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Prologue







 Highbough castle, 

 Winter, 

 Old World Year 1043



King  Harald,  third  of  his  name,  overlord  of  the  high  elven dynasty of Galen, strode swiftly down the ornate corridor high in the wizard’s  tower  of  his  castle.  His  tall  black  boots  struck  sharp  notes on the bright marble flagstones, and his red cloak swept out behind him, its gold trim gleaming in the muted light of the torches that lit the corridor. 

He was tall, well built, and in the prime of health, a powerful and  majestic  lord  of  the  elves  of  the  old  world.  But  for  all  his  good looks,  now  he  radiated  concern  and  unhappiness.  His  powerful shoulders  were  bowed  with  care,  his  strong  features  were  set  in  a grave  expression,  and  his  lilac  eyes  were  full  of  worry.  His  hands, with their long, skilled fingers, clenched and unclenched anxiously as he hurried along the corridor. 

He  was  on  his  way  to  the  chamber  of  power,  the  best-kept secret of all his realm. 

All around him, magic swirled. He could feel it, fine-tuned as he  was  to  the  powerful  magical  influences  that  permeated  the  very air of his realm. Not everyone would have felt it, perhaps—after all, King Harald was a remarkably skilled magicker, for an elf—but even the  most  ignorant  of  peasants  would  have  been  aware  of  some disturbance in the fabric of the world around him. 

As he approached the chamber door, Harald braced himself for what he was about to see. His old companion, the human mage Parlax, was behind that door. Parlax was his friend and rival, a man

who had been both brother-in-arms and enemy of Harald in his time. 

Parlax had been a fool and had brought this doom upon them all. 

Now he waited in the chamber of power, waiting for Harald to come to him. 

Harald  glanced  to  the  right  and  caught  sight  of  his  own reflection in the thick glass of the window. 

 I look pale,  he thought,  pale and drawn. I suppose that’s only right. It befits a king to be worried for the fate of his people. 

Beyond  his  reflection  in  the  glass,  the  great  wooden  bulk  of the tree-castle of Highbough extended in tier after tier of magnificent, organic chaos. One mighty tree, grown to the size of a city, formed the  majority  of  the  king’s  strange  castle,  and  a  thousand  of  his people lived there, dwelling in the hundreds of rooms and corridors that  had  been  tunneled  and  carved  from  the  living  wood  of  the enormous tree. 

A  surge  of  magical  energy  hit  him,  exploding  from  the direction  of  the  chamber  of  power  and  distracting  Harald  from  his musing. He gave himself a shake. He was a high elf, and that meant he was prone to drifting into deep thought, but now was not the time for it. 

With a deep breath, the king set his shoulders, straightened his back, and stepped into the fateful chamber. 

The sight that met his eyes there was a terrible one. 

A  high  stone  chamber  had  been  created  here,  at  a  point where  the  black  stone  of  the  central  castle  had  been  built  into  the enormous tree that served as the host for the castle of Highbough. 

This part of the castle was all of stone, and this tower was one of the highest structures in the whole enormous structure. 

Here there was a vaulted, high-ceilinged chamber. There was no  floor—at  the  entrance,  the  ground  dropped  away  to  an immeasurable depth. A narrow walkway ran around the circular edge of the chamber, but from the doorway out to the middle, there was a single  long  span  of  stone,  a  thin,  narrow  bridge  of  black  stone  that led to a floating platform in the dead center of the chamber. 

On  that  platform,  a  round  stone  table  sat,  and  on  the  table was an enormous orb of sheer power. 

This  place  had  been  built  by  the  mighty  craft  of  the  ancient elves  to  hold  artifacts  of  great  power,  and  over  the  centuries—

throughout  Harald’s  father’s  and  grandfather’s  times—it  had  held many such artifacts. 

But this orb was the most powerful thing it had ever held. 

Harald looked around. The chaotic boiling of magic swirled all around him. The chamber seemed to him to be vibrating like a great drum.  It  was  clear  that  the  power  contained  here  would  not  be contained  for  long.  Destiny  had  taken  a  hand,  and  the  foolishness and arrogance of the mages had taken their course. 

“Parlax!” Harald roared, his voice echoing off the walls of the magical chamber. 

Crouched  by  the  table  in  the  middle,  lit  only  by  the  chaotic and terrifying swirls of light that emanated from the orb of power, was the figure of a man. He was swathed in black robes. His head was wrapped in a deep hood and a long black scarf so that his features could not be seen. 

He looked up, and Harald caught a glimpse of bright, piercing gray eyes from across the chamber. 

“Parlax, this is madness!” he cried. “This will destroy us all!” 

Parlax rose slowly, as if it pained him. 

On  the  table  before  him,  the  orb  of  power  glittered  with flowing light. It was huge, six feet across, a great globe of polished crystal filled with raw power. The light from it flashed in cold colors, pale  blues  and  baleful  whites,  with  hints  of  purple  and  green.  The light  illuminated  the  high,  domed  ceiling  of  the  chamber  and  the withered-looking  hands  of  Parlax,  who  stood  with  his  palms outstretched but not touching the crystal. 

Harald set a foot on the bridge, hesitated for a moment, then began to advance. 

“Parlax,  my  friend,”  he  said  in  a  kindly  voice,  extending  a hand as he got closer. 

The darkly shrouded mage let out a choking laugh. 

“Friend?” he croaked. “How can you call me your friend, after what I have done?” 

Harald smiled grimly. “For all that we’ve quarreled, you were still  my  friend  for  a  long  time,  Parlax.  I  disagreed  with  your  course, and it seems now that you have come to see that I was right. Come, now, surely we can do something to fix this, even at this late stage?” 

A  deep  rumbling  boomed  in  the  stone  around  them.  Harald felt the platform beneath his feet trembling. 

“I think there is not much we can do, Harald,” Parlax said. His hoarse  voice  was  filled  with  regret,  but  he  sounded  certain.  “No, there’s little enough that we can do. This chamber, even though it’s the  work  of  the  mighty  craft  of  ancient  days,  won’t  hold  for  much longer.  The  power  of  the  orb  will  destroy  it,  and  then  that  same power  will  destroy  the  world.  Reality  will  be  ripped  asunder,  and there will be no safe places left in the world for anyone.” 

“I’m  afraid  you  are  right  about  the  chamber,”  Harald  said, feeling  another  rumble  and  seeing  a  smattering  of  stones  fall  from the  ceiling  above.  “The  pressure  of  holding  this  much  power  is  too much for it. But why are you here, if you don’t think there’s anything that can be done?” 

“Oh,  there’s   one  thing  that  can  be  done,”  Parlax  said.  His voice was grim, and Harald did not like the sound of it. 

The  king  glanced  from  Parlax’s  fixed  gaze  to  the  orb  of power,  then  back  again.  Cold  dread  settled  over  him  as  he understood what the old mage meant. 

“Surely  you  can’t  be  serious,”  Harald  gasped.  “By  the  gods, there must be some other way!” 

“What other way can you suggest?” Parlax said wearily. 

Harald choked on his words for a moment, but then he had to admit that Parlax had him there. There was no other solution that the

king could suggest. 

He  shook  his  head  and  made  a  gesture  of  frustration.  “Oh, Parlax,  you  know  I’m  no  scholar  of  the  magical  arts.  How  can  I answer such a question? But you’re a powerful mage, and learned in all the old lore. Surely you can come up with a better solution than your own destruction?” 

Parlax  laughed.  It  was  a  dry,  humorless  sound,  and  yet Harald thought he caught a glimpse of genuine amusement in his old friend’s  eyes,  despite  the  peril  they  were  in.  “You  do  yourself  a disservice.  You’re  quite  a  competent  mage—for  an  elf!  But  you’re right that I know more about this than you, and I tell you this is the only way. Do not hinder me!” 

“I won’t hinder you,” Harald said after a moment. He eyed the glowing  orb  with  distaste.  “If  this  is  genuinely  the  only  way,  then  I salute  you  for  your  bravery  in  sacrificing  yourself  to  contain  the power of the orb.” 

“Bravery?” Parlax sneered, and there was suddenly a hint of the old imperiousness and fatalism that had been the mage’s worst qualities at the height of their quarrel. “Oh, no, it’s not bravery, young Harald. If anything, it’s cowardice. I do not want to have to live in the world that would be left if this orb was not contained. I have no doubt I would survive the catastrophe, though few others would. Perhaps I would even be able to live in the world that was left afterward.” He shivered,  the  shudder  running  over  his  whole  body,  visible  even through his dark wrappings. “No, that would indeed be a fate worse than death. I cannot do that to myself. I  will not let that happen.” 

“Well, I still call it noble,” Harald said. 

“Call  it  what  you  will!”  Parlax  snapped.  “I  know  what  I’m doing.” He chuckled again. “After all, I suppose it’s appropriate. This is all my fault, after all. I’m sure you could agree with that, eh?” 

His  gray  eyes  fixed  themselves  on  Harald,  and  the  young king had no choice but to agree. 

“I  won’t  deny  it,”  Harald  said.  “If  you  had  acted  differently, things  might  not  have  come  to  this  pass.  It’s  fitting  that  you  should

sacrifice  yourself  to  save  the  world  from  the  consequences  of  your actions.” 

“Ah, fitting, yes,” Parlax repeated. He turned his gaze back to the orb and stared at it. “Fitting, too, that this power I’ve gathered for myself should be the death of me.” 

“What will you do?” Harald asked. 

“I shall place my hands on the surface of the orb and absorb the  raw  magical  energy  of  the  orb  into  my  body.  There  will  be  an enormous release of power, there is no doubt about that. This tower will not survive it, and neither will you, if you are at hand. I suggest you leave.” 

“But will you be able to contain enough of it to hold back the worst of the consequences for the outside world?” Harald asked. 

“Aye,”  Parlax  said.  “I  will.  I  have  trained  for  this.  Absorbing great  amounts  of  magic  into  myself  has  been  a  special  study  of mine, as you know. I will be able to take in enough of it that the world around us will survive. But it will not survive completely unscathed.” 

Parlax’s  voice  took  on  a  sad  tone  as  he  continued.  “I  don’t know exactly what will happen, but I suspect that many will still die. 

There will be a great disturbance in the fabric of reality, Harald, and many things that folk thought were strong shall be broken, and many things never thought of before may come to be. It will be a different world after this, but I hope that through my action now, I can ensure that there will still  be a world.” 

Harald was chilled to the bone by Parlax’s doom-laden words, but he stayed quiet. He could tell that the old mage had more to say. 

“I’m  very  sorry  that  it’s  come  to  this,”  Parlax  said  after  a moment. “I’m glad you’re here, Harald, because I want to be able to tell that to someone. I regret it now, I regret it all deeply.” He sighed. 

“But at least I can do this. At least I can make amends by staving off the worst of the catastrophe that I’ve created. It’s all I can do.” 

Harald could not find words to say. 

The mage turned his keen gray gaze upon the king. “It will be down to you to rebuild what’s left, Harald. You know this?” 

“I do,” Harald replied solemnly. 

“It  will  take  many  years—hundreds  of  years,  perhaps.  But  I have  faith  that  you’ll  be  able  to  do  it.  I  know  you,  my  old  friend. 

You’re nothing if not persistent.” 

The  king  smiled,  and  for  a  moment,  the  two  old  friends  and rivals looked at each other and shared a smile. 

A crackling of magical lightning flung an arc of deadly power from the surface of the orb. Like a sheet of white lighting, the blazing power hurtled up and struck the roof of the chamber. 

Despite  himself,  Harald  crouched  and  held  his  hands  up  to cover his head. Rocks tumbled from the impact spot, crashing down into the gulf on either side of the orb platform. Parlax did not move, but stood still as a statue, still looking hard at Harald. 

“I have one more thing to ask you, Harald,” he said, “before the end.” 

“Ask  it!”  Harald  said.  The  pressure  of  the  magical  energy  in the  room  was  becoming  hard  to  bear.  They  did  not  have  long  until the orb broke out of its bounds and sent enormous waves of power blasting through the very fabric of reality. 

The  orb  sent  out  another  bolt  of  lightning.  This  time,  it  fired horizontally across the chamber, striking the outer wall with a crash and sending chunks of stone tumbling into the gulf. 

Parlax  held  his  hands  over  the  orb  and  murmured  a  few words  under  his  breath.  The  crackling  and  flashing  of  the  stone subsided  slightly  at  the  words,  but  the  rumbling  of  the  magical energy  changed  its  note  and  became  deeper  and  more  menacing. 

The collapse had not been stopped, only postponed slightly. 

“What do you desire of me, Parlax?” Harald called again. “Tell me!” 

“You must look after my son,” Parlax replied. “You must save him. When you leave here, you will have a little time left. You must

get my infant son and place him in one of the preservation chambers deep under your palace. There he will be able to survive the collapse and stay at rest until the world is renewed. You, Harald, must do this for  me.  My  son…  he  is  innocent.  I  am  the  one  who  has  done  this terrible thing—it is I who have destroyed the world. My son deserves more than to live in the wreckage of the world that will be left after I am gone.” 

The orb suddenly let out a flurry of lightning bolts, and clouds of  white  sparks  flew  up  from  its  surface,  lighting  up  the  keen, haggard  face  of  the  mage  that  was  visible  between  his  scarf  and hood. 

“Do you promise, Harald?” he cried in a cracking voice. 

“I promise,” Harald replied quietly, then louder he shouted, “I promise, Parlax! Your son shall be kept in the preservation chambers and will be reawakened when the world is renewed!” 

“Ah,”  Parlax  said.  “Then  you  best  go  now,  Harald.  The  time has  come.  My  time  has  come.  Farewell,  old  friend,  and  may  you have all the luck in the world when you come to restore what I have ruined. Farewell… argh!” 

He let out a sudden scream as his hands touched the surface of  the  orb.  Harald  looked  on  in  horror  as  the  raw  power  of  the  orb flooded into his old friend’s body. It poured into him, lighting him up from  the  inside  like  a  paper  lantern.  Harald  saw  the  outline  of Parlax’s bones silhouetted against the explosion of power, and then blinked as the light faded. 

Parlax leaned over the orb, gripping it by the sides tightly with his  hands.  The  light,  which  had  been  flooding  into  the  chamber around them, began to fade and be concentrated within his body. 

Harald  began  to  retreat  down  the  bridge,  back  toward  the door, but he kept his eyes on Parlax as he went. 

The  huge  orb  of  power  pulsed  with  a  rhythmic  light.  Parlax was  hunched  over  it,  muttering  words  in  a  strange  language.  As Harald reached the door, he stopped and looked back, his hand on the ornate handle that would open the door. 

His old friend was motionless, standing by the orb. The lights had  dulled,  and  even  the  pressure  in  the  room  seemed  to  have eased a little. For a moment, Harald wondered if at the last moment Parlax had not found some way to neutralize the orb without killing himself. 

He dared to hope this might be true, then he wondered if he should hope that. What would Parlax be, if he had absorbed all the power of the orb and yet survived? 

The silence held. Harald had just lifted his hand from the door and  begun  to  step  back  toward  the  platform  when  suddenly,  with  a terrible cry and a noise like a thousand windows breaking all at once, the  figure  leaped  stiffly  back  from  the  orb,  his  hands  fixed  to  its surface. 

Parlax  shook,  his  feet  lifting  up  from  the  ground  as  blinding white  light  scored  through  him  and  shone  through  the  gaps  in  his robes.  His  head  snapped  back,  and  white  light  shone  up  from  his eyes, illuminating the ceiling of the chamber. 

Harald  watched  in  horror  for  a  moment  as  Parlax  began  to break  into  pieces,  torn  apart  by  the  blinding  light  and  terrible  raw magic of the orb of power. 

With  a  heavy  heart  at  that  terrible  sight,  Harald  pushed  the door open and stepped out into the corridor, shutting and locking the door behind him. 

Parlax was no more, but he had succeeded in his mission. 

Harald would fulfill his last promise to the mage. Parlax’s son would be saved from the coming calamity and reawakened when the world was fit to live in again. 

As he hurried down the corridor to fulfill his mission, the world shook beneath his feet. 
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 Elven City of Suntower, 

 Summer, 

 Old World year 1350



Muggy heat made the air thick in the busy city streets of the bottom  level  of  Suntower  City.  Traders,  workers,  idlers,  and  a hundred  other  kinds  of  folk  jostled  and  bustled  in  the  hot,  cramped streets.  But  it  was  not  the  heat  that  made  the  sweat  stand  out  on Ralnor’s brow. 

It was anger. 

He  strode  through  the  press.  The  look  on  his  face  and  the sparks in his brown eyes were enough to make the other denizens of the street get out of his way. On every side, the immeasurably high tree-buildings  that  housed  all  the  dwellings  and  shops  and warehouses  stretched  up  beyond  sight  into  a  thick  canopy  of wooden bridges. 

Up  there,  on  the  middle  levels,  the  higher  classes  dwelt, moving  from  place  to  place  across  their  bridge  network  and  never having to risk their skins down here in the gutter levels. 

No so for Ralnor and his gang. 

Ralnor  was  a  strange  character  in  many  ways.  His  half-elf, half-human heritage was shown to all in the soft lines of his face and the strange, rounded tops of his ears. His brown hair was long and bound  up  behind  his  head  in  the  same  way  as  all  the  other  wood elves kept theirs, so on the surface, he blended in. But those looking closer could see that he was neither pure elf nor pure human, and it was hard for anyone to get past that. 

He  was  not  without  friends,  however,  and  he  was  loyal  to them  always.  This  made  him  popular  with  the  younger  and  less fortunate  of  the  folks  in  the  city.  One  of  these  acquaintances,  a young  elf  by  the  name  of  Jahden,  was  hurrying  along  beside  him, struggling to keep up with Ralnor’s long stride. 

“Ral,” the young elf panted, “it’s all right, you know, you don’t have  to  do  this.  Gaston  is  a  big  deal  around  here,  and  I  shouldn’t have stepped on his toes. You don’t have to…” 

Ralnor  cut  him  off.  “You’re  not  the  first  to  fall  foul  of  Gaston and his goons,” he said fiercely. “I’ve had enough of it. Gaston may be a big shot around here, but he doesn’t own the city. He can’t be allowed to get away with treating folks like this, and I’ve had enough of it.” 

Jahden reached a hand up and touched his own swollen and bruised  face.  He  had  been  hanging  out  on  a  street  corner  that Gaston’s goons considered to be their territory, and just because he was  an  unknown  face,  he’d  come  up  against  the  wrong  side  of  a beating. They’d mugged him, too, and taken some coins and some rare herbs that he’d had in his pouch. 

“I must admit I’d like to see Gaston taken down a peg or two,” 

Jahden said, “but you’ll get hurt. I don’t want to see you get beaten up, or worse!” 

“You let me worry about that,” Ralnor said. “You don’t have to come with me—I can see to this myself.” 

“No  way!”  Jahden  said.  “If  you’re  set  on  going,  I’m  coming with you. I’m not going to let you do it all on your own.” 

“Good  lad,”  Ralnor  said  with  a  grin.  He  went  to  thump  his friend  on  the  back  and  then  stopped  when  Jahden  flinched  away. 

“See?  Gaston  and  his  goons  ought  to  pay  for  what  they’ve  done. 

Look at how they’ve left you! Come on, let’s go get revenge.” 

They marched through the crowded streets and alleyways of the lower level. Down here, the sun rarely penetrated, and so the air was  damp  and  thick  with  stale,  muggy  air.  Above,  the  sky  was obscured  by  the  network  of  bridges  that  the  upper  levels  used  for

their transit, and above them by the huge leaves of the mighty trees that made up the city. Down here, nests of sprites were strategically placed along the streets. These gave out a deep yellow glow, like the dirty light of a tallow candle, illuminating the filthy, crowded streets. 

The shops were interspersed with the entrances to the tree-towers.  Within  the  trees,  networks  of  tunnels  led  between  rooms hollowed out from the wood, and it was in these that the population of  the  city  lived.  Within  the  trees,  hundreds  upon  hundreds  of  the poorer  class  of  elves  lived  a  chaotic,  hive-like  existence.  In  the streets  outside,  the  crude  shops  sold  cheap  food  and  pawned  off stolen goods on the passersby. 

In a place like this, it was no wonder that people like Gaston could flourish. It was dangerous down here. It had been even more dangerous  in  the  old  days,  when  more  monsters  had  lived  in  this area.  At  the  time  of  the  great  Sundering,  some  three  centuries before,  the  fabric  of  reality  had  been  torn  asunder  by  the  foolish actions  of  a  great  mage  who  had  overstretched  himself.  This Sundering  had  opened  the  gates  between  the  world  of  physical things  and  the  spirit  realm—and  many  terrible  creatures  had  come through. 

For  a  long  time,  people  in  the  lush  forests  of  the  elven kingdom had feared the influx of these monsters, and that was why the ground level of Suntower City was the abode only of the poorest and  most  destitute  of  the  population.  It  had  always  been  more susceptible to monster attack. 

But  these  days,  monster  incursions  were  rare,  and  the  real threats to the elves came not from unnamed horrors from the spirit realm,  but  from  other  elves.  Elves  who  made  it  their  business  to exploit  and  extort  the  poor  folk  who  were  just  trying  to  make  an honest  living.  Elves  who  had  no  scruples  about  laying  down  a beating—or worse—when some poor fool offended them. 

Elves, in short, like Gaston. 

 He’s the only kind of monster we have to deal with nowadays, Ralnor thought as they slowed at the end of a narrow lane. 

Gaston’s place was a nasty-looking dive with no name on any of the signs outside. Instead, there was a crudely painted clenched fist on the wood hanging above the door. 

“Looks  like  Gaston’s  place  is  the  place  to  be  if  you  want  a fight,” Ralnor commented. 

“It  looks  dangerous,  Ral,”  Jahden  said,  sounding  scared  but trying to cover it up. 

“Sure,” Ralnor agreed. “But it might end up being dangerous for him as well. Come on, let’s go get your stuff back.” 

The clientele of Gaston’s place were the lowest kind of scum that  settled  in  the  gutters  of  Suntower  City.  Broken-down  elves, goblin outcasts, pixie gamblers with suspicious eyes, and even one overweight  trollman  in  the  corner,  glaring  out  at  everyone  over  his mug of watered ale. 

At  night,  there  would  be  a  bouncer  on  the  door,  but  now  it was daytime, and Ralnor and Jahden were able to walk straight in. 

Despite the early hour, the place was crowded. 

The bar was obviously reserved for the members of Gaston’s gang. A team of big, ugly types were clustered about the bar and the nearest tables, playing cards or throwing dice and swigging beer with sour  faces  and  angry  eyes.  Behind  the  bar  was  an  enormous  elf, with more scar tissue than skin on his face and a single eye glaring out warily at the dim bar. 

“This  place  stinks,  and  in  more  ways  than  just  the  smell,” 

Ralnor  said,  wrinkling  his  nose.  Jahden  looked  around,  and  Ralnor could see that he was scared by the ugly-looking patrons. “Come on, kiddo,” Ralnor said. “Let’s finish the job.” 

“You,”  the  barman  growled  as  Ralnor  and  Jahden approached.  “You  two  don’t  belong  here,  and  you’d  best  get  away before you get yourselves hurt.” 

“I’m  here  to  see  Gaston,”  Ralnor  said  firmly,  “and  I’m  not leaving until I do.” 

The  man’s  eyes  flickered  to  a  low  door  behind  the  bar.  The door  was  half-open,  and  Ralnor  could  see  figures  in  the  room beyond it. 

“He’s  not  here,”  the  barman  said,  but  Ralnor  knew  he  was lying. “He don’t want to see you anyhow.” 

“Well,  I  want  to  see  him,”  Ralnor  said,  “and  I  mean  to  see him. And there’s not anything you can do about it.” 

With  a  sudden  spring,  he  leaped  up  onto  the  bar.  The  big barman  was  slow  and  stupid,  and  he  was  not  expecting  this  move from  the  slight  young  elf  lad.  Ralnor  grabbed  Jahden’s  hand  and hauled him up, and the two of them dived under the barman’s slow, reaching arm. Cackling madly at their own daring, the two lads ran to the door at the back of the bar, and Ralnor booted it open and strode inside. 

The barman turned, and a few of Gaston’s goons had jumped up  and  vaulted  over  the  bar.  They  crowded  in  the  doorway  behind Ralnor  and  Jahden,  but  before  they  could  do  anything,  the  cool, slimy voice of Gaston himself stopped them. 

“That will do,” he said calmly. “I’ll not need your help, Grob, so go back to the bar and close the door. These lads have come here to see me, and I’ll see them now, since it’s obviously urgent.” 

Gaston  was  a  big  fellow,  an  unhealthy-looking  elf  who  was approaching  the  end  of  his  first  hundred  years  of  life.  Overweight elves were a very unusual thing, but Gaston had managed it. He was enormous, and he sat wedged behind a massive wooden desk with a bottle of spirits and a glass in front of him and two goons nearby. 

He flicked his eyes from one of the goons to the other. They took his meaning, melting back into the shadows at the side of the room and awaiting Gaston’s orders. 

“Well,  my  fine  young  fellows,”  Gaston  said  with  a  leering smile. “And what can I do for you? You’ve shown initiative and pluck coming in here to see me like this, and I like that very much. Looking for work, are you? I’m sure I can find something…” 

“I’m  not  looking  for  work,”  Ralnor  said,  “and  neither  is  my friend here. We wouldn’t work for you. We’re here to get my friend’s stuff back.” 

“Your friend?” Gaston said. “What, this little gutter rat here?” 

He pointed a finger at Jahden, who was half hiding behind Ralnor as the older elf confronted the gangster. 

“That’s right. My friend here was beaten and robbed by your thugs,  for  no  reason  other  than  that  he’d  walked  down  the  wrong street. They took a handful of coins, a valuable knife, and a bundle of rare  herbs  that  my  friend  had  collected.  We  want  them  back.  Your goons had no right to take them.” 

Gaston  began  to  chuckle,  his  laugh  sounding  wet  and  ugly. 

He coughed and looked at the goons who waited by the wall. “You two know anything about this?” he asked, grinning. 

“Aye, boss,” one of the goons said. “It was me that done him up.  The  little  squirt  was  hanging  about  on  the  corner,  asking questions  and  getting  in  the  way.  We  trimmed  him  up  a  little  bit, yeah, and we taxed his stuff too. Seemed only right.” 

“Quite  right,”  Gaston  said.  “But  what  about  his  stuff?  These rare herbs? Do you still have them?” 

For  answer,  the  goon  walked  forward  and  placed  a  little collection of items on Gaston’s desk in front of him. There was a pile of  gold  coins,  an  ornate  dagger,  and  a  bound  bundle  of  herbs  that gave off a sweet, fresh smell in the dank little room. 

“My  stuff!”  Jahden  squeaked,  stepping  out  from  behind Ralnor. 

“Ooh,  it’s  found  its  voice,  has  it?”  Gaston  mocked,  and  the two goons sniggered. “How about this? I’ll give you back, ooh, I don’t know, how about these two coins?” He flicked two of Jahden’s coins across the table. “I’ll keep the rest, and in exchange, I’ll let you walk out of here with the skin still on your backs. How does that sound?” 

Anger flared up in Ralnor’s chest. 

“I’ve  had  enough  of  bullies  like  you,”  he  said  through  gritted teeth. “You’ll give my friend his stuff back and apologize, or  I’ll  be the one taking skin off  you! ” 

The goons stepped forward, drawing their knives, but Gaston held a hand up to stop them. “Wait a moment,” he said, then spoke to  Ralnor.  “You’ve  got  guts.  I  like  you,  lad,  and  so  I’ll  give  you  one more chance. After all, I think I know you. You’re that half-man, half-elf  that  hangs  about  the  streets.  A  hybrid.  Hybrids  are  interesting creatures,  so  I’ve  heard.  They  are  rare  creatures  who  can  become very skilled indeed at certain kinds of work. I’ll ask you again, don’t you want to work for me?” 

“No  chance,”  Ralnor  spat.  “Those  herbs  are  for  healing  my friend’s  sick  mother.  Give  them  back.  That’s  the  only  thing  that  I want. Work for you? Steal and rob and bully for a scumbag crook? 

Over my dead body!” 

Gaston sighed. “That can certainly be arranged.” 

He  twitched  his  hand  at  his  goons  and  sat  back.  The  two thugs immediately lunged in toward Ralnor, but he had been ready for this. He was a good fighter—a very good fighter, in fact—and he was  confident  that  he  would  be  more  than  a  match  for  these  two lumbering brawlers. 

His  own  knife  leaped  into  his  hand,  and  he  twisted,  dealing two fast cuts to the hand of the nearest fighter, causing him to drop his blade to the floor with a howl. Ralnor feinted toward the second goon, swiping his knife in the direction of his enemy’s face. 

The  goon  leaped  back,  stumbled  into  Gaston’s  desk,  and toppled over with a crash. 

Ralnor  swept  back  toward  the  first  goon,  who  was  sucking the  cuts  on  his  hand  with  a  pained  expression.  He  dealt  him  a savage boot to the groin, and the big fool crumpled to the ground. 

With  a  twist  of  his  body,  Ralnor  swept  up  his  enemy’s dropped knife. Holding two blades, he leaped up and turned around to face the room. 

He froze. 

The  second  goon  had  gotten  up  from  his  fall—but  he  didn’t attack  Ralnor.  Instead,  he  had  pushed  Jahden  up  against  the  wall and  held  him  there,  his  arms  pinned  up  above  him.  Jahden’s  feet were lifted off the ground, and his boots were kicking wildly. 

Gaston had stood and was aiming a crossbow at the center of Jahden’s chest. 

“I have excellent aim,” he said as the door opened and three new  goons  rushed  in.  “Not  that  I  would  need  to  have  a  good  aim over this distance. I see that you’re a good fighter and you care little for your own safety, but if you don’t put down your weapons, I’ll plant a  crossbow  bolt  through  your  little  friend’s  chest,  and  that’ll  be  the end of him. Your choice.” 

Ralnor grimaced, but he put down his weapons. 

“You  three,  search  him,”  Gaston  said  to  the  goons  who  had entered from the bar. 

The  three  goons  moved  toward  Ralnor  and  began  to  rifle through  his  robes.  They  were  not  careful,  putting  their  heads  and necks  within  reach  of  Ralnor’s  hands,  but  Ralnor  dared  not  try anything.  Gaston’s  crossbow  remained  steady,  leveled  at  Jahden’s chest, and his finger was on the trigger. 

“That’s  better,”  Gaston  said  approvingly.  “I  see  that  you’re coming to your senses again.” Then to his goons, he said, “Does he have anything on him worth keeping?” 

“Couple  of  coins,”  the  goon  said,  hefting  the  unimpressive contents of Ralnor’s purse. “Not much else. Got a ring on his finger here, too. Pretty thing.” 

“Take it off him and bring it here.” 

Ralnor  gritted  his  teeth.  His  ring  was  his  most  prized possession, a band of worked gold with a single red gem fixed into it. 

It was a beautiful piece, and Ralnor had owned it for as long as he could remember. He did not know where he had gotten it or what it meant, and his stepparents had never been able to enlighten him on where  it  had  come  from.  When  he  had  been  small,  he’d  worn  it

around his neck on a piece of cord. Once he’d become old enough and fully grown, he’d always worn it on his finger. 

He would die before he’d let them take the ring, but would he let  Jahden  be  killed  for  it?  No,  but  still,  he  could  not  allow  them  to take it without a fight. 

Ralnor’s  eyes  took  in  the  room.  Gaston  was  looking  at  him and had taken his eyes off Jahden, though he still had the crossbow aimed at the young elf. The room was small and crowded. 

Ralnor  thought  for  a  moment,  then  made  his  move.  “Very well,” he said. “You can have my ring.” 

He lowered his hand as if to present the ring to the goon—but with a vicious jab, he punched the goon in the throat and shoved him toward Gaston. 

It worked. The crossbow twanged, but the bolt slammed into the chest of the stumbling goon. The one holding Jahden let go, and the younger elf dropped to the ground. 

Ralnor  headbutted  the  goon  who  was  nearest  him,  but  then the door burst open and six more came charging into the room. 

“Kill  them!”  Gaston  roared.  “Just  kill  them  both  and  be  done with it!” 

He had grabbed another crossbow bolt and was reloading it as  fast  as  his  hands  could  move,  but  Ralnor  moved  swiftly  to  the table and snatched up the bundle of herbs, then made for Jahden. 

He  turned  to  the  door.  The  big  barman  was  standing  there with an evil light in his eyes. Ralnor grabbed his friend, shielding him with his body. Six goons were advancing on them with drawn knives, and the door was blocked. There was no window. 

Ralnor was trapped. 

A sudden surge of power ripped through him, and a vivid red light  shone  out  from  the  ring  that  the  goons  had  tried  to  take  from him. 

“Ralnor!” Jahden yelled. 

Ralnor  lifted  his  hand,  feeling  the  red  light  blazing  through him  like  a  surge  of  pure  power.  He  felt  that  it  was  calling  to  him, calling him to come to some destiny that he’d never known was his before this moment. 

It  was  painful  and  incredible  at  the  same  time.  In  his  mind, the  power  of  it  thundered  like  the  waves  on  a  sea  cliff.  Light  filled him, and he felt for a moment that his body was going to break up, brittle as a clay statue. 

Then he gained control over it. 

He  blinked,  looking  up  and  taking  in  the  room  around  him. 

The goons who had been advancing on him with knives drawn had pulled back, their scared faces illuminated in the deep red glow that was shining from Ralnor’s whole body. 

Gaston  was  still  standing  behind  his  desk.  He  had  finished winding  his  crossbow,  but  he  had  not  raised  it.  He  was  staring  in bewilderment at this sudden display of power. 

“What  is  this?”  Gaston  croaked.  “What  are  you  doing?”  He fumbled  on  the  table  for  the  knife  and  coins  that  had  belonged  to Jahden.  He  held  them  up.  “Here,  take  them,”  he  said  in  a  scared voice.  “I  don’t  care,  just  take  them  and  get  out.  I  don’t  want  any trouble. I don’t want any magic here!” 

Ralnor grinned suddenly, letting the power rush through him. 

It  came  from  somewhere  else,  channeled  and  focused  through  the ring  on  his  finger  but  not  coming   from  it.  The  ring,  he  knew,  was  a tool,  a  vector,  a  channel  for  this  great  power  to  flow  through.  The power itself was from somewhere else, but it was his. 

For  a  moment,  the  magic  had  felt  overwhelming.  He  had almost felt that it was going to break him apart. Now he felt that he was  in  charge  of  it.  Like  a  boatman  steering  through  wild  rapids, Ralnor rode the mighty flow of the magic. 

This was  his. 

“Too late, Gaston,” he growled. “You had your chance. Time for you to get a taste of your own medicine.” 

He raised the ring up and felt the power of the universe flow into it. It built and built inside him until he felt he could hold no more

—and he let it out in one massive surge. 

Magic exploded from both his palms in a searing blast of red light.  The  blast  smashed  through  the  back  wall  of  the  little  room, cutting  through  Gaston’s  goons  and  sending  them  all  flying  back against  the  walls  of  the  room.  The  huge  desk  was  cut  in  two, smashing  into  a  million  pieces  and  filling  the  air  with  splinters  of wood. 

Gaston let his crossbow bolt fly, but Ralnor used his magic to catch it in midair. The bolt itself crumbled into pieces, the bits joining the sharp maelstrom of chunks of wood that was filling the air of the room. 

There  was  an  enormous  noise,  and  Gaston  dropped  to  the floor with his hands over his ears, wailing like a frightened animal as the ruins of his office rained down about him. 

The door of the room had been blown out, door frame and all, and  the  wave  of  force  from  Ralnor’s  magical  blast  had  carried  the huge  barman  back  out  into  the  outer  part  of  the  building.  He smashed  into  the  wooden  bar,  knocking  it  over  and  sending  big chunks of it flying out into the room to injure the patrons. 

Everything  was  chaos  as  the  magic  eased  off,  and  Ralnor looked down to find Jahden clinging on to his arm and gazing up at him with a mixture of fear and amazement in his bright eyes. 

“We  should  probably  be  leaving  now,”  he  said,  and  Ralnor chuckled. 

“That’s probably a good idea.” 




* * *

 

A few hours later, they were in Jahden’s house. It was a small place, with only two little rooms. It was one of thousands of modest dwellings  that  were  hollowed  out  from  the  roots  of  the  mighty  tree-

towers,  situated  deep  in  the  labyrinth  of  ground-level  residential rooms where most of the poor elves lived. 

Jahden  kept  his  place  neat  and  tidy.  He  lived  here  with  his mother, who was very ill. Despite their poverty, comfortable cushions sat on the floor and a good quality sprite’s nest lamp lit the room with a mellow glow. 

Ralnor was sitting on the floor, staring at his golden ruby ring. 

Jahden had gone first to attend to his mother, giving her the tea he had  made  from  the  medicinal  herbs.  Now  he  came  into  the  room where Ralnor sat. 

“What   was  that,  buddy?”  he  said  immediately.  “What  in  the name of the trees happened back there?” 

They had not spoken on the way back. At first, they had been in too much of a hurry, and then once they had put distance between themselves and Gaston’s place, Ralnor had felt too overwhelmed by what  he  had  done  to  speak  about  it.  Jahden  was  keen  to  get  the herbs back to his mother, anyway, so he hadn’t asked any questions. 

Now he sat down next to his friend and touched him on the shoulder. “Ral?” he asked. “You there? You all right?” 

“Sure,”  Ralnor  said,  giving  himself  a  shake.  “I’m  okay.  I  just never expected to be able to do what I did.” 

“What  exactly   did  you  do?  And   how  did  you  do  whatever  it was you did?” 

“It had something to do with my ring,” Ralnor said, holding it out.  “I  never  knew  where  the  ring  came  from,  you  know,  but  I  just always had it and never thought much about it. But it glowed before the magic happened. Did you notice?” 

“I could hardly not notice!” Jahden laughed. “It was amazing. 

What did it feel like?” 

“It’s  hard  to  describe,”  Ralnor  said  quietly.  “It  felt  like  I  was channeling  immense  power  from  some  other  place,  some  outside place.” 

“Through the ring?” 

“Not exactly. The ring helped me focus it, but I think I’d have been able to do it even without the ring being on my finger. I think… I think  that  I  have  access  to  a  magic  power,  Jahden,  but  that  it  only came out when we were under deadly threat.” 

“I’ve  always  thought  there  was  something  about  you,  Ral!” 

Jahden said, grinning with excitement. “It’s so awesome! I was angry at you for getting us into that fix, but it was worth it to see you kick Gaston’s ass and smash up his office! Thank you so much for saving me, and for getting my herbs back.” 

“It  was  the  least  I  could  do.  As  you  say,  I’d  bitten  off  a  little more than I could chew with all those goons, and I could have gotten us both killed with my anger. I’ll learn that lesson for next time.” 

“Next time…” Jahden said thoughtfully. “Do you think there’ll be a next time? I mean, do you think Gaston and his goons will come after you again?” 

“I’ll certainly have to watch out for myself if I’m walking in the parts  of  the  city  that  he  considers  to  be  his  territory,”  Ralnor  said, 

“but I don’t know—I think it’s likely he’ll leave well enough alone. This kind  of  trouble  is  bad  for  business,  and  Gaston  is  a  businessman. 

That’s if he  does decide to stay. Perhaps this little episode will have given him the idea that Suntower City is not the best place for him after all.” 

“Let’s  hope  so,”  Jahden  said.  “But  I  don’t  know,  Ral, something  tells  me  there’s  more  to  this  story  than  just  you  fighting some goons in the city. That was an impressive magical power you displayed,  and  if  I  know  anything  from  old  stories,  it’s  that  powers like  yours  are  attached  to  important  destinies.  I  think  you’ve  got something bigger and more noble to do than just fighting ruffians and scaring extortionists.” 

“Some  great  destiny?  Me?”  Ralnor  chuckled  dryly.  “That hardly seems likely, does it? I’m just a hybrid, Jahden, and I have no idea what my history is or where I come from. Just an orphan hybrid. 

I don’t have any great fate to go to. Perhaps I will be able to use my power to do some good here in the city, but that’s all, I bet.” 

“I  bet  you’re  wrong!”  Jahden  said  with  feeling.  “You  don’t know  what’s  going  to  happen.  I’m   not  a  hybrid—I’m  a  pureblood wood elf, and we have a feeling for these things. I sense a great fate woven around you, Ralnor, a great fate that will change the world!” 

He waved his hands around in the air, as if to represent the mysterious mists of fate woven around Ralnor’s life. 

Ralnor chuckled and playfully slapped his friend on the head. 

“We’ll see. For now, I’m exhausted. I think I’ll go get a bowl of stew at Sally’s  tavern  and  then  head  home.  You  coming  to  get  some  food with me?” 

Jahden  glanced  at  his  purse.  “I  guess  I  could.  Yeah,  good idea. Sally’s stew is great.” 

“And  you  like  Sally’s  cousin  who’s  been  working  there recently too, am I right?” 

“Shut  up!”  Jahden  said,  pushing  Ralnor  as  they  headed  for the door. 

But they were not destined to get their evening meal at Sally’s that  night.  As  they  approached  Jahden’s  door,  a  heavy,  official-sounding  knock  pounded  on  the  wood  paneling,  and  a  voice boomed, “Open up!” 

Jahden  took  a  step  back,  and  his  eyes  went  wide  as  he glanced toward the room where his mother was sleeping. 

Ralnor  immediately  took  charge.  If  this  was  Gaston’s  band coming to get them, he would use his magic again if he could. And this time, he’d blast holes in them. But if it  was them, he’d severely misjudged. 

“Get away,” Ralnor hissed to Jahden. “I’ll deal with them. You get back, out of the way.” 

“Open up!” the voice boomed again. 

Jahden  retreated  to  the  back  of  the  hallway  as  Ralnor  had asked. 

Ralnor  put  his  face  to  the  crack  of  the  door  and  peered through. To his relief—and his surprise—he found himself eye to eye

with  a  tall  elf  in  bright  armor,  who  was  also  peering  in  through  the crack. The armor and the color of the elf’s cloak were unmistakable

—these were not Gaston’s men. 

These were the King’s Guard. 

“Open up in the name of the king!” the voice called. “Ralnor Twicebane, we know you’re in there. Come out before we knock the door down!” 

“You’d  better  go,”  Jahden  said.  “Beating  Gaston’s  thugs  is one thing, but you can’t start a fight with the King’s Guard!” 

“You’re right,” Ralnor replied. “And if I don’t give myself up to them, they’ll break your door down and maybe give you trouble too.” 

“I’ll count to three!” the guard shouted. 

“All  right,  all  right,  I’m  coming!”  Ralnor  yelled  through  the door. “I’ll come quietly if you’ll leave my friend alone!” 

The guard paused. He replied with a hint of amusement in his voice,  “We’re  not  interested  in  any  friends  of  yours,  Ralnor Twicebane. But you need to come with us. Come on, open the door.” 

Ralnor  glanced  back  and  met  Jahden’s  eyes.  His  friend nodded encouragingly and gave him a thumbs-up. Ralnor grinned. 

“Okay then,” he muttered. He took a deep breath and opened the door. 

Six  guards  stood  in  the  narrow  corridor  outside,  and  Ralnor glanced right and left to see Jahden’s neighbors peering out of their doors to see what all the fuss was about. 

“What can I do for you, Captain?” Ralnor said to the elf who was in charge of the company. 

“I  have  orders  to  bring  you  along,”  the  captain  said.  “I  have someone who wants to talk to you.” 

“If  this  is  about  Gaston,  he  had  it  coming,”  Ralnor  said defiantly. 

“I don’t know what it’s about, lad,” the captain said. “But you’ll want  to  come  along  anyway.  He’s  a  patient  elf,  but  for  all  that,  I

wouldn’t keep him waiting.” 

“Why not?” Ralnor asked. “Who is he, then?” 

“Oh,” the captain said with a grin, “just the king. King Harald wants to speak with you.” 

Chapter 2







It was a long way up to the highest levels of Suntower City. 

Ralnor  had  never  been  there.  The  guards  marched  him  out  of  the tree-tower where Jahden’s house was and along the main street in full view of the populace. 

At first, Ralnor thought it not unusual that the folk in the street were gazing at him with wide eyes. After all, how often did the King’s Guard come down to the lower levels to bring a prisoner back? But as  he  walked,  flanked  by  the  eight  guards,  he  began  to  overhear some of the words that were spoken. 

They were not kind. 

He heard Gaston’s name first, and the word  dead spoken in whispers.  Someone  spat  at  him  and  shouted,  “Magicker  scum!” 

Ralnor turned his head at that, but the person who had spat at him was gone. 

He  was  surprised,  but  then  he  thought  it  over  and  realized that  it  was  perhaps  not  so  strange.  After  all,  the  elves  despised magic  and  those  who  used  it.  They  were  terrified  of  it,  which explained  Gaston’s  reaction  when  Ralnor’s  mysterious  power  had manifested itself. 

 I  guess  I  never  thought  much  about  it,   he  mused  as  he walked along. He had always been more caught up in his own trials and small adventures growing up and had never thought much about the  world  beyond  his  sight.  He  had  heard  rumors  of  magic,  of course, but had never really considered what it might mean to  be a magic user. 

In the lowest areas of Suntower City, there were many terrible things that people could do—and get away with doing—and a bit of

magic here and there seemed a small thing. But of course, there was more to it than that. 

He  remembered  when  he  was  very  young,  a  wandering conjurer  had  strayed  into  their  district.  The  elf  was  old  and  foolish, and he did simple juggling tricks and small illusions and cantrips to entertain the children and earn a few coins. 

One  of  the  mothers  had  given  him  a  coin,  and  he’d  made  it vanish in a way that no one could explain. When asked to produce it again,  he  could  not  do  so,  and  the  mothers  who  were  watching became  convinced  that  he  was  not  a  simple  entertainer,  but  a  real and true magician. 

The  old  man  left  swiftly,  but  over  the  following  days,  rumors began  that  he  had  passed  through  several  districts,  and  after  he’d left, bad things began to happen. Chickens died in their pens, or fruit withered on the vines. The sprite lamps went out, the ale went bad, the bread would not rise. 

These  rumors  got  out  of  hand  quickly,  spreading  like  fire through  dry  grass.  Not  much  time  passed  before  a  band  of  older elves decided that the magic user must be hunted down. 

He didn’t last long. 

Ralnor  was  only  a  boy  at  the  time,  so  he  hadn’t  seen  the execution  himself,  but  he’d  gone  to  the  spot  afterward  with  some friends  and  had  seen  the  blood  on  the  ground.  Elves  could  be vicious  when  they  were  roused,  and  magic  was  something  that roused them like nothing else. 

He had not thought of it before. At first, he was too stunned by what had happened to think of it, and later his friend Jahden had been so accepting of it that the wider elven prejudice had not come into his mind. 

Now it did. 

The  faces  around  him  were  unfriendly,  and  he  wondered  if the  eight  guards  had  been  sent  to  stop  him  from  being  killed  by  a mob rather than to keep him from getting away. 

“Hey,  they  don’t  seem  too  pleased  with  me,”  he  said  to  the nearest guard. The big elf just grunted but did not reply. 

He  spoke  to  the  captain  again  after  a  moment.  “I  guess you’re  not  taking  me  to  be  executed—this  group  here  would  be happy to do that for you quick enough. You could just let me go and save yourselves the trouble.” 

“That’s  not  the  way  of  justice  in  this  city,”  the  captain  said haughtily. 

 You clearly didn’t grow up where I did,  Ralnor thought. 

“We’re taking you up to the king, and that’s all there is to it,” 

the  captain  said.  “Now  stop  fishing  for  information.  You’ll  find  out what’s to be done with you soon enough.” 

Ralnor nodded and shut his mouth. These elves were clearly elite soldiers, and that was just as well for him. Any rabble from the regular  guard  might  well  have  ‘lost’  him  into  the  angry  crowd  that was gathering behind them, calling names and ugly curses after him. 

 A hybrid  and  a magic user,  Ralnor thought.  Who would have thought  that  the  denizens  of  the  lower  level  would  have  had  such high standards? 

Things  were  getting  concerning.  The  crowd  following  them had  grown  until  there  were  at  least  sixty  following,  and  more  were gathering all the time. 

Cries  of,  “Death  to  the  magicker!”  and  “Kill  the  half-breed!” 

rang out from them. Then some brave person threw a stone. 

The guards broke into a trot. 

“Keep  your  head  down,  Twicebane,”  the  captain  ordered. 

“This could get ugly.” 

Suddenly they were under attack from a rain of projectiles—

stones, glass bottles, and rotten fruit all flew through the air. Luckily, the crowd was still far enough away that most of the missiles landed harmlessly  around  the  guards  and  Ralnor,  but  a  few  found  their mark. 

“Finally, the stairs!” one of the guards shouted. 

In front of them was a broad wooden double door, the size of a stable entrance. It was flung open from the inside, and the guards hurried Ralnor in as the crowd behind them gave an angry roar and surged forward. 

Ralnor  found  himself  in  a  dim  chamber  lit  by  torches  rather than sprite nests. There were more guards here, and they slammed the  big  heavy  doors  closed  and  dropped  a  bar  into  place.  A  loud banging  on  the  other  side  of  the  door  could  be  heard,  but  the entrance was secure. 

“You get him?” a guard asked. 

“Aye,”  the  captain  replied.  “We’ll  take  him  upstairs  right away.” 

A  tall  stair  carved  out  of  the  living  wood  of  the  great  tree spiraled upward into the gloom. Ralnor and his guards climbed and climbed,  and  as  they  gained  height,  the  sounds  of  shouting  and mayhem from below faded away. 

Ralnor felt the men around him relax as they climbed. 

“That  was  a  near  thing,”  he  ventured  to  say  to  the  guards. 

“Thank you for looking out for me.” 

“Just doing our jobs. You’d be better to keep quiet now. Save your breath for His Majesty the king.” 

Ralnor took their advice. 

After what seemed like a very long time, his legs were aching from the steps. He looked over the rail that ran along the edge of the stair. 

 So high up!  he thought. His stomach lurched inside him as he looked  down.  It  was  a  serious  drop.  Far,  far  below,  he  could  make out the lights of the entrance chamber where they had started. 

“Through here,” a guard said. Ralnor felt the elf’s hand on his shoulder,  propelling  him  firmly  but  not  roughly  toward  a  door.  They had  reached  a  landing,  and  Ralnor  was  led  across  this  and  out through  a  door  onto  one  of  the  many  wooden  walkways  that crisscrossed the middle levels of Suntower City, joining up the many

great tree-towers and blotting out the rays of the sun and moon for the people living in the streets far below. 

It was colder here than it had been down below, and the air was  fresher  than  he  had  ever  thought  air  could  be.  He  breathed deep,  then  glanced  up.  There  was  something  up  there,  something white. 

It took him a moment to understand what it was. The moon! 

He stopped short, staring up at the plain white slice of moon that was peeping down through the high tree canopy. There were a few stars scattered  around  in  the  sky,  and  the  moon  hung  like  a  white  lamp among them. Bars of clear white light shone down onto the walkway. 

Ralnor  put  his  hand  out  and  caught  one  of  the  rays  of  light. 

The  white  light  felt  strange  on  his  hand,  cool,  almost  like  the pressure of a hand. He smiled. 

“Come on, you,” one of the guards said, a little roughly. “No loitering. We don’t have all night.” 

“I’ve  never  seen  the  moon  properly  before,”  Ralnor  replied, moving on reluctantly. 

The guard said nothing. 

Next,  they  began  to  traverse  the  walkways.  Each  one  was connected by a ladder at the far end that climbed up and led to an access hatch on the walkway above. Ralnor lost count of the number of these ladders that he climbed, and the number of walkways that he  crossed  to  get  to  the  next  ladder.  His  shoulders  ached  from pulling himself up, but the guards—who, he thought, must have a lot more practice at this—did not show any signs of tiredness. 

Eventually,  they  reached  a  walkway  that  was  much  more ornate and brighter than any of the others. It was painted with many different  colors  that  sparkled  and  gleamed  in  the  moonlight  and  in the  light  of  torches.  Ralnor  saw  that  there  were  no  more  walkways above. They had reached the highest level there was to reach. 

At  each  end  of  the  ornate  walkway,  the  dark  wall  of  a  tree tower rose. Up here, the trees were less huge than at ground level, but they were still as big as buildings. On the left, the tree was dark, 

but on the right, there was a big structure built around the tree. The tree itself had been hollowed out, and Ralnor could see rooms lit by torches  and  lamps  within.  Around  the  outside,  wooden  structures had been built, clinging to the outside of the great tree’s walls. 

“Is this it?” Ralnor said. 

“This is it,” the captain of the guard replied. 

He led Ralnor along toward the brightly lit building. 

“Stop in the name of the king!” a guard challenged them. 

“Aye,” the captain said. “We’ve brought Ralnor Twicebane to see His Majesty as ordered.” 

“Pass in, then,” the guard replied, looking them up and down. 

Inside, they walked through a richly decorated hallway and up a short flight of steps. At the top of these, they found a great double door  guarded  by  elves  in  golden  armor  with  tall,  red-gold  helmets. 

Without a word, these guards pulled the doors open. 

Ralnor  straightened  his  back  and  stepped  through,  into  the throne room of the king of the elves. 

The throne room was open to the night sky. Off to one side, Ralnor saw an elaborate system of gears and pulleys. For a moment he wondered what they were, then he realized that they were for the roof.  It  was  remarkable—the  gears  could  be  operated  to  close  the roof of the throne room when necessary, but on fine nights such as this one, it must be preferable to leave it open. Thinking of the stuffy atmosphere of the lower levels, Ralnor wondered at the space and the luxury that the king was able to have in comparison to his lower subjects. The whole chamber was bathed in moonlight, and Ralnor walked forward with a feeling of wonder as he saw the moon—close enough  to  touch,  it  seemed—looking  down  on  them  through  the leaves. 

In  the  middle  of  the  chamber  was  a  tall,  ornate  wooden throne, inlaid with gems that winked in the moonlight and decorated with gold and silver. Sitting on this throne was a tall, stern elf with a crown  of  silver  and  gold.  He  had  a  long  gray  beard  and  long  gray

hair,  and  his  face  was  wrinkled  with  age,  but  his  back  was  straight and his blue eyes were keen as they looked at Ralnor. 

The  captain  of  the  guards  leaned  forward  and  whispered  in Ralnor’s ear, “Kneel before the king, and don’t get any funny ideas. 

My spear is at your back.” 

Ralnor did as he was told, kneeling on the wooden floor and bowing his head before looking up at the king. 

King  Harald  III  was  a  legendary  figure  among  the  elves.  At four  hundred  years  old,  he  had  already  passed  the  usual  age  of around  three  hundred  at  which  most  elves  would  be  happy  to  let their  lives  draw  to  a  close.  Harald  had  been  king  since  before  the Sundering, and it was said that after that great calamity, he had been the leader who had rebuilt the elven kingdom from the ashes of the Sundering. 

Harald  approached  Ralnor  now.  His  eyes  gleamed  as  he gazed down at the young elf, and the ghost of a smile touched his lips. 

“Rise, Ralnor Twicebane,” he said in a surprisingly deep and strong voice. “Rise, and let me look at you.” 

Ralnor did so and stood quietly, his hands at his sides as the king looked him searchingly over. Ralnor thought the old king’s gaze lingered for a little while on Ralnor’s gold and ruby ring. 

“Captain, thank you for bringing Ralnor to me. You have done your  work  well.  Take  yourself  and  your  men  away  now.  I  wish  to speak to this young elf alone for a while.” 

“Your  Majesty,”  the  captain  said,  sounding  worried,  “I  beg pardon  for  questioning  your  will,  sire,  but  are  you  sure  that’s  wise? 

This  youth  is  known  as  a  sorcerer  in  the  lower  levels.  He’s  a magicker,  sire,  and  it’s  said  that  he  killed  a  man  in  a  fight  and destroyed a building with his power…” 

“That  will  do,  Captain,”  the  king  said  sharply,  cutting  the captain’s  words  off.  “You  may  leave  and  take  your  men  with  you.” 

The  captain  bowed  his  head  slightly,  but  as  he  was  about  to  turn, King  Harald  added,  “And  Captain?  You  know  my  feelings  toward

eavesdroppers. Any who are caught listening in to the conversations that happen in this room are liable to lose their ears, understood?” 

The captain saluted stiffly. “Sire,” he said, then turned on his heel and marched out with his elves following in step behind him. 

“Good  soldiers,”  the  king  said  with  a  smile  once  the  guards had left, “but even the best of them are insatiably curious about the doings  of  their  betters.  Some  think  that  gossip  and  rumor  are  the province  only  of  poor  and  uneducated  people,  but  I  could  tell  them for  certain  that  this  is  far  from  true.  Those  soldiers  are  as  bad  for gossip as the worst coven of milkmaids. Worse, probably.” 

He smiled at Ralnor, who still stood still in the middle of the room, unsure what was expected of him. 

“Come,  Ralnor,”  the  king  said.  “Be  at  your  ease.  We  have much to talk over, and I don’t desire to keep you standing through it. 

For now, let us not be king and subject. Let us just be two men who have a history together.” 

“A…  a   history,  sire?”  Ralnor  said  with  a  catch  in  his  throat. 

What history could he, a bottom-level orphan half-elf, have with this wise old king? 

“Call  me  Harald,  please,”  the  king  said,  waving  his  hand  to dismiss the formality. “I grow so tired of these courtesies. Come over here and sit with me.” 

Ralnor  breathed  deeply,  trying  to  adjust  himself  to  these strange  new  circumstances.  Only  a  little  while  ago,  he  had  thought he  was  on  his  way  to  be  executed  as  a  rogue  magicker.  Now  the king of all the elven lands was here, treating him like some long-lost companion. 

 Well, he thought,  I guess it beats execution. I’ll just count my blessings and roll with this. 

He  smiled  and  tried  to  relax.  The  king  gestured  to  a  small table that sat in the shadows at one side of the chamber. There was a  lamp  on  the  table  and  a  bottle  with  two  glasses.  King  Harald tapped  the  lamp  with  one  finger,  and  a  buttery  yellow  light  flooded

the table. Then he lifted the bottle and poured a little wine into each glass and gestured for Ralnor to sit. 

Ralnor did so, and the king smiled as the young elf sipped the sweet wine and then nodded his appreciation. “That’s lovely,” he said appreciatively. 

“It’s the best wine in this land, in my opinion,” the king replied. 

“But I haven’t brought you here to discuss vintages.” 

“I confess,” Ralnor said, feeling the warmth of the wine settle through  him,  “that  I’m  very  surprised  to  be  here  at  all…  Harald.”  It was  difficult  for  him  to  address  the  king  by  his  given  name,  but Harald  had asked him to do so. The king smiled broadly at the sound of his name. 

“I’m  sure  you  are,”  he  acknowledged.  “It’s  my  fault,  really.  I should  have  contacted  you  sooner,  but  I  suppose  I  always  hoped you would be able to just enjoy being young and carefree for as long as  possible.  I  suppose  that  maybe  I  hoped  the  day  would  never come when we would have to have this talk. I’ve always had eyes on you, though, and when I heard about today’s incident with Gaston, I knew I’d waited too long to talk with you.” 

“You said we had history?” Ralnor prompted him. 

“Indeed. There’s something I need to tell you. I… I knew your father, Ralnor, and there are things about him that it’s only right that you should know.” 

Ralnor put his glass down and leaned over the table, keenly interested.  The  king’s  easy,  genuine  manner  had  put  him  at  ease, and he was suddenly excited to know what this was all about. 

“You  knew  my  father?”  he  repeated.  “But   I   never  knew  my father. I was raised by stepparents, and they always told me that it wasn’t known who my real parents were. Who was he, then? Did you know my mother, too?” 

“I did,” the king said, and Ralnor thought he caught a sad look in his eyes. “I knew them both. Your father, Ralnor, was a powerful sorcerer.  They  are  called  ‘magickers’  by  the  common  people,  but sorcerer  was  the  title  back  then.  In  those  days,  magic  was  not

frowned  upon,  and  it  was  seen  as  a  noble  thing  to  pursue  arcane knowledge. Few elves did so, for we do not have the aptitude for it, but we were allied with humans, and much of their magic was used by elves.” He sighed. “And then there were the hybrids.” 

“Hybrids? You mean half-elf, half-human people? Like me?” 

“Yes,” the king said. “In those days, the elves and the humans were not estranged, and it was not uncommon for humans and elves to marry and have children.” 

“Not  uncommon?”  Ralnor  said  in  amazement.  “But  these days,  it’s  considered  an  abomination,  and  as  a  hybrid  myself,  I’m often scorned for it.” 

The  king  frowned  and  thumped  the  table  gently  with  a clenched fist. 

“It’s  one  of  the  greatest  tragedies  of  our  time  that  the  elves and the humans have been so sundered. I would not have had it so, but there it is. There’s little I can do about it now.” 

Ralnor’s mind was working as the king spoke. “So,” he said after a moment, “you say my father was a sorcerer. So he must have been a human, then, and my mother an elf?” 

“That’s  right.  Rella,  the  most  beautiful  elf-woman…  Your father  loved  her  fiercely,  but  she  died  of  a  rare  illness  only  a  few years  after  they  married.  He  went  nearly  insane  with  grief,  and  he searched for a magic that could bring her back from the dead. It was the only thing that magic could not do, but he sought and sought for a way to make it happen. It could not be done, but your father would not  quit.”  He  sighed.  “Eventually,  he  thought  he’d  found  a  way.  He thought that he could not only bring Rella back, but also many others who had been taken before their time. No one could stop him, and he  gathered  a  huge  amount  of  power  into  one  place  and  tried  the magic.” 

Harald closed his eyes, and a shudder ran through him. “The results were… catastrophic. The dead did indeed rise, but their souls did not return. They were like rabid animals, attacking anything they saw. There were countless hordes of them, overrunning all the lands. 

The magic he had unleashed was completely out of control. At last, your father saw that the only way to stop the magic was to sacrifice himself, absorbing it all into his own body and so stopping the spell from  doing  any  more  damage.  And  he  succeeded…  but  he  paid  a heavy  price.  He  sacrificed  himself  to  stop  the  runaway  magic.” 

Harald  sighed  and  leaned  forward,  his  face  serious.  “And  that event… that is what we now call…” 

“The  Sundering,”  Ralnor  finished,  putting  two  and  two together. 

“Aye,  lad,  that  was  the  Sundering,”  the  king  replied.  “Your father  was  destroyed  in  the  process—I  was  there,  and  I  saw  it happen—but he saved the world from further disaster by his last act. 

The world was not unchanged, of course. Much that was great and beautiful  was  destroyed.  Great  cities  fell,  and  great  works  of  elves and humans were trodden into the dust and forgotten. The two races were sundered, and the barrier that holds back the spirit realm from the physical realm was forever weakened. Monsters came through, and spirits inhabited the woods and the mists and the trees in ways that had never happened before. But, for all that, the world was not destroyed.” 

“At least my father managed that,” Ralnor said quietly. It was almost  too  much  to  take  in.  His  father  had  been  the  cause  of  the Sundering. And he, Ralnor Twicebane, was the descendent of one of the greatest mages who had ever lived! 

“And  so  this…  this  magic  that  I  manifested  in  Gaston’s place… that’s a legacy from my father?” 

“I  had  hoped,  for  your  sake,  that  you  would  not  have  any trace  of  it  left  in  your  blood,  Ralnor,”  the  king  said.  “Magic  is  no longer a blessing, and for a youth like you, a hybrid, it can be a death sentence,  as  you  have  seen.  But  it  has  manifested  indeed,  and there’s nothing we can do to change that.” 

Harald reached out and tapped the golden ruby ring that sat on Ralnor’s right hand. “This ring,” he said, “is all that was left of your father.  After  he  was  destroyed  and  the  worst  of  the  upheaval  was

over, I went back to the chamber where he’d had his last encounter with that terrible power. On the floor, I found this ring, and I knew it. It was his, and he had used it as a powerful tool for channeling magical energy. It seemed only right that you should have it, so I kept it, and when you were placed with your stepparents, I made sure that they gave it to you.” 

Ralnor  gazed  at  the  elegant  ring  on  his  finger.  The  deep, warm,  ruby  glow  of  the  gem  was  beautiful.  It  seemed  brighter  now that it had been used for magic. He had grown so used to the sight of it over the years that he’d stopped noticing it, but now he held it up and  turned  it  in  the  light  of  the  lamp.  The  workmanship  was exquisite, with interlocking traceries of runes on the thick gold band and  an  intricately  worked  setting  for  the  lustrous  ruby.  It  seemed amazing to him, and he suddenly felt that he had never really looked at it before. 

He frowned. “Wait a minute,” he said. “Let me get something straight. There’s something I don’t understand about this. The great Sundering  was  over  three  hundred  years  ago,  and  it’s  well  known that you are four hundred years old, a mighty age for an elf. But I’m only  twenty!  How  is  that  possible  if  my  father  and  mother  died  so long ago? How is it that I’m so young? Or… am I?” 

The king smiled. “I was about to tell you. Before your father died, he made me promise him one last thing. He made me promise to put you in one of the preservation chambers deep under the roots of my old castle of Highbough and not to awaken you again until the world was mended.” 

“Preservation  chamber?”  Ralnor  said.  “I’ve  never  heard  of that…” 

“They have been a closely guarded secret, but it’s essentially just what it sounds like. Powerful magic was applied to a set of pods deep  underground,  and  such  was  the  spell  that  anyone  placed  in there  would  be  preserved  exactly  as  they  went  in  for  as  long  as necessary. They were used by the elves of old for many purposes, but  at  the  time  of  the  Sundering,  we  placed  some  people  in  the

chambers and left them there for a long time, awaiting better days to come.” 

“I spent hundreds of years in one of these chambers?” Ralnor asked in amazement. 

“Well, two hundred and eighty years, to be exact, yes. Twenty years  ago,  I  judged  the  time  right  to  bring  you  back  into  the  world, and I traveled myself with a small escort of my most trusted guards to  the  ruin  of  old  Highbough  castle,  where  we  entered  the preservation  chambers  and  brought  you  forth,  fast  asleep  and  only three months old, as you had been when you were put in. I had you placed with a foster family, and I vowed to leave you alone and let you grow up in peace, untroubled by the legacy of your father.” 

“Is that what my father wanted?” 

“It is,” Harald said. “His life was, in the end, ruined by magic. 

He  wanted  as  normal  a  life  as  possible  for  you—if  that   were possible.  And  so  I  resisted  the  temptation  to  have  you  raised  as  a noble and let you live the life of the majority of people in the kingdom

—the life of a normal youth, growing up in the rough and tumble of street  life,  as  you  never  would  have  been  allowed  to  do  if  your heritage had been known.” 

“But  now,  it  seems,  that  heritage  has  caught  up  with  me,” 

Ralnor said, leaning back in his seat with a sigh. He looked up. The first light of dawn was coloring the sky, and the moon had sunk so that  only  a  corner  of  it  was  peeping  over  the  walls  of  the  throne chamber. 

“You are not your father,” Harald said, “and yet you are right: His  magic  has  come  down  to  you.  It’s  won  out  in  a  way  that’s impossible  to  deny,  and  the  way  it  was  displayed  means  that  it’s never  going  to  be  safe  for  you  to  live  down  in  the  lower  levels  of Suntower City again. I abhor the law that executes elf-sorcerers, and yet  even  I,  as  the  king  of  this  land,  have  only  limited  power  to intervene. Things are delicate at the moment, and it would cause a revolution should I try to change such a deeply ingrained prejudice. 

All I can do is attempt to spirit sorcerers away when they do arise, to

give them the opportunity to use their magic for good in some other setting.” 

“So that’s to be my fate, then?” 

“I am not the author of your fate, Ralnor,” the king said with surprising earnestness, holding up his hands. “But as far as it goes, yes,  I  will  exert  my  influence  in  that  direction.  You  will  not  be executed under my watch, at least. Anyway, if it were ever to come into question, you’re not an elf and so are not subject to the law that says  elven  sorcerers  should  be  killed.”  He  smiled.  “But  it  will  not come to that. Your father asked me to give you the opportunity to live as normal a life as possible, and I have done that. But the magic is in you  now,  and  you  must  learn  to  use  it  for  yourself.  There  is  no choice.” 

“But  where  can  I  learn  that,  if  magic  is  prohibited  within  the realm?” 

“Oh,  there  are  ways,”  the  king  said.  “Not  everyone  views magic  workers  the  way  that  the  common  folk  of  Suntower  City  do. 

There are many, in fact, who view it as a gift, an advantage. But tell me, Ralnor, tell me truly—do you wish to learn to use your gifts for the  good  of  the  kingdom?  Will  you  undertake  to  learn  to  use  this talent,  and  protect  the  elven  realm  with  it,  even  though  that  realm knows not what you do for it?” 

There was something of the kingly formality back in Harald’s voice now, and his eyes were bright with seriousness. Ralnor knew that this was a huge moment, a moment in his life that would change his path forever. He thought about it, then nodded firmly. 

“I  will  do  it,”  he  said.  “I  will  learn  this  skill  and  use  it  for  the good of the kingdom, but I ask one condition.” 

“What’s that?” the king asked. 

“My friend Jahden, who was with me at Gaston’s and whose house I was at when the guards came for me? His mother is ill, and he  is  poor.  He  and  his  mother  should  be  granted  a  house  on  the middle  levels  of  Suntower  City,  his  mother  should  receive  medical

care  from  a  good  apothecary,  and  Jahden  should  be  given  an allowance from the crown that is enough to keep him.” 

“Of course,” the king said immediately. “It shall be done, you have my solemn word. Anything else?” 

“Thank you,” Ralnor said, “but no. My foster-parents are both dead,  and  there  is  nothing  for  me  in  the  lower  levels.  If  Jahden  is looked after, that will be enough. Though perhaps…” He trailed off, then  gave  the  king  an  appraising  look.  “I  appreciate  that  you  have given  me  the  life  of  a  normal  youth,  but  I  think  perhaps  you overestimate the desirability of such a life in the lower levels of this city. People there are proud, and they work for their living, but it’s a hard  life,  and  often  a  short  one.  So  maybe  there’s  something  else you can do for me. I think it might be good if you, as king, were to pay a little more attention to the lowest of your subjects.” 

The  king  looked  thoughtfully  at  Ralnor,  then  nodded.  “Very possibly  so,”  he  said  after  a  moment.  “Thank  you.  I’ll  take  this advice.” 

“Good,”  Ralnor  said  with  a  smile.  “So  what’s  to  be  my  next move  then,  Harald?  Where  does  a  half-elf  learn  to  master  his magical talent for the good of the kingdom these days?” 

The  king  grinned.  “In  the  borderlands,”  he  answered immediately. “The Rangers, the most elite of my border scouts and troops, maintain a network of outposts on the border with the human lands. They are desperately in need of folk who can use magic, and they have the talent there to teach new magic users as well. If you agree, I will send you there at once.” 

Ralnor  stood,  reached  across,  and  gripped  the  king  by  the hand  in  a  firm  shake.  “I  agree,”  he  said.  “I’ll  be  Ralnor  the  Ranger, and I’ll go to the borderlands to seek my destiny.” 

Chapter 3







The  king  decreed  that  Ralnor  should  rest  a  little  before  the next stage of his journey, and Ralnor was glad to agree to that. He hadn’t  slept  since  the  night  before  his  ill-fated  encounter  with Gaston. There was a comfortable little ante-chamber with a sleeping mat  just  off  the  throne  room  for  the  use  of  servants,  guards,  or anyone else who might want a quick nap without having to go all the way back down to the lower levels. Here Ralnor slept for about four hours  and  woke  feeling  refreshed  and  enlivened,  ready  to  face  his adventure. 

It was mid-morning, and the sun shone brightly down on the treetops.  The  heat  and  the  feeling  of  the  sunlight  on  his  skin  was new to Ralnor. In the lower levels, sunlight was filtered down through the  tree  canopy  and  the  network  of  walkways,  so  that  by  the  time one reached the ground level, the sun was a distant memory. 

Ralnor stood on the deck outside the throne room, his hands on the rail that ran along the edge of the ornate walk. He gazed up at the sun, closing his eyes and savoring the warm caress on his skin. 

The air smelled fresh and green up here—a far cry from the dank, muggy air of the lower levels. 

“Is it really so different up here?” a quiet voice asked. 

He opened his eyes. King Harald stood beside him. 

“Yes,” Ralnor answered simply. “It really is.” 

The  king  looked  troubled.  “Well,  I’m  glad  that  I’ve  had  the opportunity  to  talk  to  you.  Quite  apart  from  your  magic  or  anything else, it’s clear that I’ve lost sight of the needs of the poorer folk of the city in recent years. It was not always so.” 

He reached out to shake Ralnor’s hand, but Ralnor grasped his forearm instead. A handshake was a greeting between common

or gentlefolk, but the forearm grip was the greeting between fighting elves, and that’s what Ralnor was now—a Ranger of the kingdom. 

The king smiled. “Farewell, Ralnor Twicebane,” he said, then he turned on his heel and marched back into the throne room. 

The guard came for Ralnor shortly afterward. The guard was a  tall,  taciturn  elf,  not  given  to  chatting,  and  Ralnor  did  not  bother trying to get him to open up. The elf directed him along the walkway. 

Ralnor assumed they would go down again to the forest floor, but  he  was  mistaken.  The  guard  led  him  down  from  the  ornate throne  room  walkway,  then  along  another  set  of  walkways  on  the same  level  until  they  were  some  distance  away  from  the  throne room. They entered a tree-tower and climbed a long, spiral stair until they came out on a wide wooden platform that was open at one side, facing away from the most built-up area. 

“I  leave  you  here,”  the  taciturn  guard  said  and  turned  to march off down the spiral stair again. 

Ralnor  looked  around.  At  first,  he  thought  there  was  no  one there, but then he saw a small figure who had been sitting at a little table just out of sight. 

The person stood and waved to him cheerily. He wasn’t an elf

—but he was only half the size a normal human should be. He was small, red-faced, and happy-looking, with a green cloak draped over leather armor. To Ralnor’s surprise, his feet were bare, but the tops of his feet were covered in curly brown hair as thick as the hair on his head. 

“You  here  to  use  the  fast  transit  route?”  the  little  guy  said brightly. 

“You’re… a halfling!” Ralnor said in amazement. The halflings were an almost legendary race. While it was generally accepted that they did exist, no one Ralnor knew had even claimed to have seen one. The elves were not generally welcoming to outsiders, not since the Sundering, so Ralnor was surprised to find a halfling up here. 

“I  am,  indeed,  a  halfling,”  the  little  guy  said  brightly.  “Well done for your shrewd guesswork! How did you work that out?” 

Despite the halfling’s obvious sarcasm, the twinkle in his eyes as he spoke was not malicious, and Ralnor had to chuckle. “It’s kind of obvious, really,” he replied with a smile, “but I’m surprised to see a halfling up here, that’s all.” 

“And I’m surprised to see a half-elf up here, too,” the halfling replied. “So we’re even on that score! But you’ll find that the Rangers have  less  prejudice  against  folk  who  are  not  pureblood  elves.  We Rangers have to make do with what we can get, so we judge people on their merits, not the shape of their ears.” 

“You  said  ‘we’!”  Ralnor  said  in  amazement.  “You’re  a Ranger?” 

“I sure am,” the halfling replied. “But I don’t have time to give you my life story just now. I have strict orders to get you on your way quickly. Come here, let me show you the transit network.” 

The  halfling  marched  over  to  the  table  again,  where  he picked up a strange contraption that reminded Ralnor of the saddle and tack for a horse. He flung this to Ralnor, who caught it. 

Ralnor’s eyes darted from the halfling to the contraption and back to the halfling. He raised an eyebrow, uncomprehending. 

The halfling grinned. “See those thick vines there?” he said, pointing. 

Ralnor looked. 

At  the  open  edge  of  the  platform,  many  long,  thick  ropes  of vines extended above the platform and stretched off into the woods. 

The vines began from the side of the tree-tower itself, then passed over  the  platform  almost  horizontally  and  disappeared  off  into  the trees. There were at least ten of them, and they all went off in slightly different directions. 

“These  are…  strange,”  Ralnor  said.  “I’ve  never  seen  vines that go off horizontally like that. What is their purpose?” 

The  halfling  pointed  at  the  gear  that  was  in  Ralnor’s  hands. 

“Hold that up,” he said, and Ralnor did so. “It’s a harness, see? You

step into it and clip this bit into place around round your waist, like this, see?” 

Ralnor  did  see.  He  followed  the  halfling’s  instructions,  fitting the  leather  harness  comfortably  around  his  waist  and  clipping  it snugly home. A long, heavy leather cord clipped to one side of the harness,  and  it  had  a  heavy  steel  hook  attached  to  the  other  end. 

There was another cord with a hook dangling from the right side of the harness. 

“Come here,” the halfling said, gesturing to one of the vines. 

“You’re going to Commander Rayne’s outpost, that’s what my orders say. These vines are the quickest route…” 

Ralnor  was  beginning  to  get  an  idea  of  how  the  fast  transit system  worked,  but  before  he  could  ask  any  questions,  an  elf appeared from the tree-tower. 

“Hi,  Rollo,”  the  elf  called.  “Can’t  stop  to  talk,  I’m  afraid, important business!” 

“I’ll catch you when you get back,” the halfling replied with a wave. 

Ralnor watched as the elf grabbed a harness, stepped into it, and  lifted  his  long,  hooked  cord  that  was  attached  to  the  left  hand side  of  the  harness.  He  flung  the  hook  over  the  vine  and  did  the same with the second clip on the right side of the harness. 

The  elf  took  a  few  light  steps  forward  and  leaped  off  the platform into the air. The leather cord went taut. He gripped the cord on either side as he disappeared into the trees, sliding down the vine with a whizzing noise and a whoop of excitement. Sparks and bright white light shone from the vine where the elf’s hooks attached him to the vine. 

“Woah! That looks exhilarating!” Ralnor said. 

“Wait  until  you’ve  done  six  of  them  in  a  row.”  The  halfling grinned.  “But  yes,  it’s  not  a  bad  system.  It’s  very  fast,  and  you’ll cover  the  distance  between  here  and  Commander  Rayne’s  outpost in a fraction of the time it would take you over land.” 

“But what about the sparks and the white light?” Ralnor said as he approached the vine and slung his hooks over it like the other elf had done. 

“It’s the vines repairing themselves,” the halfling said. 

“I didn’t know that was even possible!” 

The  halfling  checked  Ralnor’s  clips.  “It’s  not.  Not  for  normal vines, at least. But these are not normal vines. They’re spirit vines. 

Besides  repairing  themselves,  they’re  much  stronger  than  normal vines.  Much  safer.  Although  there  was  that  one  time  when  they snapped…” The halfling trailed off, murmuring more about the vines to himself. When he finished checking Ralnor’s clips, he nodded to himself and glanced up at him. 

“Wait…” Ralnor shifted. “What do you mean they snapped—” 

The  halfling  gave  him  a  little  shove,  sending  him  off  the platform. “Off you go now!” 

Ralnor’s  stomach  lurched.  He  glanced  down  as  he  left  the platform. Trees stretched down for what seemed like forever. 

Warm  wind  blasted  his  face,  jerking  his  head  up.  He narrowed his eyes as the wind stung them. His heart pounded in his ears.  His  hands  clutched  the  harness  so  hard  his  knuckles  went white. 

After  the  initial  rush,  however,  he  settled  into  the  transit, accustomed to the feeling of moving along the spirit vine. Above him, sparks  of  strange  light  twinkled  like  stars.  A  spirit  vine…   Ralnor thought. He wasn’t sure what they were. He’d heard the term before

—spirit plants, spirit animals, even spirit mists and waters—but he’d never  gained  a  full  understanding  of  what  it  actually  meant.  He  felt certain, however, that he would learn more—much more—soon. 

Ralnor flew through the canopy. His path was unhindered by branches  and  leaves.  These  routes  were  clearly  carefully maintained. 

Now and again, the transit would take him up above the tree canopy for a moment. At these moments, he felt like he was flying. 

The  sky  was  a  great  hot  blue  dome  above  him,  with  the  high  sun burning  down  upon  him.  The  forest  canopy  around  him  was  an enormous  sea  of  green,  stretching  off  in  every  direction.  Birds wheeled  around  above  the  canopy,  and  huge,  glowing  butterflies rose  in  clouds  around  him  as  he  sped  on.  Far  off  in  the  distance, beyond the edge of the trees, he thought he caught a glimpse of blue sea twinkling on the horizon. Then he was plunged back into the tree canopy  again,  the  green  rising  up  around  him  and  the  warm  air rushing past his face. 

He  must  have  been  going  for  about  a  quarter  of  an  hour when he began to wonder just how long this was going to last. His arms  had  begun  to  ache  from  holding  on  to  the  hooks,  and  yet  he dared not let go for fear of tipping backward. At this speed, dangling upside down out of control in his harness would not be a good idea. 

He  gritted  his  teeth  and  held  on,  but  the  tree  canopy  was  endless, and the vine transit seemed to be equally as endless. 

At  last,  he  felt  something  change.  His  harness  jerked  and shuddered. There was a roughening of his transit, and he looked up to  see  that  the  vine  above  him  was  tilting  slightly  upward.  This slowed  him  down,  and  he  felt  the  pressure  of  the  wind  on  his  face ease as he slowed. 

Up ahead, he saw another platform. 

This must be it! His arms were sore, and he was glad to feel he’d arrived at his destination. 

Ralnor landed on the platform and grinned at the green-clad Ranger guard who awaited him there. He unhooked himself from the vine.  The  guard  checked  a  scroll  and  then  glanced  at  him.  “You’re Ralnor the Ranger?” he asked. 

Ralnor nodded. “That’s me.” 

“Bound for Rayne’s outpost?” 

“That’s right.” 

“This vine next, then, please.” 

The elf, much to Ralnor’s dismay, was indicating a thick vine that  led  off  from  the  platform  at  right  angles  to  the  one  Ralnor  had just come in on. 

“You mean this isn’t Rayne’s outpost?” he said. 

The guard just looked at him. 

“How  many  more  vines  will  it  take  to  get  there?”  Ralnor asked. 

The  guard  smiled.  “Another  four  after  this  one.  Six  in  total from Suntower City.” 

“Are they all as long as the last one?” 

This time, the guard laughed. “New to this, are you?” he said, not unkindly. “No, lad, they’re not as long as the last one… They’re longer!” 

Ralnor’s arms ached abominably by the time he was through. 

His  eyes  were  dry  as  bone,  and  the  muscles  in  his  back  throbbed from  holding  himself  upright.  But  eventually  he  made  it  to  his destination.  At  each  platform  station  on  the  long  vine  transit  route, he’d noticed that the Rangers who were on guard became tougher-looking and more weather-beaten. Their gear seemed more in need of  repair,  and  the  platforms  themselves  became  simpler  in  their construction. It was clear to him that the closer he got to the border, the more stretched and grim the garrisons were becoming. 

 It’s not good,  he thought.  I wonder if King Harald knows about this? The guards don’t look well equipped or happy to be here at all. 

The  weather  was  getting  colder,  too,  and  the  tall  trees  were changing.  Now,  instead  of  big,  broad-leaved  trees,  the  trees  were pines. Their green needles smelled rich and tangy. 

At last, Ralnor reached the final platform on his destination. A haggard-looking  elf  with  a  scarred  face  and  tired,  wary  gray  eyes was on duty. He stood stiffly as Ralnor approached and walked up to hold out a hand and greet him as he landed on the platform. 

“You the new Ranger?” he said. As he spoke, his gaze fell on Ralnor’s ears—the clearest sign of his half-human heritage. 

“I’m  Ralnor  Twicebane,”  Ralnor  answered.  He  held  out  a hand.  For  a  moment,  the  guard  glowered  at  him,  his  eyes  still  on Ralnor’s  ears,  but  then  he  gave  a  small  shrug  and  gripped  Ralnor firmly by the forearm in the warrior’s greeting. 

“Welcome to hell,” the guard said, and there was not a trace of a joke in his voice. 

Before Ralnor could draw breath to question this astonishing statement, the guard spun on his heel and shouted through the dark doorway  into  the  tree-tower.  “Perch?  Perch!  Come  here!  The  new recruit’s arrived.” 

A  young  elf  appeared  at  the  door.  He  couldn’t  have  been more  than  fifteen  years  old,  and  Ralnor  was  surprised  to  see  so young  an  elf  out  in  this  grim,  warlike  outpost.  The  lad  grinned cheerily,  however,  and  Ralnor  had  to  admit  that  he  was  the  least depressed-looking person he had seen since leaving Suntower City. 

“All  the  way  from  Suntower,  eh?”  Perch  said,  gripping Ralnor’s  forearm  as  Ralnor  introduced  himself.  “Good  to  meet  you. 

You’ve  made  good  time!  A  hybrid,  I  see?”  He  shrugged.  “You’ll  get no trouble from me about that—we’re tolerant of people’s differences out here in the borderlands. Well, most of us are, but you might find there  are  still  some  who  think  the  shape  of  your  ears  is  the  most important  thing.  Not  me!  My  father  was  a  poor  artisan,  and  my mother  a  noblemaiden  of  a  high  house,  but  they  married  anyway. 

That didn’t go down well! Almost as bad as being a half-blood, like you! Well… perhaps not…” 

“Enough chatter, Perch,” the guard snapped. “Take the recruit downstairs.  The  commander  will  want  to  see  him,  and  he  doesn’t want to hear your life story!” 

“Very good, very good. Come along now, Ranger Ralnor, and we’ll  get  you  introduced  to  the  commander,  and  then  you  can  see your berth. Not very good, I’ll admit, rough diggings out here on the border, but what can you do? There’s a war on, after all!” 

Perch  did  not  stop  talking  as  he  led  Ralnor  off  the  platform and  into  the  dimly  lit  interior  of  the  tree-tower.  This  was  a  tall  pine, 

and  the  inside  of  it  smelled  overwhelmingly  of  the  heady  pine  sap. 

Young Perch seemed to be an irrepressible talker, and he rattled on as they descended the stairs, hardly pausing for breath as he spilled out  his  life  story  bit  by  bit.  His  chatter  was  interspersed  with  talk about Commander Rayne, who was in charge of this outpost. 

Ralnor  learned,  in  a  roundabout  way,  that  Perch  was Commander Rayne’s squire, that he had been with the commander for four years, and that three of those years had been spent here at the outpost. Perch was in awe of the commander, who sounded like a stern but fair old warrior who held the respect and admiration of the garrison. 

The  more  Perch  talked,  however,  the  clearer  it  became  to Ralnor that there was a cruel side to life at the outpost. The Rangers were more than just an elite force—they also often ended up being a last chance station for criminals or soldiers with a record of brawling, drunkenness, and poor discipline. The garrison was a rag-tag group of elves from many different walks of life, and while this bred a level of  tolerance  for  difference,  as  Perch  had  said,  it  also  made  for  a sometimes volatile atmosphere. 

“It’s  a  good  thing  we  have  Commander  Rayne  in  charge,” 

Perch  said,  his  voice  full  of  admiration  for  his  master.  “Not  many elves could keep a garrison like this in order the way he does. It was a terrible place under the old commander, or so I’ve heard, but since Commander Rayne took over, things have improved a great deal, so they say.” 

Ralnor,  managing  to  slip  a  word  in  as  Perch  caught  his breath, asked about the war itself. 

The young elf’s brow wrinkled as he frowned in disapproval. 

“It’s  not  good,”  he  said.  “For  a  long  time,  it  was  just  simple  raiding back  and  forth  with  the  human  forces,  but  for  a  year  now,  they’ve intensified  their  attacks.  They  have  magickers  now,  powerful sorcerers  who  can  attack  our  elves  in  ways  that  we  haven’t encountered  before.  It  gets  so  that  folks  are  afraid  to  go  out  on patrol, even. We’ve pushed them back here and there, and they’ve

pushed us back in return, both of us fighting over unclaimed territory and neither really gaining from the combat.” 

“Sounds grim,” Ralnor said. 

“It  has  been.  And  the  worst  of  it  is  that  it’s  fairly  pointless…

but perhaps I shouldn’t say that. Maybe there’s a point to it that I just don’t understand. Anyway, the commander will tell you more about it when  you  see  him.  It’s  good  you’re  here,”  Perch  added  after  a moment. 

“Why’s that?” Ralnor asked with a smile. 

“Well,  it’s  always  good  when  we  get  some  new  blood, particularly someone special like you!” 

“Special? Me? I don’t think so.” 

“Oh,  yes,  for  sure!”  Perch  grinned.  “I  don’t  know  what  it  is about you that they’re all so impressed by, but the rumor has been going  around  that  there’s  someone  coming  who  will  bring  a  new weapon  for  us.  I  guess  that’s  you—you’re  the  first  new  arrival  for ages,  and  new  troops  usually  come  in  groups,  not  singly.  Yep, there’s something special about you, even if you don’t want to admit it!” 

Ralnor  gave  Perch  a  knowing  look.  He  considered  this  a  bit strange, but on reflection, perhaps it was not so strange after all. He was a magicker, and that was unusual enough. The thought that this garrison  considered  him  some  kind  of  secret  weapon  was  a  bit disconcerting, however. 

He rubbed the red ruby in his ring as he walked along next to Perch. 

As they had been talking, they’d descended a very long tree tower stair. Now, Perch stopped as they got to the bottom of the stair and opened a side door with a black iron key. They stepped out onto ground level, and Ralnor blinked after the dimness of the tree-tower as he looked around. 

“This way,” Perch said and strode away, gesturing for Ralnor to follow. 

Ralnor reached up and lifted his hood to cover his ears and cast his face into shadow. This was something of a habit, since his ears betrayed his status as a hybrid. Despite everything that Perch had  said  about  the  garrison  being  tolerant  of  differences,  Ralnor decided he’d be cautious. He wanted to wait a bit and get the lay of the land before announcing who and what he was to the population here.  If  there  was  one  thing  that  growing  up  on  the  lower  levels  of Suntower City had taught him, it was not to trust too quickly. 

Perch’s  flow  of  chatter  had  stopped  entirely.  It  seemed  that the young elf was garrulous when there were no observers, but more taciturn  in  public.  Ralnor  took  that  to  confirm  his  opinion  that  the garrison might not always be the safest place to talk. 

The  tree  tower  had  let  them  out  into  a  small,  walled  space surrounded  by  a  heavy  wooden  palisade.  Ralnor  guessed  that  the palisade  was  a  last  line  of  defense  for  the  tree-tower  and  the  vine network, in case the rest of the outpost should be overrun. 

As they stepped out from a small gate in the palisade, Ralnor looked around and found that they were now in the main courtyard of the outpost. It was a wide, flat area, surrounded by a taller palisade. 

This outer defense had a walkway running along the top and guard towers  built  into  it  at  intervals.  There  were  some  guards  on  the walkway, standing still and gazing out over the wall or walking slowly up and down. 

The area nearest the palisade wall was largely empty, but in the  area  farthest  from  the  gate,  there  was  a  collection  of  buildings and tents. Ralnor saw a barracks, a stable, a mess hall, and various smaller outbuildings and storehouses. 

“Back  there,”  Perch  said,  pointing  toward  the  buildings,  “the outside is defended by a sheer wall that drops down to a fast river, defending  the  outpost  from  attack  from  that  direction.”  He  pointed toward  the  main  gate.  “Out  there  is  where  any  attack  would  come from.” 

“Has that happened often?” 

Perch  shook  his  head.  “The  humans  don’t  generally  have enough men available for a full-scale frontal assault, thank the gods. 

We tend to fight each other out in the unclaimed lands between the outpost and the edge of the forest.” 

Ralnor nodded. Aside from the guards on the walls, there did not seem to be many people about. In one corner of the courtyard, some soldiers were drilling with spears and shields, and in another, there was some target practice going on, but aside from these, the place didn’t seem particularly populated. 

“Where is everyone?” he asked Perch. 

“Resting, probably,” Perch replied. “Rations have been scarce recently.”  He  lowered  his  voice  and  leaned  a  little  closer.  “To  be perfectly  honest,  morale  is  a  little  low  these  days.  Hopefully  your arrival will help to change that!” 

Ralnor smiled. “You’d better take me to the commander first.” 

“You don’t want me to show you to your quarters?” 

“I want to talk to Commander Rayne before anything else.” 

“Very good,” Perch said. “To be honest, I think that’s probably best. The commander is not a man to stand on ceremony, and he’ll want to see you as soon as possible too, I’m sure. It’s just this way. 

He’ll be in his quarters.” 

Perch  led  Ralnor  back  toward  the  houses  and  tents  at  the back  of  the  outpost.  As  they  got  closer,  Ralnor  heard  the  sound  of the river that Perch had mentioned. Beyond the palisade, enormous pine trees soared up so tall that their tops could not be seen, but the trees  grew  less  thick  here,  and  Ralnor  could  see  the  sky  between them. The sky was overcast, and the light had a dull, gray quality to it. 

They passed by a few barracks buildings—long, low wooden structures  with  small  windows.  Ranks  of  bunk  beds,  most  with sleeping figures lying on them, filled the rooms. Outside, some elves were  sitting  about  playing  dice.  They  glanced  up  with  disinterest  at the newcomer, then looked back to their game. 

 They  certainly  don’t  look  very  enthusiastic,  Ralnor  thought. 

He  wondered  again  if  King  Harald  knew  about  the  state  of  his garrison,  and  whether  he  would  make  changes  to  his  orders  if  he did. 

“Here’s the commander’s quarters,” Perch said. 

To Ralnor’s surprise, he was standing in front of a big, heavy canvas  tent,  not  a  wooden  building.  It  was  mounted  on  a  wooden platform to keep it off the ground, and there was a smoking chimney sticking out of the top. It was an impressive construction, big enough to fit twenty people. A red banner hung outside the door. 

Perch walked up and lifted the flap. “The new recruit is here, sir!” he called in a deferential voice. 

There  was  a  moment’s  delay,  then  a  gruff  voice  answered from within. “Send him straight in!” 

Perch  raised  his  eyebrows  at  Ralnor  and  then  gestured  for him to enter. “Best of luck,” he whispered with a twinkle in his eye as he ushered Ralnor into the presence of Commander Rayne. 



Chapter 4







Ralnor stepped into the warmth of the commander’s tent. On a central table, a large sprite lamp glowed brightly. Inside the sphere, which  looked  like  a  wasp’s  nest,  thousands  of  tiny  sprites  darted around, their spells letting off the deep yellow glow that painted the inside of the tent. 

Sprite  lamps  were  used  throughout  the  kingdom,  and  the sprites themselves were very simple, very tiny creatures. They lived and  died  for  generations  within  the  lamps,  perfectly  happy  and completely oblivious to the world around them. All you needed to do was  put  a  little  water  and  food  in  on  a  regular  basis,  and  you  had bright light whenever you wanted. 

Ralnor  smiled.  In  his  home  when  he  was  growing  up,  and throughout the lower levels of the city, sprite lamps were common. It was comforting to see one here, a familiar sight within a strange new setting. 

Something  tingled  within  him  as  he  looked  at  the  lamp.  The feeling started in his toes and moved quickly up through his legs to his belly, where it stopped for a moment, then spread out through his torso and limbs. It was a strange feeling, rather like the sensation of warmth after stepping in from the freezing outside. 

He  frowned  for  a  moment  and  glanced  down  at  his  right hand. It felt warm. There was a red glow coming from his ring. With a twist  of  his  hand,  he  turned  the  ring  so  the  red  jewel  was  facing inward and clenched his hand around it. 

“Well, well, well,” a deep voice said. 

Ralnor  had  become  distracted  by  the  lamp  and  his  own sensations  and  had  not  taken  in  the  rest  of  the  space.  He  did  so now. The tent was richly kitted out, and, though tidy, it was full of the

cozy clutter of a lived-in space. Weapon racks lined the walls, thick rugs covered the floor, chairs aplenty stood ready to be drawn up to the table for conferences, and a desk stacked with scrolls and maps stood near a heavily blanketed sleeping pallet. 

In  a  chair  by  a  brazier  full  of  coals,  a  tall,  thick-set  elf  had been sitting. Now the elf stood and came forward, regarding Ralnor steadily  in  the  light  of  the  lamp.  “Welcome  to  Rayne’s  outpost.  I’m the commander.” 

“I’m Ralnor Twicebane,” Ralnor replied. “The king sent me.” 

“I know,” the commander said with a small smile. “I’ve read all about you, Ralnor. The king sent a cipher scroll to me by messenger bat, and I’ve been expecting you.” 

“Messenger… bat?” Ralnor said. 

The  commander  chuckled.  “I’ll  ask  Perch  to  show  you  the bats  later.  Now  let  me  have  a  look  at  you.  Lower  that  hood,  if  you please.” 

It was said politely, but it was not a request. Ralnor could tell that  though  the  commander  had  a  pleasant  demeanor,  he  was  not an elf to be trifled with. 

Ralnor did as he was asked, lowering his hood, and he and the commander looked each other over. 

The  commander  was  only  a  little  taller  than  Ralnor,  but  he gave  an  impression  of  size  that  the  slender  youth  did  not  have. 

Commander Rayne had broad shoulders and a barrel chest, and his arms were like small trees. Very unusual for an elf, he had a beard. It was  short,  neatly  clipped,  and  as  gray  as  the  sky  outside.  His  hair, too, was cut very short, more after the fashion of humans than elves. 

His eyes were as gray as his beard, and they gazed out of his lined face with a thoughtfulness and patience that reminded Ralnor a little of King Harald. 

The  commander  was  dressed  in  armor—a  functional,  plain suit of mail and interlinking steel plates that gleamed dully in the light of  the  lamp.  He  wore  no  decoration  on  his  armor  except  a  single golden star pinned to his chest, just above the heart. 

“So, an elf-human hybrid,” the commander said after a minute had passed. “How’s that working out for you?” 

Ralnor  couldn’t  help  but  smile  at  the  way  the  question  had been  put.  “I  guess  it  hasn’t  been  that  different  from  anybody  else’s life,” he said, considering. “I’ve had a fairly normal run so far, except for a bit of bullying on account of my ears.” 

The commander glanced at them. “Could be worse. You hear all  kinds  of  things  about  hybrids—strange  noses,  odd  teeth, mismatched  eyes—but  I  think  it’s  all  nonsense.  I’ve  never  seen  a hybrid who didn’t look much like everyone else—except the ears, of course.” 

Ralnor  lifted  a  hand  self-consciously  to  his  rounded  ears. 

“Have you seen many hybrids, sir? I’ve never met another.” 

“You may have met more than you realize,” the commander replied. “There’s not that many who live openly, that’s true, but there might be more out there than we think. Many descendants of a noble elven  line  have  a  bit  of  human  blood  in  their  veins.  They  don’t  talk about  it,  of  course,  and  it’s  usually  diluted  enough  that  it  doesn’t influence  their  appearance,  but  it’s  there,  all  the  same.  First generation  hybrids  like  you,  though,  that’s  a  different  thing,  of course. I’ve not met many of those, no, and I’ll confess that those I have met have not lived long.” 

Ralnor swallowed. That was a disturbing thought. 

“Most begin to manifest magical talent early in their lives,” the commander  continued.  “And  magic,  well,  you  know  that  magic  has been  frowned  on  by  the  elves  for  a  long  time  now.  A  youth manifesting  magical  abilities  does  not  survive.  His  family  puts  him down  for  the  sake  of  the  family  honor,  or  his  neighbors  disappear him in the middle of the night, and no one asks any questions.” He looked away and shook his head sadly. 

“You  don’t  approve  of  the  culling  of  magickers,  sir?”  Ralnor asked. 

“Indeed I do not!” the commander replied with feeling. “It’s a ridiculous superstition, and I have no patience for it. The waste, both

of life and of talent!” He broke off, gritting his teeth. He clenched his fist several times and took a few deep breaths. 

 He feels strongly about it,  Ralnor thought.  And it’s clear that in him at least I have an ally. 

“Yes,  a  shameful  waste,”  the  commander  said  once  he’d calmed  down.  “But  there’s  little  I  can  do  about  deeply  ingrained prejudices. It’s not my job to change it. But what I can do, I will do.” 

“What do you mean, sir?” 

“Well,  in  my  garrison,  I  can  use  magickers.  I  can  seek  out those with magical talent and lean on King Harald to make him send them to me. He is an elf who understands the need, and he agrees with  me  about  the  prejudice  against  magickers,  as  I’m  sure  you know.  But  now,  let’s  talk  about  you,  Ralnor.  The  king  mentioned something you’d done in his letter, but he didn’t give details. Some kind of magical blast, I understand?” 

Ralnor  nodded.  “That’s  about  it.  I  was  under  extreme pressure.  I’d  gotten  myself  and  a  friend  into  a  bit  of  trouble,  and there was an imminent threat to both our lives. The magic just kind of came out… I was not able to control it particularly.” 

“That  ring  on  your  finger.  Does  that  have  something  to  do with it?” 

“It does. It channels the power and stops it from getting out of control,  I  think.  I  suspect  that  perhaps  it  has  stopped  me  from manifesting  the  talent  earlier  in  my  life  as  well,  but  that’s  just  a guess.” 

“Where  did  it  come  from?”  the  commander  asked  the question bluntly. 

“From my father. He was… a human mage. My power comes from him. I never knew him.” 

“Hmm…” the commander said, gazing at Ralnor and stroking his beard. 

Ralnor  looked  steadily  at  the  elf  in  front  of  him.  If  the commander pressed him on the point, Ralnor would answer, but he

realized  suddenly  that  he  did  not  want  to  talk  about  his  father  right now.  Even  with  this  grave  and  stolid  warrior,  who  obviously  had  a very different attitude to magic from most elves, Ralnor didn’t want to go  into  it.  His  father  had  been  no  mere  mage—he  had  been  the mage who caused the great Sundering, the catalyst for the greatest upheaval in the history of elvenkind. 

Even with Commander Rayne, Ralnor did not want to get into a subject that filled him with conflicting feelings. 

The commander seemed to pick up on Ralnor’s reluctance to speak about this, and to Ralnor’s relief, did not decide to press the point. 

“Well,”  he  said  briskly,  clapping  his  hands  together  then beginning to move around the tent, “at least you’ll get no trouble from me, either for your half-human heritage or your magical talent. Quite the opposite, I assure you. I’m glad to have you—very glad indeed. 

We  need  your  talent;  it’s  an  incredibly  valuable  asset  here  in  the garrison. Keep it quiet with the others, still. Take my advice and don’t trust too quickly. Share your skill with those you feel you can trust but be sure of them before you choose to trust them. For now, you’ll be trained as an ordinary guardsman. In a day or two, I’ll see to getting you some instruction in your magical talent. Can you fight?” 

“I can,” Ralnor said proudly. “I can handle a sword, though I’m better with a knife in close quarters, or with my fists.” 

“A  brawler,  eh?”  the  commander  said  with  a  smile.  “I  guess you  don’t  grow  up  in  the  lower  levels  of  Suntower  City  without learning how to fight rough folk in small spaces. That’s good you can fight  a  bit,  at  least.  The  drill  instructor  is  a  hard  man.  Jonas,  he’s called. You’ll meet him tomorrow.” 

“A hard… man?” Ralnor repeated, surprised. 

“Yes, he’s a human. A full-blooded man. But he came over to the  right  side  many,  many  years  ago,  and  he’s  one  of  the  best fighters  I’ve  ever  seen.  He  can  knock  recruits  into  shape,  find people’s  hidden  talents,  and  bump  heads  together  when  needed.  I trust him, and he has oversight for the training of all new recruits. We

have a batch of new ones that just arrived a few days back, so you’ll fit in with them easy enough. Don’t be late to his training, though! He starts early and doesn’t appreciate tardiness.” 

“I’ll be there. Thank you, Commander Rayne.” 

“Go on now. Perch will show you to your quarters. I’ve given you  a  room  away  from  the  others  in  case  your  magic  decides  to show  itself  unexpectedly  again.  It  will  raise  a  few  eyebrows,  you berthing away from the rest of the recruits, but it’s usually reserved for the most unruly new folk we get, so it might boost your reputation for fierceness a little bit. Good luck tomorrow, and remember, don’t be late. I’ll be in touch with you.” 

He  ushered  Ralnor  out  of  the  tent  and  shouted  for  Perch, then told Ralnor to wait for the squire to arrive. 

Ralnor waited on the deck outside of the commander’s tent, thinking it all over. He was glad that he would be put to train with the other recruits rather than being sent to learn his magic straight away. 

That twinge of magic he’d felt on entering the commander’s tent had been disconcerting and very exciting at the same time. He wanted to explore the magic and was looking forward to being trained in it, but at the same time, he wanted to fit in and meet the others. Magic or no magic, he still had more confidence in his skills with a blade, and the training would be welcome. 

“Hello again,” Perch said cheerily. “Come along with me. The commander has decreed you have a room to yourself. I’ve done my best to make it homely for you, but there hasn’t been much time, and the room hasn’t been occupied for a long while. Come this way and I’ll show you.” 

Perch  was  right.  The  room  was  not  cozy,  but  it  would  do.  It was in the base of a disused watchtower. The tower itself had been replaced by a newer, larger one a little way off, and Ralnor saw the guard in that tower looking at them as Perch showed him in. 

Ralnor looked around. “It’s not too bad,” he said with a grin. 

“I’ve slept in worse.” 

“Good!”  Perch  said.  “I’m  glad  to  hear  it.  There’s  some firewood by the hearth there, but if you’ll take my advice, you’ll use it sparingly. We don’t have a great deal of it at the moment, and what there is has been rationed.” 

With that, he turned and left Ralnor alone in the room. 

It  didn’t  take  long  for  him  to  explore  it.  There  was  a  single window,  grubby  with  grime  and  soot.  A  pallet  in  the  corner  held  a straw mattress and a few heavy wool blankets. Ralnor felt these and checked  the  mattress.  The  blankets  were  clean  and  felt  warm  and well-made. The straw was fresh, too. It had clearly been refilled very recently. 

As  for  the  rest  of  the  room,  there  was  a  bucket  of  water  for washing, a small wooden chest in one corner with a heavy iron key sticking out of the lock, and a hearth that smelled of damp. A pitiful stack  of  chopped  logs—not  enough  for  more  than  a  night  or  two—

was set ready next to it. 

By  the  window,  there  was  a  hard,  straight-backed  wooden chair. 

Ralnor  sighed.  The  floor  was  stone  and  felt  damp  to  the touch. The walls, too, were stone, and there was a distinct smell of mold. The ceiling was bare boards, badly fitted. 

The  room  was  accessed  by  a  wooden  door  that  could  be latched  closed.  Ralnor  walked  over  to  the  door  and  stuck  his  head out  into  the  entrance  hallway.  On  his  right  was  the  door  to  the outside. On his left, a little stair climbed up to a second landing, from which  Ralnor  guessed  he  could  access  the  room  above  his,  and perhaps the viewing platform at the top of the tower. 

There  being  nothing  else  to  do  for  the  moment,  he  climbed the  stairs.  It  did  not  cross  his  mind  for  a  moment  that  there  was someone else in the tower—the stair looked so rickety and dusty that he didn’t think it likely. But he was wrong. 

As he reached the second landing, he heard a thump and the sound of footsteps. The door to the room above his was closed, and

there  was  a  light  shining  from  under  it.  There  came  the  clink  of crockery and the creak of someone sitting down heavily in a chair. 

 I wonder who it is?  he thought. For a moment, he considered knocking and introducing himself, but he thought better of it.  I’ve met enough new people for one day. 

Instead, he contented himself with climbing to the remains of the  viewing  platform.  This  tower  was  dilapidated,  and  the  platform had  clearly  not  been  repaired  since  the  newer  one  had  been  built. 

Still, Ralnor was able to stand on the sound wood at the edge of the remains of the platform and look out. 

He  was  staring  over  the  back  wall  of  the  outpost. 

Immediately,  he  noticed  what  Perch  had  meant  about  the  outpost being defended from attack from that direction. The wooden palisade led  straight  onto  a  sheer  drop.  The  cliff  fell  forty  feet  down  to  a rushing torrent of dark water broken by sharp needles of rock. The river was huge, a churning flow thirty yards across, rushing round the back of the outpost and then away into the darkness of the trees. 

Ralnor turned to look out over the outpost, but even from this vantage  point,  he  couldn’t  see  over  the  front  wall.  There  were  tall pines  beyond  the  front  gate,  he  could  see  that  much,  but  in  the gathering gloom of evening, there was nothing more. 

Down  in  his  room,  he  lit  the  fire  and  made  a  meal  of  the rations he’d brought with him. He heard the bell calling the recruits to the  mess  hall,  but  it  had  been  a  long  day,  and  he  didn’t  feel  like socializing. He wanted to meet his fellow Rangers first on the training ground rather than in the mess hall. 

From  what  he  could  gather,  his  neighbor  upstairs  felt  the same way. There was no sound of anyone going down the stairs, but he  heard  the  creak  of  the  boards  as  whoever  it  was  walked  about their  room.  After  a  while,  he  heard  the  deeper  creak  of  weight settling into a bed frame, then silence. 

He yawned.  Not  a  bad  plan,   he  thought,  glancing  out  of  the grubby window. It was dark. 

The  little  fire  had  burned  low,  but  it  had  heated  the  room surprisingly  well.  Ralnor  blessed  Perch  for  his  care  in  finding  clean blankets and fresh straw for the bed as he settled himself in. 

As he lay there staring at the remains of the fire, he felt again that strange stirring deep inside himself, just as he had done in the commander’s  tent  earlier  that  day.  The  magic  of  his  heritage  had been awakened by his encounter with Gaston, but it had not gone to sleep again afterward. 

He held up his golden ring. The stone in it glowed red in the darkness of the room. 

What   was  he?  It  was  wholly  unexpected.  His  life  had  been turned  around  entirely  in  the  last  two  days.  The  idea  of  a  powerful magic within him was both exhilarating and scary at the same time. 

 You’re a magicker, Ralnor,  he thought to himself.  A sorcerer, like your father was. 

Something  about  that  thought  made  him  uncomfortable.  He had not known his father, but from what the king had said, Ralnor’s father had been a man who had caused trouble with his magic. He had overstretched himself and caused the Sundering. 

Was he really like his father? He hoped so, and he hoped not, in equal measure. 

With these thoughts chasing each other around his head, he finally dropped off into a fitful sleep. 



Chapter 5







A sharp knock woke Ralnor with a start. 

“What’s that?” he said, waking with confusion in the unfamiliar space. 

“You’ll  be  late,”  a  muffled  voice  said  through  the  door.  With those  words,  he  was  flooded  with  the  memories  of  everything  that had happened the day before, and of his early appointment with the drill instructor for recruit training. 

He jumped up out of his bed, wincing as his bare feet hit the cold,  damp  stone  floor.  He  grabbed  his  boots  from  the  hearth  and yanked the door open. 

A young elf woman was standing outside the door, her arms folded across her chest and a sardonic half-smile on her face. In the dimness  of  the  hallway,  Ralnor  saw  a  sweep  of  coal-black  hair pushed back from her high brow and caught a glimpse of dark eyes set in a wise, smiling face. 

“Also,” she said, “you snore. Hurry up!” 

She turned and was gone. 

Ralnor  cursed  under  his  breath  as  he  hauled  his  boots  on and frantically ran a hand through his bed-messed hair. He grabbed his  belt  and  cinched  it,  then  splashed  some  cold  water  from  the bucket on his face. 

 Why  do  simple  tasks  always  take  longer  when  you’re  in  a hurry?  he grumbled to himself as he dropped the rag he was using to dry  his  face  and  bumped  his  head  on  the  back  of  the  chair  as  he bent to pick it up again. 

 No time to worry about that.  He dashed to the door with his face still damp, unlatched it, and raced out into the dark courtyard. 

The first gleam of dawn was in the sky as he looked around for the group. There, in the middle of the outpost, a knot of figures stood—twenty or so, as far as he could tell. He jogged over, thinking about  the  elf  woman  who  had  banged  his  door.  She’d  said  that  he snored. That meant that she must have been the person sleeping in the room above him, otherwise how would she have heard? 

She  had  been  beautiful,  as  far  as  he  could  see  her  in  the dimness of the tower. He looked for her in the group of recruits and found her, standing next to a tall, slightly overweight elf in an ill-fitting shirt who shifted awkwardly from foot to foot in the back row. 

Then Ralnor got his first sight of Jonah, the drill instructor. 

He  did  not  remember  ever  seeing  a  human  before.  He’d never been out of Suntower City during all the time he was growing up,  and  so  that  was  not  surprising.  Humans  didn’t  come  into  the elven city. 

Jonah  was  shorter  and  stockier  than  any  elf,  and  his  head was rounder and his brow lower. His eyes were farther apart, and his thick  eyebrows  lacked  the  distinctive  upward  flourish  that  all  elves had. He was wearing a woolen hat, so Ralnor could not see his ears, but he knew that they would be as rounded at the tops as his own. 

Self-consciously,  he  pulled  his  hood  up  and  tried  to  slip  in unseen beside the elf woman and the ungainly youth beside her. 

No such luck. 

“You  there!”  Jonah  barked.  “Yes,  you,  latecomer!  I  see  you, trying  to  slip  in  unnoticed.  Nice  try,  but  you  don’t  slip  past  me  so easily.  Honestly,  I  don’t  know  where  they  find  me  these  recruits. 

Don’t let me see you late again. Next time, you get here at first light, understand?” 

“Yes, sir,” Ralnor said humbly. 

Everyone  was  looking  at  him.  He  kept  his  eyes  down,  but sudden  anger  flared  up  in  his  chest.  He  was  not  used  to  being shouted at. On the streets in Suntower City, he had been known as a competent fighter, a loyal friend, and an elf who did not back down from anyone. 

He gritted his teeth. A red glow caught his eye from the ring on  his  right  hand,  and  he  felt  a  surging  deep  inside  himself,  rising, rising…

 Get a grip on yourself,  he told himself firmly, feeling the magic bubbling up inside of him.  He’s right—you were late. You’re here to train and to learn, not to blast the drill instructor with magic on your first day. 

To  his  satisfaction,  he  found  that  the  surging  subsided  and the red light faded.  So I do have a bit of control over this magic,  he thought.  That’s good, but I hope I can get some proper training soon. 

 This could get me in trouble if it rises up any time someone’s rude to me. 

“…into your groups and get started!” 

Ralnor blinked and looked up. The recruits around him were splitting off into groups of two and three. Ralnor had been so focused on  controlling  his  magic  that  he  hadn’t  heard  the  instructions,  and now he didn’t have a group. 

He  looked  around.  Everyone  seemed  to  know  each  other already,  and  to  be  splitting  off  into  groups  with  their  friends.  Ralnor looked  to  the  left  and  saw  one  figure  standing  alone—it  was  the youth who’d been standing next to the woman. The tall, overweight elf shifted from foot to foot, looking at the ground. 

“You,  Farlo,  and  you,  latecomer.  Pair  off,  if  no  one  else  will take you in their groups.” It was Jonah the drill instructor speaking, and Ralnor looked up to see the man approaching them, holding two wooden  practice  swords.  He  tossed  one  to  Ralnor  and  one  to  the awkward  youth  whom  he’d  called  Farlo.  Ralnor  caught  his  by  the handle, but Farlo fumbled his, and it fell to the ground with a clatter. 

“Pick it up!” Jonah snapped, and Farlo did so. 

Then Jonah turned on Ralnor. “Latecomer,” he said, “let’s see what you’ve got then, shall we?” 

Ralnor  glanced  around  and  saw  that  there  were  other  older Rangers mixed in with the crowd. These had joined the other groups

and  were  leading  the  sparring,  but  Jonah  seemed  to  want  to  work with Ralnor personally. 

 I’ll show you what I’ve got, and gladly,  Ralnor thought, feeling the rumble of magic within him, but he pushed that back again firmly. 

 Keep that in check, Ralnor,  he told himself,  and concentrate on your blade. 

His  ‘blade’  was  a  heavy  wooden  sword,  designed  to  mimic the straight swords that the elves favored. It had a small, neat cross guard that would not catch in clothing or anything else, and a straight blade  about  as  long  as  Ralnor’s  arm.  It  was  weighted,  too.  As  he hefted it, Ralnor guessed it had the center drilled out and filled with melted lead. 

Though the point was rounded and it had no edge to speak of,  the  very  weight  of  it  made  it  a  formidable  weapon.  The  handle was  bound  in  leather,  and  all  in  all,  it  felt  pretty  good  in  Ralnor’s hand. 

As  he’d  said  to  the  commander,  Ralnor  had  always  been better with a dagger than a full-length sword, but he felt he knew his way around a larger blade as well. 

Jonah the drill instructor gave him a measuring look. 

Around  them,  the  other  groups  began  practicing  fighting techniques  under  the  instruction  of  the  other  rangers.  The  clack  of the  wooden  blades  and  the  grunts  and  shouts  of  the  recruits  filled the air. Ralnor saw the elf woman some way away, fighting with her group.  She  was  defending  against  two  attackers  at  the  same  time and doing well at it. 

In  the  swiftly  brightening  light  of  dawn,  Ralnor  thought  that she looked very good indeed. 

“Pay  attention!”  Jonah  snapped.  “Show  me  your  fighting stance.” 

Ralnor  did  so,  dropping  his  weight  and  extending  his  blade toward Jonah. 

Jonah stepped in, swinging his sword toward Ralnor’s head. 

Ralnor  raised  his  wooden  blade  swiftly  to  defend  the  stroke,  but Jonah  dropped  his  blade  and  aimed  a  cut  toward  Ralnor’s  side instead. 

Ralnor was pleased—he had not fully committed to the upper defensive stroke, and he was able to fluidly drop his blade to meet Jonah’s  second  cut.  The  swords  banged  together,  and  Ralnor stepped  to  the  side.  He  had  always  been  taught  that  fluid  footwork was the most important thing when fighting with a blade, and so he made a point of keeping light on his feet. 

As  he  moved  back,  he  darted  his  blade  out  under  Jonah’s guard  and  managed  to  tap  him  on  the  arm.  Then  he  darted  in, aiming  a  flurry  of  blows  at  the  instructor’s  head  and  upper  body. 

Jonah  took  a  step  back  and  smartly  parried  all  the  blows,  then twisted his blade in a way that Ralnor did not quite see. 

Ralnor’s blade flew up out of his grip as if it had been pulled by an invisible hand. It clattered to the ground a few feet away, and he darted over to grab it back up again and turned to face Jonah. 

“Not bad,” Jonah said. He seemed impressed, though Ralnor thought that the man did not want to show it too much. 

“Not  bad,”  the  human  repeated.  “But  it’s  clear  that  you’re  a brawler  and  a  duelist.  You  have  good  control  over  your  blade,  and you’re quick and have a good eye, but your fighting style is too light and fancy for a battlefield.” 

He turned to Farlo, and a few of the recruits who were nearby stopped to listen. “To do well on a battlefield, you must learn to fight as a unit. In battle, you must seek to kill, as quickly as possible and with  as  little  fuss  as  possible.  Every  move  counts.  You  must  be merciless and swift. A battle is not a duel, nor is it a performance. It’s a place of work, a place where we do what we do quickly, efficiently, and ruthlessly.” 

Farlo wore a frown. 

As the other recruits began to spar again, Jonah looked Farlo up  and  down.  “I  don’t  think  you’ve  ever  held  a  sword  before,  have

you?” 

“I’ve held one,” Farlo said a little defensively, “but I’ve never fought with one. That was never my skill.” 

“Oh? And what was your skill, then?” 

“I’m an archer, sir.” 

“Ah, well, we can test that in due course. But even an archer must  know  how  to  handle  a  blade  if  the  fighting  gets  close  and personal and you don’t have time to draw.” 

Then  he  went  through  a  simple  drill  with  Farlo  and  Ralnor, teaching  them  a  series  of  cuts  and  parries  that  would  get  them familiar  with  what  he  called  the  ‘nine  defenses’—the  areas  around the  body  in  which  a  fighter  has  to  learn  to  defend  himself  with  a blade. 

“Once  you’ve  mastered  this,  you’ll  have  a  better  feel  for  the kind  of  fighting  that  happens  on  a  battlefield  and  how  to  defend yourself when attacked.” 

He left them to it then and began to move through the other recruits. 

“I don’t like this at all,” Farlo admitted when Jonah was out of earshot. “I’ve never been a swordsman.” 

“You’ve  got  the  reach  for  it.”  Ralnor  smiled.  “Don’t  worry about it—the skill will come with practice. Here, lift your guard up a bit before you hurt your wrist… like this.” 

They  worked  together  on  the  drill.  Ralnor  had  picked  it  up quickly.  Farlo  was  slower,  but  Ralnor  quickly  became  aware  that  it was  the  tall  elf’s  lack  of  belief  in  his  own  ability  that  was  hindering him, not his actual ability itself. So he complimented him, tried to get him  laughing,  helped  him  to  improve  the  details  of  the  routine,  and after  an  hour  of  work,  they  were  both  laughing  together,  and  Farlo was more relaxed. 

Ralnor decided he liked the awkward youth. Farlo was clearly uncomfortable in the setting and unsure of himself, but it was equally

clear that he had a good heart. Under his awkwardness, there was a quick, observant wit and a good sense of humor. 

They  worked  away  at  the  drill  all  morning  until  Jonah  called them to a halt. 

“This is good,” he said to the recruits. “You’ve done well. Now we’ll  do  some  exercises  as  a  group.  When  you’re  on  the  field  of battle, you need to act as a unit, always. You never operate on your own. Always you look out for the fellow next to you. Always you hold the line. That way, you can hold your own against many foes, and…” 


But  at  that  moment  he  was  interrupted.  There  was  a  horn blast  from  outside  the  gates,  and  a  shout  from  the  nearest  watch tower. “Open the gates! Rangers returning!” 

Everyone  stopped  what  they  were  doing  to  look,  and  Jonah stopped speaking and turned toward the gates. 

“What’s  this?”  Ralnor  asked  no  one  in  particular.  To  his surprise, it was his neighbor, the elf woman, who answered. 

“A large group of Rangers were sent out a week ago.” 

She  had  come  up  beside  him  in  the  crowd  without  him noticing her approach, and now she stood next to him and leaned in to speak near his ear. 

She  was  beautiful,  he  saw,  and  her  voice  was  mellow  and soft. She was about the same age as him. Her skin was very pale, the way some elves are, and it contrasted sharply with the extreme darkness of her hair and eyes. 

She  continued,  “Our  scouts  had  reported  a  group  of  human soldiers  moving  closer  than  we  wanted  them  to,  and  the  Rangers were  sent  out  to  harass  them  and  give  battle  if  they  felt  their numbers  were  strong  enough.  The  commander  wanted  to  make  a show  of  force,  so  he  sent  out  more  than  a  hundred,  with  orders  to take prisoners if possible and bring them back.” 

Ralnor  nodded,  impressed  by  her  detailed  knowledge  of  the commander’s strategy and orders. He wondered for a moment  how she  knew,  and  who  exactly  she  was.  She  couldn’t  have  been  here

long, since she was training as a recruit with him and the others. She must not be a full-fledged Ranger yet, Ralnor guessed. 

“I  keep  my  ear  to  the  ground,”  she  said,  answering  his thought. He looked at her in surprise, and she gave him a knowing smile. 

“Lana Greenheart,” she said, reaching out her hand to him. 

He  gripped  her  forearm  in  the  warrior’s  greeting.  “Ralnor Twicebane,” he replied smiling. “My friends call me Ral.” 

“And am I your friend, do you think?” 

He  grinned.  Her  wit  was  quick,  and  he  liked  the  half-smile that was on her face. 

“I’d  say  so.  Neighbors  should  be  friends,  and  comrades-in-arms should be too. We’re both, so let’s say we’re friends too.” 

“I’ll go with that,” she said. 

They  worked  away  at  their  training  all  day.  Jonah  had  them fighting in a line, learning how to charge and how to hold an orderly retreat,  how  to  fight  in  a  line  without  accidentally  hitting  your neighbor, how to keep aware of what was going on around you while engaged in fighting the foe in front. 

They  drilled  and  drilled  until  by  the  evening,  Ralnor  was  as tired as the rest of the group. Jonah sent them all off to the mess hall and then hurried off toward the commander’s tent. 

The  mess  hall  was  a  long,  low  building  with  a  single enormous  table  in  the  middle,  and  the  recruits  all  sat  down  to  eat their  rations  with  pleasure.  The  rations  were  poor,  but  Ralnor  was hungry, and any food was welcome. He could see why morale was low, however. There was nothing like consistently poor food to sap a person’s energy and drive. 

Ralnor sat with Lana and Farlo, who seemed to be the only other recruits that didn’t have their own groups. After their meal, they all decided that it was time for bed. 

Farlo  went  off  to  his  bunk  in  the  barracks,  but  Lana  and Ralnor  walked  back  to  their  tower  together.  They  didn’t  speak,  but

Ralnor  was  glad  of  her  company,  and  from  the  way  she  walked slowly and stuck near him, he thought that she felt the same as he did. 

At the door of his room, she put a hand out and clapped him a little awkwardly on the shoulder. “Goodnight, Ral,” she said. “Try to be on time tomorrow.” 

Then  she  turned  and  headed  up  the  stairs.  Shortly  after,  he heard her bed creaking as she settled into it. 

He lay on his bed, thinking over the day’s events. Lana had told him to be up on time the next morning, and he would do his best to do so. 




* * *

 

After that first morning, Ralnor made sure that he was never late again. He showed up ahead of time, warming up in the practice grounds with a wooden stave while the other recruits trickled in. The season  brought  dawn  early,  and  soon  Ralnor—who  had  been accustomed for a long time to setting his own schedule—grew used to the regimented life of the garrison of Rayne’s outpost. 

Despite his first impressions, he found that Jonah was a fair master. Though his first experience of the man had not been good, they grew to respect each other in a way. Jonah was a hard worker, though perhaps a bit set in his ways. If Ralnor had been in charge of the  management  of  the  recruits,  he  might  have  approached  it differently, but for all that, he watched with interest and enjoyment as the  recruits—himself  included—improved  at  their  fighting  skills  and became more confident. 

They  learned  the  core  elements  of  fighting  as  a  unit,  but  it was clear that this was not the foundation of what a Ranger needed to  know.  The  most  important  part  of  the  training  was  the  woodland skills. They learned stealth, hunting, and the survival techniques that would keep them alive if they were cut off from friends and allies in

the  great  forest,  as  well  as  close  quarters  fighting  with  knives, spears, swords, and shields. 

The sword was Ralnor’s strongest talent. It did not take long for  Jonah  to  notice  this,  and  before  long,  Ralnor  was  given responsibility for leading the sword-sparring exercises. Farlo, the big, ungainly fellow, did have a talent for the bow, but he was hampered by a lack of confidence. Ralnor came up quietly once when the yard was empty and saw Farlo hitting the target again and again with his arrows, but when everyone was watching, his skill seemed to desert him. 

Ralnor felt bad for Farlo and tried to help him out wherever he could.  They  drilled  together  with  their  swords,  and  Ralnor  did  his best  to  boost  Farlo’s  confidence—particularly  with  the  sword.  That was his weakest area, not because he was particularly bad at it, but because  he  was  very  unwilling  to  hit  anybody  for  fear  of  hurting them. 

“Just go for it!” Ralnor would say. “My armor will take the hit—

it’s  only  a  practice  blade!”  But  even  with  encouragement,  Farlo’s attacks  were  weak,  unsure  things,  and  Ralnor  could  not  break through the big elf’s natural reticence. After a while, Ralnor came to the conclusion that Farlo’s real talents were yet to be seen, and that only the opportunity to find what he was really good at would bring the confidence out in him. 

Though  Ralnor  became  friends  with  Farlo  through  working together,  Lana  was  the  most  interesting  of  his  fellow  recruits.  She was  beautiful  and  confident  and  had  more  experience  of  using weapons than most of the others. Because of this, he did not have much of a chance to work with her—she was usually given a group of  her  own  to  lead.  He  kept  his  eyes  on  her,  however.  In  the mornings, they would usually exchange a few words, and sometimes they  would  walk  together  back  to  their  tower  after  training.  Those walks  were  usually  quiet,  because  both  of  them  were  so  tired  from the day’s training that all either of them wanted to do was to wash, eat, and go to sleep. 

After  the  first  session,  Ralnor  never  again  let  his  magic  boil up in him. He kept a tight handle on it, even when he felt it stirring. 

He was pleased to find that he could do this and particularly glad that his control didn’t leave him even when he was angry or annoyed. 

Sometimes, if Jonah was in a foul mood, he would treat the recruits a little unfairly. Ralnor felt his anger flowing in him at those times,  and  the  image  of  Gaston  lying  senseless  in  the  ruins  of  his office would come vividly back to him. Now and again, the red glow would  shine  out  from  his  gold  and  ruby  ring,  but  most  of  the  time, Ralnor felt that his magic was quiet within him, and he was glad of it. 

More than anything, he felt that if his magic burst out again, it was most likely just to get him into trouble. 

That  did  not  stop  him  experimenting  a  little  on  his  own, however. He was glad to have his little room to himself in the tower, and  during  the  first  few  weeks,  he  had  several  sessions  where  he tried to let the force of his magic out carefully and see if he could do anything  with  it.  On  three  occasions,  he  managed  to  send  out  a small wave of force, knocking some stones he’d placed on his chair onto the floor. 

One  night,  he  was  experimenting  like  this  and  the  thought struck  him  that  he  could  try  to  pick  the  stones  up  with  this  strange ability, rather than knocking them off the chair onto the floor. He tried this but let out a bit too much magic. The whole chair hurtled up into the air and smashed onto the ceiling, coming back to earth as a rain of splinters and broken wood. 

Lana  banged  on  her  floor  and  shouted  to  him  to  keep  the noise down—she was trying to sleep. 

After that incident, Ralnor decided it would be best to wait for tuition before he experimented any more with his mysterious powers. 

Getting training in his talents was, after all, what he had come here for.  Despite  that,  there  was  no  sign  of  any  tuition  being  available. 

The  commander  sent  him  no  message,  and  so  Ralnor  settled  in  to learning his Ranger skills as best he could. 

A month passed like this, rising early, training and performing menial  duties  around  the  outpost  all  day,  and  making  use  of  his leisure time in resting. 

Ralnor was feeling settled in his routine and wondered if he’d ever learn any control over his magic. Still, he satisfied himself with how much he was learning in the art of being a Ranger. 

Surely  it  couldn’t  be  that  long  before  he  was  taught  how  to use his magic. 





















Chapter 6





One  day  while  they  were  training,  they  heard  a  commotion, and  they  all  turned  to  see  guard  rushing  to  open  the  gates.  There was some delay, and everyone was watching the gates anxiously. 

At  last,  a  group  of  ragged-looking  figures  came  tramping through.  Their  heads  were  bowed,  and  they  were  all  wounded. 

Ralnor counted them. There were nine. 

“I thought you said the commander sent out a large group?” 

he said to Lana. 

“Nearly a hundred,” she replied, a note of horror in her voice. 

“Nearly a hundred.” 

A  quiet  descended  on  the  company  as  the  wounded  elves trudged past them, heading for the mess hall and the commander’s tent.  Ralnor  looked  over  in  that  direction  and  saw  Commander Rayne  approaching,  with  Perch  at  his  side.  Other  off-duty  Rangers had come out of their barracks at the sound of the horn blast. 

Everyone  wore  the  same  expression  of  horror  and  disbelief. 

The  commander’s  face  was  chalk-white  as  the  ragged  group approached him, and their leader saluted and began to speak to him. 

Ralnor couldn’t hear the words, but he saw the commander’s brusque  gesture  and  watched  as  he  led  the  men  back  toward  his own tent. 

“Enough  staring!”  Jonah  barked  at  them.  “We’ll  all  want  to know the story of what happened, but for now, our job is to train! So let’s get back to it.” 

“Perhaps,”  Farlo  said  hopefully,  “the  rest  of  them  stayed behind to secure a position, and only sent the wounded back?” 

“Perhaps,”  Ralnor  said,  but  he’d  seen  the  looks  on  those elves’ faces. In his heart, he did not doubt that they were not just the wounded.  As  they  went  back  to  their  training,  he  found  himself

thinking of the group of bedraggled Rangers. He felt sure that they were the only survivors of a terrible encounter. 

That  night,  Ralnor  was  awakened  from  a  light  sleep  by  a sharp,  insistent  tapping  at  his  door.  He  glanced  around.  Surely  it couldn’t  be  morning  already?  But  no,  the  little  fire  he’d  built  before going to bed was still glowing, so he couldn’t have been asleep for more than a couple of hours. 

He groaned. The tapping continued. 

“All right, I’m coming,” he called before dragging himself out of bed and padding softly over to the door. He pulled it open a crack and stared out to see Perch standing in front of him. 

“The  commander  says  you  need  to  go  to  his  tent immediately,” the young squire said without preamble. “Don’t delay—

dress and go, right now.” 

There  was  no  mistaking  the  urgency  in  Perch’s  voice,  so Ralnor did as he asked. In a few minutes, he was ready. Perch was waiting for him still. 

“You know your way,” Perch said. “So I’ll leave you now. My orders were to wait until you were on your way. Go, go now!” 

Ralnor  nodded  and  moved  past  him  to  venture  out  into  the darkness.  To  his  surprise,  however,  Perch  did  not  go  out  into  the courtyard himself. Instead, he turned and jogged up the tower stairs, and  a  moment  later,  Ralnor  heard  him  tapping  insistently  upon Lana’s door. 

Fully awake now, Ralnor hurried off toward the commander’s tent. He had to resist the temptation to hang around the tower and hear what Perch wanted with Lana. 

 You’re  a  member  of  the  outpost  Rangers  now,   he  reminded himself firmly,  and that means you obey the commander’s orders, no matter what you’d rather do yourself. From the look on Perch’s face, those orders were urgent. 

As  he  walked,  he  felt  the  magic  stirring  within  him  again. 

Unlike previous times, however, it did not seem like it was trying to

burst out in an uncontrolled way. His ruby ring did not glow this time, and  the  magic  felt  like  a  deep  vibration  in  his  belly.  It  was  a comfortable,  comforting  sensation,  like  the  feeling  of  warmth  and satisfaction after a good meal. 

It settled in and stayed there. 

Ralnor was surprised and interested by this. This was the first time that the magic in him manifested as a permanent sensation. It was a bit unusual, but it didn’t feel bad—in his mind, he compared it to the feeling of wearing a new pair of boots; a bit strange at first, but not unpleasant, and after a while, you get used to it. 

Pleased with his discovery, he was smiling as he mounted the platform  where  the  commander’s  tent  was  and  knocked  politely  on the pole next to the flap. 

The  commander  himself  lifted  the  flap.  As  soon  as  he  saw Ralnor, he smiled and let out a relieved sigh. 

“Come in, come in,” he said. “I’m glad you’re here. Thanks for coming so quickly. Please, take a seat.” 

This display of deference from Commander Rayne was a little unnerving,  but  Ralnor  took  it  as  well  as  he  could,  smiling,  thanking the commander, and then looking around the little space inside the commander’s  tent.  There  were  two  people  here,  aside  from Commander Rayne. One was Jonah, the drill instructor. 

The other was new to him. He was a tall, graceful-looking elf who looked to be in his early hundreds—a good age, about a third of the expected lifespan of a normal elf. He had long, golden hair tied back  behind  his  tall  ears  in  the  traditional  high  elf  manner,  and  his eyes  were  a  bright  shade  of  lilac.  He  wore  Ranger  light  armor  of heavy leather that had been dyed dark green. A leather helmet of the same color sat on the ground beside him, and a longbow leaned up on the chair that he was sitting on. 

He wore a long, curved sword at his belt. 

“Ralnor,” the commander said, indicating this new elf, “this is Lufaren, one of my most experienced Rangers.” 

Lufaren inclined his head toward Ralnor in a polite greeting. 

“Please,  sit  down,”  the  commander  said,  and  Ralnor  pulled out  a  chair  from  the  big  table  and  did  as  requested.  He  looked  at Jonah,  who  had  dropped  the  overly  severe  manner  that  he  used during training. Instead, he looked thoughtful, gazing at Ralnor and stroking his chin. 

“Now  then,”  the  commander  said.  “I’ve  called  you  here, Ralnor, because my purpose for you has become much, much more urgent. Jonah, please explain to Ralnor what the situation is.” 

Jonah  sighed.  “The  Rangers  who  returned  today  were  the only survivors of a group of nearly a hundred. They were sent out a few weeks back to engage a smaller enemy force in the unclaimed lands, in a strategic spot about fifteen miles from here.” 

“I heard something about it,” Ralnor replied. 

“Well,  they  were  decimated—only  nine  returned,  and  one  of those was so badly wounded that he’s since passed on. These were not green recruits—they were experienced Rangers. A loss of nearly ninety  soldiers  represents  a  significant  weakening  of  the  garrison here. I was against sending out such a large force from the start, but the commander…” 

“Get on with it, Jonah,” the commander said sharply. 

Jonah sat up straight in his chair. “Very well. The human force was small, only twenty in number, but they had several magic-users with  them.  Sorcerers…  It’s  hard  to  get  clear  information  from  the elves who survived, but there seems to have been one very powerful sorcerer  and  several  less  powerful  ones.  They  were  able  to  use elemental powers, blasting fire and ice at our soldiers and conjuring up demons and gods only know what else. It was a massacre.” 

The golden-haired elf, Lufaren, spoke for the first time. 

“The point that our good Jonah is trying and failing to reach, Ralnor,” Lufaren said, “is that this new development makes it all the more  urgent  for  you  to  be  trained  in  the  full  use  of  your  magic powers.”  His  voice  was  mellow  and  deep,  and  though  he  spoke quietly, his voice carried as clearly as a bell through the tent. 

“That’s not exactly what I meant,” Jonah protested. “I haven’t seen  any  proof  of  this  youth’s  magic  yet…”  Then  he  broke  off, shaking his head. 

“Nonetheless,”  Commander  Rayne  said,  “he  has  these powers, and he needs to be trained in them.” 

“I’m  all  in  favor  of  being  trained,”  Ralnor  said.  “But  who  is there here who can train me? Before I came here, the king said that you  had  the  means  to  teach  me  how  to  use  my  powers  at  the garrison, but no one’s mentioned anything so far.” 

Lufaren frowned. “There  is one person, but it’s not as simple as just getting him to help us. He’s not in the garrison. And he’s a…

slightly eccentric fellow.” 

“He’s not here?” Ralnor asked. “Are you expecting him?” 

Jonah gave a snort of amusement, as if the very thought was absurd. 

“I’m afraid I’m not expecting him,” Lufaren said. “I had hoped to bring him here before you arrived. But he hasn’t been answering my messages.” 

“So  you’ll  need  to  go  to  him,”  Commander  Rayne  said reluctantly. “It’s a massive risk and not one I take lightly. I intended to have you trained as a regular Ranger, a frontier elf of the outpost like everyone else. Over time, I would work on getting him to come here and teach you.” 

“But  yesterday’s  news  means  we  don’t  have  time  to  wait,” 

Lufaren  finished.  “It’s  a  dangerous  mission,  but  it’s  a  bigger  risk  to wait.” 

Jonah  breathed  out  suddenly  though  his  nose  and  slapped his palms down on the table. “It’s a bigger risk to send folks out into the  unclaimed  lands  in  these  times,”  he  said  with  feeling.  “That’s what  I  say.  You’ll  send  Lufaren,  one  of  our  most  experienced Rangers, along with gods only know who else, and for what? To find some  half-baked  sorcerer  who  doesn’t  even  care  enough  to  come here and help in our need? This youth” — he pointed at Ralnor — “is a competent sword fighter, a quick learner, a good listener, and good

with the other soldiers. I haven’t seen any evidence of his magic, or even of his potential for it. I could make something of him—a leader, a respected and competent Ranger, an asset to the force here at the outpost.  But  you  want  to  send  him  out  to  find  some  eccentric  old hermit who may or may not even still be there? To learn magic?” 

Ralnor  was  shocked  by  Jonah’s  directness,  but  the commander was listening carefully and did not interrupt when Jonah paused. 

Jonah  looked  at  Lufaren  next.  “And  here  is  one  of  the  best Rangers I’ve ever seen, a great elf, a strong leader, a great archer and sword fighter. Will he come back, I ask you? Will this new recruit come back either? Who else will you send on this quest?” 

“Lana,”  Commander  Rayne  said  quietly.  “And  two  other Rangers.” 

“Lana!?”  Jonah  exploded,  leaping  up  from  his  chair. 

“Commander Rayne, I have to protest in the strongest terms to this. 

Lana is one of the most promising recruits we have. Why would you send her on this mission? Sir, this is a suicide mission, and for what purpose?  I  implore  you,  let  me  train  up  a  group  of  crack  archers. 

These  human  mages  may  be  able  to  kill  our  soldiers  in  melee,  but they won’t stand up to a rain of arrows. There has to be a better way than trying to make sorcerers of our own. Again, I’ve never seen any evidence that this lad even has magic…” 

Jonah  was  interrupted  by  a  sudden  whooshing  noise  and  a flare of red light. He leaped back from the table and looked around. 

Ralnor was standing too. In his hand, he held a ball of flame. 

The  magic  had  rushed  up  in  him  suddenly,  an  unexpected twisting in his belly and chest that he had not been able to control. 

He channeled it, focusing on the ruby in his ring and pushing it out into his hand, since there seemed to be no way of holding it inside himself. 

Flame  manifested  on  his  palm,  and  he  held  it  up.  His  voice shook  a  little  as  he  spoke.  “I   do   have  magic,  Jonah,”  he  said,  the flame  flickering  in  the  dim  light  of  the  tent.  “I  thank  you  for  your

compliments, but I came here on the orders of the king. King Harald himself specifically ordered me to learn my magic and put it to use in the defense of the kingdom. I have no other option. This magic has been  boiling  up  inside  me,  and  I  have  no  idea  how  to  control  it  or develop it on my own. I  need instruction. I need help with it. If I don’t get that, then I don’t know what will happen.” 

With  an  effort,  focusing  again  on  his  ruby  ring,  Ralnor  drew the magic back into himself, and the flame flickered and went out. 

“I killed a man,” he said quietly. “Back in Suntower City. When I was threatened, I let loose a blast of power that blew a hole through a wall and ended the life of a bandit who was threatening my own life and  that  of  my  friend.  It  came  out,  and  I  was  not  able  to  control  it. 

Jonah,  if  I  don’t  learn  to  use  this  magic,  I’m  afraid  of  what  might happen.  Please,  I  understand  your  reluctance,  but  I  need  your support  and  help.  Let  me  do  this  thing.  Let  me  learn  this.  If  I  can, perhaps I will turn the tide of the border war in our favor. But if I don’t have the chance, I might end up destroying the outpost by accident through sheer ignorance of how the talent works.” 

Jonah was pale, his eyes wide as dinner plates as he stared at Ralnor. 

“You… you’re a real sorcerer!” he said at last. 

“You see the need, Jonah?” Commander Rayne said quietly. 

“I understand your hesitation, old friend, the gods know I do. But you know how we’re placed. Archers won’t cut it. If they have one mage, they can train more. Elves cannot use human magic, but this half-elf, Ralnor Twicebane, has the talent. I must send him to Akhen, and if I want him to get there safely, I must send the best I have with him.” 

“I… I see that now,” Jonah said quietly, then sat heavily back down in his chair. “Ralnor, I’m sorry. I didn’t allow myself to believe you had the magic talent. I didn’t realize it was possible. But now I see that I was wrong.” He sighed. “Very well. I don’t like it, but I will support it. I see the need. If you can learn this, then it would be the greatest boon we could hope for. And Lufaren and Lana are the two best people to help you get there, it’s true. Very well, then.” 

“Thank  you,  Jonah,”  Commander  Rayne  said.  “You  know  I value your opinion very highly, and it’s reassuring to me to know that you understand the need. You’ll have your archers, don’t worry about that. I think that’s a good idea too.” 

“Ralnor,”  Lufaren  said.  “We  will  need  to  go  to  Akhen,  but  it won’t  be  easy  to  get  there,  and  once  we  do,  it  won’t  be  easy  to convince him. You’ll have to show him your magic.” 

“If he’s an elf,” Ralnor said, “how is it that he can do magic? I thought only humans could do it.” 

“He’s not an elf,” Lufaren said. “He’s a half-elf. Like you.” 

“But he lives out there in the unclaimed lands? Why? Is it not dangerous?” 

“He has some power of concealment, so no one can find his lair unless he wills it. He’s a powerful sorcerer. But a long time ago, he  was  almost  killed  by  a  group  of  elves  from  one  of  the  outposts. 

They dragged him back in iron chains that dulled his power and tried to  execute  him  in  the  name  of  the  king.  He  escaped,  but  he’s understandably  wary  of  us  because  of  that.  Our  only  advantage  is that  he  hates  the  humans  equally.  Unlike  many  of  the  elves,  the humans have no problem with people who do magic, but they hate hybrids. Akhen has barely escaped death at their hands as well. So he chooses to live in isolation in the unclaimed lands, giving his help to neither side.” 

“This  sounds  like  a  very  difficult  character,”  Ralnor  mused. 

“What  makes  you  think  he’ll  agree  to  teach  me,  even  if  we  do  find him?” 

Lufaren  smiled.  “I  knew  him  a  long  time  ago,  before  this border war started in earnest. He wanted a pupil more than anything. 

He has great knowledge, and he’s very lonely. He lives out there on his  own,  refining  his  knowledge  and  power,  but  he  knows  that  one day he’ll die. Unless he can teach, all his knowledge will be lost. He never said as much to me, but I think that’s his greatest fear, dying without passing on his knowledge.” 

The magic moved lazily inside Ralnor at the thought of having a  teacher.  It  made  him  excited,  and  despite  the  danger  and  clearly high risk of failure, he suddenly felt eager to set out. 

“Well,” Ralnor said, “it all sounds very desperate, but it’s the right thing to do. I’m ready to start. When do you want us to leave?” 

Commander Rayne looked at a small pocket clock that hung on a chain from his left belt buckle. “You should go now. We’ve spent too long talking this over already. The escort will be waiting.” 

Ralnor looked at Jonah, who shot him the ghost of a smile. 

“Good luck, lad,” he said. “Bring my elves back to me. I don’t want to lose you, but I want to lose Lana and Lufaren even less.” 

Ralnor gave him a wry smile. “Thanks, I think,” he said, and the drill instructor gave a bark of laughter. 

“Stay  here,  Jonah,  until  I  come  back,”  Commander  Rayne said.  “I  want  to  discuss  what  we  plan  to  do  while  Ralnor  is  away. 

Ralnor, Lufaren, come with me.” 

They followed the commander outside. Lufaren stuck close to Ralnor,  walking  beside  him  in  step  behind  the  commander.  Ralnor glanced  up  at  the  tall  elf  by  his  side.  Lufaren  looked  like  an experienced  Ranger.  He  moved  with  all  the  fluidity  of  a  hunting animal,  and  his  eyes  continually  darted  from  left  to  right.  His  hand was never far from his blade, and the bow on his back looked like a formidable weapon. 

Ralnor  could  easily  see  why  Jonah  was  reluctant  to  see Lufaren  go  off  on  such  a  risky  mission,  but  he  could  see  equally clearly why Commander Rayne would want no one else to lead the expedition. Ralnor was very glad to have Lufaren by his side. 

As they approached the gate, they saw a little group of elves waiting  in  the  shadows  by  the  palisade.  They  were  all  dressed  in dark  Ranger  green.  Lufaren  had  slung  his  cloak  around  his shoulders and thrown the hood up. 

“Here  you  are,”  Lana  said,  stepping  away  from  the  group. 

“I’ve got some gear for you, Ralnor.” 

He  took  the  bundle  she  held  out  to  him.  It  was  dark  green leather  Ranger  armor,  boots,  cloak,  gloves,  a  bow  and  arrow,  a sword, and a small pack of provisions. 

Thanking  her,  Ralnor  changed  into  the  armor  quickly.  Then Lufaren introduced him to the other two Rangers. Their names were Eron  and  Burla,  and  they  were  young  but  fairly  experienced Rangers. They wore green armor, but their cloaks were pinned at the chest  with  a  silver  star  brooch.  Altogether,  Eron,  Burla,  Lufaren, Lana, and Ralnor made the party of five. 

The  commander  stepped  up  and  held  something  out  in  his hand. Something that gleamed in the light of the low moon. 

“What’s this?” Ralnor asked. 

“Lana,  Ralnor,  come  forward,”  the  commander  said.  When they had done so, he held up two gleaming little silver star brooches. 

“It’s unusual,” the commander said, “but these are unusual times.” 

He  leaned  forward  and  pinned  the  silver  stars  to  Lana  and Ralnor, fixing them to their cloaks just above the heart. 

“These are the tokens that show you are full-fledged Rangers now.  Wear  them  always.  You  would  normally  be  expected  to  have more  training  than  you’ve  had  before  receiving  these  stars,  but  it’s only  right  that  you  should  have  them  before  going  out  on  your  first ranging.” 

He stood back and surveyed the little group. He looked both proud  and  worried  at  the  same  time.  “Go  well,  Rangers,”  he  said solemnly. “Ralnor, succeed in your mission. The fate of all the elves is in your hands.” 

Chapter 7







It was Ralnor’s first glimpse of the unclaimed lands, the lands beyond  the  border  forts.  As  the  gates  slammed  closed  behind  him and his small party, he touched the cold metal of the silver star that now rode on his breast. 

A  Ranger.  Just  like  that,  he’d  been  made  a  Ranger  of  the borderlands. 

“Quite an honor,” Lufaren said quietly, looking at Ral’s silver star and at Lana’s as well. “The commander wouldn’t have given you two  those  unless  he  genuinely  thought  you  worthy  of  them.  Don’t worry—it  may  seem  that  it’s  a  bit  hurried  or  that  you  haven’t  really earned  it,  but  that’s  not  the  case.  The  commander  doesn’t  always show  what  he’s  feeling,  but  he’s  impressed  with  you  two.  You’ve earned those barges, for sure.” 

“Thanks, Lufaren,” Lana said. “I admit I  was feeling a little like that, so it’s good to hear you say. But where are we going now? I’ve never been out of the gates before.” 

“North  along  the  river,  sir?”  Burla  asked.  He  was  a  small, quick-eyed elf, a bit older than Ralnor but not more than thirty-five, which was young for an elf. 

“Aye, I’d say so,” Lufaren replied. “North until we come to the crossing of the Redway road. There we can get a look at the bridge and  take  back  a  report  to  the  commander  of  whether  it’s  currently held.  If  it   is  held,  we’ll  go  around,  out  of  our  way,  then  back  to  the river and cross it at the secret crossing.” 

“If  the  cursed  humans  haven’t  found  it  by  then,”  Burla growled. 

“Indeed,” Lufaren said. “But let’s not get into trouble. We have a lot of ground to cover before then. Come on, Rangers, spread out

a  little  and  keep  to  the  tree  shadows  for  the  moment.  Once  we’ve made a bit of progress, we can walk a little more freely.” 

The five of them did what Lufaren asked, spreading out and getting  close  to  the  trees  as  they  headed  north—to  the  right  of  the outpost.  Dressed  in  dark  forest-green  and  with  the  natural  stealth and grace of movement that comes with elves, they slipped as silent as shadows from tree to tree. 

They  moved  north,  slowly  but  steadily.  Lufaren  ranged  out ahead. Eron took the left and Burla the right, near the river. Lana and Ralnor stuck quite close together in the center, keeping an eye out for any pursuit. There was none. 

The  land  was  rocky  and  uninviting,  with  big  tufts  of  rough scrub  grass  sticking  out  from  among  the  stones  and  rocks  on  the hard  ground.  The  trees  were  as  tall  and  majestic  as  ever,  but  they were  more  sparsely  spread  out  than  in  the  forest  back  in  Ralnor’s home. 

Up  above,  Ralnor  could  see  the  night  sky.  It  was  thick  with stars, and a gleaming moon shone down through the needles of the pines. The smell of the pine resin was constant, and the rocky floor was carpeted with a thick mulch of needles, dropped over the course of a hundred years. 

Everywhere,  Ralnor  saw  the  remnants  of  structures  looming out  of  the  darkness  around  him.  They  were  clearly  very  old,  and there was no telling what they might have been, but once he started noticing them, he could not stop. There was a section of low wall, or the remains of a squat tower, and here and there a clear spot where four  or  five  buildings  were  clustered  around  what  might  once  have been a market square. 

These  buildings  became  less  frequent  after  they’d  been traveling for a while, but they fascinated Ralnor. 

After  a  few  hours  had  passed,  Lufaren  brought  all  the travelers together again. “We’ve done well,” he said. “We’ve come a good fifteen miles from the outpost, following the river north. We had to be wary at first, because there may be scouts and spies watching

the outpost, but we’ve traveled far enough that the chances of being observed are slim. We can walk a bit easier now, and we don’t need as much stealth. Keep on your guard still, but you may talk as you walk.” 

The change was welcome. As they walked, Ralnor began by asking Lufaren about the ruins. 

“You  know  about  the  great  Sundering,  of  course?”  Lufaren replied. 

“I do,” Ralnor said. He thought of his own unique connection to that great event but did not mention it. 

“Well,  before  the  Sundering,  this  whole  area  was  populated with many folk. There were elves and humans, of course, but there were  many  other  kinds  as  well—dwarves,  halflings,  and  many creatures less intelligent but still peaceful and living in harmony with one another. After Parlax, the great sorcerer, caused the Sundering, breaches were opened into the spirit realm that could not be closed. 

This  land  was  overrun  with  spirit  monsters,  and  life  became impossible. Then the enmity between the humans and the elves was added  to  the  mix,  of  course.  The  humans  killed  many  elves  here, and the land became a cursed place, a place of strife and death.” 

Ralnor heard Lana’s breath catch in her throat. 

“Are you okay?” he asked her. 

“Oh, yes,” she said. “I’m okay. It’s just a sad story that I know all too well. My people were driven out of their lands by the humans after the Sundering, much like the story you’ve just told. My people are night elves, living in a land far from here. But after the Sundering, so  it’s  said,  the  humans  drove  the  elves  out  of  their  homes  and forced  them  farther  and  farther  north,  so  that  now  the  remnants  of the night elves live in a cold and inhospitable land far from the warm places they used to know.” 

“Why  don’t  the  night  elves  come  to  Suntower  City?”  Ralnor asked. 

Lana laughed quietly and slapped him on the back. “It’s easy to see you grew up in the sheltering arm of the king’s capital city.” 

“What  do  you  mean?”  Ralnor  asked,  not  sure  he  liked  the sound of that. 

“Don’t  be  offended.  It’s  understandable  that  you  wouldn’t know.  But  Suntower  City  is  populated  with  wood  elves  and  high elves, is it not?” 

“Yes…” 

“Night elves are not welcome in the city. The wood elves don’t like us, but the high elves despise us.” 

“I’ve  always  known  there  were  different  elven  heritages  and different  branches  of  the  race,  but  surely,  we’re  all  kin?  What’s  the difference, really, between a high elf, a wood elf, or a night elf?” 

“Magic,” Lufaren said quietly. “That’s the difference. The night elves could do magic.” 

“It  was  a  long  time  ago,”  Lana  added  hastily.  “We  do  no magic now, of course. And even back then, only night elves with an aptitude could do magic. Don’t go getting any ideas!” 

It was Ralnor’s turn to laugh. “You forget who you’re speaking to, and why we’re out here in the first place.” 

She looked surprised, then smiled. “Oh, I suppose I did for a moment there.” She laughed. “It seems easier to accept magic in a friend  than  to  imagine  someone  else  accusing  me  of  being  a magicker.” 

 A friend?  Ralnor thought. That gave him a warm feeling in his belly.  He  liked  this  sharp-witted  night  elf,  and  he  was  pleased  that she might think of him as a friend. 

“It  is  a  terrible  thing,  the  persecution  of  the  night  elves,” 

Lufaren  said.  “I’m  a  high  elf  myself,  but  I’m  old  enough  and  wise enough  to  know  that  the  friction  between  the  different  elves  is nonsense  and  does  more  damage  to  our  cause  than  anything  the humans  could  do.  For  my  part,  I  wish  all  the  elven  branches  could live  together  and  be  at  peace.  Then  maybe  we’d  make  some progress against the blasted humans.” 

They walked in silence for a little longer. After a while, Ralnor asked Lana, “How did you come to join the Rangers?” 

She sighed. “It’s a sad tale,” she said, “and not one I’m fond of repeating, but I’ll tell you if you’ll tell me your story in return.” 

Ralnor  thought  for  a  moment.  Could  he  tell  Lana  about  his heritage? That he was the son of Parlax, the great wizard, the cause of  the  Sundering?  Perhaps.  But  he  could  tell  her  about  Gaston,  at least, and how the king had taken an interest in him because of his magic. 

“Very well,” he said. “I’ll agree to that.” 

She  paused  as  if  to  gather  her  strength.  “My  family  was killed,”  she  said  at  last,  “by  a  raiding  party  of  humans.  They  came over  the  border  into  our  land  and  massacred  our  village  one  night. 

Burned the houses, killed nearly everyone. I was… very young.” 

“I’m sorry,” Ralnor said quietly. 

After a moment, she continued. “There was a good woman in that village, a nurse whose job it was to look after the young ones. 

She hid in a root cellar with me and my brother, and after the raid, she  got  us  both  out.  She  walked  with  us  for  a  long  while  into  the flatlands  south  of  where  our  village  was,  and  eventually  an  elven family  on  the  border  of  the  great  forest  took  us  in,  despite  the  fact that we were night elves.” 

“That must have been very hard,” Ralnor said. 

“Of  course,”  Lana  replied.  “But  it  was  a  long  time  ago  now. 

Eventually,  I  decided  that  it  was  my  path  to  join  the  army  and  fight the  humans.  I  was  good  with  a  bow  and  a  blade,  and  so  I  went looking to find out where fighting elves were needed. I heard that the Rangers  were  always  looking  for  recruits,  and  that  it  was  the  best place  to  come  to  if  one  wanted  to  fight  the  humans.  And  so  here  I am.” 

“And here  we  are,”  Eron  said.  He’d  been  listening  quietly  to the  conversation  as  they  walked,  but  now  he  pointed  up  to  a  high tree in front of them. Daylight was in the sky. 

“What is this place?” Ralnor said. 

“A safe house for us,” Eron replied. “Day is coming soon, and it would be best for us to hide out and not to travel farther for now. 

We should climb to the hidden platform up in the tree and rest there until darkness comes again.” 

“You’re right, Eron,” Lufaren said. “We’ll climb up.” 

Eron  dug  around  in  the  deep  bed  of  needles  at  the  base  of the tree until he came up with a long rope with a hook on the end. 

Ralnor watched with interest as Eron looked up into the tree. 

The  tree  was—like  all  the  others—an  enormous  pine.  The first branches of any weight and size did not begin until at least thirty feet up the trunk. Eron swung the rope a few times then launched it up into the tree. 

“Good  throw!”  Lana  said  as  Eron  tugged  the  rope  taut  to show that the grappling hook was well caught over the branch. One by one, they swarmed up the rope. When they were all in the tree, Eron drew the rope up behind him. 

All  elves  can  climb,  and  there  was  no  trouble  for  them  to scramble higher and higher into the branches. They were a hundred and fifty feet from the ground when they came to a small, well-made wooden  platform  that  had  been  completely  hidden  from  the  ground below. 

“Excellent!” Ralnor said. “This is very clever.” 

“It  works  well,”  Eron  said.  “The  Rangers  have  a  network  of these  platforms  all  over  the  unclaimed  lands.  It’s  useful  to  have  a refuge like this available in times of need. We still keep watch, and if any humans pass, we wake everyone and keep very quiet, but the enemy has not yet caught on to this method of taking shelter. We will be completely safe here, even if a human patrol does pass.” 



Chapter 8







Ralnor  was  well  asleep  when  he  was  roused  by  Lufaren shaking him. The tall elf had been on watch, and now he was waking the others. Ralnor moved silently to the edge of the sleeping platform and looked down. 

In the clearing below, there was a group of humans, armed to the  teeth  and  walking  through  the  forest.  There  were  ten  of  them. 

They  had  spears  and  shields,  swords,  and  bows,  and  they  looked competent  and  well-practiced.  Ralnor  thought  that  they  would  be able to deploy quickly and use any of their weapons to good effect. 

A small shiver ran over him as he noticed that in the middle of the  group  there  was  a  young  man  in  a  black  robe.  His  head  was shaved to the skin, and it was bare. His thin, ascetic face was set in a grim expression, and he swung his head from side to side as he walked, taking in his surroundings with a threatening air. 

Ralnor’s skin prickled, and his magic turned over in his chest. 

He caught his breath. 

The  others  were  awake  now  too,  and  they  crouched  beside him, looking down into the forest at the enemy. 

Down  below,  the  dark-cloaked  figure  slowed,  then  stopped. 

He leaned in to talk to the officer of the little group, and Ralnor heard his words. 

“There’s something here,” the man said. 

 He’s  a  sorcerer,   Ralnor  suddenly  realized.  That’s  why  he’s wearing black robes instead of armor. His power is not in melee, but in magic. 

He let his own magic extend out a little. It was risky, since he did not know what the powers of the sorcerer down below might be, but it was almost as if something outside of him was guiding him in

the use of his power. He let it flow out of himself and breathed deeply and steadily through his nose as it began to move more strongly. 

With  great  care,  Ralnor  pushed  the  magic  out  and  slid  it around himself and his friends. As he did so, he sensed the human sorcerer’s  probing  magic  from  below,  seeking  him,  reaching searching  tendrils  out  through  the  forests.  The  probing  fingers  of magic  felt  around  the  shield  Ralnor  had  managed  to  conjure  and then disappeared off into the forest. 

“Nothing,” the mage below said shortly, straightening up and walking  his  hand  dismissively.  “There  may  have  been  elves  here recently,  but  they  are  not  here  now.  Let’s  get  moving.  We  need  to rendezvous with the other patrols before nightfall, and we’ve still got a long way to go.” 

Ralnor  held  the  shield  about  him  and  his  companions  for  a few moments more, but the strain was starting to tell on him. He was operating  entirely  on  instinct,  with  no  clear  idea  of  what  he  was doing.  He  felt  his  magic  wobble  unsteadily.  The  sorcerer’s  probing tendrils of magic were gone, so Ralnor relaxed his shield and let his magic  slip  back  into  him.  It  settled  there  quietly,  and  a  feeling  of satisfaction filled him. 

“That was close,” Lufaren said when the mage and his escort were  gone.  “He  seemed  like  he’d  heard  or  sensed  something.  It’s lucky for us that he didn’t use his magic to find us.” 

“Is  that  possible?”  asked  Burla,  the  other  elven  Ranger,  a note of fear in his voice. 

“It’s  been  suggested  that  it  can  be  done,”  Lufaren  said, shrugging.  “But  I’ve  never  seen  it  happen.  These  sorcerers  are  a mystery.” 

Ralnor’s  instincts  were  against  letting  on  what  he  had  just done. His magic—despite their mission—still seemed secret, and no one else seemed to be aware of what he’d done. 

Or were they? 

Lufaren,  Burla,  and  Eron  showed  no  sign,  but  there  was  a strange  look  in  Lana’s  dark,  night  elf  eyes.  She  met  Ralnor’s  gaze

and smiled. One eye flickered in a suggestion of a wink. 

“Well,” Lufaren said, “they’re gone, at any rate. We can rest now. We still have a few hours before the sun sets.” 

They  slept,  then  woke  at  sunset  and  ate  some  food  before climbing back down the rope. The hook at the top had a clever catch on  it  that  could  be  activated  from  the  ground  to  release  it  from  the branch where it had been fixed. Eron released the catch so the rope fell  to  the  ground,  then  buried  it  again  in  the  drift  of  leaves  at  the base of the tree. 

As darkness deepened around them, they went on. They walked for several hours until they came to the place called the Redway Crossing. This was a narrow dirt road that wound up from the human country in the west and crossed the river by a stone bridge. 

Eron  and  Burla  went  ahead  to  scout  the  bridge  and  came back quickly to report that it was heavily guarded. 

“There  are  five  men  there,”  Eron  said.  “There  don’t  seem  to be  any  mages,  but  the  men  are  well-equipped  veterans.  We  could probably take them in a fight if we had to…” 

“No,”  Lufaren  said  immediately.  “It’s  too  risky.  Come  along. 

We’ll go by the secret crossing.” 

They  crossed  the  road  quickly  and  plunged  into  the  trees again. About two miles on from the Redway Crossing, they came to an old ruin. Ralnor thought that a big building must have stood here a  long  time  ago,  but  now  all  that  remained  was  a  couple  of  ivy-choked  walls  and  a  few  piles  of  stones  half-buried  in  the  creeping undergrowth. 

“Follow  me,”  Lufaren  said.  They  did  so,  and  he  led  them around  the  building  to  a  low  circle  of  bricks  that  looked  like  the remains of a well. 

Lufaren pulled a hooked rope from his bag and attached the hook to the outside of the well. 

“Go  down,  one  by  one,  Eron  first,  then  Ralnor,  Lana,  and Burla, in that order. I’ll come last. At the bottom, it will be very dark. 

Take hold of each other’s hands and follow Eron. He knows the way. 

I’ll come after you.” 

Eron  scrambled  over  without  hesitation  and  shimmied  down the rope. Ralnor followed, and he heard Lana scrambling over after him. At the bottom, he almost bumped into Eron. It was pitch black. 

“Take my hand,” Eron said in a whisper, “and follow where I lead. Ready?” 

Ralnor felt out in the dark and took hold of Eron’s gauntleted wrist.  Lana  slipped  her  ungloved  hand  into  Ralnor’s.  Her  skin  was cool against his. 

When Burla had Lana’s other hand, they all moved off. It was clumsy  going  in  the  inky  darkness,  but  Ralnor  had  the  impression that they were moving through a tunnel. 

“Mind  the  steps  here,”  Eron  whispered  after  they  had  been going for a few minutes. 

Ralnor kicked gently forward and felt the step against his toe. 

He began to climb. 

He  counted  fifteen  steps,  then  Eron  pushed  a  door  with  his shoulder. It opened a crack, letting moonlight in. 

“All clear,” Eron whispered, and the others followed. 

Ralnor glanced back and saw they had come out of a door in the side of a tree. Looking farther, he noticed that they were now on the other side of the river. 

Lufaren  appeared  through  the  door  a  moment  later.  He smiled around at the others. “Well done. That tunnel has served us well in the past, and the humans—thank the gods—know nothing of it.  Come  on.  We’re  nearly  there.  The  humans  pay  less  attention  to this side of the river, so we should have less risk now of running into one of their patrols.” 

The  trees  were  thicker  here,  but  they  were  also  younger. 

Lufaren closed the door in the tree behind him. Ralnor grinned when

he  saw  that  from  the  outside,  there  was  no  sign  at  all  of  any entrance. 

“That’s clever,” Lana said, noting the position. “It’s really good to know we have that. I’ll remember it.” 

“Good,” Lufaren said. “Akhen the hermit lives in these woods. 

He keeps himself to himself, and as far as I know, the humans have no  idea  that  he’s  here.  Let’s  hope  he  hasn’t  decided  to  move elsewhere since he was last in this place.” 




* * *

 

It was the small hours of the morning, and the moonlight was casting  thick,  inky  shadows  on  the  forest  floor  when  they  heard  a twig  snapping.  Everyone  froze.  They  had  been  going  for  about  an hour from the river crossing, and Ralnor reckoned they had covered four miles in the dark. 

“Form  up  around  Ralnor,”  Lufaren  said  tersely.  “Draw  your swords and be ready to fight.” 

Ralnor  drew  his  own  blade,  but  Eron  and  Burla  stood  on either  side  of  him,  and  Lufaren  stood  in  front.  Lana  took  her  bow from  her  back  and  fitted  an  arrow  to  the  string,  taking  up  position behind Ralnor. 

“I can fight,” Ralnor said. “You don’t need to—” 

“Getting you to Akhen is the only thing that matters,” Lufaren said  severely,  cutting  him  off.  “The  mission  must  not  fail.  Protect Ralnor at all costs!” 

Humbled,  Ralnor  shut  his  mouth  and  took  a  fighting  stance. 

They all waited in tense silence. 

There was no more sound, and as the tense minutes dragged past, painfully slowly, Ralnor began to think that it must surely be a false alarm. 

He lowered his blade and relaxed his shoulders, and he saw the others do the same. 

At  that  moment,  something  fast  burst  from  the  trees  to  their left. It was big, as big as a man, but it leaped forward on all fours like an animal. It was pale and opaque, as if it was made of white mist. 

Long  tendrils  like  flame  spread  out  behind  it,  and  Ralnor  caught  a glimpse of darker stripes running along its body. 

“A spirit tiger!” Lufaren cried, raising his blade. 

The spirit tiger charged straight in at Lufaren. There was no hesitation  at  all  in  the  creature  as  it  crashed  through  the  brush. 

Tendrils of white flame lashed out from behind it like streamers, and there was a deep snarling noise from its teeth as it came on. 

Ralnor had not seen any kind of tiger before—spirit or regular

—but  he  had  seen  drawings.  He  recognized  the  creature’s  fierce face and dark stripes, even though it was made from mist and cold, freezing ice flames. 

Huge claws whipped through the air with a tearing sound as the creature bore down on Lufaren. The elf dropped low at the last moment,  and  the  spirit  tiger  twisted  in  the  air,  its  claws  passing through  the  space  that  Lufaren’s  head  had  been  in  only  moments before. 

Burla and Eron charged the creature as it landed, but it spun around  with  mind-bending  speed  and  batted  them  both  away  with mighty blows of its huge, gleaming paws. They fell backward as the creature leaped at Lufaren again. 

The  tall  elf  leader  had  drawn  his  blade,  but  at  the  moment that the tiger lunged toward Lufaren, Ralnor felt the surge of magic within him. 

There  was  a  twang  from  behind  him,  and  an  arrow  whistled uncomfortably  close  past  his  right  ear.  He  twisted  his  head  to  see Lana fitting another arrow to her bow and staring grimly toward the magical creature. 

The spirit tiger had reared up in front of Lufaren, and the tall Ranger  captain  was  trading  blows  with  it  with  his  sword.  The creature batted mighty, gleaming claws at him, using them almost as

if they were swords rather than claws. There was a clashing of steel against cold magic claws. 

“It’s not an animal like other animals,” Ralnor said, feeling the magic  coming  up  to  the  surface.  “Can  it  be  killed  with  regular weapons?” 

“We  can  try,”  she  said  determinedly,  and  let  fly  a  second arrow. 

Lana’s  arrow  thudded  into  the  creature’s  flank,  but  then Ralnor  got  a  shock.  The  arrow  was  consumed  by  a  blaze  of  white fire  as  soon  as  it  touched  the  spirit  tiger,  and  the  creature  barely seemed to notice. 

With  a  sudden  darting  sweep  of  its  claws,  it  dived  below Lufaren’s  guard  and  smashed  him  with  its  claws.  Lufaren  flew backward, hitting the ground with a clank of armor as he landed. He tried  to  roll  and  get  up,  but  he  was  stunned  by  the  blow  and  lay there, gasping. 

Burla  and  Eron  had  both  managed  to  get  up,  and  now  they charged the tiger, one coming in from either side. Suddenly, from the very  ground  beneath  their  feet,  tendrils  of  ghostly  white  vines reached up from the ground and snatched at them. 

The strange vines wrapped with whipcord speed and strength around the two elves’ feet and ankles, tripping them up and making them  fall  flat.  Then  the  vines  ensnared  their  lower  legs  and  pulled them  back,  dragging  them  struggling  across  the  ground  away  from Lufaren and the spirit tiger. 

Ralnor’s ruby ring glowed a sudden fierce red, and his whole hand  seemed  to  shine  with  the  power  that  was  contained  in  the crystal.  Magic  rushed  in  from  the  world  outside,  channeled  through the ring and into Ralnor’s body. 

“Watch out!” he yelled. “Keep out of the way!” 

He  had  only  the  barest  idea  of  how  to  direct  the  magic.  In Gaston’s place, the spell had blasted the whole area in front of him, stunning  everyone  in  its  path  and  blowing  a  hole  through  a  wall. 

Ralnor did not want this encounter to finish with his friends all slain by his ill-managed magic. 

But  the  power  was  roaring  through  him,  and  it  had  to  go somewhere.  He  focused  on  the  spirit  tiger,  even  as  tendrils  of  the spirit  vines  from  the  forest  floor  climbed  to  entangle  his  feet  and ankles just as they had with Burla and Eron. 

Shakily, like an inexperienced rider trying to get the measure of  a  spirited  stallion,  Ralnor  felt  his  way  into  the  magic  and  then channeled  it  out  through  his  hands.  He  pointed  his  palms  forward. 

Magic blasted from him, firing out in a wave from his hands and arms and smacking into the spirit tiger before dissipating. 

Ralnor  felt  immediate  relief  and  deepening  control.  Like  an overflowing  cup,  the  magic  had  been  threatening  to  spill  over everywhere. Now that he had released some of it, it became easier to carry the rest of it. 

The  spirit  tiger  was  knocked  backward  and  immediately turned from Lufaren and glared at Ralnor. Lufaren crawled away, and Ralnor thought that the Ranger captain must be wounded, because he didn’t seem able to rise to his feet. 

The tiger’s gleaming eyes met Ralnor’s. They shone like stars trapped  in  black  gemstones,  and  the  fierce  face  was  wreathed  in white flame as the dripping jaws drew back from enormous teeth. 

It reared up on its hind legs and roared ferociously, whipping its claws back and forth through the air before it. There was another twang, and Lana’s bow sent another arrow through the air to crash into the creature’s body. Again, the arrow vanished in a blast of white flame as soon as it hit the monster, but at least the arrows seemed to irritate it. 

It roared again, dropped to all fours, and charged. 

This  time,  Ralnor  let  the  magic  blast  from  him  with  more force, since none of his friends were near enough to the beast to be harmed. Ralnor put less effort into controlling the blast and more into just drawing down as much power as he could in one hit. The magic rolled forward and crashed into the tiger again. 

This time, with a howl of anger, the tiger was picked up and flung  across  the  glade  as  if  by  a  tidal  wave.  Ralnor  found  to  his surprise and consternation that he, too, had been picked up and was flying across the air in the other direction. 

His arms pinwheeling, he flew backward through the air and landed with a painful thud against the trunk of a tree. He crumpled to the ground and then hauled himself up again, his back aching from the impact. 

A quick survey of the battlefield showed him that he needed to  put  an  end  to  this  if  he  wanted  to  avoid  a  tragedy.  Lufaren  was crawling away on his hands and knees, his head hanging, dragging his sword doggedly along with him. 

Burla  and  Eron  were  both  secured  to  the  ground  by  nets  of spirit vines, their angry thrashing doing them no good at all. 

Lana stood her ground, her face set, her sword in her hand, and her bow on her back again. She clearly believed that her arrows could do no damage to this terrifying creature, but she was ready to use her sword. 

But  Ralnor  saw  what  she  didn’t  see—a  trailing,  creeping group of ghostly white spirit vines crawling across the ground toward her from behind. 

The  tiger  had  picked  itself  up  and  shook  once  before beginning to stalk around the clearing, its cold, gleaming eyes fixed on Lana. 

Ralnor  raised  his  palms.  “Look  out,  Lana!  Look  out  behind you!” 

She spun, and seeing the trailing spirit vines, she dived to her left, away from the approaching vines and toward Ralnor. 

Ralnor  gathered  his  magic  for  another  strike.  This  time,  he pressed  his  back  against  the  tree  that  he’d  landed  on.  This  way,  if the blast forced him backward as it had done before, he could brace against the tree’s trunk and save himself a fall. 

“Lana,  get  down!”  he  yelled,  and  to  his  great  relief,  she obeyed.  She  dropped  flat  to  the  ground  as  his  next  blast  of  magic tore from his hands and flew across the clearing toward the tiger. 

This time, the tiger reared up and roared. White smoke came from  its  mouth  and  formed  into  a  shielding  cloud  around  it,  and Ralnor  saw  and  felt  his  magic  blast  smashing  in  this  shield  and bouncing off it to dissipate in the air. 

At that moment, there was a great creaking noise as the tree Ralnor was leaning on began to topple. With a great rending creak, the ground was ripped up below his feet as the roots of the great tree tore the ground up around it and fell backward. 

This was not one of the mighty tower-trees, and Ralnor was thankful for that, but it was still a big tree. He held his hands out to steady  himself  as  he  was  suddenly  engulfed  in  a  creaking  and groaning  cloud  of  toppling  wood  and  flying  earth.  Then  the  tree thudded  to  the  ground,  and  he  leaped  off  the  fallen  root  plate  and glanced around. 

He looked from side to side. Where was the tiger? Lana lay on  the  ground  where  she  had  landed,  and  Burla  and  Eron  had  not moved. Lufaren had dragged himself up and was leaning against a tree on the other side of the clearing. Ralnor saw that the elf captain was staring fixedly at him. 

Ralnor suddenly heard a growl from behind him. 

Slowly, he turned until he was face to face with the tiger. His power  moved  to  his  hands  again,  and  he  raised  them  for  another blow, but then the tiger morphed and changed, and suddenly to his surprise  and  horror,  it  was  Lana  standing  before  him.  She  was smiling at him. 

He  glanced  in  confusion  to  where  she  still  lay,  stretched  on the ground twenty yards to his left. Then he looked back to the Lana who stood in front of him. 

A trick—it had to be. 

The  Lana  in  front  of  him  changed  again.  This  time,  she morphed and disappeared. 

Ralnor caught a glimpse of the spirit tiger’s fierce white face again,  and  then  he  opened  his  mouth  in  surprise.  In  front  of  him stood a small, old elf… or was he? He had the high cheekbones and curled  eyebrows  of  the  elves—but  his  ears  were  rounded,  like Ralnor’s. 

With a supreme effort of will, Ralnor dragged the magic back down  into  himself.  It  was  spilling  out  through  his  hands  and  wrists, but  he  clenched  his  fists  and  gritted  his  teeth,  and  a  moment  later, the boiling magic was under control. 

Ralnor  took  a  step  forward  and  grabbed  the  elderly  fellow’s arm.  “What’s  this?”  he  demanded.  “Are  you  Akhen?  The  one  we seek?” 

The  old  elf  smiled,  and  a  web  of  laughter  lines  crinkled  up around  his  deep  gray  eyes.  “Why,  Ralnor  Twicebane,”  he  said  in  a quiet,  knowing  voice.  “You’ve  proved  yourself  a  perceptive  pupil. 

Indeed, I am Akhen the hermit. I’m the one you’ve been seeking—

your new teacher.” 



Chapter 9







Ralnor dropped his hand. “You?” he gasped. “You’re the one we’ve  been  seeking?  Then  why  did  you  attack  us?  You’ve  hurt  my friends and nearly killed Lufaren!” 

Akhen gazed over at the Ranger captain, who lay propped up against a tree, holding his side and glaring. 

“Hmm,”  Akhen  said,  stroking  his  chin.  “I  confess  that  I  may have gotten a little carried away, but he’ll be fine, have no fear. Once we  get  him  back  to  my  house,  I’ll  give  him  a  tea  that  will  sort  him out.” 

Ralnor  glared  at  the  old  elf  and  strode  over  to  where  Lana was getting stiffly to her feet. He gave her his hand, and she hauled herself up and then steadied herself on his arm. 

Akhen  grinned  serenely  at  them.  Burla  and  Eron  were released  from  the  spirit  tendrils.  The  ghostly  trap  had  apparently vanished as soon as Akhen had taken on his regular form, and now the two Rangers stood glaring at the old elf. 

Lana  and  Ralnor  went  over  to  Lufaren  and  helped  him  up. 

The tall Ranger captain was pale, and he caught his breath sharply as he stood, his hand on his side. 

“Are you badly hurt?” Ralnor asked him. 

“A  couple  of  broken  ribs,  I  think,”  Lufaren  replied.  “Nothing that won’t heal in time, but I’m not going to be able to move very well until they’re better.” 

“Right,”  Ralnor  said,  turning  on  Akhen  with  a  glare.  “You’ve got some explaining to do, and a bit of a debt to pay here too. Let’s get Lufaren back to your place right away. He needs rest, and if you can give him healing, then that’s the least you can do.” 

“Such  a  tone  to  your  teacher!”  Akhen  said  with  a  smile. 

“Perhaps a little more respect?” 

Ralnor strode up to the little elf and prodded him in the chest with  a  finger.  “Let’s  get  one  thing  straight,  Akhen,”  he  said  angrily. 

“We  came  seeking  you  so  that  you  could  teach  me.  You  seem  to have accepted me as your pupil already, but I’m not sure that I want to be taught by you now, not after seeing how you hurt my friends. 

Respect works both ways, and a pupil must accept a teacher as well as the other way around. Let’s get back to your house.” 

The  old  elf  looked  at  him  wide-eyed.  He  was  obviously  not used to being spoken to so directly. Ralnor thought Akhen seemed to be a person who’d been used to having things all his own way for a little longer than had been good for him. 

Akhen’s  brows  furrowed,  and  he  bristled,  giving  Ralnor  and his  friends  an  angry  glare.  He  seemed  about  to  object,  but  then  a thoughtful expression passed over his face, and he relented. 

He flung his hands up in the air and sighed, giving Ralnor a wry  smile.  “Oh,  very  well,  have  it  your  way.  It’s  been  long  enough since I’ve had a pupil, and perhaps the young folks do it differently nowadays. Come on then, let’s get your captain back to my house. 

Though  this  area  is  mostly  protected  from  being  seen  by  the humans, with their fancy new mages, I don’t know exactly what they can and can’t see. The less attention we get from them, the better.” 

Having  apparently  come  to  a  decision,  Akhen  dropped  his haughty  manner  entirely.  He  gave  Lufaren  his  arm,  apologizing sincerely  for  hurting  him.  Lana,  who  had  nothing  broken  but  was bruised  and  shaken,  leaned  on  Ralnor’s  arm.  Burla  and  Eron  had escaped with only a few cuts and bruises, and they held up the rear, keeping an eye out for any sign of trouble. 

“My  house  is  not  far,”  Akhen  said.  “You  stepped  across  the threshold  of  my  protective  circle,  and  that’s  how  I  knew  you’d arrived.” 

“But how did you know who we were? And if you did, why did you attack us?” Lana asked. 

“All in good time!” Akhen said. “Let’s get indoors and then we can talk.” 

A short time later, they came into an empty clearing. It was an unprepossessing place. The undergrowth was wilted and unhealthy-looking, the ground muddy. The trees hung over the area, shading it, their lower branches dripping with damp. 

A subtle sadness crept over Ralnor, and he felt a strong urge to leave this clearing immediately. From the looks on the faces of his companions, they felt it too. 

Akhen grinned knowingly at them all, then raised his hands. 

“You feel the effect of my protective spells, that’s all. One moment.” 

He muttered a couple of words under his breath, and a green light shone around his raised hands. Suddenly, with a rippling of light and  a  strange,  low  sound  like  wind  in  the  trees,  the  clearing changed. 

Lana gasped, and Ralnor laughed aloud at the change in the character of the clearing. 

The dank undergrowth was gone, replaced by a little cottage set in the middle of a well-kept garden and surrounded by a carefully clipped  hedge.  The  cottage  was  made  of  well-laid  stones,  with  low windows  and  a  wooden  door  painted  red.  The  roof  was  made  of good  thatch,  and  a  little  brick  chimney  smoked  invitingly,  telling  of warmth and safety inside. A light shone in the window. 

“Amazing!” Ralnor said. The depressed feeling of the clearing had lifted entirely, and he now felt both welcomed and safe. 

“There  are  many  applications  of  magic,”  Akhen  said.  “Raw force is one thing, and the manipulation of elements combined with power can be an effective and useful tool. But it’s in the subtler forms of  magic  that  the  real  joy  and  art  is  to  be  found—deception, misdirection,  the  creation  of  glamors  and  false  images…  that’s  my favorite kind.” 

“And  shape-shifting?”  Ralnor  asked,  thinking  of  how  Akhen had  appeared  as  a  spirit  tiger,  then  had  taken  on  the  form  of  Lana before appearing in his own shape. 

Akhen  chuckled  knowingly.  “We’ll  get  to  that  in  good  time. 

Come  inside.  The  kettle  should  be  just  boiled—I  set  it  over  the  fire just before I left.” 

He led them through a gap in the low hedge and up a garden path  made  with  red  bricks.  Fantastical  plants,  the  likes  of  which Ralnor  had  never  seen,  jostled  with  more  recognizable  vegetables and herbs in the mage’s busy garden. A patch of lettuce grew in the shade  of  a  tall,  bright  yellow  plant  with  leaves  that  looked  like  little hands. Here was a patch with sprouting greens, and next to it a low climbing  plant  that  glowed  bright  blue,  casting  a  strange  light  all around it. 

Beds of mundane herbs—mint, thyme, lavender, and sage—

were  surrounded  by  a  forest  of  tiny  trees  with  bright  red  leaves. 

These  trees  were  singing  quietly  and  in  harmony  with  one  another from tiny mouths that covered their trunks. 

Ralnor, amazed by this sight, stopped to listen for a moment. 

“Come  on!”  Akhen  said.  “Don’t  stop  to  listen  to  the  trees. 

Their song is pleasant to hear, but it can be dangerous too. Mind the sprites!” 

Ralnor looked down at a group of tiny people hurrying across the path. They glowed bright yellow, casting their buttery light across the  path.  They  were  dressed  in  tiny  cloaks  made  of  moss,  and  the moss itself was glowing too. 

“Sprites!” Ralnor said in amazement. “Outside of a lamp?” 

“These  are  a  bigger  kind,  and  brighter.  They  give  out  more light, but they’re also more intelligent. They work hard in the garden, helping me a great deal! Don’t step on them!” 

The sprites completely ignored Ralnor. They were carrying a pile of big leaves between them, and one in front was giving orders in  a  tiny,  high-pitched  voice.  Ralnor  grinned  and  stepped  carefully over them as Akhen nodded in approval and opened the door to his cottage. 

Inside,  the  space  was  dimly  lit  by  a  well-banked  fire.  It smelled  of  drying  herbs,  clean  linen,  and  woodsmoke.  Bunches  of

herbs  were  hanging  to  dry  above  the  fire,  and  racks  of  cured  meat dangled from the beams in another corner. A big worktable sat near the window, and though it was tidy, it was obviously in regular use. 

Shelves on the walls contained rows of clay pots with labels written in a neat, tiny hand. 

Akhen  helped  Lufaren  to  sit  on  the  large,  soft  couch positioned near to the fire, then he moved around the room, tapping sprite lamps to bring them to life and cast more light into the room. 

“I  don’t  often  have  guests,”  he  said,  “and  so  I  don’t  keep many  chairs.  You’ll  have  to  content  yourselves  with  sitting  on  the floor, I’m afraid.” 

The  party  were  happy  enough  to  do  so,  and  they  made themselves  comfortable  on  the  deep  rugs  that  covered  the  stone floor  in  front  of  the  hearth.  Akhen  stirred  the  fire  up,  checked  the kettle,  then  fussed  around  the  worktable,  putting  a  pinch  of  herbs from one jar and a splash of a potion from another into a big teapot. 

He  hummed  and  muttered  as  he  worked,  but  after  a  few minutes,  he  seemed  satisfied  and  poured  hot  water  from  the  kettle into  the  pot.  “Give  that  ten  minutes  to  brew,  and  I  guarantee  it  will help the healing process remarkably well!” 

There was a book on the floor near Ralnor. It was closed, but the handsome binding with inlaid gold leaf patterns caught his eye. 

He leaned over to look at it, then lifted the cover to peer inside. To his astonishment, the book suddenly jumped up and snapped at his fingers as if it were an open mouth. 

“Don’t touch that!” the hermit snapped. “The books bite!” 

“So I see!” Ralnor said, laughing as the book retreated from him, growling threateningly. 

“Come here, you,” Akhen said, and the book hopped across the rug toward him. He snapped it up and placed it on the shelf, then he  took  up  the  teapot  and  poured  mugs  of  a  thick,  greenish-black liquid into ceramic cups. He took a jar of honey and dropped a big spoonful into each cup, stirred, then handed them out. 

“This is a powerful healing tea,” he said. “It’s not the tastiest thing  in  the  world,  but  it  will  work  wonders  for  you  all,  particularly you, Lufaren.” 

Lufaren  gazed  with  distaste  at  the  contents  of  his  cup,  and Ralnor looked at his own with equal distaste. He felt like saying that since he was unhurt, there was no need to take this draught, but he decided it was best to drink it anyway. 

The liquid in the cup bubbled thickly. A heavy smell, like dust and  rotten  leaves,  wafted  from  it.  It  changed  color  as  Ralnor watched, shifting from forest green to an oily blue, to blood red, then back to green. He lifted the cup to his mouth and sipped. 

It was thick and warm, and it tasted no better than it smelled. 

Ralnor took a deep breath and then gulped it down, shuddering as it slipped into his belly. 

“There  now!”  Akhen  cried  with  satisfaction.  “Ralnor  knows how to take an unpleasant draught with dignity. Come on, everyone! 

Down the hatch!” 

With  expressions  of  distaste,  the  others  followed  Ralnor’s example.  Immediately,  they  seemed  to  feel  the  same  pleasant sensation as was now moving through Ralnor’s own body. The tea, horrible as it had tasted, had a very pleasant effect. The discomfort of the journey washed away. A scratch that Ralnor had gotten from a broken branch the day before vanished. All tiredness left him, and he felt bright and alert. 

“Gods, but that’s better!” Lufaren said. “If only the tea was not so disgusting!” 

“A  little  gratitude,  perhaps?”  Akhen  asked,  arching  his eyebrow. 

Lufaren  glared  at  him.  “Considering  it  was  your  fault  I  was injured in the first place…” he began. 

Akhen  threw  his  hands  in  the  air.  “I  know,  I  know.  I  was perhaps a little over-enthusiastic. I’m sorry, and I’ll do my best not to break any of your ribs again.” 

Lufaren smiled, and despite himself, the old hermit did so too. 

The  two  chuckled,  then  Lufaren  relented.  “Very  well,”  he  said.  “I suppose that’s good enough. Thank you for the tea. Foul as it was to drink, the pain is almost gone. If you don’t mind, I think I’ll lie down here and rest for a while now…” 

Lufaren  stretched  out  carefully  on  the  couch  and  fell  asleep almost at once. Burla and Eron laid out on the rug, their cloaks over them, and followed suit. Lana did not seem so keen as the others to sleep,  however.  When  Akhen  came  and  sat  with  Ralnor,  Lana  sat with them. 

Akhen had made a second tea. He handed a cup to each of them  and  took  one  for  himself.  Lana  looked  suspiciously  into  her cup, but Akhen laughed. 

“Mint,  rose  hips,  dried  berries,  and  honey,”  he  said.  “I  can make pleasant teas as well as nasty ones, Lana.” Then he turned to Ralnor and grew serious. “You’ve got questions. Now’s the time.” 

Ralnor raised his eyebrows and took a sip of his tea. The old half-elf’s  kindness  and  directness  had  disarmed  much  of  Ralnor’s suspicion, but he still felt unsure of the strange hermit. However, he did  have  questions,  and  he  was  impressed  by  Akhen’s  magic. 

Though  he  had  not  been  willing  to  immediately  submit  to  Akhen’s tutelage  in  the  glade,  he  had  not  forgotten  Commander  Rayne’s injunction, and still less the king’s. 

“How do you know our names and why we’re here?” 

“Oh, there’s nothing to that,” Akhen said. “I do a bit of scrying

—you know, foretelling the future using an object. Some like to use a crystal  ball,  but  I  always  found  a  small  mirror  more  practical.  I learned  your  names  that  way.  As  for  why  you  were  coming  to  me, well,  I  couldn’t  quite  understand  what  the  scrying  was  telling  me there, though I guessed that you were coming to ask for my help with something.  But  your  purpose  was  easy  enough  for  me  to  work  out when I saw you.” 

“How did you work it out?” Lana asked. 

The hermit ticked off the points on his fingers. “Here’s a group with  the  silver  star  of  Rayne’s  outpost  on  their  chests.  They  come seeking  me  in  the  company  of  a  young  hybrid.  The  hybrid  is obviously important, since he comes in the company of Lufaren, one of the most experienced Rangers in the garrison. What can hybrids do that no other elves can? That’s right—human magic. And what’s the  biggest  threat  to  Rayne  and  the  other  elven  garrisons  in  the borderlands?  Again,  human  magic,  and  particularly  all  these  new mages who have been cropping up recently.” 

He opened his hands out and shrugged. “So you see, there wasn’t  much  difficulty  guessing  what  you  wanted.  And  then  Ralnor brought  out  the  most  impressive  display  of  sheer  power  I’ve  ever seen. It was clear to me then that I had guessed right. Here was a young  half-elf  who  had  recently  manifested  an  impressive  magical talent but had no control or understanding of it beyond that provided by his own instinct. What else would Rayne have sent you here for? 

And  so  I  said  that  I  knew  why  you’d  come,  and  also  that  I  would teach you.” 

“But  why  attack  us?”  Ralnor  asked.  “Why  not  just  show yourself and speak?” 

The half-elf grinned. “I wanted to see what you were made of, Ralnor,  and  what  you  had  to  offer!  I  didn’t  kill  anyone,  though  you must not doubt that I could have. I hurt Lufaren a little more than I meant  to,  but  he’ll  be  all  right.  In  my  experience,  Ralnor,  new sorcerers manifest talent when they’re under threat. If you had talent, I  thought  that  it  would  be  best  to  make  you  think  you  were  under threat so I could immediately assess the level of your power. Does that explain things?” 

Ralnor  chuckled.  “It  certainly  makes  logical  sense,  though  I can  think  of  ways  you  could  have  tested  me  without  being  so dramatic.” 

Akhen laughed. “Perhaps I do have a taste for the dramatic. 

Perhaps I also wanted to show you what I could do as well. Magic

can  do  many  things—in  fact,  we  probably  don’t  know  everything    it can do even now. There’s always more to discover.” 

“It  can’t  raise  the  dead,”  Ralnor  said.  He’d  been  thinking  of his father, the mage who had sundered the world with his mad quest to revive his lover with magic. 

“No,”  Akhen  said.  “You’re  right,  it  can’t  do  that.  But  what made you think of it?” 

“Oh, I was thinking about my father. He was a sorcerer who tried to raise the dead. The king told me about it.” 

“Wait, wait, wait,” Akhen said, putting his tea mug down and leaning forward. “You  what? Who was your father? There’s only one sorcerer I’ve ever heard of who tried that, and you can’t be his son unless you’re much older than you seem. And what’s this about the king? What do you have to do with King Harald?” 

So Ralnor told Akhen the whole story—how he had destroyed Gaston’s  place,  and  how  the  king  had  brought  him  in  and  told  him about  Ralnor’s  father,  then  ordered  him  to  go  to  the  garrison  and learn magic for the good of the kingdom. 

Akhen  sat  back,  letting  a  long  breath  out  from  pursed  lips. 

“Parlax’s  son,  kept  in  stasis  in  a  preservation  chamber  for  three hundred  years,  and  now  sitting  here  on  my  hearth  rug…”  he murmured. “Who would have guessed it? I confess, lad, that this is indeed  a  huge  surprise  to  me.  I  never  guessed  that  it  could  be  so, though I was surprised to see a hybrid at all. But you are the son of Parlax the great, the cause of the Sundering. No wonder your magic is so powerful! That certainly explains things.” 

Ralnor realized that Lana was looking at him with amazement in her eyes. Lufaren, also, had awoken from his sleep on the couch and was staring in wonder at him. 

But  then  Akhen  scowled.  “But  why  should  you  work  for  the elves?”  he  said  suddenly.  “They’ve  never  been  friends  of  magic. 

They  hunted  the  hybrids  and  killed  those  who  could  use  magic.  I myself was almost killed by an elven mob! And yet, now when they need  you  and  me  to  help  them,  they  awaken  you  and  send  you  to

me to learn magic? I confess, Ralnor, that I have little love for elves of any kind.” 

Ralnor  was  a  little  taken  aback  by  this.  He  had  been  raised by elves, and if he really thought about it, he didn’t think of himself as something different from them. He almost felt that he  was an elf, and despite the mistreatment he’d sometimes received on account of his rounded ears and hybrid heritage, he felt loyalty and kinship toward the elven kingdom. 

He said this to Akhen, then added, “Also, King Harald told me that he wishes the prejudice against magic users was not there at all. 

The  king  does  not  want  any  of  this,  but  it’s  ingrained,  and  he  has only a very limited ability to influence the attitudes of people. As far as why he awakened me when he did, he told me that he’d promised my father he’d do so when the time was right and the world was well again. I don’t think there’s any ulterior motive.” 

“You don’t, don’t you?” Akhen said suspiciously. “Well, that’s very trusting of you. I’m not so sure about it, nor about training you to just be a weapon for the elves.” 

Ralnor scowled. “Well, the humans can’t be much better. You live out here in the unclaimed lands, protecting yourself with magical guards and always on the lookout for humans. Do you want them to win the war?” 

“I  don’t  want   anyone  to  win  the  war,”  Akhen  snapped.  He sighed and leaned back. “I don’t want any war at all. But that’s where we are. There’s no way out of it—I can’t change it. And you’re right, of course. The humans are no better than the elves. In fact, they’re worse. I hate what they do. They take the magic of the spirit world and make it into a crude tool, a club to be wielded, an ox yoked to a cart.  They  have  no  appreciation  for  the  fine  points  of  the  art,  and they put magic to wicked uses.” 

He looked at Ralnor for a long time. Then, abruptly, he shifted his eyes to Lana. “What about you?” he said. “Do you want to learn magic too?” 

“Me?”  Lana  said.  Ralnor  could  see  that  she  was  no  less surprised than he was at this sudden offer. “I don’t have any magical power, Akhen. I’m just here as a Ranger, one of the scouting party protecting Ralnor.” 

Akhen  smiled  and  tilted  his  head  from  one  side  to  the  other as  he  looked  at  her.  “You  are  a  night  elf.  That  means  you  have  a natural aptitude for magic. It’s in your blood. The night elves are the only ones of all the elven races who can use magic actively.” 

“But I don’t have the aptitude,” she said. “Even if night elves could do magic long ago, I certainly can’t.” 

“You  have  magical  power  in  you,  Lana,”  Akhen  said.  “I  can sense it.” 

“But  surely  that  can’t  be,”  Lana  protested.  “How  can  I  have come all this time and never known it?” 

“Your parents,” Akhen said. “They died young?” 

She nodded. 

“I  thought  so.  Chances  are  they  knew  and  would  have  told you in due time. I’m sorry for your loss. That must have been hard. 

Yes, night elves have a talent for magic, and you certainly have it in you.  I  can  feel  it.  So  you’ve  never  manifested  any  magical  talent—

beyond the magic that every elf has, of course.” 

“Wait,  what?”  Ralnor  cut  in.  “What  do  you  mean,  the  magic that every elf has?” 

“Ah  of  course,  you  don’t  know  that  either,”  Akhen  said.  He opened his hands wide. “They don’t like to be reminded of it, but the elves  are  one  of  the  most  magical  races  in  the  world.  Oh,  they cannot use it actively—except the night elves—but all elves have a great deal of magic in them. It’s how they live for so long, how they see in the dark. Elves are strong, stealthy, quick, and all of that is the passive  effect  of  the  spirit  magic  working  on  them.  They  just  don’t know  it!  Or  if  they  do,  they  deny  it.  That’s  why  they  hate  magic  so much, I think. Not because they fear it, but because it reminds them that they’re reliant on something they can never really use.” 

“What about the humans?” Ralnor asked. “They have natural magic, magic that’s native to their bloodlines?” 

“Oh, yes,” Akhen said. “They are the place where magic goes to grow. The humans are deeply connected to the spirit realm—the source  of  all  magical  power.  But  they  understand  it  even  less  than the elves, in a way. They can use it, they make a tool of it, but they never delve deep into the meaning and subtlety of it. No, Ralnor, that is a gift reserved for us—the elf-human hybrids, who have inherited both the elven taste for deep study and subtle, artistic work, and the human  capacity  for  raw  power  and  relentless  work.  It’s  us,  Ralnor, the half-elves, who will have to make this war end.” 

“End the war?” Ralnor said. “You mean win it? For the elves?” 

“No!” Akhen slapped his hand down on his knee. “That’s not what I mean at all! I don’t mean the destruction of one side in favor of  the  other.  I  mean  the  ending  of  the  war.  I  mean  peace,  peace between the two peoples forever, and the reconciling of humans and elves who have been kept apart ever since the great Sundering.” 

Lana gasped in surprise. 

“Yes,” Akhen continued. “It makes sense, doesn’t it? You are the child of Parlax the great, the sorcerer who caused the Sundering. 

Wouldn’t it be fitting for you to be the reconciler, the agent of change who fixed your father’s mistakes? It would be fitting. Ralnor, I think it is your destiny, and I’m here to help you to meet it.” 

“What is this?” Lufaren burst in. “How can this be right? We have no authority to broker a peace agreement! Commander Rayne ordered  you  to  learn  your  magic  so  that  you  could  help  defend  the outpost!” 

Ralnor thought about it. “Perhaps he did,” he said at last. “But King Harald ordered me to learn my magic and use it for the good of the kingdom. I can see no greater good for the kingdom than peace.” 

“I will teach you,” Akhen said. “I have never seen anyone so young  display  so  much  raw  power.  You  have  enormous  talent,  and we  need  to  help  you  to  get  that  under  control.  But  I  will  not  train  a weapon—I’m  going  to  train  you  with  the  view  to  bringing  an  end  to

the war, and that will mean more than just learning to fight with your magic. Will you be my pupil on that basis?” 

Ralnor  considered  this.  “Despite  all  you’ve  said,  I  consider myself an elf by culture if not by blood, and I feel loyalty to the elves and  their  king.  I  desire  peace,  after  hearing  what  you’ve  said,  but  I won’t agree not to fight the humans or kill their mages and soldiers if I think it necessary. But I promise that peace between the people will be my ultimate goal. Will you take me as a pupil on those terms?” 

Akhen  closed  his  eyes,  and  his  lips  moved  silently,  as  if  in prayer. Then he opened them again. 

“Very  well,”  he  said  to  Ralnor.  “I  accept  you  as  a  pupil  on these terms.” Suddenly, he stood with a smoothness and speed that belied  his  gray  hair  and  advanced  years.  “You’d  better  get  some sleep, then. Training begins first thing tomorrow.” 

Chapter 10







The  morning  was  cold  and  foggy  when  it  came.  Ralnor  had made  up  his  bed  on  the  rug  in  front  of  the  fire  with  the  others.  He woke early and found that Lana—who had made her bed up beside him—had rolled over in the night and thrown an arm across him. He lay there, wondering what had woken him, and enjoying the feeling of Lana’s closeness. 

Then  he  saw  something  strange.  Something  was  moving across the floor toward him. He sat up, and Lana grumbled as she rolled over and sat up, yawning. 

“What is it?” she asked sleepily. 

“I don’t know,” Ralnor answered in a low voice, so as not to wake the others. Then his eyes resolved what was coming over the carpet  toward  him.  It  was  a  sprite…  no,  two  of  them.  They  carried something. 

“Look, Lana, look!” Ralnor whispered, tapping her on the arm. 

She looked over and chuckled at the sight. 

The two tiny, glowing people were carrying a piece of paper. 

When  they  got  close  enough  to  see  that  Ralnor  was  awake,  they looked up, peering at him through what must have been a very large distance to them. They drew away from each other, holding one end of the paper each and stretching it out like a banner. 

On  the  paper,  written  in  dark  ink,  there  was  a  single sentence:  Meet me outside. A. 

“Looks like that’s Akhen’s way of sending a message.” Ralnor laughed. “Come on, get dressed. Let’s go.” 

“You want me to come?” 

“Sure I do. But what’s more, I think Akhen does too.” 

“What  makes  you  think  that?”  she  asked,  but  she  was  up already and buckling on her sword belt and reaching for her boots. 

“The  fact  that  you’re  awake,”  Ralnor  said,  getting  his  boots and  sword  belt  on  as  well,  then  lifting  his  cloak  from  the  ground. 

“Look at the others.” 

She  looked,  then  let  out  a  low  whistle.  Lufaren,  Burla,  and Eron all lay deep in sleep, but a faint golden radiance glowed around their  eyes  and  mouths.  It  was  as  if  there  was  a  little  cloud  of  gold dust dancing in a ray of sunlight about their faces, except that there was definitely no sunlight in the room. 

“They’re enchanted!” Lana said. 

“That’s how I read it,” Ralnor agreed. “Akhen has put a spell on them to make sure they sleep well and soundly, but he’s not put it on us.” 

“Or at least,” Lana said thoughtfully, “he may have put it on us but caused it to cease early.” 

“What  makes  you  say  that?”  Ralnor  asked,  shaking  out  his cloak and swinging it around his shoulders. 

“I  don’t  know,  I  guess  I  just  feel  more  rested  than  I  have  in years. More than sleeping on the ground in a strange place merits, really.” 

Ralnor chuckled. She had a point. He also felt incredibly well rested. More than just feeling that he’d woken from a night of sleep, he  felt  as  if  he’d  slept  long  and  peacefully  every  night  for  a  week, and that was certainly not the case. 

“Well,” he said, “if that’s one of the subtle effects of magic that Akhen  was  talking  about,  I  can  definitely  support  it.  Come  on.  If  I were to hazard a guess about our new teacher, it would be that he doesn’t like being kept waiting.” 

The two little sprites bundled up their paper and bustled off, and  Lana  followed  Ralnor  out  of  the  warm,  dimly  lit  room.  Ralnor pulled  the  door  open  and  caught  his  breath  as  he  stepped  outside into the cool morning air. 

“It’s so misty!” Lana said as she came out after him. They had both put gloves on, and Lana pulled the collar of her cloak up around her neck and ears and blew into her hands. 

It  was  cool,  but  Ralnor  didn’t  find  it  too  cold.  He  breathed deep,  enjoying  the  fresh  smell  of  the  forest  air.  The  packed  little garden was bright and cheerful, and the mist gathered on everything and  dripped  from  it,  making  the  plants,  the  hedge,  and  even  the edge of the thatched roof twinkle with water droplets. 

He  noticed  that  while  last  night’s  damp—before  they  had seen  the  cottage—had  felt  grim  and  unpleasant,  this  cool,  misty morning felt invigorating and full of promise. 

A  shaft  of  sunlight  found  its  way  down  through  the  trees, gleaming through the mist and turning the droplets on the hedge into a thousand sparkling crystals. 

“Are you coming?” Akhen said from out of the mist. He could not be seen, but his voice came from the gap in the hedge that led out of the garden, and they went that way. 

Suddenly, Akhen emerged from the mist. He was dressed in a heavy red cloak and red woolens, with big black boots and black gloves. His gray hair twinkled with mist droplets, and Ralnor couldn’t understand how he’d been invisible up to a moment ago. 

“Were you using an invisibility spell?” he asked. 

“What?” Akhen said. “No, I was just standing here behind the hedge. Not everything I do is magic, you know… though plenty of it is! Come on. We’ve got a lot to cover today.” 

They  went  with  Akhen  a  little  way  from  the  house.  The ground  was  clear  and  flat  for  a  good  distance  beyond  the  garden hedge. Now that the glamor was not in place, Ralnor saw that it was pleasant and well-tended, as if Akhen cut the grass here regularly, all the way up to the treeline. 

“One moment.” Akhen turned toward the house. He muttered a  word  and  extended  his  hands,  and  a  blue  shield  appeared  right across the house and garden. It was as if the whole building and its garden were surrounded by a blue bowl made of pure magic. 

“I’ve  put  that  shield  up,”  Akhen  said,  “because  you,  Ralnor, have a great deal of raw power at your disposal, and you don’t know how  to  use  it.  If  you  start  sending  uncontrolled  blasts  out  into  the clearing,  I  want  my  house  to  be  safe.  The  barrier  should  ensure that.” 

Ralnor  could  feel  the  magic  moving  within  him,  but  it  was quiet, not threatening to burst forth in a torrent as it had before. He and Lana stood side by side, looking at the hermit who, in turn, was looking at them. 

“Magic,” Akhen began abruptly, “can be drawn from outside.” 

He  held  up  a  hand.  The  mists  that  had  gathered  in  the  air came  to  him,  wrapping  around  his  hand  and  then  curling  down  his arm toward his chest. 

“Magic often begins in the spirit realm outside the mage, but the  mage  concentrates  it,  manipulates  it,  changes  its  form.”  He twisted his hand, and ripples of flame licked up the tendrils of mist as if  the  very  mist  were  flammable.  Then  there  was  a  whoosh,  and flames leaped up from his hands, lighting up the area around him. 

“The spirit world,” Akhen said, clenching his fist and dousing the flame, “is full of power. It’s almost  made of power, you could say. 

At  the  time  of  the  great  Sundering,  the  barrier  between  this  world and  the  spirit  world  was  broken.  The  power  was  wild,  infecting everything  in  the  world  with  its  influence.  That  was  the  age  of monsters,  and  during  that  time  also,  people  began  to  harness  the power of the spirit realm and put it to their own uses. So the age of magic came.” 

“But how do we use that power?” Ralnor asked. “I have this feeling inside me that there is magic available to me, but it feels like it’s coming from inside, not outside.” 

“It  comes  from  both  inside  and  out,”  Akhen  answered.  “You feel the part of it that’s within you, but what you don’t understand yet is that when you use magic, you are acting as a conduit between the magic within you and the magic outside. You reach outside yourself

and connect your own magic to the magic of the spirits, and that is what causes the effects.” 

The hermit’s eyes suddenly focused on Ralnor’s hand. “Show me that ruby ring you wear.” 

Ralnor stepped forward and held out his hand. 

“Can you take it off?” Akhen asked. 

Ralnor  considered  the  question.  The  ring  had  been  on  his finger now for many years, and it gripped tightly. “I might be able to,” 

he said at last, “but it would be difficult to do, and I don’t wish to.” 

“A  wise  answer,”  Akhen  said.  “I  do  believe  that  this  ring  of yours is what’s kept you safe all these years, you know that?” 

“It  certainly  has  some  connection  with  my  magic.  It  glows brightly  before  my  magic  manifests  itself,  and  I’ve  often  felt  that  it plays  some  part  in  the  magic  that  I  can’t  quite  define.  King  Harald said that it came from my father. It’s all I have of him.” 

“Hmmm.  The  ring  acts  as  a  focal  point  for  magic.  It’s  a focusing  device,  but  it’s  also  a  protection  device.  With  that  ring  on, there’s no chance of your magic getting  too  out  of  control.  It  would never get so out of control that it would kill you, for example.” 

Ralnor gave Akhen a blank look. “That’s reassuring, I guess.” 

The thought that his own magic might kill him had never crossed his mind before. He looked at the ruby in its golden setting with a new interest and respect. 

“It’s  good  you  have  it.  Don’t  give  it  up  for  anything.  The ancient  sorcerers  often  used  such  things,  but  these  days,  the humans have no idea of any such craft. They use magic as a man might use a battle-axe. But elves, as I was saying last night, have a strong  connection  to  magic  already,  and  that’s  what  causes  their quick  healing  and  their  long  lives.  But  humans,  without  that  natural connection,  have  approached  it  in  the  way  humans  always  do—

they’ve  made  a  science  of  it,  rather  than  an  art.  It’s  become  the same to them as farming or building castles—a tool to be used, yes, but not one that is worthy of true appreciation.” 

“And where do we hybrids fit in?” 

“We are able to control it, Ralnor, that’s where we fit in. Not only  can  we  use  it  as  a  sledgehammer,  but  we  can  also  use  it  like the finest knife or the softest paintbrush. Only the hybrids have this level of control that comes with full access to both the sheer power of magic and the deep subtlety that it’s capable of. We have a level of control  that’s  unmatched  by  humans  and  a  level  of  power  that’s inconceivable in a pure-blooded elf.” 

“Can I ask something?” Lana said. 

“Of course,” Akhen replied. “That’s why we’re here.” 

Lana frowned. “You said last night that I have access to some magic  too,  but  I  don’t  understand  how  that  can  be.  I’ve  never  had any suggestion of magic. Surely if it was in there, I’d have felt it?” 

Akhen  shrugged.  “You  may  have  felt  it  all  along  and  not understood  what  you  were  feeling.  All  beings  with  a  proficiency  for magic have a specialty—we’ll just need to find your specialty.” 

“What’s yours?” Ralnor asked him. 

In  reply,  the  hermit  stuck  his  hand  out,  and  a  jet  of  flame blasted  from  his  hand,  hitting  the  grass  and  scorching  it  to  a  crisp instantly.  “Fire,”  he  said,  then  knelt  to  the  scorched  grass  and  held his  hand  over  it.  A  green  light  shone  from  his  hand,  and  the  grass became green and healthy again. “But also healing. A specialism is a talent, not a limiting thing. We must not limit ourselves to studying our  specialism,  and  when  you’ve  been  doing  magic  as  long  as  I have,  you  learn  to  branch  out  into  other  areas.  For  me,  healing  is one, and fire is another, and the art of images and misdirection is a third. These three have been my main study, but I have knowledge of many other areas of magic too.” 

“Incredible,” Ralnor said. “When can I begin?” 

Akhen  gave  him  an  odd  look.  “Begin?  Why,  Ralnor,  you already have.” 

Ralnor  chuckled.  “I  suppose  I  have,  but  it’s  always  been  so instinctive, I haven’t really felt like I was practicing.” 

“I understand,” Akhen said, “but the fact is that even without any  tuition,  you  have  been  gaining  knowledge  of  your  magic. 

Actually, you’ve done remarkably well—you haven’t died horribly, for a start, and that’s quite an achievement!” 

“Thanks. I think.” 

Akhen bowed and grinned. “From what I’ve seen so far, your specialization  is  the  use  of  force.  I  know  I  said  I  don’t  approve  of using  magic  like  a  sledgehammer,  but  sometimes  a  sledgehammer is the right tool for the job. Force magic is not just pummeling your opponent  into  the  ground,  however.  It’s  about  the  selective  use  of force—lifting and moving things from a distance, for example, is one very useful application of force magic. Another is the use of magic in the creation of structures. Yet another use of force magic is the kind of  protective  shield  that  I  just  put  up  over  my  house.  Being  able  to fling up magical shields is always useful.” 

There  came  a  twinkle  in  the  old  hermit’s  eye.  “Also,”  he added, “you can always smash an enemy with it too…” 

“But artfully?” Ralnor suggested. 

“Exactly!” Akhen cried. “That’s a good lad. Spoken like a true prodigy! Now look at this.” 

He  held  out  his  hand  and  conjured  a  ball  of  flame  on  his palm.  As  he  concentrated,  the  ball  expanded  until  it  was  three  feet across, and Ralnor and Lana could feel the heat from it. It crackled and roared like a bonfire. 

“You see?” Akhen said. “Here is a powerful spell, a great use of force. Now watch this…” 

He focused, and his face screwed up into a frown. He glared at the spell, and suddenly it shrank down to the size and shape of a little candle flame. “The same magic,” Akhen said. “The same spell, the  same  mage  casting  it…  but  just  a  different  application.  You understand?” 

“You’re going to teach me how to do that with my magic?” 

“Indeed I am. But let’s start with a bit of a warmup. I’d like you to cast a force spell without worrying too much about how it comes out, but I want you to describe it to me as you’re doing it.” 

“Very well.” Ralnor felt suddenly apprehensive about trying it, and  he  glanced  over  his  shoulder  at  Lana  to  see  what  she  was doing.  Her  beautiful  dark  eyes  were  watching  him,  her  full  lips smiling. 

“Go on, Ralnor,” she said. “You can do it!” 

Akhen  quenched  his  fire  spell  and  then  cast  a  new  spell, creating a tall figure out of the mists about fifty yards away. “See if you can hit that target,” he said. 

Ralnor reached into himself and drew on his magic. He had practiced  on  a  few  occasions  back  in  his  room  at  the  Ranger outpost, but that was without anyone watching him. 

He focused on the ring on his finger, and to his satisfaction, it glowed suddenly with bright red light, and he felt the magic respond. 

“I’m using my ruby ring as a channel for focusing the magic,” he said, finding his voice was slurred with the effort of focusing on speaking and  working  magic  at  the  same  time.  “It’s  responding,  but  I  don’t know how to control it. I’m just going to channel it through my hands and see what happens.” 

He focused on the target, the tall mist-figure that Akhen had created. 

“Go on,” Akhen said. “Give it what you’ve got.” 

Ralnor  pressed  the  magic  forward  and  extended  his  hands. 

For  a  moment,  it  moved  within  him  in  a  way  that  was  unclear  and confusing  but  then,  abruptly,  it  began  to  flow.  A  massive  burst  of energy  suddenly  exploded  from  his  hands  and  blasted  with incredible  ferocity  across  the  clearing.  There  was  a  noise  like  a thousand voices all shouting at once, and the blast smashed into the white mist-figure and blew it to pieces. 

The  force  of  the  blast  lifted  Ralnor  up  into  the  air  as  it  had done  during  his  battle  with  Akhen  in  the  grove,  and  he  suddenly found  himself  spinning  weightlessly,  his  arms  pinwheeling  and  his

glowing  red  ruby  ring  casting  circles  of  bright  red  light  as  his  arms flailed. 

“Woah!”  Akhen  shouted,  and  Ralnor  caught  a  glimpse  of Akhen and Lana running toward him as if to break his fall. He twisted in the air, and suddenly it was clear to him what he had to do. The ground was rushing up to meet him, but he thrust out his hand and sent force through his palm and out toward the ground. 

The  magic  struck  the  ground  below  him  and  ballooned  out, creating a tangible lump of magic that Ralnor landed on heavily. The magic cushioned his fall and then lowered him gently to the ground. 

“What was  that?” Lana said excitedly, rushing up to Ralnor as he stood and brushed himself off. 

“A  novel  and  subtle  use  of  force  magic!”  Akhen  said.  “He would  have  been  hurt  by  that  fall  if  he  hadn’t  created  that  magical cushion to break his fall. Excellent! It’s that kind of adaptability in the moment  that  separates  a  true  sorcerer  from  those  blunderers  that the humans are training. Excellent!” 

The  old  half-elf  seemed  well  pleased,  and  he  grinned  and capered about, chatting happily about how good a mage Ralnor was going to be. After a while, he grew calmer and more serious. 

“Good as that was,” he said, “you’re going to have to learn to not throw yourself through the air every time you do a magical blast. 

It  would  be  most  inconvenient.  Come  here,  and  let  me  show  you what you did wrong and how to correct it.” 

So  began  a  long,  detailed  morning’s  work.  Akhen  showed Ralnor  how  his  force  blasts  worked  in  all  directions,  and  that  was why  he’d  flown  backward.  “Magic  comes  from  outside  as  well  as inside.  The  combination  of  the  two  is  what  creates  the  effect.  So when you try just to  send, you are not prepared for the impact of the magic that  receives  at the same time.” 

Ralnor worked hard at Akhen’s exercises, and by the time a few hours had passed, he was able to fire a blast of force out from his hands without being sent flying through the air in the process. 

“The other times I’ve used my magic,” he said, “I wasn’t sent flying backward. Why would that be, do you think?” 

Akhen shrugged. “Hard to say without having been there on those  occasions,”  he  answered,  “but  your  magic  responds  to  your need, more than anyone I’ve ever seen before.” 

“When  I  was  practicing  in  my  room  at  the  Ranger  outpost,  I didn’t have that trouble either.” 

“Were you giving it your all, like you’re doing today?” 

“No,” Ralnor admitted. “I was just dabbling, I suppose.” 

“It often works that way at first. Some grand event that makes a  mage  use  magic  far  more  powerful  than  they  ought  to,  then  it remains as a steady trickle for some time. Then it comes again, like a rushing torrent.” 

“And I’m in the torrent stage now?” 

Akhen laughed. “I guess you are.” 

Chapter 11







At first, Ralnor was afraid that Lana would be bored or would feel neglected, since Akhen made no attempt to teach her anything directly.  But  in  fact,  nothing  could  have  been  further  from  the  truth. 

Without directly teaching her, the old hermit managed to include her in all their conversations. He listened to her questions and answered them as best he could, and she seemed to be genuinely enjoying the process of the class. 

That afternoon, content that Ralnor was able to brace for the connection  of  the  magic  and  not  go  flying  backward,  Akhen proposed that they begin work on something else. 

“I  want  you  to  reduce  the  force  you’re  using  to  the  smallest amount  you  possibly  can,”  he  said.  “First,  let’s  try  something  easy, then we’ll reduce it. You see that big rock over there?” 

“I  see  it,”  Ralnor  said,  looking  at  the  respectably-sized boulder Akhen was pointing to. 

“Pick it up with your magic.” 

“It’s not exactly the kind of object that needs a small amount of force…” Ralnor said. 

“No,  but  we’ll  get  to  that.  Let’s  just  get  a  feel  for  lifting something with magic.” 

“Right,” Ralnor said, concentrating. His ruby ring glowed red as  he  focused  on  the  rock,  then  sent  magic  out  from  his  hands  to scoop it up. This time, as Akhen had taught him, he braced for the impact of the magic from the spirit realm. When it connected with his own  magic,  the  force  of  the  connection  wrapped  around  him, grounding  him  to  the  earth  and  making  him  solid  in  his  connection with the earth and with the spirit realm. 

It  was  certainly  better  than  going  flying  through  the  air.  This way,  he  acted  as  a  conduit  for  the  spirit  magic.  Once  the  initial impact  of  the  connection  was  past,  he  found  that  the  magic  flowed through  him  continuously.  This  allowed  him  to  have  much  greater control over the amount of force he used and where it went. 

“Good,  good!”  Akhen  said,  observing  closely  as  Ralnor embraced  the  connection  and  carefully  controlled  the  extending  of his magic. “Just like that.” 

Magic wrapped the boulder. Ralnor concentrated and began to  lift  it,  but  as  he  did  so,  the  magic  that  was  running  through  him leaped  toward  the  spell,  eager  as  a  dog  after  a  stick.  “No,  no!”  he said through gritted teeth, but it was too late. 

The rock was suddenly catapulted into the air. 

“Careful!” Akhen called out, but it was too late. With a boom, the rock shattered into a million pieces. Shards as sharp as knives flew out over the clearing. 

Ralnor’s  eyes  widened  in  horror  as  the  cloud  of  sharp  rock shards filled the air high above their heads. Instinctually, he reached up  his  hands  and  flung  his  force  magic  wide,  solidifying  it  into  a protective  dome  of  force  that  extended  over  himself,  Lana,  and Akhen. 

The shards of rock shattered into dust as they hit the shield. 

The dust was light as air and dispersed into the mist. When he was sure  all  the  fragments  were  gone,  Ralnor  let  the  magic  slip  back down through him, separating into its two halves—the spirit half and the physical world half—through him. 

He blinked. Sudden surprise flooded over him. Had that just happened? 

Akhen was standing in front of him, glaring, his arms crossed. 

“Again?”  the  tutor  demanded.  “I  ask  you  to  do  a  simple  thing,  and you can’t do it, yet in the face of danger, you pull out the most subtle and artistic applications… This is ridiculous! How can such a novice have such elegance?” 

“I don’t know,” Ralnor said with a shrug. He was as confused by his magical ability as the old half-elf was. 

“Fine,  fine,”  Akhen  said,  relenting.  He  uncrossed  his  arms, and his stern face dissolved into a sea of smiling wrinkles. He waved his arms in the air and stomped around. “I don’t know how to teach this! You know it all already, it seems, and yet you can’t even do the basics when you think about it. Try levitating that twig.” 

He pointed to a twig on the ground near Ralnor’s feet. 

Ralnor knew he would not be able to do it. He stared at the twig, trying to find a way to let a tiny bit of magic out, just a tiny bit that  he  could  keep  under  control.  He  had  experienced  some semblance of control back at the Ranger outpost, but now, today, it felt like the dam had burst on his magical abilities, and now it was all just a rush of power. 

“How  about  this,  instead?”  Akhen  held  up  a  hand,  and  then muttered  something  under  his  breath.  The  twig  shimmered  and suddenly transformed. Ralnor stepped back in amazement. A whole new scene had appeared in the clearing in front of him. 

The twig had changed into a lever that was placed halfway up a strange wooden structure. There was a central post connected to a wooden  platform,  and  on  the  opposite  side  of  the  platform  was  a crossbow  mounted  in  a  wooden  stand,  the  bolt  pointing  straight  at the post. The crossbow was attached by a rope to the lever, and as Ralnor looked more closely at it, he noticed that the lever, if raised, would  tip  the  crossbow  head  up  in  the  air,  aiming  it  away  from  the post. 

“What  is  this,  Akhen?”  he  said,  a  deepening  feeling  of disquiet in his stomach. “How have you created this? Is it some kind of illusion?” 

“Lana,” Akhen said. “Step up here, please.” 

Lana  appeared  from  behind  Ralnor  and  stepped  forward, clambering up onto the platform. “Where do you want me?” she said. 

“Just  stand  with  your  back  against  the  post  for  a  moment, facing the crossbow.” 

“Wait a minute,” Ralnor said, stepping forward. “What is…” 

With a sudden whoosh, a wall of flames appeared in front of him.  It  was  a  yard  deep  and  completely  blocked  his  access  to  the strange platform. 

At the same moment, there was a snapping noise, and white tendrils of spirit vine appeared from the wooden post. They gripped Lana by the wrists and ankles, pulling her tightly against the post. 

“Akhen? Akhen!” she yelled in obvious distress. “Akhen, this isn’t funny! Stop it right now!” 

Akhen stepped forward with a look of sheer determination on his face. He walked through the encircling flames as if they were not there,  then  he  twirled  a  big  wooden  gear  that  was  next  to  the crossbow  and  pulled  back  the  bolt  with  a  deep  click  and  set  the lever.  To  Ralnor’s  horror,  the  wooden  gear  began  to  click  slowly round, notch by notch, with an inexorable sound. 

“You have thirty seconds,” Akhen said without emotion as he stepped  out  from  the  flames.  “If  you  step  into  the  flames,  you  will instantly  be  burned  to  death.  In  thirty  seconds,  the  talented  and beautiful Lana will have a crossbow bolt through her head. The only thing that will save her is for you to levitate that lever. Use too much power,  and  you’ll  break  it,  destroying  all  chance  of  saving  her. 

Smash the platform with power, and the bolt will be released, killing her instantly. You have about twenty seconds to go.” 

“Akhen!” Lana shrieked. “You’re insane! Let me go! Stop this, stop!” 

“Nineteen  seconds,”  Akhen  said  grimly.  “Eighteen…

Seventeen… Sixteen…” 

Ralnor levitated the lever. 

It came as naturally as breathing. He just reached out with a delicate,  accurate  tendril  of  magic  and  pushed  the  lever  up.  The crossbow tipped upward and let off its bolt. There was a loud twang, and the bolt fired off into the air over the trees. 

Akhen lifted a hand as Ralnor turned angrily toward him. The whole  scene,  crossbow,  posts,  gears,  lever,  and  even  Lana,  faded and vanished in the mist. All that remained was the twig, levitating in the air. 

Ralnor’s  eyes  widened,  and  the  twig  dropped  to  the  ground as his magic pulled back and the connection was broken. He looked around wildly. Where was Lana? What had happened? 

Then he saw her. She was striding toward Akhen from the left

—the opposite direction from where the platform had been! 

She  walked  up  without  hesitation  and  punched  Akhen  hard on the arm. “That was very unfair!” she scolded severely, then turned to  Ralnor.  “Are  you  all  right?  This  villain  created  a  vision  of  me  for use  in  his  silly  illusion.  When  I  tried  to  protest,  I  found  that  he  had cast  a  spell  on  me  so  that  I  could  neither  move  nor  speak!”  She turned to Akhen. “Don’t you dare do that again!” she said angrily. 

“Not much chance of it,” Akhen grumbled, rubbing his arm. “It wouldn’t  work  again,  anyway.  The  whole  point  was  the  element  of shock—Ralnor won’t fall for it again.” 

Ralnor’s heart was racing. “It was all an illusion? Akhen, you absolute…  ugh.  Couldn’t  you  have  thought  of  something  else?  I thought you’d gone totally mad.” 

“It worked, though, didn’t it?” 

“I don’t know, did it?” 

“You levitated the twig. Now you know how it feels to do the magic, you may have more of a chance of succeeding at it!” 

Ralnor had to admit that this was true, but he was not feeling well disposed toward Akhen at that moment. 

Lana  was  furious  at  the  old  hermit.  She  declared  that  they had done enough lessons for one day. Then she took Ralnor’s arm and  marched  him  inside,  with  the  bemused  and  grumpy  hermit following behind. 
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The next day brought more of the same, as did the one after that and the one after that. By the end of their first week at Akhen’s cottage, Ralnor was thoroughly sick of trying to levitate twigs, small stones,  or  whatever  else  Akhen  could  find  to  frustrate  him  with. 

Lufaren had recovered from his broken ribs after the healing tea, but he had chosen to remain to watch over Ralnor’s instruction. He sent Burla and Eron into the forest, with orders to make their way back to the outpost and bring their report to the commander. 

Together,  Lana  and  Ralnor  continued  to  attend  the  classes. 

After  a  few  days,  their  anger  at  the  old  hermit’s  trickery  wore  off. 

After all, it  had worked. 

Ralnor was making progress. 

He learned how to regulate his magic flow at will. He stopped thinking  too  much  about  the  process  and  let  the  magic  flow  while guiding it with his own purpose. He kept a loose grip on it, the way one might on the reins of a horse—not too tight so that it could not move, but not so loose that it could go anywhere it pleased. 

By the end of the second week, Ralnor was content that he could  levitate  small  things  and  big  things   fairly  reliably.  There  was still quite a lot of disparity in the success of his attempts—sometimes he  failed  completely,  and  sometimes  the  test  item  would  be vaporized  or  flung  off  over  the  treetops  into  the  forest.  At  these times, Akhen would rage around the clearing, stomping his feet and railing against the bone-headedness of students. 

Ralnor and Lana had gotten used to these outbursts, though Ralnor tolerated them better than Lana did. The hermit and the night elf  had  a  lack  of  patience  with  each  other  that  was  beginning  to worry  Ralnor.  Akhen  liked  Lana,  that  was  clear.  Ralnor  thought  it

clear  also  that  he  was  trying  to  teach  her  about  magic  in  a roundabout fashion, but she didn’t seem to see it. The eccentric old elf’s rages were mostly for show, and he didn’t really mean the things he  said,  but  Lana  would  cross  her  arms  and  stare  coldly  at  their teacher. She talked to him less and less in the evenings around the fire. 

Lufaren would often exercise while they practiced. Akhen and Lana both seemed more aware of their own behavior in the presence of the Ranger captain, and that was a relief to Ralnor. Lufaren would go through sword drills, working himself up to a sweat before resting, then  doing  it  again.  The  elf  captain  was  a  proficient  sword  fighter, smooth and controlled with a deadly strike. 

Toward the end of the second week, Akhen was trying to get Ralnor’s magical control down to a finer point than they had tried yet. 

That  day,  the  sun  was  breaking  through  the  trees,  and  the  spirit mists were gone. 

Akhen  had  put  a  single  grain  of  sand  on  a  saucer,  and  he was trying to get Ralnor to lift this one grain of sand and place it in a cup that sat nearby. Ralnor was frustrated with the exercise as usual

—Akhen  never  kept  him  on  something  once  he’d  mastered  it. 

Instead, he immediately moved him on to something harder. 

The reason for this was clear. They had very little time, and Akhen was giving Ralnor just the basics in magic. But no matter how many  times  Ralnor  reminded  himself  of  this  fact,  it  did  not  make  it any  easier  to  continually  push  himself.  No  matter  how  important  it was, he was becoming tired and frustrated. 

“This is ridiculous!” he finally burst out, after his grain of sand had gone catapulting off into the grass for the hundredth time. “When am I ever going to need to levitate a grain of sand in real life?” 

“Maybe  never,”  Akhen  said.  “But  when  will  you  need  fine control over your magic? All the time—every time you use it! This is not about levitating grains of sand, it’s about controlling your power, as you know well! Here, try again.” 

Akhen  took  another  grain  of  sand  from  the  little  pack  at  his belt  and  placed  it  on  the  saucer.  “You  should  be  grateful,”  he  said with a mischievous smile. “I found you a bigger one this time.” 

Ralnor  glared  at  Akhen,  who  walked  away,  chuckling  to himself, toward where Lana had joined Lufaren at his sword practice. 

Akhen  was  right.  Ralnor  knew  it.  Fine  control  of  his  magic was essential. This exercise would teach him that. He forced himself to  settle,  to  become  calm,  to  breathe  slowly  and  deeply,  and  to ignore everything but the regulation of his magic. 

For the hundredth time, he let a little magic flow out from his hand.  Ever  so  gently,  he  moved  his  hand  toward  the  sand  and extended the mana out from it. 

The last few times he’d come quite close, and this time, the magic seemed to be flowing a bit easier. He felt the power within him link  with  the  spirit  magic,  and  the  connection  moved  through  him, bringing him in close to the magic of earth and of spirit. 

 There  we  go,   he  thought.  Subtle  as  a  snake,  soft  as  a feather…

It was working. The cursed grain of sand was rising up from the  saucer,  controlled  by  the  delicate  touch  of  magic.  Behind  the careful expression of force, Ralnor felt the rest of his power boiling like  an  angry  sea  behind  a  flood  wall,  but  he  was  controlling  it, holding the untamed energy back. Only using what he needed…

He dropped the sand into the cup and stood abruptly. 

“I  did  it!”  he  yelled  triumphantly,  turning  to  Akhen  and releasing the magic as he did so. 

It was a mistake. He had been regulating the flow so carefully that  when  he  abruptly  let  it  go,  it  did  not  just  flow  back  into  him  as he’d become used to—instead, it snapped back like a coiled spring, releasing a massive, uncontrolled torrent of magic all at once. 

“Look out!” Ralnor cried, and he had just enough time to see his friends spinning to face him as their expressions became horror-filled. 

The magic levitated everything. 

Rocks, branches, twigs, saucer and cup, even the little table

—everything  leaped  into  the  air.  There  was  a  shuddering  in  the ground below Ralnor’s feet as tufts of grass throughout the clearing were pulled up out of the ground. Clumps of earth flew upward, and the trees at the edge of the clearing shook violently. 

Magic poured from him in an uncontrollable torrent. He tried to grab it and push it back, but it was like trying to hold back the sea. 

There was no chance. 

Darkness  flooded  his  vision,  creeping  in  from  the  sides  and covering the world. He fell backward, into unconsciousness. 




* * *

 

“Ralnor?” It was Lana’s voice. “Ralnor? Ral?” 

She  was  holding  his  hand,  and  the  other  hand  was  on  the side of his face. He blinked, peeling his eyes open and looking up. At first, everything was fuzzy and out of focus, but then he saw her face above him, and he smiled. 

“Lana,”  he  croaked,  and  with  that  word,  the  world  snapped into place around him. He looked around, seeing that he was in the cottage again. Lufaren and Akhen stood nearby. 

“Oh, he’s awake,” Lana said with relief. “Here, let me help you sit up, Ralnor.” 

“What happened?” he gasped as she helped him into a sitting position. He touched his face, and quickly drying blood came away on his hand. “Did I hit my head?” 

“Your  nose  bled  a  little,  that’s  all,”  Lana  said.  “Everything’s okay. I think you used a bit too much magic, and it seemed like there was going to be an earthquake or something, but then you passed out, and it stopped.” 

“A  lucky  thing,”  Akhen  said.  “If  you  had  not  fainted,  I’m  not sure  what  would  have  happened,  but  it  would  not  have  been  good

for any of us, I know that for sure.” 

“I felt like all the magic in the world was flowing through me all at once,” Ralnor said. “But I’m all right now, I think.” 

“You’ll be fine,” Akhen said. “It’s my fault really. The pressure to get you trained up and ready has made me push you harder than I should.” 

Ralnor smiled. “It’s okay, Akhen. I understand. But how did it happen?” 

“I was pushing you too hard, and so you pushed yourself too hard. That is all. You drew too deeply on the spirit magic to achieve your goal of raising the grain of sand. The spirit magic takes as well as gives—the power began to take hold of you, and if you had not passed out, you might have been drawn into the spirit realm.” 

“What would have happened to him then?” Lana asked, her eyes wide. 

Akhen  shrugged.  “His  body  would  have  died,  and  his  soul would  have  been  drawn  out,  to  become  another  part  of  the  spirit realm.  He  may  have  still  been  able  to  communicate  with  us,  even help us, but he would have been a spirit only, and his powerful magic would have been gone.” 

“We cannot risk that happening,” Lufaren said firmly. “Even if it takes longer, the intensity of the training must be eased.” 

Akhen  shook  his  head.  “Would  that  I  had  a  decade  to  train this  youth.  I  would  go  about  it  very  differently  then.  No,  Lufaren, Ralnor’s training with me has been all about helping him gain control of  his  magic.  To  learn  how  it  feels  to  exert  fine  control  as  well  as handle large scale surges of power. I’ve done that now. That is the single most important lesson that a teacher can pass on to his pupil

—the lesson of control. My heart tells me that Ralnor’s next lesson in magic will not come from me.” 

“What do you mean?” Ralnor demanded, sitting up. He was feeling better, but not quite ready to stand yet. “You mean you won’t teach me anymore?” 

“Oh, I’ll teach you if I get the chance. If I can, I will. But I’ve always had a sense of the future, lad, and that sense tells me that your next lesson will be one you’ll have to learn yourself. The most important thing, however, is that you’ve learned that level of extreme control.  Your  talent  for  magic  is  improvisational—you  have  learned how  to  use  it  by  feel  and  instinct  so  far,  and  it’s  only  your  lack  of control that has stopped you. I wish I could teach you all there is to know, and if I get the chance, I promise I will.” 

“Very well,” Ralnor said. “But have I truly learned the lesson of control?” 

Akhen  smiled  proudly.  “You  have,  and  in  only  a  couple  of weeks! Most students take a year to be able to lift the grain of sand, particularly students with the kind of raw power as you have at your disposal. So long as you can be careful and don’t draw too deeply on the spirit realm, you will be fine.” 

“I’ll be careful,” Ralnor said gravely. 

“Good!” Akhen clapped his hands together. “And now I must run  an  errand.  Lufaren,  I  wonder  if  you’ll  accompany  me?  Ralnor’s blast of magic was so powerful that I fear it may have disrupted the magical  barriers  that  I  have  set  up  around  my  home.  I  sense  a disturbance  in  their  coherence,  and  I’d  like  to  go  there  and  inspect them. It’s not far, but those barriers are what keeps the humans from stumbling across my cottage. They work well, and I would not like to leave them disrupted for long.” 

“Very well,” Lufaren said. “How long will we be away?” 

“Oh, not more than a couple of hours.” He wagged a finger at Lana  and  Ralnor.  “You  two  behave  yourselves  while  we’re  gone! 

Rest for an hour or so, Ralnor, and I’m sure you’ll feel fully fit again.” 

Ralnor  took  Akhen’s  advice.  He  stretched  out  on  the  couch, and  Lana  put  some  blankets  over  him.  At  first,  he  lay  still,  thinking about what the hermit had said about his power. He had mastered in two weeks a lesson that would have taken most students a month to learn! 

As he thought over it all, he remembered the moment he had drawn  too  hard  on  the  spirit  realm.  Magic  was  a  balancing  act,  a careful  exchange  along  the  connection  between  himself  and  the spirit realm, leading to a powerful effect at the point where the magic of  this  world  and  the  magic  of  the  spirit  realm  met.  He  was  that connecting  point,  so  it  was  no  wonder  he’d  collapsed  when  that intense connection was thrown out of balance. 

 I wonder what Akhen meant about my next lesson not coming from him?  he thought.  He certainly seems to have some idea of the future,  but  I’m  not  sure  what  that  could  mean.  Is  there  some  other teacher out there? 

Pondering these thoughts, he fell into a deep and dreamless sleep. 

When he woke, he found that Lana had sat on the couch with him. He was stretched full length, and so she had carefully lifted his feet and placed them in her lap. She was writing with a quill pen in a little  notebook,  and  at  first,  she  did  not  seem  to  realize  that  he’d woken. 

“Hello,” he said sleepily. 

She  smiled  at  him  and  put  her  notebook  down  on  the  little side table. “How are you feeling?” 

“Oh, I feel okay, I think. Hungry.” 

She  immediately  reached  over  and  lifted  a  plate  with  some bread  and  dried  fruit  on  it  from  the  side  table  where  she’d  put  her book down. “Here. Take some of this.” 

Ralnor did so gladly, feeling energy coursing through him as he swallowed the hasty meal. “How long have I been asleep?” 

She glanced out the window. “A couple of hours, maybe? It’s difficult to tell in here.” 

Coldness  blossomed  in  Ralnor’s  chest.  “They  haven’t  come back?” 

“Lufaren  and  Akhen?  No.  They  did  say  they’d  be  a  few hours.” 

“I suppose so.” 

“What’s the matter?” she asked, looking keenly into his face. 

“Are you worried about something?” 

“I’m worried about Lufaren and Akhen. Though you’re right, it doesn’t make much sense. There’s a feeling in my chest, though, a kind of tightness when I think about them.” 

She frowned. “Do you want to go after them?” 

Ralnor  thought  for  a  moment.  “I’m  just  anxious  about  them. 

I’m sure they can look after themselves.” 

Lana nodded slowly. “I guess so. How are you feeling about the training?” 

It was good to talk with her. Ralnor found Lana very pleasant company.  She  was  warm,  thoughtful,  and  genuinely  interested  in him. It was a new experience. The female elves whom he had known in  his  days  in  Suntower  City  had  not  been  like  this.  The  hard  life made  for  hard  people,  and  the  elf-women  of  the  lower  levels  of Suntower  were  no  exception.  They  were  fierce  and  could  be  cold and defensive—they had to be so, and Ralnor did not hold it against them, but it was pleasant to converse with this intelligent, educated young elf woman. 

He  learned  that  she  had  been  taught  reading,  writing, philosophy, and the history of the elf nations by the family who had taken her in when she was young. That family was relatively wealthy, and  they  had  done  well  by  Lana,  educating  her  and  training  her  in the sword and bow. 

In return, he told her more about his upbringing in Suntower City. Compared to her story, his tales of fighting and running wild in the  low  levels  seemed  rustic  and  uncouth,  but  she  seemed fascinated by them. 

“It sounds like it was a hard life,” she said. “And the king does nothing to improve things for the poorest people?” 

“Not that I ever saw. But when I spoke to him, I told him it’s a hard life down there for his people, and that it would be good for him

to do something about it. Perhaps when I return there—if I ever do—

things will have improved for the people on the lower levels.” 

“I hope so.” 

Suddenly,  Ralnor  clutched  at  his  chest,  and  his  eyes widened. Cold lanced through him. It was an unmistakable warning. 

“What’s wrong?” Lana asked immediately. 

“It’s  Lufaren  and  Akhen,”  Ralnor  answered,  jumping  to  his feet. “Something’s wrong, I’m sure of it!” 

“How do you know?” 

“I can’t say for sure, but it’s not just worry. I feel like there’s an icy spike in my chest. We need to go see what’s going on with them.” 

He felt a little unsteady on his feet, but it passed in a moment. 

He moved to the door and looked out. 

“It will be dark soon,” he said. “They’ve definitely been gone longer than they said they would. We have to go find them.” 

“Okay,” Lana said. “Let me grab my gear.” 

They  both  hurried  through  the  cottage,  arming  themselves. 

They debated for a moment whether to bring their packs but decided against it. They might have to move silently through the woods, and the less gear they were encumbered with, the better. 

Lana  took  her  bow,  but  Ralnor  just  brought  his  sword.  They stuffed some traveling rations into their belt pouches and moved to the door. 

“Are you still feeling the cold in your chest?” Lana asked. 

“It’s easing now we’re doing something about it,” Ralnor said as he latched the door. “I don’t know how we’re going to find them, but perhaps we’ll get some clue if we set out.” 

Lana  glanced  at  their  surroundings.  “Remember  our  tracker training. Look around. Over that way, behind the cottage, the ground rises steeply and the trees are dense all the way up to the top of that ridge. They wouldn’t have gone that way. So that gives us an idea of which direction to go.” 

“We should stick to the flatter ground,” Ralnor said. 

“Exactly.  Let’s  head  that  way,”  she  said,  pointing  in  the direction  of  the  trees  where  they  had  initially  come  in  two  weeks before. “That’s the easiest direction to walk in, so it makes the most sense they’d have headed that way first.” 

They  walked  in  that  direction,  slowly  and  looking  out  for traces. They did not have far to walk. 

It was Ralnor who saw the tracks. “There,” he said, pointing. 

“In that little muddy patch by the tree roots.” 

“Well  done,”  Lana  said,  smiling.  “I  didn’t  see  that—I  was looking at the trees. Can you sense the magic at all?” 

Ralnor frowned. It was not something he’d done before… or had he? When they had seen the black-robed mage with the patrol, he had sensed that mage’s magic, hadn’t he? 

 I can probably do a lot more than I have so far,  he thought. 

 Like Akhen said, my sense of magic is improvisational. 

“I  can  try,”  he  said  out  loud.  “Give  me  a  moment  to  gather myself.” 

The  lessons  Akhen  had  taught  him  came  to  the  forefront  of his mind. Using the techniques that the hermit had given him, Ralnor anchored himself as the connection between the spirit world and the physical world, letting the magic from both meet within his soul. 

Power  ran  through  him,  and  he  felt  a  moment  of  dizziness before he stabilized the connection. 

 Got it!  he thought as he clenched his teeth with the effort. He smiled fiercely. He could do it. After the scare he’d had earlier, he felt much  more  in  control.  His  understanding  of  magic  had  been dramatically deepened by that last lesson. 

Suddenly,  awareness  of  the  potential  of  his  power  flooded him. He was in control, and as long as he balanced the connection and didn’t draw too deeply on the magic of the spirit realm, he could reach out and do nearly anything—or so it felt in that moment. 

 Keep  your  cool,   he  warned  himself.  Don’t  get  ahead  of yourself. You’re still a novice. Concentrate on the task at hand. 

He  reached  out  with  his  magic,  feeling  into  the  environment around him. Immediately, he found Akhen’s wards. 

“Got them,” he said, opening his eyes. “This way.” 

Lana  followed  him  as  he  strode  confidently  off  the  path  and toward  the  spot  where  he’d  felt  the  hermit’s  protection  spells.  The spells  were  placed  in  a  great  ring  around  the  cottage,  enclosing  a circle that was at least half a mile in diameter. 

Ralnor  gave  a  low  whistle.  “It’s  really  impressive,”  he  told Lana. 

“Is it all in order?” 

Ralnor examined the spell. He was pleased that he was able to do so from a standing position. He did not need to venture up to the  spell  ring  at  every  point  to  look  at  it.  Instead,  he  ran  his  magic along it from a distance and found that he was able to examine the whole spell in detail. 

“Seems to be,” he said after a moment, “though I don’t really know exactly what I’m looking at. But here’s something…” 

He  looked  closer,  projecting  his  magic  a  little  more  strongly so he could look at one point in greater detail. “Yes,” he said. “There is something. Over there, just at the base of the ridge. Let’s go that way.” 

“What is it?” Lana asked. 

“It’s like a point in the ring of protection that has been recently patched.  There  is  an  area  that  looks  like  it’s  been  recently  worked on.” 

“If  trouble  has  overtaken  our  friends,  it  makes  sense  that  it would be there.” 

“I  think  you’re  right.  If  there  was  a  breach  in  the  protection spell,  that’s  the  place  that  a  human  patrol  would  be  likely  to approach first. If Lufaren and Akhen were there, then perhaps they were attacked?” 

“I don’t like to think of the amount of power the humans must have used to cause Akhen to be captured. Come on.” 

Ralnor let his magic settle, breaking the connection between earth  and  spirit  magic  that  was  driving  his  awareness  of  Akhen’s spell. It was hard to maintain for extended periods, but he felt that it would get easier with time. 

 It’s  like  any  skill,   he  thought,  any  muscle.  With  time,  I’ll  be able to build it up and use it for greater and greater feats. 

He was impressed with how silent and competent Lana was as a tracker. She moved through the forest silent as a shadow, her dark eyes gleaming under the dimness of the trees. It was full night now,  and  above  the  trees,  the  bright  moon  glinted  through  the needles of the pines, casting sharp-edged bars of bright white light on the inky forest floor. 

Lana moved from shadow to shadow, avoiding the patches of white light and keeping low to the ground. She had drawn her sword, and Ralnor did the same. He had the natural stealth that is native to elves, but Lana was as silent as the night itself. 

As they approached the point at the base of the ridge where Ralnor had sensed a break and a recent repair in the ring of magical protection,  Lana  suddenly  held  out  a  pale  hand,  palm  out,  toward Ralnor. 

He froze, scanning the trees ahead. Immediately, he spotted what had made Lana stop them. Two human guards, standing in the moonlight just beyond the trees. 

They  were  older  guards,  thick-set  veterans  with  hard  eyes and  grim  faces.  They  did  not  slouch  or  doze  at  their  posts—they were both alert and ready, with blades on their belts and spears and shields ready in their hands. 

The humans wore chainmail over hardened leather, with steel helmets that covered their cheeks but left their faces clear. Skirts of chainmail  protected  their  legs  down  to  their  knees,  and  their  feet were  encased  in  heavy  leather  boots.  Their  tall  shields  were rectangular  and  slightly  rounded—small  enough  to  be  used  as  an

effective  shield  for  a  man  fighting  alone,  but  also  big  enough  to  be linked together with other soldiers to create a shield wall. 

Lana  came  close  to  Ralnor  and  placed  her  lips  right  next  to his ear. “Can you use magic to deal with them?” she asked in a very quiet whisper. 

“Yes,”  he  replied  quietly,  “but  there  might  be  some  kind  of magical  protection  spell  on  them.  They  may  be  bait  for  a  magical trap. We’d be better to deal with them the more traditional way.” 

Lana  nodded  grimly.  She  retreated  into  the  shadows  of  a clump  of  thicker  trees  and  silently  sheathed  her  sword.  Then  she took her bow from her back and nocked an arrow. 

“Go  around  the  other  side  of  them  and  get  ready  to  flank them. I’ll hit the one closest to us with my arrow. The other one will look  at  his  mate,  and  you  can  jump  in  and  deal  with  him.  Do  it  as quickly and as silently as you can. There may be others about.” 

Ralnor  nodded  once.  Keeping  low  to  the  ground,  he  moved off through the shadows until he was in place on the other side of the guards.  Here,  the  thick  belt  of  trees  that  enclosed  Akhen’s  cottage ended, and there was a wide-open space of rough ground covered in scrubby  undergrowth  and  old  stumps,  as  if  this  patch  of  forest  had been cleared some time before. 

The guard was only ten yards from him. He was a big, ugly, clean-shaven  man  with  a  scar  down  one  cheek.  The  other  had  a long red beard flecked with gray, and his eyes gleamed with cruelty. 

“I  was  sure  I  heard  something,”  red-beard  was  saying  as Ralnor got in place. “But maybe it was just the wind.” 

“More  likely  just  some  critter  in  the  trees,”  scar-face  replied gruffly.  “These  elves,  they  don’t  make  a  sound.  You  need  to  see them before you know they’re there.” 

“Curse the pointy-ears,” red-beard said, scowling. “May they all  be  struck  down.  I  hope  that  one  we  caught  gets  put  through  it when he gets back to the camp.” 

“Oh,  aye,  he  will,”  scar-face  chuckled.  “Malavax  will  make sure of that. The elf and the foul hybrid will both suffer at the hands of Malavax the mighty.” 

“Ah,  yes,”  red-beard  replied.  “I  wish  I  was  there  to  see  that. 

I’d like to see the foul elves suffer… Agh!” 

He suddenly let out a choking cry and toppled to the side. A black-feathered  arrow  was  sticking  out  of  the  side  of  his  neck.  He dropped his spear and clutched at it as blood fountained out from the ragged wound, black as ink in the moonlight. 

“What  in  the…?”  scar-face  grunted,  looking  in  the  direction the arrow had come from. Ralnor leaped from the cover of the trees, his blade in his hand, and sprinted across the open ground. 


Scar-face  turned  back  to  him  as  he  approached.  The  man tried  to  raise  his  shield  and  spear,  but  Ralnor  was  too  quick.  He dived low, aiming a slash at the man’s leg just below the knee, where there were a couple of inches that were not protected either by boots or  chainmail.  His  sword  bit  deep  as  he  passed  the  guard,  and  the man’s leg buckled at the knee. 

Scar-face  breathed  in  deep  and  seemed  about  to  let  out  a roar,  but  Ralnor’s  blade  found  his  neck  before  he  could  utter  a sound. The man toppled forward and lay still. 

All was silent. 

Warily  as  a  cat,  Lana  stalked  from  the  woods  into  the moonlight, her bow in her hand. She glanced at Ralnor’s felled man and gave a curt nod of approval at the workmanlike way he’d dealt with his target. Then she began to examine the clearing. 

At the same time, Ralnor used magic to examine the area. 

“I was right,” he said after a moment. “There is a magical trap here. It hasn’t been sprung, but if a powerful blast of magic was used in  this  clearing,  it  would  send  a  signal  to…  someone.  I’m  not  sure who,  but  I  can  feel  the  connection  to  him  running  away  in  that direction.” 

“Up  the  ridge?”  Lana  asked,  looking  where  Ralnor  was pointing. “That’s interesting. Look here.” 

Ralnor came over and saw what she was pointing at. In the mud,  there  was  a  chaos  of  bootprints.  The  undergrowth  and  scrub was  all  broken  up  as  if  there  had  been  a  struggle,  and  a  patch  of blood stained one of the bushes. 

“Elf blood,” she said, lifting a bit of it on her glove and sniffing it.  “But  it’s  mixed  with  human  blood  too.  There’s  been  a  fight  here, and they’ve been dragged away.” 

Ralnor quickly told her about what the guards had said. 

Lana  frowned.  “Malavax?”  she  muttered.  “I’ve  never  heard that name before, but he sounds like bad news if the guards thought he  would  make  our  friends  suffer.  Some  torturer  or  captain  of  the humans, maybe.” 

“Perhaps,”  Ralnor  said.  “But  whatever  or  whoever  he  is,  he spells  ill  for  us  and  our  friends.  The  quicker  we  get  to  them,  the better.  You  can  follow  their  trail  overground,  and  I  can  follow  this magical trail back to the source of the trap. Between us, we should be able to track them down quickly enough.” 




* * *

 

Ralnor and Lana climbed the ridge, sticking close to the edge of  the  trees  and  staying  off  the  beaten  path  that  the  humans  had made,  then  began  to  follow  the  trail.  It  led  along  the  edge  of  the trees, heading out into more open country along the ridge of hills that marched away behind Akhen’s cottage. 

“Akhen must have made his fixes to the magical ring of spells before they were caught,” Ralnor said. 

“How so?” Lana asked. 

“If  he  had  been  disturbed  at  his  work,  then  the  chances  are the spells would not have been in place when we found them. Also, if

the  spells  had  not  been  there,  then  the  humans  would  have  come through and found the cottage.” 

“But you say there was some kind of magic trap there? How could  that  be?  There  must  have  been  a  mage  there  to  put  that  in place. Would he not have perceived Akhen’s ward spells and broken through them?” 

Ralnor  shrugged.  “I  don’t  know,  but  I  suspect  that  whatever mage was there, he wasn’t very good. It’s very possible that Akhen’s spell deceived him.” 

“It didn’t deceive you,” Lana said with a smile. 

“That’s  true,”  Ralnor  said,  “but  it  seems  that  I’m  not  any ordinary mage.” 

They  fell  silent  after  that,  following  the  trail  under  cover  of darkness. They moved quickly, anxious to make the most of the dark of  deep  night  and  to  come  upon  the  humans’  camp  while  many  of the soldiers might still be asleep. Their way took them up and down through the hilly country, and every time they reached the crest of a hill, they expected to see the human camp beyond. 

Finally, they did. 

“That’s it!” Lana hissed as she looked over. She was slightly ahead  of  Ralnor,  and  she  dropped  low  into  the  undergrowth  as  he crept up beside her and looked over. Sure enough, below them was the camp of the human soldiers. 

Chapter 13







The  camp  was  circular,  ringed  by  a  ditch  and  containing around  twenty  tents  set  up  in  rows  for  the  soldiers  to  sleep  in.  A larger, more luxurious tent made of red fabric stood near the middle of the camp. There were not many soldiers about, but Ralnor had no doubt that the tents were full of men. 

And that red tent… it only took him a moment of examination with his magic to confirm what he suspected. The line that ran from the trap back near the cottage went straight into that tent. 

“Whoever  set  the  magical  trap  is  in  there,”  he  said  to  Lana. 

“Can you see our friends?” 

He was scanning the camp, but then Lana grabbed his arm. 

“There,” she said. “Down there, see? By that fire?” 

“Ah, yes, I see them,” Ralnor said. 

Near the edge of the camp, he spotted his friends. They were tied to a post that had been driven into the ground, and a bright fire burned  near  them.  By  the  fire,  three  guards  stood.  They  were keeping one eye on the prisoners, but it was late, and all was quiet, and it was clear that the guards did not expect trouble. 

“How  are  we  going  to  get  them  out  of  there?”  Lana  asked. 

“We  can’t  storm  the  camp  with  just  the  two  of  us,  even  with  your magic.  From  what  you’re  saying,  it  sounds  like  there  is  some sorcerer  in  the  camp  already.  And  why  doesn’t  Akhen  use  his magic? He’s powerful enough to make some effort at least, surely?” 

“There  may  be  some  kind  of  restraint  put  on  him,”  Ralnor said. 

Lana’s  eyes  widened.  “It  could  be.  I’ve  read  about  certain kinds  of  iron  that  can  stop  a  mage  from  doing  magic  if  he’s  bound

with  chains  made  from  them.  Such  things  were  always  in  books;  I never thought they were real. But what else could explain this?” 

Ralnor  nodded.  “That  seems  likely  enough.  I  agree  that  we can’t storm the camp, but we can’t leave them here either. They look like  they’ve  been  relatively  unharmed  so  far,  but  that  won’t  last. 

Whoever this Malavax person is, I doubt that he’ll be gentle with our friends.” 

Lana smiled grimly. “I guess you’re right there. Well, what do you suggest? We need to either leave them or come up with some way to get them out of there. I don’t think leaving them is an option, but I can’t see us infiltrating the camp unseen.” 

“I  don’t  think  we  can  or  should  try  to  infiltrate.  I’m  thinking more along the lines of grains of sand.” 

“Grains  of  sand?”  Lana  said,  obviously  confused.  “That doesn’t make any sense…” 

Ralnor  laughed.  “Bear  with  me.  During  my  training  with Akhen,  he  taught  me  how  to  use  my  magic  to  pick  things  up—

everything from boulders to grains of sand.” 

“Lufaren  and  Akhen  are  a  lot  heavier  than  grains  of  sand,” 

Lana said doubtfully. 

“And  yet  they’re  a  lot  lighter  than  boulders.  Do  you  have another suggestion?” 

She shook her head. “You’ll need to be quick about it. There’s no doubt that the guards will alert the whole camp if the prisoners go flying up in the air.” 

“You’re right. It will need to work quickly, and we’ll need to be ready to flee.” 

Ralnor bent his will toward his friends. He connected with the magic, grounded himself, and reached forward, but it did not work. 

“I’m  too  far  away,”  he  said  through  gritted  teeth  after  a moment.  Withdrawing  the  magic,  he  shook  his  head.  “We’ll  simply have to get closer.” 

“How close?” 

“As close as we can, I think. Come on.” 

They  made  their  way  carefully  and  stealthily  down  the  hill, keeping to the shadows as much as possible. On the side where the prisoners  were,  the  woodland  was  denser  than  on  the  side  Ralnor and Lana were on. 

Ralnor  pointed  toward  the  wood,  and  Lana  nodded.  They traversed the hillside until they were above the woodland, then they went down into it. 

“Now to approach,” Ralnor said. 

Side by side, he and Lana crept through the brush under the shadow  of  the  trees  until  they  were  approaching  the  camp. 

Suddenly, she grabbed his arm, and he froze. She pointed through the trees. 

Ralnor peered forward, then he saw it—a sentry, sitting on a rock  and  staring  out  into  the  wood  toward  them.  This  time,  he  felt forward  with  his  magic  and  did  not  find  any  trap,  but  still  he  was unwilling to use magic to take out this sentry. He did not know what the powers of the unknown mage in the red tent might be, and he did not wish to risk revealing himself or his magic prematurely. 

Lana  gave  him  a  questioning  look,  and  he  shook  his  head. 

She  seemed  to  understand,  because  she  pointed  to  Ralnor,  then away  from  herself,  around  the  other  side  of  the  sentry.  He understood without speaking that they should work in the same way that  they  had  before—he  would  flank  the  sentry,  and  she  would cause a distraction from the other side. 

Noiselessly, he crept around until he was facing the man from the side, then he began to creep closer until he was within ten feet of the sentry. He could not see Lana, but a moment later, there came a flash of movement off to the other side. The sentry saw it too, and he stood suddenly. 

He raised his spear and drew breath to cry out a challenge. 

Ralnor leaped on him, clamping a hand over the man’s mouth and  drawing  a  dagger  across  his  throat.  The  man  pitched  forward, struggled for a moment, then lay still. Before this night, Ralnor had

only ever killed one man. It felt strangely easy. He had known during his Ranger training that he would one day have to take the lives of humans, but he had always thought it would be difficult. Perhaps the fact that these humans had captured his friends had something to do with the ease of the night’s kills. 

Even  so,  it  might  have  been  easy,  but  it  felt  a  little  wrong somehow.  Lana  came  forward,  looking  wary.  Ralnor  met  her  eyes and  nodded.  Neither  of  them  were  enjoying  this  stealthy  killing—it seemed unfair somehow, but these humans had taken their friends. 

More than that, they were also at war. 

They  crept  low  through  the  undergrowth  toward  the  edge  of the camp. 

 Perfect,   Ralnor  thought.  He  reached  out  and  gave  Lana’s hand  a  reassuring  squeeze.  They  were  right  in  line  with  the prisoners.  There  was  nowhere  they  could  have  positioned themselves outside the camp where they would have been closer. 

The  guards  were  at  their  fire  on  the  other  side  of  the prisoners from Ralnor and Lana. 

 I’ll  have  to  use  magic  now,   Ralnor  thought.  That  might  alert the  mage  in  the  tent,  and  it  might  not,  but  at  least  it  won’t  do  so before it’s absolutely necessary. 

Again, Ralnor anchored his magic and let the connection flow through him. This time, he found to his satisfaction that he was able to reach the prisoners. He found something else as well, however—

something disturbing. A network of interlacing magical threads were laid out all over the camp, he now saw, and they were feeling around constantly like roving fingers, seeking for any kind of magic that was not their master’s. 

 Malavax,  Ralnor  thought  immediately.  This  is  the  magic  of Malavax. 

But improvisation and imagination came to his rescue. Ralnor countered the mage’s move by sending a protective shield of magic and placing it around his own spell. The shield lay thick around his

force spell, like a gauntlet around a limb that reaches forth to pick a hot iron out of a forge. 

The tendrils of magic sent forth by Malavax were confounded by  the  shield.  They  slid  past  it  unaware  and  crept  off  in  other directions without setting off the alarm. 

 Malavax,   Ralnor  thought.  I’ve  never  met  you,  but  already  I know  your  name  and  have  beaten  you  in  a  duel,  and  you’re  still asleep in your tent. 

He  grinned,  then  reached  forward  with  his  force  magic  to wrap Lufaren and Akhen and lift them up. 

It  didn’t  work  at  first.  Ralnor  applied  a  little  more  pressure, finding  it  difficult  to  control  the  force  magic  while  also  keeping  the deceiving  shield  in  place.  To  his  chagrin,  he  saw  Akhen’s  hair  and beard  begin  to  rise,  and  Lufaren’s  blonde  hair  lifting  up  as  if  on  a string. 

Akhen,  becoming  aware  of  what  was  happening,  raised  his head  and  began  to  look  around  frantically  for  the  source  of  the magic.  Lufaren,  who  had  been  dosing,  raised  his  head  and  said something  to  Akhen.  The  old  half-elf  shook  his  head  as  if  to  tell Lufaren to be quiet, and continued to scan the woods. 

Ralnor  decided  to  take  a  risk.  Checking  that  none  of  the guards  were  looking  his  way,  he  raised  himself  up  out  of  the undergrowth just a little bit. Akhen’s eyes found him immediately. A grin of sheer delight spread across the hermit’s face, and he began to nod enthusiastically. Lufaren followed Akhen’s gaze, and his eyes widened in surprise and pleasure when he saw Ralnor in the trees. 

Ralnor held a hand up to his mouth to indicate silence and hunkered back down again in the shadows. 

Maintaining  the  protection  spell  and  the  lifting  spell  at  the same  time  was  awkward,  and  it  made  the  force  magic  difficult  to control. But he was not prepared to drop the protection spell, not just yet. Not until he had to. 

Concentrating  fiercely,  Ralnor  put  more  force  into  the  lifting. 

Suddenly, both Akhen and Lufaren lurched upward into the air. Both

of them were in a standing position now, and their hair was sticking up in the air as if they were both hanging upside-down. Ralnor saw the iron bands around Akhen’s wrists and could feel their dampening influence  even  from  a  distance.  They  were  efficiently  stopping  the hermit mage from doing any magic. 

But  now  the  guards  had  noticed  that  something  was  amiss. 

Two of them left their fire and strode over to the prisoners, while the third stayed by the blaze but put his back to it, peering into the trees with his spear point lowered. 

Suddenly,  Ralnor  realized  his  mistake.  Lufaren  and  Akhen were not just bound—they were tied to the wooden post. He would have to lift the post as well if he wanted to get his friends out. 

Other  guards  around  the  camp  had  picked  up  on  the commotion by the prisoners. They were all well trained and did not leave  their  posts,  but  they  looked  over  to  where  the  two  soldiers stood berating the prisoners. Ralnor did not hear the words that were spoken, but it was clear to him that his time was running out. 

To  his  alarm,  the  magic  tendrils  that  permeated  the  camp began  to  whip  around  in  an  agitated  manner.  Ralnor  guessed  this meant  that  even  in  his  sleep,  the  mage  Malavax  was  becoming aware that something was going on. 

He  dropped  his  shield  and  put  all  his  focus  on  the  lifting magic. 

One  of  the  guards  had  just  reached  out  a  gauntleted  fist  to grab  Akhen  and  shake  him  when  Ralnor’s  magic  took  full  effect. 

Without the effort of maintaining the shield, he was able to bring his full control and focus to lifting his friends up. The post they were tied to ripped out of the ground, sending a blast of earth and stones into the faces of the guards. 

Lufaren,  Akhen,  and  the  wooden  post  all  flew  into  the  air, gaining twenty feet of height in a matter of moments. 

“Let’s  go,  Lana,”  Ralnor  said  urgently.  He  turned  and  began to dash through the undergrowth, away from the camp. As he did so, he  pulled  Akhen,  Lufaren,  and  their  wooden  post  through  the  air

above him, keeping them at twenty feet up as he ran. They cleared the treetops cleanly at that height, and it was easier and quicker than bringing them down and trying to free them on the ground. 

In  the  camp,  chaos  suddenly  broke  out.  The  magic  tendrils that  had  been  spread  through  the  camp  withdrew  suddenly.  A  bell began  to  clang  loudly,  and  men  came  dashing  out  of  their  tents, flinging on their armor and getting ready to fight. The men who were attending the fires leaped up and began to fling on wood and oil onto the fires to cast more light on the camp. 

Hurrying  through  the  undergrowth,  Ralnor  considered  using his magic to lift himself and Lana up through the air, but he decided against it. There was too much risk involved, and his control of the magic was too new to try something that would be so bad if it went wrong. 

 One thing at a time, Ralnor,  he said to himself.  You’re doing well so far, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. 

With  the  rescued  prisoners  still  flying  overhead,  Ralnor  and Lana broke cover at the back of the little woodland and charged up the hill. Lana was fast, but Ralnor—a little taller and longer-legged—

outpaced her. He reached the top of the hill and looked back. 

In  the  camp  below,  soldiers  were  running  about  frantically, shouting  to  each  other  and  trying  to  secure  their  perimeter.  In  the middle,  a  tall,  red-robed  figure  with  a  hood  had  emerged  from  the tent. Ralnor saw him gazing round, ignoring the pandemonium that reigned  in  the  camp.  In  the  midst  of  the  blazing  fires  and  running figures, this tall man stood motionless. 

 Malavax, Ralnor thought.  The mage who laid the trap. 

He  emanated  magic.  Even  from  the  top  of  the  ridge,  Ralnor could  feel  him  seeking.  Instinctively,  he  threw  up  a  barrier  around him  and  his  friends  that  would  stop  anyone  seeking  them  out  with magic  immediately,  but  at  the  same  moment  there  was  a  cry  from the camp below, and Ralnor realized they had been spotted. 

As Lana gained the ridge, he threw himself over the edge and tumbled  into  the  undergrowth  ten  feet  below.  Lana  followed,  and

Ralnor brought Lufaren and Akhen abruptly down to earth as well. 

“Ow!”  Lufaren  grunted  as  he,  Akhen,  and  the  wooden  post came crashing down into a thorny bush. 

“Sorry!” Ralnor said. “I’m still getting the hang of this!” 

“You’ve done great, lad,” Lufaren said weakly. “Just get us out of these bonds.” 

“Well done!” Akhen said. “I knew your next lesson would not come from me! It’s come from yourself! Well done!” 

“We’re not home safe yet,” Lana said. “We have no time. Sit up, Akhen.” 

Quickly,  Ralnor  freed  Lufaren,  cutting  the  ropes  that  bound him  to  the  post.  Lana  did  the  same  for  Akhen,  but  the  hermit  was bound by more than just ropes. 

“What’s this?” Lana asked, looking at the iron manacles that bound  Akhen’s  wrists.  They  were  wide,  covering  the  hermit’s forearms from the wrists to almost below the elbow, and they were joined by ten links of a thick chain. The iron that the manacles and chain were made of was black. 

“It’s  a  device  to  stop  a  mage  from  doing  magic,”  Akhen explained shortly. “We don’t have the time or the tools to break it, so just wrap the chain up in some cloth so it doesn’t clank and give us away, then let’s get going.” 

When  this  was  done,  all  four  of  them  loped  off  through  the undergrowth.  Behind  him,  Ralnor  felt  his  protective  magic  shield growing weaker as he got farther and farther away from it, but there was nothing he could do about that. Hopefully it would hold for long enough to delay the pursuit a little. 

Lufaren  panted  as  he  ran.  He  was  weak  and  had  obviously been  injured  in  the  fight.  His  left  arm  was  in  a  sling,  and  his  head was  wrapped  in  a  rough  bandage.  It  was  clear  that  these  fresh injuries on the back of his recent recovery were taxing his strength. 

“Where do we go?” he gasped. “Back to the cottage?” 

“No,” Akhen answered. “We cannot go back there. I’ve kept it protected from sight for a long time, but I don’t think we can rely on my magical wards to keep it from this new mage, this Malavax. He has great power, greater than any of the human mages I’ve seen so far. I think that they are his apprentices, and that he is the real force behind  the  humans’  recent  upsurge  in  using  magic  for  battling.  We will pass the cottage, but we cannot expect to go there and remain hidden.” 

“But the only other option is to go back to the outpost, or to try and find some defensible position in the forest,” Lana objected. “I don’t  think  we’ll  be  able  to  hide  from  this…  what  did  you  call  him? 

Malavax? Even if we do find a place to make a stand, I doubt if the four of us will be able to hold out for long against a whole company of human soldiers.” 

“I  think  Akhen  is  right,”  Ralnor  said.  “The  cottage  is  not defensible—it doesn’t even have a ditch or a wall to hold against a sustained attack. But Lana, you’re right too—we can’t expect to fight Malavax and all the humans he has with him with just the four of us. 

We’ve made a good head start, but they’ll be organized and after us soon enough. We must head for the outpost as quickly as we can.” 

“It’s  two  days’  journey  away  at  least!”  Lana  said.  “And Lufaren’s wounded!” 

“We have no other choice,” Ralnor said firmly. “I’m not willing to see Akhen’s home destroyed in a battle, even if I did see a chance at  defending  it.  Anyway,  we’ve  achieved  our  mission,  and  our  top priority should be to get back to the base.” 

“I agree with Ralnor,” Lufaren said. “It’s a desperate plan, but we  must  make  it  our  top  priority  to  get  back  to  Rayne’s  outpost  if there’s any chance of doing so.” 

Lana  subsided,  it  being  clear  that  Ralnor  had  made  his decision and that the others would follow him. 

“Very  well,”  Lana  said.  “Look,  there’s  the  woodland  up ahead.” 

During  their  debate,  they’d  been  jogging  along  at  a  good pace through the hilly country that lay between the edge of the forest and  the  human  camp.  It  was  rough  going—the  land  looked  as  if  it had  been  forested  until  perhaps  a  decade  ago,  and  there  were stumps  and  fallen  branches  all  over  the  ground  from  where  the loggers had worked. Ralnor suspected that this was the work of the humans—their  borders  were  not  that  far  away,  and  perhaps  these woods  had  been  cut  down  to  feed  the  fires  of  industry  that  were needed to build the humans’ army. 

Chapter 14







None of his friends liked this plan, but they all understood that it  made  sense.  Ralnor  was  right—the  secret  crossing  was  an immensely  important  asset,  and  if  the  fugitives  led  the  human pursuers there, it would be a major loss for the elves. 

Lana  was  the  one  who  was  most  against  it.  She  wanted  to stay  with  him,  but  Ralnor  made  her  see  that  there  was  no  other option but for her to go with the others. 

“When  I  face  the  soldiers  and  the  mage,  I’m  going  to  use powerful  force  magic,”  he  said.  “If  I  can  just  concentrate  on protecting myself and attacking the mage, then I think I can handle it

—the  mage  who  is  with  them  is  powerful,  but  I  think  I’m  stronger. 

But, Lana, my biggest weakness is multitasking. If he attacked you as well as me, I would struggle to look after us both.” 

“I can look after myself,” Lana said. 

“Against  a  sword  and  a  bow,  yes,”  he  said,  “but  there’s  a powerful  sorcerer  to  deal  with  here.  Look  after  Akhen  and  Lufaren. 

They  will  need  you  the  most.  I  promise  I  will  meet  you  back  at  the outpost.” 

A  sudden  creeping  sensation  at  the  back  of  his  neck  made the  hair  on  his  arms  stand  up.  It  was  Malavax,  trying  insidiously  to find him. 

“Go, now,” he said. “There is no more time. Go!” 

Lana  brushed  tears  from  her  eyes,  but  she  went,  taking  the lead as Akhen and Lufaren followed. 

“Now,” Ralnor said grimly to the darkness. “Time to cause a little trouble.” 

He  hurried  back  toward  the  humans  to  check  on  their progress. Some of them had managed to get their torches relit, but

they  had  now  reformed  into  a  tighter  formation  and  came  on  more warily. At a glance, Ralnor figured there were definitely less of them

—perhaps as many as twenty less. So his trickery with the torches and the falling trees had at least wounded several of the pursuers. 

With  a  burst  of  strength,  he  sent  an  attack  at  Malavax  and was rewarded with a yelp of pain from within the trees. 

He deliberately made a bit of noise, snapping a few branches and kicking up the piles of ancient leaves in the undergrowth. 

“Over there!” he heard a soldier crying. “This way!” 

Ralnor  sped  away,  deflecting  a  weak  counterattack  from Malavax  as  he  gained  the  main  track  that  led  through  the  forest  to the Redway crossing bridge. He reduced his pace until he was sure that  they  were  following  him  and  not  his  friends,  then  fired  another blast  at  Malavax.  There  was  an  immediate  response  this  time,  a strong  shield  followed  by  a  heavy  counterattack  that  Ralnor  reeled away from as he deflected it. 

“Over that way!” he heard a deep voice bellowing through the trees. “He’s on the road!” 

Another,  more  frightened  voice  shouted  something  that Ralnor didn’t catch, and then a volley of arrows came flying through the trees and rattled to the ground around him. These soldiers meant business, but so did Ralnor the Ranger! 

He could not resist the wild laughter that surged up in him as he sprinted away from the pursuit toward the bridge. 

Malavax must have had some way of communicating with the other  soldiers,  because  Ralnor  found  the  bridge  guarded  by  more men  than  he  had  expected.  A  group  of  twelve  soldiers  with  bows, spears, shields, and swords stood on Ralnor’s side of the bridge. He knew he didn’t have much time to deal with them. If he was going to make  it  seem  that  his  friends  had  crossed  here,  then  Malavax  and his men needed to find this garrison defeated when they arrived. 

Meanwhile,  Ralnor  knew  that  his  friends  would  be  on  the other  side  of  the  river  by  now  and  would  loop  around  to  cross  the

Redway road out of sight of the bridge and then head straight for the outpost. Ralnor fervently wished them luck. 

He estimated he had about ten minutes before Malavax and his soldiers reached the spot. Twelve men would be a bit too much even for Ralnor to deal with using only his sword, so he decided he would have to deal with them another way: his magic. 

There being little time for anything more subtle, Ralnor burst out  of  the  trees  onto  the  road  and  charged  at  the  soldiers  with  his sword drawn. 

As  he  had  hoped,  the  twelve  men  clustered  immediately together to block his passage across the bridge. Six of them locked shields  and  readied  their  spears,  while  the  other  six  took  cover behind  the  shield  wall  and  nocked  arrows  to  their  bows.  Ralnor stopped, trying to look unsure of what to do next. 

“Halt,  elf,  or  die!”  the  lead  soldier  shouted  from  behind  his shield.  They  obviously  did  not  see  that  he  was  a  hybrid—Ralnor’s hood  was  up  as  usual,  and  aside  from  his  ears,  he  looked  almost entirely like an elf. 

“I  wish  for  no  trouble,”  he  said,  while  at  the  same  time  he grounded himself and drew up a massive blast of force. 

“A bit late for that, young one,” the soldier laughed. “But put down your sword and we’ll talk.” 

“Very well,” Ralnor replied, crouching. “Very well.” 

He  kneeled  down  on  one  knee,  placed  his  sword  on  the earth, then placed his open palm on the ground. This extra point of connection with the ground suddenly increased his anchoring power, and  he  felt  the  spirit  magic  connection  become  stronger,  but  still remaining in balance. 

He struck. 

The  blast  of  force  he  sent  out  was  like  a  giant  fist,  and  it smashed into the shield wall and then exploded outward in a blast of power that sent a shockwave through the other soldiers. The archers

went  flying  in  every  direction,  and  the  spearmen  were  sent  flying through the air as well. 

Only  quick  thinking  saved  Ralnor  himself  from  being impacted by the wave of force that blasted out from the explosion of the fist of power. He felt it coming and threw up a magical shield to protect himself, feeling the blast dissipate as it hit him. 

As  he  rose  to  his  feet  and  looked  around,  he  heard  the shouting of the approaching soldiers—they were making better time now  that  they  were  on  the  road.  Ralnor  assessed  the  situation.  Of the  twelve  soldiers  who  had  been  holding  the  bridge,  only  seven remained.  The  rest  had  fallen  into  the  swift,  deep  water  and  been washed away. 

Ralnor  hardened  his  heart  to  the  deed  that  needed  to  be done. The other soldiers lay scattered about the space in front of the bridge, and he used force magic to fling another two of them into the river. 

The one nearest him rolled over, got up, and charged with his spear lowered and his shield up. Ralnor batted the spear aside with his own blade, then shoulder-barged the man’s shield, crowding him back toward the river. The man dropped his spear and went for his sword,  but  in  that  moment,  Ralnor  passed  his  sword  though  the man’s chest, using all his strength to punch the sharp blade through the chainmail. 

Four men remained. One was dead, his head caved in by his fall. The other two were getting to their feet. Ralnor grabbed one of the soldiers’ bows from the ground and an arrow from the quiver of the man he’d just felled. He dropped to one knee and put an arrow through the eye of one of the remaining soldiers. 

The  second  wavered.  Ralnor  grabbed  a  spear  from  the ground.  Surging  to  his  feet,  he  launched  the  spear  through  the  air like a javelin. This was not a move he’d had practiced much, but, to his great satisfaction, his magic allowed him to stabilize the spear in mid-flight, and even to add a little extra force to it as it flew. 

The  last  soldier’s  eyes  went  wide,  then  blank  as  the  spear slammed through him, pinning him to the ground like a butterfly to a collection board. 

“Ouch,”  Ralnor  said.  He  felt  a  pang  of  guilt,  but  they  would have  killed  him.  He  reminded  himself  again  that  this  was  what  war looked  like.  If  not  for  people  like  him  who  were  prepared  to  defend the elven homelands to the death, the humans would long ago have overrun  the  elven  kingdoms  and  put  him,  and  all  those  like  him,  to death. 

But  what  about  what  Akhen  had  said?  Were  the  elves  truly any  better?  The  people  of  the  lower  levels  of  Suntower  City—even those he’d known and called friends—would probably have executed him as well if they’d known he was a hybrid who could use magic. 

 Not  the  time  for  this!   he  scolded  himself,  then  suddenly  he realized  where  the  thoughts  had  come  from.  This  was  not  his  own mind  saying  these  things—he’d  already  made  up  his  mind  on  the point. This was Malavax’s insidious magic causing him doubt! 

It  was  a  very  subtle  form  of  magic,  but  it  was  effective.  As soon as he realized what was going on, Ralnor found the thread of insidious  doubt  and  questioning  that  his  enemy  had  sent  to  trouble him and snapped it. 

He  almost  thought  he  heard  a  chuckle  floating  across  the magic toward him, but perhaps he was just imagining things? 

Keeping  a  firm  grip  on  his  own  thoughts,  Ralnor  turned  his mind  to  the  task  at  hand.  The  bridge  guards  were  defeated,  and anyone who came here would be justified in believing that the fleeing party had fought them and crossed. Ralnor himself dashed over the bridge  now  and  hid  himself  in  the  undergrowth  to  await developments. He threw up a quick psychic shield around himself to defend  against  any  more  of  Malavax’s  insidious  mind  tricks  and waited. 

He did not have to wait for long. 

The  first  humans  came  warily  out  of  the  trees,  their  shields locked in formation, their eyes scanning the battle scene in front of

them. They stopped, then an officer called out over his shoulder. “All right, there’s no one here. Come on.” 

Twenty  more  soldiers  marched  out  in  a  looser  formation, some carrying bows, some carrying shields and spears. 

Then Malavax came out. 

Ralnor felt like he knew the mage already—they had sparred through magic from a distance, after all—but this was the first time he’d seen him up close. The human sorcerer was taller than all the other humans around him. His frame was broad and well-built, with a barrel chest and thick arms that made him look like a man who made his living swinging an axe rather than casting magic. His body was draped  in  scarlet  robes  that  were  lined  with  darker  red  fur,  and  he had a long red cloak that stretched to the ground. His boots of black leather gleamed in the light of the torches. His head and his hands were bare, and he carried no weapon, though there was a sword in a red leather sheath by his side. 

He was strikingly handsome, almost disturbingly so, as if his looks were the result of some strange glamor rather than the result of  nature.  His  hair  was  golden  as  an  elf’s,  and  unlike  most  of  the men  around  him,  he  was  clean-shaven,  but  his  ears  and  his eyebrows  were  all  human.  The  fine  features  of  his  face  and  his gleaming brown eyes were all set in a look of smug satisfaction as he gazed around at the scene of battle. 

“They’ve gone,” the officer said, looking at the dead men and the  scattered  battle  gear  that  littered  the  space  before  the  bridge. 

“They’ve killed the guard and crossed the bridge.” 

Malavax  clapped  his  hands  slowly  together  as  he  gave  the guard a withering look. “Your intellectual prowess is the pride of the company  once  again,  Captain  Mark,”  he  said.  “Any  other  blistering insights to share with us?” 

The captain bristled a little. “The mage has done most of the work,” he continued. “You can tell by how far the men are scattered about.” 

“Good,” Malavax said. “Anything else?” 

“Well, he’s gone now, and he’s taken his friends with him,” the guard said. 

“And how do you deduce that?” 

“Well, sir, he’s not here, you can see that for yourself.” 

“Oh  I  can,  can  I?”  Malavax  said  malevolently.  He  turned  his piercing  brown  eyes  on  the  clump  of  bushes  where  Ralnor  was hidden. “Why don’t you favor us with your presence, young rebel?” 

he called. “It doesn’t look very comfortable in those bushes.” 

Ralnor stepped out into the open with as much dignity as he could muster. He kept his magic anchored steadily and kept aware of the  connection  between  spirit  and  earth.  With  all  the  practice  he’d had now, keeping the balance of the earth and spirit magic along the connection was becoming second nature. 

 Don’t want to get complacent, though,  he warned himself. 

The soldiers, at sight of him, drew together and formed ranks. 

Ralnor counted thirty of them at a quick glance. They formed up in two  ranks  of  ten  abreast,  shields  locked,  spears  out,  in  the  same manner  as  the  soldiers  on  the  bridge  had  done.  Then  the  archers pulled up behind them and nocked their bows. 

“Shall we fire, Lord Malavax?” the archer’s officer cried. “Shall we kill him?” 

“Kill  him?”  Malavax  said,  his  constant  smile  in  place.  “As  if you could. Yes, why not try? Fire away, archers, fire away.” 

“Draw!” the officer shouted. The archers all raised their bows. 

Ralnor let magic ring through him. His ring glowed red as he held up his hands. 

“Fire!” 

A flurry of arrows hissed into the air, and Ralnor flung up his magic  to  shield  him  from  the  incoming  missiles.  The  arrows  rattled off  the  shield  and  fell  away  to  either  side,  and  as  this  happened, Malavax  sent  a  subtle  thread  of  magic  toward  Ralnor.  His  shield wavered  for  a  moment,  but  he  held  it  in  place  as  he  batted  away Malavax’s attack. 

“Nock!  Draw!  Loose!”  came  the  officer’s  command  again. 

Another  volley  of  arrows  hissed  through  the  air  and  smacked  into Ralnor’s shield. 

“Nock!” 

“Enough  of  this,”  Malavax  snapped.  “Archers,  stand  down. 

Captain?” 

The captain snapped to attention. “My lord?” 

“How much does the cohort spend on arrows in a year?” 

“How much? Uhh, I don’t know, my lord…” 

Malavax laughed. “But I do. Too much to be wasting them on this petty game. When I’m done with him, have your men pick up all the arrows that have been wasted.” 

“My lord,” the captain replied, obviously confused. 

“So,  Ralnor,”  Malavax  said,  taking  a  step  toward  the  bridge. 

“We meet at last!” 

“You know my name?” Ralnor asked. 

“Do you not know mine?” 

“I do.” 

“And how?” 

“From your magic, Malavax.” 

“Exactly so,” Malavax replied, seeming pleased. “But do you know what an impressive feat that is? Few mages with your level of training  could  have  drawn  such  a  subtle  piece  of  information  from observing a spell, and yet you did it instinctively, without ever having been taught! Do you know how rare a gift that is?” 

“All I know is that you took my friends captive and have hurt my people with your unjust war. I’m a Ranger of the elven kingdoms, and I’m here to tell you that you will not pass this bridge alive. Here your journey ends, Malavax. Turn around, take your friends, and go home.” 

“Oh,  Ralnor,  Ralnor,”  Malavax  said  in  a  crooning  voice.  He took another step forward. 

“That’s  far  enough!”  Ralnor  said.  “Not  one  more  step,  I’m warning you!” 

“Oh really?” Malavax said. “Very well, then.” 

He stepped backward, but as he did so, his eyes flickered to the left and he held up one hand in a clenched fist, then brought it down in a sharp motion. Ralnor followed where the mage had been looking and could have kicked himself. 

From  the  trees,  rank  upon  rank  of  fresh  human  soldiers emerged.  They  were  armed  and  ready,  and  in  contrast  to  the soldiers who’d arrived with Malavax, these new arrivals looked fresh and well-rested. Their officer barked orders, and the soldiers fanned out until they covered a semicircle surrounding the bridge. They held their  regular  shield  wall,  and  ranks  of  archers  took  up  positions behind them. 

Malavax smirked at Ralnor, who grimaced as he realized how he’d  been  tricked.  Malavax  had  known  that  these  reinforcements were on the way and had kept Ralnor engaged in talk with him while they  came  up.  If  Ralnor  had  attacked  as  soon  as  Malavax  had emerged from the trees, he would have been able to fight him with only a small bodyguard around him. 

Now  Ralnor  faced  not  only  Malavax,  but  a  solid  wall  of  a hundred foot soldiers and at least sixty archers. 

Should he run? 

He  thought  of  his  friends,  of  the  wounded  Lufaren  and  the manacled  Akhen.  They  could  not  be  all  that  far  away  still,  even  if they  had  been  moving  as  quickly  as  they  could.  No,  Ralnor  would have  to  keep  Malavax  and  his  soldiers  busy  here  for  as  long  as possible. This was the only crossing for miles and miles. 

He would make them fear to cross. 

“Light your arrows!” an officer shouted. Ralnor saw a flash of flame  from  behind  the  ranks  of  shields,  and  a  moment  later,  the archers raised burning fire arrows up into the air. 

Ralnor blasted a force attack at the front rank of the soldiers. 

To  his  surprise,  Malavax  blocked  it  with  a  magic  shield.  The  force dissipated, and it was only Ralnor’s tight control of his magic and his solid anchor to the earth that saved him from an impact that would have thrown him backward and possibly incapacitated him. 

Malavax  had  retreated  behind  the  serried  ranks  of  soldiers. 

The fire arrows flew into the air, and Ralnor flung up a shield again, but  this  time  Malavax  intervened.  Ralnor  felt  his  own  magic  shield being  sabotaged  by  Malavax.  Holding  his  magic  shield  up,  he countered Malavax’s spell, sending it awry. 

The  dual  casting  was  difficult,  but  he  managed  it.  The  fire arrows hit this shield and bounced off, but already there was another volley  in  the  air,  their  bright  flames  cutting  fiery  arcs  of  vivid  light through the blackness of the trees. 

This  time,  when  Malavax  tried  to  break  his  shield,  Ralnor changed tactics. He dropped the shield and swept a buffeting blast of  force  through  the  arrows.  They  wobbled  and  dropped  to  the ground as if they all had iron weights attached. 

Malavax’s  spell  went  wild,  and  Ralnor  caught  it.  He  held  it, realizing  that  he  had  some  control  over  the  mage  through  the connection. He flung force down the connection and was rewarded with the sight of Malavax’s handsome face twisting into an ugly snarl as his head snapped backward and blood shot from his nose. 

“Rank,  advance!”  an  officer  roared,  and  the  foot  soldiers began to march in lockstep toward the bridge. 







Malavax was temporarily disabled by Ralnor’s blast of force, and so Ralnor had a moment to fight the soldiers before he had to worry about Malavax’s magic again. He would take the opportunity. 

First, he swept a wave of force magic up from the air around him.  As  he  did  so,  feeling  the  connection  between  spirit  and  earth

magic humming with power, he felt as if the trees and the river, and even the stones of the bridge under his feet were working together to send him their support. 

 The old magic of the world recognizes me,  he thought.   It sees me as its ally. 

The spirit answered the elements around him, drawing up the power of stone, wood, and earth. Ralnor’s force blast took physical form. It looked like a rushing torrent of water, but there were figures almost visible within it. 

Ralnor  could  see  the  bodies  and  hoary  faces  of  humanoid figures that looked like tree-people, and heavy, amorphous creatures that looked like people made of river-water. 

“This land rejects you, humans!” Ralnor roared. He flung the magic right through the center of the advancing human soldiers. 

Men  went  flying  in  all  directions,  their  shields,  spears,  and gear leaving their hands and being carried up through the air on the force of the advancing torrent of magic. Their cries of fear and pain were drowned out by a sudden roaring in Ralnor’s ears. 

For  a  moment,  he  thought  that  he  had  drawn  too  deeply  on the  power  of  spirit  and  was  about  to  faint  again—and  that  would have been disastrous. 

 Keep a hold of it,  he said to himself firmly.  Hold the balance. 

He  held  strong  at  the  point  where  the  magics  joined, channeling  the  immense  power  from  the  spirit  realm  and  from  the world around him. 

“Yes!” he said under his breath. His jaw was clenched and his face set in a fierce grin. Bright light gathered around his hands as he held them up, outstretched toward the soldiers. 

The  men  were  reforming—or  trying  to.  Their  center  had collapsed,  and  the  men  on  the  outer  wings  of  the  formation  were hurrying around to close the gap Ralnor had punched through their lines. 

Ralnor focused on the earth at their feet and the trees around them. He concentrated, forcing his will into the thick, damp earth. 

It  erupted  upward  with  explosive  force.  Clods  of  earth, boulders, and a shower of thick, wet mud fired into the air, carrying the  soldiers  on  the  right  into  the  air  with  it.  They  landed  in  a  heap, pelted with earth and falling rocks that fell on top of them. The left of the soldiers’ formation formed up and charged at Ralnor, their spears lowered. 

“Arrows!” someone was shouting. “Arrows! Take him down!” 

Ralnor  grabbed  up  his  sword,  then  held  out  his  hand  in  the air.  Another  sword—one  dropped  by  a  human  soldier—lay  on  the ground nearby. Without thinking about it, Ralnor pressed his will onto the sword, and it leaped up in the air and flew toward him. 

He caught the handle in his left hand and charged in to meet the advancing soldiers, one of their own swords in his left hand and his  curved  ranger  blade  in  his  right.  Red  light  blazed  from  his channeling  ring  on  his  right  hand,  making  the  Ranger  blade  shine and gleam as if it were dipped in blood. 

Ralnor let a blast of force cut through the shield wall to make an opening for himself and then waded into the gap. He hadn’t had a huge amount of practice dual-wielding blades, but it felt like it came naturally. The swords sang to him in a voice of death, and he felt the spirit magic responding to their presence with a fierce rush of battle magic. 

Strength coursed through his limbs as he swung his blades. 

Speed rushed through him, making him move like the wind through grass.  The  human  soldiers  could  not  compete.  To  them,  he  was  a whirling dynamo, a blur of steel, red light, and magic. 

When twelve of their number had fallen, they ran. 

Blood-spattered,  Ralnor  turned  to  face  the  rest  of  the soldiers. Chaos reigned on the dimly lit battlefield. 

The  light  of  the  cold  dawn  was  in  the  sky,  illuminating  the scene  with  a  gray  light.  Mist  wove  between  the  tree  trunks,  rolling

silently  across  the  damp  earth.  Moisture  dripped  from  the  thickly needled branches of the pines. 

The bodies of soldiers littered the clearing. Some were dead, some  wounded,  some  just  stunned  or  unconscious  from  the  fall. 

Many,  it  seemed,  had  fled.  Those  who  remained  were  huddled behind a shield wall around Malavax, just outside the tree line. 

Ralnor glared at them. “Who’s next?” he growled. 

“Fire!” an officer ordered. 

A  flight  of  arrows  came  through  the  air  toward  Ralnor  from the  archers,  who  made  up  most  of  the  remaining  soldiers  in  the group. 

Instead  of  a  magic  shield,  Ralnor  opted  for  something  more subtle. He flung out tendrils of magic toward the arrows, each tendril finding a single shaft and catching it in midair. The arrows stopped, turned, and then flew back at the soldiers. 

“Shields up!” their officer ordered. 

There  was  a  rattle  of  metal  as  the  soldiers  all  raised  their shields  to  protect  themselves  from  the  barrage.  Inspiration  struck Ralnor, and he reached out more magic tendrils, grabbing up all the discarded arrows and fallen weapons from around the clearing. 

Swords, shields, spears, and arrows all swept up into the air. 

With an effort of concentration, Ralnor made them all fly up and then level themselves, pointing at the soldiers. 

“Enough!  Enough!”  the  officer  wailed.  “Surrender!  We surrender!” 

“Fools!” Malavax’s voice cursed loudly from the middle of the group. The two soldiers in the front of the shield wall were suddenly shoved  aside,  and  the  red-robed  Malavax  stalked  out,  glaring  at Ralnor with all the menace of a thwarted tiger in his glowering eyes. 

“None  of  you  can  match  him.  All  the  army  of  the  human  kingdoms could not match him. He is a force mage, a battle mage, a mage of powers unthought of in this world. There is only one who can match him in strength and power—me!” 

He glared at Ralnor. “I thought you would join us—join me! I could have taught you to use your magic to gain power unheard of in this  world.  Together,  we  could  have  had  dominion  over  all  the realms.  I  would  have  taken  you  as  a  pupil,  Ralnor.  You  are  strong, but you lack subtlety and knowledge of theory. You are a natural at using  your  magic,  but  you  do  not  know  the  true  value  of  what  you hold. I give you this one last chance—will you join me?” 

“I will never join you!” Ralnor said. 

“Then you have chosen death!” 



Chapter 15







“We’ll see about that,” Ralnor replied. Immediately, he pulled back  the  cloud  of  spears,  swords,  arrows,  and  shields  that  he  had pointed  at  the  soldiers  and  threw  them  at  Malavax.  Instantly,  the powerful sorcerer was surrounded by a swarm of deadly steel points. 

Ralnor found that the control necessary to manipulate all the weapons  in  the  air  was  draining  on  his  focus.  It  was  like  trying  to hold  a  small  weight  on  an  outstretched  hand  for  a  long  time.  Easy enough at first, but over time, it began to wear at him. 

Ralnor breathed and maintained his control. Malavax seemed to understand what the effort of holding all the weapons in place was costing the young hybrid. His eyes gleamed malevolently at Ralnor. 

“So,  you  see,”  he  said.  “You  have  inspiration,  and  great power,  but  you  lack  the  subtlety  required  to  execute  on  your inspirations. I have told you that I could teach you. Will you not learn from me?” 

For answer, Ralnor slung the gathered weapons. 

Malavax flipped one red robed arm out, and a blast of white and  yellow  magic  crackled  through  the  air  and  smashed  the attacking  weapons  back,  out  of  the  way.  Ralnor’s  control  was broken,  and  his  magical  tendrils — which  were  extended  over  the clearing now — were suddenly left hanging in the air. Remembering how  he  had  attacked  Malavax  earlier  by  grabbing  his  magic  spell and  directing  it  for  so  long,  Ralnor  immediately  pulled  back  the tendrils.  Even  as  he  did  so,  he  felt  Malavax’s  reaching  grasp  and knew  that  the  more  experienced  mage  had  been  trying  to  turn  his own trick against him. 

Sudden  cold  groped  across  Ralnor's  face.  Instinctively,  he raised  a  hand  to  his  cheek  and  felt  his  skin  was  as  cold  as  ice. 

Malavax  was  circling  him,  though,  attempting  to  cut  off  his  escape across the bridge. 

 Well,  if  it  comes  to  it,  I  can  use  force  magic  to  fling  myself over  the  river,  but  I  would  rather  not  have  to  do  that.  I  need  to prevent him from cutting off my escape across the river. 

Ralnor  circled  back  around  in  answer  to  Malavax’s maneuvering.  As  he  did  so,  he  felt  the  cold  on  his  face  increasing. 

Suddenly,  he  realized  what  it  was.  This  cold  was  an  ice  spell  that Malavax was using to attack him! 

He reached for the source of the magic and found it, gripping it  suddenly  like  a  hand  gripping  the  wrist  of  a  creeping  arm  that  is aimed at his purse. 

“Not so fast, you dirty trickster,” Ralnor shouted as he broke the connection and pushed the magic back. 

 That’s interesting. Clearly one of Malavax’s main strengths is his use of stealthy magic. I had best be on my guard for those kinds of spells. 

Malavax  was  clearly  angered  by  the  discovery.  “Very  well, you young upstart,” he growled. “Let’s see how you deal with magic of your own style!” 

Instead of the insidious touch he had used a moment before, Malavax  now  went  for  a  more  direct  approach.  He  raised  both  his hands. 

For a moment, Ralnor felt the air around him shimmer. Then there  was  a  terrible  rending  crack,  and  a  tree  near  to  Malavax withered.  It  was  a  small  tree,  not  much  bigger  than  Ralnor—just  a sapling  really.  Malavax  held  his  hand  out  toward  it,  and  Ralnor  felt the essence and life force of the tree pouring out and going into the mage.  The  tree  itself  withered  up,  crumpling  down  on  itself  as  if  a hundred years of decay had been condensed into a few seconds. 

Malavax had drawn power from the withering of the tree. He swelled up with strength, his face reddening, and then he fired that power  as  a  blast  of  ice  vapor  at  Ralnor.  The  ice  vapor  cut  through the air and made Ralnor gasp as it touched him with freezing fingers. 

When  the  ice  vapor  connected  with  him,  it  froze  his  blood. 

The raw power that Malavax had brought to the spell—the way that he had drawn it from his environment—was impressive, but even as Ralnor  struggled  against  the  enveloping  flow  of  cold  that  wrapped around him, he saw in Malavax’s face the effort that building such a powerful spell had cost the red mage. 

 He can put raw strength into a spell,  Ralnor thought,  but  he needs  an  external  source  of  power  to  do  so,  and  drawing  off  that power from the environment is difficult for him. That’s why he favors the  more  insidious  forms  of  magic.  And  that’s  where  I  have  the advantage over him. 

Ralnor  had  more  immediate  concerns,  however.  The  ice vapor  was  creeping  around  him,  finding  ways  under  his  armor  and inside  his  clothing.  Deadly  cold  moved  through  him,  and  he  felt  it becoming painful to breathe. 

 I cannot let him beat me with this,  Ralnor thought, gazing for breath.  I can’t! 

At  that  moment,  Malavax  gave  an  evil  grin  and  began  to advance  on  Ralnor.  He  raised  his  hands,  and  a  blue  net  made  of light fired at Ralnor. As the net appeared, a patch of tall ferns near Malavax’s  feet  withered  suddenly,  much  as  the  tree  had  done. 

Malavax  was  up  to  his  same  tricks  again,  drawing  power  from  the world around him. 

The net hissed through the air and gripped Ralnor, wrapping around  his  limbs  and  tying  itself  around  his  feet.  Ralnor  was reminded  of  the  tendrils  of  spirit  mist  that  Akhen  had  used  in  their first encounter, and he immediately leaped at the inspiration. 

His  body  was  under  attack,  and  his  limbs  were  constrained by  the  magic  net  and  made  clumsy  by  the  insidious  cold,  but  his magic was free. Dawn mist still crept across the clearing, and Ralnor reached for it with his magic, grabbing it and pouring power into it. 

They were spirit mists. At the time of the great Sundering, the power  of  the  spirit  realm  had  flowed  over  into  the  physical  world. 

Mists,  plants,  trees,  and  even  animals  had  all  been  affected  to  a

greater  or  lesser  degree  by  the  power.  Sometimes,  plants  and elements  that  had  been  tainted  with  spirit  took  on  more consciousness than their regular, non-spirit versions. 

The mists of this forest leaped to Ralnor’s control. As they did so, he felt again the support and encouragement of the environment around him, lifting him and letting him know that he was supported, that the forces of nature were his ally. And not just the spirit forces. 

His awareness of the world around him was broadening as he used magic, and he felt strongly that the trees, the plants, and the grass were  not spirit elements. They were just natural, untainted by spirit. 

And yet, like the spirit mists and the vein of conscious spirit that ran through the river, they too supported him against Malavax. 

The world—spirit and physical—was on his side. 

 That’s great,  he thought,  but how do I use that? 

Was Malavax right? Ralnor doubted for a brief moment. Did he truly not know what it was that he held, what the true scope of his power was? He thought that in a way that was probably true, but in the  same  moment  he  knew  he  would  die  before  he  took  the  red mage as a tutor. The evil in the mage’s eyes was self-evident, and the  bragging,  malicious  tone  in  his  taunting  voice  and  cutting sarcasm  was  in  marked  contrast  to  the  gentle  and  pleasant demeanor of Akhen the hermit. 

The thought of his friends gave Ralnor new strength. With a surge of effort in three directions—a level of multi-tasking that would have made Akhen proud—he countered Malavax’s spells. 

The  spirit  mists  rushed  across  the  ground  toward  Malavax, and as they did so, they burst into flame. At the same time, Ralnor sent magic to a small tree that was nearby, pushing life and purpose into it, and the fierceness that came from battle magic. It was not a spirit tree, and yet Ralnor was able to pour magic into it as easily as he did the spirit mists. 

The  tree  suddenly  uprooted  itself,  huge,  inhuman  eyes blinked  open  in  its  side,  and  its  branches  extended  to  become grasping arms as its roots became stomping feet. 

Malavax,  his  concentration  suddenly  broken,  glanced  away from Ralnor. His eyes widened when he saw what Ralnor had done. 

In the moment of Malavax’s distraction, the net spell wavered. Using a  huge  burst  of  force  magic  from  inside,  Ralnor  blasted  a  field  of powerful energy out from himself. 

The  blue  net  shattered,  pieces  of  brittle  blue  ice  flying everywhere around the clearing. 

Next  Ralnor  drew  on  the  power  of  fire.  This  was  not something  that  he  had  used  before  to  any  great  extent,  but  he’d seen Akhen do it, and he had the feel of it. He let heat run through his body, countering the vicious cold of Malavax’s ice spell. 

Sudden energy and life rushed through him as the power of the  spell  was  broken,  and  he  leaped  forward.  Malavax  was distracted as tendrils of burning spirit mist whipped at him from the direction  of  the  trees.  He  used  magical  shields  and  blasts  of  ice  to counter them, breathing raggedly as he drew life-force from the trees and plants around him to fuel his spells. 

Meanwhile,  the  tree  monster  that  Ralnor  had  created  was menacing the cowering soldiers. It did not actually attack them, but it herded  them  toward  the  river,  and  a  couple  of  burning  tendrils  of spirit mist helped to cut off their retreat toward the trees. 

Ralnor  darted  past  Malavax,  heading  for  the  bridge.  His  job was  not  to  kill  Malavax,  not  now.  It  would  be  good  if  he  could neutralize the mage, but he didn’t think he was quite ready for that task.  He  was  good,  and  he  was  learning  a  lot,  but  too  much confidence in his abilities could be the most dangerous thing for him at the moment. 

 I’ve  thoroughly  disabled  the  soldiers,  he thought.  And  for  all his  power,  I  don’t  think  Malavax  will  want  to  attack  the  outpost without  the  backup  of  some  regular  forces.  I’ve  slowed  the  pursuit, that’s for sure. 

But he was wrong. Malavax was a cunning, resourceful, and subtle mage, and he still had many more tricks up his sleeve. 

As Ralnor reached the bridge, the soldiers hit the bank of the river.  The  tree  monster  roared  and  whipped  at  them  with  its branches,  and  the  fire  tendrils  encroached  further.  Ralnor  stood  on the bridge, unwilling to flee just yet. 

Suddenly, with a yell of fury and power, Malavax raised both his hands, and magic exploded from him. This time, it was fire rather than  ice,  and  the  power  he  drew  withered  two  larger  trees  nearby him.  A  wave  of  flame  blasted  from  both  hands,  flying  across  the clearing  and  slamming  into  the  tree  monster.  Scorching  flame immediately  blossomed  across  the  monster’s  side  and  engulfed  its branches. 

With a howl of pain, the tree monster was suddenly a blazing torch.  Glaring  yellow  light  illuminated  the  gray  forest,  then  the monster charged past the huddled soldiers and leaped into the river. 

The  deep,  fast-flowing  water  swallowed  the  monster  with  a  hiss  of steam, and the tree monster was swept away, bobbing downriver on the fast current. 

Then Malavax pulled a creative trick worthy of Ralnor himself. 

He fired a blast of ice magic at the river, while smashing all the fire tendrils in the clearing with blasts of ice vapor. Ralnor saw Malavax reeling  with  the  effort  that  it  cost  him,  the  grass  around  his  feet providing  the  power  this  time,  but  the  red  mage  managed  to  hold himself together despite the sweat pouring down his brow. 

Ice  suddenly  blossomed  on  the  surface  of  the  river,  and  in moments, there was a thick coating of ice right across its surface. 

“Cross!”  Malavax  howled.  “You  soldiers,  cross  and  continue the pursuit! I will deal with this mage!” 

The  soldiers  seemed  only  too  happy  to  get  away  from  the battle.  They  leaped  down  the  riverbank  onto  the  ice  and  crossed, scrambling  up  the  opposite  bank  and  fleeing  into  the  trees  that  lay alongside the Redway road. 

Ralnor  glanced  from  the  soldiers  to  the  red  mage  and decided  his  job  was  to  do  what  he  could  to  fight  Malavax  to  a standstill  here  before  chasing  the  soldiers.  At  a  push,  Lufaren  and

Lana could probably deal with them—even then, they were probably far  enough  away  already  that  the  soldiers  would  have  a  hard  time catching up. 

No, Malavax was the greatest threat. 

Summoning  a  force  blast,  Ralnor  attacked  Malavax  again, taking  advantage  of  the  red  mage’s  weakened  state.  Malavax  flew backward  across  the  clearing  and  landed  heavily  under  a  big  pine tree. Another blast of force and the tree was uprooted, falling down onto him. 

The red mage rolled out of the way just in time or he would have been crushed. 

Ralnor took the moment’s opportunity to fling his magic wide into the forest around himself when he felt the soldiers who had been ordered to go in pursuit of the others. They were moving at a good pace down the Redway road, in entirely the wrong direction. 

Then he felt that there were more soldiers coming. He could not exactly estimate their number, but he felt that there were not that many of them. They were definitely humans, however, and they were coming from the direction that the other soldiers had come from. 

Malavax fired ice spikes at Ralnor. 

A  hastily  created  magic  shield  protected  Ralnor  from  the worst of the impacts, but some of the spikes got past and struck his armor. 

The spikes that hit Ralnor’s armor smashed, not piercing the leather. At first, Ralnor thought that this meant the ice spikes could not hurt him, but moments later he realized that this was wrong. The spots on the leather where the ice had hit began to degrade, melting away as if they were being eaten away by some acidic substance. 

“What  the…?”  Ralnor  muttered  as  he  watched  his  armor melting before his eyes. 

“Hah!”  Malavax  said.  “You  see  the  power  of  my  ice  magic! 

Now your end has come!” 

The  blast  hit  Ralnor  before  he  could  raise  a  shield.  With immense  speed,  Malavax  had  sent  a  blast  of  ice  vapor  at  him  that coated him and froze him again. 

As  before,  Ralnor  drew  on  the  power  of  fire  to  counter  the spell  as  he  stumbled  back,  his  breath  wheezing  in  and  out  of  his lungs. He blasted himself with the power of fire and felt the ice spell recede,  and  at  the  same  time,  he  meshed  fire  and  force  together with his recently discovered battle magic. 

The spell, now enhanced by battle spirit magic, rushed to the two  swords  that  he  still  held.  He  raised  these  up  and  fired  the blended  magic  into  the  clearing.  Some  of  it  struck  Malavax,  and some  of  it  fired  out  into  the  rest  of  the  clearing,  stirring  up  the environment again. 

Two young trees immediately became monsters and stomped out toward Malavax, but this time they were immune to fire because they were already wreathed in a coating of their own powerful flame. 

The battle magic made them fierce and ready to die for Ralnor, and the  force  magic  gave  them  strength  and  power  to  fight  and aggression to drive them. 

Spirit mists leaped up from the ground and wreathed around the  trees,  taking  the  shape  of  tall,  humanoid  figures  that  lumbered forward  to  attack  Malavax  and  menace  him  with  gleaming  swords made of silvery mist. 

Malavax  glared  around  at  these  new  enemies.  His  face showed  clearly  how  tired  he  was,  but  his  eyes  blazed  with determination.  He  raised  his  hands  and  brought  them  down  in  a cutting motion toward these new monsters. 

A  blue,  crackling  shield  of  light  appeared,  twelve  feet  high and  curving  right  round  the  bridge  entrance,  touching  the  bank  at each side. The monsters were cut off from reaching the bridge, but Malavax and Ralnor were inside the shield. 

“How can you survive my ice blast?” Malavax said. He moved warily  toward  Ralnor,  his  eyes  gazing  searchingly  at  the  young

hybrid. “How can you have such power, such instinctive control over magic?” 

Ralnor backed away, moving farther out onto the bridge. His foot knocked against a spear that one of the soldiers had dropped. 

“You are a hybrid,” Malavax continued as Ralnor dropped to one knee and picked up the spear, putting down the human soldier’s blade that he’d been using. “You come from Suntower City, and yet you’ve not been executed for being a magic user by the elves. And you have that ring…” 

Ralnor  whipped  the  spear  up  and  readied  it  to  throw.  He poured  battle  magic  into  it,  and  the  spear  leaped  in  his  hand, becoming alive and aware and driven with an insatiable desire to kill Ralnor’s enemies. 

“Who  were  your  parents,  Ralnor?”  Malavax  asked  suddenly. 

“Where did you  come from?” 

Ralnor threw the spear like a javelin. 

As  Malavax  threw  up  a  shield  to  protect  himself,  Ralnor grabbed the spell and fired force magic down the connection as he had done before. This time, however, Malavax seemed prepared for the trick. He grunted and shifted his shield, catching the force blast at the same time and redirecting it into the ground. 

He  grunted,  stepping  back  as  if  pushed  by  a  powerful  blow, but  he  did  not  fall.  The  spear  smashed  against  his  magical  shield, and to Ralnor’s delight, the head of the spear smashed through the shield with a loud crackle, fueled by the magic Ralnor had enhanced it with. 

The  spear  smashed  through  the  shield  and  plunged  into Malavax’s  shoulder.  The  mage  howled,  and  at  the  same  time  the reinforcements appeared from the trees, fifteen men in heavy battle gear, armed with big, two-handed axes. 

Malavax stumbled back now, as the spear that was wedged in his shoulder came alive, twisting as it drove itself deeper into the mage’s  body.  Malavax  screamed  in  pain,  but  at  the  same  time, Ralnor felt a sudden stabbing feeling in his own head. 

“Argh!” he grunted, stumbling backward along the bridge. He felt that there was something drilling into his brain, and he could not think clearly enough to counter it. He raised his hands to his head, and his knees buckled. 

At the mouth of the bridge, Malavax was on his back, but he reached  up  and  grabbed  the  twisting  spear.  Ice  coated  it  and neutralized  its  battle  magic,  and  with  a  roar  of  pain,  Malavax wrenched it from his shoulder. 

The drilling pain in Ralnor’s head abruptly ceased. He blinked and  felt  something  flow  out  of  him.  What  was  it?  It  took  him  a moment to understand. 

Then  he  saw  it.  Information!  It  was  knowledge  that  was flowing out of him, rushing along a connection made of magic, right out to Malavax. As soon as he detected it, he cut it off, snapping the thread with a quick blast of magic. 

Malavax’s handsome face was spattered with blood and mud, and his finely styled hair was caked with dirt. His beautiful red robes were a mess, torn and caked with mud. Ralnor could see the flesh through  the  tear  where  the  spear  had  pierced  his  shoulder.  There was  an  ugly  wound  there,  ragged-edged,  dirty,  and  gushing  with blood that seeped into the mage’s robes, making them redder than ever the dyer had managed. 

But  Malavax  smiled  at  him.  Ralnor  had  not  been  quick enough. Malavax had gotten what he wanted. 

“I  know  you  now,”  he  said  menacingly.  “I  see  who  you  are, and why you have the power that you do. You are the son of Parlax himself,  the  greatest  human  mage  who  ever  lived.  Parlax  was  the culmination  of  hundreds  of  years  of  magical  training,  hundreds  of years of work and research and labor—the greatest mage who ever lived,  brought  low  by  the  idiotic  handwringing  of  those  around  him. 

You are his son! What an opportunity!” 

Beyond the magical barrier, the newly arrived axe men were taking  on  the  flaming  tree  monsters.  A  glance  showed  Ralnor  that they  were  veterans.  Unlike  the  other  soldiers,  they  were  unlikely  to

break  and  run  no  matter  what  they  faced.  They  were  older  men, grizzled and scarred, and they were dressed in steel plate, not just chainmail and leather. 

Ralnor  considered  trying  to  use  his  magic  to  fight  them  but decided  against  it.  The  tree  monsters  and  the  flaming  spirit  mists were keeping them busy for the moment, and Malavax was the real threat. 

“My father caused the great Sundering and the ruin of the old kingdoms,”  Ralnor  stated  flatly.  “I  have  no  pride  in  that  legacy,  but yes, I am his son.” 

“Foolishness,”  Malavax  spat.  He  struggled  to  his  feet.  “You have  the  blood  of  the  greatest  mage  in  all  history  in  your  veins.  I know  now  what  King  Harald  told  you—that  elf  is  a  fool.  He  lied  to you.  Parlax  was  a  great  mage,  and  his  experiment  would  have worked  if  not  for  the  mealy-mouthed  nagging  of  the  idiots  around him. He should have gone ahead and done it!” 

“But  it  would  have  destroyed  the  world!”  Ralnor  said, horrified.  “As  it  was,  it  caused  great  damage,  but  if  he’d  gone through  with  it,  the  damage  would  have  been  even  worse. 

Thousands would have died, millions maybe!” 

Malavax seemed for the moment to have given up the attack. 

He leaned against the balustrade at the mouth of the bridge, holding one hand over the wound in his shoulder. Blood seeped inexorably through his fingers. 

He  spat.  “What  of  it?”  he  asked  sharply.  “Thousands,  aye, maybe even millions of foolish peasants dead. The population of the kingdoms  were  worth  nothing—what  were  they  but  cheap  labor, ignorant  grunts  who  worked  the  land  and  lived  and  died  with  no notion of the great works that were going on around them? So they would all have died—good riddance! Think of what would have been gained!  The  knowledge  of  how  to  defeat  death  itself,  the  ultimate magic!  Their  worthless  lives  would  have  bought  the  power  that  the great  ones  needed  to  live  forever!  And  yet  at  the  last,  Parlax  the mighty proved himself Parlax the sentimental, weak-willed fool.” 

He raised his eyes and glared at Ralnor. “And his son, too, it would seem, is no more than a sniveling lickspittle, unwilling to make the sacrifices needed to bring about greatness in the world. You cling to  your  foolish  pride  and  loyalty  to  the  elves  and  their  king,  you moralize about the war and the Sundering, weak-willed at the last, as was your father. If you would join me, I would teach you such things. 

Together,  we  could  recreate  your  father’s  greatest  works  and conquer death itself.” 

“I will never join you, Malavax,” Ralnor said. 

“Perhaps  not,”  Malavax  said  regretfully.  “But  there  must  be something inside you that will show me how you have such power. If you  had  joined  me,  I  would  have  let  you  keep  it,  and  together  we could have ruled the world. If you will not, I will have to kill you and cut it out of you with my own hand!” 

With  a  sudden  spring,  he  lunged  forward  with  his  hands outstretched. At the same moment, the barrier behind him dropped. 

The  axe  men  had  taken  out  one  of  the  tree  monsters,  and  the second  was  being  driven  back.  The  fire  mists  had  retreated,  and Ralnor saw that the men’s axes were made from black iron—the kind of  iron  that  could  counter  magic.  That  was  why  cuts  from  these blades  could  kill  the  magic  tendrils  and  the  tree  monsters  more effectively than regular weapons. 

As  Malavax  charged,  he  raised  an  ice  spell  in  his  left  hand, drawing  power  from  a  small  bush  near  the  edge  of  the  river.  The powerful blast sent a fat ice shard out to smack Ralnor in the chest. 

A  quick  counter  spell  allied  Ralnor  to  deflect  some  of  the  shard’s power with a magic shield, but the shard punched through the shield and hit him in the chest. 

Ralnor  stumbled  backward  under  the  blow,  feeling  the burning  sensation  of  the  caustic  ice  as  it  burned  through  his  armor and scored his bare chest with its evil power. 

Then something else hit him. He felt the impact in his right leg and looked down. An arrow was sticking out of his thigh, the black-feathered  shaft  protruding  at  an  angle  from  the  meat  of  his  leg

midway  between  his  knee  and  his  hip.  It  had  gone  through  his leather leggings and buried itself in his leg. 

A moment later, the pain hit him, and then Malavax was upon him. The red mage had something in his hand. It clanked. It was a length of black iron chain. 

Ralnor reached for his magic and found that it was gone. 

Horror filled him, and he glanced toward the axe men on the bank  of  the  river.  One  of  their  number  stood  with  a  longbow  in  his hand,  an  arrow  fitted  to  the  string.  The  arrow  was  black  feathered, and it had a black iron head. 

 I’ve been shot with a black iron arrow that nullifies my magic! 

he  realized  with  a  terrible  sinking  feeling.  And  Malavax  is  trying  to bind me with an iron chain! They’re going to capture me! 

Malavax was a big man, and his bodyweight knocked Ralnor over and pinned him to the ground. The soldiers on the bridge began to advance carefully toward the struggling pair. They took their time, not wanting to get too close, but still the distance was short, and they would be here soon. 

Ralnor had only a few moments to act. 

But  he  had  an  advantage  that  Malavax  lacked.  For  all Malavax’s  magic  power  and  highborn  training,  he  was  no  physical fighter. His training had been spent among books and papers. Ralnor the Ranger had grown up in the gutters and slums of Suntower City’s lowest levels, and he knew a thing or two about brawling. 

Ralnor  snapped  his  head  forward,  his  brow  connecting  with the  bridge  of  the  mage’s  nose  with  a  satisfying  crunch.  The  mage gave a strangled cry and pulled back. 

Malavax was taken completely unawares. 

Ralnor smacked him in the jaw with his right fist and then hit him  in  the  eye  with  his  left.  The  mage  rolled  off  him,  and  Ralnor kicked him hard in his wounded shoulder, then grabbed him by the collar and hauled him up. 

A dagger flashed in Malavax’s hand, but Ralnor grabbed the wrist  and  gave  it  a  vicious,  practiced  twist.  The  dagger  fell,  and Ralnor caught it, holding it up to Malavax’s throat. 

“Back!”  he  yelled  to  the  axe  men.  “Get  back  or  I’ll  slit  his throat!” 

The axe men glanced at each other, but their officer gave a curt  jerk  of  the  head,  indicating  that  they  should  obey,  and  they repeated  back  to  the  mouth  of  the  bridge.  Ralnor  dragged  the stunned  Malavax  back  toward  the  other  shore,  unsure  of  what  he was going to do next but simply wanting to buy himself time and put distance between himself and the soldiers. 

Malavax  twisted  hard,  trying  to  get  out  of  Ralnor’s  grip  but failing.  Ralnor  steeled  himself.  He  might  never  get  this  opportunity again. With Malavax dead, the magic of the humans might be greatly reduced. 

 You’re a Ranger of the elven kingdoms,  he reminded himself. 

 Do what must be done. 

He drove the blade home. 





Chapter 16







“Fool,” Malavax croaked. “No weapon of mine can harm me.” 

And  indeed,  it  seemed  to  be  true.  The  dagger  that  Ralnor gripped crumpled rather than harm its master, and Ralnor felt a jolt as the blade leaped out of his hand and landed on the ground. 

With  a  sudden  flash  of  inspiration,  Ralnor  pushed  Malavax away and grabbed up the iron chain that Malavax had been holding. 

The chain had an ugly iron ring on the end of it. It was open, looking like  a  grasping  claw,  and  there  was  a  key  sticking  out  of  it.  Ralnor could  see  that  it  was  a  collar,  meant  to  go  around  a  person’s  neck and allow them to be led by the chain. 

“Your  weapons  might  not  hurt  you,”  he  said,  “but  I’ll  bet  this will work.” 

Malavax was stunned and stupid from the recent beating he’d taken, but Ralnor could feel him summoning up a blast of magic with the last of his strength. Ralnor grabbed up the iron collar. At the last moment, Malavax realized what Ralnor was about to do. 

“Noooo!” he howled, but it was too late. Ralnor snapped the collar in place around Malavax’s neck and turned the key. Then he flung  the  key  as  far  as  he  could  into  the  river.  It  vanished  into  the fast-moving brown water. Any sound it made was inaudible over the splash of the hurrying current. 

Malavax  fell  to  his  knees,  and  Ralnor  reached  down  to  his own thigh and grabbed the iron arrow. With a yell of pain, he pulled the  point  out.  Blood  seeped  from  his  leg,  but  the  point  was  not barbed  and  so  the  wound  was  a  relatively  clean  one.  His  leather armor, though damaged, had cushioned a lot of the force, and so the iron  point  had  not  gone  too  deep.  It  was  painful,  and  it  would  slow him down, but it was not a debilitating injury. 

Ralnor retreated back across the bridge, looking warily at the axe  men,  who  were  now  advancing.  The  officer  knelt  next  to Malavax. 

“Get me out of here, you fools!” Malavax screamed, clutching at  the  iron  collar.  “Without  my  magic  I’m  helpless!  Get  me  off  this bridge!” 

The captain disregarded the mage’s insulting words. He was clearly  a  consummate  professional  soldier,  and  he  gave  orders  in quick, curt words. 

Two of his men had been wounded in the fight with the tree monsters and fire mists, leaving ten men in good condition and able to fight. Four of these grabbed Malavax, still howling and screeching curses  at  them,  and  hurried  him  away,  back  over  to  the  battlefield and  toward  the  trees.  The  captain  and  his  other  five  soldiers remained, standing just within the mouth of the bridge. 

The captain spoke to the man with the bow, who nodded and looked coldly at Ralnor as if gauging the distance. Ralnor considered for a moment. 

Malavax  was  not  dead,  but  he  was  wounded  and  would  not be  able  to  do  anything  until  he’d  gotten  to  a  place  where  the  iron collar  could  be  removed.  Ralnor  was  tired  and  lightheaded  from blood  loss,  fighting,  and  magic,  and  he  had  no  desire  to  get  into  a fight  with  these  axe-wielding  soldiers  with  all  their  black  iron weapons. 

For  all  Ralnor  knew,  they  had  other  equipment  that  might make  them  immune  to  magic,  as  well  as  chains,  arrows,  and  axes that could counter his magical attacks. 

No,  Ralnor’s  duty  was  clear  to  him  now—it  was  to  return  to the  outpost  and  keep  himself  safe  so  that  he  could  contribute  to  a group effort later on. 

He thought for a moment as the archer on the other side of the river raised his bow. Then he acted. 

With a powerful blast of raw force magic, Ralnor smashed the bridge. 

It  exploded  upward,  stone  chunks  and  debris  filling  the  air with a deadly rain. Water was sucked up from the river in the blast, adding to the chaos, and the soldiers stopped what they were doing and fled back. The archer loosed his arrow, and it flew wildly through the air. 

With a single magic tendril, Ralnor caught the arrow and drew it  to  himself.  He  would  give  it  to  Commander  Rayne  back  at  the outpost, to show him how the humans were equipping their soldiers to counter magic. 

Then he turned away and limped off into the trees. 

It  was  a  long  way  back  to  the  outpost,  and  Ralnor  wanted speed. He was battered and bruised from his fight with Malavax, and his magic felt spent. The wound in his leg burned. 

After  a  few  miles,  he  eased  off  the  pace.  He  was  confident that there could not be many human patrols out here, and the regular questing that he sent out into the forest picked up no sign of human life. The guards who had been sent across the river had not gone in the  direction  of  the  outpost—they  had  fled  down  the  Redway  road, and Ralnor suspected that they might desert. They had certainly not seemed very happy with how things had gone at the bridge. 

It  was  morning,  but  the  light  was  still  dim  underneath  the trees when he stopped. He had lost his pack and all his gear except his sword in the fighting. His armor was in tatters, and his head was spinning. 

He found a stream and stopped to drink the cold water. Then he cleaned the wound in his leg and was pleased to see that it was, as he’d thought, a clean and neat puncture. It was painful and had bled freely, but there seemed no sign of infection. 

Using  a  strip  of  cloth  cut  from  his  cloak,  he  bandaged  the wound as best he could, washed the mud and blood off his face, and then strode on through the forest. 

He walked all day and most of the night, not daring to sleep, questing out with his magic regularly for any sign of life. There was none. 

Just before dawn on the next morning, he came through the trees  and  saw  a  welcome  sight—the  palisade  and  watchtowers  of Rayne’s outpost. 




* * *

 

“You  look  terrible!”  Lana  cried  as  Ralnor  walked  grimly through  the  outpost  gates.  He  laughed,  and  she  looked  suddenly embarrassed. “Sorry!” she said. “I didn’t mean… that is…” 

“Don’t worry about it,” Ralnor said with a smile. 

Lana  stepped  forward  suddenly  and  threw  her  arms  around him, stifling a sob. 

They were standing in the courtyard behind the gates. As the guards pulled the gates shut behind them, Ralnor drew a breath and let  out  a  sigh  of  relief.  The  walk  home  had  been  hard.  Despite  his victory  at  the  bridge,  he  was  on  edge,  constantly  on  the  alert  for sounds of pursuit, and regularly questing outward with his magic for signs of life. 

By  the  time  he’d  reached  the  outpost,  he  was  shaky  with hunger. He had neither slept or eaten since he’d left Akhen’s cottage except for some dried fruit he’d had in his pockets and a couple of sour berries from a wild bramble bush he’d found on the way. 

The lack of sleep, the hunger, the threat of pursuit, blood loss from  his  wound,  and  the  overuse  of  magic  in  the  fight  against Malavax had all combined to make him jittery and tense. 

“You  do look like you’ve been through the wars,” a voice said from behind him. Ralnor turned and saw Akhen looking at him with a drawn smile. The old hermit looked far from well himself, but Ralnor was  very  pleased  to  see  that  the  black  iron  manacles  were  gone from his wrists. 

“I have been,” Ralnor said, disentangling himself from Lana’s hug. “I fought a tough battle with Malavax and his soldiers, but I won. 

I succeeded in my goal, too—I can tell that by the fact that you are here. You made it back safely. How is Lufaren?” 

“Resting,” Lana said. “He was wounded when Akhen and he were  captured  by  the  humans,  and  that  on  top  of  his  recent healing…” She shook her head sadly. 

“Don’t  worry  about  him,”  Akhen  said  kindly,  laying  a comforting hand on Lana’s shoulder. “He’ll be fine. He’s tough as old tree roots, a fine soldier, and an elf who has survived worse than a beating at the hands of some human soldiers.” 

“I want to hear all about how you were captured,” Ralnor said, 

“but  it  will  have  to  wait.  I  must  see  the  commander  as  quickly  as possible now.” 

“You must rest first, surely!” Lana said. “You look…” 

“Terrible, I know.” Ralnor grinned at her. “You mentioned that already. But I can rest afterward. Commander Rayne must hear my report right away. I’ve won my fight with Malavax for now and bought us a little time, but he is not dead. Soon he will be coming, I’m sure of  it,  and  the  sooner  the  commander  hears  about  what  has happened, the better.” 

At that moment, Ralnor saw a small figure approaching them. 

It was Perch, the commander’s squire. The young elf stopped dead when  he  saw  Ralnor,  his  mouth  dropping  open  in  shock.  Ralnor twisted a smile at him. 

 I  must  look  even  worse  than  I  thought,  he  said  to  himself. 

 Well, the commander likely won’t be bothered by that. 

“Perch,”  Ralnor  said,  firmly  but  not  unkindly.  “Don’t  stand there staring. Where is Commander Rayne? I must see him as soon as he’s free. Go tell him I’m here.” 

“He…  uh…  he  already  knows,”  Perch  stammered.  “He  sent me to bring you.” 

“Very  good,”  Ralnor  said.  “I’ll  come  at  once.  Perch,  find  me something to eat, will you? And go to my room, find me a clean shirt, 

and bring it to me in the commander’s tent. Akhen, Lana, come with me, please.” 

Without  looking  back  to  see  if  they  obeyed,  Ralnor  strode across the courtyard toward the back of the outpost. As he walked, he was struck by the looks the other Rangers sent his way. Everyone seemed interested in him. He saw expressions of awe, of admiration, and some looks of fear. 

 What  is  that  all  about?   he  wondered.  They’re  looking  at  me as if I was some kind of hero. 

He dismissed the thought. There was work to do. 

When he reached the large tent that served as Commander Rayne’s quarters, he saw that Perch had arrived first. The lad moved quickly! The young squire put his head out of the flap as Ralnor and his friends approached. 

As  Ralnor  stepped  up  to  the  entrance,  Perch  gave  a  neat, respectful  bow  and  lifted  the  canvas,  holding  the  flap  open  for Ralnor. 

Ralnor  glanced  at  the  pert  squire,  wondering  about  the courtly bow. Was he being gently mocked? He looked in Perch’s face but saw no mockery there, only respect and admiration. 

 What  is  going  on?   Ralnor  wondered.  Everyone  was  treating him as if he was some kind of noble lord. It was all very strange, but again he dismissed it for the moment.  Whatever it is, I’ll find out soon enough, he decided. 

“Commander,” Ralnor said, bowing to Rayne. The big, barrel-chested commander had been sitting at his table, but now he stood suddenly.  Jonah,  the  drill  instructor  and  only  human  in  the  outpost, was  there  too,  along  with  another  elf,  an  older  female  warrior  with graying hair and deep, sad eyes. 

“Ralnor,”  the  commander  said,  gripping  Ralnor’s  forearm  in the  warrior’s  greeting.  “It’s  good  to  see  you.”  He  gestured  at  the gray-haired  elf  woman,  who  had  stood  as  well.  “This  is  Darya,  the head healer of the outpost. I sent for her to see to your wounds and

also  because  she  has  experience  of  magic.  Her  advice  is  often valuable to me.” 

Ralnor sat, and the commander turned his attention to Akhen and  Lana.  He  greeted  Lana  warmly,  then  nodded  to  Akhen somewhat coldly. Ralnor glanced between the burly commander and the  old  hermit.  There  was  tension  there,  that  was  clear.  What  was the  problem?  Ralnor  looked  at  Akhen,  and  the  hermit  gave  the merest suggestion of a roll of the eyes. 

 Some  history  between  those  two,   Ralnor  thought.  Well,  so long as they can work together for the benefit of the elven kingdoms, that’s good enough for me. 

Ralnor went to the table. There was food laid out, and a clean shirt as he had asked for. As he moved toward the table, he glanced to  his  right  as  a  flash  of  motion  caught  his  eye.  It  was  his  own reflection that had attracted his attention, gleaming back at him in the tall mirror that Commander Rayne kept for his own use. 

He stopped for a moment, looking at himself. Lana had been right. He  did look terrible. His brown hair was matted to his head with blood  and  dried  mud,  and  leaves,  dirt,  and  bits  of  foliage  were trapped in the folds of it. His face was bruised and scraped, his right eye was puffy, and there was dried blood on his cheeks and crusted around his mouth. 

The  dark  green  leather  of  his  Ranger  armor  was  tattered. 

Malavax’s ice spikes had caused the armor to melt away as if years of rot had worked on the leather in a matter of seconds. The cloak he wore had been thick and clean and warm when he’d left. Now it was tattered and caked with dirt, and it had a ragged edge on one side where he’d been forced to cut a strip off to bind his wound. 

That binding, too, looked nasty. It was caked thick with dried blood, and mud and leaves had adhered to it. 

Ralnor unclipped the silver star brooch that held his cloak in place. He placed the star carefully on the table and let the cloak drop to the floor. Then he hauled off the thick leather jerkin and dropped that to the floor as well. 

His  undershirt  was  gray  with  dirt,  stained  with  sweat  and blood.  He  pulled  that  off  too  and  heard  Lana’s  indrawn  breath.  He glanced back at her as he reached for the clean shirt and saw that her normally pale face had reddened slightly. She met his eyes for a moment and cast her gaze down. 

Suppressing a grin, he reached for the fresh shirt and pulled it  on.  The  garment  smelled  fresh,  and  the  feel  of  the  clean  linen against  his  skin  was  very  pleasant  after  the  long  discomfort  of  the journey. 

As he sat at the table as the commander had invited him to do, Perch hurried up and silently took the discarded clothes away. 

Ralnor  pushed  his  chair  back,  and  the  gray-haired  healer Darya  set  to  work  binding  his  wound.  As  she  did  so,  Commander Rayne sat down at the table opposite Ralnor. 

“You should know,” the commander began without preamble, 

“that the whole garrison now knows you are a mage. The garrison is a small community, and it’s hard to keep secrets for long here. The arrival of Akhen made a few people put two and two together, and I thought  it  better  to  tell  the  garrison  rather  than  trying  to  keep  it  a secret and allowing rumors to get out of hand. I hope you don’t mind, but I believe it’s for the best. Most of the Rangers understand that to counter the humans’ mages, we need to have mages of our own. I hope  it  doesn’t  cause  you  any  trouble,  but  I  thought  it  the  wisest course.” 

“I  agree,”  Ralnor  said.  “And  anyway,  if  things  work  out  like  I think  they  will,  the  garrison  will  soon  see  me  using  magic  for themselves.” 

He  gritted  his  teeth.  Darya  was  cleaning  the  clotted  blood from the arrow wound with concern in her eyes, and Ralnor turned his attention to it. 

The healer was gazing at it with a frown, but as the last of the dried blood came away, her face cleared, and she let out a pent-up breath. 

“The wound is clean,” she said. “There is no sign of infection. 

You cleaned this and bound it not long after it was inflicted?” 

Ralnor nodded. 

“You did well,” she said. “I feared to see signs of poison in the wound, or infected flesh, but there are none. I will finish cleaning it, then I’ll cover it with a healing lotion and bind it with a fresh dressing. 

There  should  be  no  danger.  I  expect  it  will  have  healed  in  a  few days,  and  within  the  week,  there  should  be  no  sign  of  it.  We  elves heal quickly, even from a deeper wound such as this.” 

As she finished her work, Ralnor quickly began to sketch out the events that had happened after he had sent Lufaren, Akhen, and Lana on ahead of him. He told of the fight by the bridge, describing Malavax’s words and actions as best as he could remember them. 

Lana  and  Akhen  had  sat  at  the  table  and  were  listening intently.  Jonah,  who  had  hardly  spoken  since  Ralnor’s  arrival,  was listening with great attention as well, his eyes wide with amazement as  Ralnor  described  how  he  had  countered  Malavax’s  magic  and fought off nearly two hundred soldiers single-handedly. 

When  Ralnor  came  to  the  part  where  Malavax  had  begun drawing energy out of the surrounding trees and grass to power his magic, Akhen drew his breath in between his teeth with a sharp hiss. 

“Are you sure that was what he was doing?” he asked. 

Ralnor  frowned  at  him.  “I  should  say  so,”  he  replied  a  little sarcastically. “It was fairly obvious.” 

“Of  course,  of  course,”  Akhen  said  hastily.  “I  didn’t  mean  to question  your  interpretation  of  the  situation.  But  it  gave  me something of a shock. You see, that should not be possible. A mage should not be able to draw power from those kinds of trees.” 

“You mean because they are not spirit trees?” 

“Exactly.  Those  trees  were  not  around  when  the  Sundering happened, and so they are just normal trees. They have some earth magic, of course, but normally a human mage would only be able to draw  power  from  trees,  plants,  and  other  elements  that  had  been

infused  with  spirit.  The  mists,  for  example,  I  might  have  expected him to be able to draw on, but not the trees.” 

“He must have worked out a way to do it,” Ralnor said. “Why are you so worried about it?” 

“Because,” Akhen said, “it opens up an immense new source of  power  for  the  humans.  You  see,”  he  continued  after  a  moment’s silence, “all mages are able to draw magic from the spirit realm, and some  can  draw  power  from  the  environment.  More  commonly, mages  like  you  can  communicate  directly  with  the  spirit  elements, using them to our advantage but not destroying them, the way you say you did with the spirit mists. But what Malavax did—drawing off power from the very environment, the trees and plants—it’s unheard of. No one has done it before, not even in the old days.” 

“But  Akhen,”  Ralnor  said,  “there’s  something  more  that  you should  know.  I,  too,  have  been  able  to  communicate  with  the  non-spirit elements in the environment.” 

“You?” Akhen gasped. “How can this be?” 

So  Ralnor  went  on  and  described  how  he  had  discovered battle  magic  and  applied  it—and  fire  elements—to  the  trees  in  the clearing by the bridge. Akhen listened intently, and when Ralnor was finished,  the  old  hermit  clapped  his  hands  and  danced  around  the tent in an ecstasy of delight. 

“I’ve never heard of such a thing!” he cried. “You, Ralnor, are a  new  and  unique  mage,  and  there  is  hope  for  the  world  now  that you are in it!” 

Ralnor grinned at the hermit’s enthusiasm. It was clear Akhen wanted  to  take  him  outside  and  get  a  demonstration  of  his  new magic immediately, but Ralnor knew that his first duty was to report in  full  to  the  commander  so  that  the  Rangers  could  plan  their defense against the counterattack that Malavax would surely bring. 

“I  would  have  chosen  for  you  not  to  destroy  the  bridge,” 

Commander  Rayne  said,  “but  I  understand  why  you  did  it.  It  will certainly  slow  the  humans  down,  but  having  the  bridge  in  place makes their movements more predictable. If the bridge is there, we

can  be  confident  that  they  will  cross  it.  Without  it,  we  do  not  know where they will choose to cross.” 

“I  disagree,”  Jonah,  the  drill  instructor,  said.  He  had  hardly spoken  throughout  Ralnor’s  extraordinary  narrative,  and  Ralnor understood that this was because Jonah understood his talents and his role. He was a soldier through and through, and he knew little of magic. He’d kept quiet during the report, listening closely and deeply, but now that it came time to discuss tactics, he spoke up. 

Ralnor liked that in the man, but Commander Rayne frowned. 

“You’ve been very quiet, Jonah. What do you disagree with?” 

“I think Ralnor’s decision to destroy the bridge was the right one,” Jonah explained. “It helped him at the time, but it doesn’t make much difference to us, tactically. It doesn’t matter where the humans decide  to  cross  to  our  side  of  the  river,  because  we  won’t  be challenging them for the crossing.” 

“No?” Commander Rayne said, one eyebrow raised. “I’d have thought that decision was mine to make, Jonah.” 

“It is,” the drill instructor said, “but I have enough faith in your common sense to assume that you will not think any differently from me.” 

Rayne’s face twisted, but he couldn’t restrain the smile. “Oh, indeed? And what do you think, then?” 

Jonah  grinned  at  his  old  colleague  and  comrade,  the commander. “I think that you think what I think!” he said with a laugh. 

“That we are too few here to sally forth and contest the crossing with any chance of success. We may send a raiding party out to harass their  approach,  but  the  humans  will  come  in  greater  numbers  than we  have,  and  they  will  lay  siege  to  the  outpost.  We  have  a  better chance of defending ourselves here than anywhere else. I know this, and so do you!” 

The commander put his hands up in the air. “I do, of course, agree  with  Jonah,”  he  said,  looking  to  the  others.  “We  will  need  to stick  in  at  the  outpost  to  have  the  best  chance  of  defending ourselves.  This  mage—Malavax—sounds  like  he  is  in  command  of

the human forces. Ralnor has humiliated him at the Redway bridge, and I suspect that Malavax’s ego will force him into a rash decision. 

So much the better. He will bring all his forces to attack us here, I’m sure  of  it,  and  in  doing  so,  he’ll  show  his  full  hand.  We’ve  long wanted to know exactly what kind of forces the humans are able to draw on. Now we will find out.” 

He stood, looking round at the others. “Now, we’ve all had a long few days, and Ralnor especially. I think it’s time that he, at least, had some free time to rest. From what you’ve told us, Ralnor, I think we  have  a  fair  bit  of  time  while  the  humans  regroup.  I’ll  send  out scouting  parties  along  the  river  with  strict  orders  not  to  engage  the humans, and I’ll also send out messages to the other outposts to ask for reinforcements, though they are stretched enough as it is, and I’m not sure how fast they’ll be able to respond.” 

Ralnor  faced  the  commander  and  smiled.  “Thank  you, Commander  Rayne,”  he  said.  “I’ll  be  glad  to  take  a  bit  of  time  to myself to rest. But when I’ve done that, I’ll need to get to work. I still have some training to do as a Ranger, and it may take some time for the other Rangers to get used to my presence and to them knowing that I’m a mage.” 

“Don’t worry too much about that. The recruits are doing well, and I’ve been organizing them into Ranger squads. I’m sure they will get accustomed to your presence quickly enough.” 

Everyone  filed  out  of  the  commander’s  tent,  except  Rayne himself and Jonah, who stood gazing at the map of the surrounding territory  with  a  frown  on  his  face.  Akhen  took  Ralnor’s  arm  as  they exited the tent. 

“I  can’t  wait  to  see  some  of  this  magic,  Ralnor,”  the  hermit said. 

“Well,  you’ll  have  to,”  Ralnor  said,  “because  for  the  rest  of today, the only thing I’m going to be doing is sleeping. But tomorrow, you may get a chance to see what I can do. I’ll be training with the recruits. Even with my powers, there’s more to this battle than magic. 

I’m going to need all the fighting skills I can get!” 

 











Chapter 17







Ralnor  slept  for  the  rest  of  the  day  in  his  little  room  in  the tower.  In  the  evening,  Lana  brought  him  some  food  from  the  mess hall,  and  he  devoured  it  with  pleasure.  He  had  eaten  a  little  in  the commander’s  tent,  but  not  enough  to  fully  satisfy  him.  After  this much larger meal, he lay back down on his bed. Lana stoked up the fire and left him alone, and quickly he dropped into a second, even deeper sleep. 

Dawn the next day found him up and out in the courtyard. He was stiff and sore after his recent trials, but he knew the only thing for that was exercise. In his shirt and a pair of light trousers, he got a wooden  practice  blade  and  worked  himself  up  to  a  sweat  against one of the practice dummies in the yard. Then he went back to his room and gave himself a thorough wash with cold water. 

Next, he went to the mess hall and ate. It was early yet, but he  got  bread  and  fruit  and  cured  meats,  and  a  mug  of  weak  ale. 

Rations  were  still  tight  at  Rayne’s  outpost,  but  the  simple  food satisfied  Ralnor’s  needs  and  sent  him  back  out  into  the  courtyard with a spring in his step. 

His  next  step  would  normally  have  been  to  get  his  Ranger gear on, but his armor had been wrecked in his fight with Malavax, and his cloak was tattered and torn as well. So instead of going to his  room  to  get  his  gear  on,  he  went  to  the  armory  to  see  about getting a replacement set. 

“Ralnor!” a familiar voice greeted him as he stepped into the dimly lit armory from the bright morning outside. Ralnor blinked and saw a tall, slightly overweight, gangly figure leaning on a workbench with  a  bit  of  mending  in  one  hand  and  a  needle  and  thread  in  the other. 

“Farlo!”  Ralnor  said  with  pleasure.  It  was  his  friend  from  his training  before  he’d  headed  out  into  the  woods.  Farlo,  the  tall, ungainly  elf  who  had  struggled  with  weapons  training,  had  clearly been relegated to the armory. He seemed relatively pleased with the situation. 

Farlo  gripped  wrists  with  him.  “Have  a  seat,”  he  said, gesturing  to  where  two  chairs  were  drawn  up  to  the  hearth.  Ralnor sat, and Farlo prodded the embers with the poker and flung on a little more  wood  to  make  a  cozy  blaze.  The  bright  fire  shone  out cheerfully in the dim room. He poured Ralnor some sweetened water into a clay mug and sat down opposite him. 

“What’s  been  happening?”  he  asked  eagerly.  “They  told  us you were a mage, sent by the king to fight the human mages!” 

“That’s  true,”  Ralnor  said,  then  embarked  on  an  edited version  of  his  adventures.  He  tried  not  to  make  it  too  long,  and  he tried  to  be  humble  about  his  own  achievements,  but  by  the  end  of the  tale,  Farlo  was  gazing  wide-eyed  and  open-mouthed  at  him. 

Impressing  people  with  his  deeds  was  a  new  sensation  for  Ralnor, and  it  was  not  an  entirely  comfortable  one.  However,  Farlo  was genuinely  impressed,  and  Ralnor  smiled  and  tried  to  accept  his admiration with good grace as much as possible. 

“Now it’s your turn,” Ralnor said. “Tell me what’s been going on here at the outpost. The commander says that the recruits have all been organized into squads?” 

The big elf’s face fell, and he looked visibly dejected. “That’s right,” he said. “Everyone has a squad… except me. Nobody would train  with  me  because  I’m  clumsier  than  the  rest  of  them,  and  so  I didn’t learn the drills well enough. It’s so unfair, and it doesn’t make any sense! I  can learn, I’m just a bit slower. They wouldn’t help me, and so I wasn’t able to do it, but it’s because no one would drill with me, not because I actually can’t.” 

Ralnor  put  a  comforting  hand  on  his  friend’s  forearm.  “I’m sorry  to  hear  that,”  he  said.  “And  what  about  Jonah?  Did  he  not help?” 

Farlo shrugged. “He’s busy. He doesn’t have time to hold my hand and make sure I get in a squad. I don’t think he even noticed I was struggling until the end. Then he gave me this duty, to look after the  armory  instead  of  being  a  fighter.  It’s  okay,  I  suppose.  At  least people  leave  me  alone  here,  and  I’m  good  at  the  work.  I’ve  got  a good eye for measuring and altering the kit so it fits, and I’m good at keeping  track  of  where  everything  is.  There’s  a  lot  of  stuff  in  an armory!” 

Ralnor looked around the armory building. Now that his eyes had  adjusted,  he  could  see  that  Farlo  was  certainly  keeping  it  very clean and tidy. Everything was in its place, from the pins and threads in the mending kit to the racks of swords that gleamed on the walls. 

“Would you really rather be fighting?” Ralnor asked. 

“Yes,” Farlo said stubbornly. “That’s what I came here to do. 

I’m a fighter, not just a grunt worker. Oh, I understand it’s necessary to have someone in the armory, but when it comes to it, I want to be able  to  swing  a  blade  in  defense  of  the  kingdom.  And  that  won’t happen if I don’t have a squad to be a part of.” 

Ralnor  grinned.  “Maybe  we  can  do  something  about  that later,” he said. “But for now, armorer, I need a new kit. Malavax’s ice magic rots through leather like acid, and my gear is ruined. I need a new kit, and I need a second Ranger sword as well.” 

“A second blade?” Farlo said with his eyebrows raised. 

“Yeah,”  Ralnor  said.  “I  discovered  while  I  was  away  that  I have a talent for dual wielding.” 

“Interesting! I’m sure we can work something out,” Farlo said. 

“But as for your gear… come over here to the window.” 

He stepped up and opened the shutters, letting daylight flood the room. He had Ralnor stand next to the window, then he grabbed a flexible tape from the table and measured him with it. 

“You  know  what?”  Farlo  said  suddenly.  “I  think  I  may  have just the thing for this.” 

He  rushed  into  the  back  room  suddenly  and  came  back  a moment later with a set of green leather Ranger armor over one arm. 

“I’ve been working on this in my spare time,” he said. “I never really expected it to come to much, but I’ve got plenty of spare time, and I want to use it—and my skills—for the good of the Rangers and the outpost, even if they do laugh at me.” 

“Who  laughs  at  you?”  Ralnor  said  with  a  frown.  There  was something about the armor that Farlo was holding that appealed to him. He could sense something off it—a sense of magic, of power. 

“The  other  recruits,”  Farlo  said.  “Even  Jonah,  I  think.  I suggested using my botany skills to help the outpost, but I don’t think he took me seriously. But there are a lot of things you can use plants for other than food and medicine, you know. Lots of things!” 

Farlo  seemed  as  if  he  were  about  to  either  launch  into  a lecture about the uses of plants or accuse Ralnor of laughing at him. 

Obviously, this was a sensitive topic to him. 

“I  know  there  are  many  uses  for  plants,”  Ralnor  said  with feeling.  “And  a  knowledge  and  understanding  of  botany  can  be incredibly  useful  for  many  things.  But  what   is  that  armor  you  have, Farlo? I can feel magic radiating from it!” 

“You  can?”  Farlo  said,  sounding  impressed.  “It’s  just  a  thing I’ve  been  working  on.  I  thought  that  if  I  could   show  Jonah  and  the commander  the  uses  of  botany  in  a  practical  way,  they  might  be more inclined to listen, and I might be able to feel more useful.” 

“That’s admirable,” Ralnor said. “Show me!” 

Farlo  grinned,  overcoming  his  shyness.  He  stepped  forward and laid the armor out on the workbench. Ralnor gazed at it. At first glance,  it  was  just  a  normal  set  of  Ranger  armor,  but  to  Ralnor’s eyes, it had a faint shimmer to it. Subtle colors played across the flat surfaces,  and  the  buckles  gleamed  with  many  colors,  like  oil  on water. 

“It’s  beautiful,”  Ralnor  said,  examining  it.  “You  made  this whole set?” 

Farlo nodded, beaming proudly at Ralnor. “But that’s not all,” 

he said. “I’ve used my special knowledge of plants to put a special property  into  this  armor.  When  you  said  that  Malavax  used  ice magic, that reminded me of it. Look at this.” 

He snatched up a candle from the mantlepiece and lit it at the fire. Then he moved up to the workbench and, to Ralnor’s surprise, he held the candle flame up against the surface of one of the leather gauntlets. 

“Woah!”  Ralnor  said.  The  effect  on  the  gauntlet  was impressive. Where the flame contacted the leather, there was a little burst of white water vapor, and then ice formed immediately on the surface. 

Farlo  glanced  at  the  doorway,  as  if  wary  of  being  observed. 

Then  he  grinned.  “All  right,  you  think  that’s  impressive?  Check   this out.” 

And  with  that,  he  carefully  placed  the  quilt  of  armor  in  the hearth. 

The  little  fire  he’d  built  earlier  was  now  a  merry  little  blaze. 

Farlo  didn’t  just  dump  the  armor  on  to  the  fire—that  would  have smothered  it—but  instead,  he  carefully  fed  it  in  so  that  the  flames flared  up  around  it.  The  leather  immediately  responded  with  water vapor and ice! 

In a moment, then whole leather was covered in ice, and the flames that lapped around it could not touch it. 

Farlo grabbed a clay bottle from a shelf and held it up. “Oil,” 

he said, then popped the cork and chucked a good dose of oil onto the flames. There was a crackle, and hot flames leaped up around the armor. The flames were bright, and the sudden heat in the small space made Ralnor’s face break out in a sweat. And yet when Farlo used  the  tongs  to  draw  the  leather  armor  out  of  the  fire,  there  was not a sign of damage. 

“It’s  not  even  warm!”  Ralnor  said  in  amazement.  “How  on earth have you managed this?” 

Farlo  winked.  “One  more  trick  before  I  explain,”  he  said. 

“Come with me.” 

Leaving the armor on the workbench, Farlo led Ralnor across the  courtyard  until  they  came  to  a  narrow  flight  of  stairs  that  led downward underground. 

“What’s  this?”  Ralnor  said.  He’d  never  noticed  this  place before. 

“Ice  house,”  Farlo  explained.  “In  the  winter,  they  collect  ice and  store  it  down  here,  and  it’s  cold  enough  down  here  under  the ground that it lasts all summer. They’re supposed to use it for storing meat and other supplies, but there’s little enough of that just now that the  ice  is  not  being  used.  But   I  have  a  use  for  it.  Here,  grab  a bucket.” 

Ralnor  did  as  Farlo  asked,  enjoying  seeing  that  the  big  elf had found his confidence. Farlo smashed up some ice with a mallet and shoveled it into two buckets, and Ralnor took one as Farlo led the way back up the stairs. 

Back in the armory, Farlo approached the workbench. 

“We  need  to  do  this  on  the  floor,”  he  said.  “I  tried  it  on  the workbench  once  and  almost  caused  a  fire.”  He  grabbed  the  suit  of leather  armor  and  laid  it  out  on  the  floor,  then,  without  further ceremony,  he  dumped  his  bucket  of  ice  on  the  armor  and  invited Ralnor to do the same. 

The effect was instantaneous and impressive. Heat exploded from the surface of the leather, and the ice hissed as if it had been thrown  on  hot  coals.  Steam  filled  the  little  room,  and  the  armor glowed red like heated metal. 

Ralnor watched in amazement as the armor blazed with heat, melting the ice, then cooled as the melted water poured off it. Again, when the experiment was over and Farlo lifted the suit of armor up from the ground, there was not even the merest hint of damage. 

“How did you manage this?” Ralnor asked. 

“It’s  a  plant,”  Farlo  explained.  “A  plant  we  used  to  call coldweed  back  home.  My  parents  were  both  interested  in  botany, you  see.  This  stuff—coldweed—was  known  for  being  able  to  cool itself  down  on  hot  days  and  keep  itself  warm  on  cooler  days.  We didn’t  know  how  it  worked,  but  somehow  it  seemed  able  to  keep itself  at  a  constant  temperature  no  matter  what  the  ambient temperature around it was.” 

“But that was far away from here, wasn’t it?” Ralnor said. 

“Oh,  sure,”  Farlo  said.  “Away  on  the  Florian  coast—a beautiful place with many plants. But I found this…” 

He stepped up to the hearth and took down a bunch of dried herbs that was hanging there in the warmth from the hearth. “This is like it, a similar plant that I found in the woods when I went foraging. 

It looks the same and has the same kind of flowers. I recognized it by its scent. And when I experimented, I found that it has the same properties  as  the  coldweed  from  back  home.  The  difference  is  that here in the forest, there are not such dramatic temperature changes, so no one has noticed what the plant can do. But when I subjected it to heat and cold, I found that it works the same way!” 

“And how did you get it into the armor?” 

“I created a highly concentrated liquid from the plant using a distillation kit I found here in the armory. The liquid doesn’t work on everything, but it seemed to work well on organic materials. I tried it on cloth first, then managed to find a way to work it into the leather. 

You  combine  it  with  the  dark  green  dye  that  we  use  to  make  the Ranger  armor  its  distinctive  color.  Then,  when  you’re  painting  the green dye on and it soaks into the leather, you’re also adding a layer of temperature-proofing to the armor.” 

“This is great, Farlo, and is this the only set you’ve made?” 

“So far,” Farlo said. “It’s a tedious process, and I’m the only one here. It’s my prototype… but it just happens to be in your size. I thought that maybe if you liked it, you could put in a good word with the commander for me?” 

“I don’t think you need to worry about that,” Ralnor said. “I’ll definitely  be  putting  in  a  good  word  with  Commander  Rayne  about this.  It  strikes  me,  Farlo,  that  in  ignoring  your  abilities,  Jonah  and Commander  Rayne  have  missed  out  on  noticing  one  of  the  most talented members of the outpost garrison.” 

Farlo glowed with pride at Ralnor’s words. 

“One other thing, Farlo,” Ralnor said. “When the time comes for me to set up my own squad, I think I’ll want you in it if that would suit you.” 

“Really?” Farlo said. “You’re not just being kind to me?” 

“I think your talents would be a genuine asset to any squad,” 

Ralnor said sincerely. 

“Then I’d be delighted.” 

Ralnor  was  thoughtful  as  he  headed  out  into  the  courtyard, clad  in  his  new  armor.  The  other  Rangers  looked  at  him  as  he crossed to the training area. Farlo had equipped him with a second Ranger  blade  as  he’d  asked,  and  Ralnor  found  Lana  and  started practicing his sword drill with her. 

He was getting good at it when he saw a familiar face. It was Lufaren. 

The Ranger captain looked pale from his recent injuries, but he smiled at Ralnor as he approached. “You’re doing well there,” he said. “Dual wielding, eh? That’s impressive stuff. Here, Lana, take a rest for a bit. I want to try Ralnor’s talents out for myself.” 

Ralnor felt a bit bad sparring with Lufaren, because the older elf was clearly still not at full strength, but after only a short while, it was clear that Lufaren was a skilled and competent fighter even at partial strength. Even with both blades, it was all Ralnor could do to get  inside  Lufaren’s  guard.  The  tall  captain  held  him  off  deftly, eventually delivering him a ringing blow to the ear with one hand and diving in, bringing his sword point up to Ralnor’s chest. 

“Good,” he said. “But there’s more to the Ranger life than just beadwork.” 

“What do you mean?” Ralnor asked. 

“If  you’d  been  here  training  with  the  others  rather  than  out galivanting  with  me  and  Lana,”  Lufaren  said,  grinning,  “you’d  have learned  that  the  Ranger  skill  set  includes  not  only  swordplay,  but also scouting, archery, stealth, and hunting. You’ve got some talent in all these, but you need more training before you reach mastery.” 

“But  surely,”  Lana  said,  “Ralnor  should  be  relying  on  his magic  in  fights?  Surely  it’s  not  essential  for  him  to  master  all  the other Ranger skills now that we know he’s such a competent mage?” 

Ralnor shook his head with a frown. “I don’t think that’s right,” 

he said. “I’m here to be a Ranger, and even though I am a mage as well,  it  would  be  wrong  not  to  attempt  mastery  in  the  other  Ranger skills.  Besides,  the  humans  have  weapons  that  can  neutralize  a mage’s  power—look  at  the  black  iron  arrows  and  chains,  and  the axes those soldiers were armed with.” 

Lufaren  nodded.  “Commander  Rayne  has  told  me  all  the details about your adventures, and about the red mage Malavax. It certainly does seem that we will be up against some serious force, and it will not do for any of us to be relying too heavily on one skill—

even  a  skill  as  powerful  as  magic.  That’s  why  I’ve  requested  to Jonah that I train you personally. I want to see you master the five Rangers skills  and your magic. Does that sound good to you?” 

“Sure,”  Ralnor  said,  “but  there’s  one  thing  I  want  to  ask  as well.” 

“What’s that?” 

“It’s  that  my  friend  Farlo,  the  armorer,  will  be  included.  He’s struggled to learn the Ranger skills so far, but through no fault of his own. He should train with us.” 

“Very well,” Lufaren said. “It shall be as you desire. Farlo will train as part of our squad.” 




* * *

 

Lufaren looked a little askance at Farlo when the big, clumsy elf arrived for training the next day, but Ralnor was firm that this was how it must be. He, Farlo, Lufaren, and Lana made up a small squad of Rangers, and though it was an unusual setup for a Ranger squad, the  commander  let  it  slide  because  of  the  uniqueness  of  Ralnor’s talents. 

Commander Rayne had sent out scouts along the river as he said he would, and their mission was to report on the movements of the humans and find out where they were and how many they were. 

Was Malavax with them? What about his apprentices? It was hoped that  all  these  questions  would  be  answered  by  the  time  the  scouts returned. 

In  the  meantime,  however,  there  was  not  much  to  do  but train. The weather improved finally, and Ralnor found it pleasant to work with his friends at learning the Ranger skills. Time passed, and they all found their niche. Farlo was the best archer, Lana the best scout.  Ralnor’s  dual-wielded  blades  were  the  match  for  anyone’s skills, and Lufaren was the best all-rounder. His hunting and foraging skills, as well, were excellent. 

Though  everyone  was  good  at  stealth,  it  was  Farlo, surprisingly  enough,  who  showed  the  most  talent  for  it  at  first. 

Lufaren  took  them  out  into  the  woods  around  the  outpost  and  had them  practice  tracking  and  stealth,  and  by  the  time  a  fortnight  had passed he was content that they were all excellent at their different skills. 

Of  course,  this  did  not  mean  that  they  could  neglect  their other  work.  Farlo  was  often  at  the  armory,  supplying  elves  with weapons and gear. The commander took a bit more of an interest in Farlo  now,  and  Ralnor  was  pleased  to  see  the  grizzled  old  elf  and the  young  gangly  one  with  their  heads  together  over  a  manifest  of equipment and materials. 

Soon, Farlo was in charge not only of the armory, but also of the  supply  lines.  He  had  a  significant  budget  and  was  in  charge  of sending out for materials, as well as commanding a small squad of

smiths and repairmen to make new weapons and repair old gear. He started to hold his head high as he walked around the outpost. 

Ralnor  did  not  neglect  his  magical  training.  Akhen  got  his wish of being able to see Ralnor create fighting monsters from trees. 

When Ralnor gave the demonstration, Akhen was able to teach him a technique for turning the monster back into a tree again. This was very  useful  because  it  meant  that  Ralnor  could  bring  a  small  tree along  with  him,  turning  it  into  a  monster  and  then  turning  it  back again when it was not needed, but keeping it in reserve. 

Akhen was very impressed with the battle magic as well. 

“In  my  experience,”  the  old  mage  said,  “there  is  little possibility  of  a  mage  specializing  in  more  than  one  type  of  magic. 

Even  though  some  mages  can  dabble  in  other  types,  you  seem  to have a talent for several already. You’ve got your face magic, which I think is clearly your first specialization, but then you have this battle magic, and you have a good talent for stealth magic.” 

“What is stealth magic?” Ralnor asked. 

“It’s the magic you used to grab ahold of Malavax’s spell and send  force  back  along  it  to  stun  him,”  Akhen  replied.  “That  kind  of magic—trickster  magic,  we  used  to  call  it—is  part  of  the  stealth branch.  That’s  three  you  can  do  already,  and  I’m  sure  there  are others  in  there  too.  It’s  unheard  of—you  even  used  some  fire  and some wind magic, and you’ve managed to influence spirit elements too.  All  this  is  new  to  me,  that  a  mage  could  do  so  many  things  at once.” 

“It  was  new  to  Malavax,  too,”  Ralnor  chuckled,  “though  he, too, seems to have a fair amount of different talents—he used some fire, and some force, but ice seemed to be his main specialization.” 

“What  are  you  two  talking  about?”  It  was  Lana,  who  came strolling  up  to  them.  They  were  sitting  in  woods  not  far  from  the palisade  of  the  outpost,  enjoying  the  change  of  scenery  and  the green  space.  The  summer  was  advancing,  and  the  weather  had turned warm. It was pleasant to sit out here in the woods and enjoy the sun. 

“Magic,” Ralnor said with a smile. “What else?” 

Lana grinned. She was also now able to do a little magic. It did not come easily to her at all, but she had stuck with it, and Akhen had  been  able  to  give  a  little  more  time  to  her  training  now  that Ralnor  was  busy  with  his  other,  non-magical  training.  Lana,  as  a night elf, had some talent for magic, and she had been very pleased to  be  able  to  conjure  a  little  fire  at  will.  She  still  could  not  summon much at all, and this lack of power was her main bottleneck. She did not resent it though. It was fun to be able to do even a little, she told Ralnor, and she was glad that he was doing so well. 

Three weeks had passed since Ralnor’s return to the outpost and  his  battle  with  Malavax.  His  wounds  had  healed,  and  Lufaren was  also  back  at  full  strength.  Some  of  the  scouts  had  returned, bringing scant news. The humans were gathering on the other side of  the  river,  that  was  for  sure,  but  they  were  wary  and  had  many scouts  of  their  own  out  screening  their  camp.  The  elven  scouts struggled to gather much intelligence. 

Now, suddenly, Ralnor jumped up from the rock he was sitting on. His recent training in tracking and scouting had given him more awareness of the sounds in the woods around him, and he’d heard something. 

“There’s someone in the woods over there,” he said. 

The others leaped to their feet as well and took their positions behind rocks and trees for cover. But after a moment, they saw who it was—not enemies, but green-clad Ranger scouts returning. 





Chapter 18







Ralnor  and  his  companions  escorted  the  scouts  in.  They were  two  elves  Ralnor  didn’t  know—younger  Rangers,  but  with experience behind them. Ralnor didn’t ask them for their news. They would report first to Commander Rayne, and that was the right way. 

It  struck  Ralnor  that  it  would  not  be  long  before  he  and  his friends would be called into the commander’s tent to learn whatever the scouts had to say. He was not wrong. 

They escorted the scouts to the commander’s tent and then drew  back  a  little.  They  did  not  go  far.  A  few  minutes  later,  Perch stuck his head out of the tent. 

“Oh,  he’s  right  here,  Commander!”  the  young  squire  said, calling over his shoulder. 

“Send  him  in  then,”  the  commander  called.  “And  tell  him  to bring his friends in too.” 

Perch grinned and winked at them, then stepped aside to let Ralnor and his companions enter the commander’s tent. 

“Ah,  good,”  the  commander  said.  “I  was  hoping  you’d  be nearby, Ralnor.” He glanced at the others. Lana, Farlo, and Akhen all bowed  respectfully  to  the  commander.  “I  see  you’ve  brought  your companions,”  the  commander  continued.  “That’s  good  too.  Akhen, Lana, and… who is this again?” 

“Farlo, sir,” Ralnor said. “The armorer.” 

“Oh,  yes,”  the  commander  said.  “You  work  in  the  armory. 

Good. Well, scouts, you go and get some rest and food now. You’ve earned it.” 

The  scouts  left,  their  heads  together,  and  Ralnor  stepped forward to hear what the commander had to say. 

Commander  Rayne  cut  to  the  chase.  “The  humans  have crossed  the  river,”  he  said.  “They’ve  repaired  the  Redway  crossing bridge and are advancing through the woods toward us as we speak. 

Our  scouts  traveled  fast,  so  it  will  probably  be  a  day  or  two  before the human forces arrive. We have a little time.” 

“Is it a large force?” Ralnor asked. 

“Very  large,”  the  commander  replied  gravely.  “I  suspect  it’s the  largest  force  that  the  humans  have  mustered  for  years.  I  know that  you  didn’t  mean  to,  Ralnor,  but  you’ve  seriously  annoyed  this mage Malavax, and he’s out for your blood.” 

“Is Malavax with the army?” Ralnor asked. 

“My  scouts  reported  that  a  tall,  well-dressed  man  with  red robes  was  in  command  of  the  army,  yes.  They  said  the  man  was badly bruised, as if he’d come off worse in a brawl, and that his arm was in a sling.” 

“That  sounds  like  Malavax!”  Ralnor  said  with  a  smile.  “I  can imagine he’s not looking his very best just at the moment.” 

The commander smiled. “We have work to do, and not much time  in  which  to  do  it,”  he  said.  “I  need  the  outpost’s  defenses bolstered. I’ve reviewed the outer wall with my chief builder, and I’m not  content  with  its  quality.  The  outer  ditches  need  to  be  widened, and  the  watchtowers  need  to  be  stocked  with  fire  arrows.  I’ve received nearly a hundred new soldiers as reinforcements from the various  other  outposts,  and  we’re  at  nearly  two  hundred  soldiers here, but if the scouts’ reports are accurate, the enemy outnumbers us five to one—there are at least a thousand of them.” 

“A thousand!” Ralnor exclaimed. “Well, they’ll come on slowly, at  least  we  can  rely  on  that.  Set  your  soldiers  to  ditch-digging  and wall-reinforcing. I can help with that too.” 

“For the outer ditch…” Farlo began, haltingly. 

“I’ll  set  Jonah  to  be  in  charge  of  reinforcing  the  wall,”  the commander said, speaking over Farlo. “And then we can…” 

“Commander,”  Ralnor  said,  quietly  but  firmly  interrupting  the commander. “Farlo had something to say.” 

There was a tense little silence. Farlo had hung his head and stepped  back  with  an  air  of  resignation  when  the  commander  had spoken  over  him,  but  now  he  reddened.  The  commander  looked from him to Ralnor and back, and poor Farlo looked as if he wished Ralnor had never spoken up on his behalf. 

“The  armorer,”  Commander  Rayne  said  after  a  moment.  “Of course. My apologies, Farlo. You wanted to say something about the outer ditch?” 

“There’s  a  plant  near  here,”  Farlo  said,  dithering  a  little.  “A mushroom, called the stinkshroom. We can use it as a trap—it grows in abundance out here.” 

“What does it do, cause our enemies to spell bad? I think the humans smell bad enough already, don’t you?” 

“No, sir, it doesn’t make them smell bad… that is, it does at first, but if the mushrooms are collected in advance and allowed to ferment  for  a  couple  of  days,  the  gas  that’s  released  from  them doesn’t just smell bad—it’s toxic and can be flammable.” 

“Interesting!” Commander Rayne said, suddenly taking Farlo a little more seriously. “And you’re saying there’s a lot of these in the woods nearby?” 

“Hundreds,” Farlo replied. “So many. When they’re fresh, they stink, but when they’re a few days old, they can be deadly.” 

“Excellent!” the commander said, clapping his hands together and looking at Farlo with a new light of respect in his eyes. “We’ll fill the outer two ditches with stinkshrooms and the innermost ditch with wooden  spikes.  Farlo,  I  want  you  to  pick  twenty  soldiers  and  get them gathering these mushrooms. Take one of your soldiers and set him to pick another thirty soldiers. They must dig the outer ditches. 

Jonah knows where and how I want the ditches dug. As for the walls, I’ll take command of that myself in due course. Lana, I want you to work  with  Farlo.  We’ll  need  a  weapon  check  to  make  sure  that everyone  has  the  weapons  they  need  and  is  ready  to  fight. 

Everyone’s gear must be in top condition, and there must be plenty of arrows for the archers. We’ve done a lot of preparation over these last three weeks, but let's make the most of the last three days.” 

“Sir,”  Lana  and  Farlo  said  respectfully,  bowing  to  the commander before heading off to their duties. 

“Akhen, leave us now, if you would. I’d like a talk with Ralnor alone, if I may.” 

Akhen bowed to the commander, glanced at Ralnor, then left. 

“Ralnor,”  the  commander  said  once  everyone  was  gone,  “it seems that I overlooked a talented fellow in that armorer.” 

“I think he has a lot to offer if people will only let him,” Ralnor said.  “He  certainly  has  talent—a  lot  of  talent,  I  think.  But  he  gets overlooked because he’s awkward and clumsy and doesn’t fit in well with the others.” 

“I  understand  that,”  the  commander  said.  “You  might  not believe  it,  but  I  myself  was  often  overlooked  in  my  early  days  as  a soldier. I did not want to be a soldier, but my family insisted. It was for the family honor, they said.” He shook his head and laughed. “A long,  long  time  ago  now,”  he  said,  “but  the  sense  of  honor  is  still strong  in  my  blood.  Anyway,  now  is  not  the  time  for  reminiscing. 

Have you ever fought a battle of two hundred against a thousand?” 

“I  fought  myself  against  Malavax  and  two  hundred  of  his men,” Ralnor reminded the commander. 

“You  certainly  did,”  Rayne  said,  considering.  “This  will  be different. The humans will know what they are up against this time. 

They  will  almost  certainly  lay  siege  to  the  outpost.  They  may  bring engines  of  war—towers,  battering  rams,  or  catapults.  They  will  cut off our escape routes, and they may try to starve us out, or they may try to overrun the outpost. But all that will be a distraction. It’s not us they want now, Ralnor, but you!” 

“Me?” Ralnor said. 

“Oh,  make  no  mistake  about  it.  This  border  skirmishing  and raiding  has  gone  on  for  years;  sometimes  it’s  escalated  and  other

times it’s eased, but we’ve never fought a major pitched battle, and we’ve  never  worked  hard  to  take  or  hold  ground.  It’s  a  tradition, almost—the  elves  and  the  humans  both  feel  that  they  need  to  be fighting  one  another  on  the  border  or  they’re  not  fulfilling  their responsibility as elves.” 

Ralnor  chuckled.  “That  sounds  a  bit  silly  to  me,  but  when  I think back to the way the rival gangs in Suntower City behaved, I can understand the desire to fight for the sake of keeping up tradition.” 

“But now all has changed. Malavax—I don’t know who he is or  who  is  behind  him,  but  there’s  more  to  this  story  now  than  just raiding  and  skirmishing  to  keep  up  appearances.  He’s  in  earnest, and  he’ll  drive  the  human  forces  to  do  us  serious  damage.  My soldiers are good fighters, competent raiders, and excellent hunters and trackers, but they’re not a professional army of drilled soldiers. 

They have hardly any battlefield experience. It’s one thing to fight at a  distance,  skirmishing  with  small  groups  of  the  enemy.  It’s  quite another  to  stand  and  face  a  well-equipped  force,  five  times  your number, who have come to exterminate you.” 

“What are you saying?” Ralnor said. 

The  commander  lowered  his  voice  and  leaned  across  the table, fixing Ralnor with his gaze. “I’m saying that it’s going to be a hard  fight,  Ralnor.  I’m  not  saying  that  against  this  force,  we  don’t stand  a  chance,  but  I’m  saying  that  without  you  to  deal  with  the mages, it’s going to be a massacre. Perhaps even  with  you to deal with the mages. I don’t know, but the odds are not good.” 

“Surely…” Ralnor began, but the commander cut him off. 

“It’s foolish not to recognize the truth, lad,” he said. “No, this battle is all about you. I prepare the defenses, the ditches, the walls, but  in  truth  I  do  that  more  to  give  confidence  to  my  soldiers  and make  sure  they  have  something  to  do.  In  the  battle,  the  walls  and defenses will make little difference. What really matters is you.” 

“Me?” 

“Yes,  lad,  you.  You,  Malavax,  and  Malavax’s  apprentices. 

That’s the group that this fight is going to hinge upon. If you can deal

with  the  mage—if  you  can  destroy  him—then  the  human  army  that he  leads  will  lose  heart.  But  at  the  same  time,  you  are  the  most important  prize  for  him.  When  you  explained  to  me  what  had happened in the battle, you spoke about how he had tried to make you  join  him.  Later,  he  said  that  he  would  capture  you,  find  what  it was that made you special, and cut it out of you.” 

Ralnor shuddered. “He did say that, it’s true.” 

“Don’t you see? He wants  you. This whole thing, he wants to capture you. He doesn’t care about the outpost, not really. I think the whole  thing  is  a  distraction—a  ruse  to  get  you  out  so  that  he  can capture and use you for whatever nefarious purpose he has.” 

“We’ll  have  to  just  make  sure  that  doesn’t  happen,”  Ralnor said. “But you mentioned his apprentices?” 

“He has at least two, maybe more. They wear black, and they are  not  as  powerful  as  he  is,  but  they  are  still  mages.  I  suspect—

though  the  scouts  didn’t  see  them—that  they  will  be  with  the  host that’s  coming  to  attack  us.  Yes,  I  believe  that  you  can  deal  with Malavax, and with Akhen’s help, you can deal with the apprentices too. If you can keep the magickers busy, I think that I have at least a chance of holding the fort with my two hundred.” 

“What  would  you  like  me  to  do  then,  sir?”  Ralnor  asked respectfully. 

The  commander  smiled.  “Concentrate  on  building  up  your strength and getting ready to fight the mages. Your magic will be the hinge  upon  which  this  battle  will  turn,  make  no  mistake  of  that. 

Others will do the work of preparing the siege defenses—your friend Farlo, and Lana, too, will be in charge of that, along with Jonah. But I want  you  to  let  them  get  on  with  it  and  concentrate  on  practicing magic.” 

Ralnor tilted his head to one side and gave the commander a look.  “Actually,  sir,  I  think  it  might  be  possible  for  me  to  practice magic  and help with the defenses.” 

“Oh,  really?  Well,  you  may  practice  however  you  see  fit. 

Good  luck,  Ralnor.  Report  to  me  here  if  you  need  anything,  or  if

there’s anything you want to tell me.” 




* * *

 

When  Ralnor  got  outside,  the  outpost  was  all  abuzz  with activity.  Rangers  were  working  at  the  walls,  strengthening  the defenses  and  shoring  up  the  weaker  points  in  the  palisade.  The gates  stood  open,  and  outside  teams  of  Rangers  were  digging  the ditches that the commander had asked for. 

Ralnor went outside and saw Farlo coming in from the woods with  a  team  of  Rangers.  They  were  carrying  big,  white-  and  red-spotted mushrooms in barrows and tipping them into the outer ditch. 

Farlo looked critically up at the sun as Ralnor approached. 

“The  stinkshrooms  will  do  well  out  here,”  he  said.  “Their stench  is  strong  already,  and  with  this  heat,  it  won’t  take  long  for them to ferment and become deadly.” 

There were three ditches, as the commander had asked for—

one right next to the wall, one two hundred yards away, and one in the  middle.  The  palisade  wall  was  curved,  and  the  approach  was bordered by the woods on one side and the trees on the other. On the forest side of the approach, Rangers were dragging tree trunks to stop anyone from coming in from that side. The enemy would be forced to attack from the front only. 

Ralnor  tilted  his  head  to  one  side  as  he  saw  the  sweating Rangers  hauling  the  massive  tree  trunks.  Lana  seemed  to  be  in charge of that team. Ralnor wandered over. 

“Could this team be doing something else if they didn’t have to do this?” he asked. 

“Well,  of  course!”  Lana  replied,  mopping  the  sweat  from  her brow.  “Once  this  is  done,  I’ll  have  these  Rangers  get  to  work  on filling  the  ditch  nearest  the  wall  with  spikes.  But  that  might  have  to wait  til  tomorrow.  Moving  these  tree  trunks  is  important—we  don’t want the enemy to be able to approach from the woods.” 

“Perhaps I could help with that,” Ralnor said. “Set your team to making the spikes for the ditch. I’ll move the tree trunks.” 

Lana grinned at him and did as he asked. The Ranger team, pleased  to  be  given  a  respite  from  their  hard  labor,  moved  away toward the innermost ditch. Some of them gave Ralnor a questioning glance as they passed him. 

“What are you going to do?” Lana asked. 

“Bit  of  force  magic  practice,”  Ralnor  said.  “Commander Rayne  requested  that  I  practice  my  magic  in  preparation  to  face Malavax and his apprentices, so I thought I’d roll two jobs into one.” 

In the forest, there were eight enormous tree trunks that had been recently felled. The ground all around was churned up from the work that had already been done to drag other trunks up to the ditch. 

Ralnor stood back, gazing thoughtfully at the trunks. 

“They must weigh several tons each at least,” Lana said. “Are you sure you can do it?” 

“Yeah,”  Ralnor  said.  “I  can  definitely   lift  them,  that’s  not  an issue, but the question is whether or not I can keep control of them. 

That’s  the  tricky  part.  I  need  to  move  them  through  the  trees  all around  here,  without  bringing  down  the  rest  of  the  forest.  Let’s see…” 

They  spent  most  of  the  afternoon  at  the  task.  Lana  was pleased that Ralnor had come to help, because it freed her team up to  do  other  things.  Even  though  his  magic  slowed  the  other  teams down  a  little  because  they  all  wanted  to  stop  and  watch,  overall  it was a win for everyone. 

The  level  of  control  required  for  Ralnor  to  move  the  huge trees through the forest was intense, but it was a valuable lesson. At the start of the task, Ralnor struggled with the control—he felt clumsy and  inaccurate,  trying  to  finely  manipulate  such  an  enormous  load through the obstacle course presented by the other trees. But after he’d  done  a  few,  he  felt  he  had  the  trick  of  it,  and  he  was  moving them carefully through the trees without any mistakes. 

“Force  magic  is  certainly  your  strongest  suit,”  Akhen  said  to him that evening. They were sitting together on the walls, looking out over the approach to the outpost. The ditches were all in place, and Farlo’s  stinkshrooms  were  already  swelling  and  fermenting  in  the farthest ditch. In the middle ditch, there were piles of dry brushwood covered with oil and pitch, ready to be set alight by a fire arrow at a moment’s notice. In the ditch nearest the outpost palisade a forest of deadly spikes would impale any enemy who fell in. 

“I’ve heard you talk often about specializations,” Ralnor said. 

“Your  own  is  fire,  but  you  can  also  do  some  shapeshifting,  and influence spirit creatures and spirit elements, like the mists and the tendrils that come up from the ground.” 

“Oh,  yes,”  Akhen  said.  “And  I’ve  been  thinking  a  lot  about that.  You  see,  most  mages—all  mages,  in  fact—operate  around  a system of specializations. They have a couple of kinds of magic that they’re really good at, and they don’t really go much beyond those. 

Malavax,  for  example,  has  his  ice  magic,  and  he  also  has  some insidious stealth magic like the kind he used to steal your memories. 

But you, I don’t know.” 

“What don’t you know?” 

“Whether  or  not  your  magic  plays  by  the  rules.”  Akhen hopped off the seat and strode to the edge of the wall. “Come on,” 

he said. “I want to try something.” 

Ralnor  followed  him  along  the  wall  and  down  the  steps  that led to the courtyard. Akhen walked to the practice area and picked up a bow that hung from a rack there. He strung the bow and picked up an arrow. 

“Catch this,” he said, then raised the bow and fired the arrow high into the air. 

Ralnor flung a tendril of force magic out, catching the arrow in mid-flight. 

“Good,”  Akhen  said.  “Now  hold  it  there.  I  want  you  to  use your battle magic to fire it back at the training dummy.” 

Ralnor  focused,  accessing  the  battle  magic.  Akhen  had assured him that the battle magic was an entirely new kind of magic. 

It implanted ferocity and speed into the person it was cast upon, but it  could  also  bolster  the  accuracy  and  force  of  an  item—such  as  a flying arrow. 

“Hey! The training dummy!” Jonah shouted in annoyance as he approached. Ralnor’s battle-infused arrow had smashed into the dummy with such force that the straw-filled figure had been blasted into bits. 

The drill instructor chuckled and shook his head. “If you can do  that  to  the  humans  when  they  arrive,  that  will  be  useful.”  He wandered off, whistling a tune and giving the impression that he was thoroughly looking forward to the onset of the battle. 

“Now  this,”  Akhen  said.  He  picked  up  a  handful  of  straw, bound it with a loose bit into a bundle and tossed it in the air. “Light it up!” he commanded. 

Ralnor  obliged.  Fire  swept  through  the  air  from  his  hand, catching  the  straw  and  sending  up  a  bright  orange  light  in  the dimming light of the courtyard. 

“Now put it out!” 

Again, Ralnor obliged. Without knowing exactly  how he did it, he summoned the element of water and doused the flame. 

“Yes,  there’s  no  doubt  about  it,”  Akhen  said,  shaking  his head.  “You’re  a  marvel,  Ralnor.  I’ve  never  seen  anything  like  it. 

Here’s a lad coming from no practical experience of magic, and with only  a  little  training,  and  here  you  are  with  a  specialization  in  force magic,  power  over  large  and  small  forces,  an  instinct  for  fire,  the ability to use a water element on command, and not just that but a brand-new  manifestation  of  magic  called  battle  magic,  that  no  one has  ever  heard  of  before!  And  that’s  not  to  mention  your  ability  to animate  trees  and  turn  them  into  monsters  to  fight  for  you.  All  this just at the start?” 

“What  does  it  mean,  though?”  Ralnor  said.  “It  doesn’t  seem that strange to me, but I feel like I’m moving my way through all this

learning like a person feeling his way through a dark room. I feel like I  know my way around, sort of, but all the objects are very unfamiliar to me.” 

“There was a story about your father, Parlax,” Akhen said. “A legend, really, more than a story. It said that he was a master of all magics—that  his  abilities  transcended  the  natural  limitations  that mages place upon themselves, the natural limits that ages accepted as  part  of  the  way  magi  worked.  They  said  that  he  could  do  any magic without exception, and that was why he thought that he could subvert the laws of nature themselves and bring his bride back from the dead.” 

“Because he was arrogant?” 

“Because  he  was  mad  with  grief  and  thought  that  his  skill might be made to meet the demand,” Akhen said with a shrug. “Your father, Ralnor, was a great man, the greatest human who ever lived, perhaps.  Great  power  does  strange  things  to  a  person,  you  know, and great grief even stranger. But what I’m interested in is his power, and his ability to do many things.” 

“What are you saying, Akhen? Do you think I’ve inherited his ability to master all the different kinds of magic?” 

“That’s  exactly  what  I’m  saying,  Ralnor,”  Akhen  said  with  a smile.  “You’re  best  at  force  magic  because  that’s  the  simplest  one there  is,  and  so  you  have  manifested  it  instinctively.  You  have  the most practice with it, and so I made the mistake of thinking that it’s your specialization. But I think now that I was wrong. Ralnor, I don’t think you have a branch of magic that is your main field. I think that magic itself is your specialization, and that the more you practice, the more  you  will  learn  to  do  and  the  more  you  will  discover.  You’ve already found something that no one even knew existed—your battle magic.  What  other  new  things  will  come  through  for  you  in  your magical journey, given time?” 

“It’s hard to get my head around. Not that long ago, I was just an orphan living in the Suntower City slums. Now you’re saying that I’m the most powerful magician of the age?” 

Akhen  chuckled.  “Don’t  limit  yourself  by  thinking  too  much about the rules of the game. Other mages have specializations and limits  on  what  they  can  do.  For  you,  so  long  as  you  keep  a  tight watch  on  your  tendency  to  draw  too  deeply  on  the  spirit  and  lose your balance, I think there are no limits.” 

“I  have  to  wonder  if  King  Harald  knew  about  this  when  he woke me up.” 

“It  would  be  difficult  to  imagine  a  way  he  could  have  known for sure,” Akhen said, “but Harald is a shrewd and wise old elf, and a lot goes on in his mind and his plans that he doesn’t let on to those around him.” 

Ralnor  gazed  thoughtfully  at  Akhen.  “You  speak  as  if  you know him.” 

“Know him? No, I can’t say that. But I know a lot about him. I think it not unlikely that he at least suspected there was something about  you,  some  tendency  to  a  wide-ranging  magical  talent  that came  down  from  your  father.  If  so,  it  would  make  sense  for  him  to wake you up when he did. The kings of his line are known to have some  prescience—they  can  see  into  the  future  a  little  bit,  and perhaps by some sign he knew that it was the right time for Ralnor to arise.” 

Ralnor laughed. “You make me sound like some character in a story,” he said. “The Rise of Ralnor!” He waved his hands in the air like a storyteller introducing a dramatic character of legend. 

“Perhaps  that’s  true,”  Akhen  said  with  a  shrug.  “The  stories go on and on, you know, and perhaps the fact is that Parlax’s story is not  done  yet.  The  consequences  of  his  actions  changed  the  world beyond recognition, but now, here you are. You are a consequence of his actions, and you are changing the world yourself. Ralnor, you have  magic  like  the  world  has  not  seen  since  your  father’s  day. 

Perhaps the consequences of  your  actions will be as wide-reaching but less damaging.” 

“I hope so,” Ralnor said. He stood and stretched. “I’d like to change the world for the better.” 

“Perhaps  before  too  long,  you  will  get  your  chance!”  Akhen said. 

Chapter 19







Ralnor woke with a start in the small hours of the morning. He had felt something tickling at the back of his mind, an insidious touch that he knew all too well. 

 Malavax. 


His instinctive shielding slammed into place, and he sat up in bed, almost hearing the red mage’s soft, cold laughter at a distance. 

Cold sweat beaded his brow. 

 He’s close,  Ralnor thought, leaping out of bed and pulling his clothes on. A glance out of the window showed him that it was dark outside. There were no stars in the sky—the night must be cloudy. 

The  sounds  of  footsteps  from  the  room  above  told  him  that Lana was awake as well. A moment later, her footsteps hurried down the stairs, and she tapped urgently on his door. 

“Ral? Are you awake?” 

“I’m here, come in,” he called. 

The  door  eased  open,  and  the  night  elf  slipped  inside.  Her eyes were wide, and she looked afraid but determined. She had put on her ranger armor and wrapped a cloak around her shoulders, and she had her bow on her back. 

“Are you well?” she asked. “Why are you awake?” 

“Malavax,”  Ralnor  replied.  “I  felt  his  approach.  What  about you?” 

“I think I felt him too,” she said, a little hesitantly. “I’m not sure, though. My magic powers are still very weak compared to yours, and yet I’m sure I felt his insidious touch.” 

“Yes,”  Ralnor  said.  “We’ve  encountered  him  before,  and  I think that leaves us open to the sense of his presence. There have

been no alarms, though, so perhaps the guards on the walls are not yet aware of the enemy.” 

He  pulled  on  his  boots  and  laced  them,  then  grabbed  his gauntlets from the table and pulled them on. Lastly, he slung a cloak over his shoulder. 

His  armor  was  the  set  that  Farlo  had  made  for  him.  The power of the coldweed plant that Farlo had distilled into the leather had  a  nice  extra  benefit,  Ralnor  had  discovered.  Not  only  did  it respond  defensively  to  fire  or  ice  attacks,  it  also  kept  the  wearer’s body  temperature  at  a  constant  comfortable  level.  Now  Ralnor  felt the leather warming him quickly against the chilly, damp air of the old stone tower. The brown, oiled leather gleamed warmly in the light of the  candle  that  Lana  was  holding  up,  a  pleasant  contrast  to  the gloomy stone-walled interior of the room. 

“Come  on,”  Ralnor  said.  “If  the  guards  have  not  seen  the enemy yet, then we must alert them.” 

They  stepped  outside.  Despite  the  heat  of  the  previous  day and  the  cloud  cover,  the  night  was  cold.  The  sound  of  the  river rushing  past  in  its  valley  behind  the  outpost  filled  the  air,  but  there was  no  other  noise.  All  was  dark  and  still,  and  there  were  hardly even any lights in the towers on the walls. 

Ralnor  breathed  the  air  and  guessed  that  it  must  be  about two hours before dawn. The darkest part of the night. 

At that moment, a sudden horn-blast went up from the tower nearest  the  gate.  It  was  repeated,  then  taken  up  by  other  horns within  the  outpost.  Rangers  rushed  from  their  barracks.  Some  had been  waiting  on  night  watch  in  the  barracks,  ready  to  respond immediately, and these rushed to the walls and ran up the stairs. 

Others,  who  had  been  resting,  came  out  shortly  afterward. 

These  Rangers  had  just  come  from  their  beds,  and  they  looked sleepy  and  bleary-eyed.  They  were  strapping  on  sword  belts  and stringing their bows when the sound of the enemy’s trumpets blasted out their challenging answer to the outposts’ guards. 

Ralnor  and  Lana  did  not  wait.  They  rushed  to  the  walls  and climbed the wooden stairs that accessed the walkway at the top of the  palisade.  It  was  crowded  with  soldiers  now,  and  everyone  was peering  out  into  the  darkness.  The  night  was  thick,  and  for  a moment,  there  was  no  sign  of  anything  except  a  vague  sound  of shuffling movement from the darkness. Then, suddenly, a thousand torches were all lit at once. 

The  defenders  on  the  walls  gasped  and  pointed  out  at  the approaching  force.  There  were  many  humans,  easily  the  thousand that  the  scouts  had  reported,  and  probably  more.  They  were  still quite  far  away—well  out  of  bowshot—and  they  seemed  to  be stopping.  As  the  defenders  watched,  they  saw  other,  bigger  fires spring up, and the shapes of figures moving around them. 

“They’re pitching camp,” Ralnor said. “It’s as the commander thought—they will besiege us here in the outpost rather than trying to storm the walls straight away.” 

His  words  sent  a  murmur  of  concern  through  the  gathered ranks of the defenders. 

“Don’t  worry!”  he  called  out,  wishing  to  reassure  his comrades.  “We  are  strongly  defended  here,  and  we  have  many supplies. Unless they’ve brought a huge store of food, they will not be able to outlast us. And if they do try to assault the walls, we have our  defenses  in  place,  and  the  humans  will  pay  dearly  for  any attempt!” 

The  elves  on  the  walls  cheered  at  his  words,  and  Lana squeezed  his  hand  in  the  darkness.  But  even  as  he  spoke,  Ralnor felt  the  probing,  insidious  touch  of  Malavax  against  his  mind, searching, pressing, looking for an opening through which he could attack. 

 Will  I  have  to  always  be  guarding  against  his  insidious magic?   Ralnor  wondered.  How  tiring  will  that  become  if  I  have  to keep it up for weeks of a long siege? 

The thought was disturbing, but even as he thought it, he felt strongly that it would not come to that. Malavax and his forces were

settling  in  for  a  long  siege,  but  Ralnor  suspected  that  things  would develop more quickly than Malavax hoped. 

There  was  nothing  they  could  do  but  wait.  The  commander sent out a small raiding party to sneak closer and bring back reports, but they could not penetrate past the screen of scouts that Malavax had set up in anticipation of the attempt. 

So they waited. When dawn came, they saw the scale of the human  army  that  had  been  sent  out  to  fight  them.  They  filled  the valley,  their  tents  just  out  of  reach  of  the  arrows  from  the  outpost. 

They had set up a strong camp, with ditches facing the outpost walls, and many men were milling about in the camp. There was a strong smell of horses and fires, and there seemed to be a lot of work going on, though it was hard to tell from the walls exactly what it was. 

“The  building  of  siege  engines,  most  likely,”  Commander Rayne  said  to  Ralnor  as  they  stood  on  the  walls  together  in  the morning. The walls were emptier now. Commander Rayne guessed the humans would not make any move quickly now that they were in place. 

“It  makes  more  sense  to  have  the  soldiers  rest,  rather  than have them staring out at the enemy from the walls. I have a regular garrison armed and ready to get onto the walls at a moment’s notice, but  the  rest  are  commanded  to  rest  and  drill  with  their  swords  and bows. We have teams making more and more arrows as we speak, because whatever happens, they will be vulnerable to arrows when they assault the walls.” 

“You think it will come to that?” Ralnor asked. 

“I  don’t  know,”  Rayne  answered,  “but  it  seems  likely,  to  be sure.  I’ll  prepare  for  it  at  any  rate  and  assume  that  at  some  point they’re  going  to  come  with  siege  towers  and  battering  rams  for  my walls.  The  better  prepared  we  are,  the  more  chance  we’ll  have  of fighting them off if that does happen.” 

Ralnor gazed out at the camp. Malavax must have been busy because he had stopped annoying Ralnor with his insidious stealth tendrils. Ralnor tried to reach Malavax with an attack of his own, but

he  found  only  blank  space  where  the  mage  should  be.  Was  he asleep? Or did he have some kind of highly effective mental barrier in  place  that  Ralnor  could  not  penetrate?  The  latter  seemed  most likely. 

As they stood and watched, they heard a horn blast from the camp and saw something happening. 

“Look  there,  commander!”  Ralnor  said.  “There  are  horses approaching!” 

The  horn  blast  had  alerted  many  of  the  other  soldiers  who were on the alert, but the commander gave strict orders for them to stay below for now. He stood on the walls himself with a small honor guard  of  elite  Rangers  around  him.  Ralnor  stood  by  his  side,  and before long, Lana hurried up as well. 

They  watched  a  little  group  of  riders  appear  from  the  camp and  begin  to  approach  across  the  open  ground  in  front  of  the outpost. They moved slowly, carefully, as if they were well aware that they were advancing within range of any archer on the walls who felt like a bit of target practice. 

“They  come  to  negotiate  with  us,”  Commander  Rayne  said with certainty. “They’ll get nothing from me.” 

When  the  delegation  had  gotten  about  halfway  to  the  outer ditch, Ralnor was certain of the figure in the middle. It was Malavax himself. 

The  red  mage  had  exchanged  his  red  robes  for  steel  plate armor, but even that had been stained red so that it gleamed brightly in the morning sun. His long blond hair was tied back from his head, and  his  dark  eyes  glittered  malevolently  up  at  the  people  on  the walls. 

“Is  that  him?”  Commander  Rayne  said  to  Ralnor  in  an undertone. “Is that Malavax?” 

“No doubt about it,” Ralnor replied. “That’s the red mage.” 

“They  are  putting  a  lot  of  faith  in  our  honor  by  sending  their commander out this close to the walls. I could put an arrow through

his  eye  before  he  knew  what  had  hit  him  at  this  distance.”  It  was Jonah  speaking.  The  old  drill  instructor  had  come  up  to  stand  with them when he’d heard the horn blast. 

Ralnor  shook  his  head.  “Malavax  would  throw  up  a  magic shield  before  the  arrow  had  left  the  bow,”  he  said.  “The  mage protects  the  delegation  by  being  there,  because  he  can  defend against arrows with force shield magic.” 

“Even  if  he  didn’t  have  that  power,”  the  commander  said firmly,  “he   could  rely  on  our  honor.  I  would  not  shoot  a  delegation sent to negotiate from my walls. Let’s see what he has to say.” 

The humans advanced as far as the outer stinkshroom ditch. 

Ralnor saw that the stinkshrooms themselves had been covered by a  light  coating  of  earth  by  the  ditch  diggers,  so  it  was  not  clear  to anyone looking in what was actually in the ditch. That was good—the stinkshrooms  were  well  fermented  by  now  with  the  heat  of  the  day yesterday, and when the humans tried to cross, they would be met with  a  cloud  of  toxic  and  flammable  gas  from  the  horrible mushrooms. 

“That’s close enough!” Commander Rayne shouted from the walls, holding up a hand. “Anything you have to say can be said from right where you are!” 

The commander’s voice was loud, and it boomed out over the outpost  and  echoed  off  the  trees  away  to  the  right.  Ralnor  was impressed.  The  commander’s  voice  would  have  carried  across  the din of a battlefield. 

Malavax  urged  his  horse  a  little  way  forward,  sat  up  in  his saddle,  and  began  to  speak.  There  was  a  general  laugh  from  the palisade  wall—his  voice  was  nowhere  near  as  powerful  as  the commander’s, and no one could hear him. 

The  mage  glared  at  the  commander  and  at  the  walls.  Then he lifted a hand, and there was a shimmering of magic that ran down his  arm  and  into  his  belly.  When  he  spoke  again,  his  voice  carried eerily across the space. They heard him as if he were standing only a few yards away. 

“You  laugh,”  he  said,  “but  unless  you  accept  my  terms,  you will  not  be  laughing  for  long.  I  have  the  power  of  magic  at  my disposal, magic such as you have never seen in the world.” 

“You may think you have power we cannot match, Malavax,” 

Commander  Rayne  boomed  back  at  the  red  mage.  “But  we  have power too, and strength to match yours, if it comes to it. I don’t think much of your chances against my walls. We’ve had time to prepare, and we’re ready for you!” 

There  was  a  general  shout  of  support  from  the  surrounding soldiers.  Rangers  held  up  spears  and  swords  and  shook  them  at Malavax. 

“Have  no  doubt,”  Malavax  said  quietly,  his  dark  eyes scanning  the  walls  and  his  eerily  projected  voice  dripping  with menace, “if I’m forced to storm the outpost in force, every single one of you will die. My losses may be great—they may be terrible, but I can afford to lose a thousand men more than you can afford to lose a hundred. And do not doubt I would do it—I would consider the loss quite acceptable to achieve my goal.” 

Ralnor observed that the human captains who accompanied Malavax did not seem so certain about this exchange that the mage was proposing. There were three of them. One looked back over his shoulder at the men who were encamped behind them. The second shifted  uncomfortably  in  his  saddle,  while  the  third  sat  glowering, stony-faced. 

Malavax  ignored  them,  but  Ralnor  wondered  how  far  these humans  would  be  pushed  by  Malavax’s  arrogance  and  his  treating them  like  an  expendable  commodity.  Could  he  use  that  to  his advantage in some way? 

“What is your goal, Malavax?” Commander Rayne said. “You have  not  told  me  that  yet.  I  would  prefer  to  avoid  bloodshed,  of course—this  battle  would  be  a  massive  escalation  of  the  war between our peoples. What do you want? Is there any other way we can resolve this?” 

Slowly,  threateningly,  Malavax  lifted  one  armorer  hand  and pointed it directly at Ralnor. “He knows,” the mage said. “Ralnor, he of the Twicebane. He knows what I want.” 

“Ralnor?” the commander said, turning to look at him. 

“He wants me,” Ralnor replied. “That’s his price. That’s what he’s  come  for.  He  wants  me  either  to  join  him  or  to  become  a specimen  for  his  terrible  experiments  so  that  he  can  discover  the source of my power.” 

“Is this true?” Rayne called. 

“If  you  will  surrender  the  young  human-elf  hybrid,  Ralnor Twicebane,  I  will  take  my  army  and  retreat.  Further,  I  will  send  a delegation  to  negotiate  a  lasting  peace  settlement  between  the humans  and  the  elves,  and  an  agreement  on  the  division  of  the territory in the forests. If all goes well, we may even be able to open trade routes between the border and Suntower City. The alternative is your utter extermination. What will it be?” 

An  elf  who  stood  near  Ralnor  leaned  over  the  palisade  wall and spat in Malavax’s direction. “That for your bargain!” he shouted. 

“We’ll never give up our mage!” 

Other soldiers around them cheered and stamped their feet, but Ralnor looked over his shoulder and saw more than a few in the crowd who did not seem to be so enthusiastic about this sentiment. 

They glowered at Ralnor, looking afraid. 

 Some of them would give me up to Malavax to save their own skins as quickly as I could blink,  he thought. 

Malavax seemed to be thinking the same thing. 

“Some  of  you  feel  misplaced  loyalty  to  the  Twicebane,” 

Malavax said. “That’s your choice, stupid as it may seem to others. 

But  if  there  are  any  among  you  with  the  sense  to  place  your  own survival,  and  that  of  your  comrades,  over  loyalty  to  a  foul  mage hybrid, then you know where to find me. I will not only pardon you, I will pay you if you bring him to me, and your safety will be personally guaranteed  by  me  and  my  honor  guard!  You’ve  had  your  chance, and  Commander  Rayne  has  made  his  choice.  Some  of  you  may

choose a different path. You have twenty-four hours. After one day, I will  unleash  all  the  force  I  have  brought  and  destroy  everyone  and everything in Rayne’s outpost!” 

With  that,  Malavax  turned  and  rode  swiftly  away  toward  the camp. 

“Don’t worry, Ralnor,” the elf who had spat over the palisade wall said, clapping a hand on Ralnor’s shoulder. “None of us would give you up. We’re well defended here, and we’ll fight to the death to protect one of our own. That’s the Ranger way!” 

“Aye!” cried the others, rattling their spears. “Ralnor’s one of us! We’ll never give him up!” 

“All  right,  everyone  back  to  your  barracks  and  your  training and  your  rest,”  Commander  Rayne  shouted.  “Let’s  have  a  bit  of discipline, come on!” 

The  elves  laughed  because  the  commander’s  tone  was fondly scolding, not actually angry. Rayne herded the soldiers down off the walls, leaving only the ones whose job it was to keep watch. 

Then  he  and  Ralnor  walked  along  the  top  of  the  palisade  together, looking out at the soldiers. 

“I’m glad the Rangers don’t want to give you up,” Commander Rayne said. “Even though they know your heritage and your power, they are willing to defend you as one of their own. I don’t think you need to worry about being betrayed.” 

“Not  by  any  of  the  Rangers  of  this  outpost,”  Ral  said thoughtfully,  “but  some  of  the  reinforcements  who  have  arrived recently are a different story, Commander. I caught a few of them—

more than a few, actually—giving me dirty looks back there. You can understand. They’ve been pulled in from their relatively quiet lives on other  outposts,  and  suddenly  they’re  faced  with  the  prospect  of annihilation. And for what? For me, some half-elf that they don’t even know? Their natural prejudice against mages and against hybrids will be  coming  to  the  front.  How  many  of  these  reinforcements  do  you have?” 

“Many,” Rayne said with a frown. “Nearly as many as my own garrison.  But  it’s  the  ones  from  Sorn’s  outpost  that  I’m  the  most worried  about.  Sorn  gets  the  elves  from  the  prisons,  the  ones  who are rehabilitated enough to be released, but still too violent to return to normal life. They are tough, brutal elves, and some of them have very dark pasts. They are most likely to have heard Malavax’s words about pardon and payment.” 



Ralnor  gave  himself  a  shake  and  glared  out  at  the  enemy, shielding his eyes from the sun with a hand. 

“Well,” he said, “what will be will be. One day, Malavax said? 

I’ll use that time to practice and I’ll try not to worry too much about treacherous elves or anything else for that matter.” 

He retreated to his quarters. As he went there, he saw more than  one  of  the  reinforcement  Rangers  looking  at  him  from  a distance.  His  own  folk,  the  Rangers  of  the  garrison,  looked  at  him with admiration and cheered when he passed, but the Rangers who had  come  from  the  other  garrisons  were  not  so  kind  or  pleasant. 

Things  felt  strained  as  he  walked  along  the  courtyard  toward  the outbuildings, and he felt like he could have done with a friend at his back. 

Where was Lana? He looked around, but there was no sign of her for the moment. 

 Probably  resting  or  practicing  with  the  other  Rangers,  like she’s  been  ordered,   he  thought.  And  Farlo  will  be  in  the  armory. 

 Perhaps I’ll look in there before I go to my chamber. 

He  took  a  quick  detour  to  the  armory,  but  Farlo  was  in  the thick of his duties. Rangers crowded into the small space, and Farlo was handing out equipment and noting who had taken what. Ralnor was pleased to see that the big, ungainly Ranger now seemed much more confident than he had been before. He smiled and joked with the Rangers as he dished out weapons and recently repaired armor. 

Then he caught sight of Ralnor over the heads of the others. 

He  grinned.  “I’ll  come  see  you  later,”  he  said.  “I  have  something  to

tell  you,  but  it’ll  have  to  wait!”  He  winked,  clearly  oblivious  to  the danger  that  was  threatening  Ralnor  from  inside  the  very  outpost itself. 

Ralnor  thought  for  a  moment,  then  called  out,  “I’ll  be  in  my room later; you can find me there.” 

Farlo nodded and went back to his work, but Ralnor noticed one  of  the  elves  in  the  room—a  stranger—taking  careful  note  of Ralnor’s words. 

 So  be  it,  he  thought  fiercely.  If  they  want  to  find  me  and  try their  hand  at  capturing  me  for  Malavax,  let  them  try.  They  may  as well know where to find me. 

He strode past barracks, smithy, mess hall, and outbuildings until  he  reached  the  little  squat  tower  that  was  his  destination.  He had not slept much the night before, and he decided that despite the heat of the day outside, he would lie down and rest for a couple of hours at least. 

Kicking off his boots, he lay on his bed and closed his eyes. 

As  was  becoming  habit  now,  he  set  his  wards  around  himself  to protect  his  mind  from  the  insidious  power  of  Malavax’s  stealthy magic. Then he breathed deeply a few times and dropped off into a deep sleep. 

He  woke  that  evening,  glancing  out  the  window  to  see  that the light was dimming and the evening becoming gloomy and cloudy outside.  After  the  heat  of  the  day,  the  coolness  of  the  approaching night felt welcome. Ralnor went to the door and stepped out, looking across the outpost. All was quiet. Breathing deeply, he thought there might be a suggestion of rain in the air. 

He  went  inside  and  lit  his  fire—he  did  not  have  any  watch duties  to  attend  to,  and  his  only  responsibility  was  to  practice  his magic.  He  sighed,  pulled  his  boots  on,  then  lifted  his  swords  from their place by his bed. He strapped them on and drew them. 

During the battle with Malavax, Ralnor had used the swords as  a  kind  of  channel  for  his  battle  magic  to  flow  through.  Now  he looked at the blades and wondered if he could repeat that feat. He

didn’t want battle magic this time but something else. Force would do the job. 

Ralnor  quickly  became  engrossed  in  his  task.  The  metal blades  were  able  to  act  as  vectors  for  magic  easily,  Ralnor  was pleased to find, but actually getting the channeling right was a little challenging, and soon Ralnor was absorbed in his experimentation. 

He  was  so  absorbed,  in  fact,  that  he  did  not  hear  the  figure approaching  his  door.  He’d  left  it  propped  open  after  going  out  to look  at  the  evening,  and  only  a  tingling  on  the  back  of  his  neck warned him that he was no longer alone. 

Immediately,  the  thought  of  the  betrayal  he  was  expecting from  the  reinforcement  elves  flashed  across  his  mind.  They  had come  quickly,  but  he  was  well-rested  and  well-armed.  He  would show them. 

He  whirled,  his  blades  up,  the  magic  that  he  was experimenting  with  suddenly  furiously  strong  and  crackling  to  the ends  of  the  swords.  Red  light  blazed  out  from  his  channeling  ring, and his face was set in a fierce glare. 

“Easy,” the figure in the doorway said quietly, hands raised in gentle supplication. 

Ralnor caught his breath and lowered his blades, withdrawing his magic and calming his own heart rate with a swift effort. 

“Lana,” he said. “You gave me a fright.” 

“So I see,” she said. “May I come in?” 

“Of course,” he said, gesturing to one of the seats beside the fire. “Come in. Take a seat if you want.” 

Instead,  she  walked  to  the  hearth  and  leaned  on  the mantlepiece. The fire was burning brightly, but it was the only light in the  room.  It  threw  its  red  glow  up  onto  Lana’s  shapely  face, highlighting  the  graceful  angle  of  her  jaw  and  her  elegantly  curved brows. 

Ralnor  found  himself  struck  by  her  beauty  as  he  never  had been  before.  She  was  a  stunning  elf,  one  of  the  most  beautiful  he

had ever seen, really. He smiled, feeling the warmth of his attraction for her blossoming within his chest. 

“Is all well?” he said. “No news from the walls?” 

“Nothing,” she said. “Malavax will keep his word and give us our twenty-four hours, I have no doubt about that. What about you? 

You’ve been practicing magic. What are you afraid of? My approach gave  you  a  fright—you  seemed  almost  to  be  expecting  to  be attacked.” 

Ralnor  sheathed  his  blades.  “I  confess  I’ve  been  worried about  treachery,”  he  said.  “There  are  some  of  the  elves  from  the reinforcements who seem like they would be quite glad to hand me over to Malavax in exchange for their lives and a fat purse of gold.” 

“Sorn’s garrison,” Lana said, nodding. “Yes, there’s some bad people  in  that  crowd.  I  wouldn’t  be  surprised  either  if  they  were  to turn on us.” 

“I  don’t  like  it,”  Ralnor  said.  “The  commander  is  showing confidence  in  front  of  his  soldiers,  but  if  the  humans  come  in  force and attack the outpost with everything they’ve got I don’t see how we can hold out. There’s so many of them, and they are building siege engines. What can we do against that, only two hundred of us and some of that number willing to turn traitor?” 

“I  know,”  Lana  said,  “but  what  other  option  is  there? 

Commander Rayne isn’t going to give you up.” 

“Maybe not,” Ralnor said, “but perhaps I will take the decision out of his hands.” 

“What? You don’t mean… give  yourself up to Malavax?” 

“That’s exactly what I mean,” Ralnor replied. “If I do that, then Malavax  will  have  no  reason  to  attack  the  outpost.  Even  he  must have a superior of some kind who would prefer him not to destroy an army of over a thousand soldiers for one border outpost.” 

Lana’s  breath  caught  in  her  throat,  and  Ralnor  thought  she was going to cry, but she got ahold of herself. 

“Oh, Ralnor,” she said, “that’s so noble of you.” She stepped forward and put a hand on his arm. “When I first met you, I knew you were  not  like  the  other  recruits.  You  have  a  sense  of  duty  and purpose, and of self-sacrifice that most of these other clods could not even imagine. You would really do that, wouldn’t you? Give yourself up to save the lives of the others?” 

“Wouldn’t you?” Ralnor said with a smile. He reached up and took her hand. She drew back for a moment, then smiled at him, her dark elven eyes gleaming in the flaring light of the fire. 

“I think I would… for the right person.” 

Slowly,  ever  so  slowly,  Lana  began  to  lean  forward  toward him.  Her  lips  were  slightly  parted,  and  her  eyes  were  half  closed. 

Ralnor  felt  his  heart  thumping  in  his  chest  as  he  leaned  forward  to meet her lips with his own. 

“Ralnor! Oh, Ralnor! Are you in there?” The loud voice broke into their moment, and Lana leaped back from him. They both spun toward  the  door,  embarrassed  at  having  almost  been  caught  in  a tryst. 

A  big,  gangly  figure  stepped  into  the  doorway,  ducking  its head to avoid banging it on the top of the frame. It was Farlo. 

And he was holding a dagger. 

“Stay  right  there!”  Lana  said,  her  eyes  on  the  knife  and  her hand resting lightly on the hilt of her sword. “Don’t come any closer.” 

Ralnor was troubled by the unsheathed blade in Farlo’s hand as  well,  but  surely  he  could  not  be  a  traitor.  The  big  elf  was  not  a good  fighter,  that  was  true,  but  he  was  no  coward,  and  Ralnor thought that he would die before he betrayed a friend. 

“What’s the matter?” Farlo said, sounding confused and a bit offended. “Why are you so unfriendly?” 

“Why  do  you  have  an  unsheathed  dagger  in  your  hand, Farlo?” Ralnor asked gently. 

“Oh,  this?”  Farlo  said,  glancing  at  the  knife  in  his  hand.  “It’s for you. I brought it to give to you—that’s what I meant earlier, when

you looked in on the armory. I have this gift to give you…” His face changed, and he looked with shock at Lana. “You don’t think… you don’t think I’d betray Ralnor, do you, Lana?” 

Lana  said  nothing,  but  Ralnor  stepped  forward.  “We  don’t think that at all, Farlo,” he said firmly. “We’re just all a bit on edge at the moment because of what Malavax offered for anyone who would hand  me  over.  Come  in,  please.  Thank  you  for  the  dagger.  Can  I see?” 

Farlo hesitated for a moment, then rolled his eyes and came in.  “I  suppose  it’s  understandable,”  he  said,  smiling  a  little  tightly. 

“We’re all on edge. Here.” 

He  flipped  the  dagger  around  so  he  was  holding  the  blade, then held it out, handle-first, to Ralnor. Ralnor took it and heard Lana let out an audible sigh of relief. 

“Sorry,  Farlo,”  she  said  sincerely,  sitting  down  in  a  chair.  “I don’t  know  what’s  wrong  with  me  at  the  moment.  When  I  saw  the blade…” 

“It’s okay,” Farlo said. “I left the sheath in the armory because it still needed a little bit of adjusting, but I wanted to show Ralnor the dagger  as  soon  as  I  could.  I’ve  just  finished  my  duties  for  the  day, you see, so now was the soonest I could get away.” 

“This is very nice work, Farlo,” Ralnor said. He had lit a few candles  and  was  examining  the  dagger  by  their  light.  It  was  long, with a slender blade that belled out a little at the cross-guard, giving it  a  leaf-like  shape.  The  blade  was  steel—Ralnor  could  tell  that  by the keen gleam of the edge—but it gleamed with a golden radiance in the candlelight. The handle was perfectly sized for Ralnor’s hand, and  it  was  well-wrapped  in  leather  that  had  been  stained  red.  The pommel was made into a neat, heavy roundel, and this balanced the dagger admirably. The roundel could be used as a club if necessary, Ralnor thought. 

“I  made  it  over  the  last  few  days  in  the  little  forge  in  the armory,” Farlo said proudly. “I was always a decent smith, and since

I’ve been here, I’ve been able to increase my skills quickly. But that’s not the best thing about it.” 

“What is it, then?” Ralnor said, curious about the strange and beautiful weapon that his friend had made for him. 

“The best thing about it,” Farlo said, “is that it’s imbued with magic!” 



Chapter 20







“A magic dagger!” Ralnor said. “What does it do?” 

“No idea!” Farlo replied, laughing. “That’s what’s great about it! It’s as much of a mystery to me as it is to you!” 

“But then what…?” Ralnor began. 

Farlo  grinned.  “Remember  when  you  were  moving  the  tree trunks to improve the defenses?” 

“Sure,”  Ralnor  said.  “You  were  in  another  part  of  the  woods collecting stinkshrooms with your team. I remember we ran into each other a couple of times.” 

“Exactly—we  were  working  quite  close  to  each  other  really. 

Well,  while  we  were  collecting  mushrooms,  I  saw  that  there  was another herb there that I recognized. It was a similar shape and had a similar flower to one that I knew from where I grew up. There, we called it channelwort, but the elves I spoke to said that around here, its common name was lightlily, and that it had no special properties. 

Anyway, the names didn’t matter—I was convinced it was the same plant. As we worked, I saw that the clumps of it—there was a lot of it growing  nearby  and  among  the  mushrooms—the  plants  kept moving. It was not the wind—they kept bowing in the same direction at regular intervals.” 

“Go  on,”  Ralnor  said,  becoming  interested.  “What  was causing the bowing, do you think?” 

“That’s what took me a while to understand,” Farlo said, “but I worked  it  out  in  the  end.  It  was  you—or  rather,  your  magic.  Every time  you  lifted  a  trunk,  and  every  time  you  adjusted  your  spell  to move  the  trees  in  a  different  direction,  I  observed  that  the  plants bowed  in  your  direction.  After  watching  for  any  hour  or  so,  I  was

certain of it, and so when the day’s work was done, I went back and collected up as much of it as I could.” 

He  grinned.  “It’s  been  very  busy,  but  I  had  already  started work  on  this  dagger.  When  I  got  my  sack  of  channelwort  back,  I distilled an essence from it, as I had already done with the coldweed, and I was pleased to find that I could get the essence into the metal as  I  smithed  it  by  adding  it  to  the  cooling  water  that  I  plunged  the dagger  into  during  the  smithing  process.  The  essence  of  the  plant went into the metal, I’m sure of it.” 

“You just don’t know what it does,” Ralnor said with a grin. 

“Exactly! That’s where you come in!” 

“Well, given the name channelwort, and the way it behaved, I suspect that the plant is able to ‘channel’ magic in some way.” 

“That makes sense to me,” Farlo said, nodding. 

“It’s  interesting,”  Ralnor  said.  “Before  you  arrived,  I  was actually  experimenting  with  channeling  magic  through  my  swords, but  I  was  having  some  difficulties—it’s  not  the  easiest  thing  to  do. 

Let’s see if it works any better with this dagger.” 

He held the fine blade up in the air in front of him, and Lana and  Farlo  watched  with  bated  breath  as  Ralnor  began  to  let  magic flow  into  the  dagger.  He  used  fire  magic  first,  and  just  as  he’d thought,  the  power  flowed  into  the  dagger  with  absolutely  no hesitation. 

During  his  experimentation  before,  he  had  been  having  real trouble getting a reliable flow of magic through his swords. When he was  under  pressure,  it  came  easier,  but  trying  to  do  it  with  a  cool head was difficult. It was an entirely different story when it came to this new blade, however. The magic flowed like water into a sponge, and Ralnor smiled with pleasure when he saw how easy it was. 

“Farlo, this is great!” he said. “This is a really good innovation. 

It lets magic flow through it very easily. It’s almost like a magic wand from one of the old tales!” 

Farlo beamed proudly at the effect of his gift upon his friend. 

“I’m  very  pleased  you  like  it,”  he  said.  “Now  that  I  know  it  works,  I can  think  about  putting  the  essence  of  the  channelwort  into  other weapons.  Can  you  imagine  arrowheads  with  the  essence  of  magic channeling through them? Or I could make a pair of twin swords in the same way, since you were saying you’d like that to be easier.” 

“That would be amazing, but will you have the time to do it?” 

Farlo’s  face  darkened.  “Probably  not  before  tomorrow morning,”  he  said.  Everyone  was  quiet  for  a  moment.  Tomorrow morning—the deadline for Malavax’s attack. 

“Well,” Ralnor said suddenly, standing up and slapping Farlo on the back. “Thank you for your gift. It will come in handy, I’m sure.” 

Farlo stood as well. “I’ll adjust the sheath for it and get that to you soon,” he said. “For now, be careful with it—it’s not just magic. It has a very sharp edge!” 

Whistling, the big elf made his way out of the room, ducking his head again as he left to make sure he didn’t bang it on the door. 

Ralnor took his own belt-knife out of its sheath and laid it on the mantlepiece, replacing it with Farlo’s enchanted dagger. It fitted well enough. 

“I  feel  like  taking  a  walk,  Lana,”  he  said.  “I  don’t  think  I’m going to sleep tonight.” 

She covered her mouth to muffle a sudden yawn. “Oh,” she said. “Well, I’m going up to bed then. Ralnor — ” She stepped closer again and took his hand. “About earlier—I didn’t really mean to… but I think it’s good for me to be honest about my feelings for you.” 

“I think so too,” Ralnor said. “But perhaps we should wait until this  battle  is  over.  Once  that’s  done,  hopefully  we  can  relax.  Once Malavax  is  defeated  in  some  way  or  another,  then  maybe  we  can take a bit more time to explore our feelings.” 

“That would be good,” she said, smiling gently. 

He  leaned  forward  and  kissed  her  on  the  brow.  “Goodnight, then, Lana,” he said. She smiled at him, turned, and a moment later, 

he  heard  her  light  tread  creaking  the  wooden  boards  of  the  stairs that led up to her room. 

It was dark in the courtyard, but the nights were short at this time of the year. Ralnor knew that it would not be long before the sun rose. In the morning, Malavax would attack, and then there would be terrible bloodshed. How could he manage it? 

If  he  gave  himself  up  to  Malavax  entirely,  he  would  be condemning himself to torment. He could pretend to join Malavax as the  red  mage  had  kept  saying  he  wanted,  but  he  thought  that Malavax would be able to tell Ralnor was not sincere. 

What  were  his  chances?  To  pretend  to  give  himself  up  and then  fight?  Or  to  challenge  Malavax  to  single  combat?  The  mage was unlikely to accede to that, but perhaps that was one of the better options. Malavax’s ego was quite possibly his greatest weakness. If Ralnor  could  prod  the  mage  into  a  rash  decision  by  playing  on  his ego…

A sudden footfall made Ralnor look up, breaking his train of thought. Instinctively, he reached out his magic to detect life and felt the  presence  of  an  elf  not  far  away.  He  had  been  hiding  in  the shadow  of  an  outbuilding,  but  now  he  was  hurrying  off  in  another direction. 

A watcher? A scout for the men from Sorn’s outpost? Or just a Ranger up late, unable to sleep just like Ralnor was? 

He  shook  his  head,  trying  to  clear  it  of  the  speculation  and decision-making.  He  did  not  feel  able  to  come  to  a  decision  right now. When he looked around, he realized that his feet had brought him instinctively to the practice yard. The place was empty except for the  training  dummies.  The  racks  of  practice  weapons  stood  ready against the wall. 

Ralnor moved to one of these racks and took up a bow and a quiver  of  arrows.  He  began  to  do  a  bit  of  practice,  aiming  for  the large round target that was set up at the side of the training ground for the use of archers. 

His  shooting  had  been  getting  better  since  he’d  been practicing here at the outpost, and he was pleased to find that he hit the bull’s eye—or near enough to make no difference—most of the time. 

The  process  of  drawing  and  firing  made  him  relax,  clearing his  mind  of  speculation.  As  he  worked,  the  thought  that  he  would have to at least pretend to give himself up took further shape in his mind. The more he practiced his archery without thinking too hard on the problem, the more it became clear to him that this was what he had to do. 

Ultimately,  this  was  a  duel  between  him  and  Malavax.  If Ralnor put himself out in front of the human army, he might even be able  to  hold  them  up  with  magic  so  that  they  could  not  attack  the outpost  in  full  force,  as  he  was  sure  they  would  do  once  he  began fighting with Malavax. 

As he practiced, he began using force magic to help guide his arrow. He found that it was not too difficult to correct the flight of an arrow, making a wide shot change course and hit the bull’s eye. He could stop the arrows as well. That was not the easiest thing to do, because  he  needed  to  time  his  application  of  magic  just  right,  but after a few tries, he found that he was able to do it pretty well. 

Then he felt them coming. 

The  questing  out  for  life  around  him  had  become  instinctive now, and he had started doing it every few minutes without thinking about it. Mostly, he only felt the guards on the walls and a few people sleeping in a nearby barracks room. 

But  now  he  suddenly  became  keenly  aware  of  five…  no, seven figures approaching stealthily between the buildings. The men from Sorn’s garrison. It had to be. No one else would try to sneak up on him like this. 

With  a  quick  twist  of  magic,  he  caught  up  the  used  arrows from the target and brought them back to his side. Then he loaded his bow up again. But this time he did not fire. He waited until he was

sure  the  elven  traitors  were  standing  in  the  open  behind  him,  and then he slowly turned, the bow in his hand. 

“Well,”  he  said.  “What’s  it  to  be?  One  at  a  time?  Or  all together?” 

The elves stopped where they were. They had been sneaking up toward him, and Ralnor saw that three of them carried lengths of iron chain. They were all armed with swords or daggers. 

They  looked  like  a  grim  lot—older  elves  with  long  hair  that was matted and uncared for. They had scarred faces and eyes that were  as  cold  and  hard  as  granite.  One  of  them,  the  biggest  and oldest of the group, stepped forward. He had cold eyes and a hostile expression on his face, and his hair was black and flecked with gray. 

“You should come with us willingly,” he said. “We’re going to get  you  one  way  or  the  other—it’s  seven  to  one—but  if  you  come along quietly, you won’t get hurt.” 

Another of the elves gave a grim chuckle. “Or at least you’ll get hurt less,” he said. 

“You  really  don’t  know  what  you’re  up  against,  do  you?” 

Ralnor said. “I could take you all with one hand tied behind my back and my eyes closed if I used my magic.” 

“Cheater,”  one  of  the  elves  said.  “Only  a  scummy  hybrid would use magic against his fellow elves.” 

“Traitor!” Ralnor responded. “Only an unprincipled scoundrel would betray his commander and his fellows in this way!” 

“Betrayal?”  the  elf  scoffed.  “We’d  be  saving  their  worthless skins. That’s not betrayal in my book. Anyway, what does it matter? 

You ought to come quietly. Last chance…” 

At that instant, Ralnor became aware of the eighth member of their  party.  He  had  snuck  up  from  behind  while  Ralnor  was  talking, and only a well-timed questing with his magic saved him. 
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The  elf  was  behind  Ralnor,  a  big,  brutal-looking  soldier  in muddied Ranger gear that had been poorly cared for. He had an ugly scar down one cheek, and his eye on that side was milky white. 

Ralnor spun, faced him, and loosed the arrow that was in his bow.  The  shaft  punched  into  the  elf’s  shoulder  through  his  leather armor. 

The  attacker  was  holding  a  big  black  wooden  cudgel,  and  it had been raised, ready to strike Ralnor a stunning blow on the back of  the  head.  Now  he  dropped  his  cudgel  and  stumbled  back, clutching his shoulder and howling like a scalded cat. 

“Get  him,  lads!”  the  big  leader  of  the  elves  growled.  Ralnor darted away from them, grabbed their wounded, one-eyed comrade, and flung him into their legs. 

Three of them tripped over him, and they all went down in a heap, leaving Ralnor with four more to deal with. He was determined not to do any magic in this fight unless it was absolutely necessary. 

Whatever  the  circumstances,  his  magic  was  not  for  destroying members of his own kind. Even if they were traitors, Ralnor had the skills to set them on their backs without using his powers. 

Still holding his bow, he used it to block a spear thrust, driving the elf with the spear back into the wall of a nearby outbuilding and leaving  him  tangled  up  in  Ralnor’s  bow.  Then  he  darted  away, abandoning his bow and dealing another elf a sharp jab to the chin with a clenched fist. 

There were only two still standing, the tall leader and a small, thickset elf who seemed to be acting as his personal bodyguard. 

“You never should have come here!” the leader growled. “If it wasn’t for you, we wouldn’t be in this mess at all!” 

Ralnor  had  a  moment  to  spare,  so  he  drew  both  his  blades with a ringing of metal and balanced himself, ready for the leader. 

“I don’t want to kill you,” he said, “but I will if I have to.” 

The  elf  leader  spat  then  charged  in,  his  spear  at  the  ready while his small sidekick circled, trying to get around to Ralnor’s side and flank him. The sidekick had a length of iron chain in one hand and an ugly, functional short sword in the other. 

Ralnor dodged out of the way of the leader’s first spear thrust and  leaped  at  the  sidekick.  He  raised  his  sword  and  slashed downward at the elf’s head, but the little fellow darted out of the way, hissing at him like an animal. His face was all twisted up in fear and anger. 

The four that had fallen over their comrade were up now and circling  in,  trying  to  help  their  leader  out.  Ralnor  charged  them, whirling his blades. He delivered a powerful smack with the flat of his sword to one of their faces and heard the crack of bone and a howl of pain. 

Another  got  a  bit  too  close  with  a  spear  thrust,  and  Ralnor slashed  at  his  arm  with  his  sword.  There  was  a  burst  of  crimson blood  in  the  dimness,  staining  the  gray  earth  bright  red  for  a moment, then darkening to black in the moonlight. 

“Get the chain on him! Use the chain so he can’t use magic!” 

the  leader  bellowed.  The  others  tried,  but  they  could  not  get  close. 

Ralnor  was  a  spinning  dynamo,  darting  from  side  to  side.  He  used his blade to cut the leg of one, disabling him, and whacked another on  the  chin  so  hard  with  the  pommel  of  his  sword  that  the  elf crumpled into an unconscious heap. 

The ruby ring on his finger glowed a bright and livid scarlet in the  darkness,  but  he  held  on  to  the  magic  inside  him  that  wanted nothing more than to burst forth and burn these arrogant elves to a crisp. 

 It’s  good  practice  at  control,   he  thought,  and  the  thought made him laugh suddenly. He glanced around. There were three still standing—the  leader,  the  sidekick,  and  one  other.  The  rest  were

rolling  around  on  the  ground,  groaning  in  pain  and  holding  their injuries. None were dead, though two—the one with the cudgel and the arrow in his shoulder and the one whose arm Ralnor had been forced to cut—were severely wounded. 

Suddenly,  Ralnor  became  aware  of  other  figures  emerging from the darkness around them. Many figures—too many, surely, to be all in league with the rebels? He was tired, but he was still able to fight.  Here,  however,  there  were  too  many  even  for  him.  He  would have to use magic! 

Red light flared up from his ring as he sheathed a sword and reached for his channeling dagger… but then he stopped. 

A  torch  flared  up  in  the  darkness,  then  another,  and  he recognized the faces. Lana, Commander Rayne, and Jonah were all there. Even Akhen stood there, right next to the commander with a grim expression on his face. The Rangers held bows, and the bows were bent and pointed at the traitors. 

“You’re  all  under  arrest,”  Commander  Rayne  called  out. 

“You’re traitors and deserters, and you’re lucky Ralnor didn’t kill you all.” He spoke to a Ranger at his side. “Tie them up and drag them off to the lockup.” 

The traitorous Rangers were grabbed and dragged away, and Ralnor  leaned  over,  his  hands  on  his  knees,  catching  his  breath. 

“Thanks, Commander Rayne,” he said. 

“My pleasure, lad,” the commander said, slapping him on the shoulder.  “I  must  have  been  mad  accepting  men  from  Sorn’s garrison.  Without  Sorn  himself  to  keep  them  in  check,  those  elves are like wild animals—a law unto themselves. Are you all right?” 

“I’m  not  hurt,”  Ralnor  said,  “but  I  had  to  hurt  them,  and  I regret that.” 

“You’re  a  noble  fellow,”  Akhen  chuckled,  coming  up  beside them. “If that had been me, I’d have burnt them all to a crisp before you could wink.” 

“Lucky for them it wasn’t you then,” Ralnor said, laughing. 

“Well, quite!” Akhen said, crossing his arms across his chest and frowning fiercely. 

The  other  elves  went  back  to  their  duties,  but  Ralnor  asked the commander and Akhen to stay with him for a while. 

“I want to talk to you about something,” he said. 

“Very well,” the commander said. “Let’s go up onto the walls. 

It will be dawn soon.” 

The three of them climbed the walls and looked out over the approach. The fires of the humans’ camp were partially obscured in the  mists  that  crept  out  from  the  forest—regular  mists,  Ralnor realized  as  he  reached  out  toward  them  with  his  magic,  not  spirit mists. 

“You’re right, Commander,” Ralnor said. “It will be dawn soon. 

Then  another  hour  or  so  and  Malavax  will  act  on  his  promise  to storm the outpost, because I haven’t been surrendered to him.” 

“We will defend the outpost to the death,” Commander Rayne said fiercely. 

“No,”  Ralnor  replied  firmly.  “I’ve  decided  that  I  can’t  let  that happen.” 

“What?” the commander said. “But I don’t understand. What do you mean? How can this be your decision?” 

“I  understand,”  Akhen  said  quietly.  “Ralnor  means  to  give himself up to Malavax, isn’t that right, lad?” He placed a hand gently on Ralnor’s shoulder. 

“That’s right, Akhen,” Ralnor said simply. 

“You  can’t  be  serious!”  Commander  Rayne  spluttered.  “I forbid  it!”  He  was  beside  himself  with  outrage  at  the  prospect,  but Ralnor  looked  in  his  eyes,  and  the  commander’s  look  changed  to one of respect and awe. 

“You’re determined to do this, aren’t you?” he said quietly. 

“I  am,”  Ralnor  replied.  “Let’s  think  about  it  clearly  and rationally.  The  outpost  is  not  likely  to  stand  for  long  against  an assault.  Malavax’s  soldiers  outnumber  us  by  five  to  one  at  least, 

probably  more.  He  has  siege  engines,  towers,  catapults,  and  the gods  only  know  what  other  reinforcements  he  can  bring  up.  If  I  go out there and give myself up to him, it will buy us time.” 

“But  you  surely  don’t  believe  he’ll  honor  his  promise  not  to attack?” the commander said incredulously. “The man is a villain—he will attack us anyway, and once you’re out of the way, it will be all the easier for him to use his magic to annihilate us.” 

“And  that,  Commander,  is  precisely  why  I  don’t  intend  to  be gotten out of the way,” Ralnor said. “Listen to me for a moment. I’ve thought  this  through,  and  it  makes  sense.  I  will  go  out  there  and make it  look as if I’m giving myself up, but once I’m out there, I’ll fight Malavax and his army too. They won’t expect that—they’ll think that I’m out there to give in. Malavax’s ego is his biggest weakness—he’ll think he’s won. Then at the last moment I’ll unleash all the magic I have, and I’ll do what I can to send the army into disarray.” 

“Malavax will order the attack at that point,” the commander said with certainty. 

“I don’t doubt it,” Ralnor said. “And that’s where you come in. 

Hit them with all you’ve got—I’ll be among them, and I’ll be doing all the  magic  I  can  to  sow  chaos  within  their  ranks.  I’ll  destroy  their siege engines, set fires in their camp, and I’ll fight Malavax hand to hand if need be to keep him off you. If he’s distracted, he won’t have spare  magic  to  attack  the  outpost  with,  and  that  will  make  it  easier for you to fend off his army’s assault. If I can kill him, then perhaps the army will stop the attack. At the least, it might stop the amount of unnecessary  bloodshed  that  will  be  inevitable  if  we  wait  for  him  to bring a full frontal assault on the outpost.” 

“It  seems  very  desperate,”  the  commander  said,  “but  I’m beginning to see it from your point of view.” 

“I  think  our  situation   is  very  desperate,”  Ralnor  said.  “And desperate times call for desperate measures. This is the only way I can see for us to bring the attack to the enemy instead of waiting for him to come and attack us. It’s the best chance we have of holding him off.” 

“I will come with you, of course,” Akhen said quietly. 

Ralnor turned to him. “No way!” he said firmly. “You must stay here!  Your  presence  will  be  needed  once  the  assault  on  the  walls begins—it  will  give  the  defenders  an  advantage.  If  I  can  keep Malavax busy, then you can bring the full force of your magic to bear on the assaulting troops without being challenged by him. That could give  the  defenders  the  critical  advantage  they  need  to  win.  You staying here is essential to the defense.” 

Akhen  scowled  and  grumbled,  but  he  could  not  deny  the reality of what Ralnor said. Eventually, he acquiesced. 

“Very well, Ralnor,” he said. “If it must be, it must. I’ll agree to stay  here  and  help  defend  the  outpost.  There  is  one  more  thing  I must say, though—Malavax does not want you dead. You said that he  knows  the  secret  of  your  parentage.  He  wants  to  unlock  the secret  of  your  power.  If  this  plan  goes  wrong,  and  you  fall  into  his hands,  I  promise  I  will  do  everything  I  can  to  save  you.  But  even everything  I  can  do  might  not  be  enough,  Ralnor.  It  would  mean  a terrible end for you.” 

“That’s a risk I’m willing to take.” 

The morning light was rising. Ralnor quickly got ready. It was agreed that he would slip over the palisade and go into the woods, bypassing the defensive ditches and approaching the camp stealthily though  the  woods.  He  would  then  approach  from  the  front,  find Malavax, and proceed with his plan. 

A  very  short  time  later,  he  stood  by  on  the  wall  with  the commander—Akhen  had  disappeared  somewhere,  and  Ralnor  did not  know  where  he’d  gone.  Ralnor  was  ready  to  climb  over. 

Suddenly,  he  heard  a  shout  and  looked  down  into  the  courtyard  to see three figures hurrying toward him, kitted out in full battle gear. 

“There he is!” one figure shouted. 

“Ralnor, wait!” another shouted. “We’re coming! Hold on!” 

“What  in  the…?”  Ralnor  muttered  as  the  three  figures reached the steps and raced up onto the palisade. As they emerged, 

he  realized  who  they  were  and  smiled  at  the  sight  of  their  familiar faces. 

It was Lana, Farlo, and Lufaren. 

“What’s  this?”  Ralnor  demanded.  “I’ve  already  made  my decision, though I don’t know how you all got wind of it.” 

Lufaren  looked  at  Ralnor  with  a  smile.  The  tall  Ranger captain  looked  fully  recovered  from  his  privations,  and  he  was smiling,  bristling  with  weaponry,  and  looking  very  ready  for  a  fight. 

He nodded his head toward the stairway. “Here’s the culprit,” he said, and stepped out of the way to reveal Akhen. 

The little hermit gave Ralnor a mischievous look. “I decided it was right to tell your friends about this little adventure of yours. Now that I see your reaction, I don’t think it was the wrong thing to do…” 

Ralnor glared at them. “Please,” he said, “don’t try to hinder me—I’m certain this is the way I need to go, and I don’t have time to explain. I have to go, please don’t try to stop me.” 

“We’re  not  here  to  hinder  you  or  stop  you,”  Lana  said.  “We understand  that  you’ve  made  your  decision,  and  we  agree  that  it’s the  right  thing  to  do.  We’re  not  here  to  hinder  you—we’re  coming with you!” 

“You  can’t  come  with  me!”  Ralnor  protested.  “You’d  be  in terrible danger!” 

Farlo  stepped  forward,  and  the  look  on  his  face  was uncharacteristically  grim  and  fierce.  The  big  elf  seemed  to  have come  into  his  own  in  recent  weeks.  Ralnor  knew  that  he  had  been training  hard  with  a  lot  of  help  from  Lana.  He’d  lost  the  gangly, clumsy look that he’d had when Ralnor first met him. Now he moved with confidence and awareness of his surroundings. He’d lost a bit of weight, too. Where before his shirt had stretched across his belly, it now stretched across his broad shoulders. 

Farlo now had grit and immovable purpose, and Ralnor was seeing this side of his friend for the first time. 

Farlo smacked one meaty fist into his palm and glowered at Ralnor.  “We’re  coming  with  you,  Ral,  and  that’s  that.  It’s  not  up  for discussion. It’s decided.” 

“Farlo is right,” Lufaren said. “You don’t know how things will turn out. We’re coming with you, and that’s that.” 

“Hear,  hear!”  Lana  agreed,  and  Akhen  grinned  and  hopped from foot to foot with mischievous glee. 

Ralnor glanced from the commander to his friends, then back to the commander. All of them knew that at this point, only a direct order from Commander Rayne would be able to stop Farlo, Lufaren, and Lana from coming. 

The commander raised his eyebrows at Ralnor, grinned, and kept his mouth shut. 

“Oh,  very  well!”  Ralnor  said,  laughing.  “Thank  you,  my friends. This is a hard thing for me to do, but now it feels better. With you three by my side, I’ll have a real fighting chance!” 

He hugged Lana and clasped wrists with Farlo and Lufaren. 

Then  he  smacked  Akhen  on  the  back  and  gripped  wrists  with  the commander. “Goodbye, friends,” he said. “See you once the battle’s over.” 

“Good luck, Ralnor,” the commander said. 

At  that  moment,  they  heard  the  blast  of  a  horn  from  the direction  of  the  human  camp.  Ralnor  glanced  up.  The  sun  was climbing  fast.  Soon  the  twenty-four  hours’  grace  that  Malavax  had given them would be over. 

Ralnor glanced one last time out over the outpost. It seemed that word of what they were doing had spread, and in the courtyard below, many Rangers had gathered, gazing solemnly and silently up at the figures on the palisade. 

Ralnor  looked  out  over  the  crowd  and  raised  a  hand  in farewell.  Then  he  grabbed  the  rope  that  was  fixed  to  the  palisade wall and clambered over the edge, followed by his friends. 

He was going to take the fight to Malavax. 

 

Chapter 22







Ralnor  and  his  friends  slipped  quickly  past  the  defenses, sticking to the trees. They did not want to be caught by scouts, who might  want  Ralnor  chained  with  iron  before  he  was  brought  before Malavax. They saw a few, but they used their native stealth and their Ranger  training  to  slip  past.  The  human  scouts  were  at  the  end  of their watch, tired and ready for rest. One was dozing against a tree in  the  sun,  and  another  was  lying  on  the  grass,  his  eyes  shaded, apparently enjoying the sound of the birdsong that filled the air. 

“No discipline,” Lufaren whispered to Ralnor. “That is a good sign.  They’re  unlikely  to  be  ready  to  fight  hard  if  this  is  the  attitude they take on their watches.” 

Ralnor nodded. 

When his group reached the tree line near the human camp, they looked out over the open ground between the end of the camp and  the  outpost’s  outermost  ditch.  The  sun  was  hot,  baking  the ground,  but  Ralnor  felt  cool  in  his  magic,  temperature-controlled armor. 

He looked out and whispered to his friends. “We want to time this just right. If my guess is correct, Malavax will advance to the first ditch and challenge Commander Rayne to send me out again, giving him a last chance to comply. When he rides out to do that, we’ll go meet him.” 

The others agreed, and they settled down to wait, keeping a close  eye  out  for  any  of  the  indolent  scouts  who  might  wander  too near. 

They did not have to wait long. 

At  almost  exactly  the  hour  he  had  named,  Malavax  and  his entourage rode out of the camp to the blast of many horns. He was

moving quicker than before, and his brow was dark with anger. The same  humans  as  the  day  before  rode  with  him,  but  there  were several  more  today,  heavily  armored  cavalry  with  long  spears  and long swords at their sides. Their helmets covered their entire faces, giving them an eerie, inhuman look. 

“Now,” Ralnor said and stepped out from the trees. 

He  strode  out  into  the  open  ground  between  the  camp  and the outpost’s ring of ditches. At first Malavax didn’t see him, so intent was he on the camp in front of him. 

Ralnor sent out a tendril of magic toward him and fired force down it. 

Malavax, his defenses relaxed a little due to his concentration on what he was about to say, cried out and rocked in his saddle as the  force  magic  hit  him.  He  whirled,  wheeling  his  horse  about  and looking for the source of the attack. Then he saw Ralnor. 

He  pointed  and  spoke  to  his  guards,  and  immediately  the whole  group  had  turned  to  face  Ralnor  and  his  friends.  Ralnor marched steadily across the hard, flat ground toward his enemy. 

“Malavax,” he said, “I have come.” 

“So I see!” Malavax said, apparently with great delight. “And you’ve brought some friends as well! How nice! Or have they brought me  to  you?  Is  that  it?  Should  I  thank  them  for  their  generosity  and prepare to pay them a handsome gift?” 

“Never,”  Farlo  growled.  “We  would  not  betray  our  friends. 

That’s not what’s happening here.” 

“No? Then please explain to me what is going on.” Malavax smiled and spoke as if he were in a comfortable drawing room, not on a battlefield. 

“This  is  what’s  going  on,”  Ralnor  said.  “I’ve  come  to  you  to give you a last chance to withdraw. Take your soldiers and yourself and  leave  this  place,  or  I  guarantee  that  you  will  not  leave  here alive.” 

“Brag  and  bluster!”  Malavax  sneered  at  them.  “What nonsense  is  this?  You  come  out  here  to  threaten  me,  not  to  give yourself up?” 

“Not threaten, Malavax,” Ralnor said. “I haven’t come here to threaten you. I’ve come here to warn you to leave. If you don’t leave, I will kill you.” 

“Then you have condemned yourself and your elven Ranger friends to death!” 

Everything happened at once. Malavax raised a fist in the air, and one of his guards blew two quick blasts on a horn. Immediately, there  was  a  great  commotion  from  the  camp,  and  men  sprang forward out of the shade of the tents, armed with spears and bows. 

Malavax  wheeled  his  horse  around  and  began  to  gallop  for the camp. 

“Get ready to fight!” Ralnor said. 

The  magic  that  had  been  bursting  to  escape  from  him  all morning suddenly roared to life. His ruby ring glowed fiercely in the bright  morning  air,  and  magic  enveloped  him  and  his  friends  as  a rain  of  arrows  began  to  fall  around  them.  Arrows  pinged  off  the magic shield as if they were hitting steel. 

Farlo  bellowed  out  a  challenge,  and  Lana  screamed  a  night elf battle cry. Lufaren, silent, began to let off arrows from his bow at an incredible rate. 

Ralnor  sent  a  blast  of  magic  after  Malavax,  but  the  mage defended  himself  with  a  shield  of  his  own.  His  horse  stumbled, frightened by the magic, and Malavax was thrown, landing heavily in his  red  armor.  His  guards  leaped  from  their  horses  and  formed  up around him, but they retreated on foot toward the camp. 

Something was coming from the camp—several large shapes emerged, kicking up clouds of obscuring dust around them as they came on. 

“What are they?” Lufaren said. 

“Some kind of troll,” Lana replied. 

She  was  right.  Four  huge  trolls  came  stomping  out  of  the camp, carrying massive slabs of stone over their shoulders. Human soldiers clustered around them, waving spears and shouting. 

Meanwhile,  ranks  of  human  foot  soldiers  appeared  from  the tents, marching forward in shield-locked formation toward Ralnor and his friends. 

“There are so many of them!” Lana cried. 

“We’re worth a hundred each of these warriors at least!” Farlo replied. “Let’s have at them!” 

He didn’t have long to wait. Moments later, the front rank of the human footmen charged them. Ralnor used force magic to blast a gap in their rank, but there was something that resisted him. It was not as easy as it had been before, when he’d fought the soldiers at the bridge. That time it had been like punching through crepe paper. 

This time, the soldiers buckled but resisted. Ralnor saw a blue light flickering across their shields as his magic impacted. 

“Their gear is treated in some way to resist magic!” he cried. 

“Time  for  good,  old-fashioned  swordplay,  then!”  Lufaren replied. 

“I  can  still  use  my  magic  on  them,”  Ralnor  said.  “It’s  not entirely ineffective, it’s just reduced a little.” 

He  hit  out  with  another  blast,  sending  a  group  of  soldiers flying  backward.  There  was  not  as  much  force  to  his  magic  as  he would  have  liked—it  was  as  if  he  was  firing  his  spells  into  a  thick liquid rather than into the solid wall of soldiers. For all that, the men did stumble, and his efforts opened a break in the line that allowed his three friends to charge in. 

Farlo  had  certainly  found  himself.  He  wielded  a  great  two-handed  sword  that  seemed  to  be  of  his  own  design—it  did  not resemble  any  of  the  other  Ranger  weapons  that  Ralnor  had  ever seen. It gleamed with a fiery light, and Ralnor saw a flicker of flame blossoming  on  the  clothing  of  one  man  that  Farlo  cut  down. 

Apparently,  one  did  not  need  to  be  a  mage  for  the  plant-based enchantments to have effects. 

Farlo and Lana fought back to back, and the human soldiers did not know what had hit them. Ralnor used the power of his battle magic in a new way. It had not crossed his mind before that he could send the magic to his allies, but now he did so. 

Extending  his  hands,  he  sent  streams  of  blue  magic  toward Farlo  and  Lana.  The  magic  enveloped  them,  wrapping  them  in  a cloak  of  power.  Battle  magic.  It  made  them  spin  even  faster,  move even quicker, and fight more fiercely. Farlo’s huge blade was a blur in the air, and soldiers fell back from him, their very shields snapping in two under the power of his enormous sword. 

Lana was using her bow, but at close quarters. She drew and fired more quickly than should have been possible. The accuracy of her arrows at this short distance was deadly. The humans were well armored,  but  their  armor  did  not  cover  every  part  of  them.  It  was weak at the neck, and Lana made good use of that, firing off arrow after  arrow  and  then  darting  in  with  her  sword  to  make  finishing blows. 

Looking over the heads of the soldiers, Ralnor saw that this first wave was not actually that large. 

 Malavax seeks to occupy us with these humans,  he thought, and meanwhile, the trolls are moving toward the outpost. 

He glanced over his shoulder. Sure enough, the four mighty trolls he had seen earlier had been joined by two more. Now all six of them were approaching the stinkshroom ditch. They had huge slabs of  stone  over  their  shoulders,  which  they  threw  down  to  act  as bridges. 

Ralnor glanced back at his friends. The human soldiers were no match for them. He added a quick dose of battle magic to keep them  going,  then  charged  toward  the  trolls—he  was  needed  there more than here. 

With a blast of force magic, he sent one of the trolls toppling forward. The enormous beast was blue-gray in color, a huge, hulking creature  with  stupid,  belligerent  eyes  and  a  small  mouth  and

shoulders  like  the  rocks  at  the  foot  of  a  cliff  face.  It  had  hands  the size of small horses, three fingers each, and a huge, outsized thumb. 

Ralnor took the legs out from under it with a blast of force and followed up with a wave of fire. His enchanted dagger was in his left hand and a sword in his right. As he ran toward the trolls, there was a sudden horrendous smell. The troll he’d knocked over had toppled off the slab that it was using as a bridge and crashed into the ditch full of stinkshrooms. 

Ralnor  knew  that  the  stinkshrooms  were  bad—Farlo’s enthusiastic descriptions had assured him of that—but nothing quite compared  to  the  real  experience.  If  an  inspired  person  had  mixed some bloated corpses with dung, buried the mixture for three weeks, then  uncovered  it,  he  might  have  been  able  to  approach  the staggeringly bad smell. 

Howls  of  anguish  came  up  from  the  humans,  and  the  troll twitched  a  few  times  in  the  ditch  and  then  lay  still.  The  other  five trolls  had  laid  their  bridges  and  crossed,  and  a  crown  of  human soldiers had crossed with them. Now, as the nightmare stench rose from the pit, it was accompanied by a thick yellow mist that set all the attackers—human and troll alike—clutching at their throats. 

Ralnor noted that the soldiers who had crossed the ditch did not seem to have any resistance to magic in their armor, unlike the ones who had attacked Ralnor and his friends. 

 The magic resistance must come from a plant, the same way Farlo’s magic enhancements did,  he thought.  Whatever the plant is, there’s not enough of it to equip the entire army with it, that’s clear. 

 Malavax has given it to some of his soldiers, but far from all of them. 

 So most of this army is going to be vulnerable to my magic. 

He  kept  his  focus  on  the  trolls  for  the  moment.  A  blast  of force sent another one into the ditch at a different point, sending up another  cloud  of  noxious  poison  gas  from  the  fermented stinkshrooms.  Even  at  a  distance—and  Ralnor  was  being   very careful  to  keep  his  distance—the  smell  was  nearly  intolerable.  Up close, it was deadly. 

Ralnor  watched  in  grim  satisfaction  as  the  humans  toppled over, red-faced, clutching their throats and clawing at the air. It was a terrible  way  to  go,  no  doubt,  but  it  was  effective.  The  remaining humans within the ditch area were wavering when a volley of arrows came from the palisade walls, thudding in among them and knocking more than a few of them to the ground with strangled cries of pain. 

That was enough for them. They broke, fleeing back across the stone slabs toward the camp, accompanied by the two remaining trolls. 

A  great  cheer  went  up  from  the  palisade  as  the  humans broke and ran. The first assault against the outpost had been driven back. 

Ralnor grinned fiercely. He looked around, taking stock of the battlefield. There was no doubt that he and his friends had come of best from this first encounter. 

Lufaren,  Lana,  and  Farlo  were  looking  around  for  new enemies. The magic-resistant cohort that had attacked them at first was gone, all the soldiers either dead, wounded, or retreating. Farlo seemed ready to go after them, but Ralnor shouted to his friends to come  back,  and  they  jogged  across  the  bloody  battlefield  to  meet each other. 

“Well done,” he said. “We’ve seen off the first wave, but more are coming.” 

“That  battle  magic  is  amazing,”  Farlo  said.  “I  feel unstoppable!” 

“Don’t  let  it  run  away  with  you!”  Ralnor  said  with  a  grin. 

“You’re  not  actually unstoppable, no matter how much you feel like it. 

I’ve never experimented with enhancing my allies with magic before, and  I  have  no  idea  what  the  side-effects  might  be,  so  keep  your head!” 

Farlo gave a mock-fierce growl, and everyone laughed. 

“Look  at  the  camp,”  Ralnor  said.  “The  enemies  who  were defeated  at  the  first  ditch  have  been  driven  back.  The  cohort  that attacked you were equipped with gear that had some resistance to

my magic, but I don’t think the rest of the troops are equipped with that. When I used force magic on the ones on the bridge, they had no resistance to it.” 

“What do we do now?” Lufaren asked Ralnor. 

Ralnor  thought  for  a  moment.  There  was  movement  within the camp, and he could see many figures rushing about from place to place. “They’re getting ready for another attack,” he said. “I think we’ll take the fight to them.” 

“No  sign  of  Malavax  yet,”  Lana  pointed  out  as  they  jogged toward the camp. 

“Not  since  the  start  of  the  battle,”  Ralnor  agreed.  “But  he’ll come in time, I’m sure. For now, let’s cause some chaos.” 

As they approached the camp, Lana, Farlo, and Lufaren lifted their bows. Ralnor used his magic to set fire to the arrows, and his friends  sent  them  flying  up  into  the  air.  Ralnor  looked  up,  and  a sudden idea struck him. 

Working  quickly,  he  sent  out  tendrils  of  magic  up  to  the arrows  and  sent  more  fire  after  them.  More  and  more  flame  ran along the tendrils, and he was very pleased to see that the fire stuck to the arrows, wrapping around them and making them into balls of blazing flame. 

“Woah!” Lana shouted. “Do that again!” 

She  lifted  a  second  arrow,  and  the  others  did  the  same. 

Moments  later,  the  arrows  were  in  the  air,  and  Ralnor’s  magic  was turning them into flying infernos. When the flaming inferno arrows hit the  ground  within  the  camp,  they  exploded,  setting  tents  and  gear alight in a wide circle and sending men running in every direction. A thick screen of reeking black smoke curled up from the burning tents and equipment. 

“Now!” Ralnor said. “Let’s go straight in!” 

He  charged  forward,  and  he  and  his  friends  ran  into  the camp, leaping the low defensive ditch. Here, they used their Ranger training, and Ralnor gave his magic a rest for a moment. He used his

paired  swords,  fighting  alongside  Lufaren  and  Lana  while  Farlo forged ahead with his enormous two-handed sword. 

The men they encountered mostly fled. There seemed to be no one able to keep order. One group they encountered did make a bit of a stand under a tall, veteran officer, but Ralnor charged into the middle of them with his dual blades, and Lufaren and Lana peppered them with frighteningly accurate bow fire. When Farlo thundered into their left flank, they broke and fled. 

“Let’s get out of here, back to the open ground,” Ralnor said. 

“I have a feeling…” 

A  sudden  loud  boom  interrupted  him,  and  he  ducked instinctively. 

“What’s that?” Lana cried. 

“It  came  from  the  direction  of  the  outpost,”  Lufaren  said. 

“Come on!” 

They hurried back through the wreckage of the camp toward the open ground. As they broke cover from the smoking tents, they saw with horror the source of the noise. 

While they had been fighting in the camp, columns of infantry had moved up from either side, almost as if they had planned to wait for  Ralnor  and  his  friends  to  attack  the  camp  from  the  front.  These soldiers had a strange magic affecting them, something Ralnor had never seen before. It appeared as a globe of blue light around their heads,  and  it  was  particularly  concentrated  around  their  noses  and mouths. 

“What is it?” Lana asked. 

Ralnor  watched  for  a  moment,  then  nodded.  “It’s  a  spell  to allow  them  to  breathe  near  the  gas  cloud  from  the  stinkshrooms. 

Look how close they are able to get.” 

Lufaren  pointed.  “And  look,  there’s  the  source  of  the  boom that we heard! They have flung some kind of exploding missile at the palisade wall!” 

It  was  true.  Looking  through  the  yellow  mist  that  still  hung over  the  stinkshroom  ditch,  Ralnor  saw  that  a  great  hole  had  been blasted  in  the  side  of  the  palisade  wall.  It  was  full  of  wreckage —

broken bits of wood and parts of a smashed tower, and yet he could see that it would not be too difficult for soldiers to climb through the breach. 

“We  need  to  stop  the  human  columns  from  getting  into  that breach,” Ralnor said. 

“They  still  have  to  get  across  the  central  ditch,”  Lufaren replied,  “and  the  defenders  on  the  walls  can  pepper  them  with arrows the whole way in. I don't think we need to worry about it for a little while yet.” 

The  columns  of  soldiers  were  marching  across  the  stone bridges that the trolls had laid, then fanning out into ranks as if they were preparing to simply march across the central ditch. 

“What are they up to?” Lana said. 

“What I want to know is where the magic is coming from that protects  them  from  the  poison  gas,”  Ralnor  said.  “Malavax?  But  it doesn't seem his style.” 

Lana frowned, and Ralnor could sense her reaching out with her own magic. “You’re right,” she said. “It doesn’t feel like Malavax.” 

Ralnor was impressed. As Malavax himself had said, the art of feeling out along connections in that way was a subtle trick. Unlike Ralnor  himself,  Lana  was  a  regular  mage,  though  not  yet  a particularly  powerful  one.  Her  night  elf  heritage  allowed  her  the ability to do some magic. Unlike Ralnor, most likely she would have a specialization. 

 Perhaps  her  specialization  is  in  the  subtler  forms  of  magic, the  sensing  and  gathering  of  information.  That  would  make  her  a powerful scout and would be a very good complement to her ranger skills and her elven stealth. 

For  the  moment,  however,  he  was  focused  on  the  unfolding events on the battlefield. 

The  troops  in  between  the  ditches  were  waiting  silently, though Ralnor could not tell what for. They stood firm, their shields raised against the arrows that came from the defenders on the wall of the outpost. 

“Do  you  want  to  attack  them?”  Farlo  said  enthusiastically. 

“Come on, we can take ‘em!  ” 

“Steady,”  Ralnor  said  to  the  big  elf.  “We  don’t  know  what’s happening  yet.  The  defenders  are  well  able  to  handle  that  group. 

We’ve still got the mages to deal with.” 

Farlo nodded, and Ralnor saw Lufaren smile at the easy way Ralnor had taken command. “What do we do then?” he asked. 

Ralnor frowned. “I think… I think they’re  wanting us to attack the soldiers on the ditches. I think that we should pretend to take the bait. But where are the rest of the soldiers? I don’t like this. Trapping me was supposed to be Malavax’s main goal, but he seems not to be making much effort to do it.” 

“Let’s  take  the  bait,”  Lana  suggested.  “We’ll  get  as  close  to the poison gas as possible and start shooting arrows and magic at them from range, then see what happens. Just be ready.” 

“Very  well,”  Ralnor  said.  He  felt  exposed  standing  out  here, with  no  sign  of  all  the  enemy  soldiers  that  had  been  visible  when they’d been at a distance. “Let’s spring the trap.” 

They  ran  forward,  took  up  positions,  and  started  firing.  The soldiers  in  between  the  ditches  were  definitely  ready  for  them.  A magical shield rippled into place quickly, and the arrows of Ralnor’s squad rattled off the blue, flickering barrier. 

“That’s Malavax,” Ralnor said. “Let’s move just a little closer to the gas cloud.” 

They  stepped  forward,  and  at  that  moment,  the  trap  was sprung. 

Ralnor had never seen or imagined anything like it. Suddenly the whole empty space between the ditches and the camp was filled

with rippling blue light. When the light cleared, it revealed rank upon rank of soldiers. 

They  were  organized  into  units  of  roughly  fifty  men  each. 

There  were  a  range  of  different  troop  types  present,  but  the overwhelming  number  of  them  were  standard  spearmen  with  tall shields and swords by their sides. Ralnor saw some units of heavy axe men, and several of archers. 

Then there were the siege engines. All throughout the army that  had  been  revealed,  there  were  towers,  rams,  bridges,  and ladders.  The  only  part  of  the  space  between  the  camp  and  the ditches  that  was  not  filled  with  troops  was  the  area  around  where Ralnor and his friends stood. 

“The  army  must  have  been  here  this  whole  time!”  Lana gasped. “How was it done?” 

“They’ve been using some powerful magic,” Ralnor said. “So powerful  that  they  managed  to  conceal  an  entire  army  of  soldiers, and a whole siege’s-worth of equipment!” 

“I  don’t  like  this  at  all,”  Lufaren  said.  “Watch  out.  Here  they come!” 

It was true. The nearest group of soldiers marched up in good order to attack Ralnor and his friends, and in a moment, battle was joined. 

Anchoring  himself  to  the  ground  and  letting  the  powerful connection  between  earth  and  spirit  fill  him,  Ralnor  drew  on  force magic. He fired it at the approaching soldiers, causing them to brace and lean back as if they were being pushed. But they did not fall over

—instead, they reformed and charged again. Ralnor hit them again, but again they just braced and kept moving. 

“Leave them to us!” Farlo yelled. “Find the mages!” 

Ralnor  changed  tactic.  Instead  of  attacking  the  soldiers  with magic,  he  boosted  his  friends’  abilities  with  battle  magic.  Then  he sent  fire  spells  to  set  Farlo’s  massive  sword  ablaze.  He  guessed what  the  defense  was  now—these  soldiers’  shields  were  different

from the others. They were darker, and they had studs of black metal running through them. 

 Black iron in their shields,  Ralnor thought.  That’s why I can’t attack them. But they can’t all be like that. 

He looked around. The whole force was on the move, quickly running forward with the towers and ladders and other gear. Ralnor saw that most of them had thick rags tied around their mouths and noses to keep them from dying from poison gas. 

From the outpost came flaming arrows to light the oil-soaked branches  in  the  middle  ditch.  Black  smoke  came  up  from  the  fires, and  the  bright  flames  lit  the  clouds  from  the  underside  with  a  vivid glow. 

A glance at his friends showed Ralnor that there was no need for  him  to  get  involved.  The  soldiers  they  were  fighting  were equipped  against  magic,  but  not  against  the  speed  and  ferocity  of Farlo and the others. 

Ralnor saw a tall wooden siege tower nearby. He ran toward it, sending a burst of force like a clenched fist through the ranks of the men who were pushing it. These men were not equipped against magic, and they flew away, scattering like a flung handful of pebbles. 

Ralnor ran forward, his swords drawn, and tackled the few remaining men who stood to defend the tower. 

It did not take him long. The nearest unit of soldiers saw him and began to hurry forward, but Ralnor blasted them with scorching fire,  and  they  slowed,  then  came  on  again.  He  leaped  up  into  the tower. 

Inside the structure, there was a rough flight of wooden steps leading up to the chamber at the top, where troops would gather for an  attack  on  the  walls  once  the  tower  was  in  place.  He  got  to  this chamber, then clambered out and up onto the top of the tower. 

From  here,  he  could  look  out  over  the  army.  There  were many soldiers, and the whole force was moving toward the outpost. 

He  could  see  men  dousing  the  ditch  fires  and  running  across  the wooden  bridges  they  had  brought.  Another  team  had  gotten  a  ram

over the ditches somehow and was charging toward the gate with it, while three units were running toward the breach in the walls. Ralnor saw Rangers on the palisade walls. 

There was a flash of light, and Ralnor saw the small figure of Akhen  the  hermit.  He  stood  on  the  walls  and  blasted  white  flames down at the attackers. But for every attacker that fell, there seemed to be three to take their place. 

Then  he  looked  over  the  battlefield  toward  the  camp  and suddenly, at last, he saw them. Malavax… and his two apprentices. 

They were on horses at the back of the army, standing near the burning wreckage at the edge of the camp. Malavax was in his red  armor,  but  the  apprentices  were  robed  in  black.  One  was  a  tall man, and even at this distance, Ralnor recognized him as the man who  had  been  with  the  patrol  when  Ralnor  and  his  friends  had hidden  in  the  trees  on  the  way  to  find  Akhen.  The  other  was  a smaller figure, and it took Ralnor a moment to realize that it was a woman. 

Ralnor  stood  tall  on  top  of  the  siege  tower  and  glared  at them,  and  the  man  saw  him.  He  pointed  and  cried  out,  and  Ralnor saw  Malavax  smile  coldly.  There  was  a  blast  of  a  trumpet,  and  the soldiers that stood between Ralnor and the apprentices parted. The two figures, glaring at Ralnor, left Malavax’s side and began to stalk toward the siege tower. 

At last, the mages had revealed themselves, and Ralnor had an  enemy  worthy  of  his  skills.  He  grounded  himself,  took  a  deep breath, and got ready for the fight of his life. 















 





Chapter 23







The  apprentices  were  fast-moving—so  fast  that  Ralnor suspected  them  of  using  some  kind  of  speed  boost.  Speed  magic! 

He’d never heard of that. 

 If only I had the time and the space to experiment with some new  kinds  of  magic,  but  now  is  definitely  not  the  time  for  that. 

 There’s so much potential…

“Come  down  and  fight  us  face  to  face,  like  an  honorable man!” the female apprentice screamed. 

“Get  rid  of  your  army  and  fight  me  without  backup!”  Ralnor retorted from the top of the tower. 

“Don’t  mess  around!”  Malavax  yelled.  “Deal  with  him,  don’t talk with him.” 

The  apprentices  acted  on  his  words.  The  man  stood  back from the tower, gazing up at it intently, while the woman approached from the ground with a shield of blue magic light above her head in case Ralnor flung anything down at her. 

He waited, wanting to see what they did first. What were their powers? What were they specialists at? Once he knew that for sure, he would be better able to counter their attacks. 

A  glance  at  his  friends  showed  him  that  they  were  busily engaged with the cohort of iron-shielded soldiers. That was a waste! 

He grinned. They had kitted out a unit to be specially able to resist Ralnor’s magic, but Ralnor was not fighting them! 

Then  his  mirth  died  as  he  glanced  over  his  shoulder  at  the outpost. Things were not going so well there. Despite the fire and the gas,  and  the  hail  of  missiles  that  was  falling  on  them,  the  soldiers were pressing doggedly forward. They were not quite over the wall

yet,  but  they  would  be  soon  enough  if  Ralnor  didn’t  do  anything  to stop them. 

A  blast  of  magic  came  rattling  up  against  Ralnor,  and  he parried  it  with  force,  then  sent  a  blast  of  fire  back.  It  was  the  male apprentice—he  had  fired  magic  that  manifested  as  a  shower  of stones and earth. The stones flew through the air like a volley from a unit  of  slingers,  and  Ralnor  was  caught  off  guard  by  just  how  hard they flew. 

They  punched  through  the  wooden  walls  of  the  tower  and smashed into his magic shield with so much force that he stumbled a step backward. 

Such  power!  The  magic  was  attractive,  and  he  grasped  at one of the rocks with a tendril of magic. He found that it was  made of magic. 

 This is not a rock torn up out of the ground and fired at me—

 it’s been created out of pure magic! 

To buy himself a little time, Ralnor grabbed the stone, added fire to turn it into an inferno, then fired it back at the apprentice with as  much  force  as  he  could  muster.  The  flaming  bolt  hit  the apprentice’s  magic  shield  and  shattered  it,  and  the  man  leaped backward with a yell of pain as shards of molten hot rock peppered him. 

“Take that!” Ralnor yelled triumphantly. He fired battle magic at his friends and was rewarded with the sight of the unit they’d been fighting  wavering  and  then  breaking  and  fleeing  in  the  face  of  their renewed onslaught. 

Another unit ran up to take their place, but this group did not have the reinforced anti-magic shields that the others had done. 

Ralnor was about to send some force magic their way when his spine tingled, and he spun to find the female apprentice leaping up onto the roof of the tower. 

She  was  older  than  him,  perhaps  in  her  early  forties,  but there  was  something  about  her  that  made  Ralnor  think  she  was actually much older. Her face was twisted with anger and hatred, and

her  frizzy  black  hair  stuck  out  at  angles  around  her  head.  At  this close distance, Ralnor could see her exhaustion. 

 No  wonder,  he  thought.  That  invisibility  magic  can’t  have been easy. They kept a whole army invisible for a sustained period of time, and that must take work! 

She  blasted  him  with  a  jet  of  fire  and  swung  a  spear  that glowed  with  an  ice  enchantment.  The  blade  hissed  through  the  air toward him. 

He  flung  up  a  magic  shield  to  defend  from  her  attack,  and then  drew  on  the  power  of  the  rock  that  had  come  from  the  male apprentice. It was intuitive, he realized, much like the other kinds of magic that he had learned. 

“This comes naturally to me,” he said in a quiet voice as the woman stepped back a pace, gathering another strike. “What about you? Do you enjoy your magic? Do you feel you are doing good with it?” 

“Silence, fool!” the woman hissed at him. “I will take you back to  Malavax  bound  in  magical  chains,  and  you  will  rue  the  day  you ever put yourself up against us.” 

“Only  if  I  let  you,”  Ralnor  said.  He  held  up  both  hands,  one toward the male apprentice to deflect another wave of rocks, and the other toward the woman to fire force magic at her. She deflected the blast of force, but Ralnor had expected that. It was only a feint. 

He caught the blast of rocks that came whistling through the air toward him and instead of deflecting them, he grabbed them with force magic and whipped them round in the air. They passed him by, losing only a little of their momentum before they smashed into the apprentice in front of him. 

It was a bad way to go, but at least it was effective and quick. 

The  rocks  were  each  about  the  size  of  Ralnor’s  clenched  fist,  and there were at least thirty of them flying together in a tight mass. They smashed into the apprentice, blasting through her body and tearing out the other side. She had not been expecting him to turn her ally’s attack against her, and she had not been shielded on that side. 

Ralnor saw her eyes go wide for a moment, then roll back. As she died, something strange happened. She changed, aging before his  eyes.  Her  skin  became  wrinkled,  and  her  hair  went  pure  white. 

Then her whole frame collapsed in on itself. She fell backwards and toppled off the edge of the tower, but it was not a human form that fell and hit the ground—it was a skeleton. 

“Noooooo!” 

Ralnor  turned  to  head  where  the  scream  had  come  from.  It was the male apprentice. He was running forward, his hands on his head, roaring out his despair at the loss of his fellow learner. 

Had  she  been  his  lover?  Or  just  his  friend  and  fellow  pupil? 

Ralnor did not have time to wonder or to care. They were in alliance with the army that was set upon the destruction of him, his friends, and his people. 

The  apprentice  blasted  a  wave  of  fire  out  from  his  palms. 

Ralnor  caught  a  glimpse  of  Malavax’s  shocked  face,  and  then  the impact swept up the siege tower and engulfed the entire structure in a searing flame. 

Ralnor did what he had to do. He leaped, using the combined power of force magic to cushion his fall. It was not  quite  flying, but it felt  pretty  close.  The  siege  tower,  a  heavy  construction  of  almost thirty feet in height, was not the kind of thing Ralnor was anxious to leap from. 

The cushion of force not only held his fall, but it protected him from  the  searing  flames.  He  landed  lightly,  feeling  more  power rushing through him as he ran through the flames toward where he could see the apprentice standing on the battlefield. 

He  emerged  from  the  flames  like  a  demon,  wreathed  in smoke and fire and yet unharmed by either. The sun was high in the sky  now,  but  the  haze  of  the  smoke  from  the  burnings  made  it impossible  to  see  far.  Ralnor  caught  a  glimpse  of  the  red  form  of Malavax in his gleaming armor some way away and moving closer. 

The  apprentice  caught  sight  of  Ralnor  at  the  same  time  as Ralnor lifted up his hands and wreathed them in crackling magic. 

 Storm. He thought the word even as the power rushed to him and  he  became  aware  of  it  all  around  him.  Lightning,  thunder,  and the  power  of  driving  rain.  Howling  wind  that  knocks  roofs  off  and flings trees about like matchsticks.  Storm. Storm magic. Why didn’t I think of it before? 

Ralnor  loved  storms.  When  he  had  been  small  in  Suntower City,  a  great  storm  was  a  chance  for  fun  and  enjoyment  for  the young  people.  The  regular  citizens  thought  it  was  a  terrible  thing, and indeed, they would get flooded out by the rains sometimes, and it would turn the streets to muddy quagmires for days afterward. 

But Ralnor and his gang would go to a spot where they could climb up a little way into the branches of some smaller trees on the outskirts of the city. Here, there was a gap in the huge tree towers, and if you climbed high enough in one of the smaller trees, you could see the lightning and the sky, and feel the rain on your face and the vibrations of thunder in your ears. 

In  the  midst  of  the  battlefield,  baked  by  the  sun,  his  throat choked  by  the  dust  and  the  smoke  of  the  burnings  and  the  trailing fingers  of  poison  gas  that  were  even  now  finding  their  way  across the main part of the battlefield, Ralnor smiled. 

 Storm magic. Of course. 

He raised his hands and found it—the power of the storms. 

Rain  exploded  from  the  sky  above.  In  an  instant,  the  sunny sky  went  from  light  to  dark,  blotted  out  by  a  monstrous  bank  of clouds. In moments, the rain was coming straight down in a deluge that soaked everyone and everything. 

“What  in  the…?”  the  apprentice  yelled.  “How  are  you  doing that?” 

“It’s  in  my  blood!”  Ralnor  roared.  He  pushed  his  hands forward, and forked lightning flashed down from the sky to meet him. 

The thunder rolled immediately, so loud that it nearly deafened him, but  he  did  not  flinch.  All  around,  the  soldiers  were  losing  their disciplined formations, looking up in fear at the sudden, unexpected weather. 

Ralnor’s  ruby  ring  glowed  red  as  he  caught  the  lightning spikes  and  flung  them  straight  at  the  apprentice.  To  his  credit,  the apprentice caught the bolts on a blue shield of magic and flung them to one side. They crashed into a unit of soldiers, sending them flying, but the apprentice did not even seem to notice. 

“I  will  kill  you!”  he  was  bellowing,  hurling  fire  at  Ralnor  and summoning enormous rocks to fling at the same time. 

Ralnor saw that Malavax was yelling something, but over the hiss of the downpour and the chaos of the thunder, he could not hear what it was. The apprentice did not seem to hear either. 

With  an  effort  of  his  magic,  Ralnor  reached  through  the  air and caught at the rain. He twisted it, sending it into a twisting spiral that  was  powered  by  a  howling  wind.  This  curled  up  into  a  twister that  went  wavering  off  into  the  midst  of  the  humans.  It  hit  a  siege tower  and  smashed  it  to  bits,  then  set  off  picking  up  men  and weapons and flinging them indiscriminately out into the crowd. 

Ralnor squinted into the rain. He could not see anything, and the  thunder  was  oppressively  loud.  A  sudden  rush  came  over  him, and he felt his head spinning. 

 Too  much,  Ralnor,   he  thought.  You  pushed  yourself  too much. 

With an effort, he reined in the power of the storm. It was so big  that  it  had  almost  gotten  out  of  his  control,  and  yet  it  was  still connected  to  him,  powered  by  the  strength  of  his  own  magic.  That was why he was feeling drained, he suddenly realized. The spell he had cast had run away and taken on a life of its own. Even he did not have enough power to maintain that for long. 

To his great relief, Ralnor found that he was able to stop the storm  as  easily  as  he  had  started  it.  Storm  magic,  he  thought. 

 There's a new one to add to the arsenal, but I need to be careful with it. 

The deluge ceased as suddenly as it had begun. 

Ralnor wiped the water away from his eyes and peered into the sudden brightness. Now that the rain had stopped, the sun had

come  back  out  as  clearly  as  it  had  been  shining  before.  The  fresh light gleamed on the wet battlefield. 

The storm had changed everything. Ralnor looked around in satisfaction as he observed that the flat plain they had been fighting over was now turned to a muddy mess. The dust and dry earth had soaked the water up greedily, and the soldiers were now up to their ankles in thick, sloppy mud. 

His friends were still fighting with a big group of guards who had  attacked  them  with  axes  and  spears,  but  they  now  had  the upper hand. Unlike the humans, the elves had not been taken aback by the sudden storm. They had recognized it as Ralnor’s magic, and they  welcomed  it  because  they  knew  that  it  was  the  tool  of  their closest ally. 

They had charged in with even more ferocity, but the humans had scattered and fled, not knowing what was going to happen next. 

A  fresh  troop  had  moved  up  to  block  their  way  back  to  Ralnor, stopping them from joining him, but they looked deeply unsure about their position between these three apparently unbeatable elves and the  terrifying  mage  who  was  right  now  tackling  their  general’s  lead apprentice head on. 

The thunder had stopped, and now Ralnor and the apprentice could hear what Malavax was yelling. 

“Don’t kill him, you dolt! We need him alive, alive at all costs! 

Don’t kill him, use the iron chain!” 

The  apprentice  shook  his  head  suddenly  like  a  man  freeing himself  from  a  cobweb.  “What?”  he  said,  stopping  suddenly.  “The chain? Oh yes, that’s right…” 

Ralnor  paused  in  his  attack  to  see  what  the  human apprentice  would  do.  Then  he  saw  the  man  draw  a  thick  length  of black iron chain from his belt. He stared at it, then stared at Ralnor. 

Then he turned to Malavax and flung the chain onto the ground. 

“Curse you, Malavax!” he suddenly roared. “I will no longer be your puppet! You want this mage alive so you can experiment on him and drain him in your foul experiments. You want to find the source

of  his  power  and  take  it  for  yourself.  You,  me,  this  whole  thing,  all has been about your greed for power and dominance.” 

He  shook  his  fist  at  Malavax,  who  glared  on  in  stupefied horror at his apprentice’s defiance. 

“You  idiot,”  he  spluttered.  “You  fool.  You  arrogant  whelp!  I made  you  what  you  are!  I  taught  you  everything  you  know!  You would be nothing without me! Obey me!” 

“Never  again!”  the  apprentice  yelled.  “You  may  have  taught me magic, but you have also taught me that I don’t need to be a tool. 

Never  again  will  I  be  the  tool  of  your  desire  for  power!  Now  I  will serve only my desire for revenge!” 

He turned away from Malavax and flung himself at Ralnor. So great was his rage and the power he expended that Ralnor suddenly wondered if he would be able to meet it. The man fairly blazed with raw  magic,  his  eyes  glowing,  his  mouth  open,  fire  and  stones pouring from his hands. 

Ralnor  stepped  up  toward  him,  and  then  something  strange happened. The apprentice began to break up. 

He  cracked,  as  if  he  were  made  from  ceramics.  It  began  in his  face  and  then  extended  to  his  neck  and  shoulders,  then  his hands. Blue light shone through the cracks, and his clothing began to  smolder.  Flame  licked  up  his  garments,  and  he  collapsed suddenly into a heap. Where he had stood a moment before, there was only the shape of a man made from blue light. 

With  a  sigh  of  satisfaction,  Malavax  extended  a  hand  and absorbed the blue light into himself. 

“So you see,” Malavax said, “the source of ultimate power. I did not want to reveal that to you until the last, but here we are.” 

He  had  dismounted  and  was  walking  toward  Ralnor, resplendent in his red armor, his blond hair glowing in the sun. The rain  had  plastered  his  hair  to  his  head  and  made  his  armor  gleam with a million tiny droplets of moisture that caught the sun and made him look like he was encrusted with diamonds. 

Ralnor glanced at his friends. As before, they were engaged in fighting humans. They seemed to be doing fine, but Ralnor did not dare  take  his  attention  from  Malavax  for  long  enough  to  look  in detail. He certainly was not about to turn and look at the outpost. 

“You  are  a  very  talented  young  man,”  Malavax  said.  “Your mastery  of  many  magics  reminds  me  of  the  legend  of  your  father. 

That he could make use of all the different kinds of magic was well known at the time, though fools today say that it’s just a legend. So it’s  true  that  such  unique  magical  gifts  pass  down  through  the paternal line. What a shame that you will not join with me—think of the triumphs we might have had! But the storm magic was a little too much for you there, wasn’t it? You need a source of ultimate power, like I have.” 

“That’s your ultimate source of power? Draining the life from human beings? Those who have called themselves your friends?” 

Malavax shrugged. “He was a fool, a doting lackwit who was only good as a source of power for me. I trained him in magic so that he would be more powerful for me when the time came to consume him.  But  he  was  just  organic  matter,  like  everyone  else  and everything  else  that  is  not  touched  with  spirit.  I  can  draw  on  the world,  as  you  know.  The  trees  and  the  grasses  are  one  thing,  but people… oh, with the power that comes from absorbing people I can attain the most mighty achievements in magic!” 

“Attain  this,  you  egotistical  blowhard!”  Ralnor  shouted.  He was tired of the red mage’s rambling, and it was time to finish this. 

Ralnor stuck his hands out and blasted Malavax. 

Stone flew from Ralnor’s hands, and each rock was blazing with  fire.  They  glowed  red  as  coals,  but  they  were  solid,  and  they flew forward with all the speed of arrows fired from bows. 

“Power of earth!” Malavax said in surprise. He was not quick enough  in  getting  his  magical  shield  up,  and  a  few  of  the  stones smashed into his armor. Once grazed his cheek, and he cried out in pain. It left a bloody track across his face. 

He retorted with a blast of ice—his specialty. Ralnor grinned and took the hit on his chest, letting the force rock him but not letting it stop him. The ice did not penetrate—not only did it not penetrate, but  it  actually  melted  immediately  before  it  struck.  The  enchanted armor  that  Farlo  had  made  for  Ralnor  heated  up  to  such  a  high degree that it completely eliminated the ice before it could touch him or do any damage. 

“Whaaat!?”  Malavax  roared  in  surprise  and  consternation. 

“How is this?” 

He raised both hands and blasted ice mist at Ralnor. 

 Of  course,   Ralnor  thought.  He’s  obsessed  with  taking  me alive.  These  ice  mists  are  meant  to  slow  me  down  so  that  he  can capture  me—they’re  not  meant  to  kill  me.  I  can  use  that  to  my advantage. 

“You’ll never take me alive, Malavax,” he taunted. The mists that  Malavax  was  sending  his  way  were  not  having  any  effect. 

Ralnor’s  armor  created  a  haze  of  heat  around  him  that  made  the mists melt as soon as they came near him. 

He blasted Malavax with fire and was interested to see that a similar  effect  seemed  to  be  implanted  into  Malavax’s  red  armor. 

There was a rush of ice over the steel plating, and the fire swept past the red mage but did not seem to be able to penetrate. 

“Ah,  I  see  you  have  discovered  the  power  of  plants  to enhance  armor  and  items!”  Malavax  said,  sounding  almost approving. “Your armor had the power to resist ice, just as mine has the power to resist your fire.” 

“Perhaps we’ve reached an impasse, then, Malavax,” Ralnor said. 

“Oh, I think not, Ralnor. There are many ways for me to win this fight, and none for you.” 

With  that,  Malavax  whipped  out  a  silver  sword  that  rippled with  ice  crystals  in  the  sunlight  and  leaped  toward  Ralnor.  Ralnor’s blades were in his hands, and his ruby ring glowed red as he infused

them—and  himself—with  battle  magic  and  leaped  in  to  meet Malavax blade to blade. 

“You are no true mage,” Malavax said as they clinched for the first time and then broke away. “You think that you have your father’s powers,  but  it’s  as  I  said—you  do  not  know  what  you  are  dealing with. You are like a child playing with a wooden sword, with no idea of what castle-forged steel can do to a man’s body!” 

He spun, delivering a rapid series of blows with his big blade. 

Ralnor  parried  them  without  difficulty,  but  it  was  clear  that  Malavax was more than just a mage. Ralnor had gotten the better of him in a brawl, but the man was a more than competent sword fighter. 

“You  have  no  mastery,”  Malavax  continued.  “You  think  that makes you unique, special, or extra powerful? No. You think that you have a wide range of talents, but you are the classic jack of all trades and  master  of  none.  Even  your  father  realized  that.  You  have  no mastery—you  jump  from  magic  to  magic  like  a  bee  from  flower  to flower.” 

Their blades clashed again. They had gotten turned around, and  Ralnor  got  a  glimpse  over  Malavax’s  shoulder  of  the  palisade wall of the outpost. The situation there did not seem to be good. He could see fires, and flashes of magic, but many of the siege towers had made it to the walls, and there seemed to be smoke coming up from inside the outpost. 

A  swift  thrust  from  Malavax  passed  uncomfortably  near Ralnor’s cheek, and he barely dodged it, following up with a double hit of his dual blades that beat Malavax’s blade down. 

“You have no drive,” Malavax said. “No motivation! You think the world will be handed to you on a platter! Not like me!” 

“What’s  so  special  about  you,  Malavax?”  Ralnor  panted, leaping  away  from  another  blow  and  then  countering  with  a  swift stroke  of  his  own.  “Just  because  you  have  a  specialism  you  think you’re better than everyone else?” 

Malavax  laughed,  circling  Ralnor  with  his  blade  extended toward him. “I found my magic in the depths of the snow, Ralnor,” he

said. “When I was just a lad, living in a border town, the elves came and  turned  us  out  of  our  homes.  We  marched  for  days,  trying  to reach  the  next  village,  but  a  blizzard  came  down,  and  everyone began to die off, one by one. That was where  I  learned the power of ice.” 

He  continued,  stepping  away  a  moment  as  if  to  catch  his breath. Sweat dripped down his brow. “My master was a foolish old man, but he did know one thing. He knew the trick of absorbing from the  environment  around  him.  Trees,  bushes,  and  plants  he  would use  to  power  himself  and  work  spells.  When  he  caught  me experimenting  on  animals,  he  beat  me  and  told  me  that  it  was  the foulest sin a mage could commit. But I learned to do it, alone, without his  guidance,  and  even  without  him  knowing.  I  learned  to  absorb fresh  power  from  organic  beings,  and  when  we  were  in  the mountains and the folk were dying around me, he begged me to use what I knew and gather power to save him.” 

Malavax grinned fiercely. “I used the power all right, oh yes,” 

he said. “But it was  him that I absorbed, sucking the power and life force up out of him in one mighty draught.” 

“Did  you  save  your  village?”  Ralnor  asked,  interested  in  the story despite himself. 

“Save  the  village?”  Malavax  spat.  “Those  worthless  fools?  I did not ‘save’ them, no. I drained them. Every single one of them. Do you  understand,  Ralnor?  I   ate  them,  devoured  their  puny  lives  to feed my own and left their frozen carcasses in the snow to feed the crows and foxes.  That  is how a man learns magic!” 

“By  betraying  his  master  and  killing  those  close  to  him  to save  himself?  No  thanks,  Malavax.  I’ll  pass  on  your  way  of  doing things and stick to my own, mastery or not.” 

Malavax glared at him. “Then your only useful purpose is as fuel  for  my  experiments.  If  I  cannot  capture  you  alive,  I  will  absorb you  like  I  absorbed  my  foolish  apprentice.  Then  I  will  have  your power, and I will be more powerful than ever! With your magic in me, 

I will destroy the elven kingdoms, and everyone will be food for my magic!” 































Chapter 24







Ralnor darted in again, and this time he used his own magic to combat Malavax. He used force, then fire, then force again, then a blast  of  stone.  Malavax  threw  up  shield  after  shield,  desperately trying to counter each blow, but Ralnor was rapid, sending spell after spell to hammer the red mage. 

He found that he could use lightning—the lightning part of the storm magic—on its own, and that it did not need too much energy. 

The spell still threatened to run away from him, but he found that by adding a little of the earth magic which he had just learned he could contain, he could make it much more manageable. 

The lightning bolt crackled and hit Malavax in the chest. The red mage managed to block a portion of it with his magic shield, but some got through. The lightning ran like wildfire over his steel armor, and  Malavax  yelled  out  in  pain  and  anger  at  the  shock.  His  hair stood  on  end,  but  his  own  ice  magic  cooled  him  and  stopped  him from being fried by the heat of the lightning bolt. 

Malavax  charged  again,  and  now  he  was  swinging  an  iron mace that he had pulled from his back. He managed to land a blow, and Ralnor felt the wind knocked out of him. Worse, the magic within him  was  disturbed,  and  he  could  not  pull  spells  together  for  a moment.  It  made  him  feel  disjointed  and  wobbly,  and  he  shook  his head to clear it as he got up. 

The  mace  whirled  again,  and  Malavax’s  eyes  blazed  as  he saw  that  the  iron  mace  had  had  its  deserted  effect—neutralizing Ralnor’s magic. He smiled and fired ice. 

With  a  supreme  effort,  Ralnor  pulled  up  a  magic  shield.  It wobbled, but it held, and he was able to roll out of the way and raise his blades again. He leaped toward Malavax, hitting him in the chest

with a blast of force before he could get a shield in place. Malavax staggered  backward,  and  Ralnor  swung  his  blades,  but  Malavax used the mace to block the blows, and Ralnor was forced to leap out of the way of the red mage’s counterattack. 

Screams  and  shouts  from  the  direction  of  the  palisade reminded  him  once  again  of  the  necessity  of  finishing  this  quickly, and yet he did not seem able to get close enough to Malavax to land the  killing  blow.  Even  if  he  could,  would  the  blades  he  carried  be enough to end the mage’s life? 

Malavax was weakening. His brow was damp with sweat, and Ralnor could see that he was tired. His face was haggard and grim, and  Ralnor  saw  a  suggestion  that  his  handsome  looks  were changing.  He  seemed  to  age,  his  hair  losing  its  luster,  his  eyes sinking back into their sockets as if he was actually a very old man hiding behind a mask that was slipping. 

“Curse  you,  Ralnor,”  Malavax  said,  and  his  voice  croaked, very unlike his usual suave tones. “You see me. But not for long!” 

He  reached  out  a  hand  to  his  left  and  opened  the  palm. 

Ralnor  stepped  back,  wary,  expecting  the  blow  that  would  come—

but it did not materialize. Instead, Malavax drew on the energy of a group of nearby soldiers. 

It just so happened that the soldiers were the very ones that Lufaren, Lana, and Farlo were fighting. 

Before  Malavax  realized  his  mistake,  it  was  done.  The soldiers disintegrated, cracking as if they had been made of fine clay rather than flesh and blood. Their skin crumbled, and vivid blue light shone out from around their eyes, mouths, and noses. Their gear fell to the ground in heaps, and the blue energy that was all that was left of them came blasting through the air and into Malavax. 

The effect on the mage was instantaneous. All suggestion of age and decrepitude that might have been in him was gone. His face was  even  more  artificially  handsome  than  ever.  His  golden  hair glowed  like  fire,  and  his  eyes  were  gleaming  dark  as  polished

crystal.  He  grew  in  stature,  his  arms  getting  longer,  his  shoulders broader, and his voice deeper and louder. 

“See  the  power  of  my  magic!”  he  boomed.  “See  what  is possible when you accept all the potential of the magical world!” 

He  clenched  one  massive  fist,  and  the  world  froze  around him. Ice flew up from the ground, and he blasted it out from himself, surrounding Ralnor with a prison of thick ice blocks. Ralnor glanced around.  He  was  trapped!  It  was  cold  inside  the  ice  prison,  and  he barely had any room to move. 

With  an  effort,  he  channeled  the  power  of  fire,  but  Malavax was pouring more and more ice onto the outside of the prison even as Ralnor melted the inside. The two of them strove together like this for  a  moment,  but  Malavax  was  bloated  with  power,  and  Ralnor found that for once, he could not compete. 

Then,  through  the  thick  ice,  Ralnor  saw  something  happen. 

The ice warped his view of the battlefield, but he saw Malavax turn away, as if his attention had been grabbed by something else. 

Ralnor  knew  another  opportunity  might  not  come—he grabbed  it  with  both  hands.  Force  magic  exploded  out  from  him, shattering the ice prison into a million pieces, and Ralnor leaped out, swords in his hands. 

Then he saw what had distracted Malavax. It was Farlo. 

The  tall  elf  was  a  terror  to  behold—he  had  found  his  battle spirit, that was clear, and now he rained blows down on Malavax with such speed and ferocity that it was all the red mage could do to keep blocking them with his mace. 

Ralnor charged forward and smacked Malavax with a burst of force magic that picked him up and threw him across the battlefield. 

He landed heavily, and Ralnor had a few moments in which he could talk to his friends. 

“Ralnor!” Lana cried. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?” 

“Nothing  bad,”  Ralnor  said.  “A  few  scratches  and  bruises. 

You’re all okay too?” 

He glanced at his friends. They were all looking good, and it was clear that even Lufaren—who had experienced a run of bad luck since Ralnor had first met him—had remained uninjured. 

“Your  battle  magic  has  given  us  more  strength  and  power than  we  have  ever  experienced  before,”  Lufaren  said.  “I  feel unstoppable, and Farlo actually  is unstoppable!” 

Farlo grinned. He was a terrifying sight, covered in mud and gore, dripping with sweat, and grinning broadly. “I never knew battle could be so much fun!” he exclaimed. 

Despite  the  danger  of  the  moment,  Ralnor  smiled.  “I’m  glad you are here with me, friends. But Malavax is more dangerous than ever.  He  is  able  to  draw  off  the  power  of  living  beings,  and  he absorbed  the  life  force  of  those  men  you  were  fighting  a  moment ago. That gives him a huge burst of power, but I don’t think it lasts that long, and I think also that doing it comes at a cost for him. He can’t keep doing it, and I think that he has to take a break before he can do it again. Still, I need you to keep clear of him, and if he starts to try to absorb you, get away, out of the range of his spell.” 

“Right,” Lana said. She looked around, and Ralnor did so too. 

There  were  hardly  any  soldiers  left  on  this  part  of  the  battlefield. 

Nearly all the human army was committed at the walls of the outpost, and those that were not were either dead or routed. The field was a chaos of broken siege equipment and fallen fighters. 

“He’s getting up,” Ralnor said. “He’s coming back this way.” 

Still  radiating  power  but  less  strongly  than  before,  Malavax was walking toward them with his iron mace in his hands. 

“Lana the night elf,” Malavax said with a sneer, projecting his voice  from  a  distance  as  he  slowed  his  approach.  “I’ve  known  you were with the Rangers for some time. We have similar stories, you and I.” 

“I’m nothing like you!” Lana shouted defiantly. 

Malavax laughed. “There you are correct,” he said. “And yet we  came  here  by  similar  paths.  You,  too,  were  routed  from  your village by the enemy, were you not?” 

“It’s  true,”  Lana  admitted  unwillingly.  “Humans  killed  the people of my village and burned it to the ground.” 

“Ah, yes,” Malavax said. “And to me, it was sweet revenge. I was early in my career back then, just a humble captain of a human raiding party. But I took great pleasure in inflicting those raids on the border villages in those days. Revenge, as they say, is sweet.” 

“You?” Lana gasped. “You were in charge of the raid on my village?” 

“Oh, yes,” he said, taking evident pleasure in her distress. “It was I who did it. I who gave the order. Even I who allowed you and your governess to escape afterward.” 

“Why did you allow us to escape?” 

“I  always  allowed   someone  to  escape,”  Malavax  replied. 

“Nine  times  out  of  ten,  they  would  die  anyway,  but  every  now  and then  one  escapee  becomes  particularly  tenacious,  particularly driven, and particularly keen upon revenge… like you, my dear Lana. 

And  when  that  happens,  fate  seems  to  have  a  way  of  bringing  us back  together.  I  like  that,  because  hatred  is  a  particularly  strong force.” 

“I don’t understand…” Lana said. 

“No,” Malavax leered. “But Ralnor does.” 

Realization of what was about to happen hit Ralnor suddenly, and he leaped forward, in between Lana and Malavax. He threw up a powerful magic shield between Malavax and his friends, and he felt Malavax’s absorbing spell rattle off the outside of the shield. 

“Your hatred, Lana!” Ralnor shouted. “Your hatred and desire for  revenge!  They  make  you  an  even  more  desirable  target  for Malavax.  He  wants  to  absorb  your  life  force  and  the  power  of  your emotions!” 

The  understanding  of  how  close  she’d  come  to  being manipulated into rushing Malavax hit her, and her eyes went wide. 

“Get  back!”  Ralnor  shouted.  “All  of  you,  get  back!  My  shield won’t hold much longer!” 

The  magic  shield  was  cracking,  and  then  suddenly  with  a mighty  noise  like  boulders  smashing,  it  splintered,  and  Malavax’s absorption  magic  broke  through.  Ralnor  charged,  his  only  hope being that he could grab Malavax and kill him before he absorbed his friends. 

A  glance  over  his  shoulder  showed  him  a  terrible  sight—his friends were standing still as stone, their eyes staring, and blue light was  beginning  to  shine  around  their  eyes  and  mouths.  Lana  in particular was glowing brightly, and cracks were beginning to appear on her pale cheeks. 

“Nooo!!” Ralnor roared, even as he felt his own body begin to crack.  Pain  shot  through  him,  a  deep,  uncompromising  pain  that spelt not just death, but utter annihilation. 

“Such a waste of talent,” Malavax sneered. “But if this is the best outcome I can get from you, then so be it.” 

Ralnor leaped at Malavax, swinging his swords, but Malavax swung  his  mace  in  a  lazy  arc  and  knocked  the  blades  from  his hands. He was too swift, too skilled with magic and too bloated with power. 

Ralnor stumbled to his knees before the red mage, feeling his soul starting to be sucked out of his body, but he would not give up. 

Malavax towered over him, gloating over his victory at the last. 

“No…” Ralnor whispered. His hands fumbled at his belt, and then  he  felt  it—the  small  dagger  that  Farlo  had  made  him.  The channeling dagger, whose power was to act as a vector for magical energy.  He  pulled  it  out,  then  reached  up  and  grabbed  Malavax’s armor and dragged himself up. 

“What’s this?” Malavax said, looking down at him. 

“A gift,” Ralnor gasped. “From me to you.” 

He slammed the dagger into Malavax, the blade penetrating between the neck and shoulder where there was a slight gap in the armor.  Malavax  immediately  redirected  his  energy  toward  healing himself, and the blood did not flow as one would expect from a neck wound. 

Still, the attack had the desired effect. He stopped absorbing Ralnor and his friends, turning all his attention to self-healing. Ralnor met his eyes and saw the desperation there. 

“You  like  to  eat  people’s  energy?”  he  growled  at  Malavax. 

“See if you can take  this.” 

He had always known what it felt like to draw too much raw power from the spirit realm, and he had avoided it up til now. But this time,  he  embraced  it.  He  drew  on  spirit  and  poured  the  raw  power into the wound through the dagger, dragging down energy from the sky  and  blasting  it  into  Malavax.  It  sped  into  him  like  water  from  a burst dam, and Malavax could not control it. 

In a moment, Ralnor perceived Malavax’s absorption spell for what it was. It was a careful thing, a spell that required very delicate handling. It could not take a deluge such as this. 

Ralnor’s  friends,  undamaged  by  their  encounter  with  the magic,  were  running  up  to  help  Ralnor,  but  there  was  no  help needed. In a moment, it would be over. 

Malavax’s  eyes  stared  uncomprehending  at  Ralnor,  and  his skin began to crack and split, gleaming with blue light. 

It  seemed  to  Ralnor  that  Malavax  had  lost  all  awareness  of what  was  happening,  but  then  consciousness  returned  to  his  eyes. 

His face aged rapidly, until he was an old, wizened man with an evil, glaring  face,  deep-set  eyes,  and  sharp,  wicked  teeth.  He  was unrecognizable. 

As  the  cracks  spread  across  his  face,  Malavax  made  a convulsive  effort  and  grabbed  Ralnor  by  the  back  of  the  head, drawing his face down to himself. 

“You…  have  won  this  time,  Ralnor,”  he  whispered.  “But  to save your people, you will need to become what you have despised. 

And  once  you  have  tasted  the  sweetness  of  that  power,  you  will never be able to forget it. It will lead you to… him… and he will have you at the last.” 

“Him?” Ralnor wondered out loud. 

“You  know  nothing,”  Malavax  croaked.  “I  am  but  a  servant, Ralnor. The one who sent me will find you in the end. He will draw you to him. My master… will not rest until you are his. May your end be cruel, Ralnor… May your end be cruel…” 

There  was  a  sudden  cracking  like  breaking  glass,  and Malavax’s  overloaded  body  exploded  into  a  wave  of  blue  energy. 

Ralnor went flying backward, the dagger still clutched in his hand, as his  enemy  shattered  into  a  million  pieces.  His  red  armor  was smashed  with  the  force  of  it,  and  shards  of  twisted  metal  went hurtling into the air. 

Ralnor had a last glimpse of the shape of Malavax, his arms outstretched  and  his  hair  thrown  back,  blue  light  shining  blindingly bright from his mouth and eyes, and then he was gone. 

Formless blue energy rolled out from where he had been and began to dissipate into the environment. 

Ralnor  lay  on  his  back.  Blackness  was  encroaching  on  his vision,  and  his  ears  were  ringing.  He  rolled  his  head  to  one  side, seeing Lana and Farlo pointing back toward the outpost. 

“We must help them!” Lana was shouting. “They’re all going to die!” 

Ralnor groaned. He could not get up. His head was spinning, and he felt like he’d been trampled by a horse. 

 I need… something,  he thought.  I need… energy…

Malavax’s  last  words  echoed  in  his  mind.  “To  save  your people, you will need to become what you have despised.” In a flash, Ralnor understood. He accepted the inevitable. It was his only option if he were going to save his people. 

He reached out one hand toward the blue mass of dissipating energy that had been Malavax’s life and absorbed it into himself. 

It  was  like  a  cool,  sweet  drink  after  a  long,  hot  day,  or  the savor  of  a  rich  stew  after  a  long,  hard  walk  in  the  snow.  The sensation was every relief, every pleasure rolled into one. Ralnor felt the power flood him, but it was not too much. The blackness left his

vision, and euphoria surged through his body and mind as he leaped up.  This  was  what  Malavax  had  meant.  This  was  the  true  depth  of power and potential that magic had to offer! 

Ralnor sprang to his feet like a man fresh from a night’s rest. 

He  laughed,  spread  out  his  hands,  and  gloried  in  the  power  of  the magic. Then he looked around himself and saw everywhere food for this  new  sensation.  The  wounded  men  on  the  battlefield  would  be easy  prey,  and  over  at  the  outpost  wall  there  were  many  men  still whole  and  well—he  would  devour  them  all,  feed  them  all  into  his insatiable hunger for power and vengeance! 

Then he saw Lana. 

His sense of himself rocked the momentary insanity that had gripped him, and he was once again Ralnor the Ranger. 

“Ral?”  she  said.  She  seemed  smaller  than  he  remembered her, and she was looking up at him as if he had grown. Even Farlo seemed  small,  gazing  up  at  Ralnor  with  a  look  of  wonder.  Ralnor looked at his hands. He  had grown bigger. He was not a giant, but he was much taller and broader than he had been a moment before. 

The  magic  coursed  through  his  veins,  calling  to  him  with  its egotistical, destructive promise. 

He held it at bay. 

“I’m here,” he said quietly to Lana. “This will not last for very long,  I  think,”  he  said,  “but  for  now  I  have  a  massive  boost  to  my power. Come on, my friends. Let’s make good use of it.” 

He  strode  toward  the  palisade  wall.  He  needed  no  swords now,  because  his  magic  was  all  the  power  and  all  the  weapon  he could  ever  need  or  want.  With  a  leap,  he  crossed  the  stinkshroom ditch.  Almost  as  an  afterthought,  he  used  a  touch  of  wind  from  his storm magic to sweep away the last of the poison gas. 

The  rain  had  quenched  the  fires  in  the  central  ditch,  and again he leaped this, his friends hurrying across one of the wooden bridges  that  the  humans  had  left.  Then,  in  the  last  area  of  ground between the ditch and the wall, the humans became aware of him. 

They turned, their swords raised—and that was when Ralnor realized  that  there  was  no  need  to  fight  anymore.  There  had  been enough killing today, he decided. 

He drew a breath, drew in his magic, anchored himself, and reached  out  to  the  minds  of  all  the  humans  who  were  here.  It  was easy, he found. Superbly easy. His magic touched every mind in the vicinity, and he had to steady himself in the face of the sudden inflow of information about the soldiers. 

Many of them—most, in fact—were driven by pure hatred of the  elven  races.  They  wanted  to  destroy  the  elves,  root  out  their king,  tear  up  their  trees,  and  depopulate  their  lands.  But,  Ralnor reflected, the same could probably be said for many of the elves. 

The power wavered for a moment. It would not last for much longer,  and  when  it  left  him  Ralnor  thought  that  he  would  probably need to sleep for a week. He smiled and sent the same message to every single one of the men in the outpost. 

 Malavax is dead. I hold your lives in my hand. Leave now, or every single one of you will be wiped from existence. 

Every  human  suddenly  stopped  what  he  was  doing  and turned  to  look  at  Ralnor.  He  reached  a  little  closer  to  their  minds, tightening his grip just enough that every single one of them felt the pressure. 

One  man  who  was  near  him  roared  out  a  challenge  and charged toward him, his sword raised. He managed two steps, then fell forward dead on his face. Ralnor made sure that every human he was  touching  felt  their  comrade  die,  along  with  feeling  how  easily Ralnor had snuffed the life out of him with nothing but a squeeze of his magic. As one, they turned and began to run. 

They  poured  out  of  the  outpost,  abandoning  their  siege towers  and  their  ladders,  abandoning  even  their  wounded  fellow soldiers.  Like  ants  escaping  from  a  collapsing  nest,  they  poured  in streams through the ditches and back toward their ruined camp. 

A  flight  of  arrows  chased  them,  but  then  Ralnor  heard Commander Rayne’s voice shouting out in amazement. “It’s Ralnor! 

Somehow, Ralnor has routed the enemy! Bring him in! Bring him in!” 

Ralnor  looked  up  and  saw  the  commander’s  surprised  face gazing  out  from  the  palisade  wall.  Then  a  figure  leaped  over  the wreckage in the breach in the wall. It was Akhen, but he was in his shape-shifted  spirit  tiger  form.  Rangers  ran  up  with  him,  cheering and shouting Ralnor’s name. 

Ralnor smiled. It was over. He had done it. He had defeated Malavax  and  sent  the  human  army  fleeing  for  their  lives.  He—and the outpost—were safe… for now. 

As  darkness  crept  over  his  vision  from  the  edges  again,  he remembered Malavax’s words. “I am but a servant, Ralnor,” the red mage had said. “The one who sent me will find you in the end. He will draw you to him. My master will not rest until you are his.” 

He  and  his  friends  were  safe  for  the  moment,  yes,  but  who was the master who had sent Malavax? Some more powerful mage? 

As the Rangers rushed up and surrounded Ralnor, he felt a sudden sense of threat. 

Who would it be, this greater enemy? When the time came, would he be up to the fight? 

He could only train and prepare for the next challenge. 

He  toppled  backwards,  suddenly  deserted  by  the  rush  of magic  that  had  powered  him  since  the  death  of  Malavax.  Farlo caught him as he fell, and he saw darkness slipping over his vision. 




* * *

 

Someone was singing. 

With  one  part  of  his  mind,  Ralnor  was  dimly  aware  of  being lifted  and  carried  through  a  throng  of  people.  He  could  hear Lufaren’s voice shouting for people to make way, and he felt Lana’s hand  cool  in  his  and  Farlo’s  strong  arms  around  his  shoulders.  He was  being  half-carried,  half  dragged  through  the  crowd,  his  feet bumping on the stones and rubble. 

But somewhere closer, a man was singing. 

The  song  was  strange,  and  the  more  Ralnor  focused  on  it, the more it took the center of his attention, drawing him away from the  chaos  and  the  shouting  of  the  outpost  and  toward  a  quieter place. 

Light  as  a  feather  falling,  Ralnor  approached  the  song.  The voice  was  deep  and  mellow,  and  it  sang  quietly  but  with  a  steady rhythm  and  confidence.  The  closer  Ralnor  got,  the  more  he  felt understanding  of  the  strange  words  hovering  on  the  edge  of  his memory, but he never quite got it. The language was strange to him, a lilting language of sibilant sounds and deep, vibrant vowels. 

He  saw  a  room,  a  dark  room  of  stone,  with  stone  walls  and floor and wooden ceiling. It was a spacious place, but it was crowded with tools, workbenches, and stacks of shelving and scroll racks that made it look like a busy, active workshop. On one wall, a fire burned in  a  generous  hearth.  In  a  corner  near  the  hearth,  a  fat  black  cat slept soundly on a cushion. 

At a table by a window, a tall, dark-robed figure was singing as he worked. Ralnor drifted closer, drawn to the man, though who or what he might be, Ralnor had no idea. He was working on a suit of leather armor—Ranger armor, Ralnor realized, much like his own but of a different shade of green. 

Bottles  and  jars  of  glowing  magical  preparations  littered  the table. 

As Ralnor watched, the man abruptly broke off his song and looked  up  in  wonder.  The  window  was  tall  and  arched,  generously sized, like everything else in the room. There was no glass in it, and outside  there  was  a  hillside  leading  down  to  the  sea.  The  window looked west, and over the water, the sun was setting in a spectacular blaze of glory. 

The  man  sighed.  “Beautiful,”  he  said.  “No  matter  how  many times I see it, I never get tired of that view.” 

The sound of his speaking voice was so familiar that Ralnor could almost say that he knew it—almost, but not quite. 

Curiosity drew him closer. As he drifted toward the man, the sun slipped over the horizon. 

Then,  to  Ralnor’s  amazement,  the  man  reached  out  and moved  his  hand.  The  sun  came  back  up  over  the  horizon,  and  the man  chuckled  as  he  lowered  his  hand  and  prepared  to  watch  the beautiful sunset a second time. 

“There are  some advantages,” he said aloud, then walked to the  door  and  opened  it.  Ralnor  wanted  to  follow,  but  he  found  he could not. He hung near the window, looking out. Outside, the figure appeared again, standing by the outside window and gazing over the land toward the sunset. 

Ralnor  pushed  himself  and  managed  to  get  a  little  closer  to the window. Suddenly, the figure stiffened and turned his head. For the  first  time,  Ralnor  saw  his  face.  It  was  wrapped  in  shadow, silhouetted against the vivid backdrop of the setting sun. A gleam of dark  eyes,  a  high,  aquiline  nose,  a  long  brow.  The  figure’s  mouth twitched with a knowing smile as the eyes looked straight at Ralnor. 

The  gaze  held  him  there  for  a  moment,  and  he  stared uncomprehendingly at the figure. 

The  figure  held  his  gaze  as  the  vision  faded  away  and vanished. 

Ralnor was back in his own body. Someone was bathing his forehead  with  a  cool  cloth,  and  someone  else  was  pulling  off  his muddy boots. He blinked and recognized his own room. 

Lana’s face swam into view. 

“You  did  it,  Ralnor.”  There  were  tears  in  her  eyes,  and  they dropped onto his face as she leaned over him. “You did it! You won! 

It’s over!” 

“No, Lana,” Ralnor said in a whisper. “It’s not over.” He shook his head and smiled up at her. “It’s only just begun.” 

End of Book 1

Did you enjoy Ranger’s Magic 1? Leave a review and let me

know you want more! 

 

DB King Facebook Group



Want more books about magic using main characters? 

Grab  recommendations  and  be  with  folks  who  share your love for magical books! 



Join the Facebook group

Support DB King on Patreon! 

 

Read books before they’re on Amazon, see exclusive artwork, and check out sneak peeks into the writing process on DB King’s Patreon. 



Become a Patron today at: https://geni.us/DBKing-

Patreon

[image: Image 3]

Free progression Fantasy Novel! 



Join my email newsletter to receive a free ebook of the progression fantasy novel, Hellion Mage. 





Facebook Genre Groups

Do  you  like  Gamelit  &  LitRPG  stories?  Check  out  the

Gamelit Society Facebook Group for recommendations

and fun! 

Want  to  connect  with  other  fans  of  Gamelit  &  LitRPG

stories? Join LitRPG Books

What  about  Western  Cultivation  Stories?  Check  out

Western Cultivation Stories. 



About the Author



DB King’s stories feature competent main characters, magic and skill progression, and nothing too dark. While he doesn’t shy away from violence,  he  mostly  avoids  cursing  and  doesn’t  have  any  adult scenes. Most of his stories aren't strictly Gamelit/LitRPG, but a lot of his  magic  and  progression  systems  often  feel  like  something  you might find in a video game. 

 

 















 

















Document Outline


	DB King Facebook Group

	Support DB King on Patreon & Hang out on Discord! 

	Free progression Fantasy Novel! 

	Contents

	Series by DB King

	Prologue

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	DB King Facebook Group

	Support DB King on Patreon! 

	Free progression Fantasy Novel! 

	About the Author






cover.jpeg





index-308_1.jpg





index-6_1.jpg





index-1_1.jpg





