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CHAPTER ONE
 
Lannis ran for all he was worth, but he’d long ago lost sight of the others. He knew he shouldn’t have followed them. They had explicitly told him to stay put, in fact. 
He had to wonder, though, if they truly knew what he was capable of. While some might have still considered him a child, he would argue otherwise. Not all clansfolk could do magic, and with the help of his wind spirit friend, Stormy, he figured he could do more than most. Only three others from his village had wind magic, though he had heard of some people at the Fortress of Stirling with the same powers. He meant to prove himself, and one day be accepted to serve at Stirling. 
But for now, he simply had to find the others and do what he could to help. 
None of that would be possible, though, if he didn’t survive this. Every direction he turned, groups of sorcerers or paladins were walking, making their way back from the battle. 
Whether they were in retreat or had won, he couldn’t be sure. It wasn’t like they were laughing and sharing tales of their gallantry, as the men from his village would have done after a skirmish. At the same time, their faces didn’t have the look of retreat on them. 
He needed to make it through to the others and find out what had happened.  Mostly, he wanted to make sure Kia was safe. 
She was more powerful than him, but he had found that the more powerful often underestimated their need for help.  
“Why let them escape?” a voice said from nearby, and Lannis ducked behind a tree trunk, hoping it was enough to keep him from being spotted.
“They aren’t the mission,” another said. “Think of them like a roach infestation. They just have to be dealt with. While it’s gross, they’re more of a distraction.”
Lannis slunk down, then dared to peek out. Two paladins were walking past, with several more behind them. If he stayed here, he would certainly be seen. 
“That, or the Sorceress isn’t as perfect as we’ve been led to believe,” the first paladin replied. 
Just as he was about to duck into the bushes nearby, he saw a flurry of robes and a sorcerer moving his hand in the direction of the paladins. 
“Say it again,” the sorcerer spat. “See what happens.”
This was too good, Lannis thought. At least they weren’t a unified enemy without any faults. He watched as a flame sprang to life in the man’s extended hand, glowing brightly as he extended his reach. His eyes dared the paladin to make a move, but the paladin simply bowed his head. Lannis was about to turn back when he noticed a hint of red plaid under the robes. He frowned, considering what this could mean.
The sorcerers, or at least some of them, were from the clans? He didn’t like the sound of that. Though he didn’t know much of clan politics, he knew that the clans of the far north and the middle Highlands sometimes warred. Since he didn’t recognize this plaid’s pattern, he could only assume the man was from a clan to the far north, one he wasn’t familiar with. 
“No offense was meant,” the paladin said. “My apologies.” 
With a nod and a look of disgust, the sorcerer lowered his hand, but then his eyes flicked to Lannis’s hiding spot. With another wave of his hands, the fire was back and shooting toward Lannis. 
He only had one option here—run like the wind. And so he did, pulling on his wind spirit to help him, so that the tree’s branches swayed into the path of the attack, catching the brunt and bursting into flames. 
Nothing could stop him. His legs moved on their own, and the wind pushed at his back. He dodged between broad pines and oaks, breathing in deep, earthy scents, focusing on trying to control his heart as it beat hard enough to put a hole in his chest. 
For a split second he wished he hadn’t followed the others, but then what type of man would he be? Many in his village didn’t consider him old enough to be a man, but considering what he was already capable of, he just ignored them. 
He leaped over a mound that stuck out of the earth, only seeing mid-leap that it was some kind of old metal vehicle, half-buried in the ground. Another turn took him to the ruins of an old house, which he dove behind just as another burst of fire hit. 
Shite, he needed to find a way out of there. He needed to reconnect with Kia, to find the larger group and convince them that he could do his part, that he could fight. 
A glance around showed him nothing but trees and rolling hills in all directions, ruins sticking out of the ground here and there, but then he saw it—open air, indicating what he hoped was a dropoff. A large cliff would be best. 
His uncle had chided him more than once for practicing his falls. 
“You don’t want to show them what you’re capable of,” his uncle had said. “They’ll be jealous; they’ll come after you.”
“Let ‘em come,” he’d replied, now realizing how stupid that must have sounded. A little boy had said that. Now there was an army of sorcerers and paladins at his back, and he certainly did not want them to come for him. He so didn’t want that to happen that he was about to jump off a cliff and fall forever, for all he knew. 
But he had faith. 
Running all-out now, dodging another fireball, he reached the edge and leaped…
And fell, and fell. 
His arms windmilled and the wind blew his hair and clothes about. As he saw the ground coming up fast, he felt his eyes turn black as he shouted, “STORMY!” at the top of his lungs. 
Nothing. 
The ground just kept coming, no sign of the spirit anywhere. Just before contact, it was like the wind spirit and he were one, as if he were riding the wind. It took him, whirled him in a circle like a small leaf, and then deposited him with a thump at the edge of a roaring river. 
He lay there, arms outstretched, catching his breath. By the spirits, he had done it! 
A tingling rose up his spine and he wanted to laugh, but there was no time. The sorcerers had appeared at the top of the cliff above. One lifted her hands, spiraling them, and thrust. 
With her thrust, the river water was pushed up into the shape of a giant demon. The construct turned on Lannis. 
“AHH!” was all he could get out as he rolled aside. The strike from the water demon missed him, but sent water splashing so that he was soaked. 
He tried to pull his magic, but all that came was a small gust of wind—just enough to blow his hair out of his eyes. 
When he saw the demon coming for him again, it didn’t matter how tired or drained from using magic he was—he pushed himself, every muscle in his body screaming in exhaustion. He ran and ran until he couldn’t run anymore, and then he collapsed. 
His eyelids were already closing as he spotted the narrow tunnel nearby, and he barely managed to crawl into it. Before sleep took him, he grabbed a fern and pulled it down so that it partly covered him. 
And then all was black. 
He was lost to dreams, a dream of the last time he had been so exhausted—when he had first learned to truly control Stormy. It had been a beautiful day, a day of joy and celebration in his village, because the harvest had just come in. Everyone smiled at him and each other as he passed through the market. The spirit shrine was decorated in flowers, and he considered saying a prayer, hoping he would be blessed with wind magic.
A scream had interrupted his thoughts, so he never got to say a prayer. Instead, he had run back to see fire mages, one with a torch, the other moving her hands so that the flames leaped up and took the house Lannis had grown up in.  
There was no waiting to see what would happen, no doubting himself. As if he had the magic all along, Lannis had charged the two, pulling Stormy to him so that the rock he picked up and then threw had the power of ten little boys—not much, but enough to knock the man holding the torch on his arse and draw blood. 
A gust of wind put out the torch, but the flames were already eating the side of the house. His actions were enough to stall the fire mages, so that by the time the woman had helped her companion up, the village wind mages had arrived. 
His mother had survived that day because of him. She never did tell him about the feud that had caused the attack, and he never told her about his magic. 
The point was that he had kept her alive, at least momentarily. He only wished it had been enough to keep her and his father alive forever, but that sort of magic didn’t exist. Or at least, he didn’t know of its existence. 
As he lay in hiding now, falling in and out of consciousness, he thought of paladin healing magic, and of what he had seen with the mystics and others. 
The world of magic was so much bigger than he had ever imagined. So big, in fact, that he wondered if there could ever be a way to bring them back. His parents were dead, sure, but magic was magic, and he vowed to learn everything he could about it, whatever that meant. 
He would conquer magic, and then see what was possible and what was just a dream. 
Sleep took him as voices sounded nearby. Rough hands grabbed his limbs, but all he saw was the inside of his eyelids. He felt movement, being jostled about, and then there was nothing but darkness. 





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
Bale was the last of the paladins to return, having lingered on the battlefield, unable to believe his leader was dead. His faith in the Saint had always been strong, but if he were being honest with himself, that faith had been more of a factor of his love for Sir Gildon, the High Paladin.  
Now Sir Gildon was gone, struck down by Alastar with the Sword of Light. 
He had stood there, frozen, watching as Alastar delivered the final blow. Bale had expected Sir Gildon to throw out a blast of light, to explode into the sun and then return with a vengeance, or to at least fill with light after he’d been struck down, only to be resurrected. 
None of that had happened. 
Instead, the man had fallen. Simply…fallen. Dead. Never to rise again. 
Now Bale was here, staggering through the great hall to where he saw Taland and the others gathered on the far side by the rows of spears and shields. A long table held the remains of their earlier meal. It still hadn’t been cleared by the servants, to his surprise. 
Taland glanced at him from the corner of his eye, and then turned to the table to find a half-eaten apple. He bit into it and chewed, eyes narrowed as he stared at the ground—even when Bale was directly in front of him. 
“How…” was all Bale could say. 
Taland’s eyes slowly rose to meet his, and Bale found himself hating the man. Taland had always been the better fighter, but his height, thick muscles, and flowing blond hair made it all the worse. He could take getting beaten by someone like Stone, wherever the hell that bastard had gotten off to, but a pretty boy like Taland? That ruffled his feathers. 
“You failed,” Taland finally said. “I failed…” He turned, addressing the rest of them as his voice rose. “Every one of us failed!” 
The others, no more than two dozen, bowed their heads. There was no arguing, as they all agreed they had failed. They had been over-confident, used to their leader—their lord—taking control and never facing the slightest setback, especially to the point of death. 
It was clear in some of their eyes that they still expected the High Paladin to come waltzing in through the wide double doors. 
Instead, they got the man of the shadows. They could have sworn he had attacked them and was their enemy, but Sir Gildon had told them he was actually their ally. Master Irdin. 
Robes flowing about him as he strode in, Master Irdin didn’t even bother to walk over to the group. He simply came to a stop, looked down his thin nose at them, and scowled. 
“Which one of you is in charge now?” he asked. 
Nobody answered, but all eyes moved to Taland.  
“You then,” Master Irdin said with a wave of his hand, beckoning him to follow. He turned on his heel and departed the room. After a moment, Taland took a cautious step after him. 
“You and you,” he ordered as he walked, pointing to Bale and a tall fellow named Gerin. “With me.” 
“But he said you, not—” Gerin started, but Taland shot him a look. 
“Stay close, in case there’s trouble.” 
Bale nodded, and Gerin didn’t argue further. The three exited the hall together and found Master Irdin already leaving the next hallway into the secret garden—a garden not secret at all, but forbidden for others to enter, and not viewable from any windows in the manor. Bale imagined it had been used for pacing when the laird of the manor needed to think, or perhaps other more exciting options. Not that he knew anything of the latter, but his mind wandered there from time to time. 
At the entrance to the gardens, Taland motioned for the other two to stay put while he strode forward. 
Bale leaned against the wall, hand on his sword. If Master Irdin turned on them now, he would damn sure go down fighting. Without the High Paladin to cast his blessings upon them they wouldn’t stand a chance, but maybe he’d get lucky and take a few of those spellcasting sons of bitches with him.
He leaned forward just enough to see what was happening, ignoring the look of warning from Gerin. Master Irdin was pacing, following a path in the stones that circled Taland. Around them were four fountains 
“Well,” Master Irdin started, spinning on Taland, “where does this leave us?”
“That depends on where this all started.” Taland seemed to be playing it safe, because he stood his ground while keeping his hands well away from his sword. “Sir Gildon wasn’t completely clear on what the arrangement was to begin with.”
“Simple, really. He was to bring Her the girl, the one you call Rhona. He would help conquer Gulanri, then be given an honorary throne to serve as the magistrate of the Lost Isles. All the lands will bow before her Holiness, and she rewards those who serve her faithfully.” 
“And…now?” 
Master Irdin snorted contemptuously. “Now you have to make a decision, but that decision depends on your capabilities. Are you able to bring us the girl?”
Taland didn’t hesitate this time; he simply nodded. 
“Good. Make it so, and the deal stays, but with you as the magistrate. You will serve to keep the Lost Isles in order when She goes abroad, stepping aside for her to rule while she is here. Do you understand?” 
“And the Dark Society?” 
Master Irdin lifted a hand and his eyes went black; suddenly Taland’s legs were frozen in thick ice that was working its way up his body. With a flick of his fingers, the ice stopped, then drew away from the paladin’s body and became sharp spears pointed in at Taland. 
The man’s eyes went wide, and Bale pulled back, not able to watch. 
“You will ask no more questions. Do not mistake our agreement for one that means you are anything other than a tool to help us accomplish what She has ordained.” 
“U-understood,” Taland answered. 
He must have been set free, because Bale watched as Gerin breathed a sigh of relief and turned back to him, blinking. 
“This isn’t right,” Bale mouthed, barely whispering the words. 
Gerin gave him a “no shite!” look, then pointed back the way they had come. 
With a nod, Bale moved slowly away from the door until the two were away from it. They heard more discussions from the garden about the plans for attack, moving south, and how the army would take over each village, forcing all men and women of fighting age into the army. Those who resisted would die. 
“What would you have us do?” Gerin asked. “Fight? If we fight, we die.”
“When Sir Gildon led us, I believed it was for the greater good. I believed in him, but I also believed he could never die. Now, here we are.” 
“Indeed.” 
“Paladins don’t do this,” Bale whispered. He glanced back at the garden, hesitant. If anyone other than Gerin heard what he was about to say, it would likely mean his death. He had made up his mind while watching the sorcerer, however. “We have to gather the others. Find out who is loyal… and flee.” 
“We’d abandon our duty?” 
“This is not our duty.” Bale paused again, forcing himself to keep his cool. Raised voices would not be welcome in their present situation. “Our duty is to the people, to the good of mankind.” 
Gerin’s eyes narrowed as he considered what Bale was saying, then finally he nodded. “I’m in. When you say the word, we’ll have everyone ready. At least, those of us who see it your way.” 
Bale nodded. “We’ll move fast. Tonight, if possible.” 
“Tonight.” 
At that moment a flustered Taland stomped into the hall. He glared at seeing them not where he’d left them, but kept walking past them without a word. It was only when he had reached the door back to the great hall that he paused, looked at each of them in the eyes, and said, “I plan on testing everyone. Finding out who is truly with us, and,” he turned his gaze to Bale, “who is not.” 
“What would you have of us?” Bale asked. 
“The boy they found—see that he’s brought to our chambers tonight.” 
Bale scrunched his nose, confused. “What? How would that…”
Taland gripped Bale by the neck hard enough to make him gasp for air. “Questions are the first sign of disloyalty.” 
When Bale nodded Taland released him, then stepped into the room with a final, “See that it’s done.” 
“Yes, sir,” Bale replied hoarsely. A glance at Gerin showed that he had the same thought. Tonight it would be, no matter what else happened. 





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
 
Rhona strode forward, always pressing on, refusing to be the one to slow down the group. What had been a small group consisting of her brother and their companions plus the survivors they had found on Sair Talem had now grown to nearly one hundred. 
They had the clan folk who had made it back to the main group, along with Laird Summers and his warriors. Plus, more warriors and clansfolk were likely out there still and just hadn’t found the main group…at least she hoped so. 
Donnon walked beside her and his daughter Kia kept close to them. He still had that wild look in his eyes that he got every time his daughter was in danger. It didn’t matter that the girl was probably more powerful than he was, at least as far as her magic was concerned.
Rhona had never had a child of her own, so she knew she couldn’t fully understand. Her only family was Alastar, though she spent many hours in sleepless nights thinking back to her youth, trying to remember her parents. Could she possibly have more family out there too, that she didn’t know about? For all she knew, she could have had other brothers and sisters, even nieces and nephews, perhaps. 
But none of that was anything more than wishful thinking, as far as she knew. As far as what Donnon had with his daughter, the best she could do was think back to a small kitten that had wandered into the castle once when she was in her early teens. She had insisted it was hers, thought of it like another member of her family since her brother was always too busy training. 
The day had come when Sir Gildon found out and made her give up the kitten. 
“Let me keep her until she’s grown, at least,” she had pleaded, but to no avail. 
Now that she thought about it, it was a wonder she hadn’t seen him as evil back then. Who makes a little girl give up a kitten or dumps a kitten out into the world, anyway? 
She gave Kia a smile, thinking how she was going to search all of Roneland when this was over to find Kia a kitten. 
Kia saw her staring and gave her a weird look, then started wiping at her mouth. 
“You don’t have anything on your face,” Rhona said. “I was just, you know, lost in thought.” 
“I kinda wish I just had something on my face.” Kia shrugged. “You’re wonderful, but it’s creepy when you stare at me like that.” 
Rhona laughed. “Sorry. I’ll keep that in mind for next time, maybe make some weird faces at you to creep you out even more.” 
Kia rolled her eyes but grinned. “Shut up.” 
“I’m glad you two can smile at a time like this,” Donnon interrupted, clearly trying to smile but doing a horrible job of it. “Whatever it takes to keep you sane.”
“We’re alive, aren’t we?” Rhona gestured to the others marching around them. “More of us than we could’ve hoped, I’d say.” 
While he didn’t argue, Donnon gave her a skeptical glance. 
“We’ll be back for them,” Rhona said.  “You can be damn sure of that.” 
“That’s why I like you,” Kia said. “You’re always ready to kick some arses, even if you are a bit creepy.” 
Rhona laughed again and ruffled her hair, which made even Donnon smile. 
Soon they had gone far enough, and Laird Summers called for a rest. The various groups gathered to make camp, Lars and his group sticking together close to Alastar and his. 
“Uncle,” Estair called as she approached Laird Summers, after the others had finished settling down. “You being senior among us, I trust you have a plan?” 
“Aside from doing everything in my power to take back my manor and exact revenge on those sons of bitches?” 
“Aye, that part’s a given.” 
Laird Summers stared into the sky at a shooting star and sighed. “You’ve heard about the fall of the Fortress of Stirling, I take it?” 
She nodded. “I have.” 
“Perhaps with all this, they’ve regrouped. Maybe left a small contingent behind. If we could retake the fortress, we’d have a good chance of holding them off if they came that way again.” 
“It fell once before,” Rhona interjected. “What would be different this time?” 
Laird Summers gestured to the people around them. “Their old defense was mostly wind mages, which was all fine and dandy, but we have wind, fire, and water mages. We’re talking my warriors and other clansmen and women as well. It would be a force to be reckoned with, if we had walls between us and their spells.” 
Rhona nodded, not knowing enough about it to really have an opinion, and looked at Estair. 
“It would be a rallying point,” Estair said thoughtfully. “If we can take it, others may flock to our side to join in the defense.” 
“It’s settled then.” Laird Summers stood tall with his arms folded. He watched one of his men get a fire started with a spark of flint and a wave of his hands for magic. 
Rhona glanced at Kia, who she could tell was squirming at the idea of not letting on that she could do magic without the element present. 
Just like the sorcerers, Rhona realized. 
A thought hit her, so she went over to the girl and knelt, asking in a whisper, “Your mother, could she do magic?” 
Kia’s eyes went wide, then shifted to her father. She hesitated, and that was all the answer Rhona needed. 
“Please, I have to know… Where was she from?” 
Kia blinked in confusion, but leaned forward and whispered, “North… far north.” 
“Is it possible?” Rhona turned, running her hands through her hair, then spun back, feeling the excitement about to burst forth. “Those sorcerers. They were just a clan. A clan that learned how to explore magic beyond the limitations the rest of Roneland assumed.” 
Kia’s eyes flickered over Rhona’s shoulder and Donnon stepped into view. 
“She didn’t speak much of her life before us,” he said. “Only that she had fled her past and was never going back.” 
“These were her people,” Rhona stated, sure of it. “Clans north of the Great River, clans of people who have been perfecting their magic just for this purpose. For their invasion of, well, everywhere.”
Donnon scratched his head, a skeptical look in his eyes. “Sure, fine. But how does that help us?”  
Rhona shook her head, unsure how to answer that. “Maybe it doesn’t, but it’s interesting. It means there might be something we can learn up there. If we were to find their origin… I don’t know. Maybe you’re right, it’s stupid.”
“He didn’t say that,” Kia interjected. 
Donnon nodded. “All I’m saying is that it’s a bit of a risk to go off, if it means diverting any of our forces from the main fight.”
“Is it a fight we can even win?” she asked. “I mean, we were just pushed back, right? I’d love to go in with my shadow magic and say I could end it all by myself, but I’m not sure that’s realistic. We don’t even know what they’re capable of, especially that goddess lady. We need more.” 
“More forces,” Donnon said. 
She shrugged. “Maybe, though numbers aren’t always the deciding factor. Leverage is. Power is. And as the old saying goes…”
“Knowledge is power,” Kia finished for her. “I’m with Rhona, actually.”
“Well, then it’s settled.” Donnon laughed, giving them a look that made it clear he wasn’t taking this seriously. “Sorry, but the two of you want to go north in search of…what? Information? Not going to happen.” 
Rhona frowned. She didn’t like how he was stating what would or wouldn’t happen, but had to admit that he had a point. Maybe they could get horses from Leila so the journey wouldn’t be as hopeless. But even then, where would they start? 
“Let’s all get some rest and think it over,” Donnon muttered, gesturing to the forest floor nearby where he had set up their bedding. 
Rhona agreed, but found herself unable to sleep. She laid there listening to the fire crackle not far away. While some had argued that having a fire would draw attention, maybe lead the sorcerers right to them, the fire mages in the group held that having a fire at the ready would give them a strong defense. They had won the argument on that point. 
Plus, they figured they had covered enough ground that being followed wasn’t a huge concern. Most felt that the enemy army had pulled back to regroup, and was likely going to focus more on overthrowing cities on their way south versus pursuing this ragtag bunch. 
No matter what happened in the days to follow, Rhona wanted to be better prepared the next time around. She had been giving some thought to the idea of her magic and how using it had drained her, to the point that when she had used it again to a lesser degree, it had drained her even more. 
Maybe it was like a muscle that hadn’t had time to recover? If one were to train with a sword not knowing what they were doing, injury could follow. Likewise with this magic—she was throwing it around like a heavy sword, possibly opening herself up to injured muscles, as the metaphor went. 
She needed to train, to figure out how to properly wield the magic. And since no one she knew had the slightest comprehension of how her magic worked, she would have to figure it out for herself. 
Nobody around her moved as she pushed herself up and tiptoed to the edge of the tree line, away from the group. It was night, but that didn’t bother her. Some people might have been worried about the darkness, but it was her friend. The more darkness around her there was, the more she had to pull on and the more directions her attacks could come from. 
The night air carried with it the scent of burning wood from the fire mages’ flames, along with heaviness from a fog that had crept down from the hills to the east. She imagined this meant they weren’t far from the coast now, though the two didn’t always go hand-in-hand. 
Ahead she spotted an area that at first glance seemed closed off, but as she approached, it turned out to be a secluded clearing. 
This spot was far enough away from her group that the others wouldn’t likely see or hear her, so she stepped into the clearing, ready to see what she was capable of. 
She closed her eyes, focusing on the darkness around her and the darkness within, and pushing out all distractions. 
A tree rustled and Rhona spun, hands up and ready to cast magic. She imagined a remnant leaping out at her, or maybe Taland with his groping hands and lustful eyes. 
Instead, she was quite relieved to see Donnon stumble toward her, hands held out to show he was unarmed—as if that was necessary. 
“I was about to…well, I don’t know, but it would’ve hurt you,” Rhona said. “Maybe I’d have had the trees’ shadows suck you up so that you’d be stuck in the ground.”
“You can do that?” He approached, taking her hands in his and moving in to kiss her on the forehead. 
She leaned into him, glad for the comfort. With everything going on they hadn’t had the chance to catch up, much less be intimate. For now, a quick hug and a kiss would have to do. 
“I honestly don’t know,” she finally replied. “What I’m capable of, I mean. That’s…kind of why I’m out here away from everyone.”
“You should be resting.” He pulled back, frowning. “Not…what? Practicing?” 
She nodded. “The things I’ve done, it’s like… Are there no bounds? The shadow seems to have its own free will, though, part of me feels like it’s doing what I subconsciously want it to do.”
“So you’re thinking there’s a way to control it.” 
“Or at least guide it,” she replied with a shrug. 
“Aye, actually, that makes sense.” He glanced around, then pointed to a rock the size of a fist that was leaning against a tree root. “There—maybe start small. Can you move the rock?” 
“I carried your daughter and myself a pretty damn far. I don’t think a rock will be a problem.” 
“But like you said, that was your subconscious taking over.”
She rolled her eyes, hating being reminded of her own words. Although, starting small probably wasn’t the worst idea. 
With a deep breath she lifted her hands, not sure what to do at this point, and stared at the rock. 
Nothing happened. 
Donnon bit his lip, glanced her way, then back to the rock. “Here, let me help.” He moved to her and took her hands, then maneuvered them for her in a circular pattern. “None of us are really sure why the hand motions help, and it’s not like we’re really drawing a specific pattern. It’s about helping you visualize the spell, I think. So if you want to open a door to the realm of magic or whatever it is, start with a circle. If you want to push with that magic, push. If you want to lift, lift. If you want to—”
“I get it,” she interrupted, and then did the circle on her own and lifted with both hands. 
Again, nothing. 
“Ahhh!” she shouted, louder than she had meant to considering that she didn’t want the others to know she was doing this, especially Alastar. In that moment of frustration, she pushed the rock, and was both aware that her eyes had turned black and that the rock had rolled a few times.
“Interesting,” Donnon muttered, rubbing his chin. “How often would you say you’ve been…what’s the word…emotional? When casting a spell, I mean.” 
“Does freaked the hell out count for being emotional?” 
He laughed. “Let’s say it does.” 
She thought back, trying to remember. “As far as I can recall, every time.” 
He nodded. “So far your magic has been attached to your emotions, then. But that might just be another facet of your subconscious, something we could change if you are able to control it better, harness it.” 
“Like focus on what I’m feeling when I’m emotional, frustrated, scared, whatever, and then ‘abra-ca-zoom’?” 
“Skip the catch phrase, but…” He nodded. 
“Right, that was just as an example.”
He smiled the way she loved for him to when he looked at her, then gestured to the rock. 
This time she did as they had discussed, focusing on the feelings of being scared and frustrated. At first it didn’t happen, but then she put all her focus on a memory—one she hadn’t even realized she had until just then: a woman and a man arguing, shouting, and then light and dark exploding around them, encircling them, and then…it was gone, their bodies dropping to the ground as little Rhona watched. 
With a wave of her hands, the darkness around the rock surged onto it like water through a floodgate, and suddenly the rock exploded into the night. Fragments lodged in the tree, and one would have hit Donnon if he hadn’t been so quick to dodge. 
She stared, confused, and then fell to her knees. 
“What…was that?” he asked. 
“I think I just saw my parents’ death.” She wrapped her arms around herself, rocking. “Or I remembered seeing it. I was there and…there was magic. I think magicians killed my parents.” 
“Rhona…” He came over to her and wrapped an arm around her. “I’m so sorry.” 
She stared at the exploded rock. “Part of me wants to scream at everything, to say I won’t touch magic after what it did to them.”
“And the other part of you?” 
“That part is winning, and it says I have to master this so I don’t die the way they did. So I can impart justice if the opportunity presents itself.” 
“Light and dark…” 
The two made eye contact, both thinking it. “Even back then, the light…the paladins.” 
“They took you two in, not out of the kindness of their hearts but because they had something to do with your parents’ death.” 
Rhona nodded, agreeing. It made her brain hurt, but it made sense in a twisted way. 
This time she turned to the tree and remembered all the emotions she had just experienced, along with the feeling that had gone through her when she had used the shadows to claw the remnant. With a surge of emotions, she reached out and pulled one hand through the air, as if ripping it to shreds with her fingernails.
The effect was shocking as the shadows followed her command. As her hand passed the point of the tree she could see the shadows moving, followed by splintering wood.
She cringed with her eyes closed as chunks of wood flew. When she looked again, there were four wide gouge marks in the tree. It was as if a mighty bear had come through and torn into the tree, only this would have had to be the largest bear ever to live. 
Without hesitating she did the same again, but this time she lifted her hand and plunged it down. 
The shadows surged from the sky, hitting the ground ten feet in front of her so that earth flew out of what became a hole. 
She looked at Donnon. He was staring at her in a mixture of shock and awe. 
“How…how are you feeling?” he finally asked. 
She tilted her head, then moved it in the other direction and saw the surrounding trees blur slightly. 
“I’d say….drunk.” 
He blinked, then smiled. “You feel drunk?” 
“Aye. Like, I could go on, but…I might stumble and fall over if I kept on for too long.” 
“Let’s take a break then.” He motioned to the edge of the clearing where several large stones could serve as seats, but she shook her head. 
“Just…a couple more.” 
“You’re sure?” 
She looked at him, considering the question, then nodded. Without waiting to see what he would say, she turned, moved her hands in a circle, and then pushed out. The shadow moved like a wall that slammed into the tree, causing it to groan as if it were about to fall over. 
A deep breath and she spun again, this time focusing on the other side of the clearing, and then she was there, pulled along by the shadows as if she were one of them. The movement left her staggering, then she collapsed to her knees. 
Donnon was there a moment later, holding her by the shoulder with his other arm wrapped around her. 
“That’s enough for one day.” He helped her to stand.
For a moment she considered arguing, but instead she just laughed. “I did it! Did you see that?” 
He beamed. “It was…amazing.” 
As Rhona’s head spun she leaned into him, closed her eyes, and said, “Let’s get me back to…rest. For now. But I can’t wait to get at this again tomorrow.” 





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
Lannis hadn’t even been in his cell a full day, and yet it felt like an eternity. He had to get out of here, to be sure Kia was safe. When the paladins weren’t looking, he conjured Stormy as a way of escaping reality, as if he had someone to talk to. He would ask him how they could get out of there, what thoughts he had aside from distractions. 
So far all he could come up with was to try using the wind to knock something against the guard’s head, but that still left him without the keys. 
The door was solid oak. It hadn’t been a prison cell before, he guessed, but it had a lock on it so they had cleared out the room and locked him in here. “They” being his captors, whom he knew very little about. 
But as he sat there leaning against the rear wall, he had an idea. Instead of just using wind to blow objects, would it be possible to blow sound? He wanted to learn more about this place—where he was, or anything, really. 
He went to the rear window—which only opened a couple of inches due to nails blocking the frame it would otherwise slide through—and focused on Stormy going out there and carrying sound his way. 
Snippets of conversation came at him from one window, but then he heard several inappropriate words and some grunting he didn’t want to hear, so he quickly redirected his focus to move along the walls, coming back to him each time until the wind heard something he could use. 
He paused at the mention of Rhona. They had actually said the woman’s name! 
Focusing his attention on that spot, more sound came his way. They talked about, not a victory, but a failure. The failure was in securing Rhona, it seemed. But why was she so important to these people, and why were they invading his lands? It couldn’t just be for her.  
He heard more talk, at first of magic, and then…their voice grew hushed, but he still heard “escape.” Leaving this group behind. 
Then came the word “drafty,” and the sound of a window closing. 
When? He needed to know when they were leaving. If he had understood correctly, someone or a group was planning on jumping ship. Perhaps there was a way he could take advantage of the situation and go too. 
An idea struck him, so he turned his attention back to the window that had closed, and had the wind pound against it. After a moment, he heard the creak of it opening, then the voice of someone saying, “Odd, I don’t see a storm. Seems to have just…stopped.” 
But Lannis meant to now use the wind to carry sound the opposite direction as he said, “Take me with you. I’m the boy, the one captured and held downstairs.”
He paused, letting the wind carry voices back to him, in case there were any. After a moment, someone said, “How the hell is it that I can hear you from down there?” 
The boy thought about it, wondering if it was smart to reveal he knew magic. It was his only chance. 
“I can help you get out of here…with magic.”
A long pause followed by, “Stay vigilant. We’ll be by to get you.” 
Lannis’ heart nearly leaped out of his chest. Moments ago he thought for sure he’d be stuck in this place forever or possibly killed, but now he had a real chance of getting out of here. That was, of course, if they actually came. 
***
Bale stared at Gerin, unable to believe it. The boy was certainly gutsy, and it seemed rather creative. Even if he was just a kid, he might prove quite useful. 
“I know that look,” Gerin stated, eyes narrowed. “You can’t seriously be considering bringing him.” 
“You bet your arse I am.” Bale stepped closer, lowering his voice. “This whole manor is crawling with sorcerers, men and women who stand for everything we fought against, or thought we were fighting against. They will use their magic to stop us and, if they catch us we’ll likely face torture or death. You’re telling me you don’t want at least one magic user on our side?”
“He’s a damn child!”
Bale glanced outside, and the paladin at the gate turned to him and nodded. They were ready. 
“You carry on with the plan, and I’ll worry about the boy.” Bale gathered his sword and armor, along with a black cloak he would wear over it all until they were free of the manor grounds.
Moving around in white certainly didn’t help one sneak off, so all of them had black or dark sheets or cloaks, whatever they could find that could help conceal them in the darkness. 
“And if you aren’t there?” Gerin asked. “I won’t risk the lives of these men so you can take a gamble.” 
Bale nodded. “Of course. If that happens, you must go on without me.” 
“By the Saint, Bale, what are we doing here?” 
For a long moment Bale thought about that. He thought about all the wars they had fought in the name of the High Paladin, wars he had said were against magic and its evil ways. In the end it had all been for his personal goals, likely part of a scheme to take over the land or instill fear in the hearts of the people. No more. 
“We’re finally fighting for what’s right,” Bale replied, and then headed for the door. 
“May the Saint bless you and carry you swiftly to safety.” 
Bale simply nodded, not ready to address the issue of the Saint yet. If the High Paladin wasn’t what he claimed to be, what did that mean for Saint Rodrick? Right now he chose to stick to his faith, at least as far as that part of it was concerned. So one religious leader—well, the religious leader, turned out to be a fraud. Did that make everything he had ever preached a lie? 
Not necessarily. 
What it did mean, though, was that Bale would have to learn to be smarter about what parts of their religion he believed. 
The High Paladin had been a man—a man easily susceptible to corruption, as it turned out. As long as men led other men, there was always that risk. An apple might fall to the ground and rot, but the seeds within could still grow a new apple tree. 
The hallways were empty as he made his way toward the stairs that led to the boy. He hadn’t been sure why they had even brought him in, when many of the men they had found on the battlefield had simply been slain. Women and children were thrown into cells—or maybe worse, for all he knew. That meant this boy was on the younger side, to merit keeping his life. 
Or maybe it was that someone knew of his magic and chose to keep him alive for that reason. 
If it was the latter, the boy might be extra-well-guarded, which would be unfortunate. 
“Bale, you should be resting,” Taland said, emerging from a hallway to the right. He carried a candle that caused a flickering light to dance across his high cheekbones and wavy blond hair. It gave him an almost angelic look, if an angel had stood on a thin line between looking heavenly and demonic. 
“As I am, but realized in my rest that I had completely forgotten to eat. I thought I would go to the cellars for pickled herring and bread, if there is any kept down there.” 
“Is that so?” Taland looked doubtful, but nodded. “Stay lively, Bale. These lands are perilous.” 
“Not that we will have much to worry about though, once we’ve conquered them,” Bale replied, earning him a smile from Taland. 
“Indeed.” 
Bale didn’t let out his next breath until Taland was well behind him. He was then able to unclench his fist, which he’d been holding behind his back. As far as he knew, the next time they met would be in battle on opposite sides, and he certainly looked forward to it. He wouldn’t mind striking now, but he couldn’t risk the alarm being sounded. Taland could take him, a fact that was made even worse when he had sorcerers on his side. 
His internal alarm went off when he reached the lower hall and heard men running. At first he held out hope that it was nothing, but then a man shouted and others repeated the alarm. 
It was too soon—Gerin must’ve acted before he was supposed to. Damn him. 
Bale’s footsteps echoed through the hall as he ran, coming suddenly to two soldiers he didn’t recognize, likely brought in with the sorcerers. 
“It sounds like movement outside. Check on it!” he shouted, and the two nodded and moved on. If there was movement outside and he was in here, they would assume he was still on the right side. 
Or more accurately, the wrong side. 
He ran past them, then saw the guard at the door that led down to the prisoners’ chambers. He could try to talk his way out of this, or just get it over with. The latter option was swifter, but the guard was one of his men this time. 
They hadn’t been sure which side he would go with, so they hadn’t included him. 
“Keys,” Bale demanded, slowing to a determined march instead of a run. 
The man looked at him, and he confirmed it was Augost by the mole just under his left eye and the scar on his chin. That’s how Bale remembered people, by associating strange facial features with the name. 
“What’s happening out there?” Augost asked, not reaching for the keys. 
“We think they’re making a move on the prisoners, trying to set them free. I’ve been sent to ensure that doesn’t happen, and to confirm that one particular prisoner is still locked up.” 
“I assure you—” 
“Keys, sir.” Bale held out his hand, ready to draw his sword if needed. 
The other man hadn’t been stalling, it seemed, as he now reached for the keys, unlocked the door, and led the way down. 
“Which prisoner, exactly?” Augost asked. 
“Boy,” Bale called, not sure how to answer that. “Where are you?” 
“Here,” a voice called, and he knew it belonged to the one he was looking for. 
Augost took a step back, hand on his sword. “Whatever’s happening here—”
“What’s happening here, Augost, is that you have a choice to make. Join the paladins who are leaving this place, or side with the sorcerers. You get one chance, because after tonight it’s us versus them.” 
Augost hesitated. “Taland’s leaving too?” 
Bale’s eyes narrowed, but he nodded. “Of course. But I’ve been ordered to collect this boy.” 
Without hesitation, Augost was at the door, unlocking it, and then they were face-to-face with a young boy with tousled hair. In spite of his youth, the boy’s eyes stared back with the ferocity of a wild dog. 
“You’re getting me to safety?” 
“Just as you are getting us to safety,” Bale replied. “Together.” Then he turned back to Augost. “Quick question. If I had said Taland wasn’t on our side…?”
“He’s in charge now, so of course I’d have to… Oh…” Realization dawned on his face too late, as Bale had already drawn his sword and lifted it before the man knew what was happening. 
Not being the type to murder unless necessary, Bale brought the hilt of his sword down on the man’s temple and kicked him into the room, quickly pulling the boy out and locking the door behind them. 
“Let’s go, kid,” he said as the two ran. He had to pause more than once to wait for the boy to catch up, but when a door opened to reveal soldiers only to have it blow back in their faces and stay there thanks to a heavy wind, he knew he’d made the right choice. 
“Where are you taking me?” the boy asked. 
“Away from here, then…I have no idea.” 
“That’ll do.” 
They continued running, but halfway to the side doors the boy shouted and motioned to take a different way. 
“We have a plan, it involves going outside through the doors that are over there,” Bale argued, but his breath caught when he saw that the boy’s eyes had gone black. 
“And I have the ability to use the wind to tell me what’s what, and I know two things right now you don’t. There are people that way, and I’m guessing they aren’t yours, since they aren’t running. There’s an unexpected breeze coming from this direction, another floor down.”
Bale blinked, trying to take that in, then followed. As far as he’d known there weren’t any other floors below them, but it wasn’t like this was his home. If the boy said so, right now that seemed to be his best bet. 
“By the way, name’s Lannis,” the boy said as he led the way. 
“Bale.”
Lannis nodded, giving him a cautious yet thankful glance. “Thanks.”
“Thank me after we survive this, and…” Bale motioned to the way ahead. “Thank you.” 
Lannis chuckled, and continued on.
They worked their way to a cellar room with barrels of stored food, then the boy closed his eyes. When he opened them again, he pointed to a rectangular chest in the corner. 
“There, move that one.” 
“Yes, m’lord,” Bale replied with a scoff, but moved to do so. 
Sure enough, there was a boarded-up window behind the chest. When they had removed the boards, it revealed an opening just large enough for them to fit through. 
“We might want to take some of that,” Lannis said, motioning to the chest they had just moved. It was open now, revealing salted venison. 
Not a bad idea at all, Bale thought, filling the pockets of his cloak and then nodding for the boy to lead the way. The window took them to an area that had seemingly once led outside, but had been blocked by a cave-in. After pushing their way out through overgrowth and dirt, Bale couldn’t believe it when they emerged on the southeast side of the manor. 
The shouts and clashing of swords weren’t far off, but the boy started to run the other direction. 
“No,” Bale hissed. “We don’t leave without them.” 
“And if going back gets us killed?” 
“You would’ve died in there anyway.” He wasn’t sure if the statement was true, but it might as well have been. “You help here, we’ll get you home.”
“I’m not going home. I’m looking for a girl.” 
“You and me both, kid,” Bale chuckled, then remembered the seriousness of their situation. “If we don’t get out of here fast, the sorcerers will be upon us. What can you do?” 
The boy breathed deep and then looked like he was about to punch something before he started running toward the noise. “Let’s see.” 
They found only a couple of the guards and the boy proved his worth—a quick gust of wind sent a flurry of twigs and small pebbles at them, causing them to pull back, blocking their faces with their arms. That’s when the other paladins struck. 
“We have to move now!” Bale hissed, motioning to Gerin to come. The other five trusted paladins appeared behind Gerin, and soon they were all running through the woods, clear of the bursts of flame and hurled ice-spears they could hear slamming into the ground behind them. 
They all were likely wondering who the boy with the blackened eyes was, but nobody asked until they had gone some way and the boy nearly collapsed. 
Bale ran to his side, picked him up, and continued to run, observing how the boy’s eyes returned to normal as he looked up at him and smiled. 
“We did it,” the boy said. 
“You did it, I imagine. Somehow you blocked them being able to find us, didn’t you?” 
The boy’s smile didn’t falter, but he closed his eyes as he whispered, “Maybe.” 
Genius, Bale thought. The boy had likely used the wind to prevent the others from getting a clear idea of where they went—no sound, no scent.  And if Bale hadn’t gone back for the boy, all seven of the paladins would have likely been dead by now. 
“Do we need to rest?” Gerin asked, nodding to the boy in Bale’s arms and then to one of the paladins, who had a bloody arm. 
“I’m good if you are,” the injured paladin said to Bale. 
With a smile, Bale said, “We go until I collapse. There’s no way in hell I’m letting this kid or any of you fall back into their hands.” 
The others pushed on, inspired by that, and while his muscles screamed in pain, he wasn’t about to give up. Not anytime soon; not ever. 
He was a paladin, dammit. And that meant fighting for honor—fighting to the last breath—and it sure as hell meant fighting against evil bastards hell-bent on world domination. 





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
An early morning breeze tickled Kia’s nose, but when she woke she realized that hadn’t been what got her attention. In spite of the calming effect of the otherwise cool morning air and the way the sunlight was scattered across the forest floor with trickles of orange and red seeping in from the sunrise, her heart was pounding and her palms were clammy. 
She heard a noise, a clang of metal on metal, then a distant, gravel-crunching voice.
She sat up and saw that the others in camp were still sleeping. Laird Summers and his men had set up a perimeter with guards keeping watch, though she noticed one who was close to nodding off. 
It was easy to sneak past him. She scampered up into one of the trees and used it to move through the sky like a squirrel until she dropped down out of sight of the guards and made a run for it. 
This might not be worth waking the others for. It might have just been her imagination, or some local boys out for an early morning training session, though as far as she knew, there weren’t any villages in this area. 
Again with the gravelly voice. 
Trees blocked much of her view ahead, along with gullies and fissures where old riverbeds had dried out here or earthquakes had torn apart the ground there. 
She rounded a group of blackberry bushes that grew over some rocks, pausing to grab a couple of the blackberries for an early breakfast, and immediately threw herself backward into a prone position. 
Not quite sure she had seen what she thought she had, she inched forward on her elbows and peeked around the rock again. 
Sure enough, in the center of the valley was a group of remnant. Their clothes hung in rags from their scarred and beaten bodies. Their eyes glowed red in a way that was especially creepy in the early morning light. 
One of them stood over the dead body of another as the others took sides. At first she couldn’t see why, but then she caught sight of a clansman tied up, beaten and bloody, on the ground nearby. He looked to be unconscious, and from the snippets of conversation she could overhear, they were fighting over him. 
For a long moment she laid there wondering how she could save the man without being caught. It was humorous, she thought, how saving him wasn’t even a doubt in her mind. There was no way she’d let him be their prisoner or dinner or whatever they had in mind. 
One of the remnant grunted and turned, and it seemed like they had reached a truce. 
Not if she could help it. 
An idea hit her and she wanted to laugh, but decided to first see if it would work. Focusing her energy, she moved her left hand in a way that helped her concentrate on the one who had his back turned, and then made a slight spark hit the sensitive part of his neck just under the left ear.
He spun on the other remnant, furious, and knocked him to the ground with a punch. 
“Couldn’t be done with it?” the first remnant shouted as he kicked the other. 
The second growled in pain at the kick, then rose and pushed him back. “Wasn’t me, you piece of rat shite. Wasn’t me!” 
“Now you’s saying I lie?” 
“Ah, slag off,” the second remnant said, turning back to the clansman. “Agreement sticks.”
Now Kia wasn’t going to play around. She aimed again, then sent a quick scorcher to ignite the second remnant’s crotch. Nothing big, just enough to flare up and cause pain before dying off. 
He roared and spun, then drew his hatchet and ran for the first. 
Now I can laugh, Kia thought, as more of the remnant moved in to join the fight. 
But she couldn’t linger. The man had started to move, noticing what was happening, and she needed to get him out of there before he was trampled or they turned their blood lust on him. 
In a mad dash she ran down the side of the valley, trying to stay low in case wandering eyes spotted her. She slid the last bit, darted over to the man, and helped him to stand. 
A loud roar came from behind her and she saw that one of the remnant had spotted her. 
“Can you run?” she asked the clansman as she sent a small flame to the ropes between his legs—just enough to burn through them. A sensation like being kicked in the head hit her, but she knew it was just from using her magic in such a focused way. 
“Go!” she shouted, pointing back the way she had come. He frowned and took off to the northeast instead. 
She cursed, sent a fireball at the remnant charging her, and then ran after the man. 
“I have a whole camp up the hill!” she told him, able to catch up in spite of the exhaustion of magic use, likely because his state from having been tied up. 
“And there’re more of us this way,” he replied, pointing to a group of trees along the valley. “Just past there it opens up into a plain, and that was where we were to regroup.” 
Kia cursed. The other remnant had noticed the fireball and were now recovered from their infighting and starting to give chase instead. They blocked the way she had come, so her choices were to turn back and face them all or keep running. 
Dammit. 
“How’d you get yourself caught, anyway?” she demanded, running alongside him. 
“What’re you doing charging into a group of remnant to save someone you don’t know?” 
“I know you,” she said, realizing it from the way he frowned. “I mean, not exactly, but we were at this village with water mages, a lady named—”
“Leila,” he finished, glancing over and recognition showed on his face. “You’re Donnon’s girl?”
She nodded. 
“That explains a lot.” He glanced back and cursed. “We need to get close to water so I can get them off our trail.” 
“You don’t need it,” she replied. 
“Casting a spell on them would damn well help right now.” 
She gave him a raised eyebrow, turned and cut the air with her hand—the effect was a wall of flames that rose up and hit the closest remnant full-on. 
“I-I’d heard rumors,” he managed, nearly stopping as he stared at her in amazement. 
“Keep moving!” she replied, pulling him along. “I thought we’d done a good job of keeping it secret, but I think we’re beyond caring about that shite.” 
They reached the trees, dodged through them, and soon came out the other side. They emerged to find the level ground covered in short brown grass.
“You can do it too, you know,” she said, glancing back to see forms of the remnant moving through the trees. “Cast magic without the source. Without the element nearby, I mean.” 
“The wind mages I travel with, sure. The wind is everywhere.” He glanced at her skeptically. “But me, a water mage? No, I can’t.”
“Not with an attitude like that,” she replied, and then debated her next move. “Listen, I’m not about to run into a camp of strange men and leave my people to wonder what happened to me.” 
“I can’t let a girl run off on her own, not out here.” 
She scoffed. “Don’t forget I’m the one who saved you. You want to stop me? Give it a try.” 
His eyes took on a doubtful look, and she nodded. “I thought so. Listen, we have a large group up there, I’ll rouse them and bring them this way. You do what you can to hold the remnant off.” 
A man had spotted them already them from the far side of the plain and was shouting as he ran over. More men appeared behind him.
“Thank you,” the man said, and started toward them. 
“What’s your name?” she asked. “I’m Kia.”
“I know. The name’s Farrel, when you find us, you’ll want to speak with Laird Lokane.” 
Kia knew that name well enough, and it almost made her halt in her steps. She quickly recovered and was practically flying up the hill, then realized one of the men below had cast a wind spell that was giving her the needed boost. Farrel was at his side saying something and pointing her way. 
Another had reached those two, and was now sending debris with the other mage’s gusts of wind at the pursuing remnant. 
When Kia reached the top of the hill she waved her thanks and saw them take off for their encampment, wherever that was. The remnant started to emerge from the tree line. 
Another blast of magic wouldn’t kill her, she figured, and slowing down the remnant could help her new friend. 
Ducking down to be out of sight, she threw a spark into the brown grass, which a moment later had ignited into a blaze, catching dead trees and scattered twigs alight. It wouldn’t be enough to stop them, as they could quickly stomp it out, but it would be enough of a delay that it could mean the difference between Lokane’s fighters being caught unawares or not.  
With that she darted back to her encampment, ready to sound the alarm. 
***
“Remnant!” a voice shouted, then repeated itself again, “Remnant nearby, and they’re attacking a group led by Laird Lokane!” 
Alastar sat up, confused, head hurting from an uneasy sleep, and then registered that it was Kia shouting as she ran past a barely alert guard. Several around the camp were rousing, all turning with confusion, and he glanced around, worried about his sister—only to find her curled up against Donnon. 
Estair hadn’t been able to sleep near Alastar, much to his annoyance. Laird Summers had a protective watch over her, and still hadn’t warmed to the idea of her being friendly with a paladin. 
Others were murmuring about the disturbance, some brushing her off as a silly girl, but Alastar knew better. Donnon and Rhona knew better. The three were at her side in an instant. 
“What is it?” Donnon asked his daughter. 
She repeated herself, saying she had seen the remnant out there and come across a man who said he was with Laird Lokane. 
Donnon rubbed his temple and shook his head. “Remind me to scold you later for being out there without one of us.” 
“You’re gonna hold my hand whenever I have to pee?” she asked, glaring. 
“Something tells me that was not what you were doing,” Rhona replied, and the girl’s frown vanished, quickly replaced with a sheepish grin. 
“Fine. Point is, they’re in trouble.”
Alastar turned to the spot where he’d laid down to sleep and grabbed his sword and armor. As he readied himself, he said, “Let’s get to it then.” Turning to address the rest of them, he continued, “You all heard her. There’re remnant out there that mean to do harm to humans. We won’t stand by and let that happen. 
Summers was there a moment later, Estair at his side. 
“Laird Lokane is no friend of mine,” Summers said, folding his arms. 
“Well, he is of mine,” Estair argued, earning her a truly annoyed glare from the man. “And I’ll go to his defense.” 
“We’re in no condition to run off to a fight right now,” Summers replied. “Let them fend for themselves, while we—”
“Cower?” Kia interrupted. 
“Dear,” Donnon said, holding her arm. “We mustn’t speak to a laird so. But…” He looked for his weapon and then found it. As he picked it up, he continued, “She’s right, sir.” 
Summers’ face went beet-red and he grumbled something under his breath. With a wave of his hand, he said, “Forget our safety when there’s glory and honor to be had.” 
Alastar laughed, but quickly hid the amusement. He knew going to the defense of the others was without question the right thing to do here, but he didn’t want to get on the laird’s bad side. 
Instead, he turned to Kia. “Lead the way.” 
“I think you mean ‘point the way,’” Donnon corrected him. 
Kia shook her head. “I’m part of this battle whether you like it or not, Dad.” 
Donnon’s mouth fell open and he looked to the others for support, but Alastar just shrugged. 
“She’s one of our most powerful magic users,” he noted. 
Rhona nodded. 
“You’re all out to send me to an early grave,” Donnon said, wiping his brow before turning to his daughter and nodding. “Fine, but you stay in the rear. If you were to get hurt, I’d never forgive myself.” 
“Trust me, Dad, I’m not a huge fan of pain.” She smiled and turned back the way she had come, shouting, “Try to keep up, old man.” 
“She really is going to give me a heart attack,” Donnon remarked as he ran after her, battle ax in hand and the others close behind. 
 As Alastar sprinted, doing his best to hold his long sword at his side so it didn’t bounce around too much, he noted the hint of a smile on his sister’s face. 
“What?” 
“I’m not allowed to smile when running into a fight?” 
He laughed. “Is that who you are now?” 
“Not exactly, no,” she admitted, “but it’s a relief to be going up against remnant instead of an army of sorcerers, wouldn’t you say?” 
He had to agree with that, especially since the two of them were still figuring out how their magic worked. Maybe if they’d had more time to train or someone to show them how to use their magic, they wouldn’t have had to retreat after defeating the High Paladin. 
Part of him still didn’t believe that was over, that he had slain the man he had looked up to for so long. Sir Gildon had been the closest thing Alastar had to a father; the only one who knew how to really use the power of light. And he’d been a liar, a murderer, and a traitor to his people.   
 Alastar would have been happy to go up against the paladins to teach them a lesson about loyalty and what was right in this world. Dealing with an army of remnant would have to do—for now. 
A shout and then a burst of flame came from ahead. 
More shouts, and then a flaming remnant stumbled toward him. Alastar sidestepped and swung his sword, cutting the creature in half. Kia appeared a moment later, ducking under a low-hanging branch and coming face to face with Alastar. 
“They must’ve sent some after us, but only a few.” She pointed behind her as if he hadn’t guessed that.
“I’ll take care of it,” he assured her, and then moved in, prepared for a fight. 
Smoke was rising up from the edge of a drop-off, and several remnant had just appeared out of the haze. He had a feeling the girl was behind this and had likely started some sort of fire that had gotten out of control. 
Shadows moved around him and a moment later Rhona was at his side, red hair flapping as if there was a wind that he didn’t feel, hands spread as if intending to simply shove the remnant back. 
He knew what his sister was capable of, though had to admit he was surprised that she stepped into this with such confidence. 
“I’ve been practicing,” she said. “Not much energy, but I imagine a spell or two might do the trick. Wall?”
“What?”
She smiled and repeated the word before thrusting her hands forward. The shadows at their feet surged forward and the incoming remnant looked like they’d just hit a wall that knocked them on their butts. 
Alastar nodded, impressed, and pulled his own magic. His sword began to glow, and he felt a new level of strength and speed flow through him. 
“My turn.” He swept down upon them, ending remnant left and right. 
He had just stabbed the last one through the heart when he caught sight of more emerging from the smoke, only to go up in flames and stagger back down the hill. 
A glance confirmed his guess that it’d been Kia. “Remember, your dad said to stay back.”
“And please do so!” Donnon shouted, stepping forward and cleaving another remnant as it came into view. 
She was about to respond when the rest of their little army caught up and surged over the side of the hill, taking down remnant as they ran. They soon reached the plain. Alastar quickly caught up, and moved into position to fight the remnant below. The remnant were trapped between them and a field afire, so many turned to their new attackers with fierce, terrified bloodlust. 
For them, it was “attack Alastar and his friends” or die in the fire. 
That worked just fine, as far as Alastar was concerned.  
He was a machine, cleaving remnant apart left and right, then charging with his sword held out, pushing them back and skewering them like ugly kabobs to be kicked off and discarded in the flames. A large remnant appeared from his right, red eyes glowing in the smoke, and nearly got him. 
Rhona was there, though—or not exactly there but close by—and she pushed out with her hands in a way that made shadows leap through the haze and catch the remnant, tossing him into the fire. 
“That practice is paying off,” Alastar commented. “Lucky me.” 
She smiled. Donnon appeared at her side a moment later, and they joined him at the base of the hill. Many of the remnant were in retreat, moving back into the tree line, some flailing and falling into the flames in their confusion and haste. 
“Do we pursue?” Donnon asked. 
Rhona looked hesitant, but not Alastar. 
“We hunt them down and rid the lands of those monsters,” he stated. “It’s our duty.” 
And with that he charged after them, vaguely aware of Laird Summers calling from behind, “Where is that man going?” 
If they weren’t all on the same page as him, that was their problem. He wouldn’t see more people hurt by these monsters. Not in his lands. Maybe it was his frustration over the whole incident with the High Paladin that drove him. The war should have been with these remnant the whole time, not against the clansfolk; men and women he now called friends. 
The fact that the Sword of Light had turned out to be no more than a regular sword—albeit a pretty damn epic sword—made it worse. As he slashed and parried with that very sword his blood surged through him, his muscles feeling the burn even with his healing powers in effect. 
  A growl came from nearby and he turned to see a raised ax about to take out his head. He heard the swoosh of an arrow as it narrowly missed his ear and landed in the remnant’s chest, sending it staggering back. 
Alastar spun to see Kim with her bow and arrow, then Lars charged through with his war hammer to smash the remnant’s head in. Estair joined Kim, bow and arrow in hand, and the two loosed more arrows into the woods. 
“Save some for us, ladies,” Lars requested with a boisterous laugh. 
To see that they hadn’t retreated but were instead fighting at his side gave Alastar great hope for these lands. Even though they were from the Kaldfall Peninsula and had been rescued from a shipwreck on Sair Talem, they were quickly becoming some of Alastar’s favorite people. Especially when they saved his life. 
More smoke cleared the farther they went into the trees, and soon there were no more remnant to hunt. They had all either been killed or escaped. 
“Wish we’d had you back in Sair Talem,” Lars said, then nodded at the approaching forms of Crete and Andreas. “You’re too late for the fight.”
“You missed one,” Crete said, holding up a bloodied sword as proof.
“If you are done comparing bloodied swords,” Summers said, “I’d like to get moving before that pompous arse shows up.” He’d approached from behind the latest two with his guard close behind, some stabbing fallen remnant to ensure they were dead.
“Pompous…who?” Alastar asked. 
“He means me,” a new voice said, and they all turned to the edge of the tree line to see a newcomer and a small army of men and women had apparently made their way around the fire to find them. “Looks like you all did most of the dirty work.” 
“As always, Lokane,” Summers said. 
The rest of the two camps were catching up, and Alastar couldn’t help but notice how each side stayed separated on the sides of the valley, with only the few in the center who had been with him when Summers arrived. 
Apparently these two clans weren’t on friendly terms. 
“One of my allies says he has a small girl to thank for rescuing him,” Lokane stated, eying them suspiciously. “I’m having a hard time understanding that.” 
“Clearly you haven’t met Kia,” Estair said, stepping forward and nodding Kia’s direction. 
“I see my former Master of War has gone over to the other side,” Lokane said, eyeing her cautiously. 
“If you mean I’m with my uncle fighting for survival of our land and all innocent people, you’re right. I hope that isn’t ‘the other side’ of where you’ve ended up.”
Lokane laughed, shaking his head. “Is that any way to greet me?” He stepped forward and everyone tensed, but he spread his arms wide and Estair went to him to be embraced. “It’s good to see you again.” 
She stepped back and turned to Alastar. “You remember Laird Lokane from when we first met?” 
“And from a shared drink,” Alastar said with a friendly smile and a nod. “Laird Lokane, how is Leila?” 
“We left a group of warriors to keep the others safe, and she insisted on remaining with them.”
“And you?” Summers asked. “What brings you this far south?” 
“I could ask the same of you,” Lokane replied, “but I won’t, since your presence here confirms the rumors we set out to settle. An invading force? You’ve been forced out of the manor?” 
Summers nodded, eyes still narrowed. 
Alastar glanced at his sister where she stood by Donnon, looking totally relaxed. If she was at ease, he was sure there was nothing to worry about between these two. After all, Estair was the niece of Laird Summers and the former Master of War of Laird Lokane. 
It was time to get down to business. 
“How many warriors have you brought?” Alastar asked Lokane. “And what type?” 
Lokane smiled, apparently appreciating the idea of getting down to business. “No more than fifty, mostly simple soldiers but about twenty that make up a good mixture of wind and water mages.”
“That’ll do.” Alastar turned to Summers and waited. 
After an awkward pause Summers cleared his throat and said, “Yes, well, we’re heading for Stirling. Hoping to retake the fortress.” 
“Then we’ll go with you,” Lokane replied. “As much as we’ve had our differences in the past, there’s one thing I hope we can both agree on. The past is the past, and the future of this land depends on us all cooperating.”
Summers nodded curtly, then glanced around one more time before saying, “Meet us at the top of this hill. We’ll break camp and be on our way from there.” 
“Deal.” 
As they started making their way back, Alastar caught up with Rhona and Donnon. 
“Is this a blessing or a curse?” he asked. 
Donnon chuckled. “As long as there’s an outside enemy, I think they’ll be able to work together. The minute that goes away, we’ll see.” 
“Under that assumption—with us winning—I’ll take it.”
“I seem to be missing the conflict here,” Rhona said. 
“You’re not the only one,” Kia chimed in. 
Donnon glanced at his daughter, then shook his head. “Too mature of a topic for your ears, dear. Just know that many of the clans have had their issues with one another. It often relates to certain members leaving one clan for another, sometimes relating to an affair.”
“So there was a love triangle situation?” Kia asked. 
“Again, not for your ears.”
She shrugged, walking ahead of them and starting to climb the hill with ease.
Donnon sighed. “She’s growing up too fast.”
“Losing your mom and being in the forefront in a fight against sorcerers trying to conquer your land will do that,” Rhona stated. 
“I suppose so. She’s right, though. That was the basics of it, and how Estair ended up in Lokane’s clan for a while, too. Her father and Lokane—”
“Wait, her…father?” Alastar was confused. 
Donnon nodded, raising his eyebrows. 
“Oh, wow.” Rhona laughed. “Interesting.” 
“Interesting indeed. So it was mostly a pride thing for Summers, who didn’t see his brother to be the sword-clashing type, or at least not in that way.” 
“What a stupid reason to hold a grudge,” Rhona stated. “I mean, get over yourself already, right?” 
Donnon agreed and Alastar nodded. Funny, though, that not long ago, under the roof of the paladins, he would’ve likely been on the opposite side of this argument. Now he didn’t know what to think, but he certainly didn’t want to judge others when he now knew he understood so little of the world. 
“To each their own,” he commented. “As long as we team up and kill those invaders or at least push them from our land, I couldn’t care less.” 
Indeed, they were now fifty warriors stronger, which meant their chances of retaking Stirling were that much more likely. 
A glance at the men and women in Summers’ camp when they were all assembled again showed that the small victory against the remnant had been good for morale. They all looked ready to take on the world. 
The clatter of armor signaled the approach of Lokane’s forces, and as they came up the hill to join them, Alastar had to admit he was impressed. If this could continue, if they could assemble a strong force and move on the sorcerers, they might actually win this thing. 
But it would take a whole lot more people than they currently had. 
Suddenly a sound erupted nearby and everyone turned, hands on swords, to find the mystic, Volney spluttering awake. He sat up, wiping drool from his mouth and looked around, then nudged Larick at his side. Larick stirred, opened his eyes, and eyed the new arrivals with curiosity. 
“Something tells me we’ve missed something,” he said. 
Volney nodded slowly, stood, and then smiled. “Well, would someone like to fill us in on the way, or should we just read your minds?” 
Alastar laughed, walking over to help Larick up. “Don’t worry, I got this,” he said over his shoulder to a very flustered Summers. The two mystics were quite helpful in a fight, but could apparently sleep through anything. The others hadn’t thought to wake them, but at least this time they hadn’t needed their help. 





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
 
Lannis still couldn’t believe his luck. Not only was he free, but he was traveling with these seven paladins, who seemed committed to getting him where he needed to go. 
Right now, he needed to go where Kia was, to ensure she was safe. 
Why they were helping him he still didn’t quite understand, but he got why they had abandoned the others. From their conversations, he understood that these paladins hadn’t understood what they were getting into under Sir Gildon. They’d had no idea that they would be working alongside outsiders, sorcerers who followed some crazy self-proclaimed goddess. 
They had rested briefly, at which point Lannis had woken, fully recovered. Then they walked most of the day in the direction Lannis told them. They otherwise had no idea where to start, what to do. It seemed the only thing they were clear on was that they didn’t want to be aligned with whatever some paladin named Taland was up to. 
Now they were passing an old graveyard on a hill, a crumbling church, and ruins where a village had once stood. Fog drifted along the tops of the trees, and a slow and steady wind caused the branches to sway gently, the leaves rippling as if the foliage were a pond. 
Lannis was glad they’d been smart enough to grab food from the cellar on their way out, even if it was only stale salted mutton. Hey, he’d take that any day over trying to catch something in the wild and then having to figure out how to skin it and all that. 
“Hold,” Bale said, a hand out to the others to keep them from advancing. He crept forward. 
Lannis paused for a moment, then darted forward to join the paladin. Bale gave him an annoyed glance, but only held a finger to his mouth and motioned for him to stay close. 
At the edge of the shadows they paused, staring in disbelief. 
“Is that a…?” Lannis started in a hushed, awed whisper. 
“A unicorn.” Bale bit his lip, eyes full of disbelief. “No, it can’t be. Magic, maybe?” 
Lannis narrowed his eyes, watching as the unicorn, as that was the only way he could describe the perfectly white horse with the horn on its brow, lifted its head from eating grass and turned to stare right at them. 
“I’ve seen a lot of crazy things in my life, but nothing like this.” Bale sucked his teeth, then shrugged. “But honestly… Why not, right?” 
“You think unicorns actually exist?” Lannis asked doubtfully.
“Hey, you have your wind magic. Maybe someone has magic that turns animals into magical beasts.” 
“Or…a mystic.” 
“What’s that?” 
“Just, a couple of guys I met,” Lannis replied. “Called themselves mystics, and they had the power to mess with your mind. If they wanted you to see a unicorn, you saw a unicorn.” 
“Aye, that could be…” 
Bale had glanced over and suddenly stopped talking, eyes wide. A moment later, Lannis understood why, when he felt metal on his neck and heard a female voice say, “Everything you have, or the boy learns to smile from the neck.” 
Bale frowned, then licked his lips before asking, “Smile from the neck?”
A frustrated grunt came from the woman, and then the blade pricked Lannis’ neck and he felt a drop of blood trickle down. 
Forget this, he thought, and summoned Stormy. As the wind spirit flickered into the attackers face and startled her, Lannis reached up and pushed her sword arm away, ducking and maneuvering back around his attacker’s legs, then pushing her knee out so she fell in a kneeling position. 
In a flash of an eye Bale had his own sword out, knocked hers aside, and placed his blade at her throat. At the sound of it the other paladins came running, so that now the woman was surrounded by the seven paladins and the boy. 
“Well, bollocks,” the woman said, assessing her predicament with growing fear.
“Is that a unicorn?” Gerin asked, and the others saw it now too, muttering in amazement. 
For a moment they all stood there in silence admiring the beauty of the beast, until the woman suddenly burst into laughter. She rolled across the ground, laughing and holding her stomach, pointing at them in turn. 
“You…you actually…” She laughed some more. “Oh, this is rich. You all bought it? Wow, talk about…” She lost the next few words in a fit of laughter, until Gerin held out his sword too. That caught her attention and she stopped, hands up. 
“What’s gotten into you?” Gerin asked. 
“It’s not a real unicorn,” the lady said, then bit her lip to keep from laughing again. “You all are grown men. You oughtta know there’s no such thing.” 
Lannis chuckled now too. He had almost believed it as well, but now that she’d called them on it, he thought it was pretty funny. 
“Shut up,” Gerin said to him, and then marched over to the unicorn, or horse. The horse started, moving back, and a moment later the woman had sprung up and was at its side, patting the horse’s neck and whispering something in her ear. 
Gerin had a chance to inspect the horn, and chuckled. “Aye, it’s fake. Tied on.” 
“Just for fun,” the lady told them, then she hopped onto the horse’s back and was about to ride away until Gerin grabbed her by the back of her loose jerkin and pulled her off. She landed on the grass with a thud, followed by a groan of pain. 
“Hey!” Lannis said, stepping forward. “Take it easy!” 
“She just threatened your life!” Gerin replied, then turned to Bale for support. 
“I agree with the kid,” Bale said, “but I also don’t think she should be allowed to just ride off after trying to rob us at sword point.” 
Lannis put a hand to his neck and looked on the blood on his finger when he pulled it away. Now that they mentioned it, he was kind of annoyed about that. He stepped over to the woman and eyed her. 
“What’s your story?” he asked. 
She frowned, looking around at the others. “This one’s the boss, is that it?” 
Bale chuckled, thought about it, and nodded. “Actually, right now it’s not too far from the truth.” 
“Explain,” she commanded. 
He shook his head. “You first.” 
She sat up with a sigh, running her hands through her hair, and then gestured at the crumbling church. “See that place? That’s my home. I’ve been surviving there for a while now, since bandits took my home and the lives of my family.” 
“Damn,” Gerin commented, lowering his sword. 
“And the unicorn?” Bale asked. 
She smiled and shrugged. “A lady’s gotta find some way to keep herself from going insane. I find mine in humor.” 
“And the bandits? Your village?” 
She eyed him, then pointed to the charred remains of a house not far off. “This was it, actually. I made my escape on the back of Uni here,” she stood and patted the horse again, but took a step back from her at Gerin’s sword motion. “Then I came back, ready to die fighting them, even though I didn’t know much about fighting. Found them all in various states of intoxication and undress, and…well, introduced them to their maker.” 
Bale let out a low whistle. “I like it.” 
Lannis scratched his eyebrow, then noticed a fly moving on his left shoulder and swatted it away. “You burned ‘em all alive?” 
“Aye, and I’d do it a thousand times over for what they did to me and mine.” 
“Then you don’t sound like the type we’d want on our bad side.” Bale turned to the other paladins. “Wouldn’t you agree, boys?” 
A couple of them nodded, some said, “Aye.”
Bale considered her a moment, then said, “How’d you like to be part of civilization again? Or, to the extent that civilization exists at all, at least be around other people again.” 
“I think I’d like that,” she replied, “depending on the people and what their intentions were.” 
“Come on, then.”
No movement. She stared at them, then frowned, then laughed. “Seven men want a lone woman to come with them, just like that? You’re out of your damn minds.”
“What’s the problem?” Lannis asked, confused. “And that’s seven men and one almost-man.” 
She chuckled and gave him a condescending smile. “That’s cute, kid, but I think you missed the point here.”
He shrugged and turned to Bale to deal with this. 
“Listen, lady…”
“Rose,” the woman said. 
“Really?”
“No, but I don’t feel like giving you my real name, so Rose it is.” 
Bale frowned, licked his lips, and started again. “Listen, Rose, what you have here are seven men who happen to be paladins.” He pulled the black robes off to reveal his shining white armor, gesturing for the others to do the same. “That means chaste men, men who have sworn oaths. Whatever it is you’re thinking right now, whatever it is you might worry about in regards to seven men, I can assure you it is not a concern in this situation.” 
She leaned back, sniffled as if allergies were bothering her, and then gave them a curt nod. 
“Fine. Assuming what you say is true and that you are chaste paladins, not just pretenders, I can hope that the presence of this boy means you all aren’t evil, at least.”  
“Well, thank you,” Gerin said, sarcastically. “I’m glad you don’t think we’re evil.” He turned to Bale. “It’s not like we have to take her, right?” 
“I’ll go, I’ll go,” Rose replied. “I mean, it’s not like my other options are much better.” 
“And if she burns us all in our sleep?” one of the other paladins asked, one whose name Lannis hadn’t caught. 
“If all this talk of being chaste is true, you won’t have to worry,” Rose replied. 
Bale shook his head, clearly unsure what he’d gotten himself into, but added, “We’d have to keep an eye on her even if that wasn’t the case, I hope you realize.” 
This time when she mounted the unicorn, nobody stopped her. She didn’t try to ride off, but simply waited with pursed lips. 
“Right.” Bale glanced at the others and then motioned them onward. 
Before the unicorn moved, Rose glanced down at Lannis. “I don’t suppose you’d like a ride?” 
“On a real unicorn?” He smirked. “I’d never pass up that opportunity.” 
She laughed and held out a hand, then helped him climb up. “Hold tight, so you don’t fall off.” 
When his hands were securely on her waist she urged the unicorn forward, and soon they were trotting along. It was his first time riding a horse or unicorn, and he was surprised at the feel of the animal beneath him, the way it moved. 
“You vouch for this lot?” she asked over her shoulder. “I mean, they’re good guys?” 
“As he said—”
“I’m interested in what you have to say on the matter, not him.”
Lannis considered the question, then laughed. “You know, it’s tough. They were my enemy just yesterday, but as of this morning we’re in the same boat. See, they rescued me from being held prisoner.” 
“You were a prisoner?” The skepticism was heavy in her voice. 
“Maybe that’s the wrong word. I was looking for someone and the soldiers found me. They put me in captivity.”
She shrugged. “Prisoner, I guess.”
“I need to find her. She’s my only friend, and—I don’t know why I feel this, but I believe it’s true—I think her and the people with her are our only hope.”
Rose rode for a moment before responding. “You’re wrong, you know. She’s not your only friend. These men are your friends now, and I think I’d like to jump on that ship before it sails.”
He laughed. “The ship isn’t going anywhere anytime soon.”
Now she turned, then reached down and squeezed his hand. “Good.”
The tear that came from her eye merited further questions, but he decided that maybe now wasn’t the right time. Riding in silence wasn’t so bad, after all, and soon they passed into the lower realms of Roneland, where he expected they might have some hope of finding the others who had fled before the army of sorcerers. And among them, Kia.   





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Rhona glanced back at the army behind them, now a somewhat sizeable force. Nothing to lay siege to a castle with, but over the course of their journey they had sent out scouts and found other stragglers, and with Lokane’s motley group, they had to be around two hundred men and women at this point. 
Many who didn’t want to fight had gone into hiding with their children, reports stated. However, there were plenty among the ranks as young as fourteen. And then there was Kia, though it was hard to think of her as anything but an equal after all she had done to prove herself. 
“Holding up?” Stone asked, walking up beside her with Tina at his side. 
She nodded. “I’m just glad so many of us made it out of there.”
“All thanks to the mystics’ spell,” Stone said. “If Larick and Volney hadn’t made it so that it looked like we were in a different location, the sorcerers would’ve had us.” 
“Thanks to a lot of people,” Rhona argued. “Yes, that spell played a huge part, but I saw you fighting, I saw Lars and Kim out there too. Everyone here earned their right to a few more days on this Earth.”
“Aye, no one can argue that.” He continued walking, eyes roaming the path ahead until Tina gave him a small shove.
“What’s going on you two?” Rhona asked. 
With a deep sigh, Stone said, “Listen, I’ve been thinking…” 
“Is that abnormal?” 
“No.” Tina glared, coming to her man’s defense. 
“I didn’t mean that,” Rhona admitted. “Just… I’m tired, is all.”
“We all are,” Stone cut in, waving aside the remark. “Which is what we wanted to chat about, actually. Where’s Alastar gotten off to?” 
They looked around and Rhona spotted him trying to speak with Estair, Laird Summers getting between them. She couldn’t help but smile at that. It has been this way for the last couple of hours. The laird didn’t like the idea of his niece and a paladin being together, and he was doing everything he could to stop it. 
When Alastar noticed them looking he excused himself, much to Summers relief.
“Is there a problem? More remnant around?” 
Rhona turned to Stone and waited. 
“Nothing like that,” Stone admitted, “but we wanted to talk to both of you. Thing is, I know you have big plans, to go after those sorcerers once we’ve found a spot to hunker down.”
“And you’re thinking you won’t be part of those plans?” 
Stone nodded. “Tina’s not a fighter.”
“It’s true, I’m not,” she interjected. 
“And if I were to ride off to battle and came back to find Stirling fortress overrun, and the worst had happened…” He clung to Tina, and she to him. 
“You’re staying back?” Alastar rubbed his shoulder plate as if trying to get the aching shoulder beneath. “I can’t say I blame you.” 
“Really?” Rhona asked. “We have an invading force. We can’t just turn and hide.” 
“We won’t be hiding,” Tina argued. “We’ll be helping to hold Stirling, or wherever we’re needed, just not separated.” 
“And not on the front lines chasing down an army of men and women with powers well beyond my comprehension.” 
“But you have magic,” Alastar countered. “It’s not like you’d be going in helpless.” 
“With my mind back here on Tina? Yes, I would be.” 
Rhona glanced back to see that Donnon had paused to pour Kia some water. The two mystics were at their sides. 
She didn’t have to like it, but she certainly got it. Part of her thought Kia had more of a chance of surviving this war than Donnon did, though she would never tell him that. He knew his share of magic, though—she couldn’t downplay that and its importance. 
With a nod she patted Stone on his stout shoulder, then moved over to hug Tina. 
“We’re not parting ways yet,” Tina said with a smile. 
“I know, but…just in case.” 
Tina laughed and hugged her back. 
Alastar clasped forearms with Stone, and the two nodded before splitting apart. For a while they walked side by side, but slowly Stone and Tina fell back, until it was just Rhona and Alastar at the front. 
His new sword was strapped to his back, and she couldn’t help but think how different he was now. It hadn’t been that long since they had been in the castle, back when she didn’t know she had magic, when everyone around them had believed magic was evil. 
Now it was like that had never happened. Instead of hiding the magic behind religion or lies, it had become a war of magic versus magic. 
The days of hidden magic were over. Now it was going to be a show of who could conjure the most powerful spells. The winners would take the Lost Isles, while the losers… Well, they would be dead. 
A bird chirped overhead, fluttering from one branch to the next as if traveling with the large group. 
Rhona wanted to yell at it to go back before it got itself killed with the rest of them, but just then a scout was running toward them, shouting that they had arrived, that the Fortress of Stirling was just ahead. 
“Is the fortress occupied?” Alastar called out, causing the scout to come to a stop next to them. 
“It doesn’t appear to be, no.” 
Alastar shared a hopeful look with Rhona, but she said, “I’ll jump up and down with you when we find that to be true.” 
“Fair enough,” Alastar replied, waving the man off so he could brief the two lairds. “How about a wager then? If it’s empty, you owe me a home-cooked meal… I’m thinking roast hen, maybe garlic potatoes, and—”
“I’m not cooking you a meal.”
“Hold on now,” he said, playfully. “I’m not finished. If you win, I let you kill the next day’s enemies. Remnant or evil sorcerer, doesn’t matter. I’ll stand aside and let you at them.” 
She laughed. “You’re ridiculous. As if you could get to them as fast as me if you tried!” 
“Oh?” He stuck out a hand. “New bet then—next battle we’re in, last to ten kills cooks the other a meal.” 
“Now that I’ll take.” 
“And the castle being empty?” he asked. 
She rolled her eyes. “If that’s so, count it as a blessing and be done with it.” 
“Fine.” 
Ahead of them they first spotted the large hill once known as King Arthur’s Throne, and soon had emerged into the grassy area where they could see the Fortress of Stirling. As far as they could tell, the scout had been right, though the field below was still covered with remnant bodies left over from the battle. Carrion birds made their way from corpse to corpse.
“Our luck might be changing for the better,” Alastar said, beginning the ascent. The walkway up to the fortress climbed a long, steadily inclining hill. You could take that or go the other way, which involved scaling a cliff. 
They reached the fortress and Rhona was struck by how bland it looked compared to the last time they had been here. That time they had escaped with the help of the wind mages and had to fight their way through an army of remnant. At the end of it they had escaped into underground tunnels, but even then they had been forced to fight, and had used magic to escape. Last time banners had fluttered in the wind, but now they were long gone.
A thought brought her back to a night in those tunnels, when she had been lying with Donnon beside her. Had he held her hand? Had she put her head on his chest? The details were fuzzy, but the emotions were not. That was the first time she had admitted to herself that she had feelings for him. It was also the first time she’d ever felt annoyed at her brother for interfering between her and a man. 
But now they were all happy, dancing on rainbows and all that…minus the army of sorcerers. 
She couldn’t help but search the dark windows of the parapets as they approached, feeling a sense of dread that something was in there waiting for them. At first they could barely see the fortress, only the closer walls and gates, with turrets just barely sticking up. As they grew closer, they saw that something was wrong. 
Entire sections of the inner fortress had been blown out, now only broken stones strewn across the courtyard and outer walkways. 
“There’s someone in there,” Volney said, his eyes white. “No, more than… GET DOWN!” 
Everyone followed his command just as a flash of fire flew out from one of the holes. It was followed by a tall woman with her black hair tied up in a bun. She wore thick layers of purple and black robes that concealed her form. 
A raven perched on one arm and she released it into the air, then two men stepped up next to her and moved their hands in circles. 
“Stop the raven!” Rhona shouted. “Defensive positions!”
She watched as wind mages cast their spells at it, but wind met wind and created lightning and cracks of thunder—someone from the castle was using magic to defend the raven’s flight. 
Rhona spun to watch the tall woman, then noticed the other men and women, sorcerers judging by their robes, as they stepped out onto the upper layer of the castle. 
Originally they had heard it had been taken by paladins, but they should’ve figured some of these sorcerers would be left behind in case they showed up. In hindsight, it made sense. Unfortunately, hindsight wasn’t worth a damn. 
Their water mages weren’t worth much up here, so they moved back. The wind mages threw their best defensive spells, manipulating the air and wind to push the fire aside as much as possible. 
Donnon and Kia stepped up with Rhona, since they could at least manipulate fire and send it back at the enemy, but Rhona had to get in there and deal with it. She hated the idea of leaving them here otherwise undefended. 
“Stay with them,” she told Alastar. “Keep them healed, if it comes to that. Don’t let exhaustion take them.” 
“And you?” 
With a hopeful grin, she closed her eyes and let the shadows take her. She had practiced, had been at it every moment when nobody was watching, and she ran through the motions in her mind while walking. 
Now it was time to test herself. 
Focusing on the back of the fortress where no sorcerers were, she went with the flow of the shadows, and when she stabilized she was glad to see that was exactly where she had been transported. Shadows drifted off her like smoke, and she reminded herself that too much would drain her. 
Flames were already raging out front; she could tell by the roaring and the way the night sky was lit up. Dashing around the walkway, she came out at the top row of sorcerers, each working to create a wall of flame that was pushing outward. A glance down showed that Kia and Donnon were holding it back and the wind mages were blowing it away from them, but the flames were slowly advancing. 
Not after this, she thought, and pulled her short swords. Instead of using the shadows to push or claw as she had practiced, she focused on movement again, but this time on a forward projection, trying to stay only half in the shadows. Black tendrils took her by the legs and torso—she might have appeared as a spirit or a ghost, floating without a lower half to her body—and she surged forward. 
Swords to the front, she cut through the whole line of them, splitting open stomachs, sides, and separating the last one’s head from his body. 
When she came to a stop and the shadows evaporated, she turned to see the sorcerers collapsing, at least one falling over to land on one of his buddies below. 
That naturally got their attention. 
In a flash, the tall lady was gone. She didn’t disappear into the shadows as Rhona did, but in a flash of lightning. What she had assumed to be wind magic was something more like the sorcerer with Master Irdin had done with lightning, only this—crack! 
She didn’t have time to finish the thought as the woman had appeared before her, eyes lit up like lightning and bolts shooting from her fingertips. Rhona let instinct take over and immediately sensed that unsettling feeling from before she had started trying to master the magic. It was like the power was her, like it had taken over and she was just a conduit for the shadows. 
Flashes of light meant darker shadows, so Rhona found herself zipping from one shadow to the next until she appeared in this woman’s own shadow, directly behind her, and tore into her with shadow claws that emerged from her fingertips. 
A scream echoed in the hall and all the sorcerers surged to their location, flames licking the walls and ceiling. Rhona was vaguely aware of this because she was on her knees, head spinning, reaching out for any sort of hold to keep her from falling over. 
Other magic cradled her now too, protecting her, and the tall woman staggered away, then got caught up in a burst of light…and was gone. 
Everything faded to black. 
***
Alastar was there to catch his sister as more mages leaped and caught wind from their comrades so that they could reach this level. Donnon was there with Kia at his side, and mage and sorcerer felt their magic, fire spiraling around all of them, until, with great shouts, they realized it was out of control. 
For a moment all air seemed to be sucked inward, and Alastar knew they were in trouble. He hung his head, not quite praying, and focused on the light, on keeping them safe—Rhona and anyone else he could—and then the explosion came. 
Stone flew around them and fire licked their faces as the fortress collapsed. Still he held on to his sister, face pressed against hers, eyes closed. 
And then slowly, he opened his eyes. 
The noise was gone and for a moment he thought he had lost his hearing, until there was a crumbling sounded nearby and more rocks fell from above. He pulled Rhona back, but it was more like he thrust her away with an arm that had been asleep too long. 
Screams came from nearby, but when he looked he realized they were all coming from sorcerers trapped under the stones or running past in flames. As far as he could tell, he and the mages were relatively unharmed. 
“You did it!” Donnon staggered over to them and collapsed to his knees at Alastar’s side. “You created a shield of light, I saw it. You surrounded us all, like a bubble that refused to burst…and we made it.” 
Kia was there too, and Donnon wrapped her in one arm, then helped Alastar lift Rhona with the other. 
Alastar tried to take a step, but collapsed again. 
“We need help over here!” Donnon shouted, and a moment later Stone was there, helping Alastar up from one side, Laird Summers from the other. 
“We’ll take him from here,” Summers said, and they moved out of the collapsed fortress, leaving the dying sorcerers to their fate.
The next step was a blur, men and women shouting about moving, getting out of there before they came back. Someone mentioned the raven, that it was likely bringing news of their arrival to the other sorcerers, and Summers was cursing. 
Moving again, the world passed like a dream, and it wasn’t until they’d been at it for some hours that Alastar was ready to call upon his healing powers. He sensed Stone trying more than once, but the man just didn’t have it in him yet. He hadn’t learned to accept that it wasn’t connected to the Saint and the High Paladin, as often as he witnessed it done. 
Finally he managed to look around and comprehend their surroundings with some coherence. 
“We need to get to the tunnels,” he said. “Get underground.” 
“Two steps ahead of you,” Summers replied, giving him a respectful nod. “You did well, lad. Very well.” 
Alastar smiled. He saw that Rhona sitting and eating with Donnon and Kia and glanced around for Estair. She was at his side in an instant, offering water before she wrapped her arms around him. 
“Don’t ever do that to me again,” she demanded. 
He smiled and leaned into her, bending until his head was on her lap. He let sleep take him again. They never should have tried for the Fortress of Stirling; they had learned their lesson. This wasn’t going to be a simple war with two sides standing against each other. They would need help. 
They would find another way, but for now he needed rest. They were safe, and that was the most he could ask for. 





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
While Bale and the others seemed to grow more annoyed by Rose’s talking the longer they walked, Lannis found himself liking her. Maybe it was because he was riding while they walked—they were likely growing weary. 
Stopping to feed the horse and let the paladins get some rest, Rose gave them a few seconds before taking a seat next to Bale and starting to talk again. 
“Let me get this straight. Half the paladins now work with this group of sorcerers, the very type of people you were at war with and proclaimed to be evil for so long?” 
Bale grunted as he took a bite of venison. 
“Much more than half, actually,” Gerin corrected her. “Only seven of us escaped.” 
“Fled, is more like it.” She smiled, and Lannis knew she was being a pain on purpose. “Retreated, instead of leading the charge against the sorcerers.” 
“We were following our High Paladin,” Gerin argued. “How were we to know?”
“To know you were fighting alongside sorcerers who were part of—how did you word it—a dark secret society?” 
Bale swallowed, then glared at her. “Aye, something like that.” 
“And you fought against the very people we hope to join up with?” 
“Thanks to this one,” Gerin said, nodding at Lannis. 
“But Alastar was among them,” Bale countered. “He had the Sword of Light; even used it to kill Sir Gildon. I’d be willing to bet he’s still alive.” 
“It wasn’t glowing green,” Gerin countered. “How do you know it was the actual sword?” 
Bale considered that, and shrugged. He’d seen the green stone, the jade in the hilt. The length of the blade… but the man had a point.
“And you’d all swear allegiance to him?” Rose looked skeptical. “What makes you think he’d take you in?”
“Not so much swear allegiance as join him to fight on the side of the righteous, but…aye, that’s about right.” Bale bit off another chunk of venison and continued as he chewed, “You’ve sure got a lot of questions.”
“I want to make sure I’m not walking into a death trap,” she countered. “And from the sound of it, I’m not convinced.” 
“You can always turn back.”
“Not true; this one needs me.” She nodded toward Lannis. “Isn’t that right?” 
He shrugged. “Aye, it’s definitely nice having you around.” 
“See, he said he can’t live without me.” The others chuckled and she smiled as she found a bite for herself. “In all honesty though, how do we know we’ll find them? I mean, what are our chances?” 
“In a land like this?” Bale shook his head, staring off at the hills in the distance. “Not great.” 
Lannis stood and stretched, breathing in the fresh air. Only, something wasn’t quite fresh about it. A hint of…smoke?
Gerin and one of the other paladins noticed at the same time and were at his side a moment later, eyes searching their surroundings. 
“That way,” Rose said, pointing to where they now saw the faint plumes of smoke barely visible. 
Soon they had packed up and moved out, heading for the smoke that was now fuller and much more pungent. Lannis felt his stomach rumbling at the fact that all they’d eaten were a few bites of the dried meat, but his excitement outdid that sensation. Right now he just wanted to find out if the smoke was in any way related to Kia’s group. The sooner they met up with them, the safer both parties would be.
As they reached the top of the hill they saw a sight he certainly hadn’t expected, though now that he saw that the paladins’ swords were already drawn, he realized they had. He had hoped to find Kia and the others maybe around a large fire, but instead there was a small village. The hut in the middle was burning, there were at least two men dead, and more men were causing trouble, bullying a couple of others. One even held a sword to someone’s throats. 
“Enough!” Bale shouted, and the troublemakers paused to glare at the paladins as they made their way down to them. “Who’s in control here?” 
“It’s our village,” a man said, promptly earning himself a punch upside the head and a kick to the ground. 
“Ours now though,” the attacker said. He was a large man with two shocks of bright red hair, a bald patch down the middle, and a large mustache that matched. He pointed at Bale with a mace and said, “You’d best be moving along. This isn’t in the realm of the Saint.” 
“Lucky for us, we’re a little confused about where we stand on that. Unluckily for you, we still feel fairly strongly against villages being attacked and men and women being hurt.”
“Please,” the man with the sword to his throat shouted, and the attacker pulled back to strike. 
Lannis was quick, taking a piece of venison jerky and throwing it, then focusing on his wind magic to propel it forward so that it lodged in the attacker’s throat. The man’s eyes went wide and he took a step back, choking, and dropped to his knees, sword clanging to the stones beside him. 
There wasn’t even time for the others to express the surprise their eyes showed, because the men below immediately charged—well, all but the choking one, who was now on all fours trying to pound on his own chest. 
“Thanks, kid,” Bale muttered as he moved forward to parry the first attack. He stepped to the attacker’s side and smashed his nose in with the hilt of his sword, then brought him down. The next he kicked and tried not to hurt, but he was forced to cut off the man’s sword hand when presented with a relentless attack. 
Gerin had taken on two of them and the other five paladins were confronting a new group of attackers who had emerged from behind and within the other huts. 
Rose turned the unicorn away and they rode a few paces farther until more men emerged from the trees. Suddenly Lannis found himself wishing they hadn’t come this way at all. 
“Hold tight,” Rose commanded, then rode down one of the men. On the other side, the men were closing in on them, so Rose leaped down, pulling a knife from a sheath at her waist. 
She turned on each of them in turn, ready. 
“Any more tricks up your sleeve?” she asked Lannis. 
He glanced around at them, then at the unicorn. Sure, he knew it was just a horse, but maybe they wouldn’t. 
“Come on, Uni, show them your magic.” He leaned in close, burying his head in the unicorn’s mane so that they wouldn’t see his eyes go black, and sent the wind spiraling around the unicorn’s head and horn. It picked up twigs and leaves, and was enough to startle the unicorn so that she rose on her hind legs and whinnied. 
“Forget this,” one of the men said, and he and several others nearby broke ranks and ran off. 
In the confusion, Rose didn’t hesitate. She leaped forward and slit a man’s throat, then spun and plunged her blade into the gut of another. That only left one, but he was coming at her with a club. 
Lannis couldn’t just sit there and do nothing, so he sent his barrage of wind and debris at the man. Rose saw what was happening and moved for the attack, but this man wasn’t so easily distracted. 
He ignored the dust and whatnot getting into his eyes and charged. His momentum took her to the ground and the two were rolling, sword and knife cast aside. Her knee hit his groin and his punch made her spit blood, but then she headbutted him, rolled him over, and slammed the meaty edge of her hand into his throat. 
With a gagging sound he reached for her, but Lannis was there to slam his boot into the man’s face. A boot from a kid might not do much, but the man was already hurt and this caused him to cringe long enough for Rose to grab his sword, lift it high, and bring it down into his midsection with a shout. She was completely pissed off. 
She rolled over and Lannis went to her side, checking to see if she was hurt. 
“No wounds that I can see,” he commented with relief. 
Rubbing her jaw, she smiled. “Nothing major, anyway.”
A grunting sound came from nearby and they both popped up in time to see a man crawling toward them—the one with the red hair and bald patch. His face was a mangled mess, blood dripping from a busted nose and covering his yellow teeth as he opened his mouth to say something. At that moment, a sword came out through his chest. 
He fell forward, Bale on the other side of him pulling the sword out. 
“It’s done,” Bale stated, turning to look at the bodies of the attackers. “Approximately thirty in all. Not a scratch on us, or none that are lethal, anyway.” 
Lannis stared at the carnage, at first horrified, but then saw the villagers running to each other, embracing and crying for joy at being saved. 
What had happened here today had to be done. There was no way around it. 
 They didn’t linger. The villagers offered them a reward, but the paladins had no need for it. All they accepted were some apples and carrots, and Lannis was very pleased to have them. So was the unicorn. Bale had asked if they had seen a group that could make the description of Kia’s, but they hadn’t. 
Soon Lannis and the others were on their way again, and while it was somber at first, soon they caught Bale smiling at Rose. 
“What?” she asked. 
“I saw a bit of your skills back there,” he replied. “You know how to handle yourself.” 
She scoffed. “A lady doesn’t live on her own in a world like this unless she knows how to cut a fool.” 
He laughed at that. “Very eloquently put.”
“While we’re on the topic of eloquence and manners,” she turned back to Lannis, “do you think it was very gentlemanly of this barbarian who claims to be a paladin to have killed that man in front of me like he did?” 
Lannis chuckled, finding it awkward but funny to be in the middle of their little game. “Not at all, my lady.” 
“You see?” She turned back to Bale. “Next time, do your bloodletting outside of my area of sight.” 
Bale laughed. “I’ll be sure to do that.”
Lannis had heard about flirting, and started to wonder if that’s what this was. If so, they were really bad at it, he thought. He did his best to tune them out for the next portion of the ride, as he found himself very drained. 
As sleep took him, he turned his head and rested it against Rose’s back. He welcomed the dreams of days in the village, men and women dancing around the bonfire. 
He woke with a jolt after nightfall, and saw that Rose was in the process of lowering herself from the horse. She noticed that his eyes were open and held a finger to her lips, then motioned for him to follow. 
“What is it?” he whispered. 
She shrugged, turning to Bale for an answer. He stood at a small ridge, sword in hand. The other paladins had spread out as well, and were peering over the edge. 
“Remnant,” he said, and the word sent a chill up the boy’s spine. 
He crept over with Rose, and together they found spots to see from. Sure enough, remnant were moving across a swampy grassland, some tripping and falling along the way, as if in a hurry to either be somewhere or escape whatever was behind them. 
“They’re scattered,” Gerin hissed from the other side of Rose, “which gives me reason to believe they’re fleeing.” 
“An army?” Lannis asked hopefully. 
“It could be Alastar and this friend of yours,” Bale agreed. “Might not be, but chances are as good as not, I’d think.”
They lingered to watch the creatures run by, then slowly pulled back, making their way in the direction where the remnant had fled from. As the night wore on, it became clear they weren’t going to find them anytime soon. Instead of wandering in the dark, they agreed it was best to set up camp and look again in the morning. 
One of the paladins went about setting up a fire, once they had all agreed that the remnant were far enough behind them that it wouldn’t catch their attention. Lannis found a spot nearby and situated himself so that he could fall asleep, but couldn’t’ help noticing the way firelight flickered across Rose’s face as she stared at him, her eyes glistening and moist. 
“You stare at me like that sometimes,” he said. “Why?”
She wiped her eyes, turned away, and then looked back at him. “I had a son; not much younger than you, I’d imagine. He used to run out to the river and hunt for fire salamanders, so proud one day when he caught three and brought them home. Of course, I yelled at him and threw them away. I didn’t want them in my house. They were disgusting. And yet, I’d give anything to have that day back…to tell him how proud I am of him, to hold him…just hold him again.”
“I-I’m so sorry.” 
“You remind me of him. That’s why I stare. I can almost imagine his eyes, so sad, then you smile and it takes me back to all the other times, the good times when he and I would laugh together. I’m sorry, I’m boring you. This—”
“No, please. My mother…”
She nodded, getting it. “When he was little, he used to just laugh for no reason, just because he knew it would make me laugh.” She held her face in her hands and Lannis was sure she was crying, but when she looked up she was laughing. The laughter vanished into a wistful smile. “Appreciate every minute you have on this world, you got that?” 
He nodded. “I will.”





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
 
Now that everyone had recovered and Alastar had been able to make the rounds to heal those who had been injured in the quick battle of Stirling, they made their way to the tunnels and were preparing to split ways. While it made sense for many to go into hiding, Alastar was keenly aware that hiding wouldn’t be the way to end this war. 
It was more than this knowledge that bothered him. These were their lands, and yet they were forced into hiding? It wasn’t right, and he would damn well be sure to do something about it. Breathing deep as he swore this to himself for the hundredth time that day, he clasped forearms with Stone, possibly for the last time. 
“Keep them safe,” he ordered.
Stone nodded. “You know I will.” 
Having made his farewells to everyone but the woman who mattered most to him, Alastar went over to Estair. Laird Summer stood at his approach, eyes narrowing, but Alastar just walked past him, ignoring his protestations. 
“You dare—” the laird started, and Alastar turned, looking as if he might strike. 
“Enough of you. I love this woman, and if I know how to interpret the look in her eyes, she feels the same. We will not be interrupted again.”
The laird looked at his men, debating, and then nodded before turning to walk off a few paces. He stopped there, still keeping an eye on Alastar. 
“You’re really going through with this?” Estair asked. 
He nodded. 
“And all this talk of love? Stone and Tina are staying together. Shouldn’t you send others on this mission while you stay here to protect me?” 
“Protect you?” He laughed. “The only reason I can even fathom leaving you here is that these people need you to protect them.” 
“Aye, I know that. But still…if I insisted I come with you?”
“I’d welcome it, to be honest.” He felt himself blushing, but took her hands and held her gaze. “But it’s the weak part in me that says so. The part that puts country before self says that you’re needed here. You’re your own person, of course, so I know you’ll do what your gut says.” 
“My gut’s as annoying as the strong part of you.” 
He pulled her into an embrace and pressed his lips to her forehead, but she pulled him into a deep kiss. The warmth of her tongue sent a shiver down his spine and the weak part of him nearly took over right there. He wanted to say, “Screw the war, screw his role in it all.” He just wanted to stay here with her, like this, forever. 
“I’ll be back when this is all over,” he said, stepping away even though it took everything in him to do so. 
“And where will you find me?” 
He frowned, realizing he hadn’t considered that. “If we’ve been successful, I’m sure your uncle wouldn’t mind me visiting you at his manor.” 
She laughed. “Aye, not one bit. And if not…the afterlife?” 
“No way! No matter what happens here, you and I are surviving. Everything else fails, meet me where we left the boat after Sair Talem. We’ll ride out of here, find some secluded island where it’s just the two of us.” 
“If it comes to that, I’ll be there.” 
With that, he turned to go. Rhona was waiting not far off. He frowned at the sight of Donnon and Kia there with her and was about to ask when someone shouted, “Paladins!” 
Stone rushed to the nearest high point, a couple others at his back, and confirmed it. “I don’t know how, but they found us.” 
“This is too fast,” Alastar noted. “It doesn’t make sense!” 
He was there now too, watching. In the darkness they saw movement, more than half a dozen figures, and who knew how many others possibly moving in the shadows. A few of them had white armor that shone in the moonlight, and there appeared to be… No, no way!
“Is that a unicorn?” Alastar asked in a hushed voice. 
“Shut up.” Rhona stood next to him, squinting. 
“Right there.” He pointed. “The moonlight’s hitting something coming out of the animal’s forehead. I mean, they’re still some way off so I could be wrong but…”
“No, I see it too.” 
“Let’s find out what they want.” Alastar motioned those nearby to join him. They leaped up and headed out with a roar. As they grew closer, it was clear the paladins weren’t going to attack. Instead they gathered around the unicorn, swords held in defensive stances. 
This alone gave Alastar reason to hesitate. He stopped the charge, the others coming to a halt around him as they saw this. He tilted his head, wondering what this small group of paladins were doing out here. They were led by Bale, a man he knew to be honorable. It wasn’t likely that this man would lead an assault on them, or a search party that would betray him.
Stepping forward, Alastar said, “Bale, is that you?” 
“Alastar?” Bale stepped forward, peering at him, and smiled. “By the Saint, we’ve finally found you.” He lowered his sword and knelt and held the blade out horizontally with both hands, his head bowed. “We’ve come to fight at your side.” 
“Excuse me?” Alastar stared in amazement as the other six paladins did the same. A woman and boy slid off the unicorn a moment later and she led the magical animal over. 
“This is them?” the woman asked the boy, then looked around. “Where’s this girl you speak of? The crush?” 
“It’s not a crush,” the boy argued, then joined her in looking around. “Kia? Kia!”
Alastar frowned, now totally caught off guard, especially when Kia came running past him and leaped into an embrace with the kid, shouting, “Lannis. By the spirits, how did you… What?” She pulled back, looking him up and down, and then stared at the woman and the paladins. “How did this happen?” 
“What do you mean?” 
“How… How did you find us?”
“I’d like to know that and then some,” Alastar commented, sheathing his sword. He was fairly certain he wouldn’t be needing it. “Bale?” 
Bale stood, as did Gerin and the others. 
“We didn’t know,” Bale started. “How could we have?” 
Gerin nodded. “The High Paladin didn’t tell any of us, and by the time the attack was happening, there was magic everywhere. We were all confused.”
“Sir Gildon gave us orders and we followed them,” Bale continued. “Only after the fact did we come to see what had happened, that we’d been on the wrong side.” 
Alastar nodded. He had known these men and trusted them. “Only seven?”
Bale nodded. “Regretfully.” 
“That still doesn’t explain how you found us.” He lowered his voice, still not sure he believed this part. “Or…the unicorn.”
“I sensed their presence, actually,” the mystic Volney said as he approached. Larick followed closely behind with an amused smile. 
“I thought I felt something guiding me!” Lannis said, and gave the mystics hugs as well. “It’s great to see you all.” 
“Aye, and it’s just a horse,” Bale added, pointing to the woman and whispering, “She’s a bit crazy. Tied the horn to its head.”
“Rose,” the woman said, holding out her hand to Alastar. 
He shook it, frowning. “I hope this lot wasn’t too much for you.” 
“These?” She laughed. “They’re like little puppies. Just rub their bellies and throw them a bone from time to time.” 
“Is that so?” Alastar turned to the paladins, but Bale was glaring at her and shook his head. 
“You know us, Alastar. Not a one of us would break our vows.”
“Pity,” Rose added with a sensual glance his way. 
“I, uh, will introduce the boys to the rest of your group,” Bale stated, and then led them off. 
“Stone, see that none of our clansmen try to take their heads, would you?” 
Stone bellowed out a laugh and then agreed to do so, quickly spinning on his heel and marching off, leaving Tina with them. 
“Come on, I’ll get you situated and find some food for the, uh, unicorn.” Tina took Rose by the arm and led her to join the others. 
That left Alastar to contemplate their new situation. Rhona, Donnon, Kia, and Lannis stood nearby. 
“You know we can’t take him,” Alastar stated, nodding to the boy. “It’s bad enough we were considering taking a little girl on this journey.” 
“He’s right,” Donnon agreed. “Thing is, I’ve been considering, it and… Maybe I’m not thinking with a clear head.”
“Dad, no.” Kia looked from him to Alastar, then to Rhona. “I want to be part of the fight!” 
Rhona’s face looked pained, but she made eye contact with Alastar and he could see she agreed with him. 
“You’ve proven yourself more than once,” Alastar told the girl. “But the real war will likely be right here. What we need to do is move fast, to warn the king of Gulanri what’s coming and be ready to get out of harm’s way should it come to us. I know you’re powerful, but we’ll move faster with just the two of us.” 
“Two?” Rhona bit her lip, realization dawning. “Ah, yes. I agree.” 
“It’s settled then.” Donnon took her hand and pressed it to his lips. “You two find a way to get an audience with the king and let him know what’s coming. Have him send troops if he can. Meanwhile, we’ll take to the tunnels and set up as much of a defense as possible.”
“That leaves the enemy unchecked,” Alastar noted. His eyes roamed to the two mystics, who were conversing between themselves. “Unless…”
Larick glanced at the group and saw Alastar staring. His eyes flashed white, and then he held up a hand. “Wait, no. No, that’s too dangerous.” 
“What is?” Volney asked as his eyes went white and then returned to normal after a second. “No way in hell.” 
“Reading my mind, I take it?” Alastar asked. 
The mystics nodded in unison, then Larick spoke up again. “And it’s insane. There’s no way it’ll work; not if they have mystics, anyway.”
“We don’t think they do anymore,” Alastar countered. “Even the one they had was some sort of weird abomination, and we took him out.”
“Mind filling me in on what we’re discussing here?” Rhona asked. 
“Your idiot brother here wants us to infiltrate the sorcerers’ camp,” Volney explained. “Use our powers to mask ourselves, and be ready to report back when there’s trouble.”
“It’s brilliant.” She turned to Alastar, ignoring the other two as she began to scheme. “Only, we should have one of them on the inside and the other close enough to receive mental messages. The one on the outside can quickly make it to the tunnels to prepare everyone, should it come to that.”
“Perfect,” Alastar agreed. 
“Excuse me! No, not perfect,” Volney argued. “This is risky. It’s dangerous, it’s stu—”
“Stupendous,” Rhona finished for him. “See, I can read minds too!”
He glared. “Stupid. It’s a stupid plan. You know we could just leave you all, right? Just march on home to the Arcadian Valley and be done with this mess.
“You certainly could,” Alastar agreed, “but you won’t.” 
“And why the hell not?” 
“Because you love us too much. You know you’d be wondering the whole time if we had all been killed off, and if we were you’d feel partially responsible.” 
“Oh, good grief,” Larick scoffed. The way he was scrunching his face showed he was thinking about it, and then a long sigh evinced that he had realized they were right. 
“Not you too,” Volney whined. “Don’t do this to us.”
“I’ll be on the inside,” Larick volunteered. “You’ll receive my messages and be ready to move if needed.”
“You’re only saying that because we both know I’m too heavy to move fast, so of course I’m going to offer to switch places and take the inside role. It only makes sense.” 
“Only if you want to.” 
Volney glared at him, then turned those narrowed, pissed off eyes on Alastar and Rhona. “You all can go eat a rat’s arse, you sheep-loving maggots.”
And with that he stormed back to camp, mumbling to himself. 
Larick chuckled, then nodded to Alastar. “It’ll happen. Rest assured, we’ll know when they’re going to attack, or what move they’ll make.”
“Good.”
Alastar turned to see the group preparing to move into the tunnels. A hodgepodge of clansmen, now with eight paladins including Stone. Kia certainly didn’t look happy, but she and Lannis were talking as they headed back toward the fire. Donnon lingered. 
“We should be able to hold our own well enough,” he commented. “Don’t worry about us.” 
“Against the sorcerers?” Alastar shrugged, unsure. “If everything works out with our mission and with the mystics, we might stand a chance.” 
“Stay, just tonight,” Donnon advised. “Alastar, you need to touch base with the paladins, see what you can learn. Make certain they are on our side.”
“He has a point,” Rhona agreed, though Alastar couldn’t help but notice the way she was looking at Donnon as she said it—with large, hopeful eyes. 
“Fine, we leave at first light,” Alastar conceded. “Not a moment later.” 
They agreed, and Alastar made his way back to the paladins. He was anxious to get underway, but had to admit he wasn’t a hundred percent sure he trusted a group of paladins who randomly showed up, even if Larick and Volney vouched for them with their mindreading abilities. He couldn’t imagine how the clansfolk must feel, so he had to be sure he eased the tensions. 
In the meantime, he’d start coming up with ideas about ways to make it south as fast as possible.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
 
The first night in the tunnels was a mixture of paranoia and celebration. After traveling quite a way down and through various catacombs, they set up base in an area that had been opened up by old machines mining for fuel sources, as Lokane told the others.
Guards were appointed at specific lookout points along the way, and more were sent to search out other tunnels that could allow them to be attacked without warning. 
They set up other fallback locations along the way, ensuring they had escape routes to get above ground if need be. 
Alastar found that after the experience at the fortress, Laird Summers didn’t bother to keep as close an eye on him and Estair, and soon they had found a quiet corner of the tunnels to be together. 
While he held her tightly, they listened to the two groups of mages—Lokane’s and Summers’—figure out a strategy for how best to attack with the different elemental mages they had at their disposal. It was a peaceful moment, and those seemed rare these days.
Her hair tickled his cheek, but he loved her presence too much to even want to move the hair aside. Right now, he would get every moment he could with her. 
“This might actually work,” she said, rubbing her thumb along the back of his hand. 
“Clans partnering? Putting aside their differences for the survival of our lands and freedom?” He sighed and then kissed her head. “Damn, I hope so.” 
“And if not, just unleash your sister on our enemies.”
He laughed. “If we could get her close enough with me there to heal her and everyone else around to keep the enemy from getting to me, aye. Imagine what she’d be capable of if she had full mastery of her powers.” 
“You don’t think what we’re seeing now is the extent of it?” She turned to face him. “That’s terrifying.” 
He nodded. “You don’t have to tell me. I thought magic was completely evil most of my life.” 
She smirked and let her eyes cloud over in black, but didn’t go farther than that. He countered by letting his glow gold and she bit her lip, moving in to nibble his ear and kiss his neck. 
“Whoa, whoa!” He pulled back, staring at her in confusion. “That does it for you?” 
She laughed, letting her eyes return to normal. “You sent the tingle and warmth, didn’t you?” 
“I…don’t think so.” 
“Huh.” She sat back, then glanced over, curious. “You ever wonder if your magic acts on a subconscious level, like your sister’s, and what that could do during…well, you know. I mean, you do have healing, right? Maybe that translates into…”
“Forms of pleasure?” He felt his cheeks redden at that. “Damn, Estair, I think we’re going to have some experimenting to do when this is all over.” 
She smiled, bit her lip again, and glanced around. They were alone. She raised an eyebrow. “Why wait?”
He couldn’t have kept her off if he had wanted to. But then, why would he have wanted to? 
***
While the adults were strategizing or sneaking off—as Kia couldn’t help notice was happening with her father and Rhona—she and Lannis went out to visit the unicorn. It was more fun for everyone to keep referring to it as such, and Kia thought it was especially cool. 
“Shame she can’t do actual magic though,” Kia said. 
Lannis shrugged. “Riding a horse, or rather a unicorn,” he corrected with a laugh, “is magical enough for me.” 
“Thanks for finding us,” Kia said. 
He shrugged. “After you headed off, I just couldn’t put it together in my mind. If there was going to be a war and I knew magic, what if we lost and I’d been sitting at home the whole time? I wouldn’t be able to stand against them on my own, and no way in hell would I live under their rule. It was the only realistic choice.” 
“You’re still a kid!” 
“Says the slightly older kid.” 
She smiled and shrugged. “It’s all relative, isn’t it? I bet we’re more valuable in a fight now than many grizzled warriors.” 
“And more fun too,” he replied, running along a ledge with a small drop off nearby. “Catch me!” 
“That’s not funny,” she shouted after him. He turned and smiled, then fell backward. 
She screamed, lunging for him, and he flew back up, his wind spirit there as if pushing him to safety. 
“That’s not funny,” she muttered. “I take back everything I ever said about liking you.” 
His face froze. “You…like me?” 
“What?” She laughed. “Of course! You’re my only friend anywhere close to my age. But that ends if you ever pull another stunt like that.” 
“Deal,” he said, beaming. 
“Stop smiling like that. It’s too much.”
“I’ve just…never had a real friend aside from Stormy.” 
She sighed. “Just get used to it.” 
It was getting dark the way they went, so Kia lit a small fire in the palm of her hand and took the lead. 
“I want to be there when it all goes down,” she admitted. “I mean, next to you, next to my father. Everyone I care about—if they’re in trouble and I’m not there to defend them, I don’t know… Could you ever forgive yourself?” 
He glanced over, all sense of joy now gone from his face. 
“Oh,” she muttered, realizing she had said something wrong. Then it hit her… “Who was it?” 
He glanced away, then at the floor as they walked. Stormy had still been floating at his side, but now faded. 
“I mean, you don’t have to tell me,” she corrected herself. “I really didn’t mean to upset you.” 
“It was my older brother,” he admitted. “Not even a battle with the paladins or sorcerers or whatever, just an accident.” She glanced back at the ledge, and he shook his head. “No spirits, no. If it’d been that, you think I’d be able to joke the way I do?”
“Good point.” 
“Swimming accident. A friend of his had drunk too much and figured he could swim out to this island. My brother wasn’t even drunk, and from what my cousin who was there too said, he tried to talk the drunkard into not going. When he started to go down, shouting about his legs not working, my brother swam out to him and the guy panicked, pulling my brother under.”
“Shite…” She walked for a moment in silence, envisioning that moment and how horrible it must’ve been for Lannis’ brother. “And your cousin?” 
“Never learned to swim. I hated him for a while after that, made sure I knew how to swim right away, even before I knew I had Stormy here. Actually, that’s how I found out. A bunch of idiot kids were jumping from the cliffs. One almost did it wrong and I reached out for him, as if I could reach over there and push him so he missed the rock. Turned out I could, in a sense. Stormy appeared and shoved the kid aside with a mighty gust of wind, just barely.”
Kia shook her head. “Wow. You’ve had an…eventful life, for someone so young.” 
“You too, from what I hear.” 
“Oh, my village…and Mom?” She glanced at him and he nodded. “I didn’t know that was public knowledge.”
“I don’t think it’s widespread, but aye, people know.” 
She lost herself, staring into the flame on her hand as she walked. She remembered her mom’s laugh, the way she had jumped to Kia’s defense in the market one time when Kia, young and not knowing, had taken a cinnamon roll that wasn’t hers. The shopkeeper had actually apologized for yelling and given her the roll. That was the sort of mom she’d had, and now? Now it was just her and her dad.
“By the time all this is over, there will be a lot of people with regrets. Let’s just do the best we can to ensure we have no more.”
“Deal,” he agreed. 
A shape moved in the shadows ahead and Lannis jumped back with a shout, but it was only Rose. 
“Oh, you two—you almost gave me a heart attack!” she said, scolding them. “You came for a unicorn ride, didn’t you?” 
Kia couldn’t help but laugh at the hopeful, childish look on Lannis’ face as he nodded. Hell, she probably had the same look on her face. 
“Come on, then.” Rose gestured for them to follow her. “After that, I’d like to set up a game of hide and seek. This would be the best location ever.” 
“Hide and what?” Kia asked. 
Rose laughed. “Oh, this is going to be the most fun we’ve ever had waiting for a bunch of sorcerers to come kill us all.” She glanced back. “Oops, probably not supposed to joke like that around kids.” 
“Since we plan on being the ones to save your life when the time comes…” Kia shrugged. “I’d check the attitude if I were you.” 
Rose laughed again. “Oh, I like your girlfriend, Lannis.” 
“She’s not my girlfriend,” Lannis argued. 
“Sure, sure.” 
 “Rose, why don’t you find yourself a boyfriend first and then you can joke like that,” Kia interjected. 
“Wow, ouch. For your information, I think the paladins like me.”
“The…paladins?” Kia asked. “You mean, the guys with the vows, right?” 
“Aren’t you a little young to know what those are even about?” 
Kia didn’t want to admit it, but that was true. “Something about not being able to kiss a woman.” 
“You ask me,” Rose said, smirking, “that’s the best kind of boyfriend.” 
She stepped aside for them to see the unicorn, and Kia felt her heart flutter. A horse was damn rare, even thought mythical by many, but a unicorn! A unicorn was like true magic. 
“You want to keep discussing life and death and love, or do you want to have some fun?”
And it was fun. For the first time Kia could remember she lost herself in the moments that followed, laughing and feeling like a child again. When the fighting came she’d put her grownup face on, but right now being a kid was fine, she realized.
It was even more fine when they started playing hide and seek. She had to ask herself why Rose hadn’t been in her life up to now. 





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
Heading out while the majority of the mages and others were sleeping seemed like the best option. Alastar said farewell to the other paladins, leaving Stone in charge. He turned to see Lars, Kim, and Andreas chatting with Larick and Volney. Apparently they were ready, as they had satchels with food and drinks, and weapons at the ready. 
Lairds Lokane and Summers both came to the tunnel’s exit to wish them well and remind them of the importance of their success, as if that were necessary. If they failed, Roneland and Gulanri might soon be overrun, and with the army the enemy could create then, who knew how much of the rest of the world they would conquer? 
It was up to these two groups to stop that from happening. 
Soon they had moved out, and were following a narrow walkway that led outside into the hills. A leaf drifted past, turning to catch the morning sun at an angle just before hitting the ground. Alastar found himself turning back to it, smiling. As he watched the leaves rustle overhead he felt like that one leaf, moving out for the attack while the others prepared, anxious to follow suit. 
It made him laugh to think that he was so caught up in the whole experience, but for him this was what it had been about all along, right? Putting himself out there for others, making the ultimate sacrifice.
Hell, he’d sworn off women in the name of being a paladin. Now that he knew—and had recently been reminded—what that really meant, even he was impressed with what his level of commitment to Sir Gildon and the Order of Rodrick had been.
Now it wasn’t to any false idol or so-called Saint who hadn’t been anything more than a man. He wasn’t denying a higher power, by any means. There was something giving them this magic, and when he used it he felt a strong sense of good. He knew what evil was, and he wanted no part of it. 
But Saint Rodrick wasn’t holy to him, not anymore. Maybe he would find out what lay beyond the stars in the sky, but until then he had one focus, one area of his life he would devote himself to completely, and that was seeing the Lost Isles purged of evil men. He would devote himself to fighting injustice, to ensuring no one need suffer in these lands at the hands of other men and women. 
When they were done here, maybe the Lost Isles wouldn’t be so lost anymore. 
He smirked, reminding himself to have a word with someone about that—a new name for the land. Then maybe he would be able to settle down with Estair. 
It wasn’t like his vows meant anything anymore—vows to an evil man who had taught them to worship a lie. So why not? A son and a daughter, a quiet house on a mountain overlooking a lake. What could be more perfect?
“So eager to ride off to our doom, Brother?” Rhona asked, noting the look on his face.
“Honestly, yes.” 
“I’m glad someone here is,” Volney muttered, pulling up his robes to avoid getting them wet in the damp grass. 
“About the plan: your side of it, anyway,” Alastar said to the mystics. “How can you be sure you won’t mess it up? Give away who you are?” 
“It’s as simple as this,” Larick replied. “We find one of their soldiers or sorcerers and read his mind enough to know who’s who and what’s needed to fit in. Then it’s all about finding a way to get close enough to learn what’s going to happen.” 
“And Larick staying close enough to receive my mental messages without being discovered.”
“Why ‘his’
mind?”
“What?” Larick turned to her, confused. 
“You said his mind. Why not a she?” 
Volney turned bright red. “It’ll be bad enough pretending to be someone else, please don’t make it harder on me by having me pretend to understand the female mind.
“Indeed.” Larick winked at Rhona. “No amount of magic can help him there.”
She chuckled as Volney nodded. 
“It’s not a joke. I’m really clueless on the matter.” 
“Surely they have women in Arcadia?” Kim asked, and Alastar glanced back. He’d nearly forgotten they were from there, Lars and Kim had been so quiet. Andreas had taken up the rear, using his long staff as a walking stick and taking his time to look over this strange land. 
“Plenty of women,” Volney replied, “but I’m not exactly a prime catch.” He slapped his protruding belly to emphasize his point. 
“Nonsense,” Kim argued, waving away the comment. “Why, if Lars here wasn’t so great in the sack, I’d be asking you what your favorite color is right now.” 
“Hey, now,” Lars said, flushing. “None of that, or a man could get jealous.”
She kissed him on the cheek and then gave his lower cheeks a light slap. “You have nothing to worry about, Pumpkin Butt.” 
“Don’t mind them,” Andreas called, pretending to only be halfway interested. “They were like this most of the time on the island. It gets sickening if you don’t learn to tune it out.” 
Alastar laughed. “After the prudishness of paladins most of my life, I enjoy a little banter from time to time.”
“Point remains,” Kim stated, turning back to Volney, “you’ve got nothing to worry about. Nothing.” 
“I don’t know,” he replied, but Alastar could tell the mystic was standing a tad taller already.
“How about this,” Rhona offered. “When it’s all over, I’ll see if I have any new women friends among the clansfolk, introduce you, walk you through the whole thing.” 
Volney and Larick shared a concerned look, though Alastar couldn’t help but notice the look of hope in Volney’s eyes. 
“The thing is,” Larick started, “we were never supposed to linger even as long as we have. We’re chroniclers, meant to come, jot down what we can about the people of these lands, and then move on to do the same with others.” 
“Well, the offer stands,” Rhona stated. “Take it or not, it’s no skin off my nose.”
“Skin off your nose?” 
“Just an expression. You can include it in your chronicles.” 
He chuckled. “Believe me, I will.” 
At the peak of a hill that allowed them to look to the east and see the hills where the ruins of the Fortress of Stirling lay and to the north in the direction of the Highlands, they paused for a bite and said their farewells. 
“When we meet next, it’ll be in a safer land,” Volney offered. 
“Or in the afterlife,” Rhona countered. “Spirits, I hope there’s an afterlife. I’d hate to become a ghost and have to wander this place forever, watching how it turned out after it was occupied by those bastards.” 
“Maybe you’d become a shadow wisp?” Andreas offered contemplatively. “Maybe we each follow our magic and I’d be a water sprite, and—”
“How about we all just stay alive and defeat our enemies?” Alastar interrupted, not liking the way the discussion was veering toward death. 
“Deal,” Rhona and Andreas said in unison. 
Alastar waved, watching the two mystics walk off along the hill that was now turning orange with shadows twice as long as the trees that cast them reaching toward his friends. 
“Good news,” Lars said. “Since we’re heading north before cutting across to this area you say has a boat, we might see any sorcerers or armies they send in response to the raven.” 
“That’s good news?” Alastar asked with a chuckle. “It isn’t if they kill us and the king of Gulanri never gets our message, therefore causing the lands to descend into chaos.” 
“Right. I was thinking more along the lines of, if they look like too big a force and we think our new friends are in trouble, we can move to warn them.” 
“Not a bad idea.” Alastar looked back the way they had come with thoughts of Estair, and knew Rhona’s mind was back there too. But it was time to move on, for now. “Shall we?” 
The others nodded and grunted, and they got to marching. 
“Tell us about the Kaldfell Peninsula,” Rhona said. They’d come to a river and had to turn downstream to look for a place to cross. 
Lars looked at Kim, who turned to Andreas. “What’s there to tell? It’s a fun place, or last we were there it was. Great ships led by great captains and their Storm Callers, like young Andreas here.” 
“Still apprentice,” he reminded them. 
“Not if I have anything to say about it when we get back,” Lars stated. “After the way you handled yourself when we were coming back from Sair Talem?”
Andreas smiled. “Thanks, but you don’t, of course.” 
“He’d technically have to pass the test,” Kim explained to Rhona and Alastar.  
“Not just any test.” Andreas’ eyes got wide as he thought about it. “Imagine the most important test you’ve ever taken; everything in your life depends on it. I mean, my father had known I was going to be a Storm Caller since I was born, but I just don’t know if I could do it. I mean—” 
He froze, then laughed. 
“That’s more words than I think you’ve ever said at once,” Rhona said. “I like the passion.”
“And I’m serious,” Lars chimed in. “What you did back there, that’s the stuff of a true Storm Caller.” 
“I’d give anything to serve on a ship as amazing as the Thunderclap when we get back,” Andreas said. “Imagine, a captain like Captain Tor and me, side by side. Knowing my luck, I’d get stuck with The Foggy Day.” A troubled look came over his face. “Er, if we get back.” 
The others were silent for a bit, and then Lars found a spot that looked shallow enough and started making his way across the river. 
“It’s safe enough,” he called, waving them over. 
Before Andreas went, Alastar put a hand on his shoulder. “When this is over, we’ll find a way to get you home. I promise.” 
The young man’s hopeful smile reminded Alastar how much this meant to everyone here, not just him. This wasn’t just about making up for time spent following a false god, or teaching the sorcerers that he wasn’t to be messed with. What they were fighting for here was real people, each with their own concerns, hopes, and dreams. 
He crossed too, and soon the conversation turned to lighter topics such as everyone’s favorite food and what they hoped to do for fun once this was all over.
“Hold,” Rhona said when they reached a much-worn path. She gestured to the rocks up ahead. “We need to find cover fast.” 
They all ran, not asking what it was about. In times like this, they needed to act quickly and with trust. 
But once they were kneeling behind the rocks, Rhona explained. 
“I’ve been—how do I say it—searching the shadows here and there since we left. Kind of like seeing if I could feel any disturbances, and now I did. A large one.” 
“Could be a bear,” Andreas offered. 
“Would have to be a large group of them,” Rhona countered. “And would that be much better?” 
He shrugged. 
“But no. I could tell it’s not bears.” 
“That’s some power you’ve got there,” Kim stated, clearly impressed. “Remind me never to get on your bad side.” 
“Trust me…you? Couldn’t happen.” 
“You two are too cute,” Lars commented, giving them a hard time. Of course, that earned him a punch in the shoulder from Kim. “Oh!” 
“Shhh!” Alastar pointed—he had just spotted movement. 
First came a row of men who looked like ordinary soldiers, then several men and women in purple and black robes like the woman at Stirling had worn. There couldn’t have been more than a dozen of them in total, and Alastar found his hand reaching for his sword. 
“What’re you doing?” Rhona asked. 
“We could take them easily.”
“And leave none for the mystics?” She shook her head. “Even if we killed all but one, he might run back and ruin the plan. We can’t.” 
Alastar gritted his teeth in annoyance, but couldn’t argue. Instead he just watched them march away, unable to ignore how they were regaling each other with battle stories. It tore at him, not being able to simply run down there and detach their heads from their bodies. That time would come, though. He would stick to the plan. 
“At least the mystics shouldn’t have too hard a time,” Lars commented. “I mean, all they have to do is catch one of them on a break, peeing and… Oh, speak of the devil.” 
One of the soldiers had just turned off from the group and started toward the rocks. He stopped as if to demonstrate what Lars had been saying. 
“Ladies, avert your gaze,” Lars advised. “This won’t be pretty.”
“As if we’d do otherwise,” Rhona replied with a scoff, already covering her eyes. “Sorry to tell you, but I can honestly say I’ve never once wanted to watch some stranger take a piss.” 
Kim nodded. “Aye, seconded.” 
“My point was,” Lars continued, in a hushed voice, “and no, I didn’t need the demonstration, that it should be easy enough.”
“Good, we just—” Rhona glanced out and then pulled back with a scrunched-up face. “How long can one man shake? Yuck. What if I just did a little bit of magic? Something small to make him pay for putting us through this.” 
“Sorry, Sis,” Alastar replied with a chuckle. 
They all were glad to see the group move on. Soon they too were back on the move, relieved to have had a relatively trouble-free journey thus far. 





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
Before long the small group of travelers needed to rest. Rhona’s feet were killing her, since her boots had been tearing at a seam for a few days now and had mediocre ankle support at best. Even Alastar, with his massive sword and heavy armor, admitted he could use a moment to catch his breath. How he did it Rhona had no idea, though she imagined he secretly healed himself occasionally while on the move. 
The others took the time to stretch or readjust their armor and whatnot, but Rhona was once again keenly aware of her need for more training. Her magic had done its part at Stirling, but she didn’t like losing control. 
With the excuse that nature was calling, she excused herself and found an area somewhat secluded from the rest of them. She leaned against a tree, glanced back to ensure she was alone, and focused as she had when training with Donnon. She hoped they weren’t separated from each other for too long, since she was already missing him and Kia.
The thought was distracting, so when Rhona tried to focus on moving with the shadows she simply dimmed. No shadowy teleportation, not even a little jolt. 
Stay focused, she told herself. 
Again she tried, but knowing she was unfocused was causing her to become frustrated, which made it worse. 
She turned to the tree and thought about kicking it, but then realized Mother Nature really was calling. Since she needed a moment to center herself anyway, she took care of business, then found another spot away from the moist dirt and prepared to practice some more. This time her stomach grumbled. 
“Oh, come on!” she shouted, and then heard someone humming. She spun guiltily, and saw Kim approaching. 
“Jumpy, are we?”
“What’re you doing out here?” Rhona asked, trying to look like she’d been enjoying the surroundings. Only problem with that was, the area was completely brown, with a few scattered trees and jagged rocks. Beautiful in its own way, she told herself.  
“Same as you.”
Rhona frowned, doubting that very much. When it hit her that the woman was talking about relieving her bladder, it made more sense.
“None of us should wander off on our own,” Kim said, preparing to squat nearby. 
Rhona turned away, annoyed that she wouldn’t be able to get her practice in. “Aye, of course.” 
“You and Donnon have become quite the match, no?” Kim asked. 
Still looking at the hills, Rhona replied, “Aye, he and his daughter both hold a special place in my heart.” 
“Isn’t it funny how you and your brother both found love interests so fast after leaving the paladin order?” 
“The Order of Rodrick. And no, I don’t think so.” She turned to see the woman, done now, standing and coming over. “Imagine two children, completely sheltered for most of their lives, and one sworn to celibacy. Now unleash them into the wild and see what happens.” 
Kim laughed. “Oh, I get that. It just seems like you might’ve gone looking for a little something more before landing in a situation as serious as this. I mean, you’re practically best friends with the daughter already. There’s no escaping now.”
“Escape? I can’t see myself ever wanting to. This isn’t some fling, some ‘see what it’s like to be with a man’ situation. No, this is the universe speaking and me listening.”
“Damn.” Kim motioned toward the others. “Me and Lars there? Just a booty call, at first. We went onto the ship thinking it would be more fun that way, and before we knew it we were stranded on that island.”
“And yet you’re still kind of together.”
“Funny thing about being on an island, just you and several other people, surrounded by blood-thirsty remnant and paladins… You start to care less about booty and more about survival. You start to think about the person next to you, how they make you feel, and how they’ll make you feel in thirty or forty years.”
“If we survive that long,” Rhona countered. “I’m thinking more along the lines of dying next week or the week after. If that were to happen, I’d damn sure be glad I went down fighting, but even more so knowing I did it for people I care about.”
“And if you survive? If we win all this and you have another forty years?”
Rhona smiled, trying to imagine Donnon in forty years. An image crossed her mind of the two of them strolling through a garden, but not a castle garden—a small, peaceful garden behind a quaint cottage. 
“So?” Kim asked. 
“I hope it happens, and if it does, I’m getting myself a unicorn.” 
The two ladies laughed and started heading back to join the others, but suddenly Rhona put a hand on Kim’s arm. 
“Would you help me out, actually?” 
Kim nodded. “Anything.”
“I…didn’t want to tell the others, because, I don’t know, I guess I don’t want them worrying about me. My brother thinks that if we use our powers it exhausts us, and he wants me to save my energy. I get that, but I’ve found that the more I practice, the more I hone my skills and learn how to control my magic, the less exhausting it actually is.” 
“And I can help…how?” 
“Honestly, that’s what I came out here for. To practice. Before Donnon was with me and I was able to do it, but by myself I’m having a hard time. Can you just, I don’t know, be with me while I try? Maybe help me focus somehow?”
Kim beamed like it was the greatest honor ever bestowed upon someone. “Of course.” 
Before long, Rhona was back in her game. She even performed a move that brought her like a whiff of smoke blown in the wind first to one tree branch, then another near the top, then into another tree altogether before appearing again at Kim’s side. 
Kim’s eyes were wide with amazement. “How do you feel?” 
“Like I could take on the whole enemy army by myself.” 
“You’re like…the perfect assassin.” 
“Assassin?” Rhona thought about that. “Actually, that makes complete sense. Moving in the shadows, striking before anyone sees me or knows what’s happening, and then zipping out of there.” 
“If anyone else has this shadow magic, I’d bet money that they’re using it for that purpose.”
Rhona shook her head. “I don’t know of anyone else who has this magic. I’d be pretty surprised, actually.” 
“Maybe.” Kim shrugged. “But I’ve always thought it interesting how magic evolved so differently where I come from and here. You might be the first step in a new evolution, or you might be the product of someone’s creation, in a sense.”
“A product of what?” Rhona didn’t like the sound of that at all. 
“I just mean that it’s possible someone could’ve conditioned you to be like this. It might be hereditary, or it might be in response to some environmental factor when you were younger. Who knows? It could just be random, and I’m talking out of my arse here.”
Rhona laughed. “Let’s go with the ‘arse’ version for now, because thinking about all that other stuff just freaks me out.” 
“It fascinates me, but then again, I’m not the one with the magic.” 
“Right. It’s much more exciting when you’re watching it, compared to when you have immense powers beyond your comprehension surging through your body. Trust me, it’s weird.” 
Rhona grimaced. “Believe me, if I could give it to you…” 
“You wouldn’t.” Kim was certain of that.
Rhona had started to think about it as the words had left her mouth, and she realized that no, she would not. Now that she had loved ones besides her brother, she was happy that she had some way of looking out for them that could do serious damage to any potential attackers. Once she mastered her powers, nobody would get close to Donnon or Kia; to anyone in the clans, really. 
Of course, she realized she needed to stop herself from that sort of thinking. How many men and women throughout history had become too reliant on their powers, too confident in their abilities? Hubris. It had led to many a downfall. 
If there was one thing she was going to never do, it was fall. She might stumble, but she would refuse to ever accept defeat. Not anymore. 
“You’re right,” she finally admitted. “No way in hell.” 
“Too bad, and too bad it’s not possible, that we know of.” Kim raised an eyebrow in thought. “I wonder… Do you think there are magic users out there who can effectively take your powers?”
Rhona scoffed. “Come on, that sounds like something out of the old tales. Next you’ll be talking about demons and monsters from other dimensions.”
“But…if magic is more about what we perceive it to be…if it’s some great energy that any of us can tap into. Maybe stealing someone’s magic is actually no more than observing it so that you can understand, and then just doing it.” 
“Really? Then why not simply imagine whatever sort of magic you want and then do it?”
“Hey, I’ll be honest. Based on what we’ve seen just in the Kaldfell Peninsula and the Lost Isles, not much would surprise me anymore. Well, maybe if there were gods or aliens or something descending from the skies, but anything short of that? I say it’s possible.”
“We have enough on our plate,” Rhona countered. “Let’s just hope it doesn’t get any more complicated anytime soon. Leave the gods out of it for now.” 
Kim chuckled as she agreed, “Deal.” 
They rejoined the group and started to move again, and by nightfall they were welcomed at the town gates by Leila and a small group of guards. 
“Is that you, Alastar?” Leila asked, peering out into the darkness. 
Alastar responded by casting a glow of light across him and his friends. “Did you miss us?” 
She walked over and greeted him and Rhona with hugs, then assessed the newcomers. “Even more since I heard about the defeat. I was worried about all of you.”
“And us you,” Rhona interjected. 
“I see you have new friends, too.” Leila glanced at the castaways. “Trustworthy?” 
“Aye. They wouldn’t be traveling with us otherwise.” 
Leila welcomed them, and after introductions, led them into the village. 
“You said ‘too’ about new friends?” Rhona asked. 
“Ah, sailors, actually. They just arrived. We debated what to do about them, and they offered themselves up as labor and only asked for room and board in return. We figure with the war going on, we can use all the help we can get.” 
“And you’re sure they aren’t connected? This sorceress and them?” 
“No one can be positive about such a thing,” Leila replied, pausing to look Rhona in the eyes as she spoke, “but we took the risk, and based on what I saw today, they are good, hardworking men.”
“I don’t suppose they said where they were from?” Andreas asked, and the others all looked at him questioningly. “It’s just, if they happen to be from Kaldfell…”
“Actually you might not like this part, but…aye, they might be. Reformed Storm Raiders, I think. They seemed to be in an awful hurry to leave their old lives behind. You ask me, something’s changing up there. Something big has happened.”
“To be clear, the Storm Callers of Kaldfell weren’t Storm Raiders,” Andreas said in a matter-of-fact tone. “I don’t mean to be rude by correcting you, but that title belonged to the men and women northwest of us, the Barskall. Crude men, men with…”
His voice faded as he noticed three men walking past in the night, chatting boisterously amongst themselves. Not a one had hair on his head, and they all wore beards. 
“Shaved heads?” Rhona finished for him, then frowned, glancing between him and Leila. “If the sailors this town is harboring are indeed Barskall—and that means Storm Raiders—aren’t they effectively our enemy?” 
Leila glanced at the men who had walked by. They were now entering what passed as an inn these days. “They haven’t started any trouble and they arrived in peace, which is very different from how Storm Raiders conducted themselves in the past. That said, if you aren’t comfortable with their presence, I think we should move to the edge of town and discuss what it is you have come for. There are enough of them here that I’d prefer not to start trouble.”
Lars clicked his tongue while shaking his head and Kim voiced what he was probably thinking.
“Trouble will likely come your way soon enough with that lot here.” 
“Last I checked, I called the shots,” Leila replied with an annoyed glance at Rhona. “If your friends aren’t familiar with how things work, perhaps we should leave them outside while we discuss.”
“They’ll behave,” Rhona replied, giving her friends a look that told them they had better do so. She lowered her voice as she added, “But there’s no need to find a place to talk, as it’s better that we move quickly.” 
“Straight to business?” Leila smiled, finally. “I can respect that. You must have a good reason for traveling all the way over here after what you’ve just been through.” 
“You have a boat,” Alastar replied. “We’d like to sail down to Gulanri, notify the king of the arrival of the sorcerers, and see what assistance he can provide. Worst case scenario, he sets up a defense that deals with them when they show up on his doorstop, and they no longer have the element of surprise.” 
“I have several boats now, as a matter of fact. And if you’ll let the Barskall crew, you’ll be able to take one of the larger ships.” 
“Never,” Andreas replied. 
Leila glanced at Rhona again, who nodded. If their friends weren’t comfortable with the Barskall, then neither was she. That being the case, she wasn’t going to sail with them, but she also wouldn’t disagree with Leila. These were her people, so it was her decision. 
Finally Leila nodded. “If they stay their ships become mine anyway, so I suppose taking one of the larger ones for myself and giving you a smaller boat isn’t the worst possible scenario.”
“You have one for us then?” Alastar asked. 
“Come, let’s grab supplies and get you ready.” Leila beamed. “You’re going to love her.” 
***
With the wind in his hair and the familiar salty ocean air in his lungs, Alastar stood at the prow of the cruiser watching the land fly by. There was no way they could’ve made it so far this fast even with horses. 
Andreas was working his magic, filling the sail with wind and pushing the moon-silvered waves to send them careening across the sea. They were practically flying—and felt it, too, every time they went over another wave, becoming airborne until landing again. 
“If they don’t pass him when he takes the test to be a Storm Caller, they’re all a bunch of idiots,” Alastar said to Lars, who stood at his side with hands on his hips as if he owned the waters. 
“I couldn’t agree with you more,” Lars replied with a bellowing laugh. “This boy knows his stuff!” 
“And is trying to concentrate!” Andreas shouted back. 
The two chuckled and Alastar returned his focus to the dark mass of land as they sailed past it. Somewhere out there, maybe inland of the point they were passing right that instant, Estair and the others were preparing their defense. He wished he could be there with her. To
protect her, his inner voice said. But no, he knew she could defend herself. Hell, she could probably put on a better fight than he could. 
What he really wished was that he could be there for himself—to simply be at her side, to know that they stood with each other in their final moments, if it came to that. 
Since they couldn’t be together now, he would just have to ensure these weren’t their final moments, and get back to her as fast as possible.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
The Fortress of Stirling was just as they had left it, and Volney certainly wasn’t glad to be back. Night had come with the arrival of the sorcerers and their soldiers at the ruins of Stirling. Since then Volney and Larick had been working their way around the outskirts, where they hid in the shadows and debated the best way to make a move. 
It was lucky for them that they had arrived before the others, but now they were stuck because they couldn’t join the others without being spotted. Not that it mattered, since they were here for a mission. Backing out wasn’t an option. 
“How about that one?” Larick asked, pointing to a guard who seemed to be patrolling by himself while the others searched the ruins. 
Volney nodded, but didn’t move. 
“Well?” Larick prompted. 
“When the timing’s right.” 
“If you’re waiting for him to send you an invitation—maybe some roses—I think we’ll be sitting here a long time.” 
Volney glared. “Listen, if you want to switch roles, be my guest.” 
Larick pursed his lips, not wanting that at all. 
“You don’t think one of the sorcerers would be better?” Volney asked. “I mean, they might be able to get closer to the inner circle.” 
“Ah, but soldiers gossip. Everyone knows that. Plus, playing the role of the sorcerer might be harder. Easier to get found out, which means easier to lose your head.” 
“Thanks for that image. As if I wasn’t nervous enough already.” After a deep breath, Volney nodded and said, “Here goes everything.” 
His eyes went white and he smiled. A moment later the guard came strutting over, a silly smile on his face. 
“Where’d you go?” the guard asked, glancing around and failing to see them. A moment later, his eyes fell on a pile of rubble and he smirked. “My name’s Tom, and you are?” 
Whack! 
He fell over, unconscious. Volney stood behind him with a rock. 
“Damn, that was harsh,” Larick commented. “Did you at least give him a nice image before he went down?” 
“Aye. He thought he’d just stumbled across a nude woman bathing. I figured if I was going to screw the guy, he might as well get something out of it.”
“There is so much wrong with that statement.” Larick chuckled. “That’s why I like you.” 
“I’m a mystic, not a saint.” Volney knelt beside the guard, studying him, eyes still white as he moved his hands across the man’s head. 
“Don’t forget to get the full backstory—info on his buddies, their names, and—”
“Ah!” Volney pulled back, eyes suddenly returning to normal. Out of nowhere, he pulled back and kicked the guard in the face, then stomped on him, and was about to stomp on him again when Larick pulled him back. The kick and stomp had caused the helmet to come loose and reveal his shaven head, which was just barely starting to grow back hair.
“Quiet, you’ll draw unwanted attention,” Larick hissed. “What the hell came over you?” 
“He’s Barskall. One of the Storm Raiders we’ve heard about. Or was, until recently. Seems many of them are on the run since their leader was killed, and these joined up with the sorcerers just recently.” Volney shook his head, looking at Larick. “The things this man has done. I-I don’t know if I can become him.” 
Larick pursed his lips, pulling Volney close. “Brother, it’s just for a day or two. Maybe a few, but not more. We must learn what they’re up to. And honestly, the chance of any of the others being less atrocious is slim. Add to that the fact that if they just joined it’ll be easier to pass for him, and I’d say we have a win.” 
A low grumble came from Volney’s throat as he turned back to the man and shook his head. His eyes went white again, and a moment later he took on the man’s appearance. It wasn’t easy to maintain someone’s appearance, or not completely. Knowing this, he just focused on the head and facial features, and then took the man’s armor. While it was snug, it mostly fit. 
Larick’s eyes had gone white too, he knew, as he blocked the illusion so Volney would still look like himself to Larick. Another wave of Volney’s hands, and then he chuckled. 
“What’d you do?” Larick asked. 
“We could kill him, or make him think he’s a pig for the rest of his life. I chose the latter.” 
“Since you left him without clothes, the pig thing makes sense, actually.” Larick took his friend in an embrace and said, “Good luck,” before patting him on the back and watching him walk back to the patrol area. If this didn’t work, he’d have to use his magic and get in there to save him.
He would be ready.
***
Volney felt slimy simply knowing Tom’s story, let alone pretending to be him. He had to take on his voice and mannerisms, because his magic didn’t actually change him or give him a Tom mask. What it did was affect the minds of those around him to make them think he was Tom. When he was close enough, he would even be able to read their minds, if he wanted to take the risk. If there were other mystics around, he would have to be careful. 
Soon a sorcerer called, “There’s nothing here. They’ve fled.”
“She won’t be happy,” another replied, and then turned to Volney. “Tom, you searched the surrounding area?” 
This was his time to shine. “Aye,” he replied. 
“Aye?” the man frowned. “You’re starting to talk like them now?” 
He hadn’t thought to check the man’s speech patterns, in the sense of what words he used. With a sigh and a mental kick, Volney explained it away. “In case anyone’s listening that we haven’t found, thought I’d make them think we were locals just investigating.” 
The sorcerer considered him for a moment, then walked away. “Typical Tom. Damn shame he’s such an idiot.” 
Volney didn’t know how to interpret the defensiveness he felt at Tom being called an idiot, but it bothered him. It also bothered him that he took offense to it, and that he had to be Tom to begin with. He had a feeling a lot of things would bother him in the near future. 
Get in there and see what you can find out, Larick’s voice said in his mind. 
I’m on it, Volney replied, and walked into the fortress to find the others. 
A quick scan of the sorcerer’s mind showed him that their mission was to find out who was here, ambush them, and kill them all. Unless Rhona was still here, or as the sorcerer thought of her, “the bitch with the shadow magic.” She was to be returned to their goddess, to the one who led the Sorcerers of Gallant. The one they didn’t refer to by name, but who carried the moniker “Lady Mowain.” 
He had heard that name in someone’s mind, he thought. But when? Where? As much as he racked his brain to remember where he’d heard it, no answers came. 
A quick mental send passed the name to Larick, but he didn’t recall either. He sent an image back, though, of a man and a woman, and a flash of shadow and light. 
The image is connected to the name, Larick replied. I wish I knew how. 
We will find the answer. Volney sent back, then went to join the others. 
“If we return without answers, without the shadow mage…” one of them started. Volney saw where that was going, so he quickly interrupted. 
“She won’t be happy, true. But if the mission was to bring her news, we’d better not to linger. Better to bring her an answer.” 
The others turned to him and glared, and for a moment he wondered if he’d gone too far. But the sorcerer who appeared to be in charge finally grunted and said, “The outsider has a point. Damn him.” He shot Volney another glare. “If she has my hide, I’m taking yours as well.”
Volney nodded. All he needed to do was get close enough to someone with answers, find out when they would be moving and where, and get out of there. 
“Move out,” the sorcerer said, and the others grumbled about more walking, needing a rest, and wanting to find a place to drink and eat. Another guard yelled that the grumblers should be happy to be alive at all.” 
Soon they were on the move, and the one who had yelled came up to Volney, giving him the sort of exhausted nod only comrades shared. 
 Tom’s memories told him this was Jon. Such simple names, he thought. They strode onward and the man started talking to him about the ruins back there, speculating on what had happened. That struck him as humorous, since he’d been there for it.
He was able to delve deeper into this man’s mind, him being conscious and all. Apparently they had served under some king up north, had even been working with some rotten eggs from the Kaldfell Peninsula. It had all fallen apart and now these men were on the run, looking for any group they could serve under. 
“You holding up?” Jon asked, a twitch of his left arm showing what his mind now confirmed—he was missing some sort of drug they had been taking. It was hitting him hard, but he was doing his best not to show it. 
“Barely,” Volney decided to answer, trying to go along with the idea. 
Jon nodded, giving him a woeful smile. “We’ll figure this out. One way or another, we’ll get through it and land on our feet.” 
As they walked on, Volney found himself curious at a new sensation. He was walking alongside a man he knew had issues while pretending to be a man with just as many. He felt a sort of compassion for them. 
Don’t let it stick, Larick sent. 
Stay out of my mind! Volney replied. 
Hey, one of us has to be in there to make sure you don’t start thinking you’re really one of these Barskall chaps, am I right?
Good point, Volney admitted. 
It was going to be a long journey, and he could use all the help he could get to stay sane. 





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
Though it was hard to tell when daylight came in the caves, Donnon had found himself and some of the others a spot near one of the sinkholes so that they could let the unicorn graze on the grass in there and get some natural light to train in. 
He had them up at sunrise, first to eat a quick breakfast and then to give Kia some training. If she was going to participate in the war, he was going to make sure she was prepared as she could be.
She grumbled at first, but when her new friend, the boy Lannis, started jumping around with the help of his wind magic, she figured she would give it a shot too. It was amazing to watch her create a wall of fire or even a pillar of flames as if it were an afterthought. 
He was nowhere near as skilled with his magic, and he’d been practicing most of his life. 
“Stay focused,” he said, when around mid-morning she sent a fireball into a group of vines and caused them to burst into flames. “We don’t want smoke signaling our location to prying eyes.” 
“We’ve been at this all morning,” she argued. “It’s time for a break.” 
“Maybe we could go exploring,” Lannis offered. 
She shook her head. “We’ve been through the tunnels. It’s boring.” 
“I don’t mean the tunnels,” he replied. The other two looked over to see him peering behind the vines she’d just set on fire. Joining him, they saw a passageway that led to a larger opening, with light shining down from holes above. 
“What is it?” Kia asked. “More tunnels?”
Donnon frowned, unsure if they should go in, but his curiosity got the better of him. “Would you mind?” He gestured to her hand. 
“Oh!” Her face lit up and she smiled as she made a small flame in her palm. He made a motion with his own hand and some of the flame flew over to him, then came to rest in his palm just like hers.  
Using this flame for added light, he crawled through the opening and along a slight tunnel, then paused with his eyes wide in awe. He allowed the flame to grow, then let it shoot out so that he could see better. 
“Whoa,” Lannis said at his side. Kia was right behind him. 
What they had found appeared to be a sunken city, or part of one. Earthquakes and changes in soil distribution must have created this, but what they had stumbled across was obviously part of the old world. They saw a tall church wall with a circle and intricate patterns carved into it, and down to the right what appeared to be the remains of an old white building, now slightly yellow and brown like an old bone. 
A newer-looking wall held up the east side, and there were tunnels leading out of that. 
“Speak, friend, and tell us your business here,” a voice said, and they turned to see a group of men and women on a ledge opposite them. Three had crossbows at the ready, but their eyes were on the fire and they hesitated. 
“Have you heard of the invasion?” Donnon asked slowly. “Of the sorcerers who pushed Laird Summers from his manor and many more from their homes?”
A man with a long bushy beard the same orange as the fire nodded. “You with them or against?” 
Donnon scoffed. “Do I look like I’m with them?” He stood, showing his plaid and then motioning to the children. “Do they?” 
“Answer the question.”
“Against, us and everyone on the other side of this sinkhole including Laird Summers.” 
“He’s here?” the man asked. 
“Aye.” 
The man turned to his companions, discussed the information in hushed voices, and then turned back to them with a hesitant smile. “Tell the laird we’re here, and while we weren’t friends and we don’t know magic, we see value in a partnership. This place is defended with traps, all except the front door you found.” 
“Who was your laird?” Donnon asked. 
“We served Master Garrett at the Fortress of Stirling, but were driven from our homes. We got disconnected during the fighting.”
“Many of us fought alongside Master Garrett,” Donnon said. “We’ll be glad to connect, as Laird Lokane is also among us.” 
“Laird Lokane and Laird Summers under the same roof, er, cavern?” The man looked at the others around him, surprised. “This we have to see.”
They went off to send word and soon the others of their group began filing in, setting up around the cavern. They were led by the speaker, who introduced himself as Hamish. He showed them into the larger building, which was largely intact despite half the roof having been replaced by earth. 
“It has been our fallback position for quite some time,” Hamish explained when he noticed Donnon’s interest. 
“And Master Garrett?” Laird Summers asked. “Will he be joining us?” 
They shook their heads and Hamish explained, “We haven’t seen him since losing the fortress.” 
“I know where he is,” Donnon offered. “We saw him up north with Leila Lockmire and other clans who were joining together there. He assumed they were the only survivors.” 
“We should send word to him,” one of the locals suggested. “If they knew we were here…”
“He thought this place had been overrun,” Hamish explained. “So did we, but it turned out the enemy had camped aboveground without realizing this was even here. We were able to move around below and surprise-attack them. Most had already left, but those who remained never saw it coming.” 
“If we let them know we’re holed up here preparing the defense,” the first one replied, “we might stand a chance in all this.” 
“If nothing else, we could come up, hit them where we can, then duck back down out of sight. Having a defensible location we can retreat to could make all the difference.”
Just then the paladins entered, led by Bale and, at his side, Oldran. Donnon had taken a liking to Oldran after they’d explained that he was the paladin Alastar met in Sair Talem, the one who’d told Alastar he would help. He was pledged to Alastar now.
The local clansfolk, though, didn’t know them as well as Donnon did, and all stood back to grab weapons at the sight of the former holy warriors. 
“Whoa!” Donnon held up both hands. “We’re all on the same team here.” 
“Not with them, we’re not!” Hamish bellowed. “Do you have any idea of the hell they’ve put us through?”
“Not us,” Bale said, lifting his hands to show he wasn’t going for his sword. “But there are others still out there, paladins fighting alongside the sorcerers. If you’ll listen to us, we can show you how to fight them. Work with you, fight side by side with you.” 
Hamish stared at him, then turned slowly back to Donnon.  “You vouch for them?” 
Donnon nodded. 
“And you, Laird Summers and Laird Lokane?” 
“Aye,” the two said in unison. 
Hamish considered it for a long moment, then turned to Bale and held out a hand. The two clasped forearms. 
“Welcome to the right side,” Hamish proclaimed. 
“It’s good to finally be here,” Bale replied, and the other paladins let out a roar of approval. 
“Let’s get to it then,” Summers said. “We’ll arrange runners to notify Clan Lockmire and the rest. I imagine we’ll soon be inundated with support. Meanwhile, we’ll form teams of mages based on skills, and the paladins will train the fighters among us, so that when we meet our enemy in battle they won’t know what hit them.” 





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
 While Volney was used to walking long distances, since he and Larick had traveled all the way from the Arcadian Valley to reach the Lost Isles, he wasn’t used to moving at a military pace, and especially wasn’t used to traveling in armor. This was what the sorcerers and guards did now, since they were eager to report back to their goddess as quickly as possible in hopes that doing so would lesson Her fury. 
Using his magic for such a long period of time added an extra strain. When they stopped for a bite and drink of water he went off, supposedly to relieve himself, but really just to drop the magic for a few minutes to replenish his energy again. 
When the sorcerers started toward him, he quickly put his spell seeming back on and pretended to shake before turning and walking past with a dutiful nod. 
It’s just ahead. Larick’s voice spoke in his mind. Not much farther.
And then the true adventure begins, Volney thought. 
Several soldiers walked by with a group of paladins, arguing. One of the paladins was tall, with long, wavy blond hair that reminded Volney of Alastar’s. He had a mean look to him. Or maybe that was just him being able to see into the man’s mind. 
“How about you, Barskall warrior?” the paladin said. Volney recognized him as Taland. 
“Pardon, I missed the beginning of the conversation.” 
The paladin’s nostril twitched as if he were disgusted in the man, but his smile remained. “You get a chance to kill the women and children, where do you stand?” 
“I’m a Barskall warrior. We do our duty.” 
“Damn, that’s what I like to hear.” The paladin clasped him on the shoulder and said, “You’ll do the job that needs doing, that’s right. Follow orders.” He turned back to the paladin at his side and put a finger an inch from the man’s eye. “Remember that, or I’ll have this Barskall shite-licker cut your throat in your sleep, got it?” 
The man nodded, shooting an icy glare Volney’s direction before walking off. 
“Did I say you were dismissed?” Taland called after him, and the man stopped. After a beat, Taland started laughing. “Get out of here, see if you can find a pair of balls to bring into the battle. Then maybe I’ll let you fight at my side.” 
Before he too walked off with his retinue, he turned back and pointed at Volney. “I want you up there with us. Going to be lots of bloodletting to be done, and I need someone with some guts in them. You up for it?” 
Volney felt like he was going to be sick, but he let out a roar of excitement as he imagined one of these Barskall bastards would do. More of this talk went on around him as he walked, ranging from war stories to stories of their accomplishments between the sheets. A quick scan of their minds showed most of the stories to be lies and embellishments. 
They reached the manor and he followed the others in, parting ways with the sorcerers at what they were calling the barracks, which were essentially the old servants’ quarters. Men and women sat around fires relaxing, drinking, and worse. He was astonished to think that whoever was in charge would allow this, when they would in theory be off to attack soon. 
Unless maybe they wouldn’t be? In a way, it made sense to let all the clans join together first. Then they could kill them in one fell swoop instead of having to chase them down throughout the land. He wasn’t sure if that was his thought, or one he had taken from Tom. 
At the first chance he got, he ran off to the outhouse and sat there for a good long time. He used the respite to both let his nervousness out through his bowels and to be himself for a time. 
“You must’ve caught something on the road.” Jon’s voice carried through the door. “Don’t make it worse than it already is in there. I’m next.”
With a sigh of annoyance, Volney set the magic back in place and replied, “I might need to lie down after this. Something isn’t right.” 
“Damn right. Don’t worry, I’ll cover for you for a bit, but then we need to be off.” 
Volney blinked, reaching into Jon’s mind to see what he had learned in the last couple minutes. 
Patrols, he passed on to Larick. This could be my chance, if I can figure out how to stay behind.
And my chance to get caught, Larick replied. 
Just keep your mind open so you know where they are. Find ways to distract them if you can, keep them out there longer.
A long silence followed, then Jon knocking on the door. 
“Seriously, Tom, if you don’t hurry up I’m coming in there to check on you.” 
Volney grunted, began to wipe, and said, “Just a minute, just a minute.” 
Being sure to look his weariest, Volney pulled on his robes, projected an image of the man in armor, and stepped out. 
“Damn, can’t you give a soldier two minutes to wipe?” he asked, trying to act as he thought a soldier might. 
The other one just shook his head. “Man, we’re on thin ice as it is. We want this to be our new home, to avoid the Storm Captains long enough that they forget about us. This is our chance. Pull your head out of your ass.”
“Yes, got it.” He glanced around, figuring out based on what he had read of Tom’s memories which direction his bed was. “Just give me a few minutes to recuperate, all right? Then I’ll be good as new.”
“You’d better be, or it’s both our asses.” 
After hearing ass called arse since he and Larick had arrived on this crazy island, it was kind of nice hearing it without the accent. He nodded, purposefully stumbling back to the barracks and his bunk, and then collapsed onto the bed. 
That collapsing part didn’t require any acting. He was worn out. 
At least you get a bed, Larick’s voice projected. 
Wonderful, I get a bed in a camp full of murderous scum. Happy to switch anytime. The offer won’t go away. 
Tell you what, when they invite you to a feast or offer you some of that ale, that’ll be my cue. 
Ha. In your dreams! At that thought, Volney started to drift off to sleep. 
Oh no, you don’t! This time Larick appeared next to him as if to slap him awake, then vanished as soon as he sat up. You have work to do, brother.
Remind me to slap you when I’m done here, Volney thought. 
It wasn’t a real slap. 
Fine, remind me to mentally slap you. 
He sat on his bed listening to the revelry outside, then heard Jon’s thoughts as he approached. Another soldier stumbled in, this one looking much more like he belonged in the Lost Isles, and went to fetch something from his bunk. 
“You,” Volney said. “Jon comes by, tell him to start without me. Tell him I had to look for a place to vomit.” 
The soldier gave him a grossed-out look, but nodded. 
Volney made for the rear door, the one connecting the barracks to the main manor, giving up the stumbling act as soon as he was clear of the door. 
What’s the plan? Larick asked. 
Volney was about to respond when he walked right past the tall sorceress they had fought at the Fortress of Stirling, before it had been turned to ruins. He kept his head down, moving on in case she somehow recognized him. 
To his relief, she didn’t. 
When he was in the inner hallway, a soldier walked past and eyed him with a frown. “Hey, you!” 
He froze, then slowly turned around. “Yes?” 
“What the hell do you think you’re doing in here?” The soldier pointed to the door Volney had just come through. “You Barskall want a chance at this, you learn to follow orders. Understood?” 
Volney nodded. “Understood.” 
And then he waved a hand to cast a spell that made the man think he’d just been yelling at a cat. The man blinked, looked down at Volney’s feet and added, “And if you want warm milk, you go to the back door and wait like everyone else,” before turning with a dazed look and walking off. 
Did you sense her? Volney asked. Before, I mean—the sorceress from Stirling.
You think she’ll notice?
I’m going to just keep walking and hope not. 
Unless… A long pause followed, and then Larick’s voice came again. She might be our best bet at this, at least that I can think of. 
Volney sighed and thought, I hate you sometimes. He doubled back until he saw her in a hallway conversing with a man in long purple robes. 
Focusing, he leaned back out of sight and reached out mentally. 
The barrage of images was almost unbearable. Men, women, and children being attacked, killed, and more. He wanted to block it out, but he needed answers. A woman in gold, magic flowing around her in a spiral of light and dark, and she was laughing as sorcerers bowed to her, then she was somewhere else, a man’s corpse lay before her, and she was furious. Explosions, deaths, and this woman, a nobody at the time, being promoted to replace all who had fallen in the wake of their leader’s wrath. Their goddess. 
Yet she wasn’t here at all. Someone had implanted her image there, which explained why Larick hadn’t picked up on her presence. 
But where? Somewhere south… And more of the plan came to him, but it was like being taunted with an evil laugh. There was the group that had followed the paladins…someone with immense power, robes billowing in the wind. But who? He couldn’t see. Her mind wouldn’t let him, it was blocked, it wasn’t her at all, it was…AHHH!
He collapsed, screaming as the mental attack hit him. 
Get out of there! Larick’s mental voice yelled. Already he could feel his fellow mystic’s powers working to confront the attack, wherever it was coming from. 
It was Her. Their goddess. Coming for him. 





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
Larick wasn’t just going to leave Volney in there with the sorceress. For some time now he’d been trying to mentally enter, to find Volney and help him, but it was as if a massive mental wall blocked the way. 
That left his fighting skills, which were lacking, or his ability to run. He considered turning and making for the clans, but what would they do? Send their people here before they were ready, only to be slaughtered? 
He had no choice but to go after his friend.
All Larick could think as he ran into the manor grounds was, SHIT SHIT SHIT.  Somehow they had gotten to Volney. And he was running into the lion’s mouth, as it were, instead of going off to warn the others. But even if he went back to the clans, what could he say? He knew nothing to help them, just that there was still a mystic or something like one working with the enemy. 
He leaped over a fence and put his magic to work, disguising himself as a regular guard. It wouldn’t pass inspection, but right now he just needed to get close. It also hit him that Volney had been trying to reach into someone’s mind when they got to him. This might have left him vulnerable, especially since Larick hadn’t felt the presence of the woman, only seen her through his connection with Volney. If she wasn’t there at all, she must’ve been bait for Volney to open his mind and be susceptible to attack. 
In order to prevent that, Larick put up a wall within his own mind. He refused to let the same happen to him. He knew where his friend had been when the attack happened, and for now he would just have to go at it the old-school way—he’d find him by searching. Mental probes would risk too much. 
A group of soldiers was moving out and one turned to shout at him, “They got ‘em cornered! Master Irdin has ‘em trapped like pigs in a sty!” 
“I’ll grab my sword and catch up!” he replied, glad he’d forgotten to add the sword as part of the illusion, and equally glad that the others were running too, occupied with reaching their destination. 
It hit him then that what the soldier had said meant his friends were likely under attack. If it was at Master Irdin’s hand, that could be very bad. First things first. Rescue Volney, get the hell out of there, and then go after the soldiers and try to save as many of their new friends as possible. 
He was starting to very much dislike the Lost Isles, and wondered how life was back in the areas around Arcadia. Maybe after this he’d return there and just be done with it all. Find a nice plot of land far away from everything and retire. 
No way. He’d miss chatting with Volney too much for that. 
Ducking past the barracks, he paused as a mental force hit him just outside the manor. He cringed, then heard shouting and saw armed men running toward him. His hesitation had revealed him as one who could feel the mental projections, and therefore he had given himself away to the soldiers. But he wasn’t going down like that. 
VOLNEY! he mentally shouted. This is it, brother. Me and you, together. We can beat this!
What came back was the equivalent of a thousand screams of torment, with one hushed voice mixed in. He had to focus to hear it, but it was there. Volney was whispering, calling for him… He wasn’t defeated yet. 
Larick ran straight at the soldiers, projecting a large fire-breathing dragon in front of himself. The soldiers faltered, some falling backwards as they tried to scamper away. One made it through, dodging the dragon and lunging with his sword, but finding only thin air. 
With a kick to the soldier’s legs Larick knocked him to the ground, picking up the man’s sword as he passed. He was past the others before the first spell came from a ledge above, slamming right into him.
Rather, it slammed into the projection of himself he had created three paces to his right. He felt the heat of the flames singe the ground as he went through the doors. 
Fight NOW! he mentally shouted to Volney, and heard distant agreement—no words, just a feeling, a sensation. They were close now, close enough that their magic would feed each other and connect in the way it needed to if they hoped to be free of this. 
He pulled, lifting his friend out of his mental quagmire, the swampy land of death that was their opponent’s mental trap. 
And then he was there, his voice coming through as clear as day—RUN! 
Wait, no… It wasn’t in his mind. 
He spun, and heard it clearly this time. 
“RUN!” Volney shouted, staggering down the hall toward him. “DAMMIT, GO!” 
Larick stared in shock as the doors behind his friend opened to reveal four magicians and a woman all in gold stepping up behind them. The shadows intensified at the same time the lights flared. It was impossible, which made it even more terrifying. 
Only, Larick was a better mystic than that—he could tell when a trick was being played on him, and who his friend was or wasn’t. The man running at him wasn’t Volney. 
He pushed aside the mystic’s sword thrust so that it impaled itself in the man’s chest and then he ran, but not away. He ran toward them, and now that their evil mystic was dying on the floor behind him, he smiled. This would be much more fun. 
Volney appeared behind them, the two mystics making eye contact and working on their mental assault of the woman in gold at the same time. 
She staggered back screaming, and the shadows and light pulled back together at the same time. Her problem was the same as for many with great powers. Hubris. She was overly confident in herself and her underlings, always undervaluing her competition. 
Perhaps she was partially right, Larick thought as the first wave of one of her sorcerer’s magic hit him in the form of a gust of wind, slamming him back against the wall as another sorcerer called on fire, hands circling and conjuring a wall of flame. 
Volney shielded himself with his robes, but it wasn’t enough. They caught fire, and it broke his attention. The woman in gold moved in a flash of shadow and was at his side as her other magicians turned on Volney, but Larick was trained well. 
He sent a vision of the others trapped in a box of metal, the walls closing in on them. 
It wouldn’t last long, he knew. They would process it for what it was, then cast magic in all directions and inevitably hit him. But human instinct would force them to react at first, and that would be enough time for Volney and Larick to make a break for it. 
Before the others had mentally returned, the two mystics had plowed through the doors and right past the guards who had only just now processed that there was no dragon. They ran toward the barracks. 
“No, back here,” Volney said, pulling at Larick until they were with the guards. “They don’t have any more mystics; I checked. They had two brothers; one was already killed, and you took care of the second.”
“She controls the shadows. We can’t hide.” 
“Not we, but…” He waved a hand and become one of the soldiers, blood dripping from his arm, and winked at Larick. 
“Oh, dammit,” Larick said as he followed suit. He knew his friend was right, but he just wanted to be out of there. 
A moment later the shadows convulsed, and with a burst of light the lady in gold was in the courtyard. She waved her hands and shadows tore at the surrounding trees, ripping them from the ground. Then, with a thrust of her hands, a wave of darkness rippled across the ground, causing it to tremble. 
She spun on the soldiers, eyeing them with ferocity. “Find them! Return without their heads or I will have yours!” 
With that she returned to the manor, her sorcerers racing out to begin the hunt. 
“Smart move,” Larick whispered to his friend, and together they joined in the hunt…for themselves. 
At the first chance they got, they made it so anyone who saw them would see only boars charging through the forest, and were off. 
“That was a colossal waste,” Volney commented as they ran, trying to keep his breathing steady but failing miserably. 
“Hardly. We put a hint of fear into her and took out their last mystic, or whatever you call those abominations. I wouldn’t put them in the same camp as us. But more than that, we learned something, or rather, I did.” 
“Do…tell…” His breath was coming harder now, and Volney held up a hand as he slowed to a walk. 
“We have to keep moving.” 
“One minute, then we will. I have…to catch…my breath.” 
Larick nodded, glancing back with a raised eyebrow. “We don’t have to keep moving to outrun them. We just have to reach the lairds and the clansfolk—Kia and them. Master Irdin has already made a move, and the soldiers leaving when I arrived said they were off to join him, that he had our friends surrounded.” 
Volney’s face scrunched into a mixture of frustration and exasperation. “No rest for the just, eh?” 
“Unfortunately, no.” 
“And the other visions? With the king of Gulanri?” 
“One step at a time,” Larick replied. “Master Irdin might be within our reach right now. Gulanri? We’d never make it in time.” 
“Then may the Saint or the spirits or whatever it is that might help be with them.” 
Volney pulled himself up, chest out, and then then picked up the pace again, running with Larick at his side. They could get supplies for the march from the other soldiers, then break off at the last minute. No matter how much they needed to rest and recuperate, their new friends needed them more. These two weren’t about to let them down.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
Stone was happy to be here among the clansfolk, whom he had never been fully convinced were evil. It was a relief that the war was underway and true friends were revealed along with true enemies. No more second guessing, no more doubts and guilt. 
He nodded to Tina, who was among the crowd gathered to train. After spending a couple days getting situated and checking defenses, this was their first session, and Stone and the other paladins would be doing the training. There was no doubt the clansfolk knew how to fight, but they were more like brawlers. The paladins had been trained in sword techniques and taught classic defensive maneuvers and counters, and now they would have a very short amount of time to try and teach everything they knew to this hodgepodge of people. 
Tina had heart, at least—he had seen her at Sair Talem, after all. She hadn’t run and cowered. How many of these strong men before him would be able to say the same in that situation, he wondered. 
They walked the crowd through several stances and attack positions, how to hold a sword, how to properly strike, depending on your opponent’s defense. Most of the men and women from the clans weren’t having a problem, but more of the clans, and even some of the paladin protectorates, had sent people as word spread. 
When the trainees had been left on their own to spar or practice their strike patterns, Stone walked over to Oldran, the paladin who had sworn his allegiance to Alastar at Sair Talem. 
“What do you think?” he asked. 
Oldran glanced at him and smiled. “I think we have our work cut out for us, but if there’s anyone who can train this lot, it’s us.”
“I don’t remember you being such an optimist.”
“You didn’t know me when we were up against such odds. Back then I was double-guessing everything I did. Now? We don’t have room for that.” 
“Aye, I know what you mean.” Stone watched as Tina took on her opponent and landed three good strikes—not hard enough to do damage, but enough to reinforce the training and get muscle memory working. 
“She’s a catch,” Oldran noted. “Saw you two always looking at each other back at the castle, and kind of wondered if you two would ever…you know. Move forward.” 
Stone laughed. “We swore oaths.” 
“Oaths that no longer matter?”
“Once they turned on Alastar and Rhona, I was done.”
For a moment Oldran considered him, then he leaned in. “You know, Taland supposedly didn’t stay true to his oaths, if you believe the stories. Let’s just say there was an incident in the baths once, and—”
“Sorry, but if there’s one man I don’t want to be hearing about right now, it’s him.” Stone and Oldran walked past a young man and Stone took a moment to correct his form, then nodded and moved on, assessing the others. “Did I ever tell you about the time that son of a bitch came on to me?” 
“Wait, what?” 
Stone nodded, lowering his voice. “Threatened to have me kicked out, excommunicated, if I didn’t…well, you don’t need the details. Point is, I told him to bugger off, that if he did any such thing I’d come for him. Not that I’m opposed to the idea of stuff like that, just, it’s not my thing…and the oaths.” 
Oldran smirked. “Had he come to me…”
“No?”
With a shrug, Oldran added, “Let’s just say it would’ve been only the oaths holding me back. Of course, that was before we found out what a low-life piece of shite he is. Put him in front of me now, the only thing I’d stick him with is my sword. And I do mean the sharp metal one.” 
“I honestly had no idea.” 
“Well, when this is over, if you know any clansmen who want to show me what they wear under their kilt… Hint, hint.”
“Hey, I said I have no problem with it. Doesn’t mean I want a visual.” 
Oldran chuckled and held up his hands in surrender. “Deal. I have to ask, though,” he leaned in again, lowering his voice almost to a whisper. “You two… She was your first, then?”
Stone rolled his eyes, turning away and stopping by a middle-aged woman. “Great job there, but try bringing it up in an arc, then down.” He showed her what he meant with his sword, then watched as she did the same. 
“Not going to tell me?” Oldran asked as they walked on. He nodded. “I can respect that. I think it’s silly, but I can respect it.” 
“Would it be silly if we were discussing your sister? Your mom? Your daughter?” 
“Ouch, low blow.” Oldran backed off, turning to help another woman, then watching two teenage boys sparring. “We’re putting ourselves out of a job, you realize.”
“How’s that?” 
“Once we dominate those sons of bitches, the war will be over. We don’t know how to farm or any of that. It’s these people who will be the smart ones then, the ones we’ll be begging to teach us a thing or two instead of the other way around.”
“If being at peace means my skills have no use, if that’s the price to pay, I’ll take it.” 
Oldran was about to respond when shouts came from one of the tunnels, cut off by a gurgling sound and a thud. 
They knew that sound all too well. The sound of death. 
“It’s Master Irdin,” another voice said. This lookout had made it as far as the entrance, where they could see him as an ice spear pierced his heart. He fell to his knees, staring at it in horror. 
“Mages!” Laird Lokane shouted, followed by a similar call to arms by Summers and others a moment later. Already sorcerers were piling in from various tunnels. Magic began shooting off in all directions, and some of the clansfolk charged. 
“Defensive positions, defensive positions!” Stone shouted, Bale and Oldran taking up the call a moment later. 
The charging horde broke off, setting up a defense so the others could all move back to the main building. From there they had escape routes set up—plenty of options—but also a setup for attack. Already arrows were shooting down at the sorcerers from above, sped forward by wind mages. Not all of the fighters who’d charged were caught by ice spears as they ran. A sorcerer had tried for lightning, it seemed, because the air outside lit up and cracked, but it didn’t reach down here. 
Interesting how that worked, Stone thought. He focused on what Alastar had told him, about how this was all supposedly some form of magic he could call on. He just had to believe, or something like that. 
An ice spear nearly caught him, but two of Laird Lokane’s wind mages hit it with a gust that sent it to shatter at his feet. 
“Form a line!” Bale commanded, and the paladins did so—including Stone, even though he had left their ranks before this had all started. 
They charged, but even the wind mages couldn’t keep all the spells away from them, and then wild folk, men dressed in barely any clothes and covered in white paint, charged in. They were from the clans of the north, who were known to be vicious. Soon even the paladins were getting pushed back to their defensive positions. 
When the call came for retreat, Stone was expecting it. Too many were falling, their positions having been overrun. 
“Release the wall!” came a shout, and at this he turned, confused. He ran to a window when he heard a great rumbling. The wall on the far side was crumbling and water was shooting out. 
“Everyone out, NOW!” Laird Summers shouted, and a hand grabbed Stone, pulling him out of there and into a tunnel that they quickly worked to close with a large stone behind them, sliding it into the carved crevices. Someone had really thought this through, he realized as he heard the gush of water and saw the water mages behind them focusing. 
Screams came from the other side, but he was sure it wouldn’t do complete damage. They would have their own water mages, or if not, the one they called “Master Irdin” could likely do a good job of freezing at least part of it to assist them in their escape. 
“Stay with me!” Bale shouted and Stone snapped out of it, turning to run with the others and escaping through the now-blocked tunnels as water started seeping through the stone  barriers behind them. 
Well, they had been wondering where that bastard Master Irdin was hiding, and now they knew. Somehow he had found their hideout, though it wasn’t hard to imagine how with all the clansfolk streaming in, and the paladins. 
The paladins had come straight from the enemy camp. Why hadn’t he thought of it before? 
Halfway up the tunnels he turned on Oldran, pulling him close. “Keep your eyes open and watch the other paladins. It’s possible one of them left a trail for the enemy to follow.” 
Oldran’s eyes went wide and his mouth moved as if he meant to argue, but then he nodded. 
As they made a run for it, keenly aware that there could be more of the enemy waiting for them above, he considered who it could be. None of them made sense, but he didn’t know most as well as he knew Oldran, Bale, and Gerin. He certainly hoped he was wrong, but at least it wasn’t one of those three. Regardless of how friendly they had once been, if he found out someone he knew was behind this, they would pay. 





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
The small boat was nothing compared to the two larger ones that came out to meet her once she had passed into the waters of the Kingdom of Gulanri, nearly two days after having set sail.
“Kill all lights,” Alastar ordered, and it was done. “Andreas, one more burst here.” 
The lad had taken a break as they approached, getting a feel for what they would be up against and preparing to make their move before the sun rose. Now it was time to make it past the patrol. Better not to have to explain themselves quite yet, he figured. 
Andreas gave him a nod and then stepped up again to place his staff in the bucket of saltwater his magic demanded. With a swoosh of wind their sail filled and they were off, sticking close to the shore while riding high enough to avoid the rocks. 
A shout came from one of the large ships. They had started to turn toward them, but with Andreas’ help, the Gulanri ships didn’t stand a chance. The small ship had left them far behind by the time the larger one even had time to fully catch the wind. 
“They still might pursue if they actually saw us,” Kim noted. 
“Let’s make this quick, then.” Rhona turned to the land, assessing it. “How far is Lonran from the King’s wall?” 
Alastar considered this. He wasn’t sure of the exact location the wall had been built, only that the King of Gulanri had ordered one built toward the end of the Age of Madness to separate the south and north. It would likely be around a mid-point, he guessed, but knew it was south of the Ghostland Ruins. 
“I wish it were as simple as that,” he stated, deciding that focusing on such landmarks wouldn’t really be of much help. “We won’t be close until we see the point where the water cuts into the land. ‘The Knife’s Edge,’ it’s called. We follow that, find a port if possible, and go the rest of the way on foot. 
“Wonderful,” Rhona replied, moving back to try and find a comfortable place on the ship. 
He knew what she meant—this wasn’t exactly a luxury ride. While Leila had been right about them finding the boat useful, sailing with magic at twice the speed for almost two days for non-sailors simply wasn’t easy on the body. It was made worse by the choppiness of the water. 
At least there hadn’t been any storms. 
“Why do you suppose there were patrol ships out and about anyhow?” Lars asked, staring back the way they had come. “Surely the king of Gulanri doesn’t have the resources to keep ships floating about at all times.”
“Could he have already heard about the sorcerers?” Kim replied. 
“I don’t think so,” Alastar chimed in. “I mean, if so, he’d likely have more defenses set up that we would’ve noticed, right? Or, knowing that magic was coming, he would’ve sent magic users aboard those ships. If they saw us, which they would’ve, then they would’ve used magic to stop us.” 
“He has a point.” Kim scrunched her nose in thought. “It was dark and too far away to get a good look, but…”
“I thought of that, too,” Lars said. “It could’ve been, but how’d they make it so far?” 
Rhona gave Alastar a quizzical look. She was about to ask them to elaborate when she caught on. 
“No, you don’t think… Barskall?” 
Lars nodded. “They made it to the village with Leila. Who knows where else they went or how many there are.”
“The situation up north must’ve gotten pretty damn bad for them.” 
“They were probably searching for places to land, hailing us to ask for help.” 
“Let’s not get hung up on not helping the Barskall,” Kim commented with a laugh. “The best kind of Barskall is at the bottom of the sea, I always say.” 
“I know you do,” Lars replied with a smile. “That’s what I like about you.”
“Whoa there, flirting over the idea of the dead—keep that behind closed doors,” Rhona said. “They…didn’t seem that bad.” 
“If you knew the atrocities their people have committed,” Lars put an arm around Kim and holding her tightly, “you’d think otherwise.” 
For a while they simply sailed, watching the sunrise over the mainland in the distance—a scattering of purple and red mixed with the dark blue of the water around them. Andreas finally sat down, leaned against the back of the boat, and closed his eyes. 
“Wake me if we need to run. Otherwise, get lost,” he said, and started snoring almost immediately. They sailed on a bit more, Lars steering the boat to stay as close to land as they dared. 
After a while, when Kim had sat down and started to doze off too, Rhona came over to Alastar’s side and gave him a worried look. 
 “What’s this mean for our land?” she asked. “I mean, the sorcerers, and now this. Our lives will never be the same, will they?” 
“We don’t want them to be, right?” 
She smiled, considering that. “True, but…the way things are going, I’d guess we’re in for some dark days.” 
“You, afraid of the dark?” 
She held out her hand as if to slap him. “You know what I mean. Shut up, or I’ll show you what being afraid of the dark is truly like.” 
“Don’t you remember, Sis? I have the power of light.”
“I doubt I could forget if I tried,” she said with a laugh. “Your people tried to hunt me down. Speaking of which, why do you think this sorcerer group is after me?” 
“Honestly, that’s been bothering me,” he admitted. “The only thing I can figure is that it had something to do with Sir Gildon. He was working with them, and your magic started up right around the same time they arrived. There’s no way that’s a coincidence.” 
She nodded, and he could tell that bothered her. 
“I’m never letting them get to you. You know that, right?” He turned to fully face her, arms crossed. “You’re strong on your own, but don’t forget you have family and friends.” 
She bit her lip, eyes blinking, then gave him a quick hug. “Thanks. I mean, I know that, of course, but sometimes I don’t know that.” 
“Well, if those bastards show their faces around here, look my way. You’ll see me at your side, and a second later you’ll see me pulverizing those faces.” 
“Enough talk of violence.” She leaned on the rail, breathing in the early morning air. “Let’s focus on the beauty of the land while we can and let all that come later.” 
He agreed, and for the rest of the journey that’s just what they did. It was a chilly morning, but with the peace of the water and the beauty of the land as they sailed past made one hell of a scene. He could almost believe they were on vacation, simply floating away from their troubles. 
Then the water turned sharply inland, and he knew they had reached their goal. The kingdom would be at the water’s end. 
He had no idea what to expect, nor did he know how they would gain an audience with the king, but he knew it had to be done. A glance at the supposed Sword of Light reminded him of one approach they could take, but he wasn’t sure it would work. After all the lies the High Paladin had told them, was it even remotely possible that this king gave a damn about this sword? 
Soon they found a dock and tied the ship to an old, nearly collapsing pier. The city was visible not far off, and there were no other ships in the water. Odd, that, considering the power Alastar had always understood the king to possess.
The walk didn’t take nearly as long as expected, although that could have been because of the massive amounts of city still intact here. They walked past tall apartment complexes on streets that barely looked like they had seen turmoil, and past markets that put the bazaars of Roneland to shame. 
“How is it we never knew this existed?” Alastar asked, looking up at shattered billboards and whistling. He spotted a cart selling meat on a stick and corn, so he pulled out a couple of coins and bought enough for the group. 
Eyeing the coins, the merchant pulled her shawl tight with one hand. When she turned back to Alastar, she said, “A word of advice. Don’t let them know you’re outsiders once you reach the city center. Some folks here aren’t as friendly as I am.” 
“How’d you know?” Alastar asked, then looked at his group and cringed. “Oh, right.”
While the other men walking around this part of the city wore britches and jerkins over plain shirts and many of the women were in long dresses, he and his crew were dressed like a warrior, two mages, and two barbarian emissaries. 
He laughed, checking his coins, and asked the woman, “Do you know where we can buy some clothes?” She pointed them in the right direction.
“I’d rather take my chances,” Lars stated as they walked away, looking with disdain at the clothes being worn by everyone around them. 
“We have to fit in,” Alastar insisted. 
Lars grunted but went along with it, as they all did, and soon they were walking through the streets looking like everyone else, only with large bundles on their backs holding their armor, weapons, and previous clothes. Or at least, they thought they did. People still stared, and Alastar decided it must’ve been Lars with the Norse look to him.
 Nothing they could do about that, though. 
While the city had plenty to amaze them, it had its downsides as well. One side street they passed was occupied by a gang of teens who smelled like shite, and at one point they passed a man in chains being whipped by a guard as they paraded him down the street. 
“Move aside,” a guard said, shoving more prisoners through. 
“The castle, is it this way?” Alastar asked, but that only earned him a glare. 
“You look like the type who’d know his way to the castle,” an old woman said, eyeing Alastar up and down, but then leaning in, focusing on his face. “But…you’re not from here, eh?” 
“The castle, ma’am?” 
Her smile revealed stained black teeth, and she motioned past a hill full of houses. “Up there, then there’s no missing it.” 
He couldn’t help noticing the intrigued look she gave him as he thanked her. When they came to the top of the hill, he saw what she meant—there it was, amongst a sea of brown roofs and chimneys, with ruins in the distance. The castle was an old government building with new stone pillars added at the entrance and battlements atop those, though they looked out of place. While there were likely plenty of old castles around, he supposed it made sense that this one would be the most comfortable and easily defensible, given its location and the level of upkeep most ancient castles required. 
To build anything new would either require a lot of labor or magic. 
“Suppose we better get to it,” Lars said, readjusting his belongings to get a better grip. “I’d hate to have to carry this stuff longer than necessary.” 
“I’ve heard stories of your king,” Andreas remarked as they started walking. 
“Technically he’s not our king,” Rhona replied, “seeing as the Lost Isles aren’t united.” 
Andreas shrugged. “Right, sure. And why is that?” 
“His lack of interest in helping out Roneland in the battles between the paladins and the clans.”
“Exactly. He didn’t want to be involved before, so why now?” 
Alastar felt his heart double-beat as he thought of something. “Maybe it wasn’t that he didn’t want to help, but that he knew something we didn’t. He knew there wasn’t a right side in that war.” 
“So why not try to stop it?” Andreas asked. 
“Not enough power?” Rhona suggested. 
“Right,” Alastar agreed. “That, or maybe he thought that would make him the enemy. An outside force coming to intervene on neither party’s side could soon turn both sides against him.” 
“All those years, all those deaths,” Rhona shook her head. “At least now we know who the bad guys are.” 
“If we win, that’s a good thing,” Andreas stated. “If we lose, that will just make us more depressed.” 
Kim laughed at that. “Not us, exactly. We can always sail home.” 
“So you will, then?” Alastar asked. “After this is over.”
“We’ll do our part to help,” she replied, “but yes, once it’s over, we’re heading home.” 
He nodded, knowing that was the answer but secretly hoping they had changed their minds. Their presence wasn’t unwelcome. In fact, he was growing quite fond of them.
Soon they were in the great cobblestone square outside the palace looking up at the greatness of it. Nothing in Roneland quite compared, though Alastar wasn’t sure if that meant he liked it more. It was impressive, but intimidating at the same time. And something about it felt familiar too, as if he had been here in another life. 
“Here goes,” Rhona said as they approached the guards at the door. “Alastar?” 
He grunted, mumbled “Fine,” and stepped forward. “We’re here to see the king,” Alastar told the guard. The others were close behind him. 
The guard scoffed, glanced his way before looking straight ahead again with another scoff. 
An older guard stepped up now; he must’ve been passing on the street. He looked them over and asked, “Who’re these folks?”
“They must’ve lost their way,” the younger guard replied. 
 “It would appear so.” 
Rhona stepped forward, annoyed now. “Move aside and let the king know we’re here and would like to see him, or so help me—”
“Rhona,” Alastar chided, “that’s not the way to—”
“Wait…Rhona?” The older guard turned to look at her now, then at Alastar at her side. As he stood there, his sternness melted and his jaw began to slowly drop. “Get them inside, now.” 
“Excuse me?” the younger guard asked, confused. 
“You heard what I said. Now!” 
The younger guard sprang to action, unlocking the door and moving aside for them to enter with the older guard at their rear. Although the inside was old and crumbling, it was adorned with great tapestries and banners. On one side were the golden wings of King Evanar, the first of his name. It was one long banner split down the middle, with strips of gold lining each side. At the top, above the split, was the royal crowned shield in blue and gold. 
Seeing it here, Alastar felt a sensation of awe and something else he couldn’t quite describe. Nostalgia? A latent memory bubbling to the surface? In his mind he was here in this very hall, running about and laughing as his mother chased him. 
How did that make sense? A quick glance in Rhona’s direction showed that she was equally troubled by something here.
“What is this about, sir?” Alastar asked. “Why were you so eager once you heard my sister’s name?” 
“Sir Egland,” the man said, moving aside his cloak to show, as Alastar had suspected, that he wore the symbol of the crowned shield on his left breast plate. This meant he was not only a knight, but one of the king’s most trusted inner circle of knights. “The truth is, I might have normally hesitated. Doubted, even,” he glanced toward the three from Kaldfell, “especially with such company.” 
“Doubted what?” Alastar asked, irritation pronounced in his voice. 
Sir Egland assessed him, then shook his head. “Walk fast. I’ll tell you as we move.” 
Alastar spared a moment to share a concerned look with his comrades, then followed. They all appeared both as confused and intrigued as he felt. 
They moved past several guards, who moved promptly aside for Sir Egland but couldn’t help glancing at the odd group with curiosity. Halfway up the stairs, the knight started talking. 
“It’s been many years now, I’d say, since the king lost his queen.”
“Some sort of sickness, wasn’t it?” Alastar asked. 
“That’s what the streets say, yes. But it’s not the truth. What many don’t know was that the queen was one of a very rare few who could do a special kind of magic only found here in Gulanri, and, at least that we know of, only in the royal family. Shadow magic.”
Alastar stumbled on the step and caught himself on the wall, then turned back to see that Rhona had come to a stop, her face twice as pale as those behind her. Rhona was the only one they had ever met who could do shadow magic. 
“And…the queen?” she asked, voice shaking. “What really happened to her?”
“Killed by her sister,” the knight replied. “That same evening, she took the young prince and princess. She went to sea and many ships sailed after her, but none succeeded. A great wind came from the heavens and pushed her boat forward. Many believed she had to have conspired with Storm Raiders to succeed in this way.
“The prince and princess were never seen again, and the king… The king built his walls and sent off all of his ships to find her, burning one after another as they returned emptyhanded. He slowly declined into a state of…well, what you’ll see today.” 
“And the crew?” Alastar asked. “He burned them as well?” 
Sir Egland shook his head. “They were cast out. Some formed their own clans, some stayed in the south, and some set off to the mainland out of shame.” 
“So he’s…” Rhona held a hand to her mouth. 
Alastar guessed she was going to say ‘insane,’ but knew better than to say that of a king. Especially one who actually had lost his mind. 
Sir Egland also caught on, but he pursed his lips as he tried to come up with an answer. “Yes and no. You’ll see.” 
Finally they reached the hallway at the top of the stairs and the two wide doors that led into the king’s chamber. A pair of guards stood there, not moving even at the knight’s approach. 
“Stand aside,” Sir Egland commanded. 
The guards glanced at him uneasily, but remained at their post. “We have been given orders, sir. No one enters.” 
Sir Egland put a hand on his sword hilt and said, much more menacingly this time, “Step aside immediately. The king will care for nothing more than what I have brought him.” 
The guards shared a look, then one nodded and they stepped aside, but refused to open the door for them. Sir Egland did it himself, and the others followed him into the king’s private chambers. 
Only, he wasn’t alone. 
Alastar’s mind was already racing with the implications of what the knight had just told them, the questions piling up like grains of sand in an hourglass. That glass was about to burst. 
But when he saw the woman from the Fortress of Stirling, tall and majestic in her purple and black robes, the questions took a new turn entirely. 
“What’s the meaning of this?” he asked, taking a step back so that he was shoulder to shoulder with Rhona and Lars, the other two fanning out behind them. 
A broad-shouldered man in his fifties sat in a red velvet chair beside a lavishly decorated bed with the woman before him as if she had been briefing him on something. He slowly turned his eyes on Alastar, picked up the crown from his lap and placed it on his head, and stood to face them. 
“A question I often find myself asking when strangers burst into my chambers.” His eyes landed on Sir Egland. “If not for the trust I have in this man, you would all be dead already. Explain yourself, sir, or you may join them. I left orders.” 
Sir Egland’s eyes darted to the woman, then back to the king. “Perhaps without company would be best?” 
The woman’s eyes narrowed when she recognized Rhona and Alastar. She stepped forward, hands out as if welcoming them. 
“Please, we’re all friends here. More than friends, I would say. Isn’t that right, prince and princess?” 
The king flinched at first, looking almost outraged, and then he leaned forward. He completely lost his composure, and his eyes went wide. It was in that moment, with his long blond hair falling around his shoulders and a look on his face that Alastar had seen many times in the mirror, that he knew this man had to be related and, if the story Sir Egland had told was true, was his father.
“Son, daughter?” The king turned to Sir Egland, eyes full of hope. “Is this true?” 
Before Sir Egland could say a word, the woman cut in. “Oh, yes. These are the prince and princess, but unfortunately for you all, this won’t be the moment of your family reunion.”
“What?” he turned on her, glaring. 
“I told you I was a relative. Their cousin, actually—your sister’s daughter. And my mother desires these two. She would be quite put out to find I had an opportunity to bring them right to her and failed, so…” With a wave of her hands she pulled light from the king into herself, and before the others could react she cast a flash of lightning onto the ground that exploded, blinding all of them. A shout was heard, and then as the light faded and they could see again, it became clear that he was gone. 
The woman had taken the king.
“Guards!” Sir Egland shouted, and the two from outside ran in. Except, they weren’t responding to his call—they were armed and ready to fight. “I knew I didn’t recognize you,” the knight said between clenched teeth, and drew his sword. 
In an instant Alastar and the rest had pulled weapons from their bundles and joined the fight. 
“We have to get to the king!” Sir Egland said. “She has your father!”
Rhona moved swiftly, using shadow magic to throw back their attackers. When they had all gone sprawling, she turned to the knight and swept over to him in shadow form so that she was an inch away from his face. “Is this true? All of it?”
He nodded. 
She turned to Alastar. “Your light spirit. It’ll find him.” 
“But it only finds those I have a connection… Oh…” He had realized the truth as he spoke. If this man was his father, if he was indeed the prince and Rhona the princess, of course the light spirit or fairy would find the king. “That’s what she’s expecting though, isn’t it?” 
Rhona nodded. “If she knows our magic, she’ll know that’s how it works. It’s a trap, to be certain.” 
“And yet we have no choice, do we?” 
“None.” 
Alastar nodded, closed his eyes, and summoned the fairy. A moment later the light appeared, flew around the room, and then fluttered before his face for a moment before taking off through the doors. 
“GO!” Sir Egland shouted, and all six of them sprinted through the hall, bounded down the stairs, and then hurled themselves through the welcome hall into the daylight. 
The fairy swept through the streets, disappearing around a corner. They were moving fast and would continue at that pace, so Alastar cast a healing spell upon them all so they moved with extra speed and endurance. 
“Ring the bells!” Sir Egland shouted at a passing guard. “Someone has taken the king!” 
The guard stared after them with wide eyes, but when Alastar glanced back he saw the man running off to do as told. 
On and on they ran, until they reached the outskirts of the city on the northern side where entire city blocks lay in ruin—much more like the cities of Roneland. Alastar saw them waiting. The light fairy came to a stop, because she didn’t need to show him where his father was anymore. 
At the other end of the ruins stood an army of magicians and Barskall. It suddenly made sense that these men and women had been on the ships, confirming it was Alastar and Rhona while their mistress made a move on the king. 
Alastar suddenly missed his armor, which was in the bundle he had dropped back in the king’s chambers. At least he had the Sword of Light.
And now, knowing who he and his sister truly were and what had happened to their parents, he found himself filled with a new rage. Though maybe rage wasn’t right, as it wasn’t a rage for revenge—though it was partly that. It was more of a burning passion for justice. 
Nobody would commit such crimes in this kingdom, on their lands. These bastards would pay for what they had done. 
He glanced back at the other five with him.
Sir Egland had a horrified look on his face and took a step back. “There are too many. We’ll never take them.” 
“We will,” Alastar replied. 
“All we have to do is keep them at bay until guards from the city arrive,” Rhona pointed out. “We can definitely do that.” 
Lars laughed, giving an eager war cry at the end of it. “Seems your story is more exciting than I originally gave it credit for. Let’s amp it up another notch or two, shall we?” 
Kim just shook her head and glanced at Andreas, who looked petrified but stepped up beside them too. 
They started to charge.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
To Rhona’s terror and delight, their supposed cousin didn’t run. Instead, she had stood there with her small army, waiting with a wicked grin as Rhona and the others came at them. 
They were close now, close enough to see the glint of the blade as it emerged from the woman’s robes, to see the blood drip from the king’s throat as the woman pulled the knife across, dropping the man that Rhona had just learned was her father to the ground. As he collapsed, his eyes moved to Rhona and Alastar. It was enough—whatever madness had been there vanished, his love for them shining out from him. In that moment she felt it. She didn’t just see his look—she actually felt it. One moment she was in the ruins, about to enter into battle, the next she was with Alastar as children, playing with the king. He bounced her on his knee and Alastar climbed onto his back as the man laughed. 
It was a beautiful laugh. It was a fatherly laugh, one filled with the promise of days of joy ahead. 
And this woman had just yanked that away. Rhona filled with rage and broke out of the memory, sweeping forward in full but controlled shadow mode. She was faintly aware of Alastar’s scream as he too emerged from the memory, as well as a blinding light that filled the battlefield to swirl around the king and lift him out of the way of further harm. 
Now she meant to unleash pure hell. 
The sorcerers stepped up to meet her, but all she could do was laugh at their feeble attempts as she tore through them like a cat in a birdcage. Robes fluttered like bird feathers, dropping to the ground as the sorcerers’ souls became forfeit. There wasn’t time for bloodletting. She simply willed the darkness within each of them to take over, to pull at organs and burst hearts, to tear from the inside out like myriad claws and gnashing teeth so that those who survived her first attack were left screaming for a split-second before they were no more. Unrecognizable. 
There were too many Barskall for her to concentrate on at once, and she had only one target in mind anyway. With intense focus she materialized before the woman—her cousin—and stepped forward. 
“Your name, bitch,” Rhona demanded. “I want to know the name of the woman who did this.” 
“Teisha, daughter of Her, the great goddess once known as Lady Mowain. She is a wonderful mother, I’ll have you know, though I understand she hasn’t been the best of aunts to you. I would say I’m sorry, but it worked out for me.” She smiled and shrugged. 
A glance showed that Alastar had cradled the king in his arms and was working his magic, light flying around them in a tornado of brilliance. The others were battling an overwhelming number of Barskall and other fighters this witch had managed to bring with her. 
Rhona knew that what came next would require whatever energy she had remaining. If she was still standing after she killed this Teisha woman, she’d take care of the rest.
“How is it,” Rhona wondered allowed, “that you and your mother both know light magic? I thought it was a power only of paladins, related to their magic.” 
Teisha sneered as if she enjoyed hearing ignorance. “It started before them, you must realize. In fact, Gildon learned it from my mom, once upon a time, back when true love actually meant something.” 
“You’re twisted, you know that?” 
“Everyone believes they’re the hero of their quest. No one ever truly believes they are evil. Or, rather…most don’t. You might want to spend some long, hard time in front of a mirror reassessing which side of this equation you really fall on.”
“I’ve seen what your people are capable of. There’s no doubt in my mind.” 
“Then you will die sad and confused, cousin.” 
“I always wondered if I had family out there,” Rhona said, stepping forward and holding out her hands as the surrounding shadows surged around her. “How annoying that on the same day I meet my father and cousin, they might both die.” 
Teisha lunged forward to seize the element of surprise with a burst of light and Rhona finally had the opportunity to prove her brother wrong. Sometimes darkness did quench the light. Her cousin’s attack was engulfed in swirling darkness, and then Rhona thrust her hands forward. 
Tendrils of darkness shot out, slamming into the woman and tearing at her flesh, surrounding her and spinning, lifting her into the air as blood splattered. Yet her eyes glowed golden and light began to shine from her limbs. She was healing nearly as fast as the damage was done. 
Teisha switched to shooting out lighting as before, one burst of light hitting Rhona’s leg and sending searing pain through her nerves, but she pressed her own attack. More lightning came, but the strikes were scattered, misdirected as Teisha lost her focus to the pain, and soon she was surrounded by shadow. Her eyes flashed from lightning to gold, then back—unable to commit. If she had focused less on attack and more on defense or getting the hell out of there, the woman might have had a chance. 
As it was though, there was no way in hell she would survive this. 
Rhona would make sure of that. 
With a final swipe of both hands the shadows dug deep and then exploded outward, leaving only a thin red mist where the woman had been. 
Her own cousin…but that meant nothing to Rhona. Not after what this woman had done to them. She did wonder, however, about this woman’s ability to use light and lighting. It wasn’t completely unheard of, as Estair could apparently use fire and light magic, but it was certainly rare. The chance to ask her about it would never come now. Not unless the droplets of red on the ground could answer for her. 
Next would be Lady Mowain, goddess or not. 
And the thing about gods and goddesses was, lately Rhona’d had a hard time believing in them. After the whole farce with the Order of Rodrick, she certainly wouldn’t believe any walking, talking person or even legends were actual gods. Incredibly powerful mages and sorcerers, sure, but gods? Not a chance. 
Whether there was some greater being, some other presence at work in this world, she would soon find out, she told herself. She would know the answer to that, at least as far as she was concerned, when her father either survived this—or didn’t.
A clash of steel on steel reminded her that the fight wasn’t over, but when she turned to join in, she saw only a handful of the enemy remaining. Sir Egland, Lars, Kim, and Andreas had quickly dealt with them, while half a dozen others had fled. 
Alastar, meanwhile, continued to hold their father in his arms, head bent over him, lips moving as if in prayer. 
Rhona stepped close, unsure what to do here, and then she collapsed to her knees at his side. Together they held their father, heads bent, hoping or maybe praying—she wasn’t even sure which she was doing—that he would make it. 
A surge of energy went through his body and he opened his eyes again, smiling at them. Once more that magic, if that’s what it was, coursed through her. It was like drinking a warm tea on a cold day, or a cool breeze coming through a window on a warm day. It flowed through her, and an instant later she was with her mother and father, skipping through the palace gardens. Her father bent at their side to show them a particular flower, a purple one with red lines down the center of each petal. 
Rhona had knelt to smell it and been overcome with energy and joy. Her mother began to dance with her while father and son laughed, watching nearby. 
That flower… It had held something magical about it?
She sprang up, about to run for the palace to fetch it, but her legs buckled and she fell. 
Sir Egland was there a moment later, helping her to sit up. “Rest, princess. Rest.”
“You don’t understand… A flower, purple, in the garden.” 
He frowned for a moment, then his eyes lit up. “Yes, of course! The king had it replanted in his chambers after your mother… I’ll retrieve it.”
In spite of how tired he must’ve been, he ran off. 
The others were done and gathered around now while Rhona inspected her father. His throat had mended, but he still looked weak. He had lost a lot of blood, and she knew no healing could make up for that. 
He tried to open his mouth to speak, but only a faint guttural sound emerged. He closed his eyes and a tear emerged, and then he fell back. Rhona’s hand went to her mouth as she stifled her own sob, but then the king’s hands were there, grabbing her arm and Alastar’s, and he pulled himself up to hug them both. 
While she had been sure of it before, at that moment she knew without a doubt that he was their father. He was a fighter, and he wouldn’t die this day. He pointed back the way Sir Egland had run and struggled to his feet. The others had to help them, but soon they were making their way back to the palace. Rhona was filled with joy. 
For now. 
There was still this aunt of theirs out there to be dealt with. There was still the evil wizard, Master Irdin. And all the other bastards who meant to do this land harm.  
They were almost halfway back to the castle when Sir Egland returned with the flower, already mashing it up into a paste in a bowl. A servant in long, brown robes ran beside him telling him how to do it. 
“You’re majesty!” Sir Egland called, and they helped him to sit, then spooned some of the mixture into his mouth. 
“What is it?” Alastar asked. 
“The magic,” the King replied, “drains one energy. Their life force, you could say. This flower, in a sense, brings it back. It’s not really magic, but the effects sure feel as if it were.” 
“You’re looking better already, highness,” the servant said, accepting the bowl back from Sir Egland.
“I think we might just survive this ordeal,” The King stated, then turned to Rhona and Alastar. “Thanks to you two, my children returned.” 
For a long moment he looked between them, then held out his arms. It was an awkward moment, this stranger wanting to hug them, but they moved into the embrace, and then it was like they had never left. This was their father, and he was alive. 
All of the tension and worry seemed to drain from them, and Rhona thought she was about to burst with joy. 
“The fight’s not over,” he reminded them. “But when it is, we will have the grandest reunion this land has ever known. Welcome home, children.” 





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY
 
Kia and Lannis fell to the rear of the retreat, in part out of necessity because of their short legs—being children and all—but also because they saw the other children back there and knew they needed help. 
The paladins were here too, all but Oldran, who had taken the lead along with a dozen of their best mages to be on the lookout in case they were being herded into a trap. A team of mages appeared on a ridge above as they all emerged into one of the sinkholes and began preparing spells as the group worked their way up the hidden escape route carved into the side of the small cliff. 
“No sign of them,” Kia shouted to one of the mages, then saw it was her father, who had run back for her. 
Donnon put a protective arm around her and kissed the top of her head, then turned and offered Lannis a hand up. 
“Did they fall back, or did we push them back?” he asked Gerin, who was at the bottom of the sinkhole guiding the others up. 
“Hard to say. We worked a number on them and the water seemed to do its job, though it’s a shame we won’t be able to enter there again. There’ll no reclaiming that land now that the ocean is in her.”
“And it’ll cause more erosion, more sinkholes over time,” Laird Summers said, he and Estair now joining Donnon in helping the others. 
When Kia reached the top she saw that the defenses were already being set up, and that their escape had led to the edge of the Ghostland Ruins. Nobody ever came here, because the rumor was that anyone who did would be swallowed by the ghosts. 
Now she saw why. Standing before them were people clad in white, their robes fluttering around them to give them the appearance of apparitions. Hundreds of them covered an area of rolling brown hills and they were armed with crude spears and axes, although some simply had stones. 
Her chest clenched at the look of them and she prepared to call on her fire magic, but a slight shake of her father’s head told her that it wouldn’t be necessary. 
Indeed, now she saw Laird Lokane with one of the ghostly men, each giving the other space, but nodding. 
Finally Lokane turned and waved his followers on, and the ghost people split like a gate, allowing them entry into their graveyard of a land. 
A fireball rose in the distance and then a small dot appeared in the sky. They all knew that it was likely one of Irdin’s wind mages, using her magic to gain a higher viewpoint to see where their prey had gone. 
As she dropped out of sight a magic attack began again, but this time the sheets and spears of ice fell well out of range. 
“If we keep moving as a group we’re done for,” Donnon stated, a determined look coming over his face. 
“I like where your head’s at,” Estair replied. She turned to her uncle. “Keep them safe.” 
“This doesn’t sound smart, even though I have no idea what this is.” Laird Summers looked from one to the other, then at Kia. “Come with me, child. This’ll be risky.” 
“You clearly don’t know me very well,” Kia replied. “I’m sorry, Laird Summers, but whatever they have in mind, I’ll be part of it.” 
Donnon sighed, but apparently he did know his daughter well—at least, well enough to know there would be no stopping her. 
“They’ll move in a large group, relying on speed in the chase,” Estair noted. “We’ll go with several small groups, hitting them where we can and aiming for one man—Master Irdin.”
“The hunters become the hunted,” Kia said with a grin. “I like that.”
She turned to Lannis, but he had a sickly green look to him. 
“Maybe…maybe I should…” He couldn’t say it, but finally spurted it out. “With all the clans, I’ve been meaning to see if there’s word of my uncle.” 
She nodded. “Stay with the larger group; find out what you can. Use your magic to get people to safety and keep the magic off all of you.”
“Once they realize what’s happening, they’ll redirect their attacks on us,” Donnon said. “At that point, Laird Summers, see if you can find several more groups to take up the charge from behind. Hit them from all sides, and maybe we can send these jackals running.”
“Not before killing Master Irdin,” Kia declared. 
The others looked at her with that expression she had grown accustomed to—surprise. Well, guess what, people, she thought, I am a warrior now. She wasn’t about to let that piece of rat-shite get away with everything he had done.
“Agreed.” Estair held her gaze, the look in her eyes changing to one of respect, the way a teammate looked at another teammate when their lives were in each other’s hands. “When it comes to that, we strike. But not before. I don’t want anyone here getting ahead of themselves.” 
“Fine,” Kia answered, then turned to Lannis and gave him a hug. “You keep them safe, got it?” 
He laughed with a nervous grin. “And you give them hell.” 
The small team set off, first moving east and then back south to come at them from another direction and remove any chance of them following the direction of their attack to find the others. 
The scenery out here was all green rolling hills and tall cliffs in the distance; all except the brown in the direction of the Ghostland Ruins. Whatever had happened there years ago that caused the earth to be forever dead. It must’ve been bad. 
When they heard shouting they stopped, pressed against the slope of the hill they were climbing, and slowly crawled to the top. A loud wheezing caught Kia’s attention, and she turned to see that it was her dad. 
“And we were worried I couldn’t keep up?” she whispered with a smirk. 
“Oh, shut up and focus,” he hissed back. 
She nodded, continuing to crawl until she could see the other side. At one of the many sinkholes and fissures in this area, a group of mages were moving out, spreading in various directions. 
“If we don’t find them we’re dead, do you understand that?” one of the mages was shouting at the others. “DEAD!” 
Two were moving toward the same hill Kia was on, so she pulled back and her dad and Estair did the same. Estair unsheathed her two short swords, motioning with a jerk of her head for them to move back behind some tall grass near the shrubbery a few paces back. 
“Irdin led us wrong, I’m telling you,” one of the mages hissed to the other. 
“Shut your ugly trap, or I’ll slit your throat myself,” the other replied, and then they were atop the hill, eyes searching the surrounding hills instead of watching where their feet were landing. That was their mistake—Estair sprang up, quickly had both their throats open, and then was back, pulling one of the bodies into the tall grass while Donnon dealt with the other. 
“Follow the larger group along this side of the hills,” Estair advised, motioning for them to move. 
As they did, they picked up snippets of conversation, discussions of heading back north to connect with the larger group, and if She would really have their heads if they returned unsuccessful. Twice more Estair and Donnon took down soldiers and mages who spread out from the group, but on the third try someone shouted from behind. 
“Bodies!” the voice called, then others responded and soon a group ran off behind them, apparently having discovered some of their fallen comrades. 
“Now move in,” Estair said with a grin.
“You left them out to be seen on purpose?” Kia asked. 
“Watch and learn, little birdy,” Estair replied, then charged over the hill. 
By the time Kia and her dad caught up Estair was already cutting through two straggling mages while a third started moving her hands to conjure up her magic. Donnon plowed through that one, then turned to Kia and said, “You’re up.” 
Kia thrust out her hands so that fire took the nearest mage, while Donnon and Estair amplified that magic, causing it to jump across the others.
Screams erupted from the mages and they fell before their own spells could be completed. Estair gestured downward, running for the nearest opening in the earth. She ducked in, motioning for Kia and her dad to hurry, and the two slid in beside her. Kia cursed softly as her forearm caught on a rock. 
They kept down, waiting, and watched as two more mages ran over to see what had happened. 
“Holy shite,” one of them said, turning to search for the attackers. 
When his back was to them, Estair motioned again and fire shot out to hit him and his companion. A third mage was ready with a wind spell that pushed the fire away to light the surrounding brush instead, and then someone was shouting for Master Irdin. 
“Good,” Estair said, barely a whisper. 
But then another shout came, this one much less welcome. “Reinforcements to the north!”  
“Have them surround the area and spread out!” Master Irdin’s voice said. It sounded like he was not far off, just on the other side of the hill they were currently hiding in. “Seems we have a couple straggling mages who need to be pulled out of hiding and taught some manners.” 
“By that you mean ‘skin them and burn them alive,’ right?” a man asked. A moment later they heard the sound of ice forming and the man toppled over, falling into the fissure and landing with his nearly-dead eyes staring right at Kia. He tried to point at her, then laid back as the last of his life left him. 
Her dad put a finger to his mouth and motioned them close before whispering, “In a moment we’ll be surrounded. Maybe this wasn’t the best idea.”
“Nonsense,” Estair replied. “If we kill that bastard, you unleash your daughter and—”
“That amount of energy?” He shook his head. “The use of enough magic to take out a small army… It would drain her. If there were any left to attack, we’d be out of luck.”
Estair held out a hand, waiting as they heard something nearby. It passed, and they heard others shouting commands in the distance. The search had started. 
“Here’s what we’ll do. I’ll go for him while you two run. They’ll be out to protect their master, so you two will make it. As long as I end him, we’re good.” 
“And then Alastar kills me for agreeing to that.” Donnon shook his head. “Not going to happen.” 
“What if we all just created a great wall of flames and burned everything above us?” Kia asked. “I mean, right?” 
They both looked at her and Estair shook her head. “You’re a messed-up kid.”
“Hey,” Donnon and Kia both said at once.
“I’ll take it as a compliment,” Kia replied, glancing between the two. “So that’s a yes?” 
Neither had anything to say against the idea, so Kia started preparing herself, but just as she raised her hands, a new noise started them. Battle: shouts, fighting, and men and women dying. The three looked at each other in confusion, then heard those above running past, moving to the battle in the south and west. 
“Laird Summers,” Estair said. “Of course!”
“Good thing we didn’t cast that spell or we might’ve gotten him too,” Kia said, her voice catching at the thought. “But now that they’re distracted, come on.” 
She pushed her way out and popped out a moment later, finding that what they had suspected was true—a group was attacking from the south, another from the west, and the sorcerers and others were on the move, backs to them. 
Only, there was no sign of Master Irdin. 
As she realized this, the land around her became covered in shadows. Instinctively, Kia shot out with flames, filling the sky behind her with a wall that singed as ice spears tore into the flames. A moment later Estair was up, shooting arrows through the flames at the dark form they knew to be Master Irdin. 
The flames vanished with a wave of his hand and Master Irdin spun on them, glaring. 
“You all think you’re so smart, so powerful, so…righteous.” He stood tall, hands held toward them, looking down his nose with disdain. “Do you have any idea what we’re trying to create here? A world of order, an empire under one goddess, united in the face of all evil. That includes you.” 
“Out of the four of us,” Kia said, hands at her side like a quick-draw artist, “you’re the only one willing to kill innocents to get what he wants.”
“Seems you have a strange sense of what’s evil,” her dad chimed in.
“In the moments along the way to greatness, the casualties rarely understand why they must be the ones that suffer,” Master Irdin replied. “But that’s the way of it. To achieve greatness, someone must. And it won’t be me.” 
“Let’s find out,” Kia said with a smile, just waiting for him to make his move. 
A growl emerged from the man, slow and rising until he was shouting. He thrust his hands out and the air turned white as snow flurries circled down around him. One moment it was simply air, but the next the sky was full of sharp ice, like glass, flying toward Kia and the other two. 
He just didn’t get it, Kia thought as she flicked her hands out and created a wall of fire that turned the ice to water at her feet. 
Apparently he did, because a moment later he had spun away from a counterstrike of fire from Estair and lifted a hand in the air so that the water coursed around them, squeezing like freezing pythons. Donnon had been at the ready and was already pushing back with fire, but just because they were fire mages didn’t mean they were immune to flames. They could only get the fire close enough to melt the outer layer of ice and keep it from growing too strong.   
Kia was vaguely aware of the sounds of battle behind them; it was taking all her focus to keep her magic going while ignoring the pain in her legs. A piercing, shooting pain took her in the calf and she would’ve collapsed if the ice had let her, but then Estair was at her side shouting, “Distract him!” 
Everything went into the next attack. Instead of a show of power she focused on catching him off guard, sending the heat molecules around him into overdrive, creating a very uncomfortable situation that involved all his air cutting off as well. 
In the moment that bought them Estair used her less-used light magic to heal Kia’s legs, and the light pushed off the ice. 
The pain was gone, but Kia was drained from that last attack. She collapsed and watched as the magic faded, leaving Master Irdin to stagger back and take a huge breath. Estair was ready with her bow and arrow and sent one flying. This time it caught him right in the shoulder. 
When he grunted in pain, huge ice spears shot out of the ground, coming up like large, pointed rocks that would have cleaved them in two if they’d hit. His focus was off, but Kia was spent. And without her fire, the other two didn’t have much they could do; they needed a flame. 
A sensation washed over her, as if her mind were telling her it was all okay, that none of this mattered, that the exhaustion was only mental. 
She was up in the blink of an eye, without a doubt ready to finish this. 
Take the shot, a voice said in her head; it took a moment to process that it was Volney. She registered two shapes on a far hill, barely paying them any attention but subconsciously knowing it had to be Volney and Larick. Larick sent, We believe in you. 
In that moment, a thundering sounded and they all turned to see Rose approaching on her unicorn. She rode high, a short sword in the air as she shouted and spun it. The sight was enough to cause even Master Irdin to do a double take. 
And that’s when Kia made her move, focusing on her dad beside her, memories of her mother; anything she could to throw all negativity aside and focus on everything that had made her the powerful, kickass girl she was now. Energy unlike anything she had ever experienced flowed through her, and a quick glance revealed her dad and Estair flanking her, hands on her shoulders, channeling their energy to her.
The flames that shot from her hands were white and blue, concentrated blasts of flames hot enough to melt the rocks below. The beams hit Master Irdin dead-on. He had tried to call upon his ice, but it did no good, simply dissipating to mist as the white flames tore through him. 
Nothing remained of him as the flames died away, except for the burning corners of his robe and a skull that stared out of the flames as if in horror. Then it too was consumed. 
He was gone. Finally defeated. 
All Kia could process was that someone was hugging her, then another someone. Her mind was blank. She wanted to collapse and give up, but the mystics told her as they approached that she had done it, to stay strong, to fight the urge to surrender. 
And then the blankness was gone and she was laughing with tears streaming down her face—not of sorrow by any means, but of relief and joy. Rose came to a stop and leaped down from her unicorn, then joined them. 
“Hope I didn’t miss too much,” she said with a grin. 
“Perfect timing,” Kia replied. “Thank you.” 
Rose waved her off, but Kia saw the smile and the red creeping into the woman’s cheeks. 
“It’s not over yet,” Donnon noted. 
The war was still going on behind them, but as it raged more sounds of victory came from their side, and soon the soldiers and sorcerers were in retreat. 
“What’s happening?” Kia asked, confused. 
“There!” Volney said running up to them and pointing toward the water. Two large ships had landed and a small army was moving across the land, but at their lead was a shadow zipping through the enemy, tearing them to pieces and crushing those who dared attack. A golden sword shone behind it, and she knew it was Alastar doing his part to fight any Rhona let through to him. 
The remaining paladins, seeing Alastar on one side and Stone, Gerin and the others on the other side, finally bent the knee; all but Taland, whom they soon learned had stayed at Laird Summers’ manor with his new goddess, Lady Mowain. 
Kia watched as the other groups led by Laird Summers routed the soldiers. Soon none of the enemy soldiers were fighting back, instead dropping their weapons and falling to their knees in surrender. 
“We’ve done it. We really have!” Kia exclaimed. 
The others smiled, appreciating the moment. There was still the supposed goddess to deal with, but the immediate danger was over. 





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
The clans and the king of Gulanri marched to the one spot they knew the enemy to still be—Laird Summers’ manor. They had taken the ships, pushed to haste by Andreas, and then cut across the land. Even with the magic, it had taken the whole day to reach this point. The paladins who had surrendered now stood with Alastar, having sworn new oaths to him. 
He trusted these men despite their past actions, because he knew their oaths had bound them. Now they knew the truth; he had explained it on the journey up here. 
The warriors and mages were quite the sight, arrayed as they were outside the manor. Men in fluttering robes, paladins and the Ghostland clan in their white tatters, the latter the most intimidating of all because few knew of them and many had heard various stories of terror. 
And then there was the king, standing with his Royal Guard in gold and blue, his crown glimmering in the moonlight as he stepped to the front of the group. 
“Attention, inhabitants of the Summers Manor,” the king called, a wind mage amplifying his voice and carrying it to the building. “This is the end. You may join us or die at our hands. There are no other options.” 
No response came until finally the downstairs door burst open and out came one man. He had a disheveled head of blond hair, armor that might have once been white but was now dirtied, and a cloak so torn that it barely hung in shreds. 
Alastar stepped forward, confused at the sight. “Taland?” 
It was indeed Taland, though he had never looked worse. A crazed hatred occupied his eyes, and he drew his sword as he staggered toward Alastar. 
“You! You did this!” He pointed the sword at Alastar. “We were part of something grand, and you betrayed your order for them! For demons! Evil, putrid, nasty little things, these witches and warlocks.”
“Don’t speak of my friends so,” Alastar demanded, stepping from the crowd so that it was just the two of them. “The ones you have aligned yourself with, are they any better?” 
“It’s all clear now,” Taland replied, staring at the ground as if there were an image he could see there. “My goddess, all of it was for Her. She is so much more than Rodrick, so much more than anything we ever believed. Sir Gildon knew it all along, and now I alone stand to pass this message to you. She may have left for now, but it’s only to regroup, to pull together larger forces than you could ever comprehend. She might have misjudged you all, but not again. When you next meet, She will crush you beneath Her heel.” 
“And yet she’s demoted you to a common messenger boy?” Alastar shook his head. “You can still be done with this, friend. Join us and fight for justice. For honor.” 
Taland spat on the ground, narrowed eyes rising to meet Alastar’s. “I choose glory in the knowledge that you won’t live to see tomorrow.” 
He strode forward, sword raised. A mage began to move his hands, but Alastar shouted, “No, this is between him and me.” He turned to the king and waited for his nod of approval, then drew his sword and stepped forward. 
The sword burst into white flame that coursed across the metal like waves of pulsating energy. The Sword of Light had come to life to fight against the darkness, and whether it drew on his magic or some power of its own, Alastar felt at one with the sword. He knew it wouldn’t let him down. 
Taland charged, and Alastar met him in the middle of the courtyard. The Sword of Light moved to meet Taland’s great broadsword, but instead the Sword of Light cut through the other blade, cleaving its steel in two. The top fell to the ground, steel still burning bright. It was as if Taland hadn’t truly expected anything better; Alastar knew this new goddess of his hadn’t been exactly kind. He was a broken man, so when Taland turned with the glowing hot hilt of his sword and lunged, Alastar simply stepped back twice so he was out of range. 
“Last chance, brother,” Alastar offered. “We forgive you. We accept you.” 
“Take your forgiveness and shove it up your arse,” Taland shouted, spittle flying. He threw the sword hilt and thrust out a hand so that a blinding light surprised Alastar.
As much as he wanted to be done with this in a less violent way, Alastar wasn’t about to let this son of a bitch score any points against him and his friends, so he turned, calling on his healing powers as he did so, and brought his sword up and around. His eyes had healed enough to see the silhouette of Taland head down and charging him. With a heavy heart, Alastar continued the attack and brought the sword down after a sidestep, the blade severing the traitor’s neck. 
Taland’s head went rolling as his body flopped to the ground beside Alastar. He held the sword out with a heavy heart, then stuck it into the ground beside his former brother-in-arms’ corpse as he dropped to his knees and bent his head. 
Boots crunched on dirt and he looked up to see Bale at his side. The paladin removed his gold cloak and wrapped the head in it, then Stone and Gerin were there lifting the body. 
“We’ll bury him in the hills,” Stone said, nodding to the darkness. 
A glance at Laird Summers and a nod from him, and Alastar agreed. He stood and said, “I would like to dig the grave myself.” 
Laird Summers sent two of his men to find shovels, and soon it was over. Alastar had buried the man. Larick and Volney searched the manor with their minds, and the king sent soldiers out to check the grounds just to be certain, but there was no sign of any enemy nearby. 
It seemed Taland had spoken truly about Lady Mowain returning north to regroup. Hubris likely wouldn’t lead her to defeat twice, so in the big battle to come Alastar and the others would have to be certain to overwhelm her forces with skill and strategy. 
They gathered in the great hall and Laird Summers let loose the cellars with stores of wine and mutton—what remained that Lady Mowain’s army hadn’t consumed. The celebration of their victories was combined with their planning for the battle to come. 
Lars, along with Kim and Andreas, agreed they would set out in the morning, taking the small ship to return home. They needed to warn the Kaldfell Peninsula in case this goddess or the Dark Society made a move on them. On the way home they would stop by Leila’s clan and warn them, and ask them to join in the march north. Leila would then, they hoped, spread word to the other clans so that they would all be ready to join the final battle. 
“How will we find my sister-in-law?” the king asked. He was sitting at the high table beside Laird Summers. “This supposed goddess.”
“Perhaps she’ll be waiting for us,” Laird Summers replied. “It might not be hard at all. Then again, it’s possible she’ll want us to pursue her so that she can catch us unawares.” 
“Then we must find a way to bring the battle to her on our terms.” 
“I believe I have an answer for that,” Alastar said. His eyes shone gold and he lifted a hand, waving it to call his light fairy. She appeared and danced over their heads; all eyes in the room followed her and silence filled the room. “You see, we’ve recently learned that this so-called goddess, Lady Mowain, is a relative. She’s my aunt as well as the woman who killed her sister—my mother, the king’s wife…the queen of Gulanri.” 
A long pause followed, during which the men and women in the great hall muttered in awe at this news and the king nodded to confirm it. 
“I’m…sorry for your loss,” Laird Summers stated. “But how does that help us find her?” 
“My brother’s magic forms connections with those he has relationships with, and it’s especially strong with relatives,” Rhona answered. 
Alastar stood and focused on this aunt of his, and immediately the fairy went for the northern window, flying around it as if beckoning him to follow. “In the morning, friend,” he said to the fairy, knowing she wasn’t a real being but enjoying the sense of her nonetheless. 
“When do we go?” Kia asked from her place beside Donnon. 
The room filled with laughter, which lasted until the king raised his hands for silence. “Many in this room know of the courage of this girl. From what I hear, she was a large reason for our victory.” 
Everyone turned to her with new levels of respect in their gaze. 
She just smiled and said, “Hey, all I want is to see my enemies burn. Is that so odd for a girl to ask?” 
“It would be for another girl,” Donnon said, standing next to her and resting a hand on her shoulder, “but not you. No one here will ever underestimate you again. As much as I worry about you, I saw today that you will be one of our greatest resources in this battle to come.” He stared at her, beaming with pride, and then turned to the room. “Let me repeat my daughter’s question. When do we go?” 
“Rest tonight,” the king answered. “In the morning, the united land of Gulanri and Roneland ride out to remove this plague. They want a war to end all wars? Let’s give it to them!” 
Cheers erupted, and Alastar found excitement rising in him, bursting through his cheers as he pounded the table. He watched Rhona as she stood with Donnon and Kia, forming a family of sorts, and it was beautiful. Estair was at his side and took his hand, squeezing it with a smile of encouragement. 
But for now, he just wanted to get reacquainted with his father. He was pleased when the others started to trickle out, and the King motioned to Alastar and Rhona, and the two excused themselves, joining him out on the balcony. 
It was a beautiful night, moonlight gleaming on the tree leaves and surrounding hills. A gentle breeze brought with it the scent of the country, as if nothing wrong had ever come to this place. 
“Lady Mowain,” the King said, shaking his head. “That’s what she goes by nowadays?” He turned stern eyes to his children. “She’s dangerous, and I couldn’t stand to lose either of you, not again.” 
“Your highness—” Alastar started, still not fully used to the idea of family like this yet, but the King held up a hand. 
“Father, please. Even Dad.” 
Alastar smiled. “Dad,” he tried it out, loving how it sounded, “The last two people you need to worry about are us.”
“That’s convenient for me, then,” he replied with a chuckle. “But I mean it. I know you have to put yourselves in harm’s way, but if it comes down to it, there’s no shame in pulling back and waiting for reinforcements.”
Alastar nodded, ignoring Rhona’s roll of her eyes. 
“You have something you’d rather discuss?” their father asked her. 
For a moment Rhona just stared at him, then folded her arms, then unfolded them and asked, “What was she like?”
“Your mother?” The King set his drink aside, careful so that it wouldn’t fall over the railing. “The most kind, loving, smart, and beautiful woman I’d ever met and ever will meet. And damn stubborn too, I mean it. When anyone got in her way, she wouldn’t take it. Hell, if she were alive today, this war would already be over.” 
“We’ll take care of that part,” Rhona said with a distant smile.
Alastar nodded in agreement.
“Is this what you wanted us out here for?” 
The king assessed them, then shook his head. “Actually, no. I’ve missed so much of your lives, I was hoping you could take the time to fill me in on the details. Come, let’s sit. Tell me everything.” 
Alastar laughed, and then said, “If you promise to follow suit.”
The King’s eyes had a loving, fatherly gleam to them as he said, “It’s a deal.” 
And so they talked, sharing stories amongst the three of them throughout the night. They laughed, told stories, and couldn’t get enough of the moments that followed. Without a doubt, Alastar thought as he looked at first his sister, then his father, and then thought about his other friends and warriors, mages and others within the manor. 
Together, they would see evil destroyed. 
He was certain of it. 
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You have now joined me in the fight against the Dark Society and an evil goddess—I hope you stand with me to defeat our enemies in Book four! I’ve enjoyed fighting alongside Rhona, Alastar, and the others, and especially Kia. I don’t know what it is that draws me to younger characters being especially badass, but this book has certainly helped me fulfill this passion of mine. 
In part, maybe it ties back to my youth. My parents divorced when I was ten years old, and I looked to creativity a lot for dealing with that. I would draw quite a lot, and made comics. They were often about heroes going out to fight bad guys, including this one silly story about a group of young characters that goes to space through a portal, but one of them is missing. They find a unicorn, and later learn the missing member of their group was transformed into this unicorn. The point there being that I loved telling these stories of younger protagonists even back then, maybe because I was depressed and wanted to see characters my age out there making magic happen. Killing their enemies, conquering their demons, and having a good ol’ time. Maybe I’ll write a version of that story for you all someday. Wouldn’t that be a fun way of rewarding my younger self for sticking with it? I’ll figure out how to send it back in time and say, “Look at what we’ve done!” 
I really feel that way, too, thanks to you all. I mean it—if I could go back to that younger version of myself and tell him about you all and the love you’ve shown to me and my writing, that little guy would burst into tears of joy. I’m certain of it, and not just because I was an emotional wreck at times. I was also easily inspired. I watched Braveheart and The Princess Bride AT LEAST a hundred times each, and loved them equally every time (and that stays true to this day). It’s the inspiration, motivation, and sense of love, justice, and all that jazz that does it for me. 
The other part of why I get into young heroes I’ve spoken of before. It’s that there are so many amazing stories that do so wonderfully. Harry Potter inspired the whole world, children and adults. Game of Thrones has Arya Stark, who is like nine or eleven in the stories, but becomes a fan favorite early on. Percy Jackson is great. There’s a girl in this book The Scorpio Races… I dare you to read that and not fall in love with her. 
I think many of us love this idea of young people proving that they’re as capable as adults, for reasons like I’ve listed here or for your own reasons. Maybe some of us still feel like children in our hearts, so we can more easily relate to these characters? I know that when I’m at Disneyland with my kids, I certainly feel that way. Thanks to you all, I was able to take the whole family there recently, and it was one of the great moments in my life. Call me cheesy and stupid, commercial, or whatever you want, but I can honestly say I will feel so much more fulfilled on my death bed (hopefully a long way in the future) because of that moment. Being able to see the joy in my children’s eyes as they watched the fireworks, the water show, got to hug the characters from stories they love…it was a dream come true. 
All of this is really to say thank you. If not for Michael Anderle bringing me into this world of the Kurtherian Gambit and the Age of Magic, I wouldn’t have been able to go fulltime, and I wouldn’t have been able to focus on writing to the degree that I have been. These books are my best friends, and you all are my family. We all get to spend time together, and I’m overjoyed. When you send your emails telling me how much you enjoy the stories, it touches me deeply. I’ve gotten to know some of you more than I do people I have met in person and called friends for years. Isn’t that powerful? 
And I’ve heard some authors don’t reply to you all! That astounds me. I get that some people just want to write stories and hide in their basement dungeons, but that doesn’t really make sense to me. I love connecting with readers and hearing how stories impacted you. It makes all this feel that much more worth it. Worth the sleepless nights and many hours put into writing. Worth the time analyzing our own lives, sorrows and joys, so that we can use them in stories. Worth exposing ourselves to the criticism and negative reviews we might receive. 
I’m going to sit back and sigh, thinking about how blessed I am to live this life and to have found you all. And with that, I’ll say again, thank you readers, thank you Michael Anderle, thank you Chris and Lee, thank you great authors who have inspired me… And thank you to my wife and children for being so supportive and encouraging. 
I love this life, and hope this story has brought you a little bit of that joy. Or a whole lot, as would be preferable. STAY TUNED, because the next one is right around the corner. 
PS: if I sounded emotional in this author note, it’s because I’m being sincere, but also because I was listening to the Les Mis soundtrack as I wrote the end of the book and the author notes. Man, those songs are emotional! Lol. Take care, and thank you for taking the time to read the book and author notes. 
PPS: One more thing… There’s now a Facebook group for fan fiction in the Kurtherian Universe, if you want to join us there. It hasn’t really gotten off the ground yet, but maybe you can help us out with that! https://www.facebook.com/groups/TKGFansWrite/



Author Notes - Michael Anderle
September 17, 2017
 
First, THANK YOU for not only reading all the way through this book, but through these author notes as well!
I appreciate any vote of ‘thank you’ which come from my collaborators (THANK YOU JUSTIN!). However, the reality is that I took the opportunity to just share YOUR awesomeness with others and somehow that has become unique and blessed so many people, including me twice over.
I shared my fans when I had just 5 books (my 3rd month writing.) I shared notes from authors in the back of my 8th book to introduce more of them to you, and we have done it ever since. The reality is that by sharing, I ended up even more supported than I could have imagined.
To be fair, once or twice (or twenty times) I also shared other stories and authors I liked to point you, the ravenous fans, off me for a minute. When you went and read their books I was off the hook for maybe 24-48 hours.
I was able to write without the heavy breathing down my neck.
Today, I struggle some with writing my own stuff, and we are getting somewhat better. I’m about to write on my way up the 35N from Austin to DFW in a couple of hours, and Michael (Darkest Before the Dawn) is going to be ‘more’ complete.
Now, I’m going to start putting out those words in greater quantity. I’ve cleared the boards and it’s time to finish my part of the book.
UPDATE ON KINDLE
So, a little behind-the-scenes on the success of LMPBN Publishing (the Kurtherian & Oriceran Universes and Audio production.)
Right now, we derive about 65% of our income from Kindle Unlimited (book income) and are almost .7% of all pages read in Kindle Unlimited for the month of August, 2017. Which is a PHENOMENAL feat. I struggle to realize just how much you, the fans, are able to read and how you appreciate our ‘get it done’ mentality.
On the Audiobooks side, we did 5,110 audiobooks sold for August, and it looks like we will surpass that number here in September.
Which is good, because we use the income from the Audiobooks to fund the development of the future Audiobooks. I checked a couple of weeks ago, and we have still spent more in developing audio than we have received in audio sales so far this year. We have a pretty good chance of catching up by December.
Which will be sweet! 
 
Spoke to a Hollywood Producer
We owe her sales figures and numbers which she will take to those higher in the organization (she is connected to Sony). While I don’t stress about it happening, it would be DAMNED cool to see some Kurtherian Gambit stuff happen on TV or the movies. I know that Hollywood moves at a glacial pace, so even if we signed by the end of fall, nothing would happen for a long time.
Hell, I could have a new universe started, funded, books published and everything before they have a couple of scripts done.
Then again, I don’t produce for TV, so I should shut the hell up and let those who have a clue, drive the bus.
 
Frankfurt Book Fair – 2017
I’ll be at the Frankfurt Book Fair in October, reach out to me on the Facebook page if you are interested in creating a meetup.  We are thinking of doing something that Saturday evening.
 
We all hope you enjoy some of the stories in the Kurtherian Gambit Universe. Some of them probably won’t be for you, but some will.
I’m about to go write some more, so stay frosty and have a fantastic fall!
Ad Aeternitatem,
Michael Anderle
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For a chance to see ALL of Justin’s different Book Series
Check out his website below!
 
Website:  http://JustinSloanAuthor.com
 
Email List:  http://JustinSloanAuthor.com/Newsletter
 
Facebook Here:  https://www.facebook.com/JustinSloanAuthor
 
 
Michael Anderle Social
 
Website:  http://kurtherianbooks.com/ 
 
Email List:  http://kurtherianbooks.com/email-list/ 
 
Facebook Here:  https://www.facebook.com/TheKurtherianGambitBooks/ 
 



Michael Anderle
 
Kurtherian Gambit Series Titles Include: 
 
 
First Arc
 
Death Becomes Her (01) - Queen Bitch (02) - Love Lost (03) - Bite This (04)
Never Forsaken (05) - Under My Heel (06) - Kneel Or Die (07)
 
Second Arc
 
We Will Build (08) - It’s Hell To Choose (09) - Release The Dogs of War (10)
Sued For Peace (11) - We Have Contact (12) - My Ride is a Bitch (13)
Don’t Cross This Line (14)
 
Third Arc (2017)
 
Never Submit (15) - Never Surrender (16) - Forever Defend (17)
Might Makes Right (18) - Ahead Full (19) - Capture Death (20)
Life Goes On (21)
 
 
**New Series**
 
 
The Second Dark Ages
 
The Dark Messiah (01)
The Darkest Night (02)
 
 
The Boris Chronicles
* With Paul C. Middleton *
 
Evacuation
Retaliation
Revelation
Restitution 2017
 
 
Reclaiming Honor 
* With JUSTIN SLOAN *
 
Justice Is Calling (01) 
Claimed By Honor (02) 
Judgement Has Fallen (03) 
Angel of Reckoning (04)
Born Into Flames (05)
Defending The Lost (06)
Saved By Valor (07)
 
 
The Etheric Academy
* With TS PAUL *
 
ALPHA CLASS (01) 
ALPHA CLASS - Engineering (02) 
ALPHA CLASS (03) Coming soon
 
 
Terry Henry “TH” Walton Chronicles
* With CRAIG MARTELLE *
 
Nomad Found (01)
Nomad Redeemed (02) 
Nomad Unleashed (03)
Nomad Supreme (04) 
Nomad’s Fury (05)
Nomad’s Justice (06)
Nomad Avenged (07)
Nomad Mortis (08)
Nomad’s Force (09)
Nomad’s Galaxy (10)
 
 
Trials and Tribulations
* With Natalie Grey *
 
Risk Be Damned (01) 
Damned to Hell (02) 
Hell’s Worst Nightmare (03) coming soon
 
The Ascension Myth
* With Ell Leigh Clarke *
 
Awakened (01) 
Activated (02)
Called (03)
Sanctioned (04)
Rebirth (05)
Retribution (06)
Cloaked (07)
 
 
The Age of Magic
 
The Rise of Magic
* With CM Raymond / LE Barbant *
 
Restriction (01) 
Reawakening (02)
Rebellion (03)
Revolution (04)
Unlawful Passage (05)
 
The Hidden Magic Chronicles
* With Justin Sloan *
 
Shades of Light (01) 
Shades of Dark (02)
Shades of Glory (03)
 
Storms of Magic
*With PT Hylton*
 
Storm Raiders (01)
Storm Callers (02)
Storm Breakers (03)
 
Tales of the Feisty Druid
*With Candy Crum*
 
The Arcadian Druid (01)
The Undying Illusionist (02)
The Frozen Wasteland (03)
 
Path of Heroes
*With Brandon Barr*
 
Rogue Mage (01)
 
 
The Revelations of Oriceran
 
The Leira Chronicles
*With Martha Carr*
 
Quest for Magic (0)
Waking Magic (1)
Release of Magic (2)
Protection of Magic (3)
 
 
SHORT STORIES
 
Frank Kurns Stories of the Unknownworld 01 (7.5)
You Don’t Touch John’s Cousin 
 
Frank Kurns Stories of the Unknownworld 02 (9.5)
Bitch’s Night Out
 
Bellatrix: Frank Kurns Stories of the Unknownworld 03 (13.25)
With Natalie Grey
 
 
AudioBooks
 
CLICK HERE TO SEE ALL LMBPN BOOKS ON AUDIBLE
 
Available at Audible.com and iTunes
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