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    Rain fell hard, mixing with sweat on Ralnor's brow to soak his hair and run stinging down into his eyes. The breath roared in and out of his lungs, and the blood thundered in his ears. In his hands, the two magical vector swords that had been made for him by his friend, Farlo, gleamed with pale green light in the dimness of the clearing. 
 
    “Come on, Ralnor,” the old hermit, Akhen, growled, “You can do better than that. I know you can. You know you can!” 
 
    Ralnor wrenched himself away from the desire to make a sarcastic reply to the old half-elf. Akhen was his trainer, his mentor, and his friend. 
 
    He only wants the best for you. That’s why he’s pushing you, Ralnor told himself for the hundredth time that afternoon. Do your best for him, for yourself. 
 
    He tried. 
 
    In front of him, the beautiful face of his friend and squad member, Lana the night elf, glared at him through the rain. She was armed with a small round shield and a long straight sword, and as he sized her up and prepared himself to make another attack, her battle snarl turned into a wicked grin.  
 
    “How about I help you?” she said with mischief in her voice, and before Akhen could stop her, she whirled toward Ralnor with her sword raised in her right hand and her shield ready to block in her left.  
 
    Ralnor felt as if he was moving through treacle as he surged to counter her attack. Nevertheless, his body moved faster than his mind, and his twin blades cut rapidly through the air, countering her left-handed strike and knocking her blade down, while delivering a series of swift blows to the surface of her shield.  
 
    “That’s more like it!” Lana yelled encouragingly. “Come on!” she goaded as she opened her defenses up for a moment, tempting him to come in for a strike.  
 
    Ralnor darted in, raising the gleaming tip of his sharp sword up toward her belly and then thrusting forward. The blade tapped on the linked plates of her dark green dyed Ranger armor, and as soon as the tip of the gleaming blade struck her, a crackling blue light expanded out across the surface of her armor, and he felt his blade thrust back as if by an invisible hand.  
 
    “Good, Lana!” Akhen called from his position on Ralnor’s right hand side. “Great magical shield work! I did not know you had that in place.”  
 
    “So, I have learned not only to shield, but to conceal the presence of the magical shield from an observer!” Lana said proudly.  
 
    “Did you see the magical shield there, Ralnor?” Akhen asked.  
 
    Ralnor took two steps back and lowered his blades. “I did,” he said. “If I had not, I would not have struck out so freely.”  
 
    Akhen gave him a considering look. “That’s good,” he said. “Your sense of the magic in the environment around you must be coming back.”  
 
    “I can barely feel its presence at all!” Ralnor said, and the frustration that had been building in him over the past week suddenly flared up. “I can’t even reliably sense the presence of magic, never mind engage with it in the same way as before. I saw Lana’s magical shield just now, yes, despite her attempt to mask its presence. But a month ago, I would have been able to reach through the connection between Lana and her shield and turn the very shield itself against her! A month ago, I would have been able to steal her shield, or use it to stop her from being able to move, or even reach past it and use her own spell to manufacture a mind link through which I could steal her memories and read her mind without her even knowing it!”  
 
    He stopped, suddenly aware that his voice had risen to a shout. He lowered his blades, withdrawing the magical energy that he had been channeling through them. The green light that had glowed around the sharp curved edges retreated and went dim.  
 
    “And now,” he said more quietly, holding up the beautiful curved blades to look at them, “I can barely summon enough magical power to make these swords glow, and my awareness of her power is about as strong as a mole’s awareness of the sunlight.”  
 
    “It will take time,” Akhen said kindly. “I have told you before that the most important thing for you to do is not to become obsessed with the difference in your power now from how it used to be. You must concentrate on your Ranger work, your swordplay, your tracking, your archery, foraging, navigating, and hunting, and with time your ability to project magical power will return to you. If I’ve said it once…”  
 
    “… you’ve said a hundred times,” Ralnor and Lana both finished for him.  
 
    Akhen looked between them in surprise, and then a slow smile spread across his face. “And I suppose I have said that a hundred times as well, eh?” he chuckled. “Don’t be discouraged,” he continued, slapping Ralnor on the back. “It will come. Any other sorcerer who had channeled as much power as you did during that battle would have been vaporized. Trust me, all that you have suffered is a minor setback in comparison to what might’ve happened.”  
 
    “And let’s look on the bright side,” Lana added with a wry look at the sky. “We get to be out here and enjoying this wonderful weather!”  
 
    Ralnor had to laugh. The rain was coming down in a torrent, and it had not let up for days. Akhen was carrying his trusty companion: an enormous umbrella made of light wood and thin tanned hide. The water pattered on the surface of the leather and ran off in thin rivulets onto the ground around him. The umbrella, plus his fur lined leather cloak, kept Akhen relatively warm and dry during these training sessions. No such luxury was accorded to Ralnor and Lana, of course, and they were soaked, their hair plastered to their heads and their outer garments running with rainwater, and their inner garments soaked with sweat from their training, which cooled quickly when they stopped exerting themselves.  
 
    They had been training like this for ten days. At first, they had focused on practicing magical abilities, but when it had become clear that Ralnor was not going to be able to get back to his former level of power quickly, they had moved on to focus on practicing the non-magical Ranger abilities in the hope that, given time, Ralnor’s magical expertise would come back of its own accord. 
 
    Lana liked that just fine, as the Ranger abilities were her area of expertise, and she relished the opportunity to show off that she was a more skilled fighter with blade and shield than Ralnor. 
 
    For Ralnor however, this sudden hampering of his magic represented an area of deep and abiding frustration for him; as the days had passed, it had become harder and harder for him to wait patiently for his magical ability to become unblocked.  
 
    Only a few months ago he, Ralnor Twicebain, raised as an orphan in the slums of the lowest level of Suntower city, had found his life changed literally overnight through the discovery of his immensely powerful magical heritage. As a half-human, half-elf hybrid, he was already at risk of being severely disliked by his fellow citizens, the native full-blooded high elves and wood elves of Suntower city. Magic was universally hated and feared by the high elves and the wood elves. Now that he had manifested a powerful magical talent, he would have been killed by those he lived amongst if he had not been summoned up from the slums by the King of the Elves himself. King Harald III, an ancient and venerable old high elf, had explained the legacy that had been passed down to Ralnor from his father.  
 
    Ralnor the orphan was none other than the son of Parlax, the most powerful human magician of the previous age and Rella, his elven wife. The power of Parlax had been inherited by Ralnor and, combined with the mixing of human and elven bloodlines, Ralnor had manifested in a level of power that was all but unheard of since the age of majors, before the great Sundering had torn the world apart, divided its peoples, and changed the path of fate forever. 
 
    But Ralnor was only twenty years old, and that was a very young age for a race of beings who generally lived to be two hundred and fifty years old at the very least. The great Sundering had happened centuries ago, so for a young elf like him, it was more of a legend than anything else.  
 
    How could it be that his father had been alive then, back in those misty days of legendary greatness when human and elf worked together and magic was used for the benefit of all? 
 
    King Harald answered his questions, and the answers were more fantastic than anything Ralnor could’ve imagined on his own.  
 
    More than three hundred years earlier, when Ralnor was just a baby of three months in age, Parlax had been destroyed in the great magical calamity known as the Sundering.  
 
    Parlax’s wild ambition for the ultimate magic of resurrecting the dead had combined with his own madness of grief following the death of the high elf Rella, his wife, Ralnor’s mother. Parlax had gathered more power than the world had ever seen into a single place, forcing it all into one great orb of crystal in the hope of using it to power a resurrection spell that would bring his wife back to life.  
 
    But both his hope and his ambition had come to nothing. The spell had gone catastrophically wrong, and the chaotic explosion of raw magical power that followed had brought about the great Sundering, and Parlax’s own destruction. 
 
    King Harald III, one of the oldest living elves known, was one of the few people still alive who actually remembered the great Sundering. He had been king then, too, and had led the high elves through all the terrible years in between then and now. Through an alliance with the wood elves, King Harald had brought about the years that were known among the elves as the great restoration, and had founded Suntower city deep in the ancient Greenwood Forest, far from the Forbidden City and far from the heart of the old empire of Galen.  
 
    When they had spoken together on that fateful night, the king told Ralnor that which few people knew; Harald himself had been there with Parlax at the moment of the great magician’s destruction. At the last, Parlax had realized the depth of his own folly, that his magic would cause the world to end, and so he had sacrificed himself, absorbing a great portion of the gathered power into his own body rather than letting it out into the world.  
 
    Through this sacrifice, Parlax had saved the world. Though the great Sundering still happened, even that was preferable to the alternative. Without Parlax’s sacrifice, the world and all its inhabitants would have been wiped out of existence.  
 
    In his final moments, Parlax had begged Harald to keep the infant Ralnor safe, and so, with his own hand, Harald had placed the infant Ralnor in a magical preservation chamber deep under the roots of the great tree city of Highbough, capital of the old elven empire of Galen.  
 
    Through the long centuries during which the elves had rebuilt their society after the disaster of the great Sundering, Ralnor had slept in magical stasis in the preservation chamber, until, one day around twenty years ago, King Harald had decided that it was time for the young heir to Parlax’s great power to awaken from his sleep.  
 
    With a small escort of elite soldiers, King Harald himself had returned to the site of the now-derelict city of Highbough. Few people visited there now. It was known in Elvish legend as a place of dread and terror, and they called it the Forbidden City.  
 
    But deep beneath the earth, far below the roots of the enormous tree that had been the city of Highbough, the preservation chambers remained untouched. Wards and spells of binding and protection more ancient and powerful than anything above the ground were woven around the preservation chambers, and only a very few people still knew the magical passwords needed to access them.  
 
    Harald was one of those, and so he and a small group of elite soldiers braved the terrors of the Forbidden City to retrieve the infant Ralnor and bring him back to Suntower city and relative safety.  
 
    Harald knew that Parlax and Rella had desired as close to a normal life as possible for their young son. So, when he had returned to Suntower city, Harald had placed Ralnor with a humble family of the lower districts of the city, and had allowed him to be raised in ignorance of the legendary magical powers and the great and terrible deeds that had given rise to his existence.  
 
    And Ralnor’s life had been normal, until that night when he had manifested his power, and the King had called him to the throne room.  
 
    Since the elves feared and hated magic, and Ralnor’s display of his powers had been rather public, Harald had judged it best for Ralnor to travel to the borderlands and learn to master his talents there. Ralnor had traveled to Rayne’s Outpost, where the Rangers kept up the border skirmishes with the humans who had their territory to the far west of the Red River.  
 
    Here, under the tutelage of Akhen, he had swiftly mastered immense power, using it to defeat the human mage Malavax and foil his plans to destroy Ralnor and the garrison at Rayne’s Outpost. That battle had been decided, however, when Ralnor had been forced to absorb the life force of Malavax.  
 
    That had proved too much for Ralnor. It had given him an immense boost of power, and the battle was won, but Ralnor’s magic had not returned to full strength afterward.  
 
    “Hey,” Lana said playfully. “What are you thinking so hard about?”  
 
    Ralnor gave himself a shake. Only a moment had passed, but he felt suddenly calmer.  
 
    “Oh, I was just running over all that’s happened in my head,” he said, then turned to Akhen. “I’m sorry I raised my voice a moment ago, Akhen,” he said. “I didn’t mean to shout. It’s frustrating, that’s all. I had gotten so used to magic coming so easily. I guess building my powers back up to that level will just take a bit of time. ”   
 
    “Hey, don’t worry too much, lad,” he said kindly. “We understand, don’t we Lana?”  
 
    Lana rolled her eyes, but her grin took the sting out of the gesture. “I understand,” she confirmed. “But we have to live with the impact of the battle. As Akhen says, the need to rest is to be expected. It’s like fighting a battle with a sword, or running a great distance all at once. The more energy is expended in the one effort, the less likely you’re going to be able to make a similar effort straight afterward. Look at our army at the outpost; they were in no condition to be doing any hard fighting the day after the battle. I didn’t want to lift a sword for a few days, that’s for sure.”  
 
    “That’s true,” Akhen said. “And that’s a good way to view the situation. Ralnor, think of your magic powers as an army that has pushed itself to great efforts. You need time to regroup.”  
 
    Ralnor allowed himself a smile. “You’re right, of course,” he said. “And after all, it’s given us the chance to see Lana develop some magic powers of her own, against all expectations.”  
 
    “All your expectations, you mean,” Akhen said. “I expected it from the first.”  
 
    “And my expectations too,” Lana said. “I’m a night elf, and as such I always knew I had more potential for magic than, say, a wood elf or a high elf, but I never thought I would see the day when I found that potential in myself. In my homeland, when I was growing up, some of my fellow night elves had magic and used it, but it was still rare.”  
 
    A sad look flickered across her expressive face as she mentioned her growing up. She had been forced to leave her home village in a hurry when a raiding party of humans had destroyed it. The party had been led by none other than Malavax the red, the mage that Ralnor had destroyed in battle a few weeks ago. Malavax’s death had given her some level of closure on that sad episode in her life, but the scars of that pain would never completely heal for her.  
 
    “Now I’m the one thinking about the past,” she said, coming back to herself. “But you’re right, Ralnor. I’m sorry that you’re frustrated with the slow speed of your returning magic, but it has been good for me to have a chance to focus on training my own small capability for magic.”  
 
    “Demonstrate that hidden shield for us again,” Akhen suggested.  
 
    Lana concentrated for a moment, then looked up. “Right,” she said. “That’s it in place.”  
 
    There was no visible sign of the magic. “I’m going to try to detect the presence of the spell again,” Ralnor said. “I can feel that there is magic happening, but I can’t pin down my awareness of your specific spell. Just hold the magic steady for a moment, will you?”  
 
    “Okay,” Lana said, “but don’t get too annoyed if it doesn’t work!”  
 
    Ralnor glared at her, then couldn’t help chuckle at the mischief in her eyes.  
 
    Going through his regular preparation routine for magic, he grounded himself, feeling his feet against the earth and inhabiting his body fully as he opened himself up to the power of earth and the power of spirit.  
 
    You are the conduit between powers, the place where the power of the earth and the power of the spirit meet, he told himself. After a moment, a faint flow of spirit moved through him, flowing down through his body toward the ground. Moving ever so carefully, he allowed it through himself and steadied the flow, letting it fill him and spread around him, opening his awareness of the world up as he stood there. The presence of Lana’s shield spell became keener against his senses as he let the magic move through him.  
 
    “Good,” Akhen murmured, “that’s good, Ralnor!”  
 
    Ralnor kept his concentration focused on holding the flow of power steady. The magic was like a steady trickle of water into a bucket, where in the past he had channeled a raging torrent, but at least it was something.  
 
    “It is happening,” he agreed. “And it feels steadier than before.”  
 
    “Your magical channeling was overwhelmed by the power you wielded during the battle with Malavax,” Akhen said. “But now it’s returning. I can feel it too!”  
 
    Gently, Ralnor reached for the flow of magic, and to his delight, he found that it responded to his touch. As if he were carefully pouring liquid out onto a flat surface, he siphoned off some of the flow and channeled the magic out into the world.  
 
    It spread, slowly, almost reluctantly, but it spread. Exultation surged in his heart as he became aware of Lana’s spell more clearly and crisply than he had for weeks. He could sense its shape, its location, and could even see the thin tendril of connection that ran from the spell to Lana herself. He was about to surge forward, when his teacher’s voice held him back.  
 
    “Easy,” Akhen warned. “Don’t push the power. Have patience and let the process move at its own pace.”  
 
    The warning was timely. At this new success—more control than he had managed for weeks—Ralnor had felt the urge to press ahead and try to draw off more power from the channeling. He felt the flow of magic wobble for a moment, but on hearing Akhen’s words he made an effort of will to draw himself back from that temptation.  
 
    The channeling flow stabilized and continued its glacial spread out into the world around him.  
 
    “Ralnor,” Lana said quietly through the hissing of the rain. “Your channeling ring is glowing!”  
 
    He glanced at his right hand, now empty as he had sheathed his twin blades. She was right. The beautiful golden ring with its large red gemstone was glowing crimson, enclosing his hand in light as if he had been holding an ember.  
 
    “That’s the first time that’s happened since the battle,” Ralnor said with satisfaction. “We’re getting somewhere at last.”  
 
    The ring was an heirloom from his father, Parlax the mage. At the time of Parlax’s destruction, King Harald had taken the ring and kept it throughout all the long years, and when the time had come for Ralnor to awaken, Harald had made sure it went to the young lad, the only material link between Ralnor and his father.  
 
    He looked at it now and smiled. The band was made of three woven strands of thick gold, and the circular gemstone was held onto the bands with a circular gold casing. Runes, carved very small and very delicately into the metal, ran across the surface of each strand, and around the casing of the stone.  
 
    From the moment that his power had first manifested itself, Ralnor had been aware that the ring was a core part of his magical ability. As soon as he began to use magic, the red stone in the Ring glowed brightly. The color of its illumination ranged from the deepest crimson to the brightest scarlet, and Ralnor knew that the ring acted as a counterweight to the immense power of magic that was within him. 
 
    It balanced him, helping him to manage the powerful flow of energy that erupted in him when he successfully connected to the power of earth and the power of spirit and became the conduit between them both.  
 
    Or at least, that is what used to happen, he thought, somewhat bitterly.  
 
    “Concentrate!” Lana urged him. “I can see you getting distracted. Focus on your magic! It must be returning or your ring would not be glowing!”  
 
    She was right, of course. Ralnor gritted his teeth, then forced himself to relax and concentrate on his grounding to the earth.  
 
    It worked. The ring glowed more brightly, and Ralnor felt the magic moving through him like the humming note of a plucked harp string. With a speed that shocked Ralnor and made Akhen cry out in surprise as he also felt it, the magic surged up through Ralnor in a wave of power and spread out through the clearing.  
 
    A moment ago, Ralnor had been at the center of a slowly spreading pool. Now he felt that he was standing in the middle of a swirling vortex of magic.  
 
    And it was within his control.  
 
    “What happened?” Akhen cried, sounding amazed, delighted, and a little frightened all at the same time. “What did you do?”  
 
    “I’m not sure!” Ralnor exclaimed, “but the power is back!”  
 
    “Try to harness it and bring it to a focus,” Akhen instructed. “I want to see if it’s fully back or if it’s still volatile.”  
 
    Ralnor felt the sense in this. He worked to bring the magic down to a fine point, drawing out power from the flow and focusing it on Lana’s shield.  
 
    “I can feel the shield spell clearly,” he said. “I can reach out to it and…”  
 
    “Be careful!” Akhen warned at the same time that Lana shouted, “Go for it!”  
 
    Ralnor went for it.  
 
    He pulled up a surge of magical energy and transformed it into a force blast. Lana yelled out a cry of pure joy in the adventure of it all as her magical shield crackled into visible blue like a wall of flashing lightning protecting her body in a semicircle.  
 
    As the force hit her, Ralnor perceived the nature of her magic. It was an excellent piece of work. When at rest, it clung tight to her body, running over the outside of her armor or clothing and clinging to any parts of her that were not covered, as close as a second skin.  
 
    But the spell also had the capacity to expand in proportion to the amount of force that struck it. When he had tapped the shield with his sword earlier on, it had crackled into life to defend against the strike of the blade, but it had not moved away from her body. The shield had been acting then as an augmentation to her Ranger armor rather than a replacement. Now that he struck it with a full frontal force blast, the shield moved away from her body and expanded out, redirecting the force around her at a distance of at least four feet in every direction.  
 
    The environment in her immediate vicinity was not so lucky. As Ralnor’s force blast hit, the muddy ground around Lana was churned up and thrown backward as if in the face of a hurricane. Stones, branches, mud, and wet leaves were all picked up and hurled away from the blast. The rain, which was still falling heavily, was mixed in with the chaos and thrown backward. 
 
    Akhen gave an inarticulate shout as the unexpected force blast created a reverberating shockwave in the clearing. Even though Akhen was not in the direct path of Ralnor’s force blast, he was caught up in the impact of the shockwave. His umbrella flew out of his hand and was carried off into the trees, and Akhen himself stumbled a few steps and then fell backward into the mud. A flight of startled birds, that had been resting in the surrounding woods, lifted up out of the swaying treetops in a cloud of dark wings with a chorus of frightened cawing.  
 
    The rush of joy and satisfaction that filled Ralnor in that moment of regaining some of his old power was not enough to stop him from being concerned for his old friend and mentor. Seeing Akhen tumble backward, Ralnor realized that it was time to reign in this demonstration.  
 
    Lana’s eyes met his, and he saw in their dark, polished opal depths the immense pride and satisfaction that she felt in this moment, not only in her own achievement of this immensely powerful shielding magic, but also in him for remaining patient and trying hard to regain his strength. Through the blue crackling haze of her shield lightning, she smiled at him and nodded her head.  
 
    The ability to utilize great power once again had been hugely satisfying, but Ralnor found it equally satisfying to be able to cut off the flow of magic to the spell quickly as well. Magic, he knew, was not just about being able to expend power; it was also about being able to control it, and that meant knowing when to stop.  
 
    “Akhen,” he said, hurrying over to where his teacher was struggling to get up out of the mud. “Are you alright? I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to knock you over like that!”  
 
    “Just as well for you!” the old fellow replied grumpily. “Happy as I am to see you manifest your power again, I am not certain that it compensates me for a mud bath.”  
 
    Ralnor could not help but laugh. He saw the pride and satisfaction that glowed in Akhen’s eyes and in his smile even as he covered it with feigned annoyance. Reaching out, Ralnor grabbed Akhen’s right hand and pulled him to his feet.  
 
    “Curse this mud,” Akhen growled. “And my umbrella! You young rogue, look what you’ve done with my umbrella!”  
 
    “Let me try to use my force magic to retrieve it,” Ralnor replied humbly. The umbrella was stuck high up in a tree, way out of reach of any of them.  
 
    “Allow me,” Akhen said. “I think I would rather do it myself, after seeing that display of yours.”  
 
    Muddy and disheveled, Akhen stomped across the rainy, mucky clearing, grumbling as he went. Around them, the high, dark pines that were the most common tree in the area around Rayne’s Outpost loomed over the clearing, swaying in the wind, their deep green needles dripping with the rain. The few smaller deciduous trees that flourished on the edge of the clearing, oaks and ashes for the most part, were beginning to lose their leaves as the late summer passed and fall approached.  
 
    “That was great,” Lana said, resting a hand on Ralnor’s arm as they watched their mentor extend a controlled tendril of force magic up to the tree to free his trapped umbrella.  
 
    “Your effort was great as well,” Ralnor said.  
 
    “How do you know that’s not what I was talking about?” Lana teased.  
 
    Ralnor punched her playfully on the arm.  
 
    Their relationship had been a little strange for a few days after the battle. Ralnor had been ill, and had kept to his bed, drifting in and out of sleep. Lana had cared for him, and he had often been aware of her sitting by his bed, reading one of her books, or gazing thoughtfully out of the small window of his room. 
 
    In the weeks and months before the battle, they had become close. She was a beautiful elf, strong and capable, and he could not help admiring her. He had learned that his admiration was returned during the tense hours in the night before the battle. They had held each other, and had almost kissed, but they had been interrupted and had never picked up that thread of romance.  
 
    Ralnor was not sure how he felt about that. On the one hand, she was still very attractive to him, but on the other hand he was keenly aware that romantic entanglements between the Rangers were highly discouraged, and that following up those feelings might well interfere with their training. So, he was content for the moment to let their relationship continue as close friends and squad members.  
 
    From her actions in the weeks since the battle, he guessed that she was content with that situation too. 
 
    “I can see the magic tendril Akhen is using!” Ralnor realized, coming back to himself from his reverie. “At first, I took it for granted, but of course that’s unusual! My magic sensing has not been anywhere near so acute up till now!”  
 
    “Excellent,” Lana said. “You are really coming back to yourself.” 
 
    Ralnor smiled as he watched his old mentor lowering the umbrella from its trap in the tree by means of a fine tendril of magic. To Ralnor’s newly reawakened magical awareness, the tendril appeared like a thin white line of dense mist that extended up from Akhen’s raised hand and wrapped like a tentacle around the base of the umbrella’s handle.  
 
    Without thinking too much about what he was doing, Ralnor allowed his spreading magical awareness to extend beyond the perimeter of the clearing, past Akhen, and out among the trees. The sensation of being able to do this once more was incredibly satisfying, and he enjoyed it for its own sake as he guided more power out from himself and into the surrounding area.  
 
    He was aware of all the life in the woods around them. His magical sensing bumped against all the different kinds of life, flowing out around them and showing him the shape. He felt the deep, slow, green life of the older trees, the swift moving, bright sparks of the smaller birds and of the little creatures that scurried through the undergrowth, and the slower, wiser presences of the larger birds. A fox was a brushstroke of sly cunning as it hunted a little ways off, and the thoughtful presence of a bear looking for running fish on the river was a deep note of watchfulness.  
 
    The life of the wood was all around him, and through it all there ran the presence of spirit, that strange, unformed power that had remained in the world as the permanent legacy of the great Sundering.  
 
    That spirit was the source of his own power, as well as being part of the curse that had troubled the world for so many years after the cataclysm. Spirit caused strange effects on the environment around it, and could turn innocent animals, trees, plants, and even people into raging monsters. These days, the effects of spirit were much more benign, but its continued presence acted as a constant reminder of the ancient days.  
 
    For a moment, Ralnor reflected on the Sundering and the presence of spirit in the world, and then his awareness bumped up against something that was neither tree, nor bird, not spirit.  
 
    It was no kind of woodland life at all.  
 
    “Lana,” he said urgently, “there is someone in the woods, just north of here, out beyond the edge of the clearing.”  
 
    “Someone?” she replied. “What kind of someone? What do you mean?” 
 
    “A person,” he said. “I cannot tell if it is human, elf, or something else, but it is masking its presence with magic. I can feel the shape of its masking spell. There is a sorcerer in the woods, not far off, and whoever it is, they are getting closer!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Akhen,” Ralnor hissed as his mentor approached them. “Do you feel the presence of the person in the woods? Over that way?” He pointed in the direction from which Akhen had just come. 
 
    “Be careful,” Akhen replied. “Whoever is in the woods is using skillful masking techniques to hide their identity. You do not know what other powers they may have. Use your Ranger abilities to find them, rather than relying on your magic. Relying too heavily on your magic gives your enemy the opportunity to attack you that way. You must always learn to use every ability you have to your advantage. Here, you have the ability to track an enemy through woodland territory without opening yourself up to magical attack.”  
 
    His mentor seemed less concerned by the potential threat than Ralnor had expected, but he nodded, taking the lesson on board. In truth, he was happy to rest his magical abilities for the moment. That force blast had taken a lot out of him, and part of him had been shocked by the sheer force of the newly reawakened power. Detecting and tracking the specific location of life forms, especially of magic users, was a task that required fine control, and he was not sure that he was ready to undertake a task requiring that level of control just yet. He wanted to practice more before relying on that.  
 
    “Draw your magic shield in tight around yourself,” he said quietly to Lana. “And I will do the same with my magical awareness. Akhen is right, I am not quite ready to rely on my magical senses to locate an enemy. We will keep our magic in reserve and concentrate on our Ranger skills to locate this intruder.”  
 
    “I will shield myself here,” Akhen said. “You will not see me, but be assured that I will be ready to come to your aid if required.”  
 
    With that, there was a rippling of white and blue light around Akhen, and Ralnor and Lana were amazed to see the old fellow vanish from sight completely. As Akhen disappeared, Ralnor felt the unique magical signature of his mentor disappearing from his magical awareness as well. Akhen’s power at masking his presence was so highly developed that it was as if their teacher had never been there in the first place.  
 
    “Amazing,” Lana whispered, looking at the place where Aiken had been but a moment before. Then she turned toward the edge of the woods. “Come on, let’s see what this new threat may be.”  
 
    Together, they moved across the clearing in the direction where Ralnor had sensed the intruder. Ralnor drew his magical awareness in close around himself, but he took a general direction of north-northeast for the location of the intruder.  
 
    “To our west,” he murmured to Lana as they approached the treeline, “the ground is flat and passable all the way back to the outpost and beyond. But to the east it is much more rugged, and is broken by many rocky outcrops and fallen trees.”  
 
    Lana nodded in agreement, understanding his meaning. “If it is a human scout, he will have come either from the north or from the southwest, because the ground is more passable that way. If the latter, we should be able to pick up his trail if we head west. We’ll intersect it.”  
 
    Together, they struck out to the west of the clearing, moving into the thick darkness of the forest. Under the trees, the rain was less heavy. It was transformed from a downpour into a steady, damp dripping. The ground here, though still wet, was less of a quagmire than it had been in the clearing where they had been doing their training. The two Rangers moved silently, keeping as close to the enormous root plates of the huge pine trees as they could, because the ground immediately around the trees was less muddy, and less likely to show up their tracks. 
 
    They had only been going for a few minutes when Lana drew in a sharp breath and pointed to the ground. “There,” she said. “Footprints.”  
 
    “Fresh ones, too,” Ralnor said. ”We must risk getting a little nearer to these tracks to have a closer look.”  
 
    Lana glanced around until her eyes fell on a fallen pine branch. It was fairly fresh, and it had a thick crop of dark green needles still. She grabbed this and flung it down next to the clear line of prints that they could see in the soft earth. Together, they carefully stepped toward the tracks, making sure to keep on the pine branches as much as possible. This would allow them to have a closer look at the tracks without leaving traces of their own. If their quarry came back this way, they did not want him to see the marks of his pursuers next to his own. 
 
    Tempted as he was to cast around with his magical sensing, Ralnor restrained himself. As Akhen had said, whoever it was in the woods was masking their presence with a skillful spell. There was no way of telling how powerful a sorcerer they might be. A powerful mage could easily have grabbed ahold of Ralnor’s spell and attacked him through it. Ralnor still did not feel quite up to that challenge.  
 
    “A big fellow, whoever he is,” Ralnor said, observing the length of the stride in the tracks on the ground in front of him.  
 
    “And heavy, too,” Lana added. “Look how the heel of his boot digs into the loam where it strikes the ground.”  
 
    “He may be good at masking his presence with his magic, but he has not made any effort to hide his boot tracks.”  
 
    “Not a Ranger then, whoever he is,” Lana speculated.  
 
    “Come on,” Ralnor said. “These tracks are fresh. Whoever he is, he’s close.”  
 
    They moved with the utmost stealth through the gloom under the trees, keeping the clearing where they had just been on their right and then moving north of it and putting it behind them. 
 
    The heavy tracks that they were following curved up and around the edge of the clearing, as if the person who had made the tracks had been watching what was going on in the clearing from enough of a distance so as not to be seen himself. 
 
    The tracks turned sharply to the right as if the person who had left them had headed toward the clearing, but then they stopped and turned sharply away to the left again, moving away north.  
 
    “He was about to come into the clearing, but something changed his mind,” Lana said. “I wonder what it was?”  
 
    “Perhaps he saw us and decided it was not a fight he relished?”  
 
    “Whatever the cause, he can’t be far off. Let’s go.”  
 
    They followed the tracks as they headed north a little ways, but then they turned sharply toward the east, in the direction of a rocky outcrop. 
 
    “There,” Lana said, pointing toward the rocks as she crouched in the shadows of a tree. “He has hidden himself there.”  
 
    Ralnor was about to start forward when he frowned and stopped.  
 
    “What?” Lana said. “Have you seen something?”  
 
    “These tracks,” Ralnor said. “Look here, and here,” he pointed to the footprints, which seemed unaccountably heavier than they had been. “See that? The tracks are deeper here than they were.”  
 
    “You think he’s wounded, and walking more heavily?”  
 
    “No, I don’t think that,” Ralnor said. “I think that he’s made these tracks heading toward those rocks, and then walked backward in his own footsteps to disguise his trail. There, just over there, right by that big pine tree, that’s where the tracks start to be heavier.”  
 
    “Which means…” Lana said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Ralnor finished. “It means he’s hiding out right there. That’s where he went back to, disguising his presence by walking in his own footprints. We must have walked right past him.”  
 
    “Why didn’t he attack us?”  
 
    “I think we’re about to find out.”  
 
    Together, they moved toward the big pine tree. As they approached, they split up and advanced one on either side to take their prey in a pincer movement. Lana had her dagger in her hand, and Ralnor had drawn his as well. It was too cramped for serious swordplay, and if they were going to fight, it would be close and personal combat.  
 
    Ralnor just hoped that if he did have to fight, his magic would not desert him.  
 
    If I can summon a force blast, he thought, that might be valuable. But if it’s a powerful mage my dagger and my fists might be the most useful weapons I have.  
 
    He could feel the presence of the other person nearby, pressing against his own magic despite the fact that he was trying hard not to extend his awareness out from himself.  
 
    He must be close, whoever he is, if I can feel him so near against my awareness field, Ralnor thought.  
 
    They approached the tree, one on either side, until they were ready to strike from both sides at once. 
 
    Ralnor met Lana’s eyes. Her face was grim, her grip on her dagger relaxed and poised. Her knees were flexed and her left hand extended away from herself, ready to come up in a block or a deadly strike to the face or neck depending on what was required by the circumstances.  
 
    She nodded once. Together, they sprang forward. The tree was massive, its trunk easily three yards across at the base, and there was plenty of room for an enemy to hide behind. They leaped round the tree together.  
 
    “Got you!” Lana shouted as her left hand flew up to grip the back of the neck of the tall, well-built man who was pressed against the other side tree.  
 
    He spun toward her, raising his hands, but Ralnor leaped up and pressed his knife against the small of the man’s back. “Don’t try it!” Ralnor warned. “I’ll stick this blade in you before you could blink.”  
 
    The tall figure gave a low chuckle. In the darkness under the trees, it was impossible to see his face, but that chuckle sounded strangely familiar. Ralnor had his hand on the person’s arm, but suddenly he realized how familiar the light armor that covered the man’s arm was.  
 
    The armor was made of beautifully worked interlinking plates of dark green leather over a hauberk of fine chainmail. A silver star brooch gleamed at the fastening of the green cloak that wrapped the man’s shoulders.  
 
    His chuckling increased in volume and, in rising consternation, Ralnor reached up and yanked the fellow’s hood back, revealing his face.  
 
    “Farlo!” Lana and Ralnor cried together in surprise, as they recognized the big, open, kindly face of their friend ,Farlo the Strong, armorer to the garrison at Rayne’s Outpost, botanist and magical weapon enchanter, and fellow member of Ralnor’s Ranger squad.  
 
    “You walked right past me!” Farlo cried in delight, his voice booming out in the dank, dripping woods. “Take your hand off my neck, Lana. There’s no need for restraint anymore.”  
 
    Lana gave a snort of disgust mixed with amusement as she did as Farlo asked, removing her hand from his neck and stepping back. “What are you playing at, you big oaf?” she demanded. “We might have killed you!”  
 
    “Oh, I don’t think so,” Farlo said, still laughing gleefully. “At least, not without a fight. And anyway, I trust your judgment too much to think that you would have killed me out of hand, without even trying to find out who I was first.”  
 
    “But what are you doing sneaking about like this? I thought you were back in camp with the others,” Ralnor said.  
 
    “So I was,” Farlo replied, “but there’s a message come to the camp and the commander asked me to come out and find you two and Akhen and bring you in. He wants you, Ralnor, at least to be there when the messenger delivers his message, and I think he requires Lana’s presence as well.”  
 
    “Right,” Ralnor said. “I still don’t see the connection between you having a message to deliver and us finding you sneaking about in the woods hiding behind a tree.”  
 
    “As to that,” Farlo said, “I was coming up past the clearing where you were training when I saw you use your force blast. I realized you must be regaining your old strength, and I was delighted for you. I didn’t want to interrupt. I stood back and watched for a bit, but when I realized you were trying to extend your magical awareness I thought it would be a good opportunity for me to practice the masking magic that I’ve been learning.”  
 
    He grinned. “I didn’t think I was going to be able to do any magic at all,” he said, “but Akhen assured me that high elves do have some ability for magic. The high elves think it’s purely passive, and only contributes to being long-lived and having a feel for the future, but Akhen told me this was not strictly true. I’ll never have the kind of abilities that you or Lana might be able to develop, but the passive effect of a magic shield that masks my location and my identity is about within reach of my ability. Akhen assures me that with practice I may be able to add other magic to my repertoire as well. I knew that you would sense a masking spell from a distance, but I wanted to know if it was good enough to fool you.”  
 
    “It certainly was,” Ralnor said as the three of them walked the short distance back to the clearing. “I had no idea who you were, and we had to rely on our Ranger tracking abilities to find you. In fact, I think your masking spell even fooled Akhen. He made himself completely invisible and left us to do the tracking, because he didn’t want to be noticed unless his power was needed.”  
 
    “You are mistaken!” Akhen said, appearing in a shimmer of white and blue mists right beside the three friends.  
 
    Ralnor jumped. “What do you mean, I am mistaken? You disappeared, didn’t you?”  
 
    “I did,” Akhen said with a smile and a twinkle in his eye, “but not because I did not wish to be seen.”  
 
    “Don’t talk in riddles,” Lana said. “Explain! Why did you hide yourself, if not for the reasons you said?”  
 
    “I hid,” Akhen replied, “for two reasons. The first was to let you two believe that there really might be some threat in the forest that even I was afraid of, and the second was to show Farlo here how it’s really done.”  
 
    Farlo gave a deep groan and then laughed. “You’re not saying you were aware of me all along, Akhen?”  
 
    The old half-elf gave him a knowing look. “That’s exactly what I’m saying. Your masking magic is very good, particularly for an elf with no natural predilection for stealth magic, but I must remind you that I’ve been doing this for a very long time, and it takes more than a basic masking spell to fool me.”  
 
    There was a pause, during which Farlo looked at all three of them and seemed to be considering his next words. Then, with a gleam in his eye, he jerked his head toward Lana and Ralnor. “It’s enough to fool these two though, eh, Akhen?”  
 
    “Hey!” Lana yelled, and scooped up a handful of dirt to fling at Farlo. The big, cheery-looking elf laughed and dived out of the way, and Ralnor laughed and charged in, grabbing his friend in a wrestling hold while Lana attempted to throw muddy leaves down the back of Farlo’s armor.  
 
    Akhen, his umbrella back in place over his head, leaned back and laughed loudly at their capers.  
 
    After a moment, all three of them got up, laughing and coughing and still playfully shoving each other, when Akhen spoke up, more serious now.  
 
    “There’s an important lesson in this, though, a lesson for all three of you,” he said. They all heard the tone of a teacher in his voice and stopped to listen to what he had to say.  
 
    “The lesson,” Akhen continued when he was sure they were all listening, “is this. You three have all made formidable progress since you first joined the Ranger company at Rayne’s Outpost. Ralnor, despite your recent setback you have an extensive working knowledge of magic. Your abilities as an improviser in spellwork are unmatched in my experience, as is your predilection to force magic. In these last three weeks, you’ve experienced a dip in your magical ability; a scarring, as it has been called in the past. It’s not unprecedented; there are old tales of such things happening to mages who pushed their boundaries too far all at once. Already, your power has begun to return. That force blast was very impressive. You will have to relearn the applications of your magic, and that may take some time, but you will never lose the experience that you have gained in those weeks and months of practice in the lead up to the Battle of Rayne’s Outpost where you defeated Malavax.”  
 
    Ralnor smiled, and his friends slapped him on the back.  
 
    “You, Lana, have gained important experience in developing your shield power,” Akhen continued. “I didn’t have the opportunity to say so at the time, because the power of Ralnor’s force blast had put me on my backside in the mud, but that was an impressive display of defensive shielding capability from you back there. Your shielding ability is malleable and powerful, and your ability to conceal it from view when it’s not in use is more advanced than I’d expect from a person of your level. As a night elf, you have a predilection for magic, and so I would expect that we would be able to continue your training in the coming days and have you learn at least a few other spells as well as developing the ones you already have.”  
 
    He turned to Farlo. “And Farlo, I was joking earlier when I made out that your masking spell was weak. It was not. In fact, it was very good, particularly as an elf without any bloodline predisposition for magic. You have done well to learn it in such a short space of time. Even if Ralnor’s powers had been at full strength, I wonder if he would have been able to detect your exact location. Even I had difficulty in pinpointing exactly where you were.”  
 
    Then he looked around and took in all three of them, mud spattered, sweaty, and drenched in rain as they were. His face was full of pride. “But there’s one more lesson, and in a way it’s the most important of all.”  
 
    “What’s that, Akhen?” Ralnor asked. 
 
    “It’s that you’re all skilled Rangers, quite apart from any magical abilities. Look how Farlo managed to sneak up on us and then disguise his tracks, and look how you were able to sneak up on him in turn. You three are a formidable squad, and there is no doubting that you are an asset to the Rayne’s garrison on your account as Rangers alone, as well as being a credit to me as your magic tutor. Never forget that a magic worker’s greatest weakness is usually found in placing too heavy a reliance on magic alone. We have seen it many times, a sorcerer deprived of his skills by iron chains or some other device is rendered as helpless as a kitten. Magic is powerful, and all power is dangerous. No one should rely on one skill alone for everything. You three will never be like that, I realize that truly now. When I first came here, I was unsure if I was doing the right thing in training you. You all know that I have never been comfortable with either elves or humans, being neither one fully myself, and feeling little loyalty to either of them. I agreed to train Ralnor only if he agreed that his ultimate goal was to end this long war between the two peoples. But now that I’ve seen what you three are capable of, I have no more doubt about whether I’ve done the right thing in coming back. No doubt at all.”  
 
    They all looked at him in solemn silence. It was true what he said. Things had changed, and they had all learned. They were no ordinary team.  
 
    A slow look of happiness grew on their faces as they looked at each other and at their teacher.  
 
    “Ahem,” Akhen said, clearing his throat and pretending to scratch his eye with his cuff. “Now then, Farlo, what is this message that you were sent to deliver? I feel that what with your hijinks and my emotional speeches, we may be running the risk of being late to an appointment?”  
 
    Farlo shook his head and smiled. “No, no, don’t worry about that,” he assured Akhen. “It was not urgent. Commander Rayne simply  asked that you come back as soon as was convenient. He knew that you were all training out here and he recognizes the importance of that. But a messenger has come from the king in Suntower city, and Commander Rayne wants Ralnor there to discuss the contents of the message.”  
 
    “Very good,” Akhen said, glancing up at the sky. “Well, the rain doesn’t seem to be letting up. I’m soaked, we’ve been at our training all day, and we’ve made good progress. Let’s get ourselves back to the outpost.”  
 
    It was perhaps half an hour’s walk back to the outpost. In the aftermath of the battle in which Malavax had been destroyed and a great force of human soldiers routed, Commander Rayne had sent out regular scouting parties on rangings out to the north and west, the directions from which more humans were most likely to come. The parties were said to have gone as far as the borders of the human lands in the west, but to have found no activity except small parties of human soldiers from the battle making their plodding way home.  
 
    Commander Rayne was taking no chances, and since the battle he’d had fully a quarter of his garrison out on ranging missions at any one time. With this constant stream of reports coming back in, he was confident that the area known as the Unclaimed Lands—the wild, forested country between the Red River and the human land’s border—was safe and free of human forces for many days' journey to the north and west. To the east lay the elf country, the Greenwood, and Suntower city, screened by the Red River and the line of elven military garrison outposts of which Rayne’s Outpost was the westernmost.  
 
    To the south, the land was little known by elves or humans. That way, a mountainous, hilly country was dominated for miles by raging rivers, stony valleys, foul swamplands, and deep forests that were said to be populated by the worst kind of monsters. It was said that in the olden days, there had lain a great expanse of fertile land out in that direction, and it had been farmed in peace by the folk the Age of Mages, in the days before the Sundering.  
 
    The Sundering had rocked the very fabric of the land itself, however, and turned the fertile grasslands into a barren, rocky waste, a treacherous land where no one, elf or human, dared to tread. Commander Rayne’s scouts had traveled as far as the edges of the Cursed Lands—the name by which this southern area was known—but no further. Nobody who had gone there in the past had ever come back, and Commander Rayne was not going to start wasting good soldiers on a death mission into the Cursed Lands.  
 
    Ralnor fell back a bit from the others as they made their way back toward the outpost that had become his home. Despite what Akhen had said, Ralnor felt that the rain was easing, at least a little. He looked up at the trees. They got thinner and more widely spread apart as they got closer to the outpost. Here, the sound of the Red River could be heard off to the east, that great rushing torrent that flowed north to the Helden sea far away and for so long had held as the bulwark of the elven lands, beyond which the humans had never passed since the days of the Sundering.  
 
    Ralnor’s thoughts drifted as he walked. His mind wandered as he listened to the rushing water and heard the rain pattering on the leaves above him, the wind moving in the trees. His mind moved with the wind to the water, then went flowing down the river, through lands that he had never seen. He felt vividly that he was passing by the shores of the river, heading north past dark mountains and empty, wild hills, steep cliffs where the river narrowed to a small channel, and wide open banks where the deep water pooled out in a long, slow flow so wide that it was almost a lake. Here and there on these slow parts of the river, he saw little villages clinging to the banks, some even built out on wooden pilings into the water.  
 
    There were elves here, night elves, wood elves, and even a community of half-elves living most of their lives on the water in little boats, catching fish and smoking it for the winter. Smoke rose from chimneys, lights glowed from unglazed windows in little thatched roundhouses. He saw a flash of red on a child’s cloak as a mother swept her baby up and carried it inside. Somewhere, a dog barked. He smiled at the peaceful vision. These small settlements knew little beyond the simple peace and honest toil of their own lives. 
 
    They knew little of war in the borderlands, of magic, or of the Sundering.   
 
    The Sundering.  
 
    His mind was pulled downriver, quickening as the water quickened, and his heart began to race as if he were in a dream and something terrifying was around the next corner. He struggled, but found that he could not get free. He was being pulled along the fierce current, looking out on either side but seeing nothing except deterred, rocky lands with barely even a tree or a bush to break the monotony of the gray and brown. Then, he heard a great rushing noise and perceived that he was moving toward a waterfall—and what a waterfall!  
 
    It was immense, and he whirled toward it like a leaf on a current.  
 
    “I will be drowned,” one part of him said. But another replied, “No, you are a leaf on the current. You cannot be drowned.” 
 
    Even as he had this exchange with himself, he found that he was lifted up from the flow of the water and held as if suspended on a rope above the height of the enormous falls. First, he looked down, seeing the massive splendor of the waterfall. He had never seen such a thing in his life, nor yet imagined it. The waterfall was as big as one of the great tree towers in Suntower city. In the city, those trees were hollowed out and contained homes that housed thousands of people. Yet this waterfall would have engulfed one of those trees. 
 
    Ralnor peered out over the edge and saw the mighty torrent far, far below. The immensity of the power here was staggering, and the constant rushing sound of the falls filled his ears and seemed to him to be filling up his very mind and soul as he listened to it. 
 
    Deep below, the huge cloud of mist that rose from the great chasm into which the water plunged hung over the land all around. The sun broke through a cloud and shone into it, and Ralnor was delighted to see the breaking up of the light into a rainbow even as he watched.  
 
    How did I get here? he thought as he looked down into the waterfall. Where was I a moment ago? Of course, I was on my way to see Commander Rayne at the outpost and to learn what this message is. He will be disappointed to learn that I am now a leaf on a waterfall. The thought came dreamlike to his mind, and a small laugh at the absurdity of the thought rippled up through him. 
 
    He thought for a moment that he felt a pressure on his hand and heard a female voice calling his name from a distance, but the attraction of the vision was too deep. Somewhere, he felt he was being lifted and carried, but he ignored it and stayed in the vision. Slowly, he raised his view up from the mighty torrent of the great waterfall and looked out over the cloud of mist that shrouded the land below. 
 
    And then he saw it.  
 
    In the shelter of a tumbledown-looking mountain of black rock, there was the remains of a tree that was as big as the city. 
 
    It was at least fifteen miles away as the crow flies from where he looked out and saw it, and from here he had a great view of the sheer splendor and scale of the huge edifice. He knew at once what he was looking at. Though he had never seen it in real life, he knew without a doubt that he was looking at the Forbidden City.  
 
    In the days of its prime, it must indeed have been a mighty city, and a beautiful sight to behold from this spot. Now, it looked like an abode of ghosts. The great tree was even bigger than the waterfall, he could see that now. Even the ends of the buttress roots that stretched out into the country around the tree would have dwarfed the biggest trees in the unclaimed land around the outpost.  
 
    If it had been alive, it would have been beautiful, but it was not. It was dead, and even at this distance, he could see the dark shadow that hung about the tree and the whole area around. 
 
    A tiny, black road wound its tortuous way through the gray and brown flatlands around the feet of the city and the great mountain behind it. 
 
    This was where the great Sundering had taken place. From the portal that had opened on that fateful day, terrible things had emerged. The city became the abode of monsters, and all of its inhabitants fled. Even today, three centuries later, it was still considered an evil place. Few dared to set foot there. Of those who did, even fewer returned to tell the tale, and none returned unchanged.  
 
    As he watched, his gaze was drawn slowly up the dark outer wall of this enormous, lifeless tree. Up and up he looked, until he saw, crouching on a pinnacle of blackened wood far, far above the ground,  the remains of a mighty castle of black stone. 
 
    On its own, the castle would have been huge, an impressive construction the likes of which was today unknown among the elves. Seen in comparison with the huge deserted tree city at which it was built, the great black castle looked like a child’s toy upon the shoulder of a giant.  
 
    Light shone from its topmost tower.  
 
    Ralnor looked again. How could it be? There was nobody there, nobody lived in that deserted castle, surely?  
 
    The light was strange, a pale, crackling blue, like the color of Lana’s magical protection shield spell. It was not natural light, not the normal light of a fire, a torch, or a branch of candles.  
 
    Magical light, he thought, and the thought was deeply unsettling.  
 
    There was something in the tower, a presence, an awareness, and suddenly he felt that in a moment it would perceive him. The will that occupied that high place would turn its attention upon him, and he was not equipped to counter it. 
 
    Suddenly, the memory of that horrible moment when he had killed the magician Malavax came back to him with the sudden, vivid urgency of a fever dream.  
 
    The din of battle was all around him, the acrid stench of burning canvas, the foul, poisonous odor of the gas that they had derived to use against Malavax’s army. Sweat in his eyes, and dripping down his back. The hot leather of his dagger’s grip, slippery with the lifeblood of Malavax the red.  
 
    And the evil red sorcerer’s last words: “My master will not rest until you are his.”  
 
    Ralnor hung suspended in agony between the memory of the evil magician’s death and the awareness that whatever inhabited the tower was becoming aware of him and turning its will in his direction. 
 
    The will in the tower was aware of his presence. It reached for him, exploring the land around the waterfall like a man patting the bed sheets in the dark looking for a hiding, frightened child. Fear gripped Ralnor. He was immobilized. He was pinned like an insect on a board against the vast gray sky. 
 
    The sound of the waterfall filled his ears, and through it came a voice. A cold voice, a cruel voice. A voice of death. “So, here you are at last. You have come to me, just as I predicted.”  
 
    A hand was reaching for his soul, cold fingers closing around his heart.  
 
    And then, Lana’s lips kissed his brow. The contrast between their warmth and solidity and the cold, dreamlike hardness of the evil voice and the cruel hand that reached for him shocked Ralnor out of his stupor. He found himself, suddenly, feeling the confines of his own body as the greatest blessing he had ever experienced. 
 
    “Until we meet again,” the evil voice said, its sound echoing away inside his head, then it was gone.  
 
    The last remnants of the vision vanished. Relief flooded Ralnor as he felt again every ache and bruise of his training, every piece of his wet clothing chilling his skin. His hair was soaked with the rainwater and there were leaves down the back of his undershirt. He welcomed them all with the delight of a freezing man on a winter’s night who sees the warm glow of a campfire up ahead.  
 
    “Thank the gods,” he gasped. “Oh, thank the gods, you pulled me back from it.”  
 
    “What was it, Ralnor? What happened to you?” another voice said, and he saw the concerned face of Akhen leaning over him.  
 
    “Akhen,” Ralnor gasped. “It was the tower. The Sorcerer’s Tower in the Forbidden City. I’ve seen it, Akhen. I’ve seen the Sorcerer’s Tower. And there is something alive in there. Something has awakened; something strong. And it knows me.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Fear clouded his mentor’s face. There was nothing Ralnor could have seen at that moment—except possibly that glowing, unnatural magical light in the tower—that could have been more unsettling than that brief flash of genuine terror in the old teacher’s eyes.  
 
    But then Akhen masked his fear with an irritated frown. “I don’t know what you mean, Ralnor,” he said, a little too briskly. “Nobody has been to the Forbidden City for years. Certainly, nobody lives in that place anymore. You have had some kind of dream, doubtless brought on by my unwisely encouraging you to overdo your magic before you’re ready for such efforts. Come on, let’s get you back to your room. You need rest. I will send somebody to the commander to tell him that you will not be seeing him today…”  
 
    “No,” Ralnor said firmly. “I will see him today. Send no message.”  
 
    He took a deep breath and got to his feet, looking around. 
 
    They were back inside the palisade walls of the outpost. His friends, he realized, must have picked him up and carried him there. He looked around at their anxious faces. Lana and Farlo were standing next to each other looking intently at him. 
 
    “You passed out,” Lana whispered, her eyes full of concern. “I think Akhen is right, and you should rest up. You are not yourself.”  
 
    Farlo nodded in agreement, but Ralnor shook his head. “Most likely just fatigue, as Akhen says,” he said, throwing a swift glance at the old half-elf. Akhen seemed to give him the ghost of a wink and then nodded.  
 
    “If you’re sure you feel up to it,” Akhen said, “I’ll go and tell the commander that you are back and will be with him once you have washed and changed.”  
 
    “Very good,” Ralnor said decisively. “That is what we will do. Lana, Farlo, will you join me in the commander’s tent?”  
 
    “I will,” Lana said. “Come and knock on my door when you are ready, or I will knock yours if I am ready first.”  
 
    “Will you be joining us, Farlo?” Ralnor said.  
 
    “Not I,” Farlo said. “I have a list of things as long as my arm that I need to be getting on with in the armory. The commander does not need my advice on the running of his outpost, and whatever comes of the message I’m sure you will be able to tell me all about it in due course.”  
 
    They took their leave of each other, Akhen going off to speak to the commander, Lana and Ralnor heading back to the tower at the far end of the camp near the river, where they both had a room. 
 
    Most of the recruits and the Rangers slept in the barracks, a long line of low buildings that occupied a third of the ground area of the outpost. Lana, as a night elf, and Ralnor, as a half-elf, had been given their own rooms away from the others when they had arrived at the garrison.  
 
    Though the Rangers were generally more tolerant of difference than peoples elsewhere in the realm, both hybrids and night elves were a class which often drew derision and hatred from others. As such, the commander had judged it wise to give them their own rooms. 
 
    Since the battle, and the heroic and decisive parts that Ralnor and Lana had played in it, there was little danger of either of them being subjected to ill-treatment at the hands of the other Rangers. Indeed, they were generally seen as heroes now. However, no one had thought to change the sleeping arrangements, and as both Ralnor and Lana were people who appreciated having their own space, neither of them were in a hurry to change. 
 
    The tower rooms were far from being luxurious quarters, but they were at least private, with doors that could be closed and latched. The tower itself was a squat, two-storied edifice with the remains of a crumbling watch post on the roof. Lana’s room was on the second floor, and Ralnor’s was on the ground floor.  
 
    They walked in silence toward the tower, nodding polite greetings at the few other Rangers who passed them and acknowledged them. The outpost was quiet. With the steady rain falling and the nip of cold in the air, most everybody who did not have active duty outside had taken cover from the elements in the barracks or the mess hall.  
 
    “What was that?” Lana asked quietly, once she was sure there was nobody else around. “I heard what you said when you woke up. You said that the Sorcerer’s Tower in the Forbidden City had wakened, and that there was some evil presence there? Was it really just a dream?”  
 
    Reluctantly, Ralnor shook his head. “It certainly didn’t feel like just a dream,” he admitted. “I’d rather not talk too much about it now, but I felt myself carried off and I saw a vivid vision of the Forbidden City. It was all tumbled down and broken, and there was shadow all around it. And yes, in the highest tower of the castle at the top, I felt that there was something…something alive, something evil that knew about me. There was a blue light, like magic, and there was something in there that was looking for me; almost expecting me. I felt it was about to draw me in when you…you kissed me on the head and woke me up.”  
 
    Lana reddened. “Yes, I’m sorry about that,” she said. “It just came to me as the right thing to do, but I guess was perhaps inappropriate in front of everyone.”  
 
    “Perhaps,” Ralnor said with a smile, “but I forgive you. It snapped me out of the vision, and there was nothing I wanted more in the world than to be taken away from that place just at that moment. You pulled me back from it, and I don’t know what would have happened if you had not.”  
 
    “Well,” she said, “I’m glad of that.” She met his eyes for a moment, then said, “Right, I’m going to get changed out of these filthy clothes.” She wrinkled her nose at him. “You should too! Don’t be too long. I’ll come and knock on your door once I am ready.”  
 
    And with that, she pushed open the door to the tower stairwell and jogged up the stairs to her room.  
 
    Ralnor went into his room and closed the door. He looked around. As ever, the room was not particularly prepossessing. There was a distinct smell of damp that Ralnor had never been able to get rid of, and the bare stone walls and the small hearth did not make it look very inviting. 
 
    But it was his.  
 
    Back in Suntower City, Ralnor had grown up in a poor household. His step parents, though never unkind, had not been able to provide for him in any but the most basic of ways. As a result, he was used to things being a little on the rustic side, and despite the sparseness of his room, he never found anything to complain about.  
 
    He considered lighting a fire in the small hearth, but decided against it. He was keen to hear what this messenger from the king had to say, and he guessed that the commander would be eager for his presence as well.  
 
    One thing there was no lack of at Rayne’s Outpost was cold water. There was a generously sized bucket of it sitting by the hearth, and Ralnor went there, stripped off his armor and his filthy clothes and set about washing himself quickly but thoroughly with cold water and the rough cloth and poor-quality soap that was the best the outpost had to offer.  
 
    Bracing, he thought, though not exactly pleasant. It was good to get clean, however, there was no doubt about that, and when he’d dressed in dry clothing, bound his damp hair up again and set his armor to dry on its hanger in the corner, he felt much more himself again. As he stepped toward the door, there was a tap on the wood, and he pulled it open to find Lana standing there.  
 
    “Beat you to it?” she asked.  
 
    “More of a draw, I’d say,” Ralnor replied with a grin.  
 
    Like him, she was dressed in a simple light green day robe, cinched at the waist with a plain leather belt and with a simple black cloak of wool thrown around her shoulders. Ralnor grabbed his own cloak and cast the hood up to cover his head as they headed out into the rain together.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” she asked after they’d been walking for a moment.  
 
    He knew what she meant. “I feel a bit disturbed by that vision or dream or whatever it was, and I feel sure that Akhen knows or guesses more about it than he’s letting on.”  
 
    “We’ll corner him and get him to tell us about it,” Lana said. “If he knows something, I want to hear what it is. He’s not going to get to keep his secrets from us this time. From what you said about what you saw, it sounds serious.”  
 
    “I agree,” Ralnor said, “but here’s the commander’s tent. Let’s talk more about this later.”  
 
    It was evening. The light was dimming fast and the watch torches were being lit on the palisade wall in preparation for the approaching darkness. The rain was easing, but the cloudy sky was inky black. The watch torches were little spherical globes of light, gleaming against the night.  
 
    Ralnor ran his eye along the wall, seeing in the gathering dimness the curve of their outer defenses. The wooden palisade ran in a circle right around the outpost, with a walkway running around the top for the use of soldiers and lookouts on patrol.  
 
    Though the light was failing, Ralnor could still see the lighter wood of the recently replaced stakes in the palisade wall, where the repairs had been made after the wall was broken in the battle with Malavax. He remembered that moment again, the enormous boom like thunder and the cloud of black smoke when the humans had used their explosive devices to blast a breach in the wall and gain entry to the outpost.  
 
    He and Lana and Farlo had been out in front of the outpost during the battle, in the field beyond the gate, fighting the enemy mages in the midst of the human army, but they had heard that boom and seen the cloud of smoke that rose up from the blast.  
 
    They had heard later about how the battle had played out inside the outpost. The fighting had been bloody and hard, but the Rangers had suffered less casualties than one might have expected in a battle of two hundred against one thousand. But victory had been won in the end. Akhen had used his powers to great effect in the defense of the breach, and the Rangers were battle hardened and well trained. The efforts of Ralnor and his friends out in the vanguard had kept the powers of the human sorcerers at bay, keeping their magic from tipping the balance within the outpost itself.  
 
    Ralnor stepped up onto the wooden decking and spoke clearly through the flap of the commander’s tent. Commander Rayne’s squire, an elven lad of fifteen years or so, immediately opened the flap and ushered Ralnor and Lana inside. Perch, the squire, was a ruddy faced and cheerful fellow, but Ralnor could not help but notice that Perch had become less boisterous and happy since the battle.  
 
    He had fought side-by-side with Commander Rayne in the breach of the palisade wall, and he had acquitted himself well. He had killed, and he had defended his commander, but the experience had changed him.  
 
    “Come in,” he said quietly. “Drill sergeant Jonah is giving his report.”  
 
    Ralnor and Lana stepped up to the big wooden table that dominated the space. Jonah and Commander Rayne stood together next to the table, on which were spread out a large, detailed map and a set of ledgers that showed the troop tallies of the outpost.  
 
    Jonah, Commander Rayne’s drill sergeant and the person in charge of the training, mustering, and monitoring of soldiers, was giving his report in a quick, clipped, professional manner. “There are still many Ranger casualties recovering from injuries sustained in the battle, Commander,” Jonah was saying. “Darya the healer has been run off her feet, and we can’t spare many to help her out. Some of the injuries were serious, but many were less so, and many of them have recovered enough to be able to help out in the infirmary.”  
 
    “What’s the count as of today, Jonah?” the commander asked.  
 
    Jonah sighed and ran one stubby finger along a line on his ledger. He was not one to display strong emotions, but Ralnor could see in his furrowed brow and hear in his strained voice that he was upset by what he had to say.  
 
    “Out of the two hundred who we deployed for the defense of our outpost, thirty-five of the Rangers were killed outright in the battle and a further seven have died of their injuries in the weeks since.”  
 
    The commander’s brow darkened as he listened, but he said nothing.  
 
    “That brings the total count to forty-two,” Jonah continued. “In addition, sixty-three remain out of duty due to injury. Of those…” he paused, turning a page in his ledger. “Of those sixty-three, eighteen have taken injuries bad enough that they will be invalided out of the service of the Rangers and sent back to Suntower City, or wherever they wish to settle, with a pension from the crown. The remaining forty-five I expect to be able to return to active duty within six weeks.”  
 
    “So,” Rayne said, “we have at the moment ninety-five active Rangers on duty, and I should expect that to rise to one hundred and forty before midwinter?”  
 
    “Correct, sir.” Jonah nodded.  
 
    “Hm. And we’re still operating with a skeleton crew here in the outpost, isn’t that right?”  
 
    “Correct,” Jonah said again. “By your orders, sir, we have between twenty-five and thirty Rangers, in scouting squads of five Rangers each, deployed at any given time to scout the Unclaimed Lands.”  
 
    “So,” Rayne said thoughtfully, “some sixty soldiers at the ready in the outpost at any given time and some thirty on deployment. What do the scouting parties report?”  
 
    “No activity in the Unclaimed Lands, sir,” Jonah said with satisfaction. “No humans at all. It would seem that we have made a powerful stroke against the enemy in the battle of the outpost. Our Rangers report no hostile activity between here and the borders of the human country.”  
 
    Commander Rayne shook his head and frowned. “We cannot afford to get complacent,” he muttered. “This attack by Malavax represents an unprecedented escalation of the border conflict. We’ve been skirmishing back and forth for a hundred years here at this outpost, and yet the humans have never made a concerted attempt to destroy us in this way before. It makes me want to know what is going on in their homelands. We had no idea that they even had the capability to field such a large, well-equipped army. And this mage, Malavax…Ralnor here has defeated him as far as we can tell, and yet the very fact that they have created such a powerful mage in the first place says to me that there are things happening in the human lands that I would wish to know more about.”  
 
    “Behind the line of forts that guard the human border, we are blind, Commander,” Jonah said with a shake of the head. “Without spies in the human country it’s impossible to know what is going on there.”  
 
    “I know it,” Rayne said, straightening up from his table and placing his two hands in the small of his back. He leaned backward, and Ralnor heard the commander’s back crack as he stretched.  
 
    “Ah,” the commander groaned, straightening. “That’s better. I’ve spent too much time hunched over my table these last few days.”  
 
    He looked at Lana and Ralnor and gave them a tired smile. “Welcome,” he said to them. “I’m glad you’ve come. Jonah, will you stay? I propose to hear the king’s messenger, now that Ralnor and Lana are here.”  
 
    “Certainly, sir,” Jonah said, bowing his head and gathering up his papers. “I’ll stay if you wish it.” 
 
    “Good,” the commander said. “Perch?” he called, and the squire appeared from his place in the corner where he’d been waiting. “Bring us some dinner, would you? And send for the king’s messenger, who should be fed and rested by now.”  
 
    “Sir,” the squire assented, and then disappeared through the tent flap.  
 
    Commander Rayne’s tent was a large, generously-proportioned structure. Inside, it felt more like a room in a castle keep than a tent in the field. Thick rugs and skins blanketed the floor. Sprite lamps of high quality cast a fine, warm glow throughout the space, and a brazier of hot coals kept the tent at a pleasant temperature. Around the edges of the tent, small areas had been sectioned off by screens and hangings, concealing the commander’s bed and the parts of his quarters where he stored his clothes, books, and other gear.  
 
    Rayne himself was a big, broad shouldered, stocky elf with a short-clipped gray beard and short hair. His eyes were as gray as the hair on his head and his chin. He was an unusual-looking person, for an elf. Most of the elven folk were tall and slender, and even the strongly-built ones, like Farlo, retained a grace and sense of lightness that were uniquely elven. Also, few elves that Ralnor had ever seen before had a beard, and even fewer wore their hair short.  
 
    For all that, there was no doubt about the upward sweep of his pointed ears, the graceful tilt of his steel-gray eyebrows, or the fine-boned, not-quite-human structure of his face. These markers showed him for what he was; a high elf of a noble lineage.  
 
    Where does Rayne come from? Ralnor wondered. What’s his background? How did he end up here, in charge of this outpost on the frontier of the elven country?  
 
    He found himself surprised that he’d never wondered about it before. Once, Rayne had mentioned that he’d come from a noble family and had not wanted to join the army. He’d even mentioned that he had not been a natural soldier and had been picked on and sidelined by his fellow soldiers when he’d begun his military career. Looking at him now, steely-eyed as he sat at his table in the command post, that was a hard thing for Ralnor to imagine.  
 
    Jonah, on the other hand, was that rarest of beings, a full-blooded human who had deserted his people to join the elves. He was short and stocky, almost squat, with a round head like a cannonball and thinning black hair above a creased brow. His ears had the curved tops that marked him as a human, and his dark, thick eyebrows curved downward at the edges, but there were a dozen other smaller, subtler physical characteristics that marked him as human rather than elf. His thick fingers and slab-like hands, his stooped, broad shoulders, his button nose, and his deep, growling voice all set him apart from his companions.  
 
    Ralnor raised a hand to his own ears. Their tops were rounded like a human’s, but in most other ways he looked like a high elf; his eyebrows had the distinctive flourish, and he knew that the features of his face had that delicate quality common to pure-blooded elves. He was a half-elf—a hybrid or a half-breed as they were sometimes disparagingly called—but if he kept his ears covered by his long hair or his hood he passed well enough as an elf. Certainly he felt more elf than human. He had grown up among the elves, learned their culture and their ways, and felt loyalty to them.  
 
    His father may have been a human, but Ralnor had barely met any humans in his life, and had never seen their cities or learned about their culture. His loyalty was firmly with the elves and their cause, and he thought of himself as one of them.  
 
    “Well, my young friend,” the commander said, looking keenly at Ralnor. “You’re very thoughtful this evening.”  
 
    “It’s been that kind of day, sir,” Ralnor answered, pulling out a chair and seating himself at the table. Lana did the same, and at that moment Akhen appeared at the doorway, dressed in clean robes and with his gray hair bound up elf-fashion behind his round-topped ears. He, too, was half-elf, half-human, but he retained less of the elven features than Ralnor did, and would have passed easily for an old man of the humans.  
 
    Out of his muddy outdoor work robes, Akhen looked quite different from how he had appeared in the training ground earlier that same day. He was straight-backed and bright-eyed, and he carried an air of dignity and solemnity that Ralnor had not noticed in him before. He felt that something had changed in Akhen, though he did not yet know what.  
 
    Something to do with that vision of mine? he wondered, remembering the scared look on Akhen’s wrinkled face.  
 
    Akhen sat, and a moment later Perch entered, carrying a covered basket and followed by another young Ranger who carried a covered tray. The tray and the basket were laid out and uncovered, and between them, Perch and his helper laid out a generous supper of roasted venison, boiled root vegetables, oat bread, butter, honey, and hard cheese. There was dried fruit and goat’s milk, and a jug of good ale as well, and Perch served the food with a practiced style and swiftness that made Ralnor smile. This was a new side to the young squire’s character and talents that Ralnor had not seen before, though of course it made sense that Commander Rayne’s squire would be as skilled in these household duties as he was at helping the commander put on his armor or maintaining his blades.  
 
    Perch gave Ralnor a wink so fleeting that only he saw it, then vanished as smoothly as he had appeared.  
 
    Ralnor looked at the spread of food in front of him. The outpost had been on a war footing for some time, and this was a better selection than he was used to sitting down to.  “I see the hunters have been able to range further into the woods than usual,” he said, gesturing to the venison.  
 
    The commander smiled. “Since the battle, there has been less of a threat from human patrols in the woods. Our hunters have been able to go a bit further and get some fresh meat for the first time. Also, a supply drop came out from Suntower City to us yesterday; we have them to thank for the cheese, butter, and the honey.  
 
    Ralnor breathed in the fragrance of the roasted meat and felt his belly grumble.  
 
    At that moment, Perch returned again, leading a tall, green-eyed male elf with a scar down one cheek, dressed in a dark blue robe.  
 
    “I present Jearn, the king’s messenger,” Perch said formally, and the commander rose to greet the newcomer.  
 
    “Sit, Jearn, and eat with us,” he said, and the messenger did so gladly.  
 
    No one spoke much for the next twenty minutes or so. Everyone had been hard at it that day, and the hearty meal was welcome. After half an hour, they all sat back with a sigh of contentment, and Commander Rayne had Perch clear the dinner things away and bring out a bottle of good brandy. He poured a small measure for everyone, but the messenger—who had not taken any ale earlier—held up a hand.  
 
    “Thank you, no,” he said. “I am a remembrancer of the Order of the Palenthier, and in my order we may not take any intoxicating drinks, as such pleasures may affect our memory and recall, and memory is one of the most important skills for my order. We do not disapprove of it in others, however. Please, do not deny yourselves the pleasure on my account. It looks and smells excellent.”  
 
    “It is,” Commander Rayne said, pouring the amber liquid into a small crystal tumbler and then passing it to Jonah. “I was not aware that there were any of the Order of the Palenthier still practicing. It shows how long it’s been since I was on the road east. I’ve not been in Suntower City for many a long year.”  
 
    “The order still practices in a small way,” Jearn said. “And the members of my order are often favored by the king in being his choice for swift messengers, because of our carefully cultivated skill of memory.”  
 
    “And you bring with you a message from the king now, is that right?” the commander asked. “I have held off from hearing your message until this evening because you told me it was not urgent, and because I desired that Ralnor and Lana should both be here when I learned its content. Ralnor has not long come to the garrison from Suntower City, sent by the king himself, no less. Lana is a member of his Ranger squad, and I trust her advice and opinion.”  
 
    The messenger nodded cordially to Ralnor and Lana, then rose from his seat. “Very good,” he said. “My message is this.” He closed his eyes for a moment, cleared his throat, and took a deep breath through the nose before speaking.  
 
    “King Harald III, overlord of the elven peoples, high dignitary of Suntower City and ruler of old Galen, sends his greetings to the commander of Rayne’s Outpost and congratulates him on his recent glorious victory over the encroaching enemy forces of the humans. King Harald entreats that Commander Rayne should travel to Suntower City in person as soon as can be made convenient, there to receive from the king’s own hand the medal of the order of Galen and the promotion to commander-general of the garrison armies of Red River, with ultimate oversight of all the armed forces on our western border, and an increase in pay of two hundred gold leaves per season on top of his current salary.”  
 
    The messenger cleared his throat again, then resumed his seat, smiling. It was clear that he relished his role as the messenger, and was proud to have remembered the message and delivered it word for word to the commander.  
 
    But Commander Rayne was scowling and shaking his head.  
 
    “Of course,” Jearn said, “when I return to Suntower City via the transit vines, you may give me any message you wish to bring back to King Harald. I will, of course, stay for as long as you need to make your plans, so that I may communicate them to—”  
 
    “No,” the commander said with finality. “I will not leave.”  
 
    The messenger looked horrified. “But,” he stammered, all his suavity vanished in a moment, “the king’s order…”  
 
    “I do not have the highly-refined recall of a member of the Order of the Palenthier,” Commander Rayne said, “but my memory is as good as that of the next elf, and if I remember the words of the message correctly the king ‘entreated’ me come to Suntower, is that not correct? And also he said, ‘at my earlier convenience?’”  
 
    “Why, yes,” Jearn replied. “Those words were used.”  
 
    “Well,” Rayne said, “an entreaty is not an order, but just a request. Here is my reply. I politely decline the king’s request. It will be a long time indeed until I will find it convenient to leave my post here at the garrison. I’ll not deny that I would relish the chance to take on the post of commander-general of the border garrisons. The command has been wretchedly managed for years, with no oversight and no-one holding the role of commander-general for more years than I can remember.” 
 
    The commander shook his head, his face darkening into a thunderous expression. “Oh, I know what he’s up to, old Harald,” he continued, passion inflaming his features as he began to rise from his seat. “He sees this human incursion, and he’s suddenly realizing he’s neglected his western defenses for too long. Now he wakes up to the fact that one determined push would be all it would take for the cursed humans to punch through our defensive line, crush the garrison outposts, and cross the Red River in force. What then would lie between the humans and Greenwood?” 
 
    He huffed. “A pay rise of two hundred gold leaves per season, indeed. Tell old Harald that he may keep his medal of the order of whatever, and he may keep his pay rise as well, though I will take the promotion gladly if he is willing to give it without a whole lot of ceremony and fuss. And if he has money to burn, you may tell him that he should burn it on better food and clothing for the outpost garrisons. He should burn it on recruitment, on weapons, on arrowheads, on flax for ropes, wool for cloaks, on the green dyes for the leather that we use in our armor, or on any of the thousand and one other things that I lack to keep this garrison in good fighting order.” 
 
    Rayne jutted his chin out in challenge. “If Harald has finally remembered that I’m out here and has decided it’s time for me to be properly equipped, he needs to do it without all the nonsense. I need food, soldiers, and gear, not a medal. You got all that, remembrancer? Remember all that, will you?”  
 
    To Ralnor’s surprise and Lana’s evident horror, the commander had become more and more agitated and angry throughout this speech. He had risen from his seat, pushed his chair back, planted both his fists on the wood of the table in front of him, leaning over and glaring at Jearn as the volume of his voice increased with his passion.  
 
    Now he stood still, breathing slowly and heavily through his nose as his eyes blazed.  
 
    Jearn had risen as well, standing back from the table as if he was prepared to flee. Now, with a visible effort, Jearn gathered his wounded dignity around himself like a cloak and glared down his nose at the commander.  
 
    “Such a way to speak of your monarch!” he snapped, his voice dripping with disapproval.  
 
    “Did you get the message?” the commander repeated with emphasis.  
 
    “I, sir,” the messenger said haughtily, “am a member of the Order of the Palenthier. We do not forget a message we have been told. You truly wish me to deliver this message to Harald, unedited, without any interpretation by me?”  
 
    “Word for bloody word, remembrancer,” the commander snarled.   
 
    Jearn turned and walked to the tent flap, before turning and giving a stiff bow that took in the whole room. “By your leave, I shall go at once.”  
 
    When the messenger had gone, an awed silence filled the space. Ralnor stared in amazement and more than a little admiration at the commander, but he was perplexed as well. The commander sat back in his chair and gave a bitter laugh.  
 
    “Go on,” he growled, “you’ve got questions.”  
 
    “Sir,” Ralnor said carefully. “I understand and admire your decision not to go to the city at present, but do you really feel so bad toward King Harald? I met him, and he was kind to me. He seemed a most gracious old elf. I’m surprised to hear you speak with such resentment toward him, though it’s clear that the defenses have been neglected in recent years.”  
 
    Commander Rayne sighed, and Jonah chuckled. “Shall I tell them, sir?” he asked.  
 
    Commander Rayne waved his hand in permission and picked up his brandy.  
 
    “There’s some history between our commander and the king,” Jonah explained. “They don’t see eye to eye, on many things.”  
 
    “But I don’t understand,” Ralnor said. “To not agree with one’s monarch is one thing, but to send such a message…How are you confident that the king would not have you stripped of your command, or worse, for being so openly disrespectful?” 
 
    “The king could, no doubt,” Jonah said, “but he would not. Despite all their disagreements over the years, and all our commander’s hot-headedness, there’s something between them still that prevents King Harald from doing any harm to our good commander.”  
 
    “And that is?” Lana asked when Jonah stopped. He was all too clearly enjoying the build up to his point.  
 
    “Well, my friends,” Jonah said, leaning back in his chair with relish, “it’s just this. King Harald is our Commander’s elder brother.”  
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    Ralnor nearly spat out his brandy. “You?” he asked in amazement, looking at Rayne. “You’re the king’s brother? But how? Harald is one of the oldest elves in the world—he’s nearly four hundred! How old are you?”  
 
    Then he stopped himself, realizing that demanding to know the commander’s age might be a bit too forward even for this informal setting. 
 
    But Commander Rayne smiled a little sadly and sat forward in his chair. “I began my life in King Harald’s two hundred and fiftieth year,” he said, “after the days of darkness that followed the Sundering but right at the beginning of the age of restoration. Harald is not ‘nearly’ four hundred years old, he’s actually four hundred and two this year. His birthday has just passed. I am one hundred and fifty-two years old—a good age, a prime age for an elf, in fact. I’ve seen many things in my years, Ralnor, and fought many battles, and for the last sixty years I’ve been stuck on this gods-forsaken outpost, doing my best to form raw recruits and half-reformed criminals into a garrison worthy of the name.”  
 
    Lana smiled and sipped her drink. “And that’s why you feel comfortable speaking so rudely to the king!”  
 
    “But sir,” Ralnor said. “If I may ask…You said you were born when Harald was two hundred and fifty years old… what of your parents, then? Where are they? How old were they?”  
 
    “Ah,” Rayne said sadly. “I was not born then, Ralnor. I did not say born. I said that was when I began my life. I was born many years before; exactly how many, I don’t know, and so I count my days from when I was brought into the world…from a preservation chamber.”  
 
    For a second time in as many minutes, Ralnor nearly choked on his drink. “You were also in a preservation chamber? As I was?”  
 
    “Indeed. But the story of that decision, and the events that led to it, I will ask your permission to leave untold for now, for it’s a sad tale and a long one, and today has been a long day.”  
 
    Both Ralnor and Lana rose as the commander did. “One more thing, my friends,” Rayne said. “Tomorrow morning, I shall have some orders for you. Jonah will deliver them to you at dawn. But for tonight, get some sleep, and I will do the same.”  
 
    Ralnor glanced at Jonah, but the man’s face was expressionless as he nodded to the two young Rangers and bade them goodnight.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    In the morning, Ralnor woke early to find, to his surprise and pleasure, that the rain had given way to a cold, clear sky. Pale dawn light was flowing into his room through the small window. All was quiet save for the early songs of birds from the woodland around the outpost.  
 
    He got up, washed, dressed, and then decided to spend some time seeing to his armor. The construction was excellent, but there were metal buckles on the straps that needed oiling and metal studs that had to be checked for rust, especially after hard use in these wet days. The elves were good at creating alloys that reduced the impact of rust on their gear, but they could not eliminate it completely.  
 
    Ralnor opened the door to his room and dragged his chair and his small table outside, then brought out his equipment. He made tea and, as the morning advanced, he sat outside the tower drinking hot tea while he worked oil into his leather armor and polished the rust and dirt from the small places where they had gathered. The morning was cold, but the respite from the rain was welcome, and hot tea and work heated him up.  
 
    After an hour, he was done with his armor, and he took his swords and knives and laid them out on the table in front of him. There were six blades in all, the main ones being the two curved, scimitar-like swords that Farlo had imbued with the essence of channelwort, a plant that grew in the woods nearby to the outpost. This plant, correctly treated, had the ability to respond to magic. Farlo had implanted the essence of the channelwort plant into the metal of the swords, and that made the blades more receptive to Ralnor’s magic.  
 
    He picked up one of the blades and began to clean it carefully, examining every inch of it for rust or impacted dirt, and scraping, wiping, and oiling the whole weapon.  
 
    As he had progressed in his magic, Ralnor had learned that casting magic had two stages; first, he would open himself up to the earth and the spirit, and allow his body to become the conduit through which their power could flow. Then, he could siphon off a portion of that power for himself, channeling it into a spell.  
 
    Initially, the spells he used were always projected into the world through his hands. He would stretch a hand forward and expel a blast of force or elemental magic outward, or he could send battle magic through his hands into the air and then into another person or an object to imbue it with that power.  
 
    But in the last three weeks, Akhen had been trying hard to get Ralnor comfortable with the concept of vectors. “You use your hands as a vector for your magic,” he would say, “but you must learn that other things can work better. A wand, a staff, or a magically enhanced weapon, for example. I know you have done this instinctively in the past, but now you must learn to do it in a systematic and reliable way, and for that you need good vectors to use.”  
 
    And so, Farlo’s knowledge of the channelwort’s properties came into its own. Farlo had already made a prototype, a small dagger that Ralnor could push his magical energy through with ease, but as Akhen continued to emphasize the use of vectors, Farlo had gone back to his forge and created two  new swords, doubly imbued with channelwort essence. They were Ralnor’s favorite weapons—beautifully made and perfectly balanced, and with keen edges and hand grips custom made to the shape of his palms.  
 
    As he finished cleaning the second one, Lana came out of the tower, looking freshly washed and dressed, and blinking around at the morning.  
 
    “What a day!” she exclaimed. “You cleaning your weapons? I thought we had an appointment with Jonah this morning?”  
 
    “We do,” Ralnor said, “but I woke early and thought I’d take some time to get my armor and weapons into shape. Here, help me with the armor.”  
 
    His Ranger armor was dyed a dark forest green. It was made of many interlinking plates of hard but flexible leather, joined with studs and buckles of steel cleverly concealed within the design. After his work session on it, every plate gleamed in the early sun. It took them a few minutes to dress him in his armor, and as Lana tightened the last bucket at his waist, he picked up his twinned swords and strapped them into his sword belt.  
 
    “These two blades,” he said, counting off his weapons as he strapped them into place around his person, “then my short sword, my channeling dagger, and my two boot knives, and I’m ready to go.”  
 
    She grinned at him. “You certainly do look ready,” she said. “I’ll need to put a session in to cleaning my armor too after yesterday’s mud bath, but I don’t know when I’ll get the time.”  
 
    “Better make time,” Ralnor said, nodding his head in the direction of the main buildings at the back of the outpost. “He looks like he means business.”  
 
    “Where? Oh, yes! I see!” Lana said, looking where Ralnor indicated. They stood and waited as Jonah strode purposefully across the yard toward them.  
 
    “Well, you two,” Jonah said as he approached them, “the commander has asked me to talk to you this morning. I have something rather special for you. May I sit?”  
 
    Jonah had brought breakfast with him, and Ralnor pulled out a couple of crates from his room—he only had the one chair—for the others to sit on. Jonah laid out a simple meal of bread and cheese and a bit of cured meat, then rolled out a small map next to the food.  
 
    “See here?” he said, pointing at the map with a piece of bread. “This is a map of the region that lies to the southwest of the outpost, down the edge of the Cursed Lands, here. The edge of the Cursed Lands runs along due west in a fairly straight line until it intersects with the ridge of land where the humans have their border forts.”  
 
    Ralnor nodded. He ran his eye over the map. He had seen depictions of this region before, of course, but he’d never looked in detail at them. Now, he saw that the human border ran north to south, almost parallel with the line of the Red River. There was a rise of land there, and little squares running along the ridge representing the location of the human border forts. There was a dotted line running between the forts.  
 
    “What’s that line?” he asked, his mouth full of bread and cheese.  
 
    “That’s the wall they call Stoneheart’s Shield. Back in the days that the elves call the age of restoration—long before my time—there was a human general named Gorum Stoneheart. In those days, the wars between the humans and the elves were just getting going. Stoneheart was one of the leaders that pushed the hostilities forward. Not a pleasant fellow, so the tales say, though the humans were not good at record-keeping in those days and little is known about him for certain except the fact that he built this wall. It connects all the forts that cover the border of the human lands, making a chain of defensive fortifications that a mouse could not slip through back in the old days. As for today, I’m less sure…”  
 
    “But Jonah,” Lana cut in, “does this relate to our mission?”  
 
    “Somewhat,” Jonah replied. He sat back in his chair. “Nine days ago, your friend Lufaren, one of the best Rangers in the garrison, was sent out on a scouting mission with four others. Now, this is nothing unusual—we’ve been sending out scouting missions consistently since the battle, keeping a close eye on the activity in the Unclaimed Lands between us and the border, but Lufaren’s mission was a bit different. He was tasked to scout the edge of the Cursed Lands; not to go into the Cursed Lands, mind you, but just to scout along their border as far as the southern end of Stoneheart’s Shield, which ends where the Cursed Lands begin.”  
 
    “And he’s not come back,” Ralnor said.  
 
    Jonah’s eyes whipped up from the map to look at Ralnor. “How do you know that?” Jonah asked sharply. “I’ve said nothing about it!”  
 
    Ralnor shook his head. “No, you’ve not, but Lufaren is our friend. I know he’s not at the outpost, because if he’d returned he’d have sought me out. It’s three days’ journey at most out to the human border, and three days’ back, but you said he’s been gone for nine days. So, he’s not come back. And I also deduce,” he added, as Jonah glared and took a breath to speak, “that you want Lana and I to go and look for him?”  
 
    “Why us?” Lana asked.  
 
    Jonah glared at them both, then his face cleared a little and he laughed. “I’m not used to Rangers being able to anticipate what I’m about to say like that,” he said. “But I can’t deny that it’s true. You’re tasked with going after Lufaren and finding out what’s happened with him. And why you? Well, because you’re not only Rangers, but you’re mages as well. Akhen will go with you—or at least the commander will ask him to go with you when the old fellow finally wakes up.”  
 
    “You think there’s danger out there that will require mages to tackle it?”  
 
    “Who can tell?” Jonah said, “but at least it’s true to say that you two and Akhen together are a formidable force. You’ll be going near the Cursed Lands, and that can be a very bad place.”  
 
    “Besides,” he added, standing up briskly and giving them both a look with a gleam in his eye, “you’ve been busy training your magic these three weeks and have not been out on a ranging once yet. It’s about time you took your turn!” His face suddenly became serious again. “Go there, find Lufaren and work out what’s happened to him. Take care of yourselves, take care of each other. I’ll send Akhen to you when he’s ready. Good luck.”  
 
    With that, he turned on his heel and marched away across the courtyard. 
 
    “He’s left us the map,” Lana pointed out as Jonah stalked away. 
 
    “So he has,” Ralnor replied gloomily, sitting down heavily at the table. He pulled out one of the daggers he’d not got around to cleaning and started work on it.  
 
    “What’s bitten you?” Lana asked. “I thought you’d be pleased to get away from the outpost for a while.”  
 
    “Oh,” Ralnor said, “I was just thinking. My magic has been so unwieldy and unreliable lately that I wonder if I’ll be able to make it useful to me on a mission. Also, I’m worried about Lufaren. He’s a capable ranger, and a good friend, and I hope he’s not been harmed.”  
 
    “If he has,” Lana speculated thoughtfully, “it will not be by the humans. There have been many, many patrols back and forth in the weeks since the battle, and none of them have encountered any trouble, not even the ones who went toward the border of the Cursed Lands, where you’d most expect danger. The humans are not out there targeting our patrols, that’s for sure.”  
 
    “Hmm,” Ralnor said. “That could be encouraging or not, depending on how we view it. But come on, you said your armor needed some attention. Now’s the time to do that, I’d say, before Akhen joins us and it’s time for us to go.”  
 
    Lana did as Ralnor suggested, and in a few minutes they were both engaged in carefully cleaning her armor and repairing some damage from a stone that had worked its way into a crack in one of the plates. As they were working, Farlo came up, wiping his hands on a rag.  
 
    “I thought you would be busy in the armory by now?” Lana asked distractedly as she worked oil into a shoulder plate.  
 
    “Oh, well,” Farlo said, sounding a bit shifty, “I left Burla in charge down there for a bit. You remember Burla, who came with us when we went to find Akhen that first time? He took a cut to the tendon of his left leg in the battle. It’s healed well enough, but he’s got a bad limp now and he can’t fight properly anymore. They offered him a pension and accommodation in Suntower City’s mid-level, but he didn’t want to go, so Commander Rayne put him in the armory with me. I’ve been showing him the ropes, you know. He’s good at it, though he’s not got the eye for plant enhancements that I have.”  
 
    Farlo’s stream of talk dried up and he stood looking down at them, awkwardly shifting his weight from foot to foot. Suddenly, he came forward and sat down. “Here, give me that,” he said, grabbing a rag and one of Lana’s gauntlets and beginning to work on it. “You two need a hand to get through all this armor. You need to get into the habit of doing this regular, a bit at a time, not saving it all up so you have to spend all morning at it.”  
 
    Thick silence descended on the three. Ralnor looked at Farlo out of the corner of his eye, wondering what the big elf was up to. He had some kind of agenda, that much was clear, but Ralnor couldn’t pin it down.  
 
    “You should maintain your armor every night when you camp…when you go on your ranging to find Lufaren,” Farlo suddenly blurted, his eyes on his work.  
 
    “So that’s it,” Ralnor said. “How did you know about it? We’ve only just found out ourselves!”  
 
    Farlo gave a sheepish grin. “Perch told me. He overheard the commander and Jonah talking about it and he knew I’d want to know.” He suddenly put the gauntlet down on the table and glanced around as if someone might be listening. “I want to come. I know the commander hasn’t given permission, or even said that I should know about it, but I’m part of your squad. It’s not right that you two should go alone.”  
 
    “But you’re needed here, at the armory! That’s why the commander hasn’t ordered you to go,” Ralnor said. “Who will look after the maintenance and the weapons?”  
 
    Farlo gave a dismissive wave of his hand. “Burla can look after all that. Anyway, I’ve finished all the big jobs that came up from the battle. There’s not that much work to do anymore.”  
 
    “Well,” Ralnor said, “if you feel so strongly about it, why don’t you go and ask him?” 
 
    “I can’t do that!” Farlo said, horrified. “It’s the commander! You know he always forgets about me, even after what I did in the battle. And anyway, I’m not even supposed to know about the mission. The details of rangings are secret, only to be known to those who need to go. I can’t go talking to the commander about it without getting Perch into trouble.”  
 
    “Say I told you about it, rather than Perch, then,” Ralnor suggested, but Farlo shook his head.  
 
    “I think it would be better if you did it.”  
 
    Ralnor thought about it. It would be an advantage to have Farlo along, and yet he was reluctant to start asking for changes to the orders. Despite what Farlo had said, Ralnor doubted the commander would not have considered sending him along and decided against it, probably for a very good reason. 
 
    He looked at his friend’s pleading expression, however, and realized that it would be unfair to refuse him. After all, Farlo was his friend, and Lufaren’s friend too. Ralnor wanted him along, he realized.  
 
    He sighed. “You know, you really ought to get over this fear of Commander Rayne. He’s really very reasonable, and I’m sure you’re wrong about his opinion of you. He thinks highly of you after your feats in the battle.”  
 
    Farlo gazed unhappily at Ralnor and said nothing.  
 
    “Oh, very well, Farlo. I’ll ask him,” he said, and pushed himself up from the seat, but at that moment Lana, who had been watching the exchange between Farlo and Ralnor with amusement, spoke up.  
 
    “Here’s Akhen,” she said. “And he’s looking like he’s on a mission.”  
 
    “Ah, here you all are, and Farlo too, good!” Akhen approached them, rubbing his hands together and striding out as if he could not wait to get on with an important task.  
 
    “Why is it good that I’m here?” Farlo said, suspiciously. “You’ve just come from the commander, haven’t you? He’s given you some task to give to me, I’ll bet, some task that will keep me busy for the next few weeks?”  
 
    Akhen glanced in some confusion between the three friends. “No, actually, quite the opposite,” Akhen said. “I told him that I would need you to come with me on this ranging to get Lufaren back, and that he would have to do without you here. He wasn’t particularly happy with it, because he said you’re one of the most valuable members of the garrison, but I told him that if you didn’t come, then I was not going, and that was that.”  
 
    Lana chuckled as Farlo grinned and Ralnor looked chagrined. “Turns out you were both right,” she said, looking between Farlo and Ralnor. “The commander does value Farlo, but there is no way that he would have let him come along, even if Ralnor had tried to persuade him. Good thing you’re not a member of the garrison, Akhen, and so you’re not under Rayne’s command.”  
 
    “That certainly is a good thing,” Akhen agreed, “though I’ve obviously walked into the middle of some conversation and don’t fully understand what you’re talking about. But anyway, you’re all here, and that’s good. Let’s get our gear packed up and get ready to go.”  
 
    “We’re leaving at once?” Lana asked.  
 
    “I want to make the most of the weather,” Akhen said. “This clear light will be good for traveling, and it will give you Rangers better conditions for tracking. Because there’s one thing I want to be clear about. I’m coming with you, so that we can continue our magical training and in case we run into any trouble that needs serious magical interventions, but I’m no Ranger. Ralnor, it’s your squad, and you’re in charge of leading us. Outside of our training sessions, I put myself under your command.”  
 
    Ralnor clasped wrists with Akhen in the traditional warriors’ show of respect. “Thanks, Akhen,” he said. “And I agree with you. We should get off at once. Pack your supplies up, all of you. I want to be off within the hour.”  
 
    They were all swift travelers, and everything they needed for a journey in the wild was close to hand. Within three quarters of an hour, they were at the gate. Commander Rayne was there to meet them.  
 
    “Ah, Farlo,” he said. “I see you’ve agreed to join up as Akhen requested. I’m sorry to lose you from the armory, my friend, because since you’ve taken over there things have never run so smoothly.”  
 
    Farlo blushed and muttered something incoherent, and Ralnor gave him a dig in the ribs.  
 
    The commander looked at them curiously, then continued. “You all know your mission. I’ll give you fifteen days. If you’re not back by then I’ll have to assume that some evil has befallen you and make plans accordingly. Beyond that, there’s little else I can say except…good luck, and whatever you do, don’t lose the armorer.” 
 
    He slapped Farlo on the back and they all laughed. The guards in the watchtower gave the signal, and the guards on the ground opened the gates. The big steel hinges squeaked as the gates swung open, then Ralnor and his friends were outside.  
 
    A moment later, the gates banged closed behind them.  
 
    “So our ranging begins,” Lana said, and a sudden ominous feeling settled over them, though they could not tell why.  
 
    The sun was climbing in the sky, and there was a fresh smell in the air as they crossed the battlefield where they’d fought the human army. The three defensive ditches had been left in place, but the rest of the remains of the battle were swiftly vanishing under a growth of dense grass and wildflowers that were showing blue and white in a last burst of color even as the fall season was approaching.  
 
    On their right, to the north, the pine woods were thickest, the great trunks of the mighty trees stretching off north and west in a dense wall. That way, along the line of the Red River, lay Akhen’s hidden cottage, and the Redway Crossing where Ralnor had first fought Malavax, and had first really discovered the true depth of his own power. Beyond, the river ran through the unpopulated Hill Country, where the humans had made some inroads. And beyond that, all the sparsely populated wildlands, only broken by small elvish settlements along the river until… 
 
    But Ralnor pulled his mind away from the thought of that enormous waterfall and the dark and evil abandoned city that lay beyond it. He looked ahead, to where the flat, rocky plain faded into an afternoon haze. That way, the land was fairly flat and featureless save for the odd hillock or piece of bogland. It was populated only by birds and beasts, a straight line of three days’ march or so to the borders of the human country.  
 
    To the left, south of their position, the land rose steeply into a line of low hills infrequently broken by small stands of trees. That was their route, though the hill tops themselves looked overgrown and hard to traverse.  
 
    Ralnor glanced at the sun. “We’ll head west along the base of that line of hills on our left,” he said, “then when we get the opportunity, we’ll head south through them, but we won’t try to go over them. Lufaren would have gone that direction if he were heading to the border of the Cursed Lands, and I guess that he and his squad made good progress away from the outpost before whatever happened to stop them.”  
 
    “How do you figure that?” Farlo asked as they set out toward the low line of hills off to the left.  
 
    “There were five of them,” Ralnor said. “It’s hard to imagine what could have taken them all out in such a way that not one of them would be able to make it back, and yet left no trace for any of the other rangings to find. No, I think that we can expect to go a fair distance before we find any trace of our friends’ fate.”  
 
    “That makes sense,” Lana said. She had the map in her hand. “There seems to be a pass through the hills here, perhaps a day’s march from the outpost. It’s quite clearly marked. If Lufaren was following the same map, he’d have headed for that pass.”  
 
    “Then so shall we,” Ralnor said.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the sun climbed the sky and the day became warm, they walked southwest toward the hills until the palisade wall of the outpost disappeared behind the sun’s haze behind them. The soft voices of Farlo and Lana could be heard in the stillness of the day as they conversed quietly, walking side by side at the back of the group. Every now and again there was a crackle of magic and a pulse of magical presence against Ralnor’s returning magical senses. Farlo and Lana were practicing their abilities as they walked.  
 
    Akhen was silent, walking in the middle of their little party.  
 
    Ralnor took the lead, watching for signs of any other travelers, but without much expectation that he would see anyone. He saw no activity, and indeed, from the lack of any fresh tracks, he became convinced that there was nobody else out here except himself and his friends. He did not let his attention waver, however, particularly since the others seemed distracted.  
 
    As the sun passed its peak and began to make its way back down the sky in the west, they reached the base of the hills they had been heading for and began to walk due west toward the sun, keeping close to the point where the ground began to rise but taking care not to go up into the hills.  
 
    Looking up the slopes, they saw tall ferns competing with choking brambles and stunted trees. The ground at the base of the hills was passable, flat and even, but the hills themselves looked dangerously difficult to navigate. And it was not just the undergrowth that made the hills look unwelcoming. There was a strange, unsettling feeling coming from them, and to Ralnor’s eyes there seemed to be a dark shadow clinging to them despite the golden light of the evening sun. 
 
    “What is the story with these hills, Akhen?” Ralnor asked quietly, looking back to where his mentor walked. He saw beyond Akhen that Farlo and Lana had fallen quiet and were glancing darkly up at the hills. They had stopped practicing magic and were sticking close to each other.  
 
    Akhen jumped at Ralnor’s use of his name, as if his senses had been far away. As Akhen turned his attention to Ralnor, Ralnor felt something with his magical awareness. It felt to him as if there was a shade that flew toward Akhen and disappeared inside him, entering through the center of his chest. Akhen’s eyes, which had been dull and vacant, snapped back to alertness, and Ralnor would have sworn that he heard a faint popping noise, like air rushing back into an empty space.  
 
    Akhen glanced up at the hills. “Ah, the Hills of the Nameless Ones,” Akhen said. “We’ve done well. I was, uh, not paying attention.” 
 
    Ralnor gave Akhen a look, but the old fellow averted his gaze and did not seem inclined to elaborate. Ralnor was sure that there was something more going on here, but he did not press the matter.  
 
    “The Hills of the Nameless Ones? I’ve never heard that name for these hills,” Lana said, drawing closer. “That name is not on the map.”  
 
    “Well,” Akhen said, “so these hills were called a long time ago, when I used to travel more. There may be no name for them on your map, but that’s the name I’ve heard for them. They are called that because, during the long years between the Sundering and the restoration, there was a group of people who lived here and who called themselves the Nameless Ones.”  
 
    “The Nameless Ones,” Farlo said quietly. “I seem to remember something about them in my lessons when I was younger.”  
 
    “You must have received a good education,” Akhen said. “That’s little-known lore. The Nameless Ones were called that because they took no names for themselves as individuals. In the years following the Sundering, most of society’s structures broke down and small groups of people—elves, humans, and others—banded together for protection. At the same time, magic went from being a stable and useful tool, to being a chaotic and dangerous force in the world. Some people embraced the unfettered power of spirit magic that flooded from the portal that opened at the time of the Sundering. Those mages became incredibly powerful, but they were also…changed. The power mutated them and turned them into monstrosities. The Nameless Ones believed that if they did not take names to themselves, they could not be attacked by the sorcerers. There is something in the idea, of course. Naming magic is very old, and the knowledge of an individual’s true name can make them vulnerable.”  
 
    “Did it work?” Ralnor asked.  
 
    Akhen shook his head, but it was Farlo who spoke.  
 
    “I remember the story now,” Farlo said. “It did not work. In fact it went wrong. They became what they had most feared and hated; their leaders took the protection of not having names and used their immunity from the magic of others to create power for themselves. In the end, they destroyed themselves, fighting among themselves and finally all dying in a battle between their own factions. My tutor always told the story as a lesson against doing what your enemy does, against becoming what you were fighting against.”  
 
    Ralnor looked up at the hills, the dying words of Malavax echoing in his mind.  
 
    “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.”  
 
    He remembered the feeling of the enormous power that had flooded through him when he had absorbed the very life force of Malavax. Godlike, Ralnor had strode through the battlefield, routing the enemy with a touch of his hand. Magic had flowed through him like water from a burst dam, and his mind had blazed with the effect of that magic.  
 
    That power was attractive—frighteningly so—and yet since then he had not felt the desire to go out and do it again. The glut of magical power had been intoxicating, but it had also been frightening, and the fact that he had gained the power by essentially eating the life force of another person was repellant to him. He had done it because he’d had to; in the moment, there had been no choice. He did not desire to do it again, but having felt that feeling, he thought that he could understand, at least a little, the desire that had driven the Nameless Ones to seek out the power from which they had at first only desired to protect themselves from.  
 
    “Did the actions of the Nameless Ones cause some effect on this range of hills, Akhen?” Ralnor asked.  
 
    Akhen nodded sadly. “Such terrible magic was used by them in their final battle that their ghosts were trapped in the earth and their hatred and resentment of each other cast a shadow across this land that could not be removed. No one goes into those hills now, and if they do, they do not come out.”  
 
    “How horrible! And these are not even the Cursed Lands!” Farlo said.  
 
    “No, indeed!” Akhen said with a shiver. “The perils of the Hills of the Nameless Ones are great, but they are nothing in comparison to the dangers that lurk in the Cursed Lands. If nothing else, the Hills of the Nameless Ones have routes through, gaps in the range that can be passed in relative safety. Not so for the Cursed Lands. The Cursed Lands stretch away south further than anyone knows, and there is no way through.”  
 
    Lana had pressed ahead while they were talking, ranging a bit in front of the others. She held the map in one hand, and shaded her eyes from the low sun with the other. “Look up ahead,” she called now. “It’s the way through.”  
 
    They all hurried up. Sure enough, here was the gap in the hills that the map showed. The hills gave way to their left, opening out into a narrow valley with the hills rising dark on either side. “There are words on the map,” Lana said, “but I can’t read the script.”  
 
    “They are runes of the Dernwaith,” Akhen said. “I wonder why those runes are used on the map, and not a more modern language?”  
 
    “This map is a copy of an older document, I think,” Lana replied. “The original script must have been copied with the map. What are the runes of the Dernwaith? I’ve never heard of those.”  
 
    “It’s an old script,” Akhen said. “And I would not be surprised if it was not known by the Rangers. But it would make sense to copy the runes as they found them if the map is a copy of an older document, as you suggest.”  
 
    “Do you speak the language?”  
 
    “I can read a few of the runes. This means the Pass of Ghosts.”  
 
    “That’s not very encouraging,” Ralnor said.  
 
    “Perhaps not,” Akhen replied, “but I guess that this is the way Lufaren took, as you suggested. The Hills of the Nameless Ones run on for many miles still, and they curve north. Anyone wanting to go to the Cursed Lands, as Lufaren and his Rangers did, would not want to go around the hills. They must have gone this way.”  
 
    “Then so shall we,” Ralnor said, looking doubtfully down into the valley. “And let’s do it fast, before the sun gets any lower. By the map, it should not be more than a few miles through to the other side.”  
 
    They all agreed that soonest tackled was soonest done, and they plunged into the narrow valley called the Pass of Ghosts.  
 
    The sides gave onto steep slopes covered in gray and brown bracken that was dying off as summer changed to fall. The grass under their feet had a stunted, unhealthy look, and there was a rank smell in the air. Thin, cold mists hung low to the ground and crept down off the slopes of the hills. 
 
    “I don’t like this place at all,” Farlo muttered. He was sticking close to Ralnor, who had taken the lead. Lana and Akhen came along behind, their eyes sweeping the surrounding area for threats.  
 
    “Perhaps,” Farlo suggested, “it might be a good idea to feel out with your magic, Akhen, and see if you can find any trace of life in this valley?”  
 
    Akhen shook his head. “I don’t want to risk drawing any unwanted attention,” he said. “There are spirits in these hills, ghosts of the Nameless Ones and who knows what other menaces that have crept in here over the decades. No, I will use no magic until we’re clear and out the other side, and neither should you.”  
 
    “Guess we’ll just have to stick to our Ranger talents to keep us safe, Farlo,” Ralnor said, trying to put a jovial tone into his voice.  
 
    Farlo nodded grimly. He loosened his sword in its sheath and moved a little apart from Ralnor, giving himself a bit of extra room in case he had to draw fast.  
 
    The sense of threat deepened as they hurried forward, always on the lookout for an attack. The hair on the back of Ranlor’s neck tingled as if he were anticipating a blow from behind, but nothing came. Out of the corners of his eyes, he thought he saw gray misty figures moving menacingly in the gloomy valley, but when he turned his head quickly, they were gone, or he saw only a twisted old tree hunkering down over the tumbled rocks that lay in the valley floor.  
 
    “Easy,” Akhen murmured after a while. “Ralnor, Lana, you are both seeing the spirits of the Nameless Ones, I think. They appear as misty shadows that you can’t quite see. Stop trying to look at them. Ignore them. Let them flit around us. We will be gone soon enough. Their power is in the influence they can have on your mind, they cannot directly cause you any harm.”  
 
    It was easy to say, but harder to do. The three Rangers fell back now, and Akhen went ahead, seeming more able to resist the evil influence in the valley. After a while, Ralnor realized that Lana had taken his arm and was sticking close. Farlo stalked along behind them, his head swinging from side to side, breathing slowly and steadily through his nose.  
 
    “What’s that?” Lana said suddenly, stopping and gripping Ralnor’s arm tightly.  
 
    “It’s just a graveyard,” Akhen said hurriedly. “Don’t be alarmed. We’ll pass it by.”  
 
    Up ahead, they saw the loom of four tall dark standing stones. A thick mist had come down into the valley now, and all was indistinct except for the dark steep rising slopes of the hills on either side. The stones stood like lonely sentinels at even distances across the Pass of Ghosts.  
 
    “The Warden Stones,” Akhen said. “There is no danger for us here, my friends. These stones were set to guard the graves of their dead in the old days, but they hold no power now, except in our minds. We must be strong and pass by them. Think of bright things, of the sun, the green grass, and the strength and hardiness of the elves!”  
 
    Akhen’s words were like a spell, and all three companions felt suddenly better. Even the thick mist that had shrouded their view down the valley seemed to clear a little.  
 
    Ralnor looked at the four stones, then beyond them. On the right hand side of the valley, a flat open space of ground lay, with a path of rough-laid stones winding through it. On the left, behind a low wall of crumbling, mossy stones, a hundred ancient headstones stuck up out of the ground like broken teeth.  
 
    “Come,” Ralnor said, his voice filled with a sudden strength. “We mean no harm to this place. We have faced worse than the mind trickery of this valley! Come on!”  
 
    He strode forward, approaching the stones and then passing them. His friends, galvanized by his words and his actions, walked beside him.  
 
    “That’s the way,” Akhen muttered near to his ear. “Confidence, lad. Show them you’re not afraid.”  
 
    Ralnor kept fixed in his mind the green pine woods around the outpost, and the deep, rushing river that ran behind. The outpost, the wood; these were his home, and though they could be stark and unforgiving, they were lovely in their own way. He held the image of the deep green of the pines in the sun as he marched past the graveyard, his head held high.  
 
    Ghosts slipped from between the stones, flickering toward the wall and scurrying along behind it. Dark shadows with empty eyes and open, silent mouths, the ghosts of the Nameless Ones hurried along the inside of their wall, watching the travelers but not doing anything to harm them.  
 
    “Do not look at them!” Ralnor urged his friends as he saw Farlo slowing, his eyes glancing in that direction. “They have no power unless we give power to them. They are creatures of the void, ready to suck up any energy they can from you.”  
 
    Farlo looked at him wide-eyed, but he obeyed. In truth, Ralnor was amazed to hear himself speak such words. Some kind of inspiration has struck him, and he was grateful for it, but he was also aware that his voice sounded different from usual. His words were deeper, more pronounced, and they echoed in the gloomy valley like the shout of an actor in an amphitheater.  
 
    His friends listened, and they came up and stuck close to Ralnor, following his lead. Ralnor looked at them and smiled, and he caught the proud twinkle in Akhen’s gaze as he met his eye.  
 
    They pressed on together at a great pace until they had left the standing stones and the melancholy graveyard with its hungry ghosts far behind. “See,” Ralnor said, pointing, and finding that his voice sounded more like normal. “Up ahead, the land rises, and there’s a narrow gap where the sun’s brighter.”  
 
    “You’re right,” Lana said eagerly. “That must be the way out of the valley.”  
 
    “Thank goodness!” Farlo said, breathing a sigh of relief. “I feel a bit gullible for having given into the influence of the valley now, but the effect of this place came close to driving me mad back there.”  
 
    “That’s the effect of the Pass of Ghosts, I think,” Ralnor said as they marched forward toward the light space between two sharp cliffs at the end of the valley. “It will drive you mad if you pay attention to it, but if you stay strong and resolute, you can remain in command of yourself and pass through.”  
 
    “Let’s hope our friends were able to stay resolute and pass through safely,” Farlo said.  
 
    Ralnor nodded in agreement.  
 
    The valley ended in a high, narrow gap between two sheer cliff walls that rose thirty feet on either side. The gap was so narrow that they could only pass in single file, and for all his eagerness to get out of that dismal valley, Ralnor went ahead carefully and with a hand on his sword hilt. This was the perfect spot for an ambush.  
 
    As he moved through the narrow gap, he stopped. There was a thorn bush in front of him, a tall, ragged growth that half-obscured the way out. “What is it?” Lana asked. “Why have you stopped?”  
 
    Ralnor crouched for a moment, reaching down to grab something that had been snagged on one of the thorns. Then he glanced at the ground around the bush and, seeing nothing, pressed forward past it and out into the grassy flatlands beyond.  
 
    “What did you find?” Lana said as she came out from the narrow gap behind him.  
 
    As she spoke, Farlo came through, cursing. “That thorn bush,” Farlo said with a grimace, “it caught the edge of my cloak and took a strip off it.” He held up a piece of dark green cloth, about four inches long and ragged at the edge.  
 
    Ralnor smiled and held up what he had taken from the thorn bush—a strip of green cloth, almost identical to the one Farlo was holding, though a few inches longer. 
 
    “Did you rip your cloak as well?” Farlo asked, seeing what Ralnor held. He had not seen Ralnor lift the strip of cloth from the bush.  
 
    “No,” Ralnor answered. “It was there already.”  
 
    “Which means—” Farlo began, but Lana cut him off.  
 
    “Which means that our friends passed this way!” she said. “That’s green cloth from a Ranger cloak, I’d know it anywhere.”  
 
    “Well done,” Akhen said, coming up and peering at the strip of cloth in Farlo’s hand, then at the one in Ralnor’s. “I don’t think I’d have even spotted that. Is there anything else you can tell from it?”  
 
    Ralnor held it up to the light. The sun was setting in the west, sending low rays of gold out across the valley.  
 
    “I’d say,” he replied thoughtfully, “that whoever this belonged to came out of that gap in a hurry.” He turned the cloth over. “And I’d also say that the Ranger who dropped this had been injured.”  
 
    “How can you tell that they came out in a hurry?” Akhen asked.  
 
    “Compare it to the strip that came off Farlo’s cloak,” Ralnor answered, reaching out to take the little piece of cloth that had torn from Farlo’s cloak from his friend’s hand. He laid them side-by-side in his hand. “See? The one from Farlo’s cloak is a good four inches shorter. Farlo heard the tear, stopped, and detached himself. The Ranger whose cloak this came from just kept going, tearing a longer strip from his cloak. Hence, he was in a hurry.”  
 
    “And the injury?” Akhen asked.  
 
    For answer, Ralnor turned the bit of cloth over in his hand. Akhen, Farlo, and Lana all drew in their breath sharply. “Blood!” Farlo said.  
 
    “Undoubtedly,” Ralnor said. “Blood, but only on one side of the cloth, and not enough of it to soak right into the wool, but still enough to dry on the surface. So, an injury, but not one that bled that heavily.”  
 
    “Wonderful!” Akhen cried. “I would never have read all that from a strip of woolen cloak. I probably wouldn’t even have noticed it!”  
 
    “As you said, we’re Rangers as well as mages,” Ralnor said with a smile. “We’re trained to notice small things.”  
 
    “Let’s have a look around and see if there are any other signs,” Farlo urged.  
 
    They looked around the area where they now stood, Ralnor noticing as he did so how his mind had cleared and how the feeling of dread that had assailed him in the Pass of Ghosts had now departed. The valley had let them out through a tall, narrow gap between two cliffs. The cliffs ran away on either side, featureless and unbroken, but south of the Pass of Ghosts the land became flat and even again. The landscape was much the same as it had been on the other side, though here it was less overgrown. The grass was shorter, as if it was grazed by animals, and there were more trees.  
 
    Ralnor looked at the trees with interest. They seemed like oaks from their size and shape, but the leaves were not quite the same. There was one not far from the narrow exit from the Cursed Valley, and here, at the base of the tree, he found a sign.  
 
    “Look at this!” he called to his friends. “Look here!”  
 
    The others all came hurrying over.  
 
    “The traces of a fire!” Lana cried.  
 
    Farlo knelt by the little circle of ashes, took some of them in his gloved fingers, and sniffed. “They cooked on this fire,” he said. “I can smell animal fat in the ashes. But there’s something else. They charred some plant material, I think…yes, here, by the fire, I thought so.”  
 
    “What is it?” Ralnor asked.  
 
    “Cindar root,” Farlo explained, holding up a handful of blackened ashes. “It helps the blood clotting process. You char the roots in the coals of a fire and scrape the resulting dust into the wound. Someone was definitely wounded and bleeding here.”  
 
    “Can you tell how many there were?” Akhen asked.  
 
    Ralnor shook his head. “The ground around the base of the tree is iron hard,” Ralnor said. “I can’t tell if it was one person or ten.”  
 
    “Well,” Akhen said. “They are here no longer, and these traces look a few days old at least. Let’s press on.”  
 
    Ralnor looked at the setting sun. “I think we should not go much further today,” he said. “But I’m reluctant to camp so close to the Pass of Ghosts and those cliffs. We’ll keep going until sunset and then look for a place to camp.”  
 
    The cliffs were a dark, ominous line on the horizon by the time the sun was setting, and though they could still be seen, the distance from them was comforting. The travelers found a little copse of five smaller oaks around one big one, and in the middle, around the roots of the biggest tree, there was a hollow. Here, they made a fire, ate, then took turns watching while the others slept.  
 
    Ralnor, who took the first watch, found himself looking up at the stars as he sat. They were very bright out here, with the brighter streak of the Great Path lying like a brushstroke against the darkness. Nobody knew much about the stars. In the old days, so he’d heard, people before the Sundering had studied the night sky and explored its mysteries, but today there was nothing left of that knowledge. All that was known now was what the Rangers knew—how to navigate from the stars.  
 
    He looked for the familiar way markers in the sky—the northern lantern, that great bright star that showed the top compass point, and the bowman with his gleaming sword belt in the south.  
 
    He held his hand up toward the night sky, and saw to his surprise that there was a blue light illuminating his skin.  
 
    “What in the world?” he muttered, and glanced over his shoulder to see where the light came from. It was emanating from the great tree in the middle of the little hollow where his friends slept.  
 
    In his surprise, Ralnor stood and gazed at the bark of the big oak. As if the gaps in the bark had been painted with some kind of luminescent substance, cold blue light shone steadily from the tree. The light bathed the sleeping figures of his friends, and lit up the little hollow like some strange variety of sprite lantern.  
 
    Ralnor gazed at the tree for a while, then returned his attention to his watch. After a few hours, he woke Lana.  
 
    “The tree is glowing!” was the first thing she said.  
 
    “I know,” he replied. “I don’t understand it, but there’s been no change for a long time, so I think it’s safe.”  
 
    “So long as it doesn’t attract any unwanted attention,” she replied doubtfully.  
 
    Ralnor nodded, but he was tired and had no desire to wake the others and move camp now. They would chance it.  
 
    Grabbing his cloak and his blanket, he bundled himself into them and rolled over into a deep sleep. 
 
    He woke in the morning, feeling refreshed, to find that the others were up and about already.  
 
    Farlo was cooking meat over a small fire, and Akhen was studying the glowing tree from all angles and with great interest. Lana stood at the edge of the camp, shading her eyes against the morning light and gazing out over the plain.  
 
    “Any ideas what that’s all about?” Ralnor asked Akhen, pointing at the tree. Farlo handed him some bread and roasted meat, and he ate as he stood beside his mentor, looking at the glowing tree.  
 
    “The luminescence,” Akhen said thoughtfully, “is something that should not be happening. This is a spirit tree, a tree that was here at the time of the Sundering and was affected by the great blast of spirit that came into the world when the Sundering portal opened. For a long time, spirit animals and spirit plants would glow like this, but after the portal finally closed, about a hundred years after the sundering, all the luminescence vanished and spirit animals and trees could only be identified by magic users feeling for them.”  
 
    “And yet this one is glowing.”  
 
    “Indeed,” Akhen said, but before Ralnor could ask anything more, Akhen turned away and began speaking briskly to Lana about the road ahead.  
 
    Ralnor looked thoughtfully at Akhen. It seemed that his old mentor knew or guessed something about this strange phenomenon, but was reluctant to speak about it. Ralnor frowned, wondering what it was that Akhen thought. He felt a sudden urge to ask him outright, but something held him back. If the old half-elf didn’t want to speak about whatever he was thinking, then was it right to force him into divulging his thoughts? There was something going on, however, that was clear.  
 
    Akhen’s look of fear when Ralnor had explained his vision, his distracted air over the last few days, and now this strange and undeniable signal that something odd was happening with this glowing spirit tree; all these things made Ralnor feel that Akhen had something he was working up to telling them.  
 
    “Let’s head out,” Ralnor said, swallowing the last of his breakfast. “The weather looks like it’s going to stay clear. We’ll make the most of the day today, and hopefully reach the border of the Cursed Lands before nightfall.”  
 
    “Do you know much about the Cursed Lands, Akhen?” Lana asked their mentor once they had taken a bearing from the sun and gotten on their way.  
 
    Akhen shook his head. “Not much,” he said. “Just what we’ve already discussed. Nobody knows much about that place, since it’s too dangerous to go in.”  
 
    “Does anything ever come out?” Ralnor asked.  
 
    “You’re asking the wrong person,” Akhen said. “I’ve been living in my cottage in the northern woods for a long time, keeping myself to myself. The Rangers have explored the Unclaimed Lands, not I, so only they would know if anything had emerged from the Cursed Lands. Now let me alone. I have things to think about.”  
 
    And he would say no more, but he strode ahead of them, sometimes whistling a tune and sometimes muttering under his breath. Now and then, he took a notebook and a stub of charcoal pencil from his pocket and slowed as he scribbled in its pages, but he said no more.  
 
    Farlo had collected some of the cindar root, charred it on their fire that morning, and put the resulting powder in a pouch in case it was needed later. As they walked, he marveled over the plant life that grew wild in this land, and stopped to collect leaves or flowers from the herbs that grew among the short grasses. Once, he stopped to dig down and pull up the tubers of an unremarkable-looking plant with white flowers.  
 
    “Bethel root,” he explained, holding up the muddy tuber with a pleased expression. “You can create a strong painkiller from the juices.”  
 
    That afternoon, they came to the border of the Cursed Lands. Here, the long flat plain on which they had been walking dropped away in a sharp cliff face, and beyond, down below them, was a misty and broken land of dark rocks and deep fissures, barely visible under a mass of deep, thick, dark cloud that hung over the land.  
 
    They approached the edge of the cliff and looked over. A rank, sulfurous smell came from the thick smokes, and Ralnor snorted in disgust at the stench as he looked over. Here and there, red lights like the lights of fires flickered upward, illuminating the black smokes with an angry crimson glow. 
 
    “Stinks, doesn’t it?” Lana said. “I don’t like the look of that at all.”  
 
    “I can see why no one goes there,” Farlo agreed. “The grass and plants around the edge of the cliff look poisoned, and there’s a kind of greasy scum on their leaves—I bet it comes from that smoke.”  
 
    “The Cursed Lands are an unpleasant prospect, that’s for sure,” Akhen said, looking out. “I don’t like to think what kind of creatures might live in there. I’m glad of the cliff, though the border is not all like that. Further on, the land rises and a range of mountains divides the Cursed Lands from the Unclaimed Lands. It’s a barrier, no doubt, but perhaps less of an effective barrier than this cliff face.”  
 
    They stood looking out over the barren, smokey hellscape for a while longer, then stirred themselves to move on. After another few hours, the sun was failing and they stopped again, camping about a mile from the edge of the cliff that faced onto the Cursed Lands. There was nothing much in the landscape to offer shelter, so they settled for sleeping in the lee of some big rocks.  
 
    Nothing happened that night, but Ralnor, sitting quietly during his watch, heard strange sounds coming from the direction of the cliff. Hoarse cries, like the challenge calls of some strange beast, rang out once or twice from that direction. Once, there was a long, drawn-out wail like the call of some lonely, cursed creature.  
 
    In the morning, they woke and pressed quickly on. They kept about a half-mile from the cliff edge, looking out for signs that Lufaren and his party might have come this way. Once, they found what might have been the remains of a hurried camp, but the traces were too vague even for Rangers to read much in.  
 
    They pushed on. On their left, to the south, the thick black cloud that hung over the Cursed Lands made an eerie contrast to the bright southern sky. To the north, the open plain stretched away, green grass melting into a hazy horizon.  
 
    By mid-day, the landscape had begun to change. The smoke to the south lessened, and the land in that direction rose into craggy cliff and foothills, and eventually into the range of gray mountains that Akhen had said they would find. After some discussion and consultation with the map, they drew closer to these mountains.  
 
    “Lufaren would have wanted to take advantage of the shelter these mountains offered,” he said. “If they were pressing ahead toward Stoneheart’s Shield, they would have been on the lookout for somewhere they could hide out if necessary.”  
 
    The base of the mountainous area was littered with large boulders, and there were less interesting plants for Farlo to find, but the Cursed Lands now were hidden behind the mountains, and the pervasive smell that had come from those lands was no longer polluting the air. The travelers made good progress, and as the sun set toward the west they came around a corner of rock and stopped. In front of them, stretching away north to south, was the southernmost of the forts in Stoneheart’s Shield.  
 
    “We’ve done it,” Farlo said. “We’ve made it to the border of the human lands.”  
 
    “And look here,” Ralnor said triumphantly. “We’re not the first to have been here.”  
 
    He pointed at the large rock behind which they stood. On its surface, just above ground level, there was a symbol, drawn in charcoal—a crude star with a letter R next to it.  
 
    “The sign of the Rangers!” Lana exclaimed. “Our friends have been here!”  
 
    “But what’s this?” Lana said, crouching and looking at something a little way away. They all crowded round to look.  
 
    There was a dull brown splash on the rock where she pointed, a splatter followed by a flurry of droplets that had run down the rock and then dried in the sun.  
 
    “That’s blood,” Ralnor said. “And it’s the blood from a powerful sword slash. See how the droplets have been flung out in a line? That’s been caused by a bloody sword being swung through the air with speed.”  
 
    “There’s more blood over here,” Lana called, “and there’s this…” She’d moved away a little from the others, and now held up a broken arrow shaft, black feathered and unlike the arrows of the Rangers.  
 
    “There was a battle here,” Ralnor said. “Quick, look for tracks.” 
 
    They all started looking, but it was Akhen who found the traces.  
 
    “We’ll make a Ranger of you yet,” Ralnor said, hurrying over. “Yes,” he said, examining the traces, “there’s no doubt about it. A large party left here in a hurry after a fight. And they went that way.” 
 
    Lana looked where he was pointing, and her eyes widened. “Into the mountains!” she said.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ralnor stood for a moment, looking at the mountains, then looking at the southernmost fort of Stoneheart’s Shield, then at the area around himself. Rangers had fought here, Lufaren among them. Had Rangers died here?  
 
    There was no sign of any graves or bodies, not that he could see, at least. Nor were there many more traces of the battle except the broken arrow that Lana had found and the blood splatters on the rock.  
 
    “A short, sharp engagement,” Ralnor said thoughtfully. “They were attacked here, probably at sunset, probably in an ambush. The attackers collected their arrows afterward.”  
 
    “What makes you say that?” Farlo asked. “And how can you guess the time of day the attack took place?”  
 
    Ralnor pointed to the sun. “The sun is setting. That rock that Lana found the arrow by is casting a deep shadow. Lana found the arrow because she was looking for traces, but someone looking for arrows in a hurry, without the observance of a trained Ranger, might well not see that particular arrow if the sun was casting a shadow. Because they missed that arrow, I’d say it’s likely that the attack took place around the same time of day as now. And they collected their arrows…”  
 
    “And what does the collecting of the arrows tell you?” Akhen asked with interest.  
 
    Ralnor scratched his chin thoughtfully. “I’m not sure,” he mused. “The first time I fought Malavax, he berated the soldiers under his command about the cost of arrows. Could that mean there’s some connection between Malavax and the soldiers who fought here?”  
 
    Farlo shook his head and smiled. “I’d say not,” he chuckled. “As the armorer, I can tell you with confidence that arrows are time-consuming and annoying to produce. They are expensive, and you can never have enough of them. Any soldier worth their salt would have collected their arrows after a fight.”  
 
    “I wonder,” Ralnor said. “Oh, you’re probably right. Maybe I’m reading too much into it. Anyway, the fact that there are no bodies, and that I can’t see any traces in the gravel of any bodies being dragged away, tells me that it was a quick engagement. An ambush, most likely, with overwhelming force, in which all the Rangers here were captured quickly. There must have been a lot of the enemy, to overpower a whole squad of Rangers.”  
 
    “Humans from the fort, do you think? Or some new threat from the Cursed Lands?” Lana glanced darkly about herself as she spoke. “Whatever it was, I don’t like hanging around here. If one group could be ambushed, another could just as easily. Like us, for example.”  
 
    Akhen shook his head. “I don’t think there is anyone watching us,” he said, and at that moment Ralnor felt the pulse of the magic sensing that Akhen sent out.  
 
    “You think it’s safe to use the sensing magic now?” Ralnor asked Akhen. 
 
    “Safer than it was, at least. I’ve risked one quick sending, no more. I don’t want to draw attention to us, but I don’t want to be caught unawares either. I don’t feel the presence of any other magician, though I’m pretty certain there are some people in the mountains over there, not too far off, but not near enough to pose an immediate threat to us.”  
 
    Akhen straightened, and Ralnor perceived Akhen’s magic vanishing back into the old half-elf.   
 
    Ralnor peered round a big rock toward the fort. The fortification was a tall, forbidding mess of gray towers and battlements, set on a slope with a high ring wall around the outside. On one side the fort butted hard up against the edge of the mountain, and on the other it gave way to the high, crenelated wall that marked the beginning of Stoneheart’s Shield. This thick stone wall stretched away north, running up and down across the rolling hills of the western landscape.  
 
    There were definitely people in the tower. Smoke rose from a chimney. As Ralnor watched, the sun disappeared behind the horizon. As it slipped from view, it caught the gleam of metal, a bright spark against the gray stone as the last rays of the sun caught a spear point.  
 
    “You’re sure you’re not just detecting the humans in the fort, Akhen?”  
 
    “Certain,” Akhen replied. “There are people in those mountains.”  
 
    “We don’t want to go toward the fort anyway,” Ralnor said. “We’d be spotted by the watchers there quickly enough. Anyway, the tracks lead toward the mountains, and that says there is something else going on here than just a human patrol capturing our friends. I think that the life Akhen detects in the mountains is connected to whatever happened here. Come on, we’ll follow the traces toward the mountains, but be on your guard. We may be walking into a fight, but we’re on the track of our friends. We must not give in now.”  
 
    The last light made the gray tops of the mountains glow like fire as the four friends set off. Ralnor went in front, his channeling swords in his hands. They were not glowing, and indeed he was not confident in his ability to put magic through them at will at present, but they were still excellent blades even without any magic.  
 
    The others came three abreast behind him, Lana on the right, Akhen on the left, and Farlo in the middle with his longbow in his hand. They came to the place where the tracks ended; a narrow entrance that climbed steeply upward away from the plain and into the mountains.  
 
    “A perfect spot for an ambush,” Ralnor muttered. “Akhen, scan the area for signs of life again.”  
 
    Akhen cast the spell, and again Ralnor felt it, but only vaguely.  
 
    “Nothing nearby,” Akhen said, “but there are definitely still people up there, I’d say between a mile and a mile and a half away. And we can’t discount the fact that there might be a mage up there using a powerful masking spell.  
 
    Ralnor nodded. “Right. Be ready, friends.”  
 
    With a quick movement, he ran up the narrow incline to the top and threw himself down, the others hurrying up as silently as they could behind him.  
 
    From his prone position on the rocky ground, he looked about. The narrow entrance had brought him out onto a wide bluff walled by rock faces on both sides, but below the land fell steeply away, and off in the distance he saw what he was looking for.  
 
    “Down,” he hissed to the others as they came up. “Lie down in cover and look over there.”  
 
    They all did so, and Ralnor pointed out to them what he had seen; the light of a fire, glowing from the mouth of a cave about a mile away, on the other side of the steep valley below them.  
 
    “There are men on the lookout down in that valley,” Lana said. “See by that big spur of rock not far from the cave mouth? There’s one. And there, nearer to us, lying on the top of that big stone, there’s another. Those must have been the people that Akhen’s life detection magic spotted.” 
 
    Ralnor scanned the gully between where they lay and the cave mouth. He saw the two sentries that Lana had pointed to, and discerned another three in different areas of the gully.  
 
    “For all that,” he said thoughtfully, “they are only covering the ground near them. There’s a lot of places to hide in that gully, and the sentries are not making use of them. Also, look at the man closest to us. I believe he’s asleep!”  
 
    It was true. Nearest to them, no more than a quarter mile off, a human sentry was slumped against a rock. Even across this distance, they could hear his gentle snoring.  
 
    “We could pick them off one by one, starting from here,” Farlo suggested. “We could begin with the sleeping one, then move to that one who’s pacing over by that holly bush…”  
 
    “No,” Ralnor said. “I’m not out here to start killing sleeping sentries. I’ll kill enemies who are directly fighting us if I have to, but I won’t sneak up and kill a man in his sleep. Besides, it would be a big risk. The slightest cry from one of the sentries would alert all the others. I want to know what the situation in the cave is, and if we can resolve this without bloodletting, so much the better.”  
 
    In the gloom, Ralnor saw Akhen’s proud look.  
 
    When they had initially met, Akhen had made it clear that in taking Ralnor on as a pupil, he was not looking to train a super weapon for the elves. While he acknowledged that Ralnor had the choice to use his powers in whatever way he saw fit, Akhen had only agreed to train Ralnor on the condition that the young half elf was aiming in the longer term to bring about peace between the realms of the humans and the elves. 
 
    Ralnor did not have any desire to see a constant state of war between the realms. The two kingdoms had been harassing each other’s forces on the borders for so long that neither of them could remember why the war had started. The conflict had almost become a tradition for the elves; it was an expected thing that there would be border war with the humans, yet until Malavax’s attack at the Battle of Rayne’s Outpost, there had never been any major escalation.  
 
    During their initial discussion about whether he would train Ralnor, Akhen had made it clear that he was concerned by the way the humans had started to use magic in more recent times. He saw that the humans were utilizing magic power in the same way one would utilize the power of a river to drive a grain mill, or of an ax to split wood. They saw it as a tool, a way of expressing force and power against their enemies, and Akhen felt that was a worrying development. Worrying enough, indeed, that he was prepared to help the elves.  
 
    Akhen said that the humans had no appreciation for the sacrosanct nature of magic, and he was disturbed by the way that things were developing, with the humans making magicians as weapons of war. He had no desire to perpetuate that by training another, but equally he had no desire to see blunt human magic destroy the unprotected elves. So, Akhen had agreed to train Ralnor, but only after Ralnor had made it clear that, while he saw the elves as his people and would fight on their behalf when necessary, his ultimate goal was the ending of war between the two peoples. 
 
    Now, at Ralnor’s stated desire not to kill human sentries without need, the flush of pride in his pupil was evident in Akhen’s face. It was a grim conflict in which they were involved, but despite everything, Ralnor was still not prepared to take lives unnecessarily.  
 
    “You are doing the right thing,” Akhen said. “I agree with you. But how will we make our way across that whole gully silently?”  
 
    “We won’t,” Ralnor replied firmly. “There is no chance that all four of us would be able to manage it without alerting any of the guards. No, here is what we will do. You, Akhen, will wait here with Farlo while Lana and I make our way across the gully. That way, we will be more able to cross the ground without risk of alerting the sentries, and you two will be able to have our backs in case anything unexpected appears from this side. We will see what we can do, and if a battle begins and we need your help, it’s not far for you to come and help us.”  
 
    “Very well,” Akhen said. “If it comes to it, we can cross that distance quickly, as you say. Be careful! We’ll wait here for you.”  
 
    “Good luck,” Farlo added, before he and Akhen retreated back into the deeper shadows by the wall of the rock face.  
 
    “Let’s go,” Ralnor said to Lana.  
 
    She nodded once, and then pointed down the slope, to the right. “That way looks like the best bet. There is no sign of any sentry down there, and there are also plenty of spots for us to hide.” 
 
    “I guess that also means that there are plenty of spots for watchers to be hiding, but we will deal with that as we come to it,” Ralnor said. “It’s dark enough that we should be able to slip past unnoticed unless we actually stand on a sentry. If we do, I want to avoid killing him if at all possible.”  
 
    They moved off, walking as carefully as they could so as not to disturb any of the loose scree that covered the ground. Moving from rock to rock, they bypassed the sleeping sentry, then the wakeful one who lay on top of the flat rock.  
 
    They were halfway across when they came across a hidden sentry that they had not seen from above. He stepped out from behind a rock right in front of them. His eyes met Ralnor’s, widened, and his mouth opened for a scream of alarm.  
 
    Before he could make a sound, Lana had rushed him, slapping a hand over his mouth and driving him backward against the rock. She raised her fingers to a point on his neck and squeezed down suddenly. The man’s eye went wide and then rolled back in his head as he crumpled to the ground, senseless. He twitched once, then lay still.  
 
    “That’s quite a trick,” Ralnor whispered to Lana. “You must teach me that when you have the chance.”  
 
    She gave him a quick, bright smile, then pulled a strip of black cloth from her pocket and set about gagging the unconscious sentry. “A night elf technique,” she said. “We don’t teach it to others, but for you I might make an exception. “ 
 
    Ralnor took a length of light, strong rope from around his waist where it had been stored and tied the hands of the sentry behind his back, then tied his feet firmly as well.  
 
    He looked at the unconscious man, suddenly very glad that they had not been forced to kill him.  
 
    Pointless war, Ralnor thought, remembering the bloody battlefield outside Rayne’s Outpost, and the other bloody fight at the Redway Crossing. Akhen was right. We must seek peace. That’s the most important thing. He was glad not to have added another death to the tally of the war between the humans and the elves this night.  
 
    Sticking close together, the two Rangers moved on toward the cave. They could see more clearly now that they were heading toward a deep cave with a wide entranceway, accessed by a narrow ledge that ran along from ground level up to the cave entrance. There was a bright, flickering red glow shining from the cave mouth, and the sound of low voices speaking. An indolent sentry leaned against the wall outside. He had a mug in one hand and a hunk of bread in the other. Though he was watching the gully with one eye, his spear was leaning against the wall behind him and at least half his attention was focused on his meal.  
 
    “If we can take him without killing him,” Ralnor said, “I want to do so. We don’t know who these people are yet, and we don’t know if it’s necessary to kill him.”  
 
    Lana frowned, but she nodded. Ralnor knew that she felt differently toward the humans than he did, but she took his lead, accepting that he was in charge of the operation.  
 
    Ralnor took a breath. He and Lana were now as close to the cave mouth as they could get without stepping into the open. Ralnor frowned, then made his decision. He leaned closer to Lana, putting his mouth close to her ear.  
 
    “I’m going to attempt some magic,” he said. “Akhen’s sending to detect watchers a moment ago was not detected, so I don’t think there are mages here.”  
 
    “You sure you’re ready for it?”  
 
    “I’m going to try.”  
 
    Ralnor took a deep breath and felt down into his feet. The projection of magic outside of himself was something he had not managed to do properly yet. Though some of the power had come back, he was unsure if he was going to be able to do it. However, the advantage that it would give him was too much not to try, and even if it didn’t work, he was confident that it would not be detected.  
 
    Opening himself to the power of the spirit and then anchoring himself to the strength and grounding power of the earth, Ralnor was pleased to find that the familiar channels through which his power flowed opened easily. Magic ran through him. Power flowed to his hands, and then out into his enhanced swords. The magic held stable, ready for his command, and a slow, satisfied smile spread across his face as he understood that, once again, the power was under his control.  
 
    I can do this, he thought. I just need to believe in myself. 
 
    Excitement flooded him as he reached out with a fine tendril of force magic.  
 
    “Lana,” he whispered. “Be ready to move out on my signal.”  
 
    She gave him a short nod, her eyes fixed on the sentry. He was a young man, a scrappy brown beard darkening his chin. His eyes flicked up from his bread for a moment then returned to his meal as he leaned against the wall.  
 
    Ralnor extended the fine thread of magic outward toward the young man. The tendril wobbled for a moment, then stabilized. Ralnor added a little more magic to the effort and then pushed forward.  
 
    To Ralnor’s eyes, the magic was like a long, fine tentacle made of white mist. He knew, however, that only he and others with a trained magical ability would be able to actually see it. The sentry, unaware of the magic approaching him, stooped to put his mug on the ground.  
 
    That’s my chance, Ralnor thought. The mug falling to the ground would have alerted the others—now I’m safe to act. 
 
    Ralnor flattened out the tendril of magic and pushed it forward, slapping it over the mouth of the young sentry and causing it to seal tightly. The young man’s eyes widened, but Lana leaped from their hiding place and dashed forward. Her knife flew up to the young man’s eye and hovered there, as she put a finger to her lips.  
 
    The sentry nodded tightly, understanding the threat. Slowly, Ralnor removed the force magic from the sentry’s face and strode quickly across the ground toward the pair.  
 
    Lana looked at Ralnor quickly, and Ralnor glanced toward the cave, nodding in that direction. Lana understood him completely. They would go in. She turned the young man around, keeping her knife near his face, and pushed him ahead of her.  
 
    The cave was accessed by a narrow stone ledge, only broad enough for two people to walk side by side. Lana pushed the young sentry ahead of her, and Ralnor came along beside her. It was the best they could do. They had no idea what they were walking into, but at least they had the element of surprise.  
 
    “No one move!” Ralnor shouted as he and Lana rushed around the corner. Lana shoved the sentry forward, kicking him in the back of the legs to drop him to his knees. In a movement so swift that even Ralnor could barely see her hands move, she had whipped her short bow from her back and nocked an arrow to the string.  
 
    For his own part, he stepped forward, his curved swords raised, and took in a quick inventory of everyone in the cave.  
 
    Their sneak attack had been a success, he could see that straightaway. The men who sat around the cave were taken completely by surprise. A quick glance around the cave showed Ralnor seven people. One man, a big, broad, black-bearded human wearing remnants of human style steel plate armor and a rusted iron half helm, was sitting on a rock near the door.  
 
    A smaller man, clean-shaven and with one eye milky with blindness under a long scar, sat near the big man’s feet. Near them, three more figures were asleep, rolled in blankets.  
 
    In the middle of the cave, a good fire was burning, throwing its light throughout the space. At the back of the cave, two other figures were also asleep.  
 
    As Ralnor and Lana entered the cave, the big man leaped to his feet, grabbing for a great, two-handed ax that lay on the ground next to him. The little man grabbed a spear and turned to face the newcomers. But Ralnor was too quick. He stepped forward and pressed his blade to the big man’s throat. 
 
    “Easy, big fellow,” Ralnor said. “No sudden moves.”  
 
    Lana had her bow trained on the small soldier with the blind eye. In response, he had knelt and was lowering his spear to the ground again, his other hand raised in the air, his one good eye fixed on the tip of the arrow in Lana’s bow.  
 
    The sleepers on the floor were stirring, and one of them sat up, bleary-eyed. He had a bloody bandage around his head and looked sick. He gazed at the newcomers for a moment, his eyes wide with fear. Then his face changed to a look of puzzlement mixed with relief. 
 
    “It’s not the Naxos,” the injured man said. “What is this?”  
 
    “Elves, Jell,” the big man said, looking suddenly relieved. “It’s elves!”  
 
    Ralnor did not feel inclined to correct him just at present. His own hair was tied in such a way as to cover the tops of his ears, and with his own fine features and Ranger armor, the man’s mistake was understandable enough. What Ralnor was more interested in was the reason why this man seemed more relieved than anything else.  
 
    “Who are you people? What’s going on here?” he demanded.  
 
    “Take that blade away from my neck, friend,” the bearded man began, “and I’ll tell you all about it.”  
 
    Suddenly, a voice came from the back of the cave. The two figures there had awoken. Ralnor’s eyes flicked toward them, and he shouted in surprise.  
 
    One of the figures was still in shadow, but the nearest of the two had stood, pushing the blankets away. There was no mistaking his golden hair, his clear lilac eyes, and his wise and noble face.  
 
    “Lufaren!” Ralnor cried. “It’s you!”  
 
    “How is this?” Lufaren said. “How come you are here?” He stepped forward, holding up his hand. “Ralnor, Lana,  I’m glad to see you both. You can lower your weapons. There is no threat here. Come, lower your blade, Ralnor.”  
 
    Ralnor glanced doubtfully at the big man, whose hand still hovered near his ax.  
 
    “Bren,” Lufaren said, addressing the big man, “these are my good friends. Trust me, there is no threat here.”  
 
    Ralnor looked Lufaren up and down. He looked healthy; uninjured, well-fed, bright-eyed, and strong.  
 
    Slowly, Ralnor nodded at Lana and took his sword from the throat of the big bearded man that Lufaren had called Bren. Lana lowered her bow, and the little guy with the spear stood, his hands still raised, giving the newcomers a nervous smile.  
 
    “That’s better,” Bren said, giving Ralnor a toothy smile. “Now, perhaps you’d like to explain who you are and how you found us?”  
 
    “I think the explanations would come better from me first,” Lufaren put in. “Ralnor, Lana, are you alone?”  
 
    Ralnor frowned. “I want to know a bit more about what is going on here before I speak,” he said.  
 
    Lufaren nodded. “The situation is pretty simple,” he said. “These humans are rebels, deserters from within the ranks of the human army. I encountered them with my Ranger squad. We did not see eye to eye at first, but when I offered them asylum within the elven lands, they decided that they would accept.”  
 
    “We’ve just been waiting for our wounded to be a little stronger,” Bren added. “We’re at risk here, so close to the fort, but the humans from the fort are not coming out for anything at the moment, not since the great battle. We judged it safe enough to wait a few days.”  
 
    “I was ambushed with my squad by these good people,” Lufaren said. “We were tired, so we were not able to put up much of a fight. We were captured. Bren and his followers decided to use us as hostages to demand safe passage over the border for himself and his folk, but I assured him that the elves would be happy to welcome him and his compatriots without any such measures being needed. I sent the remaining members of my squad back to Rayne’s Outpost two days ago to deliver the message that we would be coming, but I offered to stay here myself to give assurance that we could be trusted. As Bren says, we were just waiting for a wounded member of the group to get better before setting out.”  
 
    Ralnor looked around, seeing again the man with the stained white bandage wrapped around his head who looked pale and sick.  
 
    “I’m fine,” the bandaged man said with irritation in his voice. “I keep telling them that I’m strong enough, but Bren insisted.”  
 
    “That’s because, Jell, your foolhardiness is legendary,” Bren said. “I’m not having you dying on the march, whether you say you’re fine or no. We wait until I say you’re fit for it, and not before.”  
 
    Ralnor smiled at the obvious affection that Bren had for his men, and then spoke to Lufaren. “You had not returned within the expected time from your ranging,” he explained, “so the commander sent us out to look for you. We’ve been on the road for three days, and we must have just missed the messengers you sent back.”  
 
    Lufaren nodded. “I wondered if the commander would send anyone else out after us.”  
 
    The sentry who Lana had threatened stood rather stiffly. “If I may,” he said, “I’ll return to my watch.” Bren nodded to him once, and the young man stalked out of the cave, not looking at Lana or Ralnor.  
 
    “Tell me, Jell,” Lana asked. “When you first saw us, you said “it’s not the Naxos,” and you seemed relieved. What is the Naxos? Who did you fear that we were?” 
 
    A new figure emerged from the back of the cave. Ralnor looked up. When he had first entered, he’d noticed two figures sleeping at the back of the cave. One of them had been Lufaren, but the other now stood and came forward. 
 
    She was a tall, wiry woman, nearly as tall as an elf, though the structure of her face and her rounded ears marked her as a full-blood human. Her eyes were a piercing blue, and every movement and gesture of her wiry frame showed the competence and relaxed alertness of a true soldier.  
 
    She answered Ralnor’s question in a firm voice, deeper than he would have expected, that carried through the little space.  
 
    “The Naxos are the scouts who work for the Black Spire sorcerers,” she said. “They are on the lookout for us…for me.”  
 
    The Black Spire! Ralnor thought with rising excitement. That’s the school of mages that Malavax was trained at! 
 
    There was clearly more to this story, but Ralnor wanted to bring Akhen and Farlo into the mix. He glanced again at Jell, the wounded man, and guessed that Akhen might have something he could do to help the fellow.  
 
    Then he looked at the woman. She met his gaze and held it, and her piercing blue eyes seemed to look into his soul. Then she smiled, and he saw that, not far below her exterior toughness, there was a woman who enjoyed fun and laughter as much as the next person.  
 
    “My name is Sena,” she introduced herself, stepping forward to shake his hand. He smiled. That was interesting. Among the elves, a handshake was the greeting between civilians or the nobility, but warriors gripped wrists with one another. The difference made him realize just how little he and the other elves actually knew about the humans, their culture, and their traditions.  
 
    “My name is Ralnor Twicebane,” he replied, “and this is Lana Greenheart.”  
 
    “Twicebane?” Sena said, her expression darkening. “That is a name of ill-omen.”  
 
    It was almost an insult. “What do you mean?” Ralnor asked, a little sharply.  
 
    She shook her head. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean any harm—it’s just something I heard…”  
 
    Ralnor filed the comment away to pick up later on. He wanted to know what this strange woman had meant, but there were more practical things to attend to just now.  
 
    “My friends are waiting by the entrance to the gully,” he said. “And one of your sentries is tied up by a rock halfway between the entrance and this cave. I think it would be best to free him, and bring my friends here. One of them is a healer, and I think he may be able to do something for Jell’s head.”  
 
    “Nothing wrong with my head,” Jell grumbled stubbornly. “Lot of fuss about nothing…”  
 
    “Quiet, you,” Bren barked. “Thank you, Ralnor, that would be very welcome.”  
 
    They were about to go get Akhen and Farlo when there was a shout from outside. The young sentry that Ralnor had silenced with his magic had, now that it had been established there was no threat, taken up his post outside the cave entrance again. Now he came rushing back in, a look of fear in his face.  
 
    “Sir,” he said to Bern. “There’s flashing lights and shouting at the entrance to the gully! Looks like some fighting happening, but there’s mages there or I’m no guard. Flashing lights, and flames, and loud noises, and I don’t know what else! Come quick!”  
 
    The humans, Ralnor observed, were not a disciplined lot, despite their weapons and other military gear. They did not form up in any ordered way, but just rushed out of the cave, grabbing their weapons and getting in each other’s way.  
 
    Ralnor glanced at Sena and saw her disapproval at the way the men handled themselves. She’s got some officer training, he thought. There’s something about her that the others don’t have. And she said that it was her in particular that the Naxos were hunting. 
 
    There was no time to analyze further. At that moment, a loud boom came from outside, and Ralnor, Lana, and Lufaren all headed out of the cave after the humans.  
 
    Over by the entrance to the gully, white light flashed out suddenly, illuminating a large group of struggling figures silhouetted against the flash like a lightning strike. 
 
    “That’s where we left Farlo and Akhen,” Ralnor said. “Come on!”  
 
    “Wait!” Bern shouted to them. “We don’t know what…”  
 
    “My friends are over there,” Ralnor said to him brusquely. “Get your folk in order and get ready to fight. Lana, Lufaren, with me.”  
 
    The two Rangers leaped to his side, and Ralnor, without pausing to consider whether he could do it, reached for his force magic. He anchored himself, grabbed his power, and channeled it into a force field around himself and his friends.  
 
    “Hang onto me!” he told them, and they grabbed an arm each, Lufaren on his left and Lana on his right.  
 
    And then, Ralnor did what he had never managed to do before.  
 
    He transported himself and his friends through the air with his force magic!  
 
    The sensation reminded him of the transport vines that had carried him from Suntower city and away to the outpost when he’d first made the journey. Flying forward through the air, the sensation of magic all around him, his hair pushed back in the wind and his own safety depending on his being able to maintain his grip. Only this time, it was his grip on the magic that he was relying on, not his grip on the transport vine harness.  
 
    Lana let out a whoop of pure exultation as the three of them hurtled through the air, their feet sliding along a wave of force magic, their momentum powered by a push of magic from behind. The speed alone was exhilarating, and the feeling of the availability and control of his magic gave Ralnor a profound sense of relief. It was coming back; not all at once, that was true, but his power was returning.  
 
    As far as force magic went, this was a feat he had never achieved before.  
 
    They closed quickly on the field of battle. As they got closer, they saw clearly what had happened. A group of soldiers had come up from the plain outside—human soldiers, dressed in steel plate and chainmail, and armed with tall shields and long spears.  
 
    Akhen and Farlo were fighting them, Farlo wielding his great two-handed sword and Akhen fighting with blasts of raw magic. The humans in the gully who had been on watch had rushed to aid them, and were attacking the newcomers in the flank.  
 
    But there was something else there, some other power. Ralnor felt it strongly against his magical senses. It was a dark power, a presence like a storm cloud, shielded from his awareness but also present.  
 
    A human sorcerer.  
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    A flash of fire blasted out from the darkness, and Ralnor saw the tall, black-clad figure of the unidentified mage outlined by the light of the spell the mage had cast. There was something about him, some feeling of wrongness about the figure that Ralnor could not pin down in the moment when the figure was revealed.  
 
    “You see the sorcerer?” Lana said in a grim voice.  
 
    “I see him,” Ralnor replied. 
 
    “He’s hanging back from the main fight,” Lufaren added.  
 
    “I’ll tackle him,” Ralnor ordered. “You two concentrate on helping Farlo and Akhen. Get ready to land.” 
 
    They were hurtling toward the battle at great speed, and Ralnor used his force magic to pull them back and reduce their velocity.  
 
    After all, he thought, the goal is to be more than just a missile in this battle! 
 
    The thought made him laugh out loud as he reined in their speed and drew them to a halt, all three of them landing smoothly on the rocks in the midst of the battle.  
 
    All was dark, and the cloudy sky didn’t allow for much starlight or moonlight to get through. Despite the gloom, Akhen saw them coming, and the old half-elf fired another blast of white light that had the double effect of knocking the attackers back with a blast of force while also allowing Ralnor to see what was going on.  
 
    Ralnor scanned the crowd of attackers, counting the number of the enemies and their position.  
 
    Lufaren had the same idea. “At least thirty soldiers,” he said, “plus the sorcerer further down the hill, and a body of what looks like archers hurrying up from the slope below.”  
 
    “The enemy doesn’t look too worried,” Ralnor said, observing the tight unit formation that the front rank was holding, and the flat expressions on the faces of the soldiers.  
 
    “Let’s give them something to worry about then,” Lana said.  
 
    In the battle of Rayne’s Outpost, Ralnor has used a new kind of magic. Battle magic, as he and Akhen named it, manifested as a rush of power that could be sent to his allies to boost their fighting prowess. He hadn’t tried to use this new power since the battle, but now it surged through him, coming naturally to his fingers and crackling out from his channeling swords in a blaze of green sparks.  
 
    Ralnor’s battle enhancement spell hit Lana, Farlo, and Lufaren all at once, sparkling around them and flickering over their clothes and skin like green fire.  
 
    The effect on their fighting ability was immediate. Farlo roared out in exultation as he felt the power blasting through him, and he charged into his foes with redoubled energy and ferocity. Lana let out a fierce battle cry. Lufaren stuck close to her and together they charged into the side of the rank of soldiers attacking Farlo.  
 
    At the same time, the human rebels from the cave thundered into the enemy from the other direction. For all their lack of discipline and good order, one thing they did not lack was enthusiasm. There were ten of the human fighters, five from the cave and five who had been on guard in the valley. Even the injured man Jell was there, swinging a sword with the rest of them. Ralnor noted in passing that the man they’d gagged and bound on their way to the cave had been freed. He looked none the worse for his ordeal, and was fighting with a longsword and a round shield next to Bren.  
 
    Ralnor prepared another blast of battle magic and sent it to his new allies, the human rebels. Sena and Bren were at the front of the attack now, Bren wielding his enormous battle ax and Sena using a long straight sword of a kind Ralnor had not seen before.  
 
    A fleeting thought ran through Ralnor’s mind. More death, more destruction, he thought. And yet it cannot be avoided. We may hope for peace, and yet this is war. Death is inevitable.  
 
    Ralnor’s battle magic surged from him, enveloping his human allies. In response, they increased their speed and fought with a new enthusiasm and ferocity that was terrifying to watch.  
 
    “A sorcerer! Beware the sorcerer!” one of the human attackers shouted as they began to give way under the furious assault of the rebels. At the same time as the man shouted, a blast of fire thundered toward Ralnor, scorching the stone around his feet and blinding him. He had just enough time to throw up a wave of force magic to counter the blast, but still he felt its blazing heat against his face. The force of the magical attack made him sway, but it was a crude blast, unrefined and unfocused, and his force shield dispelled any real damage it might have done. 
 
    The human sorcerer, tall, dark, and strangely misshapen, was surrounded in a shadow of blackness through which Ralnor could not see. Ralnor pressed forward, surging past the struggling humans and moving swiftly toward where the dark figure stood. He caught a glimpse of a white face twisted with fury and fear. Red eyes glowed like coals, and a cruel mouth muttered an incantation as the sorcerer prepared another blast of fire magic.  
 
    Ralnor crashed into the mage, swinging his blade through the air at the figure’s head.  
 
    The magician vanished.  
 
    Ralnor’s sword hissed through the air where his enemy had been but a moment before, and instinct made Ralnor leap to one side as a bolt of flame hurtled through the air where he had been standing only a moment before.  
 
    He can transport himself through space at will, Ralnor thought. That’s a new power.  
 
    The sorcerer was behind him now, a little distance from the main body of the battle. Ralnor saw a flight of arrows in the air, fired by the archers who were formed up on the ground below the entrance to the valley. He tried to pull a force shield together to defend against the arrows, but he found that it was too much. The spell wobbled and failed, and the arrows curved toward the struggling knot of fighters.  
 
    A blast of white light from Akhen smashed into the arrows, scattering the projectiles harmlessly back down the slope. “Leave the battle to me, Ralnor!” Akhen shouted. “Take down the sorcerer!”  
 
    Ralnor did not need to be asked twice. He drew new power down from the spirit and flooded it into his weapons. Both his swords glowed green as he fired force magic at the dark sorcerer. This time, he used his power to enclose the sorcerer in a bubble of force magic, then charged in. The sorcerer tried to use his own power to jump through space again, but slammed into the wall of the enclosure Ralnor had created, stunning himself.  
 
    The sorcerer’s eyes showed fear as he found he was trapped, but a moment later he blasted fire out from himself with such raw power that it smashed Ralnor’s force enclosure to pieces. The impact of the fire spell and the forcible dispersal of his magic made Ralnor reel backward.  
 
    When he looked again, the sorcerer was gone.  
 
    Ralnor looked around, but there was no sign of the dark figure. The battle had turned in favor of Ralnor’s allies, however, and the human soldiers were being driven back down into the narrow path. Ralnor looked around again for the sorcerer, and seeing no sign of him, he turned his attention to helping out his allies.  
 
    Another blast of battle magic boosting came easily to him, and the human rebels reformed and charged again, driving the soldiers in disarray down the incline and onto the flat ground below. The archers were reloading for another volley, but Ralnor created a wall of force magic and sent it down at them, pleased to find that there was no wobble in his spell this time. 
 
    The magic slammed into the archers like a moving wall, and they went flying backward, landing on the ground several yards away. A good number of them had dropped their bows, and their sergeant shouted at them to get up and reform, but they did not seem able.  
 
    “Fools!” a cold voice shrieked from nearby them, and Ralnor saw a shimmering of pale light as the dark-robed sorcerer reappeared next to the archers at the bottom of the slope. “Get up, get back to the fight!”  
 
    “No, my lord,” the sergeant of the archers shouted back to the mage. “I’m in charge of this operation. Men! Back to the fort, double sharp! This fight is not what we came looking for, and our orders were to retreat to the wall and report if we came across anything unexpected!”  
 
    “You coward!” the sorcerer hissed. “You will pay for this.”  
 
    “As you say, my lord,” the sergeant said coldly. “Men! Form up!”  
 
    The remnants of the human force were only too happy to oblige. The soldiers took up a loose formation around the archers and then they all set off at a steady jog in the direction of the forts.  
 
    Around Ralnor, the human rebels gathered and gazed down at their retreating foe. The human soldiers had lost three of their number killed outright, but most of those who had survived were wounded in some way.  
 
    As the human soldiers vanished into the gloom, the figure of the mage glared for a last time up at Ralnor, then turned and headed reluctantly after the soldiers. 
 
    A cheer went up from the human rebels on the hill as they watched their enemy flee.   
 
    “Want to go in pursuit?” Jell said to Bren, but the big man shook his head.  
 
    “No,” he said, “we can’t storm Stoneheart’s Shield, and they will send reinforcements who will come fast if they see fighting so near to the wall. No, we’ve driven the soldiers off for now, but they may be back. Hopefully they will not return quickly, but we have to accept the possibility that they may come back sooner than we’d like, with greater numbers. We need to use the time we have bought ourselves in this fight to pack up and get out of here.”  
 
    “What about my head, boss?” Jell said with a mischievous grin. “I feel a bit woozy…”   
 
    “I’d say that the few days’ rest we’ve taken have given you the boost you needed,” Bren said, giving Jell’s bloody sword a look and smiling. “No, I think you’ll be fine now.”  
 
    Ralnor looked for Lana, Akhen, Lufaren, and Farlo, and saw them a few yards off, clustered around one of the human rebels who had taken a bad sword cut to his upper arm. “Drink this,” Akhen was saying as he held a clear bottle of yellow medicine up to the man’s face. “It will aid the healing process.”  
 
    The man drank from the bottle and as he did so a pale yellow light shone out briefly from his skin. He sighed, and then smiled up at Akhen. “What in the name of Moran’s sight was that?”  
 
    “Oh, just a little something of my own invention,” Akhen said proudly as the man sat up, looking better. “Farlo, bind up his arm. And perhaps while that’s happening somebody can tell me exactly what is going on here? Lufaren, how about you? Will you explain what’s going on, and who our new friends are? I didn’t have the chance to say this before, but I’m very pleased indeed to see you. How come you to be here?”  
 
    Lufaren and Lana helped Farlo to bind up the wounded man’s arm while Akhen observed. As he worked, Lufaren began to talk. Sena came over and stood next to Ralnor as Lufaren explained how he and his Ranger troop had been ambushed by the human rebels, how they had come to an understanding with the rebels, and how he had sent the other Rangers on ahead with a group of the human rebels to Rayne’s Outpost.  
 
    Sena said nothing, just watching and listening. Meanwhile, Bren gave quick orders and the rest of the humans headed back to the cave to gather up everyone’s belongings. Bren wanted to set out at once.  
 
    “Well, I understand it all now,” Akhen said, when Lufaren had finished the story. “Or at least,” he continued, eyeing Bren and then Sena, “I understand who you are and what you are doing, though perhaps not exactly why you are doing what you’re doing.” 
 
    Akhen fixed Sena with a piercing look. “You,” he said, “there is something about you. You are holding something back. You’re more than just a rebel soldier, are you not? What’s your story?”   
 
    “That,” she said, “is not something I will discuss here. I see that you are a perceptive man, as well as a powerful magician, and you can see that there’s more to this story than meets the eye. Since you can see it, I will admit that it’s true, but I will say no more except that I have…a message I would deliver to the commander of the elven defenses. Perhaps once we get on the road I can share some more of my tale, but now does not seem the time.”  
 
    “Hmmm,” Akhen said, “well, I suppose you can’t say fairer than that. We’ve completed our mission and found our friend, but it seems that we have found a new mission on the way: escorting you all back to the outpost. I agree with Bren here, we should be on our way as soon as possible, but it’s Ralnor Twicebane who is in charge of our ranging, and I defer to his command.”  
 
    Sena looked at Ralnor and raised her eyebrows. Ralnor looked around the group.  
 
    “This is a defensible position,” he said, “but even so there are not enough of us, even with the magic we have at our disposal, to sustain a defense against a large force for long. No, I think that leaving here as soon as possible is the best idea. We’re a small, lightly-armed group. We should be able to move quickly and cover the distance between here and Rayne’s Outpost in three days, or perhaps even less. The human soldiers will take time to regroup, and even if they send out a larger force after us that force will necessarily move slower than we can.”  
 
    “Very good,” Bren said. “I agree.”  
 
    Akhen had moved to Jell’s side. Despite his protestations of health, the injured man had sat down on the ground now that the battle was over. He looked far from well.  
 
    “Tell me about your wound,” Akhen said. “Is it just the head, or are you hurt anywhere else?”  
 
    “Just the head,” Jell said. “Load of nonsense…”  
 
    “I’ll be the judge of that,” Akhen said firmly, and began to unwind the bandage from around the man’s brow.  
 
    Ralnor turned to Sena and gave her a piercing look as Akhen began to work on Jell’s injury.  
 
    “Tell me, Sena,” he said, “what do you know of the situation behind the walls of Stoneheart’s Shield? I understand that you have a message you wish to tell the commander at Rayne’s Outpost. I’m not asking you to tell me what that message is, but perhaps you can help me out with other knowledge. What is the situation in the human lands? Why have you fled, and who pursues you? What resources are they likely to send after us?”  
 
    Sena looked away, thinking about her reply, then she nodded slowly. “Very well,” she said, “I’ll tell you what I can, without revealing anything that I’ve promised to keep secret. That mage who we fought, he will have been a member of the Naxos. They are from the Black Spire, a training school for human magicians that was set up by a powerful sorcerer by the name of Gerund. Have you heard that name before?”  
 
    Ralnor shook his head. “I’ve not heard of Gerund, but I’ve heard of the Black Spire. I knew that it was a training facility for human mages, but I know little else about it.”  
 
    “Well, Gerund was a powerful figure,” she said. “He was powerful politically as well as magically, and he wielded great influence among the dukes—they are the main landholders who make up the council of advisors at the king’s court. The Black Spire magicians became a powerful faction in the politics of Venetia.”  
 
    “Venetia?” Ralnor asked. “What’s that?”  
 
    She eyed him curiously. “You really do not know?”  
 
    Ralnor raised his eyebrows. “Truly.”  
 
    “It’s the name of our kingdom, the lands that we humans call home. We call them Venetia.”   
 
    Ralnor looked up at Lufaren, who was following the conversation with interest.  
 
    Lufaren smiled. “It shows how long it’s been since there’s been any friendly traffic between our two realms,” he said. “We just call your home ‘the human lands,’ and any other name, if we ever knew it, has been forgotten.”  
 
    Sena sighed. “I regret that. And indeed, I cannot say that I know anything more about your lands. I don’t know what you call your own kingdom, nor what your king’s name is.”  
 
    Ralnor felt a sudden warmth toward this human, this tall, strong, capable woman. She had a great deal of presence and internal strength, that much was true, and yet he saw suddenly in her eyes the pain of some long struggle, and the hardship that the situation behind the human borders had caused her.  
 
    He reached out impulsively and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Perhaps together we may right some of these wrongs,” he said. “That, at least, is my desire. An end to the war.”  
 
    She met his eyes and smiled, and Ralnor felt a spark in his chest as her pale blue eyes met his.  
 
    Then something made him glance down to his left. Kneeling by Jell, Lana had been working with Akhen on cleaning and examining the man’s head wound. She had stopped and raised her eyes to fix them on Ralnor. He met her dark gaze, and saw a roiling of emotions there. He saw pride, and affection, but also a sudden and unexpected jealousy.  
 
    Abruptly, he took his hand from Sena’s shoulder and stepped a little away from her. “You were about to tell me why the Black Spire are hunting for you, and what forces they might be likely to send after us,” he said.  
 
    “Uh, yes,” she replied, “I suppose I was. Well, it’s fairly simple. I was a pupil at the Black Spire, but I disagreed with their…methods.”  
 
    Ralnor glanced up at her and caught the look of pain and bitter remembering on her face. “Their methods?” he asked.  
 
    “That’s right. I objected to some of the things they did, some of the ways they trained the pupils there.”  
 
    “And so you left?”  
 
    “And broke the rules of the institution by doing so,” she agreed. “The pupils of the Black Spire take an oath when they join, and one of the clauses of that oath is to not question the commands nor to seek out knowledge from outside the walls of the institution. I broke that oath, because I learned that not only were the Black Spire doing some awful things in the name of the pursuit of knowledge, but also that they were maneuvering to take over power in Venetia, moving it away from the king. The Black Spire sorcerers were not content with the magic they had. They wanted more. They had heard of something…but that’s not what I meant to say.”  
 
    Ralnor’s ears had pricked up at that. They had heard of what? But he let it pass, storing the information away to pick up later.  
 
    “The Naxos,” Sena continued, picking up the thread of her tale again, “are a group of mages whose job it is to hunt down renegades from the Black Spire. I am not the only one to leave their training regime in disgust at their activities. To protect themselves, the Black Spire mages needed to crack down on any dissent. So they created the Naxos, a group of ruthlessly efficient magic workers who would stop at nothing to track down those who broke the oath and disobeyed the creed.”  
 
    “And that sorcerer who we just fought,” Ralnor said. “He was a member of the Naxos?” 
 
    “I believe so,” Sena said. “You saw how deformed he looked?”  
 
    Ralnor nodded. “He seemed barely human.”  
 
    “That’s an effect of the magic they do in the Black Spire. The Naxos are the worst of the Black Spire mages, the most power hungry, the most ruthless; they’re the only ones who can reliably be trusted to hunt down their own kind.”  
 
    Akhen had been listening to their conversation. He stood now and stretched. “This saddens me greatly to hear,” he said. “I have studied magic for a long time. Those like me, we learn that there are many forms of sorcerery that are damaging to the user. Those who become immersed in the depths of such magic become as corrupted as the powers they wield. I had thought—I had hoped—that such magic had died out from the world, but it would seem that the Black Spire have managed to reinvent it.”  
 
    Sena looked at Akhen in surprise. “But you are a human, are you not?” she asked. “A human mage?”  
 
    “Not I,” Akhen said. “I’m a half-human, half-elf, like Ralnor here.”  
 
    She looked at him in shock, and then at Ralnor. “You’re…hybrids?” she said.  
 
    “We prefer the term ‘half-elf,’ don’t we, Ralnor?”  
 
    Ralnor smiled and nodded. In the Greenwood, the term ‘hybrid’ was generally used in a negative way, and the term ‘half-breed’ was even worse.  
 
    “Why are you so shocked?” Ralnor asked. Sena had stepped away from him, and was looking warily at him. At his question, however, she pulled herself together. “I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s an old habit. You see, in Venetia we were taught from a young age that interbreeding with elves was the worst possible thing one could do. We were taught that the products of such unions were abominations, and so to find two such normal-looking people…it’s a shock, that’s all, but I realize that it’s an old myth that I should put to one side.”  
 
    “You should,” Lana said, a little coldly, moving to Ralnor’s side. “There are many half-elves in the world, and none of them are abominations just because of their birth. Why, Ralnor here is the most powerful asset anybody has ever seen at the border outposts, and Akhen, our tutor, is a wise and kind person, as well as being a powerful mage.”  
 
    “I’m very sorry to have given offence,” Sena said, lowering her head.  
 
    Bren chuckled, his laugh a welcome boom that broke the sudden tension that had blossomed among the little group. “We’ll all have much to learn about each other in the days to come, I guess,” he said, “and I, for one, am prepared to put aside my prejudices and learn better about you, my new allies.”  
 
    “And I,” Sena agreed humbly.  
 
    “Here come the others,” Bren said. “They’ve brought the packs and gear from the cave, and so if Akhen is content that Jell is fit to travel, then I suggest we get on the road at once. Ralnor, do you agree?”  
 
    Ralnor smiled at the polite deference shown to him by the human captain. Bren was obviously still in charge of the humans, but he acknowledged Ralnor’s authority in the decisions that affected the Rangers.  
 
    Ralnor slapped him on the shoulder. “I do agree. You’re right, Bren; we all have much to learn about each other, and the road is as good a place as any to learn it. Jell, how are you feeling?”  
 
    “Like I could fight ten men!” Jell said, jumping up and thumping himself on the chest with enthusiasm. “Your Akhen is a wonderful fellow!”  
 
    Indeed, Jell looked much better than he had before Akhen had worked on him. The wound on his head had been ugly, a red weal with the ooze of infection showing at one side. Now it was all but healed, a purple bruise being the only trace of it. The man had color in his cheeks and a spark in his eye, and he seemed more than capable of traveling, if not, perhaps, being quite ready to fight ten men. 
 
    “Hopefully you won’t have to,” Ralnor laughed. “If we stop talking and get moving, we should be able to avoid having to fight against superior numbers at all. Come on, let’s form up and get on the road.”  
 
    There being still several hours of darkness to go before dawn, the company formed up and made their way down the steep and narrow incline that led away from the valley where the rebels had been hiding and out into the open plain.  
 
    Akhen and Ralnor were walking ahead of the main group, and Akhen nudged Ralnor and spoke low near to his ear. “Try your life detection spell,” he suggested.  
 
    “You don’t think it might be too risky?”  
 
    “Connecting with another mage along a line with their magic is a tricky business,” Akhen said. “That Naxos mage didn’t seem particularly highly trained. I suspect that even if he’s able to detect your presence, he won’t be able to latch onto your spell and attack you.”  
 
    “All right,” Ralnor said. He was still feeling powerfully anchored after his magic casting during the battle, and he opened his channel to allow the spirit in, letting the power flow through him and then sending it out in a pulse through his hands into the world around him.  
 
    Or at least he tried to.  
 
    “Interesting,” Akhen muttered as he felt Ralnor’s spell die before it left his hands.  
 
    Ralnor gritted his teeth. “Not the word I would have chosen,” he said.  
 
    “Mm, perhaps not. But it’s interesting all the same. You see, of course, that as before, you can use your magic freely when in battle or under pressure, but when you’re trying to use it deliberately in a situation where you’re not under pressure, your magic becomes unreliable.”  
 
    “I see that, Akhen, but how do I fix it?”  
 
    “Hmm,” Akhen said. “I remember that you suffered from this problem at the start of our training together as well. Remember how I had to create high-pressure situations for you before you would manifest your power? But I have an idea. Begin the spell again and let me try something.”  
 
    “Very well,” Ralnor said. He caught a glint in the old rascal’s eye that made him a little wary, but he decided to give Akhen the benefit of the doubt all the same. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, holding it, and then letting the air back out slowly, Ralnor tried again to bring all of his focus and concentration to the flow of magic through him. He felt the power of the spirit flowing through him, felt his excitement surge as the magic came under his control. Then, as before, he felt it waver as he began extending it out when suddenly…wham!  
 
    Something hit him in the back of the head, not hard enough to injure, but hard enough to hurt, and to break his concentration.  
 
    “Hah!” Akhen laughed in triumph. “It worked!”  
 
    “What worked?” Ralnor asked, holding his head and glaring at Akhen. Then, as he stared at his mentor, he understood. His attention had left the spell to focus on Akhen, and in that moment the spell had taken on a life of its own and flowed onward without his help.  
 
    Information flooded into his mind as his spell stabilized and extended smoothly out from himself. 
 
    Ten humans, one half-elf, three elves, all nearby, all friendly. On the mountain, a group of mountain goats. An eagle higher up, two fledgelings in the nest, ready to leave soon. To the west, a party of thirty humans, distance from my location agrees with the idea that they are in the fort. Four of them sleeping, two injured. Eight…no, nine of them are eating, the rest are on the walls. The general feeling of the group is that they are unhappy with their situation. One man almost ready to desert but afraid of the consequences. What’s this…? Ah, that’s the mage—human, but with something extra, something different. He’s angry too, but he’s unaware of my sensing. Careful, don’t want to blunder into him and alert him to my presence. At least he’s in the fort and not out pursuing us…  
 
    Ralnor blinked, and abruptly the flow of information ceased. He looked at Akhen, wide-eyed, and the old magician smiled up at him, his little eyes gleaming with pleasure.  
 
    “It worked!” Ralnor said. As he spoke, he gently withdrew the magic he’d used for the sensing and eased off the flow of spirit through his channels. “As soon as I took my attention away from the spell, the sensing worked perfectly. All the information about every life form in the vicinity; it all flooded into my mind in a moment.”  
 
    Akhen gestured toward the party of human rebels who, led by Lufaren and Sena, had passed by them and were walking away swiftly toward the east. “Let’s go,” he said quietly. “That mage didn’t detect you?”  
 
    “No, but I could sense him,” Ralnor said. “You were right. He is trained to use magic as a blunt force tool, but he has no subtlety. He was furious, but he and all his companions were back in the fort and seemed unlikely to be moving anywhere fast.”  
 
    Akhen rubbed his hands together with satisfaction. “What have you learned?” he said.  
 
    “That I need you to follow me about and whack me on the back of the head at opportune moments for my magic to work?”  
 
    Akhen cackled, then clapped his hands and slapped his knees in amusement as he and Ralnor set out in the direction the rest of the party had taken. Lana, who was walking at the rear of the group, glanced back at them with a quizzical look on her face, then shook her head and smiled, deciding to leave them to whatever they were talking about. 
 
    As he looked at her, Ralnor felt something coming from her. Without thinking too much about it, he reached a tendril of awareness toward her, sensing the magic that she did. As she walked, she practiced maintaining her invisible shield, her own subtle expression of force magic.  
 
    Again without thinking too much about it, he withdrew the sensing smoothly, quieting the flood of magic power that ran through him.  
 
    “And that’s the lesson,” he said aloud to Akhen. “It’s when I think too much about the magic that my spells go wrong.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Akhen said with approval in his voice. “You see it now. I hit you in the head just at the moment you were about to send the spell out. You had the intention, you had the power, but you were getting ready to interfere in the process. You don’t need to do that. Once the intention and the power are both there, you can let the magic take its own course. The magician guides, the magician supplies the power, the intention, the conduit through which the magic flows…but he does not have to control the whole process.”  
 
    “And that’s why it comes easier to me during a battle.” 
 
    “That’s right. Consider your thought process while you were in the fight a moment ago. Did you worry about anchoring yourself? About whether the magic would work? Did you try to control every aspect of the process?”  
 
    “No,” Ralnor said, shaking his head. “Of course not.”  
 
    “Of course not,” Akhen confirmed. “When you fire an arrow from a bow, you relax. You put your eye on the target, draw, and fire. You don’t feel the need to then take the arrow in your hand and guide it to the target, and if you did such an absurd thing, then the whole effort would be in vain. Your spell is like the arrow, the flow of power is the arm that draws the string back, and your intention is like the bow that flexes to fire the arrow. Put your eye on the target and let the flight of the arrow take care of itself.”  
 
    Abruptly, Akhen put on some pace, hurrying ahead of Ralnor toward where Lana was bringing up the rear of the rest of the group. “Lana,” Akhen said sharply. “You’re focusing too much on the power flow to your shield. Ease off a little and let your focus be on coverage instead of power flow…”  
 
    And with that, Ralnor understood that this lesson was over for the moment. He smiled as he saw Akhen dive into teaching Lana about her shielding work, even as he recognized that the lesson he was teaching Lana was similar to the one he’d just taught Ralnor. There was teaching for Ralnor in that too; the mistake of keeping focus too tightly on the process was not unique to Ralnor, and he should not feel too bad about making that error.   
 
    Old Akhen has no lack of energy tonight, he thought. I’m glad to see him so enthusiastic. Where would we be without him? 
 
    Ralnor considered the recent days, the recent weeks. How much of his problems with his magic had been of his own making? Had it been his own obsessive focus that had been crippling him? 
 
    Not entirely, he thought. It was undeniable that the battle with Malavax had scarred his magical ability in ways that were nothing to do with his own technique. He did not have the same instinctive grasp of magic as before, he could not use as much raw power as before, and the inspired flights of improvisational magic that had marked his experience in the past were curtailed. But for all that, he still had his power, and perhaps more of the blockage than he had realized was down to his own fears of not being able to do magic. Because he was afraid of failing, had tried too hard to control every aspect of the process, as Akhen said. That attempt at control had caused the opposite effect from the one he wanted.   
 
    Ralnor shook his head and smiled. How strange, he thought, that my desire not to fail should be the one thing actually causing me to fail.  
 
    In the darkness of the night, he held up a hand in front of him and let a little magic flow out toward his palm.  
 
    The red stone in his gold ring glowed gently as he channeled power. That gold ring with its red stone was his one material connection across the ages to his father, Parlax, said to have been the greatest sorcerer who ever lived.  
 
    Even Parlax must have had his moments of doubt, his challenges on the road to mastery, and even times when his own fears and difficulties held him back. And in the end, Parlax’s desire to control more magic than was possible for a single magician had been the thing that had destroyed him.  
 
    Practice, Ralnor thought. It may not come easy, and it may not come swift, but practice is the key.  
 
    He withdrew his power from his hands, hitched his pack a little higher on his back, and strode on to catch up with the others.  
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    They walked most of that night at a steady pace; not quick enough to tire themselves out, but quick enough that by the time the first light of dawn reddened the eastern sky in front of them, they had put the forbidding gray presence of Stoneheart’s Shield well behind them.  
 
    As dawn approached, Ralnor came forward and spoke to Bren. “How well rested are your folk?” he asked. “Can they keep going? I want to press on for as long as we can.”  
 
    “Aye,” Bren growled. “We’ve been sitting in that cave waiting around for a good few days. We’ll be able to keep going through today, I think. They’re a hardy bunch, my rebel band.”  
 
    Ralnor smiled and glanced back at the humans. They certainly were a tough-looking group. They were dressed in different bits and pieces of armor; they all looked ragged and careworn, and they were thin and underfed besides, but none of them showed any signs of slowing. They walked with their backs straight, the ones at the outside of the party scanning from side to side as they went, their hands never far from their weapons.  
 
    The group was heading east, and as the sun came up, the red light shone on the determined faces of the human party. Sena led them, walking in their midst and joking with them as she went, keeping their spirits up. The rebels seemed to hold her in a very high regard, and they looked at her with both respect and affection in their eyes.  
 
    Ralnor was learning their names. There were Bren and Sena, of course, and Jell, the man with the head injury that Akhen had healed. Then there was Derf, the man who had taken a sword cut during the battle. His arm was held close to his side, and still bandaged, but he seemed none the worse for his injury. Akhen’s potion had worked wonders, and Ralnor made a mental note to ask his mentor what had been in it. A powerful healing potion was a valuable thing to have, and potion-making was an area of skill that he wanted to develop.  
 
    Coming behind those he knew were the rest of the band. The young man that Ralnor and Lana had taken prisoner on their way into the cave had seemed inclined at first to be cold toward them, but he seemed to be in absolute awe of Sena. When she showed respect and deference to Ralnor and his companions, the young man appeared more inclined to follow suit.  
 
    As to the others, there were six who Ralnor had not spoken to yet. They were mostly younger folk, though one man armed with a hunting bow and a long knife seemed both older and more battle experienced than the others. Where the younger folk chatted quietly among themselves as they walked along, this older man kept a little to the left of the main party, his eyes continually roving the landscape around them, his bow in his hand, and his other hand never far from his quiver of arrows. His gear, too, seemed better than that of the others, and he walked with the steady, relaxed but ready gait of the true warrior.  
 
    “I’m looking forward to hearing more about how you and your party have come to be here, Bren,” Ralnor said. “I know you probably don’t want to say much yet, but it will be good to hear your tale when the time comes.”  
 
    “You’re right, Ralnor,” Bren said. “I regret that I’m not able to tell you the full tale, but Sena has already given you some of the story, and her tale is much the same as ours. We’re rebels who objected to the policies of our overlords. The marble throne has been too much influenced by the practitioners of the dark arts from the Black Spire.”  
 
    “The marble throne?”  
 
    “Ah, that’s what we call our king’s court, the seat of his power. The throne in the king’s hall is made of white marble, and there he sits. So they say, at least. I’ve never seen it, nor am I likely to. But that throne has passed down from father to son for generations right back to before the great rift, and it’s always been a thing of great honor among us. But these days, orders come not from the marble throne, but from the evil halls of the Black Spire, and the king’s council is no longer made up of the dukes, whose right it is to represent the interests of their fiefs. Nay, the council has become infected with corruption, and Black Spire mages give the orders. Curse the gerjhen.” He spat into the dirt.  
 
    Ralnor was interested. He’d guessed some of this already, of course, but it was good to hear a little from Bren’s own lips.  
 
    “You’ve used a few terms that I have not heard before,” he said. “Would you mind explaining them to me?”  
 
    “Aye, of course,” Bren said with a rueful look. “I suppose you don’t know what I mean by the gerjhen? It’s just a curse we use to speak about the mages. It means something akin to traitor in the common tongue.”  
 
    “And you mentioned the great rift?”  
 
    “Surely you know about that,” Bren exclaimed.  
 
    “I think so,” Ralnor said, “but by another name. We call it the Sundering.”  
 
    “The Sundering,” Bren mused. “I’ve never heard the term before, but that about sums it up. Our legends tell that many lifetimes ago, a great calamity was brought about by an evil sorcerer. It caused a gateway to open up through which terrible things came, monsters that destroyed the world, killed thousands of people, and that they were finally banished by a great hero who fought them back and closed the portal. That’s our tale, anyway, though it’s many lives of our fathers since those days, and who can tell what’s true and what’s not after so long? No records came down to us from those days, and all we have to go on is song and legend.”  
 
    It was a strange feeling to Ralnor to realize just how different the worldview of elves and humans was, and how massively their relative lifespan influenced this. Humans, of course, were lucky to live for sixty summers in good health, and those who passed seventy years with vigor were few and far between. Ralnor knew that much about humans at least.  
 
    But an elf was likely to live to at least three hundred years. As a half-elf, Ralnor himself could not expect quite so long a span, and yet one hundred and fifty or even two hundred years was not too much to hope for. Some of the longest-lived elves—King Harald, for instance—were known to live for as many as four hundred years!  
 
    Harald was a grown adult and king already at the time of the Sundering, and so for the elves, the Sundering was more a matter of record than of legend.  
 
    “What are you thinking of, then?” Bren asked him, and Ralnor realized he’d gone quiet. When Ralnor told him, Bren nodded thoughtfully.  
 
    “We knew the elves were a long-lived people, but I had no idea how long. Four hundred years, you say your king is alive? He must be a frail, wizened old creature by now.”  
 
    Ralnor remembered King Harald as he had last seen him. Old, yes, gray of hair and stern of gaze, but frail, wizened?  
 
    “No,” he said, “our king is far from being wizened. He is hale and hearty still, and he rules his kingdom with strength.”  
 
    “Marvelous,” Bren said. “I had no idea. But then, as you say, the humans and the elves have been, well, sundered from one another for a long time. It’s good to learn new things about each others’ people. Perhaps in time we humans might even gain a better understanding of those ancient days when the great rift opened, eh?”  
 
    “The elves certainly have stories of their own about those days, and perhaps they seem less distant to us than they do to you. But tell me about the dukes and the fiefs, if you would,” Ralnor asked. “I’m very interested to learn what life is like behind the walls of Stoneheart’s Shield.”  
 
    “Ah, well,” Bren said, a nostalgic look coming over his face. “I can tell you that willingly, though it’s some years since I’ve been far from the Shield. I was in the army for seven years myself, before I deserted and…well, but that’s a tale for Sena to tell when she’s good and ready. I’ll tell you of what life was like for me before I joined, though I fear it’s changed for the worse since then.”  
 
    “The human lands, as you call them, are vast,” he continued. “They stretch for hundreds of miles west from Stoneheart’s Shield, and that wall is only a distant tale for most of those who live in the interior. There are cities there, mainly clustered in the great flat plains in the lake country, the land we call the Blue Mirrors. Ah, but it’s beautiful there. A great chain of lakes runs across the land from east to west, surrounded by rolling hills and ancient forests, and by miles upon miles of fertile pasture and beautiful rivers where the fish run thick in the spring and the fall. In the middle lies the biggest city of all—Tullian’s Vale, it’s named, after King Tullian the first, who unified the squabbling petty kingdoms that arose after the coming of the great rift.”  
 
    He sighed. “Ah, Tullian was a powerful king and a great diplomat, a man who knew how to use the power of the spoken word as well as the power of the sword to his advantage. The people were weary after years of war, but no one leader had been able to garner enough respect from the others to unify the people. Tullian did that, and more besides. He set up the system of dukedoms, whereby the lands under our rule were split between the dukes. A hundred dukedoms and more there were—and still are—and the dukes every year elected a council of thirty from their number who could advise the king on matters that related to their wellbeing. The king had the final say, of course, but the dukes have real power to influence matters for the good, and the kings all the way down from Tullian the first to the king of today have kept up this system.”  
 
    “It’s brought peace to Venetia,” said an unfamiliar voice.  
 
    Ralnor looked around and saw the archer, the older man who he’d noticed earlier. The man had come up quietly and listened to their talk, and Ralnor had been so intent on Bren’s story that he had not even sensed the man’s approach.  
 
    “My name is Cowan,” the man said, sticking out a hand which Ralnor gripped in greeting, in the human fashion. “I hope you don’t mind me butting in, but I heard you speaking of history, and I like nothing more than the tales of the old days.”  
 
    “Cowan is a Scout,” Bren explained. “One of the best. The Scouts, I’m not sure how to put it—they are…”  
 
    “We are the equivalent of your Rangers,” Cowan said with a smile to Ralnor. “And I mean no offense by that. We have a great deal of respect for you and your compatriots on the outposts, Ralnor. We study woodcraft and hunting as you do, and our job is to watch the roads, patrol the lands, and look out for encroachment by the elves.”  
 
    “I’m pleased to meet you,” Ralnor said. “And I take no offense at your calling yourself equivalent to me and my companions. All who hunt the wild lands find respect in my eyes.”  
 
    The Scout bowed his head and touched his brow in a kind of salute, his thumb and first finger meeting where he touched his head just above the middle of his eyes. The gesture was curious, and Ralnor resolved to ask what it meant later, but for now he just took it for what it was: a clear mark of respect.  
 
    “Yes,” Cowan said, and Ralnor noticed that his accent was different from that of Bren and the other humans. “The kings brought peace to the interior of Venetia, and the people of the cities knew little of what went on at the borders. And indeed, little enough did go on. Oh, there was raiding, and sometimes a fight between scouting parties, but nothing major, you understand. It came so no one knew why we fought the elves, and few saw any utility in it beyond the provision of employment for soldiers.”  
 
    “Doesn’t exactly seem like a valuable use of resources,” Ralnor said wryly, “having a war just so that soldiers can have work.”  
 
    “I agree!” Cowan replied with a snort of laughter, “but those who were in command of the military decision-making did not agree, and so we kept up the tradition of fighting the elves for…well, as long as I can remember. When I was a younger man, I used to buy into the idea that the elves were somehow inferior, that they should be killed just because they were not us, because we were better than them in some way. I know better than that now.”  
 
    He looked sad for a moment, his eyes cast downward. Then looked up and around at the world. The dawn had passed into bright early morning, and there was a cool, crisp nip to the air that promised colder weather to come. High fluffy clouds scattered the bright blue sky, and the travelers  were far enough from the edge of the Cursed Lands that there was only a trace of their sulfurous stench permeating the air.  
 
    “For all that,” Cowan continued, “though I saw sense and gave up the idea that I was any better than the elves, I still love my land and my people. I still want to defend Venetia but, well, as Sena and Bren have already suggested to you, there are other factors at play. I learned that the enemy was within, not outside. The enemy, the corrupting force that put our people in danger, they were the mages of the Black Spire. So, when Sena came to us with her tale and spoke to Gelder about the…”  
 
    “That will do, Cowan,” Sena said sharply from close by. She had been listening to their talk from a distance, but now she stepped up and put a hand on the old Scout’s shoulder. She was not unfriendly, not threatening, but she was firm, and Cowan closed his mouth. 
 
    “I’m sorry to interrupt your conversation,” she said smoothly, “but Cowan strayed too close to subjects that are best left until I can speak to the leader of the Elven garrison. There are secrets to tell, and I’ve taken oaths that they will not be revealed until I stand before your leader. I will reveal all, in time, but now is not the time or the place to be discussing them.”  
 
    “My apologies, Sena,” Cowan said respectfully. “I forgot myself.”  
 
    “No harm done, eh?” Sena said, giving him a flash of a smile and slapping him on the shoulder. “Ralnor, walk with me for a bit, would you?”  
 
    Ralnor nodded and together he and Sena drew away from the rest of the party, walking quickly to get ahead of them until they were out of earshot.  
 
    “Tell me about this land,” she said, gesturing widely at the country around them. “What am I looking at?”  
 
    Ralnor smiled. It was not what he had expected from her, but he was happy to oblige. This human woman was strange to him, fascinating, familiar in some ways, and very strange in others. He had never met a female human before. Indeed, aside from old Jonah, the drill sergeant at Rayne’s Outpost, he had never met any human before. Malavax the mage had, perhaps, been human, but he had been twisted and corrupted by his magic, and anyway, Ralnor and he had never been what you might call friends. Ralnor smiled ruefully at that thought. Malavax had developed an ability to eat the life force of another human being to give himself power; he had desired nothing more than to do the same to Ralnor. 
 
    Not exactly the basis for a lasting friendship. 
 
    Everything about Sena was strange and yet familiar. The way she was made was, on the outside, much like an elf, and yet there were a hundred subtle differences, from the way the bones in her face were structured to the way her hands turned on her wrists. The bone structure of elves and humans, Ralnor knew, was different. He did not know exactly how, of course. That was knowledge that no one—to Ralnor’s knowledge—had studied and written down. But it was apparent in all the small ways this woman moved that humans and elves were, despite their superficial similarities, very different kinds of being.  
 
    She smelled different, too. She, like the other travelers and, indeed, like Ralnor himself, had been on the road for many days, and it was clear to Ralnor’s senses that both she and her gear would be none the worse for an encounter with some soap and warm water. But beneath the less pleasant smell of road dust and dried battle sweat, there was a rich, pleasant scent that reminded Ralnor of cinnamon and sun-dried linen.  
 
    He smiled in admiration of her beauty as she tossed a loose lock of hair back from her face with a flick of her head. The sun caught her profile, outlining her strong jaw, her aquiline nose, and her sensuous mouth as she looked around at the land.  
 
    Something stirred deep in Ralnor’s chest and he caught his breath as the fresh, cinnamon smell of her skin washed over him and the sun outlined the features of her face.  
 
    He swallowed and gave himself a shake. She had asked him to describe the country around them for her.  
 
    “We’re going east,” he began, and to his horror his voice came out as a croak, somewhere between a frog’s mating call and the creak of a hinge that needed oil.  
 
    He coughed, cleared his throat, then grabbed a water skin from his belt and took a mouthful before beginning again.  
 
    “We’re heading due east,” he began again, in a blessedly more normal voice. She looked ahead where he indicated, thankfully appearing to have missed his embarrassing lapse.  
 
    “Over to the south lie the Cursed Lands, where the country is broken and foul fumes hang over the land. To the north, where you can see a line of hills, they are called the Hills of the Nameless Ones. They have a sad history. That’s where we’re headed. There’s a pass through them that we must go through to get to the other side.”  
 
    “What about that up ahead?” she asked, raising a hand.  
 
    Ralnor shaded his eyes and looked where she pointed.  
 
    “Oh, I’m not sure,” he said. “I don’t remember that being here on the way through, though we kept closer to the border of the Cursed Lands when we traveled this way before.”  
 
    Up ahead, there was something rising out of the flat lands. The country around them was flat in every direction, with short, thick, tussocky grass scattered with bright wildflowers. The only thing that broke the uniformity of the plain were the occasional stands of oak trees, but up ahead Ralnor saw something that was not an oak. 
 
    “It looks like a mound,” he said, “maybe standing a bit taller than as a man and with a standing stone on top.”  
 
    He remembered the forbidding presence of the Warden Stones in the Pass of Ghosts through the Hills of the Nameless Ones and wondered if there was some connection.  
 
    He glanced at Sena, and her face was troubled. “I don’t like the feel of this,” she said. “This place has felt pleasant up to now, but I feel…I feel that there is something here that wishes us ill.”  
 
    Ralnor glanced over his shoulder and saw that the others had slowed as well. Akhen, Farlo, and Lana were standing with Bren at the front of the group, and the human rebels were clustered behind them, muttering amongst themselves.  
 
    “Come on,” Ralnor said to Sena. He had hoped to have some more quiet conversation about the human country and Sena’s motives in deserting the Black Spire. A burning question in his mind was whether, as an acolyte of that place, she had been taught magic. She had said a moment ago that she could feel something from the mound. Did that mean she had the ability for magic sensing?  
 
    He felt it too. He could not deny that there was something wrong about the mound up ahead. Like Sena, Ralnor felt the conviction that there was something there that wished harm upon them, and he had no desire to get closer until he had spoken to Akhen.  
 
    Together, he and Sena strode over to the rest of the party.  
 
    “We go around,” Bren was saying as they approached. “No question. Curve up to the north and start heading for the line of the hills.”  
 
    “The mound must be examined,” Akhen protested. “I cannot in good conscience pass it without having a look.”  
 
    “Then look yourself,” Bren said, “but count me and my folk out of it. I have a mission to accomplish here, and my mission won’t be furthered by poking my nose into that burial mound.”  
 
    “You think it a burial mound?” Ralnor asked. The tone of the conversation between Bren and Akhen was becoming a little heated, and Ralnor felt it was a good idea to head off any conflict before it started. He stepped up and placed a hand on Akhen’s shoulder.  
 
    “There are burial mounds that look like that near Stoneheart’s Shield, on both sides of the wall,” Bren stated. “Our legends say they are from an older time, a time before the great rift. They say that the mounds are where the dead of the old civilisation were buried, and that those that remain are preserved by the power and majesty of the inhabitants. And the legends also say,” he continued heavily, “that under no circumstances should such mounds be disturbed. By anyone.”  
 
    “Very well,” Ralnor said, “but there is more at stake here than you know. Like you, Akhen and I have other business that we also choose not to discuss at this time. We have respected the fact that you have secrets you do not want to divulge just yet. I’ll ask you and your folk to respect the same about us, and let us act as we see fit here.”  
 
    “Oh, very well,” Bren said reluctantly. “That’s fair, I suppose.”  
 
    “Take your folk and wait over there,” Ralnor said. “Lufaren, Farlo, you stay with them. Akhen, Lana you come with me. We’ll have a quick look and then get on our way.”  
 
    Grumbling a little, Bren led his folk away north of the mound. They would be able to wait at a safe distance, and Ralnor was confident that they had left any pursuit far enough behind with their night march that they could afford a little delay. 
 
    Sena seemed inclined to volunteer to come with them. She stepped forward as if she had something to say, then seemed to decide against it and went with the others, speaking reassuringly to the folk and taking Bren by the arm to speak quietly and rapidly into his ear.  
 
    “What do you feel from this mound?” Ralnor said as he and Akhen were joined by Lana and began to make their way toward the strange, domed mound with the standing stone.  
 
    “I feel fate,” Akhen said darkly. “I feel there’s something in there, something unusual, perhaps even something that should not be. I feel we cannot pass it by without learning more about what it is.”  
 
    Lana nodded. “My magical ability is limited to my shielding power—or at least I thought it was. But here, I feel something similar. It’s as if there’s something emanating from the mound, some kind of path that runs toward it, I’m not sure…I just know that we need to look closer at it, whatever Bren may say.”  
 
    “What do you feel, Ralnor?” Akhen said. “Do you sense anything from it?”  
 
    “Nothing of the sense of fate that you two describe. To me, it feels malevolent. I feel that there’s something in there that wishes us harm, and Sena said she felt the same.”  
 
    The three of them looked at each other for a moment. Ralnor’s words clearly made Akhen feel ill at ease, but they had all determined to have a look at the strange mound, and so they did not slow their pace.  
 
    As they got closer, they saw that it was indeed a burial mound. Through the grass and turf that had grown over it over the years, the stones of its construction could still be seen through holes in the turf. It had been built of stone and then covered with earth, and one tall standing stone placed on top.  
 
    The standing stone had been weathered and broken down over the years, but the line of runes that graced one edge of it could be seen clearly still.  
 
    They glowed with a pale blue luminescence—exactly like the strange effect on the oak three they had seen on their way in.  
 
    “Just as I suspected,” Akhen muttered, gazing up at the runes. They now stood at the foot of the mound, looking up at the standing stone silhouetted forbiddingly against the blue sky.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Lana asked sharply. “You suspected…what?”  
 
    “The runes on the stone. Their luminescence, it fits into a theory I’ve been developing. I…I’d rather not explain more just at present, but I think it means we may find some kind of monster in there, possibly with magic powers.”  
 
    “Do you still want to go in?” Lana said doubtfully. “I feel that we should, if we can.”  
 
    “I think we should too. I can’t explain exactly why, but it feels essential. There’s something in there that we need to do…”  
 
    “Here’s the door,” Ralnor said. He had walked around to the other side of the mound and was standing before a low, narrow entranceway that yawned darkly outward. Cold air flowed out of the door, and with it, like a smell born on a breeze, came a feeling both of malevolence and attraction.  
 
    The door was only wide enough to admit one person at a time. With a glance back at the humans, who were standing watching anxiously from about two hundred yards off, Ralnor drew his twin blades and plunged into the burial mound.  
 
    It became immediately clear to him that the mound itself only covered the entrance to something much bigger. As soon as he was through the narrow doorway, he found himself in a square chamber, low-roofed, stone-walled, and held up at all four corners with single standing stones. There was a damp, moldering smell.  
 
    In front of him, the floor opened up and a broad, stone-lined passage dropped away downward at a steep angle. Cold air flowed up from this passage, bringing with it a smell of damp and decay. 
 
    All three of them could see well in the dark, but Lana was best at it, being a night elf. Ralnor and Akhen both had the ability, since they were half-elves, and the elven ability for night vision was strong in them. But for Lana, night was as clear as day.  
 
    “I’ll lead,” she said shortly, and Ralnor felt her activating her force shield as she passed him. For his part, he allowed the spirit to flow in through his channels and got ready to use battle magic to enhance Lana if it became needed. A ripple of magic from behind him told Ralnor that Akhen was as ready for trouble as he was.  
 
    “Remember,” Akhen whispered, his voice echoing strangely in the small chamber, “if you need to use magic, don’t focus on it too much. The intention and the power are enough to make it happen.”  
 
    Ralnor nodded, and Lana stepped down into the passage.  
 
    The tunnel they were in took them straight downward into darkness. It was steep, and they quickly felt that they were deep underground. After about three hundred yards, the corridor turned a sharp corner, and Ralnor looked over Lana’s shoulder to see a wide-open chamber, richly carved with decorations.  
 
    Though his night vision was good, it was not needed anymore here. The whole chamber was illuminated in eerie blue light, the same light that had shone from the stones above.  
 
    The light came from runes that were carved into the pillars and columns that lined the walls. The chamber was circular, with a domed roof, and it looked to have been carved out of the very bedrock of the earth. There was a double row of round stone columns marching up the center from the entrance where they stood. Around the edges of the chamber, arched alcoves were filled with shadow. The floor was made of broad, cracked flagstones that were slick with moss and had mushrooms and ferns growing between their cracks. At the far end of the chamber, directly opposite the doorway, there was a tall stone chair on a dais.  
 
    Something sat slumped in the chair.  
 
    Bright blue glowing runes were carved into every surface of the walls, the columns, and the ceiling. Their light, after the bright day and the darkness of the corridor, was shockingly artificial. The blue glow was unpleasant, an unwholesome, dead light. It illuminated the space, but it seemed at the same time to drain all the life from it. The carved stone pillars would have been beautiful, the magnificent vaulted columns of the roof would have been a marvel to behold, but in the evil light all looked menacing and grim.  
 
    “This place is cursed,” Lana said. “We should not have come here.”  
 
    “We must press on,” Akhen said. “There is something here we need to see, something here we need to find. I can feel it in my bones.”  
 
    “I feel that if you go further, you might leave your bones here!” Lana replied.  
 
    Ralnor, fascinated by the ugly blue light, stepped past Lana into the chamber. Lana reluctantly followed him, and Akhen came along behind.  
 
    “Where is the thing you need to find, Akhen?” Ralnor asked in a hushed voice.  
 
    Akhen held up his hands and conjured a spell. White light glowed softly from his palms as he glanced around, then hunched over the spell for a moment, muttering words that Ralnor couldn’t hear.  
 
    Then Akhen looked up as the globe of white light he had conjured left his hands and hovered for a moment before floating across the chamber. The spell looked like a globular lantern, its soft light competing with the evil light of the blue runes.  
 
    “It’s a spell of finding,” Akhen said in a hushed voice. The spell floated up into the air until it reached head height, hovered for a moment, then floated in a straight line up the center of the two lines of pillars that marched up the middle of the hall. It was heading for the tall chair with the slumped, shadowy thing at the far end of the chamber.  
 
    “Whatever it is we need to find, it’s there,” Akhen said. “Up there, where that stone dias is.”  
 
    He stepped forward and Ralnor and Lana followed reluctantly. As they moved away from the entrance there was a sudden creaking sound from behind them.  
 
    They all whirled, just in time to see a metal portcullis slam into place in the doorway. Blue runes glowed maliciously all over its surface. It was thick, heavy steel, and obviously enchanted with whatever foul magic permeated this place.  
 
    A shuffling, groaning sound came from the opposite end of the chamber. They all looked up toward the dais. In the glow of Akhen’s finding spell, they saw the slumped, misshapen thing in the stone throne begin to move.  
 
    They were trapped.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Steady,” Ralnor said, his mind clearing and his battle instinct taking over. For a moment, as they had stepped into the chamber, he had been fogged, his mind drifting in fascination as he stepped into the blue glow.  
 
    Now he recognised that this had been a trap. There was likely some subtle magic around the door that prompted travelers to take that extra step forward, away from the outside, so that the chamber’s portcullis door could be activated to trap them.  
 
    The mind fogging spell was a weak one, however, and Ralnor’s Ranger training was more powerful. He assessed the situation quickly, speaking his thoughts out loud to his companions in a quick, low voice as he detailed their predicament.  
 
    “The door is shut,” he said, “and there is some kind of mind-fogging magic at work in this chamber. To the left and right of the dais at the far end of the hall I can see shadowed hallways, but I doubt either of them lead back to the surface. On both walls there are alcoves that probably hold enemies, but that thing in the chair—whatever it is—has to be the main source of the magic in the chamber.”  
 
    “What’s the plan?” Akhen asked.  
 
    “We need to wait and see what happens,” Ralnor said, “but I guess the figure in the chair guards some kind of treasure, since that’s where your finding spell went. Whatever it is, it won’t let us get close, I don’t think.”  
 
    “It’s not doing anything,” Lana said. “Not since it sat up.”  
 
    She was right. When the portcullis had slammed into place over the entranceway, the dark shape in the throne at the far end of the hall had groaned and sat up, resolving itself into a tall, dark, humanoid form that sat upright like a dead king in a nightmare throne.  
 
    The light from Akhen’s finding spell shone serenely down on the king, the globe hanging in the air about a foot above the throne and to the right. In its illumination, Ralnor saw a rusty helmet and the outline of a thin, skeletal face. On top of the helmet sat a tarnished crown that might once have been beautiful but was now as forbidding and nightmarish as the rest of the scene. Below the head, bony arms and shoulders were held within a dusty robe. Ralnor guessed that a long time ago, that robe would have been rich and fine, but it was now as tarnished and pale as the crown.  
 
    The figure’s thin knees protruded from the ripped fabric of its rotted leather trousers, and the feet were hidden in high boots of leather that gleamed dully in the blue magic light that illuminated the chamber. Whatever it was, corpse, ghost, or living undead, it was motionless now , making no sound or sign since it had sat up.  
 
    A dead king, Ralnor thought. A skeleton lord.  
 
    “How long has the king sat here in his stone chair?” he said out loud. “What is he guarding? What does he want from us? What magic is in this chamber that makes him sit up, that makes these runes glow?”  
 
    “We shall find that out,” Akhen said. “But now I suspect that we will not be able to leave this chamber until we have collected whatever it is he is guarding.”  
 
    “And I suspect,” Lana said darkly, “that whatever it is, he’s not likely to give it up without a fight.”  
 
    “Only too true, I suspect,” Ralnor said. “But nothing has happened yet. If there is some trap inside this chamber for us, then we probably have to trigger it.”  
 
    “And the way to do that,” Akhen added, “is undoubtedly to attempt to approach the skeletal king.” 
 
    “Let’s spring the trap then,” Lana said. “The sooner we can get out of here, the better.” 
 
    It did not take them long to find out the nature of the trap. Akhen was right. They had taken barely ten steps up the central pillar-lined walkway toward the skeletal king when there was a terrible creaking, cracking noise from both left and right, and Ralnor saw that his idea that there might be enemies hiding in the dark alcoves at either side of the chamber was correct. 
 
    They came in ones and twos from the shaded alcoves, horrible, shambling figures dressed in tattered leather and rusting steel iron armor. Their faces were not completely skeletal. Rather, they were like the remains of people who have been in the grave for only a few months. The skulls still had the framework of muscle and skin stretched across them, and in the empty eye sockets there glowed terrible pairs of twin red lights.  
 
    A thin, pained groaning emerged from the hanging mouths of these abominations as they moved with frightening speed toward the intruders. They were armed with a variety of weapons: spears, swords, shields, and two-handed swords or battleaxes. One was wielding a weapon like a mace, and the huge spiked head of the weapon was attached to the shaft by a long, black iron chain.  
 
    This mace-wielding monstrosity was larger than the others, and seemed inclined to take the leadership role. It had come from the middle of the left-hand wall, and it surged forward with greater speed and apparent agility than its companions. The others clustered around it, groaning horribly, while the mace-wielding captain whirled his weapon around in the air above his head and let out a terrible battle cry.  
 
    “With me!” Ralnor said grimly. “We’ll make our way up the central pillared walk toward the king in the throne, and we’ll smash our way through as many of these horrors as he chooses to send.”  
 
    “Yes!” Lana growled, grabbing her bow, and a flash of white light showed that Akhen was ready with a spell. 
 
    Ralnor ordered the advance. “Forward!” he cried, and set off up the long pillared central walk at a run.  
 
    The mace-wielding captain roared out a challenge and ran into his path. The captain really was a sight to behold. Nearly seven feet tall, he towered over the other warriors nearby. His face was more intact than the faces of the others, as well. Rather than the half-rotted aspect that the others presented, he still had most of his face—save the eyes—and he had a black beard of a size and length that would have put Bren to shame. 
 
    Ralnor had his twin channeling swords in his hands. He was solidly anchored to the earth, and the power that came from the spirit was flowing strongly through his channels. 
 
    The red crystal in his ring glowed as he lifted his eyes and glared fiercely at the enormous leader of the undead creatures that had been arrayed against him. His swords crackled green and white and blue as he let the magic flow into them. Then he raised them up and fired a blast of force magic straight at the terrible leader. The magic rolled in a wave across the floor, visible to Ralnor’s eyes as a white shape, flying through the air like a projectile fired from a catapult. 
 
    The mace-wielding captain raised his weapon in the air and howled out a horrible sound that might have been a laugh. To his horror, Ralnor saw the white blast of force magic that he had just fired being pulled up toward the mace. 
 
    Ralnor’s force blast whirled around the monster’s huge weapon and then dispersed in an explosion of white mist that gave Ralnor shock as if he had been hit. He staggered backward as if he’d run into a wall as he felt his magic dispersed back toward him.  
 
    “He is able to dispel my magic spells!” he cried. Then the realization struck him. “Of course! This thing’s weapon is made from black iron!” 
 
    Black iron was the only material known that could stop the effects of magic in their tracks. In his first combat with Malavax, Ralnor had learned this the hard way. Being in physical contact with black iron stopped the magician from being able to work his power at all. He’d learned that when he took a black iron arrow to the leg. 
 
    Thoughts hurtled through Ralnor’s mind as he halted his charge and took a few steps back toward his friends. The gigantic captain was now laughing and gloating over the small victory. Ralnor glanced from side to side and saw, as he had guessed he would, that the rest of the creatures all had some black iron on them, making them immune to the direct effects of magic.  
 
    The captain’s weapon was made of the stuff, but the smaller shambling horrors that surrounded him all had some of it on them somewhere. The cross guard of a sword, or a few heavy links of black chain around the neck, each one of them seemed to be displaying some element of magic-repelling black iron on its body somewhere.  
 
    But how could this be? How was it that these undead creatures, which were clearly animated and controlled by foul magic, were immune to the effects of the black iron that was all over them? 
 
    Ralnor filed the question away for later. Now was not the time for speculation. 
 
    “We will need to kill these creatures with more traditional methods!” he said. “They will not be able to be killed by magic!” 
 
    Lana pulled her bow from her back and loaded an arrow, then raised it and fired. The arrow flew past the leader and slammed into the middle of the head of one of the creatures behind him. The monster stumbled back, the arrow protruding out from the center of its bony forehead. 
 
    “At least they can be killed in the traditional way,” she said. “We have our work cut out for us!” 
 
    Ralnor’s initial charge had been slowed when his magic had been repelled by the captain, but now he ran forward with his twin swords raised and charged into the thick of the lesser minions. 
 
    They stank.  
 
    He whirled and spun like a dancer, slicing through the head of one monster and plunging his sword through the chest of another. Though they were undead and animated by magic, it seemed that beheading them or stabbing them through the heart worked just as effectively as if they were regular living men. 
 
    I may not be able to use my magic to attack them directly, he thought, but I can use it on myself and my friends to increase our ability.  
 
    He pushed magic out through his swords and called down the enhancement power of his battle magic. The magic flooded over him, and the bright, fierce green light that accompanied it washed over his skin and glowed from his swords. The glow of his magic was very welcome, a clean, wholesome light amid the evil blue of the chamber that now flashed and flared from the runes on the pillars around him. A frenzy of fighting power roared through Ralnor and he moved as quick as lightning as he hacked and slashed the heads from the horrible creatures. 
 
    Arrows thudded into the monsters as he waded through them. 
 
    Lana had held back, keeping her position beside Akhen, and using her bow from a distance to support Ralnor. He sent battle magic to her as well, and the green light crackled around her, improving her accuracy and increasing the already great speed with which she could reload and fire her bow.  
 
    The massive monster captain had fallen back a little, and Ralnor suspected that he wanted to let his minions do the work first. They would tire Ralnor out before he and the captain met in single combat. 
 
    But Ralnor was wrong.  
 
    Though the shambling undead that followed him were stupid and seemed to have no will of their own, the big captain was more cunning. While Ralnor was engaged in fighting the minions, the captain had maneuvered to get closer to Lana and Akhen. 
 
    Ralnor was churning his way through a sea of undead enemies when he heard Lana’s cry. “Ralnor!” she shouted. “Help!” 
 
    He glanced up and caught a glimpse of the huge monstrous captain suddenly charging toward Lana and Akhen. Akhen fired a blast of flame toward the creature, but the big captain, as he had done with Ralnor’s force spell, caught the magic on his mace and dispelled it in a fiery blast. 
 
    Lana fired off a flurry of arrows that thudded into the chest of the captain, but they did not even seem to slow him. He roared as he charged forward, his giant black mace raised for a killing blow, when Akhen used force magic in a creative way. He could not use it to shield himself against the blow of the black iron mace, but he could use it to get himself and Lana out of the way of the attack.  
 
    A flash of white light accompanied Akhen’s force magic spell, and he and Lana were surrounded by a globe of force that lifted them and moved them swiftly to their left. The undead captain’s mace smashed into the floor of the chamber, sending up a cloud of dust and shards of sharp stone that hurtled away in every direction.  
 
    Ralnor pulled one sword from the pulped skull of an enemy and lifted a foot to kick another out of his way. Then he slammed both his swords together and fired force magic at the undead captain’s back. The blast manifested like a missile, a long, straight, pointed shaft of white light that punched into the undead captain’s back with the force of a bolt from a ballista.  
 
    The captain, struggling to pull his mace from where it was wedged in the floor, was unable to use the black iron of his weapon to dispel the blast, and so he took the bolt of force full in the small of his back.  
 
    Guts and shards of bone exploded from his front as the bolt smashed through him, and he let out a choking, gurgling howl of rage as he lost his grip on his weapon and stumbled forward under the impact of the blow.  
 
    The spike of force vanished after it had done its work, but Ralnor suddenly found himself too busy to send another one. An undead minion had leaped onto his back and was trying to get its foul-smelling teeth to close on Ralnor’s neck. There was a fumbling at his feet, and he found that another minion had grappled his legs and was pulling him downward.  
 
    A third rushed in, his rusted sword raised for the kill.  
 
    “No!” Lana shouted, seeing Ralnor’s predicament. He had a glimpse of her slashing at the undead captain’s leg with her sword and then leaping away, grabbing her bow from her back.  
 
    Just as the minion’s black iron sword was about to punch through Ralnor’s armor and into his guts, Lana’s arrow whizzed through the air and smashed through the minion’s head. The sword fell from the undead creature’s lax grip, and the monster itself then crumpled to the ground with a gurgle.  
 
    At that moment, Ralnor’s legs were pulled away from him and he fell to the ground under the weight of the undead minions that piled on top of him. A gloved hand with black iron studs was pushed into his face, and his left arm was pinioned. A sudden, grinding pain seared his right leg, and he tried to scream but could not.  
 
    Instinct took over, and he fought like a cornered beast. He grabbed the hand that covered his face in his teeth and bit down, heedless of the black iron studs against his teeth. The creature, thankfully, was able to feel pain, and Ralnor heard its muffled howl as the grip on his face loosened for a moment  and he was able to wheeze in a breath. 
 
    Then he heard a shriek of rage, fear, and anger, and Lana was in the fray, stabbing the monster that was pinning Ralnor down and hauling it off him. The monster fell back and she lost her sword. The blade was tangled in the creature’s ribs and slick with the stinking goo that bled from its undead wounds.  
 
    Ralnor struggled to rise but found his right leg wasn’t working. His vision was hazy, the nightmare blue light wavering as the runes in the chamber pulsed and danced furiously as the battle played out. 
 
    He punched out, catching an undead minion in the belly as it leaned over him. He grabbed its face, getting a grip on its lank hair and smashing its head on the stone floor.  
 
    Then Lana was behind him, hauling him up by the back of his leather armor. He was on his feet, swaying a little. His right leg still would not obey him but he was able to balance on his left. There was blood in his mouth, blood running from his nose, and more running into his eyes from a wound on his scalp. 
 
    He looked around. “Where is Akhen?” he gasped.  
 
    At that moment, there was a scream from behind them and they whirled to see the great undead captain, the lower half of his body almost severed, lying prone on the ground with Akhen’s ankle in the grip of one great, gloved hand.  
 
    In the other hand, the monster had the iron mace again, and he gripped the black iron head of it and held it up like a talisman. Akhen was firing force magic and fire magic at the captain, but all the spells just smacked into the black iron and were immediately dispersed.  
 
    Around Ralnor and Lana, a sea of fallen undead lay scattered. Between them, they must have fought off thirty at the least, and the others had fallen back, murky shadows in the foul blue light of the cavern.  
 
    The undead captain’s mouth was open, the jaws working as Akhen was drawn inexorably closer to him. Their mentor was struggling furiously, but he could not break free.  
 
    “Go, Lana, go!” Ralnor said.  
 
    She went, grabbing up a rusty blade from the ground where an undead had dropped it. Ralnor’s head swam, but with a supreme effort he kept his grip on himself and staggered forward, trying to walk on his right leg.  
 
    Pain screamed up his leg as soon as he put weight on it.  
 
    Broken, the thought rushed through his mind as his eyes began to dim with the pain of it. Then he grabbed up a spear from the ground and used it as a crutch to hop toward his friends. As he came forward, the captain saw Lana approaching. With a sudden, vicious flick of the mace, he hit her in the chest. Her force magic did not protect her from the black iron mace head’s impact and she was knocked backward, the blade in her hand dropping to the floor with a clang as she landed senseless on her back.  
 
    Lana’s intervention had bought Ralnor the moment of time he needed. Ignoring the blinding pain in his leg, he hurled himself forward. The captain had returned his attention to Akhen, and as Ralnor surged forward the captain’s jaws came within a few inches of Akhen’s foot.  
 
    With only a moment to spare, Ralnor put all his weight on his left leg. He lifted the spear and whirled it round so the point was downward. He leaped forward, a furious shout of pain and anger escaping from him as he put all his weight into one mighty thrust with the spear.  
 
    The tip of the weapon smashed into the back of the captain’s head with such force that it punched through the rusty metal of his helmet, crushed its way through the captain’s skull, punched through his brain and out the other side. The spearpoint smashed into the stone floor on the other side and cracked it, sending up a shower of sparks and pinning the captain’s face to the floor.  
 
    The captain was destroyed.  
 
    Ralnor collapsed onto the captain’s prone body, then forced himself to roll off and get up onto his hands and his one good knee. Akhen, saved from being devoured by the monstrosity, kicked himself free of the still clutching hand and jumped up.  
 
    He turned, and Ralnor looked up to see the shambling forms of the remaining minions coming charging forward. They had regrouped, and now twelve of them came rushing forward in a pack, roaring out their mindless fury as they came on.  
 
    They were going for Lana.  
 
    Ralnor glanced at Akhen, but for once the old half-elf was not able to bring his magic to bear. Akhen was staring in rank horror and disbelief at the unmoving figure of Lana, and Ralnor could see the terror in his mentor’s face.  
 
    Akhen believed in that moment that Lana had been killed.  
 
    There was no time to lose, and if she was not dead, Ralnor was the only chance that Lana had. He could not hit the undead with magic, so he did the only thing he could think of.  
 
    Using force magic, he reached forward and tore at the floor of the cave.  
 
    The floor was made up of flagstones, poorly fitted and degraded from their long years underground. His force magic slipped under the edges of the flagstones and ripped a line of them up off the floor. With an effort, he flung them with all his might at the advancing undead.  
 
    The result was devastatingly effective. With the force of a flight of crossbow bolts, the great slabs smashed into the group of undead, tearing them to pieces in a cloud of slime, bone shards, and rotted flesh.  
 
    Only one remained standing. It stood, wavering for a moment, but Ralnor used force magic to grab up another flagstone and send it hurtling with immense force toward the creature’s face. There was a wet, splattering crash as the flagstone crushed the creature’s skull, and then all was silent except for Ralnor’s ragged breathing.  
 
    “Akhen!” he croaked, “Akhen, for the love of all the gods, pull yourself together!”  
 
    His mentor was standing swaying near the fallen body of the captain, his hands at his mouth, muttering, “what have I done? Oh, what have I done?” over and over to himself.  
 
    At Ralnor’s words, Akhen snapped out of his daze. He rushed forward and crouched over Lana.  
 
    “Praise the gods,” he breathed. “She’s still alive!”  
 
    Ralnor groaned as he dragged himself forward on his hands, his broken leg dragging in agony behind him, until he reached Akhen’s side.  
 
    “She’s unconscious,” Ralnor said, looking at Lana’s white face. Then he saw what made his heart go cold inside him. A bubble of blood on her lips, swelling and then bursting with her breath.  
 
    “Oh, Ralnor,” Akhen moaned when Ralnor pointed wordlessly at Lana’s lips. “I should never have tried to come in here. I’ve been tricked by the evil magic of this place, drawn in by the ancient spell, and now Lana will die because of my foolishness. ”  
 
    At that moment, a creaking noise came from the direction of the dais at the far end of the hall. Ralnor looked up and saw, in the combined illumination of Akhen’s finding spell and the pulsing blue lights of the runes, the skeletal king in the throne standing up in front of his chair.  
 
    He was as tall as the captain had been, but he retained no flesh except the papery skin that still covered his skull. Two bright points of red light gleamed with malevolent awareness in the place of eyes.  
 
    As Ralnor looked at him, the figure slowly raised his two arms, the palms flat downward, until they stuck out at a horizontal angle from his body. A cold, stern voice began to chant in an immeasurably deep tone. The words were in no language that Ralnor had ever heard before, full of harsh, grating consonants and sibilant hissing like the warning sounds of snakes.  
 
    Then the hissing was coming from elsewhere in the chamber. Through his fog of pain, Ralnor looked around, trying to identify this new threat. His hand was cold; cold and wet. He looked down and saw, to his surprise and dismay, that black, cold water was seeping up from between the flagstones and around his hands.  
 
    Swift as an encroaching tide over flat sand, the water slid over the flagstones. It was all around him, filling the chamber from wall to wall, seeping up from under the floor and between the flagstones, and then suddenly gushing from the mouths of dark gargoyles carved into the stone above the shadowed doorways that had contained the army of undead warriors.  
 
    There was an inch of water on the floor, then two. The level was rising. At this rate, it would be above their heads in minutes. The cold and evil incantation from the skeletal figure increased in volume and intensity.  
 
    “Akhen,” Ralnor said, “we need to do something quick! Lana may still have a chance if we can get her out of this chamber, but if we don’t move now all three of us will die here!”  
 
    The threat of imminent drowning seemed to bring Akhen to his senses. He looked over at the skeletal king, then fumbled at his belt for something.  
 
    “I have this,” he said, holding up a little glass bottle. He shook it, and it suddenly began to glow a bright blue, nothing like the unnatural and frightening blue of the runes, but a clear, crisp blue like the sky on a summer’s day.  
 
    “This is a potion that will give strength and dull the pain from that leg for a few minutes,” he said. “That monster probably can’t be killed by magic, or at least he will be able to turn the spell against you if you attack him with magic. But he’ll be vulnerable to an ordinary blade. That’s why he’s using this water to attack us. He doesn’t want us to get close.”  
 
    Ralnor looked from Akhen to Lana, to the skeleton king and then down at his own leg. He grimaced. The leg was twisted unnaturally to the side, and blood was seeping through the leather plates of the armor. The pain thundered through him with every beat of his heart, and at that moment he found it hard to believe that anything Akhen could give him would dull the pain of the broken leg.  
 
    But he had to try. “All right,” he said. “You get Lana and carry her over to the gate. If I kill the king and break the spell, the door may open. If it does, you get her and yourself out of here, understand?”  
 
    Akhen nodded grimly, then passed Ralnor the blue bottle and reached down to lift Lana up. She groaned, but remained unconscious as he pulled her up and leaned her awkwardly on his shoulder. 
 
    The water surged suddenly, and as Akhen hauled Lana up, the water rose over his ankles and then up his shins.  
 
    The blue light from the runes shimmered on the surface of the water, and as the water closed over the runes they hissed as if they were hot, then went out.  
 
    Once the water fills this chamber, it will be completely dark, Ralnor thought. He looked at the undead king, still standing on his dais with his arms outstretched, chanting his horrible incantation. 
 
    Then he looked at the bottle of gleaming potion in his hand.  
 
    Here goes, he thought. With his thumb, he popped the cap of the bottle off, hesitated for a moment, and then tipped the contents into his mouth.  
 
    His mouth and nose were filled with a thick aniseed flavor, almost overwhelming in its strength and potency. The potion glowed bright blue, and as he swallowed the thick liquid he saw the same blue light glowing suddenly from his face and hands. The bright light shone out from between the gaps in his leather armor, and he felt the sudden rush of health and vitality and energy that the potion gave.  
 
    The effect of the potion ran through him like fire, filling his limbs and sending shockwaves of energy through him. The pain in his leg was gone, the pains in his head and chest were gone too. He felt swollen with power and sudden strength, and his mind flipped from fear and worry for his friends to exultation in his own potential.  
 
    Ralnor laughed, the sound booming through the chamber. Everything was so simple! Nothing could stand against him. The skeletal king would be destroyed, his friends would be saved, Akhen would be justified in his choices and Lana would be healed of her hurts.  
 
    A small voice in the back of his mind reacted with concern to his sudden confidence, and that part of himself knew that this was false, a confidence brought about by the power of the blue potion rather than by anything else. He brushed that thought aside.  
 
    “Now, my friend,” he cried to the undead king. “You and I have unfinished business to attend to!”  
 
    Magic now pulsed through him with his heartbeat, not pain. The power of spirit poured through his veins with his thundering blood. He had his twin swords in his hands, and he strode forward through the rising water to where the king stood, still chanting, arms outstretched.  
 
    The black water churned around Ralnor’s thighs as he marched forward, and as he did so he thought he heard a note of worry come into the undead king’s chanting. The voice sped up, and suddenly there was a loud splash and Ralnor looked to the side to see something knifing through the water toward him.  
 
    A serpent! he thought.  
 
    The beast was black and slimy, six feet long and with wide-open jaws as it came toward Ralnor. His sword flashed green with his magic as he raised the blade up and then brought it down again hard on the monster in the water, slashing its head from its body.  
 
    Another surged up from the water on his other side. As the creature approached, Ralnor whirled the blade in his left hand and plunged it into the creature’s jaws and up through its brain.  
 
    The water was at his waist, but he was nearly at his goal. “Hurry, Ralnor!” Akhen shouted from the gates. “Hurry!”  
 
    A glance back showed Akhen, who was not a tall person, struggling to keep Lana’s lolling head above the rising water. Ralnor put on a sudden burst of speed, sloshing through the water and then leaping up onto the dais in front of the undead king. As he did so, the water reached the edge of the dais and flooded onto it, covering the dead king’s ankles and hiding the floor of the dais from view.  
 
    The king dropped his hands and stepped backward. There was a rippling of magic around him and when he raised his hands again, each one held a long, gleaming blade. The undead horror dropped into a fighting crouch, muttering whispered words.  
 
    Ralnor took no heed of the weapons. He stepped in, parried a blow from his right and took a blow from his left on the leather plating of his armor, feeling with satisfaction his enemy’s blade sliding across the hardened leather plates, failing to get a purchase and cut him.  
 
    The monster raised up his blades again, but Ralnor was in under his guard. For a moment, he looked into those malignant points of light that were the creature’s eyes. Then he raised his twin blades to the creature’s neck and whipped its head off with a single, practiced double strike.  
 
    The monster crumpled to the ground. The chamber was filled with a sudden shaking, rumbling noise, and the water surged and bubbled as if it was boiling. He heard a loud clang from behind him and knew that the gate had opened. Akhen and Lana would be saved.  
 
    The blue runes on the chamber walls glowed out more brightly than before, and there was a booming in the chamber as if drums were beating somewhere below the earth.  
 
    He looked up, feeling with a sudden certainty that the effect of Akhen’s potion was about to leave him. The white light of the finding spell that Akhen had cast when they’d first entered still glowed above the stone chair, a serene globe of white amid the chaos and horror of that chamber. Ralnor splashed forward through the water toward it and looked down.  
 
    Hanging from the right armrest of the chair there was a necklace—a gleaming chain with an amulet dangling from it. The amulet was an orb of dark crystal, a sphere about two inches in diameter, with a gleaming point of dark blue light shining from deep within it.  
 
    Ralnor reached down and grabbed the amulet up, and at that moment the light of Akhen’s finding spell went out. This must be it, the item that Akhen had felt so strongly that they must come in here to find. Had it been worth Lana’s life to find?  
 
    Ralnor held it up, then a sudden wave of nausea and dizziness, accompanied by searing pain from his leg, washed over him. The light that had gleamed from his skin since he’d taken the healing potion went out, and he stumbled back against the chair, tripping over the body of the undead king and clutching the glass amulet to his chest. He caught a glimpse of the gateway into the chamber, and saw through his haze a crowd of figures there. Voices were shouting, and the orange light of flaming torches lit the chamber.  
 
    Magic ran through his own channels, uncontrolled now as his grip on consciousness wavered. The amulet in his hand became suddenly hot.  
 
    Ralnor fell into the chair and slid downward into the water, landing slumped against the stone as heat rushed through him from the amulet in his hand. He did not know what was happening, but suddenly exhaustion washed over him.  
 
    His head slumped forward onto his chest, and darkness took him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ralnor woke to bright light shining warm on his face. His eyelids flickered open. The light was not the terrible light of the blue runes. It was blessed, clear, wholesome light. Sunlight; the simple, natural light of day.  
 
    Sensations came back to him one by one, snapping into place around his stunned consciousness as he lay looking up through half-closed eyes at the blue sky and the high white clouds. There was the smell of warm grass, leather, and his own sour sweat. The sound of the wind in the grass reached his ears, and of low voices talking nearby. The feeling of the wetness of his clothing against his skin.  
 
     His hand clutched something cold and hard—the amulet. His clothing was wet from the water in the chamber, and his leg was in agony from the break…but no, it wasn’t!  
 
    His eyes snapped fully open, and he lifted his head to look down at himself. There was no pain at all from his leg, and it seemed to be sticking out at the correct angle. He twitched it, braced for the pain, but it didn’t hurt. The leg moved just as it always had.  
 
    What was going on? 
 
    Ralnor lifted a hand to his brow, feeling for the wound he had sustained there. Nothing.  
 
    “What’s happened?” he croaked.  
 
    One of the human rebels, standing guard nearby, heard him and called out to the others. “Ralnor’s awake!”  
 
    Lufaren rushed over to his side as Ralnor sat up. He expected stiffness, soreness from bruises, any number of pains large and small from the injuries he’d sustained, but there was nothing. If anything, he felt good, physically strong and well.  
 
    “Take it easy, Ralnor,” Lufaren said, his voice full of concern. “You’ve had a hell of a time of it. Don’t try to get up.”  
 
    “I’m okay, Lufaren,” Ralnor said. “A bit light headed, that’s all. Help me up.”  
 
    Looking doubtful, Lufaren helped him to his feet and steadied him. Ralnor looked around.  
 
    They were about half a mile from the grassy mound. It stood innocently in the plain, looking like nothing in particular. The only difference was that the standing stone on the top had fallen.  
 
    The rebels were standing guard around a hasty camp. Nearby, someone had erected a white tent. The flap of the tent was pinned open, and inside Ralnor saw Akhen and Sena, sitting by a pallet bed made of blankets.  
 
    On the bed, Lana lay, unmoving.  
 
    Cold rushed through Ralnor and he ran forward, ducking his head as he stepped into the tent. Lufaren let him go.  
 
    Lana lay motionless on the bed, her hands at her sides, a light cover drawn over her. Her armor lay in a corner, and she seemed to be wearing only a light shift.  
 
    “Is she alive?” Ralnor said as he crouched on the ground next to her, taking her hand in his.  
 
    “Barely,” Sena said in a flat voice. “Akhen says she took a blow to her chest. I have some experience as a healer. To me, this looks as if her lungs have been damaged—possibly one lung has a puncture caused by a broken rib.” She moved her hand over Lana’s chest. “If it were a catastrophic injury, she’d have died already. As it is, I think the puncture is probably small, but…I’m sorry Ralnor, but there’s very little that can be done for a wound like this. All we can do is keep her comfortable. I’m afraid it’s only a matter of time.”  
 
    Akhen sat with his head in his hands, his face pale, saying nothing. Then he looked up at Ralnor and met his eyes. His gaze was that of a person who was utterly crushed.  
 
    Then something changed. His eyes flicked from Ralnor’s face to his leg and back again.  
 
    “Your…your leg,” he said in a hoarse voice. “Your broken leg, the cut on your head…I don’t understand. What happened? What did you do?”  
 
    “I don’t understand it either, Akhen,” Ralnor said. “I’m a bit hazy about everything that happened right at the end of the battle there. That potion you gave me sent me into a frenzy, but the effect deserted me just after I killed the undead king. There was something on the throne, an item of some kind. Your finding spell was illuminating it. I picked it up and then I fainted. When I woke I was here, and my leg and all my other wounds were…well, healed, as you can see.”  
 
    “But that’s impossible,” Akhen muttered, as if speaking to himself. “Surely it cannot be! And yet, why not? If my theory is correct…” Two spots of color had come into the old fellow’s cheeks, and sparks were suddenly dancing in his eyes.  
 
    “What is it, Akhen?” Ralnor demanded. “What are you babbling about?”  
 
    “The item, Ralnor, the thing you took from the throne, where is it now?”  
 
    Ralnor looked down at his left hand. In his right he still held Lana’s lax fingers, but his left still clutched the little crystal sphere that he’d taken from the undead king’s throne.  
 
    He opened his land. The little sphere lay dark on his palm, black crystal, the surface textured, he saw now, with a series of concentric circles. A blue spark danced in the depths of the crystal.  
 
    “The Amulet of Shem,” Akhen said in wonder. “And it’s awake!”  
 
    “What?” Ralnor began, but Akhen shook his head fiercely.  
 
    “No time, no time!” he cried, suddenly as animated as a moment before he had been despondent. “Place the amulet in her hand, like this…”  
 
    Akhen held his own hand up to his chest, his fingers clenched, demonstrating how he wished Lana to hold the amulet. Ralnor began to understand what Akhen was driving at. Excitement filled him as a sudden spark of hope for Lana flared in his chest.  
 
    Ralnor placed the amulet carefully in Lana’s hand and curled her fingers around it. Her fingers had been completely slack, but as Ralnor curled them around the amulet he saw the muscles clench in her hand as her fingers gripped the small crystal sphere tightly.  
 
    Ralnor used both of his hands to lift Lana’s clenched fist and place it over her heart. As he did so, she stirred, and her arm moved of its own accord, bringing the fist in close to her chest. Her chest rose in a deeper breath, and as she breathed out there was a deep wheezing from her lungs and that tell-tale bubble of dark blood at the side of her mouth. The sudden flame of Ralnor’s hope waned a little, but Akhen was undeterred.  
 
    “Now,” Akhen said, “we need to get her magic active.”  
 
    “How do we do that, since she’s unconscious?” Ralnor asked.  
 
    “It’s a tricky one,” Akhen said, “and I’ve not done it for a long time, but it’s possible. Ralnor, I need your help here. Activate your own awareness of magic, but instead of spreading it wide, focus it tightly on me.”  
 
    Ralnor did as he was asked, being careful not to try to control it too hard. He let the magic flow through him, then projected it out toward Akhen. To his amazement, he found his old mentor there, a definite, distinct presence against his own magical senses. He’d never looked so closely at one person with magic before, and it was a strange sensation.  
 
    “All right,” Akhen said, “that’s enough. Now extend it toward her.”  
 
    Ralnor did so, and found Lana there too. She had a very different magical signature from Akhen, and one that was distinctly her own. His awareness of her flickered in and out, and his spell seemed unable to quite bring itself into focus on her. 
 
    “It’s not quite enough,” Akhen muttered, then he shouted. “Farlo! Somebody get Farlo in here now!”  
 
    Moments later, the big elf shouldered his way into the tent. “What?” he said, “what are you doing? Is she any better?” Then, seeing Ralnor, he cried out in surprise. “You’re awake! I thought you were going to be out of the game for hours!”  
 
    “There’s no time for that!” Akhen barked. “Farlo, get over here and sit with us. I know you’ve never done this before, but I need you to use your magic in a new way. I need you to activate it as if you were going to use your masking spell, but instead I want you to reach out of yourself with your magic. I want you to use your magic to be aware of me and Ralnor, then of Lana, do you understand?”  
 
    Farlo looked wide-eyed at Akhen, but he nodded. “Very well,” he said, sitting down heavily.  
 
    Sena was watching them all closely.  
 
    “Sena,” Akhen said. “Close that tent flap, please, and don’t let anyone in here. It’s crucial that we’re not disturbed.”  
 
    “Understood,” Sena said. She seemed a little reluctant to leave, but did so, closing the tent flap behind her.  
 
    To Ralnor’s surprise, he felt—in the periphery of his magical awareness, as it were—that Sena had a very distinct magical signature as well. It rang odd against his senses.  
 
    “Ralnor,” Akhen said. “Your full attention on the task. Farlo, you’re doing great, that’s exactly what’s needed. Now, each of you, I want you to move your attention to Lana, focus as tightly as you can on her magical form.”  
 
    Ralnor did so, and as he moved his awareness toward her he found the shape of her against his senses becoming clearer. He could feel that there was a little magic moving through her, and he could see that she had the capability to move a current of magic through herself, just as he could. There was a connection to earth at one end of her magical form, and a connection to spirit at the other.  
 
    “I see it,” he said, his voice sounding dull and far away in his own ears. “I see the connection to the earth, and the channel for spirit to flow through.”  
 
    “And I see it too,” Farlo confirmed.  
 
    “Good,” Akhen said. “Now comes the difficult part. We’re going to open her channels to spirit magic. She can’t open them for herself right now, so we need to open them for her, the same way you lifted her hand for her a moment ago, Ralnor. Do you understand? It’s like moving someone else’s limb. You need to reach across the space between you and her, and gently open the connection to the spirit.”  
 
    “You want me to do it?” Ralnor asked.  
 
    “You are the one with the most connection to her. I will feed power to you—this requires a lot of energy to work. Farlo, you concentrate on Ralnor’s connection to Lana. Keep it steady for him. Imagine you were supporting Ralnor as he walked a tightrope. If he is steady, just be prepared. If he wobbles, help him back on track.”  
 
    “Uh, right,” Farlo said, sounding scared, but Ralnor felt Farlo’s presence at his back, for all the world like a steadying hand on his shoulder.  
 
    At the same time, a flow of power began to run to Ralnor from Akhen. Ralnor’s magic flared like a flame fed fresh fuel, and he suddenly saw Lana’s magical presence with much more clarity.  
 
    “I can do it,” he said. “Here goes.”  
 
    He reached.  
 
    It was as Akhen had said, sort of. In a way, it was just like reaching across a short space to lift a friend’s hand for them. In another way, it was much more intimate. Ralnor was aware of the four of them in his mind, Ahken, Lana, Farlo, and himself, their physical bodies almost forgotten, their magical forms much more present to his awareness. Farlo’s magical shape was dark and not particularly well-formed, but it held an immense strength and power at its core.  
 
    Akhen was like an ethereal mist, white and gleaming like new fallen snow, with something sinuous and cat-like about him. Magic power ran from him to Ralnor like rushing water to a mill wheel.  
 
    Ralnor saw Lana’s magical form as a blue, shining cloud of light. At one end of this, he was aware of the channel into which the power of spirit could pass, at the other, the dark root that ran to the power of earth. He reached across the gap between them with his own magical presence, and saw his hand, a hand made of wavering green light, hovering over Lana’s gleaming blue form.  
 
    Magic began to flow to Lana from outside. The magic came from the spirit, running slowly at first, then faster as Ralnor used the strength Akhen was feeding him to push Lana’s spirit channel open. Suddenly, the blue gleaming cloud that was Lana’s shape on the magical plane waxed bright and strong. In that strange, mind’s-eye world of magical vision, Ralnor saw a bright spark hovering over her center.  
 
    The amulet, he knew suddenly. I’m seeing the power of the Amulet of Shem as it exists on this magical plane.  
 
    “That’s it!” Akhen said. “We’ve opened her to the power she needs. Now let’s detach ourselves as carefully as we can. Back into our own bodies, withdraw your own magic. Easy does it now, don’t go too suddenly.”  
 
    With Akhen talking them carefully through the process as they went, Ralnor and Farlo began to shut off their magic and retreat back into their bodies. Farlo achieved it first, his magical presence all but vanishing from Ralnor’s awareness as his physical body collapsed backward onto the floor.  
 
    Akhen carefully withdrew the flow of magic from Ralnor, and then Ralnor shut off his own magic channeling, opening his eyes and blinking around at the small tent. Farlo lay on the floor, sweat pouring from his brow, panting as if he’d just run a race.  
 
    Akhen was crouched on the floor near Lana, his face a picture of satisfaction. And as for Lana, she was lying as she had been, her fist clenched over her heart. Blue light crackled across her body, running over her like lightning, shining out from her hands and her bare arms. She was wearing only a loose undershirt now, her armor having been removed so Sena and Akhen could better examine her injuries, and through the thin linen of her shirt Ralnor could see flickers of blue light.  
 
    He looked down the rest of her body, covered with a light blanket, and saw there, too, that blue light was blazing out from her skin at a number of different points.  
 
    But the brightest light of all was shining from her clenched fist. Here, a blue light shone so powerfully that Ralnor could see the bones and veins in her hand outlined by the light that shone through her flesh.   
 
    “It’s amazing,” he breathed. “What in the world is the amulet?”  
 
    “An ancient artifact,” Akhen replied. “A god chalice, a legendary item of immense power, made in a collaboration between elves and humans in the days before the Sundering, long ago. There were five such items, each one dedicated to one of the five human gods, and each containing some portion of that god’s power. They were thought lost, you know. Since the Sundering, well, many such powerful things seem to have gone missing. In the old days, magical items were not uncommon, anyone might have one. But the five chalices, oh, they were like no other items in existence, and their use, even their location, was a closely guarded secret known only to a few. But look, the amulet has done its work. She’s coming to.”  
 
    “Ralnor?” Lana said weakly, her eyes flickering open.  
 
    Ralnor leaped to her side and put a hand on her cheek. It was warm. With a corner of his sleeve, he wiped the blood away from her lips, and to his immense relief, no more came.  
 
    “You’re okay, Lana,” he said. “Everything is alright.”  
 
    Her eyes opened completely. She sat up, the cover falling away from her as she did so.  
 
    “I know I am all right,” she said in a strong voice, sounding more than a little offended at the suggestion that she might be anything other than all right. “But what about Akhen? That monster was going to eat him!”  
 
    She looked around and saw Akhen standing nearby. “There you are! And you are uninjured! But what happened? Last thing I remember, I was rushing toward the monster as it was trying to eat Akhen, and now I’m here?”  
 
    Akhen laughed and leaned over to hug her. Tears of relief flooded down the old half-elf’s face. “I thought I had ruined everything, but it’s turned out all right in the end, thanks to Ralnor, as usual. But I’ll let him tell the story. I need to go outside and get a breath of air. I’m a little shaken.”  
 
    “And perhaps then someone can explain to me what happened at the end of our encounter in that chamber?” Ralnor said. “I have a gap in my memory too, though I realize now that the amulet must have healed me when I first picked it up, but then I lost consciousness.”  
 
    Farlo was sitting up and looking a little better. “I can tell you what happened,” he said. “Let’s all step outside.”  
 
    Lana nodded, looking around for her armor. It lay in a corner of the tent. “Ral, help me back on with my gear,” she said, “and then maybe we can all work out what in the world has been going on!”  
 
    They stepped out of the tent together once Lana had fixed her armor back in place. She looked curiously at Ralnor’s leg but said nothing. When she realized she was clutching the amulet, she gave it a funny look then glanced at Ralnor. He took it from her and, without thinking about it, lifted it and placed it around his neck.  
 
    The crystal felt cool against his skin, and he noticed that the amulet felt different now. It was less heavy, less potent with power.  
 
    It almost feels as if it’s been used up, he thought.  
 
    When they stepped outside into the sunlight, they found Bren in terse discussions with Lufaren a few yards from the tent. Many of the human rebels were on guard, but most of the others were asleep. Sena, who had been guarding the tent flap as Ralnor had asked, looked up and saw Ralnor and his companions. Her mouth dropped open in amazement when she saw Lana up and about.  
 
    “By the tongue of Kala!” she said. “You’re alive and well?”  
 
    She crossed the small space between them and threw her arms round Lana in an awkward hug. Ralnor smiled. The two women had been a little distant with each other since they’d first met, and it was good to see Sena’s genuine happiness at Lana’s recovery.  
 
    “I’m alive,” Lana said, “and I’m well, except for being seriously hungry. I could eat a feast. What are those two staring at?”  
 
    Ralnor looked where she was looking. Bren and Lufaren were gazing at them, Lufaren in obvious delight, Bren in undisguised disbelief.  
 
    “You…you were at the very gates of death!” Bren stammered. “This is magic the likes of which I’ve never seen!”  
 
    “It’s magic that has not been seen in the world for many a long year,” Akhen said, coming up. He looked refreshed, and his back was straighter and his eyes brighter than Ralnor had ever seen before.  
 
    “Well,” Bren said to Lufaren, “I suppose this settles our argument.” He looked rather sheepish and shuffled his feet, before approaching and bowing low to Lana. “I’m, er…I’m very sorry, m’lady, and I’m right glad to see you well again. I hope you can forgive me for what I was saying just now to Lufaren. You’ll understand that I’m only wanting the best for my folk.”  
 
    “I’m understanding precisely zero just at the moment,” Lana said good-naturedly, “I have no idea what you’re talking about. But I’m sure I forgive whatever offense you think you’ve committed.”  
 
    “Are you fit to travel?” Bren asked, his eyes still cast downward.  
 
    “If you’ll find me some food and a drink of water, I’ll be fit for anything,” she replied.  
 
    Bren brightened visibly. “Ah,” he said, “that’s excellent news. I’ll get Jell or someone to find you a meal out of our supplies, and I’ll order the others to break camp and get ready to move.”  
 
    It took them remarkably little time to break camp and get on the road. Jell brought Lana a meal of bread, cured meat, and a jug of water to drink, and she sat cross-legged on the grass and satisfied her hunger. After a meal, she seemed ready for anything. Ralnor touched the hard form of the amulet that lay against his chest under his garments, marveling at the power of magic.  
 
    Ralnor could see that Lana was burning with questions, but she restrained herself for the moment, content to eat and watch the human rebel band at work. The rebels were quick and efficient as they packed up their hasty camp. Though all was calm on the surface, Ralnor and his friends could see the tension in the stances of the humans. The watchers stood alert, shading their eyes and looking back west, while Bren strode around the place, talking to each of the guards in hurried, quiet tones or lending a hand with the packing.  
 
    Perhaps half an hour had passed when Bren waved to Ralnor and his companions. “Time to move,” the big man said curtly, and Ralnor and his friends rose and got ready to get back on the road.  
 
    They had spent more time than they had intended in the dungeon—much more time—and with the time it had taken to heal and break camp afterward the morning had passed and a chunk of the afternoon as well. The sun had long passed its peak and was heading back down toward the western horizon.  
 
    “The humans are wary of being pursued,” Lufaren said quietly to Ralnor as they got underway. “And I don’t blame them. Whatever drove you and Akhen to explore that cursed tomb, I suggest you think twice before doing anything of the kind again.”  
 
    “It was not just Akhen,” Lana reminded him, stoutly sticking up for their mentor. “I also had a powerful feeling that we should enter the tomb, and I bear as much of the blame as anyone, if there is any blame to be given.”  
 
    “Thank you, Lana,” Akhen said, “but I take your point, Lufaren, and I assure you I’ll be very wary of anything of the kind in future.”  
 
    “Speaking of the tomb,” Ralnor added, “perhaps someone could explain what happened after I passed out?”  
 
    “No, no!” Lana protested. “You explain your part first.”  
 
    “Very well,” Ralnor said. He explained how, after Lana had been knocked unconscious, he and Akhen had utilized Akhen’s potion so that Ralnor could kill the undead king.  
 
    “And then,” Farlo said, taking up the story, “Bren and his followers felt that they had done something very wrong by refusing to help you. I was waiting outside with them, and we could hear booming and rumbling from inside the chamber. Lufaren and I were for going in after you alone, but Sena, Bren, and the other humans decided they wanted to come with us. So, we went. We came down the corridor, and when we arrived at the gate it was shut. It was hard to see what was happening inside, but just as we got there, the gate opened.”  
 
    “I came stumbling out, carrying Lana,” Akhen said. “Bren and the others rushed in carrying torches, and they found you, Ralnor, lying unconscious on the dais. It’s just as well they brought torches, for the blue lights went out just after the king was destroyed. It was pitch black.”  
 
    Then Ralnor explained how he had taken the amulet from the throne in the chamber, and how, as he’d passed out, he’d felt power moving through him and an immense heat throughout his body. He was aware that something was happening, but he’d passed out. 
 
    “And when I woke,” he finished, “I was healed again!”  
 
    “And just as well!” Farlo chuckled. “For it would have been no joke having to carry you the whole way back to the outpost with a broken leg!”  
 
    “And it would have been even less fun having to come home without Lana,” Akhen said.  
 
    “I was that badly injured?” Lana marveled.  
 
    “You would not have lasted the night,” Lufaren said solemnly. “Sena was right. It was a lung puncture from a broken rib. I’ve seen such injuries before. We’re lucky you survived long enough to get you out of the chamber and back out into the daylight. Such injuries are terrible.”  
 
    Lana shuddered, raising her hand up and touching her chest with her fingers. “I’m so glad,” she breathed. “It would have been a terrible thing for you all if I had died.”  
 
    “But Ralnor,” Farlo broke in. “What is this marvelous amulet? I’ve never heard of such a thing before. Does that mean we are now indestructible? That any wound can now be healed by the power of the amulet?”  
 
    “I have no idea what the amulet is,” Ralnor said, “but there is something about it that says to me that no, it can’t be used over and over again.”  
 
    He flipped it out of his shirt and held it in his hand for a moment. “See, how dark the crystal is?” he said. “When I first found it, the crystal had a spark of blue light inside, shining as bright as a flame. Now, it’s empty. It’s lighter than it was, too; when I first picked it up it seemed heavier than one would have expected for a thing of this size. And there’s no sense of magic coming from it anymore. No, I think that whatever it is, we’ve used up its potency. Akhen, what do you think?”  
 
    “I agree,” their mentor said. “As I said, I believe this is the Amulet of Shem. Shem is the human goddess of touch, and her great power was always healing. In the days before the Sundering, the most accomplished of human mages made legendary items of great power that were imbued with the attributes of each of their five gods. These items were called the five chalices, because they held the essence of the gods’ power.”  
 
    “And this is one of them?” Ralnor said in wonder, looking at the dark amulet. 
 
    “They have been lost for a long time, but this fits the description I’ve read of the Amulet of Shem. And I don’t know of any other item that could wield such power. After all, one thing we all know too well is that magic cannot, in the normal run of things, bring people back from the gates of death.”  
 
    They all looked solemnly at one another for a moment, and Ralnor tucked the amulet back inside his shirt. 
 
    “Back from the gates of death,” he murmured, then he and all four of his friends fell silent, considering the fate that had brought them back into contact with such an ancient and powerful artifact, and what that fate might mean.  
 
    They were all tired, but Bren urged them on without a rest until sunset. As the orange sun slipped under the horizon, the party came to the place where Ralnor and his companions had exited the Pass of Ghosts on their earlier journey. The tall, silent gap in the cliff was as forbidding and gloomy as ever, and as before a thin trail of wet mist like a beckoning finger drifted from the entrance to the pass. 
 
    “Is this the only way?” Bren asked, glancing doubtfully at the gap, then back over his shoulder across the darkening plain. 
 
    “No, it’s not,” Lana said, rather impatiently. “We can keep going along the edge of these hills until we reach the end of the range at the Red River, about a week’s walk from here if my map is anything to go by. Then we double back, another four days at least before we reach the outpost.”  
 
    “Can we not go up and over the hills?” Bren suggested.  
 
    “The hills are guarded ceaselessly by the restless and vengeful ghosts of an ancient people,” Ahken said. “This pass is the only way through that the spirits will allow travelers to walk.”  
 
    “I do not desire to spend time here on this side of the pass,” Bren admitted, “not after nightfall. In the daytime we are relatively safe from the Black Spire mages, the hunters of the Naxos, but at night…” He shuddered.  
 
    “What Bren is referring to,” Sena explained, “is the fact that the Naxos have great power in the darkness. They draw their power from shadows, you see—an evil trait that means they become night hunters, predators who feed on the darkness. No, if we are to be safe tonight, we must go through this Pass of Ghosts.” 
 
    Ralnor raised his eyebrows. “I confess I’d hoped to wait until daybreak before tackling this pass,” he said. “We came through here at sundown when we passed it before, and that was bad enough. I fear that if we go through at night…”  
 
    “It cannot be worse than what the Naxos would do to us if they came on us in force, here on the plain, in the darkness,” Bren said. He seemed determined now, having made his decision.  “There was only one Naxos mage when we fought before. If there are a group of them…No, it does not bear thinking about. Come, let us go through. Ralnor, you have been here before. Will you lead us?”  
 
    “I will,” Ralnor said, before turning to the humans who clustered up behind him, looking scared and unsure.  
 
    “Friends!” he called to them. “This is an evil place, a place of madness, a place of danger, but if we stick together and look out for each other we will come through. You must not be strayed from the path! Keep your eyes on each other, and pay no heed to the shades and spirits you will see. So long as you keep to the path they can have no power over you. Do you understand? It will be frightening, but nothing worse, if you stay close to each other and stick to the path!”  
 
    The humans all nodded, and Ralnor looked at Bren, who looked scared but resolute.  
 
    “Let’s go,” Ralnor said, and plunged in.  
 
    The entrance was only wide enough for one person to pass in at a time. Ralnor went through. Lufaren came close behind him, but he caught himself on the thorn bush that was at the entrance and was held up for a moment.  
 
    Ralnor stepped out into the mist-shrouded valley alone. The darkness seemed lit with a gray luminescence, as if the gray rocks that lay scattered about them had their own unique light. The mist hung heavy in the bottom of the valley, but he could see the ominous shapes of the warden stones up ahead. For a moment, he stood there feeling perfectly alone.  
 
    It was not a comfortable feeling, and he was glad when a rustling from behind him told him Lufaren was making his way through the gap.  
 
    “This is a dreadful place,” Lufaren said, coming up beside him.  
 
    Ralnor shivered involuntarily. “Yes,” he said. “I’ve not had a chance to ask you what happened to you here, but we deduced that one of your Rangers was wounded.”  
 
    “I’ll tell you the full tale someday,” Lufaren muttered, “but for now let’s concentrate on getting through with our minds and our bodies in one piece.”  
 
    Indeed, it seemed that madness was the greatest risk that they ran in this place. It quickly became apparent that the humans were more vulnerable to the influence of the valley than the elves and half-elves. Ralnor saw the men’s eyes wandering up toward the hills, their gazes drifting away after the eerie gray shapes that flitted from rock to rock or peered out at them from behind stones.  
 
    A little time after they had passed the graveyard and the Warden Stones, even Bren lost his head for a moment. “Tasha!” he called. “It’s my Tasha!” To Ralnor’s horror, the big man suddenly darted away from the path and began to run wildly toward an opening between two of the hills, his brawny arms outstretched in front of him.  
 
    Mist rushed out to greet him, and Ralnor heard a hissing sound like mocking laughter between clenched teeth. Only Sena’s quick thinking saved Bren. She darted after him, Jell at her side, both their faces white with terror and their expressions grim.  
 
    Sena caught Bren’s arm and Jell grabbed him around the waist. Sena slapped him hard across the face. “Pull yourself together, Bren!” she shouted at him as he turned toward her in anger and confusion. “Tasha’s dead,” she snapped harshly, “dead these past five years. This is a trick of these accursed spirits. Hold yourself together, for all our sakes!”  
 
    Bren choked back a sob, glanced at the retreating mists and the dark hollow of the hills, and wiped his eyes. “I was so sure…” he said.  
 
    “I know,” Sena said more gently, keeping hold of his arm and, helped by Jell, leading him back to his frightened folk. “Come on.” 
 
    Ralnor and his friends had an exhausting time that night. The further they went, the harder it became for the humans to stay focused. Eventually, Ralnor and his friends were obliged to herd the humans like dogs guiding sheep. They jogged continually up and down the column of humans, pushing them back into line when they got caught by the spell, keeping the ones at the back from lagging behind, and catching any who suddenly darted off after some vision conjured by the ghosts of the place.  
 
    Bren did not lose his head again, but Sena kept close to him nonetheless. Of all the humans, only Sena and Cowan the Scout seemed immune to the insidious magic.  
 
    It took a long time to get the stumbling, confused company through the dreaded pass, and Ralnor realized again that a big difference between himself and his friends and the humans was that  the humans were much more susceptible to the influence of magic.  
 
    He himself could resist it well enough, and Lufaren and Lana seemed almost immune, but the humans—except Sena and Cowan, and Bren, after that first incident—were like toys in the hand of the power. They were continually wandering off, calling out the names of long-lost loved ones, and needing to be herded back into line. By the time they reached the end of the pass Ralnor felt that he could have slept for a week.  
 
    “We’ve spent all night in there,” Lufaren said, his voice dull with weariness as they finally staggered through the gap in the hills and away from the pass into the gray light of dawn. “And yet it can’t have been more than a few miles.”  
 
    “I’m ready to drop,” Lana groaned.  
 
    Akhen, who was older and in less highly-trained physical condition than any of them, was nodding off to sleep where he stood.  
 
    “Bren,” Ralnor called. “Bren, we must stop. We must rest. I think we’re far enough away from the entrance to that cursed valley now.”  
 
    “Aye, I think so too,” Bren said, glancing back over the plain to where the gloomy entrance to the pass was just a darker smudge against the shadowed hills. “And dawn is near. I think we’re safe from the Naxos now. Cowan?”  
 
    Ralnor looked around and saw the human scout approaching. He looked weary, but less than the others. He was clearly tired, but still alert.  
 
    “You want me to keep guard?” he said.  
 
    “You’re the only one who can, I think,” Bren replied.  
 
    Cowan nodded. “I believe that’s true,” he said in a resigned voice. “Very well. Sleep. The Scout will keep watch.”  
 
    Ralnor wondered what they meant. Why was Cowan the only one who could keep watch? He looked after the lean figure of the gray-haired scout as the man loped away to the edge of the circle and took up his post, leaning on a gnarled walking staff that he’d produced from his pack.  
 
    The others cast themselves on the ground where they lay. Ralnor, happy to have the chance to do the same, rolled himself in his cloak and immediately fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ralnor woke when the sun was at its height. The others were stirring around him, and Ralnor saw that Cowan was moving among them with Bren, gently waking them out of their sleep. The sun was bright, but the air was cold, and the few broadleaved trees that Ralnor could see had the tell-tale orange and red tint of fall color on their leaves.  
 
    To the north, he could see the dark pinewoods, the trees' tall silhouettes against the cold blue sky. His heart leaped to see them, and he was surprised at just how pleased he felt at this first sight of those trees.  
 
    The pinewood is home, he thought. Those trees have always meant home, I suppose, but it’s become more meaningful since I joined the garrison at Rayne’s Outpost. 
 
    “Not more than a day’s walk from the outpost now,” Lana said, coming up beside him and handing him her water skin. He took it and drank deeply, then handed it back, wiping his mouth.  
 
    “You’re right,” he said. “And if there’s one thing you can say for these humans, it’s that they can cover distance. We’ll get there by sundown I think, if we press ahead.”  
 
    “It’s true,” Lana said with a smile. She glanced around at the rebels, who were getting ready to move on. “You know, I like them,” she said. “They’re good folk, committed and brave.”  
 
    “That was a near thing in the pass of ghosts, though,” Ralnor said, glancing back over his shoulder. In the bright sun, he could just make out the dark patch where the valley through the Nameless Ones’ hills opened. “I had no idea they would be so affected.”  
 
    “Me neither,” Lana agreed. “It was scary, especially when Bren ran off.”  
 
    “Yes,” Ralnor said. “He’s the last one I’d have expected to lose his self-control. I wonder who his Tasha was?”  
 
    Lana nodded thoughtfully but said nothing. Soon they were on their way again, heading north and east toward the dark line of the pinewoods. Cowan, looking none the worse for his five hours on watch alone, ranged out to their left, and other humans kept a screen to their right. Ralnor frowned, remembering the Scout’s conversation with Bren the night before. He realized that in the few days they’d known each other, he had never actually seen Cowan asleep.  
 
    The party covered ground at a good rate, as Ralnor had predicted they would. The sun moved across the sky and the afternoon was passing as they got within half a mile of the treeline and started heading due east again.  
 
    After a while, Ralnor saw that Bren was walking alone, ahead of the party. Ralnor jogged up and fell in beside the big man. “You still think we’re in danger of being followed here?” he asked as he came alongside Bren.  
 
    “Ah, Ralnor,” Bren said. He looked refreshed and clear-eyed after his rest. “No, I’m a lot less concerned about pursuit than I was yesterday. Those hills put an effective barrier between us and the pursuit, if there is any. Whatever happens, I don’t think the Naxos will be coming through the Pass of Ghosts successfully any time soon.”  
 
    “No?”  
 
    “Come, Ralnor, you saw how badly affected me and my folk were. If it had not been for you elves and half-elves, we’d all have been lost, and me first of the lot. I’m sorry for losing my head like that.”  
 
    “No need to apologize,” Ralnor said. “I understand. That’s the magic of the Pass of Ghosts. I must admit I was surprised to find how much less affected my companions and I were than you and your fellow humans.”  
 
    “Another difference between our kinds,” Bren said. “Or perhaps the magic is more tailored to humans than to elves for some reason. Who knows?”  
 
    “When the human force attacked the outpost,” Ralnor said after a pause, “they must have come from somewhere else. They could not have passed through from the south side of the Hills of the Nameless Ones.”  
 
    “Yes,” Bren said darkly. “I deserted the army long before Malavax put his army together to attack you in force, but I knew of it happening all the same. The army assembled out of a staging post on Stoneheart’s Shield,  the fort that’s called Hardin’s Spear, many miles north of the Cursed Lands. The Hills of the Nameless Ones, as you call them, run right up to Stoneheart’s Shield, and there’s even a fort on their far end. That’s one fort where no man wants to do duty. But the main road from the Shield runs away north and west, oh, probably about in line with where we are now, actually, and well north of those hills. Malavax’s army assembled there, near the road, then crossed the Unclaimed Lands on this side of the hills.”  
 
    “So you know about Malavax?”  
 
    Bren scowled. “Everyone knows about Malavax,” he said. “It was him, and those behind him, who were the cause of all the trouble. So I’m glad to hear that he’s dead, even if he had to take so many good soldiers with him in his foolish and pointless attack.”  
 
    At that moment, someone cried out from behind them. “There’s something up ahead, sir!” one of the humans called to Bren excitedly, running up.  
 
    Bren’s hand moved unconsciously toward the handle of his ax as he peered forward. “What kind of something?” he asked.  
 
    “A building of some sort, sir,” the man said. “A wall, at least, with flags and towers and all!”  
 
    Ralnor peered ahead, shading his eyes from the sun. Yes, the man was right. There it was, the black line of the silhouetted wall and the fluttering of banners on the palisade above the gates.  
 
    The outpost. Home.  
 
    “You see it, Ralnor?” Farlo said excitedly, running up to them.  
 
    “I see it,” Ralnor said with a grin. “There seem to be many more banners on the walls than I remember.”  
 
    “I think you’re right,” Lufaren said, coming up and joining them. “I never knew Commander Rayne to fly so many flags from his walls. Come on, let’s get over there and we’ll see what’s up.”  
 
    The outpost was silhouetted black against the late afternoon sun as they jogged up, so that they could not see what was actually on the banners until they were very close. 
 
    Then, Ralnor got a surprise. On the banner that flew over the gate was a sigil that he recognised—a great silver city against a red field.  
 
    “The banner of the king!” Lufaren cried in surprise. “That can only mean one thing!”  
 
    “You’re right,” Ralnor said in amazement. “It can only mean that King Harald III is visiting Rayne’s Outpost!”  
 
    A royal visit to the outpost, while not unheard of, was certainly unusual. It had not happened in Lufaren’s lifetime, he had said, and Ralnor smiled when he remembered how brusquely Commander Rayne had refused King Harald’s invitation to come to Suntower City in the Greenwood and receive a commendation.  
 
    Commander Rayne, who was King Harald’s estranged half-brother, had given no consideration at all to the invitation. In fact, he had sent the messenger back to the king with a very rude reply. The commander had just fought a desperate battle, and he would not leave his outpost to participate in a ceremony while his soldiers lay recovering from their wounds on the front line. King Harald, evidently, had decided that if Rayne would not come to him, he would come to Rayne.  
 
    As the travelers approached the gates, a horn blew and they heard excited shouting from the guards on the wall. “Ralnor!” the guards shouted. “It’s Ralnor and Lufaren!”  
 
    The gates swung open and Ralnor and his companions strode in, followed by the human rebels with Bren in the lead. They were expected, and the first people to greet them were the members of Lufaren’s Ranger squad that he had sent back to the outpost with the news that they were on their way. These elves—three of them—were accompanied by the five humans that Bren had sent.  
 
    As the elven Rangers and the human rebels greeted each other, Ralnor looked around and was pleased to see that there was no sense of antagonism in the camp. The Rangers seemed comfortable with the humans, and those who stood around watching the scene smiled and joked good-naturedly as the humans embraced and the elves gripped wrists in the warriors’ greeting and slapped each other on the back.  
 
    “We made good time,” Ralnor said to Akhen in a quiet voice. “Despite all our adventures, we’ve made it back to the outpost in two days and two nights of straight traveling. It took us three to get from here to the Shield when we went out.”  
 
    “When need drives us, we make speed,” Akhen said, quoting the old elven saying. “But look, there’s Perch, heading straight for us!”  
 
    Through the happy chaos and loud confusion of the crowd at the gate, Ralnor saw the small, spry figure of Perch, Commander Rayne’s squire, heading toward them. He had a wide grin on his face and his eyes were wide as he took in the sight of the newcomers.  
 
    “Ralnor!” the youngster said as he got up close to them. “Am I glad to see you! What a week we’ve had! First there was an attack by a group of humans, not a day after you left, but we drove them off despite the fact that they had some magic. Then the king arrived, just yesterday it was, and he’s been closeted with the Commander ever since. The king’s personal guard are here too, nearly a hundred of them, and the Rangers are hoping the king’s visit means we will be getting better rations and more gear than before. We need it!”  
 
    “Perch,” Ralnor said kindly, breaking in on the young elf’s excited chatter. “Is the king with the commander now?”  
 
    “Oh, yes,” Perch said. “And I ought to go inform them that you’re here. If I know Commander Rayne, he’ll want to see you at once.”  
 
    “And I, too, would like to see him at once,” Sena said, coming alongside them. “I have an important message to deliver to your commander, and if the king of the elven realms is here too, then so much the better.”  
 
    “And who might you be, mistress?” Perch said, not rudely, but warily, looking Sena up and down with a curious eye. 
 
    “This is a good friend of mine,” Ralnor said to Perch. “She has traveled long and far with an important message for our commander, and I’ll vouch for her before him if needs be.”  
 
    “Ah, very good, very good,” Perch said hurriedly, bobbing his head politely to Ralnor and then bowing to Sena. “Your pardon, mistress. I’ll go to the commander and inform him at once.”  
 
    Rayne’s Outpost was not a place where formality or ceremony were generally given much importance. While the elves all gave the respect that was due to their superiors in the hierarchy of the Rangers, there was none of the sense of pomp and ceremony that Ralnor associated with the King’s chambers in Suntower City. There, he supposed, they had more time for such things, but here in the outpost practicality was the most important thing, and there was little time or energy for pointless displays of form.  
 
    So, there seemed to be a little confusion as to how to proceed. Perch returned to tell Ralnor that the commander was ready to see them at once. Perch was accompanied, however, by a tall and very superior-looking member of the king’s guard. This fellow was dressed in elaborate armor that gleamed with silver plating and gilt designs. Ralnor looked the tall elf up and down and could not help thinking that the armor had quite too many filigreed edges and fancy decorations to be of much use in a real fight.  
 
    “His majesty the king is with the commander,” the guard said, looking down his nose at Ralnor, Akhen, Bren, and Sena, all of whom were more than a little grimy from the road. The guard wrinkled his nose, and Ralnor understood that the fellow felt Ralnor and his companions could do with a wash before being ushered into the royal presence.  
 
    Ralnor knew, from his own brief meeting with the king, how impatient Harald was with such considerations. He grinned up at the tall, imposing guard and winked at him. “All the better. We’ll go now! Perch, will you see to it that the new guests are housed and made comfortable? I think Bren, Sena, Akhen and I will be enough for now, don’t you?” 
 
    Perch nodded. Farlo was keen to get back to the armory, but Lufaren and Lana both shook their heads. “We want to come too,” they said. The stuck-up guard seemed even more perturbed at two more unwashed travelers being allowed near the king, but he seemed unable or unwilling to protest.  
 
    So, the six of them left the press at the gate and walked through the dimming light of the end of the day until they reached the commander’s magnificent tent.  
 
    This was the kind of large, heavy-duty tent that one might find at the center of a battlefield encampment. It served as the commander’s sleeping quarters, but it was also where he ate, stored his possessions, and oversaw the running of the garrison. The tent was mounted on a wide area of wooden decking that kept it up off the ground and gave it a solid floor inside, on which the commander could lay out the rugs and furs that made the tent comfortable.  
 
    Cozy light glowed from a chink in the flap.  
 
    The haughty guard ducked his elaborately helmeted head to stick his head through the flap and call into the tent. “Your majesty, there are several…travelers here to see you. Some of them are humans. My lord, they are…”  
 
    Here he said something unclear, and Ralnor heard a bark of laughter in the commander’s voice in response.  
 
    Then Ralnor heard the voice of King Harald replying loudly, “You know I don’t care about such things, Solon. Honestly, don’t be such a prude. Send them in. I desire to see them straight away.”  
 
    “Very well,” Solon muttered ungraciously. He pulled his head from the tent and glared disapprovingly at the travelers. “His majesty the king will see you now,” he said. “Remember, stay at least three strides from his majesty’s royal person, bow to fully half your height when you enter, do not speak unless in response to a direct invitation from his majesty to do so, and…”  
 
    “Send them in, Solon!” Harald boomed impatiently from inside the tent. “Send them in, for the love of the gods!”  
 
    Ralnor rolled his eyes at the tall elf and shouldered past him into the tent. King Harald had been sitting in a wooden chair at the big central table that dominated the tent. When he saw Ralnor, he leaped to his feet and crossed the floor to meet him in three long strides. To Ralnor’s surprise, the King—who was taller than Ralnor—stooped and embraced him as if he was a long-lost brother.  
 
    “My friend!” he cried. “I am very glad to see you. When I came, I was hoping to know that you had done well. Commander Rayne here tells me great things about your achievements in the recent battle, and I know I did the right thing in sending you here. Come in, come in, sit, all of you. Rayne, do you have a few more chairs?”  
 
    Commander Rayne had been sitting at the table too, but he rose now, grumbling a little, clearly unimpressed at being ordered about in his own tent. But he produced more chairs as requested, and soon quite a big party was seated around the table. It was clear from the first that King Harald had no interest in formality at this meeting, and he chatted away with the newcomers, putting them at their ease. Ralnor noted that despite what he had been told, Commander Rayne and King Harald seemed comfortable enough with each other. Whatever brotherly feud had lain between them, it seemed to have been mended, or at least put to one side for the moment.  
 
    King Harald seemed different from when Ralnor had met him before—a long time ago as it now seemed. He seemed taller, stronger, more hale and hearty than before. He was a gray-haired elf, tall and still broad-shouldered and straight-backed despite his evident age. His eyes were keen, his voice was loud, and there was a distinct tinge of bright color in his cheeks. Shortly, Perch came in with a dinner of stew and bread, and good ale. He also brought basins of warm wash water and cloths, and the travelers were able to wash their faces and hands. Ralnor enjoyed that greatly, though he thought that Solon the guard might be even happier about it that he was himself.  
 
    For his part, Harald seemed to care nothing for their travel-weary appearance. He was all on fire to hear their tale, and seemed to view it more as an exciting story to be enjoyed than a military report to be delivered. Commander Rayne, who would usually have been a bit more formal about these things, seemed content to sit back in his chair and listen, letting the events of Lufaren’s journey, then Ralnor’s, play out for him as they told their story.  
 
    For the first time, Ralnor heard how Lufaren’s party had been waylaid by some kind of nameless terror in the Pass of Ghosts. Something had come out of the very same hollow in the hills where Bren had almost lost himself on the way back. The Rangers had fled from it, but one of the party had been wounded in the arm when he’d tripped and fallen.  
 
    “The sight of the blood seemed to excite the ghosts of that place,” Lufaren said with a shudder, reaching for the glass of spirits that the commander had silently poured for him. “It’s my opinion that we were lucky to get out.”  
 
    He told how he’d met up with the human rebels and, after hearing their tale, had agreed to help them. Then Ralnor took up the story, and both the Commander and the King listened intently as he told of the fight with the Naxos mage, and then summarized the fight in the dungeon with the undead.  
 
    Akhen stirred in his chair at the mention of the amulet, but said nothing for the moment. When Ralnor had finished, he turned to Sena, who had sat silent in the chair next to him the whole time, listening intently.  
 
    “And now,” he said, “I think it’s time for Sena and Bren to tell us the full story of why they are here and what the message is that they bring to the Commander. We’ve been very patient, but the commander is here now, and so is the king, so there is no better place to bring your message to.”  
 
    Sena and Bren shifted a little uncomfortably in their seats. “Forgive me, Commander Rayne,” Sena said, “but before I speak, can you confirm that you are in charge of the whole of the elven border defense forces, and not just of this outpost?”  
 
    Rayne scowled for a moment then shrugged. “I confirm it. I could not have said so until a few days ago, but a large part of the reason for King Harald’s visit here has been to confer that honor on me. I have been promoted, and am now the commander with responsibility for the oversight of the whole of the border defenses, including all the outposts along this border.”  
 
    “So you are second only in that responsibility to the King himself?” Sena asked. “Nobody else has command of the defenses?”  
 
    “Exactly,” Rayne agreed. 
 
    Sena looked at Bren, who nodded.  
 
    “Very well,” she said. “What I say now is something that has been kept secret for a long time. I asked about your rank, sir, because I have sworn only to talk about this when in the presence of the commander of the whole of the elven border defenses. However, I have not sworn to talk about it only to him. I trust Ralnor, Lana, Akhen, and Lufaren, and of course it’s desirable to me to be able to tell the king directly. So, I take it upon myself to tell you my whole story.”  
 
    She paused for a moment, gathering her thoughts, then she began, “For a long time, the insidious mages of the Black Spire have been working their way into the heart of power in Venetia, the human kingdom. The marble throne, seat of power in our lands, is in thrall to the Black Spire, and as time has passed they have become more and more aggressive in their rhetoric about the destruction and subjugation of the elven lands, your lands, east of the Red River.”  
 
    She looked around the table, then continued, “In the days since the great Rift—the event that you call the Sundering—all know that war along the borderlands between the humans and the elves has become a tradition. Nobody cared about getting more territory; the human lands are huge, and the idea of gathering more lands into our control was ridiculous. But since the Black Spire began to train mages in earnest, things have been changing. Without anyone really noticing, the narrative shifted. It began to be said that there were riches beyond imagining in the lands of the elves, and powerful magical artifacts that could bring great wealth and power to the humans if we only had the bravery required to go and get them. The Black Spire leadership used to be an elected council of elders, but all that changed. It was taken over by a person they called the Master.”  
 
    “This Master,” Ralnor put in. “What had he to do with Malavax?”  
 
    “I’m coming to that,” Sena said. “Malavax was his pupil—his protege. Malavax hated the elves like no one else. He began his career in the army, and in that role he pushed for greater and greater aggression against the elves, and for a greater massing of forces on our borders. When he came to the Black Spire to study, he was already twisted with hatred, and he took to the training in the dark arts with alacrity. He was the Master’s lieutenant, his right hand man. He was in charge of the day-to-day running of the Black Spire for many years, until eventually he left to take direct command of the army he had built.”  
 
    “But during this time,” Bren said, “others had become unhappy with the way things were going. As Sena has said, Venetia is a huge domain, but most of its population is gathered in the great cities around the Blue Mirror lakes—Tullian’s Vale, which is the capital, and the other smaller settlements around it. While Malavax was gathering power at the Black Spire, his acolytes were usurping the power of the dukes at the King’s court. There were rumblings of discontent for a long time, but you know how people are; you give them enough comfort and luxury that they can be comfortable in their own lives, and they tend not to get too upset too quickly. By the time King Tullian V’s power had been undermined and the council reduced to a shadow of its former self, it was too late to do anything.”  
 
    “And so,” Sena continued, picking up the tale, “people began to meet in secret. There were folk from all walks of life: merchants who had been put out of business by new taxes levied to pay for the arming of troops, dukes who had been maneuvered out of power by the Black Spire mages, and officers and soldiers from the army who disagreed with the beating of the war drums in what they saw as a manufactured cause. There were members of the priest class too—the old gods have been shamefully treated by the Black Spire’s agents, who have gone from village to village rounding up anyone who had any trace of magical ability and carting them off to be trained as battle mages whether they liked it or not.”  
 
    “Dissatisfaction grew into anger, and anger grew into a powerful organization,” Bren said. “We had the advantage of being joined by many highly-trained people, and being well-funded. Our organization grew. We called ourselves the Restoration, and within a year we had sympathetic people in place near to almost every influential part of the state. Our great coup came when we learned that King Tullian V himself was sympathetic to our cause, but that he was unable to do anything for himself because the Black Spire had such a tight grip on the reins of power.”  
 
    Sena spoke up again, “In the Black Spire, the experiments in dark magic became more and more inhumane and disturbing. The Naxos were created, a dedicated force of twisted and evil magicians whose only purpose was to crush dissent. The Black Spire sought to create new kinds of power, and they tried all kinds of experiments, trying to create super soldiers who could be used to crush the elves. Despite their attempts to keep it all secret, rumors leaked out about what they were doing. I, and a few others, learned also about the Restoration, and we fled the Spire, hoping that we could join the revolution and help to deliver our people from the terror of the Black Spire and their adherents.”  
 
    “And she found us,” Bren said, smiling at Sena. Sena reached across to touch him companionably on the arm.  
 
    King Harald sat forward. “I’m glad to hear that the humans have stood up to their oppressors in this way,” he said. “But what of your message? What have you come here to say? For it seems that you are leading up to something, some request or some offer? I would hear it.”  
 
    “Very well,” Sena said. “You are right, of course. We bring both an offer and a request, as your majesty so perceptively guesses. We of the Restoration bring you an offer of peace between the human realms and the elven realms; peace, what’s more, that will be guaranteed forever. We do not wish for war; we wish for trade and traffic between our two realms, and we wish to help each other, to share technology and discoveries, as it is said in our legends and tales used to be the case between our peoples.”  
 
    “It’s true,” Harald said sadly. “Those days may be a matter of legend to you, but I am old enough to remember them. Before the Sundering, indeed, the humans and the elves were closely allied, and we worked together on many things, not just trade. Those were good days for both peoples, and both our kingdoms prospered. I would have it so again, yes, I would. But it seems to me that from what you say, you are not in a position to be offering such a treaty. Widespread as your Restoration may be, it has not yet acted to regain power over the lands of Venetia. The Black Spire still holds sway, do they not?”  
 
    “They do,” Sena said, “and that brings me to my request. The Restoration is indeed widespread, but not widespread enough that we can retake power from the Black Spire at a stroke. The mages of the Spire have some power over the people, some way of controlling their minds and thoughts. But there is something that they fear more than anything else—an item, a legendary artifact that’s said to lie in a place to the north of here, down the Red River, a place the humans call the Daurgozh.”  
 
    “What is that place?” Harald said, frowning, his eyes filling suddenly with wariness. “If I know anything about human languages, the word Daurgozh means something like ‘haunted city by the falls,’ is that not right?” 
 
    “It is,” Sena said. “The Black Spire are terrified that their enemies will find this thing—whatever it is—that lies in the Daurgozh, because it will break their control over their minions. We do not know where the Daurgozh is, except that it lies deep within your lands. So, we’ve come here to ask if you will help us to find the haunted city by the falls, and if you will give us the safe passage we need to get there through your lands. If we can find this item, we will use it to break the hold of the Black Spire on the power structure in Venetia, and to restore King Tullian V and the council of dukes to their rightful power. In return, we offer you everlasting peace, a military alliance, and an opening of trade between our realms until the end of time. Will you help us?”  
 
    “It seems that you ask us to help you to achieve something that’s far from certain,” Commander Rayne said. “We have only your word that this Restoration exists at all, and that it’s as widespread and ready to take control as you say. For all we know, you could be spies on behalf of the Black Spire, come to spy out our secrets, or to find this powerful item and use it to your advantage in the war.”  
 
    Harald gave Rayne a cool look. “Have you learned nothing over the years, little brother?” he said wearily. “You have done well here at the garrison, and you are a fine commander, but I fear you are less of a judge of character. Look at their faces, Rayne. Can you not see the truth there?”  
 
    Rayne nodded reluctantly. “I see it,” he said, “but I still think that we should be cautious…”  
 
    Suddenly Akhen spoke up. “If you will permit me to speak,” he said, “there is something I have been keeping to myself that I think must now be told.”  
 
    “Very well, Akhen,” Rayne said. “Go ahead. You may speak.”  
 
    Akhen sighed and leaned forward on the table, resting his head in his hands for a moment, then raising his face to look around them all.  
 
    “Since before we set out on this mission to the human borders, I have been worried about something. Ralnor, a person whose judgment and instincts I put great trust in, had a vision before we left.”  
 
    “Akhen!” Ralnor said, horrified that what he saw as simply a lapse after a heavy training session was about to be shared with the commander and the king.  
 
    “It must be told, Ralnor,” Akhen said, then went on, “The vision was of a place that could only be the Forbidden City, the ancient capital of the elven realm before the Sundering. Ralnor described it to me perfectly, even including the great waterfall of Thunder Falls to the south of the city. He described an evil power there, occupying the high tower of the castle that sits at the highest point of the city, and a blue light shining from the Sorcerer’s Tower.”  
 
    “Daurgozh,” Sena breathed. “The haunted city by the falls! It must be the Forbidden City!”  
 
    “I believe so,” Akhen said. “Since that vision, I have seen several things that have troubled me. I’ve seen spirit trees glowing blue on the plain. In the dungeon where Lana almost died, we fought a horde of undead humans—corpses raised from death in an ancient tomb lit with blue lights. Such things have not been seen in the world since the first hundred years after the Sundering, when the portal that had been created at the moment of the Sundering was still open.”  
 
    “Well do I remember that time,” Harald said, closing his eyes for a moment as if with remembered pain. “The dead walked, and that evil blue light seemed to be everywhere in those days.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Akhen said. “And in the tomb, we found the Amulet of Shem, an ancient item from before the Sundering, one of the legendary five chalices. When the Sundering portal opened, its power took over all the five chalices, and when it closed, they never worked again. And yet the Amulet of Shem did work. It healed Ralnor and Lana, saving Lana from death.”  
 
    “And what do you think this means?” Harald said, though from his tone Ralnor thought the king already knew the answer to his own question.  
 
    Akhen stood, planting his hands on the table before him and looking around at them all. “My friends,” he said, “I believe that someone—or something—has gone to the Forbidden City and reopened the Sundering portal. All the signs point to that. I believe that this Daurgozh that Sena speaks of is the forbidden city, and that we must go there and find out what is happening. Perhaps we will find the item that Sena speaks of, but perhaps we will find something else, something worse.”  
 
    “What do you fear, Akhen?” King Harald asked.  
 
    “Your majesty,” Akhen said. “What I fear is that the Black Spire have gotten there already. What I fear is that we are too late.”  
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    Everyone sat silent for a moment, stunned by this revelation. The Sundering portal, a gaping hole in the very fabric of reality, had been torn open by the devastating power of the Sundering three hundred years ago. Parlax the mage had sacrificed himself, absorbing a great portion of the power that was released in that terrible, awesome blast, but even with that mitigation the impact had been enormous and the portal had opened.  
 
    For a hundred years, it had remained open, and from it had come not only monsters of unimaginable horror, but also a stream of energy that changed the very nature of reality. The energy affected plants, animals, and trees, turning them into monstrous versions of themselves. And most horribly, it caused the dead to rise, as mindless, ravenous monsters that bore no resemblance to who they had been in life.  
 
    A century had passed, during which time the humans, the elves, and the other peoples of the northern world had fought a desperate battle for survival. After a hundred years, the portal had closed again, and the effects had faded from the world. The elves did not know what had caused the portal to close, but the humans had a tale that it had been a mighty human warrior that had caused it, a hero they had no name for, who had fought his way single handed to the portal and used his own grasp of magic to close it forever.  
 
    Whatever the truth of this, the idea that it might have been deliberately re-opened by a mage from the Black Spire was terrifying to everyone sitting around the commander’s table that evening. To Harald, who had actually lived through those days, the idea of a return to the chaos of the century after the Sundering was almost more than he could bear.  
 
    To Akhen, who had earnestly studied magical history, theory, and practice for years beyond count, the idea that anyone should do such a thing in the quest for power was repugnant. He hated the use of magic simply as a tool to gain power, and anger flowed through him at the idea, particularly now he had heard the story of the Black Spire, who they were, and what they were capable of.  
 
    For Bren and Sena, the news meant less than to those who knew more about the history of magic, and of the world. The humans did not fully understand what was meant by the Sundering portal, but they understood that anything which gained more power for the Black Spire was one step closer to their doom, and the doom of the kingdom and land that they loved and called home.  
 
    Lana and Ralnor looked at each other. For Lana, the news felt like an inevitability, and she realized in that moment that she had suspected something like this. All Akhen’s hints and evasions over the last while, Ralnor’s visions, and the strange signs of magic they had all seen…somehow, she had felt that it would lead to this—the reactivating of that legendary portal that had been the cause of all the trouble for the last three hundred years. Fate coming full circle.  
 
    Ralnor felt the pull of fate within him. The news was bad, of course, but like Lana he had suspected that something of the kind was coming. On the grassy plain outside the undead king’s tomb, he had felt nothing but malevolence and threat where his friends had felt powerfully that they should go into the chamber and seek what was there. Akhen and Lana had both said they felt the pull of fate.  
 
    Now it was his turn to feel that this was fated. He would go to the Forbidden City, he now knew. He would journey there, and would find there the source of the evil power. Perhaps he would even find the item that Sena and her band wanted, the item that would give them the power they needed to break the influence of the Black Spire over the court and the Kingdom of Venetia.  
 
    He would go. He would confront the thing that he had seen in the tower during his vision, and he would beat it. Fear warred in his breast with a sense of rightness, a sense of deep purpose that he felt was unavoidable.  
 
    The pull of fate.  
 
    Commander Rayne leaned forward on his table, putting his elbows on the flat surface and his head in his hands.  
 
    “Harald?” he said after a moment. “What do you say about this? Should they go? Do they have your blessing?”  
 
    “They do,” Harald said. “Rayne, this feels inevitable to me. I have long felt the pull of fate toward this, that’s why I went myself to the Forbidden City and retrieved Ralnor from the preservation chambers twenty years ago, because I felt that fate decreed it was time for that to happen. I could not deny the sense of fate I had then, and I can’t deny it now. I trust these humans. I trust them not only to tell the truth, but to travel north upriver to Highbough—the place that’s now called the Forbidden City—and to find and do whatever they can there. I don’t know what they seek anymore than they do, but if what Akhen says is true, then perhaps they will be able to find whoever has opened the portal too and settle that once and for all.”  
 
    “And I suppose,” Commander Rayne said heavily, “that Akhen, Ralnor, and company must go with them.”  
 
    “Correct,” Harald said. “I did not know what purpose Ralnor was going to play in all this when I brought him out of the preservation chambers and sent him here to learn his magic, but now I see that we have come to the moment that has been fated. Yes, Ralnor must go, and Akhen must go also. I leave it to them to choose who will go with them in their party, but these two at least must go. They are our best two magic workers, and whatever they find at the Forbidden City, they will need magic to tackle it.” He looked around the table. 
 
    “Sena, Bren,” Harald continued, looking at the humans with kindness and compassion in his eyes, “Commander Rayne and I accept your peace treaty. I will allow you to travel north through my lands, to the place that you have called Daurgozh. I know where and what it is—it’s without doubt the place that we call the Forbidden City, the capital of the elven empire back in the simpler days before the Sundering. You shall go, and Ralnor and Akhen shall go with you, and whoever else you choose for your party. What is more, when you return, which I have no doubt you shall, I shall help you further. We can plan together, and if there is any way of getting messages between here and the Restoration back in Venetia, we will do so. I will help you, if I can, to bring about the overthrow of the Black Spire and the regaining of the land of Venetia for King Tullian V. I have been blessed with an enormously long life in my days as king, and if I can end them by bringing about the restoration of good relations between our two kingdoms, then I will die a happy and fulfilled elf.” 
 
    “We may not be able to undo the damage of the Sundering,” Rayne said, “but perhaps we can restore the good relations between our two peoples and end this pointless war.”  
 
    “This is all we hoped for and more,” Bren said with feeling. “Thank you. So what shall we do now? I am weary, and we have had a long journey, but I feel that we should make a plan of action before we leave here tonight.”  
 
    “I agree,” Commander Rayne said. He stood, and walking to the corner of the tent, he lifted a long rolled up piece of parchment from a chest. He flattened it out on the table in front of them. 
 
    “This is a map of the lands between here and the Forbidden City,” he said. “Here’s the Red River, that runs south to north, right past our outpost here and on to the sea. On foot, it would take a long time, maybe even as much as a month, to get from here to the Forbidden City, which is itself only a few miles from the northern sea. But if you were to take boats you could do the journey in a week, and it would perhaps be a much safer and easier way to travel than going across country through the river lands. The country alongside the river is not well-scouted, but there are people living out there, elves, certainly, but perhaps others too.”  
 
    “That sounds like the most sensible approach,” Ralnor said. “What will you do?”  
 
    “We will keep a defense up here against any further human encroachment,” Rayne said, “and Harald here has agreed to supply me—as the new commander of the outpost forts—with more and better troops, so I am not concerned about being overrun just yet. It will take a long time for the humans to muster another force such as the one that Malavax threw against us last month, and I hope that we may see nothing but the usual skirmishing between now and next spring. Winter is always a quieter time, and I will use it to train the new soldiers and maintain the barricades, and go on a tour of inspection of my new command. The forts have been badly handled in recent years. I plan to change that.”  
 
    “So, to the composition of our company,” Ralnor said. “I will go, of course, and I think Sena must as well.”  
 
    “And Farlo, and Lana,” Akhen said. “I will not be without them on this trip.”  
 
    Commander Rayne’s face twisted in a wry smile. “I suppose I will have to accept the loss of my armorer once again then,” he said. “It’s a shame, I won’t deny that Farlo had become indispensable as a supplier of arms and armor to the soldiers, but he has trained Burla well and I believe that he will do in the interim. This mission is important, and I agree with Akhen that all those who are trained in magic must go.”  
 
    “What about you, Bren?” Ralnor asked.  
 
    Bren shook his head. “I fear that it’s my duty to return to Venetia if I can, and to deliver the message to the agents of the Restoration. They must know what has passed here, and we must find a way of transmitting messages between here and Venetia. It should not be too difficult. There are now many agents of the Restoration within the Scouts who man the forts along Stoneheart’s Shield, and they are allowed to range freely into the Unclaimed Lands between the Shield and the elven outposts. I will see to it that our agents can get away from the Shield and meet with friendly Rangers to transmit messages. It will be slow, to be sure, and cumbersome, but we can do it, I think.”  
 
    “Will you take your folk with you?” Ralnor asked.  
 
    “Those that wish to go,” he said, “but there are many in my company who want nothing more than to get away from Venetia, and they will formally request asylum from Harald in due course, I think. They may stay here at the outpost and fight alongside the Rangers if you’re willing to have humans among your garrison, Commander Rayne?”  
 
    “Oh, indeed,” the commander said. “In fact, my drill sergeant is a human—Jonah by name—who came to me some twenty years ago with a story of injustice done to him in Venetia and desiring to join the elves instead. He’s a hardy and trustworthy man, though he’s out on a Ranging just at the moment with a group of my soldiers and he’s unlikely to be back for another few days. I’ll gladly take any who desire to stay, though I’d suggest that your folk don’t attempt to go further into the elven realms just yet. If any had designs to go to Suntower City, for example, they might not find a welcome.”  
 
    “A human called Jonah?” Sena said, breaking into the conversation. “You have a human called Jonah here?”  
 
    “We do,” Commander Rayne answered, “though as I say, he’s not in the outpost at the moment, he’s out on a ranging.”  
 
    Sena looked thoughtful and seemed about to speak again, but then she just nodded and said no more.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    The next day, the preparations for the journey began. It was decided that six of them would go: Ralnor, Lana, Akhen, and Farlo would go, as the trained magic users and representatives of the elven kingdoms. For the humans, Sena, of course, had to go, as it was her mission, and Cowan the Scout also volunteered. He was a highly skilled woodsman and tracker, and Ralnor was pleased that he would be coming with them.  
 
    Bren would go back to Venetia as had been agreed, to pass the good news back to the agents of the Restoration. Most of the other humans elected to stay in the garrison and train as honorary Rangers under Jonah and Commander Rayne.  
 
    “I suppose there’s little point in trying to send a large force,” Ralnor said thoughtfully, as he stood on the palisade wall, discussing the makeup of the group with Akhen the day before they set off.  
 
    “Indeed,” Akhen agreed. “What we’re going to face is not something that can be tackled with numbers. A smaller party travels quicker and more stealthily anyway, and when we get there it will be magic that we use to win the battle, not force of arms.”  
 
    For all that, Ralnor did feel the group was a little small. He had hoped that Lufaren would have agreed to come along with them, as he’d become close with the elf. Lufaren was a reliable companion and a skilled Ranger. But it was not to be. Instead, it had been decided that Lufaren would go back to Venetia with Bren to aid the resistance there and deliver assurances from the elves’ side that the peace treaty could be relied upon.  
 
    Lufaren would also be instrumental in the setting up of a relay system for messages between agents of the Restoration embedded in the Scouts, and the elven Rangers, so that news could travel easily between the two sides.  
 
    Boats were arranged for the travelers to use on their journey north. The six of them examined maps, looking at the long sweep of the Red River that ran for many miles north to the sea, and wondering what lay in the blank spaces around the river.  
 
    “It looks like there are a lot of unexplored lands between here and the Forbidden City,” Ralnor said that afternoon, as he looked at a large map with Sena, Lana, and King Harald in the commander’s tent.  
 
    “It’s true,” Harald said. “In the years that followed the Sundering, many things changed, including the landscape around the river lands and the peoples who lived in it. Too many towns and villages were destroyed by the calamitous raising of the dead that happened after the opening of the portal. All this,” he gestured to the empty lands between the Forbidden City and the Greenwood, east of the Red River, “was part of the elven empire of Galen, of which I had inherited the kingship from my father. But it was all overrun, farms, town lands, great rich mining districts with gold and silver aplenty, and beautiful forests teeming with life for hunters to live well on. All was destroyed.”  
 
    “What was it like during those years?” Lana asked. “What came from the portal? What were you fighting?”  
 
    “We were not fighting, Lana,” Harald said sadly. “We were fleeing. The things that came from the portal were…hard to describe. They were not really creatures in the sense that we mean the word; they were more like entities, spirits that could use terror and rage as weapons, making the people crazy with fear as they approached. They looked like dark shadows or bright lights, they came as clouds of fog or as living flames. I believe they were demons of an older time, a time before the rules that govern our reality were put in place. They were dreadful when they came, but they were relatively rare. It was the dead that were the real menace.”  
 
    He shuddered. “The elven and the human tradition has long been to bury the dead in cemeteries with great honor. In these lands that we’re looking at now, there were many of these cemeteries, some large and extensive, and many smaller tombs laid out by noble families over the years, scattered throughout the lands. From these came the real horrors, corpses that stalked the land and destroyed every living thing they came across, without mercy or compassion. They killed, and the blue power that shone everywhere in the land raised these newly dead people and made of them monsters also, to spread terror among the land. Eventually, a wave of these living corpses ten thousand strong or more came lumbering across the land, destroying everything in its path. There was no fighting them.”  
 
    “How did you survive?”  
 
    “Many of us did not. But some retreated to the Greenwood and climbed, for the one thing we had found the dead could not do was climb trees. We made what homes we could in the boughs of the high pines in the Greenwood, the enormous trees from which we eventually made the tree towers of Suntower City. For many years we lived up there, unable to put our feet on the ground because of the roaming hordes of the dead. But eventually, after many years, the portal closed. We felt it—a great disturbance in the fabric of the world, like a huge boom of an explosion far away. The blue light, which we had all become so used to, went out, and the natural light of the sun returned. The dead fell where they stood and were dead again.”  
 
    “It must have taken you a long time to rebuild,” Lana said.  
 
    “In a way we never did rebuild,”  Harald replied. “The civilisation that we built up after the portal closed was not a rebuilding of what we had been in the past, it was something entirely new and, though I don’t like to say it, it was also something entirely inferior to what we had known before. In the high days of the Empire of Galen, when the humans and the elves collaborated on everything, life was good for all people. Riches flowed like water, and nobody went without. Our knowledge, our comfort, our ability to enquire into the great matters of philosophy and science, all were without limit. We were reduced afterward to a greatly diminished people.”  
 
    “Perhaps our mission to the Forbidden City will bring about the re-establishment of some of the greatness of the olden days?” Lana suggested.  
 
    Harald smiled warmly at her. “I can only hope so.”  
 
    They spent a day resting and looking at maps, but there was little more that could be learned. Eventually, all was ready. They would rely on their wits and their intuition, their Ranger skills and their magic, when they were out in the Uncharted Lands. There was little more that they could expect from the mission. They did not know what they were going to face, they did not know much about the lands they would pass through, and so all they could do was pack as much food as they could and get ready to go.  
 
    At dawn the next day, when they first light was staining the darkness of the eastern sky with a pink haze in the distance, they said goodbye to King Harald and Commander Rayne and left Rayne’s Outpost without fanfare, walking out by a side gate and heading south, upriver, toward where the landing stage lay.  
 
    Boats were not something the Rangers used often, the Red River being generally not of much use as a road for them. The Rangers rarely went north, only west and south, but the old landing stage was still kept in some kind of working order by the Rangers of the outpost anyway. The landing post was stone, built out into the flowing water at a point where the river grew wide and slow. Tied up to a wooden post that was fixed in the stone were two long wooden canoes.  
 
    Their gear—mostly food, tents, blankets, and freshwater—had been packed in the boats the night before, and they quickly arranged themselves with three to each boat. Ralnor, Lana, and Akhen went in one boat, and Farlo, Cowan, and Sena in the other.  
 
    Farlo and Cowan had hit it off in the last few days, and they chatted amiably, joking about the road ahead and teasing each other about the condition of each others’ gear. Ralnor smiled to hear their banter, but he noticed that Sena was serious and quiet, staring ahead into the gloomy air above the river as they got ready to cast off.  
 
    Soon, all was ready, and they untied the boats and stowed the lines in the bottom before picking up the paddles and making their way out into the current.  
 
    Having three people in each boat meant that they could take turns at the oars, and there was always the chance for one member of the party to rest. To begin with, Cowan and Sena took up the oars in their boat, while Ralnor and Lana took up the oars in theirs. The humans, who had both grown up near the lake country called the Blue Mirrors, were experienced on the water, but the elves were less so.  
 
    Despite his lack of experience, Ralnor found that the maneuvering of the small boat came easily enough to him. He smiled as he felt the current take the canoe and carry it out into the middle of the river, and he found that he and Lana could concentrate on steering it with little adjustments with the oars. The water thumped companionably on the wooden boat’s hull, and he and Lana quickly fell into a rhythm, letting the current do most of the work and using their paddles to keep their course.  
 
    After a very short while, the land rose on either side and the water became deep and swift. They passed the outpost up on the cliff to their right, seeing the wooden palisade going swiftly by and even getting a glimpse of the top of the tower that had always been home to Ralnor and Lana during their time at the garrison.  
 
    As they sped on, Ralnor used his magic to send out pulses of life detection into the environment around him. There was life in the woods—ground animals, birds, and even something that felt like it might have been a goblin—but no humans or elves that he could detect.  
 
    The sun rose, and the dawn chorus echoed around them in the trees as they flowed along on the water. Akhen was muttering to himself in the back of the boat, poring over a map.  
 
    “What are you saying back there, Akhen?” Lana called cheerfully over her shoulder to him.  
 
    “Ah, I was thinking about the distance,” he said, “and trying to calculate how long it will take us with clear weather and no problems on the way. I say we’d take about ten days to get to the rapids above Thunder Falls, all going well, which is about half the time it would take on foot.”  
 
    “And Thunder Falls is what, about twenty miles from the city?”  
 
    “Fifteen,” Akhen said, “and we’ll have to go on foot from the falls to the city. There’s no chance of going down the falls on boats—they are enormous.” 
 
    “No fear!” Lana laughed. “I’ve heard about the Thunder Falls! They say they are so big that you can hear the roar of them for a days’ march in every direction. You hear them long before you see them.”  
 
    “Aye, so it’s said,” Akhen replied shortly, before returning to his map and his muttering. 
 
    “What’s eaten him?” Lana said, nudging Ralnor. “He doesn’t seem happy!”  
 
    “It’s a big thing we’re going to do,” Ralnor said with a shrug, “and I guess it represents the culmination of many years of study for him. We don’t know what we’re walking into, but if we succeed, we may just do the greatest event in magical history since Parlax opened the Sundering portal! I’m not surprised he’s a little anxious, it’s a big responsibility.”  
 
    “Well, perhaps,” Lana said. She looked up at the trees on the high cliffs that loomed over the river. “For myself, I feel like it’s impossible to be gloomy on a day like this. We’re doing it! We’re on our way! We might be about to bring about the reconciliation of the elves and the humans, and the undoing of the damage that was caused by the Sundering.”  
 
    She looked over at Ralnor and grinned, her pleasure in life itself dancing in her dark eyes. “And there’s no one I’d rather be doing it with,” she said.  
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In a pleasant twist of fate, the first few days of their journey were uneventful. They learned the control of their boats and watched the scenery change day by day as they followed the river northward. 
 
    Most of the time, the sides of the river moved between cliffs or deep banks of fern-covered earth. The river was wide, deep, and fast, but it was quiet and never difficult to navigate. They learned to keep their boats close enough together that they could call out to each other, but far enough apart that they were not at risk of collision.  
 
    Of the elven folk, Ralnor took to the oars with the most ease. Akhen struggled with the paddles—they were too long for him, and he did not have the upper body strength that was needed to steer consistently. In the other boat, Farlo quickly gained competence in the canoe, with Sena and Cowan both being very ready to help him learn.  
 
    While Ralnor, Lana, and Akhen mostly sat in companionable silence in their canoe, the others were often laughing and jesting, and it made Ralnor smile to see Farlo so confident and secure in himself.  
 
    On the third day, as evening was falling, they found a spot to stop as usual and guided their boats into the bank. Here, a little sandy hollow had been dug out by the water. On days when it rained, perhaps this would have been full of water, but today the river was fairly low and the little sandy bank offered shelter and a comfortable place to spend the night.  
 
    They hauled the canoes up onto the bank, and Ralnor climbed up with Cowan to look around, while the others set about making camp and starting a fire for cooking.  
 
    “We’ve come far,” Ralnor said as he and Cowan looked about themselves. “This is way beyond the pinewoods north of the outposts, and even beyond the hill country where the humans had their camp, back when I first met Malavax.”  
 
    Cowan looked at him and smiled. Around them, oak, beech, birch, and hazel mingled together to make an open, pleasant forest with a floor of thick moss. There was no lack of firewood, and Ralnor could sense small life all around him; rabbits, foxes, deer, and birds of all kinds.  
 
    “This place seems fairly uninhabited, wouldn’t you say?” Cowan asked, eyeing him curiously. 
 
    Ralnor smiled knowingly. “Are you asking whether my magic can detect any life out here beyond animals?”  
 
    Cowan looked uncomfortable. “That’s a personal question for you, Ralnor. I wouldn’t ask such a thing…”  
 
    “You can ask about it,” Ralnor said. “Magic is not a taboo subject. I can sense out into the world around us and feel the presence of life. I don’t find anything larger than the deer in these woods.”  
 
    “Ah, hm, good,” Cowan said thoughtfully. “Where I’m from, the subject of magic is one that we’re supposed to tread carefully around. But I think that more comes from the undesirable activities of the Black Spire than from any good sense. People don’t like to ask each other about magic, because to do so these days is to ask where one's support for different political factions lies—with the Spire or the council of dukes, you see.”  
 
    “I see,” Ralnor said, “but such is not the case for me. And anyway, we’re all friends and allies here, so feel free to ask.”  
 
    “And you, likewise,” Cowan said, though he did not seem so sure.  
 
    “You mean that?” Ralnor asked, “because there is something I would ask of you, but I’ve been holding off from doing so because…well, because it seems rather a personal question.”  
 
    Cowan smiled and laughed. “Go on then,” he said. “You have to ask now.”  
 
    Ralnor chuckled. They had walked a little way from the edge of the camping spot and were out of sight of the others. Ralnor found a fallen oak branch that was well dried, and crouched to begin breaking bits off it to bring back for the fire.  
 
    “It’s about sleeping, Cowan,” he said after a moment. “The thing is, that in all the time we’ve spent together, I’ve never once seen you sleep. How is that? At first I thought you just took rest when I was not looking, but it doesn’t seem to be the case?”  
 
    Cowan sighed. “It’s true,” he said, “and I guessed this was what you were going to ask me. Well, you’re right. I do not sleep. It’s my curse, but I have not slept in four years, Ralnor. Oh, I feel the need of it. I don’t think any man can understand how much I desire it. But the truth is, I do not actually need it for my survival anymore. I desire it, but I don’t need it. I’m as functional as if I had rested well, but at the same time I want it more than I can describe.”  
 
    Ralnor looked at the man in amazement. Cowan was a grizzled, thin man of middle age, with straggly gray hair tied up behind his head and a face browned and lined from years outdoors.  
 
    “But I didn’t think it was possible for anyone—human, elf, or any other creature—to go for more than a day or two at most without sleep. Four years?”  
 
    “Aye,” he replied sadly. “It’s why I hate the Black Spire so much. When I was a Scout for the Stoneheart’s Shield forts, I was happy enough. I had a wife back in Tullian’s Vale, and a young daughter as well. The pay was good enough, and I got a few months of leave each year to go back and spend with my family. I was only a few years from retiring when the Spire mages came to the fort that I was at. They took a handful of the more experienced men, those who already had highly developed skills as Scouts, and they transported us back to the Spire.”  
 
    “And once you were there?” Ralnor asked gently.  
 
    “They were trying to create soldiers who had special abilities; excessive physical strength, resistance to magic, the ability to see through walls, to run very fast, all those kinds of things. You can imagine what a group of power-hungry mages without any compassion for human suffering could come up with to enhance soldiers. But they were coming across the limitations of magic in their experimentation. They had developed spells that they would use, casting them over people to bring about the powers that were desired. They called them ‘enhancements,’ but they were really curses.”  
 
    “We use a similar thing, Cowan,” Ralnor said. “For example, I can use a spell to enhance the ability of my friends in battle, for a short time.”  
 
    “Aye, for a short time,” he replied, “but these mages were seeking to create a permanent effect. Most of the time, it killed the subjects, but for some reason I survived the process. And the result is as you see—I cannot sleep, and physically at least it’s had no detrimental effect on me.”  
 
    Ralnor looked at the man in amazement. “Four years,” he marveled.  
 
    “It’s been a torment,” Cowan said bitterly. “I want nothing more than to sleep, but I cannot, and my life goes on.”  
 
    “How did you escape?”  
 
    “Ironically, I was able to use my abilities to get away. Not needing sleep allowed me to learn the patterns of the guards changeover outside my cell. I took advantage of that to slip out during the changeover. The guards didn’t know I was gone until I was well on my way. It’s not for nothing that I was one of the most accomplished Scouts on the wall.”  
 
    They made their way slowly back to the camp. “What’s it like, the Black Spire?” Ralnor asked as they got back and began to build up the fire and cook food.  
 
    “A huge complex of buildings,” Cowan answered, and Sena nodded but stayed silent. “Almost like a walled city in its own right. All made of black stone that seems to eat the sunlight. The whole place is dark and gloomy, and at the center of the complex is the Spire itself, an enormous pinnacle of rock that stretches up into the sky, black as night.”  
 
    “It’s a labyrinth,” Sena put in, “with many different areas and countless hidden corners to get lost in. Underground, they have a vast complex of dungeons and deep chambers. I don’t think anyone has explored them fully. The mages occupy the buildings around the Spire, but no one actually lives there. You see, the Spire performs some kind of function that nobody talks about. It seems to draw magic power in from outside, to create an energy source for magic in a way that nobody fully understands.”  
 
    “There’s a terrible energy in the place,” Cowan said, “and it all emanates from the Spire. It’s an evil place, and the people who live there are as evil as the buildings.”  
 
    “But it can't always have been evil, can it?” Farlo asked.  
 
    “Oh, always,” Sena said. “Before the mages took it for their training school, it was abandoned completely, and nobody went there because the stories and legends about it were so terrible. It is wholly evil, and always has been. Nobody knows its origins, where it came from or what it was used for, yet there it stands, and it’s become a monument to everything that’s wrong with human culture.”  
 
    “Well,” Ralnor said thoughtfully, “there seem to still be plenty of humans who want to do right as well. Let’s not forget that fact. It’s important! You people, and your allies back in Venetia, are doing a brave thing by resisting. From the sounds of it, the Black Spire is a new corruption, and at the heart of human culture is something good and true. Something worth fighting for.”  
 
    “Aye,” Cowan said with a smile. “That’s true enough. It can be easy to forget, but we mustn’t forget. A thing worth fighting for.”  
 
    The days passed uneventfully. The forest passed away, and the river widened, and by the end of their first week of their journey they found themselves navigating through a wide, flat land. The river here was enormous, nearly a mile wide at points, and the companions felt small as they steered their boats along on the deep, slow current.  
 
    And the current was slow here, slow enough that they found they needed to use their paddles to keep themselves moving, otherwise it would have taken them a month to get to their destination. Akhen had estimated that it would take them ten days to get to their destination, and now on day seven Ralnor found himself keeping an ear out for the legendary roar of Thunder Falls, even though he knew that realistically he surely would not hear it so soon.  
 
    The map was of little help at this point. Beyond a ragged indication of the shape of the coastline and a line representing the Red River, there was little on the map to show what the lands were like.  
 
    They all watched their surroundings carefully for any signs of life, but there were none. Not another living person had they seen since they had set out from the outpost.  
 
    Around the river, the brown, empty flats stretched interminably away into the distance. The sky was overcast, and thin mists trailed across the empty moorland. The air was cold, and a sense of growing threat was coming on them as they pressed ahead.  
 
    That night they made no fire and did not leave their boats, choosing instead to sleep in the canoes. They lashed their boats to some stumpy bushes that they found growing by the bank, and took turns at the watches. Despite his inability to sleep, Cowan still benefited from rest, and so the others took care not to exploit his special ability. They all took turns, allowing Cowan to lie down in the boat and at least rest his body, even if he could not get true sleep.  
 
    Ralnor woke from a troubled sleep in the middle of the night. Lana was tugging at his arm.  
 
    “Ral, did you hear that?” she hissed.  
 
    He came awake instantly, his hand on his knife. All was dark around him. He listened.  
 
    Sure enough, there was a sound, a wet, snuffling sound not far off, like something big moving on the bank.  
 
    Ralnor used his detection magic to find what trace of life he could.  
 
    “Something big,” he said to her, “not human or elf, an animal of some kind.”  
 
    He reached down into the boat and felt about. It was pitch black, but there was a torch in the boat and he pulled it up and grabbed his flint striker from his belt. A quick scrape, and sparks lit the night, followed by the flare of burning oil as the torch caught. 
 
    Ralnor held the light up.  
 
    “There,” he said, pointing. The others were waking up now too, and his bright orange light shone on their tired faces.  
 
    On the bank, there was a shape leaning over the water. It was huge, bigger than a man, with great staring eyes that reflected the torchlight as they stared out at the travelers. The body behind the eyes was covered in thick black hair, and as Ralnor turned his light on the creature to try to get a better view, the thing moved slowly backward then turned and lumbered off into the darkness.  
 
    The canoe had a holder fixed onto the wood at each end, where you could place a lit torch. Ralnor stuck his torch into the foremost of these and sat down with a sigh.  
 
    “What was that thing?” Sena breathed from the other boat.  
 
    “Who can say?” Akhen said quietly. “Out here, there have been few explorers from the elven lands for many a long year. I thought all these lands were empty and barren, but apparently there are some creatures out here still, living in the blasted plains.”  
 
    They all sat silently. Farlo took another torch and lit it, placing it in the holder at the front of his boat. They had plenty of these torches with them, as well as the rags and oil they would need to make more, and so Ralnor was not concerned about using a few up tonight. He did not feel that it would be a good idea to sit the rest of the night in darkness, and he had no idea how long this night was going to last. With no moon and no stars, there was no way of telling.  
 
    He did not sleep well that night. His dreams were troubled by the blue light which he associated with the vision he’d had of the portal tower, and with the runes in the terrible tomb where they’d fought the undead.  
 
    He remembered what Harald had said about the terrible days after the Sundering, where the dead walked. In his mind’s eye, he saw a wave of mindless undead stumbling across the land, tens of thousands strong, devouring everything in their path. It was a horrifying idea.  
 
    How could anyone risk that happening again by opening up the Sundering portal on purpose? What motivation could the humans possibly have for such an irresponsible action? And then again, why had worse consequences not come from it already?  
 
    He thought back to the things they had seen—the glowing tree, the runes in the tomb, that strange sense of power that permeated the air now as they got closer. Perhaps whoever was at the Forbidden City had managed to partially activate the portal in some way, drawing off some power from it but not releasing the full devastating force of it into the world?  
 
    If it had been opened fully, surely there would have been reports of the dead rising in other places, and yet it was only in the tomb of the undead king where this dreadful phenomenon had been seen.  
 
    The tomb of the amulet.  
 
    Ralnor put his hand to his chest. There, the Amulet of Shem hung quiet, a cool weight of crystal against his skin. The amulet had shown no more sign of power since it had been used, and Ralnor felt sure that they had used the benefits of it and would not get the chance to do so again.  
 
    Something happened that focused power on that tomb, he thought as he held the amulet in his hand. That must be it. The power of the portal was focused on the place where the amulet was hidden, and that is what caused the dead there to rise, but not elsewhere.  
 
    So what could be drawn from that? He puzzled the idea further in his mind, but could get no further with it. A realization felt close, like a name half remembered on the tip of the tongue, but sleep took him before he could work out what it was.  
 
    In the boat the next day, as they paddled slowly down the center of the vast river, Ralnor spoke to Akhen about his thoughts.  
 
    “I agree with you,” Akhen said. “There’s not been a general dispersal of portal magic into the world. If there had been, we would see more effects. Rather, there seems to have been some kind of quite specific use of the power. It’s interesting, isn’t it, that the tomb which held the amulet had a strong dose of the power, but that the land around it did not?”  
 
    “It seems to me,” Ralnor said, “that the power of the portal has been sent to specific points in some way.”  
 
    “It would be a powerful mage who could do such a thing,” Akhen mused. “But it would be the sensible approach to take if you wanted to harness the power of the portal without causing absolute chaos in the world. But why that tomb?”  
 
    “Perhaps,” Lana hazarded, “it has something to do with the amulet? The amulet seems to have been charged up in some way by the focusing of the power. Perhaps that was what they were trying to do?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Ralnor countered, “it was a finding spell. You said that the five chalices, of which the Amulet of Shem is one, were created by the humans during the height of their magical power. Perhaps the mage in the Forbidden City is trying to find them, and is using the power of the portal to do so?”  
 
    Akhen nodded thoughtfully. “Yes,” he said, “yes, that would be a believable theory. That would fit the facts. That would explain why the power of the portal was focused only on the tomb, and why it charged the amulet enough for two healings, but not more. It’s also believable that a mage who wanted to gather power now would seek the amulets. They must have been scattered or hidden during the Sundering wars, and he must be wanting to bring them all to himself and unite their power again.”  
 
    “Tell us about the other items, Akhen,” Lana said. “Do you know anything more about them? Why were they called the five chalices?”  
 
    “Because the powers of the five human gods were poured into them,” Akhen said. “There was the Amulet of Shem, of course. Shem is the god of touch, and her power was in healing. Then there was Bas, the god of thought, Colon, god of hearing, and Oquil and Kala, the twins, goddesses of sight and speech. I do not know exactly what the powers of the other chalices are, or were, but each had a power that could not be achieved by magic alone.”  
 
    “Like the immense healing properties of the Amulet of Shem,” Ralnor said.  
 
    “That’s right,” Akhen replied. “No magic can heal that powerfully. We can use force magic, we can harness the power of the elements, or create illusions and even transform our bodies into different forms, but we cannot heal a deadly injury, nor raise the dead. We cannot slow time or travel through time, nor can we see clearly into the future, though some people do have an element at least of prescience. With magic, we cannot create new life. But the five chalices have some kind of power of this kind—a power that magic could not grant. A god-like power. It’s possible that a mage who got all five chalices together and united their powers could harness the powers of a god, could become more powerful than any mage who had gone before. The uniting of the five chalices in one place, combined with the power of the Sundering portal reopened and harnessed in some way…yes, I think that it’s likely. There’s a mage there who is doing what Parlax tried to do. He is trying to push the boundaries of what is possible with magic, and to gain power such as magic has never alone been able to grant.”  
 
    “And we’re bringing one of the five chalices straight to him,” Ralnor said darkly, holding his hand to his chest again.  
 
    “That cannot be helped,” Akhen said. “We could not leave it behind, and we must go to the city and see what is happening.”  
 
    “Wait a minute,” Lana said. “That other tree we saw, near to the exit from the Pass of Ghosts, that tree was glowing like the blue runes in the tomb! Surely, by your theory, that would mean that the enemy mage’s finding spell had sought out that tree as well! Could there have been another of the five chalices buried under that tree, do you think?”  
 
    “It’s possible,” Akhen said with a shrug. “If you are right, I guarantee that mages from the Spire will be on their way there to dig it up and bring it to the Forbidden City, if that’s the place where they are all to be united.”  
 
    Akhen sat quietly for a moment, brooding, but then he sat up and shook himself. “But enough of this,” he said. “Speculation is useful, and I’m sure that we’re onto something, but let’s use our time in a more productive way. Come, Lana, let’s see your forcefield in place. Ralnor, how is your force magic? Are you able to use it to speed our boat along any faster? And what about you, Farlo? You’ve not used any magic since we healed Lana, but you did well there to reach out of yourself and do some magical sensing. Let’s see if you can achieve that again.” 
 
    And with that, Akhen embarked on magical tuition, taking their minds away from the danger ahead of them and focusing them on the moment. Farlo and Ralnor worked together to boost Farlo’s distance sensing ability, and it turned out that Farlo could actually do it, though he could not send his sensing particularly far.  
 
    Lana practiced her shielding technique, and they strove to add an enhancement spell to her repertoire. With effort, she could send strength to Farlo, boosting his distance sensing ability, and Farlo could send a sensing spell out while keeping his masking spell in place. This would mean that he could sense the presence of others while not being detected himself.  
 
    “These magics complement your Ranger abilities,” Akhen said. “You need to do that, because a person's magical skills should add to their physical capabilities. Farlo, Lana, you can now use your skills in a way that complement your stealth and tracking abilities as rangers, and that’s how it should be.”  
 
    Ralnor was focusing on multi-tasking his spells. It was a difficult thing for him to do, but he was beginning to get the hang of it again. At the heart of the ability to multi-task was relaxing enough to let the spells take their course, something he still struggled with when he was not under pressure from battle or danger. He used force magic to gently nudge their boats along, moving them more quickly than the current and keeping the paddles back for steering. While doing so, he used his own magical sensing abilities to keep aware of Farlo’s sensing, of Lana sending strength to Farlo, and of the world around them.  
 
    “Good, Ralnor,” Akhen said. “That’s good, but keep your mind relaxed—you’re still too focused on each part. Breathe, feel the sensation of the boat under you, the air on your skin. Anchor your mind in the physical sensations around you, and let the magic flow through you. You are a guide for the magic, not its master.”  
 
    The other boat was nearby to them, and Farlo was in the front of the boat, keeping lookout while working on widening his sensing ability. Ralnor’s force magic was driving that boat as well, and Sena and Cowan were sitting in the stern, ready to steer with their oars but mostly watching the magic workers with interest.  
 
    “That’s never what I was taught,” Sena said suddenly in an amazed voice.  
 
    Ralnor turned his head to look at her. He was interested. She never spoke about magic, though she had undergone training in the Black Spire. She never seemed to use magic either, though she was definitely interested in it and always paid close attention when Akhen and his students were talking about it or working on it.  
 
    “What’s that, Sena?” Ralnor said. “You were never taught that you were the guide but not the master when it came to magic?”  
 
    “Never,” she said, a little reluctantly, and Ralnor sensed that she perhaps wished she had not spoken. “I, uh…that is, we were taught that magic was like a dangerous animal to be tamed. It could be guided, yes, but one needed to be prepared to dominate it. We were taught that mastery and control were the most important talents for any magic user. This training technique produced strong mages, there’s no doubt of that, but it did not produce subtle mages. You four have a delicacy of touch in your magic that I’ve never come across before.”  
 
    “So you can sense our magic?” Ralnor asked.  
 
    “I can,” she replied reluctantly. “I try not to. I do not wish to, but the instinct runs deep. I was never taught magical sensing, it’s a subtle application and I don’t think the Black Spire were even aware of it as an ability, but I developed it without training.”  
 
    “What were you taught?” Ralnor asked.  
 
    “Use of force,” she replied. “To use magic as a bludgeon to destroy one’s enemy. I learned to use the element of fire quite well—fire was always a favorite of the Black Spire mages—and I began training in the application of confusion magic. That was horrible, and one of the main things that turned me against the Spire. The things they did to people in the pursuit of that magic…”  
 
    “Confusion?” Ralnor said. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”  
 
    “It’s basically the power to drive another person mad, to make them see things that are not there, or not see things that are. The mage can bend reality around his enemy, which is useful in battle. But when training new mages, they subjected prisoners to the magic continuously, and the results were awful.”  
 
    Ralnor remembered his brief fight against the Naxos mage outside the rebels’ cave hideout. The man had appeared to transport himself through space instantaneously, a thing that seemed physically impossible, even with magic. An application of confusion magic, he now realized. That must have been what was happening there.  
 
    “Appalling,” Akhen said bitterly. “I hate such crude and cruel use of magic. The humans used to have better ideas about magic, and more appreciation for the subtlety and artistry that can accompany it. Nowadays, the humans use magic like a club or a bow—nothing more than a weapon to be wielded.”  
 
    “Indeed,” Sena said with a small smile at Akhen. “So I feel also.”  
 
    “Perhaps,” Akhen said, “you would like me to teach you a new way of doing magic?”  
 
    Sena looked tempted for a moment, then she shook her head firmly. “No,” she said. “I swore I would not be a sorcerer when I escaped from the Spire. I will not use magic, never again.”  
 
    Akhen frowned. “That seems like a self-defeating oath,” he said. “What good will it do you? I can teach you to use your magic in a more subtle way, with an appreciation for the beauty of magic as well as for its power. You would be better able to help our cause if you were practiced in magic ability.”  
 
    Cowan shifted in his seat, looking at Akhen, but said nothing.  
 
    “I…” Sena began, then shook her head. “It’s hard for me, Akhen. Let me think about it a bit, all right?”  
 
    Akhen nodded slowly and turned back to the boat.  
 
    As the day passed, they became aware that the landscape was finally changing. It became greener, and lush grass replaced the brown, featureless moorland that had been the whole landscape for days now. They saw little copses of woodland in the distance, and some taller hills.  
 
    “Look there,” Farlo said, standing up in the boat and pointing to the right. “Away off near that hill. It looks like a village!”  
 
    Sure enough, a little cluster of round buildings with green turf roofs were huddled in the lee of a hill about a mile off. Smoke rose from chimneys, and figures could be seen moving about among the buildings, and working the land around the village.  
 
    “I cannot tell if they’re elves or humans,” Ralnor said, “and my life detection doesn’t stretch that far.”  
 
    “A moment,” Akhen said, and frowned in concentration. “Ralnor, try a pulse of life detection. I will send you strength the way we did during the healing.”  
 
    Ralnor became aware of a trickle of power coming to him from Akhen, and he opened himself to it, feeling it steady as he let it in. His spell suddenly grew powerful, and he sent out a great blast of life detection that expanded in a circle all around them.  
 
    “Elves!” Ralnor said. “Those are elves in the village but…there’s something else.”  
 
    He strove to feel through his sensing magic and work out what was what. He had cast it so wide that the amount of information was bewildering. He was picking up life signatures from everything—fish in the river, rodents in their burrows in the bank, birds high above. He sifted quickly, finding that he could filter out the irrelevant information without too much difficulty.  
 
    “There,” he said, turning and pointing left, to the west, on the opposite side of the river from the village. “Over that way, about a mile off.”  
 
    “What is it, Ralnor?” Lana asked.  
 
    “Humans,” he said. “A strong force of humans, moving fast. And they have a sorcerer.”  
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    “Are they moving in this direction?” Sena asked.  
 
    Ralnor concentrated for a moment and focused his attention more strongly on the party of humans that he was detecting. “No,” he said after a moment. “No, they’re not. I think they’re moving steadily northward, but they’re not coming near the river.”  
 
    “They will have to cross it at some point,” Akhen said, “but it’s broad here. The map shows that it might get narrower as we get closer to Thunder Falls, but it’s hard to tell exactly.”  
 
    “Let’s row in toward the right bank a little,” Ralnor said, and redirected his force magic to move them in that direction while he and Lana used the oars to steer them. “The mage is not aware of us, that’s for sure. I can feel him, dark and twisted, like a Naxos mage. Perhaps even that same one that we fought at the mountain pass. He has no ability to detect our presence.”  
 
    “The lower level mages were never taught that,” Sena confirmed. “It was an oversight, now that I see your ability to do it, particularly given the work that they were supposed to be doing.”  
 
    “I agree,” Ralnor said. “For hunting down trained magic users, the ability to detect the presence of others would surely be an essential skill!”  
 
    “I’m not sure they even knew that the ability to do such a thing existed.”  
 
    “Malavax could do it,” Ralnor said. “He was able to sense me from a distance, though now that I think of it, he didn’t do it very well.”  
 
    “He probably developed it as I did, instinctively,” Sena said.  
 
    Ralnor nodded. “He attacked me with magical awareness,” he said, “but I was always more able to attack him with it than he was. I could latch onto his spells and hit him from a distance.”  
 
    “Can you do that to this mage?” Farlo suggested.  
 
    “I could,” Ralnor said, a little doubtfully. “I’d need Akhen to channel a lot of strength to me though.”  
 
    “I think it might be worth a try,” Akhen said. “If the Naxos mage is so unaware of you, then perhaps you could injure him without his knowing.”  
 
    “Perhaps,” Ralnor said. “But I might also leave myself open to magical attacks from…other sources.”  
 
    “You mean the entity in the tower?”  
 
    “Yes,” Ralnor said, shuddering as he remembered how easily that being, whatever it was, had sensed him when he was having his vision. “I don’t know what’s in the tower, but I think it’s immensely powerful. I suspect that it may be aware of us even now. If not, it might well detect a powerful blast of magic such as would be needed to attack the Naxos mage at a distance.”  
 
    “Hmm, very well,” Akhen said. He opened his mouth to say something else when suddenly Cowan gave a hiss of alarm through his teeth and everyone looked at him.  
 
    “Look there,” he said, pointing. “Look at the elven village over there.”  
 
    “Smoke!” Ralnor said. “Something has happened. Something is wrong!”  
 
    Sure enough, there was fire licking up the dry thatch of one of the buildings. Even at a distance, the travelers could see the sudden columns of black smoke rising up against the clear sky, and the small figures running to and fro in a panic.  
 
    And there were other figures among them, dark figures, moving purposefully among the brightly-dressed elves.  
 
    As Ralnor watched, one of the dark figures raised a bright flame and hurled it onto the roof of a house.  
 
    “Hey, we can’t just sit here,” Farlo said. “There’s some bandits or something burning that village. We have to help!”  
 
    Sena and Cowan looked doubtfully at him, then out at the burning village, but Ralnor and Lana immediately began pulling for the bank. The riverbank was only a little overhung here, and there was a tree right near the bank that they could tie up to.  
 
    “Come on,” was all Ralnor said as he hopped up onto the bank, lashed the rope around the tree to secure his canoe, and reached a hand down to help Akhen up. Lana had already sprung onto the grass beside him and was staring fixedly out toward the burning village.  
 
    “Oh, very well,” Cowan said, leaping up and tying up their own boat. “I suppose you’re right and we cannot just watch it happen.”  
 
    “Quickly now,” Ralnor said. “Get your gear ready and line up, arms linked. Akhen, you know what to do.”  
 
    Akhen nodded. He got to one end of the line, and Ralnor got to the other. Everyone linked arms.  
 
    “Brace yourselves,” Rlanor warned, then immediately extended force magic out from himself toward Akhen. Akhen did the same, sending a solid mass of force toward Ralnor. The two spells met in the middle and joined, creating a solid bubble of magic around the travelers. The magic glowed white as it surrounded them.  
 
    “Now!” Ralnor ordered, and together he and Akhen lifted the force bubble up from the ground and sent it forward, carrying the whole party with it. 
 
    They traveled through the air quickly, keeping close to the ground. The grass rushed by below them and the village seemed to rush toward them. Contained as they were within the bubble of force magic, they did not feel or hear the wind rushing past them. All was eerily silent within the bubble.  
 
    “What are they?” Ralnor said as they got closer. “Some kind of goblin?”  
 
    “Looks like it,” Sena said. “We get goblins on the north borders of Venetia, they are not unheard of in the cities either, where they come as traders and blades for hire. But these look bigger and more heavily armored than those from any of the goblin clans that I’ve ever seen.”  
 
    “When we land, spread out. Akhen and I will lend magic support to Farlo and Sena. Cowan, Lana, you use your bows to give the melee fighters cover. Akhen, can you use water magic to put out the flames?”  
 
    “Not accurately,” Akhen said. “What about not letting on to the entity in the tower that we’re here?”  
 
    “No time for that,” Ralnor said. “I’ll not sit by and watch innocent people be butchered, whatever the risk to myself.”  
 
    He caught Lana’s admiring glance as he drew them in for their landing.  
 
    The creatures that were attacking were indeed goblins, but of a kind that were both larger and better armored than Ralnor or any of his companions had ever seen. They were nearly as tall as the humans, and broad in the shoulder, with long arms and legs and monstrously huge hands. They had black armor, and for a moment Ralnor thought with horror that they were all dressed in black iron, but it was not so. Rather, they were dressed in heavy leather armor that had been boiled and dyed black; either that or it was leather made from the hide of some creature that was naturally black in color.  
 
    They had helmets that covered their faces, leaving only their toothy mouths and their red eyes uncovered.  
 
    The elves were also of a kind Ralnor had not seen before. They were taller and more beautiful than he was used to seeing, and their skin was darker, a dusky brown compared to the light shade of his own skin, or the chalky whiteness of Lana’s. Who were they? 
 
    Whoever they were, they seemed utterly unequipped to defend themselves. There was not a sword in sight. All of them, males, females, and the youngsters, were fleeing wildly from the attack.  
 
    They have no defenses, nothing, he thought. What are they doing living out here without any capability of defending their settlement? 
 
    He put the question to one side.  
 
    “Let’s take these goblins out!” he cried, and the others all took up his battle cry as they charged into the thick of combat.  
 
    Akhen conjured a blast of water from the air, raising his hands and pointing them forward with a cry in a language that Ralnor did not recognize. A shimmering light filled the air above the village, and then solidified into a sheet of gleaming water as big as the village. Akhen let it go, and the water crashed onto the roofs like a day’s rain all condensed into one.  
 
    The goblins screamed in terror and the fires went out in a hiss of steam. The elves shouted to one another in a language that Ralnor did not understand, but they stopped running and gathered a little away from the village, behind Ralnor and his friends.  
 
    Lana and Cowan, half crouched, moved rapidly away to the left and the right, flanking the goblins. Once they were a little away from Akhen and Ralnor, they began to loose arrows into the midst of the goblins.  
 
    There were at least thirty enemies, but they had come into the village without any expectation of being resisted. They squealed in fright now at seeing a group of stern enemies arrayed against them, even though they outnumbered Ralnor and his group two to one. Arrows flew, thudding into the thick leather of the goblin armor. One goblin got an arrow through the eye and tumbled backward, but two others took the hits on their chest plates and screamed out mocking curses when they found that the arrows did not penetrate through the armor.  
 
    The goblins were armed with curved scimitars of steel that had been painted black or red. They shook these in the air at the newcomers, but did not seem inclined to attack.  
 
    Ralnor sent a battle enhancement to Farlo and another to Sena as the two melee fighters charged in. The green light of the spell illuminated the scene eerily, and Sena and Farlo glowed as if they were covered in green fire as they charged in. Farlo had his giant two-handed sword that he had forged himself, and yellow flames flickered up and down the blade.  
 
    He swung his sword up in the air and brought it down in a swinging blow that cut a goblin nearly in two. Then he wrenched it out of his fallen enemy and swung again, this time taking the head off a goblin that was running at him from the other side.  
 
    Next to him, Sena had her longsword in her hand. The sword was very long, but with a light, narrow blade so that it could be wielded single-handed. Sena’s fighting style was entirely different from the single-blade style that the elves used. As different as her sword is from ours, Rlanor thought, it’s no less effective.  
 
    Green magic flickered over her as she gritted her teeth and moved in among the goblins, her blade switching out as quick as a whip. It did not have the weight of Farlo’s sword, it could not slice an enemy in two through thick leather armor, but her speed and dexterity was her strength, not her weight or her size.  
 
    She found the weak spots in their armor, the soft part under the neck, the exposed joint on the left side under the arm, and the knee joints that showed their skin when they bent their legs. Her silver blade danced in and out, sending black goblin blood spraying across the wet mud walls of the simple houses, or spreading across the wet dirt floor of their village.  
 
    The goblins, thrown by this unexpectedly fierce assault, began to give way and then to rout through the village. A ragged cheer went up from the elves behind Ralnor, but then a deep, hoarse voice boomed out a command from behind the village. Ralnor heard the goblins squeaking in fright, and he moved a bit closer.  
 
    “Akhen,” he said, “stay with these villagers and support me from a distance if need be. I’m going in”  
 
    He pulled out his two gleaming swords and directed his battle magic into his own body and his own swords. Immediately, he felt the powerful effect flowing through him. He was faster, stronger, quicker, his vision keener, and his instinct for battle fiercer.  
 
    Keeping low, his head swiveling from side to side, he moved away from Akhen and the villagers and toward the village. The goblins, who had been about to flee, were now making an unwilling stand again. They had crowded together into a mob and charged Farlo, leaving Sena to herself for the moment. She was flanking them, but the close nature of the fighting was causing Cowan and Lana to be unable to get a clean arrow shot at the goblins.  
 
    Glancing at the two archers, Ralnor saw that they were unwilling to leave the villagers and Akhen unattended. Akhen was a powerful mage and could look after himself, but Ralnor was glad he was not alone. This was an unknown land and strange things were happening. There was no way for any of them to tell what might happen.  
 
    Ralnor moved to the left, keeping up an erratic path as he crossed the ground between himself and the village. Again, the voice shouted a command, but he could not see its source. There had to be a goblin captain in the village somewhere who was rallying the troops, but Ralnor could not yet see him…and then he did.  
 
    As another group of goblins fell to Farlo’s great sword, the huge goblin captain burst out from between two of the mud brick buildings. He was taller than Ralnor, a great green beast of a creature with a bald head and thick, dirty yellow tusks protruding from his cheeks. His eyes blazed, and he carried two war axes, each one big enough for a battle-ax if it were to be carried by a human.  
 
    He lumbered forward, shoving aside his goblins as he tried to get toward Farlo.  
 
    Ideally, now would be the time for a bit of magic, Ralnor thought, but Akhen is right, I’m reluctant to use too much in case the thing in the Forbidden City can sense me, even at this distance.  
 
    Instead, he slipped forward and reached to his belt for a throwing knife. This was part of a set that Farlo had made for him, and he had practiced extensively with them during the three weeks he’d been all but shorn of his magic.  
 
    Now, he pulled one out, weighed it in his hand, and then flung it at the goblin captain. The captain was not wearing any head covering, and Ralnor flung the knife straight at the monster’s skull.  
 
    The knife hit with a satisfying thud, and the blade sank into the monster’s head. As soon as he’d hurled it, Ralnor had slipped away, round the side of one of the buildings, so that when the goblin captain turned to see where the impact had come from, there was nothing there.  
 
    At that moment, both Cowan and Lana got a clear shot at the captain. Arrows flew from both of them, hissing through the air and smashing into the goblin’s armor. He reeled for a moment but stayed standing, moving himself so that the archers could not fire again without risking hitting one of their companions.  
 
    Farlo and Sena had gotten separated from one another in the mess, but they were still holding their own. They had killed several of the goblins and injured several more, and the others were now on the point of breaking again as they saw their fearsome captain under attack.  
 
    The captain, two arrows sticking from his upper chest and a throwing knife sticking from the back of his head, seemed undeterred. He glanced around again and this time Ralnor stepped out from his hiding place and held up his glowing swords in challenge. The goblin let out a roar of anger and charged through the crowd, scattering goblins to either side of him as he tried to get to Ralnor.  
 
    Ralnor was ready for him. He steadied his blades and held position until the last moment, then stepped deftly out of the way of the monster’s charge. The goblin flew past him, carried on by the momentum of his own charge. A mighty double sweep of his twin battle axes cut through the air where Ralanor’s head had been only a moment before, but Ralnor was out of the way and circling.  
 
    He risked a bit of magic, firing a blast of gleaming white force magic at the back of the creature’s legs. The goblin’s feet were knocked out from under him, and he toppled backward, and Ralnor leaped up, his blades raised, ready for the kill. But the goblin captain was quick, much quicker than his great bulk promised.  
 
    The goblin flipped backward, feet over head, and sprang to his feet again. Before Ralnor could turn, the two axes were coming down toward his head.  
 
    He raised his swords together, blocking the blow from behind and then shoving them away as he ducked to the side. As he came by, he aimed a slash at the goblin captain’s leg, catching the unguarded spot under the captain’s knee where the armor was weak to allow the knee joint to bend freely.  
 
    His green glowing blade, infused with battle magic, cut into the goblin’s leg just above the right knee. Muscle and tendon severed as Ralnor pulled the blade across the captain’s leg and then dived out of the way.  
 
    The goblin howled in anger, and at that moment, as Ralnor dropped into a roll and sprang out of the way, two more arrows fired from where Lana and Cowan stood by the terrified villagers.  
 
    The first arrow slammed harmlessly into the goblin captain’s thick leather chest plate, but the second thudded through the thinner armor on his arm and straight into his left bicep. He dropped the ax in his left hand and stepped back, roaring in pain and anger.  
 
    Three smaller goblins broke away from the fighting and charged toward Ralnor, screaming out battle cries in their own language. The captain, distracted for the moment by the arrow in his arm, kept moving back.  
 
    Sudden fury at the mindless attack by these goblins on the peaceful villagers filled Ralnor’s heart. Heat rushed through him, and he found instinct taking over. Magic rushed to his hands and took form, and a sudden, focused jet of flame blasted from his hands.  
 
    The heat was so intense that it blasted a hole right through the chest of the nearest goblin. Then, in a combination that made Akhen cry out in amazement, Ralnor whipped round and fired a blast of water at the second goblin, and a blast of rocks at the third.  
 
    The water fired from his hands like a missile, knocking the goblin off its feet and flying back over into its fellows. It crashed like a missile into the crowded goblins further back, and they all went down in a heap.  
 
    The rock magic began to manifest as a big stone, but at the last moment Ralnor had a flash of inspiration. He pulled the power of fire over from the flame spell and combined it into the rock.  
 
    Lava spurted from his hand, spraying the last goblin. The molten rock set the goblin’s leather armor ablaze, and the creature turned and fled back toward the village.  
 
    Ralnor, seeing the risk that the burning goblin would set the village on fire again, leaped forward and hacked at the creature’s neck with his sword. The green blade hissed as it passed through the burning goblin, severing head from neck, and the creature fell in a heap.  
 
    Ralnor turned, bellowing out his fury at the goblin captain. The captain seemed finally to be reconsidering his position. He glared at Ralnor, angry but with growing fear in his eyes. Then he changed his mind. He hefted his one remaining ax in his good hand and ran forward with the ax raised high in the air, bellowing out a challenge.  
 
    Ralnor yelled a battlecry in reply and ran to see the goblin’s charge. They crashed into each other, and Ralnor was aware of the other goblins scattering and of Falro and Sena rushing over to help him.  
 
    He parried the goblin captain’s ax blow, knocked the monster’s right leg out from under him, and then shoulder-barged him to knock him off balance. As the goblin toppled backward, Ralnor stabbed him through the throat with the glowing green blade.  
 
    Black blood fountained out from the wound as the goblin crashed backward, thundering to the ground like a felled tree.  
 
    “Fire!” an unfamiliar voice shouted.  
 
    Ralnor’s head whipped round. Where was the voice coming from? His enhanced senses meant they could be coming from anywhere. 
 
    His battle fury suddenly subsided, and in its place his instinctive sensing of life rushed in. He was suddenly aware of the newcomers who had arrived on the scene while he was concentrating on the goblins.  
 
    They were on the other side of the river, and immediately he recognized them; it was the group of humans that he’d detected earlier in the day, before he and his friends had stopped to save the village from the goblin attack.  
 
    And they were shooting fire arrows at the boats.  
 
    “No!” Ralnor shouted, but it was too late. A flight of arrows had already hit the canoes, and by some ingenious device they had exploded into flame as soon as they had landed. The boats were engulfed in a billowing cloud of black smoke, and orange flames were roaring from the wood of the boats. It was too far away—nearly a mile—for Ralnor to cast water magic to put out the flames, and by the time he had conjured force magic to transport himself and his friends over there, the boats would be sunk.  
 
    He looked around. The last few goblins had fled into the hills behind the village, so at least they had saved the villagers.  
 
    Ralnor ground his teeth in anger. He had saved the villagers, but he had lost the boats that he and his companions had been relying on to get them to their destination.  
 
    “All our supplies!” Lana said despairingly as she came up beside Ralnor.  
 
    The humans, having done their work, were now retreating. In their midst, Ralnor caught sight of the black-robed mage, a twisted figure seeming shrouded in shadow. Even as he watched, the human party—about thirty strong—were engulfed in a cloud of shadow that emanated from the figure of the mage. When the dark cloud cleared, the mage and his warriors were nowhere to be seen.  
 
    “Confusion magic,” Sena said, a note of disgust in her voice. “That’s what they’re using to cloak themselves. Shall we go after them?”  
 
    Ralnor thought for a moment. He and his friends could go looking for the mage and the soldiers, but the chances were that if he did not want to engage, the mage would be able to cloak himself in invisibility. Ralnor’s magic had come back in force just now, and he was glad of it, but he did not want to rely on it too much. Something told him that immediately entering into a duel with a trained mage and thirty heavily armored soldiers was not the best idea.  
 
    “I’ll walk back to the boats, and assess the damage,” Cowan volunteered, “though I don’t have much hope that there will be anything left. Those explosive arrows have done their job too well. The humans must have known we were here, somehow. Otherwise, why would they have come, and why would they have gone to the effort of firing our boats?”  
 
    “I don’t like this at all,” Sena said. “They must have been on the road for days and days to have gotten this far, and they can only be going to the Forbidden City, like us. That was a mage of the Naxos, the same one that was pursuing us back at the hideout by Stoneheart’s Shield, I think. If one party is out here, how many more could there be?”  
 
    “Easy,” Ralnor said, putting a hand on her arm as he heard the fear in her voice. “I have not detected any other life except this group. Whatever their presence means, I don’t think we need to worry about being waylaid by an army before we reach the city. I agree that it’s worrying to find them out here, so close to our path, but we have to keep our heads and carry on as best we can.”  
 
    The group had all gathered a little way from the village looking toward the river and the black smoke that was still rising from their canoes. In the time they had been speaking, the elven villagers had gone back to their houses and were inspecting the damage. Some of them were looking at the damaged houses, and others were dragging the corpses of the goblins away from the homes.  
 
    Akhen came over to Ralnor last, and with him came an older male elf, dressed in a garb of richer fabric than the others. Most of the elves in the village were just wearing simple wooden homespun, but this elf seemed older than the others and wore a blue and gold robe of rich, heavy fabric. His hair was brown with streaks of gray, and he had a long pointed beard.  
 
    The wearing of beards was unusual among the elves that Ralnor knew. In Suntower City it was unheard of, and Ralnor had been surprised to find that Commander Rayne wore a short-clipped gray beard. But this elf’s beard was long and styled in a way that Rlanor had never seen before.  
 
    The effect was impressive. It made the elf look wise and thoughtful, and his dark blue eyes shone out of his weatherworn, deep-lined face.  
 
    “How can we thank you?” he said in a halting, heavily accented voice. “You saved our homes and our lives, and you came out of nowhere to do it. My name is Anaxis, and I am the elder of this village—the leader, you might say.”  
 
    “How come you are so ill defended?” Ralnor said. “You have not even a ditch around your village? No wall, nothing?”  
 
    Anaxis smiled ruefully. “My friend, we have had no need for such things. We are a peaceful people, and but for our elven neighbors in the other villages, there has been nobody in these lands since we settled here two hundred years ago.”  
 
    “There are other elven villages out here?” Lana asked with interest.  
 
    “Oh, yes,” Anaxis said, “but we keep our own council and do not mingle much. You have to understand that the lands here are vast and utterly empty, but they are fertile. We grow crops in the hills, and run sheep that we get wool, milk, and meat from. We have no need to go anywhere or do anything else. We live here quietly, and the only contact we have with our neighbors is when, twice a year, we meet up to discuss the health of the land, to do a bit of trading, and to give the young people the opportunity to marry.”  
 
    “And you’ve been out here for two hundred years?” Ralnor asked, marveling that this little community could have been out in the wilderness for so long, without any input from the outside world. “Where did you come from?”  
 
    Anaxis shrugged and glanced to one side, slightly evasively. “Where does anyone come from? Our fathers and mothers settled here, that’s all we know. We’ve lived peacefully here ever since. Come, meet the villagers.”  
 
    Anaxis turned on his heel to lead them back to the village, but as he turned, his long hair was swept away from the side of his head by the movement. Ralnor stopped, stunned, as he saw the shape of Anaxis’s ear. It was not pointed. It was as round as his own. 
 
    He glanced at Akhen, who was staring wide-eyed at Anaxis. Ralnor met Akhen’s eyes, and in that moment they understood each other. Anaxis was not an elf after all—he was a half-elf, like them! 
 
    Akhen held one finger to his lips, and Ralnor nodded. They would not say anything just yet. This community was no threat, that was clear, but they were also a mystery. Ralnor and his companions would not push them on the secret of their origins if they were not willing to reveal it for themselves.  
 
    Quickly, it became apparent that this was a whole community of elf-human hybrids. Most were like Anaxis, bearing all the physical hallmarks of elvenkind, with only the rounded ears betraying their origins. But some—and especially the women of the group—looked a lot more human than elven. Interestingly, these women had the facial bone structure of humans, and they were shorter and less willowy than elves normally were, yet they had a distinct upward sweep to their ears and eyebrows in a very elven manner.  
 
    Ralnor had never seen a female half-elf, half-human before. Indeed, the only half-elves he’d ever known were himself and Akhen. He looked with fascination at these villagers, and he wondered how they thought of themselves. They were clearly elven to his magical sensing, and he had not detected that they were half-elves until he’d actually seen them.  
 
    He looked for some sign that they knew what they were, or that they were trying to conceal it, but saw none. They behaved as if they were the most normal people in the world. Some of them looked askance at the pure-bloods in Ralnor’s group. There was obviously something more familiar to them about Akhen and Ralnor than about the others, but for all that they were not unkind or unwelcoming.  
 
    The village had not been too badly damaged, and the people praised Ralnor and his friends and thanked them in their own strange language, which was like nothing Ralnor had ever heard before. Only Anaxis was able to communicate in the common speech, and he helped them to understand the villagers. Only he had ever traveled south out of the village lands.  
 
    “Tell me, Anaxis,” Akhen asked, when they were sitting together in one of the less-damaged huts a little later, “what do you call yourselves? What is the name of your people?”  
 
    The hut was dirt floored, simple, but comfortable, with one window and one door, a bed pallet in one corner, and a low table. The travelers sat on the floor around the table, and Anaxis served them soup in wooden bowls, which they ate with wooden utensils that Anaxis proudly declared he’d carved with his own hands.  
 
    “We call ourselves the Dernwaith,” Anaxis said in answer to Akhen’s question. “And that, also, is the name that we give to this land.”  
 
    Dernwaith…It took Ralnor a moment to remember where he’d heard the word before. Then he had it. That was the name of the runes that had been written on their map, the old map they had used in their journey through the Pass of Ghosts. And on the map, that name had been written in an ancient script that only Akhen had recognized. He had called them “the Runes of the Dernwaith.”  
 
    Akhen’s eyes went wide. He scrabbled in his robe, then cursed. “My writing utensils were in the boat,” he muttered. He cast around for something to write with and came up with the wooden spoon that he’d been eating with a moment ago.  
 
    He reversed the spoon and began to draw in the dirt of the floor a little away from the edge of the rug.  
 
    “Do you recognise this script?” he asked excitedly. Ralnor, peering over, recognized similar runes to the ones that had marked the Pass of Ghosts on the old map.  
 
    “Of course,” Anaxis said, looking at Akhen with puzzlement in his eyes. “That is the name of my people, the Dernwaith, rendered in the script we use to write our language in. You speak our tongue, then?”  
 
    “I don’t speak it,” Akhen said, “but I can write it a bit. Anaxis, you do not seem to know quite who and what you are, my friend.”  
 
    Anaxis smiled, looking a little confused, and extended his hands. “Tell me then, good Akhen, who am I?”  
 
    “You,” Akhen said, “are none other than the descendants of the Nameless Ones.”  
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    “I know of no people by that name,” Anaxis said. “I do not know what you are referring to.”  
 
    “Very likely not,” Akhen said with a smile, “but a long time ago, a group of powerful magic workers were destroyed by a civil war in a land far to the south and west of here. They are the last people known to have used this script. The runes are called the Runes of the Dernwaith, and there was a theory that the word Dernwaith was what that people called themselves, before they changed their customs and stopped taking any names at all. Around two hundred years ago, they closed themselves off from the outside world, but there was a legend that said that a group of them left and traveled far away. The fact that you keep the name and the script tells me that you, you and your people, must be the descendents of those ancient people.”  
 
    Anaxis looked at Akhen for a long time before he spoke. “I will tell you, then,” he said, a little reluctantly. “Very few people know this, even among our own folk, but the story of our origins is passed down among the leading families. It’s true what you say. I was not open with you a moment ago, when I said I had never heard of the Nameless Ones. But we are ashamed of our origins, you see, because the Dernwaith gave in to the desire for power and became a corrupt and shameful people. My ancestors left, it’s true, we left them when they got rid of their names, and we headed east, then north up the river. In those days, there were still many threats in the land, the aftermath of the Sundering. But we were magic workers, like you are. We were able to defend ourselves, and when the ancient city north of here became still and ceased to generate horrors, the lands became quiet and empty, and we were left in peace.”  
 
    Ralnor suddenly spoke up. “Anaxis, I have to ask—what do you call yourselves? Are you elves? Humans?”  
 
    Now Anaxis looked genuinely confused. “We are neither, my friend,” he raised a hand to his ear and showed it to Ralnor. “I am no elf. I am a Dernwaith, that is all. I thought you would understand that…”  
 
    Ralnor nodded slowly and lifted his own hair back to show Anaxis his ear. “I am like you, you see,” he said. “As is Akhen here. We are both the offspring of one elven and one human parent. We are part elf, and part human.”  
 
    Anaxis blinked a few times. “The Dernwaith...” he said slowly. “Is that what it means, then? Is that what we are?”  
 
    “I think so,” Ralnor said excitedly. “I noticed as soon as I had leisure to look at the villagers. You all have some characteristics of humans, and some characteristics of elves. And you say you were powerful magic workers in the old days. That must be what the Dernwaith are, the descendents of the hybrid community. Back in the old days, before the Sundering, the union of elves and humans was not rare, and plenty of people were born who shared the blood of both races. In the years since, it’s become taboo in both cultures, and the hybrids are scorned and excluded by both peoples. But you, you and your folk, you must be the descendents of the ancient community. That must be what the Nameless Ones were, and it explains also why they felt the need to exclude themselves from both peoples.”  
 
    “In a place between the two,” Lana said in amazement. “Those hills, the hills where ghosts of that people still dwell, sit between the borders of the human lands and the elven lands. Just like the people themselves.”  
 
    “And you know what else that must mean,” Farlo put in excitedly. “You Dernwaith people, like Ralnor and Akhen here, must have a powerful talent for magic, if you were only able to be trained in it!”  
 
    “This last I do understand,” Anaxis said. “There is a tendency for what you call magic among my people. But we do not use it for combat any more, we’ve forgotten the way of it. Instead, we just use it for peaceful applications. We work with the land, and we use our magic to enhance the crops and to be in close communion with the soil and the trees, with the seasons and the beasts of the plain. We do not really call it magic anymore, nor do we think of it as anything unusual. We work with the land, that is all.”  
 
    Akhen smiled and gazed at Anaxis. His expression was both sad and happy at the same time. “Those are the applications of magic which seem most valuable to me,” he said. “I have dreamed for a long time that the elves and the humans could get rid of their desire for power through magic, and could use it in this way, as a gentle, subtle enhancement to their lives and their stewardship of the land.”  
 
    “Alas,” Sena said quietly, “I think it very unlikely that either humans or elves will ever quite see the attraction of the peaceful, simple lives of the Dernwaith. You are an example to us all, Anaxis. Perhaps in the future, your way of life will be more available to others as well, and perhaps more people will make the choice to live simply and in harmony with nature and with each other. But I fear that for us at least, there is still a long and warlike struggle ahead of us before that comes to pass.”  
 
    At that moment, the door opened and Cowan came in, carrying a large bundle and shaking the rain from his hair. “Not everything was destroyed,” he said, placing the bundle carefully on the ground.  
 
    Cowan unpacked his bundle and showed them the results. “Akhen,” he said, “here are your books and writing materials. Your map, as well. And Lana, here is the extra cloak you brought with you, a little worse for being dunked in the river, but no worse for wear.”  
 
    One by one, he pulled out and revealed new treasures, and everyone was pleased to find that the things they’d brought along had not all been destroyed. 
 
    “How is it that we’ve managed to retrieve so much of our stuff?” Farlo marveled, holding up a set of potion-making tools. There was a mortar and pestle, a leather bag containing some ingredients, and a little pouch full of empty glass vials that he would use to put his own creations in.  
 
    “We got lucky,” Cowan said with a shrug. “The spot where we berthed the boats was very shallow, and the humans who fired their exploding arrows at the boats did not hang about to finish the job. The boats were holed and sank quickly, but the sinking put the fires out. They were both holed at the back, so that the rear end of the boats sank first. We had stashed most of our goods in the front of the boats. The front of the boats floated, and the gear remained mostly above the water line.”  
 
    “So the damage to the boats is not that bad?” Sena asked eagerly.  
 
    “I would not say that,” Cowan said. “They are damaged by fire, and the flooding has caused the insides of the boats to swell and warp. I have no skill as a boat-builder, I’m afraid. Someone who knows about such things might be able to patch them up and make them water-worthy again, but I’m not sure if anyone here has the skill to do that.”  
 
    Sena sat back again, looking disappointed. It made Ralnor think again about the biggest challenge that this new event had brought about. They would struggle to get on toward the Forbidden City on foot. Even if they did make their way overland to their destination, they could in no way guarantee that they would get there before the humans arrived.  
 
    Ralnor frowned, thinking about the problem. He had no regrets about having stopped to help out the Dernwaith villagers, but at the same time their decision to do so had raised an unexpected challenge. On the other hand, if they had been caught in their boats by the party of humans, the results might have been disastrous.  
 
    As these thoughts were passing through his mind, Anaxis stood. “I have good news for you,” he said. “Me and my people live in close commune with the river. We build boats and use them for fishing and for the little travel that we do. We cannot afford to give our boats away, but we can repair yours. There are people in my village who definitely have the skill. It may take a day or two, but I have no doubt that we will be able to repair your boats and make them water worthy again. Let me talk to my villagers. I think Enwen and his sons are the best boat-builders that we have in the village. I will go to them and ask them for their help.”  
 
    “That would be wonderful,” Lana said, and Sena nodded her agreement and smiled with satisfaction at Anaxis. Clearly, both women had been thinking along the same lines as Ralnor.  
 
    “It would have been risky to try to carry on overland,” Ralnor said. “Thank you, Anaxis. We accept your offer with gratitude.”  
 
    Anaxis bowed gracefully. “There is one thing that I would ask,” he said, looking around at the whole party. “I would ask you to keep your knowledge of our origins to yourself. My villagers are simple people, and they are happy in their lives because of it. I have no desire for their mind to be disturbed by this ancient history.”  
 
    “That is an understandable sentiment,” Akhen said, “but I wonder if it might not be a good idea to accept a little disruption in your peaceful way of life in the cause of long-term survival.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Anaxis said, looking at Akhen curiously, and with a little suspicion.” 
 
    “Just this,” Akhen said. “I guess that today’s incident is the first time you have ever been attacked from outside your village?”  
 
    “The first time for as long as anyone can remember,” Anaxis said. “The first time since the ruined city ceased to create horrors.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Akhen said, “and yet today a force of well-equipped goblins raided your village out of nowhere. Things are changing in the world. Our mission is to the ruined city north of here, the place that used to generate horrors. We call it the Forbidden City. We believe that an evil power has occupied it, and that magic is emanating from the city and reawakening the forces of darkness in the world. That means that your peaceful way of life may no longer be viable, at least not for the moment. You need to defend yourselves…”  
 
    “I could have the villagers dig a defensive ditch,” Anaxis said doubtfully, “and perhaps the smith who makes our farm tools might be able to make some swords for the stronger villagers…”  
 
    “I have a better idea,” Akhen said. “You said that it’s going to take a few days for your craft workers to fix up our canoes. You’ve also said that your people have some propensity for magic. Well, I propose that we stop here for the few days that it takes for the boats to be fixed, and that in those few days, I teach you and your villagers the basics of defensive magic. Having a few magic spells at your disposal will set you up better than having rudimentary swords in the hands of your villagers.”  
 
    “And I,” Farlo said enthusiastically, “can work with your smith and show him how to make swords and spears! Perhaps Akhen and I might also work together to help you make some healing potions?”  
 
    Ralnor smiled at the way that things were unfolding. “This seems like a good plan,” he said. “Even with a couple of days’ delay, we should be able to beat the humans to the Forbidden City once our boats are working again. If we can spend those days making it easier for you in the village to defend yourselves, then so much the better. While Akhen is teaching magic and Farlo is helping the smith, perhaps Sena, Lana, Cowan, and myself could spend some time scouting in the hills behind your village for the source of the goblin attack. They must have come from somewhere, I think. Perhaps we can find out where.”  
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Akhen said. “We have our mission, but we would do well to leave this village in a more defensible position than when we arrived. Tell me, Anaxis, how many other villages are there nearby? Could you send messages to them, perhaps even ask them to come here and learn magic for their defenses? There’s always strength in numbers, and it might be a good idea at present for the Dernwaith to all come together and look out for each other for a while.”  
 
    “The thought had already crossed my mind,” Anaxis said. “There are three villages within a days’ march of here, and another four further south. From what you say, I suspect the villages that are further south may be at less risk, being further from the Forbidden City.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t count on that,” Ralnor said. He was thinking of the undead they had fought in the tomb near the hills of the Nameless Ones—or the hills of the Dernwaith, they should perhaps be called. If their theory was correct, the influence of the magic emanating from the Forbidden City had reached that far south, and so the Dernwaith villages in this country were all likely to be under threat. 
 
    Eventually, they agreed that messengers would be sent to the three nearby villages, and then those messengers would recruit more messengers from those villages to go on and warn the others.  
 
    “I just hope they will find villages there,” Lana said, “and not burned-out shells. Who knows what might have happened before now? I’m starting to realize that this evil has been going on for much longer than we thought. Perhaps the other villages might already have been attacked.”  
 
    “We will have to go there and find out,” Anaxis said firmly. “Let’s not anticipate trouble before it happens. I will arrange the messengers at once.”  
 
    The rain was falling steadily as the party followed Anaxis out of the hut. Of the villagers, only Anaxis was fluent in the common tongue. Their own speech was unintelligible to Ralnor and his friends. It was a beautiful sounding language, full of rolling syllables and sing-song intonation, and Ralnor smiled to hear it. The Dernwaith people bowed and showed their appreciation for the efforts that he and his friends had gone to on their behalf, and they quickly understood the phrase that the villagers mostly were saying meant “Thank you.”  
 
    Akhen was able to pick the language up quickly. He could read it, but he had never spoken it aloud, and the villagers laughed good-naturedly and clapped their hands in appreciation as he blundered bravely into conversation with them. Anaxis translated between the villagers and the others, and a work party was quickly formed to haul the half-sunk canoes back to the village where they could be worked on.  
 
    The fire damage to the thatch on the villagers’ homes was not too bad. Already the villagers had patched the damaged parts of the roofs, and Anaxis explained that they would wait until the next dry day before adding completely new thatch to the roofs.  
 
    Farlo quickly found the hut of the smith. Unlike the other buildings, this was built from river stone rather than mud, and roofed with timber and slate rather than thatch. This made sense, as it helped to reduce the risk of fires from the smith’s forge. With a bit of help from Anaxis, he made it understood that he, too, was a smith and an armorer, and that he would like to teach the man how to make swords to defend the village. The smith quickly became enthusiastic about the project, and before long the two of them were huddled over the forge together, exchanging words in their respective languages for the common tools and concepts of their mutual trade.  
 
    It was a homely, simple place, this little village. There were about twenty houses, most small, some, such as the one where Anaxis lived, rather larger. The buildings were laid out in a circular pattern around a central square which was used for meetings and as a simple market, as well as for the larger projects that needed an open space where a group could work.  
 
    Most of the houses followed the same pattern—a circular building made from mud with a single entrance and one or two windows. Apart from the smithy, they were all roofed with thatch, and Anaxis, who was giving the tour, explained that the thatch came from the crops they grew every year on the fields within the shelter of the hills behind the village.  
 
    “Rye, barley, flax,” he said, “all are used both for food and for the roofs of the houses. The flax is also used for our clothing, as well as leather we obtain from our small cow herd and from the deer we hunt in the woods around here. We live simply, seeing to our own needs, but it’s a good life.”  
 
    “It certainly seems to be,” Ralnor said, smiling at the obvious pride with which Anaxis showed off his village. “Will you show me the fields?”  
 
    “Of course!” Anaxis said, smiling. “With pleasure.”  
 
    It was not far to go.  
 
    They walked through the village to where a narrow road between two houses led them out toward the hills. In the rain, the low hills looked gray and mysterious, but between the hills and the village lay the generous fields of the villagers.  
 
    The hills reached out in two long spurs to the village, leaving a flat area in between. Ralnor, looking around, saw that the villagers grew their crops on the flats, and kept their cattle on the higher ground.  
 
    “I imagine you bring your cattle down onto the flats over the winter?” he asked.  
 
    “Exactly,” Anaxis said. “That way, the cattle can help to regenerate the soil each year so that next year’s crop will be healthy and strong.”  
 
    “You’re not far from harvest, too,” Ralnor said, pointing to where the tall flax crop swayed in the wind. The mass of pale blue flowers was pleasing to the eye, and he could see that the flowers were just beginning to turn. The crop would be ready for harvest in a few weeks. 
 
    “Not far off,” Anaxis said, gazing lovingly at the fields. “I am thankful that those goblins did not do any damage to the crops.”  
 
    “That’s true,” Sena said thoughtfully. “They came straight for the village. What does that mean?”  
 
    “Perhaps,” Lana said, “they are driven by the same instinct that drove the undead back in the tomb in the southlands. They just want to kill, not to damage in a tactical way.”  
 
    “Undead?” Anaxis said, with fear in his voice. “You have fought undead?”  
 
    “We have,” Ralnor said, “but don’t be too afraid. We’ve seen no evidence for the dead rising in this area, and there is too much to this mystery that we still do not understand. Put your trust in Akhen, and let him teach you some magic. Meanwhile, I think it would be a good idea for a few of us to pick up the goblin trail and track them into the hills a little way. We still have some daylight left, and I want to know for sure if there are any others waiting in the wings or if we’ve dealt with them all.”  
 
    They returned to the village, where they found Akhen in the central square. He was enthusiastically undertaking the training of a group of keen but slightly confused villagers on how to do a force spell. Apparently, Akhen’s Dernwaith language skills were not quite up to scratch. He was becoming frustrated, and hailed the return of Anaxis with pleasure and relief.  
 
    “You can help me here, Anaxis,” he said. “What’s your word for spirit? As in, the spirit that animates all life? I keep trying to get the idea across but everyone seems very amused, and this fellow keeps trying to give me this fish.” He held up a fresh river fish with a bemused expression, while a pleased-looking villager beamed at everyone, nodding and pointing at the fish.  
 
    Anaxis, keeping a very straight face, listened to the word Akhen was using. “Ah,” he said, “the emphasis is wrong. The way you’re saying it, the word does actually mean fish. You’re telling them they need to connect with the power of fish, which actually is not that strange a concept, considering that we’re used to using our magic to connect to the natural world. Say it like this…”  
 
    And with that, Anaxis and Akhen became absorbed in the task of training the villagers. The concepts and language that were needed were abstract and advanced, and Anaxis decided it would be best for him to stay with Akhen so that he could both learn and translate at the same time.  
 
    Farlo and the smith, whose name was Droll, were working together at the forge, laughing and joking and making a lot of noise with their hammers. At the other side of the village square, Enwen the boat builder and his two sons had hauled the canoes up onto wooden blocks and were examining them closely. Most of the villagers were here in the square, and even the ones who were still working on patching up the fire-damaged roofs were keeping a keen eye on the training that was happening.  
 
    “I think we can leave them to it, don’t you?” Ralnor said to the others. Sena and Lana nodded, smiling at the bustle of activity in the little village, but Cowan shook his head. “If you don’t mind,” the old Scout said, “I’d very much like to stay here and take part in Akhen’s magic class. You see, unlike Sena, I never took a vow not to use magic. My life has been damaged by magic, and I cannot forgive the Black Spire for that, but I am a human and I have some ability for magic, I think. If I did not, I don’t think that the spell to stop me from needing sleep would have worked so spectacularly well. I want to learn what Akhen has to teach, so if you don’t mind, I’ll stay here rather than coming with you.”  
 
    “Oh, very well,” Ralnor said. “I would have preferred to have your tracking skills when we go looking for these goblins and wherever they came from, but I guess we’ll be able to get on with just the three of us. Sena, Lana, are you prepared to go out after the goblins, just the three of us?”  
 
    “Of course,” Sena said defiantly.  
 
    Lana looked less certain, but she nodded. “Very well,” she said. “I think it would be better to have more people, but if we’re only going on a scouting mission…”  
 
    “Definitely,” Ralnor said firmly. “We’re not going out to engage in any fighting, just to find out what’s going on with the goblins and to see if there’s any information we can get. We’ll track their progress, see what we can find out, then return straight away.”  
 
    “That sounds safe enough,” Lana said with a smile. Sena looked at her as if she disapproved of her caution, but Lana shook her head. “Don’t look at me like that, Sena,” she chuckled. “Don’t forget, I’ve come within an inch of death already through an overconfident decision to engage in a fight. I want to be careful and to succeed in our mission without getting myself or any of us killed!”  
 
    Sena smiled suddenly. “Oh, very well,” she said. “I guess I got fired up by fighting some goblins. I feel like fighting some more. My sword is ready for it!”  
 
    “We’ll have the chance to fight soon enough,” Ralnor said. “I don’t doubt it. Come on. Let’s go into the hills and see what we can find.”  
 
    They left the bustling village and headed east, passing through the streets of little round houses and coming back to the flax fields that they’d been shown by Anaxis earlier that afternoon. Ralnor went in front, with Sena and Lana flanking him. Lana was behind him and to his right, her elven short bow on her back, walking tall and gazing around with alert eyes and an open, ready stance.  
 
    On his left, Sena stalked like a hunting cat, her hand never far from her sword. The contrast between the two women was marked—not just the physical characteristics that separated them as elf and human, but also the way they looked at the world, the way they looked for the traces of the goblins and kept an eye open for threats.  
 
    Sena looked out for enemies with an eager gaze, her eyes gleaming with the possibility of combat. Lana, on the other hand, seemed contemplative. There was no doubt that she would be able to draw and loose an arrow in the blink of an eye if required to do so, but she did not relish the possibility of fighting.  
 
    For his part, Ralnor was of Lana’s opinion. Sena might have enjoyed getting her sword bloodied with goblin blood, but Ralnor was keen to avoid trouble. In his heart, however, he was not sure exactly how possible that was going to be. He kept his swords loose in their sheaths, and magic was never far from his mind.  
 
    “Here are the tracks,” he said. “They’ve come through this field like a herd of oxen, there’s no difficulty tracking them.”  
 
    Lana knelt for a moment to touch the churned up earth. “They’ve come in file,” she said, “two or three abreast at most, in a thin column. You can tell by the width of the track they’ve smashed through the crop.”  
 
    She stood again, looking left and right, then pointing ahead. “See that hilltop over there?” she said, pointing to a hill in front of them, perhaps a mile off.  
 
    “The one with the jagged top, a bit taller than the others?” Sena asked.  
 
    “That’s the one,” Lana replied. “I think they’ve come from that direction. Let’s follow this trail to the edge of the field.”  
 
    They walked through the flax field until they came to the spot where the goblins had clearly made their entrance. The creatures have smashed down a wooden fence that the villagers had put up to keep the cattle out of the flax field.  
 
    “It looks as if they just kicked their way through it,” Ralnor said thoughtfully, looking at the smashed posts. “It still seems odd that they would come through in this way and not make any attempt to destroy the crops or kill the cattle on the hill.”  
 
    “It was not a strategic raid,” Sena said. “They were out to kill, to cause harm, nothing more.”  
 
    “But wouldn’t they cause more harm by destroying the crops?”  
 
    “Not if they could get to the villagers, massacre them and burn their homes. I have some experience of goblins, you know, and Cowan back at the camp has more. We often had to deal with them on the northern borders of the wastelands. They are mindless creatures, stupid and without cunning or strategy. They make good weapons and armor for themselves, but they lack the capacity to think clearly enough to take territory or make a strategic attack on an enemy.”  
 
    Lana nodded her agreement. “My people, the night elves, come from the northern coasts far to the east of here,” she said. “There, too, there was something of a goblin problem. When they got on the warpath, the goblins would seek to slaughter and maim the inhabitants of villages, not to burn crops or kill cattle, or to take land or territory in any strategic way.”  
 
    “So you think these goblins were just acting according to their instincts?” Ralnor asked. “I have no experience of goblins, except for meeting some of the more intelligent ones who sometimes came as traders or swords for hire into the elven lands.”  
 
    “Aye,” Sena said, “for sure, I’ve come across them too. But there are goblins and there are goblins, if you see what I mean. The more intelligent ones do exist, but they are few and far between, and they are much more likely to leave their clans and go it alone.”  
 
    “I’m wondering,” Ralnor said, “if, perhaps, this is a coincidence after all, and there is no connection between the goblin attack and the power in the Forbidden City.”  
 
    “That would seem a little too much of a coincidence,” Lana said doubtfully. “But perhaps we’ll understand better once we hear the messages from the other villages. It may delay our journey a little longer, but I would like to wait at least until the messengers from the nearest three villages come back with their news.”  
 
    “I agree,” Ralnor said. “It would be worth knowing whether other evil things like these goblins are abroad in the land. It would perhaps give us a better idea of what is awaiting us in the Forbidden City.”  
 
    They had crossed through the broken fence and made their way a little way up into the hills, following the obvious trail that the goblins had left. The tracks of many heavy feet came down through the hills in the most direct route, and it led, as Lana had thought it might, straight down from the hill with the broken top that dominated the skyline from where they stood.  
 
    Sena suddenly stopped and her sharp hiss of breath made Ralnor and Lana stop and look up as well.  
 
    “What is it?” Ralnor asked.  
 
    “Up there, on that broken top of the hill we’re aiming for. Look!”  
 
    Ralnor and Lana looked, and immediately they saw what had made Sena stop.  
 
    On the jagged, broken hilltop, a figure stood looking down upon them.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wait,” Ralnor told his friends. “Don’t move. He’s seen us; I want to see what he does.”  
 
    The figure on the hill was tall, unnaturally so from where they stood. He seemed to be dressed in a long cloak wrapped around his shoulders, and had a hood thrown up over his head. Ralnor could see nothing more.  
 
    “The light’s behind him,” he said, “I can’t make out any details.”  
 
    “He’s not moving,” Lana said quietly. “He’s just standing there looking at us.”  
 
    “Shall we go on up?” Sena said. “I have a strange feeling. Somehow he doesn’t feel like a threat. I don’t understand it, but I don’t think he means us harm.”  
 
    Her words made Ralnor take stock of his own feelings. Over the course of his magical training with Akhen, he had learned to pay attention to his own intuition. In his younger days, before he’d embarked on this journey, he had been a hot-headed youth, more likely to listen to his desire to prove himself than to his gut feelings about a situation.  
 
    A small smile flickered over his lips as he remembered some of the crazy situations he’d gotten himself into when he was younger. Those days had not been so long ago—after all, it was less than a year since he’d left Suntower City—but it felt like a lifetime.  
 
    He knew better now.  
 
    “You know, Sena,” he said thoughtfully, his eyes on the motionless figure, “I agree with you. I don’t feel any sense of threat from him. I daren’t reach out with my magic toward him though. I know too well how a gifted mage can latch onto another person’s spell and use it to attack them. Whoever this person is, I want to find out more about them before I take that chance.”  
 
    A sudden strange instinct gripped him, and he took a step forward. His eyes still fixed on the silhouetted figure, he raised his right hand slowly in a gesture of greeting. The wind suddenly picked up, blowing his hair across his face and making his cloak snap and play around his heels.  
 
    The figure on the hilltop raised his hand in reply, held it up for a moment, then lowered it back to his side.  
 
    “Well, at least we can see he’s not a statue,” Lana said, her voice a little shaky. “I don’t like this, but I agree with you two. He doesn’t seem like a threat. If he wanted to attack us, there are plenty of spots for an ambush between here and there. If he meant us harm, why would he stand up there in full view like that?” 
 
    “He could have accomplices in the valley,” Ralnor said, determined to hold onto his caution despite his growing feeling of attraction toward the mysterious figure. “We must be on our guard.”  
 
    Sena was scanning the ground on the approach to the hill, but it was Lana who spoke first. Without pointing, so as not to give a clue of their plans to the mysterious stranger, she spoke. “To the left there are less points where an enemy could hide. The land runs straight uphill toward the summit, and aside from the steep climb just before the summit, there are hardly any spots for an ambush.”  
 
    “I agree,” Ralnor said. “Sena?”  
 
    “I’ll go with you two,” she said immediately. “I’m no Scout, nor yet a Ranger. I’ll be guided by you and Lana.”  
 
    “Let’s go then,” Ralnor said, “but have your hands on your weapons and be on your guard for any tricks.”  
 
    They fanned out, keeping a yard or two apart so that if they had to draw their weapons quickly, they wouldn’t get in each other's way. Ralnor kept a tight hold on his magic, almost painfully aware of their vulnerability as they crossed this open ground under the motionless gaze of the silhouetted stranger. Almost he wished they had gone to the right instead. Yes, there were more spots for an ambush that way, but there were also a lot more spots where they could take cover if anyone decided to attack them from the slopes above.  
 
    The hills rose all around them now, and the short valley they were in narrowed. In front of them and a little to their right was the jagged summit where the stranger awaited them. On their left a scree-scattered green slope rose sharply—too steep to climb, but furnished at the top with a straight ridge from which archers would have had a prime spot for shooting. On the right, beyond the jagged summit, the hills rolled away south into the gray haze of the damp late afternoon, and behind them the delicate blue of the flax fields was a splash of color, melancholy in the pale light.  
 
    They reached the base of the short, steep ascent to the summit without incident, though Ralnor’s heart was racing and his palms were damp with perspiration. His skin tingled as if in anticipation of a blow, but in his heart he felt a strange, unfamiliar sensation; a rushing, building excitement, like unexpected hope.  
 
    Against the skin of his chest, the Amulet of Shem felt warmer and heavier than it had at any time since he had used it to heal Lana.  
 
    “Ready for anything, now,” he said to his companions. 
 
    “I’m going first,” Sena said.  
 
    Ralnor and Lana hung back while Sena suited her actions to her words. She looked up at the short, steep ascent, no more than fifty yards, and took it at a sprint with her blade drawn and held in a ready stance in her right hand. When she reached the top, she leaped up, and a moment later they saw her head poking back over.  
 
    “All clear,” she said, then disappeared again.  
 
    The short slope ended in a jagged edge, and Ralnor vaulted up it with one hand on the ground, Lana at his side. The three stood and looked around at their surroundings.  
 
      
 
      
 
    From here, they had a very good view of the surrounding country. The gray hills rolled away all around them, except to the west, where they could see the village’s valley, the gleaming thatch of a few of the buildings, and the river in the distance.  
 
    Of the hills around, only the vague shape could be seen from up here; a thick mist lay over their tops and rolled down coldly into the valleys between them.  
 
    There was no sign of the stranger.  
 
    “What in the…he was right here!” Sena said. “He was there when I came up!”   
 
    “Magic,” Ralnor said, glancing around. Even as he spoke he felt its unmistakable tingle against his senses. Magic had been done here just moments ago. He could feel it.  
 
    “It doesn’t feel malevolent,” Lana said. Ralnor glanced at her. Despite his unease at the situation, he felt a flush of pride and excitement at seeing Lana’s awareness of magic in the environment becoming so much more refined.  
 
    He smiled at her. “That’s something!” he said. “No goblins or other creatures to fight us, at least. Come on, let’s go to the spot where he was.”  
 
    As they moved in the direction of the edge of the ridge where they had seen the figure from below, Ralnor turned to Sena. “You said he was here when you got up onto this hill?” he asked.  
 
    “Clear as day,” she said, nodding and pointing in the direction they were going. “He had turned and was looking at us. I met his eyes for a moment, then turned to look over the edge to talk to you. When I turned back, he was gone.”  
 
    “You saw his face?” Lana said.  
 
    “His eyes, mostly,” Sena said. “They were…striking. I did not notice the rest of his face, because his eyes were so powerful.”  
 
    “Striking? In what way?” Ralnor asked.  
 
    “They were blue,” Sena said. “Glowing an unnatural blue. Unsettling.”  
 
    Ralnor and Lana glanced at each other. By the time Sena and her companions had gotten down into the cave of the undead where Ralnor had retrieved the Amulet of Shem, the undead king had been destroyed and the glowing blue runes had gone out. But Sena’s words made them both think of that strange light that had glowed from the runes.  
 
    The strange light that went with things enchanted by the power of the newly-reopened Sundering portal.  
 
    “You’re thinking what I’m thinking,” Lana said to Ralnor.  
 
    It was not a question.  
 
    “Come on,” Ralnor said.  
 
    They moved across the slope, warily, until they came to the spot where the stranger had stood. From here, they could look down at the approach from the village, where they themselves had been not moments before.  
 
    At first, they saw no sign of anything. Then Ralnor crouched to look closer at the grass.  
 
    “Here’s something,” he said. “A footprint.”  
 
    “He was no spirit, then,” Lana said, coming up and kneeling beside Ralnor. “That’s something, at least. He was a physical man.”  
 
    “Yes,” Ralnor said. “But what manner of physical man, I don’t know.”  
 
    Together, they scouted the ground for more traces. The footprint in the mud where the figure had stood was distinct. The stranger must have been a big, heavy man, for his print was deep, and the tread of his boot could clearly be seen in the mud.  
 
    “That in itself is unusual,” Sena pointed out, once Ralnor had shown her the print. “He had a very distinct tread carved into the sole of his boot. I’ve rarely seen such things. We humans, like you elves, wear soft leather boots. The soles are sometimes reinforced with a few layers of stiffer leather on the bottom, but it’s very rare indeed to see someone with a treaded boot like this. The only person I’ve ever seen wearing boots like this was a dwarf.”  
 
    “A dwarf?” Lana said in amazement. “You’ve seen dwarves? I thought they were only in legends! I had no idea they actually existed!”  
 
    “Oh, they exist all right. On the north-western border of Venetia there is a mountain range that is called the Karazak, and there’s a large population of dwarves living there. They keep to themselves, mostly, but once every few years a caravan of traders comes down from the mountains into the lake lands around Blue Mirror and visits the markets of Tullian’s Vale.”  
 
    “This man was no dwarf!” Ralnor said. “He looked seven feet tall when I was looking up at him from below!”  
 
    “True enough,” Sena said with a smile. “But his boots are very strange, that’s all I’m saying.”  
 
    “It’s an admirable technology,” said an unfamiliar voice from behind them.  
 
    They all whirled, and there, standing a little way off, was the stranger.  
 
    “I got my boots from Karazak,” he continued, as if they were just having a pleasant conversation, and his choices of footwear were the most important thing they had to discuss. “It was so long ago that I’d forgotten it, but I suppose it is a bit unusual these days. Back then, it was not so unusual to see dwarves boots on the feet of the well-off citizens of Venetia. The carved tread on the soles gives an excellent grip on slippery surfaces.”  
 
    He smiled.  
 
    They were all looking at his face, and Ralnor found that, as Sena had suggested, it was hard to look anywhere but the man’s unusual eyes. They glowed with a distinctive light; there was no mistaking it. It was the same light that had shone from the runes and glowed from the strange tree they’d encountered in the lands near the Hills of the Nameless ones.  
 
    Ralnor forced his gaze down to look at the rest of the man’s garb. He was dressed in a long, heavy robe of dark gray that was wrapped around him in fold upon fold, so that it hid his body from view. His hands were covered with black leather gloves, and his feet were, as he said, hidden in heavy boots of thick black leather with impressive soles.   
 
    A strange feeling surged in Ralnor’s chest as he looked at the man’s clear-cut, angular face. He was clean-shaven, and despite the unsettling blue glow in his piercing eyes he had a kindly aspect to his expression. He looked old, older than could be counted in years, and yet there was a youthful spark in his face when he smiled that made Ralnor want to laugh. As they had thought when they had looked at him from the ground below, he was excessively tall, nearly seven feet in height. 
 
    “Who…who are you?” Ralnor asked the man.  
 
    “You don’t know me, Ralnor Twicebane?” the stranger said. There was surprise in his voice, and perhaps a touch of disappointment.  
 
    “I have no idea who you are! Should I?”  
 
    “I suppose not. It was a very long time ago.”  
 
    Ralnor blinked. A very long time ago? But he was only twenty years old! 
 
    “There is something I have to give you,” the man said, turning suddenly brisk and businesslike. He reached into a fold of his robe. Ralnor felt Sena and Lana tense at his side, but the man just drew out a thick scroll. He took two huge strides forward and handed the scroll to Ralnor.  
 
    “What’s this?” Ralnor said.  
 
    The man raised one eyebrow. “When you open it, you will find out.”  
 
    Ralnor glanced at his two companions. He was about to unroll the scroll when the stranger spoke again. “The goblin hideout is in the little patch of woods north-west of here. You were right—they have been in a long sleep, as have all the evil things of this land been for a long time. I regret that there may be more threats awakening in these hills, and you are doing well to make sure that your friends in the village of the Dernwaith are trained in magic and have good blades to defend themselves. They will need both, and you cannot always be on hand to save them.”  
 
    “How do you know all this?” Sena asked in amazement.  
 
    “Unfortunately,” the man continued, disregarding her question, “you must press on quickly. The Naxos man, Goron, is on his way to Highbough, the place which is now called the Forbidden City. Goron and his soldiers travel quickly, and there are more coming from the north, over the sea. They are coming to take the power that the portal has awakened. You must not let them have it. Your only hope now is to get there before the humans do, and time is passing.”  
 
    Ralnor looked the man in the eyes. “What is the power in the castle? What is the power that has opened the Sundering portal a second time?”  
 
    “His name is unknown,” the stranger said. “Even he has forgotten it. But you know him,” he said, turning his piercing gaze on Sena. “They called him the Master. He was the most powerful mage in the citadel of the Black Spire, but he has now turned his mind to more…ambitious pursuits. He awaits you three in the tower. You will have to fight him. Together, you three will have a chance against him, if the other humans are not there. If his army arrives before you do, the Master will eat their souls and use the power he gains from that to destroy you. You have very little time.”  
 
    “We must abandon the quest to investigate the goblin hide, then,” Ralnor said. “And abandon our friends in the village as well!”  
 
    “No!” the stranger said. “I fear I have said too much…it’s not wise for one such as myself to give too much advice to those who know less, but this I shall say. Investigate the goblin hide in the woods north west of here. That is essential. Keep that document I have given you. Keep it safe, and if you defeat the Master and see off his forces, then you must use it. If not, then the document will be destroyed with you, and it will not matter, as all will be lost. Do not…do not fail me, Ralnor.”  
 
    As he said these last words, his voice shook suddenly, and the sun seemed to darken for a moment. Ralnor thought he felt a trembling in the earth below his feet, a shivering in the air around him.  
 
    The man looked up, suddenly, as if he had heard a call.  
 
    “I must go,” he said. “I cannot stay here. Go to the goblin hide, go now. Good luck, Sena. Good luck, Lana. And good luck to you, Ralnor Twicebane. I have said all that I can say. Perhaps one day we will meet again.”  
 
    “Wait!” Ralnor said, but the man turned on his heel and strode off. He went at a great pace, and only a few moments had passed when he got to the edge of the cliff. But instead of clambering down, he suddenly glowed bright blue all over. The light shone through the cracks in his robes and blazed around his head, and then, with a flash of bright blue light, he vanished into the mist.  
 
    “Of all the strange things that have happened to us,” Sena said, “that has to be the strangest of all!”  
 
    “I’m not sure that I trust him,” Lana said. “What’s that scroll, Ralnor?”  
 
    Ralnor had been staring after the man into the mist. What had he meant, this stranger, by implying that Ralnor had met him a very long time ago? Who was he, that he should bring up such a strange feeling of familiarity and trust, despite Ralnor’s certainty that he had no idea who the man was?  
 
    Ralnor blinked and snapped out of his reverie. He glanced down at the scroll in his hands.  
 
    “That fellow said we should go to the goblin hide straight away,” Ralnor said, “and I’m inclined to follow his advice. But let’s have a quick look at this all the same.”  
 
    He unrolled the scroll. Fine lines of faded black ink ran across the thick vellum surface.  
 
      
 
    “It’s a map!” Lana said.  
 
    “A map with something marked on it,” Ralnor added.  
 
    He crouched, rolling the thick vellum carefully out over his knee. “I’ve never seen such a detailed map of these lands!” he exclaimed. “Look, here’s the Red River with the outposts near its southern end. Here’s the Forbidden City, and there’s a red X marked over where it lies.”  
 
    “And the human lands are shown in some detail too,” Sena said, crowding in to have a closer look.  “See, here’s the fortress line of Stoneheart’s Shield, and here’s the lake country where the major cities are. There’s Tullian’s Vale…and there’s a red X there too. And here, just a little west of Stoneheart’s Shield, on the way to the mountains”  
 
    “What do the red markers mean, I wonder?” Lana said. I can see four…no, five. One on the Forbidden City, where we’re going, one on Tullian’s Vale in Venetia, one in the mountainous country north of the Greenwood—why, that looks like it’s near the village where I was born!” 
 
    “And two in the unclaimed lands between the Red River and Stoneheart’s Shield,” Ralnor finished.  
 
    He reached to his chest and felt there the solid, hard presence of the Amulet of Shem. It was warm, very warm, as if it had been heated through by a fire. The whole time he’d owned it, since the healing, it had never taken a heat from his body. It was always cool against his skin. Now it was almost uncomfortably hot.  
 
    “One of the red crosses is over the tomb, Lana,” he said, and as he spoke he drew out the amulet on its chain from around his neck. He held it in his palm. It felt heavy, and inside its dark depths a single blue spark glowed brightly.  
 
    “You think these crosses on the map represent the locations of the five chalices?” Lana asked breathlessly. 
 
    “It seems likely. This amulet appears to have recharged in the presence of that stranger. I don’t know who or what he was, but there was something about him that has made this amulet feel heavy and warm in a way that it has not since we used it to heal you.”  
 
    Sena was watching the conversation between them with wide eyes. “You mean that this stranger has given you a map with the locations of the five chalices that Akhen spoke of, and he’s somehow recharged your healing amulet and given you information about your next steps? A pity we couldn’t have brought him along for the fight! He seems like a useful character!”  
 
    They all laughed.  
 
    “Let’s go look at this goblin hideout,” Ralnor said, standing up and rolling up the map. “Whoever the stranger actually was, I trusted him. There was something about him, I don’t know exactly what, something that made me warm to him.”  
 
    “Me too,” Lana said firmly. “I don’t know who he might have been either, but I can tell now that there’s more going on here than meets the eye. I’m for following his advice.”  
 
    “Very well,” Sena said, holding her hands up in the air. “I don’t feel as sure of this mysterious stranger as you two seem to, but I’m just a humble human, without the instincts of elves and half-elves.”  
 
    “Didn’t you get any feeling of magic from him?” Ralnor asked.  
 
    Sena shook her head and frowned. “I told you, I don’t use magic.”  
 
    “And I agree with Akhen,” Ralnor said firmly. “It would be better if you gave over that vow and embraced the magic. Just because the Black Spire has corrupted the use of magic to their own ends doesn’t mean that it can no longer be used for good.”  
 
    “I take your point,” Sena said reluctantly, “but it’s hard for me…the things I saw done in the name of magic…” she trailed off, looking away from them.  
 
    “I know,” Lana said, slapping her on the back. “It’s tough.” She gave Ralnor a swift glance, frowned at him, and shook her head quickly. “Come on,” she said to Sena. “We won’t speak of it again if it makes you uncomfortable. Let’s go on down to this goblin den, and perhaps you will get another chance to practice your swordplay.” 
 
    Sena smiled warmly at Lana. “Thanks,” she said. “I do get it, I understand, but just now it’s not something I’m able to think about.”  
 
    “All right,” Lana said gently.  
 
    The two women made their way down the hill, and Ralnor fell back a little, thinking things over. From the way Lana had spoken to Sena, he guessed that the two women had talked more about Sena’s past than he realized. He was pleased to see that they had developed a friendship. Lana seemed genuinely concerned about Sena’s wellbeing, and Ralnor was glad to see both of them becoming friends.  
 
    He was unsure about his own feelings. It was a strange position in which he found himself, as friend to them both, but also as fellow soldier with them both, and as their companion in this strange adventure that fate had thrust him onto.  
 
    The fate seemed to be following him, but their fates were joined to his, and he knew that without them, he would not succeed in his mission.  
 
    The Master, that dark mage who had been Malavax’s mentor and teacher, awaited them at the Forbidden City. If the words of the stranger could be trusted, and Ralnor did not doubt that they could be, then the Master had developed that terrible form of magic that Malavax had used. The consuming of the very essence of another being to power his own magic; it was the most hideous application of power that Ralnor could imagine, but there was no doubting its effectiveness.  
 
    At that last moment of the battle, Ralnor had been forced to use the very same power, absorbing Malavax’s essence to power his own magic. The power that had given him had been immense, and darkly attractive.  
 
    He had no desire to experience that again, but he could fully understand how a mage might become addicted to such a power. Any mage might become addicted to it, he thought, and an unscrupulous mage might easily come to embrace it.  
 
    But surely they did not know their fate, these humans who were sent as fodder for the Master’s evil uses? Surely, this army of soldiers from Venetia did not go willingly to their horrible destiny?  
 
    Perhaps there was something in that. Perhaps there was some way to alert the soldiers to their doom, even alert Goron, the Naxos mage, to it, and turn their loyalties? From what Sena had told him about the Naxos and their reputation, Ralnor did not hold out much hope for Goron. The others, however… 
 
    He put these thoughts aside. He was still holding the rolled-up map, but as he walked he unrolled it again and took a closer look at the area where they now were. The Forbidden City was north and a little west of them. Thunder Falls was marked on the map, but the little villages of the Dernwaith were not. However, Ralnor could recognize the wide bend in the river where they had moored their boats and gone to the aid of the villagers. The hills were marked on the map, and he could just about estimate their position from the bend in the river and the place where the hills started.  
 
    Northward, the mist was thick still. He glanced up from his map and looked that way, wondering if, from this height, he would have been able to see the Forbidden City from here? Probably not. It was at least forty miles from here in a straight line.  
 
    He rolled his map up, feeling troubled. The stranger had taken pains to emphasize just how little time they had before the humans arrived at the Forbidden City, and when that happened the Master would be able to use them as a power source for whatever terrible magic he was planning at the city. Would Ralnor and his friends be able to get there on time? It seemed doubtful now.  
 
    “Well,” Ralnor said under his breath, talking only to himself, “I will follow the stranger’s advice. We’ll visit this goblin den, and perhaps whatever we find there will help us in our quest.”  
 
    With those words, he tucked the map away into a belt pouch and jogged down the hill to catch up with his friends.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s got to be the place,” Sena said, pointing downward at a wooded patch on the side of a hill about a mile off.  
 
    “That seems to be the only patch of woods for miles around,” Ralnor agreed, looking at the bare hills. The landscape out here was unwelcoming. No doubt it would be more pleasant in summer, with a warm breeze off the river and a friendly sun shining down, but now it seemed unpleasant and forbidding, a gray, damp country in the northern fall season.  
 
    “Come on,” he said. “I don’t like that stranger’s talk about approaching humans and swiftly passing time. Let’s get this done.”  
 
    “Whatever it is we have to do,” Lana added thoughtfully.  
 
    The three companions approached the woods with as much caution as speed would allow. The trees were oaks, their leaves turning orange and gold. The wind was blowing the leaves off the trees at the edges of the wood, and the ground nearby was already covered in a gleaming carpet of them.  
 
    Ralnor had one sword in his right hand, but he’d kept his other sword sheathed. He wanted his left hand free. Sena had drawn her long straight sword, and Lana had her bow in her hand. All three were wary and ready for attack.  
 
    Ralnor took a chance and sent out a pulse of life detection magic into the trees. The woods was about a mile deep, and his life detection would not reach that whole way, but he knew he could rely on it for at least the nearest half mile.  
 
    “Nothing nearby,” he said after a moment. “Nothing but the usual woodland life, beasts collecting stores for the winter, birds hiding out in the trees.”  
 
    “No goblins?” Lana asked.  
 
    “No goblins,” Ralnor confirmed, “but there may be things deeper in the woods that I’m not detecting.”  
 
    “I don’t get it,” Sena said. “Look there, see those tree stumps? They’re recently cut.”  
 
    “The villagers must come here for firewood and such,” Lana replied. “As Ralnor said, it’s the only woods around.”  
 
    “I know, I know,” Sena said, “but that’s not what I meant. The villagers come here regularly, to work, cut and haul timber, and probably to hunt and everything else. But how is it that they’ve never disturbed the goblins before?”  
 
    “I think it just confirms our suspicion, and the stranger hinted at it as well; those goblins were woken up by the presence of the Sundering portal. The portal’s influence has spread across this land and awakened evil things again. Those goblins must have been asleep in here for a hundred years or more, but the awakening of the portal has awakened them.”  
 
    Sena shuddered. “How did I ever get mixed up in this?” she grumbled.  
 
    Ralnor chuckled. “Doesn’t everybody who is involved in great events ask that? But we can’t decide what time we’re born into. All we can do is make the best of the time we find ourselves in.”  
 
    “Aye,” Sena said with a wry smile at Ralnor, “I suppose that’s true enough. Lead on, then, Ralnor. I’ll be at your back. Let’s get this over with.”  
 
    Sena came up and kept near Ralnor’s back, behind him and a little to his right, while Lana brought up the rear, further back and to the left. From here, Lana could fire her bow past the left side of either of her companions, not interfering with their sword-arms.  
 
    Ralnor gazed for a moment into the shadows under the oaks, sent out another pulse of life detection magic, and then stepped into the woods.  
 
    All was shady under the trees. The light outside was fading fast, and under the canopy it seemed like almost night. Even with his decent night vision, Ralnor had to take a moment to let his eyes adjust. 
 
    “Black as pitch in here,” Sena grumbled. She was exaggerating; a gray light did filter down through the thinning canopy, but Ralnor recognized that as a human, she must find it harder than him to see. 
 
    “Do you want to stop and make a torch?” he said, slowing and turning to her.  
 
    She sighed, a great, heaving sigh. Ralnor heard sadness in that great breath, as well as relief and resignation.  
 
    “No, Ralnor,” she replied in a quiet, thoughtful voice. “I don’t want to stop and make a torch. I’m quite able to deal with it myself. Stand back from me a little, if you would. I’ve not done this for a while, and I don’t want you to get hurt if it gets out of hand.”  
 
    Ralnor looked at her, then did as she asked, wondering what she meant. 
 
    Unfamiliar magic brushed against his senses. He stiffened for a moment, then he understood what the sensation meant.  
 
    Sena was using her magic!  
 
    White light flickered along the edges of Sena’s sword, then rippled across the surface of it until the whole blade shone with white light. She held it up, and Ralnor, his senses keenly focused on her magic, felt the spell wobble for a moment, then stabilize.  
 
    “That’s a neat technique!” he said appreciatively. He did not just mean the light. He could perceive what she was doing. Within the spell, she had set up something else. It was like a spell within a spell; a small, self-perpetuating flow of magical energy. It drew magic from spirit and channeled it to earth without her input. This way, she did not need to continually channel energy to the sword to keep the light going. 
 
    “Another thing I worked out for myself,” she said. “Another thing the Black Spire wouldn’t willingly teach.” There was pride in her voice, but also sadness for the loss of what she had dreamed of—her training in magic at the Spire. She had gone there hoping to learn to use magic and fight for her people. Instead, she had found a lie, and worse, a nest of vipers focused on the gathering of power for themselves at any cost.  
 
    “Come on,” she said. “I’ll lead the way now.”  
 
    She stepped forward into the trees, her sword held aloft, brighter than any blazing brand.  
 
    Ralnor glanced at Lana and found that his friend the night elf was grinning from ear to ear. He suppressed a laugh but smiled broadly too as he met her eyes.  
 
    Sena had used her magic, as Ralnor and Lana had hoped she would. Though the decision had been difficult, Sena had understood that to help her friends to the best of her ability, she had to use all the talents she had at her disposal.  
 
    Ralnor and Lana would not press her to talk more about her decision to start using her magic again. The topic was clearly uncomfortable for her, and it must have taken her a great deal of internal struggle to get to the point of accepting the need to use her powers. Ralnor was just happy to know that they had another active mage in their midst now. He would leave it at that.  
 
    As they progressed into the woods, they began to see signs of the goblins’ trail. The marks were fresh. Sena spotted the signs first, walking ahead with her shining sword held up.  
 
    “Look here,” she said, pointing with her free hand. “Branches have been broken off the trees, and the marks of heavy feet in the soft mud.”  
 
    “We’ll make a Ranger of you yet,” Ralnor said.  
 
    “A blind man would have noticed these,” Sena scoffed, but he could tell she was pleased by his compliment.  
 
    “You’re right, though,” Ralnor said. “Unless another group of violent marauders have traveled through here within the last twelve hours, then this is our group.”  
 
    “How can you say that the marks were made within the last twelve hours?”  
 
    “Hold your sword up to the bark of this tree,” Ralnor said.  
 
    She did so, the bright light illuminating a long, ragged gash in the bark where a branch had been ripped out from the root. The white, virgin wood below the bark gleamed in the magic light. Ralnor put his gloved hand on the pale wood and took it away again. His fingers glistened.  
 
    “The slash is still wet, you see?” he said. “And the edges of the scratch are ragged. Look closely. You see all these little fibers along the edge where the bark has been ripped off?”  
 
    “I see them,” Sena said.  
 
    “By all these marks, I say that this has been done recently, probably within the last six hours, and certainly within the last twelve. A tree will start to heal quickly from a cut like this. The exposed wood dries in contact with the air, and then it begins to darken. The bark grows quickly around the edges, shedding the little threads of wood fiber that we can still see here. Also, you’d expect some insect activity in the cracks around the edges of the bark, and yet there is none. If this bare wood was dry and dark, I’d say the cut was maybe a day old, and if the bark had grown around the edges of the cut, I’d say at least three days. Beyond that, of course, it becomes harder to pin a time on it.”  
 
    “That’s impressive!” Sena said. “I never knew that about trees. What about the tracks? They look very fresh as well.” 
 
    “Yes, I’d certainly say they are fresh,” Ralnor agreed. “But what makes you say so?”  
 
    Sena held her light down toward the tracks. “The edges of the prints,” she said. “They are crisp and clear, and yet it’s wet and has been raining. I know that these tracks are sheltered under the trees, but even so I can’t imagine tracks like this remaining so clear to look at for more than a day at most.”  
 
    Ralnor gave a half smile. “Good,” he said, “but that’s not completely reliable. Left undisturbed, a track can remain crisp long after it was made. There’s another sign here that it’s fresh. Can you tell what it is?”  
 
    Sena looked at the tracks in the mud for a long moment, then shook her head. “I can’t see it.”  
 
    “Lana?” Ralnor asked.  
 
    Lana chuckled at the spontaneous lesson in tracking, but she could see the value in improving Sena’s skills, and so she played along.  
 
    “I think I see what you’re driving at, Ralnor,” she said, hunkering down and looking carefully at the tracks. She reached out and plucked a bit of mud from the edge of one of the most clearly defined prints, then she smeared it in between her gloved fingers. “Yes; the prints have a ridge of soft mud at the upper edge, and it’s thin, only a fraction of an inch across. The mud in this thin ridge is still wet; it smears, it doesn’t crumble.”  
 
    Sena looked for a moment at the smear of mud on Lana’s gloves, and then understanding dawned on her face. “The mud is still wet,” she said with a smile. “Of course, if it had been sitting like that for a day or more, you’d expect it to dry out.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Lana said with a grin.  
 
    “There’s one more thing,” Ralnor said as they stood up and looked around.  
 
    “Oh, yes?” Lana asked, interested. “What more do you see?”  
 
    Ralnor gestured around them. “Look at this track,” he said. “This wood is thick, and most parts of it are densely packed with trees, undergrowth, and deadfall. This route the goblins have taken is the clearest route through the trees. It’s such an obvious path that we have naturally found ourselves on it. We took this path without even meaning to, because it’s the most obvious route through the trees.”  
 
    “Well, what of it?” Lana asked, a little nettled.  
 
    Ralnor grinned disarmingly at her. “These woods are teeming with life. This is the most obvious path through them, and yet there are no fresh game tracks overlaying the tracks of the goblins. If the tracks were more than a few hours old, I’d expect at least the mark of a deer or a rodent in this mud, and yet there is nothing, not even a bird’s foot. That tells me that the tracks are very recent indeed.”  
 
    Lana laughed. “You got me on that one, Ral!” she exclaimed good-naturedly. “Smart!” 
 
    “I always liked the sound of Scout training,” Sena said as they carried on, the dark way lit by her glowing sword. “I wish I’d gone for a Scout rather than seeking training for a mage, but as you said, Ralnor, we cannot go back and remake our past choices.”  
 
    “Much as we might like to,” Ralnor said. “But don’t worry, you’re likely to pick up a thing or two traveling with a couple of Rangers.”  
 
    Sena smiled. “More than a thing or two, I’d say. And traveling with a couple of mages, I feel like I’ve also picked up a thing or two that I have denied for a long time. This feels good, Ralnor.” She nodded toward her bright sword, and Ralnor understood that she meant her magic.  
 
    He smiled. “I’m glad,” he said, and he meant it. “To tell the truth, I’ve never seen magic like that before. The color of the light is kind of like the white color that accompanies the force magic Akhen and I use. But that’s not force. That’s something else entirely.”  
 
    “It’s light magic,” she said quietly. “That was my specialty at the Spire. Light is very powerful, you know, one of the most powerful forces in the world. The light of the sun, the light of the moon. Without light, nothing would grow.”  
 
    “Really?” Ralnor asked. He’d never thought about such a thing before.  
 
    “Of course. All plants need the light of the sun to grow. And people need the light of the sun too. The Naxos—you know how twisted up they are. They’re like that because they spend a year in the dark, studying the powers of darkness. When they come out, they are like that. We were always taught to cleave to the darkness when we were at the Spire. They never wanted us to go into the study of the light. But it was clear early on that the light was where my talents lay, and I was hounded for it from the first. They did not trust that I could be one of them and be a light mage. And I suppose in the end they were proved right.”  
 
    “I’m glad of it,” Ralnor said.  
 
    “Look up ahead,” Lana hissed. “A cave. And the trail leads right to it.”  
 
    Ralnor looked up and saw a dark cave yawning in the hillside in front of them. The trees grew thickly here, and they extended up the slope around the cave mouth. The opening of the cave was the only part of the hillside that was bare of trees. Even directly above it, a great oak grew out of the bank, its roots hanging down and half-covering the opening. Long hanging growths of lichen dangled down over the dark entrance, obscuring it even further.  
 
    As they looked at the cave mouth, the rain came on heavily again. It had eased while they were in the village, but as night fell it came back with a vengeance, pummeling the canopy and accompanied by a howling wind that lashed the treetops and made the branches creak and moan in the darkness.  
 
    Lana glanced up. “I don’t like this,” she said. “Do you think we should go back to the village, wait until morning?”  
 
    Surprisingly, it was Sena, the member of the party who had expressed the most doubt thus far, who spoke up in favor of going on. “We’ll achieve nothing by going back,” she said. “I was distrustful of that stranger at first, but his words have proved true. I’m for going on. Chances are we’ll find no goblins alive in there anyway. They’ll have all come to the village. Come on. Let’s have a quick look and then we can go back.”  
 
    “Oh, very well,” Lana said, glancing darkly over her shoulder.  
 
    “I agree it seems like a bad spot,” Ralnor said. “And I don’t like being out here in this storm any more than you do. But we’re better to go in and establish what the situation is. If we go back now, we’ll have come all this way for nothing, and we’ll be soaked through either way by the rain.”  
 
    “Lead on, then, bold ones,” Lana joked in a resigned voice. “I’ll follow.”  
 
    They got up to the cave mouth and found straight away why the goblin den had never been disturbed by anyone in the past. Right in front of the cave, illuminated by the bright white light of Sena’s raised sword, there was a pile of rubble and earth and rocks all jumbled together.  
 
    “Look at the edges of the cave mouth,” Sena said, holding up the light. “It doesn’t take a Ranger to see what’s happened here. There’s been grass and fern growing here for a long time, and it’s only recently been broken. This cave mouth was shut up with all this earth and stone, and the grass and fern had grown over it. But some force has blasted it outward. See how the grass is still fresh where it’s been torn away?”  
 
    “I see it,” Ralnor said. “More confirmation of the theory that these goblins have been asleep for a long, long time.”  
 
    “If there’s any more in here,” Sena growled, “they’ll soon be sleeping too!”  
 
    She lowered her sword into a ready stance and moved forward, passing by the fallen rocks and rubble. Ralnor glanced at Lana, who had her bow in her hand with an arrow fitted loosely to the string. She met his eyes and nodded once. Ralnor returned her nod. Battle magic at the ready, he advanced into the cave following Sena’s light. 
 
    “Anything?” he hissed.  
 
    “No, there’s nothing moving in here,” Sena replied, without turning her head. Her voice echoed dully in the small chamber. She stopped, and there was a moment’s quiet in which Ralnor felt a sudden pressure on his magic.  
 
    He blinked. What was that? Then he realized.  
 
    Sena was putting more power into her sword, increasing the strength of the illumination from her blade. She held it up again, showing a shallow cave about thirty feet high and twenty deep, and perhaps another twenty feet across.  
 
    Lana came up behind Ralnor, and he heard her sigh as the tension in her stance eased.  
 
    There was nothing in the cave. Nothing, that is, except a line of shallow graves against the back wall.  
 
    “This looks a bit grim,” Ralnor said, advancing toward them. “What is going on here? They’re all empty.”  
 
    A quick look into the nearest few graves showed the marks of hands having grabbed the edges to pull themselves up, of footprints in the sand next to the edges, leading away toward the cave entrance.  
 
    “These are not really graves,” Sena observed. “There are no signs that they were ever filled in.”  
 
    “The goblins have lain here all these years,” Lana said. She shivered. “They must have been in some kind of stasis, under some kind of magical spell that allowed them to lie here undisturbed until the power of the portal was reawakened.”  
 
    “I can see how there could be a hundred other nests of evil such as this in the region,” Ralnor said. “How they were set up back in the olden days I cannot guess, but if there’s one, there must be others.”  
 
    “What I don’t understand,” Sena said, gazing with distaste down into the nearest empty hole, “is why only this one has been activated. As you say, there must be many nests of these creatures, or other worse things, in the hills around here, and yet as far as we can see this is the only one that has become active. Why is that? How can that be, if this portal is so powerful?”  
 
    “I imagine we’ll understand that once we come to the end of our road,” Ralnor said. “But for now, I think that we—”  
 
    His words were interrupted by a great wheezing, angry roar from the direction of the entrance. He whirled. Seeing the empty graves, he had dropped his guard, but now he saw a dark, hulking form outlined in the doorway, a dense shadow darker than the black night outside.  
 
    “Perhaps I spoke too soon,” Sena said.  
 
    A moment later, a flash of light erupted from her sword, illuminating the cave and shooting out through the entrance. The blast lit up the monster that stood there.  
 
    “A troll!” Lana shouted. “I’ve seen their likes before; they’re aggressive, but easily daunted. Come on! We must make a strong show of force. Battle magic, Ralnor!”  
 
    Ralnor sprang into action. He lifted his left hand and a green wave of battle magic flowed around his fingers then shone out, firing across the short space between him and Lana and wrapping her in a sparkling, flickering haze of green illumination.  
 
    She dived to one side to get out of Sena’s way and sent an arrow blazing with green magic straight at the troll. The arrow thudded into the creature’s left leg just above the knee. The troll roared again, stamped its injured leg, and then sprang backward.  
 
    Ralnor strode forward, his green sword blazing with force magic. He sent a wave of force toward the troll. The wave knocked the beast off its feet, and it fell forward.  
 
    The troll was a huge, lumbering thing, built like a bull with layers of hard muscle and fat over thick bones as hard and hoary as old tree roots. The creature’s skin was thick and pocked, like a leather shield that has seen much use. Two eyes blazed repellent red at the companions as it shoved off the ground and leaped up.  
 
    Then the others came.  
 
    “Forward!” a hoarse voice bellowed. “Stick to the troll! Don’t let anyone out of the cave!”  
 
    Smaller figures ran into the space between Ralnor and the troll. Ralnor stepped back a little, assessing this new threat. He sent a wave of life detection magic out, feeling for the nature of these newcomers.  
 
    “Trollmen!” he said.  
 
    “What in the world is a trollman?” Sena shouted.  
 
    “Humans crossed with trolls,” Ralnor answered. “I’ve seen them before, back in Suntower City.”  
 
    “Crossing humans with trolls does not sound like a good idea. How does that even work?”  
 
    “I’d rather not think about the mechanics of that too deeply, if I’m honest!” Ralnor replied, gathering a blast of force. He fired the blast forward, and the white light of his attack illuminated the enemy.  
 
    The trollmen were about the same height as normal humans, but they were much broader and more heavily built than any human Ralnor had ever seen. They were dressed in old steel armor, much the worse for wear, held together with leather straps that looked like they would be none the worse for a soaking in oil.  
 
    The trollmen themselves looked as if they could have done with a wash. Their faces were like human faces, but their noses were flatter and turned upward, and their eyes were big and staring, like the eyes of lizards. Their skin was like the skin of the troll, leathery and lumpy, and their cruel, thin-lipped mouths were full of inhumanly sharp, pointed teeth.  
 
    As he fired his first force magic blast, Ralnor noticed something. These trollmen, like the troll itself, had glowing points of red in their eyes.  
 
    Just like the undead we fought back in the unclaimed lands, in that old tomb where we got the Amulet of Shem, he thought. What is it with these red eyes? I don’t think the goblins in the village had them. 
 
    He pushed a great rush of magic into his spell and the first rank of trollmen went flying backward and crashed into their fellows. Then he followed up, slamming a wall of force into the space between them and the outside of the cave. The fallen trollmen pulled themselves to their feet again and charged, only to slam into the force field and stumble backward with cries of rage and anger.  
 
    “More are coming up from behind,” Lana said. “Ralnor, I’m not sure we can fight our way out of this.”  
 
    “We’re going to have to,” Ralnor said, glancing around the cave. There’s no other way out of here that I can see.”  
 
    As he spoke, he looked at the enemy. More trollmen, and still more were coming up behind.  
 
    “I count at least fifty,” Lana said. “Ralnor, what do we do?”  
 
    “I’ll hit them with a massive force blast,” Ralnor said. “Then we charge in. I’ll enhance you and Sena with battle magic, and myself. Then…yes, I’ll try to activate some of the trees around here with battle magic and make them our allies, and then…”  
 
    “What’s this?” Sena said, interrupting Ralnor’s desperate planning. She had backed away to the far corner of the cave and was wrestling with something on the ground there. “I’ve found something. It’s a hatchway of some kind, but I can’t get it open. Come help me!”  
 
    Ralnor was holding his force field strong against the enemies, who were now pressing against it and smashing their swords into it with vigor. The troll had righted itself and stepped forward. The monster raised one meaty fist and slammed it into the barrier.  
 
    The pressure on Ralnor’s magic was immense. He wavered for a moment as that blow smashed into the shield.  
 
    “Lana. Go!” he said, and she went. She rushed to Sena’s side, and between them they hauled something up in the corner. Ralnor couldn’t see what it was.  
 
    “Tell me what you see!” he cried.  
 
    “There’s an opening down here,” Sena called back. “A wide space dropping straight down. I can’t see what’s down here, but I can hear running water.”  
 
    Ralnor saw her stick her brightly lit sword down the hole. “Yes,” she called a moment later. “There’s some kind of underground waterway. The water runs fast away toward the north.”  
 
    “Can you see anything else?” Ralnor asked. He did not like the sound of the underground waterway, but he liked the look of the massed trollmen even less. He had fought an army back at Rayne’s Outpost, but there, he’d had allies, and his magic had never been quite the same since. Right now, he was holding his shield up with every bit of strength he had, but the spell was slipping.  
 
    “There’s nothing,” Sena said. “It’s probably an old well, but at least it’s a way out that doesn’t take us through all these enemies.”  
 
    “We’ll have to try to fight them first,” Ralnor declared. “If we can get through them and get back down to the village, then perhaps with our combined forces we will be able to defeat them.”  
 
    “All right!” Sena said. “Push that force barrier outward,” she said. “Perhaps my training in magic as brute force will come in handy after all.”  
 
    Her face was grim as she came back to his side. The sword in her hand glowed with its fierce white light, but now red light flickered along the blade as well, and Ralnor remembered her saying that she had been trained in the art of fire magic.  
 
    “Lana, put your shield up as well,” he urged.  
 
    She nodded, and he felt rather than saw her magical shield slip into place, close as a second skin around her body.  
 
    Ralnor took a deep breath, gathered his magic, and struck. 
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    The force magic barrier he had been holding blasted outward like a battering ram, pushing all the trollmen back in a wave. The blast struck the troll, and Ralnor pushed more magic through the spell and shoved with everything he had. Like a great hand sweeping pieces off a board, the force field shoved the troll backward along with the rest of the trollmen, and they collapsed in a heap outside the cave.  
 
    The spell shattered suddenly, overburdened by the pressure Ralnor had put on the magic. He stumbled back a few steps, then forced himself to get ahold of his consciousness. He gripped his sword, feeling that familiar sick sensation that told him he’d used too much magic at once. Lights flashed around his eyes as he heard Sena charge with a furious battle cry into the midst of the enemies, accompanied by the twang of Lana’s bow.  
 
    Ralnor raised his head, then grabbed his second blade and charged, dual wielding, into the mass of writhing foes alongside Sena. Their swords flashed in unison, slicing through the trollmen with ease. Though their foes were armored in steel, there were plenty of weak points on the armor. Ralnor and Sena moved with the quick, practiced ease of veteran fighters. Well-aimed blows from their magic swords sheared heads from shoulders and limbs from bodies as they fought their way into the press.  
 
    Up close, the trollmen were hideous to behold. Their flat, bestial faces were like the faces of corpses, and yet they were somehow more terrible in that this was how they were meant to look. When he had fought the undead in the tomb, Ralnor had been immune to the horror of them, because they were not really people anymore, just the ruined remains of people animated by a terrible magic force. Now, he fought creatures that were the way they were through no corruption or decay.  
 
    The trollmen had chaotic mouths full of razor-sharp teeth, and they made full use of them, snapping bites at Ralnor’s face and arms as he grappled with them.  
 
    The trollmen were in disarray when Sena and Ralnor attacked, and so they were able to kill many in that first attack, but more were coming up from behind, and a deep voice was shouting in command for them to get themselves up, get their weapons up, get in formation, and fight. 
 
    Ralnor glanced up for a moment, scanning the crowd. His heart sank. The space in front of the cave was a churning dark mass of enemies, roaring and swaying in the night like a storm-tossed sea. He glanced at Sena, saw her kill two trollmen with one swipe of her blade and then step back, giving ground, pressed by three who leaped into the gap created by their fallen companions.  
 
    Magic. He needed to make use of magic!  
 
    Suddenly Lana was on his left, darting in with her sword to stab a trollman through the belly, then leaping back. “Out of arrows,” she explained briefly, before a huge trollman with a two-headed ax leaped up to challenge her directly.  
 
    Beyond the chaotic press at the front of the cave, Ralnor saw the flashes of light from Sena’s sword reflecting on the gleaming tips of spears. The trollmen were forming up in ranks in the trees beyond, and there was something else there. Another troll, or perhaps more than one.  
 
    Ralnor dived forward, attacking with both his swords to break up a group of trollmen who were trying to form a battle line. He lashed out with fire magic, a blast of flame rushing around the feet of the trollmen and making them scream and leap back. Then two were behind him. How had they gotten past?  
 
    He leaped backward. A stabbing spear of force magic hit the first one in the face, punching through his head like a spear thrust. The second landed a blow on his back, and he cut its arm off with a swipe of his blade.  
 
    But more were getting past. They could not afford to be surrounded.  
 
    “Sena!” he shouted.  
 
    She glanced at him, saw the predicament, and retreated a few steps back into the cave. Lana was at his side, fighting back-to-back with him, as more and more of the trollmen began pouring into the cave.  
 
    Ralnor tried to summon a blast of force, but it didn’t work. The flow of magic through his channels was simply not powerful enough.  
 
    “Back!” he shouted. “Back!”  
 
    Suddenly, a blinding flash of light exploded among the ranks of trollmen outside the cave. The bright flash was accompanied by a boom like thunder. Then another, and then another hit the trollmen outside.  
 
    Ralnor felt the now-familiar tingle of Sena’s magic against his senses. This was her power he was seeing. The power of light magic.  
 
    “Down!” Sena roared, and Ralnor and Lana instinctively ducked. There was a whizzing noise in the cave, and a flurry of bright white daggers of light exploded from Sena’s upraised hands. They blasted out in every direction, and when they hit the trollmen they cut through armor and flesh as if both had been no more than butter.  
 
    This attack caused the trollmen to retreat a little. In a spray of blood, with a single spell, Sena had killed nearly every trollman in the cave, but there were still plenty outside.  
 
    “To the escape hatch!” she shouted. “I can’t do that again! We need to get out of here, and that hatch into the water is the only way!”  
 
    Ralnor had to agree. Much as he did not like the idea of jumping down into the well, they had played out their luck in this fight about as far as it would go. There was little left that they could do. All three were exhausted. Lana was out of arrows. Ralnor’s magic needed time to recover, and Sena seemed to have used her last reserves to buy them a little time.  
 
    Ralnor cursed under his breath. He took a last look at the press of enemies at the cave mouth, then shook his head. There was no chance. They would be overrun. Escape was their only chance.  
 
    “Let’s go!” he shouted.  
 
    Sena’s spell had bought them a moment’s space.  
 
    They took it.  
 
    They covered the space between their battle line and the hatch in seconds. Ralnor glanced down into darkness, then back to where the enemy were regrouping.  
 
    “One at a time,” he said. “It’s not wide enough for more than that. Then count to ten before the next one jumps, to let the first one get out of the way. Lana, you first.”  
 
    Lana glanced at him and looked into his face for a moment, her expression a picture of uncertainty and hope. Then she looked at Sena, who nodded to her encouragingly. She took a deep breath, then scrambled over the edge of the square hole. She hung for a moment from the edge, looking up at them, and then she let go.  
 
    A moment later, there was a loud splash.  
 
    “Now you,” Sena said firmly. “Don’t argue. It’s most important for you to get to the Forbidden City. Go!”  
 
    He didn’t waste time arguing. Her mind was made up. The trollmen had reformed and were readying to charge. Sena turned to face them, magic again crackling around her hands. They stopped, clearly afraid of what she might do.  
 
    Ralnor swung himself off the edge and hung for a moment, then let go.  
 
    There was a sickening moment of falling, then he hit deep, cold water. The rushing water closed over his head, but the breath he’d taken and held was knocked out of him by the impact. Suddenly, all was darkness and he didn’t know which way was up. 
 
    The rational part of him knew that he’d landed feet first, and so up must be the direction his head pointed. The irrational part of himself screamed in panic at the idea of swimming the wrong way, down, down into drowning. He pushed that part of himself down and struck out, kicking with his feet and pulling with his hands as he strove against the blind instinct telling him to draw breath. Then, suddenly, there was air around his face, not water, and a moment later a great crash exploded next to him as something heavy fell into the water not two yards from him.  
 
    In his shock at hitting the freezing water, he’d completely forgotten that Sena was ready to jump after him, and it was only sheer luck and the pull of the strong current that meant she’d not landed on his head.  
 
    “La…Lana!” he coughed.  
 
    “I’m here,” she said, and he felt her hand on his arm. A moment later, there was a gasping and sputtering noise, and they heard Sena swearing a set of oaths the likes of which neither of them had ever heard.  
 
    Despite the situation, Ralnor couldn’t help but laugh.  
 
    “I never knew humans had such good oaths!” he said.  
 
    “Ralnor? Is that you?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, “and Lana is here too.”  
 
    “Thank the gods,” Sena said. “Oh, whose idea was this, anyway?”  
 
    Ralnor restrained himself from mentioning that finding the hatch was actually to Sena’s credit. Instead, he focused on assessing their situation. 
 
    “The current is strong and fast,” he said. He was keeping himself afloat with his arms and hands, but he was being carried along at a good rate with his companions. “That alone will carry us away from our attackers quickly. But where we are, and how far this underground river goes, is the next question.”  
 
    “Aye,” Sena gasped. “I don’t figure any of those trollmen will fancy coming after us, and if they do, they’ll be in for a shock. They’re all dressed in steel, and even without it they didn’t exactly look like the buoyant type.”  
 
    Lana gave a bark of laughter. “Can’t anyone give us a bit of light?” she said. “We’re moving at some speed—I’m terrified that any moment I’m going to bang into something. It’s as dark as the inside of a giant in here, and even I can’t see a thing.”  
 
    “I’m a little shaken,” Sena said. “I don’t think I could manage it right now. Ralnor?”  
 
    “I have no light spell,” Ralnor said, “but I can try something else…just a moment.”  
 
    He held up a hand and lay back a little in the water, letting his legs and his natural buoyancy hold him up so that he could free his hands. He had never been more grateful that the Rangers wore all leather armor, and that the only heavy things on him were his swords. He’d always been a good swimmer, but if he’d been dressed in chainmail, he would not have fancied his chances down here.  
 
    Conjuring the magic was difficult, but he managed it. The key was to be ‘grounded’ while floating in water. This was a new experience, but he was pleased to find that the magic did still work, though it was more than a little unstable.  
 
    He stuck a hand up and conjured a ball of flame in his palm. The flame flickered and flared unevenly as the flow of magic to it wavered, but he managed to maintain the spell and they looked around in the flickering light.  
 
    The first thing they realized was that there was little chance of them banging into anything. They were floating along on the surface of a wide, underground river, with a high, wet ceiling gleaming twenty feet above them. The river itself was fifty feet across at least, and they were near the middle of the channel.  
 
    Ralnor craned his neck to look around, but he could see nothing except the wide, flat water, the dark ceiling, and an indistinct glimmer of the tunnel walls at either side.  
 
    “Let’s swim to the edge,” Lana said, taking charge. “There might be a bit of shore somewhere along this river where we can get out of the water and rest. Ralnor, can you keep that light going?”  
 
    “Not while I’m swimming,” he said.  
 
    “All right,” Lana said. “I’ll take the lead then, and you two follow. Keep calling out to each other as we go, so we don’t lose track of where we all are.”  
 
    “Right,” Ralnor and Sena said.  
 
    “We’ll go that way,” Lana said, pointing to the right. “The tunnel wall looks higher in that direction. I think there is more chance of a shore there than on the other side.”  
 
     Lana struck out to their right, and Ralnor withdrew the energy from his magic and let the flame drop. Instantly, they were plunged into darkness. The water around them was deadly cold, but the movement warmed them up as they went.  
 
    As they made progress across the water, they called out to each other, making sure they were all still together. After perhaps ten minutes of swimming, they heard Lana call out, “I’m here, I’m touching the wall…and there’s something to hold on to!”  
 
    A moment later, Ralnor felt it too, the rough surface of the edge of the tunnel under his hands. His feet found a ledge, and then Sena bumped into him and held on.  
 
    “Here,” he said, fumbling for her hand. “Put your hand here on the wall. There’s a grip.”  
 
    He felt her reaching past him. When he was confident she’d got a grip on the wall, he reached up and lit the fire spell in his hand again. The orange light flickered up and lit the black wall of the corridor.  
 
    Lana leaned away from the wall and looked downstream. “There,” she said, “just a little way off, it’s as I thought. There’s a bit of shoreline, and there might even be a cave above the water’s edge.”  
 
    Ralnor held his light up, reaching out from the edge as far as he could and pouring more energy into the spell, making the light flare up brightly. Sena and Lana swam round the short distance, and a moment later Lana called back to him.  
 
    “Okay, we’re here,” she cried.  
 
    “I’ll try to use my light,” Sena said, and a moment later a bright white glare blazed through the tunnel. Ralnor withdrew the energy from his own spell and pushed off from the wall, half swimming and half letting the current carry him round the wall to the little beach. Lana stood there with her hand out, and Sena stood behind her, shaking and dripping wet, but holding her blazing sword up in the air like a beacon.  
 
    “By all the gods,” Ralnor said as Lana helped him from the water. “Am I glad to be out of that river. The water’s freezing!”  
 
    “Look,” Sena said, pointing to something that lay at the edge of the little beach. “There is a bit of a tree that’s washed up here. You think we can get a fire going?”  
 
    “Good plan,” Ralnor said. “Keep your light up so I can see what I’m doing.”  
 
    The wood was a thick branch that had washed up here a long time ago. There was not a lot of wood in it, but there was enough to burn for an hour, Ralnor estimated. Working quickly, he broke the wood up into short pieces and stacked them in the middle of the little beach. Then, glad of his fire magic, he knelt and conjured a controlled flame in the middle of the stack.  
 
    A moment later, the dry wood caught, and within a few minutes they were sitting around the little blaze. Sena, with evident relief, was able to stop using magic to light up the space, and she laid her sword on the ground next to her and sat shivering by the fire.  
 
    “What do we do now?” Lana asked a little later. They had explored the little cave that went back into the wall, but it led nowhere, and contained nothing.  
 
    Ralnor looked at them both.  
 
    “We have, as I can tell, only two choices,” he said. “Well, three, perhaps, but the third is not much use. That third choice is to sit here and wait for something to happen. That seems like a very bad idea to me. We have no supplies, we’re wet and cold, and we’re on limited time to try to get to the Forbidden City and confront the Master before his reinforcements arrive and he becomes so powerful that nothing will stop him.”  
 
    “I agree,” Sena said flatly. “That certainly seems to be the worst possible choice.”  
 
    “The other options are to try to swim back upriver and get up into the hatch,” Ralnor continued. “But there’s several objections to that as well. There may still be many enemies waiting there, and even if we could find the strength to swim that far back upstream, against the current, there’s no way of telling where the hatch is in the dark. Unless the trollmen have left it open and we wait until daylight, we might get lucky, but even then I’m not sure how we would get back up. I have a rope, but no grappling hook. I suppose we could use force magic to transport ourselves up; I’ve used a bubble of force to carry us through the air before…”  
 
    “If the trollmen have not closed the hatch, and if we can muster the strength to get back there,” Lana said, shaking her head. “I don’t like it, Ralnor. I’m exhausted, and I don’t think I have the strength to swim all the way back upriver against that current. I think we’ve come quite a long way in the dark. The current is swift.”  
 
    “I know I don’t have the strength,” Sena said quietly.  
 
    Ralnor thought that perhaps he did have the strength. If he had been alone, he might have chanced it, but he would not abandon the women. And then there was the Forbidden City to think of.  
 
    “When I looked down into the hatch at first,” he said, “I noted that this river heads north. It’s hard to say for certain, but I don’t think we’ve changed direction significantly since we started.”  
 
    “I agree with that,” Lana said.  
 
    “And according to the map, the Red River ends in a massive bay that flows out to the sea. This river can’t go on forever underground. There must come a point where it flows out into the open air again. My guess is that, at worst, that will be at the sea coast, if not before.”  
 
    “But what if the tunnel narrows?” Sena said, the sound of rising panic clear in her voice. “What if it turns into an underwater tunnel that we can’t get through?”  
 
    “I agree that the situation is very desperate,” Ralnor said. “But there is no other option. We can’t go back, and we can’t sit here until we die of cold and starvation. We must go on.”   
 
    The fire was burning low. Sena looked at Ralnor. He saw her emotions passing over her face and read them as clearly as if she’s spoken out loud. She was exhausted. She’d fought two battles on end, and had rediscovered and used her magic, a power that had lain dormant in her for months. She was terrified of drowning, down here in the dark under the ground, but she could not go back.  
 
    And there was the strength in her; he saw that strength clearly as it flowed into her, new strength born of the lack of options. New strength that she had not known she was capable of.  
 
    Strength that allowed her to still hold on to a last bit of hope.  
 
    She was human, and not as resilient as elves or half-elves. Lana was also tired and had fought and been soaked and frozen in the icy water, but she was still bright-eyed and alert. Ralnor himself felt tired, but he knew he had great reserves of physical strength left if it were needed.  
 
    Sena had no elven blood, and Ralnor had to remember that.  
 
    “Very well,” Sena said, and even managed a small laugh. “We will carry on. We will swim this terrible underground river and look for the way out.”  
 
    “Lana?” Ralnor asked.  
 
    Lana nodded slowly. “I see no other option,” she said simply. “We must go on. Perhaps it is our fate to do so.”  
 
    They opened their packs and emptied out all the supplies they had. They’d set out with only a few provisions each, since they had not expected to be out for more than a few hours at most. Ralnor’s belly rumbled as he remembered the fires in the Dernwaith village, and the smell of stew rich with vegetables and mutton.  
 
    Then he banished that thought and focused on the task at hand.  
 
    They had little enough, but what they had they shared out equally among the three of them and ate it all, acknowledging silently as they did so that this might be their last meal together. Then they emptied their packs and belt pouches of everything they did not need.  
 
    To Ralnor’s surprise and delight, the map the stranger had given him was undamaged from its soaking in the river. He realized as he peered at it in the light of the fire that it was coated with some kind of pliable varnish that kept the water from the vellum. That was a remarkable technique, and he wished that he knew the secret of it. Any other map would have been irretrievably ruined by the soaking this map had taken.  
 
    After another look at the Red River and the Forbidden City, he tucked the map carefully back into his pack.  
 
    They took the long rope that Ralnor had around his belt and attached it loosely to each of their belts in a line; Ralnor first, Sena in the middle, and Lana at the back. This way, they would not lose each other even if something unexpected happened. They did not say it, but Ralnor and Lana were both preparing against the possibility that Sena, in her exhaustion, might lose consciousness on the way.  
 
    Eventually, they were as ready as they would ever be. They waited until the last embers of their little fire had burned out, and then they plunged back into the icy water.  
 
    They kept close to the wall, calling out to each other regularly as they went, and doing their best not to use too much energy in swimming. The water carried them along, and at regular intervals either Ralnor or Sena would send a flash of light up to illuminate their surroundings.  
 
    Nothing changed. The ceiling did not lower, the walls did not narrow, and the river did not change direction. They kept going, trying to keep their breathing steady, and calling out to each other regularly to keep their spirits up.  
 
    The cold seeped into Ralnor’s bones, and the endless hiss of the water around him seemed to slip into his mind and run along with his soul. Sena’s calls became weaker and weaker, and Lana got closer to her, supporting her with an arm so that they were eventually floating along together. Ralnor flashed flame out from his hand more and more often, looking for some change, clinging to the desperate hope that there would be some opening, some tunnel upward that they could perhaps try to escape through.  
 
    There was nothing. 
 
    He had no idea how long they had been going when they eventually got to the lake. Ralnor had lost all sense of time and of distance traveled in the endless dark, when suddenly he was aware of the enormous space around him. The sound of the river changed. He held up his right hand and flashed a bit of exhausted flame into the darkness. There was no sign of the walls or ceiling anymore.  
 
    He looked behind him, seeing the outlet from which they had just come - a great yawning gap through which water was still flowing. Above it, there was a vague suggestion of a high, soaring stone wall, but it vanished quickly in his feeble light.  
 
    “By the gods, Lana,” he croaked. “What is this?”  
 
    “We need to get to the edge, we need to find shore, or some way out,” she said. “Sena is almost finished. She can’t take much more of this.”  
 
    Ralnor looked at the two women in the light of his flame. Sena was slumped on Lana’s shoulder. Lana was holding her up with her left arm, her right arm moving in the water to keep them both afloat. Sena’s head was resting on Lana’s shoulder, her eyes closed, her mouth hanging loosely open.  
 
    Fear cut through Ralnor’s heart, and that fear gave him a sudden rush of strength. He looked about himself, then drew more spirit down to power his fire magic. With a sudden rush of magic, powered partly by his own fear and partly by his desperation, he sent a huge gout of flame blasting upward from his right hand.  
 
    “There!” Lana said, “Off to the right. I think I saw a bit of shore!”  
 
    They struck out in that direction, Ralnor stopping every now and then to send up more fire to light their way.  
 
     The blast of fire had revealed the scale of the space that they were in. It was an enormous still lake, held in a huge cave with a lofty roof that hid in shadows many feet above their heads. Ralnor came and put Sena’s arm over his shoulders, and between them Lana and Ralnor supported the fainted human on the long swim toward the edge. 
 
    And then, at last, as they approached the edge of the cave and the little bit of shore that was there, he saw something.  
 
    “Lana,” he gasped, his voice cracking with the effort of speaking. “Lana, look there, look. A light!”  
 
    “A light? What do you…Oh, oh I see it!” her voice rose with excitement and sudden hope.  
 
     Under the water, off to their left, there was a glimmer of blue light. It was unmistakable. It was the clear blue light of day.  
 
    “There must be an outlet,” Ralnor said. “Of course, there must be. This lake would fill right up if there was not. Perhaps there are several outlets from this lake, but that one there must be leading to the outside.”  
 
    “Oh, Ralnor,” Lana groaned. “I almost dare not hope…”  
 
    “Take this rope,” Ralnor ordered. “It’s tied round my waist. I’m going to dive down and have a closer look. There’s likely to be a powerful current pulling through the tunnel, and I don’t want to get sucked into it—I want to look and then come back. If you feel the rope go tight, pull me up with all your strength.”  
 
    “Very well,” Lana said.  
 
    New strength filled Ralnor’s body at this sign of hope. He took a deep breath and dived downward, his eyes open, looking for the light. And there it was. The outlet was about twelve feet under the surface of the lake, a big, rough hole in the wall of the cavern about six feet across. Ralnor pulled himself upright, his eyes open under the water. There was no doubt that the underwater tunnel led straight out to daylight, but the light was wavering. It was not clear how far they would have to travel through the tunnel to the light, but it surely could not be that far?  
 
    He turned and kicked for the surface.  
 
    When he reported what he’d seen to Lana, she looked grim. “It’s our only chance,” she said, “but I don’t think Sena can make the journey. She’s barely with us. Can she dive twelve feet and then hold her breath through an underwater tunnel for gods only know how long? Ral, she’ll die.”  
 
    “Give her this,” Ralnor said. He fumbled at his belt pouch under the water and came up with a little glowing blue bottle. “This is one of Akhen’s health potions,” he said. “The effect is pretty powerful, but it’s short-lived, and it leaves the user exhausted afterward.”  
 
    Sena woke a little and blinked at him when Ralnor waved the uncorked bottle under her nose. The rich smell of aniseed filled the air, and even just the scent of the potion gave Sena a lift.  
 
    “What’s that?” she said in a slur.  
 
    “A potion that will give you a short burst of strength,” Ralnor replied. “We have to dive and go through a tunnel, but on the other side is daylight. We will be able to get out of the dark if you can only get through the tunnel.”  
 
    “All right,” she said, pulling herself together with an immense show of strength. “Give me the potion.”  
 
    As she took it in her shaking hand, she saw the daylight under the water. Her eyes went wide, and Ralnor saw new strength come into her with the hope of escape. She lifted the bottle and drank the liquid inside.  
 
    Blue light crackled around her, and her skin glowed with blue. Her eyes widened, and a smile came onto her face. Ralnor remembered the reckless strength the potion had given him back in the tomb of the undead, and he also remembered how short-lived it had been. She had already been exhausted when she had taken the potion. How long would the effect last?  
 
    “We need to go now,” he said firmly. “Right now. Good luck, you two. Let’s go.”  
 
    Sena laughed exultantly, took a huge breath, and then dived. Lana met Ralnor’s eyes for a moment, and then they both dived down, following their companion.  
 
    They swam three abreast down to the entrance of the underwater tunnel. Sena glowed all over with blue light, the effect of the potion visible in her strong strokes as she pulled herself toward the tunnel. Ralnor and Lana stuck close to her, but she outpaced them.  
 
    Once they were on a level with the tunnel entrance, they all struck out toward it, but quickly Ralnor felt the pressure of the water flooding from the lake into the tunnel, and he let that pressure carry him along.  
 
    For a moment, he hung outside the tunnel, and then the pressure pulled him in. The three companions were dragged through the stone tunnel like leaves on a snowmelt current. The power of the water flowing through the tunnel was immense, and Ralnor saw the smooth walls of the tunnel rushing past him on either side. He banged against the wall of the tunnel at one point and felt a moment of gratitude that the walls were smooth. Through the rushing of the bubbles and the pounding of the blood in his ears, he kept aware of his two companions by his side, Sena still glowing blue from the potion, and Lana doing her best to keep from smacking into the tunnel walls. 
 
    They were carried along at an incredible speed, and the light was getting closer. Ralnor’s breath had been knocked out of him by the impact with the tunnel wall, and he felt blackness closing in on him despite his efforts to stay conscious. How long could this tunnel be? Surely, they would come out soon?  
 
    His mind drifted. He felt his body relaxing, saw flashes of bright light in the darkness. And then, a brighter light than all of them was all around him. He felt himself propelled like a cork from a bottle out into bright light, but he was still underwater.  
 
    Ralnor turned, unable to get his bearings. He saw his friends floating in the water nearby him and then, without knowing how it happened, he burst out through the surface of the water. Up above, the blue sky was flecked with clouds and the sun was shining down.  
 
    He coughed, turning over, his consciousness returning as he hauled in an enormous breath. In the water on either side of him, his companions were floating. They were both unconscious, and Lana floated face down in the water.  
 
    Ralnor kicked toward her and heaved her over so her face was upward, and then he looked around. He was on the surface of a river, and the bank was nearby. Trusting the rope to haul his companions along, he used the last of his strength to kick for the bank. A moment later, he had his hands on dry land. The shore came right down to the edge of the water here, and he hauled himself up onto the warm, sunlit grass. Then he turned and pulled on the rope, dragging his companions onto the grass as well.  
 
    He sat up, blinked around himself at the peaceful, green sward around him, and then toppled backward onto the grass, unconscious. 
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    When he woke, the first thing Ralnor was aware of was the warm weight on his chest. He breathed deep, feeling warm and comfortable. For a moment, he just lay there. He had no memory of everything he’d just been through; nothing clouded the perfect peace and comfort of the moment.  
 
    Then, with a lurch, it all came back to him. He sat up.  
 
    His light leather Ranger armor was wet, and his underclothes were still soaked, but his head felt clear, and his body felt good. The incongruity of it baffled him for a moment, but then the explanation struck him as he noticed again the warm, solid weight at his chest.  
 
    The Amulet of Shem. It had been recharged in the encounter with the stranger, and now, as he’d lain unconscious on the grass, it had healed him of all his hurts.  
 
    He stood, pulling the amulet off his neck and moving to where Sena and Lana lay side-by-side on the grass. Lana was asleep, her mouth open, but there was color in her cheeks, and she did not look unwell. 
 
    Sena, on the other hand, looked close to death. Her skin was as white as parchment, and it had a gray, undernourished look. Her lips were tinged with blue, and her eyelids were half-closed, showing a white slip of ball underneath. She was breathing shallowly, and her pulse, when Ralnor placed a hand on her neck, was thready and faint.  
 
    Ralnor glanced at the sun. I can’t have been unconscious for more than a few minutes, he thought. Just long enough for the amulet to do its work. That’s just as well. If I’d fallen asleep for longer, Sena might have been dead by the time I woke up. 
 
    He lifted Sena’s head and placed the amulet’s chain over her. As he raised her head, he slipped the amulet itself down the front of her light leather armor to contact her skin. 
 
    Her eyes flickered, and she coughed. “Oh, Ralnor,” she moaned in a voice so faint it was almost a whisper. “I don’t feel good. Did we make it out?”  
 
    “Sit up,” he said. “I need you to sit up, Sena. I’m putting the Amulet of Shem on you. Can you feel it?”  
 
    She lifted a hand to her chest and then nodded. “I feel it,” she said. “It’s working on me, but I…ugh…”  
 
    Suddenly, her head snapped back, and her eyes rolled up. She stopped speaking, and her head began to jerk from side to side. Her arms flailed and her legs kicked.  
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” Lana croaked as she woke up and looked at them. “What’s happening?”  
 
    “She’s having some kind of fit,” Ralnor said. “I put the amulet on her, but I don’t know if she can access it…”  
 
    At that moment, however, he felt the power of the amulet taking effect. The blue light of the healing power shone brightly out from the gaps in Sena’s armor, and the light gleamed over her skin, rippling across it like sunlight through trees skipping over water.  
 
    She gave one last great jerk and then lay still, her breathing deepening. The blue light retreated from her skin, leaving in its wake a much better color. Her skin looked ruddy and healthy now, and Ralnor carefully laid her down.  
 
    “Now you,” he said, pulling the amulet off Sena’s neck and handing it to Lana. “There must be enough charge left in it for you, I think.”  
 
    Lana did not object. She took the glowing amulet from his hand and slipped its chain over her own neck. The magical item glowed brightly, and Ralnor heard Lana gasp as the powerful effect washed over her. Then the magic had passed, and she was taking the now-darkened amulet off and handing it back to Ralnor.  
 
    “You should keep hold of it,” she said.  
 
    “How do you feel?” he asked, putting the darkened amulet back around his neck. The weight and warmth had left it now. The charge had been used up.  
 
    “Better,” Lana replied. “Much better, in fact. I feel like I’ve had a long sleep. But I’m hungry!”  
 
    She stood, a little shakily, then more confidently once she realized that her body was back to full strength. She looked around, and then Ralnor saw her eyes go wide with shock and amazement.  
 
    “What is it?” he said, looking at her. He laid Sena gently on the ground to sleep, and then stood beside Lana and turned to look where she was looking.  
 
    There, not ten miles off, was the Forbidden City.  
 
    There was no mistaking it. The enormous city that had once been called Highbough sat at the end of a gray mountain range that stretched away on their right, to the east. The city itself was a single monstrously large tree. Ralnor had never imagined a tree so vast. It was the size of a small mountain.  
 
    From the base, where the buttress roots stretched like hills out into the plain, to the dark pinnacle at the top, the whole tree-city was made in proportions that were hard to accept as real. If a mountain had been made of wood, this was the way it would look.  
 
    The vast bulk of the tree-city crouched over the plain like a monstrous toad ready to spring. Shadow cloaked it like a cloud from the highest pinnacle to the farthest flung root-tip. Countless blank windows stared out like dead eyes from the hoary surface of the mountainous tree’s surface, where the elves of the olden days had burrowed through the mighty tree’s body to make their ancient city.  
 
    Back then, it might have been beautiful. Perhaps green leaves had carpeted it in springtime, making a mesmerizing display. Perhaps a million birds had nested in its branches in springtime, and the fall turned it into a riot of gold and crimson to celebrate the end of the year.  
 
    No more. Now the city was dead, the wood black, the windows bare, and the shadow of fear hung visible, a black pall laid over every inch of its corpse.  
 
    And on the highest pinnacle of the enormous tree-mountain there stood a castle of black stone with a single high, pointed tower. In the tower there was a window, and in the window, a single, menacing blue light burned like an eye.  
 
    Ralnor remembered with a start the sensation from his vision; the feeling that the presence in the tower was patting the ground, searching for him, feeling for his presence. But there was no such feeling now. The single, unnatural blue light burned from the high tower, but all else was still.  
 
    Ralnor turned a slow circle, looking around at his surroundings properly for the first time since he’d arrived here. Around them was a grassy plain dotted with clumps of trees. The river, wide and deep and slow, ran past them to the west, on their left. Behind them, southward and back upriver, perhaps five miles off, the land rose in a single sharp cliff that ran in an unbroken line from west to east.  
 
    There, where the river crossed this cliff, lay Thunder Falls.  
 
    The fall could just be seen at this distance—a huge, white area across the face of the dark cliff, with a perpetual cloud of spray hanging above it. The sunlight gleamed off the water and the low, constant rumble of the falls could be heard even from where they stood. It did indeed sound like distant thunder.  
 
    “Well,” Ralnor said quietly, assessing their situation. “We’ve made it to our destination. There’s the city. We’re within an hour’s march of its outer reaches. There is indeed something in that tower. We’ve traveled fast—it must now be the morning after the night when we set off to investigate the goblin hide. So, we’ve almost certainly arrived here ahead of the human party. Akhen and the others must be dreadfully worried. They have no way of knowing where we are or what has happened to us. They may even have been attacked by that army of trollmen, and…well, I don’t like to think of it. We may be the only ones of our party left. What’s our next move? Sena needs to rest a little, that’s plain. I’m hungry, and so are you, and I expect she will be when she wakes up. I estimate we’re a day ahead of the humans, at least. Let’s use that time to get some supplies for ourselves and rest a little.”  
 
    “Sounds sensible to me,” Lana said.  
 
    They set off for the nearest clump of trees, and at its edge they found a dry, mossy hollow in the shelter of a fallen tree. Here, they gathered twigs and branches and made a small fire, careful to use only the driest of fuel so as not to let it smoke. They dried out their gear, and Ralnor went on a foraging expedition into the woods. He found a rabbit run and was able to catch an unwary rabbit and bring it back to the camp along with a good handful of edible mushrooms and even some flowering thyme for seasoning.  
 
    They had no cooking gear, so they roasted the flesh of the rabbit on a spit and cooked the mushrooms, sliced thin on a flat stone near the fire. Sena awoke, and though the food was rustic and simple they all felt much better after they had eaten.  
 
    “That amulet of yours works wonders,” Sena said. “I feel nearly as good as new! I was close to giving up back there, but now I feel no worse than a bit of fatigue. Remarkable.”  
 
    “What strikes me,” Lana said, “is the fact that the stranger’s advice seems to have taken us to the right spot, just in the nick of time. He said we should investigate the goblin cave, we did, and now here we are. And not only that, but being near him seems to have recharged that Amulet. Without that, we would be in no condition to continue with our mission, and yet here we are.”  
 
    “And do you remember what he said,” Ralnor mused. “He said something about it being dangerous for ‘people like him’ to give too much advice. What did he mean by that? People who can see the future?”  
 
    “I’d say so,” Sena added. “How could he have advised us correctly if he did not have some ability to see the future, or at least to see what paths were possible?”  
 
    “I wish I knew who or what he was,” Ralnor said. “But whatever the answer to that question is, it’s clear that he is on our side and wants us to succeed. After all, he warned us ahead of time about the danger we were up against, and gave us the means to get here ahead of that danger.”  
 
    Sena stood and looked up at the forbidding bulk of the strange, dead tree city. “What do we do now?” she said. “I feel like we should take advantage of our lead and go straight in, don’t you?”  
 
    Ralnor frowned. He had been sending out pulses of life detection magic through the surrounding lands regularly since he’d recovered, and there had been nothing, but now he felt something at the edges of his detection.  
 
    He’d been about to agree with Sena, but then he stopped. “No,” he said. “No, I don’t think we should, actually. Wait a moment.”  
 
    He crouched down on the ground and concentrated on putting more power into the magic. Then he directed it in the specific direction where he’d felt the presence of some other life.  
 
    Yes! There it is! With satisfaction, he found that he could drastically increase the distance over which the sensing magic was effective by sending it to a specific point rather than making it a general sending in every direction. Usually, he felt the magic had a range of around a half a mile at most. Now, he pinpointed the signal he was receiving and homed in, and the power of his sensing leaped forward.  
 
    “Six men,” he said aloud. “Six men and the mage, traveling steadily, about four miles off. That way, the other side of the river.”  
 
    He raised a finger and pointed, then blinked and opened his eyes, withdrawing the spell and glancing at his companions. “They’re coming. They must have marched through the night. They will be exhausted, and my guess is they won’t have the power of a healing amulet to bring themselves back to full strength.”  
 
    “You’re thinking of making a sneak attack?” Lana said.  
 
    Ralnor nodded. “When I absorbed the power of Malavax after the battle at Rayne’s Outpost, the boost in power that I got was immense. This Naxos mage, Goron, is being brought to the Master as a source of power to be drained, whether he knows it or not. If we can stop him before he gets to the city, it will be a powerful blow.”  
 
    “Do you think we can?” Sena said. “They outnumber us, and they will be wary.”  
 
    “I think we need to try,” Ralnor said, “and the sooner we set off the better.”  
 
    The plan was agreed. They took out the map and looked closely at it. There was a bridge marked a way back upriver, nearer to the falls.  
 
    “They’ll have to get to this side of the river somehow, to get to the city,” Ralnor said. “My guess is that they are heading for the bridge, and that feels like the best place for an ambush.”  
 
    The three companions quickly packed up what gear they had and hid all traces of their little camp. Then, moving as carefully as they could through the tall grass, they followed the line of the river away from the city. After about a mile, they saw the bridge.  
 
    “Perfect,” Ralnor said. “It’s long and narrow. We can take them when they are strung out in a line across it. Sena, Lana, you two cross and hide yourselves on the other side. I’ll hide on this side. When they’re all on the bridge, we attack.”  
 
    Ralnor had fought this mage before, albeit briefly, and he was fairly confident that Goron did not have the powers to detect the presence of life in the environment around him. But for all that, Ralnor was not taking any chances.  
 
    There was a thick clump of bushes on the other side of the bridge, and here the two women hid themselves. On Ralnor’s side, there was no such convenient hiding place. The best he could do was to conceal himself behind a large tree that stood alone about twenty yards from the mouth of the bridge.  
 
    The bridge itself was a single graceful curving arch of clean gray stone, beautiful in its construction and clearly very old. Moss had grown up on its surfaces, coating the floor and the balustrades of the bridge. The exposed parts of stone were blotched with green, gray, and yellow lichens.  
 
    As the women concealed themselves on the other side, Ralnor took himself off to his tree and waited. The shadow of the tree, and the tree itself, would hide him from view, or so he hoped. Here he could at least remain hidden for long enough that he could spring the first part of his trap. He would step up and engage the humans from the front, and once they were all involved, Lana and Sena would attack them from the rear.  
 
    The plan was simple, but one of the first lessons Ralnor had learned in his Ranger training was that simple plans were often the ones with the best chance of success.  
 
    His biggest fear was of the mage Goron’s diversion magic. That was something he did not know how to counter, and the mage had already demonstrated that he was well able to fool Ralnor with it. Ralnor breathed deeply, keeping himself grounded and ready for the approach of his enemies.  
 
    They did not have long to wait. 
 
    “Someone is here!” a voice shouted; it was not the voice of either of his companions. Ralnor stared as the humans appeared, all at once, in a shimmering rush of light.  
 
    “What in the name of the gods?” he muttered.  
 
    The mage had covered his soldiers with illusion magic, hiding their presence until they actually arrived at the bridge. Now, they appeared in battle ready formation, and Ralnor saw immediately that the six soldiers who stood with Goron the mage were all wearing black iron on their armor.  
 
    They had the regular steel plate of the human soldiers, such as Ralnor had seen a hundred times before, but there were black iron studs all through the armor, driven into the steel to create a mosaic pattern of thick black dots against the gleaming steel.  
 
    He knew what it meant. Magic would not work on these soldiers, yet even as he thought it, he realized that the mage Goron’s illusion magic had worked to conceal them. Surely it should have been countered by the presence of the black iron?  
 
    Ralnor shook his head in frustration. Now was not the time to be wondering about such things. He just needed to keep aware of the fact and work with it.  
 
    One of the soldiers had seen Lana and Sena waiting in the bush to spring their attack, and now all six of them closed ranks around Goron, their spears lowered to the attack.  
 
    “Charge!” their captain ordered, and without a moment’s hesitation the group thundered forward, their heavy boots kicking up the mud as they charged in to attack.  
 
    Ralnor cursed as he leaped out of his hiding place. The soldiers were in front of Goron, and so any magic Ralnor sent at the mage would have to go through the soldiers, and their black iron gear would resist that magical blast. They had effectively created a shield between the mage and any magical attacks.  
 
    But magic could still be used, it just needed a more creative approach. 
 
    Ralnor sprang forward to the bridge as Sena and Lana leaped from their hiding place, their weapons bared. Sena either had not seen the black iron on the soldiers’ armor or did not know about its effect. She sent an explosion of light magic against the soldiers, but it rebounded on her, sending her staggering backward and leaving Lana on her own.  
 
    Ralnor hurled himself toward the bridge as fast as he could go, firing battle magic at Lana to boost her abilities with her sword. At the same time, he reached out to the water of the river and infused it with battle magic.   
 
    In the past, he’d found that his battle magic could infuse the surrounding environment with power and raise parts of it to help him out in his need. The magic, however, only worked when it was directed against an element in the environment that had been there in some form at the time of the Sundering.  
 
    Therefore, an ancient tree could be caused to rise and fight on his behalf, but not a young sapling. He had not explored this magic to a very great extent, being mostly focused on his force magic and his use of elemental powers, but now the intuitive battle magic of the world around him flowed into his mind and heart and drove him to pull up water and power from the river.  
 
    The water exploded up around him as he stood in the middle of the bridge. The river, of course, had been here at the time of the Sundering. It was what was called a spirit river; a thing that was infused with raw magic at the opening of the portal. Now the river remembered its old magic and leaped to do his bidding.  
 
    Four men made of water appeared to swim from the middle of the river and clamber out onto the bank. The soldiers saw them and retreated a little, even as Ralnor dug deep into his magic and infused the water men with the power of fire.  
 
    Fire and water was not the most intuitive combination of magics, but it worked. The water men smoked and steamed, hissing and spitting like cold water dropped onto a hot griddle. They lumbered forward, throwing themselves at the soldiers like blazing hot humanoid missiles.  
 
    The soldiers leaped back, but one of them was caught in the charge. The steaming, sizzling water exploded over the soldier, and he fell backward, howling in pain.  
 
    So, Ralnor thought, here is the limitation of the defense of black iron. It deflects direct magical attacks, but not indirect ones. Like in the tomb, I was able to pick things up and throw them with force magic, and the projectiles did damage. I can use magic indirectly against a target armored with black iron, I just can’t attack head on with magic.  
 
    The man who had been hit with the water soldier was running away. Ralnor grabbed a throwing knife from his belt and hurled it at the running man, and it struck him in the back. He toppled forward without a sound and lay still.  
 
    Lana was fighting with the others while Sena was getting to her feet, still some distance away from the fighting where she’d landed after being thrown back. One of the soldiers passed a sword through the body of one of the water men, and the magical creature immediately disintegrated, crashing to the ground in an explosion of hissing steam.  
 
    Flames flickered up from the water, a strange, incongruous sight. Ralnor looked for the mage Goron but could not see him.  
 
    Sena leaped to her feet and charged in to help Lana. She kicked a soldier’s legs out from under him and then passed her sword through his throat.  
 
    “Ralnor!” she yelled. “Look out behind you!”  
 
    Ralnor whirled, just in time to see the twisted face of Goron as the mage held up his hands and prepared a flame blast that would have scorched Ralnor to a crisp.  
 
    “Not so fast!” Ralnor cried, flinging up a shield of force magic that crackled with white light to deflect the blast. Goron bared his teeth as he stepped backward on the bridge.  
 
    He raised his left hand and Ralnor felt him preparing an illusion magic spell, but this time, Ralnor intervened.  
 
    The art of catching another mage’s spell was a subtle and tricky one. Malavax had been good at it, but this mage had clearly never been trained in the art. With a twist of his magic that behaved like a variation on his detect life power, Ralnor reached out and grabbed Goron’s spell.  
 
    His eyes went wide, and he let out a snarl of fear as Ralnor caught the magic with a twist of his own power and then blasted a combination of force magic and fire magic along the connection.  
 
    The attack traveled through the magic between them, and it slammed into Goron’s core, ripping through his own awareness of magic and tearing a gaping hole in his magical body, rather than his physical body.  
 
    Ralnor was shocked. He had not expected such an effect. Any time he’d used such spells before now, the attack had harmed the enemy’s physical body, not his magical one. This attack ripped through the enemy mage on a fundamental level, and Ralnor felt Goron’s power go out of him.  
 
    Goron stumbled backward, clutching at his chest. Ralnor stepped up, drawing his dagger from his belt. The dagger was infused with the channelwort herb, Farlo’s discovery that allowed the weapon to be used as a vector for power, like a magic staff or a wand in the old stories.  
 
    Ralnor grabbed Goron by the throat with his left hand, then slammed the blade up through Goron’s ribs with his right. The mage’s blood spurted out of his chest and hit Ralnor’s armor, where it hissed and steamed as if it was made of some kind of caustic substance.  
 
    The blood splattered on Ralnor’s hands, burning through his gloves and making his hands smart painfully.  
 
    Goron’s eyes were wide, and he was trying to speak, but then his eyes rolled back, and he went limp, collapsing in a heap onto the ground.  
 
    Ralnor sighed. Just a man. Like the soldiers who had died at their hands in this fight, Goron had been, once again, just a man.  
 
    He turned to see Lana and Sena standing together among the bodies of the dead. They were blood-spattered and winded, but victorious. As he watched, Lana slung an arm round Sena’s shoulders and gave her a quick hug.  
 
    Ralnor looked for the feeling of pleasure he should have found in victory, but it was not there. In that moment, his conviction that the best thing he could do in the world was to end this war rose up again strongly.  
 
    But his friends were alive, and that was something to celebrate. He smiled, stepping off the bridge toward them. “Well done, you two,” he said. “That did not exactly go to plan, but we succeeded in the end. Good fighting!”  
 
    “Those water creatures were something else!” Sena said. “I’ve never seen magic used like that before!”  
 
    “Battle magic,” Ralnor explained quickly. “Applied to an element of the world that has been influenced by portal spirit; I can turn the environment to my own ends.”  
 
    She looked at him with a new respect. “I had no idea you could do that!”  
 
    “Neither did I when I first discovered it. Come on, let’s see what of use we can get from these soldiers.”  
 
    They worked fast, searching the bodies for anything worth taking. Gold and silver they didn’t bother with, but the food they gathered into their own belt pouches for later use.  
 
    Two of the soldiers had quivers full of short arrows, and Lana took both of these. One of the men had a belt of throwing knives, and Ralnor added this to his own belt.  
 
    “Come on,” Ralnor said. “Let’s tip these poor fellows into the river and let the water take them down to the sea.”  
 
    Together, they pulled the bodies over to the bridge and tipped them in one by one. It was a grim task, but Ralnor would not leave them here like carrion for the crows. They had been his enemies, but they were people too, people driven by evil masters to perform deeds that they did not fully understand. He had to kill his enemies, but he would not disrespect them if he did not have to.  
 
    Goron’s corpse, strangely light and insubstantial, as if he had been a man more of magic than of flesh, went into the water with the rest of them. With every splash, Ralnor’s anger against the Master and the other selfish powers that had driven these men to war grew. With every corpse that went into the water and was carried away on the swift current, his determination to end this war became stronger.  
 
    He realized that his expression must be showing his anger when Lana tapped him on the shoulder. “You all right?” she said quietly, wiping the blood from her hands.  
 
    Ralnor looked at his own hands. They were stained with the mage’s blood, but they no longer burned. He took his gloves off and wiped the thickened blood from his hands with a rag.  
 
    “I’m all right,” he said grimly. “But I’m about ready to see to this cursed Master now. I’ve seen enough death. This war is going to end, one way or another. If the Master must die for that to happen, then so be it, but I have had enough of seeing people like him drive innocents to war for no purpose other than their own gratification and lust for power.” His voice was rising, and his fists were clenched as he glared up at the Forbidden City.  
 
    “Easy, Ralnor,” Lana said. “I’ve never seen you like this. It’s just battle—we’ve done it many times before. I think there’s some other power affecting you here, trying to use your anger against you to make you choose some rash move. Yes, we’ll go to the city now, and yes, we should do everything we can to defeat the Master and end the war, but we need to go to it cold and clear-headed, not hot and full of anger and desire for revenge.”  
 
    Her words were like a dash of cold water in his face. He cast around with his magical detection spell and found it immediately, the insidious tendril of magic that had found his weakness, his quick anger against injustice, and was inflaming it and pushing him to rash action.  
 
    Lana was right, and her perceptiveness had saved him from going off without thinking things through clearly. He reached for the magical tendril that was influencing his thoughts and brushed it away. It was a subtle thread, a very subtle thread, and it took almost no effort to push it away now that he saw it. But he had only become aware of the influence after Lana had pointed it out.  
 
    “Illusion magic,” Sena confirmed, walking up to them. “That’s one application of it, the influencing of the minds of others. Take a strong emotion—love, fear, hate, outrage, anger—and inflame it. A person in the grip of a strong emotion will act hastily, and often will undo their own best laid plans in doing so.”  
 
    Ralnor looked up at the Forbidden City, at the tower at the very top, and at the blue light that burned steadily there. They would have to get right up to the top before they could tackle the Master, and if Ralnor’s guess was right, they would not get up there unopposed.  
 
    He nodded slowly. “A subtle trick. Thank you, Lana. Come on then, you two. My head is clear. Let's finish this once and for all.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The dark bulk of the Forbidden City loomed above them as they reached its outskirts. Here, the remains of many buildings lay scattered about, piles of stone for the most part, with here and there a fragment of wall upstanding. At one place, near the entrance, the remains of what might have been a tall tower crouched mournfully at a corner of the road.  
 
    As for the road itself, that was still surprisingly visible. It looked for all the world as if it was still in regular use, though it certainly could not be regularly maintained.  
 
    Ralnor and his companions stopped and looked up. From this vantage point, the towering bulk of the city filled nearly all their view. The dark shadow that clung to the city was all around them now, a gloomy haze that smelled of rottenness and damp.  
 
    “The road leads straight ahead and on into that entranceway,” Ralnor said, pointing ahead at their route. “I say we should just go straight ahead and go to it. We don’t know what we’re going to find there, but the most important thing is to get up to the tower as quickly as possible.”  
 
    Sena looked scared but determined. Lana looked grim and ready. Her bow in hand, she gazed forward at the yawning, dark entrance. “Come on, then,” she said. “Let’s get this done.”  
 
    The three companions broke into a jog as they crossed the space between them and the door. Not breaking their stride, they moved into the gloom and found themselves in a large, wide-open entrance hall. Spider’s webs, strangely thick and large webs, dangled from the vaulted ceiling. The whole room was made of carved wood, and it must once have been beautiful. Now, it felt like a tomb.  
 
    Stairs led up from the main hall—a single broad set leading straight up in front of them, and smaller, winding sets on either side.  
 
    “The route up to the castle at the top of the city would have been the most important one back in the olden days,” Ralnor said. “So, I think our best bet is to go up the grandest stairs and take the most obvious routes.”  
 
    The others nodded in silent agreement, and Ralnor led the way.  
 
    His swords glowing in the gloom, he jogged up the stairs. He felt oppressed by the gloomy darkness, and at the edges of his mind he could feel the groping tendrils of the Master’s magic plucking at him, seeking to get into his mind, read his thoughts, inflame his emotions and lead him to rash action.  
 
    Now, his defenses were up against that insidious touch. He was secure against the Master’s influence. 
 
    They made it to the first wide landing, and then up a second massive set of stairs and into a long hallway. Here, things became more complicated. Four huge stairways of equal size and importance climbed up from this hallway, and there was no telling which was the right one to take.  
 
    Ralnor cursed under his breath. “We’ll just have to pick one,” he said. “It’s worse to hang about. We need to just go.”  
 
    “I say we take that one,” Lana said, pointing to the set of stairs to her right. “That leads toward the outer edge of the tree, and so we’re at least likely to be able to look out of a window and get an idea of how high up we are.”  
 
    The city was vast and intricate, but now that they were inside it they realized it was as tall as they had thought from the outside. It was perhaps as high as a small mountain, and Ralnor estimated that they would not have too much further to climb to get to the top.  
 
    Lana was right. The stairway she had picked took them past a bank of high windows. They once might have had glass in their frames, but now they were empty. The companions looked out on a wide vista of the land, over the river and toward the falls.  
 
    But in the other direction from the falls, they saw something new.  
 
    “The sea!” Sena cried. “It was not visible from the ground, but from up here we can see it. What a beautiful sight, even in this dangerous situation.”  
 
    Ralnor had to agree. He had never seen the sea before. Suntower City, where he’d spent all his days before going to the garrison, was deep in the forest and far inland.  
 
    “It reminds me of home,” Lana said quietly. She had grown up on the northern coasts, not that far from the sea. The lands where the night elves dwelt were close to the water.  
 
    “What’s that out on the water?” Ralnor said, pointing to where the river opened out into a huge bay, not far from the city. Sena squinted; her eyes shaded with her hand.  
 
    “Sails,” she said suddenly. “The sails of a fleet of ships.”  
 
    “That must be the fleet that the stranger warned us about!” Ralnor said. “They look like they are about to make landfall!”  
 
    “It won’t be long until they get here. If the master is able to use them as an energy source, he’ll become unbeatable. Come on!”  
 
    The three companions turned and hurried down the long hallway, looking for a way up. “There,” Ralnor said, pointing. “That’s a doorway, behind that…what is it?”  
 
    “Spider webs,” Lana said darkly. “Thick, and fresher than the ones we saw downstairs. We need to be careful of—”  
 
    Her words were cut off by a loud thud on the floor nearby them. Ralnor whirled and saw a vision of horror. An enormous spider had dropped heavily to the floor. Its legs were covered in spines like thick hair, and its huge eyes glittered with the familiar red light of evil. Its mouthparts chattered and frothed as it looked at the newcomers.  
 
    Thud, thud; two more landed on the floor, and then there was movement in the webs that covered the door they’d been aiming for.  
 
    “Kill them!” Ralnor shouted. His swords flashed bright green battle magic as he charged.  
 
    The spiders attacked as Ralnor did. The three friends combined their efforts, all three of them charging the biggest spider at the same time. The monster was hideous, and as they closed with it, they saw that it was covered in greenish-black slime.  
 
    The monster reared up as they charged, firing a ball of sticky webbing toward them. Ralnor dived to one side, and the projectile flew past his ear, the noisome stench of it filling the air. He dived forward, striking out at the monster, but the spider batted his blow away with one claw. The claw gleamed like steel in the gloom of the hallway.  
 
    A flash of white light from Sena made the spider turn its head away, and Ralnor drew out magic and fired a blast of flame. The fire poured through the air and wrapped around the spider.  
 
    To his amazement, the fire caught the spider as if the monster had been made of paper. The spider screeched horribly, but it was only burning for a moment before it collapsed in a smoking heap on the ground and lay still.  
 
    “They are vulnerable to fire!” he shouted, and Sena whirled around and blasted her own fire attack from her hands. The gout of flame from her hands caught another spider and sent it up in a conflagration. There were four more to deal with, but they backed off, looking as if they were heading for their webs.  
 
    “Don’t let them get away!” Lana cried, even as an arrow from her bow fired across the gap between her and the nearest spider. The shaft sank into the creature’s head and vanished, and the spider dropped dead to the floor.  
 
    Ralnor felt Sena preparing for another burst of fire magic. Without thinking about what he did, he reached out with his own magic and combined his spell with hers.  
 
    The effect was dramatic.  
 
    Fire like the breath of a dragon roared out from their combined spell, pouring across the floor and engulfing the remaining three spiders. The monsters went up like tinder, tumbling backward and then crashing to the ground and lying still.  
 
    “Come on,” Ralnor said. “Up through the doorway!”  
 
    They followed him through the door, his swords slashing a hanging rent in the thick spider webbing that covered the opening. Beyond, they found a narrow stair that led up steeply.  
 
    “From the view we got at the window,” Ralnor panted as he ran up the stairs, “I’d say that we were about halfway up the city by now.”  
 
    “I think you’re right,” Lana said. “And this stair just seems to keep going and going! I think we might have hit on the main way up.”  
 
    The stair zig zagged back and forth, stopping at narrow landings and angling back on itself as they climbed. At each landing, dark doorways led off into long corridors. In some of these, they saw movement as they passed, though whether it was more spiders or something even more terrible, they could not tell. 
 
    They had climbed many flights when at last they burst out onto a wider landing. “There are no more stairs!” Ralnor said, looking around.  
 
    “And look ahead,” Sena cried. “A way out!”  
 
    They were on a long landing now. On either side, wooden doors stood shut, their locks long closed against intruders. All was silent. At the far end of the corridor, as Sena had said, there was a tall double door, but this one stood open. One of the doors was ajar, but the other had collapsed in the long years and all that was left was a pile of rotten wood and broken metalwork, the twisted remains that the years had left.  
 
    The three companions burst out into the open. High up, the air was colder. On their left, the gray stone of the mountain rose implacable and brooding, and on their right, there was a short space before a long drop. Ralnor moved to the edge and looked down.  
 
    Beyond, the bulk of the monstrous tree could be seen, black and still, the dark shadow still set around it. The river glittered in the chilly sun in the plain, and off to the north, the fleet of ships was landing, small figures pouring from the gangways onto the ground and forming up into marching companies.  
 
    “They’ve brought a whole army!” Ralnor said.  
 
    At that moment, a noise from his left made him turn. There was a cracking sound like the breaking of overburdened stone, and figures began to detach themselves from the mountain’s body. The very stone was breaking away, and shapes like half-formed statues of men were creeping forth, formed from the very body of the mountain itself.  
 
    “What are they?” Sena cried in horror.  
 
    “Some magic created by the Master, I’d guess,” Ralnor replied. He glanced around. At the far end of the long, narrow way on which they stood, he saw the black, gleaming stone of the castle rising. It was a long, narrow structure, perched half on the top of the great tree and half on the mountain. The sorcerer’s tower soared up above the squat structure of the castle.  
 
    “There’s our goal,” he said. “We must not be distracted. Sena, join your magic to mine!”  
 
    He reached for his force magic and felt her reaching out to join her power to his spell. The light magic that was her specialty joined his force magic, and his spell gleamed brightly, imbued with heat and searing light.  
 
    More and more of the stone men were detaching themselves from the mountain, filling the space between the companions and the castle. Lana raised her bow, but Ralnor called out to her.  
 
    “Wait a moment!” he said. He added battle magic to the light and force combination that he’d already created and applied it to Lana’s arrow.  
 
    “Now!” he cried, and she let the arrow fly. The shaft cut through the air, leaving a trail of blazing light in its wake.  
 
    It hit the nearest stone man, cutting through him like a knife. The stone man exploded into fragments, and Ralnor knew that the combination of light, force, and battle magics was the way to defeat these creatures.  
 
    The stone men had no faces, no clear details, barely even any hands to speak of. They lumbered forward, blind, moving toward the trio like a group of terrible automatons. With an effort, Ralnor pushed the magic combination through his own swords, and felt Sena do the same.  
 
    Then he charged, swinging his swords left and right, and with every blow the stone men shattered and exploded and fell away from his path.  
 
    Lana’s arrows, glittering green with battle magic, felled the creatures even as more detached themselves from the mountain. Sena and Ralnor’s swords smashed them to pieces. Wading through the press, the figures glowed brightly with their combined magic, shining through the cloying shadows of the cursed city.  
 
    Shouts and cries could be heard from below, as the human army made its way at a run toward the city. Ralnor spared a moment to glance down. There were hundreds of them, running in units of perhaps fifty men each toward the city.  
 
    And there was something else there, too—a group of mages, black cloaked and glowing with red light as they cast spells on their soldiers. The soldiers ran inhumanly fast, boosted by the power from the mages. On the banners of the army, a single black tower on a red field—the sigil of the Black Spire.  
 
    “On!” Ralnor yelled, felling another two stone men with his glowing swords. “On to the castle!”  
 
    The wide doors stood open before them, a long hallway and a winding staircase visible inside. Stone men filled the gap, but the fury of the companions’ attack cut a swathe of destruction through them. Up above, the blue glow of the light in the tower’s high window was intensifying.  
 
    Summoning a huge blast, Ralnor drove his magic like a battering ram through the press of stone men. Shattered rock flew everywhere as the spell took effect, and he ran into the space, followed by his companions.  
 
    They charged through and gained the open doorway, then turned at bay as the stone men pressed up after them.  
 
    Pushed open against the inside walls of the castle entrance were two huge doors, made of steel. They were rusted and blackened with age, but they still looked sound.  
 
    “Close the doors!” Ralnor ordered. “I’ll hold the stone men off!”  
 
    He pushed back the way he’d come, forcing the stone men to fall back. The rubble from their fallen fellows lay in the doorway like a landslide, and the blind stone men were falling over it as they tried to press their attack. Ralnor used his swords as vectors, flinging arcs of the combined force and light magic out from his weapons to smash the approaching enemies while Lana and Sena grabbed the huge doors and swung them closed.  
 
    At the last moment, Ralnor leaped back into the castle as the doors slammed closed. A huge metal bar fell into place. Outside, the stone men flung themselves against the closed doors, banging against them. The doors shivered, the bar rattled, but they did not break…yet.  
 
    “I don’t think those doors will hold for long,” Ralnor said. “And at the rate that human army was moving, they’ll be through the city in no time. Come on, let’s get up to the tower.”  
 
    They ran into the castle, looking around for new enemies. They did not have long to wait. The main stair ran up ahead of them. It was stone, but the floor below them and the walls were paneled with wood. As they approached the stair, the wooden panels of the wall fell away, and tall, menacing figures appeared in the openings.  
 
    “Skeleton warriors!” Ralnor cried. “This just gets better!”  
 
    The skeletons looked like the remains of elves rather than of humans; they were tall, and their armor was steel, gleaming with gold inlays. They were armed with long swords, and they ran quickly, their bony feet clacking on the wooden floorboards, as they moved to block the entrance to the stairwell.  
 
    A blast of force from Ralnor went awry, hitting the skeletons on the left flank and smashing them to bits. He had been aiming for the center.  
 
    A wave of dizziness ran through him, a clear sign that he was using too much magic too fast. At the same time, he felt Sena’s magic retreat as well. 
 
    “Too much!” she gasped. “Need to take a break from magic. Time for the traditional route!”  
 
    The companions quickly worked out that the skeleton’s skulls needed to be knocked from their bodies for the monsters to be stopped. Luckily, this was not difficult to do.  
 
    “They’re quick!” Ralnor said as a skeleton warrior blocked his sword slash and followed up with a flurry of blows that made him give ground. He whirled, blocking the blows from a second warrior, then ducking past the first one and delivering a blow to the back of the skeleton’s neck, knocking its head clean off. The skeleton crashed to the ground in a heap of bones as Ralnor shoulder-barged the other one. He grabbed its helmeted skull in his hands and pulled hard, yanking the skull from the bony shoulders.  
 
    Lana and Sena smashed through the gathered skeletons. It was true that the bony monsters were fast, but the two women were faster. They were still affected by Ralnor’s most recent boost to them, and the green light of his battle magic glowed on their skin.  
 
    Ralnor saw a heavy, two-handed sword that one of the skeletons had been wielding lying on the ground. He leaped away, sheathed his own blades, and then grabbed up the two-handed sword. He hefted it in his hands.  
 
    “Nice!” he said. The huge sword could be used as a club. 
 
    Ralnor looked around, sizing up the opposition. These skeletons were quick, and there were a lot of them, but that was about all they had going for them. They could be destroyed easily with a blow to the back of the neck, and the fact that he’d been able to twist the head off one of them with his bare hands told him that a solid blow with this enormous two-handed sword would be enough to knock a skull free of its moorings.  
 
    “Let’s give this a go,” he said to himself.  
 
    He felt a sudden surge of amusement as he whirled the great sword around his head and brought it around with a mighty crack onto the back of a skeleton’s head. The skull went flying off, and the sword carried on through the blow to whack the head of a second one.  
 
    Exultation in his battle prowess flooded him. Despite everything that had been thrown against them, despite the long journey in the dark, the trollmen, the tomb of the undead, even Malavax and the battle at Rayne’s Outpost, despite it all, they were here. They had made it. They had got themselves to the Forbidden City and all that stood between them and the nefarious Master was this army of skeletons.  
 
    He checked himself suddenly as he crashed through the gathered skeletons. Was this really him? Was this the Master trying to lull him into a false sense of confidence to make him do something foolish?  
 
    No. This was Ralnor himself, buoyed by his own success. He had not forgotten his fears, of course. He did not know what had become of his friends back at the village. That army of trollmen could have overrun the Dernwaith village by now, and his friends could all be dead—Farlo, Akhen, Cowan the good Scout, all the kind villagers.  
 
    But there was nothing he could do about it now. He was here, he had a mission to complete. And he would achieve it at any cost. Of that, he was sure.  
 
    A sudden buffet of fear smacked against his consciousness as he gained the steps, rejoining Sena and Lana, who had taken a stand there.  
 
    “Nice blade,” Sena said to him with a grin. Ralnor couldn’t answer. Fear struck through him, as paralyzing and powerful as his excitement and exultation had been a moment before. Where was this coming from? 
 
    He struck out with his sword, knocking another skeleton skull flying. As he fought, he reached out for the source of the fear. Instinct told him that it was not his own. His heart knew the difference between this and the confidence that had filled him only a moment ago.  
 
    “There you are,” he said out loud as he caught the source of the feeling. He traced it to the source, as quickly as feeling along a thread in the dark.  
 
    He found the source. The Master.  
 
    And as he found the Master’s magical body, up in the tower above them, he realized something else, something new. This was not his fear. This was the Master’s fear. The master was terrified that he was going to be defeated. Ralnor read his mind in that moment. The army was too slow. The city was too complex, it would take them forever to get up here, he would not be able to consume their essence quickly enough to power his magic.  
 
    The portal would not be completely opened.  
 
    That thought struck Ralnor like a sledgehammer. The portal was not yet fully open! That was what the master wanted the essence of all the human soldiers for, to use as fuel to power the portal’s opening.  
 
    He had almost achieved it, but not quite.  
 
    And there was something else there. Ralnor rummaged around in the Master’s mind, sifting fears and malice, ambition and hope as if he were panning for flecks of gold dust in the northern streams. What was it? There was something here… 
 
    The presence of a powerful magical item, masked until then by the Master’s own concealment magic, suddenly became clear to Ralnor’s awareness. And the connection to the map given to them by the stranger clicked into place. The map showed the locations of the five chalices, and one red cross was marked over the Forbidden City. 
 
    “The Master has one of the five chalices,” Ralnor gasped. “He has it here. He’s only waiting for the humans to get up here, and then he’ll consume them and use the power to fully open the portal.”  
 
    “We must stop him,” Lana cried.  
 
    “Enough of these skeletons,” Ralnor said. “They’re just a distraction. We have to get up there, right now.”  
 
    He fired a blast of magic outward, focusing an immense amount of power into a recklessly wide sweep to detect life. The spell ran through the empty corridors and dusty rooms of the Forbidden City, finding creatures of darkness hiding in forgotten corners, beasts that were staying out of the way of all this unusual commotion and hoping that it would go away.  
 
    But also, he found the humans. And they were close. Too close.  
 
    At that moment, a stone fist smashed through the metal of the door to the castle and began to paw about for the bar. The steel door had held, but the stone men outside had been smashing at it like living battering rams, and the rusted metal had finally given way.  
 
    “Up the stairs!” Ralnor shouted. “Sena, join your magic with mine—one great push to buy us a moment against these skeletons, and then we will be able to get away!”  
 
    Lana and Sena both reached out their magic. Sena was more experienced at this than Lana was, but since her healing, and her experience with the Amulet of Shem, Lana was better at it than she had been. The combined magic of the three of them allowed Ralnor to power an enormous force blast that swept down the stairs with a crash and a blazing flash of light.  
 
    The blast swept down the stairs with precisely the dramatic effect that Ralnor had hoped for. With the combination of all three of their magics, it did not cause an immense drain on his own strength either, and he was able to direct its force without overusing his own ability. “Now!” he cried, and they all bounded up the stairs, taking them three at a time. Behind them, something happened that Ralnor had never seen before. The blast swept on, past the point where he had stopped controlling it.  
 
    He was used to force magic blasts dispelling themselves directly after he finished casting them, but this one did not. Instead, is carried on, a white, gleaming wave of light and power, blasting through the skeletons who still crowded the floor below, and sweeping them all along in its path.  
 
    Then it hit the doors. They opened inward, but the blast hit them with such strength that it smashed them from their hinges and flung them outward. The two huge steel doors flew out as if they had been fired from a giant catapult, sweeping away the stonemen outside and crashing into the first members of the human army who were just bursting out from the door that Ralnor and his friends had used only minutes before.  
 
    As the wave swept on, Ralnor saw something strange. The magic was suddenly suffused with blue light—very familiar blue light. The blue light of the portal magic.  
 
    “The closeness to the portal,” he cried. “It’s causing my magic to take on a life of its own!”  
 
    He had no more time to think of this, however, because at that moment a monstrous creature appeared from a doorway up above him. It had wings, red and black striped and glowing in the gloom, but its body was shaped like that of a man. Its eyes glowed a sulphureous yellow, not the red eyes that he had become used to seeing in the enemies that they had fought so far.  
 
    Its body was striped in red and black, and it had two horns curling like those of a ram. It had feet with massive twin claws on the front, and in its hand was a sword that rippled with fire.  
 
    “By the gods!” Sena cried. “An ether daemon!”  
 
    Ralnor had never heard of such a thing before, but Sena was obviously terrified. She moved back, retreating down the stairs.  
 
    “I’ll not be stopped by anything!” Ralnor yelled. “I’m going on, and I’m going to get the Master whatever it takes!”  
 
    The demon roared in rage and in disparagement of his effort, and as it did so two more appeared. All three of them leaped from the top of the stairs, flowing down on the beat of their huge wings.  
 
    “Down with you!” Ralnor roared. He held up both hands, dropping the great sword, and fired a twin steam of flames from his upraised hands.  
 
    The fire came out portal blue.  
 
    It ripped into the nearest daemon, not burning him, but rather blasting through his body like ballista bolts, ripping great holes in his chest from which black blood flew. The flames hit the wooden paneling of the walls and the wooden banisters of the stairs, and flames flew up from them immediately, orange and yellow flames that were tinged with portal blue.  
 
    Ralnor gasped as he felt the portal’s power mixing with the usual energy of spirit that he drew on to do his magic. He was almost overwhelmed by it for a moment, but then he accepted it. He embraced it.  
 
    So be it. If this was what he had to do, he would use whatever power available to him to make it happen.  
 
    The only thing he knew beyond all doubt that he would not do, was to consume the life force of living beings.  
 
    The other two daemons flapped down toward him, screeching like two huge and horrible birds.  
 
    Ralnor fired another blast at them from his hands, the twin streams of blue fire smashing one of them to pieces and sending the bloody bits exploding all over the hallway. He heard screams of horror from behind him, and recognized the sounds of the human soldiers, confronted with the nightmarish battle scene.  
 
    He was about to turn his attention to the final daemon when a blast of searing hot white light came from behind him. The blast hit the daemon square in the face, knocking its head clean off. The creature fell to the stairs and then rolled down to land with a heavy thud on the landing below.  
 
    Ralnor turned to see Sena standing there with a smoldering fire in her eyes. Her light magic had held a tinge of portal blue as well.  
 
    “Thanks,” he said, glad to see that she had regained her courage.  
 
    “I don’t know what happened,” she said. “I’m sorry…”  
 
    “No time for that! Look, the stairs are on fire.” 
 
    They leaped up the stairs, Lana coming behind them, loosing arrow after blue-tinged arrow at the humans who were now pressing through the smashed door, clambering over a wall of broken stone men and crushed skeleton bones to get there. They were yelling out to each other in fear, but they were pushing ahead, making their way into the hall, and others were coming behind.  
 
    “Hurry, you fools! Hurry!” a voice screamed from above.  
 
    Ralnor and his friends gained the top of the stairs and found themselves in a black stone corridor. At the far end was a single door that stood open. Blue light poured from it, and inside they could see a long, narrow stone walkway leading out over an immense chasm.  
 
    “Now, or it will be too late!” the shrill voice screamed.  
 
    “Coming, Master! Coming!” the men from below shouted. But they were still clambering over the debris in the corridor. They would not make it there before Ralnor and his friends. Ralnor sprinted along the stone corridor, his whole will bent on getting through that doorway and confronting his enemy.  
 
    He charged. He crossed the corridor. He hurled himself through the door.  
 
    And at last, he was face to face with the Master. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Physically, the Master was one of the least impressive figures that Ralnor had ever seen. For all the pain and fear that he had created with his devilish work, the Master was a man of diminutive stature, twisted up in the body and with a face that was pale and drawn with fear and with his long hours of study in his chosen arts of darkness.  
 
    Here was a man wholly given over to the practice of evil magic, a man who had stopped at nothing in his pursuit of power, and in doing so had lost the power that came naturally to all people: the power of the body.  
 
    In the middle of the space, a circular platform without a balcony hung, reached only by the bridge upon which Ralnor and his friends stood.  
 
    Above, there may once have been a roof— the remains of beams still clung to one of the edges. But now, the roof was gone and Ralnor could see the sky above. Clouds had rolled over the blue morning while they had been fighting, and the sky was the color of wet slate, promising rain. 
 
    There was one impressive sight in the room. The Master was standing in front of it.  
 
    At the end of the bridge, a circular platform of stone hung in the middle of the open space, and in the middle of that platform hung the crackling blue mass of energy that was at the heart of all the world’s problems.  
 
    The Sundering portal, recently reopened by the Master’s quest for power.  
 
    The portal was a six-foot wide sphere of crackling energy. As he stood in the doorway, Ralnor could feel the power radiating from the blue portal. The portal was like a living thing; to Ralnor it seemed to breathe and pulse like the heartbeat of an animal as it hung in the air behind the twisted, repulsive figure of the old magician.  
 
    “I will destroy you!” the Master screeched at Ralnor. “How is it that you come here, after all this time? How has fate allowed this to be?”  
 
    “Your foul plots will never be fulfilled, Black Spire mage!” Ralnor replied. He would not call the man Master. “I will destroy you and close the portal, and you will never have control over this world.”  
 
    “Control over the world?” the Master laughed mockingly. “You young fool. You think that is what I desire? I could not give a fig for this world. No, young one, you will find it not so easy to defeat me, I think. Not when my minions arrive!”  
 
    “They shall never arrive!” Sena yelled. “Ralnor, finish him. Don’t wait! Don’t engage him in talk! Take him down!”  
 
    Ralnor ran forward, but even as he did so the first humans appeared in the doorway behind them. Sena and Lana turned their attacks against the humans, and Ralnor saw Lana’s magical shield crackling as a spearman tried to skewer her through the chest. She swung her bow around, knocking the wind out of the man with a blow to the neck and then following up with a stab through his eye with her dagger.  
 
    Sena leaped to her side to help her, driving the humans back with her light magic and her swinging blade.  
 
    “No!” the Master cried as the humans were pushed back, but then a glint came into his eyes and Ralnor felt something behind him.  
 
    Too late, he thought. Illusion magic. The human soldiers were just a distraction. While his friends were fighting the soldiers, one of the mages had crept past Lana and Sena with his illusion magic and was now diving under Ralnor’s outstretched hand, and straight toward the Master.  
 
    “I’m here, my lord!” the man shouted in an ecstasy of subjugation. “Take me! I’m trained and ready for my mission!”  
 
    “With pleasure!” The Master yelled. With a vindictive look at Ralnor, the old man reached out his hands and absorbed the life and the magic from the approaching mage.  
 
    The poor mage’s essence flowed like mist from his empty clothes that now fell to the ground in a black puddle like spilled ink. As the power flowed into the Master, the old man seemed to shed years and deformity, until there stood in front of Ralnor a man in his forties, a solid, handsome fellow with a black beard and a sweep of dark hair pushed back from his face.  
 
    “So, you see!” the Master said. “This is the power available to me. Now I will show you the truth of what I seek. The portal is mine!”  
 
    He turned, and even as Ralnor rushed forward and snatched at him, the Master leaped toward the portal.  
 
    “No!” Ralnor shouted. He’d never thought of this eventuality. 
 
    The Master was being absorbed by the portal! 
 
    As the Master’s essence was absorbed into the portal, his skin cracked like a ceramic pot shattering in slow motion. Blue light shone out from the cracks, and the Master himself screamed in a combination of pleasure and pain. Ralnor swung at him with his sword, but the blade smashed through empty air. The Master had vanished into the portal. 
 
    The portal began to solidify, becoming more and more tangible with every moment. The Master vanished from sight, and the portal suddenly expanded. It ceased to send out crackling bursts of lighting and changed until it looked like a great ball of crystal filled with glowing blue light.  
 
    And there were shapes within it.  
 
    Ralnor stood in fascinated horror as the thing grew, slowly, inexorably, expanding to fill the space of the little platform.  
 
    He retreated, glancing back to see the humans standing in the doorway, no longer fighting, their faces blank as they looked at the huge expanding globe.  
 
    Then a voice came from within the portal. The Master’s voice.  
 
    “So, you see my plan at last,” he gloated.  
 
     “I care nothing for the petty world of humans. My goal is for a greater power, a greater mastery and control beyond the world of the physical. I see the magic of the world beyond the portal. You have tried to stop me, but you have failed, and now none of you will dare to follow me here. Farewell, fools. You have failed.”  
 
    A deep rumbling boom filled the room. Ralnor looked around at the others in the room; his friends, and the men who, until a moment ago, had been his enemies. The humans were crowded into the doorway, but they had dropped their weapons and some of them had removed their helmets. They stared in fear and horror at the enormous, gleaming blue portal.  
 
    Ralnor turned to them. “Now, humans, you can see how you have been tricked!” he shouted to the soldiers. “This person who you have called Master has used you, and now he leaves this world to seek some other power! The Black Spire is corrupted, now that the portal is opened properly, as you can see, terrible monsters will rise up out of the earth. The dead shall walk again, and all the peoples of the world—elves, men, and all the others—will suffer because of the Master’s insatiable lust for power. I will go after him. I will seek the Master in the world beyond the portal, and I will defeat him, for your sakes as much as for anyone else’s! But you must make amends for the damage you’ve done in the name of this treachery. Go now, and speak to your officers, tell them what’s happened here. Good hearted humans will never be the tools of corrupt mages!”  
 
    A ragged cheer went up from the humans, and they grabbed up their weapons and began to head down the stairs again. Lana and Sena looked in horror at Ralnor.  
 
    “You can’t mean to go into that thing after him!” Sena cried.  
 
    “I have no choice,” Ralnor said. “I realize now that this is what I’ve been training for. Go with the humans, you two, help them. If I do not return, do what you can for this world!”  
 
    Lana took two steps forward and clasped Ralnor’s shoulders. He thought for a moment that she was going to try to stop him from entering the portal, but then she leaned in and placed her lips on his. The feeling of the kiss rocked through his soul, and he felt his magic rushing up in response to it.  
 
    They held there for a moment, then she pulled back. “Go,” she said. “May the gods protect you.” 
 
    Tears tumbled down her face as Ralnor turned. He stepped up to the huge, pulsating portal, and its blue light washed over him. He reached out his hands and touched the gleaming surface.  
 
    The sensation was like immersing his hands in warm water. He leaned forward, his forearms sinking into the portal, then his elbows. He turned his head to the side to catch a last glimpse of his friends, who stood watching him. Their faces showed a mixture of terror and admiration.  
 
    Then he plunged in.  
 
    For a long moment, he felt that he was falling. Then he stopped.  
 
    He blinked. Blue light was all round him. There was no up, no down, nothing for his eyes to rest upon—just the endless, pale blue light of the portal, stretching away into eternity in every direction. 
 
    “I could do with a floor,” he said out loud, his stomach lurching as he looked down beyond his feet into limitless blue depths. To his surprise, he felt something under his feet. Something solid.  
 
    Wooden boards, dark and varnished, stretched out around the soles of his feet. They flowed out away from him, becoming solid as they appeared.  
 
    Ralnor blinked, then smiled. His own words had caused this!  
 
    Harnessing his magic, he let his intention stop the outward spread of the floor and added walls. The walls appeared as soon as he intended them, well-laid stones hung with tapestries and punctuated by tall, elegant windows that looked out onto a landscape he did not recognize.  
 
    A glance upward, a thought, and the wooden beams of a roof appeared above his head, stretching from wall to wall to complete the room.  
 
    “Much better!” he said, delighted. “But there is no door. I think the door should be…there!”  
 
    One hand outstretched toward the wall, he placed a simple wooden door with a gleaming brass handle. He stepped toward it and pushed it open.  
 
    Magic hit him in the face with the force of a crossbow bolt and he flew backward into the room, his force magic reaching out instinctively to cushion his fall. He landed in the pillow of magic and leaped to his feet, diving to the side to avoid the blast of flame which came rushing through the door after him.  
 
    “So, you’re here!” the cold voice of the Master said.  
 
    “I sure am,” Ralnor confirmed through gritted teeth. “And it’s time someone brought you down to size.”  
 
    Ralnor did not go for the door. Instead, he used his newfound control of the physical environment in this strange space to pass directly through the wall.  
 
    There was an unfamiliar pulling sensation and he found himself outside. A glance backward showed that from outside, the room he’d created looked like a little square house. It sat in the middle of a rolling moorland. Trees with browning leaves dotted the landscape, and away to his left a tall cliff rose up. Beyond it, he could see the gleaming blue glint of the ocean. The sun was setting toward the water.  
 
    The Master looked around in confusion. He was standing in front of the little house Ralnor had created, fire magic burning around his right hand. Ralnor pulled magic from the air around himself, finding that the power for it came much more easily here than it ever had in the physical world.  
 
    He gathered a powerful bolt of force magic and hurled it at the Master.  
 
     The Master turned as the bolt hit him, and a field of force magic crackled over his body as he protected himself from the impact. He grunted with the force of the blow, then returned a bolt of fire of his own.  
 
    Ralnor caught it, feeling his control over the magic as a clear, lucid thing, easier and more instinctive than it had been since before the fight with Malavax. The Master’s firebolt came to Ralnor’s hand, and Ralnor hurled it back at the master as he leaped forward.  
 
    The gap between himself and the Master was closing, and Ralnor felt something else here, something new. What is it? he wondered. There is some other power here… 
 
    He darted forward again, easily dodging another fire blast as the master backed away, moving around the wall of the little house and trying to put it between himself and Ralnor.  
 
    The Master was pushing some other magic outward from himself. Ralnor could feel it, a strange, unfamiliar magic that made his skin tingle. Whatever it was, there was no sign of it working. Nothing happened in the space around them. A warm wind blew in off the sea, the moorlands remained empty, but the Master was distracted.  
 
    Ralnor dodged easily as the Master threw a poorly aimed bolt of flame at him, then he dived in closer.  
 
    “Is that it?” he growled as the Master backed away. “Is that all you’ve got?”  
 
    “There’s nothing here,” the Master muttered. He sounded deranged. “Nothing here for me to use, nothing to command!”  
 
    Ralnor felt disgusted. This creature, this person who could barely be called a human anymore, despite his improved appearance, had some kind of controlling magic that he’d relied on for years. He’d used it to impress his minions and keep control of them, but here in the portal world his magic had deserted him.  
 
    There was no question of mercy, Ralnor knew now. The Master’s plan had failed; he would find no power here in the portal world, but in his search, he had reopened the Sundering portal completely. Even now, monsters and demons might be waking up all over the world, heralding the return of that terrible change that the people of the world had fought for centuries to rebuild from.  
 
    This man had to die.  
 
    As Ralnor closed with him, the Master pulled out something from his robe and held it up. It was small and glowed a pale green color, a little cube of dark crystal illuminated by an internal light.  
 
    “Wait,” he said, gasping in fear. “Wait, spare me, and I’ll give you this. I’ll hand it over if you let me go…”  
 
    Ralnor stepped up, reached out a hand, and surrounded the Master in force magic. The master was trapped. He could not move.  
 
    Magic flowed through Ralnor, magic that he had never felt before. It was magic without a name, without a type, magic that was pure and formless and fresh as spring water. He reached out with it and eliminated the Master from existence.  
 
    One moment the Master was there, the next he was not. There was a quiet sound, like two hands clapping gently together, as air rushed in to fill the space that the master’s body had occupied. His life, and the little of his own magic he had possessed, winked out cleaner than a candle flame.  
 
    Ralnor caught the falling green crystal cube in a pillow of force magic and brought it toward himself. When he held it in his hand, he held it up to the light and looked at it. The dark crystal glowed as if lit by a green fire deep within.  
 
    Ralnor smiled. “One of the five chalices,” he said. “There is nothing else that it can be. But which one? I guess that the Master derived what power he had from this item, rather than his own native magic. What does it do?”  
 
    The green crystal cube had a chain attached to one corner, just like the Amulet of Shem. Ralnor slipped it over his neck and looked around himself. “From what I could see, whatever power it does have did not work here in this realm at least,” he said. “So, I’ll have to get back to the normal world to explore it further. But how can I get back?”  
 
    “I can help with that,” a kindly voice said.  
 
    Ralnor whirled and saw to his amazement none other than the stranger who they’d met on the hill at the outskirts of the Dernwaith village. He stood looking down at Ralnor, his eyes gleaming with satisfaction, but a look of slight concern on his face also. 
 
    “Who are you?” Ralnor said. “How do you come to be here?”  
 
    “It’s a tale that we don’t have time for here, Ralnor,” the stranger said. “You have fulfilled your purpose, but it was dangerous. The transit through the portal is not without risk, but the transit back…”  
 
    He trailed off, shaking his head.  
 
    “I must go back, whatever the risk,” Ralnor said. “Can you help me?”  
 
    “For me, it’s rather a complicated process, but for you it should be simpler. Look to your own powers and think of how you found yourself here.”  
 
    “I just imagined a floor, then built a room around it. When that was done, I stepped out of the room and here I was.”  
 
    “You manifested the room as an anchor, and that allowed you to step through into the portal world. Now you must manifest your own way back.”  
 
    Ralnor gave the stranger a look that said he did not find the mysterious man’s words massively helpful, but he gave it a try. He gazed around at the mysterious portal world, then down at his own feet.  
 
    “I could do with a way back,” he said aloud, echoing his words when he’d first stepped through the portal. The effect was instantaneous—the ground at his feet shimmered, and from the dark grass rose a very plain-looking doorway. The door gleamed as if it was freshly varnished, but in appearance it might have been the doorway to any humble room in any normal house.  
 
    Except that there was nothing else around it.  
 
     “Amazing,” the stranger breathed in an awed voice. “The very nature of reality itself obeys him. Magic such as this has never been seen in the world.” Then he raised his voice, gazing at Ralnor in wonder. “Who are you, Ralnor?” he said, sounding perplexed. “How have you come into this world?”  
 
    Ralnor shrugged. “I’m just a half-elf trying to save the world. Farewell, stranger.”  
 
    He stepped forward, pushed open the door, and stepped forward into chaos.  
 
    Fighting raged around him. The abrupt transition from the quiet sea-side moorland to the heat and racket of battle was disorientating, but he kept ahold of himself. Reality lurched around him momentarily, then grew still.  
 
    Something came at him from the right, and he dodged a blow. The light was gloomy, and he couldn’t see his surroundings. He glanced about. As far as he could tell, he was in a low-ceilinged hallway. All round him, monstrous figures were writhing and roaring, attacking something that was in front of him. He had appeared right in their midst, and only the ones closest to him turned their attention to him. The others were focused on…what was it?  
 
    The room was full of smoke, he couldn’t see what was going on.  
 
    Well, what does it matter? I’ll carve a way through these monsters and find out.  
 
    Ralnor slammed force magic out from himself in an expanding circle. The blast shoved the monsters aside, skeletons, stone trolls, and fire-wreathed, horned demons all tumbling backward in the path of the push. In the cleared space, Ralnor saw what it was that the monsters were attacking.  
 
    Sena and Lana, accompanied by a beleaguered knot of armored human soldiers.  
 
    His friends were on a flight of stairs, using the high ground to hold off the frenzied attack of the monsters, and suddenly Ralnor recognized where he was. It was the hallway before the entrance to the Sorcerer’s Tower. He had appeared on the ground floor, near the outer door, and glancing up he could still see the blue light of the portal shining down from above. From that direction, more and more monsters were flowing in a constant stream, flanking the defenders on the stairs.  
 
    At the sight of his friends, Ralnor felt power rush through him, accompanied by the desire to save them from danger and the deep satisfaction in knowing that he had traveled back to the place he was meant to be.  
 
    He didn’t waste his energy on words. Holding out his hands, he fired a blast of pure energy toward the stairs. The magic smashed a path through the enemies, but even as he ran forward, he saw more pressing in through the door behind him, and still more coming from above. It was as if they were spawning out of the air around him, out of the walls and the floor.  
 
    Was this what it meant to be living in a world with a Sundering portal opened?  
 
    All the stories of the ancient days flickered through his mind. He had always known that the days after the portal’s opening had been dark, but now for the first time he truly conceived the full horror of what that must have been like. With this many monsters, it was a miracle anyone stood against them. It was a miracle anyone at all survived.  
 
    And it was at that moment that he felt the green chalice around his neck activate.  
 
    The magic from it suddenly glowed bright, and the amulet itself grew hot, so hot that he had to fumble and pull it from its place at his breast so that it didn’t burn him. As soon as it was freed, the green light from it shone out like a beacon, and Ralnor felt his own magic joining with the magic of the green chalice.  
 
    But what was it? What did it do? 
 
    And then he knew.  
 
    The monster in front of him, a huge, roaring demon, big as a bull and with horns to match, grew suddenly quiet. Ralnor felt its presence with his own, and understood that it was awaiting his instructions. The creature’s very will was in his hand. He blinked, then pushed his own magic through the chalice to let it flow out into the other monsters.  
 
    Their wills melded with his, and they stopped where they stood, still as statues.  
 
    I can control the monsters with this amulet! he understood suddenly. That is where the Master’s power came from. He could control monsters with this power, and probably men as well. And he had relied too heavily on the power, becoming unable to cast magic of his own.  
 
    The magic had taken on a life of its own, and it was flowing outward and outward from him, connecting to more and more monsters throughout the many halls and chambers and derelict floors of the forbidden city.  
 
    Back to the portal, he thought. I must direct the monsters back into the Sundering portal. 
 
    As soon as he had the thought, the command was given. The crowd of nightmare creatures that packed the hallway turned and began to flow up the stairs, out into the corridor above, and then Ralnor felt their life essences wink out as they disappeared back into the portal. More and more monsters moved up the stairs at a run, and Lana, Sena, and all their allies moved away to the side of the stairway and down into the hall toward Ralnor.  
 
    “We need to get away from here,” Ralnor said. “I think that the flow of monsters into the portal will overload it, and it will close, but we do not want to be nearby when that happens. Come on!”  
 
    He led the way out of the chamber, running counter to the flow of creatures that was now pouring up out of every crack and crevice of the Forbidden City, obeying Ralnor’s command to fling themselves into the portal. They ignored Ralnor and his friends.  
 
    “Come on!” Ralnor shouted, encouraging them as they charged through hallways and down flights of stairs until, at last, they reached the bottom and burst out into the bright, clear light of day.  
 
    Outside, the sun shone down on a sea of monsters, but all were now running madly toward the city and up the stairs into the great tree.  
 
    The monsters ignored Ralnor and his companions, and Ralnor looked toward where the human army stood. Most of the humans had not made it into the city. When the Master had gone into the portal, his power over the human soldiers had been broken. Seeing the monsters, the humans had retreated toward the ships to make a stand, and now stood bewildered as all the monsters abandoned the battle and ran toward the city.  
 
    Ralnor looked for the other mages but couldn’t see them anywhere. What had become of them? Had they fled?  
 
    “Who’s in charge of the army?” Ralnor demanded of one of the humans who stood nearby.  
 
    “General Rizan,” the man said, and pointed. “Over there. But sir, can you tell me what’s going on? I feel…strange.”  
 
    “Never mind that now, just take us to the General. Ignore the monsters, just take us to General Rizan now.”  
 
    The man nodded, and Sena, Ralnor, and Lana walked toward the place where the biggest banner of the Black Spire fluttered red and black over the plain.  
 
    The human ships were beached on the wide strip of sand where the bay met the land. Behind them, the water shifted restlessly, as gray as the sky above. Several hundred humans were standing in ranks, looking dazed. Felled monsters lay scattered about the ground in front of them, but the humans themselves seemed relatively unscathed. They stared about, like men awakened from a sleepwalk.  
 
    The ranks parted as Ralnor and his companions approached the general’s position. Here, the general had set up a command post on slightly higher ground, and he stood looking over the heads of the troops at the Forbidden City. From the direction of the city, Ralnor could still feel the faint popping of the essences of monsters as they flooded into the portal. He could feel the strain on the portal as the monsters poured back into it, and he could feel the power of the green amulet around his neck as it drove the monsters forward to his will.  
 
    General Rizan was a short, burly man, clean shaven with eyes that gleamed like polished wood and weathered skin the color of old parchment. “What’s this, Captain Yens?” he demanded of the man who Ralnor had spoken to. “Who are these people?” 
 
    “They saved us in the city, General,” the captain replied. “They wished to see you.”  
 
    Ralnor stepped forward. “General Rizan,” he said, “there is little enough time to explain, but I must tell you that you have been tricked by the man who was called the Master. He is dead, and you have all been under a spell.”  
 
    “That much I worked out for myself,” the general said grimly. He gestured to his right, and Ralnor glanced in that direction. He noticed for the first time two huddled heaps of black garments, lying in a pool of dark liquid not far from the command station.  
 
    So, here was what had happened to the other mages.  
 
    “Yes,” the general said, answering Ralnor’s thought. “These two tried to make me send my men to certain death into that cursed city. When I refused, they tried to use a spell to make me obey their will. But I’ve had enough of being hexed by wizards. My will is my own, and the lives of my men are not food for mages. I’ll no longer be commanded by the Black Spire, and once this is over, I will return to Tullian’s Vale and set about rooting out the evil influence of the mages myself.”  
 
    “You will have my help and support when it comes to that,” Ralnor said, “but as for this being over, I think it’s about to happen. Any moment now.”  
 
    He could feel the pressure on the portal intensifying. He turned and looked up at the city. The flood of monsters still rushed toward the great tree, and the blue light shone brighter and more sinister than ever from the top tower.  
 
    There was a mighty crack from the direction of the castle, so loud that it sounded as if the very mountain itself were shattering. In the wake of the sound, the light shone out brightly for a moment, and then there was a deep, rolling boom as a huge billowing explosion of blue fire blasted out of the tower.  
 
    The blue fire expanded outward from the tower top, devouring the castle and the top of the tree. Black stone went flying outward in every direction, and even across the mile of open ground between them and the explosion, the sound was powerful enough to make them drop to the ground and cover their ears.  
 
    And then it passed. Black smoke covered the top levels of the city, and the monsters still in the plain lost all direction and began to run here and there over the ground, flying back toward the woods or toward the sea, or over the plain inland toward the cliffs.  
 
    “It’s over,” Ralnor said. “The portal has been destroyed once and for all. There is still work to do, but we have succeeded in closing the reawakened Sundering portal and ending the power of the Master of the Black Spire.”  
 
    “What’s that over there?” someone shouted. Ralnor looked in that direction, and saw there the only thing that could, in that moment, have brought him greater satisfaction. On the water, a flotilla of little wooden boats was approaching. They were packed with people, but in the front, unmistakable even at this distance, were Farlo, Akhen, and Cowan the Scout.  
 
    The menace of the portal was ended, but the world was changed again. New monsters would roam the lands, and the climax of the power struggle in the human lands was still to come.  
 
    But as Ralnor looked at his friends standing up in the boat and waving to him as they approached, he smiled. Together, they would be able to do what needed to be done.  
 
    Together, they could do anything. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The rest of the day passed in a flurry of activity.  
 
    After the initial explosion caused by the overloading of the portal, the many monsters and demons that had still been in the plain around the adventurers had fled in different directions, vanishing into the landscape. The humans were keen to send out detachments after them, but Ralnor shook his head and spoke to General Rizan.  
 
    “Keep your men here,” he said. “It would be better for your soldiers to make a camp and rest for the night. My friends are coming. I will talk with them and introduce them to you and find out what’s happened with them. Once we know more and have rested, we can decide what to do.”   
 
    The general was a wise, thoughtful man, and he could see that Ralnor knew more about the situation than he did himself. He let himself be guided by the young, confident half-elf. He gave orders quietly to his sub-lieutenants, and soon the soldiers were busy digging ditches and throwing up tents, preparing a camp on the ridge that overlooked the bay where their transport ships sat.  
 
    Akhen, Farlo, and Cowan leaped off their small boats, accompanied by Anaxis, the village leader, and at least a hundred of the Dernwaith people. The Dernwaith villagers were normally a peaceable folk. Now, however, they were armed with a range of fearsome-looking weapons. Some of them had hunting bows, and others gleaming new spears, but most were armed with curved and wicked-looking scimitars. They were armed in bits and pieces of dark-colored armor and looked ready to fight.  
 
    Casting his eye over them, Ralnor smiled as he recognized the gear. It was the equipment the trollmen had been using. So, the Dernwaith villagers had defeated the trollmen and looted their gear. And there were many more villagers than he had seen in the village when he’d been there. Where had the others come from? 
 
    Ralnor was impressed at how disciplined the untrained villagers appeared as they got out of their boats and formed up. They marched up the beach in good order, under the command of Farlo and Cowan, and by the confident, careful way they moved, he guessed that they had learned some lessons from battle experience in the time since he’d seen them last.  
 
    When Farlo called the halt, he raised a hand to Ralnor, and his serious face broke into a grin. Suddenly, Lana rushed forward to hug him. Then Sena came forward, a little more slowly. Lana slapped Farlo on the back and they both laughed. Ralnor watched with interest as Sena got closer to Farlo. He saw something strange in her stance.  
 
    At the last moment, she took two quick steps forward and leaned up to kiss Farlo. Ralnor laughed in surprise! He had never guessed that a romance had been developing between these two, and yet now he looked back on the way things had been between the human warrior and the big elven smith, he saw that he should have guessed.  
 
    Lana came over and took Ralnor’s hand as Ralnor approached his friends.  
 
    When they met, Ralnor and Farlo embraced. Cowan gripped Ralnor’s wrist in the elven warrior grip, then Ralnor hugged Akhen too. The old half-elf mentor smelled of herbs and smoke. He felt thin and frail under his robes, but his eyes flashed bright with satisfaction.  
 
    “We hurried downriver to aid you,” he said, “but you seem to have done well, and to not be in need of our help after all,” the old fellow said, casting a critical eye over the busy army of humans. “Made some new allies, have you?”  
 
    Ralnor laughed. “I sure have,” he said. “But how on earth did you get down that waterfall?”  
 
    “There’s a way round,” Akhen laughed, “an alternative waterway for boats that was built in the old days for the use of transport boats coming downriver. But there will be time for stories aplenty once we’ve gotten settled. Is there no danger then?”  
 
    “No immediate danger, at least. The Master is destroyed, and the portal, along with the Sorcerer’s Tower and a good chunk of the Forbidden City, has been destroyed. Neither the Master nor the portal will be coming back.”  
 
    Akhen closed his eyes for a moment and drew in a long breath. “So that part, at least, is over,” he said. “Well done, Ralnor. No one else could have succeeded here. This was your fate, and you have met it head on.” 
 
    Akhen turned to look at the city, dark and gloomy still under the gray sky.  
 
    “I don’t know if it will ever be wholly cleansed of the darkness,” he murmured, “but one day, perhaps. One day.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Later that afternoon, Ralnor sat with Lana, Farlo, and Akhen, looking out over the bay toward the sea. They were sitting at a table and chairs brought by the humans from one of the larger ships. Beside them, a single generously-sized tent had been pitched for their use. General Rizan had ordered that they be treated with all courtesy and had granted what comfort the humans could provide.  
 
    All around them, the scene was transformed. Only hours earlier, the landscape had been bare and empty. Now, rows of well-pitched white military tents had been set up within a series of defensive ditches. Human soldiers worked busily around the perimeter, keeping watch or extending the ditches. Within the camp, the smells of cooking rose from fires, and men were resting, or sitting around in small groups playing dice, mending kits, or talking quietly amongst themselves about the events of the day.  
 
    A mile away, the Forbidden City loomed mournfully over the scene. The explosion from the destruction of the portal had destroyed the castle on top of the city completely, and a great portion of the city’s upper sections had also been destroyed. The lower two thirds remained mostly intact. What remained of the great ruinous tree city looked mysterious and abandoned.  
 
    Ralnor had just finished telling Akhen his story, from the time they left the village to the time they had spotted Akhen and the others approaching in the boats. Lana had added a few details here and there, but mostly she had sat quietly and listened as Ralnor told the tale. It had taken a long time to get through, and they had filled their bellies with camp supplies brought by the humans in the process. The meal was the first Ralnor had eaten since the roasted meat before the battle, and it was very welcome.  
 
    Now that he was full, he began to feel that he could do with some sleep, but he knew there was more to do and to speak of before he could rest.  
 
    “So,” Ralnor said, sitting back in his chair and looking at his mentor, “now I think it’s high time we heard your side of the story, Akhen. How did you come to be here?”  
 
    “It’s simple enough,” Akhen said. “When you left us, Cowan, Farlo and I were at work in the village. Farlo was helping the smith make blades, and I was working with Anaxis to train the villagers in some basic magic techniques. Cowan was helping with the scouting around the village and training the villagers in some stealth fighting techniques. We worked away at it for the whole rest of the day, and we made good progress. The villagers were keen to learn, and they picked up the basics very quickly.”  
 
    “For my part,” Farlo added, “I found the smith very helpful and receptive to the information I had to teach him. We worked well together, despite the language barrier, and we were able to knock out swords and spear heads quickly, with the help of his apprentices.” 
 
    “And it was just as well,” Akhen continued. “We worked fast, arming and training the villagers for the rest of the day. When evening came and the rain started to fall, we moved indoors, but Farlo and the smiths kept working, and I kept training a smaller group in some techniques. Others had been digging a ring of defensive ditches, and Anaxis suggested the outer ditch be filled with dry wood and pitch.”  
 
    “That also proved a good idea,” Farlo said. “I was working with the smith under the shelter of his smithy, out of the rain, and we were handing out the weapons as quickly as we could make them. But about an hour after darkness fell, we heard something out in the land beyond the village—something coming down from the hills. Pretty quickly, the trollmen arrived in force. They trickled in at first, probing the defenses, but before long they were trying to cross the ditches at multiple points, and there seemed no end to them.”  
 
    “The villagers had done well, though,” Akhen said. “They had picked up the fundamentals of force and fire magic quickly, and though none of them were particularly strong in it, they had plenty of enthusiasm and their confidence had been boosted by the training. Half-elves definitely have a predisposition toward magic! Between them, and with my help, they were able to use their magic to defend the village, pushing the trollmen back anytime they got too close. And if the trollmen crossed the ditches and got into the village, teams of villagers armed with Farlo’s newly made weapons met them in the streets.”  
 
    “It was a grim night, all the same,” Farlo said, “but in the small hours, just when things were starting to take a turn for the worse, a large group from the neighboring villages showed up. They came in the nick of time—the trollmen had just organized themselves to make a big push against us, and we were only just holding out. When the newcomers attacked them in the flank, the trollmen were trapped. At that moment, we finally fired the pitch and pine branches in the ditch, and the flames split the trollman forces. Some were trapped within the ring of fire, and some were attacked by the flankers. The battle was over quite quickly after that.”  
 
    “How did the people from the other villages know to come and aid you?” Ralnor asked.  
 
    “The messengers that had been sent out to the other villages had got there quickly, and had returned with help,” Farlo answered. “It was as we suspected, and the other villages had all been plagued by attacks from evil forces in recent weeks. The attacks had not been too serious, however, and the other villagers had managed to fight them off, but it had caused them to make weapons and get themselves on a defensive footing. Now, they came in force to help us.”  
 
    “And when it was over, I urged that we should come to help you in the Forbidden City,” Akhen said, picking up the tale.  
 
    “But how did you know that was where we had gone?” Ralnor asked.  
 
    “Ah,” Farlo said, “That’s an interesting part of the story.” He leaned forward, his eyes gleaming. “It makes more sense now that I’ve heard your tale, Ralnor. You see, as the dawn came up the morning after the battle, a man came to the village. Well, I call him a man, but he was a very strange fellow. Not the way you imagine a human to be, if you know what I mean. He was very tall, with piercing eyes, and he wore unusual boots—dwarf boots, if I’m not mistaken.”  
 
    “The stranger!” Lana exclaimed.  
 
    “Exactly,” Farlo said with a grin. “Of course, we had no idea that you knew him when we first saw him, but he came to us and talked with Akhen.”  
 
    “Yes,” Akhen said. “He told me then that he knew where you were, that you lived, and that you had taken a shortcut to the Forbidden City. He said that we should go there as quickly as we could, as you might need our help. He waited until he was sure he’d convinced me, then he hurried off, saying that it was difficult for him to stay for long.”  
 
    “He said something similar to us when he left us on the hill,” Lana mused. “And then Ralnor met him in the portal world as well.”  
 
    “He helped me after I’d defeated the Master in the portal world. But who could he possibly be?” Ralnor said. “Is he some kind of ghost? Or some other mage who is trying to help us for some reason?”  
 
    Akhen looked quizzically at Ralnor. “You have no idea?” 
 
    “None,” Ralnor said. “I can’t imagine who or what he might be.” Then, seeing the gleam in Akhen’s eye, he glared at him. “You know!” he said. “You’ve worked it out, but you’re keeping it to yourself!”  
 
    Akhen leaned back in his chair and let out a long, low laugh. “I do not know for sure,” he said, “but I can give it a good guess. I’m surprised you’ve not at least suspected it for yourself.”  
 
    “What, then?” Ralnor demanded. “If you know or have guessed something, don’t keep us in the dark!”  
 
    “Ralnor,” Akhen said, turning suddenly serious, “I do believe that the man you’ve called the stranger is none other than Parlax, the mage who was thought to have died at the opening of the Sundering portal three hundred years ago.”  
 
    Ralnor sat stunned for a long moment, gazing at Akhen. “Parlax?” he said eventually. “My father?”  
 
    “Yes,” Akhen said. “From everything you’ve told me about the world beyond the portal, I suspect that Parlax was not, in fact, destroyed in the Sundering. I suspect that he was drawn into the portal world, and there he has spent three hundred years perfecting whatever new strand of magic is available to him in that world.”  
 
    “I felt myself that magic was incredibly easy in the portal world,” Ralnor mused. “And I remember that the stranger seemed amazed at how quickly the magic came to me there. Almost…yes, almost as if he had studied long and hard to master something that came naturally to me.”  
 
    “Parlax was known to be an unusually tall man,” Akhen said, “and he had a penchant for heavy dwarven boots, something that was nearly as unusual then as it is now. He was an immensely powerful mage, and it makes sense to me that he would be able, with practice, to find a way to manifest himself in this world for short periods of time.”  
 
    “And that he would know the future?” Lana asked incredulously. “That seems a bit hard to believe, even for him.”  
 
    “Ah, but he didn’t know the future, did he?” Akhen said. “He knew the direction you should go in to fulfill your fate, but he did not know the outcome. Fate lays a path for us, but the outcomes are not set. They are up to us. Fate can show us our road, it can even place our feet upon the road, but only we can lift our feet and take the first steps along it.”  
 
    “My father,” Ralnor said quietly. It made sense; he thought of how he had felt strangely drawn to the stranger, as if he had met him somewhere before, as if they had a connection. Sudden anger rushed unexpectedly through him. “Why didn’t he tell me?” he demanded. “Why did he persist in keeping his identity a secret, despite everything?”  
 
    “Would you have believed him?” Akhen asked gently. “And if you had believed him, how would that have affected your choices? Would you have been willing to leave him, knowing who he was? Parlax understood that it was critical for you to return to the world with the chalice of power that you’d taken from the Master. Only in that way could your friends be saved, and the portal closed. A moment’s delay, a moment’s doubt or hesitation on your part, and all might have been lost. He understood that the fate of the world hung in the balance, and that the thread of the future might be strengthened or broken forever depending on your choices in that crucial moment. He could not have acted any other way, Ralnor. You think he did not want to tell you? You think he would not have wished to speak with you, to tell you his identity and discuss magic with you? But he sacrificed that so that you would be able to return, undistracted, and save the world…and your friends.”  
 
    Ralnor stood abruptly, heaving in a huge breath. He walked a quick circle around the area near the tents, then stopped and stood, gazing out at the ruins of the Forbidden City.  
 
    He imagined what the city must have been like, back in its heyday, when it was the proud beating heart of the elven empire of Galen. Ships must have plied the bay, traders and merchants, explorers and fishing vessels, fast-moving messenger boats and heavy, rich cargo ships. The roads, too, would have been full of people, and the river full of barges moving goods from the inland areas out to the coast.  
 
    Much had been lost in the course of the last few centuries.  
 
    A moment before, he had seen only his own losses; his father, his mother, his history. Who was he, really? What were his origins, what were his antecedents? He was the son of an elven woman about whom he knew nothing, and a human mage whose reputation was legendary, but whose hubris had destroyed the world as he had known it. Beyond that, he really knew very little about himself. 
 
    Now his perspective shifted with an abrupt twist. Everyone had lost something in the development of that story, not just him. The Sundering had caused the collapse of empires, the breaking of trade routes, and in the years that followed, it had brought about the deaths of countless individuals and the destruction of innumerable safe and stable communities. His loss was just one of many. In many ways, he was one of the luckiest ones. He had lived through it, his privileged birth had kept him stable in a preservation chamber for all the centuries of unrest after the Sundering, and now he had been reborn just in time to save the world.  
 
    Ralnor sighed, gazing up at the ruined city. Things could certainly be worse. Parlax had chosen not to reveal his true identity to Ralnor, so that Ralnor would return to the world with a clear mind and a focused intention, so that he would be able to close the portal and continue to undo the damage caused all those years ago.  
 
    It was appropriate, really. It was fitting. The son laboring to repair the damage wrought by his father, to save the world from the consequences of his father’s actions.  
 
    “And now the portal is closed again,” he said quietly. “Will I ever have the chance to see him again? To talk to him? I would like to have that chance someday, if I can.” 
 
    There was someone behind him. He half turned and saw Lana approaching him silently. She came up and put her arms around his waist, leaned her head on his shoulder gently, and stood still.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    General Rizan came to Ralnor the next morning. The sun was shining again, and the light gleamed and sparked like flames on the water of the bay. Ralnor felt much better after a much-needed rest and another meal, and he looked toward the future with confidence and resolution.  
 
    “Well, my friend,” Rizan said. “My lieutenants and I have agreed that we should be guided by you now. I have spoken at length with Sena, who was trained by the Black Spire and has now deserted them after discovering their true nature. She explained to me the situation in Tullian’s Vale; how the king himself has been manipulated and controlled by the mages of the Spire. Knowing what I do about that control, I well believe that it’s possible, and I think that the best thing I can do is to place myself at your disposal and be guided by you and your companions in what I should do next.”  
 
    Ralnor looked at the general for a long moment. Rizan had not explicitly mentioned the Restoration, that secret group of rebels who had infiltrated the ranks of the humans at all levels in their city in opposition to the Black Spire mages. Did that mean that even now, Sena had been circumspect in how much she had revealed? It would make sense if she had done so, he thought, and so he himself would have to be careful not reveal too much.  
 
    The general was putting himself and his troops under Ralnor’s command. That was enough for now. 
 
    “Very good, General Rizan,” he said. “I believe this is the wise course. How many men do you have here?”  
 
    “Five hundred soldiers,” Rizan said, “plus another hundred and fifty or so non-fighting men—cooks, sailors, surgeons, and the like. Five ships to carry them, a hundred men each.”  
 
    “And they are all loyal to you? None of them are secretly in league with the Black Spire?”  
 
    “My troops are loyal,” Rizan stated. “We have all been under the spell of the Spire mages, but now that the spell is lifted, we know that we’ve been tricked. Sena has been among the troops and has spoken to many of them. Our loyalty is to the kingdom of Venetia, to the marble throne, and to our king. If you will help us to break the hold of the Black Spire on our land, then we are yours to command.”  
 
    “I will do that, you can be sure,” Ralnor said. “I must think about our next move carefully, however. If possible, I’d rather not try to use military force to break the power of the Spire in Venetia. The problems there are insidious, rather than overt. We must be subtle and careful, and that will take thought and planning.”   
 
    “Oh, indeed,” Rizan said. “The city of Tullian’s Vale is heavily fortified, and if the soldiers there opposed us, we could not take the city by force with the army we have here.”  
 
    “So I thought,” Ralnor said. “The lands around here will now be full of monsters. Many of the abominations that came through the portal went off into the land, and there will be work for valiant humans in defending the people of these lands from their ravages. I think I will set you and your men to that task, most likely, but we’ll not decide now. I think that now the portal has been closed, we do not need to rush into action. Let us take some time to think things through and decide our course.” 
 
    “Very well, Ralnor,” the general said. “We have provisions enough in the ships for many days, and monsters or not, the woods around here seem good for hunting. I’ll inform my men that we are staying here until further notice.”  
 
    A few hours later, Ralnor, Akhen, Lana, Sena, and Farlo were all walking across the plain toward the remains of the city. Ralnor wanted to have a look at the Forbidden City up close again, and he also wanted a chance to talk over everything that had happened with his friends, out of earshot of the rest of the camp.  
 
    “I think we can trust these humans,” Sena was saying. “In fact, I’m sure of it. Humans are loyal and true, and now that the spell is lifted, we can rely on them to keep their word and do as you command.”  
 
    “We’ve certainly learned some new things about our old enemies on this adventure,” Ralnor said. “When first I came to the outpost, I thought all humans were bad, except maybe old Jonah back at the outpost. Now I know differently.”  
 
    “Many opinions change with a little experience of the world,” Akhen said, smiling. “You’ve done a great deal of good here, Ralnor. You’ve defeated the Master, and now that his power is broken, I think that you will find the humans more amenable to restoring the relationship between their kingdom and that of the elves. And can I point out something else?”  
 
    “What’s that?”  
 
    “Your magic is back to full strength. Your power is not the reckless, free-flowing thing that it was after you faced Malavax at the battle of Rayne’s Outpost, but now it has a subtlety and depth that it didn’t have before.”  
 
    Ralnor smiled. It was true. Through the course of his adventures since the defeat of Malavax, he’d struggled to rebuild his power to the level it had been before. Now, he could safely say that he’d done so. His power was not the same as it had been. It was more mature, more careful, and more tempered with the wisdom of experience. But it was also more highly developed.  
 
    “And our Ranger skills are more developed too,” he said. “Why, even Sena has become something of a tracker these last few weeks!”  
 
    Sena punched him on the arm. “A tracker and a mage,” she laughed. “I never thought I’d say this, but I’m glad that I’ve rediscovered my magic. Just because I learned it under the teaching of the Spire doesn’t mean that I can’t use it for good.”  
 
    “And don’t forget the five chalices,” Farlo put in. “You’ve found two of them, but there are another three to get. When they are all combined, I wonder whether we might find a new power that we can use to help us in our quest!”  
 
    “The old legends say that such is the case,” Sena mused. “The chalices alone were each very powerful, but when all five were brought together a greater power was unleashed. But I don’t know anything more about it than that.”  
 
    Ralnor pulled out the rolled vellum map that Parlax had given them back on the hilltop above the Dernwaith village. He unrolled it briefly, looking at the red crosses marking the spots of the chalices’ hiding places, then put it away again.  
 
    “We will have to make the finding of the chalices a priority,” he said. “As far as I can tell, those magical items are the most powerful artifacts currently abroad in the world. Whatever is left of the Black Spire mages, I guess some at least will be looking for the chalices. We must not let them fall into enemy hands. We’ve seen what the result was from just one of them getting into the Master’s hands. We may have defeated him, but there will be others.”  
 
    “Indeed,” Sena said. “The Black Spire is full of those who are hungry for power, and another will rise up to take his place soon enough.”  
 
    “Well,” Ralnor said as they approached the bulk of the city. “Here we are. I just wanted to look at it again. The dark shadow that was over it seems to have cleared a little, don’t you think?”  
 
    “Yes!” Lana said, sounding surprised. “I hadn’t noticed, but you’re right. There was always a thick black shadow, thick as smoke, over the surface of the city, but now it’s clearing.”  
 
    They stood looking up at the tree. From this angle, the enormous, rugged surface of the tree stretched up dizzyingly high above them and spread out on either side. But Ralnor was definitely right: the black shadow had cleared. The wood, which had seemed black and rotten before, now gleamed a deep brown in the sunlight.  
 
    “The evil of the portal has been cleared,” Akhen said, “and the influence of the shadow has passed. I wonder…”  
 
    He wandered off to the right, heading for where a great buttress root reared up like the wall of a castle toward the main body of the city. A moment later, he cried out in surprise and joy, and gestured frantically for the others to come over. They joined him at a run.  
 
    “What is it?” Ralnor said, but even as he asked the question, he saw it.  
 
    The sunlight shone on the brown wood in front of him, the huge ridges of the ancient tree’s bark rolling like sea waves upward across the surface of the tree. And from one part of the bark, something bright and green gleamed out. Ralnor leaned closer.  
 
    There, no larger than his thumb, a little sprig of new growth had come out of the tree. The wood was green and pliable, and there were a few tiny, heart-shaped leaves clinging to the end, joyously soaking up the sunlight.  
 
    Ralnor gazed from the tiny, brave twig up to the enormous bulk of the tree-city, then back again. He looked again. Here was another one, a few yards away, and another, and another, until he realized that the whole surface of the tree was bursting out in new growth, the twigs and leaves so small that they could only be seen from close up.  
 
    “Can it be?” Lana breathed.  
 
    “Yes,” Ralnor said with certainty. “Now that the evil influence of the portal has finally been completely broken, the tree city of Highbough is beginning to regrow. We thought the tree was completely dead, but we were wrong. There is life in it still, and where there’s life, there’s hope.” 
 
    He turned and gazed out over the surrounding lands. Apart from the human camp, the land was empty, but he suddenly felt sure that would not be the case for long. He would see to that.  
 
    The tree city would regrow. Elves would come back here, and this bay would once again become a haven for trade. Barges would ply the inland waters again, peace would come to the humans and the elves, and trading ships would sail the seas again between the realms. Ralnor Twicebane would heal the world of its wounds, and like this great tree, he would give the world the opportunity to grow again.  
 
    He would reestablish peace between the kingdoms, and the damage of the Sundering would be healed forever.  
 
    Ralnor took a last look at the tender new growth on the tree, then turned his face toward the human camp. The sea wind moved his hair and snapped his cloak around his ankles as he gazed ahead, looking to the future.  
 
    “Come, my friends,” he said, “We have work to do.” 
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