured that would make it about a day apart once the road was in proper, and travel became easier. There were supposed to be supply trains sent out behind them and possibly more settlers and troop rotations as well. She sighed. Harder had kept his word. Now it was their turn. Sleep tonight worry about the rest in the morning.
The Plan

Echal was sleeping like the dead. This was his first night in something that approached a real bed under a real roof in months. So it was with irritation that he heard a whispered argument beyond the curtain that provided what passed for privacy in the over-crowded Grand Hall. He couldn’t tell for certain who the voices belonged to but they seemed to be insistent. Forcing his eyes to open he noticed that the sun was well up and Catrin wasn’t in bed beside him.
Realization that he had overslept brought recognition of the voices to his mind. Catrin was arguing with Savon and Colonel Reardon about waking him up. With an effort he forced himself to his feet, throwing one of the thick hides over his shoulder to provide a reasonable facade of modesty, as well as protection from the chill morning air, he stumbled past the curtain and mostly crumpled into the chair waiting for him on his side of the table he was using for a desk. “M’rmph awake.” He mumbled. “Sorry, just felt too good to get real sleep.”
Savon and the Colonel both winced as they saw him. Catrin may have been right, perhaps they should have let him sleep. Catrin just made a face at her father with an unvoiced “See!” the clear message. Savon shrugs slightly and takes a seat across the table from Echal. After a moment's hesitation, Colonel Reardon does the same.
Savon starts. “You look like shit.” he says without preamble.
Echal breaks into a lopsided grin. “Ya caught me before I had a chance to put my face on, pop.”
Catrin just shakes her head and moves off to bring him some breakfast. Savon grinned at his son-in-law. “It’s been a hard trip for all of us. We get this set up and we can all take a couple of days to rest up. Not that newlyweds have much chance for sleep, anyway.”
Echal’s turn to wince. “Oh, I’m in trouble.” Savon looked at him with a raised eyebrow. “We were supposed to slip off to the showers in the wee hours before dawn. I remember now that she woke me, but I fell back asleep.”
Savon laughed. “I wouldn’t worry too much about it. Just make it up to her this afternoon. Women are incredibly forgiving at this stage of your relationship.” He grinned. “A year from now you might have to deal with weeks of the cold shoulder. But enough of this, we’ve got work to do. The Colonel and I have been sort of sketching out a plan, but we need your input. Colonel, I’ll let you bring him up to speed.”
The Colonel cleared his throat. “Just so, M’lord. Ah, the plan so far is that I take my troops and divide them. Half under Captain Whistler to begin fort construction, and the half under Lieutenant Pope to begin patrols and pacify the area. That provides security or at the least an early warning of trouble, but it leaves Captain Whistler short handed. We could really use the labor of the civilians but that exceeds my authority. Lord Savon, suggested that we bring it up to you, after all they are here to be your students.” He finished with a shrug and just waited calmly.
Catrin had arrived back with fresh biscuits, a wedge of sharp cheese and a tall mug of broth. Echal paused a moment for a deep inhale of the steaming broth and a sip to clear the foul coating left from the night before. “Ok, but I’m going to put a hitch in your plans. I don’t want the fort or the town that will grow up around it to be on the main road to the gate where the old town was.” He took a bite of the cheese while he thought, “Savon, I set aside a map of the place on the other table over there,” he pointed to the far side of the little alcove they were in, “Can you grab it for us?”
Savon started to rise while Echal was shoveling in food trying to finish waking up. Catrin rested her hand on his shoulder. “I got it Daddy. I’m already up.” Echal was washing down the last of breakfast with the broth as she rolled out the map for them to use.
Echal wiped his hands and stood up and leaned over the map. “See here is where the old town was, but it’s in the lowlands. This small rise over here is where I would rather the fortress be built, and in a second larger ring the fortified town.” He looked up to see if they were following him. “The old town relied on the great magic of the Tzadi to protect it. Until we get more trained up, that is something we don’t have, and I don’t want to cede the high ground to a bunch of rock throwing giants or an ogre shaman.”
Both men grunted agreement simultaneously, then looked to each other and grinned. “That puts the fort and town on the other side of the stream bed. We’ll need a bridge or something.” the Colonel said.
Echal nodded. “Eventually, but for now that ford isn’t bad and I want to see the spring floods before planning bridges. Also in the town, I want a tunnel constructed that is to be the main entrance to the Red Spire. Should make it easier to secure both the town and the Spire.”
Savon winced. “A tunnel like that is not a small undertaking.”
Echal nodded. “Plan for it. In a couple of weeks, I hope to have learned enough to make it possible with mostly spell work.  We’ll have to play it by ear. I’m willing to have it hand dug if need be.”
The Colonel nodded, “I agree. It really only leaves two places for an attacking army to encamp and both are in a nice cross fire between the Spire and the town.”
Echal took a deep breath and stretched. “Give me an hour to hit the showers and then assemble everyone. We’ll give them their marching orders then.”




Settling In

Studies Begin

The first two weeks were chaos, but finally Echal was settling in to his studies. He was finally learning to regulate the energy needed to make the spells do what he wanted them to do rather than fizzle or explode. It wasn’t like he could do anything useful yet but between what his Elven stepmother and half sister had worked with him on last spring, and what he was picking up here in the books, he had finally started to gain control over the natural talents that had lain hidden in him since his birth.
He drew in his breath, focused his mind and focused a bit more power than should be actually required. He could feel his concentration trying to waiver but he used the same technique he had learned years before when aiming his bow to regain focus and slowly began to release the power. The ball of clay on the table before him began to deform and flatten out. He felt his adrenaline spike but years of combat training had left him with the nearly instinctual ability to channel that. The clay continued to flatten out and flow across the table, forming a door-shaped panel two paces long by a pace wide and a thickness of fine grain leather. The last trickle of power was used to press the whole form, smoothing the surface and squaring up the edges. As he stepped back, dropping the spell and taking in a deep breath, he looked at the finished product. It was his best attempt to date.
He stepped back from the clay and collapsed into the waiting chair. Tzadi training left him with fewer bruises than training with the Brotherhood of the Well had, but it was every bit as exhausting. He reached for the spell book, might as well review the next step while he was recovering. This was the step he always seemed to screw up. He glanced over at the pile of broken stone and warped bronze laying off to the side of the table. Twelve failed attempts lay there.  Oh, it wasn’t all bad; he was sure the stone would make decent pavers or tiles for someone, and the bronze could always be melted back down and made into something usable. The pile represented three days of work, yet the scrap value was probably about a week’s pay for most craftsmen. When he finally got around to training Saeti, they would not be disappointed with even their failures. Still that would never happen if he didn’t get his own studies on track. He felt like a blithering idiot. He knew, beyond all reason, knew that there had to be a trick to this, but it was eluding him.
After a short rest, he stood again and collected his concentration. This time he let the energy flow forth off of the clay and slowly rolled it over the surface. No pressure only the transmutation for the clay to harden, first into stone, and then to bright shiny bronze. It was working! Slow and steady, he thought to himself as he watched the transformation spread. No wrinkles, no ripples, no swirls, perfectly smooth. “Yeah!!!” he let out a whoop as the last of the material converted and remained perfect. The adrenaline dumped and so despite the exhaustion, Echal was flying high on success.
Averil the journeymen gold smith who had taken this shift as Echal’s baby sitter, stuck his head in the workroom and saw the flawless brass mirror on the table and gave out a low whistle. “Where did you find that M’lord? That thing is worth a fortune!”
“Ah Averil, so Catrin drafted you to keep watch on me today?” He grinned as the young man tried to look innocent and then finally just gave up.
“She worries after the accident last week. She just wants you to have someone to go for help if you explode another stone or something.”
Echal felt the fatigue wash over him and he found his way to his chair. “Well, it’s just as well. I just turned a clay ball.” He pointed over to the corner of the room where a dozen more one pound clay balls lay, “into this!” Again he motioned toward the mirror. “Damn thing only took me thirteen tries.” He laughed a bit bitterly but found he was too excited over his accomplishment to be too down about the difficulties of the journey.
“And you’re going to teach us to do this?” Averil said in amazement.
“If you have the talent for it, yes. If not, there are still plenty of things you can do that will be just as impressive to any guild master.” He grinned. Polished metal mirrors almost never were flawless. Anything over the size of a hand mirror was likely to distort the image so badly as to be nearly unusable. Glass attempts at mirrors were usually even worse, with bubbles and flaws in the glass. Averil was right, in Voivoed’s Rest or Archive, a noble or wealthy merchant would pay a king's ransom for a flawless mirror this size. “So until then, why don’t you run and get some help. I want you to carry this down to present to my wife. I promise no more spells for at least an hour.” he chuckled as Averil touched the mirror just to test it wasn’t an illusion or a joke before running off to find some help to carry it. A one pound clay ball had gotten much heavier as it converted to bronze, and besides a scratch on it would be an unthinkable waste.
A New Sense of Purpose

In the days following the unveiling of the mirror, Echal noticed a dramatic change in the people around the Spire. Even after long days of helping to build the fortifications for the calvary unit stationed as their protection, he would see small groups gathering to discuss what they could find in the books available to them about magic theory and early exercises on concentration and meditation. No one had any spells yet, but that didn’t stop them from taking their new opportunity very seriously.
Mah-Li was much sought after for the knowledge she could impart. It made Echal a bit nervous to give Mah-El such direct access to students so naïve in the dangers of casting, yet so obviously enthusiastic.  Forbidding them would do no good and could make an enemy of Mah-El when there was no reason to believe that he was one. Mah-Li was just giving to the students of her experience as a host to Mah-El, and of course Mah-El was just feeding from her devotion to the betterment of the whole. Soon he would just have to have a meeting with Mah-El and set the ground rules. Though first he had to learn enough to know what those should really be.
The regular patrols around the Spire had made the area reasonably safe, or at least comparably so to a few short weeks ago. They had also all but overwhelmed the six journeymen tanners they brought with them. Fortunately, they wouldn’t be in the first class anyway, as the spells that would help them most were of lower priority for him. That may not really be fair to them but they were busy working and making better money than most of the other craftsmen who were not plying their regular trades at the moment.
He was up one floor from last week, as his abilities grew more of the Spire opened to him. He was sitting regaining his strength and brooding over the situation when Catrin appeared in the doorway with a basket under one arm.
“You missed lunch, again.” she said, waving the basket. He could now see it held a small loaf of dark bread and a small round of cheese. “You can’t keep pushing yourself like this or you will burn out, and then who will teach the others?” She sat at the large table beside him, handing him the loaf of bread.
“There’s just so much to learn.” he said with a long sigh. Took a bite of the bread and began to mechanically chew. Around the mouthful of food he continued, “I haven’t met with Savon in almost a week. I have no idea how far the rest of the project is coming. Been longer since I spoke with Colonel Rearden.” He closed his eyes and swallowed down the bread. It felt comforting as it hit his stomach filling the emptiness. With eyes still closed he yawned, “For all I know we could be nearly over run with trolls.”
Catrin snorted. “Trolls are for the mountains.” she said with confidence. Thought for a moment and added, “I think.”
Echal chuckled. “You know what I mean.” He wiped his eyes and leaned forward to get a small crumb of cheese to go with the next bite. “I’ve noticed there is more interest in what they are here for since the mirror.”
She smiled. “It really was an extravagant gift, but it sure made the craftsmen take note. They all saw gold clinking in their hands. You really do need to find some way to get them started on something or they are going to pop.”
Searching around, he found the wine bottle. Uncorking it with his teeth he shrugged his shoulders. “One more thing to do in my copious amounts of free time.”
“You know, you could teach a handful of them something simple. Let them teach the others while you’re busy.”
“Huh. Something harmless but would let them practice focusing their will and releasing it... I had not really thought of that. Give me a day to poke around and find the right spell and get enough of a handle on it, that I can reliably demo it for them.” He scratched at his beard. “Can you find me four or five who are leading the groups? Maybe four or five who should be leaders?”
“In my copious amounts of free time.” she said to him with a smile.
He snorted. “You’re so good to me. Maybe we need a day off later this week.”
“Ooo... A whole day.”
“Out of here you!” He laughed and tossed a small crust of the bread at her. “I’ve got to get this damn spell mastered before bed. If I can figure it out, I may not be crawling in to the sound of your snores.”
“I don’t snore! If you got to bed earlier, you might get to hear something a lot more fun.” she laughed and grabbed the empty basket and headed out of the room. He really should take a day off, they both needed it and the strain was starting to show on him.
Echal turned back to the problem before him, focused his mind and released the energy and this time, just as it was supposed to a glob of water about shoulder width across appeared in the air for a split second and then splashed down all over the table and pooled on the floor. Still it worked. He did it! He took a quick taste and smiled again, this time it wasn’t even salt water.
First Class

Echal had been practicing all night. He had woken Catrin twice, not the best move. He had never really been in the role of a teacher before. Visions of old S’ven Mirron came to mind but while it made him smile, he didn’t think it the best way to teach craftsmen to use magic.
So it was just after breakfast that he made it into a small room four young men and a young woman crowded around a single table. “G’morning. You’re here because we have recognized you as leaders among your peers who can be trusted to pass along some basic knowledge and training. Is there anyone here unwilling to teach what I am about to teach you?” Heads were solemnly shaking around the table.
“This is about the safest spell I can teach you. That does not mean it is without dangers.” Echal met each of their eyes to be certain they understood him. “This is a basic spell from which you will build other spells.  Most importantly, this is a good practice spell that should allow you to become accustomed to drawing on the energy in you and around you, focusing it, and applying it.”
He rubbed his hands together more to address his own sweaty palms than any real need for the spell and drew forth a small pebble from the bowl in the center of the table. “An ordinary rock same as countless others that litter the ground.” He holds it up between his thumb and forefinger for them to inspect. “I will first focus my energy. Then draw it forth from the world around us. Finally, once I have firmly in mind what I will bring into existance, I make this motion.” He demonstrated. “Then call it forth. The word is Ohrus.”
Having explained, he then proceeded to do exactly that, and the rock glowed with the faint light of the stars. He smiled at them all, and said, “The more energy you apply the brighter the glow.” He renewed his concentration and said “Ohrus!” again, and with the gesture, the stone glowed as bright as a torch. The glow lasted for about a minute as he passed it from student to student for their inspection. Then it went out. “Once you’ve mastered that first step, we will teach you how to keep it lit for days.” He rolled the pebble between his hands again and called out “Ohrus Beit” and released his power into the stone. It glowed like a candle and he sat, to rest as they passed the stone from one to the other.
It was a long day, but as the sun set, each exhausted student had a light stone to light their way back to their fellows. Echal felt real satisfaction like little he had ever felt watching as these people grew beyond their own imagined limits. He was going to take a day off. Catrin was right they needed some time together no matter how pressing the need to learn was.




Winter Is Coming

Building Complete

The Cavalry fort had been complete, and the village area had been enclosed in a tall fence, by the time Echal came out to begin the tunnel into the courtyard of the Red Spire. The air had moved from crisp to cold. Winter was making itself known.  The would be Saeti women were gathered around Echal, and as they linked up to share power, he started to call forth a stream of earth from the future tunnel. He moves the dirt out, causing it to flow like slow molasses across the ground and up against the inside of the fence creating an embanked wall. The twelve women and himself each pouring their full measure of energy into the spell was moving a tremendous amount of earth. The tunnel went at a very gentle slope but deep it went, leveling off and stopping still several paces from the goal. After twenty minutes of effort a well-defined tunnel entrance had formed and a long trail of mud and debris trailed out to land against the fence chest high for nearly eighty paces.
The small group was exhausted. They all sat on low benches by a warm campfire, tea and hot scones were most welcome. They would only get one more shot at this today before they had truly over extended themselves, but looking at the work accomplished, it was about what you would expect from a dedicated team of men for a full week.
Echal had estimated three days of this to dig the hole and a day for the Saeti candidates to use the earth to stone wand he had Feylynn enchant for him before they left, to shore up the tunnel and solidify the embankments supporting the fence. After that, he could leave two mason candidates with the wand to create blocks for the construction of more buildings.
Echal looked around and was both impressed at how far they had come in a couple of short months, and full of despair of how much they still had left to do. The only thing left was to continue.
While they were resting Captain Whistler found Echal. He reported in formally. “M’lord Tzadi, just received word from my scouts. Resupply convoy is inbound.” he looked around as if trying to find someone else to deliver the news. “M’lord, it seems that in addition to foodstuffs and some ambitious merchants, His Majesty has seen fit to empty out his jails.  M’lord conscripts are unreliable at the best of times, but condemned men, out here... “ he trailed off.
Echal was exhausted. Using magic wasn’t free, it took its own kind of toll. “In bound you say? How long?”
“Two days, likely three.”
Echal nodded. “I’ll have Savon evaluate them. They will probably end up assigned to you at first. Try to impart some discipline and a basic understanding of archery. If nothing else, we can stick them behind walls and they can volley fire in a pinch. When not practicing you can always keep them busy,” his twisted grin perked up. “They can always move the blocks from the production site to the various build sites. That should keep them too tired for much mischief.”
Captain Whistler grinned back, “Oh there’s always training and drill to keep them out of trouble.”
“I don’t want them under canvas in the weather we’re going to get soon. Maybe a good idea to start them off building their own barracks.” Echal shrugged and rubbed his face tiredly. “I leave such details to you and the Colonel. Find me if you discover something material that should change our plan so far. I’m going to try for a short nap.” He said leaning back. “Maybe we can have that tunnel complete before they arrive.” The captain gave a smart salute and departed.
Practical Experience

Savon caught up with Echal several days later. “I reviewed the conscripts as you asked.”
Echal nodded. “Come on over and have a seat. Harder sent me a letter telling me a bit more about them too. I’d still like your first impressions.”
Savon practically fell on to the bench beside him, eyeing the smoldering surface of the stonework table. “First impression is easy, filthy street rats.” They both chuckled for a moment, “Seriously though, there may be a few of the older ones who have hardened in to the point they can’t be reached, but most are really only guilty of being young, undisciplined, and poor. You got to realize that out of the whole mix, I only think two actually have a man’s full growth of beard. One of them can’t be over seven or eight.”
Echal nodded. “That was what Harder said.  All of them were sentenced to death. They committed the crimes, from horse thieving to cut throats, these boys have committed man sized crimes. Still for most of them it was a crime of desperation, which is why they usually got caught. Hanging them on the gallows doesn’t seem like justice, but letting them go to continue as they were before is intolerable. So that’s where you come in. I’m sure the Boarding House and Finishing School get their fair share of this... Situation? Can you make something of them?” Echal asked referring to the premiere intelligence operative schools that both his father-in-law and his wife had attended in their youth.
Savon grinned. “Yeah, but is that the best type of training for them?”
Echal shook his head, “Not for the long run, but the basics. I would turn them over to a Weapons Master of the Brotherhood if I had one here, but I don’t. These boys all have the ability to use magic. Most will be Saeti, but four of them could be Tzadi. They are too undisciplined to begin training in their current state and just to be honest, it’s too much power to give them until you have a better idea of how they will use it.”
Savon whistled. “Ah that puts a new spin on it... I’ll need Catrin for this.”
Echal shrugged, “Ask her. Tell her it’s my pet project if that helps.” Echal stood back up and placed his hand on the cooling but still warm stone table. “A few more minutes before I can try again without exploding anything.” He grinned a bit sheepishly at Savon. “So what’s the latest word from the fort and the town?”
“Well, as you suspected the wand has been in almost continuous use. Each of those able to access its power takes their turn. The walls are all backed with granite. Oh a stone giant, or an ettin would just vault over it as a man would a sheep's pen but the typical orcs and goblins, slow way down.” He grinned for a moment at the mental image of an orc collecting arrows as he tried to climb over the wall. “They are now laying in roads and foundations for the buildings, as well as a gutter system. I don’t think it will save us from needing night soil wagons but with proper management they should help us to keep up and I have the run off collecting in an area where it can be collected back up for any farm fields we may be able to plant one day.”
“You have been busy. I can’t thank you enough for all the help you’ve been keeping things together, while I’m trying to get a handle on this.” He gestured disgustedly at the tabletop. “Speaking of which, I should make my next attempt. I’m not telling you to leave, but these are fire spells and I’ve had trouble controlling the flare” He grinned wickedly at Savon.
“Ah, say no more, I was just leaving.” Savon said in a teasing, well maybe not completely tone.
Echal drew in his power and settled into his concentration, focusing intently on the tabletop and willing the fire to life. Slowly he released the power, focusing it, shaping it, when the door banged open and a young man out of breath from a full sprint bursts into the room, “M’Lord! Unexpected guests!”
Echal could not focus on both things at once and released all the energy at one time, causing a flash of fire up from the table scorching the ceiling and leaving the stone table melted in half.
“Damnation are you trying to get us all killed!” He screamed at the young fool, fear mixing with exhaustion and stealing his sense of proportion.
“I’m s-s-sorry M’lord b-but it’s visitors from the White Spire, asking to talk to you!” the man stammered.
Echal’s heart sank, just when he didn’t think things could get any ‘better’.
There goes the neighborhood

Swearing as he went Echal grabbed up spare power stones heading toward his bunk. “So where are they?”
“M’lord they are at the fortress. It seems they cannot yet see the tower.”
“Blessed be the fates for some blessings.” Echal sighed as he reached his armor box and began pulling out the cuirass and laying it aside so he could attach tassets, faulds, and spaulder to it. “Take a message to Colonel Rearden, ‘Don’t let them get comfortable, they won’t be staying.” He grinned grimly to himself as he picked up the quiver of specialty arrows Sha had given him as part of his wedding presents. He would hate to lose them but outnumbered by Tzadi, they just might save his life.
“Well, go, man. I’ll be down as soon as I’m ready!” Echal said shooing off the wild-eyed messenger.
He really wished he felt as self assured as he sounded. What the hell was he going to do about White Spire Tzadi? No one expected them here before next season. He was woefully underpowered to deal with this. Stomping down the stairs he finds Savon grinning tightly at him. “So what are my orders?”
“Be what they don’t see coming. Take the new bows, and your pick of archers...” he shook his head before he continued, “don’t engage unless you must, but if you’ve got to...” he trailed off.
Savon grinned savagely, “If I have to, stomp on them hard and fast, no toying with them.”
“Right. Now run on, no need to let them see us talking.” he said as he approached the Spire side of the tunnel.
Inside the tunnel, Catrin met him with a half dozen of the Saeti students. She looked nervous but was holding things together and organizing her troops.
Echal smiled at her, “Planning to close up if things go south?”
She gave him a nervous smile, “Figured it would buy time and use up their energy resources.”
He leaned forward and gave her a quick kiss for reassurance. “Smart move my love. I wish we had some of that black powder that Galan is so fond of, but since we don’t...” he shook his head, “This is a good alternative. Maybe they will listen to reason but if not pull back in the Spire and hold on until they find you.” He leaned in close, his voice barely above a whisper. “Run if you must, Harder and my father can protect you. We’ll make them pay tenfold for any atrocity they commit here.”
Turning his back on her was hard, but the further she was from him, the safer she would likely be.




The Long Dark

Unwanted House Guests

Echal made his way in past the fortress gates and saw the ‘delegation’ from the White Spire, and his heart sank. This wasn’t one or two Tzadi and their escorts. A full twenty women in their early middle years, which for Tzadi could be anywhere from thirty to three hundred, and meant that they were well versed in their craft. He stacked that up against his measly months self education and realized that if this came to a fight, it would probably be a short one.
That wasn’t all either.  Twenty-five trained Guardians, easily a match for the cavalry troop he had on hand. Especially with half of them gone scouting, and the Guardians already within the fortress.   Well, there was nothing to do about it now, he silently cursed not foreseeing this power grab. So he used the anger and self recrimination to put some steel into his spine, and a sneer on his face. Time to see exactly how far he could push them.
Echal drew on the training of his old Weapons Master and strode confidently into their midsts, ignoring tzadi and guardian alike. “Colonel Rearden! What is the meaning of this? Why have I been called away from my studies?” He demanded with a snarl of one accustomed to getting his way.
The colonel snapped to attention and gave his report, “The ‘Diplomatic Delegation’ from the White Spire has arrived M’lord. I thought you should be here to greet them.” The stress he put on diplomatic delegation said all that Echal needed to hear, this was their fig leaf. Maybe he could use this...
“I sent for no such delegation. Send them back.” He said completely ignoring those standing around him and turned to leave.
There was a chorus of gasps and more than a few growls from the Guardians. The tzadi at the head of the delegation called to him. “Lord Echal Mirron! We have traveled such a long way to help you!”
Echal spun on his heel, “M’Lady, you should have written ahead of time. I could have saved you this trip.”
Her face hardened and he could tell by the tightness of the smile she returned to him that she wasn’t in the habit of being dismissed. “M’Lord, what you ask is quite impossible.  The passes will be snowed in before we can reach them.”
Echal raised an eyebrow and looked to the Colonel who reluctantly nodded. “I see. That is most unfortunate. I fail to see how that impacts me...” He trailed off, leaving a space open for her to reply.
“M’lord surely you wouldn’t turn us out into the winter! We request your hospitality until the passes clear. Perhaps in that time, you will see that we only desire to help.” Her voice softened at the end and for just a moment Echal almost believed her. As the moment passed, he suspected that she had tried to bespell him. He didn’t know enough about that particular school of magic to be certain, but what he was certain of these people weren’t here for his benefit.
“Colonel, provide for them the space for a dormitory, the lot shall be twenty paces by fifty for them to build their ‘White Spire Embassy’. They shall have use of the grounds until the passes are clear enough for travel. If they cannot build for themselves shelter, you may offer them the opportunity to hire some of our Saeti trainees to teach them.” He caught the Colonel’s quickly hidden smirk and nearly laughed himself.  Instead, he turned to the woman who had spoken to him before, “I presume, you will find that satisfactory?”
Around a strangled gurgle that escaped her throat she managed to nod and finally say, “We thank you for your generosity, it will not be forgotten.”
Echal shook his head, “The generosity that you should not forget, is that before I released the half mad litch from his centuries long prison, that I demanded he fore go his justifiable revenge on the White Spire and all of its residents, unless they first made war upon me and mine, or attacked him afresh. He seemed quite sure that bringing down the White Spire would be a matter of little effort.” He looked the woman very meaningfully in the eye. “I was only trying to help.”
He was sweating the whole way back to the tunnel and actually needed Catrin’s support as he climbed back to the Spire. His adrenaline dumped and his body was reminding him that he was indeed only mortal.
Working Hard

Echal doubled down on his studies over the next few weeks. Adding new spells and spending his time thinking about how he would use them if his visitors from the White Spire decided to take a more aggressive stance. He also spent a little time helping the leather working Saeti to improve the armor design using the various Stone Giant hides that had been collected over the months. It would be a long time before they were ready but it might give some of his people a bit of an equalizer if they had to face trained Guardians. He really wished he had better combat trainers to leverage, but Savon had started working the various Saeti in with his training routine for the conscripts. It wasn’t a perfect solution but at least it would give them some chance to survive should things go badly.
Two days after the delegation from the White Spire arrived, winter asserted itself. The storms rolled in from the mountain passes and coated the plains with the first snow of the year. Echal sent a dozen Saeti students out to assist in getting a roof over the delegation. He was surprised, but the help was accepted gratefully and a very plain, but structurally sound, rectangular stone building stood looking stark and lonely at the far end of the empty enclosure that would one day be a city.
The nights were continuing to lengthen, and the wind howled. Fortunately, the days were still busy as each of the small group of semitrained Saeti met with Echal to pick up new tricks and distribute among the others. It wasn’t the most effective way to do classes, but it was the best option considering their distinct lack of teachers and an excess of students. Food was plentiful if very plain, but long hours of work and study, were beginning to take their toll.
Echal was resting from his last attempt at possessing his sleeping volunteer. It was late, and he was considering crawling in to bed with Catrin, when Mah-Li appeared in the doorway carrying a tray with a small wedge of cheese, a small round loaf and a hunk of roast mutton. “Echal, Can we talk honorable son?”
Echal felt his stomach rumble. He had made a habit of missing dinner with his stepped up schedule. “Mah-Li you always know exactly what I need.”  He said with a smile and a wave of his hand to the other side of the bench.  Echal hungrily tore into the food once she had set the tray before him.
She smiled as she found her spot on the bench. “Honorable son, mid-winter’s eve is only three weeks away.”
Echal shook his head and swallowed the mouth full of food, “Mah-Li, this year will be fairly modest. Supplies are what they are and we have no place to gather out of the weather besides the Spire, and there are men here I wouldn’t want let in to our home. Security risks are too great.” He hoped he sounded convincing. Truth was he couldn’t really spare any thought for it with all the preparations he was making in case reinforcements didn’t make it soon enough in the spring.
The soft voice continued as if nothing had been said, “Honorable son, it will not do to ignore the festival. The people here have been working very hard to master their new skills and need a rest if they are to make it though the long days at winter’s end. Make it a project. Make them use their skills in a practical way to build a gathering place for the festival. Savon has already drawn up some basic plans...” She trailed off, but before he could say no once more, “Catrin has also been looking forward to it.”
Echal slumped. That was her plan, eh?  Well, it was a good one. Savon had been working like a dog to bring this all together, and Catrin right alongside of him. She made him a bit nervous just yesterday as she seemed to be getting sick.  Fortunately, it passed before too long. He wished Sha were here just in case, but Mah-Li or more accurately Mah-El was nearly as competent. He sat thinking these things over as Mah-Li just set quietly waiting on his answer. “Oh, all right.” He said with a sigh, “Just don’t let it slow down the security preparations. I would hate to have a party and then end up as prisoners in the White Spire, or worse.”
Mah-Li stood and smiled at him. “It will be as you say honorable son.” She gave him a short bow and headed out of the room. At the last moment she stopped and turned back to him, “Mah-El says, do not force the other consciousness out of its place, but rather fill all the surrounding space. It will pop out-of-place like an air bubble rising out of the water once you have enough of you in.” She nods as if content that she had said it precisely as it was given to her then another short bow and she left.
Echal was feeling rested, might as well try out the advice. After all Mah-El should know...
And just like that, one moment he was filling the volunteer with his consciousness, the next he was looking over at his own collapsed form. He stood and felt a little off balance, everything in the body was different. He found himself a bit clumsy but was amazed to discover that he now knew the weaver’s trade. Knew it as if he had studied it all of his life. He let his mind explore further and blushed. There were things he knew that he shouldn’t know. All men have secrets, some great and some small, this was wrong to delve too deeply into these. He tried not to think about it, but of course that just made the list of what not to think about come to mind. Echal sat himself back down in a comfortable position and released the possession spell. He returned to his body, no longer able to access the memories but still with the knowledge of what they were. His volunteer hadn’t even woken during this whole experiment. Echal vowed not to use this particular spell again, except at need. It was too intrusive to be used casually, and he vowed never to speak of the man’s memories to him or any other.
Keeping Up With the Jones’s

After a quick planning session with Catrin and Savon, Echal found himself drug into the project as well. Yes, it was cutting in to his study time, but it was also practical experience and much to his surprise it helped to build community spirit. The young conscripts threw themselves willingly into the work. For them this was no longer busy work but for the first time in their lives many of them were actually contributing to something bigger than themselves.
The amount of energy available for the task was staggering. The biggest problem that they had was they didn’t have enough women to go around to make the most of all the male Saeti they had. Echal started by moving earth from a large defensive moat around the outside walls and into a great spiral tower. The base was over fifty paces across, and the apex of the tower rose over seventy paces into the air. The walls thinned as they rose, but the base walls were still two feet thick. The Saeti took turns using the earth to stone wand, solidifying the loose dirt as it rose, locking it into place for the next layer to be placed upon it.
Light stones of varying brightness were hoisted up to illuminate the area below. Two mason Saeti trainees had constructed a fountain basin in the center of the expanse where water flowed freely and a massive column of fire shooting up the spiral casting off light and heat for those inside the great domed base.
Mah-Li had gathered together several of the farm hands who were here for Saeti training and they had created large raised beds, that others encased in stone, providing a comfortable seat around them. Inside they did a test plant with growth spells that called forth fresh strawberries and blueberries in the middle of winter. It would take enormous amounts of energy to do enough for everyone but for fresh food at Winter Feast they all agreed it would be worth it. The cavalry patrols, took extra time while they were out to hunt, bringing in extra snow grouse and fat reindeer.
To his utter surprise, on week two, the White Spire Tzadi arrived at the construction site. They expressed their amazement at what Saeti with only a few months of training had accomplished, then offered to assist. Adding the abilities of twenty fully trained Tzadi made a huge impact, even if they flatly refused to work directly with the male Saeti to pool their energy.
The newly tiled floor glittered in the light of the light stones and reflected the fire. The inside of the dome was warm and inviting and the acoustics worked out so much better than he thought. It really was a building worthy of any major city anywhere in the Kingdom of NoVas, and it was here in this yet unnamed outpost. He really needed to thank Mah-Li for this idea. He looked over and saw her sitting on one of the stone planters rubbing Catrin’s feet. His beautiful bride had really put her all into helping and he barely got to spend the time with her that a new groom should. He was feeling very guilty about the demanding life that he had thrust both of them in to when the next emergency broke out.
He could hear the horn trumpeting from inside the building. It was scouts returning, but this wasn’t the normal call, this was the alarm. Damn it, what now? He thought to himself as he took off at a run for the fortress.




Welcome to the Neighborhood

The Unwelcoming Committee

Echal made it to the fortress in time to nearly get run over by his own troops thundering out the gate at a hard run. He took the stairs of the observation tower two at a time. When he finally saw what all the fuss was about, he nearly wet himself. A pair of frost giants each riding an adult white dragon as if were a horse were chasing one of his scouting patrols. The five men had a lead, but the horses were struggling in snow drifts that the dragons just glided over as if on skis. It was going to be close even with the home guard riding out to intercept
They were beyond bowshot, and would be until the fleeing patrol’s fate was sealed one way or the other. Echal cursed his helplessness. He reached over and readied a bow from the rack in the watchtower and drew an arrow from the barrel behind them. This wasn’t going to help much but remembering Sha’s snake on their mad dash two summers ago, he waited ready to cast.
The rearmost scout went down off his horse as the dragon got a claw into its flank. Echal watched him roll with the throw and hoped he had the good sense to just hide in the snow. The dragons continued on chasing the fleeing scout mission.  Finally, they were in range, just as the cavalry impacted the enemy.  Several men were unhorsed as their lances impacted the impervious scales on the dragon’s chest and neck.  Others who were aiming for the riders did minimal damage and swept past the enemy to reform for another pass.
This was his chance, the range was extreme but possible. He began casting on the arrow, drew the bow, and released the arrow and the spell as one. His concentration didn’t waiver and through the spell he felt the arrow impact. With the lighting and the distance he couldn’t be certain but he believed he was in the left most Giant's chest cavity. This was confirmed as he watched the giant reach back to break off the shaft. Echal commanded it to limp as a rope. Unable to just break off the arrow, the giant stopped his mount and began to search for the arrow shaft. Taking inspiration from the bolts he had seen while in the Ohio Valley retrieving his father, Echal coiled the shaft of the arrow like a spring and spiraled the cutting blade through the soft lung tissue hunting for the heart. With his lung collapsing, the giant lost his seat on the mount, breaking the control spell.
Echal maintained his assault hunting for the heart of the fallen giant. The newly freed mount seeing its mate being ridden like an animal and lashed out at the rider. The remaining Giant noticed his new foe an instant before the fangs could find purchase on his shoulder. With an amazingly quick maneuver, the giant spun out of attack range, rose up in his stirrups and delivered a massive blow with his two-handed axe to the dragon’s neck. Hot dragon blood melted snow for several yards and creating treacherous footing for those still in the fight.
Echal had found the heart finally, as he tied the arrow shaft in a knot through the heart he felt it cease to beat. With his own personal fight over, he could survey the situation. The Cavalry was in tatters. Many horses wouldn’t make it and maybe two of the men. He sighed with relief as he saw the White Spire guardians escorting their Tzadi out to help the fallen.    They had all been caught by surprise. He vowed to himself that this would not happen again. The Colonel had gotten his men into the fight, but they had no real backup. He needed to train people up faster. Winter Faire was only a week away. This week they could play, but their efforts to train must increase again. There was more than the White Spire to be concerned about.
He walked down from the watchtower and saw Colonel Reardon approaching him. He held up his hand to stay the report, “I’ve seen, or at least seen enough.” He shook his head. “You did all you could do. It was I who was caught without my weapons. You’ll find the fallen Giant has an arrow tied around his heart. It was all I could do. I will make every effort to support you better in the future.”
“M’Lord...” Colonel Reardon began to protest, but Echal just shook his head.
“I know, no one could have known. That’s a piss poor excuse if we’re all too dead to make it. We’ll think on it and we’ll try to do better for the next unwelcome visitors who come to call.” He rubbed his hands over his face and sucked in a deep breath of sweet cold air. As he blew it out he smiled, “Give my thanks to the scouting party for supplying dragon for roasting for our Winter Faire Feast. At least we won’t have to haul it far at this rate.”
Winter Faire

Echal gave out medals to those in the scouting party and to those injured in the rescue mission.  Only one man was seriously injured when knocked from his mount. A broken back would normally be a death sentence but with the Tzadi here, it was only took a week of intensive care, and he could walk by Winter Faire’s Eve to receive his medal.
Echal didn’t want to do it but he also publicly thanked the Tzadi of the White Spire for their efforts. He didn’t want the people to begin to see them as allies, but caring for his wounded was something too big to be ignored. Lady Lillian, the tzadi who was the leader of the delegation, found him later that evening in a private moment. “Thank you for recognising us earlier tonight.”
Echal grunted and sighed, “I meant what I said. I appreciate the assistance. I still don’t trust you. The White Spire helped chase me and my entire family across the whole kingdom in fear of our lives.  You’ve been caught lying about men being Tzadi and I know what was done to Harder Mclaughlinkor. Your people have a lot to atone for, before I can even begin to trust you. I just could not recognize the basic decency of giving a man his life back.”
Lillian simply nodded. “You are correct, while we only want what is best, our priorities will not always align. As for your soldier, he was injured protecting us as much as you. Had we not cared for him, our own guardians would have revolted.” She took a deep breath, “We don’t have to be enemies. Yes, we have kept men from learning to use the forces of magic. Men go to war. When Tzadi go to war, the whole of the world groans under the weight. Women use the power more responsibly.”
Echal’s face hardened and his eyes bore right through her, his voice barely above a whisper, and his anger barely controlled, “Tell that to my mother, dead more than two decades because of Tzadi interference.”
Lillian shrunk back from him as if hit. “I would that were otherwise.”
Echal snorted, “I would too.”
Lillian just bowed her head and departed.  What could be said to that? She just knew that she really hoped she would never need to face that young man in a fight. It would be a loss for all involved, and for no good reason that she could see. She was sure that some of her sisters back in the Spire would not agree with her, but the only threat this young man posed was to those who crossed him.
Life Changing News

Echal was up late with the festivities. He thought it important that he see and be seen by all there. Catrin had grown tired and slipped off earlier. So it was trying to be quiet as he made his way into the room that they shared, that he stubbed his toe on dressing stool. He bit back his howl of pain but it wasn’t enough.
“Echal, are you ok?” came a sleepy voice from his bed.
Though his pain strained voice and clenched teeth, “Yeah, I’m just a klutz trying to move around in the dark.”
She giggled a little. “Is there anything I can do to help?”
He growled, “No, it doesn’t seem broken. Just feels that way.”
“Well come here, lover, the bed is warm and I have some news for you. ”
“Oh?” he asked, sliding under the furs.
“Well, I’ve suspected for a few weeks now, but didn’t want to say anything until I was certain. Mah-Li confirmed it this morning, she says our son is growing well and is very excited to meet you.”
Echal couldn’t figure out what she was saying, “How would...” he trailed off as the words sank in, then he let out a new war whoop and started to laugh uncontrollably. “You’re certain?”
“Yes.”
He took her in his arms, kissing her possessively, “This is amazing! Sha had better check back in with me again soon. Nothing against Mah-Li but I want Sha here for the birth. This is wonderful.”
Catrin snuggled in close to him. “I’m glad you’re happy. I was concerned that the timing may have been bad.”
Echal chuckled. “Children always have lousy timing. Jan told me so herself. That doesn’t make them any less of a blessing. I love you so much, I didn’t think it could really be like this...”
Catrin was starting to fall back asleep, but Echal found that his mind just wouldn’t allow for such. This changed things and there was so much to get ready for...
Winter Drags On

Echal found his days were busier than ever. He kept trying to learn more from the various schools of magic, but time teaching and time spent managing the Spire have also become more demanding. The one bright spot was that Shadrea has taken to visiting his dreams every couple of weeks. It was helpful to have someone with her experience help him sort through the piles of information. Someone to help him form an actual study plan, not just for himself but for the leader Saeti as well.
Saeti don’t need as deep an understanding of magical theory. They aren’t naturally attuned to it enough to delve deep into the nature of the universe, but on a practical basis, what they can and have accomplished here, was almost beyond his ability to describe. That they were not trained for so many centuries is just a crime beyond pale. Such a waste.  Well, they would be wasted no more, he had seen some of the damage tests of the new armor, if they could produce an improvement in each of their fields that even approached that... Or for that matter what the masons had been able to do with shape earth was incredible. Fresh berries in the middle of the harshest winter Echal had ever known, there was no reason for people to starve if the Saeti could be trained. He closed his eyes just mourning the depths to which humanity had sunk, but after a deep breath he decided to focus instead on what they could do now.
Train up the leader Saeti and set them among those waiting for the second class. Hopefully to have them ready for the instruction to come. Harder had promised actual Tzadi candidates as soon as they could be found, but he despaired of being ready to teach them. His own skills were mediocre in his own eyes.  Oh, he could make some amazing trinkets, but so could any Saeti. To understand the deep ways of magic were not the study of a few short months.
He felt the energy returning to him, as Mah-Li appeared in the doorway. “Honorable son, may we speak?”
“Of course, Mah-Li, I am just regaining strength for another try at mastering creating a mount. My visualization needs more work, I think.” He smiled at her, noticing that Mah-Li also appeared to be showing a little thickening at the waist. Ah well, they say never trust a skinny cook. He tried to keep his face neutral as he thought it.
“Honorable son, Mah-El wished me to ask you if there could be a place made for hedge witches in your new city. He wished you to have time to consider this, as he has gone dormant during my pregnancy.” She patted her stomach and Echal couldn’t completely hold back his amusement. He covered most of it with a cough. Savon getting child and grandchild with in a few weeks of each other, might be a bit more than even my esteemed father-in-law could handle, he thought to himself with delight.
Mah-Li continued, “After the girl is born, he would like to discuss it with you further.” She waited watching his eyes for the typical anti hedge witch bias, but was surprised when she didn’t see it. Not just the ‘present company excluded’ attitude that most who know her express.
Echal nodded. “Some Hedge Witches are quite dangerous, and I would need to know what he had planned to contain that. Can you let him know that I will consider it?”
Mah-Li smiled at him, “Catrin chose most wisely. He will know and understand over time. So as not to affect the growing child, he sleeps a deep sleep. He is somewhat aware of what goes on around us, but it is as if through a thick fog. He also cannot feed in this state, so when he wakens, he will be very weak. The birth will be a very dangerous time for us. He may not be strong enough to help me if things go wrong.” She smiled sadly and Echal could see she was concerned.
“Ah well good news on that front at least. Not only will we have several Saeti trained in basic medical assistance and spells by then, but Shadrea has visited my dreams. She will be joining us, and no one I know, except maybe her mother is better at healing than Sha.” Echal said with a smile. It felt good to provide this level of reassurance for his mother-in-law, as well as his own wife.

He almost laughed when he saw the relief on her face, “Now ‘honorable mother’,” he stood and offered her a small only slightly ironic bow, “if you will please excuse me, I am going to try to put a horse where you are standing.”

He needn’t have worried. He still needed more work on his visualization.




The Seasons Turn

The Melt

One day the wind changed direction. The temperature began to climb. As if someone opened the doors to a great furnace, warm air swept across the plains. The days were noticeably longer, and the flooding started. Savon found himself out planning water diversion and mill ponds and low head dams. It wouldn’t get year long flow, but properly managed, they could get about twelve weeks of mill power, and still maintain reasonable reserves for watering of livestock and irrigating crops. There wouldn’t be an excess to speak of, but there didn’t need to be for this.
He and Echal had disagreed about letting the White Spire Tzadi go out with the scouting parties. It is too big of a risk to let them form bonds with the cavalry, and you know they are just scouting for their own potential offensive. When and if they decide that they can take the Red Spire without Evan and Harder leveling the White Spire. Still Echal was right about one thing, they would get that knowledge no matter what, but if his troops were attacked while they were out there, having a couple Tzadi and a guardian or three gave them all a better chance of coming home in one piece. It was hard to begrudge those on the pointy end of the spear every advantage you can give them.
Savon shook his head, no use dwelling on what couldn’t be changed. Who knows, with both of them dealing with pregnant nesting wives, were they even thinking clearly enough to make clear decisions as it was? He smiled to himself as he turned to walk back up the hill to the enclosed area where the city would be constructed. He and Echal had been laying out waste collection points and semi-covered ditches to wash it away and out on to the floodplain below. He has Saeti moving earth and creating stone channels and paved roads using the town of Hamarrhiem in the Dutchy of Mirron as a pattern. He had laid out areas for homes and shops and open squares for market day. He still felt like there was something he was missing but he had no idea what it was. He passed a small work party and waved as he went by. He felt like he was just wasting time walking these streets for another time, but the nagging suspicion that they were all missing something vital. Eventually he just shrugged, and headed back to the Spire, Mah-Li wanted him to help her putting together a cradle.
Book Engines

Echal was putting off sending the Tzadi away. Oh, he wanted them gone, but he was dreading the confrontation. Again it could blow up into open conflict and while he was more ready for it now than he was when they showed up, it was still likely a losing proposition. He even thought about sending Catrin and Mah-Li away to make sure they were protected until it was over.
He shook his head, foolish notion, ‘never give an order you know will just be disobeyed’. Better to focus on the task at hand. He called forward the Saeti who were waiting for him to begin. “Well, ladies the plan here is to put the Golem spell on this book press. You’re part in all of this is to supply the energy to bring the book engines to life.” He smiled at them all. “I know this is a big spell. It will take us several hours to complete. I will handle the incantations so relax, what I need from you is to lend your energy. You’ve all done this many times before this will just be for a longer time. You will  be working in shifts. The first four come and supply the energy, while the other five rest, and then once recovered, you switch back. I’m sorry to say this, but I need you to remain silent. If my concentration waivers, we will have to start all over again.  Any questions?”
The nine women looked at him a bit wide-eyed, but all were eager to see what they could create. Making a motion for the first team, he began the process. Seven hours later, an exhausted crew watched an animated book engine walked from the enchanting lab and into the printing room. As Echal rested his head on his hands, Savon began to read from one of the histories. As he spoke each word the golem placed the letters in the print tray, and at the end of each page rolled ink and began to produce copies. Echal was so worn he could barely stand but still the elation couldn’t be denied. Each of the Saeti who had helped him were every bit as exhausted as he was, however their smiles couldn’t be denied. They had created the first book engine that this world had ever seen.  Books that had taken a year to hand copy, could now be read into existence ten, or twenty, or an hundred at a time in a little over a week. The world as they knew it would never be the same again.
He had earned a rest. He would wait until one book was complete before he sent the Tzadi packing. Send them with a book far more legible than any human hand could make it, let them make of that what they will.
Passes Are Clear

Catrin was quietly reading in the corner of Echal’s office. She smiled, the office was nice; they were finally starting to make this hulking Spire into a home for those who would be more or less permanent residents and even comfortable enough for those who were just here to study and eventually move on. The book shelf screened her from those who were meeting with Echal but she could lay here comfortably on the richly cushioned couch and read and keep an eye on him. She rubbed her belly that seemed to be continually swelling, and thought it would be the best place to protect him, if she weren’t the size of a cow. Still it was good that the babe could hear his father working hard for his future.
She realized that she wasn’t focusing on her book and  today was a big day. Any minute now, her father would bring Lillian into the office to hear that the passes were clear, and they were expected to leave. Echal had wanted to send her away, but there wasn’t much chance of that. She knew he just wanted to protect her, but even in her condition she was more likely to stick the old bitch with a poisoned dagger from her hidey hole than either Echal or her father would out there where they could be seen. She wasn’t going to run off if she could still help keep him safe. As she was running through these thoughts for the twentieth time, she heard the door open.
Savon walked in, “Echal, I’ve brought Lillian as you asked.”
She saw Echal step out from the small side room with the book in his hand that was his planned gift to the White Spire. Peace offering and warning all in one. She wasn’t sure of the wisdom of letting them leave with proof of the Red Spire’s advancements, but she was overruled, just has her father had been about letting any of them, even one into the Red Spire proper. Maybe Echal had a point though, if they appeared too timid, it would be taken for weakness and invite aggression. She still didn’t like it. She set aside her book and picked up her bandolier of knives. She absently rubbed her stomach as she silently shifted her position to be ready to act if it became necessary.
Echal smiled. It was a forced smile but genuine enough. With a sweep of his hand he motioned to a chair across the desk from his. He didn’t offer one to the large guardian standing behind the small woman. He knew he wouldn’t accept, and he knew Savon wouldn’t sit either. As she took her seat, he made his way around to his. “Thank you for coming.”
Lillian gave a small forced smile as well, “I suppose I should thank you. I take it my admittance to the Spire was a hotly contested decision.”
Echal laughed easily. “My father-in-law can be overprotective. I’m certain that mountain leaning up against my door post expressed similar concerns.”
Lillian’s face betrayed unfeigned amusement. “Good point.”
“I’ll get right to the point. The passes have cleared. It is time for you to return home.” He held up his hand to forestall her argument. “This decision has been made and will not be changed. Given time and negotiations as to what constitutes a proper diplomatic contingent, things may change. Your good behavior while here makes that at least theoretically possible for the future. Before you go. I have a gift for you. Think of it as a peace offering of sorts.” He casually spun the heavy book to lie in front of her. “Please, take a look.” He motioned that she should open it.
Catrin couldn’t see her face but she watched Echal’s very carefully and thought she could see the satisfaction cross his face as the realization of what she was holding crossed her face. “How...?” Lillian began to ask.
Echal sat back with in a relaxed pose that Catrin just knew he wasn’t feeling. “A new method of producing books. Savon, could you get the others from the shelf for me, please?”
Catrin had to hold back a giggle fit as her father dumped nineteen identical books on the corner of the desk in front of Lillian. The audible gasp she made when she realized that they were perfectly exact copies was just the start of her crumbling self control. “I wanted each of you to have one. That’s why it took the extra week. You will notice that the history you have in front of you is from the time of Harder Mclaughlinkor. It includes his misdeeds as well as why, and the punishment that was imposed upon him. I thought it appropriate for your superiors to understand exactly the level of vengeance that he would consider just, before they consider any move against my family, or the Red Spire. The Tzadi of the White Spire have chased my family across the kingdom for the very last time, ever. Your kind made him an immortal litch, your kind gave him deep wells of hatred to draw upon. It is my desire not to plunge humanity into a devastating civil war so soon after the last one. One absolutely must have a recovery period between such if we’re not all to become warring bands of orcs. Please convey the importance of this to those back home in the Spire, much depends on their ability to clearly understand the situation. Much has changed since my home was destroyed for the second time. Lessons were hard but they have been learned, and contingencies made.” He held her eye for a long time and then rose, signaling that the meeting was over.
As she headed toward the door, her Guardian’s hands now loaded down with books. Echal stopped her one last time. “One more thing, if the White Spire wishes to send manuscripts for copying, you will find our rates are really quite reasonable.”
Catrin caught her father’s wolfish grin cast back at Echal as he ushered them back out of the Spire. Once she was certain they were out of earshot she laughed. She laughed long and hard and with her whole being. This was going to work after all. She looked up and saw Echal standing by the side of the bookcase with a lop-sided grin. That was all it took, whatever plans he had had would just have to wait. He was hers for the next hour, as she swept her arms up around his neck and pulled him down on the couch.




Spring: When Giant’s Hearts Turn To Plunder

Patrol Returns

Colonel Reardon was holding his morning meeting when a mud-splattered soldier bursts into his office. “They’re coming!” he blurts out bordering on panic.
Reardon growled to himself, these men are supposed to be trained better than this damn it. Knowing no good day ever starts this way he had little patience with the young trooper. “A-Ten-HUH” snapped the Colonel. “I know that is not how you were trained to give a report trooper. Stand and deliver man!”
The young man had immediately snapped to attention at the order and found that his mind ordered much better suddenly. “Sorry Sir! No Excuse! Giants spotted headed this way. Best count is thirty of them, will be here within the hour!”
Reardon didn’t hesitate for more than a moment before he started barking orders. “Captain assemble the men! Pope, your men are already out there scattered to hell and gone, you get the conscripts and anyone who can shoot a bow. Get them to the damn walls Lieutenant.” Both men were already up and moving before the orders were completed. “You Trooper!”
“Sir?”
“If you think you can give a proper report this time, you are to find Lord Savon or Tzadi Echal and let them know to prepare for defense. They can meet me at the walls once they’ve organized their response.” He was already headed toward his armor rack. “Well, move damn you!”
The young man practically flew from the office.
Red Spire Goes to War

Savon stuck his head into the room where Echal was studying. “Giants coming! Scouts say thirty men in a war band only a few minutes out.”
Echal’s heart sank, damn it they couldn’t have done this before the White Spire Tzadi left. No time for that now, “Rally those who can fight and get them to the walls. Don’t let them catch you out in the open though. One or two bow shots each and then pull back to the tunnel, it will limit their numbers and restrict their movements. Deploy the bear traps as well but make sure you leave a path down the middle for our cavalry to get through in a hurry at need.” Echal was already up and moving toward his apartments where his new armor and weapons were waiting. “Send me one of the Saeti to share power with. Have her meet me at the top of the spire and then let the Colonel know the general plan. I hate to lose the work we’ve done on the town and the fortress, but I hate to lose people more. I’m going to try to buy us some time to get ready.”
Savon nodded. “No heroics damn it. You’ve got a son to raise on the way.”
Echal just nodded and turned down the other hall to begin arming himself. Savon took off the opposite way, skipping stairs down two and three at a time.
The new armor was at least going to get a real trial, he thought to himself as he pulled the enchanted stone giant hide armor off of the stand and began to strap in. Catrin appeared, “What is happening?”
Echal was fighting with a buckle until she pushed his hands out of the way and began to help him strap in. “Giants. A lot of them, I guess. Should be here before long.” He picked up the helm that was heavily inlaid with white dragon scales and started to adjust its strapping.
“You have a plan.” It was a statement not a question.
“Yeah, I’m going to go expend some magic and buy a little more time. Don’t worry. I plan to run away long before they can get to me.” He gave her a dangerous grin that she had seen all too often on him. “Once I have them occupied, the cavalry will hit them with one pass or maybe two and they’ll also run away. I don’t doubt that the giants that remain will give chase, but those on the walls have been told to shoot two volleys and run for the tunnel.  What is left that tries the tunnel should be pretty easy to pick off in the closed space. If we have to, we’ll have enough Saeti there to collapse the tunnel on them. Expensive but we should win.” He leaned forward to kiss the top of her head as she buckled the last strap behind his right knee.
“No theatrics! No hero shit! And most important of all, you come back to us!” Tears were in her eyes but this wasn’t going to go away no matter how unfair it was. She watched him fasten on the helm and head for the door.
Catrin couldn’t hold back the tears and sought out her father’s rooms. If they were going to be relegated to just waiting, she might as well have Mah-Li for company.
Delaying Giants

Echal reached the top of the spire. He walked out on to the open perch and saw the youngest of the Saeti students waiting for him. She was a pretty girl of no more than fourteen. He remembered his fear in that first battle fleeing the king's men who had come to end them all. At least she wouldn’t have to be in the front lines and she would still be of critical help.
He forced a smile and then realized that was ridiculous as she couldn’t see his face behind the helm. He knelt down so he could look her in the eye. “You’re just sharing power. You’ve done this a hundred times before. So relax and let’s help save our friends, ok?”
The girl still looked petrified, but she nodded and reached her arm out to him. Echal hesitated for a moment, trying to take his own advice. He took a deep breath, blowing the spell now would be unthinkable. ‘So quit thinking about it asshole and just don’t screw up!’ the little voice in the back of his head that sounded just like Weapons Master S’vin bellowed at him. He almost laughed out loud and probably would have had his throat not been so dry. He focused the image of a large black wyvern in his mind, holding all the details firmly in place. He drew more power from the girl than he should have and she collapsed, just as the beast took form before him. Quickly he strapped the extra quivers to the monster’s harness and summoned the last of his energy reserves to climb atop.
The wyvern took two quick steps, and they were over the edge soaring above the plains. He took a moment to orient himself and below he could see his cavalry formed up and moving to the spot where the giants were supposed to be. He flies over and sure enough there they are. The scouts harassing them and then running away but not able to pull them off of their course directly to our settlement. Seems this bunch has a plan. No smaller goblin kin with them. That has to mean something Echal thinks but he can’t think of what it could be. He circled a couple of times looking for the best spot.
Finally, finding what he’s looking for he settles the wyvern on a small rolling hill with a flooded washout between himself and the giants. The washout isn’t an obstacle to a giant who can just step over it, but the marshy ground beyond should slow them long enough for him to make his escape. He waits for the bulk of the pack to focus on him, and as soon as they were within extreme bow range, he triggered the time dilation pendant that Shadrea had given him as a gift when they first went seeking their parents.
The world slowed down as Echal sped up to ten times the normal rate. Shaking loose the arrows from his first quiver, he began putting arrows down range two at a time.  With nothing aimed he was missing as often as he hit, but the arrows weren’t the weapon. These were spell arrows, upon impact, each arrow cast Create Great Cave Bear. One second the giants were weathering a mostly ineffective arrow barrage, the next second, ten two thousand pound bears appeared in their midst. While he couldn’t directly control the bears, hoped he wouldn't need to. Then, just as Echal had hoped, the giants finding what to them would be same as human troops finding that the ground started sprouting war dogs by the dozen, swatted at the bears.
As they say, ‘and that’s how the fight started.’ Ten bears weren’t much of a challenge, but one second later ten more joined the first. By now blood was in the air and the new bears joined the fray.
As the Cavalry came over the rise, they could hear the howls of both bear and giant. The melee had turned quite bloody. Oh, none of the giants were dead, but healthy giants had their hands full trying to kill bears and still protect their fallen wounded. Bears were cleaved completely in twain from the huge axes of the stone giants, but with each volley a new, fresh wave appeared.
Echal continued to pour arrows into their midst until he was at the end of the third quiver. For the moment the giants were too preoccupied with the immediate threat to mount an effective attack on him, or even notice the Cavalry troop massing for a charge off to their left.  Two giants were headed his way but with the time dilation still in effect they were moving at the speed of honey poured in mid winter.
Switching out to normal arrows, Echal began to take aimed shots for the two closing in on his position. Luckily for him, the speed difference between them made it more like target practice than combat. The eye slits of the giant’s helms were still a tricky shot but with three tries for every second the giant experienced it wasn’t more than half a quiver before one giant was down with an arrow in his visor and the other was turning from his pursuit to protect himself.
Charge!!

Captain Whistler crested the hill expecting to see a hoard of giants charging toward his small troop. Instead, he felt a wolfish grin break out across his face. The Tzadi was more formidable than he had given him credit for. The bears while not a significant threat to the giants in the long term, their unexpected appearance had succeeded breaking up the giant’s formation and distracted them completely from the real threat of his Cavalry.
He took only a moment to assess the best angle of attack and with no audible cues, started the whole troop in for a real hard shot to the undefended left flank. Beginning at just above a walk he formed his men up as they closed the distance. Picking up speed as they went. The giants finally began to take notice of them, but it was really too late. His men were already at a full charge with lances lowered.
Impacting a giant was a lot like impacting an oak tree the men soon learned. Just delivering the blow, unhorsed two men. Whistler gave a whispered entreaty to whatever fates or spirits guided the lives of soldiers that his men would see them through. Deep in side, he doubted it would be enough. Just as quickly as it began, they were through the thick of it and on the other side, discarding shattered lances as they went.
At the top of the next rise, Whistler wheeled his men, forming them up again. “Prepare Bows!” the order bellowed out and repeated down the ranks. The men were a bit shaken after that charge, but training and conditioning is a miraculous thing. Bows appeared in each rider’s hand. “Draw!” again the order repeated until all men were ready to release a volley on command. The air seemed thick with anticipation and then the order came, “Loose!” and the sky filled with arrows. “Again!” came the order and this time they loosed a more ragged volley to rain down on the recovering giants.
Whistler’s voice could be heard clearly above the panting of the horses and the pounding of blood in the ears of the men. “This time we want to draw them after. Follow my lead single file, and whatever happens, don’t let them catch you!” With that he was again on a full charge back down the hillside and lining up an aimed bow shot into the ragged formation of giants. Each rider in turn followed his example. He wheeled and circled their position just inside of bow range. One shot, two shot, and three. Then off at a full run back toward the fortress and reasonable security.
Leading a Pig

Echal watched the start of the attack from the slow motion time bubble he was in. Normal time returned as Whistler’s men did their second lap of the encircled ‘camp’. He almost clapped with glee, as he saw the giants break and give chase to him. What had been thirty giants ready to fight was now ten angry hurt giants with no leadership or any strategy.
The whole thing reminded Echal about a story a farmer told him once about how to lead a boar that was bigger than you are. You punch it in the nose and it will chase you wherever you go. Whistler had managed just that. They had left their wounded to fend for themselves in their desire to get their hands on Whistler and his men.
Echal got his Wyvern into the air and flew over the wounded giants, dropping a handful of the spell arrows into their midsts. He grinned as he wheeled above the chaos. That should be enough to let the scouts finish off the stragglers.
He flew over the chase that was getting close. Giants can run at nearly the same speed as a horse and rider and Captain Whistler’s horses were getting tired. The walls they had erected last fall weren’t going to be tall enough to even slow down a stone giant. They would leap them as easily as a man would a low hedge, still the bowmen on the wall should get a shot or two, before they needed to abandon it. Echal wished he was a better rider because he could probably use the wyvern to eliminate a giant or two if he was. As things stood he would probably just end up falling off and breaking his own neck.
Just as he was despairing of Whistler’s men making good their escape, a horn sounded and they each broke off in their own direction. The giants hesitate, unsure which of the many targets to pursue. Echal released the breath he just realized he was holding. Thank all that is good and decent that Harder had sent him competent officers. The giants had mostly scattered, each one chasing his own prey. Only one knot of four remained, and they were headed straight for the fortress.
Trusting his cavalry to handle the individual giants, Echal focused his efforts on the organized knot. Drawing on the last of his energy reserves, he created the illusion of a great golden dragon rising up from inside the fortress and moving slowly toward the giants. He watched as they saw it rising and heading toward them. That was enough, they broke and began to run. Archers pouring arrows in on them barely slowed their retreat. It was only when Lieutenant Pope, leading the conscript troops hammered into them lances lowered that real damage was done.
The boys not used to this kind of fighting were almost all unhorsed but before the giants could molest them, they found themselves the target of every weapon bearing resident of the settlement. Saeti were throwing fire and even trades men were running in to danger to pull out the young men who had fallen. Echal let out a great war whoop from his mount at the sight and the giants found themselves overwhelmed and dispatched.
This victory had cost them, but compared to what he had feared, this was an almost miraculous victory.




Life Returns to the Land

Recovery and Reflections

Cleaning up after the battle took nearly two weeks. Skinning the Giants, treating the wounded, and recovering the honored dead.  The latter were entombed in a great marble sepulcher, at the base of the war memorial Savon designed. The pyramid of bleached giant skulls and an engraved plaque seemed to do the story justice. The five young men lost would be sorely missed, but casualties that light when the odds were that great could make one believe in miracles again.
They set the monument up in an area designated as a park, and it would serve to remind the residents of the cost of reclaiming this wilderness outpost, and the amazing feats that could be accomplished when they all worked together. The Saeti who knew plant spells each took turns over weeks, growing the newly planted apple, and cherry trees that would provide shade and refreshment to any visiting the site. Savon knew the sacrifice for the individuals was great, but for the community, this would provide a sense of belonging and unity, long after the giant threat had finally been neutralized.
The book engines had been running night and day for some time now. Two wagons full of completed manuscripts were ready to make their way back into NoVas proper for sale. Savon wanted to lead that expedition, but both Echal and Mah-Li were wanting him to stick around here. He understood Mah-Li’s fear that he wouldn’t make it back in time, even though there was plenty of time left. It was Echal’s objection that he found more difficult to deal with.
He didn’t realize when he started to help Echal shoulder the responsibilities of running the civil side of their community, that he was in effect building dependency. Oh, he would never belittle his son-in-law or his leadership abilities, after all how he took command of the recent battle was a large reason the losses were so minimal. It was just that by being trusted, and trustworthy, he now found himself carrying a load that will not be easily set aside.
Echal had his hands full, with not only trying to learn the mastery of magic himself but also teaching others. Colonel Reardon had his hands full with security, the recent battle made that abundantly clear. Mah-Li and Catrin both had their own important responsibilities. He smiled to himself reflecting on that; he was really looking forward to being a grandfather, and even to being a father who could be home with the child rather than always away as he was for Catrin’s early years. How could he take off on him just weeks before new settlers were due in from the King?
As much as he wanted to touch base back in Archive, he really was needed here. He couldn’t even send Catrin. Maybe it is time to see if he could get a message to Yael. Yael was his long time ‘business partner’ and oft time errand boy for his clandestine work. Yael could give him a better read on how things were back in society. Being out of the loop this long, was  like having an itch he couldn’t scratch. Who knew what shifts in influence had happened while he was out here in the hinterlands.
Just like that, he gave up his plans for travel. He would stay and get the city established as was his duty. He would send letters chasing after Yael, and maybe one back to the finishing school, tutors were a rare privilege but one he thought he could get and it would only cost him a small bit of ground for a safe house.
Growth

Catrin was walking through the city and was simply amazed at the ongoing construction. All the Saeti students who were waiting for their classes to start but had picked up a few simple tricks had been hired out and had more work than they could keep up with. After the passes cleared, there had been a steady stream of settlers to the area. She felt bad ducking out of helping her father, but these days she was just too tired too often. Even this little walk was getting to be a bit much for her. So she settled in Victory Park on a small stone bench under a blossoming apple tree. It was the wrong season for the blooms but she knew that by evening more Saeti would have made their way here to cast and encourage the maturity of the fruit. She eyed a stone bowl of apples and cherries just a few feet away that had been gathered from yesterday’s harvest and left for passers-by. As sweet as they looked, she just couldn’t muster the motivation to stand back up after finding her seat.
The constant sound of construction was slightly muffled here, the air still had a hint of the spring crispness but she knew summer would be along soon with its withering dry heat. For as forlorn as the open plains had seemed when they were empty wilderness, they had taken on a well cared for beauty in recent months, inside the walls at least.
She would have asked Mah-Li to join her, but she was asleep. Catrin reflected on how much had changed since her father had introduced them only a little over a year ago. She was a married woman now, with a household of her own, and a child on the way. The ‘dangerous hedge witch’ who had beguiled her father, had turned into a trusted friend. Her father seemed to have given up his rambling lifestyle to become what was essentially the de facto governor of this new province. Her workaholic husband had found a task that could consume all the fury he could throw at it and seemed always to want more. She missed their simple carefree days together, but this was important for the future of the family they were soon expecting. Besides, he had promised to take her away after the baby was old enough for a month of dedicated family time. She wasn’t sure she believed him but he did have one of the Saeti leaders he was teaching enough to maybe cover for him for a short while.
She unfolded the letter she had received from Jan who was the closest thing she would have to a real ‘mother-in-law’. Oh, it wasn’t that Feylynn wasn’t there for them, but she was a high elf and emotionally distant. Jan’s letter was every bit the thoughts of an expectant grandmother eager to give advice and the benefit of her wisdom. Having her family scattered all over the Kingdom was hard on her. Catrin wished it could be different but Jayen had accepted lands and titles and was expected to govern them. Just as Echal had taken the role of Master of the Red Spire and was determined to grow into the position.
She was lost in her thoughts when she heard the voice of a young man, barely more than a boy, really. It was one conscripts, and he had learned that he could cast plant growth. She watched as he poured energy into the tree and the blossoms turned to apples that ripened before her eyes. When he was done, she could tell he had given it his all. Breathing hard and sweating despite the coolness in the tree's shade, he stopped to pick two apples. Then approached shining one on his vest.
“M’lady, I saw you looking longingly toward the bowl of fruit.” he gave her a tired smile. “I thought you deserved one fresh.”
“So kind good sir.” She said putting just enough teasing into her voice to make him smile and blush. “I accept and bless you. You’ve discovered every pregnant woman’s weakness, food.” He gave her a shy grin. “Now you have to sit with me to enjoy it. You look like you’re ready to fall down.”
He collapsed at the far end of the bench as if his knees had just given out. He sat in silence for a moment. Then he said, “That’s my brother in there.” nodding toward the monument. “Third from the left.”
“He died a hero.” she said softly.
“And I’m glad.” The boy looked her in the eye. “M’lady we were the prisoners brought here and dumped on you, out here on the frontier.” He took a deep breath. “My brother was a bad egg. Life was hard for us all, but my brother used it as an excuse for his depravities. But he was my big brother, you know? I would have followed him over a fire and through the very gates of death.” He snorted. “Very nearly did. We were all headed for the noose or the block when we were sent here.” he spent a moment just looking at his feet. Catrin didn’t make a sound, there was something here he needed to say, and she wanted to give him this closure, as she knew how important it could be.
After a moment he went on, “I am glad he died in a way that he is remembered as a hero. If our mother still lives, it will make the news easier on her. For me, it means that I won’t be following him, when he messed this up for us, as he had so many things before.” He took a bite of his apple and chewed it mechanically. “I saw it happen. I marked the giant as did it. Middle row, the one with the hole above his left eye. I drove a spike into his head after he was dead so I would always know which one did it.” His voice cracked, and he struggled to get it under control, “M’lady that monster took everything I had from me, and gave me back the freedom to make the most of all the rest of my days.” He turned to look her in the eye. “The rest, well we’re not like my brother. Your husband has given us a new life and a new chance. You can always call upon us, at any time.” He bowed his head.
Pregnant women often have wildly swinging emotions and this story was more than her heart could take. Trained assassin that she was, she held this young man and wept with him as they mourned the world that made such things necessary. After a few moments when she had enough control again, “What is your mother’s name? Where does she live? I will write to her...” She trailed off.
“M’lady it does no good. She cannot read such a letter even if it were sent.”
Catrin smiled, “Don’t you worry about that part.” She winked at him, “I am the wife of the great and powerful Tzadi of the Red Spire. If she lives, we’ll send a letter that reads itself. Besides,” she absently rubs her stomach, “a mother should know that she has sons she can be proud of.”
The boy lost his composure again and gone was any of a young man’s bravado. He was just a simple fourteen-year-old, who wanted his mother to be proud. When he had his facade back in place, Catrin just smiled at him. “You know, this bench is getting pretty hard. Would you walk me back to the Spire so we can send your mother that message?”
Solutions

That night Catrin invited her parents and Colonel Reardon to dinner. It was an informal affair where she presented her case over a plate of roast venison. “So, everyone has been wondering what to about the conscripts. I think I have an idea.”
They all looked at her, “Ok? What brought this on?” Echal asked. To which she recounted the events in the park.
“This town is getting filled up with a lot of new people. Not all of them the gentlest souls. The price of giant skin for armour and Orc skin that has become all the rage to our book binders, has brought in bounty hunters.” she sighed. “And honestly who knows what else. Colonel Reardon needs to have his troops training for more incursions like we had early this spring, and cannot spare enough of them for civil security. Especially as I heard my father was pushing for more scouts pushed on ever further circuits in an effort to get earlier warning.” Savon looked down at his plate and Reardon raised an eyebrow. He had thought they were alone for that conversation. She continued, “How do you catch a thief but with a thief? Let’s make these conscripts our civil patrol.” She grinned, “Consider it cosmic justice, that they must be on the side of keeping the peace for a change.”
Colonel Reardon made a face, “We’re just to trust them, based upon your exchange with one member at an emotional moment?”
Catrin considered skewering him with her fork, but realized that was the hormones talking. It was a fair question had it been put to anyone else. “Father, you know the kind of training provided at the Finishing School. A fourteen-year-old boy with a sob story is not going to fool me.”
Savon and Echal both grunted agreement in unison and left Reardon looking between them confused. Savon finally broke the silence by mostly answering the question. “The Finishing School is a code name for a mostly need to know training facility. She won’t be fooled, or emotionally swayed. If she says we can believe this boy, then the boy is sincere, we have only to decide if he is capable.”
Catrin smiled a dangerous smile, “I can make him capable...” then almost as an afterthought, “if he survives.”
Reardon choked on his current mouthful and took more than a moment's pause before he was ready to continue. “Well, if you’re both certain, far be it from me to argue.”
Catrin smiled broadly, “I’m so glad you agree. While I can get them their needed training, their daily reporting will need to be to either you or my father.”
Reardon’s turn to grin. “No one not given a military rank will report to me. Kings rules.”
Savon sighed. “Sure, what’s one more thing on my plate.”
Mah-Li just smiled. She knew her husband and giving him what was essentially troops of his own would go a long way to making the transition from spy to governor less jarring.
“Daddy, once trained, they should lower your work load not add to it. My little sister on the other hand.”  She smiled at Mah-Li and the chuckles went around the table as conversation shifted from business to pleasure.




Old Friends and New

Familiar Faces

Echal had been extra frustrated with the lack of progress on the new spell. Getting the spell to delay as he wanted and not go off immediately was much trickier than he had suspected. He could get the energy in, but setting the ‘trigger’ seemed to require more concentration than he was able to give. So it was as he was cleaning up after a particularly messy failure than Catrin poked her head in the lab.
“I have someone here who says he wants to meet with you.”
The twinkle in her eye let him know that it was more than just a casual visitor. Still, he was coated in wet ash and in a foul mood at my failure. “Catrin, not now. Invite them to dinner, if it’s important.”
“Ill mannered as an apprentice smith!” came a grating voice from behind my wife. I couldn’t help but grin.
I’d know the voice anywhere but never thought to hear it again. “Master S’ven!!”
The old man chuckled and made his way around Catrin. Took one look at Echal’s condition and broke into laughter that led to a coughing fit that had Catrin and Echal concerned. Once he recovered enough, the dry humor was clear in his voice. “Training goes as usual for you I see.”
Echal looks down at himself and feels the stupid grin come back again. “Ready for inspection as always, Sir.”
The old man nodded, “better than your first couple of memory serves...”
“Sir, what are you doing way out here? I thought you were at your last post?”
The old man found a stool and took it. “So I was! This my boy is not a post, this is what retirement looks like. My newly widowed granddaughter wrote to me that she would like to move to be closer to me, now that we are the last of our near kin.” he shook his head as if remembering all of those whom he had outlived. “You know the conditions of the wretched little outpost I was at. News of your activities had of course been common enough in the Brotherhood’s missives, so I thought we might be able to impose on you to find some room for a couple of extra Mirrons. Though seeing that you’ve already been working on extra Mirron’s had concerned me until I see the size of this place. It really does defy all words.”
Echal nodded in agreement, “I’ll wager you haven’t even seen the half of it yet.  Of course there is always room for you and yours. What kind of man would I be to turn away the man who sheltered me when it could have cost him his life to do so?” Echal pulled off his ash stained doublet and lay it across the table. “I am serious about dinner. I would love to catch up, some time when I don’t look like I am under cover as a chimney sweep! I am certain Catrin can find you both a suite of rooms near enough to ours. I warn that they may look worse than a first-year acolytes cell during first inspection, the rooms have been unused for a very long time. Don’t worry, I am quite certain my lovely wife can hire in any extra hands needed to make them livable.”
Catrin smiled. “Pawning work off on me as usual.” She turned to the old weapons master and assisted him to his feet. “You see what I have to deal with?”
The old man smiled and nodded to Echal. Then turning to Catrin, “Come dear, perhaps it is time you had a gentleman around instead of these young cads”
Echal grinned. This was unexpected fortune. S’ven Mirron was as tough as nails and sharp as a razor. He wouldn’t take to being retired well, and Echal was thinking of some young conscripts who could benefit from his sage advice.
He turned back to the task at hand and tried one more time to set the trigger, hopefully without all the pyrotechnics this time.
Dinner

Echal was getting cleaned up for dinner.  He was exhausted, the spells not going to plan was just the first of the lab mishaps that day.  Still, he was also excited. Seeing old S’ven here after all this time. There was so much to catch up on.
He came out of the washroom dripping on the floor when his breath caught. He had to blink to be sure it wasn’t a trick of his eyes. Catrin had obviously been shopping, but he didn’t know that dress makers had even made it this far out into the hinterlands. “You look amazing!” As she turned the filmy light green gauze swirled out silhouetting her wonderfully rounded figure. The high waist was obviously designed to be easier on her while she was pregnant but it had the added benefit of accenting her wonderfully swelling bust. “We may just need to be a little late to dinner.” He grinned at her.
Catrin blushed slightly. “You like it? I was afraid it was a bit too revealing.”
Echal smiled, “A little, but for a quiet dinner at home...” He shrugs, “S’vin won’t mind, and while I know nothing about his granddaughter, I know him well enough to know that she will be polite.” He takes her in his arms, the scent of the cherry blossoms in her hair wafting up to him. “You look beautiful, and it certainly looks more comfortable than your normal wear.”
She nodded and smiled. “There is a new dressmaker in town, and he says this is the latest fashion in the far south. He had a fantastic price on it, though I think he may have known who I was...” She shrugged, “I already told Daddy about it. I don’t want a dress maker to think he can buy us off with pretty clothes, even clothes as pretty as these.” She spun around to give him a good look.
“Your father must be doing something right if we have dress makers already.” He smiled at her. “I’ve been so busy with studying and teaching, I haven’t even made it out of the Spire in two weeks.”
“You really need to make time to do that. You won’t recognize the place. Now get dressed dinner will be brought up and laid out in just a few minutes. I don’t think you want the servers to catch you standing around dripping on the floor”
He grinned and started to dry off. Long before he was finished there was a knock at the door. Catrin grinned at him. “See.” She giggled she ducked out in to the main room, closing the bedroom door behind her.
He was still ready in plenty of time before their guests arrived. Punctuality was on of Weapons Master S’vin’s favorite lectures, and he had no desire to be the cause of it again.
The table was impressive. Far from their normal fare of rather plain locally sourced staples, the table was groaning with smoked dragon cutlets and spiced rice from the southlands. It seems more than dresses had made their way into town while he was busy with other things. Even two bottles of good wine, chilling in a bowel of real ice. “Where did you find ice this time of year?” He asked in surprise.
She smiled at his surprise, “The cooks have learned that some of the Saeti students can cool an area enough to make ice to form, so they’ve been paying to make ice. It’s a little expensive, but I wanted to pull out the stops for Master S’vin. He was very helpful when I came to pick you up after the war ended.”
He just shook his head. “I knew these kids would learn to make new things, but they are changing even simple things like having ice in the summer. Can you imagine a Tzadi taking time out of their day to do something so mundane?”
She shrugged, “Some might have...” she began but there was another knock at the door.
Echal nodded, “I’ve got it.” as he headed toward the door. As expected S’vin Mirron was standing sharply at the door leaning on his cane. On his arm was a woman of early middle years, that stole Echal’s breath away. She was tall and dark complected, with skin the deep reddish brown color of a rich aged cognac. Her hair was long and straight and dark as a raven’s wing. The filmy gauze of her bright yellow gown accented her curves. It’s cut and material very similar to Catrin’s new gown.
Master S’vin smiled a thin smile, “May we come in.”
Echal almost jumped as he realized he had been starring. “Y..Yes of course. Please Master S’vin,” He opened the door fully and ushered them in. “Welcome to my home. You’ve met my wife Catrin.”
“Oh yes, she has been most wonderful since we’ve arrived. I’d like to introduce you to your cousin, my grand daughter Ellie Savden.  My son was sent to the Lashoen in the west as a diplomat.  We lost him winter before last, to a bear attack while hunting with their tribal chiefs. Ellie is his only child. Her husband passed just three months later, in an orc attack. Now she’s come to spend some time with me during my final years.”
Echal pulled the chair out from the table for Ellie and snorted. “Final years, Sir you will probably outlive us all.” As she settled in, he did the same for Catrin. “Nice to meet you, seems you’ve found my wife’s favorite new dress maker. It looks lovely.”
She smiled broadly at the compliment. “Thank you. We found him together this morning, while we were waiting for the rooms to be ready.”
Echal let out a theatrical wail. “She’s found a shopping partner? Only poverty can follow.”
Catrin threw a dinner roll at him. S’vin and Ellie both chuckled. Echal was impressed, even her laughter was slightly intoxicating.  Oh, he loved his wife, but this woman was captivating. She would certainly cause a splash in their sleepy little settlement.
S’vin looked around and very dryly commented, “I think you’re doing fine for yourself.”
Echal chuckled. “Honestly Sir, I don’t know. I’ve been so busy trying to learn enough to teach to keep all of this moving forward, I don’t know how the bills actually get paid.”
Catrin grinned at him. “Daddy’s been looking out for us. If you really want to know, we can talk about it after dinner.”
Ellie turned to Catrin, “Actually I would like to speak with your father. I have some small sums from my late husband’s estate. I would like to invest in some property.”
Catrin got excited, “Ooh that is a great idea!”
Echal winced. “M’love, I don’t know about a young widow dropping her whole savings here. That giant attack we had this spring won’t be the last attack we have.”
Ellie raised an eyebrow at Echal. “You sell yourself short, cousin of mine. The way I heard the story, and yes I’ve already heard the story, you single-handedly took out nearly half of the raiding party, and His Majesties Cavalry was more than capable of mopping up the rest.”
Echal’s face darkened and his eyes went a little distant. “People remember things how they choose. It was a far closer thing, just ask the five heroes in Victory Park.”
S’vin coughed politely. “Echal, five men for thirty giants. Do the math son. The Brotherhood would be singing songs of such a one-sided victory, and if you weren’t so damn hard on yourself, you would know it to be true.”
Echal nodded, rubbing one hand over the sleeve of his wyvern skin doublet. “I understand Sir. It’s just that the costs add up over time.”
It was S’vin’s turn to snort derisively, “You’re telling me this? Those five men were not your failure.” he pointed to the doublet, “Neither was the young brother Aarns. They were men doing their duty, not children to be coddled.”
Ellie caught his eye and held it. “My father was a warrior, as was my husband, blessings be on their memories. Such men often leave us too soon, and the pain of their loss is very real. It only fades but never truly heals. Their lives are equally inspiring, and their love beyond description. I cannot imagine loving a man who sits in the safety provided by others who hasn’t also been willing to be the defender, the protector, the one who secures the peace.”
Catrin has a smug little smile, she had been trying to sooth these very fears of his for a long time. Maybe hearing it from others would help. “Besides my dearest love, you’ve been shut up here in the Spire for too long. Our troop numbers have nearly doubled, just from the bounty hunters in town. Not to mention the assorted merchants with their caravan guards.” she shrugged and looked at Master S’vin for his evaluation of her next statement. “If called to arms as we were this spring, we could expect three hundred men to answer the call?”
S’vin nodded judiciously, “More likely three fifty, not counting those of the Brotherhood that are but a days ride away. Frontier living will always have its dangers, but you are quickly becoming a settled territory. Your problem wouldn’t be holding in an attack, but remaining supplied. The surrounding lands haven’t been converted to farmland yet. You still are fairly dependent on supplies to be trucked in to you. Though there seems to be no shortage, the little dirt track that I assume led you here, has been carved into a wide road with the traffic, and most of the rivers even have reasonable imitations of a bridge across them.”
That made Echal snort out a laugh. “Sir, do you remember that hasty rope bridge we strung up my first fall of training?”
S’vin gave a wet wheezing laugh. “You men spent more time trying to keep the kobolds from using it than you actually got any use out of it yourself.”
Ellie rolled her eyes and smiled at Catrin. “Uh oh, we’ve started them on the war stories.”
Catrin giggled, “Yeah, but you got to admit they are usually funny, even if you can only believe half of what they say.”
Ellie shook her head, “Half, gullible girl.”
They both giggled, and Echal and S’vin completely ignored them, eating and remembering until late in the evening.




Touring the Town

Opened Eyes and Mind

After dinner, Echal realized that he had been neglecting the town. The next morning he gathered his students and snagged a few others who weren’t already hired out for what they had learned to date. “We’re on a project this morning! Off to Victory Park! I’ll need you all so this is a lesson and civic pride all in one.” The others curious as to what he was up to followed along and like the piper of ancient myth, more and more followed. He took a long slow wander down streets that were now choked with hand carts and pedestrians. He was surprised at so few horses.  It seemed that all horses were engaged in some official capacity or actively pulling wagons carrying materials too large for any hand cart to accommodate. He smiled to himself. He saw Savon’s hand at work here trying to limit the filth in the streets. He had to admit that for as large as it had grown, it did not yet smell like most of the cities of Kingdom.
From what he could see, and he couldn’t explore much with the crowd he had trailing him, the town was well laid out. There seemed to be vague districts for commerce set apart from the general spaces for living. Victory Park seemed to be very thinly populated, with an area to one side that appeared to be stables. Echal nodded to himself satisfied, so that’s where the horses were kept. Limiting their mess to one district, but also concentrating it there. He wasn’t sure that was the best idea either but time enough to discuss it was Savon when today’s work was done. He saw now what Catrin had meant, this little unnamed town was in fact growing to rival many mid-sized towns in the Kingdom proper, and showed no signs of slowing. He couldn’t help a small derisive snort, we’ll see how they are after the next orc raid.
As he was thinking these thoughts, he found himself at the far end of Victory Park. Just a mostly open area with few sparse trees. It was a beautiful spot to stop for lunch or just take a quick nap in the shade. An idea that suddenly really appealed to him, but he had gathered and audience, and so the show needs must go on. “OK! First volunteer. I need a Saeti who can stand still.”
There was a general laugh that ran through the crowd. A young man with straw-colored hair came forward. Echal grinned at him and centered him up on the monument at the far end of the park nearly two hundred paces away. He then handed the boy the end of a ball of string. “My second volunteer needs to know Shape Earth and be able to walk and cast at the same time.” A fair number of hands shot up. Seems that made him feel a bit better, there would always be work for those who could move rock slides and build roads. He selected another of the Saeti and gave him the other end of the string. “Come, five paces.” then to demonstrate began counting out each one. The young man’s face was a picture of confusion, but he obediently followed, naturally rolling out the string as he went. Echal stopped and waited for the young man to join him.
Echal took the coil from him and ever the showman, wrapped it twice around his waist. “OK, move the earth to make a mark about a handbreadth wide and deep.” He stepped back and let him go. He noticed that the not small crowd that had followed him to the park had grown to a much larger crowd. He supposed a man using magic had to seem strange to many.  Well, they better get used to it, he thought, going to be a lot of us soon. Once the young man made it back to him, he stopped him. “You doing ok?”
The man just nodded and gave a quick thumbs up. Echal grinned at him, just a bit of encouragement. With one hand he gently turned him around to unwrap the string from his waist. “Three more paces and then do it again.” A thumbs up and he started again. Echal scanned the crowd, they seemed mostly curious. Seems he was the best show in town. The Saeti doing all the work so far finally made it back to the starting point. Echal smiled at the crowd. “Please, folks take just one step back, these are all students working with forces they don’t have complete mastery of. I don’t want anyone where they could get hurt if there is an incident.” While they surged backward a bit, those in the back rows didn’t really move much. He just mentally shrugged, not likely to kill them even if something happens, and who knows might even be a good learning opportunity.
Taking the string from the second Saeti, “Go ahead and take a breather.” He turned back to the first Saeti. “You just stay there and mark the center.” He turned back to his class. “Ok, except for the ladies, who I will need to help for the next step, come forward. This is your chance to move and shape earth. Move the earth out of the inner circle and pile it up between the two circles. I want it about knee high at the outside, and the inner circle about shoulder deep. Keep it as smooth as you can get it because I’m going to turn it all to stone.” He held a hand up and then dropped it. “Go!”
That many people working in the same small area was rather impressive, it looked almost as if a dust devil was carving out Echal’s design. He actually felt a little bad for the first volunteer, the dirt and dust was getting a bit much.  Fortunately, it didn’t take long, and he was able to cast, locking all the loose earth into place by turning it to a black marble veined with cobalt blue veins. He backed off, sucking in a deep breath of clean air. “OK, rest break! Next step, we create the fountain.”
He settled in the shade of a tree and pulled out his knife and picked up an apple that had recently fallen. Year round fruit in this park was nice. He really hoped that the Saeti never tired of this trick. As his students gathered around he sketched out his plan on the grass for an overflow area, where it would go out over some loose stacked rocks and into a containment pond, for watering horses and other gray water applications.  The main pool, could be used by people wanting to cool off in the day's heat. The others were all taking in the plan and discussing who had what skill set to best accomplish the job, when Savon came up the way at a jog. Inside Echal groaned. Anything moving Savon at that speed his direction was likely to be bad news.
Projects and Possibilities

Savon arrived looking a bit haggard. As he was catching his breath, “You spend weeks locked up in that Spire working, and the one day I’ve got to find you, you make me hunt you down across half the known world.” He blew his cheeks out. The gathered students looked as if they all wanted a place to hide from the wrath that was about to fall.
Echal laughed. He couldn’t help it. It wasn’t just what was said, but the worn out look on Savon’s face.
“Sure laugh it up. When I have a heart attack, you get to do both of our jobs.”
Echal took a deep breath. “Don’t even joke like that. Things are busy enough now. Still you don’t come hunting me down, just to lecture me on being easier to find. So, what’s wrong?”
Savon looked at the gathered students, and Echal nodded, “Find something productive to work on, or another tree to rest under if you still need it.” They scattered glad to avoid the ire of either man in what sounded as if it could be a bad discussion.
Savon wiped the sweat from his face, “It might be nothing wrong, but then again...” He took a deep breath, “Seems Mah-El has put out the word that we’re a safe place for Hedge Witches.” Echal nodded, he remembered a conversation with Mah-Li in general terms. “Well, they’re here. All of them I think.” Echal started getting alarmed. In large enough numbers, Hedge Witches could be every bit as devastating as the White Spire Tzadi.
Savon saw his reaction and held up a hand to restrain him from jumping to conclusions. “They’ve been perfectly decent in all that they’ve done so far. They’ve not even approached the city too near for fear of disturbing the population. There’s about sixty of them according to their leader. They claim, and appear to be the more non-violent ones who are just really tired of being run out of any decent place to live, because of the reputation of their violent kin.” He shrugged.
“I suppose I have to talk with her. Damn Mah-El, he knew he wouldn’t be available yet!”
“I don’t think them coming this early was part of the plan. Mah-Li is with their leader now, and from what she can gather they are willing to wait until Mah-El can speak for them, but they need to at least buy some supplies if they are going to live in the wilderness for months.” He shrugged.
“What’s your read on this situation?” Echal asked him.
“I tend to believe her, as does Mah-Li.”
“Send a runner for her, so we can talk.”
“No need, she’s with Mah-Li and two of the civil patrol waiting just outside of the crowd. I just didn’t want to stir up rumors until I knew where you stood on things.” He gave a loud three note whistle that could be heard over the hum of the crowd, and Echal could see the crowds parting to let the guards pass.
“Never a dull day.” Echal said in a wistful tone. Savon just snorted. About that time, Mah-Li and the Hedge Witch leader joined them. A young and pretty woman, barely more than twenty Echal would guess.
As they arrived, Mah-Li sank to the grass beside Savon. The young woman gracefully knelt and went to a deep bow. “Great Master of the Red Spire, your reputation of kindness has become known to us. I am Anise, spokesperson for the Hedge Witches outside of your gates.” The voice changed and he could tell the being within her was speaking, “I am AnShar, Anise’s guardian, protector, and companion.”
Echal sat up cross-legged. “Welcome, so why don’t we make this easy and I just ask you, what is it you are wanting here?”
Again, Anise gave a short bow, “Only what Mah-El, and now Mah-Li, said could be found here. A home where superstition will not find us hunted or on trial for our lives.”
Echal scratched his beard. “OK, that can happen if you can live in a civilized society. Each of you have a spirit companion that has appetites. Are they appetites that can be fulfilled in a civilized society?”
Anise looked down and gave him a shy smile, “AnShar, needs love. I was a comfort girl in Ashek before I met AnShar. My giving love feeds her, and in turn, I am protected as only a Hedge Witch can be.”
Echal snorted, “Ah, so that explains why you were sent. A pretty woman who can promise ‘whatever’ is needed.” He held up his hand when she started to protest. “No, it was a reasonable strategy and one I might have employed in your place. The others are like you though? Each has found a civil outlet for their needs?”
Her face looked worried, but she nodded. “We have M’lord”
Echal looked to Mah-Li, “You believe them?”
“With Mah-El asleep, I cannot be certain, but yes I do believe them.” she said in a quiet voice.
Echal let out a long sigh. “OK, here’s the plan. I’ve got a big crowd gathered expecting to see a fountain conjured before their eyes. I think it best if they see your people do it. Maybe if they see your first project, be something for the community in Victory Park itself, maybe we can get some extra bit of acceptance.” He looked at her, “Your people can handle this?”
She nodded.
He turned to Savon, “The former embassy of the White Spire Tzadi, is still available?”
Savon’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh, good idea! I have been using it for storage, but it could be mostly ready to receive guests who weren’t too picky by sunset.”
Echal turned back to AnShar, “AnShar, hear me. I do not know you, and I do not trust you. However, I am willing to grant you a home here provisionally. Once Mah-El, who has earned my trust comes out of his hibernation, we can revisit this.” He took a breath and continued. “I will hold you responsible for those with you. You came here to plead for them. I will hold you responsible for their good conduct. If one is going to be a problem, speak up before he comes inside the walls, or if you discover it after, then before he can do any damage. I can pull you out of Anise, I can bind you to a stone, and cast you so deep into the bowels of the earth that the only ‘love’ you will ever find is the creeping, crawling creatures of the deep.”
Anise blinked and looked as if she believed every word he said. “I understand. We will not disappoint you.”
Echal smiled at her. “Good, I would much rather be friends. Mah-Li and Mah-El have been an amazing addition to my family.”
Anise bowed again, “Should I go tell the others?”
Savon nodded. “Yeah, let’s go, it will take a little bit of work to get your lodgings ready.”
Echal closed his eyes. Things were getting more complex by the day, but even if the sixty Hedge Witches were only defending themselves, they would take a hell of a chunk out of a pack of Giants, like last time.




Summer of Promise

Opportunities and Adventures

Echal had accomplished much in his own training and was now starting to put more effort into training more of the Saeti. He was surprised at the amount of knowledge many of them had already acquired.  It seemed that access to the proper books, and each other was profoundly helpful when skilled Saeti were in such high economic demand. Echal grinned as he put the finishing touches on getting dressed for dinner, profit was a strong motivator.
Secretly he was glad that they were finding ways to use their skills so early in their training. It was one less problem when the time came for them to make their way back into the world. Oh, he assumed many would stay here, at least at first. Teaching jobs would pay well for a while, but the truth was most of them could make more by going where Saeti were more rare and so they would go, but that is why Harder was able to justify buying out all of their apprenticeships. That they would be going back with money enough to start up shops and make an immediate impact was all the better.
He stopped his wool gathering and headed out into the main room where Catrin was directing servants on how to lay out the table before their guests arrived. The smith’s son at the core of Echal was dismayed at the need for servants but the exhausted Tzadi in him knew that servants were the only way that they could hope to stay ahead of the workload.
Catrin looked up at him and smiled, she was absently rubbing her distended stomach as she spoke, “We still have a few minutes before they show up, can you please check the wash room for me to be sure we have enough towels laid in before they arrive?”
Echal started to tell her that she shouldn’t worry, but took one look at her strained body language, and just decided that a “Yes, dear.” would be less stressful, for both of them. So he just smiled and nodded his head and went off on the errand. She took her duties as hostess very seriously. He expected some of that was the Finishing School’s influence, and some of it was Mah-Li’s. He would be more concerned but this was mostly family. He’d eaten meals of campfire roasted ground squirrel right off of his belt knife with most of the would be guests. He was sure his Father and Step Mother would approve.  Of course so would Jan. Only Jayen would see things his way. That made him miss them all the more.
He was a little confused when he saw six places. This was a business dinner, so Savon and Mah-Li, Colonel Reardon and themselves. Before he could ask there was a knock at the door. “I’ve got it! You just keep getting things ready.” He smiled when he caught her look of gratitude on his way to the apartment door. He opened the door and got the answer to his question. There dressed to kill was one Ellie Savdin. She smiled broadly at him, and he still felt the butterflies hit his stomach. He was fairly certain the effect wasn’t magically based, but he made the determination to check it out.
“Good evening, I thought I might get here a few minutes early to help your lovely wife with any last-minute details.”
Recovering his wits, Echal grinned and opened the door the rest of the way. “Better you than me, I’ve learned to stay out of the way when she’s getting things ready.”
She shook her head and smiled up at him, “Men, you’re all the same. My husband, bless his memory, used to say the exact same thing every time we were hosting anything.” She stretched up and gave him a warm kiss on one cheek. “Trust me, I’ll know what she needs to actually be a help instead of be in the way. You just go find some safe spot to relax until we’re ready for you.”
Echal couldn’t wipe the stupid grin off his face as he did just that. His cousin was a force of nature and teaming her up with Catrin was dangerous for anyone that got in the way. He was just very glad they were both on his side.
The servants all left, and if on cue there was a knock on the door. Echal rose to get it but Catrin waved him off. Before long, Savon had joined him by the empty fireplace. “Those three are up to something.” He said by way of greeting.
Echal snorted, “Yeah? What are we going to do about it, except give them whatever they are scheming for?”
Savon chuckled as he settled in. “Good point.” He sighed as he felt the over-stuffed leather arm chair just enfold him. “I’m just glad they’re on our side.”
Echal barked a laugh. “Same thought passed my mind earlier. I suspect that my cousin is actually here for Colonel Reardon, but that doesn’t mean they don’t have something else cooked up as well.” He shook his head ruefully, “I should have guessed at something like this when Catrin started asking me about his family situation.”
“Does he have one? All this time working with the man, and I’ve never asked.”
Echal shrugged, “We discussed it once, I had offered to bring his family into the spire if he wanted them here.” Echal took another drink of his wine, “From what I gather, his wife died in childbirth. He has one son, who’s entering his early teen years, and in a military academy. So I’m sure Catrin, thought my newly widowed cousin would make him a good match. She might be right, but I’m not getting in the middle of that.”
“Smart man.” Then changing the subject, “I’m going to need you to free me up a couple of days next week preferably. We have more settlers who could be a big help, or a big problem if we don’t handle them right.” As he was speaking, Colonel Reardon arrived, and the ladies let them know that dinner was ready.
Catrin having already made introductions and attended to the seating arrangement that would provide plenty of opportunity for Ellie to visit with the Colonel. Echal took his seat at the head of the table between Savon on his left and Reardon on his right. “Thank you all for coming.” he began as they all settled in. “I know all of our schedules are busy, but this way at least we can get a good meal, while we work. Ellie, I’m sorry that most of the time will be a business meeting...” he shrugged.
Before he could continue, she gave him another of those smiles of hers, “I hope so. I’ve been wanting to talk to Savon about that investment opportunity we discussed last time.”
Echal winced a bit but nodded. “Well, let’s start there then.”
Savon turned toward her. “What do you have in mind?”
She smiled. “How much for everything not already sold?”
The Colonel let out a strangled noise.
Savon grinned. “So that’s your game is it?”
She smiled sweetly back at him, “My partners and I,” she said nodding meaningfully at Catrin and Mah-Li, “think you’ve undervalued what you’ve got, and would like to take advantage of the situation.”
Echal’s eyebrow rose. He hadn’t made time to talk to Catrin about their finances, but to be getting involved on something like this... Savon had taught her well, maybe he should just let her do what she does best. Even gentle and unassuming Mah-Li had the hint of a predatory smile on her lips.
Savon rolled his eyes. “You know I can’t sell you all of it. It would look like favoritism and might draw inquiries from the crown.”
Mah-Li and Catrin gave him a serious look. They knew that wouldn’t happen and why, but couldn’t say so directly with Ellie and Reardon present. Ellie wasn’t deterred, “Ok, it would push our resources too far to be honest. We still need to have funds to develop the properties. So let’s start with the full block on the west side of Victory Park?”
Savon rubbed his face. “You’re all serious about this?” He looked at three very determined looking young women at the other end of the table. He looked back to Echal who only shrugged at him as if to say, ‘You’d sell it to anyone else’. He looked down and did some quick figuring of the sums. A full block, times the five blocks long and let out a low whistle. “That would come to three thousand NoVasian Gold Sovereigns.”
With no hesitation, Ellie said, “Agreed.”
Reardon both wished himself far away from what was beginning to look like an ugly domestic situation, and at the same time wanted to stay with the captivating young woman across from him, if only to see what she would do next.
Savon let out a strangled “Gerk..” Then recovered his voice, “Mah-Li, may I ask how much of this you have committed us to?”
Mah-Li smiled sweetly and gave her husband a seated bow, “Honourable Husband, we are junior partners. I have invested five hundred Sovereigns. I have saved this from the normal household budget. It will require no further outlay of funds from us.  I will also be expected to work with the Hedge Witches to hire services for development of the properties we acquire. It will allow us to get a good price, and still make sure that they have enough to survive on, until Mah-El wakes in the fall.”
Savon felt like someone had slapped him in the face. This was a good solution to a problem that had had him stumped. “That is... An amazing idea, my beautiful wife.” he said with a renewed appreciation for her ability to merge self sacrifice to feed Mah-El with making his life easier.
Echal could tell by the look on Catrin’s face that he had better not ask. Normally this would set him off, but she had offered to go over their finances and he had been too busy. Truth is, he still is too busy to worry about the personal side of this. Besides, she is right, Savon trained her well, he should just be glad that someone is looking out for it. That only left Ellie’s involvement, and if Weapons Master S’vin would not object, who was he to stand in the way. “Ok.” he said with a sigh. “That’s handled. Perhaps it is time to move on to the next issue at hand.”
He said it because he wanted to get to the other matters, but he saw all three women light up with the flush of victory at his words. Colonel Reardon, in true Cavalry style, tried to ride to the rescue. “Since the last time we discussed it, the civil patrol has performed admirably. There were a few issues early on as they adjusted to being on the other side of the law, but they seemed to have matured into their position. They’ve even started rotating people out for the Saeti training that was the original idea in sending them here.”
Echal picked up and nodded. “Good to hear. I’ve sent them a little extra help. My former Weapons Master from my days with the Brotherhood of the Well, “he nodded to Ellie for Reardon’s benefit, “is Ellie’s grandfather and has chosen to retire here.  As you can imagine, some men don’t ever really retire, so I sent him over to do some general advising on the civil patrol.” He looked over at Savon, who was glad to be on another subject and grinning because he had seen an example of S’vin’s style of advising. “Keeps S’vin active in his golden years and passes on priceless experience gained over a lifetime.”
Just as they were comfortable that the subject had been changed, Catrin’s voice sounded high and clear. “Daddy, it’s time to start auctioning the properties in town.”
Savon took a deep breath, “I understand your thought process, but honey we benefit more from businesses getting in town and getting established than we do by gouging them for the building lot.”
She shook her head. “No Daddy, we used to benefit from that. The market has shifted. You would see it too, if you weren’t so busy with everything else and had taken the time to look at it with fresh eyes.”
Savon sighed. Echal stepped in before the battle lines could be entrenched. “Savon, what would happen if we did weekly auctions as she is suggesting?”
He thought about it for a moment, “Well we probably would get more per lot, which make the land values go up, which is what they are shooting for since they want to do it right after buying theirs. The downside, though, means that the merchants have less money to buy in raw materials and hire people to do work. It’s short-term gain for a longer term pain.”
“Daddy, that’s not fair! We think you should do the auctions because it’s time to move to that. We’re not planning to sell our property, but develop it, so it makes no difference to us the price of the land, now that we have it.” She looked at him annoyed that he would think her so shallow to go for the quick buck.
Cavalry to the rescue again, Echal was beginning to really like Reardon, “I’m a man of war, not commerce, and I cannot say which is better, but what happens when all the lots are sold? Would they not find people bidding for existing lots?”
Savon nodded. “That’s true, and we will probably be out of open lots before year's end. At least at current development rates. That could start a bidding war, or we could just move over to where the ruins of the old town are and start setting up more...”
Echal cut him off, “No. No one builds there, no one digs there, no one camps there if we can discourage it, until it has all been fully explored.”
Savon sighed. “I’ve walked the few ruins that remain standing. There isn’t much left of the place.”
Echal shook his head. “That you can see on the surface with the unenchanted eye. No one touches that until we have the time to go through it properly. We have lost too much over the years for me to risk destroying or letting be looted anything that might be important. I know it delays things until I can get enough Tzadi trained to sift through it, but it is important.”
Reardon scratched his beard. “It seems to me that we’re only delaying auctions, not stopping it. So what would it hurt to just start the auctions and see what happens. Who knows, maybe some people who can’t afford them now will get one if it doesn’t have a bidder.”
Echal saw the look in his wife’s eye and knew that wasn’t likely to happen. Still through all of this, the food had managed to be eaten. Echal didn’t even recall doing so as his attention wasn’t really on it. The evening was starting to break up and Echal knew that they hadn’t covered everything. Still it had been a long day, and tomorrow had enough trouble for tomorrow. Tonight he just wanted a quiet evening with his new bride. He did note with amusement that Colonel Reardon made sure that he was ready to leave in perfect time to escort Ellie back to the apartment she shared with her grandfather.
More Immigrants

Savon hated to cut into Echal’s teaching time like this. Sole teacher for what was nearing an hundred students was obviously taking its toll on his son-in-law. Administrative duties for the Spire and the School were adding to that, but he knew it wasn’t he that Harder had entrusted with making this project work. Some things just needed Echal, and that was all there was to it. So he found himself with several delegations waiting in the Great Meeting Hall of the Red Spire for the Master of the Spire to arrive to render his decision.
Echal came in looking a bit haggard. One day there might be enough hours to handle all the chaos, but today was likely not that day. Savon stood and in a loud voice announced the proceedings in session. “Master of the Red Spire, Tzadi Echal Mirron!”
Echal’s face looked mildly amused, but Savon knew that the pomp was necessary to establish the authority. The people gathered would expect it and if they could establish it early, it would save them from having to assert it later and causing a lot of bad blood. Deep down Echal knew it too, but it still seemed ill fitting to him. “Thank you. Lord Franxman, please bring forward the first case.”
Savon motioned to the first group, three well-dressed dwarves moved forward and stood at in the central circle below the dais. “This is Master Alchemist Druin son of Dane. He is here to petition to set up an alchemist guild in town.”
The dwarf in the center stepped forward, in a surprisingly deep voice he began, “My Lord Tzadi, we are of the Fire Rock Clan from the area of Stonedown Mines. I am the most experienced of three Master Alchemists, we would like to set up a guild in your city as there doesn’t seem to be one at the moment.”
Echal leaned forward, “I see. How many of you are there total?”
Druin nodded. “Three Master Alchemists, two journeymen and a half dozen apprentices.  Of course our families as well. We are well financed and will not be a burden on your fair city.”
Echal nodded. “Of that I have no doubt.  The industrious habits of the Stonedown Mines dwarves are known far and wide. Still, I cannot grant you permission to establish a guild here.” He held up his hand to forestall any objection. “I do however have a counterproposal for you, that I think you will find even more useful.”
Smelling the chance for negotiation, all three dwarves lean forward intently. Savon nearly laughed at the reaction, and Echal did break out into a smile. He continued on in a level tone. “This town is going to avoid traditional guilds. I’ve found them resistant to innovation and unconventional processes. We could, of course benefit from the skills you bring to our community. You may purchase or lease space inside the walls to set up shop, or you may negotiate with Lord Franxman for public lands to be used for an Alchemists Academy” He paused a moment to watch their faces change as they considered this new option. “Or best yet, perhaps you do both. With three Masters, two could probably handle the teaching duties at least early on, and still open a small shop to handle current needs.” Echal shrugged. “I leave that decision to you. We want skilled artisans like yourselves, but the guild system will not take hold here if I can prevent it. You need not decide today. Discuss it amongst yourselves and get with Lord Franxman’s office once you’ve decided.”
Druin stepped forward a pace and bowed deeply. “We shall consider your wisdom. We thank you for taking time with us.”
Echal nodded then looked over to Savon. “Next?”
Savon nodded and motioned for the next petitioner. Echal squinted extra hard, this wasn’t a creature he had seen before. “Next I present to you, Pereek of the Gnomish Clan Rah’ma.”
The diminutive creature before him stepped forward and doffed his oddly shaped cap and flourished a bow. “I am Pereek, wanderer of the world. I wanted firsthand experience of my studies, and my clan was not that indulgent. So for these last six centuries I have wandered the world. Here my specimens will come to me.” He did an odd shuffle of his feet and smiled a bit wolfishly. “You see, I study how magic is found and lost over the centuries. I wish to offer my services as a professor, in exchange for access to your students as they learn. I cannot offer clan secrets, as a geas is put on all who leave the gnomish enclaves to prevent it, but I have been a Tzadi for nearly one thousand years. My experience would be valuable to you, as would the experience of being here, be valuable to me. I ask for room and board, and a small stipend for incidentals.”
Echal choked a bit when he heard what was offered, “You will need to be tested of course, but if what you say is true, then sold and welcome aboard. We are desperately short staffed at the moment.”
The rest of the cases were more routine, and honestly Echal was so relieved at the thought of actually getting some real help that he was granting requests fairly quickly. Including the approval for a colony of Yadzee to take up residence. He was a bit apprehensive about it, as they were of the Fae, but it seems they had been exiled thousands of years ago from the fae lands for helping humans when the fae had promised to maintain neutrality. It seems this is one of the few surviving colonies. When on their own they are hunted by all three Fairey Courts and safe only as long as in human settlements. However, as humans were driven out by the goblin kin, these Fae rebels ended up left behind.
Only time would tell if this was a mistake but after White Spire Tzadi, Hedge Witches, renegade gnomes, what was a few Fae more or less. At least at less than a hand’s length in height, their whole colony wouldn’t fill even a single city lot.




Life in a Rough Neighborhood

Yadzee Prove Their Worth

Catrin had noticed a change in Echal. He wasn’t as frazzled. He seemed to be much happier. His magics were improving, she could tell by the condition of his clothing in the evening. Weeks ago, his clothes would coated in fine grit from things exploding. Or fine ash from things catching fire. He had even taken to whistle in his off time. If she didn’t know he was faithful, she would think it another woman. Funny how much difference having another teacher had made for him.
He was still over worked but by now she was beginning to realize that was going to be normal for him. He was also enjoying the work more. He could spend time on his own studies without feeling that he was cheating his students. She had also taken up some basic studies. History and geography being the primary. She felt like she was the size of a house, and her mind was fuzzier than usual with this pregnancy. Still she could read well enough when she wasn’t falling asleep unexpectedly, and the books had a lot more information in them than she would have suspected.
The eastern plains that stretched for days used to be inhabited by men. The histories told her of desperate battles waged as the lands were slowly consumed generation after generation by the rapidly breeding goblin kin, who chewed up the farmland that supported the cities of men.  Voivode’s Rest was established by the remnants of the most powerful nations of men in a wide fertile valley that was only accessible by long narrow passes in the mountains that were easier to hold by the shrinking population of men.
This seems to have been the pattern of things for several thousand years. Goblinkin breed like rabbits, mature in months, and were willing to throw themselves in waves at the human defenders who are slowly overwhelmed. She was beginning to have a sinking feeling of hopelessness settle in when she heard a commotion on the other side of the bookcase. A small creature with a human shape and blurring wings on its back. It had zipped over to the small antechamber off of the main office. Finding it empty, she zipped toward the bookcase and in seconds was floating in the air before Catrin’s face.
Catrin gasped, she hadn’t seen the faerie up close during their passage through the Old Ways, and this was one not more than two feet in front of her face. She was so captivated by the tiny creature’s long purple hair the texture of blooming thistle and pale green complexion the same shade as wax beans, that she didn’t realize it was talking to her for several seconds. She was just trying to determine if it were an animal like herself, or an animated plant, when the words “attack” and “tzadi” penetrated her surprise.
“Wha... Start again.”
She strained her ears to hear the high pitched fast paces voice, “Goblin army laying in wait for resupply caravan one day away. Must warn Tzadi of the attack!”
Catrin’s heart dropped. A day away, would they get there in time? “Follow me!” she jumped and cursed her slower waddle but she still managed a clumsy jog down two flights of stairs to the lab where Echal was working. As she opened the door, the Yadzee zipped past her in a blur, delivering her message to the Tzadi as she was ordered.
Racing Time

Echal turned to Catrin. “You’re in charge of Spire defense. Use Perek to organize the students. Get word to your father and Colonel Reardon. I’m off to buy time again, send the cavalry to bail us out.” He moved in close and kissed her lingeringly. “Use the Yadzee to run messages, they’re faster than we are. I love you, and will see you when this mess is over.”
He could tell she wanted to argue, but she knew it wasn’t going to work. He could move faster than their cavalry and he could make a difference in the fight. It created a pit in the middle of his stomach to leave her here in her condition, but lives were on the line. Lives he might be able to save, there really was nothing to argue about.
Out the door of the lab and up the stairs two at a time. Echal finally started to shrug into his armor. He was fighting with the last buckle when he heard a knock at the door. He groaned quietly. He really wanted to be on his way before anyone delayed him by trying to talk him out of it. He reached the door with both arms full of arrow quivers. He kicked the door open slowly and there standing behind it staring up at him with big eyes filled with excitement was the same young woman who helped him last time. “Tzadi Mirron, do you need my help again?”
His grin cracked his face, “Grateful for it!” He pushed past and they began to climb to the top of the spire again. She may not be a fighter, but she has learned what she can do to help, and she isn’t afraid to jump right in. It seemed to be true for many who moved out here to carve a home out of the wilderness.
They made it to the rooftop platform in no time and with a deep breath; He pulled the energy from her and the wyvern formed ready for flight. Her eyes widened as she watched it form. Echal just gave her a wink, pulled on his helm, and tied the quivers to the saddle. Two steps to the edge, and the exhilaration of flying always hit Echal the same as it did the first time. He wheels and heads off to the west along the trade road.
A day's journey out meant he should be over the Goblin camp in about four hours. He took a deep breath and tried to will himself to relax until then.
Unexpected Luck

Echal started to worry as he saw the goblinoid army laid out beneath him. At least two thousand strong and they were saturating the mountain sides just past a small bridge. Echal couldn’t be certain, but logic said it was the only real plan in evidence, they had something hiding to take out the bridge one everyone was across trapping them in a kill zone with no easy way back across the river it would force them to run the gauntlet of the valley that they had their ambush laid in.
Echal flew over the river and sure enough, he could see the supply caravan. His heart stopped for a moment when he saw the great beast at the head of the line. Then he realized that they weren’t fighting the creature, but following it. His face almost cracked in half because of the smile that was now causing the pit in his own stomach to vanish. The creature below had to be Koloss, which meant Pavel and Rea were down there too. He circled the supply train once and waved to the crowd before diving in to make a landing in the middle of the road. Koloss was edging up as I pulled my helm off and shouted up to Pavel sitting astride the great beast.
“Ho brother! Pavel, Ambush ahead!” I looked up at him as he squinted and then grinned.
“Echal?! Is that you?”
“Who else would fly all this way out here to warn you that there is a huge ambush waiting three miles up the road?”
The great monster just lay down in the road like a giant cat taking a nap in the sun and out of a hatch behind Pavel, popped up a little blonde fire cracker with a brand new red streak in her hair. Sha in a most undignified way for an elven arch tzadi to act, dove off the side of Koloss and slid down one haunch to practically jump into Echal’s arms.
“Echal!” she hugged him tightly, “Oh you don’t know how many times you’ve helped me in the last year, even when we couldn’t dream, you still were always a voice in the back of my head, pushing me to think things through one step at a time. Oh, I’ve missed you so much”
Echal just hugged her to him and chuckled, “I’ve missed you too, Brat. Learning without a teacher has been... well words just don’t work for it. Glad you’re here now. Catrin will be so happy to see you.” He looked up and saw Pavel climbing down more carefully under the weight of all of his armor.  Still Sha let go of him just in time for Pavel to have him pulled up off of his feet in a big bear hug.
The greetings didn’t last long before a rider in uniform came up from the main body behind Koloss. Colonel Jeffers dismounted with only a little of the long ride showing in his movements. “Pavel?”
Pavel nodded, “Ah, yes introductions. Colonel, this is my brother Tzadi Echal Mirron, Master of the Red Spire.”
The Colonel snapped to attention, boots clicking as sketched a formal bow, “M’lord it is an honor.”
Pavel grinned. “This is Colonel Jeffers. Mother made us play nice and be friends.”
Jeffers face blushed and Echal barked a harsh laugh. “Sounds about right for Feylynn.”
Sha shook her head, “Mama wasn’t none too keen on it either. We messed up the Dutchess’s first visit to her home.”
Echal winced. “reminds me of the time I forgot to clean up after a long day on the forge, the day after laundry day.”
Pavel winced too. He remembered that whole boondoggle. “Even Da couldn’t save you from that one.”
The Colonel just sat there letting them catch up though Echal could see he was concerned about why the change to plans. So after just a moment he got down to business. “Uh, the reason I am here is you’re about to ride into an ambush.”
“How many and how much time to we have to prepare?” The Colonel asked.
Echal grinned at him. “Oh, they’ve got a truly massive army out there, and I was concerned when I set out this way. All of that was before I knew it was your caravan. Oh, baby, have they picked the wrong time to try this. I have troops nearly twelve hours out. We have replacement troops with us fresh and who can use the experience, and we have Sha and Pavel. Even more important, we’ll have communications soon. “
Echal knelt to be able to draw in the dirt, “In the meantime, let’s get them across the bridge, and dug in, just as you would for our camps during the first trip out.” he said to Sha. “Combat troops and Saeti who can lend energy or fight, all the rest we leave back here with only a token guard presence. They’ll be fine until we can come back for them.”
Colonel Jeffers asked, “Are you sure it is wise to pull your troops off of Beit HaTzadi?”
Echal blinked at him confused.
Sha giggled, “That’s the official name of your town on the maps back in NoVas. Says it means House of The Tzadi. Another new title they have given you in absentia. Kingdom’s Tzadi.”
Echal rolled his eyes. “To answer your question, no I am not concerned. This is going to be a really bad move for the goblins, now that we have warning and of course surprises they have not contemplated.”
Getting set up wasn’t as difficult as he had expected. The hardest part was making Koloss invisible. The Yadzee showed up just in time to allow messages to flow freely. Time to ambush the ambushers.
Ambushing the Ambushers

As he expected the Yadzee showed up and were amazing help running messages back and forth. The camp had confused the goblins. That wasn’t part of their plan. Word came back to Echal that they were trying to hold in place in their ambush sites and wait the caravan out.
The Yadzee carried the new plan to each of Echal’s elements. Knowing that everyone was on the same page to an adapting plan was worth its weight in gold. Night settled in and they all waited until the third hour before dawn. Echal, Sha, and Pavel each picked a Saeti student that could share energy with them and a power stone. Each of the three created a giant flying bat and set off looking for camp fires banked from the view of the road but glowing bright as day from the sky.
Creating cave bears a few feet in the air was guaranteed to provide angry bears. Dropping them in the middle of goblin camps, assured panicked running goblins. Long before the silver gray of predawn broke to silhouette the flying attackers, the three Tzadi were back in camp preparing for the next phase.
The sun had risen but not made it into their little valley yet. Echal decided to start his trained troops moving forward and up the slopes. As the few goblin survivors realized that they would not have the advantage of ambush, and were instead facing actual combat troops, they decided to run.  Of course in their panic they chose the path of least resistance, right down the road, and into the formed squads of Colonel Reardon’s Cavalry. The fight was brief, and completely one sided.
By the time they were bringing up the civilians in the caravan the bounty hunter contingent who had mustered to assist as local militia, were engaged in clean up more than actual combat.
Echal took a moment to praise his Yadzee allies and ask them if there was a boon they wished for their services. It amused him to find that they wished for warmth stones.  It seemed that winters here on the steps were much colder than they found ideal, and it had cost many of them brutally over the centuries. Echal only smiled, “I think we can arrange something you will find acceptable.” He made a mental note to have Pereek give a class on warmth stones, and how they can be used with water supplies to provide hot water on demand as well as heating a home.
After sending a Yadzee back with news of everyone’s safety, Echal rode back to the city on Koloss. Something like this could be an amazing tool for keeping supply lines open.




Family Ties

Good Times

Sha was actually very excited about being in the Red Spire. Sure, this was Echal’s show, but she had access to a research library that is easily the rival of Archive and the White Spire, and here there were no other Tzadi trying to limit her studies. Yes Echal managed to talk her into teaching four classes a day, but the student here were eager if not naturally talented and as often as not were happy to assist with her research as long as she would teach them what she was doing. At least to the best they could do. The number of fresh ideas she encountered on an average day was like nowhere else in the kingdom. She even had access to a gnome that she conversed with on a daily basis.
Pavel had even started to dramatically improve his skills once he started to work with the local civil guard. She thought that concentrating on using your talents for war or fighting short sighted, but then if she is honest, she can afford to study more broadly because they were willing to do so. Mostly she was just happy that he had found a place to make him happy. She had to admit that his skills had improved dramatically even in these short couple of weeks.
The lazy days of late summer had been most productive. The Saeti were actually ready to graduate, in her opinion, and Echal seemed to agree with her. She suspected he was just waiting for Harder to arrive for his big Kingdom wide tour. Oh, the Saeti didn’t know all the spells they could possibly cast, but even Tzadi didn’t do that, they knew the ones they would use. They knew the existence of those that might be useful, and could learn them if they needed to. They knew how to learn now.
What they’ve already created with just what they’ve learned in not quite a full year was amazing. She turned the tiny rose pin in her hands, the smell of fresh roses rising up from it to fill the entire room. She knew the spell existed but who thought of adding scent to jewelry? She knew her mother would love it. She might even send one to her grandmother, but who knows if her Elven pride would allow her to acknowledge the human ingenuity involved.
She chuckled a bit and then realized it may not just be her grandmother; she wasn’t proud of her own surprise at the quality of the dwarven alchemist academy. She had never considered herself to be anything but fair-minded and able to look past stereotypes, but when she first heard about the dwarven school for alchemy. She knew that dwarves were good at mechanical and mining trades, but the effort that had gone into setting up their Alchemy Academy... It produced results the likes of which rival the best schools she had seen in Archive and Voivoed’s Rest. Seems we all have something to learn.
Her thoughts were interrupted as her class began to shuffle into her lab.
Enchanting Encounters

Pereek had been enjoying his time among the humans. These humans were sharp, no not as naturally intelligent or talented as his gnomish brethren but motivated in a way that his gnomish kin had lost. Hiding away from the surface world in deep underground cities, the gnomes knew more of the history of the world than they would ever tell. The gnomish elders don’t believe that the other races would ever learn from the information. They would just make the same mistakes, only in slightly different ways.  Pereek didn’t share this pessimistic view of the other races, despite the evidence of the three failed cycles where they had tried to enlighten the other races.  Pereek attributed failure as much to the heavy-handed and paternalistic methods that those gnomes had used, as the natural flaws of the other races.
He had spent centuries wandering the surface, and he liked the surface races. He considered ending up here an amazing stroke of luck. He had access to students and teachers to help them discover on their own what he was forbidden from telling them. He hadn’t seen any Yadzee in over six centuries, and here they show up by the whole colony. Dwarven alchemists had arrived and not only started to teach, but had also bought access to the Spire’s library and began to experiment on new recipes. It would only be a matter of time before one of them would go back to their homelands and start spreading that knowledge throughout the world.
As if all of that isn’t enough, out of the blue, the youngest Elven arch tzadi in history, drops in to become an associate instructor. A delightful young woman raised by humans and infected with their feverish need for innovation and invention.
Of course, most intoxicating of all, who does this young arch tzadi bring with her? A dark eyed, dark-skinned exotic beauty, from another world. Yes, from the other side of the veil, comes the most refreshingly uncontrived young woman. Her simple honesty and uncomplicated openness had captivated his interest in ways that had sparked a fascination he hasn’t experienced in centuries. He hadn’t felt this way for a woman, since his first human bride hundreds of years ago.
He found himself settling in to his new life here at the Spire. Perhaps to settle down with this incredible Sara and spend the time helping direct the students to the enlightenment they forbid him from sharing. Maybe that was the secret sauce that will solve the problem. If they arrive at the knowledge from their own study, perhaps they will be more apt to use what they learn. Is it possible that information has more value, based upon how it is acquired?
It is an interesting notion. He will ask Sara. He needs to get moving if he is to meet her in Victory Park for lunch. She has promised a special dish from her homeland. She calls it fried chicken. Says it is the custom, for picnics.
Echal passed him in the hall and was surprised to find his gnomish college whistling and smiling like a schoolboy with the day off.
Deep Thoughts

Catrin was curled up in her usual alcove. It was so good to have Sha and Pavel back. Sara too, for that matter, but she suspected that Sara had other more pressing interests after the way she pressed that poor spice dealer in town to get exactly what she wanted for her “fried chicken”. It brought a satisfied smile to her lips, as she reflected on it.  Of course her new friend Ellie pretty much had the good Colonel right where she wanted him. They were discussing sending for his son to join them when the passes cleared in the spring. She rubbed her belly absently and whispered to the child within, “I think we’ve got all of your prospective aunts and uncles all settled in, so by the time you get here we can all just concentrate on living happily ever after.”
“I don’t think it works that way in the real world.” Sha’s voice made her jump. She hadn’t realized that Sha had come into the office.
“Wouldn’t it be nice though?” Catrin pouted.
“You said you had something you wanted to show me? Because when you’re done, I’ve got a surprise that Echal and I have been working on for you.”
“Oh, I get a surprise?” Catrin asked with a hopeful smile.
Sha just chuckled, “After you show me or we’ll never get that part done.”
“Oh fine. Besides, this is kind of interesting if I’m understanding it right. I can’t tell you how esoteric some of this older philosophical works can get.” she shook her head. “I drew it out like this to help it be better able to see it”
Sha looked at the paper and saw two gears at right angles to each other so that one would drive the other or vice versa. “This book is not an original. It cites an even older work that it claims was found in the Southron Wastes,” she shrugged. “Yeah, I’ve never heard of it before either, but if it is several thousands of years old, it shouldn’t surprise anyone that the name of a place had changed. That’s not the important part, just that he says the book he sites mentions ancients who thought time was a wheel. This author wrote about two wheels. He thought that when the gears were tightly enmeshed that was the peak of civilization, and when it rolls to the next, that is the cycle of destruction and rebirth.” she took a breath, and absently held her stomach, “Another more recent, by which I mean two thousand years ago, thought of it as a millstone, with time being the upper stone and the lower stone is the Earth, with man and all of his aspirations the grist in between.”
Catrin caught her eye. “Is this making any sense to you?”
“Yes, but I’m not sure it has any validity.” She held up a hand to stop the defense of the theory. “I’m not saying it couldn’t be true, but which model is true? I mean it would help if we knew for certain how these cycles were working but not being able to know or test a theory... acting on a wrong, or even just incomplete model may be just as bad as not having one. After all these folks had a model, but their civilizations still crumbled.” she thought about it for a bit longer. “I wish we could know if they wrote these before a collapse or after one.”
Catrin shrugged, “From what I can tell, as many cycles as there seem to have been, the answer would have to be both.”
“Well, yes. I suppose that in the strictest sense that is true, but what I meant was in the author's lifetime, were they peaking and building towards a collapse or was he in the immediate aftermath trying to make sense of what had happened. Or I suppose he could be like us, somewhere in the trough, trying to make it as shallow a collapse as possible.” She sighed. “It might not matter, but I think it would color one’s perspective. That could be an important distinction to make. Or worst of all, there may not be a pattern at all, and the whole wheel/mill stone analogy is just a story we tell ourselves to make us feel like we weren’t responsible for the whole mess we made of things.” Sha knew there was something in this but not knowing what was almost more depressing than knowing and not being able to do anything about it.
“I mentioned it to Echal. He’s the one who wanted the diagrams. I think he had some scheme about building a machine for divination that used one or more of the theories and then comparing how they worked out. I just couldn’t follow the details.”
Sha snorted in a most unladylike way, “That sounds like an Echal plan. Knowing him he will figure out how to make it work, just don’t feel bad, I’m better at magic than he is, and even I can’t follow his inventions. His minds is just bent a certain way. Maybe it was the coal fumes in Daddy’s forge.”
Catrin giggled at that. “OK, now, for my surprise!”
“Right, lay back. I have a spell I want to try that should help me check on the baby.”
Catrin’s arm crossed her belly. “Is something wrong?” she asked. Panic rising out of a deep place in the back of her soul.
“Oh, no! Nothing like that. I was just doing a physical exam when I checked you and Mah-Li over a couple of weeks ago. Now I am cheating with magic to get a little better look see. Or not really see but, a mind check. If the brain is warm fuzzy and growing furiously as it should be, it will have that in the connection. If there’s a problem that a regular exam wouldn’t turn up, I might be able to find that out too, and maybe do something to make it better.”
Catrin relaxed a bit and settled back as she was told. Sha moved in and with her tiny hand resting on Catrin’s oversized stomach, her eyes went unfocused and her mind slid past that of Catrin and down into her womb. Something wasn’t quite right. She could feel the boy’s mind just a Mah-Li had, and she could feel him growing happy and healthy but she also knew he wasn’t alone. She could feel that he was aware of another presence. She left his mind and explored further, and sure enough the young healthy, happy mind of his twin sister. This mind was quieter and more intensely inward but growing and happy and healthy none the less.
Her eyes became focused again as she sat back to recover from the exertion. Catrin wasn’t good at being patient and impending motherhood hadn’t improved that skill. “So is my baby ok?”
Sha took a deep breath and couldn’t hold back a small smile. “Your babies are just fine.”
“Wait, babies?”
“The boy Mah-Li noticed, and his twin sister, that she missed. You, my wonderful sister are going to have twins. From the response I got for poking around in there they will both be able to use the power like Echal. You can’t usually tell this early. Normally it’s not until children are toddlers that normal means can detect it.” Sha shrugged, “Maybe it’s being here in the tower where the power is used all the time that made them more comfortable with it. It doesn’t matter, you my lovely will be an excellent mother of Tzadi.”
Catrin was stunned. Twins. Excellent news, but twins... That’s double everything... Oh and her planning so far had only been for one. There was so much to do! “I’ve got to go find Echal. This means we’re only about half done with things.” She jumped up, and the blood drained from her head, and she sat back down with a bit of a thud.
Sha was giggling like a schoolgirl. “Settle down. You’ll hurt yourself and those babies if you don’t take it easy.” Sha stood up and kissed her on the cheek. “It will all be fine, just go slow. You got some big news, and I am so happy for you, but breaking your neck on the stairs to find Echal would help nothing.”
Catrin gave her sister a lopsided grin and accepted the hand up. Took a moment to steady herself and then she was off to find Echal.
Sha took an extra minute to look over the drawings one more time. There had to be a pattern, didn’t there? Ah well if anyone could find it, Echal would be the one. Him and his crazy machines.




Complications and Innovation

Mah-El’s Influence

Sha arrived for her appointment with Mah-Li. Sha settled in to try the same spell work that she had for Catrin. Mah-Li’s bulk was still an amazing sight to behold. Catrin may have had twins, but Catrin was a normal-sized woman for the area. Mah-Li was a very slight woman, not very much bigger than Sha herself. Even with the smaller child she carried, it still appeared to be half of her body mass. Mah-Li was also miserable. Movement had become difficult, and she spent much of her day in a cool pool of water to help support the extra weight. That she still had nearly nine weeks left to go worried Sha.
“Shadrea be most welcome in our home.” The young woman’s soft accented voice carried over the noise in the other room. Sha had no idea what project Savon was in the middle of but it sounded as if he were constructing half of the town in the nursery.
“Thank you, Mah-Li. I’ve missed you while we were away. I would have been here sooner, but you know what a slave driver my brother is when it comes to this place.” she smiled and Mah-Li managed one back.
“I have been told that you had glorious news for them. Savon was most excited.” She waddled slowly over to the couch where Sha could get to work.
“Yes, it was great fun to break the news. I don’t know if the boy just takes after Echal and is always pushing to the front or if the girl is just that much more reserved but I can see why Mah-El missed her, especially that early on.” Sha knelt down at Mah-Li’s feet and made herself comfortable. “This won’t hurt. I’m just going to touch her mind and make sure she’s growing happy and healthy.”
Sha let her eyes go unfocused as she began to ‘see’ with the power. Her mind stretched out and slid past Mah-Li’s discomfort, past the slumbering Mah-El, and down into the small bright light that was straining against its confinement. Mah-El’s presence had had an impact. The child was stronger than normal though still underdeveloped. The mind could form sharper, more intense emotions. The current emotion was resentment for confinement. The baby would become larger than Mah-Li could carry. They didn’t have nine weeks.  At best they had four. Sha tried to sooth the child, and it worked for a moment as the novel experience of another mind interested it. Then the novelty wore off, and Sha could feel her redouble her efforts to grow.
Sha took a deep breath and settled back to recover. Mah-Li, more familiar with the exhaustion that can come from use of the power waited patiently. Sha reached up and took both of her hands in hers. “The baby is healthy and growing. The problem is she is still growing fast, and she will come early. While the rest of her may be ready, her lungs won’t be. I don’t want to worry you, but this is going to be a dangerous time. I know Mah-El will still be coming out of his hibernation and won’t be able to help you, but I am here. Echal will be here as well. He and I will need some time to prepare but this little girl is coming, and she isn’t going to wait nine more weeks for her lungs to be ready.”
Mah-Li looked as if Sha had just told her the baby was dead. Tears forming in both eyes. Sha squeezed both of her hands. “Worry helps no one. You and your baby are going to be just fine. I have some basic ideas as to what we can do, but I need some time to think about exactly what we’re going to do. I also want to talk to Echal, he has skill sets that will help me set this up so I don’t have to move in with you for two weeks.” She smiled at the terrified mother. “I will if I have to though. Savon has saved my life more than once with his skills, I will see to it that he is repaid. You’re both my family, and I will get us all through this. I just need you to be strong and not give up in the meantime. OK?”
Mah-Li sobbed and took in a deep breath forcing herself to calm down. Words wouldn’t come so she just nodded.
“I need to go talk to Echal now. Let me get Savon before I go.” She stood up and went to the nursery. Savon was having hand to hand combat with a cradle, and it looked like the cradle was winning. Quietly she explained to Savon what was happening and how it was going to be ok, if he could just keep Mah-Li from giving up.
One more quick kiss to Mah-Li’s forehead and a reassuring smile, before she took off to find Echal.
Solutions Is What I Do

Echal was stumped. “So you can heal up the lungs, right?”
Sha nodded. “For an adult to completely regenerate would take a month. You can’t not breathe for a month.”
“So she couldn’t breathe at all?”
Sha shrugged. “Not enough. I mean to be honest for an infant whose lungs aren’t damaged, just not fully grown, the spell might work faster, but still not fast enough. There is another spell that would speed up the process but it’s very hard to cast and time is short for me to learn it well enough that I feel comfortable taking the chance. This is a one-shot deal, either it works or it doesn’t, ever.”
Echal just grunted and shifted over to his books to sift through for something that might give him an idea.
Sha continued, “The lungs are the biggest problem, but not the only one. We also need to keep her warm, but the heat can’t be harsh or direct, as her skin will not be conditioned to withstand that. We can protect her some with fine shorn sheep’s skins but alone they aren’t the answer. I mean I could have people around her constantly lending her vitality, but that doesn’t keep air moving to her brain. Without air, I’ve seen babies that get the cord wrapped around their neck for too long.” she grimaced.
Echal settled back, so what you are looking for is a machine that will provide heat, and air, and also lend life essence to help her to continue to develop, while your spell has time to work?" He waited for her nod, “And we need this to last for at least a week with only minimal input from a Tzadi or Saeti...” Now he was no longer asking questions of her but just formulating the problem. He stood to walk, Sha forgotten, just the problem and an elusive solution that he just had to find.
Sha smirked a bit. She had seen this reaction many times in their childhood. Echal was doing the Echal thing, where he would wrestle with a problem until he figured it out. Pavel was training with the Civil Patrol tonight and wouldn’t be home until much later and while she could go to her lab, she wanted to be here as his sounding board. He would ask people questions to get their first reactions, and even things you could say that were completely ridiculous on the surface would trigger a thought and he would be off fixing the world’s problems. She figured this could take a bit, so she just settled down in a corner of his lab and thumbed through a book he had out on the counter on the nature of elementals.
Echal was getting frustrated. All of his solutions would work on a grow man who could withstand the shock but were completely unworkable for an infant who was fragile to start with. He was also feeling guilty because he was going to have two healthy children, while Savon and Mah-Li were struggling just to keep the one alive. In the worst-case scenario they could awake Mah-El and have him help accelerate her growth the week before birth, but that came with its own risks.
“Sha, what would you use to make a mask with?”
He turned to look at her as she shrugged. He rubbed his eyes, construction was his thing, despite some amazing things like Koloss, she really wasn’t much for constructs. He looked down and noticed the book she was reading and the idea hit him like charging orc. He grinned and Sha looked smug. “You figured it out, didn’t you?” she said, more of a statement than a question.
“Yeah, we’re putting her in a magical tent. We can’t improve her lungs, but we can improve the air. Essential air, created inside a temperature-controlled tent should buy us the time we need.” He looked around at his papers finding the spell, “Yeah here it is. We can run it off of a dedicated power stone, that should mean that Mah-Li or Savon, or for that matter even a Nanny can operate it. It won’t be cheap, but that fortunately isn’t a problem we have to contend with.” He sat down and started to sketch out a basic design. “Call for a runner. I need to get some craftsmen on this in a hurry. It has to be fine enough to hold the enchantments. I’ll have a materials list done by the time you get me one.”
Miracles for Sale

True to his word, Echal had a full bill of materials and a basic sketch of the design. Any master craftsman should be able to do it easily. He would do it himself but his schedule wouldn’t allow for such personal indulgences. The craftsman was capable, and he still needed to master two spells to make it work.
The base cradle would have glyphs carved into it, he would handle that part personally. He would cast warmth permanently on the liner. He would use a leather water bladder as the mattress and attach a silk tent above that would provide essential air powered by a sixty point dedicated power stone. That should require someone to refresh the air no more than six times a day for one small enfant. This device would save the child, and many more to come. He realized that there needed to be a central location for such items. A secure location as the power stone alone would entice many a thief. Still there was no reason a child should die, and this item remain empty.
He was just tossing over the idea of how to work such an item, when the solution hit him. He grinned. This wasn’t his normal solution to problems, but in this case it would do a lot of good turns all at once. He would put Mah-Li in charge. Savon could make arrangements for her as needed for land space and security, and Mah-El would eat well as she selflessly helped other mothers in her situation. He would wait to deliver the news until after the baby was born and the special cradle worked, but yes this and a few other healing items could be stored, and a few Saeti paid to assist.  Of course there would need to be a charge, to keep the Saeti paid if nothing else. It would also be better than housing the wounded in tents while they were tended to. He would need to speak to Sha to figure out how to incorporate healers in this new concept. Many he figured would be reluctant to change, at least until the idea proved out.
He couldn’t do anything more tonight. He sent off the plans with the messenger. Sha had already gone to give Mah-Li the good news. Maybe he should sneak back to his own apartments for a few minutes with Catrin, before the next emergency claimed more of his supposed rest period.




Summer Fades

A New Approach

Echal smiled at Catrin as she waddled back into her cubby. He was really enjoying having her here with him while at work. Even if they didn’t really talk much during the day, he was able to see her whenever he had time. It wasn’t right to just fit her in between world melting emergencies, but he knew he’d never get to see her otherwise. She was such a trooper too. She spends time with him when she can mostly without complaint and even spends her days doing research to help him on his projects while he is busy at other things. She deserves something special... He quietly snorted, deserve has nothing to do with it, there just wasn’t enough time.
He looked down at the pile of paperwork on his desk, time wasn’t going to be any more abundant in the near term, anyway. Especially with twins soon to be making more demands. He sighed and signed off on another pay authorization for Spire supplies. The next item in the stack was a single sheet of paper, folded neatly in thirds and sealed with wax with the symbol of a swan. As the seal broke, an illusion floated in midair of a small female figure. Echal recognized the face and the voice. Tzadi Lillian, leader of the White Spire Delegation, spoke with a clear, strong voice. “Lord Tzadi, Master of the Red Spire, I have been sent as the leadership of the White Spire to present myself as a liaison between the Red Spire and the White Spire. I am in town and have been ordered to remain. I am sending this as an olive branch between us. I am only here to help. Please let me know how best I can do that.” He looked at the writing on the paper, it was simply contact information.
Catrin was leaning on the bookcase. “Do you think you can believe her?”
Echal shrugged. “More importantly, can I take her, if it comes to the worst cases?”
Catrin snorted in disbelief. “With what you have backing you here?”
Echal nodded soberly accepting her assessment, “Then yes I can trust her.” He let the pause drag out and added, “After a fashion anyway.”
He rubbed his face. “I’ll send for her now.”
Fresh Start

Lillian even left her guardian behind despite his objections. If there was going to be any healing of the rift, she was going to need to be the one to make the effort. It was obvious by the change in the city since she left this spring they didn’t need her. She had expected that they would struggle more. What she is seeing, she would have called impossible.
Her hotel room had hot and cold running water. Less than five years ago, there were only four buildings in the whole Kingdom that could boast that. The streets paved and cleaner than any city streets she had ever seen. Sure most of that was banning horses, but even that wouldn’t have been possible without the palanquin chair golems available for such reasonable rates. She had left last spring, doubting that her leaders understood what they were dealing with. Returning four short months later removed all doubts. She was a loyal Tzadi of the White Spire and she wouldn’t betray her sisters, but she really has become convinced that they are on the wrong side of this. She knew that Echal was dangerous. He couldn’t have held his ground here if he weren’t but many things were dangerous that were not enemies. Maybe she could gain his trust and help him make that case to her sisters. Tzadi should not fight tzadi. That was the great danger.
She cleared her thoughts and got her game face on, as they ushered her into his laboratory. He was resting, obviously was working very hard on what appeared to be an oddly designed baby cradle. She knew his wife was expecting so maybe this is a personal project? “Greetings Tzadi Echal.”
Echal looked up, nodded to the guard who ushered her in, and he withdrew. “Welcome Tzadi Lillian. I appreciate your respect for diplomatic norms this time.”
She nodded solemnly. “Please forgive any apparent disrespect from last time. We really didn’t know what we would be walking into when we got here.”
Echal chuckled, “Bullshit. You thought you could just bully us with the veiled threat and we would cave.” He waved his hand at her attempt to protest. “I might have tried the same stunt had I been in your shoes. The important thing to know is that it won’t work, so why waste time with it?” He looked up at her and winked impishly. “No, what we have to do, you and I, is to decide if I made the right decision in staying Harder’s hand. Can the White Spire be redeemed and actually become the shining beacon to humanity that has always claimed to be? Or will it remain duplicitous, hypocritical, and manipulative, trying to control the fate of others by covert means?” He grunted as he stood. Oh, he still needed his rest, but his legs were beginning to cramp up. If he remained sitting, in ten minutes he knew he would be unable to move. He walked to a window on the side of the Spire. Looking out over the bustling city he sighed. “You give me hope for the former, though I fear it may be the latter.” He scrubbed his hands over his face in an absent thoughtless gesture. “In the case of the former, we have a lot of new advancements that have been made to improve all of mankind.” He shrugged and gave her a wicked grin. “If it is the former, well we have all of these new improvements.”
She shook her head. “I’d like to make it work. I tend to believe you when you say your intentions are peaceful. ”
Echal interrupted “I said no such thing!”
His face was hard and his eyes cold. “My intentions are far from peaceful. Carving this out of the wilderness, has not been a peaceful act. I simply need to know if the White Spire can be trusted to forgo their natural inclination to mismanage the lives of others, or if they will need to be cut away as the dead tissue must be, before a wound can be stitched closed and allowed to heal.”
Lillian shrank back slightly from the fervor in his words. “I see.”
After a moment he took a deep breath and let it out. “I am trying to move beyond to a shared future, but the memory of an untended grave on the side of a lonely mountain calls out to me to remember and to be vigilant. A mother who had to give up a son, her only child, never to see him again in this world, whispers, ‘know their deeds, and you will know their nature.’”
Lillian felt her heart break. What could she say? His accusation wasn’t baseless. The White Spire had done what it could over the years to help the kingdoms, and guide them.  At times this meant political acts that were personally reprehensible. “M’lord Tzadi, politics can be such an ugly thing. Your family being one of the oldest families in the Kingdom, cannot be ignorant of such.”
“It needs to stop!” Echal took a deep breath and regained his focus. “It just provides more grit for the millstone.” He returned to the table and put his hand on the cradle. “This,” he said patting the cradle, “this is a cradle that will save the life of a soon to be born child. My wife’s half sister is to be born soon.” He blew out the rest of the breath and shook his head. “Too soon. Lungs not fully developed, body not quite ready for the harsh world it will be dumped into. This will fix that.” He went on to give a basic account of how it would work, as he worked his way back over to his chair.
Collapsing into the chair, he looked her in the eye, “Until we can focus our energy on things like this, which give life, and hope and the chance for a better tomorrow, instead of hunting infants and their parents across the Kingdom like animals...” he shook his head. “Until then, we have no right to call ourselves civilized. The millstone of time will make sure to remove any other vestiges of civilization we have remaining to us.”
“I see.” she said, her voice straining against the despair she felt looming. He wasn’t just fighting to be fighting; he really had a goal in mind. It was a goal that would get him killed. The world wasn’t ready for the shift he was seeking.
“Do you? You are here, and not sent packing because I need to know if there is a way to get us to that world, without having to grind what exists to dust to do it.”
“You can’t really believe you can do that? I mean what you’ve accomplished here is nothing short of amazing but challenging institutions that have existed for more than a thousand years? That’s madness!” she gasped out that last, all pretense at serenity evaporating quickly.
Echal coughed, barking a near hysterical laughter. “Oh, the problem isn’t winning that fight. The problem is how to win it without weakening all of us even more! This is about wasted resources!” he shook his head and stared at the ceiling for a moment collecting his now very raw emotions. “I have children coming into this world, damn it! I don’t need to be fighting the goblin kin to one side and back stabbing humans to the other. If I have to I will secure by rear by leveling the threats, but it is such a waste of potential! It will take several human lifetimes to recover what we’ve lost to the barbarous forces of the goblin kin if we all stick together. If we fight amongst ourselves, it may never happen.”
“You really do believe that.” this time it wasn’t a question. This time it was simply her coming to grips with his frame of mind. “I don’t know what makes you think you could win that fight, but you are no fool.”
He returned her a wolfish grin. “You’ll not know until you’re facing it. That’s part of the power of it. I just pray the arrogant would be tyrants of our world never need to find out. I’ll not be marching on you. I intend to focus my energies on recovering what we’ve lost. I even hope that your kind will help me one day and put all that destructive energy to good use.” he stood up and walked back over to the cradle and began readying it for another round of casting. “Let us have no misunderstandings between us. If I am pushed to it, the White Spire will fall, and removing me, would only unleash those who’ve agreed to try it my way, but I have no desire to waste strength that we will desperately need in the centuries to come seeking vengeance on you or yours.” He let the point hang for a moment. “I need to get back to work, babies come when they want, not when we’re ready. Unless you’d like to join and lend some energy to this project?”
She was shaken but still managed a smile, “I would be honored to assist such a project.”
So it was that Red Spire and White, for one hour at least, joined forces for the betterment of all mankind. Echal hoped it was a good omen. Lillian was just glad his ingenuity was focused somewhere besides her bickering sisters for the time being.
Making the Old Feel Young Again

Pereek stretched out on the blanket and enjoyed the last of the warm rays of the sun. Fried chicken was an amazing delicacy. Seasoned with the company of such a remarkable young woman, made it an irresistible treat. This was the third time in a week that they had met like this.  Always her fried chicken and some other dish she called mashed potatoes. He would never have thought such a bland tuber could be made so tasty but the combination set off all the primitive pleasure centers in his brain and he just couldn’t get enough.
She lay on the other side of the blanket. Not touching but watching him lazing in the sun. She said she had never seen anyone eat with such enthusiasm, and it seemed to amuse her. They spoke about everything and nothing at all. She surprised him with a quick if untrained intellect. He fascinated her with the breadth and depth of knowledge that only someone of his immense age could attain.  The wine was almost gone which usually signaled the end of their meal, but today he had a little alteration to the plan.
“Sara, I cannot thank you enough for sharing with me this wonderful dish. When you reach my age, simple things like eating can become mundane. Somehow, I cannot ever imagine anything with you ever becoming mundane.” He could feel her smile. He still hadn’t taken his eyes off of the sky. “I’ve made you a small gift. I hope you don’t think it improper so soon in our...” he stopped not sure what to call it. He wanted to say courtship, but even that was probably too much too soon.
Sara saved him from having to define anything but a girlish squeal, “A present? For me?”
He laughed and turned to see her eyes alight with anticipation. “See you make me see the world through newer younger eyes.”
Sara just grinned a bit impishly. “You said present for me? I know you did. I heard you.”
He chuckled again and reached into his pocket for a small golden locket. He held it up to her. “It contains nothing, as of yet. I thought it only fitting you use it for something meaningful to you. Still you need to open it.”
She did and the smell of cherry and apple blossoms wafted up to her senses. “Oh, that is wonderful!” she closed it up quickly. “How long will the scent last?”
The laugh lines at the corner of his eyes crinkled. “Your great grandchildren will still be able to smell this park in full bloom. ”
She opened it again and put it to her nose inhaling deeply, then burst out laughing. “There’s even a hint of fried chicken!”
He gave her a look of mock indignation. “Of course! This place is meaningless without your contribution to it!”
Impulsively Sara leaned forward and gave him a full passionate kiss. “That is the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me!”
Pereek felt his heart pound and his pulse race. “Courtship” he said.
“What?” she asked a bit confused.
“Earlier, I wasn’t sure what to call our amazing lunch dates, but now I am certain.  For my part, I will call it courtship.” He raised the last of the wine in his glass, “Well may it prosper.”
Sara was thoughtful. She hadn’t really considered that. She found him the most amazing man she had ever met on either world, and she had been introduced to some of the finest. “Can we do that?”
“Do what?” he asked confused by her expression.
“Can courtship prosper? You’re not human, and I’m not Gnomish....” she knew she was ruining the moment but from her experience just a different skin color was enough to make things impossible for some societies.
“You need not worry for your reputation. Gnomes are a very reputable race among the humans of this world.”
“Oh no,” she started to cry. “I never meant you. Where I come from...” She hid her face with her hands.
Pereek rose to one knee and gently took her hands in his. “Such things will pose no problem, and if they do, I can and will resolve them.”
She managed a teary smile up at him. “You are the most amazing man I’ve ever met.”
Their lunch date ran a little late, and for the first time since Pereek arrived, he nearly missed teaching his class.




The Seasons Turn

Preparing for Finals Week

Official classes were out for two weeks. The weather had started to turn and the few trees not being magically kept in bloom were beginning to turn colors.  Each of the Saeti students were allowed to select a final Master work project that would function as their final exam. The rules were simple; they had to complete more than eighty percent of the project themselves, only hiring out for specialty crafts such as jewelers or upholsterers.  The craftsmanship would be judged as well as any magical effects.
Two weeks wouldn’t suffice for most Master Work items without magical assistance so this should provide a real challenge to the students, and of course should they choose to sell off those items it would provide them with the funds needed to start up their own shops.
Pereek sought out Echal as soon as classes were dismissed. “Master of the Red Spire, may I have a word?”
“So formal Pereek? This must be serious!” Echal said with a grin.
Pereek looked a bit sheepish, “Well it is, and what I have to ask could be considered a great favor.”
Echal’s eyebrows shot up. “Well, join me in my office and we’ll see what we can do.” He was dying to ask but having a conversation such as this one seemed destined to be in the open hallway did not seem wise.
Echal opened the door to his office and headed for the brandy decanter. “Care for a glass?”
“Don’t mind if I do.”
Echal handed him a glass. “Go easy on this stuff. It isn’t wine. One of the brewing students stumbled upon a new spell and while he can’t cast it, we worked on a little side project and it makes a very satisfying drink. Very potent as well.”
Pereek took a sniff and sampled the drink. “Very good brandy. We gnomes have been making it for millennia but I have tasted none for over six hundred years. Now that you’ve rediscovered it, I can keep a small stock on hand.  I just was forbidden from introducing it.”
Echal shook his head, “I am sure your people have reasons for what they do, but it is damn frustrating to be scrambling around relearning everything all over again, when you could just teach us.”
Pereek frowned. “Alas, I cannot. Not won’t mind you, can’t. The magical geas that was a condition of allowing me to roam freely prevents it. Oh and yes, they have their reasons. Reasons, I’ve debated with them for... well a damn long time.” He sighed deeply, “They aren’t wholly wrong. The concerns are real and justifiable. I’m just not completely convinced that they are truly justified. Still what help I can give, I’m here to give.”
Echal held up a hand in surrender. “Never doubted it Pereek. Just the frustration of a man trying to hold up the sky with one hand and the flood waters back with the other.”
Pereek chuckled at the image. “Unfortunately, I understand that feeling all too well. Which makes what I am about to ask you even more difficult.”
Echal took his turn to take a large drink. “You wouldn’t ask if it were not important.”
“True. I must go away for a couple of weeks, and I must take Sara with me on this trip.”
Echal’s face showed his confusion. “Your time is your own. I would very much appreciate your return in time for Finals Week judging, but we can manage. Why Sara?”
“We’ve been seeing quite a bit of each other lately...” he began.
Echal grinned. “She said you had developed quite the taste for fried chicken.”
Pereek actually blushed, “Amazing stuff, but I’ve also developed quite the taste, you might say, for Sara. I wish to ask her father for permission to marry her.”
“Congratulations!” Echal smiled wide. “I’m quite certain my Father will whole heartedly approve.” He thought for a moment, “though you might break the news gently to my little brother. Galan has had a boy’s first crush on Sara for most of his life.”
“I’m very glad to hear it, but your father was not who I had in mind.”
Echal’s face changed as he did the calculations. “You have the needed spells, I presume?”
Pereek nodded. “And the ability to overcome the difficulties with magic on that side of the portal. I already know where it is at, so you need not feel you are divulging a secret. I just know that the timing is not ideal, and well Sara said you were her guardian while she was here.”
“There are dangers in that world.” Echal began.
“I can handle myself. While I’ve never walked the worlds, my people have from time to time. I can protect her, or I wouldn’t have suggested it.”
Echal’s turn to just nod. “Still let me send some back up with you.”
Pereek shook his head. “I am grateful, but we will be flying. Anyone you would send would simply tax my reserves more.”
Echal frowned. He did not like sending them out so vulnerable, but gnomes were known for their resourcefulness. “I don’t like it. I’ll be honest with you. I hate to risk either of you without proper support, but I understand your reasoning. Two weeks, and if you’re not back, be prepared for what I send after.” He grinned at the gnome who had become a trusted partner and good friend over the few short months.
Pereek grinned back. “I’m counting on that.”
“Then go with my blessings. Give my congratulations to your wonderful bride to be.”
Some Things Wait for No Gnome

Pereek was ready to depart early in the morning. Everything checked and rechecked and enough magic packed that one might think he was going on a year’s journey, rather than a short two-week jaunt. Truth was he was taking Echal’s warning to heart. Between that, and what he had learned from Sara of her homeworld, he was prepared for battling a small nation state. Just because war was not the gnomish way didn’t mean that when properly motivated they were not ferocious warriors.
He was just getting ready to turn in for a full night’s sleep when there came a pounding upon his door. Fearing they were under attack, he rushed to put enough clothes on to be decent he opened the door.
“Tzadi Pereek! You’re needed in Lord Savon’s apartments!” The young man was out of breath and looked so soaked in adrenaline that Pereek feared he would try to bodily carry him there.
Pereek just nodded. “That time is it? Children are always so considerate in their timing.  Go ahead and let them know I am on my way.” Pereek started to close the door. Noticing that the young man hadn’t moved he added, “Well go on, man. I’ll be there as soon as I’ve gathered what I need to, to be of use.” The young man took off at a full run.
Pereek smiled, babies will come in their time, or before it as the case may be. Mah-Li’s first would still likely be a few hours off.
The Newest Arrival

Savon was a nervous wreck. He could hear Mah-Li in the other room struggling with her labor pains. Echal assured him that this was normal and in fact Sha had cast spells to dramatically lower the stress on both mother and child, but there was no such thing as new life without a struggle.
Pereek was as calm as if this were just another day. He was on hand if they needed him, but with an elven arch tzadi as a midwife, and Echal and his growing skills on hand, he didn’t really expect to be necessary. For himself he just really wanted to see the baby. Gnomes didn’t reproduce gnomes this way.  Oh, if he and Sara ever had children it would happen this way but their child would be human, with just a very few Gnomish characteristics. When gnomes wanted to produce other gnomes, it was done at the central nursery and the child formed and grew outside of the mother.  They then made changes to create a gnome rather than letting nature take its course and create a mostly normal human. He wished he could explain this to Sara, but his geas would only allow him to assure her that their child would be indistinguishable from a human even upon close examination.
Sha, Catrin, and a newly arrived midwife were in the birthing room with Mah-Li. Also, there and slowly stirring from his long hibernation was Mah-El. Mah-Li could feel him growing stronger with each contraction as he fed on her self sacrifice for the child. Mah-Li felt this and was comforted with his return. She loved Savon with all of her heart, but Mah-El was like a piece of her now. Getting him back was like being able to walk again after being bedridden for nearly half a year.
Catrin looked nervous as she held Mah-Li’s hand with one hand and wiped her brow with the other. Sha couldn’t resist a small smile. ‘That’s it sister of mine, take a good look because your turn is coming.’ she thought to herself. The reward of a child was worth it all she had been told. Unlike Catrin, Sha had seen this all before, and she often wondered about that. Not that in her time, she wouldn’t be happy to have Pavel’s children, but she didn’t have the blissful ignorance of most first-time mothers, she knew how bad it could get. Fortunately this was easy, and as long as the cradle worked as planned, everyone should recover from the excitement in due time.
The night grew late, and the morning early but still some hours before dusk they heard a great squall in the main room.
Sha took the child as soon as the cord was cut, and nodding to the midwife to take over, moved the child and activated the spells.
Assuring Mah-Li that the child is fine, she wheeled the cradle out for Savon to see, and for Echal to be ready should casting be necessary. She needed to take a break and rest before casting the restoration spells.
Savon peered into the darkened tent and had a moment to meet his youngest daughter. Like Catrin the fine hair was flame red and the blueish tint to the skin was rapidly warming to a rosy pink as the microclimate inside the magical item more closely approached that of the womb.
Echal put his hand on Savon’s shoulder. “Dad, I’ll stay with her. Catrin says that Mah-Li is asking for you.”
Savon headed off to take care of the new mother, while Echal settled in to share a little vitality with his tiny sister-in-law. He was kind of lost in thought, realizing that soon he was going to have two of these himself and it was more than a bit awe-inspiring. As if reading his mind, Catrin hugged him. “We’ll be meeting our own soon.”
“Can’t wait.”
Pereek smiled at them and realized that the danger was passed wandered off to find his bed. Tomorrow as going to be a long day.
Hard to Go Home Again

Sara was tired. While flying on the back of a giant eagle was exhilarating for the first hour, by the fourth hour of their eighteen hour trip she was exhausted. So was Pereek. That meant camping at the cave for the night. Even with magical assistance, it was still not the same as sleeping in her comfortable bed as she had gotten so used to over the last couple of years. So it was with great anticipation that she rode up to the gates of her old home.
She was surprised to find no one there to greet her. This would have been unthinkable in all the years that the Duke had run the place. Pereek used a spell to unlock the gates and open them. Sara led the horse with their supplies inside calling out for her mother. Getting no reply, she began to fear the worst. She ran up to the main doors of the keep and found them locked as well. In a near panic she rushed around the side to the small kitchen door and found it unlocked. She burst through the door and up the short flight of stairs to the small apartments that her family had always used.
She found her parents in their room. Her father in bed appeared to be badly beaten, and her mother shrieked with alarm until she realized who it was that had barged in on them. “Pereek! I need you!” she called out the door.
Her mother flew into her arms and held her tight. “Oh luv so glad to see you. Please, is the Duke with you?”
“No mamma, but... Oh here he is!” She turned as the tiny man came into the room with his walking stick raised defensively as it glowed with a most unnatural light. She felt her mother cringe back. “No danger Pereek but my father...” she looked to the bed where the comatose man still lay unmoving. His lined face a patchwork of bruises and cuts, his snowwhite hair matted with blood in patches.
Pereek moved to his bedside and with a gesture and a muttered word, the old man’s breathing settled out from ragged gasps to a peaceful regular rhythm. Pereek looked up at Sara. “He’ll be ok now m’love. He’s resting, and it will cause less comment if he is allowed to recover naturally from this point.”
Sara released her mother and rushed over to kiss him. She saw the shock in her mother’s eyes but she didn’t care. He had saved papa and was wholly wonderful in her eyes. He took her hand and squeezed it. “Shh... You’re alarming your mother. Everything will be ok. We just need to move out to the other room so we don’t disturb his rest and find out more about what happened here.”
Sara led him out into the kitchen and sat him at the table. “Sorry no fried chicken at the moment.” she smiled at him.
He laughed softly. “I’m sure there will be time for that during our visit.”
With Moses sleeping soundly, his wife Bess turned her attention to their new guest. She was under no delusion about what this meant. What she couldn’t understand is why. The tiny man wasn’t handsome or strong. Perhaps he was wealthy? There are worse things for a potential son-in-law to be. This old world was just moving too fast, and she wasn’t a spring chicken anymore, she thought to herself as she joined them in the kitchen.
Sara hugged her mother one more time before allowing her to sit down with them. “Mamma, this is Pereek. He’s come to ask Papa a very important question.” Bess noted the sparkle in her daughters' eyes as she said it. At least this was something she wanted.
Bess watched her daughter, she moved more like the duchess now than the awkward girl who left. Her voice was the same but her tone was different. She wore that finery for traveling clothes and managed it as if she had been born to it. Her own daughter and she barely recognized her now.
Her daughter continued completely oblivious to the thoughts of the older woman. “He can speak English, but he has to do it a special way. It is very tiring, so most of the time I’ll translate ok?” When her mother nodded she continued, “What happened to Papa?”
Over the next half an hour, and a bowl of cold fried chicken that Bess had been making when Moses finished crawling back home, the story came out. Seems that there is a new business owner in town, set up a brickyard. Not content to own the brickyard, he had put pressure on several business trying to force them out. He can’t get to the Duke, so he wanted to just run everyone off and claim abandonment.
Pereek nodded. “We rest tonight. Tomorrow, I go to town. Do you want the man punished, his business, or the town just leveled?”
When Bess heard the translation, she just looked at the little man in stunned amazement. Could he really be serious about what he was offering?




Never a Dull Moment

A Call for Help

Convincing Moses and Bess to leave their home was much easier with the promise of grandchildren soon. The problem is that he is now stuck trying to get all four of them back, with his severely depleted magical reserves. He was able to settle the four of them fairly comfortably in the cave to await help, but he felt beyond guilty calling for it.
Moses and Bess lay on a thick pile of blankets in front of the smokeless fuel less fire. That little man casually conjured miracles as if he kept them in his pocket, Bess thought to herself. Her Moses was a good man, a hard worker, and a good provider. He would protect her with his life, but back in that world it had almost cost him his life. Then along comes this Pereek with her Sara. He not only binds up his hurts, but reclaimed his pride as well. Bess never thought of herself as a bloody-minded woman, but sitting there on that wagon seat watching men dressed in the Duke’s livery pull him right out of the church, in front of God and everyone, to give him the beating he so richly deserved. Four hulking men all looking exactly alike, threw him screaming and swearing into the muddy street. They proceeded to hit his legs with clubs until there wasn’t a bone left unbroken. She could tell his dignity had returned when Moses summoned up the Christian charity she couldn’t find to ask for mercy for the now unconscious shell of a man. She shivered when she thought back on it. She didn’t like thinking that she would have let them keep beating him, but after what that man ordered done to her Moses, no amount of pain could repay.
Then the little man, looking every inch the Duke’s son Echal, let all those gathered around gaping in shock,
know that his father’s lands weren’t abandoned. He would be sending servants who could defend themselves from the old country and anyone who had defiled the lands when they arrived would be held to account.
He climbed up on the wagon just as calmly as if he had commented on the weather and asked Moses to take them home.
She had never seen anything like it. He slept the whole day away the next day completely exhausted. That night he made the glowing pool appear in the place of the great Serpent and then they were here.
She felt Moses go slack as he drifted off to sleep. She closed her eyes and listened to his breathing until she joined him.
Sara was a bit spooked. She knew the kind and gentle man who loved her fried chicken and gave her gifts that smell like cherry blossoms. Seeing the man who offered to level a village for her was a new thing. Oh, she had no pity for the man who ordered her father beaten. Much like her mother, she would have allowed them to keep beating him until the spell ended. She just had never seen this side of her would be husband. She found it both unsettling and at the same time comforting. A gentle man who not only would protect his family, but could protect them. Her father’s bravery was never tarnished in her eyes, but it was a foolish gesture against the forces arrayed against him. Her future husband’s bravery had dire consequences for those who would harm them. Her family was actually safe for what was probably the very first time since the Duke went home.
As the others all settled in for the evening, Pereek began to weave a telepathic call to the man he had just impersonated. He really hoped he had not overstepped his bounds with that costly display
To The Rescue

Echal was washing Catrin’s hair. A little quiet time while classes were out of session like unexpected gold at the bottom of your pouch. She was large enough now that even simple chores like washing her hair were a struggle. She hadn’t left their apartment for the last three days. She said that just walking the stairs was more than she wanted to deal with. He couldn’t imagine how difficult this was for her, but she was usually in good humor about it. Oh, she was ready for them to come but with three weeks left to go, and Mah-Li’s little one finally out of the cradle, everyone was just as happy to let things settle down first. He reached up and unstoppered the warm water flow, feeling the relaxing warmth flow over them when he heard in his head.
“Echal, we’ve had a little trouble.”
In shock he answers out loud, “Pereek is that you?”
Catrin turns to look at him as if he lost his mind. Echal just waves at her to relax.
“Yes, I’m using telepathy as it was the only way I could get you a message in time.”
“Pereek what’s wrong?”
“There was violence on the other side and I used up a bit too much magic. I have four of us to transport back and barely enough magic to keep us comfortable until you and Shadrea can arrive. I am so sorry for this, but there really was no other choice in my mind.”
“I’m sure you had your reasons.” Echal continued out loud, if for no other reason than it sort of included Catrin in the conversation.
“I’ve brought Bess and Moses to this side. It wasn’t safe to leave them there. I know I ask a lot to pull both you and Shadrea away but each of the non tzadi will need a tzadi to control the mount. I really didn’t have any other good choices.”
“Just rest, we’re on our way as soon as we can get there.”
“Thank you, my friend.”
Echal could feel the link sever. “Catrin, I’m going to have to leave for a few days. I know the timing is horrible, but Pereek had to bring Sara’s parents to this side of the gate to protect them. “
Catrin let out a frustrated whine. “I don’t want you to go, but I know there is no other choice. Go get ready. I’ll be ok waddling out on my own.”
Echal kissed her on the forehead and grabbed a towel for himself as he darted out the door dripping all over the floor as he went.
Echal wasn’t about to take both himself and Sha away from here, especially with Catrin in the shape she’s in, but he needed an extra tzadi. He just didn’t need one who could cast the spell, with the power stones he could cast for both mounts. It would mean a short stop in the flight back but it couldn’t be helped.
So it was with his hair still dripping and fighting with the last buckle on his armor that he knocked on Sha’s door. She took one look at him and the first words out of her mouth were, “What’s wrong now?”
Echal gave her a something never change grin, “I need to borrow Pavel for a few days, and I need you to camp out with Catrin until I can get back. She’s having difficulties and I can’t really leave her alone.”
“It’s ok. If it’s an emergency, it’s an emergency. I’ll go get Pavel.” she padded off to the other room to wake his brother and get him moving.
Echal leaned up against the door frame trying to collect his thoughts.  He was surprised when he saw a Yadzee zip out of Sha’s room and out the partially opened door. He heard Pavel let out a long low groan as he rolled out of bed. Sha came back in the main room and sat on the over-stuffed couch, her feet still dangling just a little. “So what is on fire?”
“I don’t know the details but seems as if Pereek ran into trouble on the other side of the gate. Sara’s parents are now on this side and needing a ride home. I figure it’s a long flight there and a long flight back but the danger seems to have passed. I saw the Yadzee...” he left the rest hang.
“Yeah, they like me.” Then she gave him a mischievous grin. “I bribe them with honey cakes. Then I always have one or two hanging around for emergencies like this.”
Echal chuckled. “Now why didn’t I think of that.”
“Because brother of mine, you are a thoughtless self absorbed brute, and you’re lucky that we love you.” she winked at him to take out most of the sting.
“So what was the message?”
Sha shrugged. “Just a quick message to Ellie to join me at your place. Told her Catrin was needing a girls' night but didn’t feel up to going out.”
Echal grinned at her. “That’s thinking! Get some extra help in a way that she can’t object to the company. You really are getting sneaky as time goes on.”
Sha shrugged. “Sometimes you have to trick people into accepting help, especially when they really need it.”
As she was finishing up, an armored Pavel looking exactly as you would expect he would if dragged from a warm bed too soon appeared from the small hallway. He was in mid-yawn as he greeted Echal. “Who we killing now?”
Echal laughed. “Hopefully no one. Just a long flight to pick up some old friends. I’ll fill you in as we pick up some power stones and make our way to the top of the Spire.”
Pick Up and Delivery

Pavel and Echal landed outside of the cave in the early pre-dawn light. Pereek was there to greet them. He brought them inside and called up the fire to warm them up. Everyone woke. Bess busied herself getting breakfast ready while the others filled Echal in on what had happened.
Pereek shrugged his shoulders. “So I hope I didn’t overstep my bounds pretending to be you, but you were the only one who had any legal standing.”
Echal was grinning. “Played me better than I could have.” That made everyone laugh, and tensions ease that he wouldn’t be upset about it. “After breakfast everyone should try to get some sleep. I want to go visit my mother’s grave while I am here. After that we really should get going as soon as we’re rested enough.”
The last of the biscuits gone, and he could already hear Pavel snoring, Echal went out to spend some time talking to his mother about her grandchildren that would soon be here.
The sun low and past the mountains by the time everyone was as ready as could be made in the time allotted. Bundled in blankets against the cold, Moses rode with Echal on the back of a large black wyvern and Bess rode behind Pavel on the back of a giant gray owl. Pereek chose the giant bat to help guide them through the mountains. Once in the air and in formation, they were traveling as safely by night as if it were bright as day.  Moses’s amazement at flying was only matched by Bess’s terror but as the time went on and both acclimated, clinging to their respective tzadi as exhaustion took its toll.
By day break they had landed and were recasting the needed spells to continue after a short rest. Echal felt the time dragging while he was away but there was no help for it, and three hours to let the elderly eat and warm themselves by a small fire seemed justified.
As Echal was warming a small loaf of bread by the fire, Catrin was trying to waddle to the water closet. She was washing the night from her face when she lost her balance and fell to the floor. She cried out as she hit and she could feel water gush from between her legs.
Shadrea was reading and trying to ignore the soft snoring sounds from the couch where Ellie had enjoyed one glass of wine too many and was sleeping it off, when she heard Catrin head for the water closet. Nothing unusual with that for a pregnant woman, but when she heard the crash and Catrin cry out, her heart sank. She ran past the groggily waking form on the couch and made it to the door in time to see that Catrin had in fact had her water break and the babies would be coming today.
As Echal was lifting into the air, this time with Bess clinging to him for dear life, Catrin was being petulant. “I want him here!”
Sha took a deep breath, her sister-in-law was used to getting her way, and the stress of the pregnancy hadn’t mellowed her any. “I know, I want him and Pereek here too, just in case. These babies don’t care what we want, they are coming, and they are coming now. What I need you to do is to take a deep breath and let it out slowly. There that’s good. Now focus on the sound of my voice.” She began to lead her into shallow trance to keep her calm while Saeti were standing in double lines in the hallway outside to offer energy and healing at a moment’s notice. Sha wasn’t sure who told them or how they knew, but the word went out and volunteers had been arriving all morning.
Despite an obvious hang over, Ellie held Catrin’s hand and wiped her brow, trying to keep her as comfortable as possible until the spells could take hold and ease the burden. Mah-Li and of course Mah-El arrived, Sha smiled at them, glad to have the Hedge Witch available at need. There was no reason to worry, she had already healed Catrin’s twisted ankle and inspected the babies, but with babies one could never be too careful.
It had been a damn long couple of days and Echal was looking forward to getting back and relaxing before finals week. These long hours of flying had him saddle sore and missing his own bed. He really hoped Catrin wasn’t making life too miserable on Sha. The pregnancy had brought on mood swings that weren’t pleasant for her, or anyone else around her.
They had only one more stop to recast and would be home in four or maybe five hours.
Sha had stepped away for a moment. She loved her sister-in-law and normally the girl was a rock, but the stress of carrying the twins and rushed nature of the delivery was bringing out the spoiled little girl in her. Sha knew she couldn’t help it but she also knew if she didn’t get a moment to collect her thoughts, she might say something she shouldn’t. If the girl would just stop being so stubborn, she would have these babies in another hour. She was just so insistent that Echal be here. At the far end of the hall she saw six Hedge Witches in the volunteer line. It made her laugh, what would Echal offer that all of this assembled magic couldn’t. She decided it was time for the good of all that she tinker just a little with Catrin’s emotional state. It was time to use control emotion to make her more pliable, before she ended up starving one or both of those babies of air waiting to come out.
Echal saw the top of the Spire getting larger and larger. He noticed a lone figure that was seemingly waiting for them to arrive. As he got closer, he recognized Savon and got just a little concerned. Savon was a busy man to just be waiting for him to return. He angled his mount in a full dive and could hear Bess praying behind him. They landed with only a little skid as he slid from the saddle.
Savon held up both hands, “Easy son. She’s having the babies right now. I’ll take care of the company. You just get down there, ok?”
Echal tore off down the stairs at barely more than a controlled fall. He rounded the last corner and saw the incredible crowd gathered in the hall. He dashed up the hallway stripping off armor as he went. He finally made it to the birthing room as he heard Sha say, “I can see the head.”
Catrin saw him and laughed. “I knew you would make it.”


Echal gave her a lopsided grin and immediately passed out.




Graduation Approaches

A New Home

Bess had finally worked her way down the stairs. She and Moe were just completely spent. She didn’t understand the language of the young white man who sent Echal thundering off like the world was on fire, but it wasn’t long and Moe and Sara joined her. Sara was tired too, but she kept telling her mother how nice the apartment was. Bess and Moe were both still in shock at seeing a building bigger than any man-made object they had ever seen. The hall ways were smooth and well lit. The stairs broad and comfortably spaced, though they might be, seemed to go on forever.
Sara was tired, Pereek took off shortly after they landed to follow Savon down to Catrin’s apartments, and that left her alone with her parents. The look they gave her apartment made her smile.  No, it would not be big enough for all of them but it was very large for just one woman living alone. “Let me show you the wash room. It works much like the system the Dutchess set up, but if you remove this stopper...” the steam rose from the stream of water, “hot water as well as cold.” She placed another stopper in the bottom of the large washing tub. “It should be big enough for you and papa.” She pointed to a small basket, “Towels are in there. Sorry that there aren’t more, but usually it is just me here.”
“Ah luvvie, it’s wonderful. Wash off the top layer and your mother and I should be good as new.”
Sara hugged her father. “Echal’s wife is having twins right now. That is why he took off right away. Once things settle down, we’ll be able to find you guys your own place.”
Bess’s head came up. “That pretty little redheaded girl he was with when you left?”
Sara smiled. “Yes, mamma the same one.”
“Whoo, that little girl is too small for one baby” she said shaking her head.
“She was pretty large when I left, but she’s got the Dutchess’s own daughter taking care of her. You know what a good healer she is.” she looked over at her father. “That’s also where Pereek just went and we know how he helped Papa.”
A Life of Purpose

Mah-Li moved down to Catrin and Echal’s apartment for a couple of days following the birth. Mah-El had completely healed her, as Echal had Catrin, but it was still nice to have more hands with the three little squalling bundles not yet sleeping through the night.
Echal looked down at the oversized cradle with the three little swaddled miracles in it. His son A’nok, was the largest. Nearly completely bald with bright blue eyes and arrow point birthmark on his left shoulder. Cuddled up against her brother, Dina looked so tiny as to look like a toy when seen next to A’nok. A full shock of reddish blond hair flies off in all directions. On her other side, fighting with the blankets was Ara-Li. This little bundle of energy, while only two weeks older than her niece and nephew, had her eyes open and looking around. The shock of bright red hair, almond-shaped eyes like her mother. Where her mother’s eyes are a dark brown, Ara-li’s eyes are a deep emerald green with irises like a cat. Most unusual, they follow people around the room. He knew an infant’s eyes weren’t supposed to be able to do that, but there was no doubt from anyone who saw her for any length of time. She too had a small birthmark in the shape of a three-peaked mountain range.
To Echal they were one and all totally beautiful. He just didn’t know what he was going to do next. The Spire would be an amazing place to be a kid. Especially children who radiated as strong tzadi so young. What would they be able to do, playing with magic the same way he played with Jayen’s tools in the forge? While he was deep in thought there was a soft knock at the nursery door.
Sara was there with her mother, the proud father in him couldn’t resist showing off the children. Bess was all smiles. She gave a quick sniff and quick as if she had done it a thousand times before she had Ara-Li stripped cleaned and was looking for a new wrap before Echal even realized there was a problem. He began to look around for one, when Sara shook her head and grinned at him, then went straight to the right chest, and handed her mother a fresh wrap, and a new blanket to swaddle the child. Who put up one little fuss as her hands were secured in the blanket's warmth and promptly fell asleep.
Echal grinned at the women sheepishly and shrugged. He turned to head back out to the main room where they could talk. Catrin and Mah-Li were both relaxing on the sofa quietly discussing the medical center idea Echal had presented to them. It was a daunting task, but the idea of a few key magical items and a stash of healing potions ready to hand by itself could save lives and be easy to do. Staffing it with a couple of village healers and a midwife seemed harder to address. Not to mention paying for it all.
As Bess and Sara joined them, the talk turned to babies.  It wasn’t that Echal was uninterested, but rather that he had duties to those children that were different. So while the ladies were occupied he slipped down the hall to revisit his notes on the palanquin chair Golems. Seems that they could move men and supplies easy enough, the real question was how payment was going to work.
When Sara translated for Bess, she became all excited.
“She says that she and Moses would like to help out.” Sara says with a smile. She listens to her mom for a moment more. “It seems she is volunteering all of us.” She grinned at the other women, then her face got a serious look on it. “Um she might have a point, here. Give me a second to hash out her thought with her.”
“She has a real point. She says that the three of us can take turns on call to help. Papa made up poultices for the animals since forever and he’s really quick with the knife if it needs a surgeon. She says she can be a nanny for the babies. She’s done it her whole life including the Dutchess’s kids.” Sara seemed to be thinking hard about it.
Mah-Li’s eyebrows rose. “We cannot operate the magic items. Mah-El’s magic is different.”
Catrin grinned. “No, but you can help with management just fine. Bess’s idea about being our Nanny is a fine one. If she can please the Feylynn, I’m certain we’ll get along fine.” She rubbed her hands together eagerly. “If you and Moses can mind keep up with the medicine shop. I’ll have more time to acquire us a few new properties. We can even cut Sara in if she’s interested. We set it up so Sara, Ellie, and myself can spell you out at need. I’m sure we can find a way to make it pay for itself in time. I mean how much is being healthy worth to you?”
Sara piped up. “Cut me in on what?”
Catrin grinned like the cat that swallowed the sparrow. “My father has been selling property way too cheaply. We’ve started an investment group. The three story building complex on the side of Victory Park, that’s our first parcel.”
“Which part?”
“All of it.”
Sara’s eye went wide. “I don’t have many resources, but count me in!”
Catrin chuckled. “Talk Pereek into helping with some construction, and we’ll count it. Echal has helped some, but he’s always so busy building for the city. He doesn’t always have time for private projects.”
Sara smirked. “I’ll see what I can do. The man is a fool for fried chicken. Not to mention how he reacted to mamma’s collard greens and ham hocks.”
Catrin looked over to Mah-Li for her approval.  Of course she could hear Mah-El’s excitement at her long hours on a project. That look was all Catrin needed. “Tell your mother, we like her idea, and we’ll work out the details later.”
Finals Week

Saeti competence is shown by what they can do with the skills they have. Not in how intricately they can weave a spell but how can they use the modest magics they have access to in a practical way. Finals Week for the Saeti more closely resembled a county faire, than a grand quest. Saeti were not likely to be playing out on the national or international stage, but instead they were designed to improve the day-to-day lives of all citizens.
Saeti in Echal’s vision would become the backbone of a new economy. They would pave the roads and create tunnels through the passes to allow year round travel despite snow pack. They would build water towers and fountains allowing access to fresh water to be gravity fed to neighborhoods and businesses and eventually perhaps even to individual houses eventually as more Saeti get trained up.
Savon was overseeing the display floor inside of the civic dome. The student would spend the next seventy-two hours readying the display of his Master Work final piece. Their tzadi instructors do an oral examination and independently grade the project. The three scores are then averaged and counts for eighty percent of the student’s total grade.
That should be wrapped up by the third day of next week. Word had just come in from the outlying scouts and the King would be here by then. Scheduling a day for him to review the exhibit would take them to two days open to the public. If the would be Saeti were smart, they would make the most of that. Every business owner in town would be sure to drop by for a chance to review these latest innovations.
The king would remain through graduation and leave the following day. He was cutting it close, considering that an early snow storm could see him trapped on this side of the mountains.
Musical Apartments

While Echal and Pereek were busy with Finals Week. Catrin dipped into her household budget a bit to hire the necessary crews. She went up one entire floor in the spire and claimed all the rooms. She was able to draw up full multi bedroom apartments for Herself and Echal, and the same for Pereek and Sara. On the other side of her apartment she marked off apartments for Bess and Moses, and on the other side of them, for Daddy and Mah-Li. That left enough room for three empty guest apartments as well as a space for everyone to have an office complex and even room for a modest pair of laboratories.
The project would strain her budgets for this month but she could have all of her investors at hand except Ellie and Colonel Reardon, and that only because the Colonel stubbornly refused to live anywhere but in the fortress.
This would make it easy to care for the babies and to have meetings during late night feedings if necessary. She determined that it was necessary to do this with Harder coming.  After all, if he were not housed in one of the guest suites on this floor, private conversations may be much more difficult.
The Exhibits

Echal, Sha, and Pereek interviewed each of the Saeti candidates. Inspecting their projects, was an education in and of itself. There were new construction techniques and exotic materials, there were even wholly new products. Some were impractical but clever. Others were the very definition of mundane, but the speed with which it could be done now was alarming.
Echal noticed a combination project that had him negotiating with the inventors on the spot to stay on and open their business here. The one problem he had with his book engines was an eternal shortage of paper. One was an apprentice gardener for his local noble, and he teamed up with a felt maker. Together, they were able to grow hemp in days and process it into a dark but heavy paper that could easily increase his book engine production dramatically. The gardener was talking about rope making and clothing production as well. The felter however recognized the value of paper in this area and was negotiating most diligently.
Sha had spent forty minutes with a village healer who was talking about the potential of infusions with distilled solvents. She also spent more time than she wanted to admit with a jeweler who had learned how to remove occlusions from gems making them both more valuable as well as better for holding enchantments. She couldn’t resist putting in a pitch for him to set up shop in Dutchy Mirron.
Pereek was in his element. Each new concept allowed him to make comments that would lead them to discover improvements on their own. He didn’t find a single ‘failure’ in the group. Some were frivolous and a few impractical but none failed to understand how their newly acquired skills and abilities were going to completely upend the concept of ‘Master work quality’ back in their home towns and cities.
At the end of two days they were exhausted but everyone was graded and after a quick tally everyone had passed. Even those who were studying mostly martial skills had become far more effective, focused, and better able to accomplish their tasks.
So it was with large tired smiles, that they all turned back toward the Spire, immensely pleased with the first graduating class of Saeti in nearly seventeen hundred years.




The Season of Isolation Begins

End of a Long Day

Harder ditched all of his guards, flunkies, and fops to retreat to his own quarters. This place was a miracle beyond anything he could have dreamed up.  The truth is, he still had thousands of questions and endless ideas he would explore, now that the tools were available. The hardest part was knowing what to do first.
That thought made him laugh. First, get out of this uncomfortable tunic. Boots were next to go, and it was an extremely informal Harder who showed up for dinner. Royal finery thrown aside and just an exhausted but happy “Uncle Harder” who was eating dinner with his fingers and playing with the babies. Harder knew he was at home when Ara-Li just looked him in the eyes and emptied the contents of her stomach on him.
Mah-Li looked panic-stricken, which made Harder laugh all the more. “I haven’t held children for a long, long time. Oliver’s son is past the baby stage, and I haven’t been willing to have another child. I wouldn’t want them fighting. I already think of young Oliver II as a surrogate son. To have another son in competition with him would be too hard at this point. We already know what lengths people will go to for the crown.  Also, how easy it is to corrupt the thinking of young men, to set them against each other.” he shook his head.
Echal took Ara-Li from him, as Mah-Li tried to clean him up. The conversation continued. “So I’ve already decided I am going to fund the mountain by passes. What else are you working toward?”
Echal bounced Ara-Li gently on his knee. “I’ve extended offers for six of them to stay on as instructors for next year.”
Sha spoke up. “Good, I need to leave with Harder.”
Echal looked at her surprised. “Oh?”
Sha grinned at him. “I thought we talked about this already. Baby duty, our little sister should be just about ready by the time I get back that way. Besides, Mother is trying to reform the Green Spire, with fewer resources than you have here.”
Echal nodded. “Yeah, with everything going on, it had slipped my mind. Of course Feylynn also has a less hostile neighborhood and shorter supply lines.”
Pavel’s deep voice rumbled. “True, but she also has the White Spire uncomfortably close, and she hasn’t spooked them quite the way you have.”
Bess collected Ara-Li from Echal as she went past. Echal stretched out a bit more in his seat. “Dinner was excellent by the way m’love.”
Catrin rewarded him with a beaming smile. “Thank you. I hope one of the Saeti you tried to retain was Tonda. She’s an inspiration in the kitchen.”
Harder wiped his weary eyes. “What are you planning to do about your place on the other side of the portal?”
Echal shrugged. “That will be up to the Duke my father. I doubt Feylynn would be ready to let Galan manage it just yet. Maybe he has an old weapons master he knows with a few young squires who would be interested in making something of it. Either way, it’s too much on my plate.”
Harder nodded again, acknowledging the simple truth of the statement. “That world is too useful a resource not to explore it further, but right now we’r having difficulty holding on to what we have. When last I spoke with your father, he had to ride out and put down an incursion from the wastes. The monstrous races are pushing further and further into civilized lands.”
“I’d let Pereek go back and enjoy it, by all accounts it is supposed to be an idyllic place to raise a family according to Evan, but I need him here. We won’t have classes until the spring, but I have a couple of special projects that I want to get started as soon as the melt is in.” Echal sighed.
“Anything important?” Harder asked curiously.
Echal shrugged, “I want to move the entire area of the ruins up and through a series of sieves looking for clues as to what happened and maybe recover any magical items that were lost. By hand it would take forever and not be worth the effort but with a couple of Tzadi and a small army of Saeti who need the practice, anyway...”
“Speaking of what happened, I assume Sha has described to you what we’ve learned about the other groups out there so far?”
“She has. Catrin also ran across some books from those before the last collapse trying to reason out the same thing we are. I’ve had copies made for you to take with you. I’ve got an idea for building a probability engine based upon several of the theories. Run them both for a while and see which one more closely matches what we see. I’d run it against history, with the White Spire, the elves, and so many others trying to make history say the tale they wish...” He shrugged again.  “Let’s just say we couldn’t be sure of the comparison material.”
Graduation tomorrow was the only main event, and then he would have to be on his way. Tonight though, the conversations would continue long into the night. Harder found it more difficult to leave than he would have suspected. This mismatched, patchwork of the races of the world, had by some strange alchemy become a very real family for him.
Back to work

Echal watched as the King’s caravan pulled out from the gates of the city. He was sorry to see them go.  Between losing Sha and even though he had to be discrete Harder as Tzadi reinforcements was a major loss. Fortunately, they left most of the two cavalry contingents and Pavel’s time with the city guard hadn’t been wasted. For a pack of men headed for the noose, they had turned into quite the elite fighting force. Oh, they were still years from having the experience of either the cavalry units or the knights of the Brotherhood, but with city walls to protect them and a few basic spells to rely on, they were a significant force in the new town.
Echal shrugged his shoulders. What will be will be. Time to take care of something he had been putting off for a while now. He turned and went inside to find Mah-Li.
Savon answered the door when he knocked. He had the haggard look of a man who had gotten little sleep the night before. “Afternoon, Dad. Ara-Li keeping you awake?”
Savon grinned. “I wasn’t home when Catrin was this age. I didn’t realize how demanding they can be.”
Echal sighed, his two hadn’t been sleeping as well as he had hoped either. Bess was like water in the desert, but even she couldn’t work all day. “Tell me about it. Dina may be the quiet one, but when she needs something A’nok raises a ruckus. Oddest thing I ever saw.” He stepped in as Savon opened the door the rest of the way to make room for him. “I’m looking for Mah-El. Time for us to settle things with the Hedge Witches. If it weren’t for Harder’s visit, I would have already done so.”
Savon shook his head. “Just never enough hours in the day, are there?” He pointed to the nursery. “She’s feeding the baby at the moment, but if you take a seat, I’ll let her know.”
Echal sat on the over-stuffed sofa and closed his eyes. The next thing he knew he felt a gentle hand upon his knee. He jerked awake to find Mah-Li smiling at him. “Honorable son needs his rest, but I think this is important?”
Echal chuckled. “Honorable son needs to sleep for a week straight, but everything is too important for that. I am sorry to roust you from the comfort of your home, but I need Mah-El to come with me. It’s time to resolve the status of the other Hedge Witches.”
Mah-Li bowed. “Of course.   We will be ready in but a moment.”
Not for the first time, Echal wondered what it had to be like to have another consciousness in one’s head. Especially one as old and powerful as the Hedge Witches had.   Still, you couldn’t deny the power they granted. He wondered if he would still be a Tzadi, if they demanded such a price for it. He feared the answer was yes.
Hedge Witches

Anise was waiting for them when they arrived. Mah-Li gave her a hug and Echal kept a professional distance. Her influence over men could be palpably felt, but fortunately he was forewarned and as such less distracted than many others would be. She didn’t wield this power as a weapon, but it was intrinsically part of who she and AnShar were as a bonded unit.
Echal nodded to Anise, “I’ll address you both because I do not claim to understand exactly how your bond works. I appreciate you handling your people well. The Civil Patrol reports less than the normal amount of issues of any group settling in. I know part of that is because you understand how important this is to you, and I want you to understand that I do as well.” He paused and Anise bowed her head in acknowledgement. “I don’t want to seem like I don’t trust you, but the cold hard truth of things is, I can afford to trust anyone at this point. The cost for being wrong is just too high. I hope you can understand that. So while Mah-El is meeting with the others, you and I are going to have a talk about what staying here longer term means. Both for your people and for our society.”
Anise bowed politely again and the richer voice of AnShar responded. “The Tzadi of the Red Spire has been most hospitable considering the circumstances. We have had fewer than normal incidents and provocations, since we’ve been your guests.  A large part of that owes to the protection given by your Civil Patrol.  For the most part, they have been helpful and considerate.”
Echal smiled. “That they are all healthy young men, and Anise presents the appearance of needing protection, probably hasn’t hurt.” He held up his hand to stay any defense. “This was not a criticism, but speaks well of both parties. Each has given the other what they need to feel complete. Mah-El, please go conduct your interviews, please. We can discuss in more detail when you’re done.” Mah-Li bowed gracefully and departed.
Once she was going, Echal turned back to Anise. “So what do you want in a home? Are you all looking to stay together, or would you rather disperse into the population in individual houses?”
Anise smiled at him pleasantly. “We would like the ability to do either. I would prefer a small monastery where new arrivals can stay for a time period, and acclimate. Where mortal humans seeking to know us better can learn about us as well.  Also, where we can interview and train up prospective hosts. An open process of selection, evaluation, and training can ensure the best fit. Better for everyone really in the long run.”
Echal nodded thankful for an honest answer. Other than their power, they had given Echal no reason to mistrust this particular group of Hedge Witches.  Still, he found himself brooding over this decision. Reputations weren’t always warranted, but they were ignored at one’s own peril. Mah-El had been invaluable as a companion, but Echal was fairly damn certain that even Mah-El was holding back information that he needed. Every other group he had encountered had been hiding a secret, and he had no reason to believe that the Hedge Witches weren’t doing the same. Ok not no reason, they rarely acted as a group but rather as individuals.  The fact that this bunch was acting as a group was out of character. Though the protection of the Red Spire, such as it is at the moment, could in fact be the sole mitigating factor.
Finally he sighed, shook his head and rendered his verdict. “I dislike that I still find it difficult to trust you. There is something going on that I cannot quite put my finger on. A deeper secret that is shielded, and it makes me uncomfortable. I can only assume that you feel the same way, considering the time involved in our people’s distrust of each other. Still, if I am to be honest with myself, I couldn’t include you in all of my deep dark secrets either. I choose to judge you based upon how you behave toward me and mine. Your behavior to date has been exemplary and does not deserve a vague distrust to overshadow it. So pending Mah-El’s report, you shall have all you’ve asked for. The land for each of these things you will need to purchase as every other inhabitant has done. Meet with Savon for that, I will express to him to make generous terms available to you, in so long as you agree to contribute to the defense of the city should we be attacked.”
Anise smiled. “I understand your position. I accept your terms.  Any who do not accept them will be asked to leave. There is but one exception, and as you’ve accepted Mah-El, I do not think it insurmountable. Eras-Ma, who dwells with Evelynn, is a total pacifist. Perhaps in times of danger, she could work shifts in your medical tents caring for your wounded?”
Echal smiled and actually felt himself relax. “She will need to see Mah-El about that, but yes it seems a perfectly acceptable arrangement.”
With Mah-El’s positive report, they concluded their business and turned back to the Spire.
“Echal, there is one thing you should know about Eras-Ma. He is a bringer of peace to the hopelessly wounded and uses that energy to save those who can be. I don’t know that the medical field is where you want them.”
Echal felt his heart sink. How could he not have inquired more deeply on this? Still a man who could not recover, giving life to his brothers in arms who might, was a noble thing. “Permission. She must explain to them exactly what is to be done, full consequences, and ask permission for this last final act of sacrifice. If I ever find out it was not done, there will be no hole in which they can hide from justice.”
Mah-Li bowed her head. “I will make that point well understood. There should be no problem with that stipulation. Eras-Ma really does do it to act for the good of all.”
Echal still wasn’t sure how he felt about it but at least this he could live with. He found himself brooding the rest of the ride home about what else he may have missed. Even ‘good’ Hedge Witches always seemed a mixed blessing. All magic had a price, but they seemed to exact more than his. Perhaps it is because they were supporting two beings, perhaps it was just the nature of their craft. He just knew that he would always be a bit uneasy with them.




Winter Arrives

The Snows Come Early

Not quiet two weeks later, the first winter storm of the season comes in. Several weeks early and much worse than expected, nearly all of town is shut down while the drifts pile high. All plans of future construction grind to a halt. Echal was concerned for the King’s caravan headed back toward Voivoed’s Rest. Trapping them on this side of the mountains could prove disastrous back in the Kingdom proper. He also had nearly a third of his combat troops out on patrols that would certainlygo longer than expected at a minimum.
The snows continued for two weeks. A patrol watching the main road back to Voivoed’s Rest reported the King and his party had all made through the passes before the snows hit, but that they were completely impassable now.  All help from the outside was completely cut off. The howling winds made even mounted flight an improbable prospect at best.  Palanquin golems were useless, as the snow was piled deeper than their legs. Travel within the city was dangerous. Two men nearly died just a few feet from shelter when the wind whipped up a blinding snow that left them lost only a few feet from safety. Fortunately, an observant merchant was able to get a second-story window open and the two men swam through the snow toward the light.
The tunnel between the Spire and the town was kept open, but only by the continuous diligence of teams of Saeti working in shifts to clear the ends.  Even so, the stone floor was covered in ice from melted snow and was hazardous to walk through.
At the end of the two weeks though, the sky cleared and lost scouts began to make their way back to the relative safety of the city. Half of them unfit for combat due to frostbite, and a third of the horses lost. Any way you cut it this was a complete disaster.
The Civic Center building had been converted into a makeshift ward for the wounded. Echal and Pereek had spent the better part of a day blasting the snow out of the way and freezing it into place to form a basic corridor to get Saeti and Mah-Li from the Spire to the Civic Center.  The shallow pool there had been warmed to speed what healing could be, still many were badly damaged and would have likely lost toes and fingers, had the Saeti not been present.
More troops straggled in as the day went on. A batch of thirty arrived at one time with the assistance of four Hedge Wiches with Eras-Ma leading the way. Echal nodded at Evelynn who looked grim, but nodded back and just went quietly to work.
A dark-haired Hedge Witch as wide as he was tall loomed over everyone. When he spotted Echal, he began to make his way through the crowd. Echal was impressed at how he carefully picked his way through a crowd he could have easily plowed out of the way. In a quiet tone, made to sound ominous by its deep rumbling nature, he said while ducking his head in a cursory bow to Echal, “Milord, I’m Ian the Butcher. Sae-Nir wants me to tell you that he has seen this kind of storm before. It is not a natural storm. Ice Giants are behind it and will be along.”
Echal looked at him. “Have you seen any?”
The big man just shook his snow encrusted hair, “Nay Laird, but Sae-Nir is never wrong on these things.”
Echal blew the air out of his lungs and took a new deep breath. “I didn’t doubt him Ian, just needed to know how much time we might have.”
A new arrival interrupted them.  Screaming Report! Report!” even as he was being carried in by two others. Echal shrugged at Ian who just took the lead, gently clearing a path toward the screaming man.
While the medics were soaking the frozen mittens and boots to thaw enough ice that they could be cut away, Echal knelt by his side. “I’ll take your report. What do you know?”
The man cried out in the pain of it all, “Tzadi, the Brotherhood’s outpost has been overrun.  Survivors are headed this way. Hunted as they retreat.”
Echal swore silently, “Good man. What did it?”
Through the spasms of pain and cold the man managed to bark out, “Yetti led by frost giants.”
Echal nodded. “This brave man keeps his hands and feet, get Pereek to redeem my word on that if you need to. I have to make my way to the gates.”
Echal felt himself lifted to his feet, as Ian set him gently back down and again started making his way toward the door. Echal called out, “Any not needing treatment, gather your weapons, we’re likely to have company!”
Once outside, Ian disappeared back down the path he and his had cleared. Echal hated to use his energy, knowing the great need he may well have for it but if he weren’t there, he couldn’t do any good either. With a deep breath, he drew in the energy and began to force a jet of fire through the deep snow. Men forming a single file line behind him with only one goal in mind. Get to the gates.
Arriving at the gate.  Echal was exhausted. No reserves for casting, no strength to carry on physically. Fortunately for those struggling his direction, his mind was still sharp and focused. The guard shack had a small canvas tent collapsed by the side of it. Echal organized the men with him to dig it out. Echal took this time to recover energy. The Brotherhood were not visible on the horizon but Echal knew that they would be soon, and they would need help if they were to make it.
Explaining to the cavalry scouts what he had in mind, he summoned all the strength that remained to him and cast. The giant reindeer appeared with harness and tack. Echal saw the cavalry trooper take the reins, as the world around him faded to black.






Refugees

Echal could feel the blackness holding him down. It hurt when he tried to rise up out of the mire. He knew he needed to be awake but for the life of him, he couldn’t remember why or how. After an eternity of cold, Echal felt a warm syrup sneaking through his veins. Where ever it went the nerves exploded in pain and then just as suddenly soothed with a warm residual glow.
Lethargy finally abating, Echal forced his eyes open with an effort. As they furiously fought to focus, he heard a high-pitched voice with an odd lilting melody to it. “Bloody dangerous stunt you pulled there, M’lord. Even Tzadi have limits and you just about found yours. If Ian had gotten us here even an hour later, and you’d be bed ridden and no use to anyone.” She picked up a small glass vial and uncorked. “Here, bottoms up. The Dwarves sent these over about a half an hour ago. It seems everyone has realized that they’re in this together. When you get a dwarf to donate to the cause, without thought of profits, you’ve accomplished something” She smiled at him.
Echal knew it was one of the Hedge Witches but he couldn’t come up with a name. He also knew that she pulled him out of that really dark place where he had obviously over done it. “How long?” his voice came out as a harsh croak.
“Not very. Twenty minutes maybe? Yadzee just reported the first of the Brotherhood have just appeared on the horizon carrying their wounded.”
He could feel the warmth of the dwarven concoction returning the strength to his limbs and his voice stabilized. “They’re out flying in this shit? I need to get back out there.” He rolled from the bed only to have his knees buckle and hit the ground, hard. He coughed and struggled to his feet.
With her left hand she negligently pushed him back to the bed, at least allowing him to remain seated upright. “Enough time for that in twenty minutes or so. Mah-Li will not forgive me if honorable son is let out only to exhaust himself again.” Her warm and amused smile was disarming and Echal couldn’t deny that he wasn’t much good to anyone at the moment. “Relax. Your idea worked. They harnessed the fallen tent to the reindeer as a drag, and Ian led a small group out on it to intercept the first of the refugees to get them medical support and transportation.” Echal could feel a weight lift off of his shoulders. “The Yadzee saw and reported it to others and some ingenious Saeti have already rigged up a sort of tow rope and winch system on a makeshift sled from the gates to the Civic Center using that path you blasted through town. It’s being used to get troops to the gates and those who shouldn’t have been allowed to follow you back to their sickbeds.”
She hands Echal a hot bowl of broth, which he promptly drains.  Whatever else might be the case, she wasn’t wrong that he needed whatever he could get for energy. “Sounds like everything is in hand and I can get a nap.” He grinned at her.
Her face became very serious. “I wish you could, but the Yadzee are also reporting what is chasing the Brotherhood. Many have fallen to them, they are fighting a very brave rear action to slow pursuit, but it is expensive. What sounds like two hundred yeti, led by a half dozen or so frost giants will be at the gates in under an hour. You must be rested and ready to meet them. White Spire Tzadi Lillian is already creating more snow capable mounts so you will be able to get where you’ll be needed when you’re needed.”
Echal lay back down. He didn’t have to like it but drained of energy; he was no good to anyone.
Battle at Blood Gate

When the story was told by veterans, it would become known as the Battle at Blood Gate. On the day of the clash, it was just a frozen hell littered with the bodies of fallen men and yeti.
The Hedge Witches unleashed their fury against the ravening hoards of the yeti. Explosions ripped through the front ranks while the remaining ranks trampled the wounded in an effort to escape.  Echal was amazed at how well the Hedge Witches fought as a unit as if perhaps they had done it before, or maybe it was just the benefit of living for thousands of years that you’ve done everything before at some point. The last of the Brotherhood’s lines collapsed as they withdrew behind the covering fire and into the dubious shelter of the city walls.
Echal nodded to Pereek and Lillian, it was their turn. From the back of giant snowshoe hares, the three tzadi, out flanked the hoards of yeti, and made a mad charge at the frost giants. With a combination of alchemist potions, and tzadi magic they forced the giants into a retreat which broke the ferocity of the yeti attack as some pealed off to help their masters and others were left indecisive.
Disengaging from the attack was the most dangerous part and Echal’s mount went down to a lucky strike by a giant thrown axe.  Fortunately, Pereek being the smallest and lightest was able to double back to collect him. At a full out panic induced run the two giant hares bounded over the encircling yeti and made it to the barred gates, where waiting hands pulled the riders up and to what safety this small shelter could offer.
Deprived of their prey the yeti went wild and assaulted the gates.  Finally, though they found themselves inside of bow range. The typical arrow isn’t much of a threat to a fifteen hundred pound yeti, unless it strikes a vital area.  However, the near constant barrage of aimed fire coming from the gate guards, cavalry officers, members of the Brotherhood not wounded badly enough to keep them from making a stand, and even a local citizens and any bounty hunters remaining in town, stained the snow red and took its combined toll.
Yowling in frustration and pain the bloodied and limping yeti, heeded the retreat sounded by the frost giants. Retreat and regroup, not retire. The Yetti settled in just outside of the arrow range and began to settle in for what was looking to be a long siege.
Siege

The storms had been called in again. Just maintaining mobility was a full-time endeavour. Saeti had gotten inventive and there were rope turnstiles that could provide motive power as improvised sleds and skis became the vehicle of choice. Even the palanquin golems had found themselves fitted with snow shoes as time and resources permitted.
Even with Saeti to cast the growth spells, keeping a place warm enough to grow food was difficult. After the third attempt to go outside of the walls for hunting was a complete and total disaster, Captain Whistler had given up and forbidden any future attempts. It was unlikely they would starve, but no one was getting enough to fully replace what they used in a day, just to fight off the cold. Unless something could be done, the weakened state would be a fertile ground for disease.
Yetti raids were becoming almost predictable, one probe in the early morning hours just before dawn and one in the late dusk hours just as the sun set. The only unknown was which section of the wall would come under attack.
Of course Echal and crew returned the favor on a nightly basis. One night a giant bat would fly over distributing angry cave bears just raining from the sky. On the next, it was the turn of the Hedge Witches who loosed their more blood thirsty to prey upon the isolated pickets guarding the main camps.
The day of mourning those lost along the way to Beit HaTzadi, and those lost at the Battle of Blood Gate, was particularly somber. The scouting parties from among the King’s Cavalry lost a full twenty men, dead or unaccounted for, and the troopers as a whole lost another fifteen at the Gates.  Close to twice that were wounded. The Brotherhood suffered worse. They lost thirty percent of their number before they started their long retreat.  Another ten percent were lost to a delaying action buying time for the wounded and those carrying them. Ten more at the Gates. Of the proud hundred who went out to make the outpost, forty-seven still drew breath. Two of those were still not completely out of danger. Even the Hedge Witches nearly lost one to wounds severe enough to cripple even one of their number. Five Yadzee froze to death between message relays, their tiny bodies found days later locked in the ice.
Off to the north fresh snow clouds were gathering. The walls had long since been buried in the snow. The space carved out behind the walls to allow defenders access, becoming more of a moat than a wall. Still the defenders walked those walls. It might only stick knee high out of the snow, but it was their ground, and they weren’t giving it back. Each man’s eye had become dark, grim, and determined.
Echal and Colonel Reardon sat by a sputtering and smoldering peat fire. Neither man said anything as the sun was going down.  All that could be done for the dead had been. Any moment now, as that sun sank, a cry would go up and it would be the living fighting off a wave of yeti looking to do what damage they could or at least to wear down the defenders. If not physically, then emotionally and spiritually.
As if on a timer, the cry went up.  They evaluated the threat. The signal came back, tzadi not required. Echal relaxed and began to cast on the spell arrow near at hand. He felt guilty when he wasn’t making these. They could have been a big help as the Brotherhood retreated. He felt guilty when he was putting his energy into them rather than out there in the cold with those who were pushing back an attack even now. It was probably the most frustrating part of his dilemma. Any time spent fighting is a time not building weapons that save lives. Anytime spent building is a time not fighting with those who are fighting for you, often with less ability to do so.
Men dying in your place. Men dying in your place, so that you can sleep through the night. How does anyone reconcile such a thing? The Brotherhood had been doing it for thousands of years for those who slept while they fought bled and died to hold back the barbarian goblin kin. Still when you see them, hear them, burry them with your own hands... His thoughts continued to chase each other around this same old well-trodden ground.
The arrow displayed a slight temporary glow as the last of the magic settled in to it.  One more chance to push the enemy back. One more chance to help them live to fight another day.
The wind whipped in and forced back the flickering flames in the small brazier. A dwarf with his arms loaded with crates of bottles. More tools to save a life or push back an enemy. Ice crusted in his beard testified as to the conditions he went through to get these supplies here. The same determined look in his eye as he nodded to Echal and headed back out into the wind-driven ice.
Echal found his hope going with the alchemist, but he called it back to himself. One day this winter will end, and with it reinforcements. With a bitter laugh he realized he would even welcome a couple of White Spire Tzadi if it meant fewer funerals.  Yes, one day this winter will end, he just needed to keep as many alive to see it as possible.
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