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Chapter 1

“Go carefully,” Ralnor said. “We do not know how many more of them there might be down here.”

Ralnor and his small party moved carefully through the dark tunnel. The walls were wooden, carved from the living body of the great tree that had been the city of Highbough in the olden days.

The dark shadow of evil that had lain over the city for so many years had begun to clear. Ralnor and his friends, at great risk to themselves, had succeeded in closing the portal to the other world—the portal that had been reopened by the dastardly plotting of the power-hungry human sorcerer who called himself the Master.

On the higher levels of the great tree city, the dark cloak of shadow had cleared. From the outside, all looked well. There was even new growth on the wood of the tree—a beautiful green haze of new buds bursting out into little heart-shaped green leaves all over the lower levels of the enormous tree trunk.

But down here in the depths of the underworld of the deserted tree city, the evil influence had not proved so easy to clear.

Three weeks had passed since that fateful day when Ralnor and his companions had cleared the city of enemies and closed the reopened Sundering portal. In the time since that day, they had rested and planned, but eventually, the temptation to explore the deserted city in more detail had become overwhelming.

It had begun innocently enough. Farlo, the big elvish blacksmith and enchanter, had declared he was bored. Along with his new girlfriend, Sena, the human warrior who had recently rediscovered her magical abilities, he had decided that it was high time to explore the city more.

Lana, the night elf companion of the group, had protested that this was a foolish course of action. Even she, however, had seemed interested in the prospect, and it had not taken long for her to come around.

Of all the group, Akhen, the old half-elf who was a tutor to the group, was the most supportive of the idea.

“You never know what you may find,” he said. “You may come across some magical artifacts of great power.”

“We may find nothing but monsters who want to kill us,” Ralnor had said darkly. He was as keen to explore as anyone really, but he felt the need to rein in the enthusiasm of the others. He had not so easily forgotten how close they had come to violent death in the battle to free the city of monsters and close the portal.

That, of course, had been over a week ago. In the intervening time, Ralnor, Farlo, Sena, and Lana, together with various volunteers from the human army that were their new allies, had made it their business to explore the city.

In the initial days, they had not found much of interest. They had begun at the top of the city. These upper levels, which had been the closest to the sorcerer's tower that had contained the Sundering portal, were almost completely covered in rubble. There was no sign of the army of monsters that Ralnor and his friends had battled. All was silent there.

Each day, they had come back to the camp and reported their findings to Akhen. He had shown some interest, but he seemed, in his mysterious way, to be waiting for something else.

“I do believe he is hoping we will find some monsters to fight,” Ralnor said.

“I have to admit that although mapping the upper areas is interesting, I also hope we find some monsters to fight,” Farlo said.

Today, that wish had been granted.

At Farlo's urging, they had decided that they would spend the day exploring the lower levels of the city. They had begun at ground level and had looked for any stairways or passages that lead downward. It had not taken long to realize that most of the shadowy pool of darkness had sunk down into these underground basement levels.

Almost immediately, they ran across a gang of goblin-like creatures. These were grey, with stony scaly skin, and they were armed with clubs and wicked daggers. They had attacked the companions with vigor, and Farlo had taken the lead, laying about himself with his massive two-handed sword.

Ralnor had used his twin blades, and Sena had waded in with her straight sword. Lana had stayed at the rear of the group, firing deadly accurate shots into the press with her bow.

The battle had been short and sharp, and Farlo had turned to Ralnor afterward with his eyes sparkling. “Finally,” he said, “we have found some enemies to fight.”

Ralnor made a show of rolling his eyes, but he could not deny that he was happy for his friend. Farlo had begun his career at the Ranger outpost as something of a shy and awkward young fellow. He had not been able to fight, and he had been afraid of getting hurt. But in the battle of Rayne’s outpost, his knowledge of plants had allowed the Rangers to have much greater defenses than they otherwise would have done, and the hard work he’d put into training with his sword had borne fruit. Since then, he had been hailed as a hero by the other Rangers, and he had found new confidence both as a fighter and as an explorer.

After the fight, the group moved on. Ralnor’s warning to take care had not fallen on deaf ears. However eager Farlo may have been for battle, he was no fool. There could indeed be many more of these foul creatures here in these dark tunnels, and he had no desire to be killed by them any more than the others did.

“Lana, you have quick ears, can you hear anything?” Farlo asked in a low voice.

“What did you say?” Lana asked.

Everyone managed to keep their faces deadpan for a moment before bursting out laughing.

“No,” Lana said, relenting and becoming more serious. “I can’t hear anything just now.”

“That doesn’t mean there is nothing ahead,” Ralnor said. “I’ll take the lead, and you all come along carefully behind.”

Ralnor stepped forward. As he moved, he extended his magical abilities before him. He was blessed with the ability to sense the presence of life. He knew that this worked out in the forest. There, he could sense the presence of monsters, animals, and people alike.

Down here, however, he did have some doubts. He did not know what kind of things he might come up against and found himself wary. Still, he felt reassured when he sensed no presence of anything in the corridor ahead.

“I think it’s all clear,” he said quietly, “but come on slowly all the same.”

The little group moved with care around the corner and into the next section of the corridor. Here, as they had often seen before, they came upon a place where the corridor branched into three. As before, Ralnor took out the map he had been recording their progress on and noted the split. Then he put a mark on the leftmost passage on his map while Sena stepped forward to the wall and placed a cross in white chalk on the leftmost passage.

“So far, we have always been taking the left-hand passage,” she said. “It makes sense that we should do so here also.”

“I agree this is the best way to approach it,” Ralnor said. “We’ll be able to come back and do more exploration, covering the middle and right-hand turn-offs.”

“I wonder why the passages always open in threes?” Lana said. “I wonder if it’s something about the nature of how this great tree has grown over the years?”

Ralnor nodded. “It’s an interesting question. This enormous tree is so big and old that few people have any details about its history.”

“Even Akhen seems to know very little about it,” Lana said, “and it’s not like him to have no answers to a question about history.”

“I don’t know about that,” Farlo said consideringly. “When I asked him about it, he answered me rather sharply, then changed the subject. I wonder if he might know more about it than he’s letting on.”

“Well, that would be like him,” Ralnor reflected.

The great tree was indeed a marvel. It was enormous, a tree quite literally the size of a city, nearly a thousand feet tall and at least a mile in diameter at the base. Through the body of the tree, the elves of the ancient days, back in the golden age of their empire, had carved countless chambers, hallways, and passages from the living body of the tree. Rather than damaging the tree, the presence of the elves had caused it to thrive.

During the golden age of magic, before the disaster of the Sundering, the tree had been the great city of Highbough, the center of the elven empire of Galen. That was until the mage Parlax had caused the rent in reality known as the Sundering, and the world had changed forever.

All would have been dark in these underground corridors but for the torches that all the companions held. The orange light of the flickering flames held by Ralnor and Farlo illuminated the corridor admirably. Lana did not have a torch, keeping both of her hands free for her bow. The floor below their feet was flat, though it was carved from the living wood of the tree the same as the walls and ceiling. The walls were wet with damp and moss, but Ralnor noted how the floor was not slippery.

Whether this was because of some ancient magic spell or just because of the nature of the tree, Ralnor did not know. He was getting an odd feeling of familiarity as he progressed deeper underneath the old city despite the fact that he had never been here in living memory.

“Are you okay?” Sena asked.

“Yes,” Ralnor said slowly, coming out of a momentary dream-like state and realizing that he had stopped. “I feel rather strange,” he admitted after a moment. “I feel like I’ve been here before.”

“Perhaps we are getting close to the preservation chamber,” Lana suggested.

Ralnor’s eyes opened wide. “Yes, that must be it! I had never considered that. I was too young to remember anything about them consciously, but there must be some kind of residual memory in me that reminds me of being here before.”

“Do you want to continue?” Sena asked. She was clearly concerned for his wellbeing, and she came closer, looking into his eyes.

Farlo stamped his feet impatiently. “Surely we’re not going to turn back now?” he said. “If we are truly approaching the preservation chamber, it will be a great discovery if we can find it.”

“I wonder if there is anybody still in preservation there?” Lana wondered.

Sena glared at them both. “If Ralnor is not feeling well, we should go back. We cannot press on just to satisfy your sense of curiosity.”

“No, no, I’m fine,” Ralnor said. “To be truthful, I am as keen to see what might be in the preservation chamber as anybody. If indeed there are still people in preservation there, it would be a great discovery for us to make.”

“See?” Farlo said triumphantly, “Ralnor agrees.”

Sena laid a hand on Ralnor’s shoulder. “Just so long as you’re sure. It may be disturbing for you to come to the preservation chamber again, that was all I was thinking.”

“Thanks, Sena,” Ralnor said, smiling at her and putting a hand on her arm, “but I’ll be fine. Farlo’s right; we should press on.”

“I think I’ll take the lead, though,” Farlo said, looking closely at Ralnor. “Sena is right; you do seem a little off-color.”

Ralnor nodded and gestured ahead, letting Farlo take the lead. As he came along behind the big elf, Ralnor wondered what it was that was negatively affecting him.

Since the battle where he had closed the portal for the second time, Ralnor had felt good about things. He felt that he and his friends had done well and avoided a great catastrophe.

He felt good about his magic, as well. In previous times, when he had overextended himself in battle, he had paid for it afterwards with a reduction in his power. This time, he felt that he had used his powers within their limits and had not been obliged to suffer for it afterwards at all. On the contrary, since the battle, he had felt stronger than ever. He still practiced magic every day under the careful tutelage of Akhen, and he was content that his skills were as solid as they had ever been and were still improving.

But now, there was no doubt that he felt dizzy. He swayed a little, stopped, placed his hand on the wall of the tunnel, and then carried on. Sena looked at him with concern in her eyes but said nothing. Ralnor gave her a weak smile and carried on.

“Here’s a door,” Farlo called back to them.

“Can you hear anything beyond?” Ralnor asked.

Farlo leaned his ear against the door. There was a moment of silence, then he shook his head.

“I don’t think there’s anything in there,” Farlo said, “but how we’re going to get through this door, I don’t know.”

Ralnor looked and immediately understood what Farlo meant. At the end of the corridor, there was an enormous vaulted double door made of heavy wood. In the center of these doors, an ornate keyhole had been carved into the very wood. When Farlo pushed the doors, they did not budge.

“Locked,” Lana said. “And I would guess that the keys are, without doubt, in the possession of King Harald back in Suntower City in the Greenwood.”

“I wonder if there is some magic governing the lock or if we could break it?” Sena mused.

“I could try to smash it,” Farlo said a little doubtfully, looking up at the doors and hefting the weight of his sword in his hands, “but I would be afraid that there might be some magic spell on the doors that would harm me if I tried to break them open by force.”

Ralnor stepped forward, crossing the floor and placing the palms of his hands against the door. “I agree that trying to break them by force would be a bad idea. Even if there was not some magic governing them, the shock of the doors smashing open might be enough to disturb whatever magic governs the preservation chamber beyond—if that is indeed what is on the other side of this door.”

“We certainly would not want to do that,” Lana agreed. “I guess the only thing to do is to send to the Greenwood and ask the king for the key.”

“But that could take weeks!” Farlo protested. “There must be some other way.”

The others fell into a discussion on the merits of various plans. As they talked, Ralnor leaned against the door, feeling the texture of the wood under the palms of his hands. He still felt a little dizzy, but there was something about the cool wood against his skin that seemed to calm him and take the edge off the odd feeling that had assailed him as he approached the door.

The voices of his friends faded into the background as he leaned up against the wood of the great tree. The wood had been carved to make this corridor, created to form this door, the whole tree lovingly worked into the shape of a whole city by the hands of the elves. He almost fancied that he could feel the presence of those elves as strongly as he could feel his own magic.

The spirit in the air flowed into him, and he channeled it through his body as he had done a hundred times before. This was his magic. He was a conduit, a powerful channeling pathway for the spirit power in the world around him. Raw power flowed into him and then down through his body and into the floor as he grounded himself.

As the circuit was completed, Ralnor’s own magical abilities flooded into life.

Normally, his next act would be to channel that flow of magic into some spell, a blast of force, a jet of fire, or a crushing wave of freezing ice. This time, he did not channel it. He let the power move through him, enjoying the sensation of its powerful, unhindered flow, feeling its presence as it moved from the spirit, through his body, and down into the ground.

Suddenly, he felt his awareness of the tree around him surging. Its presence grew sharper in his mind. In the same way that he could feel the presence of a large animal in a nearby forest clearing, he now felt the presence of this mighty tree all around him. It had lain dormant for a long time—decades, even hundreds of years. All life force had retreated from the tree’s great outer limbs, curling up like an overwintering nut buried in the frozen earth. But now the Sundering portal had been removed from the tree, and the evil influence of that dark, unnatural magic was gone. There was no evil left in the upper reaches of the tree, and the tree’s life force had flooded out again, finding its way like an ever-increasing tide into the far reaches of the enormous structure of its body.

“You’re alive,” Ralnor said, very quietly.

“What?” Farlo asked, hearing him speak.

“Is he alright?” Ralnor heard Sena say. “He’s been acting really weird since we fought those goblins.”

Ralnor ignored them. Magic was flooding through him, increasing in strength and power as it connected with the huge life force of the ancient tree. He felt the tree regarding him with a long, slow, patient attention, and he felt its appreciation of his presence. It had no ill will toward Ralnor. He was the tree’s savior in a way. Because of Ralnor’s actions, the tree had the opportunity to grow again, to live, to put out leaves, and to have inhabitants living in the great halls and chambers that had been carved out from its wood.

The tree spoke to Ralnor.

The communication was not in words but in images and feelings. Ralnor gasped with the intensity and strangeness of the sensation. He could understand the tree. It was a being, a living creature with feelings, sensations, and a deep self-awareness of the world.

The tree was lonely; it missed the days when thousands of elves had populated the city within its body. The tree missed the days when music was played in its halls and magic was done in the castle on the upper levels. The tree missed the travelers, the merchants, the scholars, the soldiers, the politicians, and the many others who had once called Highbough home.

The tree was grateful to Ralnor, and it would do anything to get back to that state, where it was not a lonely and empty husk but a thriving and populated city.

“Will you open these doors for me?”

The tree assented, but on one condition. Ralnor knew what the condition was. There was no need for words; the thoughts flowed between them like water through ancient roots. The tree required Ralnor to reinstate the city, to bring elves back to live here again. The great tree city of Highbough wanted to be a city again. It wanted to be populated again.

Ralnor did not even consider refusing. “I will do it,” he said, quietly, and he felt the tree’s assent. “I promise.”

The lock clicked, and the wood all around them creaked like branches in the wind. A shiver ran through the corridor, and the doors swung open.

Ralnor staggered two steps forward and would have fallen if Farlo had not caught his arm.

“What was that?” Farlo asked urgently. “I felt the whole tree move. It shuddered as if it was waking up!”

“That is exactly what is happening,” Lana said in an awestruck voice. “Can you not feel it?”

As the double door swung open to reveal a way to the chamber beyond, Ralnor realized that she was right. All around them, the feeling of the great tree waking up was undeniable. They could all feel it. The very air seemed to crackle with new energy.

“Is it well disposed to us?” Farlo asked, sounding scared. Sena moved close to him, taking his arm and looking around with a fearful expression.

“It is more than well-disposed to us,” Ralnor said. “It is grateful. It understands that it is down to us that the evil influence of the Sundering portal has been vanquished. The tree is lonely. It misses the days when it was a great city. It has called on me to help it to reinstate itself as the center of a resurgent empire.”

“The center of a resurgent empire?” Farlo repeated, his jaw dropping wide in surprise. “And I take it you have agreed because this door has opened?”

Ralnor nodded, smiling. He shrugged. “It just kind of happened. I extended my magic into the wood and felt the life force of the tree. I did not expect it to happen, but when the tree begged me to bring people back here, I just agreed. I felt no doubt it was the right thing to do.”

“Poor old tree,” Lana said, looking around herself in wonder as if seeing the space she was in for the first time. “I understood that it had come back to life, but I did not realize it was really conscious. I have never imagined that it might be able to feel emotions like loneliness or the desire to become something that it no longer is.”

“I had not thought of it like that either,” Ralnor admitted. “Not until I felt the tree and connected with its spirit.”

“This will change things, I have no doubt,” Farlo said. “I only hope it will change things for the better,” he added with a doubtful look at Ralnor.

Sena punched him playfully in the arm. “I thought you were keen to have some new adventures,” she said. “However this turns out, it will certainly be a new and unexpected twist in the tale.”

“Come on,” Ralnor said, gazing through the newly opened doors into the chamber beyond. “Let’s go in here and see what secrets the great tree is revealing.”

Feeling suddenly much better, and buoyed up by the contact with the tree, Ralnor stepped forward. Lana handed him back the flaming torch that she had taken from him during his communion with the tree spirit. He thanked her, then lifted the torch up into the air so that its ruddy orange light illuminated the wide space beyond.

“Wow!” Farlo breathed. “This really must be the preservation chamber!”

The chamber into which they gazed was lofty and high-ceilinged like one of the cathedrals of the human cities that Ralnor had heard of in tales. There, it was said, huge buildings with gigantic columns and high roofs were made for the worship of human deities. Ralnor thought that they might be something like the scale of the enormous tree cities of the Greenwood, but he had never seen anything like it.

Now, he stood under the great vaulted dome of Highbough’s preservation chamber and gazed up at the beautiful carvings. He felt the tree’s regard as he stood there, its approval, and he understood that the tree had never allowed anyone else in here before, except the king.

The Master looked long for this chamber, Ralnor thought, understanding the thoughts that flowed to him from the tree, but he could never get in. Only those with good intentions can enter here because the tree has the final say on whether the door will open.

Suddenly, as they stepped into the chamber, white light flooded the space. The huge chamber was being lit by globes of some white substance, solid but opaque, like gigantic eggs. These hung at regular intervals about twenty feet from the floor, with no visible means of attachment to the ceiling. They shone with a pleasant, off-white light that diffused gently into the chamber, and the companions lowered their torches, gazing at the newly revealed sight before them.

Nine preservation pods were lined up opposite the door. Each one looked organic as if it had grown there as part of the very tree’s natural processes. A thick base like a hoary old buttress root held each pod, and these bases flattened at the top into a broad hollow that held the preservation pod itself.

Above this heavy buttress root base, where the base flattened out to create a hollow perhaps ten feet across, there was set a huge, globular egg. That was the only word Ralnor could use to describe it. It was like a great translucent egg filled with an opaque green liquid. Light shone through the walls of the egg, and within, all detail obscured by the opaque green liquid that filled the egg, there floated a reclining humanoid figure.

Fascinated, Ralnor walked slowly toward the nearest pod.

He leaned closer. He could not see the figure clearly, not even well enough to determine if it was a male or female human, elf, or some other creature. He saw the bulge of a head and a drooping blur that might have been fingers.

As he leaned closer, there was a low hissing sound, and the egg expanded. He stepped back in alarm. The egg swelled a little, hissing, then deflated again and went still.

Ralnor stood watching. About a minute later, the egg did it again.

“It’s breathing,” Lana said in a quiet voice behind him. “The egg is breathing to keep the inmate inside alive.”

Ralnor lifted a hand and gently touched the outside of the egg. The surface felt slimy to the touch, warm and biological.

Involuntarily, he shuddered.

“This one’s empty,” Farlo called.

He had walked to the other end of the row and was standing in front of the last pod in the line. True enough, this egg had been opened, a clear split along the lower right-hand edge. The egg itself seemed structurally sound still, and there was only a slight suggestion of collapse in its shape, and yet there was no denying it had been slit open. It was empty, and the liquid inside must have been dumped out onto the floor when the cut was made. Even now, there seemed to be a flaky green residue on the wood on that side, where the fluid in the egg had spilled out.

Ralnor got a strange tingling feeling in his chest. “I guess that must have been my one.”

It was a secret of Ralnor’s origin he had only found out when he was in what he at least thought of as his twentieth year of life. The king of the elves, King Harald III, had summoned Ralnor and told him the truth. That Ralnor’s father, Parlax, the greatest mage the world had ever known, had caused Ralnor to be placed in a preservation chamber before the great Sundering so that Ralnor would not have to suffer the great destruction that was wrought on the world in that calamity. Three hundred years had passed until one day the king himself had judged the time right and had returned to Highbough and entered the preservation chamber to remove Ralnor and have him raised a normal elf in Suntower City.

Ralnor had always thought he was an orphan until the king called him and told him the truth of it—on the day that Ralnor’s native magic, inherited from his father, had first manifested itself.

“It’s hard to believe that you slept here, just a little baby, for three hundred years,” Sena marveled. As a human, and as the most recent addition to their party, she was the one who found this tale most strange.

Among the elves, the legend of the preservation chamber was well known. Though many of them did not really believe in the existence of the chamber, the concept was not new to them.

For Sena, a human with a lifespan of eighty to a hundred years at the outside, the elven assumption of two hundred to three hundred years of life was unimaginable. To add to that the possibility of sleeping in stasis for three hundred years was almost more than she could get her head around.

Suddenly, she turned and grinned mischievously at Ralnor. “I guess that makes you by far the oldest person in the room, though,” she chuckled.

“I guess the only people who might beat me in that are these people who are still in the other pods—whoever they are,” Ralnor said, smiling. He’d never fully come to terms with the idea that he was—in a sense—over three hundred years old. He only remembered living twenty years, and that was still early youth for an elf, but in reality, he’d been born in a time before the great Sundering, when the world was a very different place to what it had become. “All I’ve known is this world, though,” he added. “I don’t feel three hundred years old.”

“You don’t look it either,” Lana said flirtatiously, and she leaned forward to give him a peck on the cheek.

Their romance was a new thing. They had developed feelings for each other early on in their friendship, but they had agreed that they had too much responsibility on their shoulders to think of their own happiness just yet. They had put off their feelings for one another—first, until the defeat of Malavax the Ice sorcerer, and then until the defeat of the Master, Malavax’s evil mentor.

But once the Master had been defeated, Lana had kissed Ralnor in the heat of the moment, and since that kiss, they had become closer. Their work was not done; their destinies were not complete. But they had this brief time together where there was no mission to do and no great enemy they had to defeat. They had taken advantage of this, and it had been a happy thing for both.

“I wonder who these others are?” Sena said, peering into the occupied preservation pods. “And how long have they been here? They look like adults, by the size of them, though I can’t see any details.”

“I have no idea,” Ralnor said. “I guess the king might know. In fact, unless it’s written down somewhere, I’d bet he’s the only person who knows anymore. He’s the only person I’m aware of who has lived through that whole time. After all, he was king at the time of the Sundering, and he is still king now.”

“Just how old is King Harald?” Farlo asked, gazing thoughtfully at the preservation pod nearest him, in which a murky figure bobbed sedately as the pod inflated and deflated with its strange breath.

“Hard to say,” Ralnor said. “At least three hundred and fifty years old, possibly even more. I don’t think he’s four hundred—I don’t know if any elf has lived to be four hundred—but he might be. Perhaps you’ll get the chance to ask him one day.”

Ralnor crouched down and laid his hands on the wooden floor, seeking again to commune with the spirit of the tree. Again, that strange flow of images, ideas, and emotions moved between them, and Ralnor was able to communicate that they would now leave, and the tree should lock the door behind them and not let anyone else in.

With one last look over his shoulder at the eerie pods and their mysterious inhabitants, the companions left the chamber. The doors closed behind them.

They traversed the corridors again, keeping an eye on their map. They passed the place where they’d fought the goblins. There was blood on the ground and the walls, and a scorch mark remained where Ralnor had used a fire spell, but the corpses were gone.

“There must be more in these tunnels,” Ralnor said, “and now that we’ve found the preservation chamber, our next job will be to root them out. I have a duty to this old tree city. I’ve made a promise, and I mean to keep it.”


Chapter 2

“You did what?” Akhen howled, almost leaping up and down in the air in his sudden amazement. “You made a promise to the tree?”

“That’s right,” Ralnor said. “And it’s a promise I intend to keep.”

“Oh, you’d better keep it,” Akhen said. “I don’t think you have the faintest idea what you’re dealing with, but oh, yes, I very much recommend you keep your promise to the tree! I dread to think what might happen if you do not, and I beg that you do not attempt to find out.”

Ralnor’s mentor, teacher, and friend, Akhen the half-elf, had the appearance of an old man, small, wrinkled, and with a pair of sharp, piercing eyes that now stared furiously out at Ralnor from his creased face.

He was dressed in a bizarre collection of robes, leathers, and furs. He had big boots on his feet and a small, flat hat on his head. He was clean-shaven, and despite his short stature—the top of his head only came up to Ralnor’s shoulder—he had broad shoulders and a powerful chest. Indeed, he had shown himself to have a surprising amount of raw physical strength when it was called for, but his main strength was in magic.

He had been Akhen the hermit for years beyond count, living an isolated existence in his cozy, homely cottage deep in the disputed lands to the north of Rayne’s Outpost.

When Ralnor, who was also a half-elf, had come to Akhen seeking instruction in his native magic, the old fellow had agreed, and they had been firm friends ever since. Now, as they stood together in the camp that the humans had erected in the open space between the city and the sea, Akhen’s eyes blazed with indignation.

Clearly, he knew more about this than Ralnor or his friends did.

“What’s the problem?” Ralnor asked, feeling a little annoyed. “Why shouldn’t I promise the tree that I will repopulate the city?”

“It seemed worth it to me to get the preservation chamber opened up,” Farlo added, a little defiantly.

Sena, standing by his side, nodded her agreement as well.

“Exactly,” Lana said, sticking up for Ralnor along with the others. “He only did it so that we could get the doors to the preservation chamber opened. Now that has happened, Ralnor can command the doors to that mysterious chamber to open and close as he desires. Surely, that is a good thing?”

Akhen glared at her, grumbled a few words under his breath, and then stomped around in a small circle before coming to stop in front of them again. His old eyes traveled across the faces of Ralnor and Lana and then Farlo and Sena as well. Slowly, as if against his better judgment, a smile grew on his face.

Suddenly, he threw his hands into the air and grinned from ear to ear, laughing abruptly. “It is good to see you four stick up for each other so. It gives me hope. And unwise as it was, it was a good thing that you did, making your promise to the tree—I have to admit it. You did not do it just to achieve your end of getting the preservation chamber opened, you also did it because you felt sympathy for the tree’s loneliness, did you not?”

“Almost more for that reason than any other,” Ralnor admitted.

“Aye, that’s the way of it,” Akhen said, sounding almost sad. “My young friends, do you know what the great tree of Highbough actually is?”

“Well, no,” Ralnor said, “not really.”

“Come with me,” Akhen said abruptly. “Let’s take a walk back through the camp.”

The army of humans, led by General Rizan, had arrived at the tree city by sea in a fleet of ships. These ships were now drawn up in a neat row, anchored a little way offshore. On the strip of sandy beach nearby, many smaller vessels were pulled up onto the sand, after having been used to bring the supplies and men from the ships to their landing on the beach.

On the wide, flat grassy plain that lay between the sea shore and the edge of the tree city, row upon row of neat white tents had been pitched: accommodation for the soldiers, their officers, and the supporting staff and hangers-on who went with the army. Within this camp, near a small hillock in the middle, Ralnor and his friends were staying in tents provided by the general and his soldiers.

This was where Akhen led them now, and they sat down together at a small table set up outside the tent for their use. The sun shone down on them, and the fresh wind off the sea was refreshing as it played with their hair and fluttered the fringes of their cloaks.

Akhen looked around at them all, sighed, and shook his head. “I should not have let you go off into the city without telling you this beforehand,” he began, “and there I must blame myself. But I did not think he would still be awake after all these years or still have his power to capture the loyalty of… well, I shall tell it to you from the beginning.”

The four nodded, and he settled back in his chair. “Long ago, even before the Sundering and the days of the greatness of the elves, of the empires, and of the great peace, there came to the world five powerful spirits. They were known first by their colors—the azure, the green, the red, the white, and the black—and they walked the land in the shape of people for a time, speaking to the different folk who lived in the world then and learning their ways. Eventually, they were drawn to different parts of the world that bore a resemblance to them—the azure to the sea, the green to the forest, and the red to the fires that burned in the hearths of the simple folk at night.”

He paused, closing his eyes for a moment.

“What about the other two?” Sena asked. “The white and the black? You never mentioned what happened to them?”

“The white spirit,” Akhen went on, “went up into the frozen north, to the mountains there, and he inhabited that region of deep cold where there are no people and barely even any animals. There in the depths of the land of permanent winter, he lost himself. And the spirit of darkness went down in the black depths of the world, far below the mountains and the populated lands, and disappeared there, too.”

“This is fascinating,” Ralnor said, “but what does it have to do with the great tree of Highbough?”

“It has everything to do with it,” Akhen said. “The great spirits were the formation of the world, and they brought awareness to the trees, the light, the dark, the waves, and the fire. They brought spirit and life to these places, and they made it so that people could tap into their power. They were the first originators of magic, and it was humanity tapping into the power of the five ancient spirits that allowed the people to have magic for the first time.”

“That was so long ago,” he continued, “that even the shape of the lands has changed since then. This land,” he gestured around himself, “used to be a great forest, but over time, one tree found favor with the green spirit and drew more and more power and size from him. Over time, the other trees all became one with the single great tree, and as the centuries passed, the one enormous tree became the dominant life form in this whole area, all the way across the plain out to the edge of the forest away over there.

The tree was blessed by the green spirit at first, but eventually, the green spirit could not separate himself from the tree. They became one being, the green spirit and great tree, and that kind of magic was drawn out of the rest of the world’s forests and became the provenance of only the single tree here: the Highbough.”

Ralnor turned and looked at the great tree city. It was a thousand feet tall, a huge, dark, bulbous mass, with enormous buttress roots at the base and a girth of nearly a mile at its thickest point. It grew upward, leaning out from the mountain behind it, all protruding masses of enormous burr and huge sweeping landscapes of ridged brown bark.

Now, it was covered in a faint haze of green. A million tiny leaves had burst out, now that the evil influence of the portal had been removed.

“So the green spirit… that’s what I communicated with when I was in the tree tunnel?” Ralnor said.

“Exactly,” Akhen replied. “The spirits were very powerful, very attractive. They drew people to them, elves and humans and animals alike, and the elves came to the great tree and turned their carving tools on it, burrowing in and carving halls and tunnels and great chambers out of the wood—as was their way when they created tree cities. They were happy to have found such an immense tree, and they loved being there with it. None of them truly understood what they were dealing with, I think. They just knew it was a huge tree and a great opportunity for building and occupation. They made it into the most impressive city in the known world, and the green tree spirit loved having them there.”

“But when the Sundering came, all that was ended?” Lana asked.

“Yes,” Akhen agreed sadly, nodding his head. “And I do not wonder that the spirit has felt lonely and misses the many people who used to populate his halls. But you, Ralnor, you have promised to the tree that you will repopulate it, and the tree spirit is mighty and powerful. You cannot afford to enrage it. I thought that such an ancient spirit might have gone away or maybe even died—such things can happen—in the long years since the Sundering. It turns out I was wrong about that.”

Ralnor frowned. “Akhen,” he said, “you told us that the spirits, when they first came, were the original progenitors of magic into the land. That surely means this spirit must have great magical power and may even be able to bestow such power on others. I draw my magic from the residual power in the air, left over from the days of the Sundering. But before the Sundering, you say that magic was drawn from the tree spirits?”

“That’s right,” Akhen said. “The magic we have today is not the magic of the ancients.” 

“So,” Ralnor continued, becoming excited, “if this green spirit still lives and has such power as you say he does, might that not mean that we could find him a source for that older magic? Could we rediscover the magic of ancient times?”

“Perhaps,” Akhen said doubtfully, “but so little is known about the magic of the old spirits that I am reluctant to recommend it as a course of action. However, it’s true what you say. The magic of the pre-Sundering days was thought to have vanished from the world, but your discovery that the tree spirit still lives suggests otherwise. Perhaps there might be a chance of bringing the old magic back, and we must not discount the fact.”

“For now,” Ralnor said, “it seems that I must turn my attention to the city. It would be good to reestablish it.”

“But what about the Black Spire?” Farlo asked. “And the king on the marble throne in Tullian’s Vale? Venetia, the land of the humans, needs to be liberated from the influence of the evil mages.”

Ralnor spread his hands wide. “We can’t do anything about that at present,” he said. “We don’t have enough soldiers to take the human kingdom by force, even if we wanted to. We might go there ourselves, but he does not know enough about what is going on there to take on the many threats that we would face. Also, we must speak with King Harald. He must be informed that the evil has been driven out of Highbough—mostly, at least—and he must be given the option of choosing what he will do next. Sena, what do you think?”

Sena nodded, albeit a little reluctantly. She was a human, a deserter from the Black Spire, that evil college of mages that had taken such control in the human realms, and she was a member of the brave resistance group known as the Restoration, who were rebelling against the Spire’s influence on the human king and his court.

“It will take some time for the agents of the Restoration to communicate with each other and to understand that King Harald III of the elves really is prepared to have complete peace with the humans,” she said. “And even then, it’s not certain what the leaders of the Restoration will choose to do with that news and how they will choose to proceed. They may decide that it’s time to move into open revolt against the Marble Throne, or they may try to consolidate their position first. Whatever they do, there’s little we can do right now directly to aid them. I believe that you’re right, Ralnor, and the best thing we can do right now is to consolidate our position and focus on what we can improve here. If we can restore Highbough to even a part of its ancient glory, it will go a long way to convincing the humans that peace is better than war.”

“I think you’re right, Sena,” Farlo said. “The humans will be more willing to overthrow the power of the Spire and reestablish communications with the elves if they hear that the city of Highbough has been re-established.”

They all agreed that it was the right thing to do. Even without Ralnor’s impulsive promise to the immensely powerful tree spirit, the re-founding of Highbough was a noble goal, and it was something that everyone wanted to see. Even Akhen, despite his initial resistance, had come around to the idea. The idea of rediscovering the magic of the ancients seemed to have taken root in his mind, and he sat gazing thoughtfully toward the tree city as the others talked.

Ralnor summoned General Rizan to their camp and sat with him on the hillock, looking up at the huge tree city as it glowed green with new growth in the bright sun.

“I’m in support of the idea,” Rizan said after Ralnor had explained to him that he planned to undertake the re-founding of the city. “My soldiers are deeply unwilling to return to Tullian’s Vale at present. They fear falling under the influence of the Black Spire’s magic again, and they fear punishment by the agents of the Spire if they return. I confess that I feel the same. Anyway, I’ve thrown in my lot with you, and so my men and I would no doubt be tried as traitors if we returned. I have no desire to fight other humans, and I have no desire to see my men punished. They are good, loyal soldiers, and they do not deserve any ill-treatment at the hands of foul sorcerers.”

“So, you’ll stay and help me?” Ralnor said.

“I placed myself and my men at your command, Ralnor,” the general said. “But yes, even if I had not done that, I would stay and help you willingly.”

“The first thing we must do, then,” Ralnor said, “is to establish a more permanent presence here.”

He drew out a piece of paper covered in fine black lines drawn in ink. This was the first draft of a map of the area around Highbough. The map was the work of Cowan, a human scout who had come with Sena from the land of the humans.

Ralnor pointed to the map and the clumps of young woodland that sprang up at the edges of the flat plain, where the influence of the tree spirit ended.

“You must send out detachments of soldiers through the area,” he said to Rizan. “Here, and here, you see that the woodland has grown up thickly and gives onto continuous forest out to the south. To the southwest, the way is barred by the river and the great waterfall at Thunder Falls, but in that direction, there are several ancient bridges where a crossing could be made. Send men to those bridges to map their locations accurately and bring back a detailed report of their condition.”

General Rizan nodded, his face lighting up at the prospect of action. He was a man who appreciated getting things done, that was clear, and these last few weeks of inaction had chafed at him. “I’ll see to it at once. Anything else?”

“Yes,” Ralnor said, smiling. “Lots. I want the whole length of the river scouted, from the bay here to the bottom of Thunder Falls. Akhen said that there is a way around the falls, a smaller waterway that boats can use to bypass the obstacle presented by the waterfall. Find that, map it, and bring the reports back. To the south, men should scout the trees and kill any monsters they find—if they can. The monsters that came from the portal before its closing fled into the forest, but they might not have gone far. There’s more.; I’ll want hunting parties, teams of scouts to guard against intrusion, and groups of men to help in clearing and mapping the upper levels of the city, but we’ll get to that. For now, let’s concentrate on securing our boundaries.”

“Right,” the general said. “I’ll give the orders, and we’ll get started straight away.”

Ralnor sent word that he wanted to speak to Anaxis, the leader of a village of half-elves who had become their allies on the road. In an unexpected development, Ralnor and his companions had discovered the existence of many settlements of these half-elf people in the lands south of Highbough. They were the descendants of the Dernwaith people—a legendary folk thought to have been lost entirely after the Sundering.

To everyone’s surprise, it appeared that the Dernwaith had not, in fact, disappeared, but they were living peacefully in the wild lands, unknown to anybody. And to their even greater surprise, it turned out that these Dernwaith people, were, in fact, half-elf, half-human people with a powerful propensity for magic.

In the realm of the elves, and in the lands of the humans, half-elf, half-human people were derisively called ‘hybrids’ and were scorned and looked down upon. This partly explained both Akhen’s long hermitage and Ralnor’s struggles as he grew up in Suntower City in the Greenwood. But out here, in lands that had remained unexplored since the Sundering, the Dernwaith just saw themselves as normal. They lived peacefully, in isolated villages scattered throughout the lands, crafting, hunting, and not getting involved in any of the dramas or politics that had afflicted the lands farther south.

Now, however, they had allied themselves with Ralnor and his friends, and Akhen had taught them magic, which they needed to defend their villages from the monsters that had been newly released into the forests through the Master’s evil plotting.

Anaxis, the leader of the Dernwaith people, was a tall, austere-looking half-elf with a wise face and a careful, thoughtful way of speaking. He came and sat at the table with General Rizan and Ralnor.

“Anaxis,” Ralnor said, “the world is changing, and the lands are no longer safe for the Dernwaith people. I have no desire to forcibly empty the villages, but I want to extend an offer to the Dernwaith that they may come here to Highbough for safety if they desire.”

Anaxis nodded thoughtfully. “I think it’s wise,” he said. “I’ll make the proposal to the people. Some of my folk can go back to the villages in the riverlands and bring them the offer.”

“Excellent,” Ralnor said. “And there is one other thing, a bigger mission that someone must undertake. Somebody will need to go back to the lands of the elves and inform King Harald what has happened. We must tell him that we are going to re-establish the population at Highbough, and he should send settlers from the Suntower City. The more people we can have moved in here the better.”

General Rizan looked at the sky. It was clear, but there was a crisp nip to the air that had not been there when they’d arrived a few weeks before. In the distance, off to the east, the first snow had come to the mountains.

“Winter will be coming soon,” the general said. “It comes quickly to these lands. I’ll see to the messengers at once, for it seems wise to me that any messengers should get on the road as quickly as possible.”

“And I,” Ralnor said, “will write a second, secret message to the king to inform him that we have gained access to the preservation chamber and to ask him for any information he can give about the occupants of the pods. I want to know who is there and whether or not it might not be wise for me to consider opening the pods and rejuvenating the occupants.”

Akhen had strenuously warned against any precipitous action in this regard. They had no idea who the people in the chamber might be, and for all they knew, they might be powerful mages with their own agendas, who desired power for their own sakes. The destabilizing influence of such people appearing on the scene might be dangerous, and Ralnor agreed that they should understand exactly what they were dealing with before opening any more of the preservation pods.

The orders were carried out quickly. General Rizan put together a few parties of men, and it was agreed that these should accompany representatives of the Dernwaith people, who would travel through the villages in the northland and bring the message that Highbough was open for business and was seeking residents.

Next, Ralnor wrote letters to King Harald III of the elves and to Commander Rayne of the outpost, telling them both in detail what had happened.

“Winter is approaching,” he said to Lana, who sat with him in the tent as he wrote by candlelight as the evening of that long day of planning and preparation ended. “These letters must get to Rayne’s Outpost as quickly as possible.”

“Who will you send?” she asked.

“Cowan,” Ralnor decided. “The human scout is the most reliable traveler in this group. I had considered whether to ask you or Farlo to go, but I don’t want to be parted from either of you at the moment, and it would be unfair to ask Sena to leave on this mission, now that she and Farlo…” he trailed off, smiling.

Lana grinned, and Ralnor matched her smile as he rolled his letters up and pressed his ring into the wax to act as his identifying seal.

“How long do you think it will take before we hear back?”

“Hard to say,” Ralnor said with a shrug. “The messengers will go first thing in the morning, but what adventures they might encounter on the way, it’s hard to tell. But there’s plenty for us to be getting on with in the meantime. While we’re waiting, we have preparations to make if we’re going to be accepting new inhabitants.”

They began those preparations at the top of the city. Ralnor, rested and now certain of his path, sent out parties of soldiers in groups of ten to scout the surrounding landscape and hunt for food, and other groups of ten were dispatched to explore and map the upper reaches of the great tree city.

Inside the tree itself, things were changing. The wooden walls had been dark, cold, and as lifeless as stone, but now everywhere within the city, there was a feeling of warmth, of lightness, and of motion. Deep creaks could be heard within the body of the tree as if there were breaths being taken, limbs being stretched, and sap running in broad veins deep within walls of living wood that had lain dry for countless years.

The work parties mapped the top three levels of the city, and then Ralnor set them to clearing the rubble. In the course of the battle, and with the destruction of the portal, the stone sorcerer’s castle that had sat atop the city had been completely destroyed.

The blast had carved a chunk out of the side of the mountain and had knocked great lumps out of the top level of the tree itself. There was a great deal of rubble scattered through the top two floors, some even on the third floor down. Here, in these top floors, the body of the tree lay hard by, close to the mountain, and the rooms and halls were partly carved from the tree and partly from the stone of the mountain.

Clearing the rubble was a laborious process, but the human soldiers set about the job with relish. They had been on a long journey to get here and had suffered embarrassment and humiliation when they’d found that they’d been tricked and enchanted by sorcerers to make them fight. The men Ralnor gave orders to now took a new sense of purpose and self-worth from the work he assigned them, and Ralnor smiled to hear the happy shouts of the work parties as they moved from room to room, clearing, cleaning, exploring, and discovering.

Outside, Ralnor set some soldiers the task of fishing the waters around the bay in their little boats, then others to build smokehouses for drying and smoking meat and fish, laying in provisions against the oncoming of winter. Some were sent to find pastures of good arable ground close to the city, and he was pleased when he began to receive reports that workable farmland had been discovered, with even the remains of walls and fences still visible from when it had been previously worked.

He set men to clear the ground, explore the area, repair the walls, and get the land ready for sowing in the springtime.

Fresh water was an issue. Soldiers marched from the top of the river to the city continually, carrying buckets of water to supply the needs of the encamped army. There were five hundred soldiers and another hundred and fifty non-combat staff, and including Ralnor’s party and the Dernwaith, the encampment’s population was a little over seven hundred souls. The maintenance of seven hundred people required a lot of food and water, and so Ralnor was very pleased indeed when, a week or so after the exploration and cleaning had begun in earnest, he received reports that a deep well had been uncovered in a courtyard just outside the edge of the city.

He immediately went down to inspect it with Lana.

The clanging of hammers told Ralnor that Farlo was at work in the smithy he had created not far from the main entrance to the city. Here, the tree’s enormous roots sheltered acres of fertile ground between the plain and the mountain. Tunnels had been bored through the roots, creating paths that connected the acres of ground.

From the outside, these areas were completely hidden, but once they had been discovered, Ralnor and his explorers realized that there were extensive areas of sheltered, worked land here that could quickly be brought back into productive use.

“And there is a well in each one,” General Rizan said, excited at his discovery. He led Ralnor through one of the carved pathways through a tree root, and they stepped out into the first of the protected garden areas. Rizan gestured proudly to where a group of soldiers was working diligently to clear decades of bramble from the head of a fine, stone-lined well.

“The water is clear and swift-flowing still,” Rizan said, “and we’ve discovered another well in each of the garden areas.”

“You’re calling them gardens?” Lana asked with a smile, looking at the overgrown acre that was protected on every side by wall-high tree roots.

Rizan shrugged. “These areas are so well-sheltered, and they’ve obviously been carefully cultivated in the past. It seemed the right thing to call them.”

“How many are there?” Ralnor asked.

Rizan consulted a map in his hand. “We’ve mapped fifteen for certain,” he said, “and there are another thirty at least that we’ve not mapped properly. Once you get farther back toward the mountain, the roots create a kind of grid, and in each square of the grid, there is another acre or so of ground. It’s really marvelous. I don’t know how many we’ll find in total, but it seems that the whole space between the open plain and the side of the mountain is covered in these cultivated garden spaces.”

“I suppose that at the city’s peak, these spaces must have produced a lot of food for the populace,” Lana said. “There will be no problem growing food for the new arrivals when the spring comes.”

Rizan frowned. “There is only one problem,” he said. “My men and I have no knowledge of farming.”

Ralnor chuckled. “Don’t worry about that,” he said. “The Dernwaith people are experienced at farming in this climate. They know the seasons and what grows well and what does not. Your men are good hunters, and that is how we’ll feed ourselves this winter. When spring comes, I hope that we will have a large population with varied skills and abilities to work the land around here.”

The area nearest the walls had become the focus of the works over recent days. There were several entrances to the tree city here, from the huge, grand central gate to the smaller side gates that led through buttress root paths into smaller chambers running parallel to the central entrance hall. Inside this ground level was as labyrinthine and confusing as any of the others—probably more so, in fact.

The ground floor acted as the bridge between the three main sections of the city. The first of these three sections was the upper level, where many small rooms and grand hallways looked out over the impressive views of the plain and the sea beyond.

The second was what Ralnor thought of as the inner rooms—the warren of hallways and corridors that had no external windows and burrowed through the tree’s mighty body back to—and even into—the very stone of the mountain itself.

Of these two, the rooms of the inner section were by far the most numerous. There were hundreds of rooms here, and Ralnor guessed it would take a long time—maybe even years—to uncover and clean them all out. The city was in a terrible mess after all these years of neglect, and he felt a surge of satisfaction and excitement at the prospect of the changes that might be wrought here in the coming years and decades.

The third section of the city was the underground levels, and here, as they had already found, there was quite a different experience to be had.

Ralnor had the soldiers concentrate their efforts on the upper levels of the city as these offered the most pleasant accommodations for new residents, and they seemed to have been least occupied by monsters over the years of desertion.

However, he was still fascinated by the lower levels. Only he, Lana, Farlo, and Sena had been down there so far, and Ralnor wanted to keep it that way. The levels below ground were the most dangerous as they were the only place in the tree city where monsters still abounded in any serious numbers.

The main entrance to the lower levels—that they had found so far, at least—was near to the grand city gateway. Through a narrow corridor and down a flight of steps one came to a barred gate, a lattice of wrought iron with a fist-sized setting in the middle. The setting, once, would have contained a gemstone, but it had long been pillaged.

The key to this gate had been found, lying abandoned under a stack of rotting furniture in the guardroom nearby. Ralnor had kept it.

After the first few stages of the cleanup had been set in motion, he turned his attention again to the lower levels. There, he knew, he would find the opportunity for combat.


Chapter 3

Ralnor and Lana slipped through the gate and down into the stairwell below. As soon as they got below ground level, they became aware of the blackness, the thick shadow of darkness that had slipped down into these lower levels.

For all the time that they had been aware of the city, they had seen the thick pall of black shadow that had shrouded the outer surface of the great tree. Now that the portal had been closed and its evil influence removed, the black shadow had vanished from the upper levels, but it seemed to have sunk down into the depths of the city’s internal chambers. The whole underground section of the city—a large and extensive area only very partially mapped by Ralnor and his friends at this point—was full of this shadow that seemed thick enough to reach out and touch.

There was a choking sensation in the air down here and a sense of present evil. Damp clogged the air, and the atmosphere was cloying and unpleasant. Thankfully, however, the thick, black shadow did not seem to have any direct impact on Ralnor and his friends, though Sena had, after her first foray down here, felt ill and been unwilling to venture into the shadow again.

The atmosphere in these lower levels was very different from that of the upper levels. Up above, all was clear sunlight shining through freshly cleaned windows. Voices of human workers rang out joyously, and the sounds of men engaged in productive tasks filled the air.

Down here, it was as dank and gloomy as a tomb.

“I miss Farlo’s strong arm down here,” Lana said, “but that greatsword of his is no good for tunnels such as these. No room to swing.”

“For my part, I miss Sena and her straight sword as much as I miss her light magic,” Ralnor said. “But their work is needed above, and it’s fair enough that they don’t want to come down here. Sena was not keen on being down here after last time.”

“Remember, Ralnor,” Lana said, “if we come up against anything we can’t handle, we just get out of here. No heroics, okay?”

“You are as cautious as Akhen,” Ralnor teased, then he became serious. “Don’t worry. I want to map these chambers and find out what is happening with this foul shadow. I’m willing to fight monsters if we come across them, but I’m with you. If things start to get crazy, we leave. I’ve not come this far just to die now.”

“Good,” Lana said. She slapped him on the shoulder. “Let’s get moving then.”

They spent the next hour uneventfully enough. As Ralnor had noted earlier, most of the passages split into threes at regular intervals. He and his friends had always chosen the left-most passage at these junctions, and that had led them eventually to the preservation chamber. Today, Ralnor wanted to explore some smaller passages he’d noticed, leading off from the larger ones that led to the chamber.

It was around here that they’d come across that nest of goblins, and Ralnor wanted to know if there were more.

“If there are more goblins living in the tunnels, I want them out,” he said. “There is no space in this city for creatures like that.”

It was not long before they found evidence of what they were looking for.

They had followed one of the side tunnels to where it ended in a small, square room. Ralnor held up his torch and looked around.

“There,” Lana said quietly. “Up at the back of the chamber.”

Ralnor looked and saw where she was pointing. A hole had been dug through the back of the chamber—not a neatly carved and carefully-finished doorway such as the rest of the lower levels were made from but a ragged hole that looked as if it had been dug through the back of the wall by something with sharp claws—as, indeed, it probably had.

“The entrance to a goblin lair,” Ralnor said. “No doubt about it. Come on, let’s take a closer look.”

They moved up to the hole and peered through. It was low, too low for them to walk through while standing upright.

“Do you have the bait?” Lana said.

Ralnor nodded. In a leather satchel over one shoulder, he had a heavy sack. He drew it out, then crouched, flipping the canvas open and drawing out a few rough cuts of venison—which the soldiers sent out on hunting parties were mostly bringing back. The deer were numerous enough that they could afford to use a little of the meat for this mission. Ralnor dropped the venison around the entrance to the goblin tunnel and then retreated to the doorway.

His twin swords had always been his favorite choice when it came to weapons, but as a Ranger, he was, of course, handy with a bow as well. On the other hand, the bow was Lana’s go-to weapon. Together, the two Rangers retreated to the entrance of the tunnel, leaving their torches in the sconces within the room.

Ten minutes passed, then twenty, but just as they were about to give up, they heard a scuffling noise from within the passage they were watching. Both Rangers crouched and half-drew the arrows in their bows. Lana had three more arrows sitting on the ground before her, ready to lift and fire in quick succession.

A dark figure emerged from the tunnel. It moved like a rat, sniffing the air, wary, the glint of dull, poorly maintained steel in its hand. A goblin, small, gray-skinned, with big, bugging eyes like an insect and a cruel, thin mouth.

Hissing breath came from between the creature’s sharp teeth.

The goblin came out, looked around, and then a moment later, four more emerged from the tunnel. They all moved warily toward the bait.

Ralnor and Lana let off their arrows at the same time.

The arrows whizzed through the air, and another two were flying before the first two had found their mark. The fifth goblin was about to flee back into the tunnel, but Ralnor flung a throwing knife from his belt, and the creature staggered and toppled to the ground.

Ralnor was about to move forward and drag the corpses out of the room when something happened. A strange feeling overtook him, and a moment later, there was a rushing sound in his ears.

It was magic.

The tree spirit was suddenly all around him. As before, it was impossible to know what was actually being said by the spirit; Ralnor simply felt its presence, powerfully close to his mind, ideas and emotions flooding through him as he came close to the spirit and spoke to it.

The spirit was offering him something, making some change in the environment so that he could see… what?

The light changed, the ruddy torchlight supplemented by the glow of a strange white light that suffused the small chamber. There was a feeling, too… a sensation of power emanating from the fallen corpses of the goblins, and three of the five had a bright light coming directly from their chests.

“Ral?” Lana asked, using the shortened version of his name that only his closest friends used. “What is it? Are you unwell?” Lana’s voice was full of concern. The overwhelming feeling of magical connection had overcome Ralnor for a moment, but now it had passed, and he was looking into the chamber and wondering, just as Lana was, what the strange lights in the chamber might be.

“You see them?” he asked.

“Of course,” she replied. “But what are they? Some kind of manifestation of the souls of these creatures? I didn’t think goblins had souls as such.”

“I don’t know,” Ralnor said, “but…”

He did not have time to finish his sentence. A moment later, something burst from the goblin corridor—something big and angry.

“A goblin champion!” Lana cried. The creature, three times the size of its usual counterpart, was an ogre-like creature, all tooth and claw and muscle and armed with a stabbing spear and a broad shield. A crowd of smaller goblins rushed up behind it, all screaming their foul battle cries and brandishing blades. All further discussion of the strange lights would have to wait.

The goblin champion roared as it sprang from the chamber, and Ralnor immediately summoned his Ranger’s Magic. The power derived from spirit flowed through him, grounding to the earth through his feet. He was the conduit for the power, and as the connection through his body snapped into place, he was able to channel the force of it into a magic spell that rushed from his hands out into the world in the shape he chose.

That shape was force. This was his signature magic, the beginning of his mage’s repertoire, and the first spell he’d ever manifested. Back then, it had been accidental, an instinctive response in the face of the threat of imminent death. Now, after years of practice, the spell was blade-sharp, a powerful blast that thundered out with the force of a lightning strike and the focus of a practiced sword stroke.

The goblin champion did not even manage to get halfway across the chamber. Ralnor’s thunderous force blast flung the creature back against the wall, smashing the life out of it with a single strike. Blood splashed across the back wall, and the goblin crashed to the ground, its spear falling with a clatter as its lifeless body flopped in a heap.

Lana was in the chamber in an instant as the confusion caused by Ralnor’s destruction of the champion sent the other goblins into a panic. She had a straight sword in her hand, and it swung and hissed through the air with terrible speed. Goblin heads and limbs and blood filled the little chamber, and every second or third one that fell shimmered and manifested a glowing light around the middle of its chest.

By the time Ralnor had put his bow on his back, drawn his twin swords, and allowed his magic to refill after the force blast, the chamber was empty of any living goblins.

“How about a bit of an exploration in this tunnel now?” Lana suggested, peering in. “My guess is that there won’t be many more.”

Ralnor looked at the bloody room. It was hard to count for sure in the gloom, but he estimated there were twenty or twenty-five dead goblins scattered across the chamber.

“Let’s do it,” he said. “But let me go first. That tunnel is narrow, and I can clear it with a force blast if necessary.”

“Right,” Lana said. Ralnor had to bend to get into the tunnel, but he did so, and then he walked along awkwardly, his swords held out in front of him. The swords were imbued with a plant called Channelwort. As the name suggested, the plant reacted with magic, and having its essence distilled and then added to the blades during the smithing process allowed Ralnor to use the swords as a vector for magic—much as the mages of the old legends might have used a magic wand or a staff. This genius of implanting weapons and armor was Farlo’s innovation, and he had used it to good effect on several occasions.

There was no sound or movement from up ahead. The swords glowed with a steady green light as Ralnor let the magic move through him and flow into the enchanted blades. He did not cast a spell, but the blades were full of magic and ready to cast immediately if it was needed.

The tunnel was narrow and low, and it wound through the wood of the great tree without any apparent plan. However, no other passages went off from either side. The only sign of any inhabitants were the piles of goblin dung that lay by the walls of the corridor at regular intervals.

After a few minutes of this uncomfortable progress, they came out into a larger chamber. This, clearly, was the nest of the goblins.

Lana coughed, gagged, then covered her face with a fold of her cloak. “That smell,” she said.

There certainly was an obscene stench. The goblin nest was filled with straw and rags that had been collected by the creatures to sleep upon, and the collected filth of generations of the vile monsters was piled up against the carved walls of the chamber. Bones and scraps of meat lay about the place, but there was no sign of any goblins.

“Looks like we cleared them out,” Lana said. “I’ll just have a look at—”

But her words were interrupted by a sudden shriek erupting from the back of the cave. Emerging from the pile of rags came a hideous apparition, a tall creature, pale, with light grey skin and long, white hair. The eyes glowed as brightly as lamps, and the teeth gleamed terribly.

For a moment, Ralnor thought it was some kind of ghost, but then Lana cried out, “The goblin queen!” and he knew that she was right.

Goblins worked like this: a hive mind, the nest all operating to the will of a single individual, usually a breeding queen. No goblin had a will of its own, except the queen. This was one of the reasons why, unlike other monstrous creatures of the wilds such as troll men, the goblins never had much ambition. One never heard of goblins taking command of large areas or mounting planned attacks against populations of humans, elves, or others. Rather, a goblin nest would occupy some small space like the ruins of an old city or castle, and they would live there preying on whatever creatures or foolish travelers came within their reach.

The goblin queen would be a magical being, that was for sure. The magic that they used to control their brood was different from the magic that Ralnor used to cast spells—different by far. The goblin magic was a subject about which little was known.

But Ralnor knew that the queen would have other attacks, both magical and physical, and she would have to be neutralized quickly.

“Has she got eggs?” Lana said. “Can you see?”

Ralnor looked but couldn’t see anything that looked like eggs. “Is that how goblins work?” he said, amazed. “By laying eggs?”

“Now is not the time for a lesson in goblin reproductive systems,” Lana said. “Look out, she’s going to attack!”

Ralnor was not particularly worried. He’d faced off against some pretty extreme enemies before, and even this enraged monster would not be too much of a challenge for his magic. He braced, letting force magic run to his swords. Then, as the goblin queen struck with her magic, he flung up a force field in front of himself and Lana, expecting the queen's spell to bounce harmlessly off the shield.

And it did. But he was not expecting what came next.

Like having a warm blanket torn roughly away, Ralnor felt his powers leave him. His force field vanished, the running flow of spirit coming in from the world and down through his body to his feet and out. He stumbled backward, bereft of his spells, but his Ranger training kicked in. He was equipped to deal with sudden shocks. It was important for a Ranger to be able to handle sudden changes in circumstance, and this was no different from finding one had lost a sword or had unexpectedly run out of arrows.

Or so, at least, he told himself.

The goblin queen shrieked in evil glee and darted forward, her talons whirring through the air as she slashed at the stunned Ralnor. Lana, her sword in her hand, leaped to put herself in front of Ralnor. “What’s wrong with you?” she cried as she smashed aside the goblin queen’s vicious strokes.

He could not put it into words. The sudden vanishment of his magic was too much to explain. Instead, he just gripped his swords and moved up beside her. He saw her noticing that his swords no longer glowed, and he saw her eyes widen at that as she realized the implications.

“No magic,” he said, his voice coming out in a gasp as he parried another blow from the goblin queen, then followed up with a back-handed stroke from his right-hand blade. “No spells.”

“Understood,” she said, nodding once.

They would have to work together tactically to defeat the monster. She was like a snake—most unlike the other goblins they had encountered. Her arms were horribly long and were tipped with great jagged claws that dripped gleamed wet as she whipped them through the air.

Ralnor’s gaze homed in on those gleaming wet claws. They were wet with some kind of poison, he guessed. Even as he had the thought, he saw a drop fall from them and land on the floor. There was a little puff of smoke and the ground bubbled for a moment where the drop had landed.

The goblin queen’s teeth were sharp, and they flashed with an evil smile as she suddenly launched herself from the back of the cave and charged at the pair. Lana stood her ground, but a flicker of her eyes told Ralnor what she was about to do.

She feinted to the right, and the goblin followed her, mouth wide and eyes blazing with inhuman rage. Ralnor ducked in behind the goblin queen, taking advantage of the opening Lana had created for him as he darted up and swung at the back of the creature’s neck.

But she was terrifyingly fast. Perceiving that she had been tricked, she ducked suddenly, then, with a slash at Lana that forced the night elf back a pace, she whirled and drove Ralnor back with a flurry of blows.

Those poison claws looked like they would mean very bad news if he was even scraped by them. Droplets of the thick green liquid flew from them as he parried, and the droplets scattered his face and hands. They burned like tiny pin-pricks of fire, and Ralnor yelled in pain and disgust as the green poison burned his skin.

Then there was a sudden whizzing noise, and the goblin queen arched her back and threw her hands in the air. A black-feathered arrow protruded from her back. Lana had loaded and fired her bow with lightning quickness, and she now had another shot nocked and ready. Ralnor, not wanting to get any more of the green poison on himself, did not step up to finish the goblin queen off with a sword thrust, tempting though it was.

He stepped back as the queen shuddered. Lana’s second arrow thudded through the goblin queen, the black shaft punching out through the queen’s chest. The goblin queen shuddered once and then fell forward on her face, dead.

“That was a near thing,” Lana said. “What happened to your magic?”

“It was the effect of her spell,” Ralnor said, gesturing to the fallen queen. “I didn’t know goblins could do that, but something she did nullified my magical abilities, making it impossible for me to channel spirit anymore.”

He lifted his swords, seeing their green radiance flicker back into life. “My magic’s coming back,” he said. “The spell has been broken by the goblin queen’s death.”

He sheathed his swords, drew a cloth from his belt pouch, and dampened it with a bit of cold water from his drinking flask before wiping his face and hands. “That is some serious poison,” he said, “but it seems to wipe off easily enough.” There were angry red blotches on his skin where the foul liquid had touched him, but the pain lessened as soon as he wiped his skin clean.

“It would be a different story if you got it into your bloodstream, I’d bet,” Lana said. She looked thoughtfully at the fallen body of the goblin queen. “Now, what are these lights?”

She pointed, and Ralnor looked where she indicated. As had happened with some of the goblins outside, there was a bright light gleaming up steadily from the middle of the goblin queen’s back.

Ralnor moved toward the body, somewhat warily, and crouched down. “I’ve never seen the like of it before,” he said, “and yet it gives me a strange sense of familiarity as if I have seen it before, even though I know I haven’t. Does that make sense to you?”

“Not in the least,” Lana said cheerfully. She crouched down beside him and reached a hand out toward the light. She held her hand there, palm up, for a moment, but nothing happened. The strangest thing was that the light didn’t illuminate her hand. It was more as if it shone through her skin.

“That’s weird,” she said, moving her hand away and rubbing it thoughtfully. “You try.”

Ralnor shrugged. “Okay,” he said and reached forward to place his hand over the light as Lana had done.

Immediately, a heavy pulling sensation came from the amulet around his neck. “The Amulet of Shem!” he said. “This light is affecting the amulet!”

The Amulet of Shem—one of the five chalices of the gods that were scattered throughout the world—had been found by Ralnor and his friends in a temple tomb complex in the uninhabited lands between the human lands and the lands of the elves. It had an immense power of healing, but it could only be used once before needing to be ‘recharged’ using a technique that Ralnor did not know.

Now, he pulled the amulet out from where it had nestled against his skin. It hung heavy around his neck, and pulling it out he found that it glowed with a strange, reddish luminescence.

“Whatever this is,” he said, “it’s affecting the amulet.”

As he spoke, the light in the goblin queen’s body changed. It increased in intensity and brightness, and something rose out of the corpse toward Ralnor’s hand.

“It looks like a shard of crystal,” Lana said, “but it’s so bright! I can barely stand to look at it!”

The shard floated up as if guided by an invisible hand. Ralnor turned his own hand, palm upward, and the shard floated up past his hand and then came to settle in his palm. Lana was right; it was hard to look at.

Ralnor gazed at it, his eyes open despite how bright the thing was. It resembled a shard of broken glass, about as long as the palm of his hand and the width of a thin dagger blade. It was white; Ralnor had never seen anything so white. The light was like staring at the sun on a cloudy day—not quite so bright that he could not physically keep his eyes open, but bright enough to leave a powerful after-image and make the world around seem darker when he looked away.

He closed his fist.

Immediately, the Amulet of Shem, which was around his neck but now hanging outside his clothing, glowed a bright scarlet and vibrated. There was a tingling sensation in his hand, and when he opened his fist again, there was no sign of the shard.

“The amulet!” Lana said, amazed. “And the shard has vanished!”

The light had disappeared from the chamber. As he held his hand out, Ralnor felt the power of the strange shard run up his arm and flood into the amulet, where it sat like potential magic waiting to be used.

“Woah,” he said. “This is a new development for sure. The amulet absorbed the power of the shard!”

“Let’s go out and collect the others,” Lana said, eagerly.

Ralnor was also not particularly keen to hang about in this reeking goblin den, but he also was not ready to leave just yet.

“One moment,” he said. He picked up a goblin spear that was lying against the wall. It was a crude thing, not the kind of weapon he would have ever wanted to use, but it would do for his purposes just now. He reached over and prodded with the spear at the pile of rags and other litter that filled up the back of the goblin nest.

“Ah,” he said after a moment. “I thought so.”

“What is it?” Lana asked, interested.

Ralnor used the spear to push away the litter and found beneath the pile a wooden chest, iron banded and with a heavy lock that had, at some point in its life, been smashed by repeated heavy blows.

The chest lid was partly open, and Ralnor pushed it up farther with the point of the spear.

“Look at that!” Lana said. “How did you know it would be there?”

“Something Sena said about goblins a while ago,” Ralnor said. “They’re stupid, and they have no thoughts of their own, mostly, but the queens have an eye for treasure. They collect shiny things, and they have a particular lust for gold. Give me a hand with this.

“You see,” he continued as they grabbed the handles of the little chest and dragged it out from the pile of rags and litter that made up the goblin’s nest, “this city was abandoned quickly when the Sundering happened three hundred years ago. But it was a rich city, full of treasures and rich with gold and jewels—the heart of the empire of Galen in the old elven kingdom, after all.”

“But we’ve not found any treasure…”

“Exactly. Hardly anything of any value has been found anywhere in the city. People haven't been here—it’s not the Dernwaith, the humans, or the elves who have been here plundering, therefore it must be someone else, some other force that had been in here taking the gold and treasures that were left when the city was abandoned.”

“Goblins,” Lana guessed, lifting her end of the chest and helping Ralnor maneuver it as they re-entered the low tunnel.

“Goblins and perhaps other monsters, too,” Ralnor agreed. “But that means that most if not all the treasures of Highbough will not actually have left the city. My guess is that there’s a lot more treasure stashed away here in the city than is at first apparent.”

“And a lot of it will be down here in the lower levels of the city,” Lana said. “The sooner we can get parties of humans down here to help with the mapping work, the better.”

They got out into the larger chamber and put the chest down. Ralnor straightened. “I’m pretty wary of letting the humans down here,” he admitted. “This darkness, this evil shadow that seems to have come down from above and gathered here… well, I am worried that it will have a negative effect on the humans—more than it does on us.

“You and I, with our elven blood, are less susceptible to it, I think. But remember after we got back from our trip to the preservation chamber, Sena became quite unwell? We didn’t connect the two at the time, but since then, I’m thinking it makes sense.”

When they had come back from their first foray into the lower levels, Sena had taken to her bed for a day, complaining of a chill. Farlo had stayed with her, and she had recovered quickly, but Ralnor could not help suspecting that there was a malign effect on humans from the energy in the lower corridors.

“I think,” he said, “that until we find a way of draining this dark energy from the tunnels, it would be wise not to allow humans down here. Elves only, I think.”

“Or half-elves,” Lana pointed out. “You’re unaffected. What about the Dernwaith? They’re part-elf, part human like you. Perhaps they could help as explorers and map makers.”

“That’s true,” Ralnor said. “The Dernwaith are the result of many generations of half-elf, half-human people living without any external influence. They may well be less affected than the humans.”

“Let’s have a look at these other bodies,” Ralnor said, looking around the chamber. Here, the corpses of the goblins lay scattered, the lights from their chests glowing brightly in the dim room. Ralnor approached and held his hand out over the nearest one, and as before, the light rose and moved into his hand in the shape of a small shard of crystal. This shard glowed less brightly than the first, and the feeling of power as it was absorbed was less profound, but still, Ralnor felt the Amulet of Shem taking the power in and felt the weight of the amulet increase as the power of this shard went in.

He turned to the next one, but as he did so, something strange happened. There was a shimmering of light over the body, a rattling, clinking sound like breaking glass, and then the light vanished.

“What in the…?” he said. He looked around. The others vanished as well, one after another, in quick succession as he observed.

“I don’t understand,” Lana said, shaking her head.

“They must be time-limited,” Ralnor said, drawing the logical conclusion. “The shards of power appear in the bodies of recently-felled enemies, but they are volatile, and they cannot stay about indefinitely. They need to be absorbed by the amulets within a certain window of time from when the enemy was killed; otherwise, they disperse. See how they dispersed not all at once, but one after the other? The lights dispersed in the order you killed the goblins.”

Lana frowned. “I still don’t know what on earth these shard things are,” she said. “I’ve never seen anything like them before, nor even heard of them. Hopefully, Akhen will be able to shed some light on this, but I want to know what is going on with them before I go much further.”

“I agree,” Ralnor said. “There’s an element here that we don’t understand, and it would be good to be able to know more about why this is happening and what the shards are used for. They don't feel dangerous, but any magic that we don’t understand should be considered dangerous in my opinion. I can’t guess anything more than that it has something to do with the amulets and the ancient spirits, too, I think.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Well, look at the timing. The old tree spirit awakens, and almost straight away our fallen enemies start appearing with these power shards on them when they die. It’s too close to be a coincidence. Then there’s the number five.”

“What about the number five?” Lana asked curiously.

“Five spirits,” Ralnor said. “Ancient beings who brought an old magic into the world deep in the mists of time. Five spirits: the azure, the green, the red, the white, and the black—like Akhen said. Then there are the five amulets, the treasures created by the ancient human mages back in the olden days of magic. Each amulet is connected to a different human god, but now that this tree spirit has awakened, suddenly the amulets are absorbing these strange shards. Coincidence? Surely not.”

“You’re saying that there’s a link between the five gods of the humans and the five ancient spirits Akhen spoke about?”

“That’s right,” Ralnor said. “We know next to nothing about the human gods—after all, it’s just a custom from another people. Elves traditionally don’t worship gods. But what if the gods of the humans are actually the five ancient spirits of magic that Akhen referred to, one of whom is contained within this tree city of Highbough? If so, that might go some way to explaining the appearance of the shards.

“The tree spirit’s awakening has some effect on the world, creating a magical impact that has not been seen for a long time. The shards are created in the bodies of fallen enemies because of the influence of the tree spirit. The shards are absorbed into the amulet, perhaps even powering it, recharging it so that it can be used multiple times.”

“And perhaps that’s why the Master was so keen to use the tree city as his base! Perhaps he was seeking the tree spirit so that he could recharge the power of the amulet he was using to control the humans!”

“It’s possible—in fact, I’d say it’s likely. I think the next thing we need to do is take our theory to Akhen.”

Together, they lifted the chest full of treasure and headed for the exit.


Chapter 4

“This is a serious haul!” Sena said, sounding very impressed as she and Farlo looked over the treasure in the bright light of day.

There were all kinds of things in the chest: jewelry, necklaces, bracelets, rings, and earrings, all made from gold and silver and many inlaid with precious gems. Rubies seemed particularly popular. Then there were ceremonial drinking goblets, ornately designed with beautiful inlays and delicate inscriptions in an ancient language. There were gold and silver plates—some plain, and some engraved with detailed abstract floral designs—and at the bottom, there was a bunch of pure gold ingots.

Farlo picked up one of the ingots and held it up, looking at it closely with his critical blacksmith’s eye. “This is very good quality gold,” he said. “I’d have to work with it to be certain, but it seems to be of immensely high purity. Remarkable! And you think there will be more like this down there?”

Ralnor and his friends were in the little garden area near the entrance where Farlo had set up his operation doing smithing work. The human army had brought a team of smiths and three small portable forges for the purposes of repairing the gear of the soldiers. Farlo had appropriated one of these forges with the consent of the human smithing team, and recently, he’d been spending his days helping the humans repair the damage done to their weapons and other gear in the battle.

Now he dropped the gold ingot down onto the wooden table he’d brought out to use as a workbench and prodded at the gold ingot thoughtfully with various tools.

“There’s more to our discoveries than gold,” Lana said excitedly. “Tell them, Ralnor.”

So Ralnor told his friends about the goblin queen and the strange shards of light that had risen up and soaked into the Amulet of Shem.

“You’d better tell Akhen about this!” Sena said. “It sounds important!”

Ralnor agreed. “We’ll need somewhere secure to keep this chest,” he said. “I’m not having treasure like this lying about.”

“Oh, that’s alright,” Farlo said. He’d been listening to their conversation while experimenting with the gold bar. “Did you not hear the report? They found a strongroom up on the top level, near a set of good rooms that seem to have been built with some nobles in mind. The door was standing open. There’s no key, but the lock still seems good.”

“Not much use without a key,” Lana said.

“Ah, that’s where you’re wrong, my night elf friend!” he said with a wink and a twinkle in his eye. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a key made from black iron, then handed it to Ralnor.

“This is newly made,” Ralnor said with a frown, looking from the shining, sharp edges of the heavy key’s teeth, then up at Farlo. “And it’s made of black iron—I can feel my magic receding even as I hold it. What’s the meaning of this?”

Farlo beamed at him. “I thought it the best material for the job,” he said. “A black iron key can’t be affected by magic. The lock is all black iron, too, and the door is studded with it. I reckon the old elves knew the properties of black iron and deliberately made their strong room with plenty of the stuff to protect their valuables. I just used part of a broken kettle that I found lying around to cast a new key. It took a few attempts, but there’s the result. It works well?”

“But how?” Lana asked. “Without the original key to copy, how can you…?”

Farlo waved his hand toward some wooden blanks he’d made and covered in soft wax. “You put the blank key into the lock, turn it, and the pins of the lock make impressions on the soft surface. You have to do it several times, and it’s not easy, but I managed to get a good working version after a few days.

Ralnor laughed. “You’re full of hidden talents,” he said, grinning. “Let’s go upstairs and try it out.”

Together they went up to the top of the city, passing cheerful work parties hard at the tasks of clearing and mapping the upper levels. The human soldiers all greeted Ralnor and his friends with enthusiasm, and it warmed Ralnor’s heart to see how the dignity of the soldiers had returned with productive work to do.

As they passed up through the grand hallways, he glanced out one tall window at the impressive view. Beyond the window, the whole plain was laid out, a clear mile of green grass stretching off to where it met the river and the sea. Human figures moved busily around the camp. Little boats fished the water, and gray wisps rose from the wood-smoking stations where meat and fish were being preserved against the coming winter.

Farther inland, small figures moved at the edges of the distant forest. These were the hunting parties, the wood gatherers, and the patrols. It had been some time since he’d heard the reports from General Rizan—who was in day-to-day command of his troops and directly oversaw their tasks—but Ralnor could tell at a glance that all was moving in the desired direction.

Whatever happened, they would be well-supplied, and that was no bad thing. Already, the air was turning cold, and the nights were getting shorter.

“Here we are,” Farlo said proudly as they reached the highest floor of the city. In this area, there was less work ongoing. Most of the clearance and cleaning had been done up here, revealing many well-laid-out rooms, much beautiful woodwork, and a suite of rooms with some of the most impressive views in the whole city.

It was into one of these rooms that Farlo now led them. The room was bare of furniture or anything else, but it had a generous window that still contained a solid pane of glass, and in one wall, a heavy door stood closed.

“Have a look,” Farlo said, gesturing to the door. Ralnor, flanked by Sena and Lana, approached the door, the heavy black iron key in his hand still sapping his magic.

The door—like all the doors in the city—was made from a section of the living wood of the great tree. The hinges were ingeniously carved in such a way that the door was still connected to the rest of the wood. When one opened the strongroom door, the hinges slipped back into the wall next to the door, concealing their mechanism from view. As Farlo had said, the door was studded with heavy spikes of black iron.

Ralnor stepped up to the door and thrust the key into the lock. It turned smoothly, and he heard a heavy clunk as the mechanism turned. He drew the key out and grabbed the handle, pulling the weighty door back to reveal a small chamber, carved, like everything else, from the very body of the tree.

“There’s no breaking in here,” he said, tapping the walls of the strongroom. “The walls are lined with black iron studs, just like the door!”

“Yes,” Farlo agreed. “Like I said earlier, I reckon the elves who lived here knew that black iron neutralizes spirit magic. They made the strong room like this so that no mage could bust their way in through the walls with magic or through the door.”

“No mage would be able to get out of here either,” Ralnor added thoughtfully. Then he came back to himself after a pause. “Bring the chest in here!” he said. “You’re right, Farlo, this is an excellent place to stash gold.”

“This can’t have been the only storage for treasures in the city, surely,” Sena put in. “It may be very secure, but it’s a bit small.”

“I think you’re right,” Ralnor said. “My guess is that this would have been for a noble individual, this strongroom his private security deposit box. We may need more space in the future, but for now, we’ll use this room to store treasure.”

They put the chest full of gold and jewels into the little room and closed the door. Ralnor turned the key, removed it from the lock, and then looked at the key in his hand. He suddenly gave a bark of laughter.

“Hah! There’s just one problem,” he said. “I can’t carry this key on me. It will block my magic!”

“Ah, no,” Farlo said, “I thought of that. Let’s go back downstairs.”

Puzzled, and interested to find out what the big smith meant, Ralnor and the others followed Farlo back down to his makeshift smithy.

“It will take a bit of doing,” Farlo said, “but I’ll give the key a layer of gold plating.”

“Eh?” Ralnor said. “What will that do?”

They had stepped out into the daylight and were making their way back to the smithy.

“It will counter the effect of the black iron on your magic. Didn’t you know? Gold plating does that. I was thinking about how I could source some gold for this very purpose, but then you showed up with a whole chest full of the stuff, so there we are. Gold plating on the key will mean you can carry it without it reducing your magical ability, but the key itself will still not be able to be influenced by external magic.”

“How on earth did you learn that?” Ralnor asked. “I don’t think even Akhen knows about that.”

It was Sena who spoke up. “That’s at least one useful thing that I learned in the Black Spire. They had worked it out themselves—that gold plating over black iron could counter the effect it had upon the carrier while still retaining the protective effect. They were looking for a way that mages might be able to wear black iron and benefit from its protection, without it leeching their power.”

“Interesting,” Ralnor said. “I wonder why I never saw any humans on the battlefield wearing it then?”

Sena laughed, but there was a bit of bitterness in her laughter. “It was too expensive,” she said. “Gold-plated suits of armor and weapons? That’s not the Black Spire’s style. They are too miserly. They’d rather see their people die in droves than shell out for gold plating on their equipment.”

She cast her eyes downward, looking sad, and Farlo put his arm around her and squeezed her shoulders. “You’re out of all that now,” he said. “And we’ve enough gold here to put gold plating on whatever we want.”

She smiled up at him. “Thanks.”

Lana gave Ralnor a private smile. She was as happy as he was to see their two friends getting so close.

Back at the smithy, Farlo and Sena set about heating a crucible to melt down the gold ingot Farlo had kept from the chest. The two of them were working away at their project, heads together, as Lana and Ralnor went off in search of Akhen.

“I want to tell him all about this new discovery we’ve made,” Ralnor said, enthusiastically.

“What, about gold-plating black iron?” Lana asked, innocently.

“No, silly,” Ralnor replied, punching her lightly on the shoulder. “About the shards. Though, I guess he’ll be happy to learn about the gold plating, too.”

She laughed, then became more serious. “What do you think it’s all about, Ralnor?” she asked. “Down there, when we fought that goblin queen, I felt… something. There was something strange about those lower levels, some presence I couldn’t put my finger on. I don’t know, I’m not expressing it very well. It was as if there was someone else there, someone really, really big. And he was watching me.”

“The tree spirit,” Ralnor said. “It must have been.”

“I don’t know,” Lana said. She shivered suddenly despite the warmth of the day. “The way you described the great tree spirit, it felt very benevolent like it only wanted the best for you. What I felt down there, it wasn’t like that. I didn’t feel that it wished me well at all.”

“Not just the darkness, the threat of the goblin queen, anything like that?”

She shook her head and gazed off into the middle distance. “I felt… Oh, it sounds so silly, I don’t want to say.”

“Go on,” Ralnor urged her. He was interested. This was unlike Lana. Usually, she was brash and unafraid of anything, but he thought that since her near-death experience in the tomb back in the Unclaimed Lands she had become more sensitive, more thoughtful, and more aware of subtle influences. “What did you feel?”

“I felt… I felt like it wanted to eat me—whatever it was. Like it was watching me from the shadows, and it wanted to pounce and devour me, to snap my bones and… and drink my blood.”

“Woah,” Ralnor said. He was shocked. “And you didn’t say?”

“There was so much going on,” she said with a shrug. “But when we were walking out with that treasure, I really felt like there was something in the dark behind us, watching, waiting for us to come back. But I’m probably just being…”

“No,” Ralnor said before she could minimize it. “I think we should take this seriously. There’s too much we don’t know about down there. Too many unanswered questions. For all we know, there is some kind of malevolent entity down there in the dark, something that we could be putting ourselves in danger from without knowing it.

“I’ve been too relaxed about going down, thinking there were only goblins down there, and it was not a challenge. In future, we’ll be more careful. In fact, I think I’ll wait until we’ve got a group of Dernwaith who are willing to come down with us before venturing in there again.”

While they’d been talking, they had walked away from the main entrance to the tree and away also from the entrance to the cultivated garden areas, most of which were on the southwest side of the tree, to the left of the entrance. To the right of the main entrance, a long, featureless expanse of the tree city grew up like a great cliff from the grass, and after about ten minutes of walking, they came to a small space sheltered by a massive tree root. This little sheltered space was hardly visible unless one was standing right next to it.

This was where Akhen had set up his base.

He was a solitary fellow. He had departed from his long habit of hermitage to teach magic to Ralnor, and in time, he had ended up teaching a bit of magic to the others, too. Lana, as a night elf, had some propensity for magic, and even Farlo had managed to manifest a bit of concealment magic on his own behalf despite the fact that as a pure-blooded high elf, he was not supposed to have any propensity for magic at all. Clearly, the ability to use magic was far from as clear-cut as some would have thought.

Not Ralnor. He had no prejudices about who could and could not do magic. He had seen too much in his time as a disciple of the magical world to dismiss any possibility.

As he and Lana approached the edge of the little area where Akhen had set up his camp, Lana suddenly made a small, annoyed sound in the back of her throat and jumped up into the air. Once, twice, three times.

“What in the…?” Ralnor said, and then he, too, jumped in the air. One, two, three. He blinked, then frowned.

It seemed almost normal to him somehow. Jumping, yes, that was what he’d been asked to do, right? Of course, why would he not?

Lana jumped in the air three more times, a serene look on her face, and Ralnor, feeling strongly that it was the right thing to do, followed suit.

“Shall we go on?” he asked, content now they had jumped all that was required of them. “Yes, let's,” Lana replied. “I wonder what Akhen is up to?”

At that moment, Akhen’s head appeared, looking around the corner of an outthrust tree root with a look of chagrin on his lined face.

“It’s you!” he said. “What are you doing here?”

Ralnor saw that he held something in his hand… something that glowed a pale green, the light shining out from between his fingers, making his hand glow translucently.

“We just came to see you,” Ralnor said. “We have some things we wanted to discuss.”

Lana jumped up in the air again, then frowned as she landed as if it was just a little odd.

“Stop that!” Akhen snapped, but he didn’t seem to be talking to her. “Come along, you two.”

The old mage seemed preoccupied, and Ralnor raised his eyebrows at Lana as they followed Akhen into his little camp.  Their mentor had set up a tent here, as well as a work area with a small wooden table and a chair, a brazier of charcoal that sat near the tent to give off heat, and a fire pit with a kettle on a tripod hanging over the banked flames.

Ralnor felt the sudden urge to jump up in the air again. As the urge came over him, he saw the crystal in Akhen’s hand glow green, then the old mage did something that Ralnor couldn’t see. There was a twist in the air—a flicker of magic that made him glance up as if he’d seen something above his head. The urge to jump up in the air passed.

Ralnor looked from Akhen to the glowing crystal and back. “That’s the control amulet,” he said. “You’ve been experimenting. That’s why you set up your camp out of the way here so that you could experiment away from others.”

“And so I could get a little peace and quiet!” Akhen responded tersely, then relented, a small smile appearing on his face. “You’re right,” he said and opened his hand.

On his weathered palm, the little green cube of glowing crystal lay, gleaming serenely as if it contained a light all of its own.

This beautiful magical artifact was the Amulet of Calgar. Ralnor had taken it from the Master, the evil entity who had been in control of the Black Spire and the human army. He had used the power of the amulet for evil, but Ralnor had destroyed him in battle and taken the amulet from him.

Not knowing what to do with it, and feeling that it was an incredibly powerful artifact that he didn’t want to be casually carrying around, he had given it to Akhen.

“Yes,” Akhen said, “I’ve been experimenting with the Amulet of Calgar, trying to probe its secrets and find out how to manipulate its power. There is no telling what it can do. The Master used it to control an entire army, hundreds of people, thousands of monsters, and who knows what else? But I have no idea how to tap into the power of the artifact. I was trying to make some items levitate with it, trying to tap into its power through my own control of force magic, but things were not going so well… or so I thought. Then you two showed up, and it seems that the power of the amulet affected you from a distance, at least.”

He grinned suddenly. “Made you jump up in the air, did I? Well, I suppose that counts as levitation. A bit crude, but it’s progress.”

“Indeed!” Ralnor said. “And we have something to report to you also. Something related to the amulets.”

“Oh, yes?” Akhen said, interested.

Ralnor took out the Amulet of Shem. Where the Amulet of Calgar was a green cube of crystal, that of Shem was dark blue and spherical. It lay on his palm, glowing gently from within.

“Something has changed about it,” Akhen said immediately. He leaned in and looked closely at the amulet. “It’s charged up again. How did you do this?”

Ralnor smiled and began the tale of their adventures in the underground levels of the city. When he came to the part about the shards, Akhen’s eyes widened.

“I have to see this for myself!” he said. “We must go down and find enemies. Will you take me?”

Up to this point, Akhen had shown zero interest in exploring the lower levels with them. He had been happy enough to hear about their progress but had not desired to go down. Now, he was all on fire to start.

Lana looked at Ralnor. “I think I’ll pass on it this time,” she said. “I’m not sure how good an idea it is.”

Quickly, she told Akhen about the feeling she’d had in their last visit, the feeling that there had been some malevolent entity observing them from a distance. The old half-elf frowned. “There’s something in that,” he said, “but I confess I wish to know more about it. This makes me want to go to the lower levels more, not less. I’m sure Ralnor and I can handle things.”

Lana looked between the pair and rolled her eyes, giving a sudden laugh. “When you two get going, nothing will stop you.” She laughed. “Come on, then, I’m sure you’re right, and you will be able to handle whatever the city throws at you.”

They went back to the entrance, but before they went in, they called on Farlo at the smithy. He and Sena were still working together on the gold plating of the key, but it wasn’t going particularly well.

“I’ll be glad to take a break,” he said, standing up and stretching. “I want to take another look down there anyway, and this shard phenomenon sounds interesting. I’d like to see it.”

“I won’t go,” Sena said.

Lana agreed. “I’ll stay here with you, Sena,” she said, smiling, and Sena nodded.

Ralnor, Farlo, and Akhen set off for the lower levels. Though Ralnor had said that he wouldn’t go down again without a team of Dernwaith, he felt secure with both Farlo and Akhen by his side. Lana and Sena shook their heads and smiled at their enthusiasm as the trio hurried off, heads together, discussing the magical possibilities of the shards and the underground levels.

“I’m interested in this poison that you spoke of,” Farlo said. “I have a few glass vials here with me, and if we get the chance, I’d like to harvest some of the goblin poison for experimentation. If I can extract some of it, maybe I might distill it and create a weapon with a goblin poison attribute.”

Ralnor shuddered.

“Having felt the effects of that poison on my skin for even just a moment, I can tell you that a goblin poison weapon sounds very unpleasant.”

“Effective, though,” Farlo said.

Ralnor gave the big elf a look. Farlo, raised by a family of botanists and experimenters, was always on the lookout for whatever new thing he could create. Though this was, of course, welcome and often useful, Ralnor sometimes wondered about the limits of Farlo’s curiosity. Was a goblin-poison sword really something that should be created?

“On the other hand,” Farlo added thoughtfully, “the creation of such a weapon would almost certainly give me an insight into the nature of the poison, and that might allow me to create an antidote.”

Ralnor grinned and slapped his old friend on the shoulder. “You certainly do know how to counter my objections,” he said. “That sounds like worthy research. Lana and I mapped the way to the goblin den. We’ll go back there, and if the goblins have not taken their dead away, then perhaps you’ll get a sample.”

Ralnor unlocked the gate and carefully closed it behind him, turning the key in the lock again.

“I feel it,” Akhen said immediately, “the darkness Lana spoke about.”

“You think it’s more than just the gloom and the residual effect of the evil portal magic?”

“I don’t know,” Akhen said doubtfully, “but I don’t like it any more than she did.”

“We’ll go carefully,” Ralnor promised. For his part, he felt nothing unusual. The corridors were gloomy and creepy, and the shadows that gathered in the corners seemed thick and oppressive, but he felt no sense of presence in the place.

“I feel nothing,” Farlo said, “at least, nothing of the kind that Lana spoke about. It seems to me that this is a corrupted place, a place where things are not good, but it does not feel that there is anything waiting for me. The way she spoke about it, it sounded like there was some predator waiting in the shadows to pounce.”

“That’s exactly right,” Ralnor said. “Akhen, what exactly do you feel?”

The old half-elf shuddered. “It’s hard to put into words.”

They were facing a long, dark corridor. It disappeared into thick blackness, a yawning hole like a giant mouth.

“I feel there’s something in the dark,” he said very quietly. “Something that has its eye on me specifically. Something that wants to eat me. A predator.”

Ralnor looked at his old mentor. “I’ve never heard you talk like this, Akhen,” he said. “I’m afraid this place has an unhealthy effect on you. Shall we go back?”

Akhen thought for a moment, then shook his head fiercely. “No,” he said. “No, we won’t go back. There’s some spell here, some magic that makes me more afraid than I should be. I’m a powerful mage, and I can face down any threat this place might throw at me. Even if there is some creature in here that wants to devour me, it wouldn’t be the first time I’d had to face down something that wanted me for its dinner. No, there’s some strange spell here, something that makes me more afraid than I should be in a place like this. I won’t give in to it. We’ll go on.”

Ralnor and Farlo glanced at each other. “I’ll take the lead,” Ralnor said, “Farlo, you watch the rear, and Akhen, you take the middle. Keep your eyes open, and let me know if you feel anything changing.”

He raised his hand to his neck as he stepped forward. The healing amulet, the blue Amulet of Shem, was around his neck, and he knew that Akhen had the green amulet that Ralnor had taken from the Master around his.

What were the names of the gods? Akhen knew the name of the Amulet of Shem, the blue amulet that was connected with the Shem, the human goddess of touch and healing, but what of the others? What human god was the green control amulet related to?

He shelved these questions for the moment and concentrated on the task at hand. There was darkness before him and behind him, the wavering lights of their torches throwing wildly dancing shadows on the walls.

Akhen’s words had unsettled him, and the eerie sense that there was something here that he did not know about affected him. It was not as terrifying as feeling there was something watching him personally, and yet the knowledge that his companion could feel a present threat that he remained unaware of was hard to get over. He felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up, and drips of cold sweat ran down the small of his back.

“Something is definitely affecting me,” he said, a little reluctantly. “I don’t know if it’s just your words or the atmosphere, but I feel a sense of fear and horror that I’ve never felt down here before.”

“Let’s push through,” Farlo said encouragingly. “We can do it; there’s nothing here.”

Ralnor glanced up at him. Farlo’s face was pale, and he also looked frightened, but he was determined to keep going.

They made their way along the corridors, following the map that Lana and Ralnor had added to earlier. There was deep shadow both in front and behind, and the gloom only seemed to intensify as they moved forward. Ralnor could hear Akhen breathing raggedly behind him, and yet for all the oppressive fear that bore down on their souls, nothing assailed them.

Eventually, they reached the room where the goblin tunnel lay. Ralnor poked his head into the room.

“Nothing has changed,” he said. “The corpses of the goblins remain.”

“Let’s get this sample of the poison, then,” Farlo said.

The three of them moved through the corridor between the room and the goblin den, on their watch all the time, yet hearing and seeing nothing. In the den, the goblin queen’s corpse lay as they had left it, face down with two of Lana’s black-feathered arrows sticking out of her back. Without ceremony, Farlo knelt by the corpse and took out one of his little glass vials.

He had a tool that allowed him to pick up liquid—a small glass tube with a rubber top that he called a dropper. Using this, he drew off enough of the vile green poison to fill two vials, then stood up again.

“Let’s go,” he said in a choked voice. “The smell in here is foul.”

They left the chamber as they had found it, stepping back into the corridor a moment later and breathing a sigh of relief to be out of the death-filled room.

The corridor was a little better. “Let’s find some enemies,” Akhen said. “That’s what we came here to do. I want to see these shards in effect.”

Farlo seemed inclined to protest this, and even Akhen looked far from well. Ralnor felt the influence of the corridors, but he wasn’t feeling anything like as oppressed as his two friends did.

“Very well,” he said, a little reluctantly. “There’s a clear trail of goblin spoor in this direction. We’ll go that way, and if it’s not far, we should get a fight out of it, and you can see some shards. I warn you, though, that if I think you’re not able to handle the influence of the corridors, I’m turning back, no matter what you say.”

Akhen glared at him. “I’ll handle it. Let’s find some enemies.”


Chapter 5

The goblins had left a trail of footsteps in the dirt: long, ugly prints of clawed feet, sticking to the edges of the corridors. Upstairs, the floors were clean and polished, but down here, generations of grime and dust had collected on the floors and in the corners, and there were clear trails in this that showed Ralnor without a doubt where they were headed.

“I’ve not been down this corridor before,” he said quietly. “That room back there was as far as Lana and I got.”

“How big a territory will goblins occupy?” Farlo asked. “Could this not be the trail of the goblin nest you eliminated?”

“Could be,” Ralnor said, “but I don’t think so. Goblins nest far enough apart from each other to give the separate queens enough space, but they will share a thoroughfare—at least so Sena has told me.”

“She knows a good bit about goblins,” Farlo agreed. “I guess the Black Spire training was good for something.”

The three of them made their way along the corridor, walking next to each other now that the corridor had become wide enough to do so. Ralnor was on the right, a glowing torch in one hand and a flickering green sword in the other.

Farlo had his big two-handed greatsword on his back, but this was too small a space for such a weapon. He also carried a torch, but in his other hand, he had a straight sword—a weapon rather like Lana’s human-style blade.

Akhen was unarmed and carried no torch, but Ralnor knew that the small, wizened figure of his mentor concealed a power that was more effective than any blade.

“That sword’s new,” Ralnor said quietly to Farlo. “Does it have an enhancement?”

“Not yet,” Farlo said. “I made it for myself, out of some steel ingots we found in one of the ground-floor storage rooms that had been sealed up. There was quite a bit of good material in there. But I’ve not had a chance to look for plants that I can use to enhance my blade with. There’s nothing of much value for that kind of thing in the vicinity of the city.”

Ralnor wondered why that was. Could it be some influence that the tree spirit was having on the region? Akhen had said that the great tree was the dominant life form in the area it occupied. Perhaps it was the dominant magic form as well and so stopped the growth of the magical plants Farlo would use for his weapon enhancements.

“We’ll get into the woods away from the city and look for materials for you,” Ralnor promised. “I think there might be useful plants out there.”

“Look up ahead,” Akhen said. “Something is gleaming in the light.”

The oppressive sense of present evil seemed to have faded a little, and Ralnor was glad to see that both his friends had a bit of color in their cheeks again. He did as Akhen said, looking along the corridor. Sure enough, the light from their torches gleamed, reflecting back at them from something metallic at the far end of the tunnel.

“Any chance of a bit of light, Akhen?” Ralnor said, but Akhen shook his head.

“If that’s something we need to fight,” Akhen said, “then I don’t want to reveal myself all at once. Let’s go a bit closer and see what we can see.”

They moved stealthily forward, their torchlight throwing back at them from whatever shined. Nothing moved, and there was no sound. As they approached, Farlo held his light up, and suddenly, the shape resolved into something recognizable.

“A suit of armor!” Ralnor said in surprise. “But what a suit! I’ve never seen the likes of it before.”

They walked forward, aware that the scuffing goblin tracks ran along the edge of the corridor still, past the suit of armor that had caught their attention and away, deeper into the underground labyrinth.

“It’s a mighty piece of work,” Akhen said in an awed voice. “Look at the size of it! Whoever this was made for, he must have been a giant of a man.”

The armor stood easily eight feet tall, perhaps even a little more. The shoulders and chest were massive, and the greaves and leg guards would have contained a young tree with ease. The armor was made of a light metal that gleamed like silver, and on closer inspection, every inch of the surface was decorated with a fine tracery of lines, dancing abstract shapes that wove together like vines full of snakes.

The helmet had tall wings, one on either side, carved to look like the wings of a giant bat. Long cheek and nose guards would protect the user’s face while leaving the eyes and mouth free.

The armor stood upright, and a quick glance showed Ralnor that it was set thus on a stand made from some dark metal.

“What is it doing down here?” Akhen wondered out loud. “It’s just sitting in the corridor, and there’s no sign of anything else here.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” Ralnor said. “Look here.”

He stepped behind the suit of armor. He placed his torch down and placed his free hand against the wall. The others had not noticed, but Ralnor’s quick eyes had caught sight of a darker spot against the darkness of the wall. There were five narrow holes there, in the shape of four fingers and a thumb, just at the height of a person’s hand.

Ralnor slipped his fingers and thumb into the holes. Immediately, a tingling sensation came over him, and a bright light, as pale blue as the blue of a morning sky in summer, flooded into the dark space of the corridor. The light hit the armor and refracted, gleaming off the silvered and patterned gauntlets and reflecting onto the dark walls of the corridor in a scattering of lights.

“A magic door!” Farlo exclaimed.

Ralnor pulled at the handle, and the door slipped toward him, then to the side. It moved smoothly as if on rails. There was no sound. The door moved to the left and clicked softly into place, dropping slightly into the ground and then resting. Beyond the door, a long, stone passage lay.

“It’s a very different tunnel from the others,” Farlo said, peering in through the entrance.

“How so?” Ralnor asked, taking his hand from the door handle and moving up to his side. Akhen was also interested but he was keeping an eye on the rest of the corridor. Though this new discovery was interesting, no one had any desire to get stabbed in the back by a goblin dagger during their investigation of the new corridor.

Farlo pointed into the dim corridor, sticking his torch in.

“See,” he said, “the walls seem to be constructed from large, well-laid rocks, very unlike any of the other walls I’ve seen here in the city. Even in the sorcerer’s castle, the stones of the walls were much smaller than these. And where the city chambers go off into the mountain itself at other parts of the city, the walls there are always made from carved rock, solid corridors tunneled straight into the stone of the mountain. This is more like… well, I have to say it reminds me of the dungeon in which we fought to gain the first of the five chalices, the healing chalice that saved my life.”

“That's a slightly unsettling thought,” Ralnor said, looking at the walls,” but I confess I have to agree with you. What about the search for goblins, though? Should we explore this new discovery, or continue on the path we’d already set out on?”

He looked at Farlo and Akhen, to see what his two friends thought of the proposition.

Farlo was gazing with great interest down the tunnel. “I think that we should explore this new chamber,” he said immediately. “The goblins can wait!”

“I have to agree with Farlo,” Akhen said, glancing over his shoulder, then back down the new corridor. “There’s no way of telling what’s down here, but the door is obviously magical, and the connection to this strange suit of armor”—he gestured back at the suit that stood serenely by the entrance—“makes it seem important to go farther.”

“Speaking of the suit of armor,” Farlo said, “I think I might just take the helmet for myself. I think that I’m not quite big enough to wear the whole thing, but the helmet should suit me well enough.”

Before Ralnor or Akhen could protest, Farlo turned around from the new tunnel entrance and reached up, taking the helmet from the suit of armor.

Or at least he tried to.

As he reached up, his hands suddenly came up against a barrier. It was at first invisible, but a moment later, a crackling of blue lightning flashed around the suit. Farlo yelped as if he’d been stung and pulled his hands swiftly back. “It’s some kind of booby trap,” he said, rubbing the palms of his hands up and down on his jerkin. “There’s no way I could push my hands through that barrier—it’s too powerful.”

“Fascinating,” Akhen said.

Ralnor placed a hand at his neck. The amulet of Shem, which sat there against his skin, recently charged with the power shards from the goblins, felt suddenly warm. When Farlo had touched the suit of armor’s force field, the amulet had reacted.

“Farlo,” Ralnor said, “if it’s not too painful, would you mind touching that force field again? You don’t need to try and push right through, just reach out and touch it.”

Farlo shrugged. “It’s not painful so much as just unpleasant. A strange sensation. You can try it for yourself if you like,” he said with a smile.

Ralnor grinned. “Go on,” he said. “It’s for an experiment. Farlo rolled his eyes and reached out to touch the force field. As he did so, Ralnor caught Akhen watching them with interest.

Just as before, when Farlo touched the force field, the amulet of Shem around Ralnor's neck gave a sudden jerk, almost as if it had been pulled by an invisible hand. Heat flashed through his skin from the amulet, and his sense of the magic around himself moved quickly into overdrive, then settled again.

And then, without warning, the sense of present danger that Ralnor had never quite felt before flooded into place.

His breath rushed out of him, and he felt certain that he was being watched closely by some intelligence that did not feel well-disposed toward him at all. He gasped, staring wildly down the corridors in every direction and seeing nothing.

“Ralnor,” Akhen said, sensing his distress, “what is it?”

“I know what it is,” Farlo said darkly. “I feel it, too. It’s the presence of the Watcher.”

The name seemed fitting indeed.

“Yes,” Ralnor said, getting ahold of himself. “The Watcher. We’re being observed, Akhen, and the creature doing the observing does not feel happy about us being here.”

“I feel nothing,” Akhen said, “though I felt it before.”

“Nor I,” Farlo said, gazing speculatively at the suit of armor. “Though I also felt it earlier.”

“I think,” Ralnor said thoughtfully,” that this creature, or spirit, or whatever it is, must have some ability to project its presence. It must be able to make us aware of it at will and shield itself from others when it wishes to. The feeling is not pleasant. As Lana said before, it feels like the being wants to eat me, wants to devour me whole. But for some reason, it does not do so.”

“Perhaps it’s not able to?” Akhen suggested.

“Not able?”

“Yes. If the being were unable to take physical form, it makes sense that it would not be able to actually eat you.”

“The impression of that desire is very clear all the same,” Ralnor said thoughtfully. He had brought his breathing under control and felt the malign presence of whatever it was retreating slightly as he did so.

“It’s possible,” Akhen said, “that it’s some kind of energy feeder.”

“What's that?” Farlo asked. “It doesn't sound particularly pleasant.”

“Akhen chuckled. “No, but I don’t think they are as bad as they sound. They are creatures that I’ve read about but never actually encountered. They feed upon the energy expected by people in a particular space. You find them hanging about battlefields, for example, or in other places where people spend a lot of energy. They are an old kind of creature, very simple, and with little actual ability to manifest or to cause any real effect in the world. They often reside inside special crystals and manipulate the environment around them to some extent, though how much they are able to do that I’m not sure. As I said, I’ve never actually encountered one of them.”

The friends looked at each other.

“Whatever it is, the creature is watching us,” Ralnor said, “but I think that if it meant us harm, it would have done something about it already. I don’t think we need to worry too much about it, and like the others, I vote for exploring this new passage first.”

“Let’s do it,” Farlo said enthusiastically. “I’ll take the lead.”

Before the others could protest, the big elf headed into the stone corridor. Akhen, Ralnor, and Lana looked at each other and shrugged before setting off in pursuit of their friend.

Farlo walked carefully ahead of the others, keeping his eyes peeled for threats. Ralnor could see his care in every line of his stance as he pressed forward, his torch held high in the air to illuminate the area ahead of him.

Suddenly, he stopped short.

“Tripwire,” he said in an amazed voice. Ralnor and Akhen craned their necks to look around him and see what he was pointing at. Sure enough, at his feet there was a long, fine wire, stretching the width of the corridor.

“That’s odd,” Ralnor said. “Nobody can have been down here for a hundred years. Who lays a tripwire in a place like this?”

Farlo looked all around, then stepped carefully over the wire. “I think,” he said, “that from the dust collected on the wire itself you’re right, and nobody has been here for a very long time. This wire has been set up a long time ago, and no one has been here since.”

Ralnor was holding his torch up to the ceiling. “See there,” he said, pointing. “That section of the ceiling is false. There’s a crack running along next to it. I bet that if you trigger this tripwire, that bit of the ceiling will collapse on your head, crushing any intruder to death.

At his words, he felt the presence of the Watcher suddenly surge to life. He thought that he felt from within the presence of the thing an unmitigated sense of joy at the prospect of Ralnor being squished by a falling ceiling.

He shuddered, but the others didn’t feel the sensation. “I'll explain later,” he said. “Come on, let’s go forward. I’ll take the lead this time, but, everyone, look out for traps.”

They did not have far to go before they came upon another trap. Ralnor saw it first, being in the lead, but without his ranger training, he was far from sure that he would have noticed it.

On the floor in front of him, there was a change in the color and texture of the floor’s surface. It caught his eye at once, and he stopped.

In the woods, this might mean that something had been buried here or perhaps that there was a trap there ready to swallow an unobservant traveler. He had little doubt that here in the tunnel, it meant the same thing.

Ralnor reached out with his sword and gently prodded the stone. Nothing happened.

“I guess it needs a heavier pressure,” Farlo said, “and though I’m the heaviest here, I’m not willing to be the one to test it.”

“No need,” Ralnor said with a grin. “I’ll use force magic to test it out.”

He drew magic through himself and then reached forward to push at the strangely colored section of the floor with the magic. He used his power the way a man walking on snow might use a stick to prod the surface in front of him and see if it was safe to walk on.

The magic, when he had first gained it, had been an unfocused thing, but in the many months of practice he’d had since those days, he’d honed this skill to a fine point. He prodded the floor with the magic. Nothing happened, so he leaned more heavily on it with a steady increase in the pressure of the force magic.

Suddenly, with a crackle, the floor broke, shattering into many pieces and falling into a deep black pit.

Akhen came forward and gazed down the pit. “I wonder,” he muttered. “Though I’m not quite as much of an expert at this kind of magic as Sena is, I guess I can summon a little light to show us what is at the bottom of this hole.”

With that, he reached down and fired a bolt of white light magic down the pit. The gleaming white orb that emanated from his hand flew down the hole and landed at the bottom, a good fifty feet down.

“I thought so,” he said. “Look down.”

Farlo and Ralnor came and looked over the edge. Ralnor gave a low whistle. “We’d have been impaled on those wooden stakes,” he said. “There’s not a chance of anyone surviving that!”

Down in the pit, illuminated by Akhen’s magic globe, there was a forest of sharpened wooden stakes of the kind one might expect to find deployed as part of the siege warfare defenses for a castle. It was strange to find them here in the depths of this tree city.

“Certainly an effective trap,” Farlo said quietly. “I’m glad you went ahead, Ralnor. I’m not sure if I’d have noticed that one.”

“Well, no harm done in the end,” Ralnor said. “Do you think we can jump it?”

The trap was not that broad, though it covered the width of the corridor.

“I can jump it,” Farlo said. He suited the action to the words and took a running jump, easily leaping the deadly, spike-filled pit.

Akhen raised an eyebrow at him. “Very impressive,” the old mentor said, “but I don’t think I’m going to rely on jumping alone.”

He raised his hands and magic shimmered around them, and then he stepped up onto an invisible block of force magic. Moving serenely across, he used the force magic to propel himself through the air above the pit, then landed gently on the other side.

Ralnor smiled. Like Farlo, he took a few steps back and then ran forward, leaping the gap in a single jump. He landed well on the other side, and Farlo caught his arm.

“That’s two of these traps passed,” Farlo said, looking at the corridor that still stretched away in front of them. “I wonder if there will be more before this corridor delivers us to where it leads?”

The corridor widened out now, becoming almost as wide as a large room. The ceiling became higher, the walls farther apart, and a strange light seemed to suffuse the area. Light glowed around the three figures as they made their way forward, then they saw ahead of them the corridor rapidly narrowing again into a small doorway. From beyond, orange light like the light of a fire glowed on the floor and walls.

“What is it?” Farlo wondered aloud. “What’s in there?”

Ralnor moved a little way forward, then, suddenly, there was a flash of bright light from the doorway, and a cluster of little dark figures jumped out.

“Goblins!” Farlo said. “Is this the goblin nest we were talking about?”

Even as Farlo said it, Ralnor thought it was not so. These goblins were different. They were strange-looking little creatures with green skin and bald heads, unlike the other goblins he had fought in the other parts of the basement.

Also unlike those other goblins, these were dressed in armor. “I don’t think so,” he said. “I think this is something else. These seem much smarter and more tactical than the ones I fought before. Look how they are spreading out and keeping an eye on one another. We’ll have to be careful.”

“More coming,” Akhen warned abruptly.

He was only partially right. It was not more goblins. From the fiery doorway, the next five figures who leaped out were tall, angular, and had a shambling gait. They were dressed in armor of dark metal, and red light glowed where they should have had eyes.

“Armored skeletons!” Ralnor exclaimed.

Farlo took two steps forward and raised his sword.

“We can take ’em!” he said, clearly relishing the opportunity to knock some heads together.

“I’m sure we can,” Akhen said, “but I wonder—”

But what Akhen wondered they did not have time to find out. At that moment, the goblins charged from the left and the armored skeletons from the right, and as they did so, another five figures leaped from the fiery doorway. These figures were wreathed in flame, and Ralnor could not see what they were inside their fiery cloaks. They wielded long swords made of running flame, and their eyes burned.

“Fire demons!” Akhen said. “They are the most dangerous enemy here, have no doubt. Watch out for their fire attacks!”

The three companions leaped into action. There was no need for their torches—the whole chamber glowed with its own light—so they threw their torches down and concentrated on using their weapons. Akhen’s form rippled and changed, and in a moment, he had turned from his usual form into the shape of a spirit tiger. The long, powerful form of the spirit tiger flowed forward, claws whipping through the air, straight toward the fire demons.

Ralnor, who was on the right, headed for the skeletons, and Farlo waded into the midst of the goblins on the left. He wielded his great two-handed sword with deadly skill, knocking the heads off the first goblins that he came to, and chopping a third clean in half on the backstroke.

Ralnor used magic to tackle the armored skeletons, summoning a blast of force magic that smashed two of them to bits even as he knocked the head off a third with his twin swords.

Akhen, in his deadly spirit tiger form, laid about the fire demons. He was using water magic to counter their fire spells, and trails of gleaming water rushed away behind his claws as he swiped through the demons. One of them fell back from his blow, following up with a deadly downward strike of its fire sword, which Akhen neatly avoided. A second demon rushed in to back up its companion, but Akhen roared, and a water spell rushed from his jaws, engulfing the horrific demonic shape. The fire monster went out in a puff of smoke, its high-pitched, inhuman scream echoing around the chamber.

It was at that moment that Ralnor noticed the swords of the enemies he was fighting. After the initial engagement, the other two armored skeletons had backed up, protecting each other with their heavy swords. Ralnor was not ready to summon another magical blast just yet, and as he observed them, he noticed that flame was running along the edges of their swords.

Fire. This was a fire dungeon.

“Watch out for the fire!” Ralnor called a warning at exactly the same moment as the last of the goblins leaped out of the way of Farlo’s sword swing and replied with a blast of fire The goblin’s four companions were all on the floor, dead. Ralnor darted back from the swing of the last armored skeleton, a flash of fire scorching the air in the back of the blade. At the same moment, Akhen, still in his tiger form, darted back from the three remaining fire demons and transformed into his humanoid form again.

He looked haggard. “It takes too much effort to keep that shape for long,” he said. “Pull together!”

The others obeyed, falling back from the remaining monsters and taking up positions near each other by the entrance to the chamber.

The remaining monsters—a goblin, an armored skeleton, and two fire demons—fell back as well to their end of the chamber, nearer the door.

There was a moment’s respite, and Ralnor looked at Akhen and spoke to him.

“Shall we withdraw?” he said. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” Akhen snapped. “Use your magic. Finish these off.”

Ralnor was surprised by Akhen’s sharp tone, but he shrugged and decided to do as his old mentor said.

He stepped forward, summoning spirit through himself and searching for water magic within his suite of powers.

Water was not something he had used much. He could do it—he knew he could—but he had more experience with force magic and, for that matter, with fire.

He sought the remainder of the water magic that was within himself, took a deep breath, and channeled the power of spirit through his body. He directed it through his arms and hands and then out into his swords, letting it take the form of water as it flowed out from his swords.

The monsters all charged at the same time, and Ralnor yelled out a battle cry as he raced forward, feeling the magic build and then explode from his raised swords in a flow of magic water. The water formed a rounded shield, a circle twelve feet across that exploded out from the tops of his swords.

As it ran forward across the floor of the chamber, the water hissed like it was boiling.

The fire demons screamed, and the goblin and the armored skeleton looked on in confusion.

Then the water hit them, and as it did so, Ralnor forced an extra bit of magic through the spell, making it impact with even more force. There was the sound of an explosion, and the demons blew up in a shower of sparks that smashed into the back of the chamber with a resounding crash. The water blast also took in the goblin, but the armored skeleton was another matter. This last foe, flame rippling along the blade of its sword, dodged the blast to the right and threw itself at Ralnor.

He was momentarily stunned by the force of his own blast and was unable to summon any more magic. Instead, he whipped his sword up into the air and caught the killing downward blow that the monster had thrown at him.

He shoved, hard, pushing the monster back and forcing its blades into the air.

“Beware!” he heard Farlo shout. “More enemies coming from the door!”

Ralnor could not take his eyes from the armored skeleton in front of him, but he heard Farlo dashing past him, rushing through the room toward where the other enemies were approaching. The armored skeleton’s eyes blazed like glowing coals from its bony face, its skull lit from the inside as if by an internal flame.

Ralnor pushed again, shoving the monster’s sword up the way, then pulling back suddenly.

The abrupt pulling away of its enemy made the skeleton slip forward, losing its balance, and with that moment, Ralnor swept his blades through the vertebrae at the base of the creature’s skull and saw it drop to the floor. The skeleton crashing in pieces to the ground was a profoundly satisfying sound, and Ralnor whirled to see Farlo tackling a new crop of enemies who had emerged wreathed in flame from the fiery doorway at the back of the chamber.

They were shaped like men… almost. Instead of human-like heads, they had horrible, long, writhing heads—the heads of snakes on long, sinuous necks. There were ten of them, and they thundered out of the fiery door, roaring as they came on.

“Snakemen!” Akhen yelled. “Snakemen of fire!”

Ralnor had not ever heard of a snakeman before. Indeed, before his adventures in the city, he was little acquainted with any kind of monster, but he knew what must be done.

Farlo had dashed into the midst of his enemies, but he was overmatched. Ralnor immediately sent a blast of powerful battle magic to his friend’s aid.

This was his own signature magic, and his manifestation of this spell had been the first thing to alert Akhen to his uniqueness as a mage. The battle magic could be applied to many things—to trees and plants, to weapons, and to people.

Ralnor had even applied the magic to a river once, causing the river to rise up in fury and destroy his enemies.

But now he applied it to his friend, and he was immediately rewarded by seeing Farlo’s body wrapped in what looked like a sheet of blue flame.

Farlo roared with renewed vigor for the fight and slew three of the snake-headed men in a furious counter-charge against their attack.

Ralnor summoned a water attack, and even Akhen pitched in, adding a hissing blast of vapor that choked the life from a nearby enemy.

All was going well until Ralnor felt the ground tremble.


Chapter 6

Something was coming out from the door. Something huge.

“What’s that?” Ralnor called to his friends. He could not see what it was, but there was a long body, a sinuous neck, and a wide set of wings hissing through the air, flames rippling from the end of them as it lumbered out of the small doorway.

“Wyvern!” Akhen called back. “A fire beast. A kind of dragon. Stay clear of its face. It can send a blast of fire from its jaws!”

The remaining snakemen, spreading out around the wyvern's form, begin to chant. They were armed with spears rather than swords, and they had rounded shields with iron studs through the center, written over with strange runes that were as sinuous and snakelike as the snakemen themselves.

The dragon itself was a terror to behold. Its body was red and yellow, with streaks of fire running up and down the body as if driven by invisible winds. The monster had blazing yellow fire flowing from its eyes, and its four thick legs were tipped with claws that gleamed razor-sharp in the light of the fire. There was no chance that they could take it head-on. They would need to come up with another approach.

“Fall back!” Ralnor called to his friends. “Fall back to the tunnel entrance!”

Farlo and Akhen obeyed the command, moving toward the entrance to the tunnel swiftly and without panic. The snakemen’s chant filled the air, and the wyvern stamped its feet in time with the sound. The words were in a hissing, guttural language that Ralnor had never heard before, but as the words wove around the space, they almost seemed to become material.

He could feel the power of the words… the power of the spell. The snakemen were chanting a magic spell to the wyvern, bringing power even as they danced around it.

“Look,” Farlo said. “Look at the bodies of the fallen enemies!”

Ralnor looked and saw what he had not noticed before now. He had been so focused on the fight that it had slipped his attention, but there it was; glowing white shards of gleaming crystal rose through the air and hung about a foot above the fallen bodies of the enemies.

“The shards!” Akhen said. “But you said they were time-limited, Ralnor?”

“Yes,” Ralnor said, “but not too badly. I think we will be able to tackle these creatures first.”

“I’ll create a distraction,” Farlo said as they got back to the entrance of the tunnel. “This tunnel entrance is way too narrow for this wyvern to come through, and if the snakemen come for the tunnel they’ll have to do it in single file, then we can take them. If I charge from the left, you two can move in from the right, using your magic against the wyvern.”

At that moment, Ralnor felt the power of the chanted spell the snakemen were using. The spell ripped through the chamber and became manifest in a flashing storm of red fork lightning that blasted through the air from the tips of the spears of the snakemen to the head of the wyvern.

“The spell is complete!” Akhen cried. Look out!”

The red lightning storm crackled around the wyvern's head, and the monster charged forward, passing through the gap between the two foremost snakemen. It lunged toward the entrance that the friends were sheltering in, and the three companions dived out of the way just in time.

Following their plan, Farlo dived to the left and Akhen and Ralnor to the right. Farlo, gripping his enormous two-handed sword low and away from his body, sprinted toward the snakemen who were now standing in line, away from the wyvern.

Ralnor and Akhen concentrated on the wyvern.

“Focus your magic into a water spell, and combine your spell with mine!” Akhen instructed.

Ralnor had not done much combining of magic, but he knew it could be done. He had done it when they had healed Lana, focusing all their magical ability into one devastatingly powerful spell to channel the power of the healing amulet.

He reached toward Akhen and felt his mentor’s magic. The power that came from Akhen was beautifully controlled, the magic as powerful and impressive as the controlled brushstroke of a master painter.

Ralnor’s magic was good by now—he had great control and was very happy with his progress—but seeing Akhen’s magic up close, looking at it through his own awareness of magic, he saw just how much more progress lay in front of him.

Far from being discouraged by this, however, Ralnor felt it as a great potentiality. He had so much more that he could do with his magic, so much further to go.

“Stop staring at my spell and combine yours with mine!” Akhen snapped, though Ralnor could hear in his voice the trace of a smile. The old half-elf was far from displeased with Ralnor’s admiration.

Ralnor shook himself out of his momentary lapse and projected his own magic outward. He felt his spell snap into place next to Akhen’s, the two magics slipping together as neatly as a master carpenter slips the joins of a piece of furniture together.

They clicked almost audibly, and then together, Ralnor and Akhen deployed the spell.

In the moment that had passed since they had dodged the dragon, Farlo had crashed into the left wing of the snakemen’s formation. One of the snakemen had detached itself from that formation to challenge Farlo directly, and now Farlo and the monster were trading blows on the other side of the chamber.

For some reason that Ralnor could not fathom, the other snakemen did not seem to be willing to join the fight and help their fellow. They kept their formation, a curved semi-circle of the remaining six of them, fanned out in front of the fiery door from where they had come.

The wyvern, content that Farlo was of no immediate threat, turned its head toward Ralnor and Akhen just as the two mages released their spell. The spell flew forward, taking shape as it moved through the air, turning into the form of a great water spear. The spear was designed along the same lines as those carried by the snakemen—a long shaft with a terrible barbed head. The main difference—other than the fact that the spear Akhen and Ralnor had created was made of water—was that their one was much bigger. It formed in the air six feet long and six inches thick.

Ralnor saw the dragon’s maw opening and the fire gathering there before Akhen did.

“Duck, Akhen!” he yelled, and when the old mage did not respond, Ralnor dived toward him, tackling him round the waist and hauling him out of the way.

Just in time.

As the water spear blasted at the wyvern, the monster responded with a blast of red-hot fire from its jaws that scored the very stones on which Ralnor and Akhen had just stood. The stones were blackened and cracked. The water spear smashed into the wyvern's neck, and the monster reared up, opening its massive wings and beating them in the air as it screeched in pain.

“Another blast!” Akhen gasped. “Ralnor, another combined water blast, quickly now!”

The two mages worked as swiftly as they could. They did not even pause to get up, but worked where they were—Akhen lying on the ground where he’d fallen and Ralnor standing over him protectively.

Their magics combined in a searing blast. This time, the water magic formed as a shield, rather like the way they had done it before. This time, the water crackled all over with blue light, and before the wyvern had managed to recover from the spear thrust, the shield smashed it in the face.

Ralnor caught the water spell before it dispersed. “Feed me strength, Akhen,” he ordered, and the old mage did not question his request.

Ralnor felt power flowing to him through his old mentor, allowing him to overcharge his spell. He caught the water shield spell, not allowing it to disperse, instead forcing it to form into a smothering cloak that wrapped the dragon's head and caught up the creature’s wings.

The wyvern blasted fired from its jaws again, but this time, the spell could not go anywhere. It slammed up against the water shield, and Ralnor fed more power to it, adding a bit of force magic as well to make the shield even stronger.

As he held the water shield in place, holding back the dragon’s fire blast, he drew off a thread of extra magic and fed it into a battle spell. This he sent swiftly across the chamber, wrapping Farlo and causing him to surge forward against his enemy.

Farlo roared out a challenge, batted away the attacker’s spear thrust, and then brought his own sword down on the snakeman’s shield in a shattering blow.

But something untoward then happened. As he struck, his own fire spell flared up and flames rushed from his blade, adding their power to the blast of strength. The snakeman held his shield up to defend himself, and his shield also blazed with his own power of flames. The two counterspells smashed against each other, and the result was a monstrous explosion of competing flames that sent both Farlo and the snakeman flying away from each other. Farlo crashed to the ground uncomfortably near the wyvern, and Ralnor called out to Akhen.

“Did you see that?” he cried.

“You can’t fight fire with fire,” Akhen said. “Farlo’s sword is too powerful, and it needs to be enchanted with some other material to be able to fight these fire monsters.”

“That puts us at a disadvantage,” Ralnor said. “We need to extract Farlo from the fight with the snakemen!”

“Or reach out to his blade and change the spell,” Akhen gasped. At that moment, the wyvern smashed through the water spell that had been holding it. The monster lunged forward, a furious scorching fire blasting through the chamber.

This time, Akhen saw it coming and got out of the way quickly enough, and Ralnor dived out of the way, too, but they were now separated from one another. Akhen fired a shower of water knives at the dragon, which peppered the monster’s skin. From the other side, Ralnor blasted a focused jet of water magic from his twin swords, and this scored the wyvern's hide with its intensity.

The wyvern was scorched by the water as the stones were scorched by its flame.

In the moment that he sent his blast toward the creature, Ralnor observed how its red and yellow skin turned black where the water magic impacted, looking like any other creature would look had it been scored by fire.

He followed up with another water blast, this time at the creature’s legs. This blast he caused to form like a net, blasting outward to wrap the wyvern's front legs and prevent it from being able to move.

“Farlo!” Ralnor yelled. “Look out! Another one comes from behind!”

True enough, as Farlo recovered from his fire-on-fire blast, another snakeman was approaching him from behind. This left only five at the fiery monster door, chanting their spell still, but Farlo was stunned, and his fiery blade was potentially more dangerous to himself against these snakemen than his enemies.

Ralnor reached out through the air, seeking the sword’s sense of magic. He felt it strongly as Farlo backed away from his approaching enemies. The sword was imbued with the power of fire from Flameweed, a particular plant that Ralnor had seen Farlo collect on their journey towards the Forbidden City.

Now, the fiery influence of the plant put Farlo in danger, and Ralnor sought a way to reach through the air with his own magic and alter the sword’s magical enhancement.

The power of fire was strong in the blade, and Ralnor could not quite summon the focus required to change it just now, though he thought that if he were given enough time, he would almost certainly be able to do it.

Tantalizingly close, he could feel the form of the magic. It was a spell, an enhancement that had the form of fire, but there was an underlying principle at work on the sword, a form of pure magic that could, given the right instruction, change its form and become something wholly different.

The wyvern staggered, and Akhen sent another blast, this time of ice, to smack into the creature’s chest. It replied with a blast of fire that Akhen dodged neatly, and then he ran forward, calling a magical word and summoning a sword of ice into his hands. With this sword, he charged forward and attacked the creature, hacking at its legs and slashing upward at its neck. The sword cut a blackened line across the wyvern's throat, and Akhen leaped away as the wyvern smashed the water net that held its legs and swiped a fistful of deadly, razor-sharp claws at Akhen.

Suddenly, the snakemen who had been attacking Farlo leaped away, rejoining their fellows. The wyvern was wounded and seemed at the end of its capacity to fight. A few more well-placed blows would surely finish it.

But then the snakemen took up their chant, raised their spears, and to the horror of Ralnor and his friends, the red lightning cloud crackled from their spear points and flew again through the air toward the wyvern. The lightning crossed the chamber and hit the wyvern in the head, and the red lightning flowed across its body.

Ralnor’s eyes went wide as he saw the wounds on the wyvern's body heal up. The blackened scoring that had appeared on the creature when the water and ice spell had hit it vanished, replaced by rippling, healthy tissue. The monster flexed its wings, restored to full health, and then the two snakemen who had been fighting Farlo leaped away from the group again to tackle the big elf.

“The snakemen are healing the wyvern!” Ralnor cried. “We must take them out first, otherwise we’ll never be able to beat the Wyvern!”

“You tackle them with Farlo,” Akhen replied. “I can hold the Wyvern off!” He leaped away from a swipe of the freshly-renewed monster’s claws, then dodged to the other side to avoid a blast of fire. “Go!” he cried fiercely as Ralnor hesitated momentarily. “I can handle this!”

Ralnor sent a blast of battle magic to Akhen, increasing his mentor’s agility and speed, and then dashed away to help Farlo. His own twin swords glowed green with their special power—the ability to contain and channel raw magic. Unlike Farlo’s blade, they were not tied to any particular magical effect, and so Ralnor was able to send magic through them and have it take the form of water. He barreled into the flank of the snakemen and found to his delight that the water-enhanced blade smashed through the fire-enchanted shield of the enemy with ease. He batted aside a backstroke from a snakeman and then took off the enemy’s head with a single terrible blow.

The others stopped their chanting, dropped their formation, and moved around to face him.

“Farlo!” Ralnor cried. “Take this!”

He poured water magic into his own blade and commanded it to remain stable. This was a big ask, but he felt that it would work for a little while at least. He launched the sword through the air, using a channeled strand of force magic to stabilize its flight and bring it into Farlo’s reach.

The big elf understood immediately what Ralnor meant. He dropped his own fire-imbued sword and grabbed Ralnor’s blade. Ralnor immediately became very aware of Farlo, and he found to his delight that he still retained a channel of magical control over the sword that Farlo held.

This was unexpected. Despite the fact that it split his attention, it was a good thing. It meant that he did not have to rely on the maintained stability of a single spell in the sword. As Farlo fought, Ralnor could send magic through the blade, even using battle magic to enhance Farlo and water magic to enhance the sword.

He swung his own blade, battering down the guard of a second snakeman while he held off a third with a blast of water magic from his left hand. The water magic had a much more permanent effect on the snakeman than it had on the wyvern. On the wyvern, the water magic had scored the hide of the creature and caused it to back off. On the snakeman, a solid blast of water magic caused the monster to crumple into an unrecognizable blackened heap of bones and blasted flesh. There was next to nothing left.

A white shard glowed as it rose from the body.

Farlo was making progress on the other flank. The two friends hacked and slashed their way through the foes, both with always an eye on both the fiery door at the back of the cave, from which more enemies might come at any moment, and on the wyvern near the entrance.

A glance in that direction showed Ralnor that Akhen had covered himself in a cloak of water magic that seemed able to keep him protected from blasts of fire from the creature, and he was making sure that the Wyvern's attention was completely focused on him, leaving Farlo and Ralnor free to deal with the snakemen.

There were only a few left.

As the monsters realized how many of their number had been killed, they backed off, retreading toward the fiery door at the back of the cave.

“Don’t let them get away!” Ralnor said to Farlo. “We need to kill them all, then we can finish off the wyvern!”

The last three snakemen seemed about to escape back through the fiery door, but Farlo surged forward. As he did so, Ralnor closed with the snakemen from the other side.

“Farlo, point your sword forward and get ready for me to channel magic through you!” Ralnor called.

Without questioning him, Farlo did as he was asked. He pointed his blade forward, and Ralnor was able to use his magic from a distance, channeling a stream of water magic toward the enemies through the blade that Farlo held. At the same time, he channeled water magic through his own blade, and the two streams crossed as they hit the three remaining snakemen.

The effect of the combined magic was immense. The powerful blasts combined into one enormous spell, turning in an instant into a maelstrom of water magic. The water crackled with blue lightning, and there was a noise like thunder, rolling waves, waterfalls, and a rainstorm all at once. The magic surrounded the remaining snakemen and whirled around them before exploding outward.

Ralnor and Farlo were soaked in the blast from their own water magic, and then they looked forward to see nothing remaining of the last of their enemies. All that was left were three piles of blackened goo on the floor and the shards floating in the air above the grisly remains.

“A little help!” Akhen’s voice shouted from the other side of the chamber.

They looked around to see the wyvern holding their mentor in its jaws!

The old half-elf appeared to have wrapped himself in a shield of water so powerful that the monster could not crunch him, but he was immobilized and appeared to be putting all his effort into maintaining the shield.

“Farlo,” Ralnor said quickly, “take your sword again, but wait a moment before you attack.”

He took his own sword back from Farlo and rushed toward the wyvern's back as Farlo dashed across the chamber to retrieve his own sword.

Ralnor reached the end of the wyvern's tail, and channeling water magic through his blades, he brought them both down in a terrible slash, taking off the end of the wyvern's tail with one stroke. Black blood flooded out into the chamber, immediately blasting into flame as it hit the ground. Droplets of blood spattered Ralnor, and they all caught fire as they did so. He fought down panic as the flames caught at his clothes and used a blast of water to douse himself, putting out the fire.

Then he leaped forward, jumping into the air and running up the wyvern's back toward its head.

The monster was trying its best to chomp Akhen but was still completely thwarted by the strength of the old mage’s water shield. Ralnor reached forward with his magic and, as Akhen had done for him earlier in the day, fed power straight to his mentor.

Akhen, suddenly boosted with new strength, shoved his magic shield outward, causing the monster’s jaws to be forced apart. He dropped to the ground, rolled, and then leaped to his feet. The wyvern roared, blasting fire at Akhen, and the old mage managed to hold off instant death with a water shield.

Ralnor, balancing on the wyvern's back, took the opportunity offered by the wyvern's distraction. He reached through the air with his own magic toward where Farlo stood nearby, his two-handed sword once again in his grip.

Ralnor focused on the sword, caught up the fire enhancement, and changed it. The spell in the sword was almost sentient. Ralnor felt a sense of surprise from the spell and then a willingness to explore this new form that Ralnor was offering to it. Fire changed to water, the fundamental basis of the magic changing.

There was a moment’s doubt as the metal of the sword seemed about to crack under the strain of this change. Magic was a volatile thing, and implanting metal with spells put strain on the material and on the strange esoteric bonds that held the very matter of the steel together. There was a moment when Ralnor thought he’d gone too far, and the very sword itself would burst asunder into a thousand pieces, but it held.

The new magic settled, running through the blade, and Farlo cried out in amazement as water magic replaced fire in his two-handed blade. Instead of red flame, blue lightning crackled along the keen edge of his sword, and droplets of enchanted water flew from the weapon as Farlo swept it through the air.

The big elf ran forward, and Ralnor drew his attention back to his own weapons. The dragon suddenly reared up, causing Ralnor to fly into the air. Force magic caused him to hold his position, and he landed again on the bucking dragon’s back, running up his spine toward the head.

Farlo dashed upon the wyvern's right-hand side, and Akhen caused a storm of water blades to fly at the dragon’s face. At that moment, all three of the companions struck. Ralnor swung his water-enchanted swords into the wyvern's head, driving through the skull and into the creature’s brain. Farlo thrust his blade upward in a mighty two-handed stroke that penetrated deep into the creature's chest, and Akhen followed up his knife blast with a water spear that penetrated the monster’s heart.

Ralnor leaped away as the dragon bucked suddenly, and its body changed. Where a moment before there had been the huge, solid body of a wyvern, now there was a crackling of red lightning and a flashing of a thousand tiny points of fire.

He dropped to the floor and backed away, and Farlo and Akhen joined him. There was a great rumbling sound in the chamber, and Akhen threw up a water shield big enough to cover all three of them. Ralnor added force magic to the shield, keeping it steady, and he poured his own power into it, using the magic of water to enhance Akhen’s existing spell.

“Hold firm!” Ralnor called. The three of them hunkered down behind the water shield, and Ralnor braced for impact. The space where the wyvern had been was filled with sparks and crackling red lightning, and blasts of flame were now shooting out from all sides. There was no doubt what was about to happen.

Ralnor steadily channeled power through the shield, and he felt Akhen doing the same. The rumbling in the chamber floor intensified, and then, as they expected, the monstrous shape of the destroyed wyvern exploded in an enormous ball of fire.

The shield rocked under the impact of the blow, and Ralnor heard Akhen grunt with the effort it took to maintain the shield. Flames of orange, yellow, and red blasted past them, filling the chamber and obscuring everything from view. The heat was intense, even through the shield. Ralnor held firm as the fire flowed past them, the floor rumbling and the roaring of the fire loud in their ears.

Then he raised his head. Where moments before the wyvern had stood, there was now nothing but a pile of rubble. It looked like stone, blackened by fire, and coated with a gleaming substance.

Ralnor lifted his head and carefully lowered his shield. Akhen also withdrew his power from the spell, and the three of them stood up, looking carefully around. There was a low sound, a kind of humming, whirring noise, coming from the wreckage that had been the wyvern, and a moment later, something gleaming rose from the wreckage. But this was not a shard. It gleamed white, shining just like the shards did, but it was different. It was not long and sharp, but rather it was round, a gleaming white globe that illuminated the space around it with a diffuse white light.

“An orb!” Akhen said.

They looked around the chamber, wary of any further attack, but there seemed no sign of any more hostile figures emerging from the doorway. Indeed, the fiery doorway at the back of the chamber had dulled, the light no longer shining brightly. As they watched, there came a grinding sound of stone on stone, crunching like the sound of great gears working somewhere deep under the ground. Two great stone doors swung into place, covering the flames beyond.

There was a crash, and the fiery doorway was closed.

“I guess that means we can collect the shards in safety,” Ralnor said. “But what the nature of this chamber is I don’t know.”

“I think I might hazard a guess,” Akhen said with a smile. “Tell me, do you still feel the presence of the Watcher?”

Ralnor felt around for it, but there was no suggestion of that hungry, devouring presence anymore.

“You’re right,” he said. “It’s gone.”

“Let’s collect these shards,” Akhen said, “and then we’ll talk more about it once we’re back up top. I think I’ve had enough combat for one day.”

Ralnor and Akhen were both able to collect the shards, but to his frustration, Farlo found that he was not able to.

“What’s the difference?” he said, looking at Ralnor and Akhen. “I don’t get it.”

Ralnor took the Amulet of Shem from around his neck and handed it to Farlo. “Put this on,” he said, “and then try.”

Uncomprehending, Farlo took the amulet and put it over his head. The blue gem glowed, and he smiled as he pulled it down over his head.

“Feels good,” he said.

“Try to collect a shard now,” Ralnor suggested.

Farlo shrugged and leaned over the corpse of an armored skeleton whose gleaming shard was still present. He held his hand out, and the shard flowed into his palm and then vanished.

“It’s governed by the amulet!” Farlo said. “That’s why you can pick up the shards!”

“Exactly,” Ralnor said. “Go ahead and collect the others. The amulet seems to be able to gather them into itself.”

“I wonder if they are just stored there,” Farlo mused, “or if they disappear into it.”

“What an odd question,” Ralnor said. “I’d never have thought of that. The idea that they are stored inside the amulet, as if for future use, had never occurred to me.”

Farlo grinned, then set about collecting the rest of the shards. As Akhen did the same, gathering the orb from the wyvern last, Ralnor looked closely at the remains of their enemies.

“It seems like they were made from stone,” he said, picking up some of the gritty residue of the creatures between his gloved fingers. He sniffed it. There was a scent like scorched wood and tar—a not-unpleasant smell. “How could that work?”

“Let’s get out of here, then we can discuss it,” Akhen said. “Have you got everything?”

“There’s this,” Farlo said. “I didn’t notice it before.”

He came toward the entrance, gesturing to them. “Did you see this as we came in, Ralnor? I thought I should have noticed it. It’s not exactly subtle.”

Ralnor looked where Farlo pointed. There was a little chest, made of gleaming wood and banded with polished brass. It had a lock, but there was a key in the lock. The whole item looked out of place in the chamber, gleaming as if the metal had been freshly polished and the wood freshly oiled.

“It wasn’t there when we came in here,” Ralnor said. “No way.”

“But how…?” Farlo began, then trailed off.

Ralnor knelt and opened the lid. Inside, stacked neatly and gleaming as fresh and as new as if they had been minted that very day, were stacks of gold coins laid on red velvet.

“I don’t get it,” Ralnor said. “Akhen, have you any idea what this is all about?”

“Look at the coins,” Akhen said quietly. “Is there anything on them?”

Ralnor lifted one of the heavy gold coins and turned it over. There was a face in profile stamped onto the coin. A face he recognized.

His own.

On the back of the coin were the words “1 gold mark”, and on the face side, under the head, printed as clear as day, were three words.

King Ralnor I.


Chapter 7

“All hail King Ralnor the First!” Farlo said, raising his eyebrows in surprise as he read the words on the coin.

Ralnor glared at him, feeling both annoyed and confused by this surprising new development. “What is this rubbish?” he demanded. “I’m no king!”

“Perhaps whoever left these coins knows something you don’t,” Farlo speculated.

“And that’s another thing,” Ralnor said. “Where did these coins come from? No one could have sneaked up and left them here without us seeing.”

“Grab that chest and let’s go back up top,” Akhen said decisively. “There’s more to this than meets the eye. We can discuss it when we get back in the open air.” He glanced back at the fiery doorway as he spoke. The light from the doorway had dulled a little, but there was a sense of presence in the air that they could all feel now. It wasn’t malevolent anymore, just satisfied, but it was unsettling all the same.

Ralnor and Farlo were both glad to heed Akhen’s advice, and together, the three companions made their way out of the chamber and into the corridor, bearing the small chest with them. Farlo’s sword had reverted to its flame enhancement now that the battle was over, and the weapon flickered and sparked as Farlo held it up. He and Ralnor relit their torches, but Farlo handed his torch to Akhen.

“I want to have my sword hand free,” Farlo said, hefting the small chest up onto his left shoulder and keeping his sword unsheathed in his right hand.

Akhen and Ralnor led the way, holding their torches aloft as they headed along the corridor to the main tunnel. There was no sign of any enemies—indeed, there was no sign of any more threat at all. As they left the chamber, all the sense of being watched left them, and they felt completely and reassuringly alone in the deep tunnels of the tree city.

The traps had gone, too. The tripwire was no longer there, and the spike-filled pit was gone.

“This is a strange thing,” Ralnor said as they passed the places where the traps had been. He glanced at Akhen and saw that his old mentor had a knowing smile on his wise face. “Akhen, I believe you know or can guess what’s going on here,” Ralnor said.

“I don’t know for sure,” Akhen replied, “but I think it may be—” He broke off suddenly as Farlo pushed past them, putting the chest down on the ground and shifting his sword from his right hand to his left as he ran forward with an exclamation of surprise.

“Farlo,” Ralnor said, “what is it?”

“The suit of armor!” Farlo said, sounding amazed and pleased.

“What about it?” Ralnor said. “It looks just the same to me.”

The armor stood where it had before, guarding the entrance to the hidden tunnel. The gauntleted hands were crossed where the pommel of a sword should have been, but there was no sword on display. Ralnor thought that there may have been a sense of light around the armor that had not been there before, but he could see nothing that justified Farlo’s excitement.

The big elven smith, on the other hand, clearly saw more than was visible to Ralnor’s eyes. He dashed forward, his empty right hand outstretched, and he slapped his palm onto the surface of the armor.

There was no sign of any blue force field now. The beautifully carved armor glowed the deep, rich blue color of a summer sky.

“Azure!” Ralnor gasped as Farlo gave an incoherent cry, half of pain and half of pleasure and satisfaction. The moment his skin connected with the armor, a blue light suddenly suffused the area around them, and the armor seemed to melt into Farlo’s hands.

“He’s absorbing the suit of armor!” Akhen said in amazement.

There was nothing Ralnor or Akhen could do; the spell was in motion, and the suit of armor was flowing into Farlo’s outstretched hands like water into dry sand. Blue light shone around the big elf and blazed out from the Amulet of Shem, which was still around Farlo’s neck.

“The amulet!” Ralnor exclaimed, realizing what was happening. “The armor is absorbing into the Amulet of Shem! But why didn’t it happen before?”

“Because the dungeon chamber needed to be cleared first,” Akhen said with certainty. “Give him a minute, and he will be all right. I do not think there is any danger to him here.”

The two friends, mentor and student, stood watching in awestruck fascination as the armor was absorbed through Farlo’s hands. As they watched, they saw a flickering image of the ornately carved plates of the armor appearing on Farlo’s body. He seemed to grow bigger to fit the mighty shape of the armor, the armor shrinking and changing shape to fit Farlo’s body. Ralnor and Akhen did not see Farlo completely clad in the suit; rather, the different pieces appeared one at a time on his body, a flashing blue plate of gleaming carved steel over an arm, the chest plate flashing into place momentarily, and the helmet flickering into place across his head and then vanishing again.

Then, abruptly, it was over, and Farlo stood still, breathing heavily, dressed in his normal clothes and staring in rapt amazement at Akhen and Ralnor.

“You have gained the Armor of Azure,” Akhen said. “The Armor of Shem, drawn into Shem’s amulet by the power of the cleared dungeon. And now, a great deal that was dark becomes clear to me. Pick up that chest, Farlo. It’s time we were back up in the sunlight.”

When they came out into the light again, they found that evening had fallen. More time had passed in the dungeon than they’d realized, and they found an anxious Sena and Lana standing waiting for them in the garden area that Ralnor thought of as the smithy garden.

The two women had spent a productive day while Ralnor, Akhen, and Farlo had been battling in the dungeon. They had finished the gold plating of the iron treasury key, and they had then set to making arrows and working on a set of steel gauntlets for Lana.

Farlo had taught Sena his knowledge of smithing, and she had some knowledge of her own, too. Together, she and Lana made a formidable team.

“Ah, you are back at last!” Sena said, coming up and hugging Farlo. “We were beginning to worry about you. What happened? Did you find your shards? Did you explore any new areas below the surface?”

“We did all those things and more,” Farlo said. “But I’m as hungry as a bear, and I think some dinner is in order before we talk about this any further.”

It was not hard to procure some food for themselves. The upstairs chambers were not quite ready, and they did not desire to go the whole way back to their quarters in the center of the soldiers’ encampment. It was a pleasant evening, though it was turning cold, so they got a hold of the makings of a meal and sat together in the smithy garden.

First, Sena and Lana demanded to hear everything that had happened in the lower levels. Farlo glanced at the others, but when Ralnor gestured to him to go ahead, he told the story, supported by nods and additions from Ralnor and Akhen.

When they had first left the chamber, Ralnor had been all on fire for explanations and had been ready to wring the story from Akhen as soon as they got back above ground. But the act of sitting down to a meal, the simple, practical rituals of pouring drink and serving food after the tension of the battle, took the edge off his urgency. The small chest full of gold coins—gold marks, perhaps he should call them—sat at his feet.

He listened to Farlo’s retelling of the tale with increasing enjoyment, putting in emphasis here and there, particularly when Farlo, as was his nature, tried to minimize the valiant part he himself had played in the fighting. By the end of the story, the eyes of the two women were glowing with interest in the story and admiration for the fighters.

“You did so well!” Sena said. “I have to admit, I’m quite glad I wasn’t there. It sounds like the strange feeling of someone being there and aware of you—the Watcher, as you call it—was very clearly present. I found that more disturbing than anything I’ve felt since I left the Black Spire, but I’m glad to hear that you’ve felt it, too. I wondered if I was going a little mad.”

“Definitely not,” Akhen said. Ralnor looked at him expectantly. Akhen muffled a smile, and Ralnor grinned.

Lana took up one of the strange coins between her thumb and forefinger and examined it with care. “I think,” she said slowly, her eyes traveling between Ralnor and their old mentor, “that Ralnor has a question or two for Akhen.”

“Oh really?” Akhen said innocently, his mouth twisting as he attempted vainly to conceal a smile.

“I think you know more about that dungeon than you’re letting on. I’ve never heard of such a thing before, but those were no ordinary monsters.”

“Aye, indeed,” Akhen said, relenting. “And it’s been good to hear the details of the story again and to have the opportunity to set my thoughts in order. This is just guesswork—there’s no way to prove it—but all the pieces fit. Well, I’ll tell you.”

He sat back in his chair, took a deep breath, and then began.

“In the olden days, in the golden age of magic before the Sundering, there were spirits, as I said before, that had the ability to feed off expended energy and, to a limited extent, use that energy to alter their environment. They were known to hang about in places where people expended a lot of energy and focus—battlefields were a favorite haunt for such spirits. Sometimes, one heard stories of these spirits being able to create environmental factors that actually caused people to expend more energy than they otherwise would have done.

“These were small effects, things like making a rockfall happen to block a passage, forcing people to work to clear the way, or changing the landscape to make ground that had been flat, hilly, rough, and hard to traverse. But the most powerful of these spirits were the ones that found themselves on battlefields where magical energy was expended. They grew more powerful and gained new abilities with their power. The most powerful spirits were sometimes said to occupy caves near the battle site, creating environments there where people could fight enemies with magic.”

“The spirits created a place through their own will, causing people to fight monsters?” Ralnor asked.

“Exactly. The more energy the spirits could feed on, the more power they gained, and the more they could alter their environment. They created monsters and traps and tunnels for adventurers to navigate and fight in, and they created treasure in their chambers to reward those who fought there. The people called them dungeons. Over time, dungeons and adventurers developed a symbiotic relationship. The adventurers fought for the loot, expending energy to feed the dungeon spirits and getting financial rewards and practice at fighting in return. The dungeons learned not to kill the adventurers outright, though that sometimes happened, of course. But a dungeon spirit that killed its adventurers soon ran out of food. Over a long period, a few of the dungeons became preeminent, while others died off or vanished from the world.”

“And you think one of these dungeon spirits is now in the lower levels of the tree city?” Ralnor asked.

“I can see no other explanation for what we have just experienced. The monsters we fought, the way they came in waves, the magic we were forced to use, even the presence of traps and the feeling of being watched… all these things are the hallmarks of the old dungeon tales. Yes, I think that one of these spirits has allied with Calgar, the great tree spirit. Now that Calgar has awakened again, I believe the dungeon has awakened, too, and I believe that it’s hungry. I don’t think any spirit could enter the tree city without the tree spirit’s permission, and so it follows that Calgar, the tree spirit, actively allows the presence of the dungeon in its depths.”

Farlo sat forward excitedly. “But what about the suit of armor?” he asked. He held his hand to his chest, where the Amulet of Shem still lay. “There’s more to all this than just the dungeon. The suit of armor shows that.”

“I agree,” Akhen said. “The armor was intimately connected with the Amulet of Shem. It was azure blue like the amulet. Azure is the color of Shem. Water is Shem’s element, and we needed to use water magic to defeat the dungeon and unlock the suit of armor. I think that for some reason, the azure spirit—the spirit that became Shem, human god of the sea, of water, and of touch and healing—has placed this suit of armor deep within the tree city. We—through chance, fate, or both—stumbled upon the suit of armor. We had the magic required to beat the dungeon and unlock the suit of armor, and we had the amulet, which was required to take the suit of armor.”

“Wait a moment,” Sena put in, furrowing her brow in thought. “This dungeon is connected to the elemental spirit and to the suit of armor and the amulet. But you said there are five spirits and five amulets—the five chalices of the gods. We already know that there are three more amulets, and we have the map of their locations. Does that mean there are more suits of armor and perhaps more dungeons out there, too?”

“I think that is what it means, yes,” Akhen said. “There’s no telling what strange things have happened over the centuries since the Sundering. The spirits—both the five spirits of the elements that I described and the dungeon spirits—must have interacted in some way, making an alliance. The dungeon spirits integrated with the elemental spirits, creating a situation where the suits of armor that go with the five chalices were protected by having a dungeon that needed clearing before a user could access them. This means that only one who had mastered the elemental magic aligned with the particular god-spirit could clear the dungeon.”

“No one without water magic could have cleared that dungeon,” Farlo said quietly. “So we must seek to master the other magics as well.” He turned to Sena. “Who are the other five human gods?” he asked. “We know of Shem—we’ve found Shem’s chalice, and it’s this amulet. Shem is the azure spirit, and his color is blue. But who are the others?”

Sena listed them off on her fingers. “There were five, as you say. The five gods of the humans. One is Shem, the god of healing and of the sea. Then there was Calgar, the god of kings, the god of power and control over others, and also of trees and growing things. That one must be the green spirit of the tree that inhabits the city here. We have his amulet, too. The second chalice. The god of fire and of the hearth is Gleam, and his color is red. And then there are the gods of black and white.”

“What of them?” Ralnor asked.

“Delkor is the god of darkness. He is the god of fates, the god of the future. And lastly, there is Elemar, the god of truth. His color is white. I have never before heard this tale that Akhen tells, of the five ancient spirits, but there is an undeniable parallel between the five colors, the properties of the gods that we in the human lands know, and the ancient spirits Akhen speaks of. I have no doubt that the gods we in the human lands worship are the same beings as these ancient elemental spirits.”

“There are five chalices,” Ralnor said, “and so we must assume there are also five suits of armor and five dungeons to fight. The Amulet of Shem we already have. We found it in the dungeon in the center of the unclaimed lands.” He frowned, thinking back. “I never considered it at the time, but I suppose that must have been a dungeon in the same sense that the dungeon we just fought was.”

“We never explored it any farther,” Lana said. “Do you think there was a suit of armor in there somewhere that we missed?”

“If so, it was a suit of armor that was associated with a different element. I wonder…” Ralnor broke off, frowned thoughtfully, then spoke again. “I wonder if that dungeon had the suit of armor that goes with the green amulet of Calgar, the one I took from the Master. He had been working here in the city for a long time and using the power of the amulet to control the troops and boost his own powers of control. If the suit of armor here is the Shem armor, then perhaps the armor there is the Calgar suit?”

“It makes sense,” Farlo said, “and we cleared the dungeon, so we should be able to get the suit.”

“If we go back there,” Sena added, “which at this point does not seem like the easiest thing to do.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Akhen said. “I agree that all you say is probably true, but winter is coming, and you have the city to repopulate. We have the green amulet, the Chalice of Calgar. Without that, no one else will be able to claim the suit of armor, even if they went to the dungeon. Once you have fulfilled your mission here at Highbough, you can approach the discovery of the remaining three dungeons.”

“Ralnor, do you have the map to hand?” Farlo asked.

Ralnor reached into his pouch and took out the map that Parlax had given him, then unrolled it on the table while the others crowded in to look. Ralnor gestured to the different points on the map as he spoke. “Here’s one amulet location—the Forbidden City of Highbough. Well, we have that chalice, it’s the green Amulet of Calgar. Then there’s the blue Chalice, the Amulet of Shem, that we also already have. Here’s the location where we found it, marked by a cross.”

“Yes,” Sena said, “that’s the location of the dungeon where we fought and where Lana almost lost her life.”

They all stopped and looked at Lana, but she smiled. “It’s fine,” she said. “Go on.”

Ralnor pointed at another location, near the Unclaimed Lands dungeon that they’d just been looking at. “This other location is to the south of the dungeon where we found the Amulet of Shem,” he said. “It’s almost within the Cursed Lands—in fact, I think it might even be within the boundaries of that deadly area.”

“Then there’s one near my home village,” Lana said, “in the mountain country north of Greenwood and Suntower City.” She pointed with one long, pale finger to a location a long way south and east of the Forbidden City. “That’s night elf country. The mountains there are full of strange things, and I confess it wouldn’t seem so strange to me for there to be a dungeon hiding out there, concealing a god-spirit’s chalice.”

“And the third,” Sena said quietly, “is marked right in Tullian’s Vale, the capital city in the heart of Venetia, the kingdom of the humans.”

“The chalices have lain hidden for many years, for centuries even,” Akhen said. “We must find them… you must find them, that is clear. But it can be as dangerous to rush toward a fate as to avoid it. Take your time, and do not be diverted from your path. It may be that the great spirits have all gone from the world, all except Calgar, the great spirit that has inhabited this mighty tree city. It may be that the other spirits lie sleeping, dormant, and just waiting for you to awaken them. I cannot tell.”

“So,” Ralnor said, “you recommend continuing on our current path for now?”

“Most definitely,” Akhen said. “Do not forget your promise to Calgar the tree spirit, though. Repopulate Highbough as you have sworn to do. Once that has been done, then you can set out on your quest to find the remaining chalices. And I don’t doubt that you will find them and that the quest will lead you in the end to the heart of the human kingdom, to the dungeon that may be awaiting you in the city of Tullian’s Vale.”

Ralnor leaned back in his chair and sighed out a long breath.

“I want to know more about these coins,” Lana said, looking at the gold coins the dungeon had bestowed on them. “King Ralnor the First, eh?” She gave Ralnor a half-considering, half-mocking look. Ralnor rolled his eyes and flapped a dismissive hand at the gleaming coins.

“It’s a joke,” he said, “it must be. This dungeon spirit must have a warped sense of humor. That’s the only explanation I can make for it.”

“Really?” Lana said, thoughtfully, fingering the coin. “It strikes me that this dungeon spirit may have an idea of the future. Perhaps you will become the King of Highbough?”

Ralnor frowned. “I don’t see how that could be the case,” he said. “King Harald III is the rightful king of all the elven lands. He was king of Highbough back in the old days before the Sundering. I have no desire to set myself up in opposition to him as king of this city. If you ask me, this dungeon is trying to cause trouble. Perhaps it would benefit the dungeon for King Harald and myself to be at odds with one another, and so the dungeon is trying to give me ideas above my station? I won’t be drawn by such nonsense. After all, despite everything that’s happened, I’m still only a Ranger.”

“King Harald has no heir,” Farlo said speculatively. “Perhaps the fates will align to cause your ascension in the end?”

“I think it highly unlikely,” Ralnor said.

But despite his own certainty, his friends continued to gaze at him with a speculative air that he found incredibly annoying.

* * *

Winter’s iron grip took hold of Highbough soon after that day in the dungeon. The season had been threatening to change for some time. Now, the snows came down off the mountain and carpeted the plain in deep, motionless white. Northern winds swept down on the land from mountain and from sea, lashing the waves and whipping the falling snow into a blizzard.

Daily, Ralnor gazed out at the spectacle from his chambers high in the tree city.

The human army moved into the city. Rizan had initially been in favor of their remaining in camp on the plain despite the cold, but Ralnor would not hear of it.

“Your men have worked long and hard to clear the upper levels,” he said. “It’s only fair that they should be the first to benefit.” He had not shared his pact with Calgar the tree spirit with Rizan, and Ralnor did not mention that moving the soldiers into the city would help fulfill his end of the bargain to repopulate the city.

Rizan considered Ralnor his liege lord and treated him like a king—whatever Ralnor might say—and so the soldiers broke their camp and shifted ‘upstairs,’ as they called it, into the freshly cleared chambers in the middle rooms of the outer level of the city. These rooms were good, with wide views and good access to the main central stairs that ran up and down the city’s body. The mapping efforts of the human soldiers had yielded information about the city’s structure, and the humans knew their way around.

At the heart of the city, there were three great stairways, each acting as a central highway up and down. From these stairways, hundreds of smaller stairs and passages led off, giving access to the landings and corridors that granted access to the rooms where most of the soldiers took up their abodes.

The work in the forest at the edge of the plain, south and east of the city, had yielded a great many supplies for the winter. While Ralnor had forbidden the wholesale felling of the trees, the workers had still been able to bring a great deal of firewood back to the city. The stone-lined fireplaces and chimneys—cleaned and made ready for use—now heated the chambers and made cozy rooms for the new inhabitants.

There were still great tracts of the city that were uninhabited—and even greater areas that were unexplored but for an initial cursory visit—but Ralnor felt the tree spirit’s satisfaction all the same. Since that day in the dungeon, he had felt the tree spirit often, and not just in the lower levels.

“Calgar,” he said, sometimes, trying to reach out to the great, unknowable presence of the spirit. But the name did not seem right, somehow. Calgar was the name the humans had given to the spirit when they had worshiped it as a god, but that was not truly its name. If it even had a name, it was not one that was conceivable for the minds of mortals; not even a long-lived half-elf like Ralnor. For the moment, Calgar would have to do.

Ralnor was glad that Calgar was pleased. He felt that he was fulfilling his promise to the spirit and that he would continue to be able to do so.

Ralnor had set up his quarters in the high chamber with the locked treasure room. The room was large and rather bare, but Ralnor didn’t mind. Though far from luxurious, it was a great deal better than his room in the base of the tower back at Rayne’s Outpost, and better still than the hovels of Suntower City’s lower districts where he’d spent his childhood. It had a big window at one end, which commanded a magnificent view of the plains, the river, the forest, and the stormy bay.

Every day, he kept a lookout for new arrivals.

The Dernwaith came first, arriving in twos and threes after the first snows. Anaxis came with them.

There was a good fireplace in Ralnor’s room, carefully lined with stone—as were all the fireplaces in the city. On the day the Dernwaith arrived, a fire of sappy pine logs crackled and sparked in Ralnor’s hearth, sending out a generous heat into the room. The human soldiers, with the help of Akhen and Farlo, set about helping the Dernwaith to settle in, but Anaxis came up straight up to Ralnor with the snow still caking his boots and flecking his hair.

“So, my friend, you convinced your people of the wisdom of joining us?” Ralnor said with a smile after they had greeted each other warmly. They were sitting at a table near the fire, and Ralnor was pouring tea for Anaxis as he spoke. The Dernwaith leader’s dripping cloak hung from a peg by the hearth, and the wind whipped the snow hard against the windows and sang mournfully in the chimney.

“It was not an easy task,” Anaxis said. “I am no leader—not like you or your elven king. The Dernwaith were at first reluctant to leave their villages, and they were doubtful that the Forbidden City—as they call it still—could have been made habitable. But the monsters that were released before the portal closed have been making a nuisance of themselves in the forests. They have formed into packs and have been raiding the sheep and cattle that the villagers rely on for their winter supplies.”

“Have they attacked any villages?”

“Not yet. There have been sporadic attacks on people, opportunistic attacks if a hunter or forager was caught out on their own. There have been a few deaths but no organized attack against the villages.” He sighed. “Even a few deaths are a few too many. The Dernwaith are not fighters, and in the face of the growing threat, most of them have agreed to decamp and travel north, here, to the city.”

“There is room for them,” Ralnor said. “I have seen to that. It may not be much like what they are used to, but they will be warm, dry, and safe from monsters for the winter, at least.”

Anaxis smiled. “That is all they ask.”

The Dernwaith settled in quickly—quicker, indeed, than Ralnor could have hoped. They seemed to have an affinity for the tree, and though they did not appear to be directly aware of the presence of Calgar, as Ralnor was, he noticed that the Dernwaith could constantly be seen stopping and tilting their heads as if listening or standing with their hands pressed against one of the carved wooden walls in the city.

Ralnor was held in high regard by everyone, human soldiers and Dernwaith settlers alike. It was a new experience for him—one he found more than a little uncomfortable, but he made the effort to get used to it.

“They respect you for what you’ve done for them,” Farlo said to him one day as they stood in the cold, their breath steaming, hammering away in Farlo’s outdoor smithy. It was a bright, clear day, a few weeks after the arrival of Anaxis and the Dernwaith, and for the last few days, the snow had finally stopped falling, and the wind had dropped, leaving everything covered in a uniform blanket of glittering white under the deep blue sky.

A wooden frame shelter had been set up around Farlo’s forge and anvil, covering the crates and water barrels, the table and chairs, and the many other items of useful clutter that had gathered around the smithy. Farlo enjoyed working in the cold, he said, and Ralnor enjoyed spending time with him out here.

Ralnor was a Ranger and a mage, but he had never been a smith. Farlo was the skilled one in that department. The more time passed, the more Ralnor felt that the dungeon’s prediction that he would be king was coming true. The Dernwaith bowed to him, the soldiers saluted, and his every command was obeyed without question. Ralnor was slowly becoming accustomed to this, but Farlo, Lana, Akhen, and Sena all still just treated him like their friend. He was happy to come out here and help Farlo work. Here, he was just Ralnor the Ranger again, working side by side with his friend.

The simple wooden building that sheltered the forge was being added to day by day, with the Dernwaith, in particular, keen to aid Farlo in his creation of a more permanent smithy. The wooden building was open on one side and was built more for shelter from the elements than for anything else, but nearby, a pile of stones had been gathered, and a team of Dernwaith villagers was working on the stones.

The sounds of their chisels and hammers rang through the enclosed area that everyone now called the smithy garden. The racket of the stoneworkers mixed with the clang of Ralnor and Farlo’s hammers to make a merry din. Three of the Dernwaith were working on the stones, carving them into neat blocks. Others were bringing more stones to the carvers. These stones had been harvested from the wreckage of the sorcerer’s tower and were now being cut down to size for use in this smaller building—a more permanent housing for Farlo’s smithy.

Farlo gestured toward the people working on the stones. “These folks, for example,” he said. “They came from a village whose sheep were all killed by monsters. Without this place to come to, they would have been in a serious situation. Their closest neighboring village’s crops had all been burned when a fire monster got too close in the night. The people from each village went to the other village for help, but neither could help the other. What would they have done? Without your help, few of them would have made it through the winter. Instead, they’re here, they have work to do, supplies to eat, and fireplaces to sit beside in the evening. It’s no wonder that they are keen to show you respect.” He smiled. “One of the women,” he said, “is about to have a baby. The first new child born in Highbough.”

Ralnor nodded and smiled back at Farlo, lifting a piece of hot metal he’d been hammering and placing it back in the forge’s flame. “You’re right, Farlo,” Ralnor said. “It’s just strange to me. I keep thinking of those coins the dungeon dropped. King Ralnor the First. That, combined with the way people treat me now… it makes me feel very strange.”

Farlo chuckled. “I don’t doubt it!” he said. “And I’m not telling you that you should feel entitled to it or that you should accept it without question, but you should not resent them for it. The villagers look up to you because you’ve done something good for them and the soldiers, too. Whether you like it or not, they see you as a leader, even as a king. That’s something they’ve not had for a very long time.”

Ralnor said nothing, pulling the metal he was working on from the forge and hammering it again.

At Ralnor’s orders, the chest of strange gold coins had been locked up in the strongroom for safekeeping. For all of Farlo’s words, Ralnor was still very reluctant to be openly acknowledged as king, and he certainly wasn’t about to begin issuing currency in his name. Aside from his own innate humility and reluctance, the main problem was the potential for conflict with King Harald. That was something that he wanted to avoid at any cost. Harald was his friend and his benefactor, and he had been his father’s friend back in the days before the Sundering. Ralnor wanted no rift with Harald; his ultimate mission was to end conflicts, not start new ones.

There had been finds in the city, and there was more than just the coins and the treasure chest from the goblin den in the strongroom now. Indeed, the little room was getting rather full. The exploration and clearing of the inner chambers continued but at a slower pace now. There was plenty of space, and the clearing and mapping of the labyrinthine city was less of an essential exercise than it had been at first. Still, treasures continued to be found. Caches of gold coins from the days of the empire of Galen, stamped with the first King Harald’s name and face, had been found in twos and threes throughout the city as well as more common finds of more recent coinage. There were precious stones, jewelry, gold plate and ornate goblets, and ingots of gold and silver. They also discovered more practical but less rare metals and alloys: iron, copper, bronze, and hard steel.

The gold and jewelry went into the strongroom, and the ingots of non-precious metals and workable alloys went into a lockup on the ground floor, near the smithy. Farlo had, as he’d said he would do, gold-plated the black iron key to the strongroom, so Ralnor could carry it on his person without the magic-dulling effects of the black metal. They had been working together on prototypes of gold-plated black iron enhancements for armor and shields—enhancements that would give the user the protection from magic spells that black iron afforded while still retaining their own use of magic.

When fighting other mages, and when fighting monsters that had magical abilities, this could confer a great advantage. In all, there was no shortage of work for the companions, and after that last trip down below ground, Ralnor did not find time again to go hunting monsters in the dungeon. The gateway to the underground levels of the city remained firmly locked.

One day, after midwinter had passed and the days were beginning to lengthen again, Farlo, Sena, Lana, and Ralnor were in the woods at the edge of the great plain bordering the city. They were, in fact, not far from the spot where they had dragged themselves from the river on their arrival here last summer. That seemed like years ago now, though it was, in reality, only a few months.

The weather was still cold, and snow fell intermittently, keeping the landscape always blanketed in white. Apart from the frequent stately evergreen pines, the trees were bare of leaves, and their black branches stood out starkly beautiful, outlined with frozen snow against the clear blue sky. It was cold, and the friends were well wrapped up, moving carefully through the snow.

They were following a trail.

The evening before, one of the watch parties that Ralnor regularly sent out had returned to the city to report that they’d seen something —or a group of somethings—moving through the trees near this spot.

“Whatever it was, it was big, and it had a lot of shaggy grey-white fur,” the guard had said when he’d reported to Ralnor the night before. “The evening was getting dark, and I couldn’t tell if there was more than one of the creatures. It moved away into the forest, and with the light going, I didn’t want to pursue it.”

Ralnor had supported that decision, but today, he and his friends were on the hunt for the mysterious monster. Whatever it was, it did not fit the description of any of the evil monsters that he had seen coming from the portal. If there was some new breed of monster in the forest, Ralnor wanted to be the first to know.


Chapter 8

They’d come out as soon as the morning had turned light, Ralnor in the lead, his friends following behind. They’d invited Akhen, but the old half-elf had declined the invitation.

“I’m not for monster-hunting today,” he’d muttered from his bed in the room on the ground floor that he’d taken for his own. “Not likely. I’ll leave that to you young folks.”

Akhen was tough, but he felt the cold, and Ralnor and the others could not blame him for wanting to stay indoors.

Now they moved as stealthily as possible through the trees. The guard had described the place where he’d seen the monstrous shape well, and Ralnor and his companions had not had any difficulty finding the location. It was not far from the river. The water had frozen at the edges, but in the middle, it was still swift and deep, and they could hear its steady churning off to their right as they moved through the trees. Off in the distance, the heavy grumble of Thunder Falls could be heard, a deep bass growl on the edge of hearing.

Ralnor had a bow in hand, his blades in their sheaths. Recently, he’d taken up archery again, feeling that he’d gotten out of practice. The soldiers had set up a spot for practice, and Ralnor, Lana, and several of the Dernwaith and the human soldiers practiced there daily. The practice yard was in one of the enclosed garden spaces, swept clear of snow daily by the fastidious soldiers.

The Archery Garden, as it had become known, was a favorite haunt. Ralnor found the practice relaxing as well as useful, and it was valuable in another way as well, which he had not anticipated. Practicing archery with the other soldiers helped him to be seen by them, not as a ruler or a remote leader but as a soldier—just another dweller in the city.

“It’s a good way to show yourself to your people,” Farlo had said with a grin, and Ralnor glared at him.

Now, he was ready to put his archery skills into practice. He held the bow loosely, an arrow half-drawn on the string, and all his senses alert. Lana was at his side and a little behind him, and she, too, held an arrow nocked and ready on her bow. Farlo had his great two-handed sword, and Sena carried a long, thin dagger in her hand and her regular straight sword on her belt.

“There,” Ralnor said in a low voice, “up ahead on the left, going deeper into the forest.”

“Tracks!” Lana said.

“Big ones, too,” Farlo added. “And there’s blood on the ground. Looks like whatever it was took a deer and carried it off.”

The companions moved in warily, but as they got closer, it became clear that whatever had made the tracks was long gone. A drifting of snow had partially covered the bloodstains on the frozen snow, and no snow had fallen since before sunrise that morning.

“What do you say to these tracks, Ralnor?” Farlo said, squatting in the snow and looking closely. “I’ve not seen anything like them before.”

Ralnor approached, taking care not to mess the tracks up with his own prints. He crouched by Farlo and inspected.

“Big, whatever it is,” he said thoughtfully, measuring the span of the tracks with his hand. “Bigger than a bear or a snowcat. And strange feet; they’re wider and flatter than the tracks of any beast I know. It walks upright and has a long stride, judging by the distance between the prints.”

He looked up, gazing straight ahead where the huge, lumbering tracks led off into the woods. “I think you’re right that it took a deer,” he added. “There are deer tracks all over this spot. The prints of the monster go off over that way.”

“It must have been really quiet to be able to sneak up on a deer,” Sena said thoughtfully. “That’s unusual in a creature of this size. I can’t think what it might be.”

Lana looked at them all. “Have none of you ever heard of a yeti?” she asked incredulously. “I thought everyone had heard of them. We have them in the mountains near where I grew up.”

Ralnor looked at her with some surprise. “I’ve never heard that name,” he said. “Why, what are they?”

“They are creatures that leave tracks like this,” Lana responded with a grim smile. “And if we are on the trail of one of them, we’ll have a serious fight on our hands if we catch up with it.”

“I intend to catch up with it,” Ralnor said. “But why are they so dangerous? What are they?”

“I suppose they’re kind of like a cave bear in shape, though they are a deal bigger than a regular one, and they’re significantly more intelligent. They live in cave colonies high up in the mountains where it’s coldest. They are excellent climbers, having hands like ours, with fingers and thumbs, but also having large feet that can grip well onto small cracks and crevices in rocks. Generally, they live high up in inaccessible places in the mountains and trouble those lower down not at all. But when there’s a particularly harsh winter, they will come down onto the plains to catch and eat animals, and they’ll sometimes attack people, too.”

“So if there is one of these coming down into these woods,” Ralnor said, “it would pose a threat to anyone it came across? It’s not more likely to just run away?”

Lana shook her head. “They see humans as simply prey animals,” she said. “They are enormous, very quiet, and terrifyingly strong, and they carry weapons, too. They’re not just animals, they’re intelligent, cunning creatures who can strategize. They make blades from stone and sharpen them to a razor edge, and they use the blades to make spears for throwing and for close work.”

Ralnor frowned. “I don’t like the sound of this. The Dernwaith have been coming out to these woods to hunt, and with the snows, our human tracking parties have to go farther and farther into the woods for game. I think we’ll be doing a good thing if we can track this yeti down to wherever it’s hiding.”

Lana nodded. “I agree. I’ve seen what they can do to a person. It’s not pretty. If one or more of them are wandering in these woods, it would only be a matter of time until one of our folk is killed.”

“The tracks lead that way,” Ralnor said. “We’ll track the monster down. Let’s keep an eye on the sun, though. If we’ve not caught up with it by midday, we’ll turn back. I don’t want to be caught out here after dark.”

The Rangers set off into the silent forest, following the clear trail left by the heavy feet of the yeti. They’d started at first light and had several hours until midday, and they all wanted to make the best of it. The trail was clear if not particularly fresh, and the huge tracks went straight, making a beeline toward the mountains. Here and there, a few specks of red blood on the snow showed that the yeti had carried its kill with it back to its den, rather than stopping to eat on the way.

They had been going for about an hour when something caught Ralnor’s attention. “Look up ahead,” he said. “The snow is all churned up. Something’s happened.”

They approached the spot carefully, but there was no sign of any enemies. Sure enough, the thick snow here was all cut and churned up as if the yeti had flailed around, and there were other tracks, too—strange, three-clawed footprints like the traces of some gigantic bird.

“The yeti tracks go on,” Farlo said. He had gone forward a little and stood with his breath smoking in the cold air, pointing to where the trail began again.

“But these other tracks go off to the left,” Ralnor added. “And there’s blood on the snow as if whatever made the tracks was wounded. Let’s follow this new trail a little way.”

The others said nothing but accompanied Ralnor as he moved off into the thicker cover of the trees. The clawed tracks dragged through the snow, splatters of dark blood clearly visible on the snow. They had not gone far when they saw something lying still up ahead, half covered with snow.

“Careful,” Ralnor cautioned. “We don’t want to walk into a trap.”

They moved up cautiously, fanning out through the trees. The three Rangers were stealthy and silent. Even Sena, who did not have Ranger training, made hardly a sound as she ghosted toward the hummocked shape in the snow.

A sudden loud cry and a flapping of wings made them all jump. Two ragged crows started up from the dark hummock, cawing angrily, their beaks stained red from their feeding. As the dark shapes of the birds settled into a nearby tree, the companions looked at each other. Whatever it was they were approaching, it was unlikely to pose any threat to them.

They approached more swiftly, and Ralnor saw a warty green skin, dark, batlike wings, a narrow head, and long, skinny clawed arms and feet. He pushed the figure over with his foot, revealing a hideous snarling face and two yellow eyes that glared sightlessly up in death.

“One of the portal monsters,” he said. “It’s been killed by a spear thrust to the belly from the looks of the wound.”

“This yeti must be one tough customer,” Farlo said, looking down at the ferociously sharp teeth and the long, razor-sharp claws of the nameless monster. “To take out this monster with a single spear thrust, he must be quick, strong, and totally fearless.”

“They have the cunning and astuteness of humans,” Lana said, “without any of the fears or moral sensibilities that slow us down.”

Suddenly, she stooped and looked closer at the wound in the monster’s chest. She grimaced, reached toward the wound, and then she pulled something from it. She held up the broken end of a throwing spear, tipped with a razor-sharp and perfectly crafted head of stone.

“Just as I thought,” she said. “This yeti is armed with throwing spears. We’ll need to be on the lookout.”

They returned to the main trail and continued to follow it, drawing ever nearer to the mountains. The trail felt fresher to Ralnor, and he noted that the edges of the tracks were crisper and better defined.

“I think we may be gaining on him,” he said once, and the others nodded.

It was almost midday when Sena, who had been lagging behind, jogged a few steps to catch up and tapped Ralnor on the arm.

“What is it?” he said, seeing the worried look on her face.

She looked at the sky and pointed upward.

Ralnor clenched his teeth and cursed under his breath. “I was so taken up with the trail and watching the woods around us,” he said, “that I never looked at the weather. That looks like a heavy snowfall incoming.”

They were not equipped for serious weather. Their clothing was warm and well-made, but the weather had been clear for days apart from the odd flurry of snow. Now, thick, heavy clouds were approaching from the west, low on the horizon, and they could hear a distant whistling of wind far away.

As they watched, they felt the first stirring of the wind on their cheeks. A flicker of lightning far off lit up the underside of heavy clouds far off, and a minute later, they heard a distant growl of thunder.

“That’s more than snowfall,” Lana said. “That’s a serious storm, and it’s coming this way. We should abandon the trail and head back. It’s almost midday by the sun. For all we know, this monster has headed back into the mountains. We can’t trail him if he’s gone to ground up there.”

“You’re right,” Ralnor said, his eyes on the clouds. “We’ll turn back. Even if the storm hits before we get back to the city, we won’t be too far off. We’ll be able to make it home.”

He took one last look along the trail. They had now walked miles from the city to reach a place where the trees thinned out again on the last approach to the mountains. They were facing roughly north, and ahead of them, only a few more miles away, the mountains rose steeply from the plain. Their gray vastness was forbidding, the sun casting deep wells of shadow across their heights and valleys.

Then he saw something, a flicker of movement, something gray off in the trees to his right.

He whirled, his bow coming up, as the yeti flowed silently from the trees toward him.

“Look out for the spear!” Lana cried, just in time. Ralnor ducked sharply and heard the whistle of the stone-tipped spear cutting through the air above his head. A moment later, he would have been skewered. As it was, the spear sailed past him and vanished into the snow.

Lana’s bow twanged, and Ralnor raised his own and fired at the charging blur of matted gray fur that was bearing down on him with the speed of a charging warhorse. The two arrows thudded into the creature, but they seemed to make no difference. It did not stop. It did not even slow.

“Scatter!” Ralnor cried, and the four companions dashed away from each other in different directions as the beast flew at them. It moved with incredible speed and was horribly silent. Ralnor caught a thick, animal scent as the beast ran past him, charging toward Sena, the smallest of the party. She saw that the monster had singled her out and dropped her knife, sweeping out her sword as she turned at bay to face the monster.

“Sena, no!” Farlo roared. The fear in his friend’s voice was something Ralnor had never heard before, and it sent a chill down his spine. In that moment, it hit him for the first time just how much Farlo cared for the human warrior.

But Sena was a match for the monster. It came on too fast to change direction quickly; it was fast and silent but not nimble. As it charged, the yeti raised a long spear with a long shaft of dark wood and a gleaming stone head. It thrust this deadly weapon at Sena, but she leaped deftly out of the way, and the monster’s own momentum carried it clumsily past her.

She swung with her sword, but the yeti was too quick, and her gleaming blade only cut a chunk of the creature’s matted grey fur.

Ralnor and Lana both reloaded and fired again, but their arrows seemed to make no dent in the monster’s hide. The arrows did not bounce off, but they tangled in the thick hair, and if they drew any blood, Ralnor couldn’t see it.

The yeti wheeled around as Ralnor dropped his bow in the snow and swept out his magical vector swords. Green lightning crackled around the blades as he called up the power of spirit, channeling the raw magic through his body and out through the enchanted metal. Without time to think, he instinctively gravitated to force magic, firing a bolt of kinetic power at the yeti.

The magic manifested as a white light, and the yeti hurled itself without hesitation to the left, rolling in the snow and then leaping to its feet as Ralnor’s magical missile sailed harmlessly past.

Ralnor thought he heard a gurgle of what might have been cruel laughter. There was no sign of a face; the monster’s thick brow of shaggy fur obscured its features almost entirely. Ralnor caught a glimpse of red eyes, beady and cunning, and then the monster rushed him with its spear raised for a killing thrust.

He threw up a force shield to take the impact, and the yeti ran straight into it at full force. The impact was incredible, and Ralnor felt his magic quail under the force. He staggered, but the shield held, and as the yeti staggered back a step and prepared to charge again, Farlo and Sena attacked it from both sides.

Farlo’s great blade rippled with fire as he charged in, and Sena’s light magic flowed through her own blade as she swung her sword, aiming for the monster’s arm. But the yeti saw them coming. It took a step backward and swung one huge arm out, catching Farlo on the belly before his mighty sword swing had a chance to connect.

In a moment, his charge had been stalled, and he was flying backward through the air, clutching his sword as he landed hard on his back. Sena’s light magic cut through the cold air like a knife, and she scored the first effective hit of the battle with it. The light burned like ice and fire combined, searing a great rent through the monster’s fur and drawing blood. The monster bellowed in sudden rage and pain.

The air was filled with the acrid stench of singed hair.

The yeti whirled, swinging one clawed hand at Sena as it raised its spear up for another blow, but she ducked the claw and smacked the spear to one side with her sword. Belatedly, Ralnor gathered power and fed battle magic to her. Immediately, the bright green light crackled around her, showing that his magic was affecting her.

She yelled out a battle cry in a language he didn’t recognize, moving as swift as lightning to strike at the yeti again with her sword. Farlo was struggling up twelve feet away in the snow. Lana was drawing her bow back, and Ralnor glanced at her, pointing his green sword toward her and sending a searing combination of battle magic and fire toward her arrow.

The arrow blazed into life as it flew, a fluttering orange ball of piercing flame blasting swiftly through the freezing air. It hit the yeti in the back, and this time, boosted by the battle magic, the shaft pierced deeper. It struck the hide of the yeti and set fire to its fur, sending a sudden burst of bright yellow flame up from the creature’s back.

The yeti howled again and threw itself back into the snow, rolling quickly and then leaping to its feet again, the fire quenched. Ralnor caught a glimpse of the arrow, broken and blackened in the snow where the yeti had rolled.

Sena moved forward, pressing the attack. Farlo had righted himself and regained his blade. He was covered in snow, but his eyes blazed with battle fury as he glared at the yeti and lumbered back across the clearing to rejoin the fight. Ralnor, one eye on the yeti, sent another blast of battle magic to Farlo and was rewarded by seeing the big elf shake the snow from himself and break into a trot, his sword lowered like a spear, a wordless yell of anger coming from his lips as the monster threatened Sena with another swipe of its huge claws.

But Sena the human warrior was too quick for it. She moved as elegantly and precisely as a dancer, avoiding the clumsy swipe of the monster’s claws and then darting in to land another cut with her white-flickering blade. The yeti stabbed at her with its spear, and she knocked it to one side, then hacked at it with her blade, trying to sever the vicious stone tip from the shaft.

Farlo was almost on the monster, but at the last minute, it lurched backward out of the way of his blow. Another fire arrow from Lana’s bow flew through the air just past the monster’s head, singeing its fur but then flying past to hiss harmlessly into the snow.

As the yeti moved back, it dragged its spear along with it. Sena’s sword had caught in the thick wood of the spear’s shaft, and as the monster jerked it back, the sword came with it. Sena grunted in pain as her shoulder was wrenched awkwardly round, but she kept ahold of her blade and was pulled off balance, falling toward the yeti.

Farlo had stumbled forward, his blade sinking into the snow, and he had not quite righted himself or regained control of his sword.

Time seemed to slow. Ralnor saw the yeti’s clawed arm rising, the talons gleaming as he raised them for a killing blow against the falling figure of Sena.

Ralnor did not think. He acted. One sword extended, he slammed force magic into the space between Sena’s head and the monster’s falling claw. He was just in time. The claw struck the solid force energy of his magic and bounced back as Sena sprawled onto her face, rolled, and jerked her sword free.

An arrow thudded into the creature’s shoulder, and fire blazed up from the stinking, matted hide. Farlo raised his blade and brought it down with all the strength he could muster onto the creature’s skull as Sena flowed to her feet, swung her sword, and plunged it up to the hilt in the monster’s chest.

The huge yeti crumpled to the ground in a heap as Farlo and Sena leaped back. Ralnor walked forward, feeling more than a little unsteady on his feet. All seemed very, very still in the snowy clearing. Blood seeped through the thick snow, steaming as it ran from the dead monster.

A white shard rose and hung in the air above the corpse.

Farlo gave a choked laugh as he saw it, and Ralnor walked over and gave Sena his arm. They leaned on each other, breathing hard, and then she turned and gave him a quick, tight hug.

“Thanks, Ral,” she said. “You saved my life. Without your force magic…”

She stepped away, and Farlo laid a heavy hand on Ralnor’s shoulder. They looked into each other's eyes for a moment, and Ralnor saw there more gratitude than the big elf could have expressed in words.

Lana came up and stood looking down at the monster. Farlo crouched and held out his hand. He was still wearing the Amulet of Shem. Since the moment when the armor had been absorbed into the amulet, Ralnor had felt that it was best for his friend to keep the amulet. For his part, he still wore the green Amulet of Calgar.

The shard rose from the monster and settled gently in Farlo’s hand. A moment later, light blazed out briefly from the shard and then dimmed, the shard disintegrating like sand in water, and the gleaming white particles that were left flowed up Farlo’s arm and vanished into his chest. The amulet glowed bright blue for a moment, then faded.

“So,” Sena said, her voice a little shaky, “we know that the shards can manifest outside of the dungeons.”

“Not that it does us much good,” Farlo said, sounding a bit morose. “We’ve still no idea what they are or how they work, beyond the fact that they seem to charge the amulets.”

“At least we have that,” Ralnor said. “The Amulet of Shem is a powerful healing spell, and I’m glad to know that we have that in reserve should we need it.”

“I know,” Farlo said, rising. “Sorry, I don’t mean to be down on our achievements. I’m just a bit thrown by quite how powerful that yeti was.”

“It was certainly more of a fight than I was expecting,” Lana agreed, “but we rose to the challenge. Just.”

Ralnor looked about, seeing the creature’s tracks coming out from the trees off to the right. “It must have laid that trail toward the mountains then circled back,” he said. “I wonder if it knew we were trailing it.”

“Or perhaps there was more than one?” Lana suggested.

She looked about the snowy scene, the churned-up snow where they’d been fighting, and the clear, unbroken white covering off under the trees.

“You think there might be more of them out here?” Sena said, sounding far from happy about the idea.

Lana shrugged. “They don’t like to be in big groups,” she said, “but they are also not entirely solitary creatures.”

She looked at the yeti they’d just felled. “I’m no expert, but I do know a bit about them. My understanding is that they live in groups of four or five. There’s generally a matriarch female, one or two lesser females, and one or two subservient males. This one”—she leaned closer—“is a female. The females usually do most of the work, hunting the game to bring back to the den. The males are small and weak and not good for much other than mating.”

She straightened, and Ralnor and Farlo looked at each other. A grin twisted Farlo’s features suddenly, and Ralnor let out a splutter of a laugh.

“I hope you don’t say the same for us,” he joked. Sena laughed suddenly, and Lana grinned.

She raised her eyebrows at Sena, who tilted her head consideringly at Farlo. “Oh, no, I think Sena and I can agree that you two are certainly useful,” Lana said.

“Thank goodness for that!” Farlo chuckled, slapping Ralnor on the back.

They looked at the sky. The storm was still some way off, but it was moving steadily in their direction.

“We ought to get moving,” Ralnor said. “Let’s follow the trail we came in by. If we were better equipped and the weather was better, I’d suggest pursuing the trail up to the mountains and even camping out here overnight, but as it is, I think we’d best turn for home.”

They were all keen to do so. They turned and set out north, following the trail that the yeti had left, and their own prints, back through the trees.

They made good progress, moving faster than they had done on the way out. The trail was broken up now, and it was easier to find their footing. As they walked, the sky grew steadily darker, and the air grew colder. They felt the wind rising and the trees around them began to sway, their limbs creaking eerily against each other, the wind moaning in the high branches.

They had walked for about an hour, and they were all tired when Ralnor stopped.

Something cold had touched his face. He had warmed up as he’d been walking, so he’d removed his gloves, and now he held out one bare hand as he looked upward.

While they’d been watching the trail, the gray cloud bank had crept closer. Small, outlying clouds like the vanguard of a great army were scurrying across the sun, blurring its light and turning the blue sky to a milky white, and even as he stopped and looked up, he saw the gray clouds rolling in after these outliers, blotting out the sun.

Snow was falling, landing on Ralnor’s face and his outstretched palm. The wind increased, and with a rapidity that sent a chill of fear through the four companions, the snow fell much more heavily.

Thunder rolled high above, and the wind increased to a howl, whipping the trees as the snow became blinding.

The storm was upon them, and they were a long way from home.


Chapter 9

They struggled on for an hour through the howling wind and the driving snow, making little progress until Ralnor called a halt.

“This is impossible,” he said to the others, having to shout to hear himself over the wind. “We can’t have gone more than a mile in this last hour. We need to stop and try to find shelter.”

“I agree,” Farlo said. “We’re Rangers, and we know how to shelter ourselves in the wild. Let’s find some branches and try to make a lean-to that will keep the snow off.”

Farlo was standing with his back to the snow, shielding Sena from the worst of its wrath. Lana, as a night elf, had a higher tolerance to the cold than the others, but even she was looking pale and drawn. Sena was shivering, her teeth chattering and her eyes wide as they peeped out of the space between her scarf and hood.

Lana cast about in the snow, looking for something that might offer a bit of shelter, but the visibility was so low that they could not see more than ten yards ahead of them. “Let’s go into the trees,” she said. “There’s a big pine over there, and it might have a few dropped branches that we can use to set up a shelter.”

The four companions forged off from the trail they’d been trying to follow. In the driving snow, the yeti’s footprints and their own tracks had almost entirely vanished. They followed Lana through the blizzard until they came to the tree she’d seen looming up through the snow. Sure enough, a huge limb that must have fallen from the tree only recently lay half-buried in the snow at the tree’s base.

Working together, they cleared some of the gathered snow from the fallen limb, exposing thinner branches that were still thick with green needles. Ralnor had a small hatchet with him, and he used this to separate the thinner branches from the thick stem. Together, they braced the branches by cutting their ends into sharp points and sticking them into the ground, then packing snow tightly around them.

Then, stretching a spare cloak over the branches, they found that they had created a simple screen in the direction of the prevailing wind. It was not much of a shelter, but it would allow them to keep out of the worst of the wind and snow, and would make it easier to start a fire.

“It’s not exactly a luxurious camp,” Ralnor said as they crouched behind their makeshift shelter, “but it’ll do to keep the worst of the wind and snow from us.”

“Here’s some dry wood,” Lana said. “A few branches have broken off under the limb when it fell and have dried out somewhat. Here, help me drag them out.”

Their fingers were numb with cold when they’d finally pulled the dry wood from under the tree and managed to smash it up into smaller pieces. Then they laboriously gathered and built a small fire in the shelter of the tree. Sena had taken a flint from her belt, but Ralnor shook his head. “Allow me,” he said, smiling as he crouched by the little stack of wood.

Drawing spirit down through himself, he channeled it as gently as possible through his hands. He was not a master of fire magic—force was his specialization—but he still had a grasp of elemental magic and was able to channel a small flame through his hands and into the wood. He held his hands close to the kindling, and after a moment, he was rewarded with a flickering flame.

The friends all gathered close around the little blaze, and Ralnor carefully added larger sticks until the fire was crackling merrily. They did not have much wood, and the storm seemed to be showing no sign of abating, but the fire was very welcome. They warmed their hands gratefully, and Ralnor took out the day rations he’d brought along for the journey. The others did likewise. It was not much food, but it was as welcome as the small fire.

The wind blew, and the snow whipped past them, gathering on their little shelter as they munched waybread baked from the supplies of flour that the Dernwaith had brought to the city and dried venison gathered by the hunting parties in the fall season the year before. The light of the fire illuminated their faces as they gazed into the flames.

“The wood’s almost finished,” Lana said as she put a bit more onto the fire. “We’ve three more small logs before we run out.”

Ralnor stuck his head out from the side of the shelter. “The snow has abated a little,” he said, “but it’s getting dark. It’ll be night soon.”

They all looked at each other. None of them relished the thought of spending the night out here in the forest, but it did not make any sense to try to walk back to Highbough in the pitch darkness, particularly as the night was cloudy and there was no possibility of navigating by the stars.

“We’ll not be able to find our way unless the cloud cover breaks,” Farlo said, voicing everyone’s thoughts. “And the trail will be long gone under all this snow. Rangers or not, we run too much risk of getting lost. I say we should sit tight here until the snow lets up. At least tomorrow we’ll be able to see the direction of the sun and take a bearing from that to aim for the city.”

Ralnor looked around. “We must have more fuel for the fire if we’re doing that,” he said. “But I’m wary of going away from camp. In the snow and the darkness, we might not find our way back.”

Sena spoke up. “I’m feeling much better now after a rest and some food,” she said. “I could use my light magic to light our way for a little while. If Farlo can stay at camp and use the fire enhancement in his sword as a beacon, two of us might be able to go a little way away and find our way back with his sword as a guide.”

They all agreed that this was worth the risk. Ralnor and Sena would go out into the forest a little way, using Sena’s light magic to illuminate their way. Farlo would stand and hold up his sword, and the light from its fire enchantment should work as a beacon to allow the foragers to find their way back.

“It’s risky,” Ralnor said as he and Sena stood up and prepared themselves to go, “but it’s less risky, I think, than sitting here and letting the fire go out. That way lies certain death in the cold.”

Farlo stood up and drew his sword. Red flames flickered along its blade, and he held it up in both hands. Fire blazed from it for a moment and then subsided to a steady glow, and Ralnor was pleased to find that as he and Sena moved off, he could see the red light of Farlo’s sword clearly, even through the steadily falling snow.

The wind had thankfully dropped, and the thick snow was now falling straight downward. All was deathly silent in the wood now the wind had ceased to howl. The crunch of Ralnor’s boots through the fresh powder, the thudding of his own heart, and the sound of his own breathing were all loud in his ears after the constant wailing of the wind.

“Let’s stick close together,” Sena cautioned him. “And move slow. We don’t want to get separated.”

She drew her sword, concentrated for a moment, and then held it up as a white light blazed suddenly along the blade and then settled into a steady glow. The light threw a broad arc of illumination before them, lighting up the stark black-and-white scene of thick, unbroken snow and black, wet tree trunks.

“Our best bet is to circle out from the camp,” Ralnor said, “and to be on the lookout for another large pine that might have dropped a branch. I’ve seen several like that since we came into the wood, but I’ve seen hardly any of the smaller trees down. Our best bet for firewood is the pines.”

Sena nodded her agreement, and they began a painstaking exploration of the ground around their camp. They moved out in an ever-expanding circle, as Ralnor had suggested, looking all the while for any evidence of fallen branches under the thick snow. At first, they found nothing, but then, just as they were about to give up and head back to camp, Sena gave a little cry of satisfaction.

“There!” she said, pointing with her lighted sword. “See that, over there? A big pine, and there’s something under the snow at its base.”

She was about to hurry off toward it, but Ralnor held her back. “Go steady,” he cautioned. “Look back. We’re almost out of sight of Farlo’s light.”

They both looked back toward their camp. They could just see the orange glow of Farlo’s upheld sword, but the snow was falling thickly, and the light seemed to flicker in and out like a dying flame as they looked at it.

Sena let out a breath. “I was just about to head straight over there,” she said. “I would have lost sight of the light for sure!”

“We must do something to mark this spot,” Ralnor said. He thought for a moment, then drew his sword and pointed it at the snow. Gathering a blast of spirit magic, he used his force power to blast the snow away in a deep circle around his feet. He used the force magic like a giant shovel, pushing the snow back into two huge piles until he could see the ground.

Immediately, the falling flakes began to cover the ground. “It won’t last long,” he said, “but this disturbance in the snow can serve as a marker for us for a short while.”

They stepped out from the deep indentation in the snow that Ralnor had created and waded through the thigh-deep powder toward the big pine and the promising-looking hummock in the snow at its base. As they went, they both kept glancing back, keeping their bearings by the snow marker Ralnor had created. Sure enough, before they’d gone a few steps, they’d completely lost sight of Farlo’s red signal light.

“Did you ever experience snow like this before?” Sena asked quietly.

“Never,” Ralnor said. “We were trained as Rangers, and we learned the ability to scout the lands and survive in the wilds in bad weather, but a heavy snowfall was very rare indeed back in the Unclaimed Lands, and it was unheard of in Suntower City. I’ve never seen anything like this before, and the Rangers were never trained in winter survival. What about you?”

Sena shook her head, her eyes on the goal, her bright sword lighting their way. “Tullian’s Vale is a warm city with gentle weather,” she said. “The human lands of Venetia never experience snowstorms either, and cold weather training is entirely alien to us. I’d never imagined that I might end up this far north.” She glanced up for a moment, looking around at the trees and the silent forest blanketed in white, then back toward the hummock in the snow that served as their marker to get back. “It’s beautiful in a way,” she said, “but I won’t deny that having experienced it, I’ll be glad to get back to the southlands when the time comes.”

They reached the tree. It was a monumental pine that was so big its lowest branches were like large trees in and of themselves. Despite the tree’s size, the snow had drifted and piled up against its base. Ralnor approached the hummock in the snow and cleared the snow away from it, and Sena held up the light, illuminating his work while she kept a wary eye on their surroundings.

Then Ralnor’s hand struck stone. He let out a groan of disappointment as he pushed more snow away and found not a fallen tree limb, but the waist-high remains of a drystone wall.

“What is it, Ralnor?” Sena said. “What’s the matter?”

“See for yourself,” Ralnor said. “It’s not a fallen tree limb, just the remains of a building of some kind. Probably a hunter’s shack from the days before the Sundering, I’d guess, or maybe the remains of a Dernwaith settlement that didn’t survive.”

Sena came forward and held her lit sword toward the wall. In the light, they could see thick plates of frozen moss on the stones, and in the cracks between the stones, they noted thick clumps that would be lush ferns in the summer months. “This is a very old ruin,” Sena said dejectedly, glancing around. “I don’t suppose there’s going to be anything of any use to us here—no ruin we could shelter in or remains of wood from beams or roofs that we could use for a fire.”

Ralnor shrugged. “I guess not,” he said. “I’ll have a look, though. Hold on.”

Using his force magic again, he quickly shifted the snow from the ground around the base of the ruin. Sure enough, aside from a few scattered stones, there was no other sign of whatever building had stood here. Ralnor felt worried. The cold was intense, and unless they could warm themselves, they might quickly find themselves in a sticky situation.

“I suppose at a push we might fell a whole living tree,” he said, thinking out loud, “and use fire magic to create enough heat that the whole thing would burn. It is possible to build a fire big and hot enough that even living wood will burn, but it will require a lot of energy and a lot of magic to do so.”

Sena nodded. “I could potentially use light magic as a blade that could cut the limbs from a tree so that we could make such a bonfire,” she said, “but you’re right. We’d need to make it huge for it to work, and that would take a lot of magic from all of us. It might exhaust us further, and that could add to our risk.”

“And we’d be sending out a beacon to every monster in the forest, if there are any still out here,” Ralnor said, “but if we can’t find any dry wood for a regular fire, that may be what we’ll have to do.”

“Let’s retrace our steps back to Farlo and Lana for now,” Sena said encouragingly. “There doesn’t seem to be anything here for us. Perhaps we can get back to camp, warm ourselves up, consult with the others, and then make another foray.”

She was starting to shiver again, and Ralnor nodded his agreement. As they turned, the wind picked up again. It was just a little but enough to whip the steadily falling snowflakes into a confusing blur. Through the snow, they could see the hummock in the snow that Ralnor had created to guide them back, and they made for it.

“The snow seems thicker than it was before,” Sena said breathlessly as she labored through the thick powder, “and I could swear the ground was flat before.”

Ralnor suddenly realized the truth in her words. “You’re right!” he said. “We’re climbing, and there’s no sign of our trail. Even with the snow, there should be some indentation.”

“But there’s our hummock where you piled the snow up with magic,” Sena said, pointing forward.

Ralnor frowned. “I’m suddenly not so sure,” he said, “but let’s go to it anyway.”

They moved forward a little more cautiously than before. They were definitely climbing, and neither of them had felt they were going downhill on their way to the pine tree with the stone ruin. Suddenly, the hump in the snow was in front of them, and it was immediately clear to both Ralnor and Sena that they had mistaken their way in the dark and the snow.

“This is not the marker you left,” Sena said darkly.

Ralnor had stepped up and used his gloved hands rather than his magic to dig into the piled snow. “It’s not,” he agreed a moment later, and then he gave a short, rather bitter laugh. “It’s a small tree, fallen at least a year ago and nicely dried. That’s a good thing, but on the other hand, we’ve lost our bearings and don’t know how to get back to the others.”

Sena looked suddenly scared, but she held herself together. “Okay,” she said. “We can do this. We came up this slope”—she pointed back the way they had come—“and there’s still a visible trail. We’ll just go back to the ruin, then try again.”

“I’ll break off a couple of these branches now,” Ralnor said. “And then at least we’re bringing some wood back to the fire. If I were feeling less drained, I might use force magic to drag this entire tree back to the camp in one, but right now, I’m hungry and freezing, and I don’t think I’d be able to expend the energy needed to drag something so heavy.”

Sena nodded in agreement. “I’m starting to find it draining even to maintain the small effort of keeping this light active,” she admitted. “Using magic requires physical strength as well as magical ability and potential. Grab a few branches and then let’s get back to the camp.”

Ralnor moved as swiftly as he could, snapping a bundle of the smaller limbs from the base of the fallen tree and tucking them under his left arm. In his right, he held his green flickering sword. He straightened up from his task and saw Sena standing still, staring intently into the darkness on their left.

“What’s that?” he said to her. “What do you see?”

“Farlo’s light!” she said excitedly. “Look over there. We must have come closer than we thought. It’s easy to lose your bearings in the dark.”

In the blackness beyond the light of Sena’s sword, Ralnor saw a steady red glow.

It did indeed look like Farlo’s signal light, but for some reason, Ralnor felt a tickle of doubt in the back of his mind. He glanced over one shoulder, back down the slope toward where the pine tree with the ruin lay. He drew breath and was about to say that despite this, they should stick to the plan and go back to the ruin first, but then he dismissed it. He was probably being over cautious, and it was as Sena said: they had reapproached their camp without realizing it.

It was easy to lose one’s bearings in the dark.

“Okay,” he said. “Lead the way with the light, and I’ll stick close behind you. Let’s go.”

Sena was more than happy to do so. She stepped out, sword held forward, and pushed through the thick snow. The ground dropped sharply all of a sudden, and they found themselves floundering down a slope for a moment before the ground leveled out again.

The red light in the trees had drawn closer. “That way,” Sena said, pointing and then setting off again.

As they slogged through the trees, Ralnor’s feeling of unease grew. Yes, it was easy to lose one’s bearings in the dark, but he was sure he did not recognize this place. He looked about; there was no sign of any disturbance in the snow at all. No sign that anyone had been here.

The red light drew closer still.

“It’s just through there,” Sena said. They stepped into an unexpectedly wide clearing, where no trees broke the white blanket of snow for at least thirty yards in every direction. The red light was in the darkness of the trees on the opposite side of the clearing.

The light moved.

With the swiftness and fluidity of a striking snake, the red light flowed suddenly to the right and then came straight toward them. Sena gave a cry of dismay, and Ralnor dropped his bundle of firewood and drew his second sword. Through the blizzard of chaotic wind and whipping snowflakes Ralnor saw a figure, tall, thin, and humanoid, with skin the pale gray of ashes and a red glow of fire in its eyes. That had been the red glow they’d seen. It was not Farlo at all but a monster!

Long, thin arms like the branches of winter trees were tipped with a forest of twiggy fingers. The face was long and thin, with just a slit for a nose and a wide mouth full of glittering teeth. The creature pulled up silently a few yards away from them. It stood regarding them with its blank eyes that glowed like hot coals and its emotionless face.

Then it threw its head back and its arms out and burst into flame.

“A fire demon!” Ralnor hissed. “It’s one of the fire demons from before the closure of the portal. Sena, we’ll need magic to defeat this.”

Sena pulled her magic back from her sword, and Ralnor saw her face set and grim as she faced this monster. She would use what magic she had, he knew, but she was already tired from the cold, the exertions, and the use of magic during the fight with the Yeti. It was Ralnor who would have to take the brunt of this fight.

Here’s hoping this fire demon is not as tough as the yeti, he thought sardonically as he drew spirit magic and moved it to his swords. He was shocked by how weak his channeling ability was now. Sena was not the only one exhausted by fighting and privation. He hoped against hope that he had enough in him to meet this monster head-on.

The fire demon charged. Flame blazed away behind it in an orange streamer of flame as it came on, and as it did so, its hands changed. They were no longer like twigs; they changed into whips—long, cruel, multi-thronged whips with many fiery tails. Each one was like a red-hot strand of metal wire with a tiny ball of white-hot fire at the end.

Ralnor was keen to warm up, but this was taking it a bit too far.

The whips gave the monster incredible reach. They whizzed through the air, streaming fire, and Ralnor managed to duck under their trailing lash of death. Sena threw herself backward, landing in the snow and rolling to spring to her feet again.

The monster made a horrible gurgling noise that might have been laughter, and the terrible fire whips sang through the air again, this time barely missing Ralnor as he flung himself backward out of the way, toward the tree line.

“If we get into the trees,” Ralnor cried to Sena, “it won’t be able to use its whips to full effect.”

The creature seemed to hear Ralnor’s words. A moment later, it stopped moving and became very still. Ralnor and Sena continued backing away toward the tree line when suddenly, a great whoosh came up from behind them, and they saw a wall of fire extending along the edge of the clearing, fifteen feet high and running right around the space. It acted to make the clearing an enclosed arena, and there was no possibility of getting out.

“Magic fire,” Ralnor said. “It’s not melting the snow or burning the trees, but I’ll bet it would burn us if we touched it.”

The monster laughed again, and a moment later, its whips lifted into the air and whistled as they cut through the air toward Ralnor. He and Sena changed tactics. They sprinted backward, out of range of the deadly whips for the moment, and bought themselves a second in which to consult.

“If I can gather enough energy for a water spell,” Ralnor said, “I might be able to douse the monster, but there’s no guarantee that would kill it.”

“I could use light magic to— Ralnor! What’s wrong?”

Ralnor had suddenly doubled over, his hand clutching at his chest. For a moment, he thought he’d been shot with some kind of fire dart, the heat was so intense, but the demon had relented for the moment, apparently satisfied that they could not escape and that it could now take its time destroying them.

Ralnor looked up at the monster, but there was no sign that it had fired anything at him. The pain lessened, and he suddenly understood its source. “The Amulet of Calgar!” he said. “The heat is coming from the amulet!”

He pulled it out to hang openly on his chest. As soon as he paid attention to it, he felt his own magic responding, and instinctively, he allowed his power to flow to the amulet. Information came to him, not complex and not in words, but more like an image and a concept combined.

He saw the shards that had been collected into the amulet.

“Sixteen shards,” he said, speaking aloud what the amulet seemed to be telling him. “Sixteen shards, two major, fourteen minor.”

“What are you talking about?” Sena said, panic rising in her voice. “What’s happening?”

The monster had become aware that something new was happening. It glared at them, its eyes burning white, the flames around it writing threateningly as it advanced toward them again.

Ralnor channeled magic through the amulet and found that there were channels within it through which he could choose to direct his streams of magic if he wanted to. Sixteen channels, two major and fourteen minor. One for each shard that had been collected.

With rising excitement, he stepped forward, straightening up and channeling power through one of the major shard channels. A tingling sensation in his palm caused him to raise his hand, and a moment later, a white light shone there. It hung formlessly for a moment, then shaped itself into a gleaming shard.

Ralnor continued to channel his magic through the shard, now visible in his hand. He pushed himself, digging deep into his own strength to make the magic as powerful as he could, and then fired it through the shard at the monster.

A beam of blinding white line blasted forward from the shard, cutting through the air and hitting the fire demon in the chest. The monster stopped in its tracks, its flames writhing suddenly up in the air as if in pain or fear. The magic suddenly rushed through Ralnor. He would not be able to keep this up for long, he knew, but he also knew that it would be enough. He could do it.

The monster disintegrated into a shapeless, flaming mass, its spirit of fire flowing along the white line of magic toward the crystal. At the same moment, the fiery barrier that had enclosed the clearing vanished. Ralnor felt the crystal heat up in his hand as the monster flowed into it, and then, just as he felt he could not control the magic any longer, it was done. The last part of the flame flowed into the crystal, and Ralnor found himself presented with a choice.

The crystal was not stable, but it had to be transformed into a stable shape. It was instinct that let him know this; the crystal itself told him. The information flowed into him the way magic did, and he knew immediately that he had but a moment to choose.

He had no time to think. He had no time to consider.

The image of a warm campfire popped into his head, and he sent the image to the shard. There was a puff of smoke and a last gleam of white light, and Ralnor felt something new slip into the amulet. A new ability. The ability to conjure a campfire.

“What in the…?” Sena gasped, but Ralnor was laughing.

“The shards!” he said, amazed. “I’ve discovered what the shards are for. They can be used to hold spells—specific kinds of magic that are separate from a mage’s own abilities!”

Sena was looking at him as if he had gone a little mad.

“Don’t worry,” Ralnor said, tucking the amulet back into his tunic. “I’ll explain later. Let’s find our way back to the others.”

At that moment, they heard shouting. The snow had eased, and Sena held up her sword again, reactivating the light magic to illuminate the glade. They turned to see Farlo and Lana running toward them, their weapons in their hands.

“We saw lights and heard the sounds of battle,” Farlo said. “Are you two okay?”

“Better than okay,” Ralnor said, exultantly. “Let’s get back to camp. I have something to show you.”

The camp was not far from the clearing. The snow had stopped almost as abruptly as it had begun, and the footprints of Lana and Farlo were clear to see on the ground. They led Ralnor and Sena back to the camp, interested but also concerned at what had happened.

When they got to the little lean-to, Ralnor immediately crouched over the ashes of the little fire, which had now burned out.

He placed a hand over it and concentrated on the Amulet. As he had expected, he again felt the channels within the amulet that he could choose to activate with his magic. There were the fourteen minor shards, and now only one major shard, but there was something new: a magic channel in the shape of a generous campfire.

Drawing on the last of his strength, he moved a little magic through this channel and then down into his hand and out onto the ground. Green light shimmered on the ground, green as summer in the forest, and Ralnor recognized it as the color that he associated with Calgar and the tree city.

He smiled. The green light whirled around formlessly for a moment and then took firm shape again. It shaped itself into the form that had been in his mind: a campfire of good, dried logs, well-established and burning brightly.

The others let out cries of amazement and immediately crouched by the fire and held their hands out to warm themselves. Farlo gazed at Ralnor and smiled.

Ralnor withdrew his attention from the amulet, but as he did so, he noticed one last thing. There had been fourteen minor shards in the amulet, but now there were only thirteen.

He smiled. “The major shards allow the creation of a new ability, and the minor ones are used to activate that ability,” he said. “My friends, tonight we have broken new ground in the history of magic.”


Chapter 10

The others were all on fire to know what had happened, but neither Ralnor nor Sena were in any condition to go into details. Farlo and Lana managed to understand that it had something to do with the shards and that the glorious, magical campfire Ralnor had created was some kind of new ability that he had discovered from the amulet. Beyond that, Sena did not understand, and Ralnor was not willing to go into details.

Farlo and Lana had to accept that they would need to wait until morning before getting explanations. Like Ralnor and Sena, they were simply grateful for the warmth of the campfire. They set watches, Lana volunteering to take the first watch as the others got their blankets and cloaks on the ground and settled down to sleep in the wonderful heat of the fire.

Morning came, cold and gray but mercifully without snow or wind. The companions woke refreshed and found that Lana had watched all night without relief. “I needed time to think,” she said enigmatically when they asked her why she hadn't woken them to take a turn at the watch. “And anyway, there wasn't much of the night left. Come on, the snow has stopped, and the sun is up. Let’s make a move.”

They were all happy to agree. Quickly, they broke camp and then stood, looking down at the still crackling campfire.

“It’s the most remarkable thing,” Lana said, shaking her head in wonderment. “I have been observing this campfire all night, and not once has it changed. The wood is not consumed, and the flames do not change—they do not even seem to be affected by the wind. And though the campfire gives off a lot of heat, it does not seem to melt the snow around it, though snow that falls does not settle on it. It's really very strange, and while I'm very glad of the heat, I am extremely keen to find out the full story of exactly what happened and how you gained such marvelous magic.”

“First,” Ralnor said, “I will need to work out how to undo the spell. It would not do to be leaving magical campfires all over the place.”

The others watched in interest, their packs on their backs as Ralnor crouched once again by the fire. He put his hand near it and found that, just like a regular fire, it would burn him if he kept his hand in the flame. Shaking his head and smiling in amazement, he worked once again to channel magic into the amulet. This time he saw clearly what he needed to do. The magical channel contained within the amulet was wide open and ready to receive the campfire. Reabsorbing magic from the spell was a new experience for him, and it took him a moment to work out how to do it. However, after one or two false starts, he managed it.

The campfire—flames, wood, and all—transformed into green light. The heat went out of it. For a moment, the shape of the flames was frozen in midair like a picture of a fire, not a fire itself. The picture was made of transparent green light, the color of a summer afternoon in a forest. The color of Calgar.

Ralnor gently brought the magic out of the fire and back through the channel into the amulet. As the green light flowed up through his hands, he felt a pleasant, warm, tingling sensation running through them, along his arms, and up into his chest. From there, the sensation flowed into the amulet, absorbing back into the spell, and was gone.

“Time to go,” he said, rising and hitching his pack onto his shoulders. The others were looking at him in wonder, all fear of the cold gone now that this wonderful new magic was in their possession.

Ralnor looked at the sky. Even through the thick gray cloud, it was easy for him to see the position of the sun. He looked around the trees, then pointed northwest. “Home is that way,” he said, and without another word, he strode off through the trees.

The others could tell that he would speak when he felt the moment was right. They did not push him, but he could feel the weight of their curiosity pressing upon him as he walked. After half an hour, he was happy with the progress they had made, and he relented, beginning the story at the point where he and Sena had left Farlo and Lana at the camp and gone in search of firewood.

The others did not interrupt him, though Sena put in a word here and there if Ralnor forgot a detail that she considered important. When Ralnor got to the explanation of discovering the magical shards like channels for magic within the amulet, he could tell that Farlo’s excitement was rising.

The big elf raised a hand to his own chest, where the Amulet of Shem lay hidden. How many shards were in the Amulet of Shem? What abilities might be produced by Farlo himself? Would it even work? Farlo’s magic was weak, but it was there. He could use it to mask his presence against anyone who could sense life force through magic.

Ralnor could almost hear the questions running through his friend’s mind.

When he had finished the story, Ralnor turned to Farlo with a smile. “Yes, my friend,” he said, answering Farlo’s thought rather than his words, “I believe that every amulet has such power. I believe that there is a great deal more understanding we could gain about these incredible items. I believe that we have experimentation and work to do. Last night, I used that monster to create the summonable campfire instinctively. It was almost as if the spell itself was asking me what I wanted the most, and a good campfire was the answer to that question in the moment. I don't know if it would’ve worked with a different kind of monster. Perhaps the fact that that monster had a fire affinity was necessary for me to be able to create the spell. I'm not sure, but it seems likely.”

“It seems likely also,” Sena said quietly, “that all five amulets convey a similar power to their user—if the user knows the secret. There are five amulets, and there are five of us—Ralnor, Lana, Farlo, Akhen, and me. If we can gain all five amulets and learn to master the ability to create new spells with them, we will be an unstoppable force.”

“And who is to say what the limits are on the abilities of the amulet magic?” Lana said excitedly. “You say that a major shard is needed to create a new spell, and a minor shard is required to use that spell. In that case, it seems to me that the only limitation on this wonderful new magic is the ability of the users to collect shards.”

“And that’s where the dungeons come in!” Farlo added, his eyes gleaming with the possibilities. “In the dungeons, we can collect shards and use them to power spells and create new ones. It’s no wonder that the shards only started appearing when you awakened the Calgar spirit in Highbough. You must have awakened the dungeon spirit as well and with it the ability to see the shards of power that come from defeated foes.”

Ralnor nodded. “The connection between the amulet, the dungeons, and the powers of the ancient spirits are indeed deeply connected. This new discovery makes it all the more important for us to think about the next stage of our quest. It seems more essential than ever for us to gather the remaining amulets and learn how to use their abilities. With such power, we might truly have a hope of achieving our ultimate goal of bringing peace between the lands of the elves and the lands of the humans.”

“With such power, we could do more than that,” Lana said quietly. “If we can master the secrets of the amulets, we will be able to usher in a new golden age of magic.”

They walked mostly in silence after that. Each of them was caught up in his or her own thoughts about what a new golden age of magic might look like. Ralnor thought of the peace and prosperity that might be brought about. He imagined a world of integrated peoples—humans, elves, and half-elves—living and trading in harmony with one another. He imagined the ancient Empire of Galen, reconstituted and revitalized, a peaceful and prosperous domain that would stretch from Highbough in the north to Suntower in the south and beyond. He thought of the learning that might happen in such an empire and the discoveries about the nature of magic and of the world that might be made.

Mages could be trained, medicines and cures for illnesses discovered, and the deep, previously unknowable secrets of the world around them might be explored and utilized for the benefit of all the people.

And for the first time, he admitted to himself that he would want to be at the head of such a glorious enterprise. The dungeon had called him King Ralnor the First, and the people of Highbough already treated him as a king in all but name. It was true what Farlo had said: King Harald III had no heir, and he was old, even beyond the measure of the longest-lived of elves. One day, he would die, and then what would happen to the elven kingdoms? The world was changing, and in that moment, Ralnor fully accepted for the first time that to change with it, he might have to become something he had never imagined himself becoming: a king in fact, as well as in name.

The thought was both exciting and terrifying in equal measure. The responsibility of such a role would be enormous, but somebody would end up taking it on. In his heart of hearts, Ralnor knew that he would be able to rise to that challenge if it was laid before him.

But I will not seek it out, he thought sternly. If such is truly my destiny, I will accept it and do the best I possibly can, but it will not be something that I act purely to bring about. The best rulers are those who fate chooses, not those who desire power for themselves.

“You’re very quiet now,” Lana said, and he started. He had not heard her approach.

“So are you,” he replied quickly, smiling.

She shrugged. “I suppose I am,” she said, and they spoke no more about it.

* * *

Their disappearance in the sudden, unexpected storm had caused a great deal of concern back at the city. They were still three miles from the edge of the forest when they heard the searchers calling back and forth through the trees as they worked their way systematically through the dense forest.

At first, the four companions were wary of some new threat, but as they crept closer to the sounds of the voices, they recognized human soldiers and Dernwaith hunters moving steadily toward them.

Ralnor realized at once what had happened. Of course, their disappearance had been noted and the alarm raised when they had not returned by sundown, but the intensity of the storm would have kept the search parties indoors until first light. Then, just as Ralnor himself would have done, the search parties would have been ordered out at dawn to search the woods for traces of the four companions.

He cursed his own foolishness as he thought of it. He had not left anybody in charge, simply assuming that he and his friends would be back before dark. What would have become of the city if he and his friends had been killed out in the snow—as might well have happened? As soon as he got back, he resolved to put things in better order at Highbough. The city now had a population of over a thousand souls, and such a large group of people could not be left to their own devices to organize themselves.

It was humbling to realize suddenly that his own reluctance to accept his role as the king of the city had caused him, in fact, to neglect clear parts of his responsibilities. Whether he liked it or not, fate had thrust upon him the role of leader and the rule of the city. He must do more than order the work parties and monitor the exploration and resource gathering. He must step up into the role that fate had given him and see to the organization, planning, and development of the growing community that had become his charge.

He squared his shoulders and stepped forward, calling out to the search party and leading his friends with him.

Ralnor and his companions were welcomed back to the city with great delight. Akhen and General Rizan, as the two most obvious authority figures in the city, had taken command as soon as it became clear that Ralnor had not returned. They had organized the search parties and made sure that everything was prepared to set out as soon as it became light. Even in that one night, however, they had already been the first stirrings of the unrest that Ralnor had feared.

Some of the human soldiers protested against the orders and demanded to head out into the storm immediately. When Akhen and the general explained to them why it was necessary to wait until daylight, most of them had subsided, but one or two had questioned whether Rizan still had the authority to command them. “Ralnor is the king of Highbough,” they had said, “not Rizan.”

The other soldiers had talked them down, and Ralnor was glad to know that none of the soldiers had, in the end, headed out into the snow alone. That would almost certainly have been fatal, as well as being useless, as the companions had been far from home by that point, and no search party could have gone far enough in the storm to find them.

“You must elect a council to rule over the city in your absence if you're planning to go away again,” Akhen said. The old fellow was clearly rattled by what had happened, particularly by the hotheadedness of some of the human soldiers. “I’m very glad General Rizan was here,” he went on. “I am no leader. If it had just been me here, I am sure I would not have been able to take charge of the situation as he did.”

“I was just thinking the same thing, old friend,” Ralnor said, a little wearily. “Come, walk with me up to my chambers. There is much that I would discuss with you.”

It took the rest of that day to bring Akhen up to date with everything that had happened. The old mage listened in rapt fascination as he heard of the new discovery that had been made. As Ralnor went through his logic about how the mechanisms of the amulets, the shards, and the dungeons all related to each other, Akhen sat quietly nodding his head slowly in agreement.

“Everything that you say makes sense, Ralnor,” he said. “And I see now what the full potential of these amulets might be. It would indeed be a marvelous thing if all five were gathered together again and their power combined to do good. The truth is that I know very little about the history of the amulets. All I know about them is what I have told you. They were created by human sorcerers back in the golden age of magic before the Sundering. It was said that each one was imbued with the essence of one of the five human gods, and each one gave the user access to magical abilities directly connected with that god. That is why the amulets were called the five chalices—they were the chalices into which the essence of the very gods was poured. They were immensely powerful, and as a result, they were kept a close secret and little was known of them.”

He shook his head in amazement. “For years, I considered it most likely that the story of the chalices was just a legend and that, even if there was any truth to their existence, the items themselves were probably nowhere near as powerful as the legend suggested. Even if they ever had existed, I assumed they were now certainly lost. To think that I, an old half-elf hermit, living alone, in isolation for years on end, should find myself embroiled in such a mighty dance of the fates here in the declining years of my life. It is a fate I would never have imagined for myself.”

“As is mine,” Ralnor said.

Akhen looked at him keenly. “Ah,” he said with a sly smile. “So you are finally coming to accept the destiny that has been picked out for you?”

“You believe that it’s my destiny to become king?”

“Dungeons don't lie,” Akhen said in a somber tone. “You said that you thought the dungeon was playing tricks when it gave you those coins with your face on them and the name King Ralnor the First. You said you thought it was just trying to stir up trouble. But I watched your face when you said it, and I know that you did not truly believe it.

“I did not say anything at the time because some things a person has to discover for himself. Many things can be taught, but some—often the most important—can only be learned through a person's own experience and realization. I knew that you would come to it in time. What brought you to the understanding in the end?”

Ralnor sighed. “It was the search party, of all things. I realized that I had not left any authority structure in the city. If something happened to me, the whole thing would fall apart. I realized, for the first time, that it was responsibility, not arrogance, to admit that. I know the people call me king when I am not in earshot, and you’re right, I did not truly believe that the dungeon was lying or just trying to stir up trouble. I think that's why it irritated me so much. I did not want to accept it.”

“Perhaps you were just not ready,” Akhen said gently. “I’m glad you have come around to the idea. What will you do? You cannot stay here and rule over the affairs of the city forever. You have a mission to undertake. The people will accept your rule, but they will also accept the rule of those who you leave in charge in your place, so long as you are clear that you place your authority in them.”

“I’ll think on it,” Ralnor said and sighed.

* * *

It took a little time, but in the end, it was done. Ralnor let it be known that the community in the city should put forward forty candidates for election to a ruling council, whose role it would be to manage the day-to-day affairs of Highbough. He spent his days speaking with groups of settlers, explaining to them that he would not always be able to be with them to direct things, and when he was not there, it was essential that people were in charge who could be respected by the people as having their authority granted them both by Ralnor and by the people themselves.

At the same time, he organized stronger human patrols, and sent them out ranging into the forest in large numbers, with orders to make fires and look for tracks of yetis. But after that initial sighting, the snow monsters seemed to have retreated again, and no more was ever seen of them that winter.

When the election came around, the event caused quite a stir in the city, and Ralnor was pleasantly surprised by how much it brought people together. Folk who had seen the city as a temporary refuge began to think further ahead. Some even began to declare openly that they wished to stay in the city indefinitely. Nearly all the Dernwaith and many of the humans took this view, and Ralnor could feel the approval of the tree spirit as the idea of permanent occupation spread and took hold within the population.

Eventually, the election was held, and the council of ten was established in their new roles. The group included General Rizan and Anaxis of the Dernwaith, as well as eight other respected elders of the Dernwaith and the humans. They took to their positions well, and Ralnor found that he had a lot more time to pursue his own goals.

The first of these goals was the further exploration of the power of the amulets. Exciting as this was, and keen as his companions were to get to work on exploring this new magic, Ralnor had decided to make it his priority to establish the ruling council before he did anything else.

With this done, he found not only that he had more time but also that the reverential way that people treated him changed in some subtle ways. They began to see him less as a ruling monarch and more as one of them. Authority was invested in the council, and he became more of a symbol for the people and less their direct ruler. This was as unexpected as it was welcome. The people began to call him king to his face, but they did so in a half-jesting manner as if he was a friend who they were gently teasing.

More and more, he found himself left to his own devices, and once again, he had the opportunity to explore magic with his friends.

“I’ve held back from experimenting with the Amulet of Shem,” Farlo said to him when Ralnor finally gathered his companions together again and proposed that they begin exploring the power of the amulets in earnest. “I’ve wanted to very much, but I know the importance of waiting until we are all on the same page. However, I cannot help noticing that since you used the power of your amulet, mine seems to be more active. It heats up randomly, and I feel like it is trying to reach out to me, encouraging me to make use of its potential.”

This was interesting, and Ralnor remembered how, in that battle with the fire demon in the snow in the forest, he had not thought to use the amulet until the amulet itself had suggested the possibility to him. It had burned with powerful heat, and when he had focused on it, that seemed to open a channel of communication between himself and the magical artifact.

He mentioned this to his friends. “It seems,” he said, “that the amulets themselves have the ability to communicate information in some way. Almost as if they were conscious.”

They were sitting together in Farlo’s room, which was on the ground floor to give easy access to the smithy garden. It was a large, well-proportioned room with a good fireplace and two small windows that looked out onto the plain, toward the river and the sea. Farlo was there and Lana and Sena were as well. Akhen was not with them.

“It’s a pity that Akhen couldn’t be here,” Lana said. “It would be good to have his insights as we experiment with the amulets.”

“He has been working on something of his own,” Ralnor said. “As usual, he has been very close about it all, but he let something slip. I understand that he found a stack of papers in a storeroom up on the top floor. They are in some ancient language that nobody speaks anymore, but he thinks there is some kind of useful information contained within them. I believe he has been working day and night to decipher them.”

“He’s never happier than when he is up to something,” Farlo said with a smile. “We’ll let him get on with it, and perhaps once he is done with his project, we will have something interesting to report to him as well.”

“Perhaps,” Ralnor said with a smile. “Where shall we go to begin?”

“How about the smithy garden?” Farlo said. “It’s private enough at the moment—no one goes there except Sena and me at the moment. In the summer, it is busier, but currently, we will have the place to ourselves.”

They all agreed on this and headed out to the smithy garden. Here, the project that the Dernwaith had been working on—the creation of a better building to house Farlo’s smithy—had been completed. Instead of the rough wooden lean-to that had been there before, a handsome building of stone now occupied one corner of the garden.

Ralnor looked it up and down admiringly. “A great improvement!” he said.

Farlo was all on fire to try out the amulet’s magic, so Ralnor and he stood together and Ralnor tried his best to instruct him on how it was done. “You need to tap into your own sense of magic,” he said. “Once you have a bit of magic flowing, turn your attention completely to the amulet. With a bit of luck, the amulet itself will do the work of showing you how to use it.”

“It’s been so long since I practiced any magic of my own,” Farlo said, a little shamefacedly. “I was practicing a bit back at Rayne’s Outpost, but I’m afraid I’ve let it slip since we came here.”

“It shouldn't take too much to get things going,” Ralnor said encouragingly. “Come on, give it a try.”

Farlo took a few deep breaths, and Ralnor could feel the tides of spirit magic begin to move in the air around them. Farlo smiled with satisfaction as he managed to open his own internal channels, letting the magic of spirit flow through his body, down through his feet, and into the ground.

Almost immediately, Ralnor felt Farlo attempting to harness the magic. “Easy,” he said, holding up a warning hand. “There’s no rush. Let it flow through for a moment. Get a feel for having that circuit running again.”

Farlo nodded, and Ralnor felt his friend’s impatience tempered by a desire to do the thing right. The big elf’s breathing steadied, and the current of magic through him stabilized with it. As the flow of power stabilized, it also became stronger. Ralnor felt it like a river running swiftly past him, to the point that he could almost hear it like a flow of rushing water.

“That’s good,” he said. “You’re doing it. Let that happen for a moment, then we’ll move to the amulet.”

Ralnor was pleased to find that, with his own magical sensibility, he was keenly aware of what his friend was doing. The whole process of getting the magic in flow was very clear to Ralnor, almost as if he was watching something visible, rather than the invisible process of magical gathering. He could not quite see it, but he could feel it very clearly, the rushing magic flowing into Farlo at the top of his head, then running through all the channels in his body before grounding itself in the snow-covered earth at his feet.

“Now you’re ready,” Ralnor said. “Reach out to the amulet.”

He glanced to left and right and saw Sena and Lana watching with expectancy and anticipation on both their faces—and perhaps just a little trepidation. In his heightened state, Ralnor realized that they were afraid Farlo would fail and be disappointed. They both wanted to see him succeed, but he had shown so little magic thus far that they were not sure he would be able to.

Ralnor quickly walled himself off from that thought. He did not think that Farlo would be able to pick up the thought through him, but he did not want to risk putting his friend off from his effort. He returned his complete attention to Farlo.

“Focus your senses on the amulet,” he instructed. “Reach out to it, and let it communicate with you if it wants to.”

Farlo nodded, and Ralnor felt him reach with his magic toward the power of the azure Amulet of Shem. He reached out tentatively at first, then more confidently.

And then the amulet responded.

“Woah!” Farlo cried in amazement and delight. “I can see clearly the number of shards in the amulet. There are seventeen—fifteen minor and two major. The major shards must come from the yeti and the wyvern that we fought in the dungeon. The minor shards are all from other lesser enemies that we fought in the dungeon. But, what's this? There is something else.”

Ralnor felt Farlo’s awareness go somewhere else, somewhere where Ralnor could not immediately follow. The sense of absence was rather alarming as if you had been having a conversation with a friend and they had abruptly turned away from you to speak to somebody who you could not see.

“What is it, Farlo?” Ralnor asked gently, trying not to let his uneasiness show in his voice. “What do you see?”

“It’s another channel,” Farlo said. “If I can just…”

Ralnor felt the flow of his friend's magic, moving in the direction of whatever unseen thing Farlo was now focusing on. The power suddenly rushed toward whatever it was, and Farlo cried out in surprise.

Ralnor was on the point of intervening—not that he was entirely certain what an intervention would look like—when a sudden, beautiful blue light flowed out like water from the amulet and suffused Farlo’s entire body in its rippling glow.

Sena and Lana both cried out in shock and amazement as the light crackled like lightning over Farlo’s frame. Something was happening to him. His body was changing… no, his clothing was changing. Blue light settled and solidified on his chest, his legs, his upper arms, and finally, his head. The light intensified and then faded, revealing as it did so the mighty, intricately decorated gauntlets, grieves, chest plate, and helmet of the azure armor of Shem.


Chapter 11

When they had first seen the armor, it appeared to be made of pure steel. There had been a bluish glow to the metal but that was all. Now, the armor appeared to be made of steel that was blue-plated, every inch of the ornately decorated surface gleaming a dark, polished azure. It reminded Ralnor of the color of the summer sky reflected on the sea.

“This feels incredible,” Farlo said. “It’s so light, it's almost weightless. I feel like I could fight ten monsters and barely break a sweat!”

The armor covered him from head to toe. As he turned around so that the others could admire him, they saw that the armor was cunningly made, with lobstered protective casings over the vulnerable spots at the back of the knees, the elbows, and the neck.

“I really want to hit you and see what happens,” Sena admitted with a grin.

The helmet protected Farlo's head, and cheek and nose guards covered those parts of his face while leaving his eyes and mouth unhindered. He grinned back at Sena, his eyes gleaming with enjoyment, and he flexed the lobstered fingers of his gauntlets.

“I’m ready for that,” he said with certainty. “Let’s give it a go.”

Sena’s sword flashed into her hand. Ralnor was a little unsure about this experiment, but he reflected that Sena was unlikely to really try to hurt Farlo, and it certainly made sense to test the armor’s combat capability in a safe setting like this.

Farlo braced himself, and Ralnor felt his eyes open wide as Sena pirouetted and swung her gleaming blade toward Farlo’s chest plate. The blade rang off the armor and bounced back.

For a moment, it seemed that the armor worked just like any normal suit of protective plate. Then they saw the truth. The armor was more than just a normal protective suit.

Where Sena’s sword had hit Farlo, the blade had scored a long gash across the metal. The edge of her blade was wickedly sharp, and it was made with an ancient alloy invented by the humans that allowed it to keep its edge longer than any normal steel weapon would. As the blade hit the armor, a ripple of blue light moved out from the spot where the sword had scored the metal. Then Lana gave a cry of amazement as she leaned forward.

“The armor is healing itself!” she cried. “Look at that!”

They all crowded forward, and Farlo craned his neck to look at the spot on his own chest. Sure enough, the score on the armor created by Sena’s sword was knitting itself back together. The healing process started at each end of the cut and rippled along toward the middle, light blue flashes of light emanating from the healing process as it happened.

In seconds, there was no trace of the cut.

“A self-repairing suit of steel plate armor,” Ralnor breathed in amazement. Then he looked at Farlo. “Has the summoning of the armor used a minor shard?”

Farlo’s eyes became unfocused, and Ralnor once again felt his friend’s magic in communication with the amulet. A moment later, Farlo nodded. “It has,” he confirmed. “Just as with your summoning of the campfire last night, the amulet uses a minor shard to enact one of its special abilities.”

“Look again,” Ralnor asked Farlo. “Can you see the healing power of the amulet that we used on Lana after the Unclaimed Lands dungeon fight?”

Again, Farlo examined the amulet with his magic, and a moment later, his eyes came back to focus. “I see it,” he said. “But it’s a different power from the others. I think that it would use more than a minor shard to use. It’s hard to describe…” Suddenly, he swayed a little, and his face went pale. “Whoa,” he groaned. “I feel nauseous all of a sudden. I think I need to sit down.”

“Too much magic,” Ralnor said. “You’re not used to channeling so much all at once. Don’t worry, it happens. Give yourself a moment, then see if you can withdraw the power from the armor spell and dispel it.”

“Right,” Farlo said. He put one steel-gauntleted hand on Ralnor’s shoulder to steady himself, and Ralnor was amazed to feel that his friend’s hand was as light as if it had been clad in no more than wool and leather. The steel really did weigh nothing at all.

Farlo opened his eyes again, and his gaze took on the abstracted look that meant he was communing with the Amulet of Shem again. A moment later, the armor rippled and shimmered. The steel plates lost their solidity, changing from solid objects to nothing more than a coating of light over Farlo’s regular clothes. Then, the light rushed toward the amulet. The amulet glowed brightly for a moment, then went dark.

Farlo was back to normal.

Exhausted but happy, Farlo sank to the ground and lay back in the snow, breathing deeply.

“You okay?” Sena asked.

“Yeah,” Farlo replied in an ecstatic voice. “It’s just as Ralnor said. More magic than I’m used to. I’ll be fine in a minute.”

The friends stood around Farlo, waiting, and true enough, a minute later, the big elf sat up. He reached up and took the amulet from around his neck and handed it to Ralnor.

“What are you doing?” Ralnor asked, confused.

“You need to try it,” Farlo said. “I want to see if the armor works for you the same as it did for me or if the power is somehow bound to me because I claimed it.”

“Of course!” Ralnor said. “I hadn’t thought of that. I’ve gotten so used to you carrying the amulet that I was assuming the power was bound to you. But there’s no reason why it would be, I suppose. Hold on…”

He reached up and took the green Amulet of Calgar from around his own neck. He handed this to Farlo and then put on the Amulet of Shem. He had worn both amulets during his battle against the Master when they had reclaimed the city, but only for a short while. At that time, he’d felt the power of the two amulets jarring against each other, and he had been pleased to hand one of them on as soon as he could.

Now, the Amulet of Shem slipped around his neck, and he immediately felt its power ready to command. “I think it would work,” he said excitedly as Farlo put the Amulet of Calgar on. Farlo was looking much better now, and he sat up on the ground, watching Ralnor with interest.

Ralnor let his magic move and then brought his attention to the amulet. It was just as Farlo had said. There were two major shards and fourteen minor ones, the number of minor shards reduced by the single summoning of the armor. He had a moment’s hesitation about using the shards up in experimentation, but then he reasoned that it was important they understood the capability of the armor, and this was the way to do it. After all, if the dungeon in the lower levels was active again, there was a ready source of new shards. Even if it was not, they could always find a goblin or two as an alternative source.

And he had to admit that he wanted to see if the armor would work for him as well.

Carefully, using a small amount of magic, he examined the different channels within the amulet. Here was the channel for summoning the armor. That was a good start, but he was interested, particularly in finding out about the possibility of using the healing power.

When they used the healing ability of the amulet before, they had been working blind. They knew nothing at that time about the power of the artifact, and it was only Akhen’s guess at the nature of the amulet that allowed them to pursue that path.

Then, they used the power that was in the amulet, and afterward, the power seemed to be completely used up. Now, Ralnor was interested to see whether or not this was the only way in which the amulet could be used or if there was a more subtle, graduated way of utilizing its abilities.

He found the healing power. It was as Farlo had said, not spelled like the others. Both the campfire summoning in the green amulet and the armor channel that he could now see in the blue amulet were simple, straightforward things. If he channeled his power through either of them, it would use one shard and create the desired effect. Not so with the healing channel. Here, he realized that there were several options. Three options, to be exact. One option looked like the simple, summoning spell: a single minor channel that would use a single minor shard. The second option was larger, and it was immediately clear to him that it was more powerful. He guessed—though he could not be entirely certain without using it—that this larger channel would use a major shard.

Then he turned his attention to the third option. This, he immediately understood, was the one that they had used to heal Lana. It was an enormous magical channel, and as he examined it, he saw that it had connections, reaching all the other channels and into all the different parts of the amulet. This was why the healing that they had performed on Lana had been so powerful. When used, it drained the entire power of the amulet in one mighty healing. The amulet was then used up and needed to be recharged in some way that Ralnor did not yet understand. Ralnor suspected that any shards stored within the amulet would also be used up if this legendary level of healing was to be used.

The amulet had been charged when he had first picked it up out of the dungeon in the unclaimed lands. Once used, it had been inactive until they had met Parlax, the legendary mage. He had recharged the amulet with a touch, but the mechanism of this recharging process was a mystery to Ralnor.

Moving his magical awareness, carefully, he gently withdrew from that legendary channel. There was no need for it now, and he was just experimenting. He did not want to accidentally activate the power unnecessarily. Instead, he turned his attention to the armor channel.

“I’m going to give this a shot,” he said. “Let’s see if it works.”

It did work, and the experience was even more incredible than Ralnor could have hoped. As soon as he directed the flow of his magical energy through the armor-summoning channel, he felt the incredible, exciting, tingling sensation running through his whole body. He had felt something like this before when he had created the new spell with the fire monster, and also when he had summoned the campfire. Then, however, it had only been in his hands and arms. Now, the sensation suffused him.

The sensation of growing power was intoxicating, and he laughed out loud with pleasure and delight as he felt the heat of the spell rushing through him. He looked down at his body, seeing blue light coalescing around his feet and legs and then running smoothly up, past his waist, across his chest, and then down over his arms and hands. The blood roared and rushed in his ears, and blue lights danced across his vision as he felt the light thickening and becoming solid.

The magical suit of armor clicked into place piece by piece across his body, the light solidifying into gleaming blue steel, beginning at his toes and rushing swiftly up his body to his head. The whole process only took a few seconds, but the sensation was like nothing he had ever experienced in his life.

A moment later, the tingling, buzzing sensation abated, and Ralnor found himself completely attired in the incredible magical suit of armor.

“It feels great, doesn’t it?” Farlo said. He had stood up again and was looking better. The color was back in his cheeks, and he had clearly recovered from his overuse of magic.

Ralnor nodded, feeling the incredible lightness of the blue-plated steel across his body. He raised his right hand and flexed the lobstered fingers of the gauntlets. Then he took a few experimental steps. It was not just that the armor was incredibly light, there was more to it than that. Ralnor actually felt faster, nimbler than he had before. It was as if the armor had a power of speed and dexterity that it imparted to the user.

“I feel lighter than usual,” he said. “Faster, more able to move. Did you feel that, Farlo?”

Farlo shook his head. “Actually, no,” he said. “I felt stronger than usual, physically stronger as if I could strike a much harder blow with my sword than usual. Do you feel that?”

Ralnor shook his head. “No,” he said, “I feel just the same strength as usual but much faster and more agile.”

Sena and Lana glanced at each other. “I suspect,” Lana said, “that the armor grants a boost to the user's native strengths. For Farlo, physical power is his core ability. He is a large warrior, wielding a two-handed sword. On the other hand, you, Ralnor, are quick and light on your feet, and you use twin one-handed swords, and so a boost to speed and agility is more useful to you in a combat situation.”

“The armor also looks different on you,” Sena added. “On Farlo, it makes him look like a juggernaut, a huge warrior, who could wade into a fight with a thousand enemies head-on. But on you, Ralnor, it makes you look stealthy and swift. There is much less bulk to the armor when you wear it, and I notice that it leaves the palms of your hands free, so that you can better use magic.”

“I want to see what it does for you and Lana,” Ralnor said. “Let me just deactivate the spell.”

When he had deactivated the campfire spell, it had taken him a few attempts to get it right. This time, the process was much easier. Drawing the magical flow back through the armor summoning channel, he instantly felt a repeat of the warm, tingling sensation, but this time it was less intense. The armor changed from steel to blue late, and then, just as it had for Farlo, the blue light was sucked up into the amulet again. A flash of bright blue light emanated from the amulet and then Ralnor found himself back to normal.

As before, a minor shard had been used, leaving thirteen remaining.

“We can get more minor shards easily enough in the dungeon,” Ralnor said. “Here, have a go at summoning the armor.”

Lana, as a night elf, had some native magic of her own. In the elven society and culture that had developed since the Sundering, magic was generally disdained, and the active practice of magic was likely to lead to public execution by a mob. However, a fact that was little known among the elves was that their long lifespans, quick healing, and occasionally prescient knowledge of the future were all the direct result of a latent magical affinity.

The night elves were the only ones that remained in closer communication with their own ability to perform magic. The other two elf kindreds, high elves and wood elves, did not ever actively practice magic, but that did not mean that they could not do so if they tried. Farlo had demonstrated this already. He had never practiced magic before he joined the garrison at Rayne’s Outpost, but attitudes among the frontier armies were different from attitudes in wider society. Soldiers whose job it was to protect the borders against ravaging parties of humans got used to using whatever tools they had available to them. Elven soldiers had much less of a problem with the use of magic than elven civilians back in the cities.

As for Sena, as a human, her magical capability was strong and had never been stunted by any social pressure to avoid the use of spells. She had a native affinity for light magic, and this had been trained and honed to a fine point during her years in the human’s magical college known as the Black Spire. She had run away from the Black Spire, perceiving the corruption that had taken root within the organization. For a long time, she had sworn off magic, but since she had joined up with Ralnor and his companions, she had again embraced her magical talents.

Ralnor was confident that both Sena and Lana would be able to use the powers of the amulet, and he was proven correct.

As with Farlo and Ralnor, the magical armor manifested differently on both women. It changed based on their native abilities. When Lana put the armor on, it appeared as a sleek, streamlined suit of light mail and partial plate, very different from Farlo’s juggernaut suit or Ralnor’s melee magical spellcaster suit. When Lana moved her magic through the spell, the suit appeared as the light armor of an archer, complete with greaves that left her fingers completely free to work the bow and a space on the back of the chest plate for her bow and quiver of arrows.

Sena’s version of the armor was more like Ralnor’s, a suit built for a swift melee warrior, with no protruding decorations that might catch on clothing or get in the way during close combat. Interestingly, when Lana and Ralnor had worn the armor, it had retained its deep azure blue color, but when Sena wore it, the armor had gleaming highlights of cold white light running along the edges of the plates and in through the intricate grooves of the patterns carved into the surfaces.

When Lana put the armor on, she immediately declared that she felt a powerful boost to her archery ability. She wanted to test it straight away, and so the others quickly improvised an archery target from an empty wooden crate. Lana sized the target up and then fired three arrows into the target so swiftly that the others could barely see her hands move. Each arrow slammed into the previous one, splitting them through the middle.

“I’ve never managed that before,” Lana said, lowering her bow and gazing in amazement at the target. “I’ve always been good with the bow, but with this armor on, it really feels like I can’t miss!”

When they were finished practicing, and they had all had a go, they looked at one another, the obvious question hanging in the air between them. Now they had discovered that the amulet worked for everyone, who should wear it?

They all looked at Farlo, and it was clear straight away to Ralnor that it was Farlo who should hang onto the amulet for now. “In time,” he said, “if things work out as we hope they do, we will all have the opportunity to have an amulet and a suit of armor each. However, for now, Farlo is the person who needs the most practice at utilizing magic. Therefore, I judge it best that he should keep the Amulet of Shem for now. Do you agree?”

The others nodded, and Sena, who had been using the amulet last, took it from around her neck and handed it to Farlo with a smile. Ralnor felt a sudden moment of relief. For a moment, he had wondered with a sense of dread that this new discovery might end up causing some dispute within his small group. Everyone had heard stories about powerful magical items that led to such disputes and of magical artifacts that had the power to exert an evil influence on those who use them. He was glad to see how easily and willingly Sena gave up the amulet—and also to notice that he felt no jealousy or desire himself. The armor of Shem was, of course, a powerful spell to have at one’s command, but he knew that Farlo having the spell was good for everyone, and he saw that the others felt that, too.

“You know what I want to do now,” Farlo said, looking at Ralnor.

“I think I can guess,” Ralnor said. “You want to go back into the lower levels and see about gathering some more shards.”

Farlo nodded, and Sena rolled her eyes and laughed. “I suppose I ought to come with you this time,” she said. “Now that I know the truth about the nature of the dungeon, it feels a lot less intimidating to engage with it. And after all, I can’t pass up the opportunity to see Farlo the juggernaut in action.”

They all laughed, and Ralnor looked at Farlo thoughtfully. “Are sure you’re up to using the magic again so soon?” he said. “I wouldn’t want you getting woozy in a combat situation. Perhaps we should practice a few more times first.”

Farlo shook his head. “I think I’ll be fine, Ralnor,” he said. “It only lasted for a moment, and I don't actually need to use magic once the armor is in place. It's just the summoning and dispelling of the spell that requires me to use magic. I’m comfortable giving it a try if you are.”

Ralnor shrugged. “I guess you know your own limits. It's been a long time since we've been down to the lower levels. I think it's worth having a look.”

The Amulet of Calgar remained a strong presence for Ralnor as he and his friends walked from the smithy garden back around to the front of the city. He could feel the presence of the magic channels within the green artifact, and he wondered if he would have an opportunity to absorb another monster and create a new spell ability for the amulet. After all, however useful a magical, portable campfire might be, it was not exactly something that had much scope for use in combat.

“How many shards remain in the green amulet?” Farlo asked as they walked to the entrance.

“One major shard and fifteen minor ones,” Ralnor replied. “And in your amulet?”

“It’s not really mine,” Farlo said. “You found it.”

“Fair enough,” Ralnor said, smiling at his friend’s slight embarrassment. “How many, though?”

“Two major, eleven minor,” Farlo replied after a moment. “As you thought, we used one shard each for summoning the armor, and the two major shards within the amulet remain.”

Ralnor nodded. “I think the amulets probably all have the capability of using major shards to create new spells—as I did with the campfire. When I was fighting the fire monster in the forest, I was able to channel a great boost of magic through one of the major shards and then out at the monster. The magical blast hit the monster, and its essence was immediately absorbed into the shard. Then, I felt that I was being asked what kind of spell I wanted to create using the monster as a basis, and I simply chose the campfire because that was what I needed most at the time.”

“I see what you mean,” Farlo said thoughtfully. “So you think that we might have the opportunity to create new spells by absorbing monsters in the upcoming dungeon encounter?”

“If the dungeon is even open,” Ralnor said. “We don't know if it will be. But yes, I think that's how the mechanism works. And I wanted to warn you about it because when I created the new spell by absorbing the monster, it required an enormous amount of magic from me. You still have a long way to go in terms of the amount of magic that you're able to channel at once, and so I would caution you against trying to absorb any monsters just yet. It might have quite a negative effect. You remember the damage that I did to my magical ability by using too much all at once in the battle against Malavax? It took me weeks to fully recover my ability, and I was starting from a strong foundation. Spring will be here soon, and we will be on our way to collect the other amulets. I need to know that you are at full strength. Don't overextend yourself, alright?”

Farlo nodded. “Okay, Ralnor,” he said. “I’ll keep practicing magic over the coming weeks, and I won’t attempt any monster absorption or spell creation until I’m feeling a lot more capable at the channeling.”

“Very good,” Ralnor said. “That’s what I was hoping you’d say. It will come in time. It’s not only half-elves like me who can use magic powerfully. I believe that you could build your power to a high degree with practice, it’s just never been encouraged. I’ll help you with your training, too, if you like.”

Farlo looked thoughtfully at Ralnor. “I didn’t think I could even fight when I first met you, and you showed me how to do it and how to believe in myself that I could. I believe that you’ll help me to do this as well.”

Ralnor smiled and slapped his friend on the back.

“You can count on it, big guy,” he said.

They arrived at the door to the under-levels, and Ralnor took the key from his pocket. He slipped it into the lock. There was a grinding squeak as the key turned, and Ralnor looked at the lock with a frown. “It’s been too long since we’ve been down here. I’ll need to make sure to oil that lock.”

The door swung back awkwardly, and immediately, Ralnor and the others were all aware of the presence of the dungeon spirit. There was no question that it was there and aware of them, but there was something odd about it, something different.

“The presence feels much less threatening,” Sena said, marveling. “It’s there, I can feel it distinctly, but I no longer feel that it wants to consume me.”

“That’s got to be good,” Ralnor joked, deadpan, and the others all laughed. “Come on,” he continued, “let’s have a look.”

But when they got to the dungeon entrance, they were all amazed to find that it was closed firm, and there was no sign of it opening any time soon. Ralnor placed his hand in the finger holes as he’d done before and pulled, but nothing happened.

“Strange,” he said quietly. He drew on his magic, gently channeling a small amount of power into the door. Immediately, a flow of information came to him through the door. Much the same as the sensation he’d had when he first communicated with Calgar the tree spirit, the information flowed from the door to his mind as images and concepts, not words. The meaning was clear all the same.

“The dungeon is… digesting,” he said to the others, translating the information that he’d gleaned in real-time. “It has not eaten any power for a long time, and we gave it a lot to work with in our fight here before. It will be ready for another fight soon, it says, and there’s something else, I can’t quite… Ah yes! I have it.” He laughed. “The dungeon is promising us that when we do visit a second time, it will have new things for us to do. It’s just not quite ready for us yet.”

The information flow from the dungeon had a strange edge to it. Ralnor’s feeling of Calgar was very much connected to the color green. The tree spirit had a deep, spreading personality, a patient, interested attention that sprawled throughout the mighty city and the plain beyond, from the highest twig to the deepest sunless root.

By contrast, the dungeon spirit was a narrowly focused thing, barely aware of the surroundings or of the world beyond its own interest. It was not evil, but it was not as relatable as Calgar. Calgar seemed interested in the world outside. The dungeon was only interested in its own priorities of feeding and creating.

Ralnor took his hand from the gate and shrugged. “Not happening today, after all,” he said. “Come on, I want to check out the preservation chambers. Maybe we’ll get the chance to knock some goblin heads together on the way.”

They navigated the gloomy tunnels back to the start, then set out again, taking the system of left-hand turns toward the preservation chamber. As they walked, Ralnor held up the flaming torch he’d picked up at the entrance and examined the environment.

“Do you think the shadow has subsided since we were last here?” he asked his friends.

The others stopped, looking around themselves.

“Now you mention it,” Farlo said, “I think you’re right. The shadow that had coated the city seemed all to have come down and coalesced here in the lower chambers, but it’s definitely less than it was.”

They continued thoughtfully through the tunnels. Ralnor could feel it now, too—the shadow was definitely less than it had been, and the oppressive sensation that accompanied its presence was lessened also. Was it simply the effect of Calgar’s reactivated presence? Or could it be something deeper? Perhaps some interaction between the dungeon spirit and Calgar?

Ralnor would need to see what the effect was on the shadow after the dungeon had been run again a few times. Instinct told him that there was more to it than the natural decline of the darkness. There was some effect here.

Shortly afterward, they came to the door of the preservation chamber. Ralnor communicated with the tree spirit and felt the swift response. The doors swung silently open, and the magical lighting globes in the chamber beyond came to life, bathing the great hall in pale light.

Ralnor stepped forward and then stopped, feeling his stomach drop in sudden shock.

The nearest pod was empty.


Chapter 12

The others came into the room behind him and immediately saw what had made Ralnor stop.

“There were nine pods before,” Farlo said in a quiet voice. “And only one was empty. Now there are two empty.”

“And look at that on the floor,” Lana said, pointing to where a glistening trail of footprints led away from the pod and toward the doorway where they now stood.

The newly empty pod was slightly deflated, and it was empty of the green fluid that filled the remaining seven. As with the pod in which Ralnor had slept as a baby for so many years, this newly-opened pod had a long split on the underside, and there was a puddle of green goo that had dried to a shiny, crackling puddle. Leading away from the puddle toward the door, there was a line of footprints.

“A man’s feet, and a tall man at that, from the length of the stride,” Lana said, crouching and looking closely at the prints. “Bare feet, too. Where can he have gone? He surely can’t have gotten out the door?”

The others turned back toward the corridor. Ralnor followed the prints to the door and then, with a sinking feeling in his chest, he followed them into the corridor. Here, they continued for a few yards, back in the direction of the exit. After a few paces, however, they became less clear, and by the time Ralnor had gone twenty feet from the door, the tracks had vanished entirely.

“We didn’t notice these as we approached because the light was poor in the corridor,” he said. “But the tracks lead out and away toward the exit. Whoever it is must have somehow bypassed the door.”

“But that's impossible,” Sena protested. “You said that the door could only be opened by Calgar. Surely, the tree spirit would not have given permission for whoever this was to leave the chamber, at least without alerting you?”

Ralnor shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said, “I thought so… but what if the person did not need permission to leave?”

“What are you saying?” Farlo asked.

“Perhaps this person had some magic that allowed him to simply bypass the door. If that was the case, then he would not need the spirit’s permission to pass. He could just walk straight through.”

“Through a closed door?” Farlo said, incredulously. “Surely that’s impossible.”

“Don’t forget,” Ralnor said, “that we don't know anything about who the people in these pods are. For all we know, they could be very powerful magicians from the ancient days before the Sundering. The knowledge of the magics from that era is almost completely lost. Even Akhen knows little about what magicians then were actually capable of. For all we know, the ability to slip past doorways was standard for magicians back then.”

“It seems hard to believe,” Farlo said, “but you're right, of course. We don't really know anything about those days or who these people might be. We need to remain open to all possibilities. It would be unwise to make our decisions based on assumptions. ”

“That’s why I am so keen to speak with King Harald. I’ve asked him in my message to send information about the occupants of the chambers, but the message will have taken a long time to reach him, and I don't expect to see him until spring, even if he does come himself.”

“Spring is not that far away,” Lana said. “Perhaps we’ll have an answer soon.”

They spent a little more time examining the other pods, but nothing seemed to have changed from when they had visited before. The pods inflated and deflated, with their strange breath, and the figures inside, dim within the opaque gel that filled the pods, seemed to be sleeping peacefully.

Ralnor attempted to question Calgar about what had happened, but the tree spirit seemed blithely unaware that anything unusual had happened. There was simply no information available on the point, and Ralnor withdrew from the contact with a shrug.

“It’s so strange,” Lana said when Ralnor reported the tree spirit’s lack of knowledge to his friends. “Calgar is such a powerful being, such an ancient fundamental spirit. It's hard to imagine him not being aware of something like this happening within his walls.”

Farlo was frowning hard, and Ralnor could almost hear the gears turning as the big elf thought this puzzle through. “What are you thinking, Farlo?” he asked. “You look like you’ve come up with something.”

“I don't know about that,” Farlo said, “but I was just thinking… What about this as a theory? Let’s assume that whoever was in the preservation pod has, as you say, some kind of magical ability that allows him to pass through locked doors and hide his very presence from an immensely powerful spirit. Granted, that's pretty far-fetched, but it fits the facts, and if it were the case, then this individual must be very powerful indeed.”

“Right,” Ralnor said, wondering where his friend was going with this.

“That amount of power seems strange in itself. How could even a powerful mage exert such immense magic when he’d only just come out of hundreds of years of stasis in a preservation pod? Surely, he would be disorientated and confused. Akhen has told us many times that the very fundamental nature of magic has changed over the last few centuries. In the days before the Sundering, mages drew power from the great spirits, but since the Sundering, the main source of magical power has been the residual energy that was distributed into the world by the opening of the Sundering portal itself. No mage from that era would be able to step out of one of these pods and immediately use such an immensely powerful spell, particularly not without Calgar being aware of him.”

“What you say makes a lot of sense,” Ralnor said, “but I still don’t see what you’re getting at.”

“What if the mage had some other source of power? A source of power that was neither the ancient spirits nor the power that we draw on these days? What if he had some kind of artifact that allowed him to do very powerful magic without drawing heavily on an external power source? If that was true, it would explain how he was able to wake up and immediately use powerful spells of concealment and walk through a locked door without alerting anyone.”

Understanding dawned in Ralnor’s mind, and in a flash, he saw what Farlo was leading up to. “An amulet!” he said. “You’re saying that he could do these things if he had one of the god chalices in his possession!”

Farlo turned to Sena. “Didn’t you say that one of the five human gods represented powers of concealment and stealth?”

“Delkor,” Sena said solemnly. “God of darkness and of hiding. Yes, it makes complete sense that his amulet would give powers of hiding and concealment.”

“By the gods!” Ralnor broke in. “And if this mage had an amulet and wanted to get his hand in with the new kind of magic, what’s the first thing he would do?”

“He’d go to the dungeon!” Lana said. “That would explain why it has taken so long to regenerate. You are not the last people to fight in there. While we have been away fighting monsters in the forest and developing the city, this fellow has busted out of his preservation chamber, has fought the dungeon to recharge his amulet with shards and get some practice in magic, and then… what? What would he have done then? Do you think he's still in the city?”

“We must go up and talk to Akhen,” Ralnor said, firmly. “I know he is busy with his work at the moment, but he has to know about this. We must go and tell him straight away.”

As they marched up the corridor toward the exit, leaving the closed preservation chamber still and quiet behind them with its seven pods, Ralnor’s head was full of the possible implications of the unexpected development. Who was this unidentified sorcerer? What were his powers? What were his intentions? Was he hiding out somewhere in the city, confused and frightened by this new world into which he had awakened? Or was he possessed of some other source of knowledge and perhaps knew exactly what he was doing?

They got to the gateway, and Ralnor shook his head at the creak of the hinge and the stiffness of the lock. “Here is another doorway that this person has passed through without opening if he has gotten out,” he said. “I wish the dungeon was more able to give information, but it’s like a wild animal, with only a vague idea of time or of what has happened within its chambers. We’ll get no clue about the nature of this fellow that way.”

They stepped out of the gate and into the ground-floor hallway. This had been a gloomy and forbidding space before the reclamation of the city, but now it was wide, spacious, and airy, lit by two huge banks of windows that had been so thick with dirt they hadn’t even been seen at first.

Ralnor looked about and saw a man hurrying toward him. It was one of the human soldiers, and it took Ralnor a moment to remember the man’s name.

“Captain Seldin,” Ralnor said after a moment, remembering the fellow’s name and rank. “Is all well?”

“Yes, sir,” the captain said but with a look in his eye that spoke of a lack of certainty. “All is well, at least I think so, but there is something unusual I wanted to report to you. One of my men reported it to me two days back, but he had delayed reporting it for a day, and then I had other duties that drove it from my mind. It’s a small thing, you see, sir, and so I did not think it urgent, but it’s odd, and I thought you would want to know…”

“I do want to know, Seldin,” Ralnor replied patiently. “Please, tell me.”

“Ah, yes, very well, of course,” the man said, stumbling a little. “It’s like this. You see, we found some footprints in the snow.”

“What of it? That sounds like nothing unusual.”

“Oh, indeed, sir, and so I said to my man when he reported it in, but you see, sir, they were the prints of a tall man, with a long stride. Definitely a human, sir, not an elf or one of the Dernwaith. You know how long and narrow their feet are and how light their prints are. No, it was definitely the print of a tall, well-built man. But I have my roll call of all my soldiers, and General Rizan keeps a close eye on who is in the city and how many we are, given as you’re keen on the increase of the population, sir.”

“Yes, Seldin,” Ralnor said, his patience beginning to fray. “But what are you trying to tell me? That none of your folk are unaccounted for?”

“Why, that’s just it, sir. All my folk are in place and well, and all deny having made the prints in the snow.”

“How can they be so sure?”

“Well, sir, it’s like this, you see. The prints were of a person with naked feet, and they led straight to the edge of the river and did not return.”

Seldin was thanked and, with a gentle remonstrance from Ralnor for delaying the report, sent on his way to continue his duties. Farlo was about to speak, but Ralnor held up a hand and shook his head.

“Akhen first,” he said. “Then we’ll talk.”

They walked up the main central stairway and stopped at the floor below Ralnor’s room. Here, a network of corridors took them through a labyrinth of rooms and passages until they came to the door of Akhen’s rooms. The old hermit had taken up his abode a little way away from anyone else as he claimed he wanted privacy and quiet. He was glad that the repopulation of the city was continuing apace, of course, but he also had little patience for crowds and desired to keep a low profile.

The suite of rooms he’d chosen for himself was near an unexplored part of the upper levels, and Ralnor suspected that this also had something to do with Akhen’s choice of location. Recently, their old mentor had been distracted and quiet, and when he joined them at meals, he had ink on his fingers and dust on his robes, and he blinked and squinted with eye strain from too much reading.

Ralnor knew that he’d found some old documents and was studying them hard, and he suspected these had come from an unexplored area nearby. He trusted Akhen, however, and though the old fellow’s habit of secrecy could become frustrating for Ralnor and the others, they knew that Akhen would reveal what he knew in time. Ralnor had been content to let him keep his secrets, but now things had changed. If Akhen knew or guessed anything about the nature or identity of the man who had vanished from the preservation chamber, Ralnor wanted to know about it.

He hammered on the door with a fist. No reply. He hammered again.

“What is it?” Akhen’s voice growled. “Who’s there? I’m working! Oh, Ralnor, it’s you. One moment.”

Ralnor had been about to reply when he’d felt the brush of Akhen’s life detection magic against his senses. The old mage had reached out with magic to identify the person who had the temerity to interrupt him at his work and had found Ralnor.

A moment later, there was a rattling of chains, then the click of the lock and the door swung open. Akhen looked pale and drawn, and the room behind him was stuffy and hot. A fire blazed in the hearth, and piles of papers were strewn all over an enormous table near the window.

“Come in, come in,” Akhen said irritably. “I’ve just brewed some tea for myself, but I can make something more, ah, suitable for you four.”

They all entered the room. Akhen moved to the hearth and grabbed a couple of handfuls of dried herbs from a rack of little clay pots near the fire. These he ground up roughly between his palms and dropped into a green teapot, then poured hot water over them. A smell of ginger and mint wafted into the air on a cloud of steam.

He placed this newly made tea on a corner of the table, with four clean cups, and gestured to Ralnor and his friends to help themselves. Then he lifted another teapot, this time a heavy brown one. From this, he poured a thick, black brew into his own cup. He knocked it back in a single manful draught, shuddered, and then placed the cup firmly on the table.

The others looked at each other with concern. Akhen was a master of herbs and strange concoctions, and it seemed clear to them that the tea he was using was some kind of powerful stimulant. He did not look well. His face was puffy from lack of sleep, but his eyes flashed with unnatural energy as he glared at his students.

“Well?” he barked. “What’s happening? Are you all well? To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?”

Ralnor cast an eye over the papers on the table. If Akhen was driving himself so hard on whatever he was working on, it must be something serious, something important.

“Something has happened, Akhen. We believe it may have serious implications.”

Akhen’s eyes flickered toward the stacks of papers on the table. “What has happened?” he asked, his voice suddenly less sharp. Ralnor heard a note almost of fear or resignation in that voice. Without delay or prevarication, he told of what they had discovered in the preservation chamber, what they suspected about the nature and powers of the mysterious stranger, and about the footprints in the snow.

There was a moment’s silence as Ralnor finished speaking, then Akhen sighed. He seemed to visibly deflate, almost like the breathing preservation pods far down in the depths of the city. He shut his eyes for a moment, then opened them again.

“I had not got far enough in my translation to be sure,” he said quietly, moving to the table and gazing down at the papers there. “I was coming to the conclusion… but I dared not believe it. I wanted to be sure. What you tell me leaves me in no doubt. There is no way out of it.”

He hung his head for a moment, then reached for his tea and drank off another cup of the evil-looking brew before straightening again.

“What is it you’ve been working on, Akhen?” Sena asked gently. The human woman moved to the old half-elf’s side and put a comforting hand on his shoulder. Akhen flinched at the touch momentarily and then relaxed. “Why don’t you tell us about it?”

It was clear to all of them that Akhen had been driving himself too hard, and they were all worried about him now that they were seeing the state he’d gotten into. At the same time, they knew he would not have done this if it was not crucially important, and they were all keen to know what it was he had to tell them.

Akhen gestured toward the papers. On the left of the table, there were several tall stacks of very old paper, grey and frayed at the edges, the script done in ornate lettering that had faded to a uniform light brown. On the right of the table, a single much smaller stack of new paper, covered in Akhen’s graceful, firm script. Ink bottles and pens lay scattered about the table.

“These papers,” he said, gesturing to the large stacks of old documents, “are the records of the last century of the city’s habitation, the century directly before the Sundering. There are thousands of documents in an archive room not far from here, by some miracle undamaged by the centuries. They are in ancient languages that even I only know very little about, and they are horribly disordered. There are all kinds of things here: accounts of repair work, tallies of food stores, reports on the conditions of roads in other parts of the empire, letters about disputes between provinces… but mixed up within all these I began to find pages of a history, an account of some great conflict that happened not long before the Sundering. This is what I’ve been working on. It’s a painstaking task, but as I’ve made progress, it’s gotten easier—somewhat. I’ve been able to piece together part of the story, at least, and that’s what I’ve written down here.”

“What is the story?” Ralnor asked. “And how does it relate to what we have just discovered? Do you know who it is that has escaped the preservation chamber?”

“Darlan Gaur,” Akhen said, the words escaping from him in a sudden rush like air from a burst bellows. His body sagged suddenly against the table, and Sena caught him and helped him into a chair. He sat there with his eyes closed for a moment, then raised his head and looked at his friends again. “Pass me those papers, Lana, the new ones.”

Lana said nothing but picked up the bundle of new papers that represented the entirety of Akhen’s work, passing them over to the old half-elf. Farlo, looking around the room, had spotted a loaf of bread and some dried fruit on a shelf in a corner. He cut a few slices of the bread and laid the fruit out with it on a plate, then poured some of the mint and ginger tea that Akhen had made for them into a cup. These, he placed firmly by Akhen’s side. “You should eat and drink,” Farlo said. Akhen’s eyes flicked toward his stimulant tea, and Farlo frowned. “You should eat and drink some normal food,” he clarified, crossing his arms.

Akhen nodded wearily and tasted the bread and a sip of the tea. Placing the papers on his knee, he finished the food as he looked over them and then drank another cup of the normal tea. The color was back in his cheeks, and his eyes looked a little less crazed than they had before.

“What is Darlan Gaur?” Ralnor asked when Akhen was looking a little better. “You said it as if it were a name?”

Akhen nodded. “I believe,” he said in a stronger voice, “that Darlan Gaur is the name of the person who has escaped from the chamber. He was a legend only, or so I suspected, but so little is known about the history of the Empire of Galen since it was thought that all records were lost after the Sundering. But I’ve been able to piece together some of the history now. It’s fragmented and broken, and there are large gaps, but from what I’ve managed to piece together, I believe the man in the pod is Darlan Gaur. He was one of a group of mages known as the Great Five. Parlax was one of this group of five also, Ralnor.”

“My father,” Ralnor said. “The greatest mage of the old world.”

“Yes,” Akhen said, “but perhaps not as unrivaled in those days as we originally thought. In the years before the Sundering, the elves and humans were at peace, and they worked closely together on many things, including magic. The story that I’ve been piecing together from these fragments seems to show that there was a group of five mages—the Great Five—who were the ultimate authority on all magical matters in the empire.

“They were the greatest mages, but they also had the final say on any political or legal matters relating to magic. They decided what could be done, what was permitted, and what was not, and they were the ultimate arbitrators in any conflict of views relating to magic. They were the advisers to the king, and they were the people who had responsibility for experimenting and discovering new applications and new fields for experimentation in magic.”

“There were two areas,” he continued, “where they decided that all experimentation and use of magic was forbidden. One of these was the use of magic to consume the life force of another sentient being. Such magic could, as we have seen ourselves, deliver enormous boosts of power to individual mages.”

Ralnor nodded. In his first major battle with a human sorcerer, Malavax the Red, Malavax had used this very magic to swell himself almost to bursting with immense power. At the end of that battle, Ralnor himself had been left with no option but to turn this hideous magic against Malavax. The power he had gained from doing this had been staggering, intoxicating, almost godlike. Yet it had also been terrifying, and Ralnor had no desire to ever experience it again. He was not in any way surprised that the mages of former days had decreed such magic should not be used.

“What was the other form of magic which they banned?” he asked.

“Necromancy,” Akhen said. “The raising of the dead to do the bidding of the living. It’s a horrible magic, but again, it is one that grants unparalleled levels of power to the mage who uses it. Think what power a mage could have at the head of an army, say, if he can raise back to life in an instant any man who falls in battle? A raised corpse fights with total abandon. It feels no pain, and it cannot be killed except with a piercing blow straight through the heart. Such armies of undead warriors would have been unstoppable, but not only that. The use of such magic represented an atrocity against the very nature of such power. Magic was not supposed to be used like that. It was an insult to the gods, to the foundational spirits from which magic originally came.”

“But such power was too tempting?” Lana asked.

Akhen nodded. “Darlan Gaur was the one who had looked most deeply into the nature of necromancy and the foul uses to which it could be put. He was the leader in the drive to outlaw such magics, but once they were banned, he continued to study and use them in secret. His goal was, I do not doubt, to rise above the others in the group and dominate the empire through his knowledge. So much I have learned from these documents and from the guesses I can make to fill in the gaps in what they have to tell.”

“What happened in the end?” Ralnor asked.

“Darlan did something, I cannot tell exactly what, but I think he killed one or more of the Great Five. Your father, Ralnor, the great mage Parlax, fought Darlan Gaur, but Gaur could not be killed. His life force was too strong, he could not be destroyed. There was an enormous battle, and eventually, Parlax managed to trap Darlan Gaur. This is where the documents become very unclear. Gaur was trapped in some way that did not kill him but neutralized his power in some way.”

He lifted the last sheet and read from it. “And the mage Darlan Gaur was held still, suspended in time so that he could neither live nor die nor take any action in the world. Then Parlax the great was satisfied that he had done all he could and turned his mind fully to grieving for his loss.”

“I wonder what that means about grieving for his loss?” Lana said thoughtfully.

“Presumably he was grieving for the loss of his friends in the Great Five that Gaur had destroyed,” Ralnor said. “But you’re saying, Akhen, that Parlax trapped Gaur in a preservation chamber?”

Akhen nodded. “It makes sense,” he said. “Though the documents do not specify, I cannot think of any other kind of magic that would do such a thing. Also, we know that the preservation chambers have been kept secret and were a dark secret even back then. It would make sense that their existence would be kept quiet by the writer of this document, and that, even if he knew the truth, he would be circumspect about saying explicitly what they were.”

Ralnor looked closely at his old mentor. “There’s something else,” he said, “something you’ve not said yet.”

Akhen met his eyes. “Yes,” he said. “And it’s just this. I cannot think of any other explanation for the escape of a person from the preservation chamber under their own steam. I think that the Great Five, including Parlax and Gaur, were most likely the original holders of the five god chalices. Only such powerful mages would have had access to such powerful magical items. It’s possible—indeed, it’s probable—that they actually created the chalices. That would explain why our mystery escapee would have been carrying the black amulet, the Amulet of Delkor. I can think of no other explanation of how such a person could have bypassed the locked door out of the preservation chamber and out through the gate into the lower levels.”

“Where can he have gone?” Sena said, voicing the thought of everyone there.

“Who can tell?” Akhen said. “If he has some agent out in the world who is acting on his behalf, then he may have gone to whoever that person is. If he is acting alone, then it is very hard for us to guess where he might have gone. Perhaps, he is going to seek out the amulets. Or perhaps his goal is to return to the human lands and gain influence there. Wherever he has gone, you can be sure that he will not be idle long. He is the most powerful necromancer the world has ever known.”

“Whatever he is planning,” Farlo said thoughtfully, “it will take him a little time to learn the ways of the world. He will have to find out everything that has changed since the Sundering, and that will not be a quick thing. In his position, I imagine he will be careful and circumspect, locating the centers of power in the world and learning where he can exert influence. We will have a little time before he can bring his full power to bear.”

“You’re right, Farlo,” Akhen said, and he smiled. “It’s true. And I’ve been in here on my own for too long, working too hard and not sleeping, alone with my fears. It’s time I broke free of this project and started getting out and about with you lot again. The thought of the necromancer on the prowl in the world again freezes my blood, but there’s nothing to be gained by stewing here in my fears. We should continue with our plans, I think. Spring will be here soon, and with it will come replies to your messages, replies from King Harald and from Rayne’s Outpost, and maybe even settlers from the elven city of Suntower. Darlan Gaur is abroad in the world, but we cannot go chasing him just yet. A man like that will be able to cover his tracks until he wants to be found.”

And so they took Akhen, then and there, down into the smithy garden, which was their favorite spot to spend time together now. Akhen heard about their adventures in more detail and listened with interest to their account of their experiments with the armor. He was surer than ever that they must seek the remaining amulets and the suits of armor that went with them as soon as it was possible.

“Once the messages from the king come,” he said, “and we have heard what his opinions are, we should set out at once. If Darlan Gaur is to be defeated, the collecting of the remaining amulets will be essential.”

“We will wait for the king’s messages,” Ralnor agreed, “but as soon as we have them, we will set out on our final quest.”


Chapter 13

Spring arrived just as quickly as winter had done. One day, Ralnor stood in the snow and looked out, breathing deeply and smelling the fresh, green scent of the river mixed with the sharp, salty scent of the sea. The snow was still on the ground, but no fresh flurries had fallen for some time. Off in the distance, the woods at the edge of the great plain were a haze of green, every tree covered in tiny buds that were about to burst out into an abundance of new life.

That night, he awoke in the small hours, hearing a familiar sound that he could not quite place for a moment. He listened, half asleep, to the strange, drumming sound at his window. It took a moment for him to place it: rain! He had not heard the sound of heavy rainfall since before the winter’s freeze. Now, a powerful wind was blowing the first downpour of the year in from the sea.

In the morning, he woke and looked out of the window to see the plain beyond transformed. All traces of the snow had been washed away, and the grass of the plain was springing up in a fine mass of new green.

A week had passed since Akhen had confirmed his suspicions, and the identity of their new enemy had been revealed. In that time, the dungeon had not opened, and there was no sign of movement from any of the other inhabitants of the preservation chamber. Ralnor and his friends were keeping a careful eye on the lower levels now, looking out for any changes. They had found and cleared another goblin nest, increasing their shards in the two amulets they possessed and giving Farlo the opportunity to use his fabulous new armor in combat for the first time, but beyond that, very little had happened.

The coming of spring was the most exciting thing to have occurred in some time.

Ralnor dressed quickly, planning to go to Lana’s room. It was early yet, and they might be able to steal a bit of private time together before the business of the day began. But then he glanced out the window again and saw something. Movement. Small figures emerging in snaking lines from the edge of the forest at the side of the plain.

He leaned forward, watching. They were not monsters. They looked like elves, tall, graceful figures with bright hair gleaming in the spring sunshine. And there were hundreds of them. More and more flowed from the trees into the plain, moving in ordered groups but without any suggestion of military precision. There were some soldiers—he could see the sun glinting on the tips of spears and shining on brightly colored banners—but most of the crowd seemed to be civilians.

As he watched, amazed, he saw a tight knot of soldiers marching in company from the trees, and even at this distance, he saw the tall, gray-haired figure standing in their midst. These soldiers were carrying a green banner, and though he could not see the emblem that was on the banner, he knew what it was. The banner of King Harald III.

Ralnor had been expecting messages from the king. Instead, the king had come himself, and with him appeared to be the entire population of Suntower City. Ralnor could feel the pulsing excitement of Calgar in the air around him, and the message being transmitted from the tree spirit was as clear as if it had been spoken. You have done it, Ralnor. You have brought elves back to my halls. Our bargain is complete.

Ralnor ran down the corridor and banged on the doors of Sena, Farlo, and Lana, waking them and delivering the news. The four of them ran to Akhen’s door and woke him as well. By the time all five of them had gotten down to the plain, the news of the new arrivals had spread like wildfire through the city, and hundreds of humans and Dernwaith had rushed out into the plain to welcome the newcomers.

General Rizan was wary and desired to keep at least some of his soldiers in fighting order in case of some unexpected threat. Ralnor did not want to present a martial aspect to King Harald, but at the same time, he recognized the sense in Rizan’s caution. Rizan gave orders, and quickly, a strong honor guard of eighty soldiers had formed up around Ralnor and his friends.

The king seemed to have had a similar thought, and the civilians stopped to allow the soldiers accompanying them to move forward, with the king at their head.

A hush descended over the crowded field as the elven soldiers with their high helms and gleaming mail approached in lockstep. Ralnor marched his soldiers forward a little way, and his own people held back, too, giving their leader space to deal with whatever was about to happen.

“Let me forward,” Ralnor said quietly, and the soldiers parted to clear away for him.

At the same time, an elven captain halted his soldiers some fifty paces away. Their ranks parted smartly, and not one but two familiar and welcome figures stepped forward. Ralnor smiled and raised a hand in greeting, then bowed low.

King Harald III stood with his grey hair blowing in the wind off the sea, a simple jeweled crown glittering in the sun on his brow. And next to him stood a figure that Ralnor had missed, none other than the stocky, black-haired human, Jonah, master-at-arms and head trainer from Rayne’s Outpost.

The two moved forward together, making sure everyone could see them, and in that moment, Ralnor smiled as he understood the king’s tactic here. Jonah was a pure-blooded human who had served the elves for many years. King Harald knew that his people, the elves, distrusted the humans instinctively, and so he showed himself walking side by side with a human to forestall that suspicion in his own folk.

Seeing the wisdom of this, and recognizing that he, Ralnor, was himself likely to be subject to suspicion by the elves of Suntower since he was a half-human, half-elf hybrid, he called to his friends to come forward. Sena, the human, Farlo, the high elf, and Lana, the night elf, all came and stood together in front of their human soldiers.

A low murmur ran through the crowd on both sides—not a murmur of resentment or fear but rather of interest. King Harald’s eyes met Ralnor’s, and the old king smiled broadly as he stepped forward and clasped Ralnor’s hands in his.

“You have grown, my friend,” he said quietly, then embraced Ralnor, human style, in a tight hug.

There was an approving murmur now, from both crowds of people, and Ralnor was pleased to see many smiling faces on both sides. Jonah stepped forward, gripping wrists with Farlo and Lana in the traditional elven warriors’ greeting.

“You two have fairly come on since you joined my training group for the first time,” Jonah said, laughing gruffly.

Farlo, who used to be more than a little afraid of Jonah, grinned broadly and pulled himself up straight. “I’d say so, Jonah,” he replied, and the old armsmaster gazed up at him consideringly.

“And who’s this?” Jonah said, turning to Sena. “A human?”

“This is Sena,” Farlo said, introducing them. “She’s come over from the human side. She brought the message to Rayne’s garrison with Ralnor.”

“Ah, yes,” Jonah said, “Rayne mentioned you. I was away when you came before and didn’t have the opportunity to make your acquaintance.”

He reached out a callused hand, gripped Sena’s hand in his, and something passed between them. Ralnor saw it clearly—a look of recognition. They were both humans who had left Venetia and betrayed their side, coming over to help the elves. But Jonah had done so twenty years ago, purely to fight on the side of the elves. Sena had come as the messenger for the human rebellion, bringing the message of the peace between the peoples that she and her rebellion desired to see happen.

Suddenly, Jonah frowned at Sena. He hadn’t let her hand go. “How old are you, girl?” he asked suddenly.

“Twenty-two,” Sena replied, then rejoined with, “and how old are you?”

Jonah looked at her consideringly for a long moment. “Fifty-three,” he muttered. “Old enough to be your father.”

Her eyes went wide, and Jonah suddenly stepped away. All who had heard the exchange, including Ralnor and the king, stood silent, looking at the two. There was some restive grumbling from the crowds on either side, and Ralnor decided it was time to break the tension. Whatever was going on between Sena and Jonah could wait. There were several hundred hungry, tired people needing looking after, and he would make sure it happened.

“General Rizan,” he said, “organize things here for me. See that the new settlers are brought straight into the city and given rooms on the middle levels. Feed them, clothe them if they need it, and make sure that they have food and water. Have the Dernwaith healers see to them, and make sure that everyone is healthy and in good condition after their long journey. But make sure to keep your eye on who is who. I want a full tally of every person who is moving in, every name matched with where they are settling. There are at least five hundred here, possibly more. I want to know exactly who is moving in, and where, understood?”

“Sir,” Rizan confirmed with a salute, and he moved away to begin seeing to Ralnor’s orders.

“King Harald,” Ralnor said, turning to the king, “we were not expecting you personally. There is a suitable suite of rooms on the top floor of the city, next to my rooms. We will berth you there if that’s okay with you?”

The king smiled. “It will be like old times,” he said. He was gazing up at the city, and his old eyes were filled with memories of the past. He had reigned here as king for a hundred years before the days of the Sundering, back at the highest peak of the power of the elven empire of Galen. Harald was the oldest known living elf, at over four hundred years of age.

He certainly looked old, but he was in no way decrepit. His hair might be gray, and his face wrinkled with many lines of care and of years, but his back was straight, and his shoulders were broad. There was no sign of tiredness in any of the lines of his body, but Ralnor still thought he picked up just the subtlest hint of weariness in the king’s stance as he looked up at the city.

Jonah, with a last uncertain glance over his shoulder at Sena, had moved away to see to the orders. Sena was standing near Farlo, her arm around his waist, and his arm around her shoulders. “What is it?” Ralnor heard Farlo ask quietly. “What did he mean about being old enough to be your father?”

“I never knew my father,” Sena said quietly as if thinking out loud, then she shook her head briskly. “Not now,” she said. “Come on, let’s help General Rizan with the settlers.”

Settling five hundred newcomers into the city did not happen without a hitch. There were the inevitable complications: disagreements between new neighbors, a group of people who had developed a contagious illness on the road and needed to be segregated from the others for treatment, and some elves, who refused point blank to be treated by or housed near the Dernwaith, perceiving them as the hated and distrusted “hybrids.” Ralnor and his companions, as well as Rizan, the king, and the elected council, kept themselves much on show during this time, making themselves available to resolve disputes and discuss even the smallest problems with the new settlers and the more established ones.

The elected council came into its own at this point. Under General Rizan’s direction, they followed the examples of Ralnor and the king, going among the people and making it clear that they were available to help and resolve any problems that might arise.

In this way, after a few days of inevitable teething problems, Ralnor and the king found themselves sitting together in Ralnor’s room with Akhen, Sena, Jonah, and Farlo. Lana was absent, helping Rizan with some supply issues he’d come up against.

“It feels like we’ve hardly stopped over the last few days,” Ralnor said, “but things are settling down a bit now. I received the reports from General Rizan this morning. The group who was suffering from the coughing sickness are all recovering, and the dispute over the room with the bigger fireplace on level two has been resolved by simply moving them both to rooms with bigger fireplaces. The council has double-checked the tally of how many people are moved in—the total is five hundred and forty-two. We’re organizing an additional election so that the new arrivals can have a member on the sitting council, and one of the first items on the council’s agenda is the setting up of designated market areas for those who wish to trade and sell goods.”

The king listened closely as Ralnor continued, explaining the various issues they had come up against and the different solutions that had been implemented to both avoid new conflict and resolve any issues which had already arisen.

“You’ve done well, Ralnor,” the king said, eventually. “You have done your best to set this city up in a way that benefits everyone, and I do believe that you have succeeded. I congratulate you.”

“Thank you,” Ralnor said, bowing his head. “But now that we have time to discuss things, there is quite a lot that we need to share with you.”

With that, he embarked on the story of Darlan Gaur and the empty preservation pod. Harald’s brow darkened as he listened, and he shook his head sadly as Ralnor drew his story to a close.

“I fear that your conjecture is right,” the old king said. “I can think of nobody but Darlan Gaur who could have had such power. I remember the conflict that you describe, of course. I remember it well. I was king at the time. The Great Five—Parlax, Darlan, Jyl, Marcos, and… Rella.”

Ralnor looked at the king. “Rella?” he said. “That was my mother’s name.”

“Aye,” King Harald said sadly. “Rella was your mother. Darlan Gaur killed her, and he killed Jyl and Marcos, too. Parlax was mad with grief, and he and Darlan fought and fought, in the very plain that lies outside this city. They fought for weeks, blasting the ground around them, and eventually, Parlax perceived that Darlan was too strong and could not be killed like a normal man. So Parlax trapped him in a preservation pod and buried him deep underground. We did not know then that Darlan had the Amulet of Delkor concealed on his person.”

“So my mother was a mage, too?” Ralnor said. “Rella was one of the Great Five and a carrier of one of the five chalices?”

“Yes,” the king replied simply. Then he looked straight at Ralnor, waiting for the next question.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Ralnor asked.

“Because Rella was not just one of the Five,” the king said. “She was something else as well. She was… my sister.”

Ralnor’s eyes widened. “But that means… that means I’m your…”

“You are my nephew, Ralnor. And not just that, but you are my only living relative. By all rights, you are my heir.”

There was a long silence. Eventually, the old king sighed. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I suppose I should have told you sooner, should have had you raised to the position and educated as befitted the heir of a king, but the habit of caution is perhaps too well-established in me. I was worried, you see. Your father and mother were both wild spirits. Powerful mages, of course, and great in learning, but… wild. They were impulsive, and your father, in particular, was not the best judge of action. After all, it was by his actions that the great Sundering was brought about, through the madness of his grief.

“I needed to watch you, Ralnor. I needed to see you develop outside of the influence of the court, free from the fawners and power-seekers who would have attached themselves to you and sought to influence you had your true status been known. I needed to know if you were a wild spirit like your father and mother had been, or if you were someone who could truly be trusted with the responsibility of taking over the throne from me when my time finally comes. I needed to see you trained, to see you suffer hardship and adversity, to see how you responded to moral challenges when your life was on the line.”

“And to give yourself the opportunity to choose a different heir if I was not up to scratch?” Ralnor asked coldly.

“I will not deny it,” the king said. “But you must understand what responsibility entails on me. Much as I might have wished to acknowledge you as my heir, honoring both the old laws and the memory of my sister and my friend, I had the good of my kingdom to think of, the welfare of generations of elves who might come after me. How could I put the son of Parlax on the throne of the kingdom without knowing his true nature first? How could I have placed a hybrid elf-human mage on the throne of the kingdom of the elves, after generations of war with the humans? And yes, I admit it; if you had died on the frontier, I would have chosen a steady hand as my replacement—a pure-blood elf with no question over his name.”

“And what has changed?”

Harald spread his hands wide. “Much,” he said. “I never anticipated that you would do so much, and I never anticipated the destruction of Suntower City either.”

Ralnor sat forward, his hurt and confusion at the revelations forgotten for the moment. “The city has been destroyed?”

“Much of it has, yes. There was a revolt in the lower levels, and fighting broke out between rival gangs. In the confusion, a strong force of monsters attacked and overcame the guards, setting fire to the city. Many were killed, and many more fled into the surrounding forest. We fought and eventually destroyed the monsters, but by the time it was over, a great deal of the city had been lost to fire and many of the citizens and soldiers had been killed or had fled into the forest, never to be seen again.”

Ralnor sat back, stunned, remembering the city where he had grown up, the gambling dens and bars, the high trees with their warrens of corridors and rooms, and the poor people who had rallied together in the face of adversity. Suntower City had been no utopia, but it had been home, and through all the strange adventures Ralnor had experienced since he’d left the city, he’d felt a certain sense of security in the feeling that Suntower City was still there, existing at his back.

No more.

“Well”—he sighed and found his anger at the king had gone—“I suppose I understand your reasons. Of course, it’s hurtful to me to have such a thing concealed, but it was the prudent decision. In your place, I might well have done the same.”

“I’m glad you understand,” King Harald said. “But what will we do now? As of this moment, only the people in this room know the truth of what I’ve just told you. Will we keep it that way, or do you desire to be openly acknowledged as my heir?”

“You would give me that choice?”

“I would desire your opinion.”

Ralnor gave a dry laugh. “Very well,” he said after a moment’s thought. “No, let’s keep it as it is. I’ll tell Lana, the night elf—she’s my partner and my closest friend, and I will not conceal such a thing from her—but aside from her, let’s keep it as it has been. If I return from my quest with success, you may name me your heir, and I will take that role on if you wish it. If I die on my mission, name who you will.”

“I will do as you suggest,” the king acceded. “I think it is for the best. Your fate leads you on a perilous mission, and you and your friends are the only ones, I believe, who can undertake that mission with success. You must get the amulets, and you must stop Darlan Gaur. Only you can do those things.”

“For now, I will content myself with writing a secret document that names you as my successor,” the king continued. “If I should die unexpectedly while you’re on your quest, then the mantle of king will pass to you. Otherwise, we will wait until we know the outcome of your mission before we decide. Those that are here now, and the night elf, Lana, will witness the decision, but beyond them, the document will remain secret unless I die unexpectedly before your return.”

“There is something more,” Jonah said after the king had finished. “I would like to share something with you all, something that should remain secret, too, if I may ask that of you.”

They all turned to look at the heavy-set man, and he smiled but said nothing. Instead, he looked at Sena, who sighed and then spoke: “Jonah here is my father,” she said simply. “After that first meeting when we both felt we recognized each other, he sought me out, and we discussed our histories. The dates match as do our memories of my mother.”

“My daughter was two years old when I left the land of the humans,” Jonah said gruffly. “I thought she and her mother both had been killed. It was partly why I betrayed the humans and switched sides; the humans killed my family, you see, because they thought I was a traitor. I was not a traitor, but when I found out what had happened, I became one.”

“But I was not killed,” Sena said. “Somehow, I was saved from the massacre, and my guardians carried me off and raised me as their own before sending me to the Black Spire for training. I was always told my true father had died in battle. We never knew each other. But the only things I remember of my true mother—her first name, and the color of her hair—match what Jonah remembers of his wife.”

“My life has been a hollow shell of a thing for twenty years,” Jonah said. “I did what I could, training the elves to kill humans as best I could, and I thought I was making amends, and yet now fate has brought us back together again, and I find that I have a daughter I can be proud of.”

Sena reached across and patted him awkwardly on the shoulder. It would take them a while to get used to each other, Ralnor saw, but he could not spare them much time. Spring had come to the world, and Darlan Gaur was loose in the world as well. The amulets must be collected, their power probed, and this one last great push made to eradicate evil from the world once and for all, bringing the elves and the humans together again as one people. When that was done, if they all survived, there would be time for friendship and the renewing of family ties.

Sena looked at Ralnor and seemed to read his thoughts. “But now,” she said, “I believe we have a quest to plan.”

It did not take much planning. After all, the five companions had been thinking of what they must do all winter, and they had only to sit down together one last time and thrash out their route over the map that Parlax had given them.

“The dungeon in the night elf lands is the farthest away, and it’s farthest from all the other chalices as well,” Ralnor said. “Initially, I thought that meant that we should go there first since it will be hardest to get to, but now I think differently.”

“What has changed your mind?” Farlo asked.

“Darlan Gaur,” Ralnor said. “I’m convinced that he has the Amulet of Delkor, for only that could have given him the power to get through the door from the preservation chamber undetected. My guess is that the amulets and their matching armors are paired, all except the black one. So, the blue armor was here in Highbough, with the green amulet. I believe the green armor will be in the dungeon in the Unclaimed Lands, where we found the blue amulet, and that the red and white armor and amulet pairs are set up in the same way, each dungeon guarded by the opposite color amulet.”

“And the black armor?” Farlo said.

“I’m going to gamble on the fact that the black amulet is the trickster, the only one that’s different. I believe that the black armor is in the dungeon in the night elf lands, but without the amulet itself, we’ll have no hope of getting control of the armor. Darlan Gaur will go there, and it will take him far away from us. It will take him a long time, on foot and alone, learning the layout of the world as he goes. We will let him do that. While he’s there, we’ll visit the dungeon in the Unclaimed Lands and get the green armor that goes with the Calgar amulet, and then we’ll go to the dungeon in the Cursed Lands and get the amulet that’s there.

“We’ll then go straight to Tullian’s Vale in the human lands and get the amulet that’s hidden under the city. There, we’ll get the armor that goes with the Cursed Lands’ amulet. We may have to then return to the Cursed Lands to get the matching armor, but we’ll deal with that when we come to it. Whatever happens, when Darlan Gaur faces us, he may have the black amulet and the armor of Delkor, but we’ll have four amulets and at least three suits of armor, and he’ll have to face down that combined power.”

“It’s a big gamble,” Lana said, “but I can’t see that we can do anything else. On the off chance that Darlan Gaur has traveled west toward the human lands and not east to the night elf lands, we may catch him on the way and be able to put paid to his plots before he’s even able to enact them.”

So it was decided. Now that the weather had improved and the city was successfully repopulated, Ralnor had one last meeting with the king before he got ready to set off. They went alone to the preservation chamber, and Ralnor stood with King Harald under the strange magical lights of the odd white globes.

“Who are they?” Ralnor asked the king, pointing to the others in the chambers.

“They were my closest councilors,” the king replied quietly. “When the Sundering happened, we all agreed that one of us should carry on leading the people and try to rebuild the world. These people would remain in the preservation chambers for five hundred years, after which they would automatically awaken unless I returned and awakened them first. Darlan must have implemented a similar timer on his preservation, without any of us knowing it. That’s the only way I can think that he would have managed to awaken without the help of any others.”

“Will you awaken your councilors again?” Ralnor asked.

The king smiled sadly. “I dread to meet my friends again, I must confess,” he said. “For if I do, I will have to confess to them my many mistakes over the years. But yes, I think I will.”

“You will be king here while I’m gone,” Ralnor said. “You will have to lead the people. If these councilors of yours can help with that, and with bringing back the legacy of the empire of Galen, then I think you should bring them back to life. You will need their help in the days to come.”

Ralnor handed the key to the lower levels to King Harald once he’d locked the gate. Then, they got themselves ready, equipping themselves with their Ranger armor and weapons—and with a few additions that came from Farlo’s work in the forge. The most important of these took the form of a pair of heavy leather gauntlets for each of them. The gauntlets had black iron studs implanted into the leather, and each of the studs was plated with a coating of gold. This meant that the gauntlets could be used to deflect enemy magic, without compromising the wearer’s ability to cast their own spells.

It had been decided that only Ralnor, Lana, Sena, Farlo, and Akhen would go on the quest. There was no point in sending a huge party, and the experienced Rangers would make better time across the country alone. King Harald took command of the city, but he agreed to act as a judge and a guide for the ruling council, to intervene in decisions when asked but to take an observer and an advisor’s role otherwise. It was true what he said: things had changed, and the people of the city were keen to be ruled over by their elected council rather than by a monarch, even one as respected and experienced as King Harald.

Ralnor was happy with his work at the forbidden city, but he could not deny that he was sad to be leaving. It had become home, and the road before him was dark and dangerous and had no guarantee of success.

But no one else could take this path. Only he and his friends had the power to gather the amulets and use the ancient power to reinstate peace in the world.

And so, one cold spring morning in the twilight hour before dawn, he and his companions donned their humble Ranger cloaks and set out without fanfare, slipping quietly from a side door and moving stealthily through the last of the night mists toward the sea.

They were on their quest to save the world, and if they could not do it, no one would.


Chapter 14

That morning was one of mists and shadows. Akhen was clad as a Ranger, like the others, in a green cloak and high leather boots, having divested himself of his usual eccentric garments for these more practical traveling clothes. He carried no weapon. He needed none beyond his magic. His only burdens were his small pack with his traveling supplies, his bed roll, and a tall ash staff that he used to support himself. Despite all his energy and fire, Akhen was getting old, but he kept pace with his younger companions without struggle or complaint.

Farlo and Sena, inseparable now, moved through the morning mist side by side, two dark-cloaked figures with their hoods drawn up over their heads, hiding their faces in deep shadow. The dark green of Farlo’s Ranger cloak and the black of Sena’s cloak were both silhouetted against the gray swirl of the morning mist. Farlo had his mighty two-handed sword in its sheath on his back and a bow and short sword as well. At his belt, a range of potions and enchantments were securely set in a carry belt, along with plenty of empty bottles and pouches for the collecting of new samples along the way. He was an enthusiast in all branches of botany and was always on the lookout for new plants that might bring him the ability to create a new enhancement for a weapon or a new potion he could mix.

Sena was dressed simply—the only one not in classic Ranger garb. Her cloak, tunic, and pants were black instead of dark green, and their make was distinctly different from the elven gear in many subtle ways. That did not detract from its effectiveness, however. Though she was not trained as a Ranger, she had traveled with Ralnor and the companions for long enough that she had picked up plenty of their skills, and she moved nearly as silently and confidently through the landscape as they did.

Lana ranged ahead, her bow on her back but her hands always ready to pull it out and nock an arrow in the blink of an eye. Her hood was thrown back, and the morning mist had gathered on her inky black hair, netting it in a glittering display of tiny water droplets like a jeweled crown of stars. Ralnor admired her graceful form as she moved through the mist before him, her head up and alert, the graceful upward sweep of her elven ears plain to see. She moved as silently as a shadow through the mist, and Ralnor could feel her alertness as he sent his own keen awareness of life through the world around him.

He could sense any life force nearby, and with a little concentration, he could identify the shape and form of that life, even identifying who or what it might be. This was not an infallible power—he could be tricked by a powerful mage who might be able to use a masking spell to cover his identity and presence, for example, and some monsters did not register a detectable life force—but it was something he was glad to have all the same. He cast this sensing net out around himself instinctively as he walked while at the same time masking its probing fingers from any mage who might detect him.

Of course, it was highly unlikely that there were any magical opponents lurking in the mist so close to the city, but his life detecting had become so instinctive now that Ralnor kept ranging out with it all the time, no matter where he might be.

Around his neck was the Amulet of Calgar—the green gemstone imbued with the power of a god as well as with the power of twenty minor shards and two major ones. This recharged amulet was the fruit of productive missions into the lover levels in search of goblin foes. Though the dungeon was not active anymore, it was certainly true that there were still enemies to fight. He and his friends had cleared out several goblin nests, and the reward was shards in plenty for both Ralnor and Farlo’s amulets. The azure Amulet of Shem remained around Farlo’s neck, everyone agreeing without exception that the suit of armor was best fitted to him. Since his role in their little group was as a close combat melee specialist who could both deal and absorb a great deal of damage, boosting his ability in this area made total sense.

For his part, Ralnor still felt he still had a great deal of exploring that he could do with the Amulet of Calgar. Unlike the Amulet of Shem, they had not yet discovered the Amulet of Calgar’s special ability. The azure amulet granted the power to heal both major and minor wounds, and they had been able to actually see the channels through which magic should be pushed to activate those abilities. But the Amulet of Calgar was still something of a mystery in that respect.

Thinking back to the battle against the Master, where the reopened Sundering portal had been destroyed, Ralnor remembered the feeling of power of control that the amulet had given him then. Control of others was the power of the Amulet of Calgar, particularly control of monsters, and yet no matter how hard he looked, he had not been able to see into the amulet clearly enough to identify a channel that would allow him to use that ability.

“Perhaps,” Lana had suggested, when they had been discussing the problem a few nights earlier, “the Amulet of Calgar’s special ability was entirely used up by its efforts in the battle against the Master. Perhaps its legendary ability needs to be recharged and reactivated through some process that we don’t yet understand.”

That seemed the most likely explanation. When they had first gained the Amulet of Shem, its abilities had been entirely used up in healing Ralnor and Lana, and afterward, it had remained inactive until recharged by Parlax in a magic that they did not understand. Likewise, in the battle against the Master, Ralnor had used a massive burst of power from the amulet to direct the army of monsters the Master had turned loose. That had likely used all the amulet had to give, and until they could learn the secret of their charging, perhaps the unique special abilities of the amulet would not become available again.

Ralnor remembered Parlax and how he had simply reached out and touched the amulet to recharge it. Could the secret to their charging be a simple one, but just one with a technique that had been lost? If so, then perhaps, with experimentation, Ralnor might be able to discover the secret.

He resolved to try. After all, they had a journey ahead of them that would take some time. There might be the opportunity to explore these new options as they made their way through the lands.

The sun broke over the distant mountains, and the shafts of morning light illuminated the fog, casting long rays of gleaming light and shadow through the glittering clouds of mist. Lana looked about herself, then back at Ralnor with a smile. “I’m sad to leave this land,” she said, voicing the thoughts of them all.

“Hopefully, it won’t be long before we’re back,” Ralnor said, but even as he said it, he felt that there were many trials he would have to go through before he got back to the plains of Highbough.

The sun had not been up for long before the mists burned away, and the sky became clear and blue. They had left Highbough far behind them and were approaching the sea Ralnor turned for a final look. The huge tree city had been a place of dread for centuries now when, but now it looked peaceful and even beautiful in its way. Spring had brought with it the unfurling of countless leaves all over the enormous outward surface of the tree, and the whole body of the tree now glowed green in the morning sun.

At the very top, in the place where the dark bulk of the Sorcerer’s castle had once stood, there was now an open space, and the king's banner fluttered there in the sea breeze. Ralnor stood tall, raised his hand once in farewell, and then turned away.

The land fell away toward the sea, and the ground became sandy and the grass tussocky as the wide plain of Highbough gave way to dunes, then to flat, wide-open sands and the great bay where the Red River let out into the sea. Here, pulled up high on the beach, were the small transport boats that serviced the three huge troopships that had come from Venetia, the human lands, carrying General Rizan and the human army. Here also were the long, graceful river canoes of the Dernwaith, and it was these that the companions were interested in.

The guards on the boats were on the lookout for them and saluted, then let them pass when they came into view. There was little conversation between the companions as they picked the lightest of the Dernwaith canoes and pushed it down to the sand to the shore. The sea bumped against the underside of the boat with a comforting dull, thudding noise as they splashed a few steps into the surf and then hopped in.

Akhen sat in the front of the boat, and the four younger people caught up the paddles and began to row in unison, steering the boat against the current, back toward the mouth of the river. As the sun climbed into the sky and the cold spring morning passed, they moved into the mouth of the river and left the choppy seawater behind for the wide, flat flow of the Red River. As the sun hit its midpoint, they sailed under the last of the repaired bridges and turned a sharp corner to get their first view of Thunder Falls.

“This is where we get out,” Ralnor said. “We can paddle the boat upstream against the river current where it’s slow, but we don’t have a hope of paddling within a mile of the waterfall.”

They found a low place in the bank and hauled the canoe out of the river. Again, with Akhen ranging out ahead, the four young people lifted the canoe. It was surprisingly light and easy to handle, and they made good speed as they jogged along with their boat on the river’s western bank, following the road. On the eastern bank, the side where Highbough lay, the woods came right up to the riverbank, but on the western side, the ground was covered in deep, wild grasses that pressed up on either side of the recently-repaired paved road.

In front of them, to the south, the mighty expanse of Thunder Falls rumbled away, a constant rolling thunder and hiss filling the air. Great clouds of spray hung permanently above the falls, and even here, more than a mile from the base of the falls, they could smell the green water and feel the dampness in the air.

As they approached the falls steadily, the air became heavy with dampness. Everywhere, on every surface, moss grey thickly so that the large outcrops of rock that now appeared in the landscape were entirely hidden under thick beds of moss and lichen. Ferns were unfurling from the mosses, and the grass was lush and green, even in this very early spring.

The closer they got, the louder the roar of the falls became until as they approached the climbing road that bypassed the falls, they could not have heard each other shout if they’d tried. They communicated with hand signals, pointing to where the road climbed up suddenly into a winding, zigzagging road that traversed the sudden rise in the land.

Carrying the canoe, they stepped quickly up the narrow road, making steady but careful progress up the slippery stones of the path. Not far away, there was an artificial canal built in the ancient days of the empire of Galen, where boats coming downriver to the city could bypass the waterfall, but this was not suitable for their purposes. They might be confident in their ability to paddle against the current on the flat, but there would have been no hope in doing so up that steep, artificial waterway.

The afternoon was passing, and the sun was sinking toward the west when they finally reached the top of Thunder Falls and found themselves looking out on the wild country west of the river. They rested a little, not speaking much, gazing southward across the lands and eating their traveling rations sparingly.

Ralnor decided that they should walk the canoe farther before taking to the water again, and the others agreed this was wise. An hour or so later, they felt it was safe to put the canoe back in the river. Once again, with Akhen in the front and Ralnor, Farlo, Sena, and Lana handling the paddles, they made their steady way upstream.

The river was slow and broad, and the current was not hard to row against. There would be points on the river where it would be too hard to paddle against—they knew this from their journey north last fall—but there were many miles of river where even paddling against the current would get them southward quicker than walking. It was Ralnor’s plan to go as far as they could by river and then abandon the canoe and make their way through the thick forests north of the Unclaimed Lands until they got back toward the country they were more familiar with. They would bypass Rayne’s Outpost, they decided, since stopping there would cause too much of a delay, and also because—as Sena had pointed out—if there were human Scouts patrolling the forests, they would be focusing their attention on the Outpost and taking careful note of any activity in the vicinity. Speed and stealth were their number one priorities.

The next few days passed in much the same way as the first. They paddled up the long, slow stream of the river, making steady progress and stopping now and again by the bank to rest their arms and eat a little. They saw no sign of any inhabitants, neither monsters roaming the forest nor Dernwaith people in the few abandoned villages they passed. There was no smell of smoke in the air and no sign of anyone on the many overgrown paths that they saw running alongside the river. They traveled mostly in silence, each occupied with his or her own thoughts, lulled by the steady, concerted rhythm of the paddling and the slow drift of the river by their boat.

Each night, Ralnor and his friends drew the boat out of the water and slept by the bank. They made no fires, for though the nights were not warm, they were also not freezing the way that winter had been. As they moved south, they found they were moving deeper into spring. Here, the woods were thick with new growth, and wildflowers carpeted the forest floor in huge masses of blues, yellows, whites, and pale pinks. The ferns were unfurling, and birds were busy in the branches. The friends saw many deer and boar moving freely in the woods, and the abundance and confidence of the game was another sure sign that there was little to no activity from humans, elves, or Dernwaith here in the forest.

As he lay wrapped in his blanket in the evenings, waiting for sleep to claim him, Ralnor explored the amulet. Every time he looked into it, he found the same thing as before. Here was the campfire spell he’d created, and here were the minor shards and the major shards, ready for use, but there was no sign anywhere of the kind of special ability channel that he saw when he looked at the Amulet of Shem, and neither was there any suggestion of any way to charge the amulet to recover this apparently deactivated special ability.

Ralnor tried sending magic through the amulet, filling it with a flow of power that was not directed to any of the individual channels. When he did this, he thought he detected some suggestion of something hidden within the amulet, but it was so vague that he was not able to go any further with the experiment. As he worked, he could feel Farlo practicing as well. The big elf was working daily to improve his ability at channeling his own magic. Though he was not a natural or strongly talented at channeling the way Ralnor was, he still managed to improve steadily, and as time passed, he became more confident that he could channel a burst of power through the amulet if needed without suffering any ill effects. Ralnor was proud of his friend’s efforts, even as he was frustrated by the apparent failure of his own.

“Don’t get discouraged,” Lana said, putting her arm around his shoulders one evening when they took a walk together after the evening meal. “You’ve tried all you can, and perhaps something new will come out in due time. You can’t blame yourself for not having knowledge you’ve never been taught. It sounds like you’ve experimented as far as you can with the amulet, and we will just need to be patient and wait for some new knowledge or information to come to light before we can activate its special ability.”

“I guess you’re right.” Ralnor sighed and smiled. “We’ve come so far, and the powers we have are plenty to be getting on with. I should concentrate my efforts on the journey at hand.”

Ralnor and Lana had been able to take the chance to explore their relationship in new ways over the winter, but now that they were on the trail again and were focused on their role as Rangers, they had realized the necessity of letting their personal feelings for each other take a secondary priority to the mission at hand. Despite this, they still sought each other out in quiet moments like this, and both of them felt the benefit of the support they were able to give each other.

Farlo and Sena seemed to have different ideas. They were pursuing their romantic relationship with a level of enthusiasm that made Ralnor smile when he thought of it, even though he was aware that it had the potential to put them at risk. Most nights, the pair would slip away into the woods for an hour for a “walk,” as they called it and return with sparkling eyes and flushed cheeks, grinning from ear to ear and whispering to each other. Part of Ralnor thought that he should put a stop to this, that it was too risky for them to be going off alone out here, but another part of him felt that, even though he was technically the leader of the group, it was no longer his place to tell Farlo and Sena what to do. He did not feel like the commander of a mission but like one equal player in a group of five, all of whom had their own choices to make and their own destiny to fulfill.

After a week on the water, they abandoned their canoe in a stand of tall rushes by the river and took to the forest trails. The water had become too swift and narrow to navigate by boat, and they knew anyway that the Red River would now turn south and east, taking them in the opposite direction from where they wanted to go. They had made good progress and had begun leaving the broadleaf woods behind them and coming into the tall pine forest that ran along the northern edge of the Unclaimed Lands. If they kept on in more or less a straight line southwest, they would soon come to the edge of the forest, and from there, they would head as close to south as possible. Ralnor reckoned they could cross the Unclaimed Lands and navigate the hills through the Pass of Ghosts quickly, avoiding any possibility of being noticed by roaming human scout patrols.

From the opening of the Pass of Ghosts, there was not far to go to the Unclaimed Lands dungeon. There, they would find what they would find. Ralnor had high hopes, but he did not want to be too overconfident. Ultimately, they did not know what they would find there now. The whole mission was a gamble, but there was no other way to approach it. They would have to learn what they could when they got there.

The pine forests were familiar to the Rangers, and Akhen had lived in these woods for many years. Even though they had not been in this specific part of the forest before, the place felt familiar and welcoming to them. The huge pines, widely spaced, soared high above them, creating a deep green canopy far above. The ground was of a thick, spongy texture, built up from countless centuries of falling needles. Everywhere, there was the rich pine scent of the woods and the quiet hiss of the wind in the branches, sounding like the far-off sea.

Two days passed as they moved steadily southward, without the scenery or the landscape noticeably changing. Then, shortly after they reached their third day in the pine woodland, they saw the light change in front of them and crept to the edge of the forest to see the wide-open country of the Unclaimed Lands stretching off before them toward the Haunted Hills. Tall grass spotted with wildflowers waved sedately in the wind, and not a figure could be seen anywhere. Off in the distance, the Haunted Hills were a blue haze, but Ralnor, squinting and raising a hand to shield his eyes from the glare, thought he could see the dip that showed where the Pass of Ghosts represented the only way through that haunted range.

That pass gave them all the shivers. Ralnor remembered how hard it had been before to get through there unscathed, and as hard as it had been for himself and the elves, it was even harder for the humans. That pass was inhabited by the ghosts of a long-dead civilization, the ancient ancestors of the people who had become the Dernwaith of today. They had destroyed themselves in pride and malice, fighting each other with cruel magic, and ended up becoming trapped spirits, doomed to haunt the hills where they had lived forevermore.

They were tricksters, ghosts who used illusions and hallucinations to capture their victims’ attention and draw them out, into a dark fate that nobody could guess. Ralnor knew that Sena, in particular, would be vulnerable to the ghosts. He was in no doubt about the challenges they might face in passing through that haunted way.

“We have no other way to go,” Sena said quietly, voicing the answer to Ralnor’s thoughts before he could speak. “I’m frightened by it, but I will trust you three to get me through if I’m not able to resist the tricks of the ghosts in the haunted pass.”

Farlo put an arm around her shoulders. “We’ll keep you safe,” he promised. “I’ll keep you safe.”

There being still the best part of the day ahead of them, they set off at a great pace, making straight for the gap in the hills. From where they were setting out, Ralnor reckoned that they would reach the pass a good hour before sundown. That was just as well as he had no desire to try to cross through the haunted pass after darkness had fallen. If they reached the entrance to the pass without enough time to go through before nightfall, they would have to spend the night on the plain, and equally, he wanted to avoid that if at all possible.

They did not need to discuss it. Everyone knew how important it was to get into the haunted pass before full darkness; they would make every effort to cross the open ground in time.

The wide-open grasslands in between the borders of the elf country and the land of the humans were uninhabited permanent dwellers. The only people who might regularly be found in this area were the patrolling parties of Elven Rangers of their human equivalents, the Scouts.

To the east, about a day’s journey from where they now stood, the line of elven forts that guarded the border to the elf lands was strung along the banks of the Red River, guarding the crossings and acting as a buttress against any incursion by the humans into the Greenwood. To the west, about three days’ walk in a straight line from where they were, lay the long barrier of Stoneheart’s Shield, a great stone wall and rampart that stretched north to south for miles and miles and acted as the border of Venetia, the land of the humans.

The land between was a battleground, a broad, disputed territory that had been skirmished over for at least a hundred and fifty years since the humans and the elves had settled into their respective domains after the chaos of the great Sundering had subsided.

They called it the Unclaimed Lands, and any human or elf who found themselves traveling in that land did well to be wary. It was a dangerous place for people of both kinds.

Ralnor led his party across the plain at speed, moving low and wary, keeping eyes, ears, and magical senses peeled for any sign of others in the vicinity. He did not want to trust any one of his senses too much—there were human mages who could mask their presence from his magical awareness, and the human scouts, like the elven Rangers, were masters of stealth and concealment in a land like this.

The day passed, and the sun climbed to its zenith and then passed over toward the west. The day was warm; indeed, it was the hottest weather any of them had experienced for many months, and they all wished they could stop and enjoy it, but their need to reach the haunted pass with enough time to go through before nightfall drove them on. At an hour past noon, they stopped briefly and took in a little food and drank some water, but they did not linger long. Soon after, they were up and moving again, jogging steadily through the high grasses, five small figures in their dark cloaks, dwarfed by the enormous grasslands spreading out like a placid green sea all around them.

Every hour, the blue haze of the haunted hills grew closer.

The sun hung above the western horizon when they found themselves at last standing in the yawning black entrance to the haunted pass. Ralnor looked at his companions. “Ready?” he asked.

The others nodded. Sena looked scared but resolute. Farlo, standing close to her, looked determined. Akhen and Lana stood together, gazing into the gloom before them. Lana looked grim, but Akhen gazed ahead with a look of interest on his face.

“It feels different somehow,” Akhen said. “I can’t put my finger on it, but it’s almost as if there’s less of a sense of present danger than there was before… I’m not sure I can trust it.”

“I don’t think we should trust any feeling we get from this valley,” Ralnor said. “Don’t trust your feelings when we get in here, Akhen. Stick close to me. All of you, remember that. Stick close together and keep your mind focused on the goal—to get through. That’s all we need to do here, just to get through. If we hold together, we can do it. If we allow ourselves to be drawn away, we may well be lost. Stick close to me, and look out for each other.”

With those words, and a last glance at the sun, he plunged through the narrow gap that marked the entrance to the valley, his companions by his side.

Ralnor’s sword flickered green in the gloom inside the narrow pass through the hills. As soon as they entered, they felt the temperature drop. The pall of cold mist that hung permanently here closed around them like clammy hands, wreathing around them and making the air thick and hard to breathe.

Ralnor had not quite remembered the full oppression of this horrible place. Now that he experienced it again, he had to work hard to remember his own advice. Immediately, his mind grew dull, his emotions became heavy, and a deep gloom settled upon his soul. A glance at his friends showed him that they felt the same effect.

The feeling of his magic sword in his hand gave him confidence, and the crackling green light contrasted fiercely with the gray gloom of the mist. He had no intention of fighting in the valley—there was no chance of killing the shades of the dead—but the light and the solid weight of his trusty blade grounded him in reality.

The others drew their weapons, too, except Akhen, who raised a hand and summoned a spark of bright fire in his palm. He held this up, the orange light throwing dramatic shadows on his aged face. Sena’s sword gleamed white, and Farlo’s blade flickered with fire. Lana’s bow glimmered green with battle magic as Ralnor sent her a boost.

With the mingled lights of their magic lighting their way, they stepped out, ready as they would ever be to face the terrible fear of the Pass of Ghosts.


Chapter 15

Almost as soon as they entered the pass, the entrance behind them became obscured. The light from their swords and from Akhen’s Magic illuminated the path at their feet, but beyond the reach of the light, all was dark.

Around them, they felt the undeniable press of a gathering, malevolent presence. There were spirits here, ghosts pushing their way forward in a formless crowd, held back only by the light. As night grew deeper, Ralnor knew that the ghosts would increase in power and strength, their ability to manifest becoming greater and the fear and confusion they could sow becoming ever more dangerous.

He tried to hurry, tried to keep his companions moving, and tried to keep his mind grounded with the knowledge that the ghosts were not real. The feelings of gloom and terror were not real. There was a whole world outside this horrible valley, and if they just kept moving, they would soon be out of it and away from the terrible, soul-sapping influence of the denizens of this place.

“Soul-sapping,” he said out loud, and the sound of his own voice, thick and slurred as if he spoke in his sleep, jolted him back to awareness.

“Come on, you,” Lana said with a drawn smile, catching his arm and chivvying him along. “You were warning us to stick together and avoid the influence of this place, but after all, it seems that you need our help more than we need yours!”

Ralnor looked about. He had lagged a little behind. The others had stopped, pulling him back and drawing him closer to them. Akhen, Sena, and Lana all looked alert and aware of their surroundings, though they were all looking scared.

Farlo, on the other hand, looked dreamy and confused. He was staring into the mist, and his sword was sinking in his hand. “Look to Farlo,” Ralnor said, and Sena immediately stepped toward him, taking his arm. Against Ralnor’s predictions, it actually seemed that it was he and Farlo who were most in need of support.

Akhen glared around. “This is completely different from how it was before,” he said, sounding angry and confused. “Something is going on. I can barely feel the presence of the ghosts, but I know they are here.”

“Me, too,” Lana said. “The presence is far away, and I feel little threat from them.”

“Nor I,” Sena confirmed.

Ralnor looked at them in amazement. He spoke with an effort as if through a drugged daze. “I feel it more strongly than ever,” he gasped.

Farlo was gazing emptily out, his eyes unfocused and his mouth slack. His usually straight shoulders were sagging, and his sword hung at his side, the fire flickering along it still, but the blade pointed at the ground. He looked as if he might drop it.

Ralnor glanced over his shoulder, but Lana shook her head firmly, guessing his thought. “We cannot go back,” she said. “We must press on. Sena, keep hold of Farlo’s arm and lead him. I will keep hold of Ralnor. We must get them through. Akhen, take the lead. Make that light in your hand stronger if you can. This valley feels endless, but it's not actually that far. If we press on, we’ll get through, and then Farlo and Ralnor will be alright.”

Ralnor allowed himself to be led by Lana, and the little party started forward again. Lana had taken charge of the situation, and Akhen and Sena had both taken confidence from her certainty. They followed her instructions, Sena keeping a firm hold of Farlo’s arm and Akhen boosting the power of the light in his hand, sending a wide globe of illumination out into the mist. As the light surged, they caught a momentary glimpse of shadowy figures clustered at the edge of the light like dark moths against a bright window. A moment later, the shadows withdrew again, and all that remained was the chill fear of their presence.

Through the mist around them, there came a sibilant hiss as of many agitated voices, then all was silent again.

The path under their feet must once have been a handsome, well-laid road of flagstones. In the olden days, this pass would have been a busy trade route through the hills, and it was still well-laid and mostly intact. There was moss growing on the flagstones, and here and there some diligent plant had managed to shift a flagstone or crack a slab, but the plants did not seem to grow as well or as lushly as they did elsewhere. Ralnor guessed it was the effect of the constant mist. Not good for growing things, he thought.

“Come on,” Lana said, pinching him and dragging him on. He realized he had slowed again and reminded himself that it was the effect of the valley, and he must just keep putting one foot in front of the other. Just keep walking. It was not that hard if that was all he had to do.

Nearby, Sena was having the same problems with Farlo, having to keep him moving as he seemed likely to stop every few steps, gazing at the ground or into the mist. The two women looked scared but determined. Akhen looked grim, his face set, the flame in his hand burning bright like the last flame of hope amid the mists of an almost inevitable doom.

They made a snail’s progress through the valley. None of them had anticipated how much the spell of this terrible place would affect Ralnor and Farlo, nor how much it would leave the others untouched. Before they had reached what Lana reckoned was the halfway point, they could tell that their pre-sunset hour was coming to an end. The mist changed from gray to black, the temperature dropped even further, and the malevolent presence of the ghosts pressed in on them. Now, they began to see the spirits—tall, skeletal figures that danced in and out of the edges of Akhen’s light as they advanced or small, misshapen forms that crawled or scurried up into the darkness behind them as the light moved away.

They were utterly surrounded, and only the power of the light was keeping the ghosts at bay. The sound of Ralnor’s ragged breathing filled his own ears, and despite the cold, he felt sweat dripping down his brow and running in rivulets down his spine.

The effort required to put one foot in front of the other was becoming unbearable, and the pressure on his mind felt as if it would drive him mad. He longed to stop, to lie down, to give in to the whispering voices that now crowded around his mind, seeking an entrance. He was becoming convinced that there were things just beyond the mist, beautiful things, wondrous pleasures, beyond anything he’d imagined before.

His father, Parlax, was there and his mother, Rella, whom he had never known. His friends were there, the youths that he’d grown up with in Suntower City, all just waiting for him to join them in a state of bliss that would last forever.

All it would take would be one burst of energy, one spurt of speed to carry him beyond the annoying light that held closed the gateway to all he had ever desired.

Just one effort, then he could rest.

“Akhen!” Lana screamed as Ralnor suddenly broke her grip on his arm and darted away from her. There was a clang as, at the same moment, Farlo’s sword fell to the ground from his listless hand and bounced on the cold stones.

Ralnor saw the mists before him parting, and beyond them, he saw a golden light gleaming and welcoming arms and hands reaching out to him…

With a suddenness that shocked them all, Akhen let out a roar like an enraged bear. In a moment, he seemed to grow taller, and he held both his hands up in the air as if calling down a fate from above.

There was a sudden boom and a flash of blinding white light, and they heard the voice of their old mentor transformed, rolling like thunder through the valley. White light poured from his hands, and Ralnor was suddenly wide awake.

The mists had indeed parted before him, but instead of his father and his mother and his childhood friends, he saw that the arms reaching out to welcome him were bony and clad in rags of dry skin and long-rotted linen. The smiles of greeting were the grinning of skulls with mouthfuls of broken teeth and the glinting red eyes of ghouls.

He screamed in disgust and horror, checking his pace and darting back toward his friends. At the same moment, Farlo let out a great shout and grabbed his blade from the ground where it had fallen.

The white light from Akhen’s mighty spell faded, and the old mage trembled, staggering backward before swaying and standing upright again.

“The amulets!” he gasped. “By all the gods, where is my brain? It’s the presence of the amulets that is drawing the ghosts down on Ralnor and Farlo. Access the power, Ralnor! Access the power of the Amulet of Calgar!”

The spell Akhen had cast had dispelled the influence of the ghosts for the moment, and it had bought Ralnor a moment of clarity. Of course, that was the solution. It was the only thing that separated Ralnor and Farlo from the others—they were carrying an amulet each, and the others were not. In his befogged state, he had not made the connection, but Akhen’s spell had cleared the influence of the ghosts for a moment. Ralnor would use that moment.

As Farlo moved toward him, Ralnor reached out and grabbed his friend’s arm. “Now, Farlo,” he cried. “You’ve practiced for this moment! Join your power to mine and channel your magic into the amulet!”

Together, they called down spirit magic from the air above them and reached out to each other at the same time.

Farlo had been diligently practicing his channeling power, and Ralnor was delighted to see the change in his friend’s ability. As Ralnor’s magical awareness flared up strongly, he felt Farlo’s magical presence like a burning bonfire beside him. Combined, their power roared to life, and they were both aware of each other’s amulets as they pushed magic through the ancient chalices of the gods.

A wail of frustration and anger emanated from the mists, and Ralnor felt the power of the ghosts cracking as they witnessed the amulets being used. Ralnor reached through his amulet for a major shard and poured power through it, but then he became aware of something else, something new. There was a new channel in the amulet—an empty space that was ready to be filled.

“It’s the amulet’s special ability!” he said. It has manifested!”

Not knowing what would happen, or how long the effect of Akhen’s magic would be available to him, giving him the ability to focus his mind and resist the fogging magic of the ghosts, he poured his magic through the new channel that had just been revealed.

His control wobbled for a moment, his balance not completely certain as he moved from his severely hampered state to this use of incredible power.

Then, to his surprise, he felt Farlo’s magic wrapping around him, steadying him, feeding him power as the big elf’s arm gripped him round the shoulders “You can do it, Ralnor,” Farlo said to him, urging him on.

Ralnor did it. The spell blasted out of the new channel of the Amulet of Calgar, and Ralnor perceived it as two enormous hands reaching out from his chest and sweeping through the air beyond the mists. He swept the huge hands, using them like two great fishing nets as he gathered ghosts up, sweeping them into his grip like a man gathering grain.

The power scythed through the ghosts, harvesting them like so much ripe corn. When he felt the spell was full, he drew the gathered ghosts back toward himself and plunged them into the amulet.

Green light erupted from the amulet of Calgar, and Ralnor reached up to his neck to flip the amulet out from under his tunic as the crystal heated up. The green light was a beautiful sight here in the gloomy horror of the valley, and it sent the mist rolling back, revealing the full scene for the first time.

All around them, ghosts were fleeing, screaming in their thin, haggard voices. They were ghosts of all shapes and sizes, but they were all skeletal and rotten-looking, haggard and gray like the dry bones of long-dead trees.

On either side of the path, lit suddenly as bright as day by the Amulet of Calgar, high hills enclosed the valley of the Pass of Ghosts. The slopes of the hills were covered in a dense, impassible wall of twisted, thorny bushes and dripping, stunted trees. Behind the travelers, they saw the road stretching away, but before them, they saw the two high pillars and the low wall on the left that they recognized from their previous journey here. They had come farther than they had thought, for not far beyond these standing stones, they knew, lay the exit from the valley.

Above them, a deep, clear sky glittered with stars, and the long arc of the stars stretched behind them like a glittering path to the heavens.

The light dimmed, the magic subsided, and the mist returned, but it was thinner and less oppressive than before. Ralnor looked for the return of the oppressed sensation that had plagued him, but it did not manifest. He was, for the moment, free of the magic of the ghosts, and though the mist was returning and the light of the amulet fading, the spell of the haunted pass had, for the moment, been broken.

He was about to withdraw his magic from the amulet when he felt Farlo directing his attention toward Akhen. The old mage was leaning against Sena, breathing hard, and looking like he’d just run a race.

They needed no words to know what to do. Together, Farlo and Ralnor turned their magic on Akhen and fed him power. The old half-elf had used an immense burst to dispel the influence of the ghosts, and now he needed his power to be replenished. Farlo and Ralnor worked in parallel, feeding a stream of raw magical energy to the older half-elf. They were immediately rewarded. Akhen’s magical presence, which had seemed dimmed, now flared brightly like a lamp given fresh oil. His stooping figure straightened, and he breathed deep and grinned broadly, laughing aloud in pleasure at the victory.

“We’ve done it!” he cried, “Onward to the end of this terrible road!”

They surged forward together, but the Pass of Ghosts had still one more surprise awaiting them.

As they approached the standing stones, the rushing mass of shadowy figures backed away from them. The mist had returned, but it had lost its thickness, its impenetrable density. Through its blowing wreaths, they could see the figures of many hundreds of ghosts moving in a panicked mass away from them. Suddenly, just at the moment that the great standing stones loomed up on either side of them, the press of grey ghosts parted, and a single, tall figure emerged from the crowd and stood awaiting them on the road just beyond the standing stones.

Ralnor held one hand to halt his companions. “Wait,” he said quietly, “I don’t think this is an attack.”

Indeed, the tall figure held no weapon. It was unlike the others, not dressed in the shabby, half-rotted folds of linen and leather like the others but wearing instead a long, rich robe of black that was almost intact save for the ragged edge that hung near the ground. There was a glint of good-quality chainmail from under the cloak, but the hands of the figure were empty, and it bore no sword at its belt.

The face was in shadow, and though it was thin and haggard like the face of a dying man, it had not the skeletal, skull-like aspect of the other ghosts that Ralnor had seen up till now.

On the head of this figure there was a silver crown, and around and under the crown, ghostly wisps of black hair moved as if in an unseen wind.

Ralnor led the way, his glowing green sword in his left hand but with his right hand outstretched, palm outward, as a sign of peace.

The ghostly king stared at him without emotion but with an interested tilt of the head. The king’s eyes were like the eyes of a human being, dark and glinting, not like the empty, burning red sockets in the skulls of the other ghosts.

After a moment, the king copied Ralnor’s gesture, raising a hand with the palm outward. The ghost of a smile played over his thin lips, and then he bowed his head reverentially in Ralnor’s direction.

“Let us pass the stones,” Ralnor said quietly to his friends, and they moved forward as one, the threatening shapes of the standing stones looming up on either side of them.

As they passed, the king remained still, standing where he had appeared, his face now showing clearly his interest in the companions. The ghostly crowd that had drawn back into the shadows pulled away even farther, and a murmur of fear came from them.

“Well,” Ralnor said as he came before the wraith-like king. “This is a strange meeting. Have you something to say to me? Or will you attempt to stop me from passing out of this valley?”

A terrible silence descended upon the space. All of the ghosts seemed to be waiting to see what would happen, and Ralnor and his friends stood tense and ready for anything that might be thrown at them.

But the ghostly king seemed not to desire to attack Ralnor and his friends. In fact, now that they were close to him, they could see that he was not looking at them at all. In reality, he was staring fixedly at the amulet that still glowed brightly where it lay upon the outside of Ralnor’s dark leather jerkin.

The silence held a moment longer, and then the ghost king spoke. His voice was cold and far away but very clear.

“You bear the Chalices of the Gods,” he said. “You and your companion. The chalices have arisen again, and they are brought within the boundaries of my ancient kingdom, the Kingdom of the Nameless Ones. You have brought them here, strange messenger. The Chalices of the Gods, that we never thought to see again.”

“You speak the truth,” Ralnor said, guardedly, “but what is that to you? Why do the chalices mean so much to you?”

For the first time, the ghost king showed some signs of aggression. He hissed at Ralnor and raised his thin upper lip to show his teeth in an animal snarl.

“How can you not know?” he demanded. “How can it be that you come here carrying such mighty artifacts and yet are ignorant of their meaning?”

“You know nothing of me or of what I know or do not know. The world has changed, wraith, and these lands that you call your kingdom are nothing but the abode of the foul ghosts of a degenerate people. Centuries have passed since you were king of anything but a rotten valley of death. If you have anything to say to me, speak and be done or else get out of my way and go back into the shadows where you belong.”

“No!” the king hissed, and he took a step back, raising his hands and clenching them together in distress. “You do not understand. I beseech your pardon, lord, whoever you may be.”

The king’s eyes glinted with desperation, and he tried to smile affably. The effect was not prepossessing. He bowed from the waist, and then, rising again, he addressed Ralnor in an obsequious tone, his gaze always resting on the green amulet upon Ralnor’s chest.

“You are right, Lord of the Chalices, you are right. My people fell. My people were arrogant and prideful and full of malice. We have paid the price, for years beyond count we have paid the price. It is only through the amulets that we can be freed. You have already freed many of us with your spell… did you not know? When you gathered the shades of my people into the God Chalice, you freed them at last from immeasurable torment. Where are the other chalices? You will need them all to free all the shades of this valley. That is all we desire… it is all I desire. Freedom from the endless living death to which we have been condemned by our foolishness. Will you grant that grace to us? To me and my people?”

Ralnor nodded, slowly. “You know nothing of the happenings in the world outside,” he stated. “I am on a mission to recover all five chalices. I will succeed, and when I have all five, I will return to you and meet you here, at these stones. Then I will free all your people, and you also. But I ask something else of you in return. Before I free you, I may ask you to perform a service for me. There are many of you. Can you still fight?”

The king looked doubtful, but then he raised his eyes and looked Ralnor straight in the face. The sensation was deeply unsettling, but Ralnor held the ghost king’s gaze.

“We cannot leave this place, and we cannot fight,” the king said. “But perhaps, with the right magic, we could do so. With the combined power of all five chalices, we would be able to do what you ask, I think.”

“Very well,” Ralnor said. “That is my bargain. When I have all five chalices, you will come to me with your people when I call, and you will fight for me if I need you to. In return, I shall free you all, and you will no longer be condemned to haunt this place.”

“Ahhh…” the king sighed long and slow, and then he faded away, becoming a figure of mist and shadow before swirling away into the deeper mists around where they stood. They stood for a long moment, but nothing happened. For the first time, they stood in the valley and felt no chill of fear, no impending threat, not even a trace of the pervasive evil presence that had dogged them every time they had passed through this valley.

The mist swirled around them, but it was the natural mist of a damp, enclosed valley on a warm spring night. All fear and confusion had left them.

“That,” Lana said, “was one of the most impressive things I’ve seen yet.” She grinned at Ralnor. “I’ve seen you do some pretty spectacular stuff, my friend, but facing down a ghost king in the middle of his army of wraiths at the very heart of his haunted kingdom, just about takes the cake.”

“The spell is entirely gone,” Farlo said. “It’s a great relief. I don’t know what came over me before, but it’s passed, and it’s not coming back.”

“Thank the gods for that and Ralnor’s silver tongue,” Akhen said. “And that was some pretty impressive magic, you two. It looks like you’ve cracked the secret of recharging the amulets’ legendary special abilities. Who would have thought that the missing ingredient was a nice generous handful of ghosts!”

Akhen was never more enthusiastic than when experimenting with some new form of magic. He was entirely restored after his immense use of power; actually, he seemed better than he had in ages. His eyes gleamed with energy and mischievous pleasure as he regarded his young companions.

Sena cleared her throat. “If it’s all the same to you three,” she said, “I’d still like to leave without delay. Helpful as this ghost king might be, I’m still not entirely enjoying the atmosphere of this valley. Shall we get out of here before continuing the discussion of your magical achievements further?”

Ralnor and the others laughed at her ironical tone. “You’re right, Sena,” Ralnor said. “I’ll be glad to get out of here, too. Come on, you lot! We’ve still lots to do.”

He led his companions through the remainder of the valley, following the road to what looked like a sheer cliff wall, bathed in deep shadow. Here, as they approached, they found what they were expecting—a tall, narrow cutting in the cliff, so narrow that it would only allow one person to pass through at a time, and so tall and shadowed that it would have been easy to miss if the road had not led straight to it. As they stood by the way out from the Pass of Ghosts, Ralnor turned and glanced over his shoulder. Behind him, the road stretched away past the low wall and the standing stones and out of sight into the darkness.

Mist hung lightly in wisps and tatters across the valley. It was a melancholy prospect but not a frightening one. There was no sign of any ghosts to be seen.

Akhen went first through the gap, followed by Sena, Lana, Farlo, and then Ralnor. As he passed through, Ralnor reached up and tucked the amulet back inside his clothing, feeling the warm, smooth surface of the mystical stone against his skin. The power in it was renewed, and it could once again be used as an artifact of legendary power. He remembered with a shiver the amount of control he’d been able to exert over the monsters of the portal when he’d used that power before.

Such strength came with its own dangers, but he would not shrink away from using it if he needed to.

As he came out of the short, high passage, he brushed up against a thorny bush that grew tall over the exit, hiding it nearly completely from view. His cloak snagged on a thorn, and he stopped for a moment to shake it free, then stepped out into the plain beyond.

On either side of him, stretching east to west as far as he could see, lay the cliff face that marked the outer edge of the haunted hills. Before him lay the southern half of the Unclaimed Lands, where he had been only once before. They had come this way in search of their fellow Ranger, Lufaren, and had found him in the company of Sena and the other human rebels.

They had returned together, and since then, Sena had been an indispensable part of their company. On the way back, they had passed the mound with a standing stone on top, under which lay the tomb where, for centuries, the Amulet of Shem had lain hidden.

They had fought terrible monsters here, reeking undead horrors that had almost killed them all. Lana had indeed almost been killed, taking a blow to the chest that would have been fatal had they not discovered the legendary healing power of the Amulet of Shem.

It was in that dungeon where this whole chain of events had started. Unknown to them at the time, it was the finding of that amulet and the unlocking of its power that had set them on the path they were on now.

Lana and Sena were gazing southwest together a little way from the entrance, silhouetted against the expanse of bright stars above them. Akhen and Farlo were speaking quietly together, discussing the discovery that they’d made about the amulets and the power of ghosts as a resource. Ralnor walked over to where the two women stood, and he looked out over the plain with them.

“The dungeon is not far,” Lana said. “Do you think we’ll have to fight our way through again?”

“I hope not,” Ralnor said, “but I don’t know. There are several things I find particularly strange about that whole experience. It was not really like the dungeon in the city at all—there were monsters and traps, yes, but there was no sense of presence, and the dungeon did its level best to kill us all, not just to challenge us. I think that something has gone wrong with that dungeon.”

“You mean like it has gone mad in some way?” Sena asked, interested.

“Exactly,” Ralnor said. He pointed south. “Over there, not far away, there lies that deadly region we call the Cursed Lands. My understanding of that story is that a great fissure opened in the earth, disgorging a terrible torrent of dark magic that corrupted the land beyond recall.”

“So we in the human lands have told the story as well. No one goes there, and those who try to have never come back. It’s a deadly, terrible place, and even if you walk near it, you can hear the screams and roars of the monsters and smell the reek of the poisonous fumes that pollute the land.

“But what of it?” Lana asked curiously.

“Perhaps,” Ralnor said, “the proximity of this dungeon to the Cursed Lands has caused the dungeon to become corrupted in some way. To go mad or turn evil. That would explain things, wouldn’t it?”

Lana nodded. “But if that’s true,” she said, “then when we go back there, we might find it not only ready to fight again but stronger than it was before since we used so much energy in our previous fight.”

Ralnor put a hand to his chest. “I’m glad we’ve got the renewed power of the amulets this time. I’ve a feeling we’re going to need all the extra advantages we can get.”




Chapter 16

That night, they were all keen to get as far from the entrance to the haunted valley as possible. Despite the apparent alliance Ralnor had forged, the Pass of Ghosts was not a comfortable place to be, and they were glad to put any distance at all between themselves and that narrow entrance from which they had just come. The night was pleasant and cool but not cold—a mild night in the heartlands. They walked mostly in silence until the dark cliffs of the Haunted Hills had grown a little smaller behind them. Ralnor pointed ahead.

“There’s the tree where we camped before,” he said. “Let’s stop there for the night. It’s far enough from the haunted pass entrance that I shall feel a bit more comfortable, and it makes a good stopping place amid all this empty plain.”

The others agreed. The single tree, standing in the midst of the waving grasses, was indeed a good landmark, and they had stopped there previously.

The tree was bent with the years, leaning away from the prevailing wind. It was covered in the first of the spring leaves, and in the mellow breeze that whispered across the land around them, the leaves moved with a gentle, peaceful sigh.

As the others unrolled their sleeping blankets and found a good spot to lie down, Akhen walked up to the tree and stood gazing at it thoughtfully. He reached out, and pulling his leather glove off from his right hand, he ran his fingers over the thick ridges of the tree’s bark.

Ralnor had tugged his blanket from his pack and slung it around his shoulders instead of laying it on the ground. He planned to take the first watch, so keeping warm was more important than finding a spot to sleep. He stepped away from the tree and looked around, then glanced at Akhen. The old half-elf was standing still, gazing at the tree, his fingers lightly touching the hoary bark.

“Akhen?” he asked. “What is it you’re looking at? Is there something wrong with the tree?”

“What? No,” Akhen said, startled. “Nothing wrong. I was just thinking that when we were here last, the tree was glowing blue with portal energy. Do you remember?”

Ralnor came over and nodded. He did remember. “Back then, it was our final confirmation that the terror of the Sundering portal had been reopened. You were afraid, but you kept it to yourself until you were sure.”

Akhen chuckled. “I should learn to trust more,” he said.

Ralnor shrugged. “I don’t know. You’ve done all right so far.”

They stood together, staring at the tree. All was quiet around them.

They slept well that night, taking turns at the watches and not seeing anything that gave them cause for alarm. In the morning, the sun rose in a blaze of red and gold. Lana was on watch by that point, and Ralnor saw her sitting gazing off to the east as dawn lit up the sky.

That morning dawned clear and bright, but within an hour of sunrise, clouds had rolled in, and a warm, steady rain was falling. They made their way at a steady pace, heading in the general direction of where they thought the strange dungeon might be.

None of them could remember exactly where it had lain, but it was a large mound that stuck up out of the plain, and in the wide, featureless expanse of grassland between the Haunted Hills and the Cursed Lands, the tomb was visible from afar.

“There,” Farlo said, pointing through the rain. “I can see it.”

They all looked where Farlo was pointing, and, sure enough, they saw the forbidding shape of the mound emerging out of the gray haze of falling water some two miles distant.

Ralnor felt a weight in his chest as he saw it, accompanied by the familiar chill of fear, but he turned his face in that direction and led his friends in silence toward it.

Slowly, they advanced, carefully now, all of them feeling a powerful sense of trepidation as the mound grew larger as they approached. There was the standing stone on top, no longer glowing with blue portal energy but still threatening, pointing skyward like a finger raised in warning.

There, too, was the dark entrance, half-hidden under the shaggy grass and brambles that hung over the opening.

Suddenly, Akhen stopped short. There was a clank of metal, and the old mage looked down at the grass. “There’s something here,” he said. He crouched to look closer, then stood back up and took a step back.

“It’s a corpse,” he said darkly.

The others hurried over. Sure enough, lying on the ground and well-concealed by the tall grass, there lay the dead body of a human. Whether male or female it was hard to tell, for the vagaries of weather and the wild beasts of the field had done their work well.

But there was no mistaking the style of the armor and of the broken and twisted sword that lay nearby.

“Here’s another,” Lana said grimly, pointing to a huddled shape a few yards off.

“And a third,” Sena called out. She crouched and picked up this figure’s sword. “What can have done this to a steel blade?”

She held it for the others to see, and they beheld a fine, well-made sword that had been twisted almost beyond recognition into a curl of charred metal. The distinctive grip and crossguard of the human armies were still clearly recognizable, but the sword itself had been twisted back on itself as if it had been no stronger than lead. The surface was blackened as if by fire.

“I don’t like the look of this,” Ralnor said. “These human scouts have come out here to explore the dungeon, it would seem, but they have not died inside the dungeon. They have been attacked by something outside.”

“And they have not had a chance against it,” Akhen said. “Whatever it was, it had more power than humans.”

“They’ve not been here long,” Lana said. “Weeks, but not more than a month. Look at the rusting on the delicate joints of their armor. Even in damp conditions such as this, one would expect more rusting if they’d been lying here more than a couple of weeks.”

Akhen was gazing around the landscape with a suspicious look on his face. While Lana, Farlo, and Sena inspected the bodies, Ralnor came and stood by his mentor’s side.

“What do you suspect?” he said in a quiet voice.

“Darlan Gaur,” Akhen said. “I suspect that the mage came here first, looking for the amulet, and he came across these humans by chance when he arrived here.”

Ralnor frowned. “But surely, he would not do so? Wouldn’t it make more sense for him to go to the night elf lands to seek the black armor like we guessed?”

“If it is not him, then some other enemy, monster or mage, has been here. One that wields great power.”

“We cannot say for sure,” Ralnor said, “but we have come all this way to seek the armor of Calgar to complete the green amulet. We must persevere with that plan, new enemy or no new enemy.”

Akhen looked unsure for a moment, but then he nodded briskly. “You’re right,” he said. “I was allowing myself to be guided too much by my own fears. Come, gather the others. Whatever the solution to this mystery, you are right. We must stay the course.”

Ralnor called to the others, and as a group, the five of them approached the entrance to the dungeon. A sense of strong presence, much like the feeling they’d had in the under levels in Highbough, assailed them as they approached. Ralnor shuddered and drew a breath to speak, but before he could, Sena spoke up.

“It feels more than evil,” she said. “It feels evil but also completely mad!”

“Your theory about the nature of this dungeon might prove to be correct,” Lana said, and Ralnor nodded.

“I’ll take the lead,” he said. “Remember, it may be very different from what it was like before. It may have changed and present us with quite a different set of challenges. But if we can, we will take the crystal that contains the dungeon spirit and take it away from here. The destabilizing influence of the proximity of the Cursed Lands has worked an evil influence over the dungeon spirit. If we can take the spirit away from that influence, perhaps we can heal it.”

“You think we can do that?” Lana asked.

“Akhen?” Ralnor asked.

“It’s certainly been done before,” Akhen said as he took torches from his pack, soaked them in oil, and lit them from a spark of flame that he conjured in his hand. “There are stories of ancient dungeon crystals being captured by adventurers, but the dungeons themselves are generally highly averse to such actions by outsiders. Expect to be resisted fiercely if you try to do that.”

Akhen passed a torch to Lana and another to Ralnor.

Ralnor rolled his eyes and smiled. “That will be nothing new. Come on, I’ll lead the way. Stick close and look out for one another, and we’ll meet this challenge as we have met all the others.”

With these words, he pushed his torch forward, and ducking his head to avoid hitting it on the low doorway, he plunged into the dungeon.

Immediately, he was aware of the spirit’s presence all around him. At first, things did not seem that different from how they’d been previously: a long, low, narrow corridor, lined with mossy stone and roofed and floored with long, single slabs of damp stone.

His friends filed in after him.

“Look out for traps,” Farlo warned, his words echoing hollow and dull in the narrow, cramped space.

Ralnor pressed forward, his eyes scanning the corridor until he came to a corner where the corridor turned to the right.

“This is new,” he muttered quietly to himself, remembering how the corridor had run straight on and down before.

In front of him there now stood a tall, studded door of dark metal, carved all over with strange, eerie abstract patterns. His eyes traveled over the lines of the carvings, and though there were no clearly recognizable shapes or figures, he felt that they were threatening—a warning to any traveler who might dare pass the door.

In the center, a gargoyle face held a heavy knocker. There being no sign of handle or keyhole, or even of hinges, Ralnor shrugged and reached up to the knocker.

It was heavy and cold in his hand, but he raised it and knocked once, twice, three times on the door. The knocker boomed hollowly as if Ralnor were striking a great drum, and immediately, there was a grinding sound like giant metallic gears as the door moved slowly down into the floor.

Beyond, there was a wide-open chamber like but also unlike the form of the dungeon before. There were the same cathedral pillars running up the middle, and the same black doorways in the walls from where enemies had come, but there was no sign of the great chair at the far end of the hall. Instead, there was a huge stone plinth, and on the plinth sat a statue of a warrior.

He was horribly twisted, a monstrously deformed warrior in strange, spikey, nightmare armor. He held a long spear, and the blade was all covered in barbs and thorns like the spear of a demon.

The companions looked around warily, awaiting some attack, but none came… yet. They ventured a little farther into the hall, but still, nothing happened. There was not a sound in the great chamber, not even the dripping of water or the echo of a footfall.

“What now?” Lana whispered to Ralnor. He smiled to himself. Back on their journey through the woods, he had felt strongly that he was no longer the leader of the group, but now that they were in a combat scenario, everyone fell in behind him. It might not be Ralnor’s place to tell his friends not to fraternize on the road with each other, but when it came to a fight, there was no doubt that he was the person in charge.

“Take us in, Ralnor,” Farlo said quietly. And he did. Ralnor moved around the edge of the hallway, glancing into the darkened doorways as he went. He stuck his torch into one of the doorways and found a dark wall of damp brick at its back, not far in. The same followed with the next doorway. Here, clearly, the monstrous walking corpses that they had encountered before were not lurking anymore, but Ralnor did not dare to hope that the dungeon had given up all attempts at combat. The dungeon presence was absent, and the whole place felt still and empty, but that statue… that statue was new.

Ralnor would bring his friends toward it, but he would be circumspect. It was clear to him that the dungeon had placed the hideous statue there as a focal point, a draw for those adventurers who might come to explore the strange mound that they saw sticking up out of the plain. If such a thing were possible, then the dungeon clearly still had some power to alter the environment here, and Ralnor was not going to rush headlong into whatever trickery the dungeon had in store for them.

They moved with utmost stealth and in total silence around the outer edge of the chamber until they were almost upon the statue. The tension was thick between them, and Ralnor felt that he could have reached out and plucked the air like a bowstring. Eventually, they stood only a few yards from the statue, the exit from the chamber at the far end of the room to their right.

He glanced that way, remembering how the door had slammed closed and trapped them in place before, but there was no sign of this happening now. Instead, he shrugged and glanced at his friends. They were all in clear agreement. Farlo nodded, and Sena gestured toward the statue.

Ralnor reached for it, and his fingers grazed the stone.

At once, the chamber around them burst into life. Several things happened at once: there was a crack like breaking stone, and the heavily carved, handle-less door flew up from its hiding place in the ground and slammed back into place, shutting off all light from the outside.

A hissing like hot steel plunged into oil came from four spots, one at each corner of the chamber, and at each point, a solid beam of light, like a shaft of sunlight through forest trees on a foggy day, cut down from the ceiling and hit the floor of the chamber. In each beam of light, there manifested a monstrous shape. Each one seemed to represent an element—but in a mad, corrupted sort of way. The water monster looked like a kind of terrible, squid-like creature, all flaring tentacles and spitting black venom.

It had a beak, like the beak of a bird, but it was gleaming, razor-sharp, and serrated like the edge of a knife. Then there was an earth monster—a huge, troll-like creature made of stones and mud, faceless but with a band of light the color of hot coals where its eyes should have been.

In the far corner, there was a strange figure that seemed almost invisible. It was like a wisp of mist or a puff of smoke but elongated and purposeful, with gleaming light at the place its eyes would sit—a cold, distant light like a merciless winter sun shining through ice.

And in the corner nearest Ralnor, there was a monster of metal. If one had managed to animate the heap of off-cuts and junk metal shavings that piled up in the corner of an armory, then take that scrap and give it terrible, thick, malicious purpose, one might have come up with something like this. It was a juggernaut, gleaming black and silver, with two huge arms tipped with hands that were more claw than finger.

And in the middle of the room, as these horrors came into being, another shape rose as if it had been in the ground all along and was now just standing up to stretch its back. It was the figure of a man, handsome and cruel, with long hair that shimmered an unnatural shade of green in the combination of the strange light from the shafts of monster light and the flickering of the torches.

Farlo roared with a mixture of satisfaction and battle joy as he drove magical energy through his amulet and summoned the armor of Shem. Blue light flared around his body, and blue armor plating slammed into place around him, transforming him from a tall Ranger into a magical warrior. His blue armor gleamed and flashed with its own internal light, and his sword flickered with fire that ran in waves up and down the blade.

Ralnor was struck with an idea. In an instant, he’d summoned his own magic and sent power roaring through the campfire spell. But this time, he bent his will upon the spell and changed it. The process came naturally. He had never thought of it before, but Akhen had always said that adaptability and flashes of brilliance were one of Ralnor’s most powerful assets.

He flooded the campfire spell with power, and reaching forward, he set it firmly on the dial right in front of the statue. Instead of a humble and homely campfire, the spell manifested as a roaring bonfire, and as it did so, Ralnor added a final touch in a metal grill around the base so that the fire was like a signal fire atop a hill, rather than a fire placed on the ground.

With this new blazing source of light, they could dispense with their torches, and they did so, flinging them to the ground. Ralnor drew his second vector sword and redirected the magic that was racing through him away from the fire spell and into the blades.

The monsters had stood still after their manifestation, but the figure in the center had turned to face them. As Ralnor and Farlo both activated their amulets, the green-haired man’s eyes flickered with both anger and a trace of fear.

He held up his hands, and the monsters surged forward.

Akhen shimmered with light and transformed into his spirit tiger form—a racing white animal shape—that flew low across the ground, streaming mist and gleaming light behind him as he arrowed silently forward, straight at the central figure. Lana’s bow was in her hands, and Sena had moved to Farlo’s side and was holding position a little behind him and to the right.

The earth monster suddenly broke out from its position and rushed at Sena and Farlo. Lana’s bow twanged, and an arrow flew through the air, cutting toward the air monster.

Ralnor sent a blast of battle magic to all his friends and saw the green flame flicker over them as their speed and strength were boosted. Then he turned his attention to the water monster.

The battle was joined.

The horrific squid creature lurched toward him, and he repelled it with a burst of force magic that staggered it. The creature screamed at him and came on again as Akhen’s tiger form flew past the green-haired man with a snap at his arm. The man shimmered, vanished, and reappeared a yard away, but Akhen was undeterred. He didn't stop but shifted his trajectory to target the wind monster instead.

The ethereal, wraithlike form of the wind monster tried to dodge, but Akhen caught it by the leg and shook it. For all its ethereal appearance, the monster seemed to be solid enough. Akhen’s tiger teeth sank into the bottom of its amorphous form, and it could not get free. Sena and Farlo came to grips with the earth monster, and Farlo’s fiery sword cut a gleaming swathe through the air and smashed into the creature’s shoulder. At the same moment, Sena stabbed her gleaming sword into the monster’s flank. Ralnor saw another arrow fly, and this one found its mark, slamming into the wind monster’s middle. It hissed and deflated like punctured bellows.

The squid monster closed with Ralnor, and he fired a blast of flame at it. The fire scored the creature’s hide, scorching it and causing the skin to blacken and shrivel. The monster writhed back, then directed a swipe of its huge, serrated beak at his face. He dodged and followed up with a slash from his sword at the creature’s head, then another at a stray tentacle that flew at him. The sword sheared through the tentacle, and Ralnor leaped back as the severed end spurted black, inky liquid. The black stuff stank like rotten fish, and as it landed on the ground, it hissed like water on a hot pan. Ralnor caught a glimpse of the stone where the black stuff had landed bubbling and warping. It was melting! He was very glad indeed that the caustic stuff had not landed on him.

He dodged back, putting a little distance between himself and the monster and taking the opportunity to glance around the chamber and assess the position.

Akhen was shaking the deflating wind monster like a cat with a rodent, and the monster was quickly losing its form. The light in its eyes was flickering, and even as Ralnor looked on, the light died.

Sena and Farlo had taken the earth monster down, and Farlo raised his sword to take off its head with one mighty stroke. In that moment, Ralnor saw the metal monster suddenly lurch to life. It staggered forward, moving like a drunken man, its huge claws snapping the air as it moved jerkily into the battlefield.

The green-haired man was still near the center of the room, and from the movements of his hands and the concentration on his face, Ralnor understood immediately that he must be actively controlling the monsters.

The light column near Akhen shimmered suddenly, and two more wraiths appeared, more solid than the previous one but still made from mist. These two, however, had gleaming swords in their hands that glittered with a cold light, rather like the light of Sena’s blade but without the nobility and beauty that the human woman’s magic had.

Akhen dropped the dead wind monster and turned his attention to the new ones. Lana, crouching by the statue, was firing arrow after arrow, shifting her targets between the wind monster and the green-haired figure.

The green-haired man with the cruel face had a position-shifting stealth magic, and every time Lana sent an arrow in his direction, he shifted and changed place, moving out of the way seemingly without effort. But as Ralnor flung up a barrier of force around the squid monster, holding it in place for a moment, he realized Lana’s tactic. She knew she could not hit the man, but every time he was forced to use his shifting magic to get out of the way, the monsters stumbled and tottered for a second. The man could not direct all the monsters and use his shifting magic at the same time. Lana’s continuous barrage was keeping him pinned down, preventing him from bringing the full effectiveness of the monsters to bear against the companions.

“Arrows!” she shouted tersely as she fired another at the wind monsters, puncturing the one that Akhen had not engaged. “I’m nearly out of arrows!”

Ralnor glanced around. The metal monster was moving in fits and starts toward Farlo and Sena, but they were engaged with a group of little earth goblins that had spawned from the earth pillar. The metal monster would be on them soon, but there was a small window of time that they could still use.

The squid monster was trapped for the moment in Ralnor’s force barrier, and he reached out with his force magic, extending a second thread of the spell like a thin, snaking arm out into the chamber. Moving as quickly as he could, he used this magic to gather up all the arrows that lay scattered about the chamber, and then he reeled them in and placed them by Lana’s feet.

“Nice!” she said appreciatively. She ducked and gathered them up so they were all pointing the same way, then placed them next to her, where she could quickly reach down and grab them to reload.

With another effort, Ralnor reinforced the magical shield that was holding the squid at bay. He knew now that when the monsters died, new ones spawned from the light columns, and so if he could keep the water monster neutralized but not dead, he could focus his efforts on buffing his friends with battle magic and supporting spells.

The metal monster was almost on Farlo and Sena, so Ralnor turned his attention that way. Farlo, his blue armor gleaming and his fiery sword sweeping through the air, was almost finished clearing the earth goblin mob, and all Ralnor needed was to buy him and Sena a little time. He focused on the metal monster and sent a surge of water magic toward the lumbering form. His water spell manifested as a spear made from clear water, compressed to the point where it was as hard as crystal but much less brittle.

The water spear smacked into the legs of the monster and sheared off one leg at the knee joint. The monster toppled to the side, then hopped a step and righted itself. It turned, saw Ralnor, and at the same time, the green-haired man turned his full attention on Ralnor as well.

Lana was picking up another arrow, and the green-haired man suddenly surged forward, heading straight for Ralnor.

He could not hold the squid monster in place and fight the green-haired man hand-to-hand at the same time. He made a snap decision and reached for a spell he had not used for a long time. Ice. The same ice magic that his old nemesis Malavax had used.

Ice to combat water made sense, and he flooded the inside of the water monster’s cage with ice magic. In a moment, the monster froze solid, and Ralnor dropped the force shield and turned to face the onrush of his new enemy.

Lana had anticipated his action, and she turned her attention away from her previous targets and darted around the statue to have a clearer line of sight to the water-spawning pillar. Sure enough, a moment later, three or four little crustacean creatures like deformed crabs crossed with evil spiders leaped from the column of light. She let loose a volley of deadly arrows and then drew her sword and charged in to finish them. Ralnor had just time to send her a wave of battle magic to boost her before the green-haired man was on him. He saw the light of the battle magic on Lana’s sword, then he stepped two steps toward his new enemy and met him blade to blade.

The man was taller than Ralnor and of a longer reach. He wielded a long, curved sword of a style Ralnor had never seen before. The man dropped into a strange stance and then attacked with a flurry of blows that forced Ralnor to give all his attention to defense.

The green-haired man’s fighting style was based on total aggression, sending a rain of blows down against the enemy to keep him pinned and unable to respond.

Indeed, it was all Ralnor could do, even with his two blades, to keep the man’s sword from finding an opening. Ralnor knew how to fight, but he was no melee specialist, and this man was fighting in a way that he had never seen before.

He gave ground, step by step, backing toward the statue and the magical fire. He could hear the clatter of Farlo and Sena fighting the metal monster, and the growling of Akhen in his tiger form as he tackled the wind monsters, but he could not take his eyes from his enemy’s blades for a moment.

“You are overmatched,” the green-haired man said. “I am King Mestiphyr, Lord of the Sundered Lands! You cannot defeat me!”

Ralnor did not know what the man was talking about, but he noticed that as the man boasted, his blades slowed just a fraction.

Keep him talking, he thought.

“Never heard of you!” he barked.

That did the trick. The man’s rhythm broke momentarily, but Ralnor was ready for that. He suddenly shoved forward, catching the man’s blade and pushing it to one side as he stepped in and shoulder-barged this Mestiphyr in the chest with all the weight of his body behind him.

“You fight without honor!” the man cried, suddenly shocked, and at the same moment, Ralnor kicked his legs out from under him.

Mestiphyr shimmered, reappearing a yard away from Ralnor. He was still falling, but he landed and rolled and righted himself all in one fluid motion.

He bared his teeth, and for a moment, his face slipped. It changed, and Ralnor saw suddenly that the form of this so-called King Mestiphyr was just an illusion. Under the face, there was a smooth surface of dark-red crystal, curved and featureless.

The dungeon crystal! Ralnor thought. It’s not a man at all, it’s the dungeon crystal itself, manifesting in human form!

He surged forward. The green-haired man attacked at the same time, their blades clashed, but in that moment, a blue-gleaming figure appeared, looming up behind the man.

Farlo. His blade ran with flame as he raised it into the air and brought it down with a blow like a falling meteor onto the skull of “King Mestiphyr.”

There was a flash of red light, and suddenly, all was still. One by one, the spawning light columns flickered and went out.

On the floor in front of Ralnor, the only trace of the so-called king was a glittering orb of polished, blood-red crystal.


Chapter 17

Ralnor drew a breath to speak, but a sudden crash from behind interrupted him. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw something move toward him and jumped back fast, avoiding the falling stone as the statue shattered into huge chunks of broken stone and crashed to the ground.

He glanced about. “All the other monsters are dead?” he asked. “Everyone’s all right?”

The others nodded. Akhen was back in his regular form, and though he looked tired, he had a look of grim satisfaction on his lined face. Farlo still wore his armor, and Sena stood by him, the sweat plastering her hair to her head but a calm smile present on her lips.

“All is well,” Akhen said. “But let us look at the statue.”

Ralnor looked first at the red crystal on the ground. He stooped and picked it up, the polished surface smooth and cold against his hand. He held it up and examined it. It was roughly spherical, slightly tapered to one side like an egg. It was translucent, and when he held it up against the light from the magical fire he’d conjured, he saw the flames glimmering through the curved surface.

“Is this the dungeon crystal?” he asked.

“So it would appear,” Akhen replied, peering at the stone plinth where the statue had stood. “And I’ve never heard of such a thing before or heard of such terrible monsters. It backs up the theory that the dungeon has been driven mad in some way. Probably, as you suggested, by proximity to the Cursed Lands and their malign influence. But I don’t think we need to worry. We have defeated the dungeon, and through the dungeon spirit’s own foolishness in actually appearing on the battlefield in person, you have captured the crystal. I will be interested to see what you can do with that crystal and whether removing it from this place will give it the chance to heal from the madness that afflicted it. However, at present, I’m more interested in this…”

He reached over and picked something small and glittering up from the plinth where the now-shattered statue had stood.

“What is it?” Lana asked, fascinated. She had put her bow back on her back and sheathed her sword, and now she came forward to look at what Akhen had found.

“It’s a key!” she said, and Akhen held it up so they could all see. “It is indeed a key,” he said, but it’s a strange one. Have you ever seen its like before?”

Ralnor was still holding the red dungeon crystal orb. He was fascinated by it and would have liked to delve into its mysteries immediately. There was no sense of presence from the crystal itself, and he thought that he might be able to use magic to probe into its secrets a little deeper, but the others were all looking at what Akhen had found. Ralnor decided it was not the time. With a pang of regret that he could not explore it straight away, he tucked the crystal securely into his belt pouch and came forward to join the others.

The key was strange indeed. It was carved from bright green crystal—the same color as Ralnor associated with Calgar, and the same as Calgar’s green amulet had when it was active. The key glowed with its own internal light, filling the palm of Akhen’s callused hand with a forest glow, very incongruous in this strange, dark dungeon.

“I note that the door out of here had not yet opened,” Akhen said, arching one eyebrow. “Something tells me that there is more for us to find before we leave this place. No one leaves a key if there is not a lock to fit it.”

“Perhaps the key opens the outer door?” Farlo suggested, but Ralnor could hear clearly in his friend's voice that he did not truly believe that, and indeed, Ralnor himself thought it unlikely.

It being the most obvious solution, however, they felt obligated to try. They approached the heavy metal door that stood fast in what was, as far as they could tell, the only exit from this chamber. They were still on their guard for any sign of a new threat, but with the dungeon crystal beaten and hidden away in Ralnor’s belt, that, too, seemed unlikely.

They reached the door, but there was no sign of a keyhole or a mechanism on this side of the door, no more than there had been on the other side. “This is not the solution to the mystery,” Farlo said.

They stood, looking about the chamber for anywhere that a key might fit. They retrieved their flaming torches and walked all around the walls, scouring the stonework and looking in every crack and pool of shadow, but there was nothing. Eventually, Ralnor returned to the plinth. He looked at the shattered stone remnants of the statue, then thought back, closing his eyes and trying to picture the statue in his mind as it had been.

He remembered the distorted face, the elongated arms, the strange bowed legs, and the nightmare armor—spiked like armor from some demonic fantasy. The spear. He thought about the spear, with its viciously spiked and barbed tip—a most impractical weapon, really, but still a terrifying one. A wound from that would rend and tear and destroy the structure of a person’s flesh.

He shuddered momentarily, thinking about that. It seemed significant somehow. The figure’s face had been turned upward, and the spear, too, had been pointing up. The demonic face had been looking at the ceiling. In fact, he remembered with a rising glimmer of excitement, the spear and the face had both been looking directly up at the middle of the ceiling. That was right.

He moved away from the plinth. The others, who had finished their explorations without success and had come to stand with him, watched with interest.

“Ralnor?” Lana asked, but he didn’t reply. Instead, he gestured for them to follow him. They did so, glancing at each other and wondering what he was about but willing to give him a moment to test his theory.

Ralnor paced the length of the chamber, slowly, looking up at the ceiling. It curved away from the wall, rising in a steady, graceful curve to a peak in the dead center of the room… right above where the dungeon crystal had manifested itself in the form of a human.

Ralnor looked up.

Right in the middle of the ceiling, dead center, there was a flat, circular space about a yard across. A single flat slab had been used as the keystone where all the other stones of the roof met.

And on the stone, something was carved.

“Sena!” Ralnor called. “Sena, come over here!”

Sena came, followed by the others. They stood looking up, and Akhen whistled, impressed. “Well done, Ralnor,” he said. “I’d never have seen that.”

“Even now,” Ralnor said, “I can’t make it out properly. Sena, can you use your light magic to throw some illumination on that slab? Perhaps that will”—he cleared his throat—“throw some light on the matter.”

The others groaned at his terrible joke. “We should leave you here for that.” Sena chuckled as she came up beside him and craned her neck to look upward. The ceiling stone was about fifteen feet above them—not all that far, really, but far enough that the light from the fire cast more shadow than illumination on the slab.

“There’s a spell I used to like using that I’ve not tried for a while,” Sena said thoughtfully. “I wonder if I can make it work again.”

Ralnor smiled, pleased to see his friend rediscovering her magic freely. She had, for a long time, sworn off any use of magic, having been put off by the evil magic that had been put to in the Black Spire college out in Venetia, the land of the humans. There, they had tried to force her to embrace dark magic and repent of her natural talent for the magic of light, and when she had fled, she had sworn off all magic, dark and light. But in the process of their friendship, she had learned that this was folly. All tools were just that: tools. Magic, like anything else, could be put to evil or virtuous use, and Sena had learned that important lesson.

Even the dark magic of the black amulet, which as far as they knew Darlan Gaur was now abroad and seeking, did not have to be evil. Ralnor was pleased to see Sena had learned the lesson.

The human woman lifted her hand and concentrated for a moment. Ralnor felt the flow of her magic against his magical awareness. It was different from his own, Akhen's, or Farlo’s. The humans had a much more natural affinity for magic, and their magic had a different flavor. It was recognizable but foreign in a way he could not quite define.

He watched with interest as a bright light formed in Sena’s hand. At first, it was just a spark, a bright point of white illumination in the center of her palm. Then it grew, expanding until it became a beautifully perfect sphere of white light that just filled her hand.

“Nice!” Ralnor said, appreciating the technique and finesse with which she had summoned this spell.

“That’s beautiful,” Lana said. “Can you hold it up?”

Sena looked at Lana and frowned.

“But surely, I’ve seen you do this magic before. In the underwater river, when we had to swim to get out?” Lana continued.

Sena shuddered at that evil memory.

They had thought they would surely die then. Ralnor remembered the cold water, the seemingly endless darkness, and the slow, relentless sapping of energy and will that came from being immersed in cold water with no light and little hope of escape for hours on end.

Sena had been in a bad way after that journey, but Lana was right. Throughout the passage of the terrible underwater river, Sena had used light magic, a white light glowing from her hand to illuminate their progress. That was until she had grown too weak even to do that.

Sena’s magic dimmed a moment at the unpleasant memory, but then she frowned, concentrated for a moment, and shook her head briskly as if to clear it. The light waxed brightly again, and Ralnor gave Lana a quick, warning look.

Lana pursed her lips, realizing that she should not have given Sena the unpleasant memory right at that moment.

“It’s not that,” Sena said, sounding a bit irritable as she tried to focus. “That was just a spark of light in my hand. This… is a little more advanced.” She held her arm out straight, and Ralnor felt a twist in her magic as she enacted another part of the spell.

“Ah!” Sena cried in satisfaction. “That’s done it!”

The sphere rose from her hand, floating upward, as weightless as down on the breeze. It rose serenely straight upward, and Sena narrowed her eyes and then traced a small symbol with the hand that had manifested the light. Their sphere moved slightly to the left, then fixed itself in place near the edge of the roof slab. It stuck there as if fixed in place with a nail, unmoving, sending a powerful glow of the strange, ethereally beautiful light that was Sena’s trademark magic over the slab.

“It’s a rune of some kind!” Lana said. “Great work, Sena. It’s good to see you rediscovering an old spell.”

“Thanks!” Sena said, grinning at Lana. They all looked up. The rune was complex, with many interwoven strokes carved into the stone with immense skill. Gazing upward, Ralnor counted fifteen individual lines, curved and straight, long and short, interlinking to form a shape a little like a very stylized picture of a tree.

“What does it mean?” he mused aloud.

“I don’t recognize it,” Farlo said quietly.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Lana agreed.

“Nor I,” Sena said. “Akhen? You’re the master of languages here.”

Akhen was staring upward with a look of utter amazement. “I-It’s…” he said, stammering a little, “it’s a rune of Galen. A rune of the magical founder of the ancient elven empire. It’s legendary. By the gods, I never thought to see one of these outside of a textbook. There are a few old copies of them still—ones that, by chance, managed to survive the Sundering—but I never thought to see one in the wild as it were.”

“Do you know what it means?” Ralnor asked.

“Yes, yes, I do. It means green.”

“Just that?” Ralnor said. “It seems an awfully complicated symbol for something so basic. Was all of the language like that?”

Akhen shook his head, a little impatiently, and then lapsed into his tutor mode. The others grinned, but Ralnor listened intently.

“The core structure means the color green,” Akhen said, “but the Galen runes used many extra symbols added onto the central ones to add further meaning, to make the rune mean more than just the initial concept. It was not a language like ours or any that survives in the world today. It’s a much, much older way of expressing ideas. That rune”—he pointed upward—“has green as the core concept, but it has a great many add-ons and extra strokes to develop the meaning and make it much more specific. There is one pattern I recognize, though. See that little shape like a cross with a curved arm, just to the left of the central stroke? That means hidden, I think. Hidden or concealed. One who could read the Galen runes fluently would probably be able to read a whole story in that rune, but I don’t think there is anyone left in the world who can read them well, except possibly King Harald.”

“Or perhaps his wise councilors?” Ralnor suggested. He remembered the king standing, gazing regretfully at the seven occupied preservation pods that breathed sedately under the great weight of Highbough.

“Indeed,” Akhen said. “It’s very possible that those noble individuals retain a great deal of learning and knowledge from the old world. But for now, I’m the best you have, and the only concepts I can get from that are green and concealed.”

“Well, I wouldn’t be without you, Akhen,” Ralnor said, slapping him on the back. “I guess we can say that this means the green armor is concealed up in the roof, behind the slab with the rune, perhaps?”

Akhen nodded, thoughtfully. “I guess you’re right. What put you onto the location of the slab, by the way?”

“It was the statue,” Ralnor said. “Before it broke, it was looking up and pointing with its spear at the ceiling. And the spear was very destructive,” he added, slowly. “It would rend and tear. It would destroy the structure of an enemy.”

He frowned. “I think the armor is up there, but how do we get it down without bringing this whole place down around us? That slab looks like the keystone of this whole ceiling. If we smash it, the whole place might come down on our heads!”

Akhen gazed unhappily at the ceiling. “I can’t work it out,” he said. “Can any of you?”

“Clearly, we can’t smash it,” Ralnor said. “That would never do. But I wonder…”

He concentrated for a moment, then brought his force magic into play. He stretched a flat square of force under his own feet, and then rose himself on it. This was a tricky technique. It required to be performed delicately. While one could transport oneself and others through the air with force magic—and indeed, Ralnor had done so on several occasions before now—it was far from a perfect science.

When he first discovered this magic, he thought that eventually, he might be able to use force magic to fly like a bird. The effect in reality—when it came to traveling larger distances, at least—was less like being a bird in flight and more like being a stone flung from a catapult.

For all that, the magic could be used, with care, to raise oneself off the ground, and he did so now, carefully manipulating the force field so it raised him off the floor. The magic manifested as a bright, white circle of light under his feet, and he brought himself to a height where he was just below the ceiling and able to touch the slab. He ran his fingers around the edges and his palms across the cold, hard surface, then traced the shape of the rune with one finger. He drew magic through himself and directed a careful stream of it through his finger and into the grooves of the carved rune, but nothing happened. He was frowning when something caught his attention.

He had touched the part of the rune that Akhen had said meant concealment or hidden, and in that moment, he felt something under his finger, something that his eyes had missed. He moved closer, peering up at the carved grooves in the rock.

In one of the grooves, there was a small, oblong opening, no wider than the blade of a dagger and about as long as his thumb.

Understanding came to him in a flash. He straightened suddenly, and instantly, he banged his head smartly on the slab. Cursing and rubbing his head, he leaned over and called to Akhen.

“The key!” he said, feeling that he was every kind of fool in the world for not grasping the answer to the riddle sooner. “Give me the key!”

Akhen clearly felt the same as Ralnor. He slapped his forehead. “Idiot that I was,” he said. “Of course, of course!”

He drew back his arm to toss the fine crystal key up to Ralnor in his excitement, but Ralnor shouted, “No! For goodness’ sake don’t throw it! Wait a moment.”

He extended a fine tendril of force magic toward Akhen, allowing it to gleam white so that his mentor could see it.

Lana and Farlo were covering their mouths to hide their amusement at Akhen and Ralnor’s antics as Ralnor used the tendril of force magic like a hand to take the delicate crystal key from Akhen and transport it safely up to his level.

Sena, Lana, and Farlo exchanged glances and grins as Akhen stamped his feet grumpily in his impatience and embarrassment at not grasping the solution to the riddle.

Ralnor looked down at them as he held the little green key in his hand. “This is certainly the key to the riddle,” he said, deadpan.

Again the others groaned, and Lana made a show of pretending to reach for her bow with the intention of shooting him from his perch.

“Get on with it,” Akhen growled. “Enough with the jokes. This is a serious mission!”

Ralnor nodded solemnly. He was cheerful and excited by their success, but his mentor was right. It was serious business they were engaged in, and he did not know exactly what would happen when the key went into the slot.

“Be on your guard,” Ralnor called down to the others. “There might be some magical effect that we haven’t predicted.”

“You, too!” Akhen called. “There might be some trap!”

Ralnor nodded. He was ready to move his force platform quickly away if he needed to. He reached up and slid the little crystal key into the lock.

The fit was perfect. As soon as he placed the key into the narrow slot concealed in the rune, he felt the key being tugged inward by some unseen force. He let it go, and it smoothly vanished into the rune.

Green light—the light of Calgar—ran over the slab and gleamed in the grooves, spreading outward from the concealment rune until the whole intricate carving glowed with it. There was a low hum as of machinery working far away in the bowels of the earth.

“Get down from there!” Akhen called urgently, and Ralnor did not need to be told twice. He heeded Akhen’s suggestion immediately, causing the force platform on which he stood to drop quickly to the floor. He hopped off and dispersed the spell, reabsorbing the magic. They all stood together, looking around. The whole cavern rumbled and shook, and dust fell in puffs and clouds from the ceiling.

“Ralnor,” Akhen said. “If this place caves in, the only hope for us will be a force shield… and a powerful one at that. Be ready to cast a dome around us and accept a flow of power from me to boost your strength.”

Ralnor nodded once, ready to enact the spell, but the place did not collapse around their ears. Instead, there came a sudden clang from the direction of the entrance, and they saw that the door had opened, and sunlight was now flooding in. Then, there was a second noise, a grinding of stone and a clanking as if of great gears. They looked around and saw, to their amazement, that something was rising out of the floor over by the statue plinth. It was a stone platform, rectangular, made from a single ponderous block of dark stone.

And on the stone, standing tall and proud, was a suit of gleaming green armor.

The armor of Calgar.

The stone block clicked into place, three feet wide, three feet tall, and six feet long, and on it, the armor of Calgar stood upright without any sign of support or frame, just as the armor of Shem had done outside the door to the dungeon in the bowels of Highbough.

Farlo, Lana, Sena, and Akhen broke out into spontaneous applause, and Ralnor, pleased and a little surprised by their admiration, turned and gave them a little bow.

“Get on with it,” Akhen said, but his tone was jovial now, and he gazed at his pupil with pride.

Ralnor grinned and flipped the amulet out from where it sat against his chest. It glowed steadily, a dark forest green, as if in anticipation as he approached the stone block.

The armor was as different from the armor of Shem as a forest was different from the ocean. It was light, a coat of incredibly fine chainmail under a leather surcoat, leather gauntlets reinforced with metal strips along their length, and a helmet that would protect the head and neck while leaving the face and the ears completely free. The legs were protected by greaves and light mail, and the chainmail skirt descended from the waist to cover the upper legs. Though he knew that the suit would change depending on the abilities and talents of the user, it was immediately clear to Ralnor that he was looking at light Ranger armor. A suit for a stealth warrior—a warrior whose role was to scout and to hang back, offering support to the melee fighters in his group.

In short, it was armor that might have been made for Ralnor.

He stepped up, feeling a strange sense of solemnity as he moved toward this gleaming, ancient artifact. The panels of the metal, like the panels of the blue armor of Shem, were covered in intricate designs so fine and detailed that from a distance it was hard to make them out. As he drew closer, Ralnor saw that they were like abstract representations of leaves, climbing plants, sweeping tree branches, and the creeping ground fauna of a forest. Farlo’s armor was the armor of the spirit of the sea. The green armor that Ralnor now stood before was the armor of the spirit of the forests, the fields, and of all wild and growing things.

He reached out a hand and placed it against the metal of the shin greaves.

Immediately, he felt the magic take effect. His skin tingled all over, and a warm, pleasant sensation ran through him from the tips of his toes to the top of his head. The armor and the amulet both flared bright Calgar green, and the armor began to change. From the place where his hand lay, outward, the armor changed from solid metal and leather to pure, translucent green light. It was like the light of his swords—a green, sparking radiance like magic fire.

He gasped as he felt the armor flow through his arm, and he turned his attention to the amulet, focusing his attention fully on that. He felt the channel of the armor open up and the shard being activated as the absorption took place.

The armor flowed along his arm, and he reached out to place another hand on the gleaming bright patch that represented the shin guard. Both hands tingled, and he rooted himself firmly to the ground in the face of the immense power. The armor flowed through his arms like water released from a dam, and he opened up the amulet to let the armor rush in.

Then, a moment later, it was done. The armor vanished, and he stepped away, holding his arms out and looking down at himself as he saw the green armor manifesting on his own body. It appeared first as green light, solid but transparent, and then it solidified into plates of metal, light mail, and solid leather. The helmet snapped into place around his head, and then he felt the armor deactivate and settle into its place in the amulet.

Now, he looked through the amulet with his magical awareness and saw clearly the new channel there. There was a new spell, a new summoning power, sitting close to the channel that he would have used to summon the campfire spell. He knew that all he would have to do was to send a stream of spirit power through that channel, and he would immediately be encased in the fabulous green armor of Calgar.

He stood back, breathing heavily, feeling his racing heart slow as he eased himself back into full awareness of his body and surroundings after the flood of magic from the armor. He turned and saw the others standing, gazing at him in wonder.

“Our work here is done,” he said simply. “Let’s go.”

He faced the door. His friends parted, and he strode past.

Outside, the afternoon sun was shining. The rain had stopped, and the whole plain around them was gleaming bright and wet as if fresh-washed from the deluge. The flowers were bright sparks of blue, red, yellow, and white among the green.

The others did not speak, but they looked at him, waiting to hear what he would say. Farlo had deactivated his own armor and stood smiling at Ralnor.

“Well done,” he said. “We did it.”

“Two down,” Ralnor said, “and three to go. There are three amulets still to collect, and at least one of them is in the hands of Darlan Gaur. I believe now that we were correct, and he has gone directly to the elven lands in search of the black armor to go with his amulet. I don’t doubt that he’ll find it, but before we’re through, we’ll find him, and when we do, we’ll have four amulets and four sets of armor to go with them. Darlan will not be able to stand against that.”

Akhen looked straight at Ralnor. His expression was serious but not grim. “I believe you’re right, Ralnor,” he said. “When I first became sure that the mage we were up against was Darlan Gaur himself, the last survivor of the Great Five of ancient days, I confess I came close to despair. But I believe that you speak the truth. We’ll get the amulets and the armor, and if he seeks to challenge us for them, he will meet his match at last.”

They gazed south toward the dark haze of fog that hung over the horizon. That way, they knew, lay the edge of the Cursed Lands. They had taken a powerful step along their path, but there was still work to do.

As they walked away, they found that the dungeon had one more surprise for them. Ralnor felt something happening behind him. He frowned, stopped, and turned. His friends stopped as well. Together, they looked back. The mound that marked the spot where the dungeon stood—the green mound, standing stone and all—was vanishing. It faded, disappearing as if it was an illusion that had never really been there in the first place.

A moment passed, and then the green plain stretched unbroken once again, the tall grass speckled with wildflowers waving gently in the wind.

Ralnor reached into his belt pouch and took out the dungeon crystal. He held it up.

“The dungeon spirit’s power has been removed from the dungeon,” he said, “and that, I guess, was all that was keeping the dungeon in place. If the dungeon’s will and magic created the environment, then taking the crystal away would do that, I suppose.”

“Shall we go back and have a look?” Farlo asked. “There might be some traces…”

Ralnor nodded. “Let’s do that,” he said.

They retraced their steps. The bodies of the human warriors showed them the spot, but at first, they thought there was no trace of the mound where the dungeon had been. Then, a moment later, Ralnor crouched and pushed the grass aside to reveal a single large boulder. It was mossy and half-hidden in the grass as if it had lain there for centuries.

He nodded, silently, then knelt and placed his hand on the stone. He pressed forward with his force magic, and using the magic like a stout chisel, he cut a simple mark into the stone: a circle with a single dot in the center.

“Come on, friends,” he said, standing and looking south again. “The Cursed Lands await.”


Chapter 18

More than three hundred years ago, when Darlan Gaur killed Rella and the other members of the Great Five, seeking their combined power for his own, Parlax had been driven to madness. He was a human, and Rella was an elf. She was Ralnor’s mother, and Parlax was his father.

Parlax had been King Harald’s close friend and confidant, and Rella, as they now knew, had been none other than the sister of King Harald. When she had been alive, Rella’s wisdom and fortitude had reined in the native pride and ambition of Parlax, the human, but with her gone, Parlax’s native tendency to try more than could be achieved came back in full force, driven by his madness of grief. He had tried to do that which magic had never been able to achieve: he had tried to bring Rella back from death.

To do this, Parlax had gathered more raw, magical energy into one place than had ever been gathered before. He created a great orb of energy in the tower at the top of Highbough, in the black stone castle that had stood there atop the highest point of the mighty tree.

That power orb had increased in size and strength until it became an enormous and volatile mass, and at the last, Parlax saw the folly of his actions and realized that what he had tried to do could not be done. He saw in a moment that madness had driven him to attempt something impossible.

The power he had gathered was too much. If he let it continue, it would not raise Rella from the dead. Instead, it would implode, and it would destroy the entire world when it did so.

To save the world, and atone for his deed, Parlax took the energy of the power orb into his own body. Instead of destroying the world, it destroyed him.

But the cataclysm of the portal’s creation and the sheer force of the magic Parlax performed to contain the power had a different effect. It opened a portal into another realm. The opening of the portal caused a tear in the fabric of reality and sent a shockwave of magical energy out into the world.

The shockwave released two things into the world: spirit magic and a host of innumerable demons who rampaged through the lands at will, unstoppable in their mindless fury. The shockwave tore the lands apart. Countless thousands died, and many more would perish in the years to come. A black pall of dark smoke settled over the land, poisoning the very air.

Kingdoms fell, and the empire of which Harald was ruler was no more. The humans and the elves, who for long years had worked together in peace and harmony, were sundered from one another, and in the years that followed, small pockets of elves and humans had managed to claw out their survival from the remains of their shattered world.

In the south, in the place that the humans and the elves both knew now as the Cursed Lands, there had lain a great, fertile, sheltered land. It had been the breadbasket of the empire, and from here, vast amounts of grain had been grown and ground into flour for export all over the known world. But in the cataclysmic changes that the opening of the Sundering Portal had wrought, something had happened to this peaceful part of the land. Something terrible.

It was said that a great chasm had opened in the earth, and from it had come demons of all sorts, bringing with them a terrible reek of smoke and fumes that caused madness and death in all who breathed it. Nothing could live there, and even once the monsters had gone from the new world and the elves and humans had begun to find their feet again, none had gone there.

Or at least, none who did ever returned. But in this land, beyond the cliff face that marked the edge of the Cursed Lands, Ralnor’s map showed a cross marking the spot where an amulet and a suit of armor were hidden.

Would it still be there? Would there even be a trace of it left? And would they even be able to live if they went into the Cursed Lands at all—if all the tales about the fumes and smokes were true.

They did not know the answer to these questions, but they had to try. For better or for worse, that was where their road led.

They crossed the open land warily but without incident. They saw no one, no sign of life, neither monsters, nor animals, nor people of any kind. It was not far, and their sojourn in the dungeon had not taken up much of the day, so the sun was still high in the sky as they approached the edge of that fearful expanse where none dared to tread.

“Not a soul out here,” Lana said and shuddered. “Not even a bird. It gives me the creeps.”

“The land feels strangely watchful,” Farlo added. “I feel as if we are moving through a land that is waiting for something to happen. Something big.”

Ralnor slowed his pace. He had been preoccupied, thinking back over ancient history and the consequences that were still playing out in the world today. He had been thinking about the past, but now he snapped back to the present. He glanced around, taking in the scene.

“You’re right, you know,” he said. “It really is strangely silent and watchful. It feels… I don’t know…” he trailed off, struggling for the words to express it.

“Portentous,” Akhen said, his voice thoughtful. “Like the land knows something we don’t. Everything feels heavy with meaning and possibility.”

“What do you think it means, Akhen?” Sena asked.

The old fellow shrugged his shoulders. “I have no idea, and for once I can’t even guess. Perhaps it is just as it feels—something is going to happen, and the land can feel it.”

“There’s the edge,” Farlo said quietly. “We’re almost there.

The acrid smell that rose from the land beyond the cliff made them cough. It smelled like sulfur and burning hair. The stench caught in their throats and made their eyes water, but they made it to the edge and looked down.

“By all the gods,” Akhen murmured. “How are we going to get down there?”

A long, sheer cliff dropped down to a jagged, broken landscape of blackened earth and sharp, rocky outcrops. Nowhere was there any sign of life. A thick pall of black fume hung like a cursed mist over the land, and the friends shuddered.

“We won’t be able to breathe down there,” Lana said. “Ralnor, how far is this dungeon?”

Ralnor took out the map again. His eyes were stinging, and he felt breathless. The horrible smell stung his throat as he spoke.

“We’re here,” he said, pointing at the map, “and the dungeon is marked to the east. It’s not actually that far, by the looks of it, but I don’t like the idea of trying to breathe down there. We can’t expect to just walk through that black fog without any consequences.”

“What will we do, then?” Sena asked. “I don’t like the feel of this at all. Perhaps we should think again about this plan?”

Ralnor shook his head fiercely. “We cannot turn back now. There must be a way to do this. Come back from the edge, and let’s get to somewhere where the air is clearer. I need to think.”

They followed him in silence away from the sheer cliff. His friends looked dejected, and it was clear they did not believe they would be able to enter the Cursed Lands and find the dungeon as they had hoped. But Ralnor was not so sure. He was a powerful mage, and he had four effective and inventive friends with him. They had two of the five amulets, and surely, there must be something they could do to challenge the menace of this polluted country?

He frowned, thinking of all the resources they had available to them. Then he looked around at the plain, still empty and featureless save for the waving sea of green grass.

A thought came to him. “Farlo,” he said. “What about the armor? We could try putting it on and seeing if there is any difference? Perhaps we can breathe better in that foul murk when we have the armor on?”

Farlo looked a little doubtful, but he was willing to try.

Green and blue light shone out as they activated their armor spells, and then, clad in the magical protection of the god armor, they warily approached the edge again.

Ralnor gagged as he took a deeper breath.

“No good, Ralnor,” Farlo said. “Sorry. It is quite a bit better but nowhere near enough to go down there. What about you?

Ralnor looked at Farlo. “It makes no difference at all for me.” He sighed. “No, I suppose we need to think of something else.”

They began to walk back, still wearing the armor. Ralnor looked up at Farlo. The big elf stood a good few inches taller than him, and in his blue magical armor, he glowed with blue light. Clean, bright blue light lit his face in an ethereal glow.

Blue light that hovered around Farlo’s mouth and nose.

Ralnor slowed. “Wait a bit,” he said. “You said it was a bit better for you?”

“Well, yes,” Farlo said. “Not that much better, but definitely a little.”

Ralnor stared at the light on Farlo’s face. The blue light had prompted a memory—something he had not thought about for a long time.

“Stinkshrooms,” Ralnor suddenly burst out, his voice full of excitement. “Do you remember the stinkshrooms?”

Farlo looked at him blankly. “Of course, I remember,” he said uncomprehendingly, “but I don’t see what that has to do with this…”

At the battle of Rayne's Outpost, when a human army led by the sorcerer Malavax had crossed the Unclaimed Lands to attack the elven outpost, Farlo had come up with a genius idea. He had a great knowledge of plants and their uses, and he had discovered that there was a generous crop of stinkshrooms nearby. Usually, these just smelled very bad, but when picked and fermented for a few days, the smell became toxic and deadly. The elves had filled a defensive ditch with these, and when the human army had approached, the disgusting mushrooms had let out a cloud of poison gas.

But Malavax had countered this with a spell that was unfamiliar to Ralnor at the time. The spell had manifested as a globe of blue light around the heads of the soldiers, and it had allowed the humans to walk freely through the clouds of poison.

Quickly, Ralnor outlined his idea to Farlo, and he saw his friend’s eyes grow wide as he listened.

“I’d never seen the spell before,” Ralnor said, “and I didn’t think much about it at the time. There was not much room for thinking. But it comes back to me now, and I believe it was exactly the same color of light that your armor is giving off.”

“What are you saying?” Farlo asked.

“I think,” Ralnor said, “that the magic Malavax used was some variation on a healing spell. The same healing magic, in fact, that the Amulet of Shem was able to work on me and Lana after our first encounter with a dungeon.”

“You think we might be able to work such a spell through the amulet?” Farlo said.

“I think it’s worth a try,” Ralnor answered. “Come on, let’s get back to the others.”

When they returned to the party and explained their idea, Akhen became enthusiastic. “I think you might be onto something, Ralnor!” he said, smiling. “Healing magic is not something I know a great deal about. It’s kind of a lost art, really. Back in the pre-Sundering days, there were powerful magical healers, but these days, I’ve always relied on potions and elixirs to heal wounds. But Shem is the god of healing, and his amulet has the power to heal—as we have seen. If we can somehow create a spell that continuously heals a person and use the amulet to drive it…”

Farlo took the amulet from around his neck and handed it to Ralnor. “I don’t have enough knowledge for this,” he said. “You should do it.”

Ralnor took the amulet of Calgar off, but instead of giving it to Farlo, he handed it to Lana. “This amulet’s armor is very much geared toward stealth and ranger skills,” he said. “I think that if you wear it, you’ll be granted armor that boosts your archery, and that will be useful if we have to do fighting.”

They all agreed, and Ralnor put on the azure amulet. He sat quietly, letting the magic of spirit run through him, then turned his attention to the inside of the amulet.

He ran his attention over the shards contained there and looked closely at the healing ability. There were several different channels of healing power available to him—some major, some minor, and one legendary. There was power here that he did not understand, and he wished fervently that he’d been granted more time to study the capacities of these marvelous artifacts.

But there was no time for that now. He would have to improvise as he had so often done before.

Working carefully within the amulet, he activated one of the minor healing channels. The amulet glowed blue, and he felt a spell rushing to his hand. It hung there, ready to be cast at a moment’s notice.

“I have a healing spell in my hand,” he said, “but how do I make it do what I want it to do?”

He thought back and remembered how he had used a new major shard to create the campfire spell. Then, he had used the fire monster as a resource, forcing it into the major shard and then changing the form that the spell took.

What if, instead of using the monster as the resource, he could do the same thing but use the amulet’s own healing spell as the resource?

He had only two major shards, and for some reason, the corrupted dungeon they’d just fought in had not dropped any shards. He was wary of wasting a major shard, but it was worth it if he could get what he needed from the experiment. He drew a deep breath and set to work.

He worked like a musician improvising with a familiar but unstudied melody. Carefully, but with the confidence that came from his experience of magic in general, he drew off the power of the healing spell and pushed it into the major shard. He was working entirely within the amulet, and beyond the glow of blue from the crystal, the others could not see what he was doing.

The healing spell seemed reluctant to move into the major shard. It was awkward. He could see that it might go, but he could not make it happen. He felt a twinge of disappointment, wondering if perhaps his bright idea might not save the day after all, but he sternly banished that thought. He would try. It could work, he just didn’t know how yet.

Carefully, he channeled a little of his own magic into the major shard and then through it toward the spell. Suddenly, things became easier. His own magic formed a kind of path, a route of gleaming white that the spell could travel along, moving from his hand to the major shard.

He channeled a little more power into the path, not wanting to overload it. The spell began to move. It shifted, then sped up, a general healing spell designed for minor wounds that slid through the path and then clicked into place in the major shard as neatly as a key into a lock.

Ralnor grinned. This was the moment! The major shard suddenly took his full attention as it blazed with power and potential. He felt, just as he had done when he’d created the campfire spell, that he now had the potential for a healing spell that he could shape and mold into its final form. He was being asked what form he wanted the outcome to take.

He thought back to the battle of Rayne’s outpost, remembering the blue light that had protected the human soldiers from the toxic gas of the stinkshrooms. He wanted a spell that was persistent. It could be cast once but did not require a continual input of energy to maintain.

He wanted it to be small and self-contained, to be, in fact, better and less obvious than Malavax’s version. Ralnor’s spell would not appear as a globe of blue light around the face but simply as a blue sheen that would flicker over the face when the spell was active.

He marveled at the strength of the spell he created as it took form. It was a rigorous, solid spell, an efficient thing that could be cast using a single minor shard to activate and would persist until the holder of the amulet either told it to stop or was killed.

“That will do very nicely,” he said to himself with great satisfaction, and he slipped the new spell into the waiting space within the amulet.

There was a bright flare of light from the crystal around his neck, and he blinked, coming back to the material world after his trip into the amulet.

“That,” Akhen said, “was rather impressive!”

“You watched it happen?” Ralnor said, surprised. “I was not aware that you were there!”

“You were focused on your work,” Akhen said, then with a smile, he added, “and I can keep myself unseen when I wish. Yes, I used my own magical awareness to observe you while you were working on that. Remarkable! I think it will do the job well.”

Ralnor stood. “No time like the present.”

Briefly, he explained to his friends the design of the spell that he’d created and how it should work. Then, one by one, he cast the spell on each of his group, starting with Farlo and finishing with himself. Each casting used a minor shard, but it was worth it.

He was pleased to see that the spell was good to look at—not too obtrusive, just a flickering of blue fire around the eyes, mouth, and nostrils.

When he cast the spell on himself, he immediately felt that the air he breathed was clearer, and as they approached the cliff edge again, there was no trace of the smell that had assailed him before.

“This works brilliantly,” Lana said as they stood looking down into the Cursed Lands. “I can’t smell anything, and my eyes are not watering either. It’s like I am breathing air at the top of a mountain!”

The others agreed that it was an excellent innovation. They decided that Ralnor would keep the blue amulet for the moment, but Lana gave the green amulet of Calgar to Sena. “You’re more likely to get into melee, and so your need for armor is greater than mine.”

Ralnor would have liked to see how the green armor influenced Lana’s archery skills, but he saw Lana’s logic and did not intervene.

“After that, getting down should be easy,” Ralnor said with a grin. He drew magic through himself and created a wide, flat platform of white force magic. “Climb aboard,” he told his friends. With a little trepidation, they did so. Ralnor focused and raised the platform up, then, once he was satisfied that it was stable, he brought it out so that it hovered over the chasm. Then, working very carefully not to jolt his friends or lose control of the spell, he moved the platform downward.

When he was about six feet from the ground, he stopped. The effort of maintaining the magic was intense. It took a lot of energy, but despite that, he felt that he was able to handle it.

He fumbled in his belt for the map, drew it out, and held it toward Lana. “Take this,” he said, “and guide us. I’m going to keep this platform active and move us in the right direction by flying us there. It’s difficult, but I can do it, and it will be quicker and safer than walking.”

Lana nodded and unrolled the map. Wordlessly, Akhen moved closer to Ralnor, reached out, and placed a hand on his shoulder. Ralnor felt Akhen’s channeling of power running into him, and the effort to maintain the spell instantly became easier to maintain.

“Thanks,” he breathed, feeling relieved. Akhen nodded.

“That way,” Lana said, squinting at the map. Down here, the black smog was thick enough that it made it difficult to see. Ralnor had no doubt that without the new magic, they would swiftly have been choked to death.

As it was, they continued to feel that they were breathing the freshest of air.

All around them, through the thick black haze, they saw pinnacles of broken and jagged rock and rugged, uneven expanses of hard, black, lifeless dirt. There was a layer of gray ash over the ground as if a great fire had burned here recently, but it was cold, and there was no sign of flame anywhere.

“No monsters,” Farlo said thoughtfully. “I always thought this place was thick with them.”

“Perhaps they don’t come out in daylight?” Sena suggested.

Ralnor got the force platform moving and found that with the energy boost from Akhen’s channeling, he was able to keep it moving smoothly through the air—and at a good rate. It was not quite flying like a bird, but it was definitely quicker than walking!

After about a quarter of an hour, the land dropped steeply downward, and long, dark fissures opened up in the ground. These cracks were narrow, but they were very deep. Now they did begin to feel some heat, and as they passed over the cracks, Ralnor caught glimpses of light far below, feeling the sudden heat that rose from them.

He angled the force platform slightly to follow the downward angle of the slope.

“There!” Lana said suddenly. “I see something through the haze. Go a little more to the left, Ralnor.”

Ralnor kept his concentration fixed on the magic and did what she asked. “I need to keep concentrating on piloting this platform,” he said, not looking up. “Lana, I’m relying on you to bring us in, all right?”

“Got it,” Lana said, peering forward. “Just keep us moving for now. I’ll tell you when to land.”

A few minutes more passed, then Lana said suddenly, “Okay, slow it down, Ralnor.”

Ralnor did so, bringing them to a stop. “Let’s land,” Lana said. “That’s the entrance, for sure.”

Ralnor brought the platform to the ground and then stepped off with his friends. Akhen broke the contact between them, and Ralnor reabsorbed the magic, dismissing the spell.

Then, wiping the sweat from his brow, he looked up and saw what Lana had brought them to. “Ah,” Ralnor said. “Yes, that certainly looks like a prime candidate, doesn’t it?”

They stood looking up at an abruptly jutting cliff of broken, blackened rock. It rose about fifty feet above their heads, but in front of them, incongruous amongst all the blackened, burned destruction of the Cursed Lands, there was a doorway.

Sinuous snake forms were carved into the stone, and a single, nightmarish gargoyle figure leered at them from the peak of the stone arch. Beyond, a thick shadow cloaked a straight corridor leading into the cliff.

The friends all looked at each other. This did not look inviting, but they all knew that they had to do it.

Ralnor spoke: “If the proximity to the Cursed Lands drove the other dungeon mad, then I dread to think of the condition that this one will be in,” he said. “We’ll need to be very careful. It’s possible that the dungeon will throw everything it’s got at us, and we might be in for a very difficult fight. Be on your guard. I’ll lead the way, and I think, Sena, you should come with me and use a light spell, please. We have torches, but I suspect the air is very bad in there, and I don’t think we will have much luck relying on flames to light our way.”

“Very well,” Sena said. She stepped up beside Ralnor. Akhen took the rear, and he conjured a gleaming light in his hand as well. Though nowhere near as specialized in the creation of light spells as Sena, Akhen was able to do it having learned a little from Sena in the course of their travels together. Farlo and Lana walked in the middle, Farlo with his sword drawn and Lana with her bow in her hands.

Ralnor and Sena activated the amulet armor. On Sena, Calgar’s armor took on a more melee warrior aspect to go with her specialism, but it was still light armor for a swift warrior, not the juggernaut suit that the blue armor created for Farlo. As for Ralnor, he activated Shem’s azure armor, and he found that, as before, it manifested on him as light, unobstructive armor, leaving his hands free for magic.

Together, the five companions entered the corridor and made their way inside the dungeon.

It was very strange. In both previous dungeons, there had been a sense of purpose in the design and more than a touch of drama in the layout of the corridors and chambers.

But this dungeon felt abandoned. There was none of the tell-tale decoration and drama in the corridor. The stones of the wall were chipped, and here part of the ceiling had fallen in. There were no traps or signs of resistance as they moved past the rockfall, though they were all on tenterhooks for any threat.

“This feels like a dead place,” Sena said quietly, her voice falling dully in the airless corridor. The air was indeed thick with the choking black fume in here, and Ralnor was very glad indeed of his breathing spell.

“I agree,” Ralnor said. “It’s as if there might once have been a dungeon here, but there is nothing here now.”

“Akhen did say that could happen,” Sena reminded him. “Perhaps the combination of the fumes from the Cursed Lands and the lack of adventurers for so long has caused the dungeon to die?”

The thought gave Ralnor a chill of fear. “If so,” he said, “then what has happened to the amulet and the armor?”

Sena did not reply, but her expression told him she was not holding out much hope for finding either.

They pressed on, following the corridor as it twisted and turned until, at last, they came to a small, claustrophobic little chamber. There was barely enough room for them all to squeeze in.

At the back of the chamber, Ralnor saw a strange little box, apparently made of pure white stone. The cleaning white of the stone was a strange sight amongst all this black and gray, and he stared at it intently, then stepped up, crouched, and lifted it.

“What do you think, Akhen?” he asked, turning the box over in his hands.

“Open it,” Akhen urged.

Ralnor gently lifted the lid and looked inside.

There was only one thing in the box. It was a little sphere of gleaming metal, glittering white. All over the surface of the metal were abstract patterns that suggested sunbursts and shafts of light.

“What in the…?” Ralnor said. The others were as perplexed as he was. It looked for all the world like the metal of the suits of amulet armor, with its gleaming sheen of internal light and its beautiful, intricate decorations, but it was so small, just a small sphere about the right size to fit in the palm of a hand.

“Use your magical sensing abilities,” Akhen urged. “Feel into this strange object.”

Ralnor shrugged and then did so. He moved a tendril of magical awareness out to touch the sphere.

For a moment, he sensed nothing, then there was a stirring, a kind of clenching up. It reminded him of touching a hedgehog that has rolled itself into a ball for protection and tightens itself when it feels a touch on its spikes.

Then the glimpse was gone. But in that moment, Ralnor had recognized it. He had seen what it was, the shape of the small, simple life form contained inside the sphere of metal.

“There’s something in there,” Ralnor said. “Something alive.”

His face broke into a slow smile. “I think we need look no further for what we’ve come for,” he said.

“What?” Lana said, perplexed. “But where is the amulet? Where is the armor?”

Ralnor chuckled. “They are here,” he said. “Here, in this box. This is the dungeon crystal of the cave, Lana. It’s not dead, but it has protected itself in the only way it can. The dungeon crystal is wearing the white armor, and it has the amulet inside the armor with it.”

“We will not have any fighting to do here, friends. This is a wise dungeon, one that has seen what it needed to do to protect itself from the vagaries of this horrible land. It’s wearing the white armor of Elemar. This is not a combat mission after all. It’s a rescue mission, and the sooner we can get this poor dungeon out of here, the better for everyone!”


Chapter 19

They left the dungeon quickly and got outside again. They were wary, but it seemed to be as they had guessed—if there were monsters here, they were not out in the daylight, and the friends were very happy to climb back onto Ralnor’s force platform and move smoothly back toward the outer cliff. The ground, though it looked hard and black, was actually covered in a layer of very fine dust and ash, and their boots sank into it up to the ankle. It would have been very hard to walk for any distance in, and Ralnor was pleased with the innovation of his force platform.

“You’re getting better at this,” Akhen said quietly. The old mage was feeding strength to Ralnor again, sitting next to him with a hand placed lightly on his arm.

“You’re right,” Ralnor said, realizing that, unlike the first journey, he was better able to pay attention to his surroundings than he had been before. Not that there was much to see, but the strain on his concentration was certainly less.

The platform was still unwieldy, though, and he would not have wanted to use it for a long journey.

They reached the outer edge of the cliff and Ralnor lifted them up toward the edge. Within a few minutes, they were on the grass again and moving back into the plain, away from the foul reek of the cursed lands.

Ralnor removed the breath spell from himself and his friends. It was getting dark, and they all decided it would be good to camp and rest for the night, waiting till the morning before deciding what to do next. They built no fire since it was warm, and they had no desire to attract attention. A light would be seen from far away in this open country, and they did not know what the situation was currently. Were the elves and humans still engaged in skirmishes over this land? Were there likely to be patrols of human soldiers or worse… mages?

They kept a careful watch that night, but there was no sign of anyone in the land about them.

They watched in pairs, Lana and Farlo taking the first watch, and Sena and Ralnor the second. It was dark without a moon, but the stars overhead glowed brightly.

Ralnor had the little white stone box that contained the armored dungeon crystal in front of him. He was using threads of magical awareness to try to reach the dungeon, but there was no response. The armor was fixed in place, and though he could feel the presence of the amulet inside the little armored sphere, he could not find any way to actually communicate with the dungeon spirit. “You know what this means?” Sena said thoughtfully, as she watched him attempt to rouse the crystal to wakefulness.

“Hmm?” Ralnor said, coming out of his focused state. “What do you mean?”

“If the dungeon is wearing the white armor, then it must have the white amulet in there, too. The armor and the amulet go together. Because the blue and green amulets and their armors were swapped, we guessed that the red and white pairs would also be swapped, but this means it must not be the case. Perhaps the white set is the wild card rather than the black?”

“You’re right!” Ralnor said. “And that means that if, in fact, it’s the red and black armor and amulet pairs that are swapped…”

“Then Darlan Gaur will not find the black armor at the night elf dungeon. He will have a wasted journey!”

Ralnor grinned. “It’s a good idea,” he said. “I wouldn’t want to base too much hope on it, but you may well be right. That could change things a lot!” Then he frowned. “But what should we do, then? I had planned to go straight to Tullian’s Vale next, to try and get the red amulet, but perhaps we should go to the elven country instead?”

Sena shook her head. “It’s too long a journey. If we can cross Stoneheart’s Shield undetected, we can be in Tullian’s Vale in a matter of days. We don’t know what the situation is there; for all we know, the rebels have gained control, or they might have been crushed by the Black Spire’s forces. We have no way of telling and no time to scout ahead and find out.”

Ralnor nodded. “I agree,” he said, then he looked down at the dungeon crystal encased in the white armor. “But I wish we could get through to this little guy. He doesn’t need the armor anymore, and we could really do with it.”

“Let me try,” Sena said.

Ralnor lifted the box and handed it to her. Immediately, she reached inside and took the little armored sphere in her hand. It glowed with clean white light, softly illuminating her face as she leaned over it, concentrating.

Ralnor raised his face to look out over the land and keep up the watch while Sena concentrated on the crystal. He let a thread of magical awareness remain on her, however, and kept an eye on her progress.

He smiled as he watched her work. Her approach was different to his. She was, he realized, much gentler. He had tried to rouse the dungeon like a man prodding a fellow soldier with a foot. She leaned on the dungeon like a caring friend gently shaking a sleeper’s shoulder.

Her magic was powered by light, and it glowed with her core affinity, the gleaming light magic. White light. Would that help her to reach the dungeon, too? After all, the white armor and white amulet seemed to be connected to the white light magic.

Ralnor kept one eye on the landscape, but he watched Sena with his magical awareness, and he did so with growing interest and excitement as he felt through his own tendril of awareness a faint stirring in the dungeon crystal.

Feeling Sena’s rising excitement as well, he backed off a little, masking his presence so that his observation of her working did not distract her from what she was doing.

The armored crystal began to glow brightly, and suddenly, Ralnor was aware that something had shifted in the magic. A channel had opened between Sena and the dungeon crystal—a channel of communication.

Words were flowing between them, quicksilver swift like the speed of thought. Ralnor did not understand what was being said. It was rather like listening to a muttered conversation through a thick door. But in the same way, he could hear the tone of the conversation. The dungeon was wary; Sena was reassuring. The dungeon was questioning; Sena was open and transparent. The dungeon grew in confidence and became enthusiastic. Sena said something that sounded like a jest, and a ripple of laughter flowed between them.

And then, to Ralnor’s delight and amazement, there was a bright gleam of white light from the sphere, and the armor vanished.

Lying in Sena’s hand was a white amulet of carved crystal and a white dungeon stone. The flow of communication ran between the two of them for a moment longer, and then it faded. “He is sleeping now,” Sena said, smiling serenely and slipping the dungeon stone back into the box. Without hesitation, she placed the box in her pack and then put the white amulet on over her head.

Ralnor did not question this for a moment. He had no doubt in his heart that for some reason, the white amulet was destined for Sena and Sena alone.

“You did it!” Ralnor said. “That was amazing!”

“I did,” she replied. “And now, let me have a look at this white amulet. I have a feeling it has more surprises for us.”

She concentrated, and Ralnor knew that she was examining the crystal’s interior and seeing what it contained.

“Seven minor shards,” she said aloud, her eyes closed and the crystal glowing as she examined it with her own magical awareness. “No major ones.” There was a pause, then she said, “There are some spells here. I see the crystal’s unique abilities are active. Yes, the legendary one, too. Somehow, the crystal must have been charged with ghosts to allow those spells to be active.”

“What are the spells?” Ralnor asked eagerly.

“It’s… hmm. There are a few different ones. What is this? There's a purifying spell here, something to purge unwholesome effects.”

“Like a healing spell?”

She shook her head. “No, no, not like that at all. It’s hard to understand exactly. I think it’s for magic. If there were an evil spell cast over a person or a thing, this would be able to clear the effect, I think. So a healing of the magic and of the mind, rather than of the body. Then there is another spell… What is this?”

She went quiet for a moment, frowning, then suddenly, she opened her eyes wide. “There’s a map!” she said, looking at Ralnor. “A map inside the amulet! And I think this spell allows me to travel between points on the map. To travel instantly, I mean.”

She closed her eyes again for a moment, then opened them. She smiled.

“A magical swift-travel spell. Ralnor, this spell can be cast over a group. You know what this means? We can travel to Tullian’s Vale, to the night elf dungeon, and back to Highbough instantly.”

“Why just those locations?” Ralnor asked, curious.

“It’s the location of dungeon crystals. Ralnor, the other location the map is offering me is right here, where we are now, and it offers me two options to fast travel to this exact location—a red one and a white one.”

Ralnor put his hand to his belt pouch, feeling the heavy weight of the dungeon crystal there. A red crystal, and Sena’s dungeon crystal was white.

“That’s the missing link,” he said. “There are also five dungeons, and each one has a corresponding amulet and armor.”

“So I read it,” Sena said. “And the dungeon crystals—this one, at least—appear to be quite reasonable once you get talking with them. The spirit in this white crystal is very happy to be removed from the Cursed Lands. It has kept from going mad by using the amulet and the armor that were left in its keeping before the Sundering, but it’s very glad to be in the hands of a trustworthy keeper again, and it says it’s looking forward to finding a new cave and getting back to being a dungeon.”

She looked at Ralnor, and her face was very serious. “Ralnor, I think that we will need to gain the trust of all these dungeon spirits as well, and once we’ve done so, we will need to place them in settings where they can use their true nature again. If we succeed in collecting all the armor and amulets, we will have a responsibility to the dungeons as well. The world we are building will be a world where dungeons and adventurers live in harmony again, just as humans and elves will.”

Ralnor was suddenly struck with an idea. “Sena, how do you feel now?” he asked.

She seemed surprised by the question. “I feel great,” she said. “I feel fine.”

“No dizziness? No tiredness after your work in communication with the dungeon and your examination of the amulet?”

She shook her head slowly, understanding dawning on her face as she did so. “Why, you’re right!” she exclaimed. “It’s not taxed my powers at all, but in the past, I, like Farlo, have struggled with that kind of work. When I had an encounter with the dungeon in Highbough, I felt ill afterward. No, there is no trace of that!”

“You have a talent for this, Sena,” Ralnor said. “Back in Highbough, I thought that you were badly affected by the dungeon’s presence because you were a human, but now I think I was wrong. I guess that you have a special affinity for dungeons, that you can feel into them and communicate with them instinctively, in a way that others cannot.”

He dug into his belt pouch and pulled out the red dungeon crystal that they had taken from the mad dungeon the day before.

He handed the heavy, polished globe of crystal to her, and she took it, weighing it in her hand as she looked down at the dark, lifeless surface.

“Do you think you can reach the dungeon spirit contained in this crystal?” he said.

“I can try,” she replied, and immediately, her head dropped, and Ralnor felt her reaching toward the crystal with the same gentleness that she’d used on the white dungeon spirit.

After a minute had passed, she spoke quietly. “It’s sunk deep, deep into unconsciousness,” she said. “But it is there. There is something wrong about it though; it’s corrupted in some way. There are layers of darkness wrapped around this spirit like thick wrappings of smothering cloth. There is madness and pain here… and fear, too.”

She drew back. “I think that I was able to work so instinctively with the other crystal because my magic matches the magic of the dungeon spirit. The white dungeon spirit and the white amulet are both the provenance of Elemar, the human god of light. My magic is very much the same, and so I was easily able to relate to the spirit contained within the crystal.

“This is… different. Not only are there all the layers of madness and corruption that have built up around the spirit, but also the dungeon spirit affinity is, I think, for fire. This is the red crystal, and its closest relationship is to the god of fire and the hearth, which we humans call Gleam. Fire magic is one thing I do not have, and though I can reach into the crystal and sense the presence of the dungeon spirit, I cannot use fire magic to add to the spell to gain the dungeon spirit’s confidence.”

“I understand,” Ralnor said. “What about if we combine our efforts? You have the ability to communicate clearly with the dungeon spirits much better than I do. I have the ability to use fire magic, so perhaps if we worked together, I could use fire magic and add that to your communication with the dungeon. Together, we might be able to wake the dungeon spirit and give it the confidence it needs to work with us.”

“We will need to wake the others,” Sena said. “There’s no way we can keep watch and do that at the same time.”

“You’re right,” Ralnor said. He moved to where the others were sleeping and wakened them, trying to do so gently as Sena had done with the dungeon.

“Not my watch again, surely?” Farlo said as he sat up.

Sena reached for her bow, which was never far from her hand. “Something wrong?” she said, immediately coming alert.

“Nothing wrong,” Ralnor said, “but we need your help.”

Quickly, he explained what they were about to do. Akhen had woken up as well. He was initially grumpy at being woken from a deep sleep, but when he heard what Ralnor had to say, his eyes sparkled. “Brilliant!” he exclaimed. “There were stories of ones who could communicate with the dungeons in this way, but I’d never thought of such a thing being present these days, and in our own company, no less. Sena, a dungeon whisperer! Brilliant!” he repeated and came over to plant himself next to Sena and observe what was about to happen.

For her part, Sena was ready. She had been sitting quietly, drawing magic through herself and preparing for what might, Ralnor guessed, be a difficult task. Akhen was ready to join the spell and grant extra power to them if they needed it, but he also wanted them to do it themselves without his help. “For you are still my pupils, in a way,” he said, “and if you can do this without me, then so much the better.”

They sat together around Sena, with the red crystal in her hand. She ran her thumb over the surface of the crystal. There was no stirring of light from it, but Ralnor had felt the quiver of presence from it when he had first picked it up, and he had no doubts about the spirit being in there or Sena’s ability to communicate with it.

“Let’s begin,” Sena said in a calm voice, and Ralnor laid a hand on her arm and closed his eyes.

Immediately, he became aware of Sena’s magical form and of the crystal in her hand. It was like a deep well, a long tunnel with darkness at the bottom. He felt Sena reach gently toward the dungeon spirit, sending her will and her magic down that long, dark tunnel. Her magic gleamed brightly as she moved with it, and Ralnor joined his spell to hers, feeding her magical energy and adding a touch of red fire to the spell. His magic combined with hers like a flickering line of light and flame that searched down through the layers of blackness that had buried the dungeon spirit.

As they descended together through the darkness, Ralnor saw what Sena had meant about the layers of darkness. It was corruption, pure and simple: a deep, pervasive, evil energy that had dropped into the dungeon and built up over the years like the black and gray ashes that coated the ground in the cursed lands, sending up clouds at every footstep.

Sena moved through the layers confidently but with increasing difficulty. Soon, they were following the line of their magic through what seemed like thick treacle.

Sena spoke to Ralnor in that space that was not a space, deep inside the dungeon crystal.

“This is tough,” she said. “Can we keep going?”

Ralnor responded by sending some more energy to her and also by boosting the power to his own spell. He had a lot of energy left and could power the spell much more if it was needed, but he was keen to continue to allow Sena to take the lead.

“Ah,” she said, “that’s better,” and got moving again. After a little more distance had been traveled, they came to a place where the blackness was so thick that even Ralnor wondered if they were going to be able to get through.

Sena reached forward, however, and it was as if she had pushed through a veil. Suddenly, they were surrounded by red light, and a strong feeling of not being alone grasped them both.

A voice boomed in their minds, but it was speaking nonsense, strings of agitated syllables that crashed around them like falling pans, seeming to tear at them like claws.

In a moment, Ralnor and Sena had moved from exploring to defensive, and in that instant, Ralnor realized his error. She was not practiced at this at all! Ralnor, in his conflicts both with Malavax and the Master, had become adept at shielding his magical awareness from these kinds of psychic attacks, but Sena was completely unprepared for the sudden assault. The jabbering syllables crashed around her, and he felt his awareness of her slip for a moment as if she were being drowned in a sea of frantic words.

He reached for her, found her, and gripped her tight, but the spell that the mad dungeon was throwing at them was too strong. He could barely keep his head together, and he thought thickly through the chaos that he did not know how to withdraw from the heart of the crystal.

Then, suddenly, strength rushed through him. He felt a wave of fresh energy lifting him up and making him gasp with relief as it did so. Sena’s presence flared suddenly bright beside him, and he recognized the signature on the energy: Akhen. The old mage had been as good as his word. He had held off, but he must have detected something was wrong.

In that moment, he strengthened them, and it brought them a moment of clarity.

“The white amulet!” Sena cried, and Ralnor felt her reach through the amulet and activate the purifying spell that she had examined earlier. She sent a burst of energy through it and then heaped more on as if she was pouring coal onto a fire. The magic flared brightly as a blindingly pure white light in that red space in the heart of the crystal.

The voice stopped shouting as abruptly as it had begun, and the white light of the purifying magic roared through the crystal. Like layers of rusted metal falling from a neglected tool, Ralnor felt the layers of darkness and corruption flaking away from the dungeon’s exterior.

The presence of the dungeon spirit was all around them. It was in a panic like an animal in a trap, but within that panic was an awareness that the process was helping, that the white magic would free it from the trap. It struggled for a moment, then writhed about, shaking itself to dislodge more and more of the corruption.

“I am free!” Ralnor suddenly felt the crystal shout, and in that moment, he was kicked back out of the crystal with Sena beside him.

They slammed back into their physical bodies with a jarring abruptness that knocked the wind out of them, and they both toppled backward onto the ground.

The crystal leaped from Sena’s hand and began to roll away, but she rolled over without sitting up and snatched it back up. In an instant, she had reestablished her connection to the dungeon spirit, and Ralnor felt her drawing still on his fire magic to make her own communication line to the spirit more agreeable to it.

Again, he felt swift communication flowing between Sena and the spirit in the crystal. The spirit was defensive, angry; Sena was stern. She made it clear to the spirit who was in charge and that she had put herself at risk to save it. The spirit quieted, and Sena spoke to it more gently.

A moment later, Ralnor felt the spirit’s attitude change, becoming interested and curious. A flow of ideas and explanations ran at the speed of thought to the spirit from Sena’s mind, and a moment later, Ralnor felt enthusiastic agreement from the spirit.

Then it retreated into the crystal, and all was silent.

“Thank you, Akhen,” Sena said to the old mage. “You helped us out just in time. I had not anticipated just how overwhelming it would be once we were actually up close with an insane dungeon spirit, but now that we’ve stripped the layers of evil magic from it, and I’ve explained the situation, the spirit is behaving more logically. I don’t think that I will ever have quite the relationship of mutual respect with the red dungeon spirit as I have with the white, but I’m confident that we’ve broken the spell. The damage to the spirit’s mind has been undone, and it will be able to operate as a proper dungeon from now on.”

“And now,” she announced briskly, “I think I’ve done quite enough. I won’t be much use on watch, I don’t think. I need to sleep.”

Akhen volunteered to see out the rest of the night’s watch with Ralnor, and the others went back to sleep for what was left of the night, Sena with both red and white dungeon crystals tucked into her pouch.

Ralnor and Akhen sat quietly together, looking out at the stars as the night passed. Ralnor explained the abilities of the white amulet, especially what the ability to swift-travel to different dungeon locations might mean for the next stages of their adventure. When he heard about it, Akhen was amazed.

“It’s as you say, Ralnor. This must be the missing link between the magic of the amulets and of the armor. Five dungeons also exist to complete the set. In the days of old, the Great Five magicians must have had a relationship with all these dungeon spirits, and that explains why they were chosen to guard the armor and the amulets when the Sundering hit and all things were thrown into disarray.”

“Once we’re done with all this,” Ralnor said, “we’ll have to find places for the dungeons to live, and people will be able to fight and practice magic there, just like in the old days.”

Akhen smiled at him. “I believe you’re right. I think that once your work is done, many things will be as they were before the Sundering.”

“I hope so,” Ralnor said.

* * *

It was the cold, gray hour before dawn when Farlo and Sena, who had been sleeping side by side with their arms around one another, both suddenly sat up. Farlo made an incoherent gasping noise, staring wildly around himself, and Sena rolled away from him, choking back a scream and then leaping to her feet.

“Ral,” Farlo gasped as his eyes focused on Ralnor. “Ral, we have to go. We have to go right now.”

“What? What are you talking about? What’s happened?” It was Lana speaking. She had been asleep nearby but had sprung instantly to wakefulness when her friends had shouted out.

“Easy, easy,” Ralnor said soothingly, holding out his hands toward his agitated friends.

Akhen had stood and was gazing out from the camp with a look of alert trepidation in his eyes.

“What’s going on?” Ralnor asked as Farlo and Sena seemed to be regaining their senses. The tall elf and the slight human had come close to each other and put their arms around each other’s waists again. “Tell me what you’ve seen.”

Farlo took a breath to speak, then glanced at Sena. She nodded to him. “You tell it,” she said.

“It was the dungeons,” Farlo said. “I… we… that is, we have not discussed this with anybody; we wanted to keep it private to ourselves, but I suppose we should have shared it before now. The thing is, for a few weeks now—actually since we left Highbough—Sena and I have discovered that we can share each other’s dreams. We can go into a shared dream space while we sleep, and there we can… well… it’s a private space for us, you know…”

“Of course, of course, I fully understand,” Ralnor said, waving his hand a little impatiently. “But what has happened? What has come over you both? Am I to understand you have seen something that’s disturbed you in this shared dream space?”

“The dungeon spirits,” Sena confirmed. “There was a bright light, and suddenly both the red and white spirits appeared in the dream space that we were sharing. They spoke to me. I could tell that they were able to enter the dream space by traveling along the residual path left by my earlier contact with them, and their communication was strengthened by the fact that they were both in my belt pouch, so close to my skin.”

“They warned us,” Farlo said. “They said that because Sena had saved them, they felt loyalty to her. They have a connection to the other three dungeon crystals—some kind of psychic connection that I don't fully understand.”

“They said that Darlan Gaur has not gone to the night elf lands at all. He has gone directly to Tullian’s Vale, the capital of the human lands, and he has rallied the remnants of the Black Spire to fight for him. He has a terrible power, Ralnor. He has the power to raise the dead to fight for him, and he has raised an undead army and assaulted Tullian’s Vale from all sides. The humans had no time to prepare.”

Ralnor was aghast. “When did this happen?” he said. He was stuffing his sleeping blanket and his other bits and pieces of gear into his bag as he spoke.

“It’s happening now. Darlan appeared in Tullian’s Vale with his army overnight and immediately laid siege to the city. They were taken completely by surprise, but I suspect that this has been planned for some time.”

Ralnor frowned. “You’re right. We need to go right now.”

Sena moved toward him and laid a gentle hand on his arm. All trace of the panic with which she had woken was gone from her eyes.

“Ralnor, there is more. I’m sorry. They have also attacked Highbough, and Lana, the night elf villages are also under siege. Somehow, Darlan Gaur has managed to muster three armies and set them all to work simultaneously. Clearly, the remaining dungeons must be his targets. Somehow, he must know that the two we have are inaccessible to him since he’s not sent any forces to attack the Cursed Lands.”

“Is it possible he has been aware of our movements all along?” Ralnor asked. “That he knows we have the other two dungeon crystals, and he knows that his attacks will force us to respond, bringing the crystals to him?”

Akhen spoke for the first time. “Darlan Gaur was cunning and crafty,” he said. “He was ever one who could steal a march on his enemies and turn up where he was least expected.” He let out a long, slow sigh and closed his eyes as if remembering some old pain.

“Akhen?” Ralnor said. “What is it? What are you saying?”

“Nothing, nothing,” Akhen said, briskly, straightening up and looking around at them all with determination on his face where his sorrow had been a moment before. “You are right. We must go. Sena, did the dungeons let you know where exactly Gaur himself is? Which of the three armies he is leading personally?”

Sena nodded. “He’s at Tullian’s Vale. He has openly declared himself and is personally leading his undead army against the city walls.”

Akhen looked at Ralnor. “What is your decision?”

Ralnor closed his eyes for a moment. He thought of the noble city of Highbough, so proud and strong and full of its new residents. They would be plowing the protected garden, spaces, and enjoying the new growth that would be bursting full of life from the forest. How many, a thousand or so? Few enough of them, really, against a whole army of undead.

He thought of the scattered mountain villages of the night elves, home to a hardy folk, a folk who knew how to fight, but who were far from an organized military force. Their villages would be poorly defended, and they would be taken utterly by surprise and overrun.

But he had no choice. Of course, he wanted to defend the city of Highbough, what he thought of as home now, and which he had put so much into. And he wanted to defend Lana’s home as well, the night elf country in the far northern mountains. Really, of all the places he knew in the world, the lands of the humans actually meant the least to him personally.

What a painful choice, he thought. But I imagine that’s exactly what Gaur desires. Before he has even seen me, he attacks me with the pain of choice, forcing me to abandon places that I love to their fate if I want to meet him face to face.

“Parlax,” he whispered, thinking of his father, the great mage who was now exiled to that strange country beyond the portal. “I wish you were here.”

Then he opened his eyes and looked at his friends. “We will go to Tullian’s Vale. We will go straight to Darlan Gaur and challenge him to his face. I have no doubt that this is what he intends. He attacks Tullian’s Vale openly, letting us know he is there, as bait, hoping we will bring the amulets and dungeon crystals to him. Well, I’m going to take that bait. Perhaps Darlan Gaur will find that the world has changed since he was last in it. Perhaps he will find that this time, he’s bitten off more than he can chew.”


Chapter 20

Now it was time for Sena to use her newly discovered powers to take them to the human lands of Venetia and the capital city of Tullian’s Vale.

At first, she deferred to Ralnor. “Here,” she said, “you should take the amulet and enact the swift-travel spell. Your magic is more powerful than mine.”

But Ralnor held out his hand to stop her. “No,” he said, with certainty, shaking his head, “the white amulet is yours. My magic may be stronger than yours, but you have an affinity for white light magic, and you know Tullian’s Vale and the human lands. You should do the spell to take us there.”

She let out a long breath, looking scared but determined. “I never thought I’d end up using a power like this when I left the Black Spire, that’s for sure. But I will do it. Draw close to me. I think that we need to be in physical contact for me to be able to work the magic on all of us at once. Akhen, if you can be ready to feed extra power to me if I need it, please.”

They all gathered around Sena, Akhen with his hand on her shoulder, and the others gripping her hands and wrists on both sides.

“Ready?” she said.

“Ready,” they all replied.

Sena closed her eyes and focused. The amulet glowed with bright white light where it hung on her chest, and then they all felt the rush of magical energy through the air around them as she channeled power through the swift-travel spell.

Ralnor looked away from her for a moment, seeing a glimpse of the green country around them, the haze of the haunted hills off in the distance, and the rising sun.

Then he felt a sudden rush of air around him. The ground below his feet moved, swinging from side to side as if the very earth was rocking beneath his feet. The sound of rushing wind roared in his ears, and he was lifted and pulled swiftly into the air by an immense force that was completely outside of his control.

Sena gave a whoop of sheer exaltation as the immense power of the magic took effect. Ralnor had never felt her use such power before, and in the flesh, he understood how much potential this slight human warrior had within her. The evil training at the Black Spire must have been truly terrible to make her swear off the use of such power. Now, she embraced it fully once again, and the effect was incredible.

The lands below them were swept away like a carpet being whisked off through the air. They rose with unbelievable speed, their eyes watering as they flew forward, heading west at a speed that Ralnor never would have thought possible. Far swifter than the swiftest bird they went, faster than a speeding arrow, faster than the wind. The Unclaimed Lands blurred past them, and the long, dark line of Stoneheart’s Shield vanished behind them as they crossed.

Then, they were over a wide, wild country of woods and open marshland, broken by ranges of dark, forbidding hills and deep gullies with swift-flowing rivers rushing toward the sea.

Then, isolated villages appeared, punctuating the wild landscape with their small clusters of wooden buildings, surrounded by patchworks of farm fields and belts of tamed woodland.

Roads appeared. They were small at first, little more than cart tracks connecting the small isolated villages to one another. Then, like tributaries running into the flow of a mighty river, these small roads drew together to meet a great, well-made road that ran straight west toward a mountain range.

The mountains rushed toward them, and then they were over, catching a glimpse of the great goad rising to an enormous height as it climbed through a mountain pass and down the other side.

And then they saw it at last, the great center of the Kingdom of Venetia, the huge, sheltered lake country of Tullian’s Vale.

Mountains surrounded it in a circle on all sides, and the huge flat plain contained there was dotted with thousands of shining lakes. The sun was high, and it gleamed down on Tullian’s Vale, showing Ralnor and his friends the heart of Venetia in all its glory. Here, unlike the lands east of the mountains, nothing was wild. Every inch of the great sheltered lake-dotted plain was worked.

There were many cities dotted across the plain and many smaller villages and settlements as well. The land around the cities and settlements was a patchwork of farm fields, most of which were brown after the winter having already been put to the plow for spring planting.

Well-made roads crisscrossed the whole vale, but there did not seem to be any sign of people on the roads. Ralnor hardly had time to wonder at that because the power of the magic moved them with such speed over the land that they swiftly crossed the outer areas and closed in on the capital city.

And here lay the answer to the question. A great walled city stood on a hill, surrounded by a high and ancient rampart of gray stone. Brightly colored flags fluttered bravely in the wind atop the ramparts and the towers of the city, but outside, an enormous army of dark figures clustered like ants around a corpse.

The humans were engaged in a battle for their very survival. The battle was being fought on two fronts. On the city walls, at every point, streams of dark figures were attempting to cross the walls and being pushed back by human soldiers who gleamed in their bright armor in the morning sun.

But on the plain, another army had formed, less bright and gleaming but no less brave and honorable. Here was the population of the farmlands around the city. Thousands of humans were attacking the dark army in the flank, fighting doggedly to turn the forces of evil away from the capital city of their land.

The swift-travel magic slowed. They were where they wanted to be, high in the air above the city. The spell began to change. Ralnor saw that Sena seemed troubled as if she did not know what to do next.

“It’s asking me where specifically I want it to put us down,” she said.

Ralnor scanned the chaotic scene below him. “Dalan Gaur will most likely be going for the dungeon first, but judging by the map, that seems to be deep under the city. I want to land as close to Gaur himself as possible, but I can’t see any sign of a command post or anything like that in the army.”

“He is a master of deception,” Akhen reminded Ralnor. “This battle will be a mere distraction tactic to him. He will have set it in motion, but he will be using his stealth techniques to slip into the city and get to the dungeon while everyone else is distracted by the fight outside.”

“We should go directly to the dungeon, then,” Ralnor said. “Sena, can you take us there?”

“Actually,” she said, “that’s the easiest place for the spell to place us. The dungeon is the link between the amulet and the magic. We can go straight there. Though I’m not sure how we will get in if it’s underground. However…”

She gave a command to the magic that was running through the spell, and Ralnor felt himself transported down with immense speed. The city rushed up to meet them, and Ralnor’s heart suddenly raced as he saw the apparently impassible stone roofs and towers of the city rushing up to meet him.

Lana yelled out in fright, and then all went dark for a moment, then light, then dark again. They were passing through the walls and roofs of the city as if they had all had the stealth magic of Darlan Gaur. It was a most unsettling sensation. Every moment, Ralnor felt that he should be dashed to pieces on one of the dark stone surfaces through which he passed, but he was not.

The scene became darker, and then there was a sudden lurch and the magic left them. They found themselves standing in a chamber lit by flickering torches. The light cast dancing shadows in the room, lighting the faded wall hangings and the rough stone floor. There was a smell of dampness in the air. They were clearly deep underground. At the far end of the chamber, there stood an open door. Ralnor glanced around at his party.

“Everyone all right?”

Sena looked pale after her efforts, but she nodded, grimly.

The others were unsteady on their feet after the passage through the castle, but they were ready to fight. Farlo activated his armor, and Sena did the same. Her armor flickered into place, finely crafted plate and light chainmail appearing in a glow of white over her body. Ralnor followed their lead, activating the armor of Calgar and feeling the reassuring presence of the strong magical plates slipping into place around his body.

Farlo and Sena took their places in the lead as the melee specialists. Akhen and Lana held back—Lana ready with her bow, and Akhen with magic prepared, glowing around his hands.

Ralnor drew his channeling swords. “Let’s do this,” he said.

The friends moved at a trot toward the open door and stepped inside… or at least they tried to.

“There’s some sort of barrier in place,” Farlo said, prodding an unseen obstacle with his hand. Ralnor came forward to look. He reached a hand out and felt the invisible barrier. It was soft, elastic, but unyielding. There was no visual sign of it, though, and he was able to peer into the room beyond.

There, he saw a sight that made his heart sink. A blue dungeon crystal hung suspended in mid-air above a dais draped in blue cloth. It was spinning gently, sending out rays of azure light that illuminated the whole chamber.

The room was full of the corpses of monsters. A few of them had shards floating above them, but most did not.

It was instantly clear to all of them what had happened. They were too late. Darlan Gaur had made it to the dungeon, fought the monsters, and won. There was an empty space on the dais next to the crystal. A space that would have been just the right size for a suit of armor.

“He has beaten us to it,” Akhen said with a curse. “The Black Armor of Delkor must have been hidden here with the blue dungeon crystal, and Darlan has gained it and left.”

Sena suddenly activated her magic. Ralnor felt the flow of it as she channeled power toward the dungeon crystal. To his surprise, the flow of her power was able to pass through the barrier without resistance. He felt, rather than saw, her flow of magic, reaching the dungeon crystal.

As before, he sensed the stream of communication running between them both. At first, the dungeon crystal appeared less than happy to have been disturbed. After a big fight, a dungeon spirit required time to digest the energy that had been expended and to decide what new aspect it would add to its dungeon with that energy.

But after a moment’s conversation, the spirit within the crystal became more engaged. Ralnor felt interest and then dismay coming from the spirit. A moment later, there was a shimmering of light across the doorway.

Farlo stretched his hand forward again and pushed. He met no resistance.

“Wow!” he said, grinning at Sena. You’ve brought the dungeon around!”

“He did not know that it was Darlan Gaur who fought his monsters and took the armor. I informed him that Gaur was an evil sorcerer who wanted to use the armor to take over the world. The dungeon crystal has agreed to come with us now that he knows we have the blue amulet and Ralnor has the armor of Shem. I told him that we desire to reinstate the dungeons to a place of power and prestige in the land and that Gaur plans to destroy the city under which this blue dungeon spirit has rested safely for so long.”

“How did you make him believe you?” Lana asked in wonder.

Sena shrugged. “I was telling the truth. It is not difficult for these dungeons to know the difference when you are in direct communication with them. They are flighty and do not think of much beyond themselves, but they are not stupid. This one knew that I was telling the truth, and it has no desire to see the capital city of Tullian’s Vale reduced to ruins. Farlo, take the crystal. As you hold the blue amulet and armor, you are the best person to carry the blue dungeon crystal.”

Farlo did as Sena suggested. He stepped forward and grasped the blue crystal, and as his fingers touched it, Ralnor felt the regard of the spirit within turned on Farlo. The big elf did not have the power of communication with the crystal that Sena had, but despite this, Ralnor realized that the spirit within the crystal was able to read Farlo. It held back for a moment, and then he felt a surge of trust and confidence coming from it. Farlo held it up, and there was a blast of communication between the spirit and Sena.

“What did the spirit say?” Ralnor asked. Farlo was still holding the crystal aloft.

“He asks you to wait a moment,” Sena said to Farlo. “He needs to tidy up.”

Farlo stood waiting. Ralnor wondered what the spirit within the crystal meant. A moment later, it became clear.

The crystal glowed a beautiful bright blue, and shafts of blue light reached out from it, each striking one of the monster corpses that lay scattered around the dungeon chamber. In an instant, all the monsters were absorbed back into the crystal. The lights went out, and even the internal light that animated the crystal went dark.

Farlo glanced at Sena, and she nodded. “He’s done,” she said, and Farlo tucked the crystal carefully into his belt pouch.

“We need to get out of here,” Ralnor said. “But how do we find the way out? Sena, can you use your swift-travel spell again?”

“Not to get us out of here, I’m afraid,” she said. “The swift-travel magic is locked to the presence of a dungeon crystal. Now that we have the blue crystal with us, we would not be able to use the spell except to travel to a fixed dungeon location. The fast travel will only get us to Highbough or the night elf lands now.”

“Then we must try the traditional route,” he said. “Let’s get up top.”

They headed out of the chamber and into the corridor beyond. It seemed, strange though that appeared to Ralnor, that the corridor leading to the dungeon chamber was, in fact, quite well maintained and regularly used. There were no accumulations of dust on the floors, and the torches in the sconces were well-kept. There was no stain of soot on the stones above them, and they were not old.

“The humans of the city look after this corridor,” he said as they jogged along it. “There must be a clear way from here to the upper levels.”

It was as Ralnor thought. The corridor led to a flight of steps that took them upward to a floor that had windows to the outside world. From here, they moved through a series of rooms and empty hallways, all decorated in the human style with wall hangings and faded rugs on the floor but clearly deserted in a hurry.

“From the glimpse that we got as the magic was bringing us in to land,” Sena said, “I guess we’re in the main palace of the city—the castle up on the very top of the hill. The soldiers and folk of the castle must have abandoned it when they heard the alarm from outside.”

“What did the dungeon say about Gaur?” Ralnor asked as they moved ahead, following Sena’s lead. Since she had the most knowledge of the human way of building castles and cities, she was best placed to guess which direction they should go in.

“The dungeon,” Sena answered, “said only that a powerful magicker came, carrying the black amulet of Delkor, as we suspected. This magician sought the black armor, and the dungeon put out a good set of challenging monsters for him. The spirit said that Gaur used some kind of immensely powerful spell to defeat the dungeon—it’s not exactly clear to me what happened, but I think that Gaur’s magic vanquished the entire force of dungeon monsters with a single spell.

“Then, as Gaur had defeated it and held the amulet, the spirit revealed the armor to him. He immediately took it and left. The dungeon was disappointed not to have gotten a longer fight, but the power that Darlan Gaur used was immense, and the spirit was settling in to a long digesting session when we disturbed it.”

“We must have missed him by a hair’s breadth,” Akhen said, “if the dungeon had not yet had time to go to sleep and begin processing the energy from the fight.”

“I think we did,” Sena agreed.

As they moved through the chambers and hallways, the building around them became larger and more spacious. Sunlight streamed in through high windows, and they began to hear the screams and cries of battle and the thunder of explosions from the walls.

“What’s that booming noise?” Farlo asked. “I’ve never heard anything like that before, though I remember there was some kind of explosive device the humans used at Rayne’s Outpost.”

Sena shrugged. “I’ve heard rumors about the new weapons that the human army had been developing. Something like that. Something that used explosions to devastate tightly packed troop formations. But I don’t know what it is.”

“I’m sure we’re about to find out,” Ralnor said.

They burst out through a twin set of wooden doors that stood ajar, dashing out into the bright light of day. There were two human guards standing by the door. They were on edge, and when Ralnor and his friends burst through the door they backed off, lowering their pikes with the ends toward Ralnor.

“Friends,” Sena cried. “We are friends. There is no time to explain. We are here to help. Where is the king? How goes the battle?”

“We don’t know how the battle is going,” one of the guards said, peering at Sena’s face behind the glowing cheek guards of her graceful, armored helm. “But the king is at the front, with the soldiers. But who are you? What are you doing here, wearing such strange armor?”

“They are magicians of some kind, I say,” the other guard stated in a flat voice. “And one of them is an elf,” he added, eyeing Farlo with an unfriendly gaze.

Ralnor felt something strange happening. Inside himself, there was a shift, a deepening, an opening up. It was as if he saw the world in a new way, unexpected but somehow familiar. He felt his magic responding, and he felt a strange sensation as if he was somehow melding with a fate that had been long-planned for him but that he had not foreseen.

Sena was trying to convince the suspicious guard of her good intentions, but he was older than his companion, and the younger man seemed inclined to follow the lead of his senior.

The voices faded out as Ralnor felt his attention being drawn by his green amulet. There was something here, something for him to do.

He looked inside himself, inside the amulet, and found that they were no longer separate. Before, the amulet spells had been distinct, and he had been able to look at them clearly from this magical awareness sensing. Now, he saw his own spells and the amulet spells side by side, each as channels that he could use.

With a jolt, he understood that the armor and the amulet were working together, making the amulet’s powers his powers, so long as he was wearing the armor.

Immediately, he understood the implications. There was no need for him to use a minor shard to enact an amulet spell. Instead, he could use its power directly and power it as he would any other spell, with the flow of spirit magic that he could pull from the air around him.

His eyes snapped open. The guards were advancing on Sena. She, clearly reluctant to attack them, was giving ground, but all this was wasting time. Another thunderous explosion came from the walls. Darlan Gaur was out there somewhere, and he must be destroyed!

Ralnor raised a hand, channeling magic. The red stone set in the golden ring that was his only memento from Parlax, his father, suddenly changed color and glowed a bright green instead of its usual red.

He felt for the first time the true power of the amulet. Yes, it had the capacity to enact legendary blasts of spellwork, but it also had subtle powers that fed into Ralnor’s existing abilities. The unique power of the Amulet of Calgar was a power of control. He had used that to change the trajectory of a horde of monsters back when Highbough had been reclaimed, but now, he exerted a small, subtle influence, sending a tendril of control magic out toward the two guards. The magic slipped through them, around them, rolling softly into them with the subtlety and inevitability of an incoming tire over flat sand.

Ralnor sent a gentle urging along the connection with the guards. Akhen, whose senses of magic going on around him were incredibly acute, looked wide-eyed at Ralnor, clearly aware of what he was doing.

Suddenly, the guards’ attitude changed. The young man lowered his spear and stopped advancing, and the older man did the same, breaking into a broad, friendly grin. “Thank goodness you have come!” he said in a jolly voice that was completely changed. “You must go to the walls immediately. Your help will be invaluable. Hurry! There is no time to lose! It’s that way…”

He pointed ahead, and he and his companion urged them vigorously to go down to the battle without delay.

Sena, Farlo, and Lana, who had been unaware of Ralnor’s magic, stared in bafflement at the guards, but Akhen sent a knowing grin in Ralnor’s direction.

“Thank you both very much,” Ralnor said politely. “Good luck in guarding your post!”

“How in the name of…?” Farlo began.

“Control magic,” Ralnor said, taking the lead now as he ran with his friends in the direction of the battle. “Have a look at your own spells, and you might find that the same has happened for you. The amulets and the armor combined, giving access to the amulet powers as regular spells, with more subtle gradients of effectiveness and the ability to power the spells with your own energy, not with shards.”

Hearing his words, Farlo and Sena both dropped back a little, and Ralnor felt through his own field of magical awareness that they were doing as he suggested. A moment later, Farlo said, “Yes! You’re right! I have access to healing spells through my own magic, not just the magic of the amulet!”

“And I, too,” Sena confirmed. “I don’t think I could swift-travel like we just did without using the amulet’s special abilities, but I can speed things up—myself and others—to get places more quickly. And there is a version of the purification spell that I used on a dungeon. I think it could be used to remove negative enchantments from myself and others, possibly also creating a barrier against negative enchantments, too. One moment…”

They slowed, turning to look at her, and she lifted a hand to send a blast of white magic at each of them. It whirled around them for a moment, then settled, appearing only as a faint white glimmer over their bodies.

“I don’t know how long that will last,” she said, “but it will provide some protection against enchantments.”

As soon as Sena’s spell hit Ralnor, he felt a sudden clarity like a lifting of a veil from his mind that he had not known was there in the first place.

He felt a jolt of fear as he became aware that someone had been very close to him, watching him with magic, tracking his movements, and reading his thoughts.

“Malavax,” he said, then shook his head. “No, it can’t be. It must have been Gaur himself.”

When Ralnor had first encountered Malavax the Red mage, they had dueled each other before they had even met face to face. Through their mutual magical awareness of each other, they had latched onto each other's spells, finding out information about each other and sending blasts of force through that psychic connection to disrupt the other’s movements and plans.

Momentarily, Ralnor had recognized that spell and thought it was his old malefactor back again from the dead. But no, Darlan Gaur had the same ability, and he had been using it without Ralnor’s knowledge. For how long?

But there was no time to wonder. Sena’s enchantment-breaking spell had removed Gaur’s ability to conceal himself while he rifled Ralnor’s thoughts for information, and now he was retreating.

Ralnor felt Darlan Gaur’s magical form, a dark and brooding presence, full of pride, cold wisdom, and malicious intent. The dark mage withdrew but not quickly enough. Ralnor grabbed at him with his own magic and held on, as tenacious as a lobster. He sank magical claws into Darlan’s magical body, catching him, holding him, stretching out a tendril of connection between himself and Gaur that the evil mage could not break.

Gaur struggled, then grew still. Ralnor threw up a defensive shield as he realized that his enemy was preparing to attack him along the connection that they now shared. Sure enough, a rush of dark energy came blasting along the magical connection between them and slammed with incredible force into the shield Ralnor had hastily erected.

Ralnor’s physical and magical bodies both reeled under the assault, but his defense held, and he felt his enemy’s shock and fear at this devastatingly strong counterattack.

Ralnor gathered the dissipating magic that Gaur had thrown at him, added a blast of fire for good measure, and flung it back along the magical connection. He was rewarded with a psychic scream that echoed through his magical awareness. Gaur pulled back again, desperately trying to save a connection but being unable to.

Then Ralnor had him. “I know where he is,” he said aloud and with certainty. The others had stopped, and he realized that he must have come to a halt without intending to when he had begun to engage in his magical duel with Gaur. They did not ask what had happened.

“That way,” Ralnor said. “I have a link to him now, and he can’t break it. I wondered how we would find him in the midst of the battle, but Sena’s enchantment-blocking spell has allowed me to find him even through his stealth magic. Come on! To the walls!”

Ralnor changed course, dashing along a small, narrow alleyway and through a deserted courtyard, then down along a broad street that led towards the mighty gates of the city. Now, they suddenly found themselves in the midst of the battle. In the space behind the walls, a crush of hundreds of soldiers was working in frantic desperation to fling back the heedless, terrifying assault against the city.

It was true, Ralnor saw as he looked up. Darlan’s army was made of undead humans, raised from the grave by some foul necromancy. From above, they had just looked like a dark mass, but from up close, he saw them for what they were: a legion of corpses, clad in rusted armor and wielding ancient, battered swords and spears.

They felt no pain; they knew no fear. They came on, inexorable as an army of automatons, a terrifying flood of mindless, thoughtless killing machines.

But they left a great deal to be desired as an organized military force. Ralnor saw that now as he cast his trained, dispassionate soldier’s eyes over the scene. The undead were present in vast numbers, countless swarms of them flinging themselves against the walls. But the humans, though vastly outnumbered, were doing remarkably well. They were highly trained, skilled warriors who worked together to hurl back the assault. Men fought side by side and back-to-back on the walls themselves, and behind the walls, more soldiers operated huge catapults that lobbed burning spheres of dark material up over the wall and into the press beyond.

This, Ralnor realized, was the source of the explosions. Whatever these projectiles were made of, they seemed to explode with great force when they hit the ground on the other side of the wall.

Despite their fantastic garb and obviously magical weapons, few of the soldiers gave them a second look. Everyone was simply too busy with their own tasks to worry about five strange-looking newcomers.

“He’s on the other side of the wall, among the undead,” Ralnor said. “He’s not actively controlling them all, but the spell he has cast is immensely powerful, and it allows him to give general orders to groups of these monsters and have them immediately obeyed. I can read these things from reading his magical signature, but he’s not happy about it.”

“What do we do?” Farlo said. “We have to get over that wall and get close to him.”

“Sena,” Ralnor said. “I’m going to use my force platform to lift us up again and carry us over the walls. I need you to use your new ability to speed us up once we get in the air. He will see us coming, and the quicker we can cross the ground, the less chance he will have to respond.”

“Ready!” she said immediately, her hands glowing with magic.

Ralnor conjured the flying force platform, and they all leaped onto it. He raised it, with Akhen’s help to add extra power, and Sena joining her magic to his to boost the speed.

They lurched alarmingly swiftly up into the air, and then the human soldiers on the ground became aware of them. They cried out an alarm and amazement as Ralnor and his friends sailed up and over the wall.

The sight that met them beyond the walls was terrible to behold. For two miles beyond the outer wall the ground was black with the undead army, a solid, writhing mass of mindless fighters. So this was Darlan’s plan. He must know how inefficient his warriors were, but he planned to simply fling an immense number of them at the defenses. For every human soldier in the city, there must have been one hundred of these horrors on the plain if not more.

The defense might last for a long time, but eventually, it would be overrun by the sheer weight of numbers, and the city would be destroyed.

“He has his armor and his amulet!” Sena shouted, stung to rage by Gaur’s ruthlessness. “Why does he want to flatten the city?”

“He is a necromancer,” Akhen said. “He can rule the dead with ease but not the living. He will kill everyone, and every person who dies will become a recruit for his army. Then he will rule an empire of the dead, a lifeless world, and who knows? Perhaps that will bring him some satisfaction.”

“He must be completely insane!” Sena replied. “I’m going to kill him for what he’s done to my city.”

“Not if I kill him first,” Ralnor said. They were speeding across the dark mass of the army, and Ralnor had at last seen what he was looking for. Down below, half a mile away on their right, there was a tall figure who gleamed in the sun amid the mass of the gray and rotted undead fighters. A tall figure, wearing beautifully decorated black armor.

Ralnor’s magical awareness of Gaur led straight to him.

At last, Ralnor was about to come face to face with his enemy.


Chapter 21

Ralnor turned the hovering platform and, with the aid of Sena’s speed boost, headed straight for Darlan Gaur. He saw them coming and immediately raised his black-armored hands and fired a blast of dark fire at them.

The bolt was shaped like a flame, but it was black as night. Indeed, it seemed as black and as evil as the darkness that had clung for so long to Highbough—the corruption that flowed from the portal.

Sena and Ralnor’s magics were already joined, and together, they threw up a shield of force magic that was enhanced with Sena’s purification spell. The black magic crashed into the outside of the spell and then transformed into a puff of smoke. The impact was powerful, and it rocked the force platform, but they did not fall off.

Ralnor clenched his jaw and aimed them right at Gaur.

And then something happened that they had not planned for.

All of them had their eyes fixed on Gaur, and they only became aware of the falling projectile at the last moment. Through pure chance, one of the exploding catapult rounds from the city had flung right out and was falling straight toward them.

Ralnor had no time to think. He threw force magic up to defend them against the falling explosive, and the projectile hit the shield and detonated with a deafening explosion just above their heads.

The shock of the explosion and the strain of splitting his magic caused the force platform to wobble violently, then begin to disperse.

Ralnor tried to hold it together, but the damage was done. His ears ringing, he did the only thing he could do. He dropped them toward the ground as quickly as he could so that the collapsing force platform would not drop them to the ground from any greater a height than was absolutely necessary.

He made it to about three feet above the heads of the packed undead before the force platform spell collapsed. They fell, crashing down on the undead army.

The undead screeched in dry, inhuman voices as the five companions landed like missiles on their heads. Akhen’s tiger form swept into action and was suddenly among them, hamstringing them, tearing their limbs and heads off, and sending them scattering back in a circle around Ralnor and his stunned companions.

Farlo and Lana leaped to their feet first, and Farlo staggered forward as he swung his flaming sword in a huge arc, cutting through four undead with each stroke. Lana was on her feet, standing by Sena, who had banged her head and was taking longer to get up than the rest of them. Her white armor flared with blue light as Farlo suddenly made use of his new healing spell and sent a bolt of healing to her. She blinked, shook herself, and surged to her feet, her gleaming blade in her hand as she and Lana waded in to help Farlo.

Lana had no chance of using her bow here. The enemies were too closely packed. Ralnor was up as well, and his shaken magic was returning to his control. He fired battle magic at his friends and saw them increase in speed and efficiency as the green spell shimmered over their bodies.

Then he attacked the press of undead with his swords, sweeping from left to right, cutting a path through toward Darlan Gaur.

The others had the same idea. Gaur stood on a small rise, an island in a dark sea of hideous fighters, his gleaming black armor looking like the battle dress of some nightmare king.

Together, Ralnor and his friends hacked and slashed their way through the press toward Gaur, but for every undead they felled, another two took their place. There were countless thousands of them, and there was no hope of being able to take them all out.

Ralnor drew magic through himself and fired a great, unfocused blast of flame through the packed enemies. They burned well. As soon as the flames touched them, they went up like men made of paper and tinder, flashing and burning to ash in the blink of an eye.

This bought the friends a moment, and they dashed into the space that had been created by the blast.

“Combine the magic!” Ralnor cried to his friends. “We must combine our power!”

The others drew nearer to him. The undead were in disarray, more forces moving up to fill the gap but not quite there yet. Ralnor felt his friends reaching toward him and feeding him magical power, but at the same time, he felt their spells available to him. He reached through them and created a devastating combination of his fire, searing light and purification from Lana, and juggernaut strength from Farlo.

Then, he added a minor shard from inside his own amulet and cast the resulting spell.

There was a rolling boom as another explosive went off nearby, and at the same time, there was a blinding flash of white light and devastating fire.

The spell Ralnor had cast manifested as a sheet of burning light, a wall of devastating purification and searing light and flame. Ralnor pushed it forward and out from himself, shoving into the approaching undead from both sides.

The spell was terrifyingly effective. It tore a swathe through the massed enemies like a scythe through ripe corn, and suddenly, they were at the bottom of the hill, looking right up at Darlan Gaur.

Ralnor threw himself at the necromancer, magical awareness grasping at him and looking for any crack in his psychic armor that he could punch a hole through.

Akhen raced around, dashing at Gaur’s armored feet, and as he moved, Sena sent a dose of her purification magic to him. The white tiger suddenly shone brightly, and when he slashed his huge claws at Gaur’s armor, the gashes they left did not heal.

Gaur roared out in pain and anger, and his grip on his own psychic defenses slipped.

As quick as a cat, Ralnor pounced. He ran his magical awareness through the gap into Gaur’s mind with a focused punch as narrow and focused as the blade of a knife. He rummaged, looking for information, for weakness, for anything he could exploit to defeat this enemy.

And he found it.

Darlan Gaur's knowledge was deep, and his understanding of magic was immense, but his view of the world was flawed and confused. He came from an ancient time, and he was trying to use an ancient magic. His necromancy power was contained entirely in the black amulet of Delkor, and that was his weakness. He had miscalculated. He had thought that the black dungeon crystal of Delkor would be here, at Tullian’s Vale. That was where it had been when, in battle with Parlax, he had been trapped within a preservation chamber.

But something had happened in the centuries between. Something that he did not understand. Somehow, the dungeon crystals and their matching armor and amulets had gotten mixed up, and on his arrival at Tullian’s Vale, he had found only the blue dungeon crystal. The armor was there, yes, and that had been something, but it was the dungeon crystal he’d really been after.

Ralnor grabbed that thread and followed it, rummaging in Darlan Gaur’s mind and memory like a man overturning tables and emptying drawers in search of treasure.

Why? Why did he want the dungeon crystals?

Then he saw it. They were the key, Gaur knew, the true resting place of power. They were the key to unlocking the full potential of the amulets and the armor. Combined, as Ralnor had discovered, a full set of amulet, armor, and crystal could grant a mage free access to the magic of the amulet without the need to use shards. To raise his undead armies, Gaur had been compelled to gather many shards through dungeon fighting, and he had to use them freely. That was not sustainable.

But there was something else, something deeper. The crystals and the spirits they contained were an immense source of power. They could alter their environment, consume power from others, and even use it to drive the creation of worlds at a stroke.

And then Ralnor saw it, the ultimate intention, the evil that this terrible being wished to perpetuate on the world. He wished not simply to use the dungeon spirits to access the power they could release.

He wanted to consume them. He wanted to destroy them and eat their life forces the way Malavax had consumed the lives of those unfortunate men at the battle of Rayne’s Outpost.

As Ralnor himself had, at the last, consumed Malavax.

Darlan Gaur wanted to destroy the dungeons, but he could only do so once he had the armor and the amulets as well.

The rifling of this information from Gaur’s mind had taken only a moment, the space of a thought. Ralnor was shocked by the amount of information and the sense of the deep and fanatical hatred that the necromancer held for all living things.

But he was not as shocked as Gaur was. Ralnor himself had experienced the terror of having an enemy rummage through his mind in the past, and Darlan Gaur had never experienced it before. He was stunned by the sensation, enraged, and terrified by the presence of an enemy deep within his mind.

Ralnor was within him, finding out his plans and discovering his weaknesses. He could see that there were layers upon layers within Gaur, and in a moment, he would be able to reach past them to something deeper. Something more fundamental.

Gaur’s psychic strength suddenly roared to life, and with a violent twist, he freed himself of Ralnor, kicking him out of his mind with a wrench that sent Ralnor slamming back into his body.

Only a moment had passed in physical time, and Ralnor came back to himself as Akhen’s tiger form whizzed past Gaur and turned, readying himself for another attack.

But the mage Darlan Gaur had both the power of the black amulet at his command and the power of the armor.

He flung his hands wide, and the ground around them erupted. The earth bubbled as if boiling in a cauldron, and from the ground, something rose. Something huge.

Earth and rocks flew aside in a sudden thunder of black smoke and magic. A shape emerged from the ground, huge and winged, with four thick legs and a long, toothy maw that belched black fire in a sudden gout of searing flame.

The fire hit Farlo full-on, but the others managed to dodge the blast. He was hidden for a moment by the blast, and Ralnor felt his heart go out of him for a moment before a blast of blue light dispersed the black fire, and Farlo’s armored form leaped forward again, his sword blazing with magical flame as he attacked the beast.

His armor was blazing like a blue sun—it had been scorched and warped by the black fire—but even as Ralnor watched, he saw the armor repairing itself, the blue metal shivering back into place and reappearing a moment later exactly as it had been before.

The blue armor of Shem had saved Farlo’s life.

The big elven warrior threw himself at the monster. As the dirt and earth fell away from the beast, Ralnor saw what the creature was. For the first time, he realized what they were up against. A dragon. But not just any dragon. An undead dragon armored with the black fire of Delkor.

Ralnor glanced from side to side. Farlo, Sena, and he were armored in magical god armor, and on Farlo, at least, that seemed to be enough to protect from the dragon’s fire. But Lana and Akhen were not so armored. Lana was dressed only in her regular Ranger gear. She was enhanced with the black iron-studded gauntlets, and they might dispel magical blasts that were sent against her, but Ralnor had no desire to find out how effective they would be against a full-scale blast of dragon fire.

Akhen, too, was unarmored. He had his spirit tiger form, but there was no reason to believe that would be able to protect him against this monster.

“Akhen, Lana, get out of its way!” Ralnor ordered.

He dashed forward, slashing at the dragon’s wings and following up with a spear of force magic that smashed into the creature’s side, even as he felt Gaur try to break the magical connection between them.

Darlan’s main magical affinity was for stealth and deception, and Ralnor realized now that Gaur was trying to get away from them… or was he?

Their enemy had vanished from sight, but Ralnor could still feel him close. He spun, dashing in to deal another blow to the dragon, this time on the back leg. The creature’s tail whipped around, the huge, heavy growth at the end flailing through the air as powerful as a battering ram. Sena was with Ralnor, firing bolts of searing light mixed with purification from her left hand as she dealt powerful blows to the dragon’s flank with the gleaming sword in her right hand.

Dragons. There were no dragons in the world. Ralnor had heard of them as parts of old stories, but he didn’t think there were any real dragons in the world.

And yet it would seem that this mound outside the capital city of Tullian’s Vale had, for countless years, housed the remains of one. Gaur had known it. He must have known from his knowledge of the olden days that this dragon corpse was here, ready to be raised by his foul necromancy to fight another day.

Ralnor was fighting with the dragon, keeping an eye on Akhen and Lana, who were holding off a group of undead that had attacked from one side, and at the same time, he was trying to keep track of Darlan Gaur through his forced link to the necromancer.

The effort was taking its toll, but he was managing to keep it going. There was something here, though, something he did not understand still. Some other element to Darlan Gaur’s plan that he did not yet understand.

He had almost been in touch with it. When he had been inside his enemy’s mind, he had recognized the presence of a deeper secret and had almost been able to grasp it when Gaur, sensing how close Ralnor had come, had panicked and flung him back.

What did Darlan Gaur want? What did he need?

At that moment, Farlo made an immense push forward. Sena had hamstrung the undead dragon, and Ralnor leaped back as the dragon toppled to one side and began to crumble like dust as the animating spell that had raised it from the dead began to break.

Farlo surged forward, delivering a flurry of blows to the monster’s head. Fire blazed from the blade of his sword as he finished the monster, and Sena hopped back out of the way.

Ralnor turned to her to speak, and then suddenly, Gaur was on him, inside him, his dark presence rifling into Ralnor’s mind as a moment ago Ralnor had done to him.

“Your magic is useful, youngling,” Gaur said, his voice a growl of evil satisfaction inside Ralnor’s head. “You did not expect me to learn its form so quickly. But you are up against a foe that your puny mind cannot conceive. I am Darlan Gaur, an ancient carrier of the power of Delkor. Where are the black gem and the green? Where are the dungeon crystals?”

Ralnor felt a horrible pressure on his mind. Gaur’s magic was leaning on him, forcing him to answer. He resisted with all the will he had, but it was futile.

“The black gem is in the elven lands.” The information was drawn from him with casual violence, the way a man might yank a blade from where it had tangled in an enemy’s ribs.

“And the green in Highbough.”

“You have them not?” Gaur asked, suddenly angry. “You have not brought them here?”

“I thought you knew,” Ralnor said.

Rage suddenly filled Darlan Gaur, and he dropped Ralnor like a limp rag.

Ralnor regained control of himself and his mind in a moment, but not before he had seen the thought that was in Gaur’s mind. He needed all five amulets, all five crystals, and all five armors. There was a spell that might be enacted when they were all brought together. A magic so powerful that… what?

Gaur’s final purpose remained hidden from Ralnor, but he had seen enough during Gaur's brief questioning of him to understand that the gathering of all the items in one place was the essential element of his plan.

And if the gathering of all the elements could enact some immensely powerful magic for Darlan, then could it not do the same for Ralnor?

He pulled himself together with an effort and looked around. Farlo was standing over the dragon with his blade in his hand, and Akhen and Lana were pressing back against a company of undead.

Sena stood near Ralnor. She turned to him and smiled, and then a black shadow rippled into shape behind her.

And Ralnor understood. To bring the last two dungeon crystals together, one would need to travel to the elf lands and to Highbough to get them. And the only person who had the power to travel there was…

“Sena!” Farlo yelled, his voice full of terror as the huge, black-armored form of Darlan Gaur appeared directly behind Sena. Before she could turn, his gauntleted hands landed on her shoulders, and her eyes rolled up, exposing the whites as she went limp.

There was only one thing Ralnor could do. He threw himself forward and grabbed Sena’s arm, and in a moment, he understood that he had done exactly as Gaur had wanted.

“Thank you, yes,” Gaur’s voice said, speaking directly into Ralnor’s mind. “We shall need you also. The others we can dispense with for the moment.”

A horrible sensation came over Ralnor. Black fingers reached into his soul, threading their way through his magic until they found his amulet. They gripped the amulet—not the physical jewel around his neck, but the magical presence of the jewel that existed on the psychic plane of his magical awareness.

They wrapped around the crystal and gripped tight to the power there. At the same moment, Ralnor was aware that Gaur was doing the same thing to Sena. The power of his black amulet was an insidious thing; it reached through the very fabric of their magical beings and took control of their amulets.

Ralnor felt the power of Calgar rising against him. The power of control. It was the most deeply horrible sensation he had ever felt in his life. A fundamental violation of the soul, of the will, of all that made him who he was.

Gaur had used the black amulet to take control of the amulet of Calgar and was now turning that power against Ralnor and his friends.

Farlo could not move. He was gripped by the power of the amulet and stood as still as a statue, his eyes wide with horror as he contemplated the sight of Ralnor and Sena—the two people he loved most in the world—in the grip of the monstrous black, gleaming form of Darlan Gaur.

Akhen and Lana had turned from their fight and were watching in horror, too, but they were too far away to do anything in the moment.

Then Ralnor felt Gaur reaching into the white amulet. He activated the swift-travel spell, aiming for the night elf country.

And then they were gone.

The travel was completely disorienting this time. When they had used the spell before, they had been inspired by their loyalty to one another and their desire to come to where their enemy was and defeat him.

Now, they were traveling against their wishes, little more than pawns in Darlan Gaur’s evil plotting. He was using them as vessels, convenient vectors for the magical powers of the amulets.

Ralnor wondered if this was what Gaur needed. Was this the nature of the black amulet, the trickster amulet, that it could bind the users of all the others to its will? If that was true, then it made sense for Gaur to have kept it on his person when he was banished to the preservation chamber.

For the first time, Ralnor fully understood that at the fundamental basis of magic was the intent of the user, the emotions and purposes that drove the mage. He had always known this in theory, of course—one had to have a pure intention to make magic work properly, and magic done with malign intent was liable to cause unintended and unpleasant consequences for the mage.

For this reason, the magicians of the Black Spire had often displayed hideous physical deformities after their long practice of evil magic, and the minds of such users often became as corrupted as their faces.

Ralnor felt the dark purpose of Darlan’s magic driving them through the air. His vision of the passing world beneath him was not clear as it had been before. He had a vague impression of mountains flying by beneath them, but there was a haze upon his mind and a darkness in his heart that was stopping him from perceiving anything clearly.

A part of his mind was still his own, but it drifted without purpose, all intention and energy gone from him as he hurtled through the air, completely under the control of his enemy.

There was no urgency in his mind anymore. He considered the ultimate victory of Gaur, the gathering of all the magical god chalices, the armors, and the dungeon crystals together, and the enacting of Gaur’s ultimate spell. He considered his own death, the death of his friends, and the destruction of everything he had worked so hard for. None of it moved him. It seemed an abstraction.

“None of it matters now anyway,” he thought. “It’s over. I suppose it’s good that at least I tried.”

A jarring landing brought him back to his senses a little. Rain was lashing through the air. It was very dark, but the red light of fire lit the wet ground near his feet with a sinister glow. Roars and screams and inhuman cries filled the air.

A village was burning, and Ralnor was vaguely aware that down a short slope from where they stood, a group of people was making a last stand against a host of undead warriors.

“The mountains,” he thought. “We’re in the night elf country.”

There was an entrance into the side of a cliff next to them. Sena was slumped on Gaur’s left, his hand gripping her wrist. His other hand was on Ralnor’s wrist, and through that physical contact, he maintained his control over the two young people.

“Why does he not take the amulets from us?” Ralnor wondered. “But perhaps he cannot.”

“No,” Gaur said, and Ralnor realized either that he had spoken aloud or Gaur had read his thoughts.

“I can take them from you if I wish, but it is more convenient for me to use them through you. An amulet that is forced from a user takes a little time to recover, you see, and time is one thing that I do not have. Or rather,” he added, with a chuckle, “patience is a thing that I do not have. I was forced to wait more than three centuries for this, Ralnor. I think you should understand if I’m eager to enact my plan without delay.”

He turned to the dungeon doorway and sighed. “I should have come here first, you see,” he explained in a conversational tone. “Back when Parlax and I dueled, the dungeon crystals had already been placed, and the plan was prepared that if it ever became necessary, the armor would be placed with them.

“The plan we made—we, the Great Five, I mean—was that the armor and the amulets should be placed with the crystals, with a matching set in each place. Then, if the secrets of their use were lost, the dungeons would protect them forever. And if some great cataclysm came about—as, indeed, I understand that it did—then if we survived it, we could return and quickly gather the mighty power that came from having dungeon, armor, and amulet working together.”

“But you were tricked.” It was, to Ralnor’s surprise, Sena who had spoken. Her head was still slumped on her chest, and her voice was blurred and thick as if she were asleep, but she had spoken and of her own accord. Gaur looked sharply at her.

“I thought you were completely unconscious,” he snapped, “but you people seem to have great resilience, and I suppose the armor helps. It matters not, of course, as I can control you completely if I choose. Speak, do, I welcome it. What a pity you five were not on my level and chose to pitch yourselves against me. Together, what triumphs we might have achieved.”

A little flicker of hope kindled in Ralnor’s heart, and he felt the dull, slack sensation that had clouded his mind lessen a little. Sena had managed to conceal from Darlan that she was, in fact, conscious. That meant Darlan’s control was not perhaps as complete as he believed.

Ralnor kept quiet, watching and waiting. The rain roared down around him, and the smell of smoke from the burning village was in the air.

“I was, as you say, deceived,” Darlan continued. “After my imprisonment, Parlax must have moved the crystals and the amulets about, separating the sets and moving the black dungeon crystal from Tullian’s Vale to here, in the mountains, far from any of the others. No doubt he thought I would be stopped—or at least slowed—if I ever managed to break from my prison. And I suppose he did succeed in slowing me down a little. Perhaps he would have taken some satisfaction from that, at least.

“And now, enough talk,” he said briskly. Ralnor felt the spell of control that Darlan was enacting tighten, and he felt himself moving forward, stepping with a stuttering, ungainly gait as Darlan Gaur controlled his movements and Sena’s as well as his own.

“I shall need my hands free,” Gaur said, then stepped forward toward the entrance in the cliff.

A short corridor of the same kind they had seen in all the dungeons led to a wide-open space, in the middle of which a single light glowed from a strange sight—a candle sitting on a wooden table, with nothing else in the room.

Darlan chuckled with satisfaction. “There you are,” he said. “I see you. I bear the armor and the amulet, and I am here to claim you for my own. Give me your test.”

The candle flame flickered in acknowledgment, and through his haze, Ralnor felt the presence of the dungeon spirit activating. There was a darkening in the corners of the room, black shadows thickening and pooling and suddenly becoming solid shapes.

The dungeon monsters manifested from the shadows, a host of dark figures in armor, fifteen of them at least, with long, two-handed swords and glowing red eyes gleaming out from deep helmets. They moved silently, dark wraiths of shadow that surged suddenly forward toward Darlan Gaur.

Ralnor was still connected to Gaur through his magical awareness, though the connection was mostly dominated by Gaur’s control of him. The tendrils of dark magic that were threaded through the connection between Darlan and Ralnor were tightly set, and there was nothing Ralnor could have done to break them.

But there was still a connection open, and Darlan was too confident in his control of Ralnor to realize that this connection also left him open. Ralnor would have not been able to reach across the connection and rifle through Darlan’s mind and thoughts as he had done before, but he could still see in more, he guessed, than Darlan realized or would have wanted.

As the shadow wraith warriors advanced swiftly, Ralnor clearly perceived Darlan’s spell. This was the same spell that he had used in the azure dungeon under Tullian’s Vale—a mighty blast of strength that could vaporize groups of enemies in an instant.

Ralnor clearly perceived the process as Darlan drew power through himself and channeled it through the black amulet—through the channel that would activate the devastating spell. Ralnor saw the spell, and he understood it. He could not reach it, could not have any effect on it, but the fact that he could see this deeply into Darlan’s process brought him hope.

It was a weakness in his enemy, and at this point, it seemed the only possible exploit he might be able to make use of.

The dark magic erupted from the amulet in a blast of dark energy, sending spikes of dark shadow to every enemy at once. The effect was impressive; the fifteen wraiths took one hit and vanished in puffs of black smoke.

The dungeon spirit was impressed, there was no denying that. Gleaming shards appeared where the wraiths had been a moment before, and Darlan lazily reached out a hand to gather them up.

“I hold the amulet and the armor,” he repeated again, speaking apparently to the candle in the center of the room. “Reveal yourself to me. I have passed the test, and I claim you.”

There was a shimmering change in the light in the chamber, and a moment later, the candle changed into a gleaming black orb of crystal. Light shone from it—a strange light that illuminated the room with a reddish radiance. The crystal hung above the table, and Darlan Gaur approached, grasped the crystal, and reached up to place the crystal against his chest.

To Ralnor’s surprise, the crystal slotted neatly into place on the chest of the armor and vanished. Darlan’s black armor gleamed with internal light, and he turned his helmeted face toward Ralnor.

“You didn’t know about that, did you?” he said. “Well, no matter. One down, one to go. A quick trip to Highbough, then back to Tullian’s Vale, and my task will be complete. I will have all the armors, all the amulets, and all the dungeon crystals, and even better, I will have you two—and your elven friend back there—to help me. Perhaps I shall keep you alive for a little while, just so that you can see the full extent of my victory. You don’t know the full story yet, but you shall. Once I have gathered the power of the five chalices together, then you will see. Oh, yes.” He rubbed his armored hands together with dark glee.

“Oh, yes,” he said again. “Then you will all see.”


Chapter 22

Sena cried out with a mixture of disgust and pain as Darlan turned his full attention on her for a moment. The sense of being actively controlled by Gaur was horrible. For Ralnor, this sensation was continuous because Gaur was constantly drawing on the green amulet’s power of control to maintain his power over Ralnor and Sena, but for Sena, the sudden sensation of him turning his full attention on her to use the swift-travel power of the white amulet was acutely unpleasant.

Ralnor felt again the sickening rush of speed as he was lifted up, through the fabric of the mountain above him and out into the open air. He was aware of the rain, of the fires below him, and of the sea of dark figures that were Darlan’s undead host, surrounding the village.

Then it was gone, and darkness was all about him. He tried to think, tried to make some plan of attack, but it was useless. He could not think, could not imagine, could not string a coherent thought together in this place. He was aware of Sena nearby and of the white and red dungeon crystals in her belt pouch. He was aware of the black crystal contained now within Darlan’s armor and of the red amulet and armor contained in a pouch in Darlan’s belt. The magical presences seemed strong to him here, but the flow of his thoughts was muddied beyond recall.

They landed, appearing deep under Highbough, right inside the dungeon. Here, Ralnor felt the presence of Calgar, the tree spirit, suddenly around them. The spirit was concerned; something terrible was happening outside, and now strangers were in the dungeon.

Darlan seemed also to feel the presence of the spirit. He moved quickly forward, calling out to the door of fire that glowed at the back of the chamber.

“Dungeon Spirit,” he cried. “You know me. I defeated your monsters once, and now I return with the green amulet and the green armor of Calgar.” He shoved Ralnor forward. “See, I have both, and both obey me. Show yourself. The test is passed, and I may command you!”

There was a shimmering of light from the fiery doorway, and to Ralnor’s dismay, the green crystal appeared exactly as commanded. Gaur snatched it. He looked at Ralnor for a moment and seemed to be considering whether to place the green crystal into the green armor as he had done with the black crystal and his own armor, but he decided against it. He shook his head and instead slipped the crystal into his belt pouch alongside the red amulet.

“That,” he said, “will do for now.”

The dungeon around them was beginning to fade, but at that instant, the ancient spirit of Calgar suddenly became fully aware of them. Calgar, the only one of the original god spirits still in existence, had been sleeping here in Highbough for a long, long time. He was out of practice at being awake in the world, and in many ways, he was an anachronism, an ancient being from a different time that had no place in the world as it had become.

But in that instant, he roared into life. “You!” he boomed, and his true voice thundered through their minds, making Gaur flinch and cower down. “You, traitor! I know you. I remember you! What is this that you have done?” The anger and despair of Calgar were terrible to behold. The old spirit seemed in a moment to have grown to his full former strength, and the fury of his regard was enough to knock them backward.

Darlan crashed to the ground and then leaped to his feet, grabbing Ralnor and Sena by their wrists again.

For a moment, Darlan’s control wavered. In that instant, Ralnor thought he might—just maybe—be able to break the control and pull free of Darlan, but the necromancer made a supreme effort and hauled them up.

His magic roared to life, powered by his own fear and desperation, and as they felt Calgar’s presence rushing toward them, Gaur activated the swift-travel amulet once again.

Ralnor could almost have admired him. It was a mighty effort, an immense use of raw magical strength, and it worked… just.

As they hurtled out of the dungeon, they felt the impact of Calgar manifesting a burst of incomprehensible power in the space they had just vacated. A fraction of a second later, Ralnor was sure that Darlan Gaur would have been destroyed, vaporized by that inconceivable explosion of strength from an ancient god.

Instead, they blasted through the tree and out, hurtling across the sea, west toward Tullian’s Vale.

Straight to Farlo.

As Farlo was carrying the blue dungeon crystal, and the swift-travel spell was tied to the locations of the crystals, Darlan Gaur was able to land almost on top of Farlo.

Ralnor blinked as he collapsed to the ground with Sena landing on top of him. He saw a glimpse of Farlo, Lana, and Akhen standing back-to-back, fighting desperately and without hope against a wall of undead that was thousands strong.

They had retreated to the top of the mound that had contained the dragon, the only even slightly defensible point within reach. None of them were down, but Akhen had returned to his regular shape and was crouched between Farlo and Lana, conjuring magic.

As Gaur appeared, the undead suddenly withdrew. Before Farlo knew what was happening, Gaur had placed a hand on him, and Ralnor felt the control spell from the green amulet around his neck rushing to take over Farlo.

Lana and Akhen leaped back, and Lana raised her blade to strike, but black and green tendrils of magic rushed from Gaur’s fingers and wrapped around them. Instantly, they stopped moving and stood as still as statues in the mud.

Gaur seemed to grow taller, his form filling out, inflating with pride and self-satisfaction.

“I have done it. Against all the odds, against the trickery and deception of Parlax, I have brought the amulets, the armor, and the dungeon crystals together. All three sets are now here, within my grasp. Within my control, the White, Azure, Red, Green, and the Black to control them all as one!”

The sky darkened above him, and he raised his arms into the air, his finger spreading out and his face turned toward the sky.

Ralnor was frozen in place, lying on the ground looking up, but suddenly, he felt himself rising into the air. Beside him, Sena was also being lifted up, and from her pouch, the white and red crystals emerged.

Gaur was setting them all in readiness. His control was complete, and Ralnor watched helplessly as Farlo was levitated into the air as well.

Soon Ralnor, Sena, and Farlo floated helplessly, a little above Darlan Gaur, suspended in the air by the necromancer’s magic. The blue, white, green, and red dungeon crystals floated in front of them.

“One more thing, I think,” Gaur said, stepping back and tilting his head as if regarding a beautiful piece of art. He turned to Lana and extended a hand toward her. The red amulet floated through the air and settled around her neck, and a moment later, red light flickered around her, and the red armor appeared on her body.

Darlan smiled with satisfaction and raised her up as well so that she floated next to Ralnor.

As for Akhen, he stood as still as stone, only his eyes moving as he watched in horror the events playing out before him.

Lana was clad in the red armor, the red amulet around her neck, and the red crystal floating in front of her. Farlo was in blue, and the blue crystal floated in front of him. Sena was in white, and next to her, Ralnor floated in the green armor.

Gaur, placing his hands on his hips, regarded them for a moment and then reached up to remove his helmet. For the first time, they saw his face. It was as white as parchment, with black hair and eyes as cold and dark and hard as the armor of Delkor.

“The ritual is complete,” he said simply, then reached out his hand.

Ralnor felt the dark controlling power of the black amulet strengthening on him, wrapping around him, and delving deep into the amulet around his neck. He saw—and felt—the black tendrils of the magic wrapping themselves around the armor, around the crystal in front of him, and he saw also that the same thing was happening to his friends.

Darlan pushed more and more magic through the black amulet until the very air around them seemed to hum with dark magic.

But then he frowned. His brow was furrowed with effort, his mouth twisted up with it, and sweat had broken out on his brow, but nothing was happening.

What was supposed to happen? Should he be able to consume the crystals? Draw off the power of all the artifacts and take them into himself in one swoop?

Whatever he was trying to do, it was not working.

And then, suddenly, his eyes widened with shock as something new appeared in front of him. It was an empty space in the air, a blank spot in front of the crystals. A dungeon crystal-shaped hole in reality.

“What is this?” Gaur gasped. “It cannot be. Another crystal? A sixth? The ritual is calling for a sixth crystal!?”

Rage and fear were growing in his voice. He suddenly turned on Ralnor, and Ralnor felt the power of the controlling magic tightening on him like a choking hand around his neck.

“What is this about a sixth crystal, you whelp?” Darlan screamed. “Tell me!”

“I… do… not… know…” Ralnor gasped. The words were drawn from him but not of his own volition. And they were true. In all their adventures, in all their interactions with the crystals and the armor, no one—not even Akhen—had mentioned the need for a sixth crystal to somehow bring all the powers together into one.

“You,” Gaur barked, turning to Akhen, “what do you know of this?”

Ralnor felt the control spell on himself lessen as Gaur turned his attention to Akhen.

The old half-elf struggled a little, but the power was too strong. “I know”—he gasped—“everything about it.”

“Tell me!” Gaur screamed.

Through his pain, and to Ralnor’s amazement, Akhen’s old, lined face creased into a half-smile. “There is no point, Gaur. Even if you know, it will do you no good. So I will tell you.”

For a moment, Ralnor thought his old mentor’s eyes flicked in his direction. His heart broke for the old fellow, placed in such a position.

But Akhen’s smile broadened. “The world has changed, Gaur,” he said. “We knew you would return. We knew it was only a matter of time. And so, once you were in stasis, we put a new device in place that would foil you for sure—or anyone else who tried to do what you are trying to do. We created an entirely new magic, and with it, we made a fail-safe.”

“We?” Gaur hissed. “What do you mean, “we”? Who are you? What are you?”

“I am… the sixth. I am the one you never knew about. The Great Five, the wizards were called, yes, but there was a sixth. A hidden one. A fail-safe. Only Parlax knew about me. Parlax and King Harald. Even poor Rella did not know who I was, though I met her in another guise and taught her to master her native magic.”

At the names of Rella and Parlax, a look of slow horror dawned on Darlan Gaur’s face.

“What. Did. You. Do?” he demanded, speaking each word with cold and deadly precision. “Tell me now, and we shall see whether it will do me any good.”

Akhen suddenly writhed in pain as Darlan tightened the grip of his control on the old mage again. Though Ralnor and his companions were still helplessly dangling in the air, Darlan’s focus had left them, and Ralnor felt a little more able to think for himself. He even managed to move his head slightly to the right, so that he could see Akhen and Gaur more clearly and his companions, too.

“We created a magic that had never been before, and with that magic we made… a new crystal,” Akhen said. “A hidden crystal that was tuned to respond only to a fundamental element. It had no armor, no amulet, and no dungeon spirit associated with it. The crystal was hidden in the other realm, and only if all the dungeon crystals, armors, and amulets were brought together with the new element could that crystal be manifested. But it is the keystone, Gaur, and without it, you will never be able to unite the crystals and do what you are trying to do.”

“What is the element?” Gaur demanded. “What is the element I need to add to the spell to make it work?”

He gestured impatiently at where Ralnor and his companions hung in the air, dangling like trussed fowl ready for slaughter. He gestured at the crystals and at the empty gap in the spell that hung in front of them.

The space for the keystone.

Ralnor saw that Darlan Gaur did not believe Akhen. He could not accept that there was an element in existence that he could not use. He seemed now like a spoiled and entitled child, demanding what he wanted from an older, wiser person.

Ralnor felt the control spell tightening painfully again around Akhen. The old half-elf jerked visibly, and to Ralnor’s horror, blood trickled from the side of his mouth. His face was pale, but his eyes flashed with the light of victory.

“Tell me!” Gaur roared. “What is the missing element?”

“Can you not guess, Darlan Gaur?” Akhen said, and despite his pain, his voice was steady and clear. “It is the one thing you do not have, the one thing you will never have. It is heart, you degenerate filth. It is loyalty, it is faith, and it is hope. You arrogant fool, Gaur. The element needed to unlock the spell is love.”

Gaur staggered back from Akhen, his face going gray and his rage bubbling up to a point where Ralnor thought that the necromancer might expire from sheer fury. Gaur choked on his words, trying to speak but utterly unable to do so.

Ralnor felt hope blossom in him, unexpected, unlooked for like the light of a cozy window to a man lost in a snowstorm. Love. The missing element was love. Something Darlan Gaur had nothing of, but something that Ralnor and his friends had in abundance. Love, loyalty, faith, hope. Heart magic.

With an effort, he turned his head a little farther. Beside him, Sena stared at Akhen and Gaur with wide eyes, but beyond her, Ralnor saw that Lana was looking at him. She met his eyes, and then, through Gaur’s weakening control spell, her mouth twitched, and a smile appeared on her face.

Ralnor felt his heart surge, and in that moment, his magical awareness saw something that he had never seen before. Though a part of him knew it had always been there, he had never thought of it as a form of magic like the others. The love, loyalty, and affection between he and Lana connected them through the psychic realm, a channel of power and connection that joined them as surely as any other form of magic. It pulsed between them, strong and vital as the heart’s blood, untouched, unsullied by Darlan Gaur’s black control magic.

And it was not just between them. The same flow of power connected Sena and Farlo, and a similar connection ran between Farlo and Ralnor, between Sena and Lana, too, and between all the four and Akhen. Love, loyalty, faith, hope; all these deep emotions made up heart magic—a fundamental power that they had never thought of as magic before.

Now, in that moment, Ralnor understood its power, and in the same moment, Darlan Gaur realized that he had failed. He exerted no control over this element of magic. He could not even sense it; he was a distillation of selfishness, driven only by hatred and a mad desire for power and destruction. Heart magic was utterly alien to his being.

Ralnor turned his attention to the gap in the spell. He moved the new channel of heart magic and found that it responded just like any other spell. He poured it forth from himself, and it rushed in a torrent of raw power into the empty gap.

Instantly, a new crystal sprang into being. It was unlike any of the others. It was about the same size—a little bigger than Ralnor’s clenched fist—but that was where the resemblance ended. It was unpolished, a chunk of opaque, white crystal with a delicate pink hue where the sunlight hit it. It was roughly five-sided, but the top was broken and unshaped as if it had been cut straight from the earth.

As soon as the keystone had been placed, Ralnor felt the power of the spell become complete. Darlan Gaur might have been the one who brought all the elements together, but it was Ralnor Twicebain who had placed the keystone, and the power unleashed by the spell was placed into his hand.

The combined power of the crystals, amulets, and armor was immense. He felt it rushing through him, unwieldy, much larger than any of the other spells he had ever used or witnessed. It had so many elements, so many potentialities. It contained not only the ability of the amulets—healing, control of enemies, and so on—but it also had an open element that he had never experienced before.

He felt that—if he had tried—he might have done just about anything.

With a snap like the swipe of a hand, he broke Darlan Gaur’s control spell. The black magic snapped back like a cut rope under tension, and Gaur let out a howl of rage and fear as he staggered backward.

Ralnor felt Gaur calling on the black amulet, activating its concealment power, but before the magic could come into play, Ralnor snuffed it out like a candle. The amulets—even the black—were all within his control now, and with a simple twist of the spell, he found the black amulet in his own hand.

The armor of Delkor shimmered darkly for a moment and then left Gaur’s body, flowing in a stream of dark dust into the amulet that Ralnor held in his hand and leaving Darlan Gaur cowering on the ground, dressed only in a tattered black robe. His feet were bare, and his narrow shoulders quivered with fear.

“No…” he gasped, but Ralnor stepped swiftly forward and reached out a hand toward him. With the power of control granted by the amulet of Calgar, Ralnor fixed Darlan Gaur in place.

He glanced behind him. Freed from their captivity, his friends were getting to their feet, looking around in wonder. Lana recovered first and ran to Akhen’s side. Akhen looked worn, but he wiped the blood from his mouth and gestured toward Ralnor and Gaur.

“You killed my mother,” Ralnor said, looking down at the necromancer. “Rella, of the Great Five. You took her life and drove my father mad.”

Gaur’s face clouded over. “No,” he said. “I did not kill her. What did you think? A woman like Rella could not be killed. I killed the others, yes, but Rella and Parlax? No, I could not.”

Ralnor stepped backward, shocked. “Where is she, then?”

Gaur shrugged. “Banished,” he said. “Exiled from the world. That was all that I could do.” His smile twisted his mouth as he looked slyly up at Ralnor. “What now, young one? You think that you can kill me, too?”

“I… do not know,” Ralnor said. “But I have drawn your teeth, at least, and I’ll see that you do no more damage to the world.”

He looked around. “What’s that noise?”

Sena and Farlo had recovered now as well, and Farlo stood beside him. “What noise?” he said. “I hear the battle on the walls, but…”

“No, no,” Ralnor said. “Do you not hear it? It’s like someone thundering against a door…”

To his ear, and to his mind, there was a great booming, banging noise. If some giant animal had been throwing itself against a door the size of a house, it might have made such a sound.

“I hear nothing,” Farlo said, mystified.

“I hear it,” Akhen said. He hobbled over, supported by Lana. “I hear it, Ralnor, and you had better let her in.”

Ralnor did not understand his old mentor’s cryptic words. “Can you not for once just give a straight answer, you old rogue?” he said with a grin.

“Nope,” Akhen said, smiling and shaking his head. “Examine your magic. Examine the spell you have wrought. Then you will understand what Gaur was trying to do.”

Ralnor did as Akhen suggested. He looked at the spell, examining it the way he would have done with the amulets.

And then he saw it. Straight away, he saw the magic that this spell released.

“It… cannot be!” he said, gasping in amazement.

“It is,” Akhen said. “That is the spell that we took so much pain to hide from the world. That is the spell that Gaur was seeking and that we could not let him have.”

“Portal magic!” Ralnor said.

“Portal magic,” Akhen agreed. “The power to open portals between the worlds and to move between them at will. It was not this world alone that Gaur wished to dominate but all worlds. That calamity could not be allowed to happen. But you, Ralnor, you, I think can be trusted with this magic now. And I think you are the only one who can open the way for the person who is knocking.”

The thundering booming noise filled Ralnor’s ears, and he focused on it and then activated the spell.

It was as easy as creating a blast of force magic. The air rippled in front of him.

“A little higher,” Akhen suggested quietly, “and perhaps a little farther away…”

Ralnor lifted the spell and pushed it back. The air shimmered twelve feet up and twenty away from him, over the heads of the undead army that still surrounded the hill but had returned its focus to the destruction of the city.

Ralnor finished the spell. A portal opened in the air, letting through the blazing light of another world. And a dragon came through.

She was enormous, twice as big as the undead dragon that Gaur had summoned. She was as graceful as a ship under sail, and she came through the portal with the speed and force of a battering ram.

She gleamed with all the colors of the rainbow, shimmering all over in a way that baffled the eye. Her colors were nowhere fixed—they bled into each other, they changed, and they flowed and ran and sparkled in a constantly changing dance.

The dragon soared out over the crowd of the undead, and a blast of fire—true fire, not like Darlan’s evil darkness—cut a huge valley through the black mass of the undead army.

She turned, letting out a huge, trumpeting cry, and then dived again. At every swoop, hundreds of the undead warriors went up in clouds of smoke and ashes, and a cheer went up from the walls of the city.

Back and forth she ran, turning and blasting fire at the enemy until, after what seemed like only a very short interval, she returned and landed with a boom at the base of the little hill.

They turned to face her, and she turned her head to look at them, her eyes glinting as her eye fell on Darlan Gaur and then on Ralnor. She took a step back, a very expressive look crossing her strange face. Then, to their amazement, she diminished, growing smaller and smaller until there was no sign of the dragon remaining except the huge footprints in the mud and the scattered remnants of the burned undead army.

In her place, there stood a slight, brown-haired elf woman wearing a simple robe of green cloth and heavy, well-made boots. She stepped forward, hesitantly, her eyes fixed on Ralnor.

“Can it be?” she said quietly, her voice strangely accented. “Is it you?”

“It is he, Rella,” Akhen said, stepping forward. “Come. It is long overdue for you two to meet.”

Things happened quickly after that. In a blur of explanation, Akhen swiftly explained to Rella that the young half-elf before her was indeed Ralnor, her son. That Gaur, who had managed to exile her to another dimension, had returned and been defeated, partly by Ralnor and partly by the ingenious defense designed after Gaur’s entrapment and before the Sundering.

There was too much to explain. The Sundering, the changes the world had undergone, all that would have to wait. Rella was gazing at Ralnor in amazement, but he was thinking of Highbough.

“We have to go to Highbough and the night elf lands to save who and what we can,” Ralnor said.

Rella nodded, then looked at Akhen. “You see I have not forgotten my old training, master,” she said.

Akhen raised an eyebrow at her. “Indeed not,” he said, “though the colors are rather showy.”

“You trained her?” Lana burst out. “You were the mentor of the Great Five?”

“As Ralnor has correctly said,” Akhen replied shortly, “there is little time. Come, my friends. Let’s finish the job.”

The crystals were placed in their respective armors. The red armor of gleam, with the dungeon crystal and the amulet, were given to Lana, and Akhen himself took the black Amulet of Delkor. “It’s not evil in itself,” he said, “and now that Gaur’s magic is neutralized, the influence he had on it will pass.”

Ralnor nodded, gazing at Akhen with amazement.

Akhen glared at him. “Just because you’ve learned I’m older than I let on doesn’t mean you can stand and stare like an idiot,” he snapped. “You are still my pupil. Let’s make use of Rella’s powers while we have them.”

The heart crystal dematerialized when the dungeon crystals were placed in the armor, but Ralnor still had access to the full spectrum of the magic. It was dizzying in its scope, and he felt it would take a lifetime to learn in full if not more.

But for now, he was content to accept that he had a lot to learn. Rella transformed into her dragon shape, and the five friends, with Darlan Gaur trussed securely with rope between them, climbed onto her back. She traveled swiftly, crossing the mountains and flying away from Tullian’s Vale almost as fast as the swift-travel spell carried the friends between dungeons.

At Highbough, they found a wall of undead piled up against the walls and thousands more in the plain, but the doors were shut, and there was no ingress into the city. Ralnor was cheered to see this, and he urged Rella on without stopping.

In the mountains of the night elves, they found a sadder story. The villages were ill-defended against a host of such numbers, and many of the villages had been utterly destroyed.

But the elves themselves had not perished. They had retreated into the endless network of caves and tunnels that ran through their mountains, and here they had been safe from danger. Swift flight and bursts of devastating flame put paid to the undead here, too, and the elves came out from their hiding places, cheering and gazing up in wonder at the dragon overhead.

“In time,” Ralnor said, “we will return here to help those who have suffered, but for now, we must return to Highbough.”

Flame and flashing scales in the sun lit the plain as Rella’s wrath consumed the undead army that besieged Highbough, and within the hour, Ralnor stood before the gates with his companions, and the occupants of the city came out to greet him. Here was Anaxis, King Harald, and Cowan the human scout, returned from helping the elves at Rayne’s Outpost.

Rella and Harald greeted each other warmly, but it was Ralnor on whom her eyes fell most often. Darlan Gaur was imprisoned in a cell. Stripped of his power, he was no threat anymore. Foolishly, he had poured the greater part of his own native magic into the amulet, and now that had been taken from him, he was nothing, just a bitter, defeated man. In time, Ralnor decided, he would be executed, but until then he could stay in prison. His magic was gone, and there would be no walking through locked doors for him anymore.

That night, after a whirlwind of hours and events, Ralnor stood on the high place above the city, with Lana, Akhen, and Rella at his side.

Rella was gazing at him, her eyes filled with a mixture of sadness and pride.

“You know I cannot stay,” she said. It was not a question.

Ralnor nodded slowly. “It’s not your world anymore,” he said.

“That’s right. I’m glad I was able to come through. You’ve freed me from long exile, but I cannot stay. I fear to stay. If I do, my actions may disrupt the fates. The old powers are passing from the world, and you, you five, are now the only great five that can continue to be. For me to stay… it would not work. You see that?”

Ralnor nodded. He smiled, surprised to feel that he was not sad. He understood.

“You would join Parlax if you could?”

Her eyes filled with tears. “I would,” she said.

Ralnor faced away from her. He raised a hand and channeled his magic through the spell. In his mind, he envisioned that place where he had seen Parlax last, that world beyond the portal where the sea rolled gently against the cliffs and the sun set in brilliant colors over the horizon.

The portal rippled open, and he saw the heather and bracken blowing in the wind in the other world and smelled the sea. There was a figure standing there, a little way off. A tall figure, wearing heavy boots of dwarf make. His face was kind and wise, and he raised a hand, tentatively, in greeting.

Rella stepped through the portal and glanced back over her shoulder at him.

“Will you come and visit us?” Rella said, smiling at Ralnor.

“Will I be able to?” Ralnor asked.

“The portal magic will not leave you now, Ralnor,” Akhen said quietly. “You will be the one who can move between worlds. You will be able to visit this and many other worlds if you so choose.”

Ralnor nodded slowly. “Then,” he said, “I will.”


Epilogue

“I think,” Akhen said, “that I will have to go.”

King Ralnor looked up from the grain export figures he had been perusing and stared at his old friend. His eldest son, Prince Jahden, who was sitting at the end of the table, looked in confusion from his father to Akhen and back.

“Go?” Jahden asked. “But where?”

Akhen looked at the young prince. He was twenty-five years old and still a youth by elven standards, though still older than Ralnor had been when he had saved the world and restored magic to its rightful balance.

“Lad,” Akhen said kindly, “my work is done—long done. I’ve delayed leaving over long, if I am being completely honest, but I feel the call now.”

“The call…” Jahden was a good young fellow, quick and attentive, stern when necessary, kind and cheerful the rest of the time. Ralnor and Lana had named him Jahden after Ralnor’s friend in the days of his youth in Suntower City—an elf who now lived right here in Highbough with everyone else and had made a good living for himself in the wool trade.

But Prince Jahden’s biggest weakness was his childlike enthusiasm for the marvelous stories of his father’s youth. He had been born a year after the final battle with Darlan Gaur, and he never seemed to quite be able to believe that his now-sedate father and his quiet, smiling mother had once been the mighty warriors who had fought a desperate battle against all the odds, nor that the elves and humans had ever been anything but the best of friends.

He could not fully understand what those times had meant to King Ralnor and Queen Lana, to General Farlo and High Mage Sena, and to the man he only knew as Uncle Akhen. To the young prince—and to his three younger siblings, too—the stories of the founding of the city were splendid yarns.

To Ralnor and his closest friends, the stories were still reminders of a sometimes-painful past and a desperate gamble that came within a hair’s breadth of disaster.

Ralnor saw the normally mature face of his eldest son shining with anticipation of stories from the old days, and he sighed. “Sorry, Jahden, but I think I’d like to discuss this with Akhen alone if I may.”

Correct to a fault, Jahden immediately rose. “Of course, sire,” he said, bowing formally to Ralnor and Akhen, then leaving the room, but not, however, quite managing to conceal the look of disappointment on his face.

“That lad,” Ralnor said, “will need to learn more about the world before he is near ready to rule.”

Akhen smiled at his old pupil. “Don’t worry about him,” Akhen said. “He’ll be fine. There’s no need for you to be concerned, I think. He’s young—very young, for an elf—and he hasn’t had the experiences you had by that age. In truth, I think it’s better that way. That was not an easy start for you, was it? It was necessary—there was no other way—but it left its scars on you and the others.”

“Yes,” Ralnor said with a sigh. “I’m afraid that’s true.”

“Give him time,” Akhen said. “You cannot judge your son by the same measure you use for yourself. The world has changed, Ralnor. And for the better.”

Ralnor looked at his old friend. Akhen had aged, as Ralnor himself had. But while the years had turned Ralnor from a lithe and alert youth into a mature, strongly-built elf approaching the middle of his first century, they had brought to Akhen more signs of the weight of years than Ralnor had ever known him to carry.

During their adventures, Akhen had looked old, of course, but he had been quick, agile, bright-eyed, and surprisingly physically strong for his size. These days, he moved slower, spoke more quietly, and was prone to long lapses into deep thought, sitting at the top of the tree city of Highbough in the pleasure gardens that had been built there or in one of the quieter cultivated gardens just outside the main entrance.

“So,” Ralnor said, after considering his old friend for a long moment, “what’s this about going away?”

“That’s it,” Akhen said, shrugging, a glint of the old mischief showing in his eye. “I intend to go.”

“But where?” Ralnor asked. “This is your home now. You can’t mean to go back to your exile in your cottage in the woods, surely? Anyway, it would not be anywhere near as quiet. You know yourself that those woods are busy with all the new trade on the Red Road, and the builders are clearing timber from the pine woods for the extension of the reconstructed Suntower City. It would be far from a quiet life.”

Akhen shook his head. “You mistake me, my friend,” he said. “It’s not the hermit's life that I am considering going back to. My work here is done. Done and long-finished. I’ve delayed here too long, enjoying watching the construction of the new world you’ve brought into being. I’ve enjoyed watching your children grow—and Farlo and Sena’s children, too. But my part has been played, and I begin to feel the call. The call to return.”

“But where, Akhen? What call?”

Akhen sighed. “You know who I am,” he said. “You know what I am. I was sent here a very long time ago to do the work that required doing here in the world. To guide the choices and training of magic users and to guide the path of magic in the world. I took the body of a person—a half-elf, like you—and with it, I lost a great deal of the foresight and understanding that I am able to have in the… the place I came from. I have done my best.

“When the Great Five fell, and the Sundering tore the world apart, I despaired. For long, long years I thought I had failed in my mission, and yet I did not die. I did not age. I lived and lived, and through the years, I came to understand that there was more for me to do. That there was still hope for the world, and I would be given another chance. Then you came.”

He smiled, and Ralnor knew what he was thinking about. That first meeting, in Akhen’s hermit cottage, when Ralnor was little more than a street ruffian with an attitude, a penchant for immense force magic, and a mysterious heritage.

“I remember,” Ralnor said.

“I knew then that I was being given a second chance. I knew the possibility that the amulets and the crystals would arise again. All along, I suspected it might come to that, but it was such an immense power that I thought it best not to stir the fates too much with my knowledge. It was an immensely difficult position, knowing I’d sworn to keep the ultimate secret of their nature to myself, and knowing that if I tried to tell you what to do, or do more than guide your decisions, I might disrupt the tides of fate in some way that I could not understand.”

Ralnor gave Akhen a cool look, one eyebrow raised, then he shook his head. “I still don’t know if you didn’t make it harder on yourself than it had to be—and harder on us, for that matter. It took Lana a long time to forgive you for keeping it from us, you know. The true nature of the crystals and the amulets and the presence of the heart magic keystone. She’s still not quite forgiven you, I don’t think, not completely.”

Akhen nodded slowly. “I know that,” he said. “I am not without regrets. Who is? I was just doing the best that I could. I’m sorry that it hurt Lana and damaged our trust, but I’m glad that I did what I did. Revealing the keystone at any point before that final moment would have proved disastrous. Gaur would have known; he would have learned of it when he questioned you.”

“And if he’d learned of it before that crucial final moment,” Akhen continued, “he might have been able to manipulate you and use your magic against you, forcing you to activate the spell stone for him. My instinct was always strongly in favor of concealing the existence of the keystone, and in the end, I believe my instinct proved to be correct.”

Ralnor remembered Darlan Gaur’s final fate. After they had returned to Highbough, Gaur had been executed. It had been done quickly, humanely, and without ceremony, and his body given to the sea. Darlan’s ultimate folly had been to put too much of his own power into the amulet. Without it, he was stripped of his power entirely. He was just a man, and he could be killed like any other.

Akhen’s decision had been the correct one, in the end. The concealment of the heart magic had been the key to Gaur’s failure. Without that concealment, who knew what would have happened?

“You are right, of course,” Ralnor said. “And you know I understand. But loyalty is incredibly important to Lana.”

“Yes,” Akhen said, “and I do understand why she feels the way she does. How can any of us know for sure the way things would have turned out if they had gone differently? Perhaps it is as she says, and if I’d revealed my knowledge sooner, we might have avoided much trouble and pain. But I did not know that the amulets were even still in existence, and I thought it unlikely that even if they were, that their powers were still intact. So much had changed…”

Ralnor rose and walked to the window. “As they have changed again now?” he asked, gazing out.

Below his window, he saw the long sprawl of wood and stone buildings that had grown up outside the walls of Highbough over the intervening years. Where before there had been nothing but an empty windswept plain of green grass, now an ever-expanding mass of buildings was taking over the area around the city.

It turned out that, comfortable as Highbough was inside, such living did not suit all people, nor did it suit all businesses. Blacksmiths, leather tanners, butchers, and other such noisy or malodorous pursuits had found a home outside, and since accommodation was plentiful indoors, many people chose to live in the city and work outside it.

A thriving and distinct community had developed outside, and beyond the built-up area, stone walls had been built to protect grain-growing and cattle pastures in the areas farther out toward the forest.

The Dernwaith had multiplied in response to the new conditions of peace, prosperity, and trade. They had reoccupied their villages, but many had stayed in Highbough, too. The line between elf, human, ‘hybrid’, and Dernwaith became less and less clear every year, and Ralnor was content with that. To his mind, there was no need to cling to these old definitions. People mixed, married, and gave birth, and the more that mixed their heritage, the more propensity they seemed to show for magic.

Along the broad, gleaming, well-made road that ran from the gates of Highbough and linked up the port, the bridges, and the great southward road, Ralnor saw a small team of armored folk making their way slowly toward the city. There were five of them, and they were moving slowly, enjoying the view as they approached the magnificent spectacle of the vast tree city.

Almost lazily, he reached a tendril of magic sensing out to touch them. As he had guessed, they were adventurers, a mixed group of two human melee specialists, two elven fire mages, and a Dernwaith healer. Ralnor smiled, feeling for a moment almost nostalgic for the old days.

“They are coming to run the green dungeon under the city,” Akhen said, and Ralnor started. He had not heard his friend come over to join him.

“They will do well, I guess,” Ralnor said. “I hear nothing but good things about the dungeons. Every capital benefits from their presence, and they themselves become more splendid and self-satisfied with every passing month.”

The capitals he referred to were Tullian’s Vale, Highbough, the rebuilt Suntower City, and two new ones. Elven Heights was the newly formed night elf city in the mountains off in the east, and there, as before, the black dungeon crystal now resided.

And in the south, past the lush and verdant range that had been known as the Haunted Hills, another new city had been founded. It was on the border of the cliff into what had been the Cursed Lands. The people who lived there called it Healer’s Town, and not far from there, the blue dungeon of Shem resided. It was not right on the spot, but it was not far from the place where, for many years, the blue amulet and green armor had lain hidden.

“You’re thinking about Healerton?” Akhen asked, using the contraction of the name that was slowly becoming more common than the original clumsier name.

“Yes,” Ralnor said, no longer surprised at Akhen’s ability to intuit his thoughts. “Really, it’s one of the outcomes of our actions that I’m most proud of in a way, though, of course, it’s one that, in a way, I was least directly responsible for.”

“I don’t know about that,” Akhen said, shrugging. “You did well; once the battle was won, you returned to the Haunted Hills and fulfilled your promise to the ghosts, even though you had never had to call on their help in battle. You did a good thing there, and you charged the amulets with power beyond measure in the process.”

“All the ghosts were freed,” Ralnor said, “and the Haunted Hills became beautiful again, though I think it will be long before anyone wants to live there permanently again.”

“Maybe so,” Akhen said, “but I still firmly believe that there was some connection between the presence of the ghosts there and the continued dereliction of the Cursed Lands. After you cleared the hills of their ghostly inhabitants, the Cursed Lands began to heal. Within the month!”

“It’s true,” Ralnor said. “And I guess it’s also true that if there was a connection, it’s unlikely we’ll ever find out for sure what it was.”

“I don’t know…” Akhen said thoughtfully. ``The dungeon crystal of the spirit of healing has lived there twenty years now, and the people of the town tend to have a propensity toward healing magic. So it is with the other stones, and the folk who live near them develop particular skills in the direction of the magic the god represents. There are subtle currents of consequence at play in the world that we do not yet understand, but we may… or you may, I should say.”

“Because you’re leaving,” Ralnor said heavily. “I’ll ask you again—and don’t change the subject this time—where?”

“There is not a word for it, not a concept for it, not really. It’s not like worlds beyond the portals, where you are able to go and return freely. They are worlds in truth, worlds that are accessible and conceivable by the minds and bodies of mortals. The place I am called to return to is…'' He gestured helplessly at his own head, his hands moving around it, defining its edges, its limits. “Even now, I do not fully understand it. I am in a mortal body, with a mortal brain and mind, and I cannot fully grasp the place where I’m going. It’s the place where the gods are, Ralnor, the place I came from when I was first given this mission all those centuries ago. That’s where I return to.”

Ralnor nodded, not understanding but knowing that he could not expect to understand. Akhen was a being from another place, sent by the gods to live in the world in a mortal body to guide those who were fated to become the movers and doers of great deeds in the world.

He, Ralnor, had been one of those—as had his father and mother in their day. Akhen had lived for centuries in the world, sometimes in different guises and under different names, but most of the time just as himself—a humble, quick-tempered half-elf with a penchant for magic and a head full of secrets.

“Well,” Ralnor said, “if you must go, you must. Will you be able to visit us?”

Akhen looked at him for a long time. “I do not know,” he said at last, slowly. “Possibly. But know this, Ralnor, that even if I cannot visit you in a form that you can see and talk to, I will be able to see you. It may be that once I ascend to that other realm again, I will be forbidden from returning in a body of flesh. But I know for sure that I will be able to watch over you and be by your side.”

He smiled. “And I know this, too, for certain, Ralnor, my friend. When the day comes of your death—and may it be long in coming—we will meet again then, and I will already know everything that has happened with you in the intervening years.”

Ralnor choked on a laugh and wiped his eyes briskly. “Well, that will be nothing new!” he said. “When will you—”

“Now,” Akhen said. “Immediately.”

Ralnor was taken aback. “Don’t you want to say goodbye to everyone? To Farlo and Sena? Lana and the children?”

He grinned, and the old mischievous twinkle was back in his eye. “I already have,” he said. “Though they did not know it at the time. Once they learn that I have gone, they will understand that I was saying goodbye to them in my last visits.”

Ralnor gazed at his old friend for a long, long time. Akhen held his eye firmly but gently, and Ralnor knew that the old fellow was determined in his course and could not be swayed.

“Very well,” he said at last. “I see there is no changing your mind. Thank you for telling me so straight and for telling Jahden also. It’s good for me to know your thinking about this, at least as much as you are able to reveal.”

“Thank you, Ralnor,” Akhen said, and in that moment, Ralnor realized how relieved his old friend was that Ralnor was accepting his decision with such ease. “Come,” Akhen said, standing suddenly. “Let’s go up to the rooftop garden.”

The rooftop garden was the place where the old black stone castle with the Sorcerer’s Tower of ominous memory had stood. The castle had been partially destroyed during the Sundering, and then completely destroyed during Ralnor’s battle with the Master.

But in the years since the reoccupation of Highbough, the space had been turned into a wide, open garden. It was protected from the wind by a stone wall on one side and the mountain on the other, but for all that, it was still an exposed place, and the plants that did best here were low, sturdy ones: scented heathers, beds of mint and flowering thyme, and rockeries thick with gleaming green mosses.

Meandering paths traversed the beds of plants, and their view from over the wall was breathtaking. In winter, the garden did not see much use, but in spring and summer, it was a favorite retreat for many in the city, and it was open to everyone.

They stepped out into the late summer afternoon, and Akhen stopped. Standing near the wall, there was a group of figures who turned to face Ralnor and Akhen as they emerged from the doorway.

Ralnor raised a hand to conceal a smile as Akhen glared. Awaiting them by the wall were General Farlo, Queen Lana, and High Mage Sena. With them were Lana and Farlo’s three children, and the three children of Ralnor and Lana were there also. Ralnor’s eldest son, Prince Jahden, shifted his feet and stared at the ground.

“Jahden told you all?” Akhen guessed.

“He did,” Lana said, glaring at him. “And we guessed you would come up here once you were finished talking to Ralnor about it. And you!” she said to Ralnor, poking him in the chest. “You would have just let him do it without telling us!”

“It’s his choice.” Ralnor shrugged.

“You slippery old trickster,” Lana said, gently slapping Akhen’s head so the old fellow glowered at her. “You thought you would say goodbye to all of us then slip off quietly with only Ralnor as your accomplice? But you’ve misjudged how much we care about you, Akhen. We won’t stop you from leaving if that’s what you want to do, but we want to be with you when you go.”

Akhen suddenly broke out in a grin and cackled loudly. “You’ve learned to be wise to my tricks at last, then,” he said, then he suddenly rushed over to Jahden and prodded him hard in the ribs. “You, young fellow, have a lot to answer for, upsetting my plans like this.”

“I’m glad he did so,” Farlo put in, leaning over and placing a heavy hand on Jahden’s shoulder. “Initiative is what I look for in a pupil—and particularly a pupil of Jahden’s position. He will be king one day. He cannot be intimidated into secrecy by a grouchy old half-elf like you.”

Farlo had grown over the years. He had always been tall and strong, but now he was broad as a giant, and he had—much to Ralnor’s initial horror—grown a long, brown beard. “Sena likes it,” Farlo had said with a shrug when Ralnor had teased his friend about it, and there had been nothing Ralnor could say to counter that.

The group was like family. They crowded around Akhen, the young people familiar and joking with him, and the older folk reminiscing one last time about the adventures they had shared together.

Ralnor kept apart from this, observing with a smile though not participating. He had already had a good long talk with Akhen about the old times. He would let the others have their turn. He watched, and as he did so, he saw that Prince Jahden was also standing back from the others, watching fondly as they said their goodbyes.

Jahden raised his eyes and met his father’s gaze. He smiled, and Ralnor dropped him a swift wink. Jahden’s smile grew as he understood that his father approved of what he’d done.

At last, Akhen stepped away. He smiled around at them all and then looked at the sky. For a moment, there was a total hush as they all waited to see what would happen.

Akhen stood still, looking upward, his eyes open, smiling, his hands at his sides. Then, slowly, he began to rise into the air. Up, he rose, and up again until he was nothing more than a black speck like an eagle in the blue of the summer sky.

Then, just as he was about to vanish from view completely, there was an enormous white flash high up in the heavens. The light expanded outward like a fireball, sending bolts of lightning back and forth across the clear sky. A moment later, they heard a great rolling boom as of distant thunder, and the light was gone.

They all stood, gazing upward. Ralnor felt Lana’s hand slip into his, and he turned to look at her.

“I’ll miss him,” she said, “but I understand why he had to go.”

“You do?” Ralnor said. “I’m glad. I’m not certain that I do fully myself, though I get that he had his reasons.”

“Why, Mother?” It was Sharlo who spoke—Ralnor and Lana’s youngest. “Why did he have to go?”

Lana leaned over and spoke to her youngest daughter in a voice that was intimate but also clear enough for all the others to hear.

“He had to go, child, because his task here was done, and it was time to go home. Everyone has their part to play—everyone. He had played his part and played it well. Now, it is time for others to play theirs.”

She put her arm around Sharlo’s shoulders and turned to gaze out over the view. Ships moved to and fro in the harbor, and travelers moved back and forth on the roads. Work went on in the urban sprawl below them, and far off on the other side of the river, folk were expanding, building new villages and settlements to work the river trade routes and to take advantage of the pasture land farther from the city.

It was true, Ralnor thought. Akhen had played his part and played it well. And Ralnor himself had played his own role, and he had succeeded. The old elven realms were established, peace and trade flourished throughout the known world, and the humans and elves lived in harmony, trading ideas and knowledge as well as goods between the lands.

And the dungeons thrived. Magic was flourishing in the world, and no one viewed it as an abomination anymore. It was becoming normal for everyone to have at least some magic, and new kinds of magic and new uses for magic were being discovered all the time.

But his work was not done. Ralnor had been king ever since Harald’s death, about five years after the defeat of Gaur and the peace treaty between the elves and the humans. Ralnor the young Ranger had laid the foundations, but it was King Ralnor the First, and those who would come after him, who would build on those foundations.

“Come along,” King Ralnor said. The others turned away from the view with him, and with his family around him, King Ralnor headed back down into Highbough City.

End of Ranger’s Magic
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