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Prologue
 
    
 
   With elbows resting heavily on his knees, Ethan rubbed at his temples in an attempt to ease the incessant throbbing. It felt as if a hot knife was being stabbed repeatedly straight into his brain. Everything around him appeared dull and badly out of focus. There was no color at all – only various shades of grey mixed with a few irregular shaped patches of sheer black. 
 
   He tried to remember where he was, and what he had done to cause himself so much pain. But his efforts produced nothing; his memory was a void. The only thing he seemed to be able to recall was his name. And even that was uncertain.
 
   Ethan. His name was Ethan…Ethan Martin. No. Yes. Was that right? It felt right, and yet it didn’t. Something was missing. Something important. But what? What the hell was wrong with him?
 
   This agony of uncertainty was still tormenting him when he heard a loud popping sound. A swirling light then appeared, bringing with it a hint of color to his pallid world.
 
   “You’re back,” a soothing feminine voice said. “Ethan. Can you hear me? I said, you’re back.”
 
   He blinked hard. “Who…where are you? Why can’t I see you?”
 
   “Don’t worry. You’ll be all right in a moment. The effects of the barrier will wear off.”
 
   “Barrier?”
 
   A tender hand touched his shoulder. He could see the outline of someone close by, though her features were impossible to make out. He attempted to rise, but the hand pressed him firmly back down. 
 
   “Be still,” she said. “Do not try to rush it.”
 
   “Why can’t I remember anything?” he asked. Even as he spoke, a tiny piece of the puzzle dropped into place. It was not Ethan Martin. It was Ethan Dragonvein. Martin was his family name back on…on Earth. 
 
   Gradually, the world around him came more into focus. He realized that he was sitting on a patch of soft grass beneath a willow tree. A nearby brook bubbled and swirled its way over a bed of multi-colored pebbles, while a little way beyond was a meadow adorned with a variety of pink and yellow flowers where dozens of brightly plumed humming birds darted about, greedily drinking the sweet nectar.
 
   Standing directly in front of him was a young woman with straight, shoulder-length auburn hair and a loving smile on her face. It was the kind of smile normally displayed by a mother when looking at her child. Ethan knew her. But from where?
 
   “Heather,” he said in a half-whisper. “Your name is Heather.”
 
   “You see? It’s coming back to you.”
 
   “How did I get here?”
 
   She sighed. “I’m afraid that is not so easy to explain.”
 
   Ethan tried once again to stand, but his legs would not obey his commands. After a few seconds he gave up and with a heavy sigh, leaned back against the tree. Heather seemed unconcerned about this, and for some reason, that was enough to calm his nerves. There was something about her that was inexplicably soothing.
 
   Like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, his recollections began falling into place, though he knew he was still missing quite a bit.
 
   “Heather,” he said. “How long have I been trapped here?”
 
   She spread her hands. “It’s hard to say. Time passes differently in this place. I've been here for thousands of years, and often it feels as if I've only just arrived. But if I were to make a guess about you, I would say no more than a few weeks.”
 
   This had to be Martok's doing. The name flared Ethan's anger. His ancestor had found a way to take complete control. And now he was trapped. 
 
   “Is there a way out of here?” he asked.
 
   “Yes,” she replied.
 
   Hope sprang into his heart. But then she continued: “There is a way, but it requires that you be brought to the platform where we first met. Unfortunately, Martok knows this all too well. It is unlikely he will allow it to happen.”
 
   “Isn’t there another way?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Ethan. There isn’t. Only at the platform does the barrier weaken enough to pass through.”
 
   “The barrier?” Faded memories were trying to push their way forward again. 
 
   “It's what keeps the spirits from surfacing. Martok managed to discover a way to pass through it, though only temporarily at first. But then you received the gift of the elves. He was able to use it to take permanent hold of your body.”
 
   “So if he was able to leave, why can’t I?”
 
   “Because you haven’t the knowledge. Perhaps in time you might discover how, but nowhere near soon enough. Martok has had centuries to learn about this place. Remember, in life, he was the most powerful mage who'd ever lived. And in death, his ambitions have never faltered. Only I am stronger.”
 
   “If you are stronger, why didn’t you stop him?” Ethan demanded.
 
   Her face was a mask of remorse. “Because I would have needed to kill him. And death in this place is truly forever. Once the light of a spirit is extinguished, it can never be relit.”
 
   Anger surged up in Ethan, bringing with it renewed strength to his limbs. He rose sharply to his feet. “So you just sat there and let him take control? You obviously didn’t care a damn about what happened to me.”
 
   “Of course I care. You are a part of me. But so is Martok. As much as I wanted to stop him, I could no more hurt him than I could harm any of my children…regardless of what he has done. From the moment you drank the dragon’s blood, he has ignored my words completely. I begged him not to do this. But he is desperate to return to the realm of the living. Nothing I was able to say came even close to making him change his mind.”
 
   “So I am supposed to just stay here and hope he decides to return to the platform?” Ethan threw up his hands and let out a frustrated cry. 
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “Do you?” he shot back. “I’ve lost everything.” In that moment, Kat flashed through his mind, making him even more desperate to return. She would not be safe. Not with him. The moment Martok's infatuation wore thin, he would dispose of her.
 
   “No,” said Heather. “His feelings are sincere.”
 
   Ethan felt exposed, realizing that she could hear his thoughts. “I’ve seen his mind,” he said. “He cares nothing for women.”
 
   “That’s not true. Martok is simply a product of his experience. There was a time when he loved as deeply as you do now. And in the end it was that love which proved to be his undoing.”
 
   Ethan sniffed. “I don’t care. I love Kat more than he ever could.”
 
   “I believe you. And you must trust that she will see through him. Because that is your only hope.”
 
   Ethan could not accept this. The mere idea of Kat taking on Martok was sending waves of panic thudding into his heart. “How do I get to the barrier?” he asked.
 
   Heather moved closer to take him by the hand. “It will appear whenever you want it to. All you need to do is concentrate. But it will not do you any good. You will try and fail…again.”
 
   “What do you mean, again?”
 
   “This is the fifth time we have had this discussion. Each time I do my best to convince you to be patient, and each time you ignore me. In this, you and Martok are alike, I suppose. The barrier damages your memory.”
 
   Ethan knew she was telling the truth. But he had to make an effort, regardless. He couldn’t just sit around and do nothing. Maybe each attempt brought him a little bit closer. Maybe if he kept on trying over and over, through sheer persistence he would eventually break through. As this thought formed, a glimmering wall of blue light flashed into being just a few yards away.
 
   “Ask yourself this,” Heather said. “Suppose you do finally succeed? What then? Martok is stronger than you can imagine. He could easily destroy you if he wished.”
 
   Ethan steeled his nerves. “I don’t care. I have to try.”
 
   Heather sighed and lowered her head. “Yes. I know.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter One
 
    
 
   Martok lazed on the front porch, a tiny smile flickering on his lips. The breeze and the smell of the sea air never failed to please him. As a child his father had often brought him to the coast. At night he would sneak away and sit on the sand, listening to the waves crashing against the rocks. He used to imagine them as angry spirits trying to batter down the walls of an ancient castle while he fought them off with his will and power. The power he knew that one day he would possess. Power beyond anything that could be overcome. Even then he knew he was destined for great things. That said, there was nothing that could have helped him to predict what was happening now.
 
   “Ethan?” Markus was looking inquisitively at him from the corner of the house. 
 
   “It’s me,” he lied.
 
   “Good. It’s hard to tell sometimes.”
 
   “Kat told me that the others needed a day to rest. So no lesson means no Martok.”
 
   Markus bounded up the porch and took a seat beside him. “How are you feeling?”
 
   “I'm fine. Why?”
 
   “Kat said you've been tired lately. Too tired to even…well, you know. She’s worried.”  
 
   He feigned embarrassment. “After Martok leaves, I’m just too drained for that. I want to. Believe me. But I just don’t have the energy.”
 
   The truth was, he had decided to forgo intimacy with her, though the true reason for this often made him more embarrassed than his invented one ever could. Though he desired Kat, he wanted her to want him – as Martok – not Ethan. And there were times when he thought he might be getting somewhere with this. Often during their lessons, she would smile at him and touch his hand. But always, she'd quickly realize what she had done and hastily withdraw. Still, it was progress of a sort.
 
   “Actually, I’m glad you’re here,” he told Markus. “I’ve been needing to talk to you.”
 
   “What about?”
 
   Do you remember the Urazi you met while we were in Port Hull?”  
 
   Markus nodded, but said nothing.
 
   “Martok left me a message. He wants you to get in contact with them.”
 
   Markus’ back stiffened. “Did he say why?”
 
   “Not really. But he did leave me this to pass on to you.” Reaching into his pocket, he produced a folded sheet of parchment.
 
   Markus regarded the missive warily for several seconds before finally opening it. After reading the message, he refolded the sheet and shoved it into his pocket.
 
   “What did it say?” Martok asked. 
 
   “It said why I need to leave,” he replied, a dark tone suddenly attached to his voice. 
 
   Of course, Martok knew precisely what it said. The Urazi would make a formidable ally. Their skills were renowned even in his time – their order already an ancient one. Markus’ dubious past, along with his previous encounter with them, made him the perfect ambassador. His absence would also serve to occupy Lylinora’s mind. She had become increasingly wary of late, saying no more than was absolutely necessary and eyeing him when she didn’t think he was looking. If she had any notion of the truth, it could seriously complicate matters. 
 
   In the old days, he would have simply killed her. But with mages an endangered species, the cost of losing her far surpassed any potential problems.
 
   “Lylinora won’t like that,” he pointed out…unnecessarily. 
 
   “No. She won’t.” Leaning back in his chair, Markus closed his eyes and sighed deeply.
 
   Martok knew what was really bothering him – and it wasn’t leaving Lylinora. At least, not entirely. Nor was it the objections she was certainly going to raise and the subsequent argument they were sure to have. No. It was the prospect of allowing the part of him that was Specter to resurface that was creating the biggest problem. Right from the beginning Martok had been vaguely aware of who and what Markus was before being reunited with Ethan. Curious, he had elicited more information without raising suspicion through a series of subtle spells.
 
   Renald opened the cabin door and looked over at the pair. “I have what you asked for.”
 
   Martok cocked his head. “I didn’t ask you for anything.”
 
   “No. Of course not. But Martok did.” He held out a pendant with a blue rajni stone set in the center. “This will lead him to the grotto.”
 
   Martok took the pendent and placed it around his neck. Renald went back inside without another word.
 
   “So you’re leaving too?” asked Markus. 
 
   “I suppose so,” Martok replied. “It’s the only way to contain Shinzan.”
 
   “Do you know what this dwarf device actually is?”
 
   Martok shrugged. “Some sort of crystal probably. I guess we’ll know it when we see it.”
 
   “So you’re taking Kat with you?”
 
   Martok smirked. “Do you think she’d let me leave her behind?”
 
   “Probably not.”
 
   As if summoned, both Kat and Lylinora appeared from around the corner. Kat wore a sour expression as she marched stiffly in front of an amused looking Lylinora. 
 
   “I swear if that little shit so much as looks at me, I’ll knock his teeth out,” Kat hissed.
 
   “So what did he do this time,” groaned Martok. 
 
   Kat and David had been at odds for weeks. Apparently, he had made it his personal mission to irritate her. Martok recognized it for what it was – a crush. But David behaved like a very young teenager, constantly tormenting the girl instead of admitting to her how he felt. His insecurities and fear of humiliating rejection kept his actions juvenile. 
 
   Kat shot Martok a furious look. “Don’t take that tone with me.” 
 
   Markus hopped up, allowing her to have his chair.
 
   “It was my fault,” Lylinora told them. “I should never have taught him that spell.”
 
   Martok then knew instantly what had happened. Anger passed over him before he could control himself. “Where is he?” he demanded, his tone low and filled with dangerous intent.
 
   “It was only her shirt,” Lylinora said. “And only for a second…perhaps two. It was Jake who put him up to it.”
 
   Martok made a mental note to see both men suffer humiliation for such childish behavior. Even were it not an insult to the woman he loved, it was conduct unbecoming of a mage. 
 
   “Where are they now?” he asked.
 
   Kat took his hand. “I’ll deal with it. Believe me, it won’t happen again.”
 
   Martok's anger faded and a grin formed. Yes. Kat was certainly capable of handling the two of them. In fact, her progress had been so great, it made him wonder just how powerful she could eventually become. Certainly more powerful than Lylinora. Not that she was weak by any means. But Kat possessed natural gifts that were rare even in his time. 
 
   “Fine,” he said. “But I get to watch.”
 
   She leaned over and kissed his cheek. “If I have my way, everyone will be watching.”
 
   Markus whispered something into Lylinora’s ear. A moment later the pair headed off toward the docks. 
 
   “What’s wrong with him?” Kat asked, noting the grim expression on Markus’ face. 
 
   “He has to leave. Martok wants him to talk to the Urazi.”
 
   “The Urazi? Why?”
 
   “I guess he thinks they can help us. If what Markus has told me about them is true, he’s probably right.”
 
   “Well, Lylinora won’t like that,” she stated. “She’ll try to go with him.”
 
   A part of Martok actually wished that was possible. “Markus won’t let her,” he said.
 
   Kat laughed. “Like he could stop her.”
 
   “She has to stay. We need her with us when we go to fight Shinzan.”
 
   The mention of the emperor's name was enough to quell Kat's laughter. The fact that they were nearly ready to face him loomed over her like a dark cloud. Each of them had memorized the spell Martok had taught them. And even he had said they'd got it almost perfect.
 
   Kat moved her chair over so that she could lay her head on his shoulder. “You look more rested today,” she said, her voice taking on a soft, seductive quality. “I was thinking maybe me and you could camp out by the lake tonight.”
 
   Martok felt his pulse quicken at the prospect. But his resolve held firm. Not until it was him that she loved. Not a moment sooner. “I think we’ll be leaving tonight,” he told her.
 
   Kat frowned. “You can’t be serious.”
 
   “I’m afraid so.”
 
   She eyed him suspiciously. “How do you know that?”
 
   “I can hear his thoughts. He says it’s time.”
 
   She gave a loud snort. “He just wants to screw up any chance we have of being alone. Jealous bastard!”
 
   “I admit it seems like that. But it’s almost over now. Then we’ll have the rest of our lives to be together.”
 
   His words went a long way to calming her irritation. After kissing him on the cheek, she stood up. “Then I guess I should go and get packed.”
 
   Before she could leave, the sound of loud voices approaching from the direction of the lake grabbed their attention. Jake and David were arguing about who was the best rock band of the seventies. Val followed close behind them, a look of utter exasperation on her face.
 
   Aware that Kat’s previous anger was resurfacing, Martok gave her a conspiratorial wink. There was a malicious grin on his face. 
 
   On spotting Kat, David ducked theatrically behind Jake. “Don’t let her get at me,” he teased in mock fear
 
   Still sitting, Martok waved a finger ever so slightly. It was all that was needed. Jake and David both immediately froze into place, eyes wide. At first it was unclear what had happened. Then Val pinched her nose and backed hurriedly away. 
 
   “Oh, my god!” she gasped. “Have you two shit yourselves?”
 
   The foul stench reached Kat a second later. With nose tightly wrinkled, she waved a hand elaborately in front of her face, at the same time chuckling loudly at their dilemma. 
 
   “What have you boys been eating?” she paused to ask, then nearly fell over with the force of her renewed laughter.
 
   Jake and David could only glare at Martok balefully until he released them. Then, shouting a tirade of curses, they shuffled away with awkward little steps back toward the lake. 
 
   “Where did you learn that?” Kat asked when finally catching her breath. 
 
   Val was equally amused. “Yes. You must teach me that one.”
 
   “I’m not sure,” Martok lied. “I just somehow kind of knew it.”
 
   Kat bent down to kiss him, her lips lingering on his for some time, before turning away and entering the house. A still giggling Val followed her. Only moments later, Renald came out and sat down beside him.
 
   “She will find out eventually, you know,” the old mage said in a hushed tone. “Lylinora already suspects.”
 
   “Soon, it won’t matter,” Martok told him. 
 
   “You can’t really believe that you'll win her heart.”
 
   “If not, it is of little consequence. My plans go far beyond mere romance.”
 
   “Of that, I have no doubt. But for now, that is what's driving you.”
 
   Martok scrutinized him. “I hope you are not thinking of betraying me.”
 
   Renald cast his eyes to the ground. “You have sworn to free my son and bring him safely back to me. So, to my shame, I will hold my tongue.”
 
   Martok rose and stepped from the porch. “See that you do.”
 
   While Kat gathered provisions in the cabin, Martok headed to the boat to collect a few things he'd be needing. He found Markus and Lylinora sitting on the end of the dock, their voices rising as their discussion became increasingly heated.
 
   When Lylinora saw him coming she immediately marched straight for him, barring his way with both hands planted firmly on her hips. “Are you insane?” she demanded. “You can’t possibly send Markus to see the Urazi.”
 
   Martok held up his hands. “It's not me that's sending him. Martok is.”
 
   “Then you can tell him to forget it. He’s not going.”
 
   Martok glanced past her. The look on Markus’ face told him that the opposite had already been decided. “That’s between you two,” he said. “I just delivered the message.”
 
   “I wonder,” she huffed.
 
   “Don’t blame him,” Markus called over. “Martok is right. If I can convince them to help us, it will save a lot of lives.”
 
   Lylinora spun around. “Then I’m going with you.”
 
   “You can’t,” Martok said quickly. “We need you here.”
 
   Lylinora spun again to face him. “We need? Who is we?  Tell me. Who exactly am I really talking to?”
 
   Martok managed to keep his composure. “Who do you think?”
 
   There was a long pause. “I’m not sure,” she muttered darkly. “I’m just not sure.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   King Halvar stood beside Keira atop a low ridge overlooking the vast open field of tall grass. It was a good place to fight. The speed and maneuverability of the elves would be of tremendous advantage here. Not that they needed such an edge. Martok’s plan was about to unfold.
 
   “Are you sure they can be trusted?” Keira asked.
 
   Halvar shrugged. “Who knows? No sense in worrying about it now.”
 
   “I would feel better if the message had been delivered by King Yularian himself.”
 
   Halvar nodded. He too had hoped Kat’s father would have been able to join them. But instead the message had come from a young human girl and her even younger brother. They'd informed Halvar that King Yularian would try to be there before the battle began, but he was unsure if that would be possible.
 
   “I trust Kat,” Halvar said. “So I am forced to extend that trust to the human king.”
 
   The mention of Kat drew a tiny smile from Keira. “I saw the look in her father’s eyes. He at least can be trusted.”
 
   “Yes. But what of the rest? They have lived under the yoke of Shinzan for so long, I wonder if they can ever fully overcome their fear.”
 
   Keira cocked her head. “Our two peoples did. Why should they be any different?”
 
   “Human fear drives them to unpredictability.”
 
   “It also drives them to courage,” Keira retorted. “We must stop looking upon humans as being somehow lesser than ourselves. If we do not, then even after Shinzan is vanquished, Lumnia will be no better off.”
 
   Halvar forced a smile. “You are right, of course. I’m afraid I lack the ability to accept change in quite the same way that King Ganix does. I often think that now his people live among mine, I should step aside and allow his wisdom to rule everyone.”
 
   Keira placed a hand on his shoulder. “I think that would be a mistake. You have many qualities that King Ganix lacks.”
 
   Halvar chuckled. “Is that so?”
 
   “Indeed. King Ganix is wise. There is no doubt about that. But you have a quality which galvanizes all those who look up to you. You give them the heart to face what would shatter the will of most people. More than that, you understand what must be sacrificed in order for this campaign to succeed.”
 
   “And what is that exactly?”
 
   Keira lowered her eyes. “If necessary, everything.”
 
   Halvar nodded. “Yes. You are absolutely right. I'm glad we agree on that.”
 
   A young elf boy raced up behind them. He stopped and bowed, then held out a folded parchment.
 
   After reading the message, Keira drew a deep breath. “The mayor wishes to speak with us.”
 
   Halvar groaned. “Not again! How many more meetings must we endure with that man?” 
 
   “You were the one who offered to speak with him whenever he needed,” Keira pointed out, smirking.
 
   “True. But at the time I wasn’t fully aware of what an irritant he can be.” Halvar blew an exasperated breath. “But if it keeps things from turning violent, I suppose it’s a small price to pay.”
 
   “I don’t think we need to worry about that,” Keira assured him. “The people here are simple and of a kind disposition.”
 
   “You say that now. But I wonder how kind they would be if there was not an army camped just outside their door.”
 
   Together they started back to where the army was gathered less than a mile away. Upon reaching the first line of tents, Halvar immediately noticed several unfamiliar wagons parked in an untidy row, each one bearing all manner of supplies. He quietly hoped that this was what the mayor wanted to discuss. Haggling over prices would certainly be preferable to the asinine problems Mayor Yelin usually plagued him with.
 
   As he entered the heart of the camp, he took note of several humans scattered about. This in itself was not an unusual sight. Many human merchants had built up the courage to come seeking trade of late. But these humans were not merchants. These were soldiers. Or at least, they were armed. Only a few of them wore full armor.
 
   “It would seem as if the humans want to fight with us,” Keira remarked.
 
   Halvar shook his head. “I can't allow that. They will be a liability.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “Look at them. These are not trained warriors. Farmers and townsfolk is my guess.”
 
   “A stout heart and a willing spirit are surely all that one needs,” Keira pointed out. 
 
   The king shot her a sideways glance. “And what if they are spies?”
 
   She had no instant answer to that.
 
   Halvar grunted. “I will not allow Shinzan to infiltrate our ranks.”
 
   They walked on a few paces in silence before Keira responded to this. “I’m afraid that may be a chance we must take. Otherwise, we cannot risk having any human allies at all. The fact is, all of Shinzan’s soldiers are human. Our only hope is that there are many others who will be willing to fight with us against their own kind.”
 
   “Could you?” asked Halvar. “Fight against your fellow elves?
 
   Her mouth tightened. “If it meant saving Lumnia...yes.”
 
    
 
   They found the mayor waiting for them in the tent erected specifically for his visits. Halvar had ensured that this was furnished with reasonably comfortable chairs and a small table. Also, that a good stock of dwarf whiskey was on hand.
 
   Yelin was a thin man in his late forties with short, salt and pepper hair. His narrow eyes and thin lips, together with a mustache that was waxed and pointed at the ends, gave him an odd, almost comical appearance. Fond of elegant clothing and always dressed in the finest silks and linens, he was sipping a glass of whiskey as they entered. He looked up at the two monarchs with a smile uncharacteristic of their past meetings.
 
   “Ah. There you are,” he said, rising to his feet. “I hope this isn’t a bad time.”
 
   Forcing a smile in return, Halvar gave him a polite bow. “Not at all. We are always happy to see you visiting us.”
 
   Yelin laughed and gestured for them to sit. He then poured them both a glass of whiskey, which they completely ignored. 
 
   “I know you have been irritated by my presence in the past,” he began. His hand shot up before there could be any denial. “And I understand that you are preparing for war. So the petty concerns of a small town mayor are not high on your list of priorities.”
 
   “On the contrary,” said Keira. “Your needs and concerns are very important to us. If we have made you think otherwise –”
 
   “You and your people have done nothing but show us kindness,” he said, cutting her short. “In fact, with the additional trade you bring, we already have enough wealth to see us through the next winter. Had I known, I would have approached you long ago.”
 
   “The wealth you speak of comes from the dwarves,” Keira said. “I’m afraid elves do not possess very much in the way of gold and jewels.”
 
   “True. But your craft is amazing. The blankets and bows you make are far superior to anything we have. In truth, they have become quite prized items.”
 
   She couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride swelling in her chest. “Thank you. It is good to know that our industry is appreciated.”
 
   “Indeed it is,” Yelin said. “But I didn’t come here to talk of trade. I assume you noticed the newcomers in your camp.”
 
   “We did,” replied Halvar. “They looked as if they have come to fight.”
 
   “Yes. And they are not alone. Word has spread throughout Al’ Theona. People are pouring in from all parts to join the uprising.”
 
   “You seem pleased about that,” observed Halvar.
 
   Any trace of the mayor's earlier good humor fell away. “Pleased? Not in the slightest. I think you will be slaughtered. That is why I am here.” His voice became firm. “I want you to leave. Moreover, I want you to turn away any human seeking to fight with you.”
 
   Keira knitted her brow. “And why would we do this?”
 
   “Because I believe you to be good and honorable people. You must know you are about to march to your death. Take your own people with you if you must. But leave mine be.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but –”
 
   “Before you say no,” Yelin interrupted. “Please hear my proposal.”
 
   Keira and Halvar looked at one another. Halvar then gestured for Yelin to continue.
 
   “I have spoken to several of the other leaders. They have agreed that if you do as I ask, we in return will provide you with all the food and provisions you need…at no cost. Enough to feed and supply your entire army for as long as your campaign lasts.” He leaned back in his chair. “Surely this is worth losing a few hundred untrained swords.”
 
   Halvar rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “It would appear to be a good trade.”
 
   “It is. And with your supplies in order, you will be free to concentrate your efforts on more important matters.”
 
   Halvar turned to Keira. “He has a valid point. What loss is a few hundred unskilled fighters compared to the benefits we could gain?”
 
   Keira was expressionless. “What loss indeed?” She stood and nodded curtly to Yelin. “I will need some time to consider your offer.”
 
   Yelin’s eyes darted back and forth between the pair. “I…of course. Should I wait?”
 
   “No,” Keira told him. “I may take too long for that, and I’m sure you have other matters requiring your attention.”
 
   Without another word she strode from the tent. Halvar rose quickly to follow her, leaving Yelin sitting there with a confused look on his face. 
 
   Keira was already some distance away and heading in the direction of her tent by the time Halvar caught her up. “What was that about?” he demanded. “The human made us a fair offer.”
 
   “Fair for whom?”
 
   Halvar caught her arm, halting them both. “Fair to our people, and to his. We will not be compelled to take what we need by force, and the humans do not die in battle. How is that not fair for everyone?”
 
   “So you would tell the humans who have found the courage to stand against the might of Shinzan that they are unwanted? You would dismiss them as if they were nothing more than annoying children?”
 
   “They are untrained,” Halvar contended. “What use would they be in a battle? Most would likely turn and run at the first sight of the enemy. And those who do not will almost certainly die anyway.”
 
   “We will all die in time. But if we are fortunate, we can choose the manner in which we go to meet our ancestors. And I should point out that your people are seeing battle for the first time in five-hundred years. Did you turn and run?”
 
   “We are faced with annihilation,” Halvar retorted.
 
   “So are they.”
 
   “Agreed. But they are unaware of it. They do not realize that Shinzan intends to consume the world entirely.”
 
   Keira leveled her gaze. “Then perhaps they should be told.”
 
   After a few seconds of direct eye contact, the king threw up his hands in exasperation. “You are as thick as granite. And as stubborn as a dwarf child.”
 
   Another short silence followed.
 
   Keira spoke first. “If you insist upon it, I will agree to Yelin’s terms,” she responded. “We must appear to be of one mind, and I would not divide us over this. But I do ask that you at least take some time to consider the matter first.”
 
   Halvar sighed. “Very well, I will think on it. And I promise to take what you have said to heart.”
 
   Keira bowed. “Then I can ask no more.”
 
   He watched as she walked away. So stubborn. Even so, he had to agree that turning away men desiring to fight did not sit all that comfortably with him either. Nevertheless, the fact remained that, with adequate supplies, lives would be saved – elf and dwarf, as well as human. Should they find themselves in a position where they were compelled to take what they needed by force, they were likely to meet with stiff resistance. And though they would spare as many as they could, some people would most certainly die.
 
   A voice sounded at Halvar’s back. “Excuse me. Are you the dwarf king?”
 
   He turned to see a human of no more than twenty years old clad in light leather armor. A badly rusted longsword was strapped to his side. The young man's blond locks were dingy and matted and he was dirty from head to toe. Nonetheless, his smile was bright and his eyes twinkled with excitement.
 
   “I am,” Halvar affirmed. “What can I do for you?”
 
   “Nothing, Your Highness. I just wanted to say thank you.”
 
   “Thank me? For what?”
 
   “For allowing us to fight with you. Some of our group were afraid that you would turn us away.”
 
   Halvar regarded the lad for a moment. Though young, his face bore a maturity that came only from having lived a hard childhood. “And why is it that you wish to fight?” he asked.
 
   “To be free, of course.”
 
   “And doesn’t it bother you that you would be fighting against other humans?”
 
   The boy shrugged. “Not really. They’re the ones serving Shinzan, aren’t they? They’re the ones who rob our farms and kill our people. They don’t have to do it, but they do anyway.”
 
   “That doesn’t explain why you would risk everything,” Halvar pressed. “If we fail, Shinzan’s vengeance will come down hard on you.”
 
   “I know that. We all do. But it doesn’t matter. We can’t live like this anymore. We can’t just stand by and watch as our world dies.”
 
   “So you are aware of what Shinzan is doing to Lumnia?”
 
   The boy looked confused for a moment, then said: “I’m not sure what you mean. But I can see the famine spreading. We’re getting sicker each year. The land is becoming less fertile. Half my village died from disease last winter…including my little brother.” 
 
   His expression grew hard. “Who else could be behind all this? Shinzan is the only one with such power. We've lived in fear of the emperor for as long as I can remember, and I’ve never understood why. Why do we let someone who cares nothing for his people to rule us? No. It’s time we made a stand and took back our land…and our lives.”
 
   “And what would you do if I sent you away?”
 
   “We would fight anyway,” he replied resolutely. “But you're not going to, are you? I know we’re not warriors. But we’re strong. We can help you win, I swear it.”
 
   Halvar could see the conviction in his eyes and hear the determination in his voice. “How many of you are there?” he asked.
 
   “Nearly one hundred and fifty. Many more would come, but they don’t own any weapons or armor.”
 
   Halvar thought on this for a moment. Keira was right…blast her. He began chuckling softly. Then, realizing the boy was staring at him oddly, he cleared his throat and straightened his back. “What is your name?”
 
   “Lyle, Your Highness. Lyle Polonson.”
 
   “Lyle Polonson, you are to go see the elf quartermaster and have her provide you with a horse. Ride to every village and town within a hundred miles and tell anyone who wishes to fight that they will be made welcome here. If they have no weapons, we will provide them.”  
 
   Seeing Lyle hesitate, Halvar sharpened his tone. “Now, boy. The enemy comes and we must be ready. And while you are at it, have them give you a new sword. The one you carry is badly in need of repair.”
 
   Beaming all over his face, the youth bowed low. “Thank you, Your Highness. I will go at once.” Without further ado, he spun around and raced headlong into the heart of the camp. 
 
   Halvar rubbed the back of his neck and gave a long groan. This was probably a mistake, he decided. But it felt right, all the same. He stopped a dwarf soldier passing by. “Round up the humans who have just arrived and see that they are properly equipped for battle,” he ordered.
 
   There was no time to train them properly. But he would find a use somewhere for all those who volunteered. He strolled over in the direction of Keira’s tent, eager to tell her of his decision. While making his way, he considered the dilemma he was creating. Hopefully, the presence of his new recruits would help to reduce conflict with other humans when the inevitable need for more provisions arrived. But that was a bridge to be crossed later. For now, he had a battle looming. All his attention needed to be focused on attaining victory.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Martok stared down at Kat's sleeping form, a frown gradually developing. He understood infatuation well enough. It was a common condition he'd experienced quite a few times before. But the effect she was having on him was definitely something more than that. A far more profound emotion was plaguing his heart - one that he was finding deeply disturbing. It wasn't because he did not wish to have genuine feelings for this woman. In fact, how could he not? Had she been alive in his own time she would have been courted by all the richest suitors in Lumnia. Her combination of beauty and power would have set mage against fellow mage with murderous intent to win her heart. 
 
   Not that this was of any concern to him now. All of his present uneasiness was based entirely on practical matters. It was becoming increasingly obvious that, with the task he was set to embark on looming ominously closer, his ever-strengthening attachment to Kat could easily become a fatal distraction. Several options to remedy this had been tossing about his head for days, though none so far that came to mind were satisfactory.
 
   “What to do with you,” he whispered.
 
   The howls of the beasts roaming the Dragon Wastes carried on the wind. They'd been following Kat and himself for days now. Though they had kept their distance so far, he could tell by the way the creatures moved in and out of range of his senses that they were growing bolder. More than that, he could feel that they were somehow intelligent. At least to a small degree. It was an intelligence driven by never-ending hunger. They were undying, yet lived only a half-life that was filled with nothing but pain. The terrible magic Shinzan had unleashed here had changed them in ways he could never have foreseen.
 
   But it was not the savage manner in which Shinzan had obliterated this once rich and fertile land that enraged Martok the most. It was the reason behind it. The six dying dragons, along with Maytra, were all that remained. And though Ethan had done well in protecting the eggs, there was no guarantee that they would ever actually hatch.
 
   The first light of the new dawn was just creeping over the horizon, coloring the sky in orange and violet. The desolation it revealed was beyond healing. At least, it was beyond his power to heal. Perhaps if the dragons did come back then they might be able to gradually return the land to its former glorious state. But it would take many lifetimes. And though Ethan's body was now playing host to his consciousness, life would not last forever in this form. That was another problem he intended to solve.
 
   Kat stirred and then sat up, pulling the blanket tightly around her shoulders. “Have you been up all night?” she asked.
 
   He stroked her hair gently. “No. I only woke up a few minutes ago.” This was a lie, of course. “I was just about to make us something to eat.”
 
   “I’m too sleepy to eat yet,” she groaned.
 
   Martok leaned down to kiss her lightly on the ear, then whispered: “No, not too sleepy. You’re just too lazy.” Quickly slipping his hands under the bottom of the blanket, he began tickling her ribs where he knew she was especially sensitive.
 
                 “Okay! Stop it. I’m up,” she begged, giggling loudly while squirming away from his reach. After scrambling to her feet, she yawned before asking: “How much further?”
 
   “According to the map Martok gave us, we should arrive today.”
 
   He noticed several small tears in Kat’s leather boots that were lying on the ground a few feet away. The soles of his own boots were nearly worn through as well. They were clearly not made for walking through rocky terrain that had got progressively more uneven and rough the further they moved away from Renald’s land. 
 
   After a quick breakfast, they gathered their packs and started out. But they had barely covered a mile when he saw Kat wincing almost every time she stepped onto her left foot. 
 
   He caught her by the arm. “Enough of this.” With a wide sweep of his arm, two black stallions appeared. She had already seen him cast this spell before while under the assumption he was Ethan, so it would not arouse her suspicions.
 
   She smiled and touched his cheek. “It’s not that bad. I can walk.”
 
   “Why walk when you can ride?”
 
   “Because that spell is tiring as hell. It will take too much out of you.”
 
   It was true that this was powerful magic. Creating a horse was easy enough. To keep it there so they could make use of it for any significant length of time was the hard part. This took a great deal of effort…for most mages. But of course, he was not most mages.
 
   Martok leapt atop one of the stallions. “My feet are hurting too, you know, so I'm riding. You can keep walking if you want to.”
 
   Kat shook her head. “You’re going to be exhausted in no time.” In spite of her objections, she mounted the other horse. 
 
   Martok was capable of maintaining this spell for many hours. But he knew that Kat had learned enough to know that Ethan certainly could not. After a time, he would need to appear as if he had reached the limits of his strength. 
 
   They had been riding for a little more than an hour when the pendant Renald had prepared for him began pulsing. He immediately dismounted. As soon as Kat was at his side, he allowed the horses to vanish.
 
   “We’re close,” he said.
 
   She eyed him cautiously. “Is…he coming?”
 
   Martok's frown carried just a hint of uncertainty. “I don’t think so. There doesn’t seem to be any danger so far.” 
 
   He dearly wanted to speak to Kat as himself, but patience was essential to any effective plan. Planting the seed that Martok was the only one strong enough to face the dangers ahead was all part of his strategy. Even so, it was difficult to resist the urge.
 
                 The pendant directed them to a tall mound of massive boulders about a mile north of their position. On drawing closer, Martok could soon see a wide rift in the ground, preventing any further forward progress. This vertically sided valley extended for as far as the eye could see in either direction. 
 
   “It’s much too far to jump across,” Kat remarked rather needlessly. “We’ll need to find a way around it.”
 
   Martok grunted. A fissure like this might easily stretch out for many miles. If so, precious time would be wasted. There was only one thing to do. Dropping to his knees, he squeezed his eyes shut. After a few seconds, he rose again.
 
   As he looked across at Kat he saw displeasure clearly written on her face. She had witnessed him do this many times before and she knew what it meant. “We don’t need you,” she snapped.
 
   “Ethan felt otherwise,” he retorted. “However, I will admit that your need of me this time is my fault. I should have taught you how to do this long ago.”
 
   Before Kat could react, he threw an arm around her waist and pulled her close. She pushed hard against his chest, but he held her firmly in his grasp. 
 
   “Hold still, girl,” he commanded. “Lest I drop you.”
 
   The words had barely escaped his lips when their feet left the ground. In no time at all they were twenty feet in the air and drifting slowly over the impossibly deep chasm. Kat gasped, no longer struggling, rather clutching desperately tightly to his shoulders. A few moments later they had spanned the void and were back on solid ground.
 
   She stepped quickly away from him, stiff-backed and stern. “You warn me next time you're going to do something like that. Understand?”
 
   “You are quite welcome,” Martok told her, presuming the thanks that wasn't forthcoming and ignoring her question. “Now let us see if we can find our way, shall we?”
 
   “No! You've got us over that gap. I think you should go now.”
 
   A look of displeasure that actually bordered on hurt splashed across his face. “Is nothing I do ever enough to please you? I saved your precious Ethan from certain death. I have found a way to defeat our enemy. And I have passed an incredible amount of knowledge on to you. I would think I have earned at least a modicum of civility in return.”
 
   Kat’s hard stare gradually softened. “Yes, you’re right. I'm sorry. I do appreciate what you’ve done for us. I really do. It’s just…”
 
   “It’s just what?”
 
   “I know you want to take over Ethan’s body and not give it back. That scares me. I almost lost him once before. The thought of losing him again is just too much.”
 
   “And if I did succeed in possessing this form permanently? Would that be so horrible? Have I not shown how much I could help this troubled world? And you.”
 
   She sighed. “I know you have feelings for me, Martok. But my heart belongs to Ethan. He is my soulmate, and no amount of magic or power can ever change that. So yes. To me, what you are suggesting would be horrible.”
 
   He could tell that she was having difficulty in holding his gaze. With most people he would have taken this to be a sign of dishonesty or shame. But not Kat. With her it was regret. 
 
   “I do not deny that I long for you to be mine,” he began. “In fact, I say so freely. And if you dared to look deep within yourself, I think you would discover that although Ethan possesses your heart, I have won your affection…if only in a small way.”
 
   Before Kat could reply he walked on past her, taking out the pendant while still on the move. She remained where she was for a few seconds before following, though not too closely.
 
   The short distance to the boulders was covered in silence. Martok smiled inwardly. Kat could deny it all she wanted. She was beginning to yield to his charms. 
 
   Yet again the howls from the beasts of the Wastes echoed in the distance. Martok looked over his shoulder. “When this is over, I shall hunt down every single one of them. They have suffered enough.”
 
   Kat nodded. “That would be merciful. Renald told me they were once wolf-like creatures that roamed the land in vast packs.”
 
   “Yes. Harmless to humans…unless you were stupid enough to wander alone. They hunted the great Bull Mantos mostly.” 
 
   He could see that Kat was unfamiliar with this name, so continued: “Mantos were beasts of immense size and strength – twice as tall as a man at the shoulder, with a thick gray hide and three horns protruding from a massive head. I saw one once when I was young. It was a truly impressive sight, I must say.” His expression darkened. “But they only lived here, in what has since become these cursed Wastes. As did many other wonderful beasts, now all gone forever.”
 
   “You really do love Lumnia, don’t you?” she remarked.
 
   Martok gave her a sideways look. “Of course I do. This is my home. All I have ever wanted is the best for Lumnia and its people. Despite what you have heard about me, I was never like Shinzan. I never tried to enslave anyone. Nor did I kill without good cause. And not all of the mages were against me. Only those who could not look past their own bigotry and fears. To them, the idea of all three races coexisting seemed impossible, whereas I saw it as inevitable.”
 
   “But you did try to conquer the world,” Kat pointed out.
 
   “I was left with no other choice. Those who wanted to silence me began an aggressive campaign against the elves. When the dwarves joined with them, what else was I to do? Stand idly by and permit genocide? Would you?”
 
   “No. Of course not. But even as a little girl I heard the tales of your conquests. Are you telling me that none of them were true?”
 
   “What I am telling you is that you do not truly know me. You cannot possibly understand what motivated me to make war on my own kind. Nor can you understand the betrayal I suffered at the hands of the one person I loved the most. Yes, the stories you’ve heard are true. But only from the perspective of the people who eventually cast me down. They were told so that my name would become a curse.” His voice lowered to a mere whisper. “They turned me into a monster. A nightmare to plague the dreams of children.” 
 
   He paused for a moment to look directly into Kat’s eyes. “Tell me, Katyana. When you look at me, do you see a monster?”
 
   Her face suddenly became etched with pity. “No. I see a man. Nothing more. Arrogant and flawed. But just a man.”
 
    Martok smiled. “That is a start. Thank you.” He thought he spotted another subtle change in her expression. Was she now seeing him in a new light? “But come,” he continued, pointing to a wide crack in a particularly tall boulder. “We have work to do.”
 
   After stepping through the opening, the small amount of light trickling in from outside was quickly consumed. In response to the pitch darkness now surrounding them, Martok created a small globe of white light that hovered in the air just a few feet ahead.
 
   All was well for a few yards, but then the light abruptly disappeared. Martok cast it again, only to see the same thing happen once more. “That’s odd,” he muttered. “Very odd indeed.”
 
   “What’s wrong?” asked Kat, doing her best to keep the anxiety from her voice.
 
   “There are no wards that I can detect, and yet magic fails beyond where we are standing.”
 
   “What do you mean, fails?”
 
   Martok drew his sword. “It means exactly that. From here on, it seems we are forced to continue without the protection of magic. Don’t worry though. I was well trained in combat.”
 
   It was almost possible for him to see her frowning in the darkness when she said: “Why would someone like you need to learn how to fight with a sword?”
 
   He chuckled. “Relying too heavily on magic alone is foolish. That was a lesson quickly learned in a world where powerful wards and spells can easily strip a mage of their power. My father insisted on me becoming a master of the sword and hand-to-hand combat. I could best every man in his guard by the time I was fifteen. You will be well protected. You have my word.”
 
   Kat sniffed and drew her dagger. “I lived on my own in the streets of Miltino from the age of nine. I don’t need protecting.”
 
   He laughed again. “I am sorry for my presumption. Sometimes I forget the troubled life you once led.”
 
   “Once led?” she mocked, though only light-heartedly. “Things may be different now that I’m older, but they sure as hell aren’t any easier.”
 
   He was pleased that she had not persisted over him relinquishing control on Ethan’s body. Though Ethan was not to be underestimated - after all, he had been a soldier – his own training was far more extensive. And his skill with a blade unparalleled. He had seen the memories in Ethan’s mind of the war in which he had fought. That he had survived a single day was a testament to his courage. There was no doubt that, with his own make of weapons, the young man was deadly. But Markus had only just begun teaching him the art of weapons used in Lumnia. And those required a completely different set of abilities. 
 
   A few yards further on, he could feel the very last vestiges of his magic draining away. “It will take some time yet for our eyes to adjust,” he told Kat. “We must be cautious.”
 
   To his considerable surprise, she pushed her way past. “I can see fine. Just stay close.”
 
   For a moment Martok felt almost humbled with her taking the lead. But this was quickly banished when she took hold of his hand and pulled him firmly along. “Lead on then,” he said.
 
   The floor of the passage was smooth and had obviously been crafted. For all that, it dipped and turned sharply several times, and it was only Kat’s steadying hold that prevented him from stumbling. Even after his eyes did finally adjust and he could see well enough, the rapid pace she was setting prevented him from moving back ahead of her.
 
   The passage wound on for more than a mile, sloping down for short distances and then leveling out again. Though Martok was by no means helpless, the absence of magic was growing increasingly unsettling for him. It brought back too many bad memories. Memories that, if he could, he would banish forever.
 
   “Just how deep does this damn place go?” muttered Kat after a time. “And how do you know about this thing we're looking for anyway? This dwarf device, crystal, or whatever.”
 
   “The elves brought it here after I was killed. When Ethan bonded with them I was able to see small flashes of the knowledge they share. I knew then it was hidden in the Dragon Wastes, but not precisely where.”
 
   Kat opened her mouth to ask another question, then hesitated as a low rumble echoed from ahead. Both of them remained absolutely still while listening. The rumble continued for more than a minute before fading away. 
 
   “It's probably nothing,” Martok said. “The deep places of the world often growl their displeasure.”
 
   “So long as it just growls, I’m fine.”
 
   After another half mile they came to some steps leading further down. At this point, the walls of the passage became peppered with tiny blue stones that glowed dimly. These looked similar to rajni stones, though with a slightly different hue. Kat paused to admire them for a few seconds, but seeing the urgency in Martok’s eyes, quickly started out again.
 
   The steps must have taken them more than a hundred feet further down before eventually leading into a fifty-foot square chamber. Here, the air instantly became much cooler and more humid. The low ceiling and walls with naught but the blue stones set within them gave no indication of the room’s purpose. The only thing of interest was at the far end where a narrow slit in the wall appeared just large enough to squeeze through.
 
   As they approached this they could hear the sound of rushing water. Martok peered through the opening and saw that the walls on the other side opened up into a massive cavern, the ground of which was covered in a thick moss. The glimmer of a fast moving stream split the cavern in two, its reflection sending tiny rays of blue light dancing on the crystal covered walls and ceiling.
 
   He sniffed the air. The dank smell of rotting vegetation and muck mixed with a sour, unidentifiable odor. “Wait here,” he instructed Kat, then quickly added: “Please. We cannot afford to risk both of us getting hurt.” 
 
   Reluctantly, she nodded her agreement. “Stay where I can see you,” she told him.
 
   Martok smiled. “I will.”
 
   After wriggling through, he found the moss was even thicker than it appeared: his boots sinking down more than two inches as they stepped onto it. A few twisted bushes were growing on the left side, though he was not able to identify them. To the right were several low mounds of earth scattered about. The shallow stream entered the cavern through a narrow horizontal slit and then ran over a bed of similar blue crystals to those embedded in the walls. On the far side, the water vanished through a gap yet to be inspected. Were it not for the unpleasant odor, which by now was growing steadily stronger, he would have found this place to be quite pleasing.
 
   Martok glanced over his shoulder to see Kat watching him intently through the crevice. Kneeling by the stream, he dipped the tip of his finger into the clear water. It was ice cold. A sudden, almost inexplicable thirst prompted him into tentatively sucking his finger. There was nothing sweet about the water's taste as he imagined there might be, but there was nothing unpleasant attached to it either. Strangely though, his thirst had abated as quickly as it had arrived. A smile formed. A mere thimble full of this could last a traveler in the desert for weeks.
 
   He stood and walked over to the bushes. Three-inch long leaves blanketed each plant from top to bottom. Seeing them grow in this strange environment, Martok wondered as to the properties such a thing might hold. His cousin had studied herbs and potions – much to the dismay of his parents who had regarded such pursuits as beneath his station. And though magic was undoubtedly a better, more effective way to heal, potions and salves did have their uses. Especially for the common people who might easily find themselves in a place where a healer was not available. However, something told Martok that these plants would not hold such properties. Most likely they were poisonous. Though even poisons had their uses on occasions.
 
   Aside from the bushes there was nothing else of any interest in this area, so his attention quickly switched to the other side. The stream was only a few feet wide and shallow enough to walk across. The only inconvenience was getting his feet wet; without magic he would be forced to walk in wet boots until they were once again outside. 
 
   Having made the crossing, the smell of decay coming from the mounds became noticeably stronger. By the time he actually reached them he found himself covering his nose with his sleeve - though this was doing very little to help. 
 
   He moved on to the rear wall and inspected this several times. There was nothing unusual, and no other opening leading further on apart from where the stream exited. Crouching low to glance through this gap, he saw what resembled a miniature waterfall as the water plunged vertically to unknown depths.
 
   “Have you found something?” Kat called out.
 
   “Not yet,” he replied, rising upright again.
 
   She threaded her way through the opening to join him. “Are you sure it’s somewhere in here?”
 
   “As sure as I can be. Unless someone has already retrieved it. But they would have to know where to look. And only the elves know of its location.”
 
   “Could they have come back for it?”
 
   Martok shook his head. “I doubt it. It's not a thing they would have wanted to possess.”
 
   The pair of them spent the next thirty minutes wandering about the cavern, searching hard for anything that might provide a clue. Neither found a thing. 
 
   Kat plopped down near the entrance and threw up her hands. “So what now?”
 
   Martok was standing atop one of the mounds, a hand placed protectively over his nose. “It must be here,” he told her. “I just need to look properly.”
 
   At that moment, the ground began to vibrate and a low hum filled the cavern. Kat instantly sprang to her feet, dagger in hand. Martok raced over to her side, sword drawn. 
 
   “You have returned to me, Martok Dragonvein. I am most pleased.” The loud voice that could have been either a man or a woman seemed to come from all directions at once.
 
   Kat looked to Martok, but he said nothing.
 
   “And you have brought someone new to keep me company.”
 
   “Show yourself,” Martok demanded. 
 
   A thin haze began seeping up through the moss just a few feet in front of them. “As you wish, my love.” The voice had now taken on a distinctly female quality. 
 
   “Who are you?” Martok asked, wrapping a protective arm around Kat's shoulders. 
 
   “Don’t you recognize me?” The haze gradually began to resemble a human form. “I always knew you would return to me, Martok. Your ambition made it inevitable. Though how you have managed it, I can only guess. But I never doubted for a moment that you would find a way eventually.”
 
   “Who is she?” Kat asked in a half-whisper.
 
   Martok took a pace forward, placing himself between Kat and the unidentified shape. “I ask you again, spirit: Who are you?”
 
   “Oh, how you watch over the pretty one,” the spirit remarked in an amused tone. “Is she your new love? Or just a distraction? Have you destroyed her life as you did mine?”
 
   Martok caught his breath. “Miriam.”
 
   “You sound surprised to see me.”
 
   Kat touched Martok’s shoulder. “Who is Miriam?”
 
   He drew a deep breath before replying. “My wife.”
 
   “Your wife!” 
 
   “Yes. Or at least, what is left of her.”
 
   “Yes indeed,” said Miriam. “All that remains of me is this ghostly form. Trapped forever by your deceit and wickedness.”
 
   “It was you who betrayed me,” Martok snapped back. “I did nothing to you. However, you came to this pass, it was not my doing.”
 
   “Truly?” she scoffed, malice dripping from her voice. “Was it not you who befriended the elves? Was it not you who ordered them to take my life and contain my spirit?”
 
   “I did befriend the elves,” he agreed. “But I never ordered them to harm you. How could I? I was already dead.”
 
   Miriam was silent for several seconds before speaking again. “That is not true. No. It was you. You did this to me. It had to be.” Her voice was becoming shrill with madness. “They cut out my heart while I begged for them to spare me. And it was your name on their lips as they watched me die.”
 
   Martok stiffened. “I had no knowledge of this. I would never have wanted them to harm you. Even after what you did to me…I still loved you.”
 
   “Liar! It was you! And now you come here thinking to cause me more pain? You think I do not see through you?”
 
   Martok held out his hand. “I came only to retrieve the dwarf crystal the elves hid here. I did not know about you…or any of this. I swear it.”
 
   “What is she talking about?” asked Kat.
 
   “She speaks of events that happened long ago,” he replied over his shoulder. “Things I would rather forget.” He turned his attention back to Miriam. “Whatever you might think of me, I need to find the crystal. Lumnia is –”
 
   “Dying,” Miriam cut in. “Yes. I know. Nothing can stop it. Not even you…my love. And for this, I am happy.”
 
   “I must have the crystal,” Martok pressed on. “If you will not help me –”
 
   “You will have nothing!” she screamed, her voice reverberating off the cavern walls. “Nothing! Do you hear me? Nothing!”
 
   Miriam's form began to swirl and break apart. At the same time, off to the right, Martok caught movement from the corner of his eye. From the top of one of the mounds, a pair of hands were clawing their way out. Kat saw them as well. 
 
   “Kroma,” Martok hissed.
 
   “What?” Kat gasped.
 
   “The dead arisen,” he explained. “Brought back to life by foul magic.” He turned to face her. “You need to get out now. You cannot fight this with naught but a dagger.”
 
   “What about you?” 
 
   Martok grinned viciously. “I will be fine. These unclean devils are no match for me.”
 
   Kat glanced back over to the mounds. A head wrapped in grotesquely decayed flesh was now poking its way out, and three more were starting to emerge from other mounds.
 
   “This is no time to argue,” he snapped, his tone steel. “For once, do as I say.”
 
   She glared at him with clear disapproval. “You had better not get yourself killed,” she grumbled loudly before setting off back to the entrance.
 
   Martok was quick to note that she said not to get yourself killed. There was no mention of Ethan. But there was also no time to revel in this perceived little victory. By now, the first of the kroma was already making its way toward him with a slow yet steady stride. Rags that were once its clothing hung loosely from its decomposing body, and in its right hand dangled a rusted blade. 
 
   He was about to start forward to deal with the creature when he heard Kat grunting and cursing behind him. He turned to see her jerking and twisting wildly; her feet had sunk deep into the moss right up to her calves. He raced over and took her hand.
 
   “She will not escape.” It was the voice of Miriam. “And neither will you.”
 
   Martok pulled with all his strength, but to no avail. He then dropped to his knees and began ripping at the moss with his hands, but it grew back as fast as he was able to pull it out. 
 
   “Leave me,” Kat ordered him. “They’re almost on you.”
 
   Martok glanced back. The first of the kroma was only a few yards away. Three more were now free and another two were clawing their way out. He stood, his sword ready for action. 
 
   The kroma had raised its own blade and was bearing down. But it wasn't coming for him, he realized. It was after Kat. Miriam’s sinister intentions instantly became clear. With a rapid flurry of strikes, Martok sliced at the creature’s arms and torso, but with little effect. In spite of its fragile appearance, its flesh was hard as stone. Only a few of his blows penetrated any deeper than an inch or so. 
 
   Completely ignoring his attack, the kroma continued on its way toward Kat. It was time for a different tactic. Lowering his shoulder, he rammed it solidly into the creature's midsection, driving it back several paces. At least he had now gathered its attention. With surprising speed, it brought its weapon hard down. Martok stepped left to avoid the attack and then retaliated with a powerful blow to the kroma's sword arm. Growing fear for Kat's safety added strength to his latest strike. This time his blade cut deep, cutting more than halfway through the creature's limb. 
 
   Even this did not stop it though. The kroma merely switched its sword to the left hand and resumed its lumbering advance toward Kat, who throughout this brief skirmish had been digging furiously at the clinging moss with her dagger. Martok could see that the next kroma was also getting dangerously close to her. He tried to move in front of the first, but it swiped at him with its damaged arm, then followed up with a wide arcing strike from its sword. This forced him down and back. 
 
   “Enough of this,” he roared. 
 
   With precise steps he moved in, hacking at the creature's left arm and channeling all of his fury into the strike. And now - at last - he was able to completely sever the limb. Satisfied that this kroma was no longer a serious danger, he burst into a run and managed to deliver a solid kick to the second one's hip just as it was about to raise its weapon. The creature stumbled and then fell over completely, landing with a squish as it struck the damp moss. Before it had a chance to recover, Martok slashed down on the creature's wrist, completely detaching the hand with the blade still in it. 
 
   Snarling, the kroma quickly recovered to one knee and reached across for its weapon with its other arm. Having already seen the first one swap hands in the same determined manner, this was exactly what Martok had been hoping for. Just for a moment, bent over low like this, the creature was in the perfect position for him to strike at its exposed neck. It was as he suspected; the flesh here was considerably softer. His blade sliced easily through, decapitating the monster in a single cut. 
 
   Martok smiled as he watched its body collapse in a heap. At least he now knew how to stop these things. But lopping the heads off another five was still going to be a daunting task. One that would take all of his skill and experience.
 
   The rest were still a few yards away, but the thrill of battle was now surging through him. He charged in with savage ferocity to meet them. Moving from side to side, he struck out again and again, attempting to separate their heads from their shoulders. But the kroma were better able to parry his attacks than their sluggish gait would have suggested. What's more, their relentless march toward Kat was slowly forcing him back ever closer to her.
 
   By now she had finally managed to free one of her legs and was frantically stabbing away at the remaining moss holding down the other. “Just a few more seconds,” she shouted. “I’m almost there.”
 
   Martok managed to disarm one of the kroma and kick another to the ground. But in doing so, a third had got by him and was already poised to deal Kat a lethal blow. He spun around, ignoring the danger at his back. With a heavy grunt, he took the head of Kat’s would-be killer just as its steel was about to begin its deadly descent. 
 
   The look of grateful relief on Kat’s face was instantly replaced by one of horror. “Look out!” she screamed. “Behind you!”
 
   Before Martok could react, he felt a jolt and the sharp pain of steel penetrating his left shoulder. He lurched forward in order to dislodge the blade, then twisted right, swinging his sword in a wide arc. The blade made no contact, and another slash from the advancing kroma caught the back of his sword hand. Though not deep enough to do serious damage, it was enough to cause his weapon to drop from his grasp.
 
   At that moment, Kat finally succeeded in freeing her other leg. Reaching out, she dragged Martok sharply back out of range an instant before a thrust would have skewered him fatally through the gullet. Without pause, she then scooped up his fallen blade and began hacking savagely at her attackers. Through the sheer fury of her onslaught, she was very quickly able to take the arm of the leading attacker.
 
   Though injured, Martok was unable to stand aside and leave the battle solely to Kat; not even for a short time. Biting back the pain, he grabbed a sword from a defeated kroma. “Move back,” he commanded. “Let me finish this.”
 
   But Kat was having none of it. Her blood was well and truly up. Ignoring his plea, she continued chopping ferociously away at the enemy. To Martok’s amazement, she took the head off one creature before he had even got back properly into the fight. With only one fully functioning kroma now remaining to face the two of them, this too quickly fell. Martok then finished off the final, already disarmed pair with flourish.
 
   As the last kroma died he dropped to his knees, adrenalin spent. The injury to his hand was minor, but blood was pouring from his shoulder. Kat was instantly at his side. Ripping the sleeve from her own shirt, she bound the wound tightly, stemming most of the flow. 
 
   As soon as she was finished, he waved her off and got to his feet. “We need to find the crystal. That's the most important thing right now. I’ll be fine once we’re out of here.” He smiled playfully at her before adding: “Assuming you’ll heal me, that is.”
 
   Kat returned the smile. “Does that mean I have a choice?”
 
   Crossing over to the mounds, he began looking down the holes made by the escaping kroma. He paused beside the third one and waved Kat over. “Be a sweetheart and get that out for me,” he said, pointing down. “As you can see, I’m a bit incapacitated at the moment.”
 
   Kat's eyes settled on a blue gem as large as a man’s fist resting at the bottom of the six-foot-deep void. The foul reek of death wafted up, assaulting her senses and very nearly inducing her to vomit.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Martok continued, failing to conceal the tiniest hint of a smile on his face.  “I’d get in there myself. I really would, but…” He glanced pointedly at his injured shoulder.
 
   Kat let out a moan that clearly conveyed all the disgust she was feeling before, with her nose held firmly between two fingers, she slid down into the hole. After snatching up the crystal, she rapidly tossed it up over the edge and returned a hand to her nose. Martok reached down to take her by the other hand and helped her back out. His former hint of a smile had now developed into a fully formed grin. 
 
   “I must say, my dear. Even covered in filth, you are still quite fetching.”
 
   “This isn’t the time,” Kat told him, though her tone and demeanor suggested that she was not particularly upset by the compliment. She picked up the crystal and wiped a little of the muck away. Strange runes were etched into the surface, and deep within the facets was a marble sized black orb. “So is this what will help us defeat Shinzan?” she asked.
 
   “That is my hope,” he replied. 
 
   “Then let’s get the hell out of here.”
 
   “You cannot leave!” The voice of Miriam echoed loudly. The ghostly figure returned, positioning itself directly in front of their only way out. “I will not allow it!”
 
   Martok lowered his head. “I am truly sorry about what has happened. In spite of what you did to me, I do love you. And if I could have prevented the elves from meting out vengeance upon you, I would have done so.”
 
   “You are a liar!  And I never loved you. Never! You deserved what happened to you.”
 
   He drew a long breath. “I know you never had any true feelings for me. I think in my heart I must have always known that. Even so, I did love you. I still do. But the truth is, you are well beyond my aid. And I cannot change the past.” He glanced over to Kat. “I must now look to the future.”
 
   His final words drew a sinister laugh from Miriam's hazy form. “You have no future, Martok. Your time ends here…with me. I will have justice. And there is nothing you can do to stop it.” Her voice rose and her arm extended. “Aktilinium toxo morticas.”
 
   The spell was instantly familiar to Martok. It was used to activate a previously administered poison, usually much later on when the poisoner was well away from the scene of their crime and could claim innocence of any involvement. Several mages he'd known of had invited a supposed friend to dine at their manor, then found themselves suddenly struck down by a fatal malady during the days that followed. Only an infinitesimal particle of the poison was required, and it could remain in the victim's body for as long or as little time as the killer required.
 
   Awareness came with a rush. “The water from the stream.”
 
   Even as he was finishing the short sentence, a wave of dizziness washed over him. With a deeply furled brow, he reached out and felt Kat’s hand steadying him.
 
   “The stream water indeed,” Miriam mocked. “I knew you would be unable to resist tasting it. Especially after I created a little dryness in the air. I could have allowed the poison to work immediately, but I was curious as to what lies you might speak.”
 
   A small gasp came from Kat. “She has poisoned you?”
 
   Martok's voice was now nothing more than a strangled croak. “Yes. I must get to the surface...straight away.”
 
   Miriam's taunting laughter grated against his ears. “You see? I have defeated you once again. Goodbye…husband.” 
 
   Gradually the spirit faded away, though the foul cackling of her amusement lingered, seemingly following them as Kat helped Martok to the entrance.
 
   There was a look of deep apprehension on her face. “How long do we have?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he gasped. “Minutes...hours. It all depends on the potency.” 
 
   He could see the fear in her eyes and gave her a reassuring smile. “We’ll make it. Ethan’s body is young and strong.”
 
   Confident words, but Martok knew full well how far away they were from the surface. And the steep ascent, combined with his weakened state, was sure to slow them down even more.
 
   Just getting himself back through the narrow opening was tough enough. But then came the steps. Up and up they continued, each new rising pace becoming ever more difficult than the previous one. He was losing all sense of awareness. Had they reached the top of the stairs yet? He had no idea. After what felt like an interminable length of time, all he knew for certain was that he could go no further. His legs collapsed beneath him and he felt the hardness of the stone wall pressing against his back.
 
   “Please.” Kat’s voice sounded very distant. “You have to keep going. We’re almost there now.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I have failed you.”
 
   “Get up, goddamn it! You have to get up!”
 
   “I wish I could have made you love me…as I love you.”
 
   “But I do. I do love you. Only you must get up.”
 
   Martok was sure he must be hallucinating. Could it possibly be true? Did she just say...
 
   He never got to finish this final thought before losing consciousness completely.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Oblivion. That was where he must have gone. Yet somehow, he had returned. The warmth of the sun on his face told him so. As did its bright light filtering in through closed eyes. But how did one return from oblivion? That was impossible. Wasn’t it? And yet here he was. He opened his eyes, though the dazzling rays immediately compelled him to shut them again. He tried to roll over, but it felt as if his body was paralyzed.
 
   “Don’t move.” 
 
   The feminine voice was soft and muffled, as if coming from the other side of a door.  
 
   Kat? Probably. She must have somehow dragged his body the rest of the way from the passage and healed him. But if he was healed, why could he not move? What had the poison done? Perhaps it was beyond her skills to heal him completely. 
 
   Little matter. He would get them to Lylinora quickly enough. Now that he was outside, he could use magic to speed them along. Even if his body was failing, his power would be undiminished. 
 
   “Help me up,” he said. Even to his own ears, his voice was little more than a whisper.
 
   “Be still,” she replied. She was sounding a bit clearer now. 
 
   He forced his eyes open again, this time squinting against the sun's powerful glare. “Where are we?”
 
   “Just outside the cavern entrance. You almost didn’t make it.” Kat used her hand to help shield his eyes. “I had to carry you.”
 
   “Thank you,” he said, forcing a weak smile. But something was wrong. Kat’s face was set hard. “Why do you look at me so?”
 
   “I’ve known it was you all the time, Martok,” she said. “I’ve known for a while.”
 
   He renewed his effort to sit up, but still with no success. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “I know you’ve been pretending to be Ethan. Do you think I’m stupid? You think I can’t tell the difference?”
 
   Martok’s senses instantly sharpened. It wasn't weakness that was preventing him from rising - he was being restrained. As awareness continued returning he felt something disturbingly familiar around his neck. The collar. Kat had put that cursed collar on him. The memory of his wife standing over him in similar circumstances came back in a rush. The hate in her eyes. The fury in her voice. And now history was repeating itself. Once again, a woman that he loved had betrayed him. 
 
   “Release me at once,” he demanded. “You're wrong. Wrong about everything.”
 
   “Don’t bother lying. I know you blackmailed Renald into keeping quiet.”
 
   Renald. The very sound of the name provoked his anger to an even greater pitch. He would make very sure that the old man suffered once he was free. 
 
   “Renald is a fool,” he growled. “I should have known he cared nothing for his son.”
 
   Kat shook her head. “Renald didn’t tell me anything. Lylinora discovered the truth by using a spell while he slept. She was the one who told me. Not that it made any difference. I already knew by then anyway. I knew the game you were playing.”
 
   “If you knew, why didn’t you say something? Why pretend to love me as if I was Ethan?” 
 
   “I wasn’t pretending.”
 
   Her response threw him for a moment. He eyed her curiously. “Now I would know why you are lying.”
 
   “I’m not. I care for you deeply. You saved my life…and Ethan’s. And I can see how much you love this world.”
 
   His voice rose sharply. “Then why have you imprisoned me like this?”
 
   “Because if I didn’t, I’d lose Ethan forever. And my love for him is far greater than anything I could ever feel for you.”
 
   These words cut into him deeply. “So you would rather die – you would rather see everyone die – just to have Ethan with you instead of me? Because that’s what will happen. You cannot defeat Shinzan. Not without my help.”
 
   “That is a chance I'm willing to take.”
 
   “Then you are a selfish child,” he retorted, hotly. “How I could have seen in you anything other than that is beyond my understanding.”
 
   “Yes,” she admitted. “I am selfish. But so are you. You could have passed on the knowledge we need. But you decided to steal Ethan’s body instead. You still can’t get over what happened to you when you were alive. Now, all you are after is a second chance to get control and rule the world.”
 
   Martok could hardly believe he was hearing these words coming from Kat. Not after feeling so sure just a short time ago that he was winning her over. “You speak about things that are far beyond your understanding,” he told her. “And because of this, you will doom us all. I only want to heal this world, not rule it. That's all I've ever wanted. Who other than me do you think could accomplish this? The dwarves? Your moron of a father? Do you honestly believe the races would unite under his banner? Even if you did succeed in defeating Shinzan - which you most certainly will not - your actions would ensure that Lumnia is ravaged by war for countless generations to come.”
 
   “No, you misjudge them,” she countered, ignoring the insult to her father. “The people have already united. They don’t need an all-powerful leader to make them do what they know in their hearts is right.”
 
   A mocking laugh slipped from Martok's lips. “Don’t be so naïve. The elves and the dwarves have come together out of necessity, nothing more. And humans have never been able to accept that they must share this world. The alliance you see will crumble the very moment they no longer have a common enemy to fight. Do you really believe thousands of years of hatred and distrust can be washed away so easily?”
 
   Kat shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe you’re right. Maybe this really is all for nothing. But I know I’m not going to let you go through with your plan. You will not have Ethan’s body. And you will not replace Shinzan.”
 
   “Replace?” He struggled against the collar, but a searing pain shot through his head. It took several moments before he was able to continue. “Katyana. I am begging you. Listen to reason. The control I have over Ethan is permanent; it cannot be undone. Release me and I will forgive you for your lapse in judgment. I give you my word on that. Once we have resolved this misunderstanding, then together we will destroy Shinzan.”
 
   Kat chuckled softly. “You honestly think I believe that?” She shook her head. “No, Ethan is still inside there somewhere. And when we get to the dragons, then he’ll be able to come back to me.”
 
   A jolt of anxiety ran through Martok. He tried to disguise this with a scornful laugh. “The dragons? What good will going there do you? Ethan’s bond with the elves has left him vulnerable to me. And you should know that from all of the Dragonvein line, only I hold the knowledge and the power to use this crystal. Ethan certainly cannot.”
 
   “If that’s true, then you have nothing to worry about, right? But then again, why would Ethan have told me to bring his body there if this ever happened? That's a strange thing to ask if he knew it wouldn’t do him any good.”
 
   Martok's anger began to swell again. “Damn it, girl. Release me, or I swear I will rip Ethan’s spirit apart. I’ll send him to the depths of oblivion. Do you hear me? He will be truly dead. Forever.”
 
   Kat stood and turned her back. “If I don’t do this, then he’s dead anyway.”
 
   He grunted with frustration. “So tell me. How do you think to get me there? This collar may restrain me, but you have no way of moving me. That is, unless you intend to carry me across your back. I doubt even you could get me all that way without help.”
 
   “That's true. But I’m not alone.” 
 
   Martok heard the sound of footsteps approaching.
 
   “Is he fully restrained?” To his astonishment, it was the voice of Lylinora.
 
   “Yes,” replied Kat. “The collar worked perfectly.”
 
   “Do you have the dwarf object?”
 
   Kat pointed off to her left. “It’s there in my pack.”
 
   Lylinora bent down to meet Martok’s eyes. “I am sorry it has come to this. I mean that. But you left us with no choice.”
 
   Martok sniffed. “You are as stupid as Katyana if you think this will do you any good. Take me to the dragons for all I care. Let Ethan cross over. I will tear his spirit to shreds and laugh as he fades into nothingness.”
 
   Lylinora glanced up at Kat. “Are you ready?”
 
   Kat removed a small silver key from her pocket. “Ready.”
 
   The pressure on Martok's body eased. He sat up slowly and glared at the two women. “You will pay for this,” he growled. “I swear by my ancestors. You cannot keep me like this forever.”
 
   Neither woman responded. With the key in her possession, Kat had complete control over his movements. Though she could not compel him to walk, he would only be able to move as far as she allowed. If they'd been alone, perhaps he could have manipulated himself into a position to get hold of the key. But with Lylinora helping her, that was unlikely. So now there was only one option remaining. And Martok knew precisely what that was.
 
   Go with them to the dragons…and then kill Ethan Dragonvein.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Martok looked up at his father and smiled. He loved it when he was allowed to travel with him. On every journey he would get to see some new and magnificent wonder. The last time it had been the crystal caverns of Yulindria. And the time before that, the rushing sand river of the eastern wasteland. But this trip promised to be the most special one of all. He was now eight years old and was finally going to see what he had always dreamed of seeing. Dragons.
 
   “How long do they live?” he asked. 
 
   “I’m not sure,” his father replied. “Thousands of years, I would imagine.”
 
   Ralmar was a great mage. In Martok’s young mind, by far the greatest mage of them all. The only thing he ever wanted was to be like him. “How do they manage to stay alive for so long?” he asked.
 
   Ralmar reached over and mussed his son’s hair. “With magic, of course.”
 
   The youngster considered this for a moment. “Does that mean you will live that long as well?”
 
   Ralmar laughed. “No, son. I’m afraid not. Magic doesn’t work that way.”
 
   “But uncle Sylas said that mages live longer than other humans. He said that's because of magic.”
 
   “Mages do live longer,” his father confirmed. “But that’s because of magic’s healing properties. Our bodies don’t wear out as quickly, that's all. But it can’t extend our lives in the same way it does for dragons.”
 
   “Why not? If it works for them, why can’t it work for us?”
 
   “It just doesn’t, son. And your uncle should have told you that.”
 
   “But if I found a way, I could make you live forever.”
 
   Ralmar stopped to kneel and face his son. “Listen to me, Martok. Nothing, not even the dragons, can live forever. It’s just not the way things are supposed to be. We all have our time and then it’s over.”
 
   Martok frowned. “But if I could find a way –” 
 
   “No, son,” he said, cutting him short. “And I don’t want you to think about such things. It’s dangerous. Many mages have wasted their lives seeking immortality. It’s not possible.”
 
   He looked into his father’s eyes and recognized the sorrow that was all too frequent. “If you could have, would you have saved mother? Would you have made her live forever?”
 
   Ralmar sighed heavily. “If I could have saved her, I would have. But no. I would not want either of us to live forever. One day my body will grow old and this life will be spent. But that is a good thing. My passing makes room for you.”
 
   Martok simply couldn’t accept this. When his mother had died last winter his father had been devastated. It was over a month before he left their manor or even spoke a word. Martok had asked many times what had caused her death, but his father refused to tell him. He now looked at his parent stubbornly. “Well, I think there's plenty of room for both of us.”
 
   Ralmar pulled his son in, embracing him tightly. “For now there is.” After a few seconds he eased him back and held his shoulders. “Listen to me. I don’t want you worrying over these things. And I especially don’t want you worrying about me. When my time comes, I will be just fine.”
 
   He looked at his father skeptically. “How do you know that?”
 
   Smiling, Ralmar stood and took hold of the youngster's hand. “You’ll see soon enough.”
 
   The reassuring smile did much to make Martok feel better. Many times he had overheard his uncle and his father arguing about what was appropriate magic for a boy of his age to be learning. His father had warned Sylas repeatedly that it was not his decision. The last time they spoke of this it had nearly come to blows. Martok knew it had something to do with his mother and the way she had died. But not even his uncle would tell him anything about it. All the same, it made him think very hard about if there was a special way to make the people you love live forever. Was that the secret magic his father didn’t want him to learn?
 
   It would take three days for them to walk all the way along the narrow trail that passed through a tangle of dense foliage. The jungle would have reclaimed the path long ago, his father explained, had it not been kept clear by the magic of the dragons. Their connection to Lumnia gave them unique powers. Even more excitingly, he then went on to tell a little of the special bond that the Dragonvein family shared with these wonderful creatures.
 
   After choosing a place to camp on the second night, Ralmar lit a fire and set his wards to keep away unwanted animals and other pests. This done, he retrieved a silver flute from his pack and began playing a tune that Martok remembered his mother always saying was her absolute favorite. Often she would sing along with his playing, though the words would change with each performance. Sometimes they would be about heroes and quests. Other times the story of young love. She had been a remarkable woman. And one of the best healers in all of Lumnia. Even his uncle had said so. 
 
   A thousand people had shown up to her funeral, though Ralmar could not bring himself to attend – a fact that was widely frowned upon by many of the noble houses. They did not hold back on expressing their opinions on the matter either. It had enraged Martok to no end when they called his father weak and pathetic. Not a true nobleman. He knew better than anyone how deeply his parents had loved each other, and how great his father's sense of loss was when she passed away. It was as if a part of him had died too. That was the reason why, for a time, he hadn't been able to carry on as normal. None of those other cruel hearted mages would ever have been capable of understanding such love and devotion.
 
   “It is not weakness,” his uncle had told him. “To love so deeply is beyond most men. And to find someone who you can truly love with all of your being is a rare gift. They are just envious toads. Don’t pay them any mind.”
 
   When his father finished playing, he laid the flute gently in his lap. There was a faraway look in his eyes. 
 
   “What is so special about where we’re going?” Martok asked. “Uncle Sylas said you think it's the most special place in the world. But he wouldn’t tell me why.”
 
   His father waved him over to sit beside him. “As I explained earlier, son, our family is unique. We were the very first to know the dragons. And of all the great mage families, only ours has the privilege of sharing a bond with them. It is a gift from our ancient past. Given to us by the greatest of all our ancestors.”
 
   “Who was he?” Martok asked, wide-eyed.
 
   “Actually, it's a she. And where I'm taking you is the only place in Lumnia where you can meet her.”
 
   Martok's eyes grew even wider. “How can I meet her if she's dead?”
 
   He stroked his son’s hair. “Remember how I told you that once I'm gone, I would be well taken care of. Well, tomorrow you will understand why.”
 
   “Will there be dragons there too?”
 
   Ralmar laughed. “Perhaps. But I don’t think you’ll care too much about that once you meet her.”
 
   It was late into the afternoon when they arrived at their destination. Martok was sure he'd heard the distant roar of a dragon overhead as they set out that morning, and ever since then he'd found himself spending most of his time gazing hopefully up amongst the clouds. Much to his disappointment, clouds were the only sky bound objects he had so far seen. 
 
   The path had taken them right to the very edge of a deep chasm. A few yards away from this stood a small cabin. Ralmar led his son inside and set about building a fire in the hearth. The interior was modest, yet quite adequate, and large enough to accommodate four people if necessary. 
 
   After finishing a meal, Ralmar regarded Martok across the table. His expression carried a mixture of pride and anxiety.
 
   “What is about to happen can be quite unsettling, son,” he began. “It certainly was for me when my father brought me here. But there is nothing to fear.”
 
   Martok puffed out his chest. “I’m not scared.”
 
   Ralmar laughed. “Neither was I until I met her.”
 
   “Who is she? I mean really?”
 
   “I told you. Heather was the first of our line to bond with the dragons.”
 
   “How can she still be alive?”
 
   His father waved a hand. “All of your questions will be answered soon enough. But before that happens, remember, I would never allow anything to harm you. I would not have brought you here unless I thought you were ready. And when you return, I will be waiting.”
 
   Martok cocked his head. “You’re not coming with me?”
 
   “No. This is your time. You must meet her on your own. As I said before, there is nothing to fear. I promise you that.”
 
   Martok did not want to admit it, but the thought of going on alone was starting to frighten him. Nonetheless, he did his best not to show this. 
 
   Ralmar glanced over to the window. The light was fading and night would soon fall. “We should go now,” he said.
 
   He led his son from the cabin and over to a spot where the path continued on down the side of the canyon. Fear gripped Martok as he regarded the scarily narrow trail. More than ever he wanted his father to be with him. Knowing that wasn't going to happen, he stiffened his back and balled his tiny fists.
 
   “I’m ready, father.”
 
   Ralmar nodded and gave his son a loving smile. “I know you are.” 
 
   His eyes followed the line of the path. “I had almost forgotten how far down it is.” Having said that, he placed a firm hand on Martok’s shoulder. “Just stay close to the wall. There's plenty of room if you do that.”
 
   Martok gave his father a final look before beginning his descent. He did not enjoy heights very much, and the lack of any sort of railing made the path seem far narrower than it really was. His mother would have been a nervous wreck had she been there to see him. And the look in his father’s eyes just before he set off told him that he was in a similar state of anxiety.
 
   When he finally dared to look down at the canyon floor he saw a circle of pedestals surrounding a raised marble platform. Each pedestal had a faintly glowing rajni stone set at its crown. The rest of the floor was bare, and even in the waning sunlight he could easily see well into the distance. No one was visible. Where was this ancestor hiding?
 
   Upon reaching the bottom he cautiously approached the platform and began walking its circumference. Still he saw no one. Knowing the smooth sides were too high for him to climb up, he looked around for something to stand on. It was a forlorn gesture. He already knew there was nothing at all other than a few small pebbles scattered about. 
 
   “Hello?” he called out, his small voice echoing unnaturally loudly from the intimidatingly high canyon walls. “Is anyone here?”
 
   No reply came.
 
   There was only one thing left to try. Looking back to the platform, he took a deep breath and then ran as fast as his legs could carry him toward it, jumping up just before he slammed into the side. It was a determined effort, but he was not quite tall enough. Though his arms had managed to reach the top, he felt himself quickly sliding off again. But just before he fell, what must have been a hand gripped the back of his shirt collar and hefted him all the way up.
 
   Martok got to his feet, eyes darting about in every direction and utter confusion on his face. There was still no one to be seen. How could that be? “This isn’t funny,” he said, trying to sound brave. “Come out.”
 
   “You are an interesting child.” 
 
   It was a female voice that seemed to come from inside his own head. It was calm and comforting in a way he had never experienced before. Instantly, all anxiety and fear left him. 
 
   “Your father used a spell to help himself up here,” the voice continued. “I’m sure you know enough magic by now. Why didn’t you do the same?”
 
   Martok felt embarrassed. “I…I don’t know. I guess I just didn’t think of it. Are you Heather?”
 
   “I am. Please answer my question.”
 
   Martok shrugged. “I don’t use magic very much. Not when I'm away from home at least.”
 
   “And why not?”
 
   “I don’t know. I guess it’s because father doesn’t like it when people recognize us as a mage family.”
 
   “Is that right? And why would he not want that?”
 
   “He says that ordinary people act differently when mages are around. He says that because we’ve got special gifts, it’s our duty to look after them. But if we don’t know what they’re really like, we can’t do that properly.”
 
   “Your father is wise…and kind. But I recognized these qualities in him even as a child.”
 
   Martok narrowed his eyes. “Why can’t I see you?”
 
   Heather laughed. “Would you like to?”
 
   “Yes. Very much.”
 
   “Then you shall.”
 
   In a flash of blinding white light, a young woman appeared just a few feet in front of him. Straight, shoulder length auburn hair framed her delicate features perfectly. And, in spite of her youthful beauty, her simple attire gave her a reassuring, motherly quality. 
 
   The moment he saw her, Martok felt the tears rising. In no time at all he was weeping uncontrollably. But these were not tears of sorrow. He ran headlong toward the woman, wrapping his small arms around her waist. 
 
   Heather held him with tender care. “It’s all right. I’m here,” she whispered.
 
   He wasn't sure how long he remained in her arms. At least several minutes must have passed before he finally stepped away. “It’s…it’s just like when I was with my mother,” he sniffed. “It’s exactly the way I felt before she died.”
 
   Heather knelt down and produced a handkerchief. “I know,” she said gently, drying his tears. “I know how hard it was for you when she passed. I can see it within you.”
 
   “No one will tell me how she died,” Martok said. “Why won’t they tell me?”
 
   She held his hands. “You are such a brave boy. But there are some things that are too grown up for you to know yet. You must have faith that your father knows what is best for you. When the time is right, I'm sure he’ll tell you what you want to know. Until then, try not to think about it too much.”
 
   Somehow, her words eased his pain. A pain he'd constantly tried to hide from his father. A pain that, until this moment, he thought would never go away. “Are you alive?” he asked.
 
   Heather cocked her head. “Do I look alive to you?”
 
   Martok looked at her closely before nodding. “Yes. And you feel alive too. But father says you lived a very long time ago.”
 
   “That’s right. I did. And my true body passed on many years before you were born. Long before even your great great grandfather was alive.”
 
   “Then how are you here now?”
 
   She took his hand. “Come. I will show you. Then afterwards, you can ask me anything you want. Is that a deal?”
 
   Martok smiled up at her. “Deal.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   When arriving back at the top of the canyon, he found that his father had not returned to the cabin. Instead, he was sleeping on the ground just where the downward path started. Though Martok didn’t know what time it was, given that his father was always an early riser, especially when away from their home, he guessed it must be still several hours before dawn. 
 
   The smiling face of Heather lingered in his memory. It was a face he could never forget. Neither would the feelings she'd brought out in him ever fade. Even now he could close his eyes and imagine himself wrapped in her loving embrace. All was well. The painful sorrow of losing his mother was now gone. He no longer worried over how she had died. When his father thought he should know, he would tell him, just as Heather had explained.
 
   As quietly as he could, he sat down beside his father’s sleeping form. It looked like he was having another of his bad dreams. Every few seconds his face twitched and he moaned softly. These dreams happened quite often at home, too. Martok had heard the screams in the night, and seen the scratches on his father’s face the next morning. Naturally, he would have them healed before the house staff could see them. But why did he continue to suffer so much? Heather could help him; Martok was sure of this. She could take away his pain and banish his nightmares if he asked her to. But this would not happen. She had told him so. 
 
   “Ralmar loves me,” she had said when he asked if he could go back up and fetch his father. “As do all of my children. But he also fears me. He would not want to come.”
 
   “Why? You’re not scary.”
 
   Heather laughed softly. “Not to you. But you are different.”
 
   “Different how?”
 
   “One day you will see. For now, though, it’s enough for you to be a little boy. Let the troubles of adulthood wait. There will be time enough for them later. Besides, if your father was here, I would not have all of your attention. And right now I do not feel like sharing your love with anyone.”
 
   He ran into her arms. “I love you the most. More than any of your other children.”
 
   “Yes. I know you do.”
 
   Placing this memory aside, Martok touched his father’s arm. “Wake up. I’m back.”
 
   He had barely finished speaking when, in a flurry of motion, Ralmar shot bolt upright. His head immediately darted from side to side and his breaths came in short rapid gulps. Clutched in his right hand was a green ball of energy that sizzled and sparked wildly. 
 
   Martok scurried back, eyes wide with fear. “It’s me, father. It’s Martok.”
 
   Only after a tense moment did recognition come to Ralmar’s face. The magical energy vanished. “I…I’m sorry son. I was –”
 
   “Having a bad dream,” Martok said, completing his father’s sentence. “Was it about mother?”
 
   Take no notice of the question, Ralmar reached out and pulled his son close in a firm embrace. “I was so worried about you.”
 
   He waited until his father had released him before speaking. “Why were you worried? I was with Heather. She wouldn’t let anything bad happen to me.”
 
   Ralmar forced a smile. “I know she wouldn’t. But you were gone for so long. I almost came down after you.”
 
   Martok gave him a curious look. “I was only down there for a few hours. It’s not even dawn yet.”
 
   “No. You left here in the evening the day before yesterday,” he said. The tremor in his father's voice told of just how afraid he had been. “I watched you as you climbed up onto the platform. Then, after a few minutes, you disappeared from sight.”
 
   “Disappeared? No, I was there the whole time. Honestly I was. But...well...I suppose it might not have looked like that. Heather used magic to make it seem as if we were in all sorts of wonderful places. It was amazing. I wish you could have been there. But we never really went anywhere. At least, that’s what she told me.”
 
   Ralmar scrutinized his son for a time. A warm smile then formed. “As long as you’re safe, that's all that matters to me.” Pushing himself to his feet, he gathered up his blanket and pillow before heading toward the cabin. “Come. You can tell me all about it in the morning after I've finished sleeping. We still have a long journey ahead.”
 
   “Where are we going next?” asked Martok.
 
   “You wanted to see dragons, didn’t you?” He gave him a wink. 
 
   “Yes, I do. But we don’t need to go anywhere to see them. They can come to us.”
 
   Ralmar shook his head. “I’m sorry, Martok. Dragons won’t just appear because you want them to. It doesn’t work that way.” He wrapped his free arm around his son. “But don’t worry. You’ll get to see them. I promise.”
 
   “No, father,” he protested. “They can come here. They really can.”
 
   “Let's talk about it tomorrow, eh,” Ralmar told him. “Right now, I need some more sleep. I’ve barely closed my eyes since you left. So do a weary old man a favor and save your questions about dragons for a few more hours.”
 
   Martok frowned. He didn’t have questions. He had answers. Heather made sure of that. How he loved her. And how he wished his father would love her the same way he did. But then again, no one could love her that much. 
 
   The dark circles under his father’s eyes and the slight stagger in his steps banished any further discussion. He truly hadn't realized how much time had passed since first going down the path. But now that he thought about it, he wished it had been even longer.
 
   Inside the cabin, his father was fast asleep only seconds after plopping down on the simple bed. Martok slipped in beside him and snuggled up close. He recalled his uncle telling him that one day he would not see his father in the same way: that he would look upon him as being just like any other man. And when that day arrived, things between them would be changed forever. He didn’t want to believe that. His father was not a man like any other. He was great and wise, and would always be so. 
 
   Feeling safe in his father’s arms, Martok began to drift into dreams filled with the magical wonders revealed to him by Heather. His life no longer seemed uncertain. And the thought of his father passing into the realm of spirits no longer troubled him. He knew now that he would dwell in an everlasting paradise with past generations of their family.
 
   When the first light of the morning began peeking in through the window, he could hear that his father was already awake and about. Even when driven to exhaustion, he was still an early riser. Martok, on the other hand, felt content to remain in bed for a while longer. 
 
   “I know you’re awake,” Ralmar told him. “Your eyes are cracked open. Get up, lazy bones. We have much ground to cover today.”
 
   Martok stretched and yawned. “Why? I already told you…the dragons will come to us.”
 
   Chuckling loudly at this suggestion, Ralmar retrieved an iron pot filled with steaming hot porridge from the stove. “I guess anything is possible. But in case they don’t come, you need to eat. The walk to where the dragons nest is mostly uphill, and I’m not about to carry you this time. You'll need all the energy you can get.”
 
   Martok slid from the bed and sat at the table. He knew his father was only teasing. He had carried him many times before when the terrain became dangerous or the journey was too far for his short legs to keep up. But he wouldn’t need to this time. That was for certain.
 
   After finishing breakfast, they gathered up their things and were on the very point of leaving when a tremendous thud sounded from close by outside. So great was the impact, the entire cabin shook violently for several seconds. Ralmar reacted instantly, shoving his son protectively behind him. At the same time, his entire body glowed with the aura of magic. 
 
   “Cast your wards the way I taught you,” he ordered. 
 
   Martok simply smiled. “There’s nothing to be afraid of, father. I told you the dragons would come to us.”
 
   Ralmar regarded him with utter confusion. “You can't really believe that.” Nonetheless, he turned back to the door and cracked it open ever so slightly. 
 
   “By the spirits,” Martok heard him gasp.
 
   Slowly he opened it fully. Martok was quickly at his side. 
 
   Standing just near the edge of the canyon was an absolutely enormous dragon. Its bright violet scales, caught in the reflection of the morning sun, sparkled as though made from a thousand precious gems. The pure white horns atop its massive head were worn like a crown denoting it as being the king of all beasts and the ultimate authority in power. With silver eyes staring unblinkingly at father and son, it blew out small gusts of steaming hot breath. 
 
   Ralmar remained rooted to the spot, looking on in absolute astonishment. Only when Martok moved forward and stepped outside did he snap out of his stupor.
 
   “No, Martok,” he said in a hissing whisper. “Stay back. Do not approach it.”
 
   Martok smiled at his father. “It’s not going to hurt us.”
 
   “Dragons can be unpredictable. Please. Just stay behind me.”
 
   The creature let out a deep rumble.
 
   “He thinks you should be more trusting.”
 
   Ralmar looked with a stunned expression at his seemingly fearless child. “You can hear it…him?”
 
    Martok crinkled his brow. “Can you not?”
 
   “No, son. I can feel his presence. But my connection to these creatures has never been very strong. Others I know of could sense their emotions, but very few have ever been able to actually communicate with them. It’s a rare gift.”
 
   He could see an odd look of concern on his father’s face. “Heather said I was special. Maybe this is what she meant.”
 
   The dragon shook his head and hissed. 
 
   Martok nodded in understanding. “He says that you don’t hear him because you're afraid. He says you could hear, if you really wanted to. But most of our family ignores the dragons these days. It's not like before.” He glanced over his shoulder and sighed. “I think they miss us. They want us to come and see them more often.”
 
   Ralmar slowly advanced and touched Martok on the shoulder. “Stay here, son. Just for a moment.”
 
   He opened his mouth to protest, but his father persisted. “Please. Just for a minute.”
 
   Though frowning, he nodded his agreement. 
 
   With his right hand extended in a gesture of friendship, Ralmar cautiously moved forward. The dragon eyed him closely every step of the way. As he drew near, it raised its back. Instinctively, Ralmar cast a protective ward around himself.
 
   “He’s not going to hurt you, father,” Martok called. “He’s just nervous.”
 
   A tense laugh slipped out as Ralmar banished the ward. “He’s nervous?”
 
   He continued on until only a few feet away from the dragon's maw. A sharp breath grumbled from somewhere deep inside the creature's throat. Ralmar reached up. At first the dragon raised its head away from his touch, then, in a change of heart, gradually lowered it until making contact with just the tips of Ralmar’s fingers.
 
   “I can hear you,” he whispered in sheer wonder. “Only faintly…but I definitely can.” He turned to call back: “I can hear him, Martok. You were right.”
 
   After a few seconds of this contact, the dragon raised up and spread its colossal wings. Ralmar took the hint, stepped back a few paces, then hurried over to his son. With a mighty leap the creature was sky born, the wind from its wings howling like a gale. Ralmar could only stare after him as he vanished beyond the tree line. 
 
   “Are you all right, father?” Martok asked, tugging on his sleeve.
 
   His father lifted him up, cradling him in one arm. “How did you do this?” 
 
   Martok shrugged. “I don’t know. I just did. Heather said I could hear them if I wanted to. She said that before the great mage houses formed, the Dragonvein’s were like a real family to the dragons.”
 
   Ralmar looked at him in wonder. “What else did she tell you?” 
 
   “Just that I had a great destiny ahead of me.”
 
   “Nothing else?” he pressed when Martok did not enlarge on this. 
 
   “No, father. Mostly we just played games.”
 
   “What kind of games?”
 
   He opened his mouth to reply, then closed it again. After a pause, he said: “I…I can’t remember now. Just games. And when we'd finished, we sat and talked for a while. You know, like mother and I used to do right before bed time.”
 
   Ralmar nodded. “I remember that very well. She used to say it was her favorite part of the day.”
 
   Martok's young face took on an unusually serious and mature appearance. “I won’t ask you about how she died any more, I promise. Heather said you would tell me when you're ready to. But I wish…”
 
   “What do you wish?”
 
   “I wish you weren’t so sad all the time.”
 
   Ralmar stroked his son’s hair. “I know it troubles you to see me like that. And I promise to try harder to get over it.”
 
   “Heather told me why it bothers you so much. It’s that mother didn’t go to live with her and all the others when she died. But Heather said I shouldn't worry because wherever mother is, she’s sure to be happy and safe. And I believe her.”
 
   Ralmar suppressed a tear. “If you do, then so do I.” 
 
   He lifted Martok onto his shoulders. “Since we've already seen a dragon, what would you like to do now? We can go anywhere you like.”
 
   Martok thought on this for a moment. The answer then became very clear. “Home. Let’s just go home.”
 
   “Good choice,” his father told him. “And when we get there, we can start to give the house a new life again.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Sylas looked across the pavilion at Martok with clear disapproval. The boy was sitting alone at a small table fidgeting with a brass top his father had given to him on the day he'd departed.
 
   “A strange child,” remarked Evelyn Bronstar. “Why does he not join in with the other children?” Her silver hair was styled in a perfect bun and adorned with the same tiny gem stones that were stitched into her stylish blue gown. She was a woman of true wealth and status, and made certain that everyone knew it. 
 
   “There are few children his age at Dragonvein Manor,” Sylas explained. “Only a few servants and farmers really. He spends most of his time in study.”
 
   “A pity. Children should be allowed to enjoy their youth. And he’s such a handsome boy. His face is so mature to be…how old?”
 
   “Twelve,” Sylas informed her. 
 
   She raised an eyebrow. “Truly? And has his father found a suitable match for him?”
 
   “Not yet, I’m afraid.”
 
   “Oh, of course. It slipped my mind. He’s living amongst the dragons, isn't he?”
 
   Sylas knew very well that it had not slipped her mind at all. And both her tone and expression did little to disguise her disapproval. “Ralmar feels that, given our family history, it is important to understand them,” he explained.
 
   “Yes. Everyone knows about the fabled bond that the Dragonvein family shares with those creatures. Frightful beasts. For the life of me, I have never understood the appeal. However do you live with it?”
 
   Sylas suppressed his anger and dislike for the woman. “Quite easily. My connection is very weak compared to my brother’s. But I can assure you there is nothing unpleasant about it. Dragons are actually quite intelligent and remarkable animals.”
 
   “But they are animals,” she pointed out. “It makes one wonder if such influences could affect behavior. Young Martok's, for instance. Just look at how sullen he is. You cannot honestly tell me that having the voice of wild beasts rattling around in his head doesn’t contribute a great deal to his isolation.”
 
   “Martok just misses his father, that's all,” Sylas replied. By now he was at the very edge of his tolerance for this woman’s thinly veiled insults. At the same time, considering the current lowly status of the Dragonvein family – made far worse by Ralmar’s decision to go live with the dragons – he knew it would be a terrible mistake to alienate her. They needed allies. Without them, they could easily find themselves falling prey to the more powerful houses and be stripped of lands and position entirely. 
 
   “And how goes his magical studies?” Lady Bronstar pressed on. “I do hope he has more talent than his poor father.”
 
   “He is actually one of the best students I have ever seen. He has already mastered spells that many adult mages would find difficult.”
 
   Her elegant hand demurely covered her mouth as she tittered a laugh. “How very generous of you to say so, Sylas. But as his uncle, I suppose you must. You should see my grandson, Desmond. He is really quite genuinely talented.”
 
   She paused, as if an idea had suddenly occurred to her. With a small gasp, her heavily bejeweled fingers reached out to touch his chest. “You know, you should come to my estate and spend some time instructing Desmond yourself. Everyone knows how powerful the great Sylas Dragonvein is. So unlike your brother. It would be such a privilege for the boy to learn from a true master.”
 
   Sylas sighed inwardly, knowing that she had at last come to the point of the entire conversation. It was true that, although his family was now of low status, he was personally still regarded as being one of the most powerful mages in Lumnia. What was not so commonly known was that, in truth, Ralmar was equally powerful. It was his brother's constant travelling and odd behavior, together with his preference to shun using magic at every public opportunity in the same way most mages did, that made people wrongly believe him to be weak.
 
   “While his father is away, I am responsible for Martok’s education,” he explained. “So while I am greatly honored by your suggestion, I’m afraid –”
 
   “Nonsense,” she said, imperiously brushing aside his refusal. “You would bring the boy along with you. It would do him good to be away from that dreary manor. He needs playmates, and there are plenty of other children for him there. Children of breeding and class. I’m sure it would be a positive experience for you both.”
 
   Sylas knew this was an offer he should not, and likely could not, refuse. “I will give the matter consideration,” he said.
 
   The expression on her face stated plainly that she had already taken this as a yes. “Excellent. Now do me a favor and have young Martok join the others in the east garden. I just can’t bear to see him looking so unhappy.”
 
   “I would be glad to,” he said, knowing this at least gave him the excuse he needed to escape the wretched hag's company. After bowing politely, he started over to where Martok was sitting.
 
   The boy smiled as he saw his uncle approaching and put the top away in his pocket. But the stern look on Sylas’ face was enough to warn him that this was not going to be a pleasant talk.
 
   “You should go play with the other children in the garden,” Sylas told him. “It’s not good to spend all of your time alone.”
 
   “I don’t, uncle. I spend it with you.”
 
   Sylas took a seat across from him. “I’m an adult, Martok. You need to be around children your own age sometimes.”
 
   Martok frowned. “I don’t like children my own age. Especially the ones here. All they ever do is talk about how rich their families are. And they say nasty things behind one another’s back. Even if they’re supposed to be friends.”
 
   Sylas sucked in a long breath. “Yes. I know. I don’t like them either. But we need them. So you must try to pretend to like them. And you never know, perhaps you'll find they're not all as bad as you think.”
 
   “Why do we need them? What do they ever do but make fun of us?”
 
   “They simply don’t understand our ways, that's all. Children often make fun of what they don’t understand. You just have to ignore it.”
 
   “But the adults do it as well. I hear them all the time. They say my father is mad. That he has become as wild as the dragons.”
 
   “Which is why we must find allies,” Sylas told him. “And that's very difficult to do when you're all alone, sulking in a corner. You think people don’t notice?”
 
   “What do I care?” His eyes burned with defiance. “They can’t hurt us.” 
 
   “Yes they can, boy,” he shot back. “Don’t you see that? I am the only thing standing between our enemies and our family’s demise. But I can’t hold them at bay forever. To carry on, we must gain strength by making friends among the great houses. Do you understand?”
 
   Martok became silent for a long moment. Gradually, the defiance on his face melted into acceptance of his uncle’s authority. “I understand, uncle,” he finally said. “I’ll go play with the others if that's what you really want.”
 
   “I do.” 
 
   The boy rose and bowed politely. 
 
   Sylas watched him as he walked unhappily away. It was at times like this that he was truly furious with Ralmar. All of this nonsense about strengthening the family bond with the dragons had made their house virtual outcasts. What good would it do? Dragons were wild beasts. And even though he hated to admit it, that bitch Evelyn Bronstar wasn’t entirely wrong. It was a burden. Even now he could feel those bloody creatures invading his thoughts. 
 
   He had heard that once, long ago, dragons had been the reason for the Dragonvein's rise to prominence and power. But they were just stories. Sadly, Ralmar believed them to be true. And worse still, he had convinced his son of this as well. That was going to make it very difficult to find Martok a wife who could increase their family's security. Very difficult indeed.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Martok was in no hurry to join the other children. Because of this, he delayed matters by stopping several times, pretending to admire the various sculptures and fountains scattered freely about the massive estate. Outwardly, it would seem as if he was a cultured young man. At least it would please his uncle to have people see him in this way rather than as an oddity. 
 
                 The Prustoni family had only invited them both here to this gathering as a matter of etiquette -  a fact of which his uncle was well aware. It was true the Dragonvein’s no longer possessed the wealth and influence to match many of the other mage houses, but they were still by far one of the most ancient families in Lumnia. That alone made it virtually impossible not to invite them. What had surprised Martok was that his uncle had accepted. 
 
   The east garden was extensive almost beyond belief. A person could spend days walking along its polished stone paths and still not see everything contained within. Just the yearly amount spent by the Prustoni’s on its upkeep was more than the total wealth his own family possessed. Not that the Dragonvein’s were exactly poor, even now. They did still hold a substantial amount of rich farmland, and three copper mines, which was more than enough to ensure that they never went hungry.
 
   It was rumored that Kytain Prustoni was actually planning to anoint himself as king: an act that would be far outside established mage tradition. A monarch's function was mostly to keep the peace with the elves and dwarves. That, and to carry out the will of the mage houses in a manner that shielded the instigators should the measures be unpopular. The mundane task of governing was not a thing on which a mage would ever normally deign to spend time. 
 
   But as well as being a powerful mage, Kytain was also a highly ambitious man. And his notions of what a mage should be were so far reaching as to be unsettling for most. Not that anyone dared to say so openly. The wrath of such a wealthy house could be terrible indeed.
 
   Martok, however, was not afraid. Not even of Kytain Prustoni. He refused to share his uncle's opinion that they needed to grovel before the other houses for protection. If they thought they could oust him from his home…let them come. He would send them to the depths wrapped in a ball of fire. Each and every one of them.
 
   He continued wandering about, but after nearly half an hour had still not caught sight of the other children. He wasn’t lying about not liking them. Particularly Desmond Bronstar. He had noticed Sylas speaking with the boy's grandmother earlier, which meant in all likelihood he would soon be forced to spend a few months pretending not to know as much as he did about magic so as not to crush the ego of the little brat.
 
   Lady Bronstar had been pestering his uncle for two years now, trying her best to get him to teach Desmond. And now it looked like she might have succeeded. Not that this was the full extent of the woman's scheming. She had a daughter whose husband had passed on a few years back, and everyone knew she considered Sylas to be a good match for her. The Dragonvein family may not have the status of many others, but Sylas was undoubtedly one of the most powerful mages in Lumnia. That alone made him highly desirable.
 
   Martok’s spirits began to lift as it became increasingly evident he would not be able to locate the other children. At least he could tell his uncle he had tried without lying. He found a comfortable bench under a white pavilion and resolved to wait it out there. He would be expected back before sundown, and it was already well past midday. 
 
   He closed his eyes and allowed the voices of the dragons to wash over him. As much as he missed his father, he knew that he had made the right choice in going to live among them. Even though his uncle refused to accept it, the Dragonvein family's rise to prominence really had been because of their bond. Back in that time there had been constant wars, not only with the dwarves and elves, but between other human nations too. Now though, with mages firmly in control of all Lumnia, the time had passed when any kind of link to the dragons was seen as being beneficial. Though there were still minor squabbles, all-out war was abolished. These days, the only danger to the mages was from each other.
 
   The scream of a young girl snapped Martok out of his thoughts. Springing to his feet, he moved quickly out of the pavilion. 
 
   “Leave me alone!” the voice continued.
 
   It was coming from beyond a nearby hedge. Martok burst into a dead run. He rushed through an open gate and on into a large meadow with a small pond in the center. There he saw four boys surrounding a young girl lying on the ground. Each were taking turns at shooting tiny bolts of lightning into her. Martok knew it was not sufficient to do any permanent harm, but certainly enough to sting terribly. 
 
   He recognized the eldest boy instantly...Desmond Bronstar. His wavy black hair that was normally tied into a short ponytail was flailing wildly as he laughed at his victim. The other three boys were obviously following his lead, though they all had the look of being cruel brats in their own right.
 
   “I think she's going to cry,” Desmond taunted. He let loose another bolt, striking her on the calf.
 
   The girl let out a yelp of pain. “Stop it…or I’ll…”
 
   Desmond sniffed. “You’ll what? Tell your mother? I don't care. I’ll just deny it. You think anyone would believe you?”
 
   His words prompted a round of mocking laughter from the other three boys. 
 
   Martok took a moment to gauge the situation. Though he recognized Desmond, the rest were unfamiliar. The spells they were casting at present were reasonably harmless. But things might easily get out of hand if they moved on to more damaging magic.
 
   He thought about what his uncle would want him to do. Go and get someone; that was the obvious answer. He would not want him to become directly involved. Then his thoughts turned to how his father would see the situation. In a flash, the decision was made. 
 
   “Leave her alone, Desmond!” he shouted. 
 
   All four boys swung around to face him. Seizing her opportunity, the girl jumped to her feet and began to scamper away. But Desmond saw this and his hand shot out and a coil of green energy snaked around her frail form, holding her in place.
 
   “You’re not going anywhere,” he said, grinning wickedly. He then returned his attention to Martok. “Look, lads. The lizard boy has come to play with us.”
 
   “Watch out, Des,” said one of his companions. “He might breathe fire at you.”
 
   “Or rip you to pieces with his talons,” said another.
 
   Desmond laughed scornfully. “Is that right, lizard? Are you going to breathe fire?” He took a menacing step forward. “You know, I hear the men in his family have scales on their cocks. Is that true? I bet it is.”
 
   “Just leave her alone and we’ll be going,” Martok responded, holding his ground. “I don’t want any trouble.”
 
   “Then you should have kept your stupid mouth shut,” Desmond told him. “This is our sport. And it’s none of your business.”
 
   Martok glared at all four of them in turn. “You think torturing a helpless little girl is sport? It sounds cowardly to me.”
 
   Desmond clenched his jaw tight. “Watch your mouth, Dragonvein. Or I just might forget that my grandmother is fond of your uncle.”
 
   “And if you don’t want her to find out what you’ve been up to, you'll leave the girl alone and let us go in peace.”
 
   The boy's top lip curled into a sneer. “Do you really think she’ll take the word of Ralmar Dragonvein's son? She’ll think you’re as insane as your low bred father.” He looked over his shoulder to his companions. “I hear he killed his wife; ripped her apart with his bare hands.”
 
   “That’s a lie!” Martok snapped back, eyes blazing. “Say one more word about him and I'll…”
 
   “You’ll do what? Teach me a lesson? How? I bet you’re no more powerful than your useless father. A child could best him, from what I hear.”
 
   Martok had reached his limit. Before the mocking Desmond could utter another word, he let loose a ray of blinding white light. But it was directed at the captive girl, not his tormentor. The spell binding her was instantly broken. 
 
   “Get out of here,” Martok told her in a remarkably commanding voice for one so young.
 
   She hesitated only for a moment before making a dash toward the gate. Desmond’s hand flew out again in an attempt to recapture her, but Martok easily countered this by deflecting the spell back onto one of his comrades.
 
   The boy let out a grunt as he struggled against the spell. Desmond spat in disgust and released his friend. “You’ll pay for that, lizard.”
 
   Martok widened his stance. Instinctively, he had already placed his wards around himself. Now he would have to be careful not to hurt this lot. From the look of them, they wouldn’t be much of a challenge. 
 
   Desmond raised his arms. “Alevi Muul.”
 
   Martok braced himself as a ball of blue flames appeared and shot forth. This was a powerful spell. One easily powerful enough to kill. Even though Martok’s wards were strong, the impact still drove him back several paces.
 
   “What are you doing, Desmond?” exclaimed one of the boys, alarm all over his face. “Are you trying to kill him?”
 
   “Either help me or you’re next,” he snapped back. “We can all stick together and say that he attacked us first. That we were only defending ourselves. Let's make him pay. Then there'll be one less Dragonvein in Lumnia stinking up the place.”
 
   Never had Martok expected Desmond to act so aggressively. And he certainly hadn’t reckoned on facing an enemy who wanted to kill him. Strengthening his wards, he readied himself for another assault. 
 
   The other three looked at one another with fear and uncertainty. But a threatening look from Desmond soon had them falling into line. In unison, they each let loose another ball of blue flames. This time, the far more powerful triple impact knocked Martok completely off his feet.
 
   Desmond smiled, his sinister intent clearly showing. “Just as I thought. Weak like his crazy father.”
 
   This was now a fight for survival. Concerns about causing his opponents a measure of harm faded. Martok rose to his knees, thrusting out his right hand. The ground a few feet in front of the boys instantly erupted, throwing a mass of rock and dirt skyward. All four of them jumped back, but on realizing that the attack had fallen short, quickly began laughing. In response, Martok merely locked eyes with Desmond, his mouth set tightly. Then he winked. A moment later the hovering debris burst into a million tiny balls of flame that began raining down on the unsuspecting quartet. 
 
   For a few seconds it was chaos as all four boys began screaming and beating frantically at their heads and clothes. After a flurry of this activity, three of them ran headlong toward the pond, leaving Desmond all on his own. With a wave of his hand he summoned a gust of wind to blow away the remaining embers clear of where he was standing.
 
   “You think you’re so damn clever, don’t you?” he hissed at Martok.  His clothes were riddled with holes and his bare arms covered with small burns. “You like dragons? Let's see what you think of this one.” Shutting his eyes and lowering his head, he called out: “Alevi Drago!” 
 
   Were it not for the deadly serious nature of the duel, Martok might have smiled. He was still trying not to seriously harm the boys – which by now he could have easily done so if he wished. None of them were remotely a match for him. 
 
   In response to Desmond's command, a white hot flame appeared overhead. He opened his eyes again and threw his arms wide. The fire rushed forward at amazing speed. When it had traveled only a few feet it transformed itself into the shape of a fiery dragon, though not anywhere near the size of a real one. 
 
   Martok waited until it was directly over him before raising his left hand and snapping his fingers. A sharp crack was followed by a loud rush of air. The ground around where he stood was badly charred, but Martok himself was completely unharmed. Of the dragon, there was no sign.
 
   “Who has been teaching you magic, Desmond?” he mocked. “Your cook?”
 
   Desmond was visibly shaken. But he quickly recovered. “I’ll kill you, lizard.” 
 
   By now, the three other boys had reached the pond and were sitting on the bank, dripping wet and seemingly unwilling to rejoin the fight. After glancing over at them, Martok returned his attention to Desmond. “My name is not lizard, you son of a toad. It’s Martok Dragonvein.” 
 
   He clasped his hands together and took a breath. “Desolto.”
 
   A scream of terror came from Desmond as the earth beneath him began to dissolve into a black ooze. Slowly but inexorably, he started to sink. More cries, increasingly desperate, flew from his mouth as he clawed and pulled desperately to free himself. But there was nothing solid for him to hold onto. By the time he was up to his neck, his screams had turned into great sobs.
 
   “Please don’t kill me,” he begged. “Please, I’ll –”
 
   Martok clapped his hands sharply together just once. In a flash, the ooze hardened, leaving Desmond encased right up to the bottom of his nose. His muffled moans of anguish sounded clearly as Martok casually walked over and sat down in front of his vanquished foe.
 
   “That’s better,” he said, leaning back on his elbows. “Now before I let you go, I wanted to say that should you ever insult my father again, I will bury you and your friends so deep in the ground that they will never find you. Please blink if you understand me.”
 
   Without hesitation, Desmond's eyelids flickered up and down several times like a flag fluttering in a high wind. 
 
   “Good.” 
 
   Martok got to his feet and looked over to the other boys who were staring on with fear-stricken expressions. “I take it you all heard that as well,” he called to them.
 
   As they all nodded, a man's voice boomed out from over by the gate. “Martok!” 
 
   He spun to see his uncle, along with Evelyn Bronstar and three other mages he didn’t recognize, glaring at him. The girl the boys had been bullying was a short distance back, a confused and frightened look on her face. 
 
   “What have you done to my grandson, you beast?” shouted Evelyn, rushing forward.
 
   “He attacked me first,” Martok replied. “Him and the other three boys. I was just trying to stop them from picking on that little girl.”
 
   “You’re a liar,” she hissed. Shoving Martok aside, she bent down beside Desmond. A few seconds later the ground bubbled up and with a loud burp spat him out, almost as if the boy had left a bad taste in the very mouth of Lumnia itself. 
 
   He landed flat on his back, covered in dirt apart from the top half of his head. Evelyn began trying to brush him clean with her handkerchief to little effect. As Desmond began spitting up chunks of soil, Martok could not stop himself from grinning.
 
   “You think this is funny?” snapped Sylas. “You could have killed him. What the hell were you thinking?”
 
   “It’s those dragons, I tell you!” shouted Evelyn. “They’ve made him feral. He should be locked away.” 
 
   Martok opened his mouth to speak, but his uncle's hard stare silenced him. “I’ll see to it that he receives proper punishment, Lady Bronstar. You can be assured of that.”
 
   Martok stepped back and squared his shoulders. “But I did nothing wrong.” He pointed to the little girl who was holding the hand of a tall, elegantly dressed woman, presumably her mother. “Ask her. She’ll tell you what happened.”
 
   “Leave my daughter out of this,” the woman came back quickly. “All she said was that you boys were fighting. She made no mention of anything else. Don't you dare try to use her as an excuse for your disgusting behavior.”
 
   He looked pleadingly at the girl, but she simply buried her head in her mother’s dress. He then looked to his uncle and was met only by a furious stare.
 
   At this point, the other three boys ran up from the pond and began insisting that Martok had attacked them for no reason. He could only listen to these lies while his uncle fumed.
 
   By the time Desmond was back on his feet, it was clear to Martok that he was not going to be believed, whatever he said. What was worse, his uncle appeared to think him a liar as well. Glancing over at the gate leading to the main garden, he saw that a small crowd had now gathered to watch the spectacle. 
 
   Sylas groaned as he also spotted the onlookers. “And unless I miss my guess…” he muttered despairingly.
 
   As if on cue, a man with thick, shoulder-length blond hair and piercing blue eyes pushed his way through. The blue and silver robe he wore was hanging open and fluttered behind him as he approached with deliberate strides.
 
   “What is all this about, Dragonvein?” demanded Lord Kytain Prustoni. 
 
   Before Sylas could respond, Evelyn jumped in to give him her grandson's version of the incident. Martok hoped that Sylas would cut in at some point and come to his defense, but he did not do so. When the woman was done with her incriminating story, Kytain looked down at Martok with a heavy frown. He was a tall man with broad shoulders and an intimidating disposition. Most people withered in front of him. But Martok stood proudly, with head high and shoulders squared.
 
   “Do you have anything to say, young man?” Kytain asked in a commanding tone. 
 
   A warning look from his uncle stopped him just before a heated denial came forth. “No, My Lord. I have nothing to say.”
 
   He regarded Martok for an uncomfortable few seconds before speaking again. “I see. This is, of course, a very serious matter. I hope you understand this.”
 
   “I do.”
 
   The lord looked to Sylas. “Take the boy to your chambers. Then I want to see the guardians of everyone involved in my study within the hour.” With a final glance at Martok, he turned and strode briskly away.
 
   Lady Evelyn followed closely behind him, her arm wrapped protectively around Desmond. By now, the parents of the other boys had arrived, and after a few insults directed not only toward Martok, but the entire Dragonvein family, they too ushered their children away. 
 
   Sylas waited until they were completely alone before starting back. He scarcely looked at Martok as they walked.
 
   “Do you really think I’m lying?” he asked, unable to mask the pain in his voice. 
 
   “No, I do not. But you should not have gotten involved. You should have simply gone for help. But you couldn't do that. You are too much like your father; he was always sticking his nose in where it didn't belong. Never thinking before he acted.”
 
   “I did the right thing,” Martok insisted stubbornly. “They were tormenting that girl for no reason other than they thought it was good sport.”
 
   “And see how she came to your aid when you needed it?” Sylas chided. “Aren’t you happy you helped?”
 
   “My father says that it doesn’t matter what other people do. You should always do the right thing, just because it’s right.”
 
   Sylas sniffed. “It's that sort of…wisdom that has nearly caused the collapse of our house. Let me tell you something about how the world really works. Doing the right thing will get you nothing but pain. You have to look to your own interests if you want to survive. The great houses think us weak. And the fact is, thanks to your father, we are.”
 
   Martok bristled at this. Seeing his reaction, Sylas stopped and grabbed him roughly by the shoulders. “Listen to me, Martok. I love my brother, but he has done nothing to help this family. It's because of his negligence that we are now in danger of losing everything. And if you don’t learn the way things really are very quickly, you’ll end up with nothing. You hear me? Nothing at all.”
 
   All of his inherent stubbornness rose up sharply in Martok. He lifted his chin. “Better that than to live like a dog – scraping and begging to people who talk behind our backs and look at us as if we are somehow lesser than they are.”
 
   “You don’t want to live like a dog? Then behave like a man. Ideals are wonderful things…in stories. But this is real life, boy. And the consequences mean life or death. You think you can fight the world? You think you can stand alone? Go right ahead and try. But I promise you, the only thing louder than your fall will be your screams as you are tortured to death by your enemies.” 
 
   Not receiving any reply, he shook his head. “I'm wasting my breath. I can see it in your eyes. That same defiance your father had at your age. You think that just because you have a talent for magic that you are invulnerable. Well let me tell you, besting four novices is a hell of a lot different than battling a fully trained mage. You keep up this attitude of yours and you'll learn that the hard way.”
 
   As angry as his uncle was, Martok was determined not to yield. And though he still said nothing, he refused to avert his eyes or back away. 
 
   After a few seconds, Sylas’ face gradually softened. “Look, I know you think what you did is right. And in truth, it was. I cannot deny that.” He placed a hand on Martok's shoulder. “Perhaps one day you will even become powerful enough to change things. But for now, I am faced with the task of keeping you safe. If you have any respect for me, you will not make that any harder than it already is.”
 
   It was at that moment Martok saw something in his uncle he had never seen before. Fear. He was truly afraid of what might happen. Suddenly, guilt over what he had done washed over him. “I’m sorry, uncle,” he said. “I won’t cause you any more trouble. You have my word.”
 
   Sylas forced a weak smile. “Good. Then let us see what Lord Prustoni has to say about all this.”
 
   They made their way back to the room allocated to them within the manor. By now, news of the incident had obviously spread. From the looks and whispers, tongues were wagging furiously. As they walked by, the words, 'animal' and 'exile' could be heard floating on the air. 
 
   “Pay no attention to it,” Sylas told Martok. “Kytain is a reasonable man. And the fact is, no one was seriously injured. All will be well.”
 
   As soon as his uncle had left for the meeting, Martok took a shower and then decided to pass the time reading a book about the Dragonvein family history that his father had given him before he left. Though he had already read it many times before, he always seemed to find some interesting new passages that he'd somehow overlooked on previous readings.
 
   At first the time passed quickly, but after spending more than an hour with the book, he began to worry. Sylas had still not returned, so perhaps things were not going as well as he suggested they might. With all kinds of possible outcomes running through his head, he paced the room for a while and then stretched out on the bed, trying to relax.
 
                 The sound of his door squeaking slowly open broke into his thoughts. At once he sat bolt upright, ready to defend himself. But the person standing in the doorway was no foe out for retribution. It was the little girl he had saved from the bullies.
 
   “What are you doing here,” he demanded sourly. “Haven’t you caused me enough trouble already?”
 
   Her eyes were downcast and she was shifting nervously. “I just wanted to thank you,” she said in a very small voice.
 
   Martok huffed. “You can thank me by telling everyone the truth about what happened.”
 
   “I…I can’t. My mother won’t let me. She says we’ll get into a lot of trouble if I say anything. I’m sorry. I really am.”
 
   Martok sighed. She couldn’t be more than eight or nine years old. And if her mother had forbidden her from talking, he certainly couldn’t blame the child for doing as she'd been told.
 
   “It’s all right,” he said. “I understand.”
 
   She looked up shyly. “Thank you.”
 
   “What is your name?”
 
   “Miriam Goldsong.” She curtsied politely.
 
   Martok smiled. “Well, Miriam Goldsong, my name is Martok Dragonvein. And it is very nice to meet you.”
 
   “I know your name,” she said, a tiny smile forming. “Everyone does. They’re saying you have the blood of a dragon in you. Is that true?”
 
   “In a way,” he replied. “My family has a special connection to dragons.”
 
   “My mother says it's unnatural.”
 
   “And what do you think?”
 
   Miriam shrugged. “I don’t know. You seem normal to me.”
 
   Looking at this timid child, Martok was even more convinced that he had been right to help her. Whatever the consequences, he would accept them. “You should go before you are missed and get into trouble,” he told her.
 
   She nodded. “You're right. I should. But I really hope nothing bad happens to you.”  Having said that, she quickly turned and hurried away.
 
   Martok laid back on the bed and closed his eyes. Her visit had complicated matters in his mind even further now. He would of course do his best not to cause trouble for his uncle. All the same, in spite of his promise, he knew for certain that if he was once again faced with the choice of whether or not to 'do the right thing', he would still follow his father's advice.
 
   Another hour passed before finally Sylas returned. Martok could see that his face was tight and his eyes dark. 
 
   “What happened?” he asked. “Am I in trouble?”
 
   “We have reached an accord with the families of the four boys,” he replied. 
 
   “What kind of accord?”
 
   Sylas took a seat on the edge of the bed. “This isn’t going to be easy for you, I’m afraid.”
 
   Martok frowned. “What do you mean?”
 
   “After a long and very heated debate it was decided that the families would receive compensation for your aggression toward their children.”
 
   “Are you saying you had to pay them?”
 
   “That was one option, yes.” He was unable to look Martok directly in the eye. “The other was for you to receive a lashing with a wooden cane.”
 
   A chill shot down Martok's spine. “And what did they choose?”
 
   “Three families chose to receive gold. Only one chose the alternative.”
 
   He did not need his uncle to tell him which family that was. 
 
   “I need you to be brave,” Sylas added. “Can you do that?”
 
   Martok closed his eyes. So this was the price. He had already decided that whatever punishment came his way, he would face it with courage. But he had seen grown men being caned and heard them wail from the pain of it. His hands began to tremble, though it was only for a second or two. In that very moment of need, the distant call of the dragons echoed in the corner of his mind, filling him with courage and steeling his resolve. 
 
   He looked up. “When will they do it?”
 
   “Immediately.”
 
   “And then what?”
 
   Sylas refused to speak further. He simply rose from the bed and crossed over to the door.
 
   Martok allowed the dragons’ voices to rage through him. “Then let’s get on with it.”
 
   He followed his uncle through a labyrinth of corridors until reaching an open courtyard. Standing ominously in the very center of this, he immediately saw a tall whipping post with a large iron hook embedded halfway up. Evelyn Bronstar was waiting alongside Kytain Prustoni a short distance back, while a grinning Desmond clutching a four-foot long cane roughly as thick as a man’s finger had already positioned himself close to the post.
 
   “I insisted that no one else be allowed to witness this,” his uncle whispered.
 
   “Thank you,” he replied. It was hard enough coming to terms with the fact that it would be Desmond himself administering the punishment. The added humiliation of being a spectacle for the entertainment of the guests would have made it almost unbearable. 
 
   Sylas led him over to the post. “He’s allowed to strike you five times. No more.”
 
   This was at least a small comfort. The canings he had seen in the past had often involved twenty or more lashes. 
 
   Kytain approached holding a pair of leather bindings that he placed on Martok’s wrists. “I am truly sorry it has come to this,” he said quietly. “But your uncle tells me you possess great courage for one so young. I am sure you will endure.” With a quick movement, he lifted Martok completely off the ground. “Place your bindings over the hook,” he ordered.
 
   Martok did as he was told. He could hear the wretched sound of Desmond giggling behind him.
 
   “Let us not prolong this,” Kytain said curtly to the boy. “Have your retribution and be done with it.” 
 
   Suspended against the post, Martok concentrated his mind totally on the dragons. He was there with them, sharing their raw power and passion as they streaked across a clear sky. The exhilaration of the hunt and the blood lust of the kill. He could almost feel the wind on his face. 
 
   When the first blow came it landed squarely across his shoulders, sending waves of pain shooting through his entire body. Clenching his jaw and sucking his teeth, he forced himself to remain focused. Show them no hint of suffering, he kept telling himself. Stay with the dragons. Then the second blow came. Harder than the first, it snatched him violently back to earth and into the dreadful realm of agonizing reality. Still, from somewhere deep, he found the strength not to cry out. 
 
   “Harder, Desmond,” Evelyn urged. “The lesson must be learned properly.”
 
   The third blow landed on his lower back. Desmond grunted loudly from the sheer effort it took to deliver. But to Martok's amazement, rather than increasing his suffering, this time the pain was nothing more than a dull sensation. Then, with a rush, he understood what was happening. A primal rage from the other side of the world had filled him. The dragons could feel his pain, and they were lending him their strength. He let out a soft laugh.
 
   “You should have taken the gold,” he goaded. “You’re no better at this than you are at magic, Desmond.” He thought he heard a chuckle come from Kytain, but he could not be sure.
 
   His torturer screamed with rage as he landed the fourth blow. It was all to no effect. Martok now felt as if his skin was covered in hard scales. He laughed again, this time far more loudly.
 
   “This is an outrage!” cried Evelyn. “There must be some protective spell or ward at work.”
 
   “I assure you there is not,” Kytain told her. “I would know if there were. The boy is simply stronger than you…or I, had anticipated. Strike once more and finish receiving the compensation you required.”
 
   Martok smiled, his mind crossing the vast expanse that lay between him and the dragons. Then the clatter of wood striking the ground caught his attention. From the corner of his eye he saw Desmond leaving, his grandmother following close behind. They were done. He hadn't even been aware of the final lash landing.
 
   He felt himself being lifted from the hook and placed gently back down. The moment his feet touched the tiles, the bindings on his wrists dissolved in a puff of red smoke.
 
   Martok turned to see Kytain eyeing at him curiously. “Where is my uncle?” he asked.
 
   His question was ignored. “Come with me, Martok Dragonvein. I would speak with you.”
 
   He stood defiantly. “I have taken your punishment. Where is my uncle?”
 
   “Come with me, boy,” Kytain repeated, his voice stern. “You are brave. But you are also a guest in my house. I will not tolerate discourtesy. Your uncle did not wish to witness your punishment. A pity actually. He would have been proud of you.”
 
   The sting of the caning was now beginning to creep in. But Kytain’s words filled him with pride, helping him to push it away. 
 
   Nonetheless, something of it must have shown through. “Lift your shirt and let me see your injuries,” Kytain said. This was a command, not a request.
 
   Martok did as instructed. 
 
   “Would I be correct in guessing that your connection with the dragons helped you through this ordeal?” the lord asked.
 
   Martok hesitated. Such topics were rarely spoken of outside of the family. The general public opinion of the Dragonvein's bond had made it an uncomfortable subject. Sylas frequently warned him not to do anything that might draw attention to it. But Martok did not sense the same prejudice in Kytain that he saw in others.
 
   “They helped, yes,” he admitted.
 
   “Interesting.”
 
   Very quickly he felt healing magic soothing his wounds. In only a few seconds, the pain was gone entirely. He lowered his shirt and bowed in gratitude. 
 
   “Does your uncle allow you wine?”
 
   “With meals,” he replied. 
 
   Without another word, Kytain started from the courtyard, clearly expecting Martok to follow. He led him along a series of hallways and through a massive ballroom before arriving in a dimly lit study. The walls here were adorned with a variety of rare and spectacular works of art, while the furniture had the dual look of being both masterfully crafted and extremely comfortable. Kytain jerked his head sharply, prompting a cheerful looking fire to jump up in the marble hearth.
 
   After pointing Martok to a chair, he crossed the room to retrieve a bottle and two glasses from an elegantly carved cabinet. “If you insist on a meal with your wine, I can have something brought,” he said.
 
   “No, thank you. I’m not hungry.”
 
   He poured them each a glass and sat down in the facing chair. “What do you think of my home?”
 
   Martok found this to be a strange question. “It’s magnificent, of course.”
 
   Kytain cocked his head. “Do you really think so? I find it a bit too much at times. Too many halls and chambers.” He waved his hand dismissively. “But what can I do? It was built by my family long ago and is the ancestral home.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “I’m sure you do. You miss your own home, do you not?”
 
   Martok nodded. “And my father.”
 
   “Ah, yes. The mysterious Ralmar Dragonvein. Off living amongst the dragons. How long has he been away?”
 
   “Three years.”
 
   “And when do you anticipate his return?”
 
   Martok shrugged. “I’m not sure. Soon, I hope.”
 
   “And what do you plan on doing while he is away?”
 
   “I suppose I’ll continue my studies and help my uncle take care of our lands and manor.”
 
   “What if I told you that you would not be returning home?”
 
   Martok froze. The look in Kytain’s eyes told him that his words were not spoken in jest. “I am going home,” he insisted.
 
   “One day,” he agreed, sitting his wine glass on the side table. “But you are to remain here with me for a while.”
 
   Martok shot from his chair. “My uncle would never allow that. And you have no right to keep me here.”
 
   “I have every right,” he corrected coolly. “And believe me when I tell you it will be much to your benefit. So please, sit back down and allow me to explain what is happening.”
 
   Martok hesitated, but in the end did as he was told. “I think my uncle should be here,” he said.
 
   “Your uncle is preparing to leave as we speak.”
 
   Martok started to rise again, but this time Kytain waved a hand, pinning him back down with an unseen force. After a brief struggle he realized it was useless. None of the spells he tried had any effect whatsoever. Kytain waited patiently until he'd given up before continuing.
 
   “Your little spat with Desmond and his friends has given Evelyn Bronstar precisely what she wanted. A husband for her daughter and a powerful mage to teach her grandson.”
 
   “But I thought the caning was the punishment?”
 
   “For you, yes. But Sylas understands just how cunning and ruthless the Bronstar family can be. Particularly Evelyn. During the meeting she made sure Sylas understood very clearly that her intention was to bring down your house as retribution, regardless of what was done to you. And given the circumstances, along with the fact that the other houses fear her, no one would have objected. Some might have even helped. That meant Sylas had little choice but to go along with her wishes.”
 
   All of Martok's worst fears were materializing. “If my uncle is to go with them, then I must return to Dragonvein manor.”
 
   “No. I’m afraid you are too young to be left with that responsibility. Should I allow you to return home, the other great houses would seize the opportunity to take your lands away.”
 
   “They could try,” Martok hissed. 
 
   Kytain laughed heartily before pouring more wine. “I know you are extremely powerful for one so young. I could feel that when you attempted to break free of my hold a moment ago. There's no doubt at all you could defend your home as well as most. But in this instance you would not be facing a single enemy – you'd be facing scores of them. And no one would come to your aid. They would justify their attack by hiding behind the law. You cannot legally possess lands until you reach sixteen. They will claim to be holding it in trust for you until you are old enough, or until your father returns. That would be a lie, of course. Once they have their greedy hands on your property, they will never relinquish it.”
 
   “My uncle would not allow this to happen,” Martok shot back. “He would help me protect our home.”
 
   “Don't you see? He is helping you. With an alliance through marriage with the Bronstar family, he will have instantly increased your family’s position.”
 
   “Then who will take care of my home?”
 
   “I will.”
 
   Martok eyed the lord suspiciously. “You? You have no right to control our lands.”
 
   “As your guardian, I most certainly do.”
 
   “My uncle is my guardian while my father is away,” he retorted. “Not you. I demand to see him…right now.” He was barely able to contain his urge to attack the man, even though he knew this would be a disastrous mistake. Still, he would not allow Kytain Prustoni to take away his family home. 
 
   Raising a pacifying hand, Kytain allowed his tone to become soothing; almost fatherly. “Calm yourself, Martok. I have no intention of stealing what is rightfully yours. I will simply ensure that upon your father’s return, all will be as he left it. In the meantime, you will remain here with me.”
 
   “Was this my uncle’s idea?” he asked, feeling very much betrayed. 
 
   “No, it was mine. And if it soothes your heart, it took no small measure of convincing for him to agree. He was planning to take you with him to live with the Bronstar family…and Desmond. However, I explained to him that it would be far better for you to stay here.”
 
   “But why?” An uncomfortable sense of helplessness was bearing down on him. “Why do you want me here?”
 
   “Because as wealthy as my house has become, and as powerful as I am personally, I need allies as well. And you, dear boy, will one day make a very powerful ally indeed. I foresee great things in you. You already possess more power than many adult mages. And though Sylas is strong, I am stronger. That is not a boast. It is a fact. Even without me as your teacher you will overcome most mages one day. But with my help, there is nothing you will not be able to accomplish.” He leaned forward to lock eyes with Martok. “If you want to protect your home and your family, what better way is there than this?”
 
   Martok’s mind was racing. Something about this felt wrong – as if by staying here he was betraying his father's trust. At the same time, there was no denying that what Kytain had told him was correct. With the house of Prustoni guarding his home, no one would dare to attack it. But of course, Kytain could be lying. The lord may simply intend to use this guardianship as justification to seize possession of all Dragonvein holdings for himself. It was difficult to know the truth.
 
   “I can see you are troubled by all this,” Kytain continued. “But there really is no other choice for you. You are staying here, and that is the end of the matter. You can either benefit from our time together, or not. That's entirely up to you. I cannot force you to take my instruction. Nor would I wish to.”
 
   With a sinking feeling, Martok realized that he was right. There was nothing he could do to change things. He was powerless. Silently, he promised himself that one day it would not be like this. One day, no one would be able to hold power over him. He would be in full control of his own destiny. Kytain's instruction could be the key to that.
 
   “Then I choose to learn,” he said, giving a curt nod. 
 
   Kytain smiled broadly. “Excellent. I must say that I am greatly excited by the prospect of discovering all that you are capable of achieving.”
 
   “Will I see my uncle before he leaves?”
 
   “No. He wanted to say goodbye, but Lady Bronstar was insistent that he did not.” 
 
   “So when do we begin?”
 
   Kytain chuckled. “We already have.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   With heart pounding from the exhilaration of the hunt, Martok closed his eyes and focused fully on drawing in long steady breaths. The energy must not rule him. He must harness it. 
 
                 The bow he held - a gift from Kytain - felt like a perfectly natural extension of his arm; which was to be expected, seeing as how it had been made specifically for him by the finest craftsman in all of Lumnia. The same could be said of the deadly accurate arrows he carried. In fact, together with soft leather shoes helping him to creep silently through the leaf-covered forest floor and deerskin shirt and trousers making him practically invisible, he was the perfectly equipped hunter. The clothes had been a gift too, but from his father. He'd had them made for him solely for this particular type of hunt.
 
   No matter how many times Kytain took him into the dense forests of the Prustoni Estate, Martok never felt quite the same contentment as when he was here, in the places where his father had taught him as a child to track and live off the land – without the aid of magic. 
 
   When Kytain had first discovered that his new charge not only possessed these skills, but enjoyed using them, he'd been elated. 
 
   “I thought I was the only mage who appreciated such simple tranquility,” he said. “I will insist your father join me on a hunt when he returns home.”
 
   “My father hunts alone,” Martok told him. “He says I’m still too young.”
 
   “Not in this household you are not. Here, you are as much an adult as any other.”
 
   This had pleased Martok to no end. But he quickly found privilege came at a price.
 
   “Such responsibility is freely given,” Kytain continued. “But you must work to keep it. And that will not be easy. This house is filled with temptations: delights that you will find almost irresistible. You must learn to govern your cravings. If you wish to be treated as a man, you must behave as one.”
 
   It was Kytain who'd taught him to hunt. His favorite time was at night when the wild predators were about. It was thrilling, but he knew better than to do this alone. He would quickly find himself becoming the hunted. And though he could effortlessly vanquish any beast that the forest offered, he had no desire to kill them simply for doing what came naturally. 
 
   Creeping forward, he sniffed the air. The musk of a wild boar entered his nostrils. A dangerous prey. And his favorite. A smile crept upon his lips and his mouth watered as he thought of the meal to come. To him there was nothing better than enjoying a fresh kill. Let the wealthy houses feast on rare delicacies covered in spices if that was what pleased them. To Martok, no fare could match what he would soon be preparing on his campfire. His father said it was the influence of the dragons that made him feel this way. Maybe so. But he knew that Kytain felt exactly the same.
 
   During the four years he'd lived in the Prustoni house, the man had become almost like a second father to him. He'd been completely open and forthcoming with all his knowledge, teaching Martok not only wondrous spells and incantations, but also much about the politics of the great houses and how to best manipulate the families into getting what he wanted from them. The principles of this were quite easy to understand. As Sylas had once told him: 'Self-interest governs all'. And Kytain taught him how to use this simple truth to maneuver into positions of personal advantage.
 
   Martok spotted the boar twenty yards ahead. Not an exceedingly large specimen, no more than a hundred and fifty pounds; it was little more than a piglet really. Easier to butcher and then carry back to camp, he thought. One never butchered meat where you slept. A night fighting off wolves had taught him that lesson well. 
 
   The boar was busy digging its snout into the turf, oblivious to his presence. Silently, he notched his bow and took aim. One shot. One kill. A good hunter didn’t wound an animal. He waited patiently for the opportunity to place an arrow straight into the animal's heart.  As the boar continued to forage, he slowed his breathing and focused. It had almost turned enough for the shot he wanted. Just a little bit more.
 
   Clumsy approaching footfalls and the sound of a coarse voice ruined everything. “Move your ass, scum, or I’ll ram a dagger in it!” 
 
   Martok’s heart sank as his startled prey tore off into the brush. Cursing softly, he lowered his bow and returned the arrow to his quiver. 
 
   “Let’s just kill him and be done with it,” a second voice suggested.
 
   The newcomers were a short way out of sight, over to his left. Already irritated that they had frightened away his prey, Martok stalked toward them.
 
   “I don’t like this. Why not take his head? They’ll pay for that too.”
 
   So far he had made out three distinct voices. And they were clearly not woodsmen or hunters. In a way he had been hoping to encounter other hunters on this trip. They nearly always had interesting stories to tell, not to mention a good supply of strong wine. Many mage houses totally forbade hunting on their lands and jealously guarded their wild game, even if none of them actually hunted themselves. But Martok’s father didn’t mind so long as people didn’t kill more than they needed. He understood very well that some families depended on hunting for survival. And he was not the type of man to stand in the way while poor people went hungry. 
 
   This lot, however, were bandits or sell-swords most likely. Riff-raff.  
 
   “The dwarves pay triple if they're delivered alive,” the first voice insisted.
 
   Even though he had heard only a little of their conversation, the mention of dwarves was enough for Martok to make a good guess at what was happening. He positioned himself so that he was able to follow the party unseen and continued to listen to what was mostly idle chatter for a time. There were three of them. That was certain. And from their accents they were from the south, probably near the coast. Though he was in no danger whatsoever from these men, he found stalking them to be rather enjoyable. 
 
   After half an hour, he finally decided to move in closer. The moment they came into view he could see that his guess had been correct. Three men in travel worn leathers and with unkempt appearance were dragging along an elf by a rope they'd fastened around his neck. He had been stripped naked and his hands were bound behind his back. Judging from the assortment of bruises and cuts over his face and body, his captors had already enjoyed quite a bit of cruel sport at his expense.
 
   Martok's father had often warned him about getting involved in matters concerning elves. People detested them even more than the dwarves. But at least with the dwarves, humans were able to barter and trade. The elves offered nothing. And the tales of their brutality were widely told. 
 
   Despite all this, to see people abusing a helpless victim had always stoked Martok's anger. In any case, these lands belonged to his family. He would do as he pleased.
 
   Stepping into the open, he shouted: “Halt!” 
 
   The three men spun, their hands instantly on the hilts of their swords.
 
   One of them pushed his way to the fore. He was of average height and build, with close cropped black hair and a deeply tanned complexion.
 
   “What’s your business?” he demanded. 
 
   His comrade holding the rope jerked it sharply back and kicked the elf’s feet from beneath him. “Don’t move, vermin,” he warned, remaining alongside his prisoner.
 
   The last of the trio moved up to join the first man.
 
   “I'd like to know what you are doing here,” Martok said, taking care to keep the anger from his voice. A lesson learned from Kytain. Never let other people know what's in your heart.
 
   The first man, presumably the leader, gave a quick glance to the others before responding. “Our business doesn’t concern you, stranger. Move on.”
 
   By now, the one standing at the back had placed his boot on the elf's neck and was leaning his weight down with intentional cruelty. 
 
   Martok forced a smile. “I'm afraid it is. You are trespassing. And I would know why.”
 
   The leader sniffed. “This land belongs to the Dragonvein family. And I can tell by the look of you that you’re no mage. So move on before I give you a beating.”
 
   Martok cocked his head. “Well, I certainly wouldn’t want that, I suppose.” He rubbed his chin for a moment, as if in thought. “Then again, maybe I would. Yes. A beating. Why don’t the three of you try giving me one? You were able to do so to an elf. And from what I hear, they are fierce fighters. In that case, I should pose no challenge at all.”
 
   Martok’s confidence was clearly unsettling them. “What is your name?” the leader asked. His hand had slipped away from his weapon.
 
   “My name?” His smile suddenly took on a vicious quality. “My name is Martok. Martok…Dragonvein.” As if to drive his words home, his eyes began to glow a vivid red.
 
   All three men stepped back, palms held out and terror stricken.
 
   “M…My Lord,” stammered the leader. “Forgive my rudeness. I didn’t know…”
 
   Martok’s hand flew up, silencing him. “You can be forgiven of ignorance. And if you go now, you can depart with your lives intact. But you will leave the elf with me.”
 
   “But, My Lord,” he protested meekly. “The dwarves pay a rich bounty for a living elf.”
 
   “Is it enough to raise you and your friends from the dead?”
 
   “No. No, My Lord. Of course. He is yours. Thank you.” 
 
   Without further prompting, he gestured for his companions to leave. After making a clumsy bow and mumbling a few more words of apology, he set off after them at a fast walk. This quickly turned into a full pelt run. Within seconds, all three had vanished into the trees.
 
   Martok waited until he could no longer hear them before approaching the injured elf, still lying on the ground.  Piercing green eyes glared back at him defiantly. Martok thought that even naked and beaten, the he still maintained an air of dignity and pride. He had never seen one of his kind so close before. Only a few glimpses from afar. 
 
   Martok knelt beside him. “Do not be afraid. I’m not going to hurt you.”
 
   The elf huffed. “Do what you will, human. I will not submit. Not even to a mage.”
 
   “Didn’t you hear me? I said I wasn’t going to hurt you.”
 
   “Your words mean nothing. All humans are liars.”
 
   Martok laughed. “You are right about that. But not all lies are evil. For example: Should I be asked by anyone if I have seen you here today, I will lie and say no. If I did not, people would become afraid that elves were wandering around the forest close to their homes. They would then come to my family for protection. And that…well, let us just say that is not a situation I would want to see arise.”
 
   “My people go where they please,” he shot back. “We do not fear the mages. We wander all lands.”
 
   Martok flicked his wrist. “Wander all you want. I could not care less. And you may not fear the mages, but remember, we do not fear you either.” He rubbed his hands together briskly. “Now, I’ve never tried this before on anyone who wasn’t human, so I’m not sure if it will work.”
 
   The elf shifted back in alarm as Martok reached out. Undeterred, he gave a reassuring smile and touched the elf’s battered face. But it was a fleeting contact. In an instant, Martok’s eyes shot wide and he pulled back. 
 
   “I’ve never…” His voice trailed off. “The magic. It’s a part of you.”
 
   The elf eyed him curiously. “You attempted to heal me. Why?”
 
   Martok was at a loss. He had never experienced magic in such a way. Though it was well known that elves could not actually conjure spells, it was also said that they were able to connect with the very essence of Lumnia herself.  And that it was this ability that gave them their superior speed, agility and unnatural stealth. Now Martok knew this to be true…and why.
 
   “Answer me, human,” the elf pressed. “Why are you trying to heal me?”
 
   Ignoring the question, he once again placed his hands on the elf’s wounds. This time he was better prepared and did not withdraw. Though not especially skilled in healing magic, he knew enough to mend superficial cuts and bruises, and even a broken bone if necessary. 
 
                 The elf’s body was much the same as any human, so it took only a few seconds for Martok to adjust. In less than a minute, the bruises were fading and the cuts closing. 
 
   On finishing, he sat back, dazed from the experience. Healing could be a very personal process. Though he had only used this skill a few times, he was aware that the healer would often catch glimpses into the heart of the one they were treating. Such was the case with this elf. He had seen the freedom and love his people shared with one another. And in spite of brave words, they were afraid of the mages.
 
   The elf pushed himself into a seated position. “You told the humans that your name is Martok Dragonvein. Is this true?”
 
   He shook himself back into the moment. “Yes, it is.”
 
   A little shakily, the elf stood and then bowed. “I am Shelraya.”
 
   Martok took a moment to stare into his eyes. He could still see trepidation and mistrust. But it was definitely less than before. He rose and returned the bow. Only then did it fully occur to him that Shelraya was standing there as naked as the day he was born. Most humans would have been embarrassed by this. But the elf either did not notice, or did not care.
 
   He raised his hands and concentrated. The turf over to their right began to stir as if caught on a stiff breeze. “Ina Zailis Varta,” he commanded.
 
   A large portion of earth, leaves, and grass rose a few inches above the ground. Tiny sparks sizzled and popped within the mass, culminating in a bright flash and a loud crackling sound. Where the forest debris had once been, there was now a set of pants and a shirt.
 
   The elf gave him a sideways glance. “Human magic is...peculiar. I have never seen it performed first-hand before. But now that I have…” Crossing over to the clothes, he examined them closely. “Very peculiar.” 
 
   After putting the garments on, it was immediately obvious that they were rather too large for his slim frame. 
 
   Martok extended his arms and spread his fingers. “Varta Mol.” 
 
   The clothes began to shrink. For a moment the elf was startled, but before he could do anything, the spell was complete. Both the pants and shirt now fitted him perfectly. 
 
   He raised an eyebrow. “Can all mages do this?”
 
   Martok laughed. “No. Transmutation is far from easy. Most of them can create nothing more than small objects – trinkets and baubles. Only those with great skill can make complex items.”
 
   “And what do you expect from me in return for your kindness?”
 
   Martok could see that this was a genuine question, put to him without a hint of malice or judgment. “I seek nothing from you,” he replied.
 
   Shelraya knitted his brow. “It was my understanding that humans always expect payment. Are you saying this is untrue?”
 
   He considered the question for a moment. “No. It is true…for the most part. But as you have nothing I desire, there can be no payment.”
 
   “I see. And should I possess something of value, would you then wish for payment?”
 
   “That would depend. But I did not help you in the hope of receiving a reward.”
 
   “I know. When you did your healing, a portion of your heart was revealed to me, as mine was to you. In particular, I saw your great dislike for those who prey on the helpless. So in a sense, perhaps you have already received payment.”
 
   Martok chuckled. “That's one way of looking at it, I suppose.” He paused before adding: “However, now that I think about it more, there is perhaps one thing you could give to me.”
 
   Shelraya's eyes narrowed. “What is that?”
 
   “Your company for a while longer. If you would like, you can join me at my camp. It would be very interesting to learn more about you…and your people.”
 
   The elf shook his head. “I cannot. The humans you chased away were only able to capture me because I was trying to protect my daughter. I must go to her.”
 
   Martok gave an understanding nod. “Then don’t let me delay you any longer.”
 
   With a brief raise of his hand as a parting gesture, Shelraya set off nimbly through the trees and brush. In almost no time at all he was completely gone from sight. 
 
   Martok found himself considering their encounter for some time before starting back to his camp. He had never imagined that he would get to speak with an elf, let alone save the life of one. And now that he had briefly touched Shelraya's spirit, everything he'd been told about elves was coming into question. They were not savage brutes who lusted for blood and relished the screams of their victims. Yes, they were certainly dangerous. But not aggressively so.
 
   He had met several dwarves and usually found them to be guarded and deceitful. Their hatred of the elves was no secret, though he had attributed this to the long history of war between their races. He'd also assumed that the hatred was mutual. But perhaps not. He recalled the men saying that the dwarves were paying a bounty for an elf – dead or alive. Perhaps the elves were merely reacting to those who meant them harm.
 
   As he set off back, he resolved to investigate the history of this further. There was clearly more to the past than he was aware. 
 
   He spotted a patch of wild strawberries and stopped to fill the pouch on his belt. These and the jerky he had brought with him would have to serve as his dinner. Though the hunt was ruined for now, he still had three more days in the forest to look forward to before returning home. 
 
   There was still daylight remaining by the time he arrived back at camp, so on a whim he made his way to a nearby river and spent an hour or so sitting on the bank while reading a book on magical theory. Having been written in the very early days of the mages, it was mostly rudimentary information. But it did give him insights into the nature of magical power at a time when it was believed to be a channeling of spiritual energy from ancestors. Only later was it discovered that, in truth, the power originated from the heart of Lumnia herself.
 
   The hunt next day went reasonably well. Though the wild boar were elusive, he did manage to kill a young buck. Venison wasn’t Martok's favorite meat, but it was still far better than the fare at any manor. 
 
   As the sun waned, he leaned back on his elbows beside the fire and watched as a portion of his kill slowly roasted to perfection. He took a long breath and smiled with contentment. There were times when he wished he could stay in the forest forever. He loved his home, and since returning here from Kytain's care two years ago had made vast improvements not only to the house itself, but to the surrounding lands as well. He had increased his family’s holdings significantly – an accomplishment largely thanks to the tutelage of Kytain in the skills of negotiation and diplomacy.
 
   His father had returned from the Dragon Haven the day before his sixteenth birthday. He recalled the distraught look on Kytain’s face upon receiving the news that Ralmar was back and desired his son to come home. By way of softening the blow, Martok had promised to visit his mentor often – a promise he duly kept by staying at the Prustoni estate in the summer and then returning to Dragonvein Manor just in time for the harvests and trade negotiations.
 
   Martok was also pleased that Kytain and his father had become friends. Though not exceedingly close, their mutual love for him ensured a bond of which the other great houses were acutely aware. This went a long way in helping him to make a good number of highly advantageous deals. Kytain had continued to grow ever more influential, and by now had more than doubled his wealth. Though there were growing whispers that he had become too powerful, no one had the courage to openly say a single word against him. 
 
   A rustle in the nearby brush roused him from his musings. 
 
   “Peace, Martok Dragonvein,” came a strong male voice.
 
   A moment later, Shelraya stepped out from the darkness. He had shed the clothes previously conjured for him and was now wearing tanned leather pants and a light cloth vest. A long blade hung from his belt.
 
   Martok smiled a greeting. “I thought elves were stealthier than that,” he jested.
 
   “It is not wise to startle a mage,” he replied.
 
   “No, I suppose not. But I am pleased you decided to take me up on my invitation.”
 
   The elf’s face was dire as he knelt across from Martok. “I have not. I have come to repay my debt.”
 
   Martok waved a dismissive hand. “That is unnecessary. I told you before. There is nothing you have that I want.”
 
   “I regret to say that you are mistaken. I have information.”
 
   The tone of the elf’s voice told him that something was very wrong. “What is it?” he asked.
 
   “Your house will soon be under attack.”
 
   He stiffened. “Attack? By whom?”
 
   “That, I do not know. When I spoke with my kin of our encounter, they told me they had come across a group of five humans three days ago in the woods several miles north of your home. They overheard them speaking of the assault. I know no more than this. My people moved on so not to be discovered.”
 
   “And you are sure of this?” Martok asked. It was a pointless question. The look in Shelraya’s eyes already told him the answer.
 
   “My kin would not be mistaken in what they heard,” he said, rising back up. “And now, I believe my debt is paid.”
 
   Even as Martok was scrambling to his feet, the elf had already vanished into the night. In a mad flurry, he gathered up his belongings and doused the fire. Who would dare attack Dragonvein Manor? Surely no one would be so bold…or so foolish. 
 
   Even with magic aiding him, it would be late into the morning before he could reach his home. His father was a powerful mage and could match anyone in Lumnia save for a counted few. But five… Fear threatened to rob Martok of his wits at the thought of what might be happening. Or worse, what might have already happened.
 
   Only with a tremendous effort was he able to stifle his emotions. He needed his mind to be sharp. And if anything had befallen his father, that's when he would let loose his wrath. Until then, he was as a cold stone…just as Kytain had taught him.
 
   The ground began to swirl at his feet as he loosed his magic. The trees he passed quickly became nothing but a blur as he propelled himself with blinding speed toward home. 
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   By the time he drew close, fatigue was seeping into his limbs from the extreme exertion of maintaining the traveling spell for hour after hour. But he was strong, and far from spent. 
 
                 The outer buildings of the manor prevented him from seeing the ground floor of his house, though the tall spires and upper walls were clearly visible. At first glance, everything appeared to be fine. Perhaps the elf had been mistaken? This hope had barely formed when an ear-splitting crack, followed by a pillar of flame shooting skyward from the far side of the main gate, dashed it completely. 
 
   Again he renewed the spell, and in less than a minute was at the corner of the wall. Here, he paused for a moment. His old instincts would have had him charging blindly on, but these days Kytain’s tutelage had taught him the value of caution. A headlong assault may initially surprise an enemy, but unless you know their strength in advance, it can also end in your defeat. Never strike without looking unless there is no other choice was wise advice.
 
   He peered around the corner into the courtyard just in time to see a flash of green light streaking toward a group of five men positioned one-hundred yards away from the gatehouse. All were clad in blue robes with gold sashes tied at the waist. The attack had come from just beyond his line of sight, but he did not need to see to know who had launched it. His father.
 
   The light was driven harmlessly into the ground by the mage standing in the center of the group. Martok recognized him instantly. Desmond Bronstar. The others he knew as well. Mostly they were from minor mage houses known to be aligned with the Bronstar family.  
 
   The ease with which his father’s spell had been deflected set his panic racing. That meant he was already severely weakened. Desmond would be no match whatsoever for him on equal terms. And as for the others, they were far from being counted among the great mages. 
 
   As all five formed a line and spread their arms for a unified assault, Martok acted. 
 
   “Sinsa Mai,” he roared. “Turbinis Felhaal.” His voice echoed loudly, as if coming from within a great chamber.
 
   Before the mages could turn to face him, a cyclone of fire and earth exploded into life directly above Desmond’s head. With only a split second to spare, he was just able to jump clear and deflect the spell sufficiently to avoid being consumed.
 
   Undiminished, the veering tempest swung toward the mage to Desmond’s right. With terrified eyes bulging from his head and mouth agape, the young man did his best to cast some protection around himself, even though for someone of his limited abilities he must have known it was a futile exercise. Martok’s magic was far too strong. As his dying screams tore through the air, Martok switched his attention to the attacker nearest to the gatehouse, while simultaneously pursuing another with the cyclone. 
 
   “Moro Lomjasa…Initsia.”
 
   A sphere of blue light encased the panic-stricken mage. Like his already destroyed comrade, he frantically cast spells in order to save himself, and met with the same total lack of success. Grinning viciously, Martok closed his fist. There was a sizzle and dull thump as the sphere closed in on itself and vanished. The mage was left standing there as motionless as stone. He remained like this for a moment and just had time to see the cyclone of flames claim another screaming victim before a colossal rupture from within had him erupting in a mess of blood and organs. 
 
   By now, Desmond and the other remaining mage had come together and were jointly immersed in trying everything they knew to disperse the still threatening cyclone. In fact, they had succeeded in weakening it to a degree. Not that it mattered to Martok. He simply allowed it to dissipate completely. 
 
   Perhaps imagining a victory in this, Desmond glared at Martok with hate filled eyes. “I’m glad you’re here, lizard. I never liked the idea of destroying your house while you were away. I wanted you to witness the fall of your wretched family first hand. But Sylas…he has a soft heart. And for some odd reason, he loves you. Even more than he does his own brother.” He snorted contemptuously. “I can’t imagine why.”
 
   The revelation that his uncle was somehow involved in this outrage struck devastatingly home. Of course, it could be a lie, Martok considered. An attempt at distraction. But something deep inside was already telling him that it wasn't. But he would deal with it soon enough. First of all, he intended to see that Desmond paid dearly for his actions. 
 
   “What? Nothing to say?” Desmond goaded. “Too bad, since they would have been your final words.”
 
   Martok knew better than to underestimate his hated opponent. Desmond had been under Sylas’ tutelage for many years now. And though still no match for himself in sheer power, he was nonetheless crafty and ruthless. The other mage he recognized as Hurlor Vanz – the eldest son and heir to his family’s lands. Though not known to be particularly strong in magic, he was clever in business and trade. And right now, his aspect was awash with fear.
 
   “Yes, I do have something to say before you die,” he replied. As a sneer formed on Desmond's face, Martok turned to his companion. “Hurlor. You know me. And you know very well how this is going to end. Leave now and I will spare you and your family. Remain, and I will slaughter each and every one of them while you watch. The choice is yours.”
 
   Hurlor’s eyes darted from Martok to Desmond.
 
   “If you leave, I swear I’ll flay you alive,” Desmond shouted.
 
   “Do you really think he can defeat me?” Martok asked quietly. 
 
   This simple question – or rather, knowing the answer – was enough to push an already wavering Hurlor right over the edge. With a rapid wave of his hand he caused the earth beneath his own feet to erupt, raising him bodily six feet off the ground. Caught unaware, Desmond extended his arm to attack his former accomplice, but Hurlor unleashed a blinding flash of white light into his face. Martok was actually rather impressed by the tactic. By the time Desmond understood what had happened, Hurlor was already fifty yards away and running as fast as he could from the fray.
 
   Tearing his angry gaze away from the fleeing Hurlor, Desmond turned back to see Martok smiling at him.
 
   “You are alone now,” Martok said, his tone low and dangerous. “And unlike poor Hurlor, I will not be allowing you to leave.”
 
                 For a moment there was nothing but rage on Desmond's face. Then a sinister grin slowly crept up from the corners of his mouth. His eyes shifted slyly over to the right. “You think I am defeated?”
 
   It took a second or two for Martok to realize his intentions. When he did, a surge of fear struck like a thunderclap. “No!” he shouted.
 
   Even as he called out, a bolt of lightning had already flashed from Desmond’s hand in the direction of the guard tower. He tried to counter the spell and divert its energy, but was not fast enough. The sound of a familiar voice crying out in agony tore at his ears. 
 
   He set off as fast as he could toward the tower, letting loose a stream of flames at Desmond as he went. The attack was easily deflected harmlessly into the ground. But it was enough to prevent more assaults on his father and weaken his foes wards somewhat. When he had placed his body directly in Desmond’s line of sight, he let loose a beam of white energy - a far more powerful spell meant to incapacitate his enemy. But Desmond was already making a rapid retreat – clearly unwilling to fight Martok alone – and the spell found naught but air. Reluctant to abandon his father, Martok had to fight the consuming urge to hunt down his enemy, and was forced to allow him to escape.
 
   With the threat gone, Martok concentrated on reaching his father. A scorched area on the stone of the guard tower showed clearly where Desmond’s spell had struck, and near to this he could see legs poking out from the corner of the building. Perhaps the bolt had missed its target, Martok hoped desperately. Clinging to this thought, he raced closer.
 
                 Not until he rounded the corner did he realize that only a part of Desmond’s spell had been obstructed. Much of it had spread wider to inflict serious damage.
 
   Sliding to his knees, he scrambled to his father’s side. He was dressed in his morning robe and night clothes – though these had been ripped and burned beyond repair. The flesh on his face was charred and bubbled with blisters, and his right arm lay twisted in a grotesquely unnatural position.  
 
   “Please be alive,” Martok uttered, his voice trembling.
 
   With both hands placed on his father’s chest, he sent healing waves of magic deep into the mangled body. It was all for nothing. After only a few seconds of this he realized that his efforts were futile. His father was dead, and nothing he could do was going to bring him back. For a short time, he remained absolutely still while absorbing this cold reality.
 
   Then the dam burst. With head thrown back like a howling beast, a series of pent-up primal screams filled with the combined emotions of fury, sorrow, and vengeance burst free. On and on they poured out of him in a seemingly endless stream.
 
   Finally, all was released. He gazed down at his father’s broken form once again, and in that moment an odd calm came over him. His face became devoid of expression and his heart slowed to a steady beat. Something had changed inside him. Something that he neither understood, nor even cared to. It was as if he had erected an unbreakable wall to keep his rage at bay. But it would be unleashed. Oh, yes. But not until it was time.
 
   He picked up his father’s body, refusing to use magic to lighten the burden. As he staggered through the gateway with his load he could still see the smirk on Desmond’s face. But it was not Desmond who was really to blame for this. And though he would assuredly make him pay for the murder of his father, there was another who would suffer even more horrendously. 
 
                 Sylas Dragonvein.
 
   If they were bold enough to move against his father, they would be moving against Kytain as well. That much was certain. There was a mutual aggression pact between the Prustoni and Dragonvein families. An attack on one house was an attack on both.
 
   Sylas had not been here to fight his brother, so that meant he must have chosen to join in with the assault on Kytain instead. Less than a minute ago this knowledge would have sent Martok into a frenzy. Now, it only caused the storm brewing within him to grow even stronger. There was nothing he could do for Kytain. If his mentor had survived, he would know soon enough. And if not…
 
   He handed his father’s body over to the servants, all of whom first needed several minutes to control their sobs. Ralmar was well-loved. But Martok was head of the family now. And once his father was buried, he would set about ushering House Bronstar to their annihilation. None would survive. He would erase them from memory and kill anyone who ever dared speak of them.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   His father’s funeral followed quickly. It was a brief service filled with the tearful cries of the manor's many servants and staff. Martok, however, did not shed a single tear. He would hold a fitting memorial once his work was done. For now, he must set aside his grief lest it paralyze him. Rage was far more useful. And that he possessed in great abundance – though outwardly he allowed no sign of it to show.
 
   The minute the ceremony ended, he prepared to leave. Kytain was either dead or had managed to hold fast. Either way, Martok had a single goal. The total destruction of House Bronstar. The face of his uncle burned its way into his brain as he exited the manor and mounted a waiting steed. The servants were lined up outside the gatehouse, heads bowed in respect. 
 
   “Kill them all, My Lord,” said an old woman named Gretchen. 
 
   She was head of the cleaning staff and Martok had known her for his entire life. He halted his mount to regard the woman’s cold stare and vicious expression. She had loved Ralmar as if he had been her own son. 
 
   “I will, Gretchen. I swear it.”
 
   She nodded approvingly, a single tear sliding down her weathered face. “Good. And when you return, I will have something to give to you.”
 
   After reaching down to touch her lightly on the shoulder, he spurred his horse to a quick trot. Emotion threatened to overtake him as he left his home behind. It was now truly his. He was head of the Dragonvein family. And when his uncle was dead, he would also be the last.
 
   During the long journey to the Prustoni estate, Martok caught sight of a small group of elves watching him from the far distance. He wondered if Shelraya was among them. Typically, a human would feel themselves in great peril if elves were to take any kind of interest in their comings and goings. But Martok knew better than to subscribe to unfounded fear. In a small way, he even felt somewhat at ease knowing they were near. Though why he should feel this way, he couldn’t say. 
 
   He ran across a few stray travelers – merchants mostly – but when asked, none carried any news that was of much help. One claimed to have heard that there had been 'a bit of trouble' at the Prustoni Estate, but aside from that, word of anything dire had not yet reached so far afield. Either that, or it had been well contained.
 
   By the time he finally came to the road leading directly to the main gates of the mansion, his senses were on high alert. If his uncle had indeed managed to defeat Kytain, he would know he was coming. Desmond would definitely have warned him by now. In that case, Sylas would want the fight between them to be out in open space where Martok could not use the terrain to his advantage. And should he have more than just Desmond to stand with him, it would be easier for them to surround him as well.
 
   Even from more than twenty miles away, he could clearly see the four towers of the estate climbing up into a cloudless sky. Their golden rooftops reflected the sun in such a way that, when beyond the walls, the land was bathed in a warm glow that gave the grass and trees a surreal, almost dreamlike quality. 
 
   Martok halted his mount as he caught sight of a lone figure of a man standing in the center of the roadway ahead. Even from a distance he could tell that it was neither his uncle, nor Desmond. Judging from the simple attire and daggers hanging from his hips, he was not a mage from another house either.
 
   With arms spread wide, the man advanced. Martok at once began casting his wards; he was not about to underestimate an unknown opponent. When they were less than twenty yards apart, the man stopped. He was slight in build, though from the way he carried himself, definitely not frail. His head was shaved clean and his deeply set eyes were unblinking. 
 
   “Martok Dragonvein,” he said. It was a statement rather than a question.
 
   “I am Martok,” he affirmed. “Who are you?”
 
   “My name is Stelin of the Urazi. If you will permit it, I would speak with you.”
 
   Martok stiffened and his hands instantly glowed blue, ready to strike. 
 
   “Be at ease,” Stelin said, maintaining his open-armed posture. “I give you my word that I mean you no harm. And if I did, I am not such a fool as to attack you in the open.”
 
   “Then what do you want?” Martok demanded, not relaxing his readiness in the slightest. He knew that the Urazi were feared for a very good reason. In more volatile times, mage houses often used them against their rivals to great and terrible effect. 
 
   “I wish to inform you that Kytain Prustoni is dead,” he answered flatly. “Your uncle, Sylas Dragonvein, is now in control of his lands and property. Also, you should know that he and young Desmond Bronstar await you less than two miles from here.”
 
   Martok regarded him with caution. “And why would you tell me this?”
 
   “To demonstrate that the Urazi bears you no ill-will. I was the one who ended Kytain Prustoni’s life, and I suspect that you will eventually discover of our involvement in his death. I would not have your vengeance misplaced. It would be unfortunate for all concerned.”
 
   A fierce desire rose up in Martok. For a moment he longed to burn this man to cinders where he stood. It was only Kytain's training that calmed the desire and made him channel his fury into a steely resolve. “And why was the Urazi involved in this?” he asked.
 
   “We were given a contract, and we fulfilled it. There was no personal malice toward Prustoni. My hope is that you can see your way to understanding this.”
 
   Martok knew the man was speaking the truth. The Urazi never took sides. And they never acted out of anger or hate. They were a tool, nothing more. “You still haven’t explained why you warned me about Desmond and my uncle,” he said after a brief consideration. “Are they not your employers?” 
 
   Stelin smiled. “I care deeply for my order. An enemy such as yourself could go hard on us. In any event, they are not set to ambush you on the road, so I have betrayed nothing. I wished only to display the honesty of my intent.”
 
   Martok lapsed into another, rather longer period of thought. Stelin would know full well the risk he faced in conveying this message. Right at this moment, his life was in Martok's hands. He knew what Kytain would say. He would tell him that gaining such a useful and deadly resource far outweighed any desire for vengeance. “Go in peace, Stelin of the Urazi,” he finally said. “Know that I hold you blameless.”
 
   Stelin lowered his arms to his side and bowed low. “Thank you, Lord Dragonvein.” He was wearing an almost imperceptible smile. “Personally, I hope you kill them both. To betray one’s family has never sat well with me. But those are my thoughts…not the Urazi’s.”
 
   Martok nodded curtly and then spurred his steed on. The stories of the Urazi were so fantastic that many were hard to believe. They had been around for longer than anyone could say, and were feared even more so than the mages. Yet it seemed they were satisfied with their place in the world, never once in their history displaying any desire whatsoever to attain power. There was a lesson there somewhere, he decided. But it was one that would need to be learned at another time.
 
   Just as he had been told, Sylas and Desmond were waiting for him two miles further ahead. Desmond eyed him with a smug expression. In complete contrast, Sylas' face was an expressionless mask. 
 
   Martok dismounted and slapped his horse on the rump, sending him into a quick gallop. He then took stock of his surroundings. The tree line was more than half a mile away on either side, and the open field was blanketed in nothing but short grass and an assortment of wild flowers. No cover whatsoever. This would be a battle of attrition. 
 
   “I wish you hadn’t come, Martok,” called Sylas. “I truly do. It’s not too late to turn back.”
 
   “Yes,” added Desmond. “Run home like the coward you are.”
 
   “Shut your mouth,” Sylas snapped. “One more word from you and you'll be fighting me next. Understand?”
 
   This was more than enough to cow Desmond who simply nodded.
 
   “You killed your own brother,” Martok told his uncle. Though his heart was filled to bursting with rage, his tone was calm and even. “You have betrayed your family. All for power. You are nothing to me. You are not my uncle, and you are not a member of the Dragonvein family.”
 
   “I am sorry it has come to this,” Sylas replied. “Though the fact is, I had no choice in what I did. Kytain was becoming too powerful. Soon he would have declared himself the ruler of all Lumnia. I tried to make Ralmar see reason, but he instead chose to honor the pact he had made with Kytain.”
 
   A snort of derision slipped from Martok. “Strange that you should choose to use the word honor, as you possess none of your own. Kytain never desired to rule. The rumors were false.  You have allowed the Bronstar family to poison your mind. You have been twisted and misled. Not that any of this matters now. Kytain is dead, as is my father. Soon you and he can debate this among the ancestors. Perhaps he will be more forgiving than I am.”
 
   Sylas stepped closer to meet Martok’s gaze. “I implore you, nephew, leave while you can. You are strong, but I am stronger. If you choose to fight, you will die. I have already tried to spare you once by delaying matters until you had departed for your yearly hunt. But I cannot do so now. Turn back…or this will truly be your end.”
 
   Martok could sense the wards surrounding both Desmond and Sylas. Those around Sylas would be challenging to break. Those around Desmond however were of little significance. In a flurry of motion, he extended an arm, fingers splayed.
 
   “Vurusi Zin,” he shouted, then closed his fist.
 
   Desmond’s eyes popped wide as he realized that his wards were gone. He looked desperately over to Sylas for help, while at the same time backing hurriedly away in anticipation of what he knew would surely follow. Martok merely smiled wickedly and flicked his wrist.
 
   An orb of blue flame appeared just above Desmond’s head. He burst into a run, casting back bolts of lightning at Martok as he fled. But this time Martok had planned the attack on his father’s murderer carefully. He had calculated his weaknesses and devised how to make it a reasonably quick, albeit extremely painful end for him.
 
   He easily deflected the bolts while watching the orb pursue the terrified youth. Sylas merely stood there looking on with apparent interest, but making no move at all to intervene. After a few more yards the orb found its target. Desmond's entire body was engulfed. Flames licked hungrily at him, first at his clothes, then at his bare flesh after these were consumed. Just as Ralmar Dragonvein's flesh had blistered and burned, so did Desmond's - only twenty times worse. His agonized screams, increasing in intensity with every second that passed, finally reached a crescendo. And then, with a final gurgling whimper, the cries went silent. As the flames faded, all that remained of Desmond Bronstar was a pitifully small pile of ashes on the grass.
 
   “Impressive,” said Sylas, clapping his hands together. “I must thank you for saving me the trouble. I never could stand the little brat. Though his mother will be somewhat distraught.”
 
   “His mother will not suffer long,” Martok responded. “Once I am finished with you, I intend to erase the name of Bronstar from living memory.”
 
   Sylas shook his head and chuckled. “You believe it was only the Bronstar family involved in this? You're wrong. More than a dozen great houses took part. Will you destroy them all? See reason, Martok. You cannot win.”
 
   “You think not? Kytain taught me many things about diplomacy and relationships between the houses. The one I remember most of all is that the majority of them are cowards. When they see the home of the Bronstar family in ruins they will scatter to the winds. You are the only mage with the steel to attempt such an attack on Kytain. So don’t try to make it seem as if you are simply a pawn.”
 
   “I would not attempt such a deception with you,” he replied. “You know me too well. It is true that I have taken control of the Bronstar family – much to the dismay of Evelyn. But it was the other houses who pressed me to action. That, and your father’s timid nature.” An ugly sneer appeared on his face. “He all but turned over control of our house to Kytain: a man who was merely using you as a vehicle for his own ambitions. And to make matters worse, you were too foolish to know you were being used.”
 
   “My father was many things,” Martok shot back. “But timid was not one of them. And though Kytain did use me, our relationship was mutually beneficial.”
 
   Sylas huffed. “In what way? What did you get aside from false status – something that Kytain could have stripped away from you at any time he chose?”
 
   “I gained knowledge. I learned many things from him. Unlike you, he could see the true value in loyalty. It is a prize bought dearly. But once possessed, it can overcome even the gravest of perils.”
 
   “You were the only mage loyal to him, Martok. And it did not save his life, did it?”
 
   “No,” he admitted. “It did not. But it will avenge his death.”
 
   “Then you have chosen. I was hoping that I would not be the last of our family.”
 
   Martok’s mouth twisted into a snarl. “I've already told you once. You are no longer a Dragonvein. Do not dare speak as one.”
 
   With the final word barely out of his mouth, he unleashed a rapid series of short energy bursts. Though Sylas’ wards absorbed them without even slightly weakening, Martok was not discouraged. This was only a test. His final burst, instead of striking, exploded short of the wards in a sizzling shower of blue sparks in an attempt to blind his opponent.
 
   Sylas, however, had anticipated this move. He countered with a cloud of black smoke that instantly consumed the light and then rushed toward his nephew. 
 
   “Blivio,” Martok shouted. 
 
   The command summoned a mighty gust of wind to disperse the cloud. It was a short reprieve, however. Before he could mount another attack of his own, a beam of red light struck him in the center of his chest. He staggered back, nearly toppling over, before looking down to where the beam had struck. His wards had held…barely. 
 
   Sylas was now on the offensive. With a clap of hands above his head he conjured up three eagles and sent them streaking toward Martok, all of them with vicious looking talons extended and ready to strike. Martok knew this was not the main assault, also that Sylas was unaware of just how far he had come as a mage. At a flick of his hand, a green mist materialized just ahead of the eagles' flight. The moment they passed into this, they vanished. 
 
   Barely had this happened when he felt the ground beneath him heave. He tried to halt the spell with one of his own, but it was already too late. The earth ruptured in a mighty boom, throwing him skyward. While rising, though his body was flailing around like a child's angrily discarded doll, he somehow managed to keep hold of his wits. 
 
   The spell came out accompanied by a heavy grunt. “Mul Minis Lomnia.”  
 
   In a rush of air, his body was lifted even higher. Now though, his ascent was controlled and his tumbling had ceased. Another blast of red light struck him, once again almost shattering his wards, but not preventing him from starting a controlled descent toward one side of the crater left by Sylas’ spell. While still falling, he tried to counter the attack by upending the ground beneath Sylas, but his uncle was alert to this and quickly cancelled it out. 
 
   The moment Martok’s boots touched the ground he cast a protection spell directly in front of his feet. He was on the defensive and weakening. If Sylas were to hit him with one more blast, he knew that his wards would fail. He needed to time his next move perfectly.
 
   Sensing his advantage, Sylas cast a spear of energy at the barrier, obliterating it in a single blast. This, however, was exactly what Martok had wanted. The protection spell had been merely a decoy to draw Sylas' attention. The instant his uncle sent the spear, and before he had time to summon another attack, Martok thrust his arms forward and with all the power within him, shot a wave of raw magical force at his foe.
 
   Sylas was sent staggering to one knee. But that was all. His wards had held.
 
   He looked up at Martok and grinned while regaining his feet. “I have to say that, with a little more guidance from me, you would have likely become the greatest mage in all Lumnia. Now though, it is time to end this. I have toyed with you quite enough. Goodbye, nephew.”
 
   Had Sylas attacked immediately without the parting speech, Martok would have been left with no time to gather himself in order to match his uncle's next onslaught. He would have certainly been destroyed. As it was, the short breathing space was just sufficient for him to react. Both mages simultaneously released beams of fiery magic that collided with violent force at the midway point between them, instantly nullifying each other. The colossal impact of their coming together resounded and shook the earth with an impossibly deep thud. For a moment, the shock waves were enough to prevent any further action from either combatant.
 
   Despite this temporary reprieve, Martok knew that it was now all over. This final release of energy, together with all that had gone before, had seriously drained him. He could feel that Sylas was unquestionably the more powerful mage. In just moments, his own strength would fail him completely and he would then be consumed. The look in Sylas’ eyes was now one of a savage predator. It was clear that he was keenly aware of his supremacy. With teeth bared, he was drawing himself together for one final and fatal strike.
 
   Martok raged against his inevitable defeat. He refused to give up, even knowing that rage would merely delay his death for but a short time. 
 
   We are with you.
 
   The voice called to him from the dark recesses of his spirit. It came with a passion and strength the like of which only he could understand. His mind flew back for an instant to when he had been enduring the lash of Desmond's cane. It was the same voice speaking to him now.
 
   Rise, Martok Dragonvein. We are with you.
 
   A surge of unbelievably powerful raw energy flooded into his body. In an instant, it all made perfect sense. This was the true gift of the Dragonvein line. His uncle just a few yards away had always blocked it from his mind. He saw it as a burden. What a fool! In truth, there could be no greater offering. 
 
   Martok locked eyes with Sylas and smiled. “As you said…uncle. Goodbye.”
 
   Sylas’ mouth hung open in sheer astonishment as he saw Martok’s power visibly increasing way beyond anything he could ever have fathomed. He sent his attack nevertheless – the one against which he knew there was absolutely no defense – only to see it brushed aside and his wards shattered as if he were a mere novice. His jaw was still hanging loose when Martok’s reciprocating spell penetrated his body. He was turned to dust before uttering a sound.
 
   Martok drew a deep breath and closed his eyes. “Thank you, my friends. My brothers and sisters. Thank you.”
 
   With power such as this, there was absolutely no one who could defeat him. And now there was nothing that would halt his vengeance. The Bronstar’s would know fear. They would realize the foolishness of their actions. And then…they would perish.  
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   After retrieving his horse, Martok continued on his way to the Prustoni Estate. As he rode, a picture of his father's face entered his mind. He would not have wanted him to fight Sylas, but there had been no choice in the matter. At least, not one that he could have lived with. And though his father would not have approved, Kytain most certainly would have. He would have said, even without the need for vengeance, the necessity to show your enemies your strength would make any other course of action unthinkable.
 
   Memories of the two men provoked a smile. He had become the child of two fathers, both of whom had passed on wisdom for which he was truly grateful. Sylas was not wrong in saying that Kytain had been using him, though he could not come even close to comprehending the man's motives. Kytain was well aware that he lacked the power to realize his own dreams. He had the wealth, but wealth alone was not enough. He had seen in his protégé the potential to cultivate the qualities that he himself lacked. Though he would often jest that Ralmar was too kind by far, the fact was, there were limits to his own ruthlessness as well. And in order to rule…to truly rule...one had to be able to harden their heart like tempered steel. 
 
   His father had gifted him with the ability to look into people’s souls and see them for what they truly were. Though his love for Sylas had caused a kind of self-imposed blindness, he'd long been aware of his uncle’s deceitful nature.  The man had always been ashamed of being a Dragonvein. He'd actually wanted the union with House Bronstar. 
 
   As the gleaming white walls of Kytain's house came into view, Martok pushed these idle thoughts aside. There was still much to be done, and the fury in his heart was far from spent. 
 
   At the gatehouse, he saw something that astonished him: two guards bearing the crest of the Bronstar family on their breastplates, both of them fully armed with long swords and steel tipped spears. It was an almost unbelievable sight. Under normal circumstances, mage families only faced possible danger from other mages, so they had no need for this sort of physical protection. Their wards were usually more than sufficient to keep their homes secure. That was almost certainly the reason why Sylas had employed the Urazi to dispatch Kytain, rather than face him in single combat.
 
   Martok had learned from the staff at his own house that Desmond had used trickery to lure his father outside and beyond the protection of his wards. But Kytain was obviously not as trusting, so cruder methods had been employed. 
 
   The two guards stepped forward to block Martok’s path as he approached. “No one is allowed entry without permission from the master of the house,” one of them growled.
 
   Containing his rage, Martok forced a smile. “Then would you kindly fetch him for me?”
 
   “He's not here,” the man replied in the same gruff tone. “So you had better turn back.”
 
   Martok sighed, feigning disappointment. “Alas. And to have come so far.” He raised an eyebrow. “Tell me: Do you serve the Bronstar family?”
 
   The scowling guard pointed to his chest. “Are you blind? Of course I do. Now be off.” 
 
   “Very well. But one last question, if you please. If I am master of the house, should I not be permitted entry?”
 
   Before either man could reply, at a wave of Martok's hand, a pack of six snarling wolves materialized around them. Easing his horse away, he watched calmly as both guards were torn to pieces by vicious fangs. Only when their bodies were utterly ravaged did he dismiss the spell. 
 
   Armed men at the gatehouse? Kytain would have been appalled.
 
   He dismounted and passed through the gate into the front garden. Literally seconds later, obviously alerted by the cries of the dying guards, the frail form of Vernon Lamplock came hobbling out from the main entrance of the house.
 
   Vernon was Kytain’s personal attendant and most trusted friend. More than once his insight had saved the Prustoni family from disaster – though Vernon himself would never seek to claim credit for this. His thinning, silver hair was as disheveled as his clothes, and his face streaked with soot and dirt. Martok frowned at the obvious reason for this. He had been put to work laboring. A man of his age. Disgraceful!
 
   His weathered face beamed at the sight of Martok. “Oh, My Lord Dragonvein. It is you. I was so afraid that your uncle had killed you.”
 
   “He is no longer to be considered my uncle,” Martok told him firmly. Then, realizing he had startled the old man with his aggressive tone, he smiled warmly. “Sylas is gone. And you should never speak of him again.”
 
   “Of course, My Lord.”
 
   Martok placed a hand fondly on Vernon's shoulder and saw him wince at the touch. He immediately sent healing magic into the old man’s limbs. “There. That’s better now.”
 
   “Thank you, My Lord. The brutes have had me cleaning the hearth in the kitchen, and I’m afraid this old body isn’t as strong as it once was.”
 
   “Who ordered this?” Martok demanded.  
 
   “One of those cursed guards,” Vernon told him, not attempting to hide his anger. “Sylas Drago…Bronstar...he brought them here to keep the house staff in line. Brutes and thugs they are. No better than animals, My Lord. If my poor master were alive he would have…” 
 
   Tears choked off his remaining words.
 
   Martok held him in a consoling embrace and waited until the old man had regained his composure sufficiently before saying: “It's all right, Vernon. I will set things to rights. You can be sure of that. How many of these guards did he bring?”
 
   “Fifty,” he replied, then glanced over at the macabre scene by the gatehouse. “Though it seems there are now only forty-eight.”
 
   “Have some of the other staff fetch them all here,” Martok said. “Send them the message that the master of the house commands their presence.”
 
   An impish smiled formed on the old man's lips. “At once, My Lord.”
 
   “And one more thing before you go, Vernon. Are there any of Kytain’s kin still here?” Though he asked, he feared he already knew the answer.
 
   “I’m afraid not, My Lord. My dear master’s wards vanished the moment he died. Sylas then killed every mage who dwelt in the house.”
 
   Martok nodded grimly. “I see. Very well. First have the guards come. Then we will attend to House Bronstar.”
 
   It took more than an hour before all of the guards were gathered in the garden. The estate was indeed enormous, and to enforce their presence over the workers they needed to spread themselves far and wide. As unseemly as it was, Sylas' logic was clear. The staff, virtually all of whom would have hated him, numbered in the hundreds, and he was just as vulnerable to poison or a dagger through the heart as any other man. Almost any of the servants could have easily slipped in unnoticed and caught him either distracted or asleep. None of them were soldiers however, and the guards, though relatively few in number, were vicious enough to instill the proper fear Sylas would have required to ensure his own safety.
 
   Having already used a spell to hide all trace of the carnage outside the gatehouse, Martok told the early arrivals that Sylas would be along once everyone was gathered. This did not go down at all well. Those waiting shifted around impatiently, whispering to one another while eyeing him with deep suspicion. Several dozens of the estate staff had also gathered near the main door and at the house windows and were watching events unfold with keen interest. Most of them would recognize Martok, and from the expectant looks on their faces they already had a good notion of what was about to take place.
 
   “I know you are expecting to see Sylas,” Martok announced once the assembly had fully gathered. “But I have to confess that I was being less than truthful with you. He will not be coming.”
 
   “So who the hell are you?” demanded a particularly angry looking guard. “What’s this all about?”
 
   “A valid question,” Martok replied, beaming a friendly smile. “And you shall have your answer.” He gave them all a low sweeping bow. “I am Martok Dragonvein. And I am now the master of this house. Your employer is dead. That being the case, you have a choice to make.”
 
   A short, stout man with a scarlet chevron stitched to his sleeve stepped forward. His hand was resting on the hilt of his blade as he regarded Martok with hostile eyes. “I am Captain Pel Charo, and I serve the House Bronstar. As do all of these men. Kytain Prustoni is dead. And as far as I have been told, Sylas Dragonvein has taken possession of his lands and wealth. So unless he tells me otherwise, you can just go f –” 
 
   These were his last words.
 
   With thumb and forefinger held up for all to clearly see, Martok simply touched them lightly together. As the captain's speech came to an abrupt end, his eyes bulged grotesquely. An instant later his head literally exploded, spewing blood and small pieces of brain matter in all directions. Apart from the guards at the gate, this was the first time Martok had ever used magic on anyone other than a fellow mage. The complete lack of any defensive wards or spells made it seem far too easy. In a way, it was almost disappointing.
 
   As a demonstration of his power, it was devastatingly effective. Every single one of the remaining guards began backing away in fear, many of them with hands raised in front of their faces as though they imagined this might serve to protect them in some way. But Martok was not about to let any escape. With a casual flick of his wrist, a wall of flames sprang up from the ground, blocking their path and forcing them together into a huddle. Some drew their swords, though none dared to attack.
 
   “As I was saying,” he continued, his smile never dimming. “You have a choice. You can die running. Or you can die standing still.”
 
   With another flick, he allowed the wall to encircle the terrified guards completely. Slowly but surely, the flames then began to close in. Cries for mercy and prayers to the ancestors mingled with the ever increasing roar of the fire. As the circle continued to shrink and the heat became unbearable, some of the men began risking all by bursting through. It was to no avail. Their bodies were quickly set afire as they ran for their lives. Flapping wildly with their hands at the flames eating away at them made no difference whatsoever. Soon, the garden was littered with their bodies, every single one of them reduced to a barely recognizable smoldering heap. Meanwhile, those who had become paralyzed by fear and remained inside the circle could only wait, petrified, until the wall finally closed in completely and reduced them to ashes as well. 
 
   When it was all over, Martok surveyed his handiwork. He had never killed helpless people before and was not exactly sure how to feel about it. But the loud cheers coming from the house told him that, at least in the eyes of the people here, he had done the right thing. Seconds later, they poured from the front door and raced over to him, some stopping briefly to glare hatefully at the smoking remains of their former tormentors. Martok looked for Vernon amongst them as he received countless offerings of appreciation and blessings. Eventually, the old man made his way through, a look of blissful calm on his face.
 
   “You have avenged my master and laid low those who desecrated his home. I think he can now rest.”
 
   “Where is his body?” Martok asked.
 
   “In the west garden. At least Sylas allowed us to bury him there with the rest of his family. When you are ready, I will take you to him.”
 
   “Thank you, Vernon. But that must wait. I will not be staying.”
 
   The old man furled his brow. “You cannot leave, My Lord. Please. The entire estate is in disarray. We need you here.”
 
   “And I will return,” Martok assured him. “But this matter isn’t over yet. Not until every last Bronstar is dead.”
 
   Understanding dawned. “Yes. Of course. That must be done. And I shall be coming with you to bear witness.”
 
   Martok could see by the determination written on his face that there would be no debate. Vernon would be there to see the fall of the house that had murdered his master come what may. And that was the end of it.
 
   “Then you should make ready to depart,” he said.
 
   Vernon bowed and hurried back to the house as fast as his aged legs could carry him. Martok stared after him as he went. It would be quite some time before the old servant returned, more than enough for him to visit Kytain’s grave if he felt the need. But at present he did not have a mind to. For some reason it simply seemed wrong for him to pass over the threshold while any member of the Bronstar family still remained alive. 
 
   With Kytain and all of his immediate kin dead, it would be left to him to sort out the estate and holdings. Kytain had many cousins scattered throughout the various houses, and all would want to lay claim to his wealth. The thought of such carrion feeders lurking about the halls of this magnificent estate was truly bothersome. 
 
   Kytain had been secretive regarding his heir. With no children, he'd made little secret of the fact that he'd have liked to leave Martok his wealth. But both of them knew this would cause outrage among the great houses and almost certainly result in much fighting. Martok did not desire the inheritance anyway. The wealth of his own family was more than enough thanks to Kytain’s alliance – and in no small part to the lessons Martok had received from him. 
 
   Without him having asked for it, a member of the house staff brought out food and drink while he waited. He took this and sat under a nearby pavilion. No one questioned why he had not entered the manor. They seemed content merely that he was there. Like his true father, Kytain had treated those in his employ with respect and dignity. And for this he was well-loved.
 
   “Never abuse those people responsible for your safety,” he'd instructed Martok. They had just witnessed a guest beating their personal attendant for having dropped a cup of wine while visiting another mage. “They may not possess magic, but they certainly know when you sleep and eat. They know when you are at your most vulnerable. So, in truth, they protect you every bit as much as your wards. Never forget that.”
 
   His father was less pragmatic. His kindness came from the heart rather than any need for personal protection. Still, the end results of loyalty were the same.
 
   It was late into the afternoon by the time Vernon returned and they were finally underway on their four-day journey to the Bronstar’s home. As the sun waned on that first evening, Martok began to consider what tactics he should employ when they arrived. Whatever wards that Sylas and Desmond had established at the house would have vanished instantly upon their deaths: a clear warning to the family of what was to come. Evelyn and the others would know well enough that only one person could be responsible for their killing. The entire family's wards were sure to be reinforced and solidly in place for his anticipated arrival.
 
   The fact that wards disappeared upon the death of their creators was something that had always perplexed Martok. He had ideas running around in his head that could possibly make them last forever – or at least until they were deliberately destroyed - and hoped to find time to explore these theories further once his mission of vengeance was over. Such a contribution to magic craft would preserve his name through the ages. He would have achieved true immortality.
 
   “Leaving something behind that endures is the only kind of immortality that really exists,” his father would say whenever the subject of death arose. “It's what you do with the time you have that matters. Forget about everlasting life. If you seek it, you will forget to see the world around you. Think of the wonders you would miss.”
 
   Vernon remained silent for the majority of the journey. It wasn’t until they reached the borders of the Bronstar lands that he said more than a few words. And when he did, it was merely to echo Martok's own thoughts.
 
   “My Lord. How will you gain access? At least a dozen mages dwell within their house. They are sure to have strengthened their defenses.”
 
   Martok had been dwelling on this problem and had yet to come up with a solution. But he would not turn back. The storm still raged inside him and his will remained as iron. Kytain would have told him to be patient and wait for the proper moment to strike. Martok had learned much from the man, but in this instance he was still his father’s son - direct and filled with passion. Though his father used his passion in kind and often gentle ways, it was passion, nevertheless.
 
   The Bronstar manor was not surrounded by solidly built high walls as were the older mage homes; a style adopted during a time when wars were fought less with magic and more with sinew and steel. Instead, they had erected a tall wrought iron fence, tipped with gold and silver spikes. The intricacy of its design was certainly eye-catching and denoted, as was intended, the family's considerable wealth and influence. Just behind the fence, a thick hedge had been cultivated, effectively obscuring the first two floors of the four story manor from view.
 
   Though nowhere near as sprawling as Kytain’s estate, there were few houses and grounds as elaborately designed and expensively decorated. On the occasions Martok had previously visited he had considered it far too ostentatious. Admittedly Kytain’s home was filled with treasures, but it was treasure accumulated over time throughout the generations. There was a powerful sense of history and dignity about the place. By contrast, the Bronstar family had only become a wealthy house two-hundred years ago, so most of their possessions – including the manor itself – were recently acquired.
 
   They had approached from the south, through forestland to avoid being seen. But now they were forced onto the main road, and like everything else that bore the mark of Bronstar, this was built to project wealth. Paved with the rarest of stones imported from the dwarf mines of Gol’ Shupa, each small section reflected light in a unique way. Though the stones themselves were basically red, blue, or yellow, the rays shining from them would change color constantly in a dazzling display as an approaching party of visitors passed over them. 
 
   When the guard house came into view, its gates were hanging invitingly open. Martok could sense the wards had been laid just on the other side of these. He halted his horse about fifty yards away and dismounted. 
 
   “Ride up and tell them I am here,” he instructed Vernon. 
 
   Vernon spurred his horse to a quick trot. A lone guard, dressed identically to those Sylas had installed at Kytain's manor, stepped out to meet him. After a brief conversation, the old servant started back while the guard hurried on to the main entrance of the house. 
 
   “Smug bastard,” Vernon hissed. “I hope you take a few of those guards as well when you send the Bronstar’s to oblivion.”
 
   Martok smiled up at the old man. “I will try. But for now you should move away to a safe distance. I can’t be worried about you when I'm facing whatever comes next.”
 
   After bowing his head, Vernon rode off approximately two hundred yards before stopping and dismounting. 
 
                 While waiting, Martok could feel the essence of the dragons reaching out to him from across the great expanse, fueling the inferno inside. The mental barrier he had erected to contain all his fury was beginning to crumble. Then, he saw Evelyn Bronstar emerge from the house and start toward him. She was alone. He almost laughed out loud at her arrogance. She thought to coax him into attacking her. To lure him on through the wards. Bitch.
 
   He strode up to the guard house. Evelyn had positioned herself just on the safe side of the protecting wards, a self-assured smile on her face. She knew she was safe. There was nothing Martok could do to her unless he could break the combined wards of what he guessed to be more than twenty mages. Though none would be remotely a match for his power individually, together they formed a barrier more than capable of keeping him out. Should he pass through it, his own magic would immediately be stripped away.
 
   Evelyn was the first to speak. “I see you have done me a great service, Martok Dragonvein. I had intended to do away with Sylas anyway, being that he'd outlived his use. Though I will admit I'm surprised you were able to overcome him. You must truly be as strong as the rumors suggest.”
 
   “Why don’t you come over here and find out?” Martok invited. 
 
   Evelyn laughed loudly, for a moment forgoing her typically proper and demure manners. “No. I think not. But do feel free to come inside.”
 
   Martok regarded her closely for a second or two. “You know, I never really noticed before, but you and Desmond do look remarkably alike. Or should I say, did look remarkably alike? I burned his body to a pathetic little pile of ashes. And he screamed... he screamed just like a little girl right up until the very end. I thought you might like to know that.” 
 
   Evelyn did not rise to the bait. She merely waved a careless hand. “I have other grandchildren. Desmond was not nearly the most talented. Or the brightest.”
 
   Her callous reaction struck Martok quite forcibly. Ruthless was an understatement when speaking about this fiend of a woman. “Do not look to your other grandchildren,” he told her. “They will all be dead soon enough.”
 
   She raised an eyebrow. “Is that so? And how do you intend to accomplish this? Will you wait outside my door in the hope that we will become fools enough to file out and do battle with you? I think not.”
 
   “I don’t need to wait. You are already fools. And your schemes are coming to an end…today.” 
 
   The rage and strength of the dragons, which had been steadily increasing throughout their short conversation, had now become completely at one with his own. He allowed it to saturate him to the very core of his spirit. Blood coursed as fire through his veins. This was power…true power. Even greater than when he had faced Sylas. In an instant, he knew exactly what he needed to do. 
 
   “If you have servants you wish to live, send them out now,” he continued. “Otherwise, they will perish with you.”
 
   “You are every bit a Dragonvein,” she mocked. “Stupid, reckless, and ignorant. I have sent word to the other great houses, and they will be arriving soon. So you go right ahead and waste what little time you have left trying to break our wards.” She sniffed contemptuously. “Or you could run home and wait for death there. It matters not. The Dragonvein line ends with your final breath. And I will be there when it happens. I will delight in watching the light dim from those precious blue eyes of yours until, finally, the world is rid of your wretched family forever.”
 
   “Let the others come,” Martok told her. “The Bronstar family will be nothing but a bad memory by the time they arrive. So I suggest you go back inside. I would tell you to say farewell to those you love, but I doubt your withered old heart is capable of such a feeling.”
 
   Evelyn’s mouth twisted into a snarl. “Beast! You know nothing of what it takes to endure. Or of how to attain the power and influence necessary to ascend to greatness. Neither did that idiot Kytain. He squandered his power on sentiment and compassion, as did his lapdog Ralmar. Soon my family will rule all of Lumnia, and it will come about because I was strong enough to seize the opportunity. When my time is done, they will speak my name with reverence and awe for all eternity. Yours, on the other hand, will mean nothing and be totally forgotten in the mere blink of an eye.”
 
   After spitting out her final few words, she spun on her heels and returned to the manor, head held high and shoulders thrust back like a proud queen marching to her coronation.
 
   Martok waited until the door had closed firmly behind her before returning to his waiting mount and joining Vernon.
 
   “Are we leaving, My Lord?” he asked.
 
   “Soon,” he replied. After dismounting again, he handed his reins over and faced the home of his enemy.
 
   He could feel the anticipation of the dragons. Yes. Unleash our fury upon them, they were telling him. Do it now. Their rage matched his own. They had felt the death of his father, and knew of Sylas' betrayal. They wanted vengeance as much as he did. And they would have it.
 
   Dropping to his knees, he closed both eyes. The words slipped from his lips like a sweet melodic song. Over and over he repeated the incantation. With each recitation, the surge of magical force increased, constantly threatening to overcome him. But through the dragons, he was able to hold on to its power and continue building to the ultimate climax. 
 
   All at once, the ground began trembling violently, sending the horses into a panic. While Martok remained kneeling, Vernon gamely struggled with both sets of reins to control the steeds. Then, after more than a minute, everything became calm once again and there was silence. Total silence. Not even the ever-present song of the birds could be heard. It was as if time itself had stopped to acknowledge the advent of a monumental happening. 
 
   Martok opened his eyes, took a long cleansing breath, and then cast his gaze at the Bronstar family home one final time. “For you, father. For you, Kytain. I offer you justice.”
 
   Dedication made, he thrust his palms flat on the ground. 
 
   The moment they made contact, a thundering boom shattered the calm which came from high above and could be heard for a hundred miles in every direction. From somewhere out of this violent disturbance, a vivid blue wave of energy formed, descending in a manner similar to slow moving lightning and then snaking out rapidly to surround the entire estate like a deadly marker. As the earth continued to tremble, with an almighty jolt, literally everything within the ring then abruptly dropped by more than a foot. It was as though a small island was starting to sink under its own weight. The glass from every window in the house immediately shattered. The iron gate was thrown down, and the guardhouse was torn to splinters.
 
   There was no need to break the wards – though Martok was sure he could have if he'd needed to. The ground just beyond was now churning violently, heaving up in bubbles of black ooze. Slowly, the disintegrating manor began to sink ever further into the ground. Screams coming from within could be clearly heard, even over the loud cracks and rumbles of the house destroying itself.
 
                 Martok allowed a smile to form - a tiny joy at the thought of Evelyn Bronstar’s final moments of terror.
 
   One by one the wards vanished as the inhabitants of the manor perished. The building had completely collapsed in on itself before the last one was gone. The thick black liquid then poured in to fill the ever increasing pit that Martok was creating.  
 
   In less than five minutes, every last trace of the once proud manor was completely gone. At last satisfied, Martok rose and turned to Vernon. The old man was continuing to stare wide-eyed and mouth agape at the devastated landscape. 
 
   “Now it's time to leave,” Martok told him before mounting his horse and setting off. 
 
   After eventually snapping out of his stupor, Vernon urged his mount to a canter in order to catch up. “M…My Lord,” he began when arriving alongside.
 
   Fatigue was setting in. The rage was gone; his need for vengeance was satisfied. He looked over to the old servant and could see the fear in his expression. “Speak freely, Vernon. There is nothing to be afraid of. I swear it.”
 
   “Of course,” he said, though still sounding a touch awkward. “I was just wondering if Lord Kytain knew.”
 
   “Knew what?”
 
   “How powerful you really are. I have never heard of such a thing. What I saw you do back there...it seems…impossible.”
 
   Martok drew a breath before replying. “I can't say for certain one way or the other. But now that I think about it, I would say yes, he did know. Or at least suspected. My connection to the dragons has been a mystery to me until now. But I think Kytain realized that there was more to it than I was aware of.”
 
   Vernon nodded. “Yes. He was wise. If only…” His voice trailed off.     
 
   Martok knew what he was about to say. He'd been thinking the same thing himself. If only he had learned of his true power sooner, he could have used it to save both Kytain and his father. But there was no use tormenting himself over the matter. In his heart he knew that this was the way it had to be. There was never any great reward without a steep price attached. 
 
   But whether this was a price that he would have paid willingly remained unclear.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Martok spent only two days at the Prustoni Estate before heading home. As Vernon had said, the house was indeed in disarray. But this was as much to do with the staff's sorrow over Kytain’s murder as anything else. Once he'd assured them that he would make certain their former master's wishes were carried out properly, a sense of order was quickly restored. After some persuasion, Vernon reluctantly accepted the responsibility of being in charge of the day-to-day affairs, allowing for Martok to take his leave.
 
   Upon reaching Dragonvein Manor, he instructed most of his staff to go to his second home near the foot of the Gol’ Shupa Mountains. He knew that this business was far from over. Once the other great houses learned of the Bronstar’s fate, they would surely align themselves against him. Only a handful of servants were allowed to remain at the manor. Gretchen was among them, though he had done his best to convince her to leave with the others. 
 
   “I have no reason to flee,” she told him. “You will overcome and arise victorious. That much is not in question.”
 
   Martok asked what it was she had promised to give to him upon his return, but she simply smiled and said that he needed to stay focused for the present. Distractions such as she had in mind could wait.
 
   In spite of the precautions, the weeks turned to months and still there was no sign of hostility from any quarter. After receiving several messages from Vernon stating that no one out of the ordinary had so much as approached the grounds at Prustoni Manor, Martok became increasingly troubled. Calm such as this was unnatural. He could only see it as a sign that the other houses were busy gathering all of their strengths together in order to mount one truly massive assault. And that was the worst possible scenario. Even with the aid of the dragons, there was a finite number of enemies he could battle at one time. Regardless, he swore an oath to take as many with him as possible when the time came.
 
   As the first light snow falls began to herald the coming winter, a messenger arrived bearing a letter. It stated that Lord Windsor Farial was at present camped just beyond the borders of Dragonvein lands and that he requested an audience. He would remain there until receiving a response. Suspicious of trickery, Martok deliberated on this for several hours before sending a reply agreeing to meet. 
 
   He chose to receive the mage in his father’s study rather than in the more conventional setting of the main hall. It was yet another tactic learned from Kytain. Always try to make a potential adversary feel uncomfortable in subtle ways, he'd advised. A throne and such paraphernalia may give an impression of strength, but a casual setting usually lulls them into believing you are not mindful or cautious. That, or they will think you have a very good reason to be at ease and become distracted wondering why. Either way, it was a very good method of keeping them off balance.
 
   The Farial family was nearly as ancient as his own. Though lacking the huge wealth of the Prustoni’s, they had nonetheless maintained a high status and were respected amongst all the other houses. Windsor had most likely been chosen to deliver terms for surrender, Martok considered. A waste of time. But seeing as there were no better options, he would hear the man out. Perhaps he would inadvertently give up crucial information which could aid him in battle.
 
                 His guest arrived two days later. Martok was reading yet another book on magic at the time. He'd been in almost constant study since returning home, and thought he was now actually within touching distance of learning how to make wards which could possibly outlive their creator. Even so, there was still so much more he didn’t yet grasp. He could only hope that fate would allow him the time to unearth answers to the deepest mysteries of magic: the unfathomable conundrums that had remained elusive to even the most powerful mages throughout the ages. He was sure he could discover them…if only he was allowed the time.
 
   Windsor was clad in thick furs and wool clothing. Being from the southern region, the cold weather was clearly not to his liking. That aside, Martok knew him to be a man of plain speech and direct action. It was common knowledge that his wife was the real diplomat of the family. She was cunning and intelligent, not to mention a truly gifted mage. Martok was actually surprised that it was her husband, and not she, who had been sent on this mission. 
 
   After handing his coat to the accompanying servant, he bowed cordially. His thick black hair was peppered with grey, though not as much as one might expect for a man of more than one hundred years. His eyes were a bit too widely spaced for his thin face, giving him a rather odd appearance. 
 
   Martok rose from his chair beside the hearth and bowed in return. “Welcome, Lord Farial. Please take a seat by the fire.” Crossing over to a cabinet, he poured them both a glass of brandy. 
 
   “Thank you, Lord Dragonvein,” he said, gratefully accepting the glass and occupying the seat closest to the comforting warmth of the hearth. He waited until Martok had settled down as well before adding: “I do not see how you can possibly live in such a frigid place.”
 
   “You grow accustomed to the winters,” he responded with a polite smile.
 
   “I doubt I ever could. It chills me to the bone every time I come this far north.” Taking a sip of brandy, he allowed an appreciative sigh to slip out. “That’s much better. Thank you.”
 
   Martok took a small sip himself and then sat the glass carefully on the table beside him. “So what brings you to my door?”
 
   Windsor took one more drink before responding. “Let us be honest with each other. I think you must know very well why I am here. I have seen what remains of the Bronstar’s home. As have many others. The earth still boils with a foul tar that none have the power to cool. I am forced to ask you: Was their offence so great as to warrant this complete annihilation?”
 
   The man was certainly living up to his plain speaking reputation. Martok decided to respond in the same vein. “It was,” he replied flatly. “They sought my destruction, murdered both my father and Kytain Prustoni, and hoped to use this treachery to attain absolute dominion over all of Lumnia. What you saw was a mercy. For the foulness of their crimes, I should have killed them far more slowly and let their screams sing me to sleep each night.”
 
   Windsor stiffened and sat down his glass. “I see. In that case, I am left with only one responsible course of action.” He paused before making his declaration. “Let me be the first to offer my allegiance to the House Dragonvein. Let it be known that House Farial stands solidly with you against any who would seek to do you harm.”
 
   Martok was stunned. For a moment he thought he must have misunderstood what Windsor had said. Despite being well-practiced in maintaining a neutral expression while in negotiations and important meetings, there was no concealing his surprise on this occasion.
 
   “I can see this was not the reason you thought I have come,” Windsor continued. “And I imagine if I were in your position, I would be suspecting a deception. But I can assure you that my offer is perfectly genuine.”
 
   Martok quickly recovered his poise. “Let me see if I understand you correctly. You are willing to stand with me when I face the other mage houses in a battle that I will almost certainly lose - that I will have your total support even as we are slaughtered. Is that the way of things, or have I missed something?”
 
   Windsor laughed heartily. “Is that what you think is happening right now? That the houses are planning an attack? My boy, you could not be more wrong. You have them so afraid that it took all this time just for them to send me here. No one has the courage to so much as cross your borders, let alone mount an attack.”
 
   Martok looked into his eyes and knew that he was telling the truth. This was astonishing news. He paused for a short time to let it sink in. They were afraid; all of them. In one fell swoop, he had cowed every mage house in Lumnia. But what to do next? How could he use this situation without overextending his reach? The fact remained that, should they find their courage, they could still defeat him. He looked to his guest, who was now sipping his brandy with a slight grin on his face.
 
   “If I may speak freely?” Windsor said. 
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “This must all be a bit overwhelming for you. Quite naturally, you assumed that by destroying the Bronstar family, the other mage houses would align against you. After all, the Bronstar’s were a wealthy and highly influential family. But their influence and power came at a price. And now that they are no more, there is no one left to pay.”
 
   He drained the last drop from his glass before continuing. “It is of course well-known that Evelyn Bronstar was a cold, calculating bitch. Very few dared to cross her. However, loyalty is not gained through fear and intimidation, and those were the tools of her trade.” He paused and nodded toward the cabinet where the brandy was kept. “May I?” 
 
   Martok moved to rise, but Windsor stood first and filled both glasses before returning.
 
   “This warms the soul,” he said, sinking back into his chair. “Please forgive me for my forwardness. The fact is, my wife rarely allows me to indulge in strong drink while away from home. Not since I got drunk at Lord Malisto’s hunting lodge and tried to bed one of his servants, mistakenly believing that she was my own dear good lady.”
 
   Martok let out a short laugh. “You can drink as much as you like under my roof. But I’m afraid that most of the servants here are either too old or far too young.” He stopped short of mentioning that he had sent most of them away.
 
   Windsor took an extra-large swallow and smacked his lips. “They needn’t worry. I’m way too old for that sort of thing now. Besides, I wouldn’t wish to face my wife when she’s that angry ever again.” He sat the glass down. “Where were we? Ah, yes. The mage houses. When they saw what you had done to the Bronstar’s, it terrified them beyond reason. And I must admit, when I saw the bubbling pit you left behind, I was frightened as well. To be so powerful at eighteen years old is…well, it’s astounding. I recognized the spell you used. As did the others. The sheer scale of it far outreached the abilities of any known mage. So they had to decide: should they dare take a chance by attacking you or not?”
 
   He finished off his second glass. This time, before he could ask, Martok was up and pouring him another. “And what was your opinion on this?”
 
   He gave Martok a nod of thanks. “Me? I’m not one for fighting. Never have been. As for the others, none of them were prepared to take the risk. We both know that with enough mages, even you are vulnerable. But the question they were forced to ask was: who among them was willing to lead the way and die? Because anyone with power such as yours would certainly kill many foes before being defeated. In the end, they all agreed it was far better to make an ally of you rather than an enemy.”
 
   “Self-interest governs all,” Martok mused in a half whisper.  
 
   “Indeed it does,” agreed Windsor. “So what will you do now that you understand the situation?”
 
   Martok took a full minute to ponder the question. This was unexpected. Though after hearing what Windsor had said, it should not really have come as any great surprise. Kytain would surely have read things far better. At that moment, he missed his mentor very much. 
 
   At last his mind was made up. “Send word that all those who wish peace should come to my house at their earliest convenience,” he began. “You, my Lord Farial, can remain here as my guest. Though naturally, you are free to leave at any time you choose.”
 
   Windsor gazed into his glass and swirled the liquid around. “I would be very pleased to stay. But you will not need to wait long for the others. Most of the great houses are waiting just beyond your borders. Those who are not are either too frightened, or simply have yet to arrive.”
 
   “Then if you would, please send word also to those who do not choose to come. Tell them that any house who desires peace has nothing to fear from the Dragonvein family.”
 
   “It will be my pleasure to do so.”
 
   After once again draining his glass, Windsor attempted to rise from the chair. The brandy was clearly taking its toll, and he was forced to grab firmly onto the arm in order to steady himself. Martok quickly got up to offer support.
 
   “I’m afraid I might have had one too many,” Windsor admitted with an embarrassed smile. “It’s just that my wife…did I already tell you about that?”
 
   “My Lord, while you are here, you may have as much brandy as you desire,” Martok told him while helping the man to the study door. 
 
   Once there, he handed Windsor over to a burly servant and instructed: “Provide Lord Farial with a room and see that it is well stocked with brandy.” 
 
   “I…I should send the mes…messages,” he insisted between a sudden bout of the hiccups. 
 
   “It can wait until morning.”
 
   As if acknowledging the remark of a genius, Windsor's mouth dropped open. He pressed a finger to the side of his nose and winked. “A brilliant idea.”
 
   Martok waited until his inebriated guest and the accompanying servant were well on their way before returning to his chair by the fire. A tiny smile formed as he stared into the flames and recalled the words his father had spoken to him on the day he'd left for the Dragon Haven. 
 
   Life is a journey of perpetual mystery and surprises. The moment you think you know what will happen next, fate intervenes and makes you feel like a babe taking its first steps. But as you will discover, Martok, that is ultimately what makes life worth living. 
 
   He took a sip of brandy and said softly to himself: “How right you were, father.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Martok was relieved to see the rest of his staff return just in time for the arrival of his new allies. The house rapidly became a beehive of activity. One by one the mage houses, both great and small, presented themselves to him – each swearing allegiance and denouncing the actions of the Bronstar family as criminal. The wealthier families offered gifts of land and gold, as well as their condolences for the deaths of his father and former guardian. Those who did not have gold or land offered the services of their craftsmen should Martok ever decide to expand his estate. One even suggested that Martok might like to wed his daughter, who admittedly was beautiful, but was also clearly upset to be offered as if mere merchandise for trading.
 
   At the end of a month, Martok estimated that he now possessed nearly as much wealth as the Prustoni Estate. That was a matter he needed to address soon, he reminded himself. By now it was certain that all the various relatives were eagerly lining up to receive their portion of the inheritance. But they would have to wait a little longer yet.
 
   Eventually, the stream of visitors slowed to a trickle – for which Martok was more than grateful. He had never imagined diplomacy could be so physically and mentally demanding. Each evening, with yet another round of meetings over for the day, he would sit in his garden and stare up at the heavens. The frigid air of deep winter was kept at bay by a six-foot tall marble column that he heated using a simple spell. Snow covered the grass completely, also giving the shrubs and flower bushes an entirely new and pleasing aspect. As beautiful as it was in spring, he also found this time of year to have a unique beauty of its own. Tranquil in a way that helped him to still his mind.
 
   It was on a particularly clear and cold night that Gretchen joined him, wrapped in a thick wool blanket and holding a sealed parchment. 
 
   She settled beside him on the bench and sighed. “Your mother used to come out here to clear her head too. She said there was just something about it that made her forget her troubles.”
 
   He wrapped a protective arm around the old woman, pulling her close. “You know you shouldn’t be out in this freezing weather.”
 
   “Nonsense, I love the winter months...and the cold. I’m not some thin-skinned southerner.”
 
   Martok smiled. “I would never dare suggest that you are.” He glanced at the parchment. “Is that for me?”
 
   Gretchen hesitated for a long moment before handing it over. “It’s a letter…from your mother.”
 
   His surprise was total. He found himself holding the missive as if it were made of the most fragile crystal. “My mother?” he repeated.
 
   She nodded slowly. “Your father intended on giving it to you when he thought the time was right. But he never got the chance. After he died, I decided to look after it and pass it on once things had returned to normal.”
 
   “Do you know what the letter says?”
 
   “Not exactly; I wasn’t with her when she wrote it. But I do know what she wanted to tell you.” Suddenly, there was great sorrow in her old eyes. “She loved you very much. Just remember that when you read it.”
 
   Gretchen began to rise, then allowed Martok to help her up the final part of the way. Without another word, she shuffled off back inside the house.
 
   Her words had struck an ominous chord. Of course his mother loved him. He'd not once had any reason to think otherwise. His father had never told him how she died, but he'd assumed this was because speaking of it was simply too painful for him. Over the years, it had become unimportant. He'd always been confident that one day he would learn the truth without having to press his father on the matter.
 
   Now, it seemed, that long-awaited moment might be here.
 
   With nervous eyes, he regarded the parchment for several minutes before breaking the wax seal. While opening it, he tried to recall the sound of his mother's voice. But it was elusive. As was her face. Nonetheless, as he read the first word, the memories all came flooding back.   
 
   My Dearest Martok,
 
   What I am about to tell you is very difficult to say. And after you read this I can only hope that you will somehow be able to forgive me for the terrible thing I have done to both you, and my beloved husband. 
 
   When I met your father I was little more than a girl. Nineteen and naïve, I had no idea how complicated and confusing the world could be. All I knew was that I loved Ralmar with all of my heart. He was so handsome and kind. I thought I must be the luckiest girl alive. And even though he wasn’t as wealthy as some of the other mages, he showered me with expensive gifts. Some were even crafted by the dwarves. I told him that he didn’t need to give me all these things. That I would have loved him even if he were a pauper. He would just smile and kiss my forehead and tell me that it made him happy to do so.
 
   More than anything, we wanted to start a family. But after six years I still hadn’t conceived. The healers couldn’t figure out why. We tried everything, but to no avail. I could tell it was breaking your father’s heart. He blamed himself, though I thought surely there must be something wrong with me.
 
   It was during this time that your uncle Sylas came to live with us at the manor. Before that, he had been serving as an advisor and teacher to the son of a rich family in the east. He had objected to our union from the beginning and made it very clear to me that we would not become close. You see, my family lacked the influence that Sylas was seeking. He had been hoping that his brother would increase the Dragonvein’s standing through marriage. But Ralmar, as always, did as his heart told him.
 
   I think the first year was the hardest. Every time Sylas spoke to me, I could clearly hear the disapproval in his voice. It wasn’t really hate, but he did blame me for Ralmar’s decision. And when he discovered we were unable to conceive, that just made things worse. After a while, Ralmar began going away on long trips alone. He said it was to meet with the other mage houses in order to better our standing and increase trade. But I think it was more because he couldn’t bear the constant anger between Sylas and myself. He loved us both, and found it impossible to understand why we couldn’t settle our differences. 
 
   Every spring he would leave. And each time he did, he would stay away longer and longer. It was then that something changed. Sylas came to me one morning and told me that he had been wrong. That he should have been more welcoming of me into the family. He insisted it was Ralmar’s stubborn nature that was the real cause of his anger, and that he had used me as an excuse not to blame his brother.
 
   To tell you the truth, I don’t know if he believed what he was saying, or if he had simply grown tired of the bad feeling between us. What I do know is that he genuinely hoped our new found friendship would encourage Ralmar to stay at home more. But sadly, it didn’t. 
 
   By now we had been married for more than ten years and Ralmar had all but given up any hope for a child. He had stopped sending healers to figure out what was wrong. I remember once suggesting that he should divorce me and take another wife. One that could give him what I could not. It was the only time I ever saw him fly into a rage. He said he didn’t care about children any longer, and if I did, then I should leave him and find a man who could give them to me. I never suggested such a thing again.
 
   After that, I began spending more and more time with Sylas. He was kind and willing to listen to me when I had no one else to talk to. He knew Ralmar and I were drifting apart and did his best to reassure me that things between us would improve soon. Though neither of us really believed that, it was nice to hear anyway. I needed a friend, and I think Sylas did too. He was still hoping to find a favorable marriage for himself, but so far none of the other houses were open to their daughters being courted by a Dragonvein. I believe that’s why he studied magic so diligently. He thought that if his family name could not help him, then he would need exceptional power in magic to raise his status. And I have to admit, he did indeed become far more powerful than most other mages.
 
   But constant study also meant he spent many long hours at home alone with his books. It was this solitude more than anything else that drew us together. With me missing your father so much, we were just two lonely people trapped inside our lives. That was when I started to have feelings of love for him.
 
   As he read this sentence, a chill ran down Martok's spine. Suddenly, he didn’t want to continue. He didn’t want to know what other damning words might be written on the parchment. Only with great self-control did he resist the urge to set it aflame immediately. Then he remembered Gretchen telling him how much his mother had loved him when she'd handed the letter over. He could also see the sorrow – a kind of pleading for him to understand – in the old woman's eyes.
 
   After taking several deep breaths to steady himself, he continued reading.
 
   Neither of us wanted to admit it at first. We tried to ignore our feelings, but in the end we couldn’t stop ourselves. It was just a week before Ralmar was due to return home when we finally gave in to our weakness. I betrayed Ralmar. I betrayed my husband in the worst way imaginable. It only happened once. And we both swore never to allow such a thing to happen again. But it was done nevertheless, and could not be undone. 
 
   By the time Ralmar returned, I had already decided to dedicate myself to renewing our marriage. It helped that Sylas left quite soon after this, taking up a position with the House Jeminia to teach their eldest daughter.
 
   At first Ralmar was as distant as ever, though we still shared a bed and I did all I could to please him. But then everything changed. I discovered that I was with child. When I told him, I had never seen your father so happy. It was as if we were newly married again and were seeing the world as fresh and clean through young eyes. He doted on me every waking moment, vowing to remain in the manor for as long as I desired.
 
   I was happy too. In spite of what had passed, I had never stopped loving your father. But I was also afraid of what would happen should he ever discover my betrayal. I swore that I would never allow this to happen. Even if Sylas were to confess, I would deny it. I would kill him if I had to. A stupid oath to take, I know. 
 
   After Sylas learned of my pregnancy, I naturally expected him to suspect the truth. With this in mind, I already had a story prepared when I saw him next. I told him that, just after he left our house, I had visited another healer and discovered why I was unable to become pregnant. She had succeeded where all the others had failed, and because of this timing, it was obviously impossible for him to have been the father. I’m not sure if he believed me. However, I had told the same lie about the healer to Ralmar as well, and when he repeated it, Sylas didn’t press the matter any further.
 
   And that, my son, is the truth laid bare. Sylas Dragonvein is your father. I am writing this letter because a short time ago, Ralmar finally learned the truth. Now, I am not sure what will happen next. Whatever that turns out to be, I will take full responsibility. I wish I could say that I would change the past, but I cannot. I have you, Martok, and you are worth any pain that I might suffer for my crimes. 
 
   I would ask only one thing after you read this. Do not blame Ralmar. He is your true father in every way that matters. He loves you more than life itself. I have no doubt whatsoever that, even now, his love for you will not falter. He is the kindest man I have ever known, and a far better person than I. 
 
   I love you always, my son. Never doubt this. 
 
   Valsilari Dragonvein
 
    
 
   Slowly and methodically, Martok crumpled the letter in his hands. One thought was cutting through all else; he had killed his own father. What's more, he had done so gladly. He wondered if Sylas had known the truth all along. He already knew that his father had somehow discovered it eventually, and that posed another question. Had he really killed his mother in a fit of rage, just like the rumors said? It now seemed to be an all too horrible possibility. 
 
   A whirlwind of conflicting emotions were spinning around in his head, making him feel dizzy and nauseous. Lies...all lies. His entire life was filled with nothing but falsehoods and betrayal. He tried to stand, but collapsed to his knees. Almost immediately he found himself emptying his stomach onto the snow covered walkway. 
 
   He remained there for several minutes before eventually pushing himself to his feet and staggering inside the house. Gretchen was waiting just beyond the threshold, her face deeply creased with concern.
 
   “You knew?” Martok demanded.
 
   She nodded. “Yes. She told me just after your father discovered the truth. You had become ill and a healer came here to treat you - a particularly gifted healer. She sensed that Ralmar was not your father. She was young and innocent and simply asked who your real father was. She said it would help should she ever need to treat you again. Ralmar only needed to take one look at your mother's face for him to know the truth.”
 
   When the old woman offered nothing more, Martok grabbed her roughly by the shoulders. “What happened, damn you! Did he kill her?” Realizing that he was hurting her, he released his grip and backed away. “Forgive me, Gretchen. But I must know.”
 
   “If I could, I would tell you. I swear it. All I know is that your father banished her from the manor that very same day. But then, only an hour or so after she left, he became distraught and went chasing after her. Whether or not he found her, I don’t know. He returned alone late that evening and never once spoke of what had happened.”
 
   She steadied herself before carrying on. “Your mother's body was discovered the next day at the bottom of the Nal Tuk Chasm. It's possible she deliberately cast herself down into it out of shame. But whether her death was deliberate or accidental, I do know without doubt that Ralmar truly loved your mother and could never have harmed her. No matter what she had done, he would have forgiven her in time. I will never, ever believe that he killed her. And I hope that in your heart, you know that too.”
 
   Still picturing the scene Gretchen had described, Martok backed into the nearest wall and slid down into a seated position. He felt tears running down his cheeks. “Did Sylas know about this?” he asked.
 
   She shook her head. “He cared for you. But he believed what he had been told. Of that much I am sure.” 
 
   The old woman knelt down slowly to take hold of Martok’s hands. “You were very lucky. That you were not of his seed did not matter to Ralmar. You were his son...that was enough. The rest is long past, and nothing you can do will change it. Now you must look to the future. Your duty lies in making the Dragonvein family whole again.”
 
   A clear image of Ralmar entered his mind. There was no hate or anger. Only love. In fact, remembering back, Martok had only ever seen love on the man's face. Yes. Gretchen was right. This was his real father.
 
   He wiped his eyes and rose to his feet. “Thank you, Gretchen…for everything.”
 
   She gave him a fond embrace and kissed his cheek. “He would be proud of you.”
 
   “Yes. I know. And I intend to make him even prouder.”
 
   He set off toward his chambers. It was time. Time for the Dragonvein family to rebuild. Time for him to rise and take his place in the world. The destruction of the Bronstar family had given was a good beginning. But the end game was still far ahead. 
 
   Exactly how far did not matter. He would see it through to the end.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Martok skirted the edge of the ballroom. Just a few feet away, a swirling mass of extravagant gowns and colorful suits glided around in synchronized rhythm to a small quartet of musicians playing high above on a marble dais. 
 
   Ducking behind one of the tall pillars that surrounded the dance floor, he surveyed the scene, searching for his next conquest. There were so many choices. So many beauties. And they were all his for the taking. Well…most of them. The lack of fidelity among the mage houses was astounding. A fact of which he took full advantage.
 
   It had been ten years since he'd sent the Bronstar name into oblivion. And in that time he had elevated the Dragonvein House to being the wealthiest by far in all of Lumnia. He had seen for himself the weaknesses that Kytain had spoken of so often. How all the other great houses jostled virtually blindly for position, only to find themselves right back where they started. There was no unity. No cohesion. Not among the mages, anyway. 
 
   Most humans, of course, were not mages. Most lived simple lives, unfettered by the shackles of the ruling class. They may not have magic to make life easier, but he had seen them come together to great effect during times of crisis in a way the mages never could. Even the kings and queens of Lumnia found ways of working together when the need arose.
 
   Kytain had seen it as well - all too clearly - though he could never work out a way to change things. And now Martok found himself faced with the same dilemma. He greatly desired to make Lumnia a better place for all its people, but had so far been resisted at every turn. Not with direct defiance. No mage would ever dare to do that. However, the subtle means of some had been just as problematic. 
 
   His attempts to bridge the gap between elf and human had not gone well either. Though he was certain the elves would be willing to try if approached with the proper consideration and respect, most humans allowed their fears to govern their hearts. Making matters worse, these flames of mistrust were constantly being stoked by the dwarves, who countered his efforts with gifts of gold and jewels to any who would agree to oppose such unity. As a race, Martok had grown to dislike them intensely. If there was ever to be any chance of universal harmony, the dwarves would certainly have to change as well. Sadly, the solution to this problem was proving highly elusive.
 
   But tonight was not for saving the world. Tonight was about conquest. But who would be the chosen one?
 
   “On the prowl again, Martok?”
 
   He turned his attention to the young man approaching from behind. Gracio Fierdin was the closest thing he had to a best friend. His family was not exactly wealthy or powerful, but it was well liked among the majority of mage houses. Gracio was the youngest of six children and the only son. Martok had met him during a meeting of the houses three years prior. He found him to be honest and direct – a rare quality that he valued highly.
 
   He grinned back at Gracio. “With all these exquisite beauties under my roof, how could I not be? And you should be too.”
 
   His friend chuckled. “I’m afraid I lack your charm. Besides, you know good and well that I’m engaged.”
 
   “Ah, yes. And how is the lovely Lady Prustoni? I hear she is very pleased about landing you as a husband.”
 
   “She is quite well, thank you. And in spite of what people think, we are in love.”
 
   Martok gave his shoulder a squeeze. “Of course you are. Don’t let what those vipers say bother you. Just because her mother inherited Kytain’s fortune, that doesn’t mean a thing. Your family -”
 
   “My family is too poor,” he said, cutting Martok short. “That’s what they say. They also whisper that if it wasn't for my friendship with the most powerful man in Lumnia, she would have never given me a second look.”
 
   The hurt on his face was plain to see. “I hope you realize that I don’t think that,” Martok said, his tone sincere.
 
   Gracio smiled. “Yes. I know it very well. But I hate when Helen hears these things. She pretends not to care. But I know it bothers her.”
 
   Martok locked eyes with his friend. “You listen to me. Helen Prustoni is the best person to come out of that family since Kytain himself. And she loves you.” He grinned playfully and flicked his wrist, instantly lightening the mood. “Exactly why she loves you, is a complete mystery of course. But she does, nonetheless. So you are just going to have to ignore them. Understand?”
 
   Before Gracio could respond, Martok turned back to the dance floor. The music had changed to a slow melody. One that was meant for a more intimate style of dance. 
 
   “You should think of settling down and finding a wife yourself,” Gracio suggested. Though speaking in a lighthearted tone, he was clearly being serious.
 
   “I will…one day. I just haven’t found the right woman yet.”
 
   “Well, I hope you do soon. You’re getting quite a reputation, you know.”
 
   Martok shrugged. “What do I care? Most of these toads aren’t worthy to wed a pig farmer. The only value they have rests between their thighs.”
 
   “Then perhaps you should wed a pig farmer’s daughter.”
 
   This drew a laugh. “I might just do that. She’d be better than this lot, I wager.”
 
   “They’re not all so bad. Helen is certainly different.”
 
   “Yes. But the good ones are already taken.”
 
   Gracio slapped him on the back. “I think you're wrong. And I hope I’m there to see it when you find her. I imagine the look on your face will be priceless.”
 
   Instead of replying immediately, Martok grabbed his friend's arm and pointed to a woman standing on the far side of the ballroom. With grey hair neatly tucked beneath a silk scarf, she was dressed in an elegant violet gown stitched with silver and studded with diamonds. Though quite old, she still retained the vibrant look of youth. “Do you know her?” he asked.
 
   “You mean Lady Thamus? Of course I do. Who doesn’t?”
 
   “You should go speak to her.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Just tell her that Martok sent you. I promise you won’t regret it.”
 
   Gracio cocked his head, frowning. “I’m not going over there unless you tell me why.”
 
   Martok led him to a quieter corner of the room. “How many women do you think I’ve bedded?” he asked.
 
   “What kind of question is that? How should I know?”
 
   “Just guess.”
 
   “A hundred. Maybe more. You are quite the hound, after all.”
 
   Martok erupted into boisterous laughter. “Yes. I am indeed. But you are wrong about the number. Very wrong.”
 
   “More?”
 
   “Less,” he replied. “In truth, I have only been intimate with seven women.”
 
   Gracio eyed him incredulously. “That’s not possible.”
 
   “Of course it is. And Lady Thamus is the reason why.”
 
   “You were with Lady Thamus?” His tone was a mixture of surprise and disgust. “But she’s…”
 
   “Old. Yes, I am well aware of her age. But that doesn’t matter. Not when you know what she knows.” He could see the continued look of disbelief on his friend’s face. “Just go and speak with her. You don’t need to leave the ballroom. Just talk to her and you’ll understand.” 
 
   “I’m not sleeping with that woman, Martok,” he stated emphatically. “Even if she wasn’t old enough to be my grandmother…I’m engaged.”
 
   “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do, my friend. And if you return and tell me you weren’t happy you went, I’ll pay for your entire wedding out of my own coffers.”
 
   Gracio blew an exasperated breath. “This is a complete waste of time. But fine. I’m sure Helen’s mother will be most pleased to have saved the gold.”
 
   Martok watched closely as he crossed timidly over to where Lady Thamus was talking to a small group near the refreshments table. After a brief few words with him, she looked over and smiled at Martok, covering her mouth demurely as she laughed. She pointed to Gracio questioningly. Martok nodded in return.
 
   Still laughing quietly to herself, Lady Thamus placed her hand over Gracio’s brow. He stiffened instantly, remaining this way for well more than a minute before finally relaxing and taking an awkward step back. Lady Thamus stepped in close to whisper something into his ear, then walked gracefully away.
 
   When Gracio returned he was speechless. Finding a nearby chair, he plopped heavily down, shaking his head in utter disbelief.
 
   “Aren’t you glad you listened to your old friend?” Martok asked.
 
   After another few moments of stunned silence, Gracio regained his power of speech. “That was the most incredible thing I have ever experienced. How…it’s just…I can’t…”
 
   “She was quite lovely. Am I right?”
 
   “Breathtaking,” he agreed. “But how is it done?”
 
   “Magic is a never ending mystery, and the mind is its equal. I was only twenty the first time she took me there. After she taught me the spell, I tried it for myself. By the way, was it the beach or the cabin in the mountains?”
 
   “Neither. I found myself standing in a field of wild flowers. She was young again. By the spirits…the things she did to me…”
 
   “I can teach you the spell if you like,” Martok offered. 
 
   After a brief thought, Gracio shook his head. “No. It’s not right. I just couldn’t…”
 
   “Why? You did nothing wrong. It was all in your mind. Your body never left the room.”
 
   “I don’t care. It still feels wrong.” He stood and straightened his back. “I’m sorry, Martok. I want no part of this.”
 
   He wrapped an arm around Gracio’s shoulders. “Calm down. I wouldn't force it on you. And I’m sorry if you're upset. That wasn’t what I intended.”
 
   His friend nodded. “I know. I'm sorry, but you need to understand how much I love Helen. Even if it’s just in my mind, I still feel as if I've betrayed her trust.”
 
   “No need to apologize,” Martok told him. “I'm the one at fault. Come. Let us drink together and forget the whole ordeal.”
 
   As they crossed the room together, he noticed a look of shame persisting on Gracio's face. “Now don’t be thinking you need to confess this to Helen,” he said. “What’s done is done. You'll only hurt her. If you feel any guilt, live with it. There's no point in causing her pain just to relieve your own conscience.” 
 
   Gracio sighed. “Yes. You’re right, of course.”
 
   Martok was not about to mention that he and Helen had done this very same thing together many times. Given Gracio’s attitude toward the experience, it was better he never found out. Up until this minute, Martok had never thought of it as being any kind of betrayal. Now he could see that perhaps it was.
 
   Gracio excused himself early after only one drink and retired to his room. Like most of Martok's guests, he was staying at the house overnight. In fact, many of them had traveled great distances to be there for this grand occasion. As for Martok however, he had still not yet identified a suitable companion for the evening. And as he was in his own home, he was determined that the number of women he had bedded would definitely increase by one before the morning arrived. But who? 
 
   It was well past midnight when he spotted a young woman in a striking red gown. Her honey blond hair and ivory complexion practically begged to be admired. Though slender, her womanly attributes were ample. Martok was immediately captivated.
 
   Creeping up behind her, he whispered into her ear: “You look amazing. How ever did you arrive without my noticing?”
 
   She stepped away from him with a brisk movement before turning. The annoyed expression on her face told him that this one would be quite a challenge. 
 
   “I have only just arrived, My Lord. And I would thank you not to sneak up behind me in that manner again.”
 
   He bowed low. “Forgive me, My Lady. I meant no offence. I am -”
 
   “I know full well who you are, Martok Dragonvein. How could I not?”
 
   He flashed his best smile. “And yet I do not know you. Which, given how lovely you are, seems impossible. I thought I knew every beautiful mage in Lumnia. Now I see I was clearly mistaken. And happily so.”
 
   She laughed mockingly. “I’m sure your charms would have any other woman here swooning. But I am not a prize to be won. Seek your sport elsewhere, Lord Dragonvein.”
 
   She turned and started to walk away. 
 
   “May I at least know your name?” he called after her.
 
   “I haven’t yet decided,” she replied over her shoulder. “Perhaps. If you mind your manners and stop behaving like a fiend.”
 
   The few people close enough to overhear the exchange were wide eyed with shock. No one spoke to Martok this way. Even the few women who resisted his advances did so in a kind and gentle manner. This one, however, was behaving outrageously.
 
   Not that Martok was offended. While watching her vanish into the crowd on the far side of the room, he suddenly realized that he was grinning from ear to ear. Now he was more determined than ever to know her name. As unlikely as it seemed, he was sure he had never seen this woman before. He had visited every mage house in Lumnia at one time or another, and was confident he would have remembered any meeting with her.
 
   As the night wore on, he found that he had no interest at all in his usual sport. His eyes had a mind of their own, automatically wandering to wherever the fetching young woman happened to be at the time. He had thought to ask some of the guests who she was, but eventually decided he would hear it from her own lips or not at all. 
 
   Twice more he tried to strike up a conversation, and both times she spurned him. With the crowd now thinning, Martok grew ever more determined. Just as the final few guests were heading off to their rooms, he caught her gathering her coat near the ballroom exit. 
 
   “You are not staying for the night?” he asked.
 
   “Here? Never. My carriage is waiting outside.”
 
   “But the nearest inn is more than twenty miles away, My Lady. Please allow me to provide you with accommodation.”
 
   She let out a weary sigh. “Don't you ever give up, Lord Dragonvein?”
 
   “Not when I have set my heart on something,” he replied, grinning boyishly.
 
   “And do you actually have a heart? I thought women to you were mere trifles: playthings that can easily be cast aside.”
 
   Martok had heard this before. Until now it had never bothered him in the slightest. “I give you my word that my intentions are entirely honorable,” he assured her. “I wish only to know who you are. Please, My Lady. Tell me your name and I will trouble you no more.”
 
   Her laughter was both mocking and musical. “Is your memory really so bad? You already know my name. You’ve known it for years.”
 
   Creasing his brow, he regarded her more closely. Yes...now that she had told him this, there was something vaguely familiar about her face. Placing it however, was still proving impossible. A list of possible meeting places ran through his mind and produced nothing.
 
   She watched with undisguised amusement for almost a full minute before raising her hand. “Very well. I hate to see you so confused. My name is Goldsong. Miriam Goldsong.”
 
   It took only a moment for him to put it together. Miriam...the little girl he had saved in Kytain’s garden on the day he learned he would not be returning home. The sound of her laughter made him realize that he was staring at her with slack-jawed astonishment.
 
   “I…I didn’t recognize you. Forgive me.”
 
   “To be fair, it has been many years, My Lord. And much has happened since we were children. But I think it is I who should be asking your pardon. I had hoped that you would figure out who I was before now. And when you didn’t, I thought I would have a little bit of fun with you.” She gave him a slight bow. “So I hope it is you who can forgive me.”
 
   Martok snapped back into the moment. “Of course. Of course. How could I not? I have often wondered what became of you. And now...here you are.” He spread his arms and gazed at her with undisguised appreciation. “May I say how wonderfully you have grown.”
 
   Miriam clicked her tongue. “Now, now. I was perfectly serious when I said I had no intention of succumbing to your charms. You may not have known what became of me. But I certainly have heard much about you…and of your exploits.”
 
   For the first time in Martok's life, he realized that a woman was making him blush. “I assure you the stories are wildly exaggerated,” he said.
 
   “Perhaps. And if so, you should do something to dispel such awful rumors.” She glanced around the virtually empty ballroom. “But now I must be going. I am genuinely sorry for being so brusque with you tonight. When we see each other again, I promise to be more agreeable.”
 
   “There is no need to leave,” he said quickly, knowing that he sounded way too eager. “I have plenty of rooms available. I beg you. Stay. I swear to be on my best behavior.”
 
   Miriam tilted her head and smiled. “I’m sure you would. But my fiancé would not be happy knowing I stayed the night in Dragonvein Manor. Exaggerated or not, you do have a reputation.”
 
   The word fiancé struck him like a dagger to the heart. “I…I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” 
 
   She placed a hand on his cheek. “No. It is I who am sorry. I can see in your eyes how lonely you are. And I wish I could do something to ease that burden. But I must tend to the heart of the one I am to marry. And should I stay here, he would undoubtedly worry.”
 
   Martok paused as he felt a lump forming in his throat. “And who is the luckiest mage in all Lumnia, might I ask?”
 
   “Oh, he is no mage. I am to wed Prince Traxis of Soria.”
 
   This news was utterly stunning. His incredulous words rushed out even before he was aware he'd spoken them. “And your mother and father are allowing this?”
 
   Miriam frowned. “He is a good man, and I love him. I do not care who approves. I’ll also have you know that my mother thinks it to be a good match. She is not narrow minded like you and the rest of the so called great houses.”
 
   Martok lowered his eyes. “Yet again, I owe you an apology. I did not mean to imply…”
 
   He paused. Yes, he did. He disapproved. Strongly. He could not help it. A woman such as this was too good for anyone but the greatest of mages. “I wish you all the happiness there is,” he finished off lamely.
 
   Miriam sniffed, sensing the disingenuous tone in his remark. “Good night, My Lord Dragonvein.” After giving him a rapid but polite curtsy, she strode away.
 
   Even when moving with angry rushed steps, Martok found her graceful. How could she marry someone other than a mage? It was…disgusting. But unless he were to murder the lucky bastard, there was nothing he could do to prevent it. 
 
   He took a long look around the ballroom. The servants were already cleaning and the guests had all now retired to their rooms. She was right. He was lonely. 
 
   It just wasn't until this very moment that he'd realized it.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Martok smiled down at the dwarf emissary standing before him. Sitting on his throne-like chair atop a circular dais was intended to present him as an imposing figure. The dwarf, however, appeared far from overawed. With a well-groomed beard and every finger adorned with gold rings and jewels, his wealth and status was apparent. 
 
   Not that any of these adornments impressed Martok. His vaults were already bursting at the seams with enough gold and precious stones to last many lifetimes. 
 
   “Master Kolar,” he began. “I understand your position, so I will now make mine clear. The bounty you place on the elves will end. Also, you will cease hostilities against them at once. There is nothing more to say on the matter.”
 
   “But they are savages, My Lord,” the dwarf protested through gritted teeth. “They plague us at every turn. They attack our trading caravans, kill our people, and steal our livestock. We have tried to reason with them –”
 
   “No, you have made threats,” Martok snapped back with enough force to silence the man. “And it is your people who have been the aggressors. You cannot march forth and demand that they vacate land they have occupied for generations and then call that reasoning.” 
 
   He paused to lean back in his chair. “Since you are incapable of coming to an agreement with the elves, I will do it for you. The hostilities will cease…today. Should you try to test my resolve, the outcome will not be to your liking.”
 
   “You have no right to dictate to us –”
 
   Martok’s hand shot up to silence him. At the same time, his eyes glowed bright red with magical energy. “Would you care for me to demonstrate what right I have, Master Kolar?” He allowed the threat to hang in the air. 
 
   Though the dwarf did not actually cower, he was clearly unnerved. “No…My Lord. I will contact my people at once and relay your message.” After giving a formal bow, he spun on his heels and hurried from the receiving hall.
 
   Martok rubbed the bridge of his nose while watching him go. Unable to resist giving vent to his feelings, he snorted loudly. “Damn fools! They would rather have everlasting war than a life of peace and plenty for all.”
 
   “I’m afraid you overestimated the people of Lumnia, My Lord.”
 
   Martok looked up to see Gracio shaking his head and smiling. “I’m beginning to think you’re right,” he responded. “And please stop calling me My Lord. That is, unless you’re doing it to irritate me.”
 
   “I would never do such a thing…My Lord.”
 
   Martok glowered. Gradually though, a smile grew and turned to soft laughter. “I have missed your company, my friend. You must promise not to stay away for so long next time. And I think your wife would like that as well.”
 
   Gracio nodded. “I don’t enjoy being away. But Helen’s mother has not been well. She needs help keeping things in order.” He shifted his feet. “Which brings me to a point…”
 
   “If you are about to say that you and Helen are moving back to the Prustoni Estate, I don’t want to hear it.”
 
   “What choice do I have? Helen will receive her inheritance next year, and I have no intention of us being separated.”
 
   “But I need you here. I couldn’t manage without the two of you by my side.”
 
   Gracio chuckled. “I think you are exaggerating a touch. We keep you company and help take your mind off your troubles. That's all. A wife would be able to do much the same thing. And far better than us.”
 
   Martok let out a loud groan and rolled his eyes. “Not that again. Don’t you think I want to find someone? I’ve tried, but look at my choices. There's not a single unmarried woman within the mage houses who's worth a pig’s hair. All the good ones are already taken. So what should I do? Should I force them to divorce just so I can allay my loneliness? I could, you know. Most of their idiot husbands could be bought easily enough.”
 
   Gracio clicked his tongue. “Poor Martok. All the wealth and power in the world, and still so unhappy. I’m sorry, my friend. There is only one Miriam, and she is already married. You must choose another.”
 
   “Yes. Married to a man who is unable to give her what she truly deserves. It’s repellent. And I hear that their son lacks even a trace of magical talent.”
 
   “She seems happy to me.”
 
   “Bah! She has yet to experience happiness. Living in such mundane surroundings, how could she?”
 
   Before Gracio could make any kind of response, a messenger arrived and handed Martok a letter. Still fuming over the thought of Miriam with a non-magical family, he ran his eyes over the page. A strange expression then appeared on his face.
 
   “What is it?”  Gracio asked.
 
   “She is coming here,” he replied.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Miriam. She requests an audience. She says she will arrive tomorrow and it is of the utmost importance that she speaks with me.”
 
   Martok's heart was racing. She was coming to see him. Could she have finally come to her senses? He tried not to show his excitement, but it was impossible to conceal. 
 
   He jumped to his feet. “Cancel everything I have scheduled for today. And tell the cooks to prepare a feast.” He paused. “No. Tell them to prepare a dinner for two to be served in the south garden. And hire musicians. The best you can find on short notice.”
 
   Gracio raised a finger to protest, but Martok was already halfway across the room.
 
   He spent the rest of the day planning out every last detail of the dinner. Gracio came by several times, doing his best to warn him not to get his hopes up and pointing out that Miriam's husband might well be accompanying her. But the letter had said nothing about that. Only that she needed to speak with him. 
 
   That night Martok warned himself that he should not be too forward or demanding. But what if her marriage was foundering? Should he not also be prepared to show her that he was the better choice? Until he knew the full reason for her visit, it was difficult to know how to plan.
 
   It was well past midnight before he could still his mind sufficiently to fall asleep. Even then, he was wide awake more than an hour before dawn.
 
   When she finally arrived he was completely on edge. So much so that he had her wait outside the receiving hall until he could compose himself sufficiently. After taking a seat he nodded to Gracio, who was shaking his head in disapproval.
 
   Miriam seemed to glide rather than merely walk into the room. She was wearing a glimmering blue dress, while upon her brow rested a delicate diamond tiara. The mere sight of her had him gripping the arm of his chair. He smiled warmly in greeting, though this faded quickly as she drew near and he was able to see deep sorrow and pain etched into her face. At once, he sprang to his feet.
 
   “What is wrong, My Lady?”
 
   Miriam bowed her head. “I have come to beg a favor of you, My Lord Dragonvein.”
 
   “Please. There is no need to be so formal with me.” He looked around the room, now regretting receiving her in such an opulent chamber designed purely to demonstrate his personal power and wealth. He offered his hand. “Come. Let us go somewhere more comfortable. Then you can ask of me anything you desire.”
 
   “Thank you.” A tear spilled down her cheek as she took his hand and allowed herself to led from the room.
 
   It had been eight years since he'd last laid eyes on her, and still her beauty was spellbinding. He ushered her into a small parlor not far from the receiving hall and poured them both a glass of wine.
 
   “Now tell me your troubles,” he said as they sat down by a window overlooking a small courtyard. 
 
   “My husband,” she began. “He was hunting in the forest south of our home when he was set upon by a group of elves.”
 
   “Was he hurt?”
 
   She took a deep breath. “He was killed. His entire party was massacred.”
 
   Martok placed a hand gently on her shoulder, trying desperately not to show any trace of his initial, not altogether unhappy reaction to this news. “I am so very sorry. What can I do?”
 
   She looked up at him, the sorrow in her eyes suddenly replaced by fury. “You can kill them. Kill them all for me, Martok. Grant me this wish and I will do anything you want. I will give you anything I possess. Just kill them.”
 
   He was stunned by her intensity. “Are you sure it was elves who were responsible?”
 
   “There is no doubt. So will you do this thing for me?”
 
   Martok sat back. This was beyond anything he could have expected. Were he to do what she was asking, it would undermine everything he had been working so hard to achieve.  “Why do you need me in particular to do this?” he asked.
 
   “Because all the other mages fear what you might do should they be the ones to attack the elves. They know you have aligned yourself with them. Only you can give me justice.”
 
   He steepled his hands beneath his chin. Of all the favors Miriam could have asked for, why did it have to be this? “You say there is no doubt that the elves were your husband's killers,” he remarked. “Tell me how you know this with such certainty?”
 
   “There was a witness,” she came back quickly. “Just one of the hunting party managed to escape. He stated clearly how the elves came from nowhere and hacked them to pieces without any warning at all.” She slid from the chair and knelt before him. “Please. You are the only one I can turn to. Name your price and I will pay it.”
 
   Martok leaned down and lifted her to her feet. “I will help you. But you must allow me time to investigate this first.”
 
   Miriam jerked away. “Why? I've already told you what happened. There is no doubt.”
 
   “And I’m sure you are right. But I have worked for a very long time to better relations between elf and human. I need to know why they did this terrible thing before I throw all that away. However, you have my word that there will be justice. In the meantime, you will remain here in the manor.”
 
   He half expected her to indignantly reject this directive, but she simply nodded. 
 
   After summoning a servant to show her to her room, he headed to his study. Gracio joined him soon after and listened closely to the account Miriam had conveyed.
 
   A look of deep concern formed on his friend's face. “I don’t like this,” he said. “Elves wouldn’t attack anyone without good cause. Especially now that they have you helping them to negotiate peace among the races. It doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “That is why I’m sending you to find out what really happened.”
 
   “Me? Why?”
 
   “Because I know what you’ll find. Or at least I think I do.” 
 
   Martok crossed to his desk, scrawled a quick note, and sealed it. “First of all, go to Golan. It’s a town just north of the palace where Miriam lives. You’ll find a fur shop there run by a man named Chaudri. Give this note to him and then follow his instructions.”
 
   “This man. Who is he?”
 
   “He's Urazi.”
 
   Gracio caught his breath. “For pity's sake, why are you involving them? Are you planning to have someone killed?”
 
   “Not necessarily, but the Urazi make it their business to know all the little secrets people think they keep safe. If there is a truth to be exposed, they will know where to find it.”
 
   Though clearly uneasy, the look on Martok's face prevented Gracio from voicing his trepidations. “I’ll leave first thing in the morning,” he said.
 
   “No. Leave today. As soon as you can make ready.”
 
   “As you wish. Though I assume there is time enough for me to say goodbye to Helen before departing.”
 
   Martok forced a smile. “Of course. Forgive me if I am being abrupt, but there is far more at stake here than you realize.”
 
   Once his friend had hurried away, Martok settled in the chair beside the hearth and remained there for more than an hour in deep contemplation. He knew that most mages were resistant to the idea of a relationship with the elves. Even so, someone had now gone too far. Prince Traxis would never have done anything to provoke such an attack on his party. And even if he had, the elves would certainly have come to him first with their grievance before resorting to such violence. 
 
   As much as it complicated matters, that only left one possibility. This plot was far more destructive than it appeared on the surface. He would need to move very carefully indeed.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Miriam stayed in the manor for the next three months. Martok made frequent attempts to rouse her from her melancholy, though with only limited success. He carefully refrained from making any sort of romantic overtures, knowing that this would not be well received. The wound from losing her husband was still too fresh. Moreover, she was missing her son greatly. His offer to send for the boy was politely refused. She told him that it was best that he remains at home and in familiar surroundings. He was only four and didn’t fully understand what had happened.
 
   Shortly into her stay, Martok had told her he'd considered matters and had dispatched people to deal with the elves responsible for murdering her husband. This seemed to satisfy her for a time. However, by the third month she was growing increasingly impatient for definite word of the justice she had come seeking.
 
   When Gracio did eventually return, he looked absolutely exhausted. Aware of his arrival, Miriam begged to hear the news he carried. Martok resisted at first, but in the end he relented. After allowing Gracio a short time to get cleaned up and reunite with his wife, he called him to his study. He poured his friend a glass of brandy and offered him a seat. Both he and Miriam sat down directly across in anticipation.
 
   Gracio’s eyes darted from Martok to Miriam and then back again. “I think you might want us to speak alone first,” he suggested.
 
   “I’m not going anywhere,” Miriam insisted sharply. 
 
   “It’s all right,” Martok assured him. “Just tell us what happened.”
 
   Gracio drained his glass and sat it on the table before beginning. “As you instructed, I contacted the man in Golan and delivered the message. After that he directed me to the inn where I was to wait until he sent word. It was six weeks before I heard from him again. And what he told me…well, you won’t like it. Either of you.”
 
   Miriam turned to Martok accusingly. “You said you had send people to mete out justice. Not conduct an investigation.”
 
   “I had to know the truth. And the story you told me made no sense.”
 
   This was enough to have her springing up from her chair. “You dare accuse me of lying?”
 
   “No, of course not. I only thought that perhaps you had been misled. I never for one instant believed you were deceiving me purposefully.”
 
   His words did nothing to cool Miriam’s anger. Her face was twisted into a hate-filled grimace. “You bastard. You think I am some dullard? That I am so easily manipulated? You can go to the depths. Both of you.”
 
   Martok stood to face her, holding out his palms. “Please. That was not what I meant. I merely wished to establish the truth. You were so grief stricken, I thought that whoever was really behind this could have used your distress to mislead you.”
 
   “My Lady,” Gracio jumped in. “It is true. You have been misled, exactly as Martok has suggested. I carry the proof with me.”
 
   “What proof?”
 
   “If you will please just calm yourself, I will get to that in a minute.”
 
   After a long, tense moment, her curiosity won over. Miriam sat back down.
 
   “Your husband was not killed by elves,” Gracio continued. 
 
   “But there was a witness,” she instantly countered. “He saw what they did.”
 
   “The witness was lying. He was paid to blame the elves for the attack on your husband's party.”
 
   “That is not possible,” she said, shaking her head several times in stubborn denial. “I’ve known Bremin since I was a little girl. He would not lie to me.”
 
   “Bremin is a mage from your mother’s house, am I right?”
 
   “Yes. She sent him to me last year. He’s been a great help. I trust him with my life.”
 
   “I am loathe to tell you this,” Gracio said, “but he was not sent to aid you. His mission was to bring you home.” He retrieved a letter from his pocket. “This is in your mother’s hand.”
 
   Miriam reached over and snatched it from him. After reading what was written, she sniffed contemptuously and tossed it back. “This is obviously forged. It proves nothing.”
 
   “What does it say?” asked Martok. 
 
   His friend sighed. “It says that once Prince Traxis is dead, Bremin should convince Miriam to return home. It also says that he should convince her to leave her son behind.”
 
   She shook her head. “This is too ridiculous for words. You seriously expect me to believe that my mother would go to the extreme of arranging my husband's death just to have me home again.”
 
   “No, not entirely.” Gracio conceded. “However, your return from Soria was an essential part of a much grander scheme.” He produced another letter. “This explains the plot in further detail.” Wary of last time, he quickly handed it to Martok before Miriam could grab a hold.
 
   Martok examined the document for several minutes, reading then rereading it before handing it over to Miriam. 
 
   “And you are sure of this?” he asked Gracio.
 
   He nodded. “Absolutely. Verial Goldsong, along with several other of the mage houses, conspired with the dwarves to trick you into turning on the elves. She knew how much her daughter loved Traxis, and that his death would be sure to spur her into seeking revenge. It was then just a small matter of having Bremin suggest to Miriam that she should come to you for help. Given your feelings for her daughter, Lady Goldsong was quite sure you would do as she asked.”
 
   Miriam threw the letter to the floor, fury burning in her eyes. “It’s a forgery, I tell you. Someone is trying to implicate my mother. I will not stand for this.”
 
   Gracio picked it up, offering it once again to Miriam. “She used a Lumin Seal.”
 
   Miriam stared down at the paper for a full minute. “You’re wrong. She wouldn’t do this.”
 
   “See for yourself,” he challenged. “Not even Martok could forge such a seal.”
 
   With trembling hands, she waved them over the letter. For a moment nothing happened. Then, around the edges of the parchment, a dim blue light gradually appeared. A few seconds later a name formed in the center – Verial Goldsong. Miriam stared at it in horror. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Martok. He reached out to touch her hand, but she jerked sharply away. He turned back to Gracio. “Do you know the identities of her accomplices?”
 
   “Yes,” he replied. “But the plot goes deeper still. They even attempted to hire the Urazi to assassinate you once you had played your part in attacking the elves. Strangely, given their normal code of business, the Urazi refused. The member I spoke to about this would not tell me why, though he did confirm that every part of the conspiracy was done in collusion with the dwarves.”
 
   By now Miriam was weeping openly. “I don’t understand any of this. Why? Why would she kill my husband - the father of her grandson? What did he do to deserve such a fate?”
 
   Martok was torn. He knew what must be done, yet was reluctant to cause Miriam further pain. “You should go lay down,” he told her. “There's nothing more to be done about this for now. We’ll talk about it again tomorrow.”
 
   “No!” she shouted, jumping to her feet. “I know what you are planning to do, Martok. And I won’t let you. No matter what she has done, she is still my mother.”
 
   He rose and placed both his hands on her shoulders. This time she did not resist the contact. “I promise, Miriam, I will do nothing for now. You have my word. We will talk about it once you’ve had time to recover.”
 
   With absolute tenderness, he walked her to the door and instructed a servant waiting just outside to escort her to her room. 
 
   “Please, Martok,” she begged. “Spare her. I’ll do anything. Just spare my mother.”
 
   He smiled. “Nothing will happen to her; you have my word. Now please get some rest. You will feel better tomorrow.”
 
   He waited until she was rounding the corner of the hallway before returning to his seat.
 
   “Are you really going to let Verial Goldsong live?” asked Gracio.
 
   Martok rubbed at his temples. “How can I? If I do, it will encourage my enemies to strike.”
 
   “But you promised Miriam –”
 
   “I know what I promised,” he snapped. “But what else could I do? Was I supposed to tell her the truth? That in spite of all her pain, she’s going to lose her mother as well? Of course Lady Goldsong must die. And it must be a terrible death…carried out publically. It must send a clear message to my enemies. But for now, there is no need to smash an already broken heart.”
 
   “So you are willing to give up any chance of winning her because of this? I know you still love her.”
 
   Martok sighed. “Right now she’s confused. However, the hard truth is that her husband was killed on Verial's orders. Once she’s had time to fully absorb that fact, she’ll come around. I'm sure of it.”
 
   Gracio furled his brow. “I think you’re wrong. Regardless of what her mother has done, Miriam will never agree to her death. Think about it. Could you kill your own parent?”
 
   Martok’s aspect darkened. “I already did.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Though Martok was loathe to admit it, Gracio's warning had struck deep. His friend was most likely right; Miriam was unlikely to agree to her mother's death, no matter what foul crime the woman had committed against her.
 
                 Once left alone, he wandered the halls of Dragonvein Manor for several hours, his mind desperately searching for a course other than the one he knew he must inevitably take. Lady Goldsong, along with all those who had conspired against him, had to die. But this would destroy any chance he had of a life with Miriam. In all the time he'd spent trying to find a suitable wife and partner, none had come even close to making him feel as she did.
 
   Most of the mage women he had known were avid social climbers interested only in status and power. Their hearts changed direction as easily as the wind. And though it truly revolted him that Miriam had chosen a man with no magical talent whatsoever, even that served to exemplify her strength of character and will.
 
   Gracio had often told him that he wanted her simply because she was unattainable. He did not believe this. Not entirely, at any rate. He prized strength and loyalty above all else and had always sought to surrounded himself with people blessed with these qualities. This was why he had so much admiration for the elves. It was also why he was still alone.
 
   To the world at large he was brash, arrogant, and ruthless. But those who knew him best understood it was his contempt for weakness that made him behave this way. The great mage houses had deteriorated, with only a handful ever earning his respect. The House Goldsong had been one of these…until now.
 
   This was not the first time a mage family had sought to lay him low. Since the fall of House Bronstar he'd been forced to kill those who'd attempted to do him harm on three more occasions. So great had been his rage on the final time, for a while he felt sure that no one would ever dare to try again. But bigotry and ignorance always seemed to overcome their fear eventually. It was frustrating to the extreme. Could they not see the benefit of ending a conflict that had spanned more ages than could easily be counted?
 
   As for the dwarves, he could almost understand their motives. They lived virtually isolated lives, and any kind of change, however small, came slowly to their closed minds. Even so, their involvement in this latest atrocity could not be ignored.
 
   He passed by Miriam’s room and stood outside the door for a short time. He was tempted to see that she was resting, but finally thought better of it. Soon his name would be a curse on her lips. Because of his actions, he would become someone she could never forgive.
 
   In that very moment, Martok realized that his choice had been irrevocably made. He would unify the world. Only he possessed the power and the wisdom to do so. Under his banner, Lumnia would finally know peace. And though he would be hated by many at the beginning, in the end his name would surely be spoken with reverence and love. 
 
   “To build a new world, one must first tear down the old,” he said quietly. 
 
   Now moving with purposeful steps, he set off again until reaching his bed chamber. Once settled into bed, his mind began racing with thoughts of how the days ahead would impact on his life. Though he despised weakness, doubts over his ability to achieve his ambition could not help but form. He was attempting something way beyond the means of any other man. Was he really strong enough? Or might he simply end up like Kytain. This prospect prompted yet another consideration. Should he die, the Dragonvein name would die with him. 
 
   The door to his room creaked open. In an instant, he was prepared to strike at anyone who might be there. Though his wards protected him from harmful magic, a dagger was still a dagger. But the silhouette of a woman standing in the doorway told him that this was no assassin.
 
   He sat up, knowing at once who it was. “Miriam. Is everything all right?”
 
   She closed the door behind her. “No. My husband is dead: murdered by my mother. And I know that regardless of what you tell me, you intend to kill her. How could you not?”
 
   Martok wanted to deny it, but said nothing. His heart was pounding and his eyes were transfixed on her as she made her way slowly toward him.
 
   “After you do this, I will be alone,” Miriam continued. “And I shall remain so for the rest of my life. I know this now. And though I will hate myself tomorrow, I would have one night of warmth – even if it is with the man who will kill my mother.”
 
   “I…I will spare her.”
 
   “You cannot. And even if you did, one of your allies would end her life in your stead. I would beg only that you end it painlessly. Do not make her suffer.”
 
   A dim light shining in through the window cast a blue aura around her. The sheer silk nightgown hung lightly on her slender shoulders, caressing her curves with each step she took. Martok was speechless. Such strength. She had accepted what must happen, yet not a hint of the anguish she was surely feeling had seeped into her voice. 
 
   “Perhaps I can find a way,” he offered. “If she were to denounce her confederates –”
 
   “Then they would kill her,” she responded quickly. “No. The plot has failed and she has sealed her fate. In the morning I will return home. Know full well that I will hate you once she is dead. But I do not hate you now. Now...I need you.”
 
   Martok gazed upon her, conflicted – and a touch confused. If she were any other woman, he would immediately suspect something sinister. But with Miriam, everything was different. Perhaps his feelings were clouding his judgment. If they were, he didn’t care. He had desired her ever since that night in the ballroom. And if this was all there ever was to be for them, then he would not waste the gift that the fates had provided. 
 
   Sliding from the bed, he stepped close. Her perfume was intoxicating - like lilacs after a Spring rain. As he wrapped his arms around her waist, the heat of her body sent his passions into an inferno of desire. Their lips hovered on the very edge of a kiss for a painfully long moment. He wanted to savor every second. Then, in a flurry of lust, Miriam crushed their lips together, her tongue searching desperately for his. 
 
   Martok's self-control was now virtually gone. He was on the point of tearing the nightgown from her body, but Miriam eased him backwards until he was seated on the edge of the bed. Standing before him, with a succession of slow seductive movements, she allowed the gown to slip from her shoulders and settle around her ankles. Martok swallowed hard. She was everything he had dreamed of. To his eyes, her naked form was perfect. It was as if she had been created specifically to stoke all the passion and love buried deep inside him. 
 
   As he began pulling off his nightshirt, Miriam moved in close and kissed him again, this time with a gentle pressure that gradually increased until it was almost ferocious in power. He felt her hands sliding slowly down his chest, ever closer to his engorged member. Her fingers paused for a tantalizing moment when only inches away, both of them breathing much quicker in anticipation of the touch. Finally, she ran her palm up and down its length. 
 
   She pushed a still gasping Martok down onto his back. “Do you love me?”
 
   “I do,” he replied in what was no more than a whisper. “I have loved you for so long.”
 
   Miriam smiled. “Then I will love you in return.”
 
   After pulling off his cotton pants, she crawled onto the bed. Martok rolled and hovered over her naked form. He did love her. And though she would soon be lost to him, she was his for the moment…in this truly wonderful moment. 
 
   Not caring to delay any longer, Miriam pulled him fully down on top of her, wrapping her arms and legs around him, kissing him furiously. The instant he felt himself slipping inside her most intimate place, he became lost in desire. Her cries of passion further fueled his own desire, sending him to heights of pleasure he had never before experienced. Again and again they reached thundering, simultaneous climaxes, each one further feeding their lust. 
 
   Martok had no idea how long had passed by the time they were both finally spent. Nor did he care. He simply closed his eyes, bathing in the afterglow with Miriam lying alongside, her arm draped across his chest. When he opened them again, he knew she would be gone. But he refused to allow even this knowledge to ruin the delight of what he had desired for so very long. 
 
   Though he would soon do things that she would be unable to forgive, there still remained a glimmer of hope buried deep in the recesses of his mind. Perhaps there was a way. Perhaps he could find something to make her truly love him. 
 
   He laughed inwardly, scolding himself for his own childishness. Seconds later, he drifted into the world of contented dreams.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Martok stared out over the field. It was littered with bodies of the dead and drenched in their blood. Witnessing such carnage brought back the words of one of his generals.
 
   'Seeing too much death can change a man. It makes him hard inside. Hard and cold. And once that happens, he’ll never be able to go back to what he was before.'
 
   He tried to remember how many battles he had fought thus far. More than twenty for sure. This time he had arrived late, delayed by an ambush of dwarves. Their pathetic attempts on his life were laughable. And their trinkets they passed off as weapons even more so. They had sent men to die merely in the desperate hope of achieving an impossible victory. And impossible it had proved.
 
   The enemy had retreated from the battlefield as soon as Martok arrived, unwilling to face him. But the damage was already done in any case. They knew the end was nearing. 
 
   “Martok!” 
 
   He turned to see Gracio racing toward him through a throng of soldiers still reeling from the battle. The moans and cries from the wounded and dying had all but prevented his friend's voice from reaching him.
 
   “What news?” he asked as Gracio drew close.
 
   “The rumors are true,” he gasped, then paused for a moment to catch his breath. “And they plan to make use of this to compel your surrender.”
 
   Martok spat. “Bastards! Are you certain?”
 
   “There is no doubt. Miriam has borne twins. A son and a daughter that she claims to be yours.”
 
   A dull pain formed in the pit of Martok’s stomach. “Twins. Where are they now?”
 
   “That we don’t know yet. They are in hiding. But I have sent word to the Urazi. They have agreed to find them for you.”
 
   Martok nodded sharply. “Good. Then we must wait for them to do their work.”
 
   “That may take time. Should we pull our forces back until then?”
 
   “No. But we will not advance any further either. Let them wonder what I will do next for a while.” He could see the look of concern on his friend’s face. “Don’t worry. We have not come so far only to be defeated now.”
 
   “That’s not what troubles me.”
 
   “What is it then?”
 
   “It is the changes I’ve seen in you. I feel you are losing sight of what this war is all about. I fear that even if you are triumphant, nothing will have changed.”
 
   A look of astonishment crossed Martok's face. “Nothing will have changed? How can you say that? For the first time in its history our world will be united. One land. One rule. With all the people working together toward a common goal.” 
 
   “But can such a thing really happen?” Gracio persisted. “You have seen the same things I have. Elves are hated more than ever now. People blame them for turning you against your own kind. And you…they call you Martok the Destroyer. Did you know that?”
 
   “Yes. Of course I’ve heard.” He flicked a hand. “But that is only because all they see is war. When it is over, people will feel differently.”
 
   “Will they? Can people forget all the death and pain so easily? I’ve seen you lay waste to entire cities, Martok. And I’ve seen the joy in your eyes while doing so. When we began, it was not there. Where once there was regret and sorrow, I now see only pleasure.”
 
   Martok’s anger began to surge. “Do not presume to know my mind,” he growled. “You have no idea what this war has done to me.”
 
   “I think I do. And I am deeply troubled by it. With each victory you grow more distant. More callous. And I am sorry to say this...more arrogant.”
 
   Martok glared at him, his hands balling into tight fists. No one else would dare to speak to him in such a way. “You talk as if you are somehow separate from the fray, Gracio. Remember, you have caused nearly as much suffering as I have.”
 
   “Yes,” he admitted. “But I suffered along with them. I weep at the prospect of more blood. When was the last time you wept? Do you even remember?”
 
   His friend's words struck a chord. The memory of an empty bed: the one that Miriam had shared with him for one night. “I remember,” Martok said. “But the man who shed those tears is no more.” 
 
   He drew a deep breath and relaxed his posture. “I hope that one day I can become that man again, Gracio. But I cannot fulfil my destiny with a soft heart. I have become what you see before you, not because I wished it, but because there was no other way. You, my friend, must shed my tears for me. The death I have dealt has long since dried any that I might have had.”
 
   “And what of Miriam? What will you do when you find her…and your children?”
 
   “I'll send them to the Dragon Haven until this war is all over.” 
 
   He paused to place his hands firmly on Gracio’s shoulders. “And should things go poorly, I ask that you protect them. Should my enemies defeat me, they will then come for you and your family. Go to the dragons and take my children with you. You will be safe there.”
 
   Gracio forced a laugh to break the sudden tension. “I doubt it will come to that. In a month's time the other mages will have no choice but to surrender. I only caution you now because soon you will possess what you have fought so hard for. I only want you to rule with the same kindness and wisdom that you have shown throughout most of your life.”
 
   Martok smiled warmly. “With you by my side, I will. Whenever I might forget the gentle nature of my youth, you will serve to remind me.”
 
   Gracio chuckled. “I will try.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   The hall was empty. Only the sound of Martok’s fingers tapping lightly on the arm of his chair penetrated the silence. With his children now safe and the enemies driven to the sea with nowhere to run, he should feel elated. His victory was all but complete. There would be peace in Lumnia. True peace. The mage houses who had been with him had already begun talks with the dwarves in Gol’ Shupa to arrange for trade to resume. Those who had tried to remain neutral had been sending gifts of gold and gems, hoping to gain his favor. Even the kings and queens of Lumnia, most of whom had sided against him, were preparing to step aside to make way for a new order. Martok’s order. 
 
   Yes. He should feel happy in this moment. But despite all of this success, he did not. His wards told him that a mage had stepped through his gates; though not just any mage. This was a meeting that would determine much. Often he wondered what it would be like to see her again. Before the war he would have given anything just to hear her voice. But now…
 
   Miriam entered through the tall archway and made her way across the polished marble floor. Martok had arranged for this meeting to be private, and the stone look on her face told him that this had been a wise choice. Her demeanor was hardly surprising. After all, he had taken her children and spirited them away to a place she could not go.
 
   On reaching the throne, she dropped to one knee and lowered her head. “Your Majesty,” she said, her voice dripping with contempt. “That is the title you prefer, is it not?”
 
   “I thought it fitting,” he replied casually. “Are you here on behalf of the other mages?”
 
   Miriam rose and met his eyes. “I am here as their emissary, yes. But also as a mother.”
 
   “I see. I was saddened to hear about the death of your eldest child. I want you to know that I had no hand in that.”
 
   “I know. The king’s youngest son was responsible. He wanted the throne for himself.”
 
   “Yes. That’s what I heard. I assume he has been dealt with. If not, I can always...”
 
   “I have already dealt with it. But I thank you for your most kind offer.”
 
   Martok could see the hate etched into her face. Understandable. And though he did not hold the same affection he once did, he could not help but remember the way she had touched his heart. Did he still love her? Perhaps. Was he even capable of love? For his children, certainly. But for a woman...that was debatable. She had betrayed him in a way he could never have anticipated. She had come to his bed that night intending to bear his child so that she could one day use it against him. Though she had never admitted to this, there was no other reason for her actions. Gracio strongly disagreed with him whenever the subject arose. But Martok knew better.
 
   “What message do my adversaries wish you to convey?” he asked.
 
   “They beg for terms, Your Majesty. They know they are defeated and are prepared to accept your rule.”
 
   Martok raised an eyebrow. “And they send you to deliver word of their surrender? Why? To disarm me of my wits?”
 
   “No. I insisted I come, even over their many objections.” 
 
   At this point, her iron composure cracked. Her voice trembled as a single tear spilled down her cheek. “You have my children, Martok. Please. If you have any kindness at all left in your heart, let me see them. I know what you think of me. But I am their mother. They need me.”
 
   He leaned forward. “And what is it that you need?”
 
   “Just to be with them,” she replied. 
 
   “And should I refuse to make peace with your compatriots?”
 
   “I don’t care. Do as you will with your bloody war. Kill them all if that is what makes you happy. I only desire to be with my children.”
 
   Martok regarded her for a long period. He wanted to believe what she was saying. In truth, he regretted that it had been necessary to take the little ones away from her in the first place. He could still vividly recall his feelings after losing his own mother. And being only three years old, the twins would not be able to understand the reasons for the separation. 
 
   “I only want what is best for them,” he said. “I hope you understand this.”
 
   “Yes. I know you took them to ensure their protection. But the war is over. Spare what remains of your foes or slaughter them, it makes no difference to me. Either way you have won. But there is no longer any need to keep me away from our children.”
 
   It did not pass unnoticed with Martok that this time she used the word 'our’ rather than 'my' when referring to their offspring.
 
   “It is true that they would be better off with you in their lives,” he began after a brief consideration. “So I make you this offer. Be my wife. Then you may raise them here…with me. Once this business with my enemies is settled, of course.” He could see the shock on her face. “I think the children would be pleased about such an arrangement, don’t you? However, I do not expect an answer today. Give my proposal all the consideration you need.”
 
   After only a brief moment of hesitation she straightened her back and lifted her chin. “I need no time. I will be your wife, if that is what you truly want.”
 
   Martok smiled. “Good. Then we will not delay. The ceremony will take place in the morning. Once we are wed, I will send word to your friends that I accept their surrender and set about drawing up terms immediately. In the meantime, you should prepare.”
 
   He leaned back and folded his hands, smiling. Miriam bowed and turned to leave.
 
   As she was about to pass through the archway, she paused to look back. “I don't understand why you would want to marry me. I know you don’t love me as you once did.”
 
   His smile did not dim. “Whatever gave you that impression? My heart has hardened, true. So much bloodshed and pain has seen to that. And it is also true that my feelings for you are not as they once were. But I do love you. And perhaps in time, you will love me in return.”
 
   “Perhaps,” she called back. “I can only promise to try.”
 
   “I can ask no more.”
 
   Martok closed his eyes and listened to her footfalls fade. He had not intended this. In fact, in many ways he had surprised himself with his impetuosity. But seeing her again - knowing that her love for their children was undeniable - had softened his heart. He did love her. How could he not? She was strong in ways that the mages who'd opposed him could scarcely imagine. He doubted she would ever love him back. But he had lived without love until now. Perhaps a companion was all he could ever realistically hope for.
 
   The ceremony would be brief. Following that, once the war was officially over, he would send word to Gracio and Helen to bring his children home. Dragonvein Manor would once again know laughter. It would become something other than a place where the death of thousands was carefully planned. He would rebuild his house so that his children could grow and play without the fear and agony of war casting a shadow over the very stones that sheltered them. As much as he had begun this campaign with a burning passion to unite the world, he now desired only a safe place to live in peace with his family. 
 
   Martok the Destroyer would be no more.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   At first Martok thought he was dreaming. He could not move, and whenever he tried, pain shot through every muscle in his body. The faint light of a lamp in the corner of the bedroom was enough for him to catch shadows moving somewhere to his left. 
 
   “Who’s there?” he demanded. “What the hell is happening? Release me at once!”
 
   Instinctively, his tried to cast wards around himself, but fear took over as he realized he was completely cut off from magic. 
 
   “It’s useless to struggle.”
 
   It was Miriam’s voice. She had somehow made him completely powerless. It was then he felt something around his neck. “What have you done to me?” he growled.
 
   She sat on the bed and leaned over to look at him directly. For six months she had shared his bed. And for three of those he had seen love slowly growing whenever their eyes met. Now though, there was nothing there but hate and malice. 
 
   “I am ridding the world of you, my love. And I am taking back my children.”
 
   “What are you talking about? I've already promised you. They will come home as soon as the treaties are signed.”
 
   “The treaties will never be signed. Your rule ends now. And I will raise my children as I see fit.”
 
   “Please, Miriam. Whatever you are thinking of doing, you must stop. You cannot find them without me. And Gracio will not return unless I summon him. Release me and I promise to take you to them.”
 
   She sniffed. “No more empty promises. No more lies. And no more of this madness with which you have tried to infect the world. The other great houses will aid me in retrieving my children. I no longer need you.”
 
   “They are lying,” he insisted, doing his best not to allow the fear to seep into his voice. “They cannot find them, no matter what they have told you. They are using you to get to me.”
 
   “Stop wasting your breath. You have precious few left to take. It is done, and nothing you can say will change it.”
 
   Martok could hear boots stomping their way toward his room. They were only seconds away, and whatever she had placed on him had rendered him utterly unable to defend himself. 
 
   “Do not be the murderer of your children’s father,” he told her. “Let me go before –” 
 
   He thought he saw a hint of indecision pass over her, but it was too late. The door flew open and three men in leather armor bearing the standard of the House Goldsong stormed in.
 
   Shoving Miriam aside, they jerked him up from the bed. Just before a cloth sack was thrown over his head he caught a final glimpse of Miriam's face and knew the awful truth. The love he had believed he had seen in her eyes was never anything but a clever ruse. Nothing was there now but anger and contempt.
 
   He had been defeated by his own carelessness. A soft heart - the very thing he had told Gracio would prevent his victory - had been the instrument of his downfall. 
 
   He was a fool. And soon to be a dead one.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Do you have anything to say, Martok Dragonvein?”
 
   The sack was removed and tossed aside. The soldiers had not taken him far. Barely beyond his wards, in fact. His hands were now securely bound behind his back and he had been forced to his knees. It took a few seconds to see who was there in the darkness. Only the light of the quarter moon revealed the face of his enemies. 
 
   “Vrundin Kurigan,” he spat. “I should have known you were behind this.” He spotted Miriam standing several yards back, glaring spitefully. “Only you would have thought to use my wife's love for her children to capture me. I just wish I could be alive to see the look on her face when she learns the truth: That you know full well you cannot find them. And even if you could, you would never have the courage to make such a journey.”
 
   “If that is all you have to say…” Kurigan remarked, flicking his wrist and ignoring the accusation. “Then we should proceed.”
 
   Martok straightened his back. He would not cower. His children would live. Through them the Dragonvein line would endure. “I add only this,” he said. “What you have done will one day be the doom of Lumnia. Your petty hates and prejudices will undo this world. And when it does, I will be laughing among my ancestors.”
 
   “Then let us not delay your reunion,” Kurigan replied, his expression like stone. “As leader of the Council of Volnar, I sentence you, Martok Dragonvein, to death for crimes against Lumnia and her people. Know that your name will be spoken as a curse from this day forward. Nothing will be known of you other than that you were a blight on this world. Furthermore, it has been decided that your line will end with you. Your seed must not be allowed to spread and infect Lumnia with its poison.”
 
   For an instant it was as if Miriam was too stunned to react. The words then exploded from her mouth. “No! You gave me your word!” 
 
   She made to rush forward, but before she could take a single step, two of the mages close by wrapped her in a coil of green light, preventing any movement. 
 
   Martok smiled. Kurigan's words were an empty threat. Gracio, Helen, and the dragons   protected their children, and they would be impossible to find. Moreover, though a group of powerful enough mages might overcome a single dragon, there were hundreds of the creatures living in the Dragon Haven. No one would ever risk their life on such a quest. He could have brought comfort to Miriam by telling her this. But he did not. Rather, he took solace in the fact that she was now suffering as he did.
 
   A soldier standing to his right unsheathed his sword and moved in behind him. He felt the tip of the blade touching his back, sending a wave of fear through him. But he would not snivel or weep. Kurigan then nodded to his waiting executioner. 
 
   The pain was intense, but very brief. The life drained from his body before he was even aware he was dying. He had heard of how the gravely wounded would try to cling to life. But there was nothing for him to hold onto. The darkness encompassed him as if all the light of the world had suddenly blinked from existence.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Where am I?” Martok called out to anyone who might hear. No one answered.
 
   Everything around him was blurred, nothing but swirling formless colors. There was ground beneath his feet, but it felt odd…somehow unreal, as though it had no actual substance. He smelled the air. Nothing. He realized that there was a complete absence of any sound bar that of his own voice.
 
   Over and over he kept asking himself how he had got to this strange place. There was something…hazy memories of faces and voices...but they were all far too vague to recall properly. Had he been asleep? Was he possibly still dreaming even? No. Whatever this place was, it was definitely real. 
 
   He called out again. “Is anyone there?” 
 
   This time, a soft feminine voice that seemed to come from all directions responded. “Yes, we are here. We are with you, and you have nothing to fear. You are safe with us.”
 
   “Where are you?” he asked. “What has happened to me?” He was not afraid. Somehow he knew that the voice was telling the truth. Nothing could hurt him here. 
 
   The swirling mass of colors gradually began to settle until Martok found himself standing in an open field of tall grass. The sun was high in a cloudless sky, and a warm breeze made the field appear like an ocean of gently rippling green waves. A few yards ahead stood a large oak tree, beneath which was sitting a young woman. He recognized her instantly.
 
   “Heather!” he cried. “You are here. But how?”
 
   Smiling, she gestured for him to join her. Martok was only half the way to her when a face flashed into his mind...Miriam. She was looking at him with utter disdain. But why?
 
   “The memories will come back to you,” Heather told him. As when he was a child, her voice was musical and kind. “Sit. Let us talk for a while.”
 
   He settled beside her. To his surprise, a glass of wine appeared beside him. “What is this place?” he asked. “And why can’t I remember how I got here?”
 
   “This is where all who are of our line come when their time arrives,” she replied. “It is the gift bestowed upon us by our dragon kin. Here, anything is possible. You can rest and be at peace.”
 
   Martok frowned. “Are you saying that I’m…I'm dead?”
 
   “In a sense, yes. Your body is no more. But your spirit lives on. We spoke of this when you were a child.”
 
   “Yes…I…I remember.” 
 
   As if a dam had suddenly ruptured, all of his memories then burst forth at once. 
 
   “No!” he shouted, scrambling to his feet and backing away. His eyes searched desperately for a way out. “They…the bastards...they…” He couldn’t bring himself to say the rest. If he did, he knew he would have to accept the truth. 
 
   “It will become easier with time,” Heather assured him. “Those who lived turbulent lives often find this place difficult to grasp at first. And you lived a life of great and terrible deeds.”
 
   She rose gracefully to her feet and regarded him with the compassion of a loving mother. “But your struggles are over now. Here you can have your heart’s desire. All the Dragonvein line through the ages will be with you. Here, all sins are forgiven.”
 
   Martok clawed at his face, shaking his head violently. “No. It’s not my time. I was so close.” He felt a pair of soft hands on his wrists. Heather’s touch was calming in a way he could not fully comprehend. Tears streamed down his cheeks. “Please. Help me go back,” he sobbed.
 
   “There is no going back, Martok. You are here with us. The troubles of the world are no longer yours to solve.” She produced a handkerchief and wiped his tears. “I know it’s hard. But I give you my word that you will soon feel differently.”
 
   He buried his head in her shoulder, clinging to her in sheer despair. How long he wept, he did not know. But after a time he was able to let go and look her in the eyes.
 
   Heather was still smiling. “Come. Your kin await. They are very excited you are here.”
 
   “Is my father here too?” His voice sounded almost childlike.
 
   “Of course he is.” She took his hand, but after only a few steps, Martok resisted. 
 
   “And what of Sylas?”
 
   “Yes. But as I told you, all sins are forgiven here.” She flicked his nose playfully with the tip of her finger. “You will understand soon enough.”
 
   As they walked, Martok could see a massive gathering awaiting him at the top of a low ridge. Their welcoming faces and bright smiles told him that there was nothing more to be troubled by. And though he still desired to return to the realm of the living, he had to trust that the feeling would fade in time.
 
   Just as Heather had promised him it would.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Kat regarded Martok with what appeared to be genuine sorrow. “I’m sorry it has to be this way,” she said.
 
   He could not take his eyes away from the platform. After all the long centuries of waiting to be free again, he would not be delivered back into the abyss by a child. He would arise victorious.
 
   “As I have told you many times already, this is a waste of time,” he responded.
 
   “If that is so,” Lylinora cut in, “Why do you look so afraid?”
 
   “Because I have no desire to destroy Ethan’s spirit. And that is precisely what you are forcing me to do. The place where he now dwells is one of tranquility. In time he would come to accept it there.”
 
   “Like you did?” Kat pointed out.
 
   “Do not compare me to Ethan. He is a boy without ambition or purpose. Whereas I…”
 
   “You are a ghost,” said Kat. “One who should have never come back. Whatever purpose you had, it died with you a long time ago.” With a wave of her hand, she levitated Martok’s body onto the platform. “Now it’s time for you to go back to where you came from.”
 
   “And when I return?” he challenged. “Be warned that you will no longer have any control over me. This cursed collar will cease to function the moment I cross the barrier. With all my magic restored, I will be able to discard it by thought alone if I wish. Think on this while Ethan’s spirit is being sent into oblivion.”
 
   Kat merely turned her back on him, making it impossible to know how deeply this threat had struck. Martok dropped to his knees. He could feel the barrier weakening. In seconds he would be faced with the choice he had been praying he wouldn't have to make: Whether or not to actually destroy Ethan for all eternity.
 
   Heather had told him long ago that the place where the Dragonvein family dwelt was one of forgiveness. This was true, even with Sylas. The moment he had seen his uncle, he no longer cared what the man had done. And it seemed that his father didn’t either. In time, his children had joined him…and their children. No crimes committed in the living world were of any consequence. The only thing that mattered was that they were together. 
 
   Despite all this, one thing that Heather had told him was certainly not true. His desire to return to the living world had never weakened in the slightest. For centuries he had sought a way to regain his life. And in his quest, he had become as powerful in the world of spirits as he had been in the world of magic. Ethan could not hope to stand against him. Only Heather was his superior. And he knew she would do nothing to stop him if he was forced to carry out his threat.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Ethan could see the haze thinning. The barrier which prevented him from returning was weakening. Kat must have somehow managed to bring his body to the platform. 
 
   “Do not underestimate Martok,” a voice from behind said.
 
   Ethan turned to see a tall man with close cropped black hair and a grim demeanor staring at him. Though he was sure he had never seen him before, he somehow knew his name.
 
   “Sylas. You…you’re Martok’s father.”
 
   “In a way, yes. Though I was never aware of that fact during my life. Only when I came here was it made known to me.” He waved a hand dismissively. “But that no longer matters. In just a few moments you will be facing him…and you will be defeated.”
 
   “I think it is you who are underestimating me.”
 
   “I have no doubt you are formidable. But Martok spent most of his time here trying to find a way to escape. Through his efforts he has gained intimate knowledge of the laws which govern this place. In time perhaps you could challenge him. But to do so now would be suicide.”
 
   Ethan threw up his hands. “What do you want me to do? Just surrender and let him possess my body? That’s not going to happen. If he kills me, he kills me. I’m not afraid to die.”
 
   “You have no idea of what you are saying. Death here will be true death. Should Martok destroy your spirit, there will be nothing…a void. You will cease to exist.”
 
   “You don’t know that,” he countered. “Not even Heather knows for certain what happens outside of this place.”
 
   “You’re wrong. Heather does not know what will happen to our spirits should they leave here. But Martok will destroy every single trace of who you are. There will be nothing left.”
 
   “I don’t care. I have to try.”
 
   Sylas sighed. “Then you will need help.”
 
   “So you betray me in both life and death, Sylas?” a third voice said.
 
   Martok was standing only a few yards away. His eyes were aflame with rage and his fists were clenched tight. 
 
   “I cannot undo what I have done,” Sylas retorted. “But you have a choice. Return to us. Please. Do not damn your soul.”
 
   Martok huffed. “Damn my soul? I have liberated it, you old fool. At last I understand my destiny. And not you, or anyone else, will keep me from it.”
 
   “I am an old fool. Perhaps my love for you makes me precisely that. I have tried to reason with you, Martok. We all have. But you refused to listen. And now you intend to murder the innocent. You come to kill your own kin. A direct descendant. Is that not the same as killing your own child?”
 
   “I've already killed my own father, as you well know.”
 
   “What you did to me, I deserved. Ethan has done nothing wrong.”
 
   “Ethan will bring about the end of Lumnia. The end of us all. And I for one will not allow that to happen.”
 
   “You underestimate him. He possesses more power than you care to admit. And with his connection to the elves – the very connection you used to gain control of his body – he has a far better chance of ensuring Lumnia's future than even you. But you must give him the chance.”
 
   This silenced Martok for a moment. Scowling, he glared at Sylas and then turned his back. “I cannot do what you are suggesting.”
 
   “You claim to be willing to sacrifice all to save us. And yet you stop short of true sacrifice.”
 
   Martok spun around. “And why should it be me? Why not you?”
 
   “Because I am not the greatest among us.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” asked Ethan. “If there is a way for me to gain the knowledge I need to destroy Shinzan, then give it to me.”
 
   “Martok believes that it should be he who saves the world. Isn’t that right?”
 
   “You think this novice…this child could do it?” he snapped hotly. 
 
   “As a matter of fact, I do.”
 
   “Well it doesn’t matter what you think. You haven’t the power to stop me. And if you try, you can join Ethan in oblivion.”
 
   “Would you send the entire Dragonvein line there as well?” he asked. 
 
   From behind Sylas appeared hundreds upon hundreds of figures.
 
   Ethan was stunned. The voices in his head had never held true form. They felt more like a school of fish swimming in a vast ethereal ocean. To see their faces was astounding. They did not approach, but their eyes were fixed on Martok.
 
   “Not even this can stop me,” he replied. “And you know it. While you have spent your time living in a fantasy, I have dedicated myself to growing strong - strong enough to leave this place.”
 
   As he spoke, Martok waved his arm in a wide circle. A shroud of mist appeared, cutting off the newcomers from sight. 
 
   “Now it's just the three of us,” Martok said, his tone hard and unyielding. “Make your choice, Sylas. Stand aside or be destroyed.”
 
   Ethan turned to Sylas. “Please. This is my fight. There is no reason for you to die.”
 
   “Very noble,” mocked Martok. “What is it your friend Markus calls you? Ah, yes. A Boy Scout. If that means what I take it to be – some kind of virtuous soul - I can understand why. Do you really imagine you can defeat Shinzan with a soft heart and a weak will?”
 
   Ethan ignored the insult. “This is between you and me. No one else needs to die. Or is it just a bunch of bullshit when you say how much you care about our family?”
 
   This merely drew a derisive laugh from Martok. “As you wish,” he said, jerking his head sharply to one side. Sylas was instantly lifted from his feet and thrown through the mist as if he was no more than a small child.
 
   Remember, Ethan. Here, anything is possible, so he is no more powerful than you. You must believe this in your heart. 
 
   It was the voice of Heather calling out to him. He looked over to Martok, but it was clear that he had heard nothing of the message. 
 
   “Are you ready?” Martok asked. His expression was one of absolute conviction. “Know that I take no pleasure in doing this. It is simply the way things must be.”
 
   As his hands extended, two thin beams of white light shot forth, burning through Ethan's shirt. He felt the impact deep inside his chest; as if he had been attacked by a thousand red hot needles at once. The pain was beyond anything he could have imagined possible. It felt as though his very essence was clinically being torn to shreds. He now knew beyond doubt that he was indeed facing a death that offered no hope of an after-existence. 
 
   With teeth bared, Martok intensified the light until Ethan could see and think of nothing else. Then, just as he was on the point of abandoning himself to the abyss, Heather's words echoed in his mind. Was she actually repeating them, or was he experiencing one final pre-death hallucination? It didn't matter. For a brief few moments her words seemed to somehow blot out the all-consuming agony and create a fleeting window for rational thought. Was it really true that anything was possible here? If so, now was the time to find out. Belief of this was the only thing he had to fight back with.
 
   An instant before the window slammed shut and the suffocating pain returned, he seized this precious opportunity to imagine his skin turning into a layer of impenetrable stone. Desperately, he clung to this thought. It was all he had standing between himself and oblivion.
 
   At first nothing happened. Just a continuation of the same blazing hot needles tearing at his spirit. Then – almost unbelievably - the pain began to dull. Looking down, he saw the lights that had been piercing his spiritual flesh were now being reflected away from him. He also noticed tiny flecks of light drifting up from the scorched patches on his skin. They were pieces of his soul. Bits of spirit ripped away. The blood of the dead. 
 
   Martok lowered his arms causing the lights to vanish. “Impressive,” he said. “I didn’t count on you having learned so much so quickly.”
 
   Even though his chest was still burning ferociously, Ethan knew better than to respond with mere words. Making a sharp circular motion with both hands, he surrounded Martok with an orb of blue light. This drew a short yelp of pain as the encircling light closed in. But this was short-lived as Martok threw his arms wide, shattering the orb into a million tiny balls, each one giving a final sizzle when striking the ground and then popping out of existence.
 
   It was clear from Martok’s rage filled expression that he had not been expecting his opponent to be capable offering any sort of resistance. In a flash, a long blade appeared in his right hand. The steel shimmered with ghostly light as he charged forward.
 
   Ethan countered with a barrage of flaming arrows, but these simply vanished the moment they got close to their target. Roaring with battle lust, Martok brought his blade savagely down. Ethan dove hard to the right, though not quite fast enough to prevent the tip of Martok’s weapon slicing painfully across his left shoulder. More flecks of light emitted from this new wound as he urgently summoned a sword of his own.
 
   Rolling quickly to his feet, he brought his blade up defensively just in time to block Martok's next attack. Now more than ever he was glad that Markus had given him instruction in swordplay. But as the attacks kept coming, it was evident that he was over-matched. Martok was obviously highly experienced with a sword. Very soon he had opened up three fresh wounds on Ethan’s arms and chest. Though none of these were deep enough to be fatal, he could feel himself becoming weaker. Spiritual blood floated around him like a swarm of fireflies. How much could he lose before he was completely drained? 
 
   He tried to close the distance between them with a series of tight thrusts, hoping to bring the fight to a hand-to-hand level. At least in this type of combat he'd had more training. But Martok easily stepped away, giving him a sword point to the thigh for his trouble. 
 
   “You fight well for someone with limited training with a blade,” Martok told him. “But you must know this is futile.”
 
   Flakes of Ethan’s spirit continued to break free. He knew this fight was coming to an end. Soon he would be drained utterly. Already his legs felt abnormally heavy and on the point of collapse. And it was taking every bit of willpower and determination simply to raise his sword arm from his side.
 
   But he refused to accept defeat. Spitting on the ground, he widened his stance. Unable to charge, he waved Martok in. “You think I’m done? Come on.”
 
   Martok sighed. “Very well.”
 
   Ethan knew this was it. Defiance alone would not be enough; he was now far too weak to offer anything much in the way of resistance. Martok came at him with blazing speed, effortlessly penetrating his feeble defense and thrusting the blade deep into his abdomen. As a loud gasp issued from his lips, he was aware that his own sword had blinked out of existence. A moment later, a heavy boot to the chest sent him flat on his back. Gazing up, he saw Martok looming over him with the freed weapon now raised high vertically for a final, double-handed plunge to his heart.
 
   Ethan did not flinch or look away, even when he saw the blade begin its descent. Any fear within him was now gone. There was nothing more he could do to protect himself. His spirit may be leaving him, but he would still face his death as a man; as a soldier; and as a Dragonvein.
 
   What happened next was a blur. A flash of light and motion passed between himself and the falling sword an instant before it would have finished his existence forever. Martok’s weapon somehow disappeared into this intruding disturbance, leaving him open-mouthed in astonishment. From the corner of his right eye, Ethan saw a figure of a man kneeling and clutching at his chest. Tiny lights were spewing forth like a fountain from a huge open wound. 
 
   Martok saw him too. At first, all he did was stare blankly. Then a horrified expression washed over him as the man looked up.
 
   “No!” The agonized cry came from the very depths of Martok's being. Forgetting about Ethan, he ran to the man’s side. “Why would you do this? Why?”
 
   The man opened his mouth to speak, but no words were able to come forth. As if the effort had drained him completely, he collapsed back in a forlorn heap.
 
   “Father...please,” Martok cried. He pulled Ralmar’s hands away from the gaping wound and covered it with his own. But any attempt at healing was useless. Within seconds, all of Ralmar’s spirit had gushed out. As the last fleck of light departed, his body became totally transparent as it began breaking up into ever-diminishing pieces of pale light. In less than a minute, he was gone completely. 
 
   “No..No!” Martok cried out repeatedly. He pounded his fists on the ground as tears streamed down his face. 
 
   Ethan struggled to his knees, but was still too weak to stand. Realizing that Martok had called the dead man his father, the full gravity of what had just taken place washed over him. 
 
   Martok’s eyes blazed across the distance separating them, his face contorted with anguish and fury. “You are to blame for this!” he shouted.
 
   “No, Martok,” came a voice from within the misty veil. “You are.”
 
   Heather appeared from out of the barrier wearing a look of deep compassion. Martok hesitated for a moment. The sword then re-materialized in his hand. 
 
   “It must have been you who forced him to do this,” he hissed.
 
   “If you truly believe that, then you should kill me as well,” she replied calmly. 
 
   Martok advanced toward her with long deliberate strides, snarling viciously. But when only a few feet away he halted and the weapon faded. He stood stone still for more than a minute, his hands trembling. Finally, his shoulders sagged and his body jerked with renewed sobs. “I don't understand. Why would he willingly do such a thing?”
 
   Heather moved closer and cupped his face in her hands. “Because he was the only one who could. Only Ralmar had the love within him that was needed to overcome your barrier.” 
 
   “But you crossed it as well,” he shot back accusingly, stepping away. “You could have stopped him.”
 
   “And I could have stopped you as well,” she stated flatly. “But I would have had to kill you to do so. And I could not harm any one of my children. And neither could your father.”
 
   “But why this?” he begged. “Why sacrifice his life?”
 
   “Because he knew there was no other way to make you understand what must be done.” 
 
   “But it’s not right. You told me I had a great destiny; that I would save the world. And I believed you. It can’t end like this.”
 
   Heather stiffened her posture. “You do have a great destiny. And you can save the world. But there is only one way for you to do it. If you can't accept that, you may as well kill Ethan…and finish us all in the process.”
 
   A dagger appeared in Heather’s hand, which she offered to Martok. He stared at the blade for a long moment before turning his back and dropping to his knees. Ethan could hear his sobs returning in full.
 
   It was then he noticed that the misty barrier had been lifted, though the vast gathering of his kin had now gone. Sylas was still there, along with an unfamiliar man and a woman. Their eyes were fixed upon Martok, each bearing a sorrowful expression. Heather looked to them and nodded. As the trio approached, the figures walking with Sylas diminished until they had transformed into young children. 
 
   With his wounds beginning to close and his strength returning, Ethan hobbled over to Heather. She was watching Martok huddle together with the three others in a tight embrace.
 
   “What's happening?” he asked.
 
   “Martok is saying goodbye to his uncle…and his children,” she replied solemnly. “He goes to join his father.”
 
   “But isn’t his father dead?”
 
   “That is likely true. But then again, maybe something does exist for us beyond this place. I honestly don't know. In a world of the infinite, who can say with certainty what happens? Perhaps he lives in another realm. Martok may have been right all along when he said this place is merely a prison of our own making.”
 
   “So he has decided to die?”
 
   “Yes. And it was not an easy choice for him. He is a man of great desire and pride. Even now, he doubts this course to be the right one.”
 
   “What course?”
 
   “To send you instead of himself to save us. To trust you to challenge Shinzan and arise victorious.”
 
   Ethan could see a tear falling down her ivory cheek as she watched Martok and his family. “Do you think I can?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t know that anyone can. But I do believe you are our best hope. Though Martok is powerful, you have something in your favor that he does not.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Fate. It saved you as a young child. It brought you back to us when all seemed hopeless. And it kept you alive just now in your battle with Martok.” She paused to smile reflectively. “The elves believe that Lumnia guides us to our destiny. I don’t doubt this.  But I’ve always believed that there is something else beyond Lumnia’s will. Something that guides even the spirits of this world.”
 
   “You mean God?”
 
   “If you like. One name is as good as another; though I’m not sure I would call it that myself. Lumnia exists as a balance, and Shinzan's coming here has upset that balance. I like to imagine what has happened to you, to me, even to Martok, is the universe setting things to rights.” She shrugged. “That's just how I see it. Who really knows for sure?”
 
   They remained there watching until Martok stood and gave each of his family a final embrace. The three of them then walked off together into the distance, Sylas with his arms wrapped comfortingly around the children. Once they were gone from sight, Martok turned to Heather and nodded slowly.
 
   “Come,” she said, taking Ethan by the hand. “It’s time.”
 
   There was no trace of anger in Martok’s expression now, only deep sorrow and regret. “I hope you can both forgive me,” he said. “I see it clearly now. My entire life has been leading up to this moment.” He looked into Ethan’s eyes and smiled. “It was you all along. You are the one with the true strength. My destiny was never what I thought it to be. It is to give you the knowledge you need so that you can accomplish what I could not.” He stretched out his hands, offering them to Ethan. 
 
   He hesitated. “What are you going to do?”
 
   “I am passing on to you the final tool you will need to save our family…and our world.”
 
   Still unsure, Ethan looked over to Heather, who nodded her approval. “What will happen?” he asked.
 
   “Just take hold of my hands and find out.” Martok's smile began to fade. “Please. Before I lose my courage.”
 
   Ethan reached out and did as instructed. The moment their palms made contact he felt a rush of energy passing between them. At first it was almost pleasant. Then the force gradually increased. Memories began intruding into his mind. Faster and faster they came. Memories of love, betrayal, war – and most important of all - knowledge. Volumes of knowledge so vast it was impossible to quantify. Ethan realized he was seeing the entirety of Martok’s life. It was becoming a part of him, as if Martok’s experiences and his own were becoming one and the same.
 
   As the memories entered, so Martok’s form gradually diminished. Just like his father, he became progressively more transparent. But instead of breaking up into small segments, he simply continued fading until disappearing completely. Even after he was gone, Ethan imagined he could feel his grip for several seconds. A wave of dizziness struck him and he staggered back a few steps before catching his balance. 
 
   He looked at his hands, then touched his face. He was still whole. He had all the memories of Martok, but unlike his previous experience with the random thoughts of his ancestors, these were now cohesive. Every face, location, and moment in time was like remembering his own life. And yet it was still somehow separate. He was not Martok. He was Ethan. A smile formed that grew into a soft laugh.
 
   Heather touched his arm. “Are you all right?”
 
   He nodded. “I am…perfect. Martok’s knowledge is now mine. And it’s time for me to return.”
 
   “Yes. It is,” she agreed.
 
   Ethan kissed her on the cheek. “I think you’re right. Something is guiding us.”
 
   “Then I hope it guides you well, and returns you to us when your time is done.”
 
   Ethan took a long look around, seeing the realm where the spirits of his ancestors dwelt with new eyes. No. His spirit would never dwell here. Of that much he was sure.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Ethan opened his eyes. The sky above was awash with the brilliance of starlight. He could feel the dry air of the Dragon Wastes on his skin and the dusty taste of it on his tongue. It was wonderful. He was back in the real world. A soft laugh slipped out. The real world indeed. But the truth was, that was what Lumnia had become to him. Earth was a distant memory.
 
   Kat and Lylinora were asleep nearby on the other side of the platform. On seeing Kat lying there so peacefully, a thought flashed through his mind. Her beauty surpassed even that of the Gilded Cliffs of Mrundis. He laughed again. Martok’s father had taken him there when he was a child. A pity they were now gone. Kat would have enjoyed seeing them.
 
   Moving silently, he knelt beside her and touched her arm. Her eyes peeled open drowsily. But the sight of his face lifted the fog of sleep instantly.
 
   “It’s all right,” he said quickly. “I’m back. Martok is gone.”
 
   Lylinora stirred as well. 
 
   “How do I know it’s really you?” Kat said, shifting away from him
 
   Lylinora was at her side immediately, her hands glowing red and ready to strike.
 
   Ethan chuckled. “If I was Martok, that wouldn’t do you a bit of good.”
 
   “Prove that you’re Ethan,” Lylinora demanded.
 
   “How?”
 
   The two women looked at one another. 
 
   He couldn't help but laugh. “I really am Ethan. When I met you, Kat, I took a beating after saving you from getting your hand chopped off. As for you Lylinora…” 
 
   He paused, not wanting to speak of the intimate details which only he would know. “How about this? I’ll tell you what has happened to me and you can decide for yourselves if I’m lying.”
 
   They both nodded their agreement.
 
   Ethan went on to recount his experience in the spirit realm. When he was finished he leaned back on his elbows and held up his palms. “So. Do you believe me or not?”
 
   “It’s difficult to say,” Lylinora replied, eyeing him carefully. “But I suppose either way, you’re free now to do as you wish. And if you are Martok, then I imagine you'll be wanting revenge for what we did to you.”
 
   “Actually, that’s not true,” Ethan told her. “Like I said, I have his memories as well as his knowledge. Yes, he was angry, but he would not have harmed you, Lylinora. He valued you as a mage above all else. And as for you, Kat…he genuinely loved you. Not as much as I do, but it was still a very real and powerful emotion to him. He hoped that once I was dead you would learn to love him back. The only person in real danger was Renald. He was going to be punished for revealing the truth, even if it was only through Lylinora's spell.”
 
   Kat moved in until she was mere inches away from him.  For a long moment she looked deep into his eyes, saying nothing. Then, quite suddenly, tears welled.
 
   “It is me,” Ethan whispered. “Scout’s honor.”
 
   Any lingering doubts vanished in an instant. Kat threw her arms around him, showering his face with kisses and soaking his skin with tears of unrestrained joy. “I knew you’d come back to me,” she sobbed. “I just knew it.”
 
   Ethan held her tightly, losing himself in the warmth of their two bodies. No matter how many things in this world were worth saving, she was the reason above all else he would fight. And now there was hope. Real hope. Not some vague idea, but a genuine chance for victory.
 
   Holding her face in his hands, he smiled tenderly. “Are you ready?”
 
   “Ready for what?”
 
   “To see what Martok gave me.”
 
   Before she could answer, a mighty wind swirled around the edge of the platform. Lylinora gasped and sprang to her feet.
 
   “Don’t be afraid,” Ethan told her. “I just thought you might not want to walk all the way back to Renald’s cabin.”
 
   Helping Kat to her feet, he kissed her with complete abandon – passionate, yet fused with a deep longing and unyielding love. Martok had indeed given him the knowledge he needed. But Kat was the one who made him truly powerful. More powerful than Martok had ever been in life. His ancestor had always feared that, were his heart to soften, it would make him weak. But Ethan understood what he did not. Human hearts were meant to be soft. And love was meant to be shared. Finding the one person with whom you could be completely vulnerable and yet have no fear …that was the greatest power of all. With Kat, he had found exactly that.
 
   The whirlwind closed around them, raising them up and then carrying them effortlessly to their destination. As it lowered them gently to the ground, Ethan could see Renald and Jake standing on the cabin porch. Both gazed in astonishment. 
 
   Ethan kissed Kat gently on the forehead. “Wait for me inside. I need to speak with Renald alone first.”
 
   He waited until both women had stepped onto the porch before calling the old mage over. The pair of them then strolled together in the direction of the lake.
 
   “So it worked,” Renald remarked. “I’m happy to see it. Though I’m confused as to how you have become so powerful.”
 
   “Martok has passed on all of his knowledge to me,” Ethan explained. “His memories too. So I wanted to tell you that I will soon free your son.”
 
   Renald abruptly stopped walking. “No. You mustn’t. Not until Shinzan is defeated. Lynial is hot headed and reckless. I put him there to prevent him from challenging Shinzan. Martok thought that I wanted him released, that's why he felt so sure his secret was safe with me. But the truth is, I don’t want my son touched until this is all over.”
 
   Ethan sighed. “I’m afraid there is little choice. He is needed. You may have thought you put him there to keep him safe, but I’ve come to realize something. Events in our lives and the choices we make - none of these are random. Even Martok taking control of my body was no accident. He needed to come to terms with what had happened to him. Only then was he able to fulfil his true destiny.”
 
   “Bah! You sound like the bloody elves,” Renald snapped. “Destiny...prophecy...the will of Lumnia. This is no time for mysticism. If Martok gave you his knowledge, then you have all that you need. Do not involve my son.”
 
   “Considering how much time you spent with the elves, I’m surprised to hear you say that,” Ethan told him. “But it’s not the will of Lumnia I'm talking about. It’s something far bigger. Bigger than all of us. The world is out of balance. It has been for a very long time – even before Shinzan’s arrival. I intend to make it right again. And I will need all the help I can get.”
 
   Renald shook his head. “I cannot allow it. Not after all this time. Please, Ethan. Leave him alone.”
 
   “If I leave him where he is, sooner or later Shinzan will find him. And when he does, there's no telling what he might do. At least this way your son has a fighting chance.”
 
   “He hasn’t been able to find him yet,” Renald retorted stubbornly. 
 
   “No, but his power is continuing to grow. Even with the dragons opposing him, Shinzan's reach is still extending way too fast. To be honest, I’m not even sure if I'll be able to get Lynial out without a fight. But I’m willing to try if you’re willing to trust me.”
 
   “What will you do with him once he's free?”
 
   “I'm not sure yet. If it makes you feel any better, I’ll promise to send him home to you first - assuming Shinzan doesn’t discover me too soon.”
 
   “Suppose you do release him. What then?”
 
   “Martok already had a plan to destroy Shinzan. It might just work. I'm hoping it will.”
 
   Renald nodded. “Yes. The dwarf device. I take it you have it with you.”
 
   “I do. Even so, I can't be sure it will be enough.”
 
   “And if the plan fails?”
 
   “Then there is only one other thing I can do.”
 
   Renald waited for Ethan to expand on this statement, but he did not. Instead, he looked up at the stars and smiled. 
 
   “It’s strange having the memories of a man like Martok in my head. I know so much about our world now. Things that only he knew. But he never had anyone to share it with. That’s very sad, don’t you think?”
 
   “You have Kat,” the old mage pointed out.
 
   “And that is one of the big differences between us.”
 
   When they were in sight of the lake, Maytra trumpeted a call of greeting from the banks.
 
   Ethan sighed. “It would have been wonderful to show her all the mysteries of Lumnia.” His voice was a half-whisper. 
 
   Renald regarded him curiously. “Are you saying that you can’t?”
 
   For a few seconds Ethan did not respond. Then he smiled. “No. I was just thinking out loud. That's all.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Markus gazed into his mug of foaming brown liquid. He had already consumed far too much. He wasn’t drunk, but he sure as hell wasn’t at his best either. And right now he needed to be. The time for delving back into the world of shadows and death was close. He hated the fact that he was actually looking forward to it.
 
   The dingy tavern was filled to bursting with patrons. Several musicians and singers were crammed into a corner playing furiously for those eager to dance, while the prostitutes and pickpockets plied their trades on those who had the coin.
 
   “You must really love this place.”
 
   Markus looked up to see the barmaid who had been flirting with him for three straight days. She was pretty enough, he supposed: nice curves and a bright smile. But she was nothing compared to the woman who was waiting for him. 
 
   “Or maybe it’s me that's the attraction?” the girl added, placing a hand on his shoulder.
 
   “I’m expecting a friend,” he told her, trying not to sound brusque. “He should have been here by now.”
 
   “Well, if he doesn’t come, you could always spend a bit of time with me,” she suggested, sliding her fingers down his biceps before sauntering off.
 
   The impression of her touch lingered, making his skin crawl. The mocking voice inside his head was quick to react.
 
   What the hell is wrong with you? Has Lylinora snipped off your balls? You are Specter. 
 
   He sniffed and took a long drink from his mug. Sooner or later, one of us is going to have to go, he considered.
 
   “You have the look of a man conflicted.”
 
   Markus glanced over to his right and saw a short, thin man with wild black hair and sharply angular features. His clothes were a mishmash of brightly colored patches, and his shoes looked at least two sizes too big for his feet. 
 
   He grinned down at Markus with mirth and mischief in his eyes. “I am a man in need of conversation. And you look to be a man in need of a companion.”
 
   “I have no time for jesters or fools,” Markus grumbled.
 
   “No time? No time? There is always time. But time for what, we never know until we’re out of it. Plum dry and out of time. That’s me.” He spun on one leg and whistled. “Bring me some ale. And another one for my new friend.”
 
   “Go away. Didn't you hear me? I told you already I –”
 
   “Have no time,” he said, finishing the sentence. “No time for poor Toby. That’s my name, by the way.” He gave a low, sweeping bow. “Toby the Wise, they call me. Purveyor of song and stories to salve the soul and lift the spirit. I have tales that could bring tears to the eyes of the Emperor himself. And my voice…oh my! You have never truly experienced music until you've heard it played by me. Though sadly, tonight I am without my lute. More is the pity.”
 
   “Are you deaf, or just plain stupid?” Markus snapped. “I said go –”
 
   “Away,” he interrupted yet again. “And away I will go. Into the great unknown. Away from the troubles of this land.” He slid nimbly into the chair across from Markus. “And away from the battles yet to come. But first, let us drink.”
 
   As if on cue, the waitress arrived with two mugs of ale.
 
   “Now you behave yourself, Toby,” she warned light-heartedly, casting a wink at Markus. “Don’t you be chasing this handsome fellow off now. You hear me?”
 
   “Perish the thought, dear lady,” he replied.
 
   Markus groaned. As much as he would have liked to toss this fool across the tavern, he knew that such behavior would be a bad idea. People apparently knew his unwanted companion, and he certainly didn’t need to be drawing attention to himself.
 
   Toby raised his mug. “To new friends.”
 
   Markus ignored the toast and stared back down into his mug, thinking this obvious snub might persuade the man to lose interest and leave. It was a short-lived hope.
 
   “Ah, that’s just what I needed,” Toby declared after emptying the mug in a series of rapid gulps and slamming it hard down onto the table. “And now that I am no longer dry, perhaps you would like to hear a story.”
 
   Markus' patience was now very nearly at an end. “I don’t want to hear a fucking story. So if you don’t mind, just...go…away.”
 
   He might as well have been talking to himself. Toby simply raised an eyebrow and clasped his hands behind his head. “Then perhaps you could regale me with a tale of want and woe yourself. Surely the mighty Specter has much to tell.”
 
   In a flash, Markus tensed. “You know me?”
 
   Toby winked. “Of course I do. Or should I say, we do. We know you quite well in fact. So finish your drink and let us away.”
 
   All of Markus' irritation was now gone. He chuckled. “So you're the one who I’ve been waiting three days for.”
 
   “Indeed I am. Your message was received and has us in quite a stir.”
 
   Quickly draining his mug, Markus wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “Then let us attend to business.”
 
   As they began exiting the tavern, the waitress hurried through the crowd to catch them. Toby turned back to catch her arm before she reached Markus and whispered something into her ear. Her expression quickly turned sour and she shot Markus a disappointed look.
 
   “What did you tell her?” he asked after she had sulked off. 
 
   Toby chuckled. “Nothing much. Only that you prefer…well…my company to hers. It eased the blow somewhat. She was quite taken with you. Poor girl.”
 
   Markus couldn’t help but laugh. He should have thought of that days ago. It could have saved him from several uncomfortable exchanges.
 
   The Traxian town of Dorma reminded him a bit of Miltino – though rather more densely populated. The streets were filled with fast moving wagons and horses, while the sidewalks were so narrow that pedestrians were forced to cram together in order to avoid spilling over the edge and being trampled to death. All the buildings he saw were of simple design, mostly single story shops and houses. Only a few were built with a second level, and these were mainly in the wealthier residential district. 
 
   “Where are we going?” he asked, shouting to be heard over the throngs of people.
 
   “Quite a long way yet,” was all Toby replied over his shoulder. 
 
   They paused at a livery where Toby spoke briefly with the owner. They then continued on to the main city gate, where they waited until a young lad of about twelve arrived pulling along two sturdy mounts already loaded with supplies.
 
   “The land is reasonably flat,” Toby said, jumping atop the saddle with an acrobat’s dexterity. “So it shouldn’t take but a few days to get there.”
 
   “My belongings are still at the inn,” Markus told him.
 
   “No. They’re not.” With a devilish grin, Toby pointed to the saddlebags hanging on the other horse.
 
   Sure enough, when Markus opened these he found everything he brought with him had been stowed carefully away. He mounted his ride. “How long have you been watching me?”
 
   “Since you left your peculiar message.”
 
   “What was so peculiar about it?”
 
   Toby urged his horse to a walk. “That, my friend, is an answer I hope you will have before we get there.”
 
   Markus eyed the little man. A cold blooded killer in the guise of a clown. A clever tactic. One that he could never pull off.
 
   After a few miles they turned south toward the coast. Traxis shared a border with the wasteland separating the rest of Lumnia from the desert in which Shinzan’s palace lay. Heading south took them further away from this: a fact that pleased Markus. It had become increasingly difficult for him as he'd made his way to Dorma to avoid Imperial patrols. Far to the west the dwarves and elves were massing for war – if it had not already begun – and the Empire was on full alert. 
 
   Toby, however, seemed unconcerned about this and kept them on the main road. The patrols they encountered were easily taken in by his ridiculous behavior and delighted in his songs and tricks – many even offering up some coin before allowing them to pass on their way. When asked about Markus, Toby simply said that he was his cousin and bodyguard. This seemed to satisfy them enough to ignore his presence.
 
   At night, Toby would sing songs or play a small silver flute he kept tucked away in his pocket. Markus tried on several occasions to draw information about the Urazi from him, but his companion consistently evaded the questions, saying only that he would know all he needed in good time. He had suspected for some time that it had been Martok and not Ethan who had sent him on this mission. Not that it mattered. The reasoning was sound. It would be a great advantage to have the Urazi as an ally and was well worth the risk. 
 
   The southern coast was dotted with dozens of tiny fishing villages, as well as a few larger ports where traders and smugglers from Ralmaria bought and sold all manner of goods. But as they neared the sea they turned east, where as far as Markus was aware, there was little in the way of human settlements. It was populated by elves mostly - one of the last big strongholds under their control. Knowing how jealously they guarded their territory, most humans feared to venture close. Even Markus was uneasy. Elves might well now be their allies, but the two of them could easily be mistaken for trespassers. Such was the speed and stealth of an elf attack, there might not be time to explain who they were, should they be set upon. But as was the case during their entire journey, his companion appeared entirely unconcerned.
 
   On the day of their arrival, Toby halted just as a series of low hills came into view. After sliding from the saddle, he let out a high-pitched whistle. “They’ll be along to collect you shortly,” he told Markus. He fished out two apples from his saddlebag and tossed one over before remounting his horse. “It was an honor to meet you, Specter. I hope you find what you are seeking.”
 
   “You’re not staying?”
 
   “The world is in turmoil,” he replied. “I am the eyes and ears where they are most needed. But before I go, I will impart a word of advice. Do not lie. Whatever you are asked, be truthful in your reply.”
 
   “And if I am asked a question I do not wish to answer?”
 
   “Then say so. Just don’t lie. They will know.” With a brisk wave of farewell, Toby spurred his steed to a trot.
 
   Markus bit into the apple and watched until the comical figure had faded into the distance, idly wondering how many people he had killed. Hundreds most likely. 
 
   “Greetings, Specter.”
 
   Startled, Markus’ hand flew to his dagger. A short distance behind him stood three men, all of them simply dressed and wearing swords on their belts. None were particularly striking in appearance – likely by design. The ability to blend into a crowd could be very important at times. More than once in the past, the scars he used to carry had made his job a whole lot tougher than it needed to be. 
 
   Markus eased his hand to his side and nodded respectfully. “And you are?”
 
   The man in the center stepped forward. “I am Clareo. I will be your guide while you are here. My two comrades are Andis here on my left, and Timon.” Both men nodded a greeting. “We will be escorting you to our temple.”
 
   “Am I to be blindfolded?” Markus asked.
 
   All three men laughed. 
 
   “No. That won’t be necessary,” Clareo replied. 
 
   This did not sit well with Markus. To know the location of the Urazi headquarters was dangerous knowledge. He would not expect them to reveal it lightly. Not unless they had good reason to think that the secret would be kept. By his death, for example.
 
   Sensing his apprehension, Clareo smiled. “Do not fear, Specter. If your message was true, we are happy you have come.”
 
   “And if not?”
 
   “Then that is quite another matter,” he replied, accompanying this remark with a wink that could have conveyed almost anything. “Timon and Andis will see to your horse and belongings. You are to come with me.”
 
   After dismounting, Markus handed his reins to Timon and followed Clareo. 
 
   They walked in the direction of the hills for nearly an hour without exchanging a word. Still, Markus could see no structures of any kind, forcing him to wonder how far they might have to go. Timon and Andis had headed off in another direction some time back and were now completely lost from sight.
 
   He was pondering on the length of their journey when they reached the foot of the first hill. But instead of the anticipated climb, Clareo stopped and clicked his tongue three times. At first it seemed a strange thing to do, but then a trapdoor in the ground, perfectly camouflaged by the grass and wild flowers, slid silently open.
 
   Markus could see the top of a stone staircase; this was not what he'd expected, or been hoping for. If he had need of a rapid escape, being underground would make it very much harder to achieve. Nevertheless, he was committed to seeing this meeting through, so there was little choice but to follow his guide down into the bosom of the earth. 
 
   While descending, Markus found that the air was surprisingly fresh and clean. The walls and steps were of a polished brown stone that, being free of dirt and showing very little signs of wear, had obviously been well-maintained. Rajni stones were set in the ceiling to provide light, much in the same way as he'd seen in the dwarf tunnels.
 
   After going down about one-hundred feet, the stairs took them into a small chamber about ten feet square. A narrow corridor on the far side of this led further along. Nearby, hanging on a row of iron pegs, were some blue cotton robes and several pairs of leather shoes.
 
   Clareo began stripping off his clothing and indicated that Markus should do the same. Once changed, they folded their belongings neatly and placed them in the corner of the room. Markus found his new attire to be unusually comfortable.
 
   “The elves certainly make nice things,” Clareo remarked. “Don’t you agree?”
 
   “How did you come by them?”
 
   The man smiled. “We have traded with the elves for thousands of years.” He laughed at Markus' confusion. “You will understand everything shortly.”
 
   They continued along the corridor and then through a series of much broader halls lined with thick, highly polished oak doors. 
 
   “This is the residential district,” Clareo explained. “Most of these doors lead into the apartments of the order. Though seeing as how our duties keep the majority of us away for long periods, they tend to stay largely unoccupied.”
 
   “How many of you are there?” asked Markus.
 
   “At present, less than a hundred,” he replied. “But our numbers were far greater in the past.”
 
   Markus was shocked that Clareo had answered his question so readily. No one had ever known how many Urazi there actually were. Again his wariness grew.
 
   “You said this is the residential district,” he noted. “Just how big is this place all together?”
 
   “Very big. As large as a small city, I would think. Most of it is used for our archives and storage. It takes a great deal of space to contain the information we have gathered over the millennia. But there are also areas for recreation, training, and all the other things one might expect.”
 
   Along the way they passed several men and women dressed in the same style robes as themselves. None gave them much notice. Something else that Markus found odd. In fact, a few even smiled and nodded a greeting as if seeing a stranger in their most secret of places was routine.
 
   Most of the décor was simple and the furnishings designed very much for practical purposes, though one area they passed through did prove to be the exception. This was filled with people lounging in elegant chairs and sofas all gathered around a white marble fountain. Here the room was decorated in a far more lavish fashion that was obviously intended to be both soothing and aesthetically pleasing. 
 
   Finally, they arrived at massive double door made of steel. Clareo halted and turned to Markus. “I assume Toby told you to be honest,” he said.
 
   Markus nodded. “He did. Though he did not say much beyond that.”
 
   “And neither will I, except to say good luck.” He pushed open the door and motioned for Markus to enter. “I will wait here for your return.”
 
   Martok thanked him and then passed over the threshold. Beyond was an octagonal room with gleaming gold walls and a black marble floor. From the ceiling hung dozens of thin gold chains with rajni stones fixed at the end. Straight ahead was a long white stone bench on which two men and a woman dressed in exactly the same way as the rest of the Urazi were sat together, arms folded across their chests. Behind them towered a twenty-foot-high silver arch that very nearly touched the high ceiling. 
 
   The woman stood as the door boomed shut. She was younger than Markus would have thought given her obvious position of authority – no more than in her late twenties - and quite attractive, with shoulder-length auburn hair and an almost doll-like face. In contrast, the men were much older and wore deep scowls that made their lines of age even more pronounced. 
 
   “Welcome,” said the woman. “I am Estella. We are so very pleased you have come. The name Specter has been spoken in these halls many times. But I never thought you would grace us with your presence.”
 
   “I prefer to be called Markus,” he told her evenly.
 
   “I have heard this said. I’m told that you are conflicted…troubled by your past. That your deeds haunt you now.”
 
   Markus creased his brow. “And how would you know so much about me?”
 
   “The Urazi is more than a society of assassins, Markus. Much more. Our beginnings go back to the first war between elf and dwarf. When humans were first brought to this world from far beyond the most distant star.”
 
   “Earth,” said Markus. “The place you're talking about is called Earth.”
 
   “Yes, it is. That is where you are from, is it not?”
 
   “How do you know these things?”
 
   “There is little we don’t know about you, Markus. As I said, we are more than just assassins. We are the chroniclers of this world. We have ways of gathering information that would astound you. And should this meeting go well, you will learn of them.”
 
   “And what will determine the success of this meeting?”
 
   “Your answers, my dear. It all rests with you.”
 
   In spite of her friendly demeanor, Markus knew that this was a dangerous situation. “Then let us get on with it.”
 
   “Indeed,” Estella agreed. “Time is a dwindling commodity we cannot afford to waste. Tell me about the last time you took a life.”
 
   Markus thought back to the two security guards he'd dealt with when back on Earth. He recounted the event.
 
   “And did you enjoy it?” she asked.
 
   He wanted to say no. But the truth of it was that a part of him had. After a moment of thought he said: “I felt no remorse, if that’s what you want to know.”
 
   “Of that I have no doubt. But the question is: Did you enjoy it?”
 
   “A part of me did,” he admitted. “The part of me that is Specter.”
 
   “And what of the part of you that is Markus?”
 
   “It makes me ashamed. I know it’s wrong. But I can’t help the way it feels.”
 
   She regarded him curiously. “Interesting. And is the Specter part of you in some way separate from the rest?”
 
   “Yes. I can hear his voice in my head, urging me to let him in.”
 
   “You fight him then? But you are not always able to keep him at bay?”
 
   “Yes. Like when I killed those two men. In truth, there was no need for them to die. The reality was, it made matters worse. But I was afraid.”
 
   “And when you are afraid, Specter gives you strength. Is that the way of things?”
 
   “No. I’ve learned to cope with fear. Specter merely gives me the will to do what I otherwise could not.”
 
   “But now you are divided. You would like to leave behind the deeds that Specter makes you capable of. What has changed?”
 
   “My friends have changed my way of thinking.”
 
   A tiny smile eased up from the corners of her mouth. “But one friend has had more influence than any other, right?”
 
   Markus nodded. “Ethan is my best friend, and he has helped me a lot in recovering the person I once was. But there is still a dark part of me that blames him for what happened. In all honesty, Lylinora is the one for whom I have tried the hardest to change.”
 
   “Yes. The mage woman. I heard she is quite stunning. Love can certainly drive us to do wondrous things. Terrible things as well. Yours is a fascinating story. I would like to hear more details of your life.”
 
   She looked over at the two men and nodded. Without saying a word, both rose and left the chamber. Once they were gone, Estella sat back down on the bench and patted an empty place beside her. 
 
   Markus frowned. “Why would you want to know these things? What difference can my past life make?”
 
   “I have a decision to make,” she replied. “And I would want as much information as possible before I make it.”
 
   “What kind of decision?”
 
   “Nothing that you should worry about. Now please. Sit.”
 
   Uncomfortable with all this mystery, Markus hesitated before doing as invited. He frowned. “Where would you like me to start?”
 
   “As you may have gathered, we already know quite a lot about you. But it is all second hand information. All fact and no flavor. And we know almost nothing of your life before you came to Lumnia. If you would indulge me, I would very much like to hear about that as well.”
 
   Markus thought for a moment and then proceeded to give her an account of his life, beginning with his time in the military. It took some time before he was finished, though Estella never once interrupted him. About an hour into the telling, a young man brought them a plate of various fruits and a cup of wine, both of which Estella devoured eagerly. In spite of his growling stomach, Markus refused the fare and continued with his story.
 
   When he was done, she rose and rounded the bench to where the high arch stood. “Your tale is unique – filled with darkness and pain. I can see why my predecessor was hesitant to approach you.”
 
   “Are you telling me that I am too evil for the Urazi?” he scoffed. “You are a society of killers. What have I done that you would not?” 
 
   “The Urazi kill. This is true. But you have committed acts that are well beyond the limits of most.” She held up her hand to quickly add: “Not that I am judging you. I understand very well that you did what you thought you had to do in order to survive. I am simply stating a fact, nothing more. Given similar circumstances, I might easily have done the same. Be that as it may, becoming Specter has given you a strength of will like no other person I have ever known. And in the Urazi, even we must occasionally bow to the wishes of others. I imagine that would have been very difficult for you.” She paused to beckon him over. “However, I also think that has changed now.”
 
   Markus joined her beside the arch. Estella ran her slender fingers over its smooth surface and let out a quiet sigh.
 
   “What is this?” he asked. 
 
   “It's a test of sorts,” she replied, pointing to a barely visible etching of a dagger on the right hand side. “This is where our members are inducted.” After allowing him to gaze on this for a few seconds, she led him to the opposite side where a pair of eyes had been engraved. “And here is where much of our knowledge comes from.”  
 
   Markus reached out to touch the engraving, but Estella quickly grabbed his hand and pulled it away. “Not yet.”
 
   He took a step back. “What would it do to me?”
 
   “I have decided to give you a choice. You have wondered how we are able to gather so much information, so I will enlighten you. It comes from those who are unaware they have given it. Though we receive some from the elves and a small number of specialist agents like Toby, most is given by people who you have passed on the street. Some you have most likely even spoken to. Those who come here and place their hand on this symbol are our eyes and ears. They choose to be unwitting spies.”
 
   Markus cocked his head. “Unwitting?”
 
   “Yes. They have no memory of us, or of being here. And after they pass on to us what they know, they have no recollection of having done so.”
 
   Markus considered this for a moment. “I can see how useful that would be. So tell me, what does the other symbol do?”
 
   “The dagger inducts you into the order. You are given access to all of our knowledge and secrets. But by placing your hand upon it, you then become incapable of betraying us to our enemies.”
 
   “So it forces you to obey? Is that what you're saying?”
 
   Estella laughed. “Not at all. The Urazi value freedom and choice. No one can compel you to obey. Touching the dagger simply prevents you from telling those outside of the order anything of what you know.”
 
   Markus snorted. “So I take it this is the choice I must make? To join you or become your unwitting spy?”
 
   “Those are two of your choices, yes. But there is another.” She glanced up at the arch’s apex. “You could step through and help guide us into a new age as a Muraji.”
 
   “A Muraji? What is that?”
 
   “They are those who have what you might describe as a calling. Men and women who choose a more difficult path. One of leadership and responsibility. I was such a person, and it is my hope that you will be as well.”
 
   This was the very last thing Markus had been expecting to hear. “You can’t seriously be asking me to lead the Urazi,” he said. 
 
   “No, not in the way you understand. Leadership and power among us is not invested into a single person. Well…not typically. But as of now, I stand alone at the head. And I must say that I have been hoping for someone to step forward and join me.”
 
   “Why me? I know nothing of your ways or history. Surely there is someone among you who would be willing to take on the task.”
 
   She sighed. “The risk of taking on the mantle is high. Most who try do not succeed. And as far as understanding our ways…the arch will see to that. When I passed through I had never even held a dagger, let alone taken a life. I was brought here because I was a servant in the house of a noble lord. I was to be a source of information, nothing more. But when I stood where you stand now, something inside spoke to me. I felt compelled to try. I was driven to know more. To be more.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but I feel no such compulsion,” Markus told her firmly. “I’m here simply to deliver a message and ask for the Urazi’s help.”
 
   “Yes. The message. Falcar the Bald sent me. Do you understand the meaning of this?”
 
   Markus shook his head. “It was given to me by…” He hesitated. “It was given to me and I asked no questions.”
 
   “Martok the Great was what you were about to say. I know this because only Martok could have sent such a message. Though how this is possible is confounding.”
 
   Markus had no intention of divulging that Martok had been sharing a body with Ethan. “I was told to be honest, and I will be,” he said. “But there are some things I have no intention of revealing.”
 
   “How it happened isn’t important,” she told him. “But why it happened is. Falcar the Bald was the man who founded the Urazi. Only a member of the order or Martok the Great himself would know of our founder's name. Martok was the only non-member ever to be permitted to know our history. He spent years delving into our archives and learning about us.”
 
   “Why would you allow him to do this?”
 
   “It's quite simple. Martok saved us from annihilation, and his price for this was knowledge. He valued knowledge above all else. A remarkable man in many ways. So if he sent you to us with this particular message, it tells me that you are a man of value to him…and therefore possibly to us. We can see that the world is changing. And from what we are told by the elves, the end will not be too long in coming. The Eternal Emperor will eventually devour Lumnia and all those who live upon her.”
 
   She paused, but Markus did not interrupt. He could see that she had more to say.
 
   “Throughout most of our history, the Urazi has remained neutral,” Estella continued. “The affairs of kings, queens, and nobles are of little concern to us. Rulers reign for a time, then they die. Kingdoms rise and fall, whereas the Urazi endures. We were founded at the very beginning, when humans were brought here by the dwarves. Before the first mage ever learned to cast a spell, we were an established order. But now…things have changed.”
 
   Her eyes grew dark. “Shinzan will not die. Instead, the world on which we call home will perish. And we can no longer remain neutral.”
 
   “But you still do Shinzan’s bidding,” Markus pointed out. “Or was contacting me in Port Hull not something he commanded of you?”
 
   “We have been forced to comply with his wishes occasionally in order to survive,” she explained. “We have done our best to remain elusive, though he still finds us when he needs our skills. Thankfully, that is rarely. Shinzan usually prefers those he orders killed to suffer gruesome and very public deaths -  not a task for which we are best-suited.”
 
   “So can I gather from this that you are willing to help us in our fight against him?”
 
   “That is a matter we can discuss once you have made your choice.”
 
   Markus looked up at the arch. To be a member of the Urazi was not a decision to be made lightly. It was a lifetime commitment. And there was Lylinora to consider. Would he still be able to be with her? 
 
   “And if I desire none of these choices?” he asked. “If I just leave here.”
 
   “Then you will die,” she replied. She spoke the threat as if she was passing on nothing more serious than her thoughts on the previous day's weather. “You will not be hindered while leaving. So there is no need to fear us at this moment. But we will see to your death.”
 
   “And what if I just kill you all right here and now?” Markus' hand rested lazily on the hilt of his sword. “Do not forget to whom you are speaking.”
 
   “I haven’t,” she assured him. “Which is why your death was arranged long before you arrived here. Toby saw to it when he first approached you.”
 
   Markus tensed. “You had better explain yourself…now.”
 
   Estella did not appear intimidated in the slightest. “Gladly. Toby poisoned you in the tavern. It’s slow acting, but very lethal. Without the antidote, you will die within the next six days. It is painless, I assure you. But one-hundred percent effective.” 
 
   Anger boiled within Markus. Not just at the situation, but at his own stupidity. He should have known…or at least suspected. “So you are saying that I have no choice.”
 
   “We always have a choice. You can choose to die. Or you can choose to live.” 
 
   She stepped forward and placed her hand on his arm. “I understand your anger. I felt the same way. In fact, I was so damned stubborn, I almost chose to die out of sheer spite. But I do not regret my decision now. Join us, Markus. We need you. You can be the bridge which leads us into the new age. When Shinzan is gone, a new world will be formed. One in which we must find a fitting place.”
 
   Markus could hear the sincerity in her tone. But one thought kept plaguing him. “Had you asked this of me years ago I wouldn’t have hesitated. But I have a different life now. One that I am unwilling to give up.”
 
   Estella threw back her head in laughter. “Is that what you think would happen? You imagine a life with us would be lived underground and alone? Who would want that? You may have your life. Marry the mage woman if you so wish. Raise children. The Urazi does not forbid it. Hell, I have a husband and two daughters myself. I live a rich and full life away from this place. Of course, they know nothing of my position within the Urazi. Setting aside that it is against our rules, I would never want to burden them with such knowledge.”
 
   Markus slowly shook his head. “Then I’m afraid that makes my decision for me. I will not hide what and who I am from Lylinora. I understand why you would want to protect your family, but she is different. She has seen how dark my soul is, and loves me anyway.” He took a step toward the etching of the eye. “I truly hope you can help us in our fight against Shinzan, but I cannot be a Muraji. Knowing nothing of what I do is my only option.”
 
   “Wait!” She looked at him for a long moment. “She means that much to you?”
 
   “More than anything.”
 
   Estella sighed. “Then maybe it could be arranged. But only if you choose to walk through the arch. As a member of the order, you would be irrevocably bound by our laws. That said, should you choose to take the test and become a Muraji, I suppose we can adapt the rules to include Lylinora.”
 
   Markus could clearly see the conflict on her face. “Why would you do this?”
 
   Estella returned to the bench and sat down. It was a full minute before she spoke.
 
   “I cannot go on alone, Markus,” she admitted in a half-whisper. “There must be more than one Muraji if things are to be changed. It’s too much for me; I need help. I have been a Muraji for seven years, and in that time I've been forced to witness the slow decline of our order. What is worse, I am helpless to stop it.”
 
   “And you think I can help?”
 
   “Perhaps. That is my hope. The position of Muraji was never meant to be held alone; it has always been too much for one person to cope with. When I began there were three of us. But the others were old and sick. In only a year I was alone, and have remained so ever since. Should you refuse I shall struggle on, even though my sanity is slowly being chipped away.”
 
   Despite her face being a stone mask, Markus could not fail to pick up the intense emotion in her voice. He sat down beside her. “Is there no one within the order who can help?” he asked.
 
   She shook her head. “No. Once you choose a path, it is impossible to change direction. Even if someone is willing, they could not pass through the arch. Its magic works only once for each person.”
 
   “So are you telling me that every new leader you have is a novice to the order?” This was astonishing news.
 
   “Yes. It is meant to give a fresh perspective to leadership and help us find a true path into each new age. In the past, there were experienced Muraji already in place to provide the necessary wisdom to newcomers. The young and the old would work together, and the Urazi was all the stronger for it.” She looked directly into his eyes. “And I see you, Markus, as the missing piece needed to help us endure. Your relationship with mage, elf, and dwarf can be precisely what we need to find our place in the next age. The experience you bring is truly unique. So I ask you: Will you join us? Will you join with me in saving and protecting the keepers of the greatest wealth of knowledge in all the world?”
 
   He looked back to the arch. What would Lylinora think of this? Would she accept him as a member…a leader...of the most feared order in Lumnia? “If I agree, what will happen?” he asked.
 
   “Assuming you don’t die or go mad, we shall map out a plan that best serves the fight against Shinzan. For the Urazi, this will mean eliminating key leaders and those who facilitate the ever growing strength of the Emperor.”
 
   “And if I choose to touch the eye instead?”
 
   “It will be the same. Only you will not be aware of what we are doing. And we won’t have the benefit of your experience in dealing directly with the Empire.”
 
   Markus closed his eyes. The voice of Specter was silent. “I’ll do it,” he said after a brief moment of thought.
 
   There was no doubt this was the best way for him to protect all those he loved. Martok must have known he would feel like this after knowing all the facts. The sly bastard. 
 
   “Good.” Her expression was one of utter relief. 
 
   “Is there some sort of ritual or rite?”
 
   “You can pray to your ancestors if it helps,” she replied, her tone now suddenly almost light-hearted. “But other than that, no. You just step through and come out the other side.”
 
   “What will I see?”
 
   “It depends on the person. I won’t lie. The arch exposes the deepest parts of your spirit. It brings your worst nightmares to life in a way that most people can’t handle. For some it drives them insane, while others…well…it wounds them far more deeply. Life simply fades from their bodies.” She placed a hand on his shoulder. “But if you make it through, your spirit will be whole again. That is the one thing I can tell you with absolute confidence. Whatever torments you will be gone.”
 
   Markus looked at her doubtfully. “I wish that were possible. But what I have seen and done can never be forgotten.”
 
   Estella smiled. “I didn’t say you’d forget. You will either be ruined, or you will be healed.”
 
   After drawing in a long cleansing breath, Markus pushed himself to his feet. “Then let’s not waste any more time.”
 
   It was only when he was standing directly in front of the arch that Specter's voice suddenly came thundering into his mind. Don’t do this. It’s a trap. You’ll get us killed, you fool. A grin crept up, banishing all fear. This was certainly a different Specter. This time it was he who was afraid.
 
   “Good luck,” said Estella.
 
   Markus grinned at her and then stepped forward. 
 
   Specter’s voice was still screaming in his head. Begging him to stop. Cursing him as a fool. But it was settled. There was no turning back now.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   A familiar combination of odors invaded Markus’ nostrils...odors that brought memories he had tried so hard to forget flooding back. It was the stench of dusty earth, of human waste, and of the decaying bodies belonging to those whose strength had finally abandoned them. The accompanying cacophony of hammer strikes and shouts of the slave drivers sent shivers down his spine. 
 
   He was standing at the mouth of a dimly lit tunnel. Behind him was a row of empty cages and dozens of wagons filled to the very top with copper ore. The six armed men standing nearby seemed blind to his presence as they talked and let forth stupid laughter while passing around a bottle of whiskey. Markus had sampled this locally distilled liquor once. Though it was the smallest of sips, the foul taste had very nearly caused him to instantly empty his stomach.
 
   “So this is it?” he mocked. “You’re showing me my life as a slave? You’ll have to do better than that if you want to break me.”
 
   “This is only the beginning, you fucking idiot,” came a voice from inside the tunnel.
 
   A moment later a figure appeared. One with which he was all too familiar. It was as if a twin had been created of his former self. The beard he wore only barely covered the scars given to him by the elves. He was clad in the old black leathers he always wore when carrying out an assignment. The daggers and short sword were the same as well, as was the tiny pouch on his belt containing a few choice poisons – just in case. 
 
   There was no need for any introduction. “Specter,” he spat. 
 
   “Who did you expect? Your dead mother? Oh, I know. Maybe you thought Lylinora would show up and tell you that everything would be just fine; that she’ll love you no matter what.” He looked Markus over and sneered. “How you lasted a day without me, I’ll never know. You’re weak and pathetic. And it’s time you were gone for good.”
 
   “Being that this is all happening inside my head, I don’t think I’ll be going anywhere,” he shot back. “So you can just go straight to hell.”
 
   “Being trapped with you has already been hell. But all that ends now.”
 
   “What do you mean by that?”
 
   “I told you not to come here,” Specter said, shaking his head.
 
   From the depths of the tunnel Markus could hear chains rattling and the crack of a whip driving men onward. The sun was setting, which meant the working day was mercifully over. As the first slave came into view, he was reminded of how utterly exhausted he would be at the end of each shift. His muscles would ache so badly that even the cold steel of the cage felt like a feather bed when grabbing whatever sleep was possible. 
 
   The men were covered in thick grey mud and grime. Their vacant expressions and dead eyes said everything about them. These were men without hope or a future aside from a slow and very painful death. No one ever made it out of the mines alive. 
 
   It was then he caught sight of his younger self. Unlike the others, he was still strong. They had yet to break his will.
 
   “This must be less than a year after I was brought here,” remarked Markus. “Hard times.”
 
   “Yes, they were,” agreed Specter. “It was before you were broken.”
 
   Markus huffed. “These bastards never broke me.”
 
   “You’re right. They didn’t. That came later. But unless I’m mistaken, today is the day that sets the tone for your life.”
 
   Markus cocked his head. “Nothing that happened here ever did anything but make me more determined to live. Hell, back then I was still thinking Ethan might come to save me.”
 
   “You still think that,” he chided.
 
   The jibe was ignored. It was only in his head, after all. Specter was nothing more than a part of his own mind. A manifestation of his own guilt and anger. Markus switched attention to the image of his former self. He seemed strong and confident, with head held high and shoulders straight. He was the very epitome of power and cunning.
 
   The slaver and guards forced each of the shuffling workers into their cages, packing them so tightly together they scarcely had room to sit. Markus recalled the way he could feel the muscles of whoever he happened to be leaning against twitch and jerk from overexertion. It had been important to remain awake until after their food had been brought. Those who fell asleep often lacked the strength to continue the following day. 
 
   Seeing the old man leaning on the bars beside his younger self caused another memory to surface. One that he had all but cast aside. 
 
   “Yes. This was the day,” Specter said. “You remember now, don’t you?”
 
   Markus kept his focus on the scene before him. The old man was staring blankly through blurry eyes. He looked almost dead but for his hands, which trembled slightly as they poked pathetically out between the bars. 
 
   When the slaver approached holding a large bucket filled with boiled meat and hunks of stale bread, the cages erupted into a mad flurry to seize the best position. Several fights broke out as the starving men did their best to get to the food before it ran out. Markus was strong and was always able to get himself enough to eat. But others, particularly the very young or the old, could easily go hungry if luck was not on their side. 
 
   The old man was too weak to stand, but being that he was already sitting alongside the bars, he was in a good spot and was among the first to receive a portion.
 
   “You maggots are pathetic,” barked the slaver. “You let a decrepit old waste of space like this take food from your mouths. Not a pair of balls among you.” 
 
   His sneering words spurred the old man to life. Clutching the precious bread and meat to his chest, he hissed and spat curses at everyone in the cage. Not that this was really necessary. In truth, most of the men close by were far too weak or exhausted to be much of a threat to anyone. Not even someone as vulnerable as him.
 
   “You there,” called the slaver, pointing at Markus. “You’re one of the fresh ones. How would you like an extra portion and a blanket?”
 
   Markus eyed the man cautiously. It was a bad idea to speak, so he simply nodded.
 
   “Kill that old fucker for me and you’ll get it.”
 
   Markus hesitated for several seconds. 
 
   “Look at you,” Specter mocked. “Scared stiff of an old man.”
 
   “I wasn’t scared and you know it.”
 
   Realizing his peril, the old man tried to scurry away, but had nowhere to run. Throwing any indecision aside, Markus leapt on top of him, wrapping his hands tightly around the scrawny throat. It took less than a minute for all trace of life to leave the aging body. The others in the cage immediately backed away as far as they possibly could when Markus picked up the food his victim had dropped and made his way to the corner to eat.
 
   “He never did give us that blanket,” remarked Specter in an almost amused tone. “But no one ever dared to mess with you after that, did they? The fear you instilled felt good. You never got tired of it, did you?”
 
   “I did what I had to do to survive,” he countered. “I took no pleasure from my actions.”
 
   “Not yet. But you soon acquired the taste.”
 
   In the blink of an eye he was standing in the streets of Miltino outside the Link and Bone Tavern. Markus knew this place all too well. Countless nights he had spent sitting at the bar staring into his ale while the anger inside him festered.
 
   “This is much better,” remarked Specter, who had materialized alongside him. “Many good days were spent in this city. And many great nights too.” He touched at the scars on his face. “Too bad the elves made seducing women a challenge. But then, Lylinora has taken care of that for you, hasn’t she?”
 
   “Indeed she has,” Markus agreed. “Now the only unwanted scar I carry is you.”
 
   Specter grinned. “We both know that’s a lie.” He walked toward the tavern door. “Too bad none of this is real. I could use a drink right now.”
 
   Markus followed, a sinking feeling growing in the pit of his stomach. With every moment that passed he was realizing more and more that Specter was in fact his strength. His very demeanor and swagger told of a man not to be trifled with. And the scars…he had never seen them through the eyes of the rest of the world. They were gruesome to be sure, but hugely intimidating. 
 
   Inside, the tavern was filled to capacity. Laborers and merchants alike frequented this place. Although not set in one of the wealthier districts, it boasted some of the finest ales and liveliest entertainment in Miltino, providing an affordable good time for all common folk. Fights did break out periodically, but never anything serious. Markus could only remember three deaths, two of which he had been responsible. 
 
   He caught sight of Specter standing in the far corner and eased in beside him. Those nearby took no notice of them at all. Markus assumed it was because they could not be seen and confirmed this by trying to speak to a serving maid as she skipped nimbly through the crowd. 
 
   “Look at you,” said Specter, pointing to a table off to their left. “Over there with a wench in your lap. Those were the days, eh?”
 
   Markus repressed a smile. “I was young. And I didn’t look like you yet.”
 
   “True. And you were still full of hope.” He clicked his tongue. “Poor guy. You’re about to learn a hard lesson.”
 
   A slightly built young man with ratty brown hair and a hook nose pushed his way through to the table and plopped down in a chair.
 
   “Petris,” murmured Markus. “I never did like that kid.” 
 
   “They want to see you,” Petris said. Though out of breath, he had a glow of excitement about him. 
 
   “Who does?” his former self asked, clearly irritated that his conversation with the comely young lass was being disturbed. 
 
   Petris eyed the girl pointedly. With a sigh, Markus lifted her off his lap. “Come back in a few minutes, my love,” he told her, flashing a bright smile.
 
   The girl leaned down and kissed his cheek before sauntering off into the crowd.  
 
   Unable to contain himself any longer, Petris spoke the moment she was gone. “The Hareesh have a job for us.”
 
   Markus was unimpressed. “So what? I'm sick of their jobs. They never pay worth a damn. Tell them if they need a debt collecting they can get someone else to do it.”
 
   “You don’t understand. This time it’s different. They say if we do this one, they’ll make us members. You hear that? Me and you members of the dreaded Hareesh.”
 
   Now his attention was hooked. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Of course I’m sure,” he replied. “I heard it from Lex himself. Well…not Lex. But Thrace gave me his word. And everybody knows he’ll be leading the Hareesh soon enough. Lex is too old to keep going much longer.”
 
   Markus rubbed his chin. “How much does it pay?”
 
   “Pay? What the hell does it matter? We do this and we’re in.”
 
   “What’s the job?”
 
   Petris looked around the room and then pulled a scrap of folded parchment from his pocket. “The details are here.”
 
   “You wrote them down?” Markus groaned. “Fool! You never put things like that in writing.” Before Petris could say another word, he snatched the parchment from his hand and opened it. As he read, his face visibly tightened.
 
   “You’ll do it, right?” his companion pressed.
 
   Markus began ripping the instructions up into tiny pieces. “I need to think about it.”
 
   “What’s there to think about? This is our way in. It's too good a chance to miss.”
 
   “I don’t know. Why would they send us? They already have people for this kind of thing, don’t they?”
 
   “Who cares why? This is our chance to be somebody. I don’t know about you, but I’m tired of eating garbage and living on a dirt floor.”
 
   Markus stared into his mug for a short time. He then gave a heavy sigh. “Fine. I’ll do it.”
 
   Petris beamed with excitement. “Excellent. I’ll meet you back here tonight.”
 
   “Tonight?”
 
   “Thrace said it has to be tonight.”
 
   After another brief hesitation, Markus nodded his agreement.
 
   The young woman was back with him the instant Petris departed. But it was plain he was in no mood for pleasurable company any longer. 
 
   “Too bad,” said Specter. “I bet she would have been fun.”
 
   Markus watched his younger self for a while longer before exiting the tavern. He knew what was coming, and the prospect of facing it was more than he could bear.
 
   As he passed through the door, he found himself suddenly transported to one of the city's residential districts. Though not as pleasing to the eye as some of the wealthiest areas, it was clean and well lit - a suburb mostly inhabited by merchants and skilled craftsmen. It was well after midnight and the streets were empty. 
 
   Markus spotted his younger self crouched behind a shrub a few yards away together with Petris. They were staring at the lit window of a modest, two story dwelling. 
 
   “You were such an amateur,” remarked Specter. “Look at you. You’re terrified. And that miserable twit Petris is no better.”
 
   “Of course I was terrified,” Markus retorted. “I'd never done anything like this before.”
 
   Specter laughed. “Never have truer words been spoken. I assume you know what’s about to happen.”
 
   Markus nodded. He most certainly did. This was the night that changed him forever. “I’m not going to watch,” he stated.
 
   “Unless I miss my guess, I doubt you’ll have a choice in the matter.” Specter chuckled. “I for one can’t wait. This was a very special day for me.”
 
   The light in the window went out, prompting Petris to immediately creep forward.
 
   “Wait!” hissed Markus. “Give him a chance to fall asleep.” 
 
   His words were ignored. Grumbling, he followed Petris, all the time keeping as low as possible. After rounding the corner of the house, the pair vanished from sight.
 
   Specter strolled casually up to the front door and pushed it open. “Come on then,” he said. “Let's take a look inside.”
 
   Even though Markus had no intention whatsoever of doing as suggested, he found himself walking forward anyway. He tried to stop himself, but his legs refused to obey his commands. Panic gripped him like an ice cold vice. He desperately wanted to escape. He could not bear to witness what he knew was about to happen.
 
   Specter waited just beyond the threshold, allowing Markus to pass through first. Inside was a typical dwelling for a man of modest means. Well decorated - due in all likelihood to the good taste of the home owner’s wife – and sturdily built. In the small foyer there were two doors: one leading straight on through to a kitchen, and the other on the right into a comfortable living room from where the smell of a waning fire issued forth. It was common practice for people to allow the coals to smolder all through the night in order to keep their house warm, especially for those workers with an early morning start to their day. 
 
   Off to the left was a staircase leading up to the bedrooms. Markus could hear the rustle of someone, presumably the man who had just doused the lamps in the living room, making ready to retire for the night.
 
   A creaking of floorboards caught his attention. Petris and his younger self were tip-toeing through from the kitchen at the rear, daggers drawn.
 
   “You sure made a hell of a racket back then,” remarked Specter. “Like I said, a total bloody amateur. But you got good later on. Oh, yes. You got damn good.”
 
   “Thrace said that everyone has to go,” whispered Petris. “So I’ll do the wife. You take the husband.”
 
   Markus frowned. “Okay. Let’s just get it over with.”
 
   They had almost made it to the bottom of the stairs when the sound of footsteps could be heard coming from the upstairs hall. The two assassins quickly withdrew into the living room. 
 
   “Lazy bones,” said a distinctly female voice. “I’ll get you some bloody water. But you’ll be up running to pee later and you know it.” 
 
   “Just get me a drink, woman,” the man responded in good humor. “My back is killing me and I can still taste sawdust in my mouth.”
 
   “You’re just a big baby,” she told him, laughing. 
 
   The flickering light from the candle she held illuminated her smile as she reached the foot of the stairs. Petris waited until she had rounded the corner and was almost in the kitchen before striking. In a burst of speed, he spanned the short distance between them and plunged his dagger deep into her back. The woman screamed in shock and pain, dropping the candle and thrashing about wildly. Petris frantically tried to cover her mouth but was unable to get a firm hold. Eventually, he settled for stabbing her again, this time in the side of the neck. Blood from the severed artery instantly gushed out.
 
   “Yolinda!” called the voice from upstairs. This was followed by the rattle of a weapon being unsheathed.
 
   The woman had ceased all struggling and was already close to death by the time the rapid stomping of descending feet sounded. The younger Markus glared over at Petris, then hurried across to the side of the staircase. He made it into the cover of a shallow alcove just as a tall man wearing a nightshirt and wielding a short blade spun away from the bottom step. 
 
   “Yolin –” he started to cry out as he caught sight of his dying wife and her blood spattered killer just inside the kitchen door. 
 
   He never got to complete her name. Markus stepped into his path. In one viciously fast movement, he thrust his dagger cleanly into the man’s heart. His victim's eyes shot wide and the sword fell from his grasp.
 
   “An accurate strike for a beginner,” remarked Specter approvingly. “Much better than that idiot Petris.” 
 
   In contrast to the woman's death, the man's was almost instantaneous. He crumpled to the floor, his eyes still fixed on his beloved wife. 
 
   After pulling his dagger free, Markus wiped the blade clean on the man's shirt. “Let’s get the hell out of here,” he hissed.
 
   Petris looked at the stairs. “Not yet. Thrace said everyone has to die.”
 
   “Who else is there?”
 
   “Momma? Papa?” The tiny voice of a young child called down from the darkness. 
 
   “You can't be serious,” Markus hissed, revulsion all over his face. 
 
   “We have to,” Petris insisted. “If we don’t, Thrace will have us both killed.”
 
   “Then you do it.”
 
   Petris faltered. “I…I can’t. That’s why I brought you along. I told them you could do this. Please. They'll torture us to death if you don’t. I’ll make it up to you, I swear I will.”
 
   Time slowed as Markus watched his younger image force himself up the stairs. Suddenly, he felt sick. “I can’t watch this,” he murmured.
 
   “You’ve already seen it,” Specter replied, grinning fiendishly. “This is the day I was born. This is the day you became strong.”
 
   Though Markus squeezed his eyes tightly shut, the awful images refused to be dismissed. Every last damning detail was still horribly clear in his mind: the terror filled expression of the sobbing boy begging to be spared; his tiny hands thrown up uselessly in front of his face to defend himself when he realized that his begging was to no avail; and finally, the quiet little scream he made just as the steel ended his innocent life. 
 
   Just like his little victim had sobbed then, tears now streamed down Markus’ face. “No! Please. I can’t see this anymore.”
 
   But the vision was relentless. It replayed those most terrible of moments again and again until, driven almost insane by the incessant torture, he collapsed to his knees and began clawing at his face and eyes.
 
   “You can’t escape this, Markus,” Specter laughed. “This is who you are.”
 
   A jolting sensation caused Markus to look up. The house was gone. He was now kneeling in an open field of grass and surrounded by dozens of men, women, and children. They all stared at him with accusing eyes. These were his victims. Each and every one of them. The little boy from the house was at the forefront.
 
   “See for yourself what you have done,” Specter continued. “What did any of these do that was so bad to deserve death?”
 
   Markus tried to tear his eyes away from the mass of hostile faces, but was unable to avert his gaze. “I had no choice,” he pleaded. “I only did what was needed to survive.”
 
   “You can lie to anyone, Markus. Anyone but me.”
 
   A pair of strong hands gripped his shoulders from behind. “Don’t you want this pain to end? Don’t you want to forget?”
 
   “Yes, I do,” he admitted in a whisper.
 
   “Then end it.”
 
   A long, silver handled dagger appeared at his knees. Markus could feel Specter’s breath on his neck as his grip tightened.
 
   “End it now. You are not strong enough. You never were. But I am. That’s why I was born…why you made me. To do what you could not. And to live with the guilt that now drives you to madness.”
 
   With trembling fingers, Markus reached down and picked up the blade. 
 
   “That’s it,” Specter continued. “There is no more need to torture yourself. Let me carry this burden.” He released his hold and moved around to kneel in front of Markus. “It will be all right. Let it finally be over.”
 
   With a still shaking hand, Markus raised the dagger and placed the tip over his heart. He met Specter’s eyes. Pure strength and conviction stared back at him. The death of these innocents had no more effect on his other half than a gentle breeze did against a rocky mountainside. 
 
   “Yes,” agreed Markus. “Let it be over.” 
 
   He looked to the dozens of dead who were still surrounding him. “I give to you the only justice I can,” he shouted in a clear powerful voice. The tears had ceased, his hand was now steady, and his face was expressionless.
 
   “Goodbye, Specter.” 
 
   In a single fluid motion, Markus reversed the dagger, thrusting it hard and deep directly into Specter’s heart. 
 
   For an instant there was a look of utter astonishment on his dark half's heavily scarred face. Specter's arms then jerked out to clutch at Markus’s shoulders, though it was nothing more than a fleeting contact. With blood already trickling from the corner of his mouth, Specter's hands slipped to the ground. As his life ebbed away, so the vision around Markus began to fade. After only a few seconds he found himself back beneath the arch, still crouching on his hands and knees. 
 
   “Are you all right?”
 
   It took a moment for Markus to realize who was speaking. After pushing himself up, he looked behind him. Estella was standing there, her hands clasped tightly at her waist and a concerned expression on her face.
 
   “Yes,” he replied. “In fact, I’m better than I have been in many years.”
 
   Specter was dead. And though he knew he could never undo the evil things he had done, the darkness that had dominated his spirit for so long was finally laid to rest. The voice in his head would be silent as well. In the future, all the strength he needed to do what must be done would come from himself alone. 
 
   “Are you whole again?” she asked.
 
   Markus smiled. “In a way. Though I would prefer to say mended.” 
 
   “Then I welcome you to the Urazi. And I recognize you as my equal.”
 
   He bowed respectfully. “Thank you, Estella. But I think I have quite a lot to learn before I become your equal.”
 
   “Then let us not waste any time,” she told him. “The world is at war and we have much to do.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   King Halvar went over the battle plan in his head yet again. This was at least the fifth time he had done so in the past hour, and by now he was becoming more than a touch irritated with himself for his constant anxiety. There was no logical reason for it. Much of the tension niggling away at him had already been lessened earlier that morning when he'd received word from King Ganix in Elyfoss. King Yularian's personal messenger had arrived there to assure them that all was prepared for Ralmaria's part in the battle. This news came as a big relief.
 
                 Also on the bright side, the new human fighters joining them had come in far more useful than he'd at first anticipated. Their knowledge of the terrain and lesser known trails exceeded even that of the elves, which made perfect sense when he thought about it. After all, this was their home ground. Their numbers had now been dispersed throughout the ranks where extra swords were needed – primarily on the left and right flanks. They had proved a bit difficult to manage at first, being that none of them had any experience fighting within an organized army. Not that the elves and dwarves were much better. Any experience they could lay claim to was strictly limited to recent events.
 
   Nonetheless, the army stretched out before him was impressive. At least seventy-five thousand strong and all eager to fight. It was little wonder that they had spent the past four weeks chasing the Imperial forces to the edge of the Traxis border. But Halvar was not about to be taken in by another ruse. He made every move with the assumption that the enemy was simply waiting for an advantage before turning to fight. 
 
   They would certainly be well stocked with dwarf weapons. What's more, their ranks had now swelled in number to match his own forces. Their unwillingness to engage was no more than a tactic, he was sure of it. And even if he turned out to be wrong this time, after the last blunder with the dragon, it was still wise to be suspicious of everything they did. 
 
   Keira appeared from between a row of wagons following the main bulk of the fighters. It still bothered her that she would not be allowed in the thick of the fight, but at least she no longer complained incessantly about it. The spring in her step and the light in her eyes told him that something was afoot.
 
   “One of my scouts has returned,” she told him. “They are turning to fight.”
 
   Halvar’s heart skipped a beat. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Absolutely. They have chosen high ground twenty miles north of here. Their archers will have tree cover on their right flank, and the rest of the field is an uphill climb.”
 
   “Have you spoken to any of the commanders?”
 
   “Not yet. But I know what they’ll say.”
 
   So did Halvar. “I have no intention of nipping at their edges,” he said. “If we can end this battle now, we should.”
 
   “I agree. Besides, most of them are unaware of Martok’s plan.”
 
   Halvar could see that there was something else on her mind. “You have more for me?”
 
   Keira shrugged. “It's just something one of the humans said a few days ago that's been bothering me. He said he was glad that we didn’t have to fight Shinzan’s real army. I asked him what he meant, and he told me he'd heard that Shinzan had an extra force of up to a million soldiers that could sweep across the land and lay waste to everything in their path. I took it as nothing more than rumor and nonsense. Everything we’ve learned says that his entire army numbers no more than two-hundred thousand swords. And close to half of those are about to engage us. The rest are likely scattered throughout Lumnia in smaller groups or holed up in garrisons.”
 
   “If there is such an army, we’ve seen no evidence of it,” remarked Halvar. “Were it to exist, I'm certain your people would be aware of it.”
 
   “That’s what makes me think it is simply a rumor spread to strike fear into the hearts of the people. Shinzan might be powerful, but I do not see how even he could hide a million soldiers without our notice.”
 
   Halvar scratched his beard. “Even so, we should double our scouts and tell them to look for signs of any troops massing in unlikely places.”
 
   “Despite my doubts, I took the precaution of doing that soon after I heard the human speak of it,” Keira replied. “For now though, I think we should concentrate on the task at hand. If Shinzan really does have a million extra men, for certain they’re nowhere near us now.”
 
   Halvar grunted. “Yes, I agree.” He turned to one of his personal guard. “Gather the commanders. And ready the army to march.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   General Hronso ran his hands over the long, circular length of the dwarf weapon. Even as a Rakasa, he could still feel the energy it radiated. But instead of the warmth it would have brought to his flesh as an elf, it was cold to the point of being painful. 
 
   “Simply magnificent,” remarked the commander standing at his back. “Have you ever seen it in use?”
 
   Hronso liked Commander Lukus. In fact, he was one of the few humans whose company he could actually abide. “Once, many years ago,” he replied. “Before you were born.” He withdrew his hand and closed it tightly. Even the pain was welcome. A reminder of a previous life. “Is everything in place?”
 
   “Yes, sir. But Lieutenant Highwater is dead.”
 
   Hronso looked over his shoulder. “Really! How?”
 
   “I was forced to relieve him of his command, General.”
 
   “You do know he was the cousin of General Pryn.”
 
   “He may well be, but he was also an incompetent fool,” replied Lukus. “He claimed that he was unable to follow my orders. He even went so far as to tell me he was willing to bet his life on the fact that they could not be accomplished. I took him up on his wager, and, needless to say, I won. The matter is now concluded and the wager settled.”
 
   This was what Hronso liked about the man. Fearless and efficient. That the lieutenant had powerful relatives had never entered into the equation for Lukus. Incompetence was inexcusable to him and would be weeded out come what may. Hronso had recently considered giving him a field promotion, but eventually rejected the idea. Lukus was a man who saw things very much in black and white. As skilled as he was, the nuances of the overall picture often eluded him.
 
   “Then ready the weapon to be moved,” Hronso ordered. “They will know where we are soon, even if they don’t know already.”
 
   “And what of the rumors concerning a plot against us?”
 
   “Let them plot and scheme; it will do them no good. Whatever devilry Martok has devised will only delay the inevitable.”
 
   In spite of this casual dismissal, the general knew that something significant was sure to happen. Martok’s strategies were legendary. Had he not been betrayed, he would have undoubtedly conquered all of Lumnia. But he was from another age, and Shinzan was far more ruthless than anyone Hronso had ever encountered during his lifetime. The Emperor would sacrifice an entire army without a single thought. Life meant nothing to him. No one could be adequately prepared to face such a foe. Not even Martok the Great.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “They are in sight, Your Highness. Everything is just as the scouts reported.” After breathlessly delivering his message, the young man bowed and hurried away.
 
   Halvar didn’t really need to be told this news. He could see for himself the enemy banners flapping in a strong wind atop the rise. There were only a few more hours of daylight remaining, but it had already been decided that they would not wait until the morning to attack. Though the enemy held a strong position, the elves would be able to use the fading light to great advantage if they were able to make headway early enough. That alone was a good enough reason to press ahead. 
 
   Together with Keira, he waited impatiently for an emissary to appear from the Imperial lines with the usual arrogant demand for their surrender. But after a half an hour it was obvious that none would be coming. 
 
   “I guess they know we’re here to fight,” said Halvar.
 
   “Then let us not disappoint them,” replied Keira. She nodded to an elf on her left holding a silver trumpet. He immediately blew three short blasts. The signal to attack.
 
   The vast army charged forward, the roar of their battle cries thundering loud. In response only moments later, a sizeable section of the enemy began a steady descent down the hill with a solid wall of steel tipped pikes leading the way.
 
   Frowning with surprise, Halvar turned to Keira. “What are they doing? Why would they concede the high ground so readily?”
 
   “I have no idea,” she admitted. “It must surely be to our advantage. Unless there is a devilishly cunning trap that neither of us are able to see. That, or they have discovered...” 
 
   She let the final sentence hang.
 
   “If that were the case, I cannot imagine that their commanders would be lingering where they are,” Halvar responded. Nonetheless, his eyes constantly scanned the terrain for any sign of trickery.
 
   The moment the Imperial vanguard was in range, the dwarves let loose their weapons. While cursing the Emperor's name, they unleashed flash after flash of vivid light and fire, sending them directly into the heart of the advancing soldiers. In a simultaneous strike, the elves showered them with arrows. Hundreds fell in only a few seconds. Further compounding Halvar’s surprise, the Imperials made no attempt to return fire with their own dwarf weapons. This was illogical, he thought. Surely they must possess them, 
 
   When the two armies were barely a hundred yards apart, Keira gave another nod to the herald alongside. Three more blasts rang out, bringing the entire dwarf and elf advance to a sudden halt. Clearly baffled and unsettled by this, the enemy slowed their own approach. 
 
   “This is it,” muttered Halvar, eager anticipation mixing with an equal amount of apprehension in his voice. From his belt he produced a small, rectangular box with one button set in the center. He pressed this twice.
 
   Scarcely had the second press been made when a massive explosion erupted amongst the enemy rear atop the rise. Then another, and another. The Imperial vanguard turned and gazed back in shock at the fires now devouring their comrades. 
 
   “It’s working,” cried Keira, a broad smile all over her face. “I can’t believe it. Martok’s plan is working.”
 
   “Yes. King Yularian has done well.”
 
   He had indeed. For the next fifteen minutes, dozens more of the dwarf explosive rods that had been secretly placed amongst the Imperial army encampment by agents of King Yularian continued to erupt, turning both men and equipment into nothing more than a chaotic melee of ruined flesh and twisted metal. King Halvar and Keira watched throughout with sheer joy. 
 
   “If only this ploy would work every time,” said Keira.
 
   Cheers of victory burst forth from their ranks, mingling incongruously with cries of sheer terror from the enemy. The entire Imperial front was in a state of mass confusion. They could not move forward, yet were afraid to retreat in the direction of the explosions. 
 
   The call of a horn from the north then told the two monarchs that their plan had been fully realized. The already panicked enemy was sent further into distress as a line of three hundred horsemen appeared from the west, the banner of Ralmaria flying high while charging directly at the Imperial rear. Behind them, moving at a rapid run, came thousands of King Yularian's foot soldiers.
 
   With vast clouds of smoke rising from the devastation, it was clear that the enemy commanders no longer had any control over their soldiers. Keira ordered the herald to sound a full charge. 
 
   An elf captain hurried toward the two monarchs and bowed low. “I have been sent to ask if we will accept surrender.”
 
   Halvar looked to Keira and then nodded. “If possible, yes.”
 
   “Do you think the Ralmarians will be so kind?” Keira asked him.
 
   He shrugged. “That is not my concern at the moment. But I hope so.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   King Yularian had not felt blood lust in many years. But now the rage he was experiencing while spurring his steed into an even more furious gallop was bordering on insanity. It would take a river of blood to quench the thirst of his steel. Not that his motivation had much to do with how the Emperor was destroying his subjects' lives. Though a king’s heart should not be selfish, as the Imperial banners flapped mockingly ahead, Yularian knew full well that his lust for vengeance was about as personal as it was possible.
 
   Shinzan had taken his daughter, his wife, and through deceit and corruption, his brother as well. Those who would not stand against him were fully deserving of death. He glanced over to his right. The army of King Halvar and Queen Keira were slowing their charge. The front lines of the Empire were surrendering. He sneered. Let them. The dwarves and elves may show them mercy. He would not. 
 
   The explosive devices laid by his covert operatives had killed a vast number of foes, but there were still thousands more left alive. He could hear the cries from his personal guard begging him to slow his mount so that they could ride ahead of him. But this was not a time for kingly restraint. This was a time for savage reprisal.
 
   The ever more desperate shouts from Imperial commanders to regroup were falling on deaf ears as the surviving soldiers tried to make some sense out of the havoc descending upon them. Yularian bared his teeth. If all had gone well, the garrisons in both Ralmaria and Al Theona were at this very moment suffering similar chaos. 
 
   For an instant, his snarl turned into something resembling a smile. Martok the Great, the elves called him. Indeed, he was exactly that. In one fell swoop they had denied Shinzan more than half of Lumnia. 
 
   While raising his sword, he saw the eyes of his first kill filled with dread. The sheer force of his strike shattered the enemy’s breastplate, opening a gaping wound and causing near instant death. A moment later the battle cries of his own men reached his ears; steel clashing on steel like the ringing of a thousand anvils. Four more men perished at his hand before he was forced to slow his charge. 
 
   The enemy was surprisingly unskilled and barely able to defend themselves against even off-balanced attacks. Some of them had scrambled together to form loose battle lines, though it was to no avail. His cavalry smashed through them as if they were made of glass. 
 
   Much to his irritation, his personal guard finally managed to form a protective circle around him just as the infantry joined the battle, so separating him from the fray. And though he tried repeatedly to outmaneuver them, they were far more skilled riders than himself and easily kept him within their ring. 
 
   A few Imperial stragglers passed near, but the guards cut them down before Yularian could lay a blade on them.
 
   “Damn it!” he roared. “Let me fight.”
 
   In spite of the fact that he was their king, they ignored his anger. A young man Yularian recognized as Irivan rode up and gave a quick salute. “I’m sorry, Your Highness. Do not blame your guard for this. It was my decision. Punish me after the battle is over if you wish. But you have risked yourself enough for one day.”
 
   Yularian grumbled and glowered while considering these words. Irivan was his most trusted captain, and surprisingly level headed for one so young. He was among the very first he had sought to enlist in the fight against Shinzan, and the young man had not hesitated for an instant. He would serve his king against any foe. Even the fearsome Emperor.
 
   “Remain here, Your Highness,” he continued. His eyes stated that this was not a request from a junior officer, but a command from a man determined to ensure the safety of his monarch. “The day will soon be ours. This pathetic lot has no heart for battle at all.”
 
   Yularian locked eyes with the captain for a brief moment before relenting. He let out a sigh. “Very well. I suppose my blade’s thirst will have to remain unquenched for now. But next time, remind me to send you to the supply lines before the battle.”
 
   Irivan smiled broadly. “Not a chance, Your Highness.”
 
   Forgetting his irritation, Yularian returned the smile. Such men were an honor to lead. And a gift to have near.
 
   His infantry was now steadily battering down the remaining meager resistance, while the cavalry had already cut off any possibility of retreat. He shook his head. How could Shinzan possibly hope to defeat their combined forces with such weak soldiers? 
 
   From his vantage point he could see that the elves and dwarves, along with a few human allies, were allowing the vanguard of the enemy to surrender.  There were at least eight thousand men laying down their weapons; what would they do with so many? It would be impossible to imprison them all. They could only kill them or let them go. And after having spoken to Queen Berathis of Al Theona, he did not foresee much mercy in their future. As they were still within her lands, it would be her decision. Unless, of course, the elves or the dwarves contested her authority. But that problem, if it arose, would have to be dealt with later. 
 
   After a time, he retreated to the edge of the tree line to watch the day unfold. It was a slaughter. In less than three hours of battle, the Imperial army was all but lost. The ground was literally smothered with their dead and soaked deep in blood. And though he had not actually given an order to leave none alive, it was clear that his men would not be satisfied until every last one of Shinzan’s soldiers no longer drew breath. The failing daylight seemed to be no deterrent to this work. Their fury had consumed them. A fury that had been building for their entire lives. 
 
   As the stars began to appear, the sounds of the wounded overcame the clattering of steel. He could no longer see the carnage in the dim light of the quarter moon, but he knew it would continue for some time yet. 
 
   A messenger arrived a short time later with a request for him to join the dwarf and elf leaders. Yularian could see that this made his guards uneasy. In truth, he was nervous about the meeting as well. Though he had met Queen Keira previously, King Halvar was another matter. Dwarves were not exactly renowned for their friendliness, and many considered their hatred of humans to rival even that of the elves. But times were changing fast. And where he had been plagued by fear and doubt at the onset of this campaign, he was now actually daring to hope for victory. 
 
   Choosing two of his best men to accompany him, he rode behind the messenger toward the massive combined force that had become his new allies. The enemy prisoners were now disarmed and sitting at the bottom of the rise inside a large circle of dwarves, all of whom were holding their strange rod weapons. Fires lit the camp with a welcoming glow, and numerous songs of victory rang out into the night.
 
   His own men had been ordered to gather near the forest once the enemy was defeated. He wondered what it would be like when the two armies eventually met. A great number of his men hated elves and dwarves only slightly less than they did the Emperor. It had not been easy to overcome their objections. Many pleaded with him to forget such an alliance. If war with the Empire was inevitable, they stated, then so be it. But surely it would be better to gather support from other humans. Most knew that Al Theona would rally to their banner. Queen Berathis had lost her entire family to the wrath of Shinzan in one of his legendary fits of anger. And even if the other rulers would not actively join their ranks, they would surely not oppose them by fighting against their own kind.
 
   No matter how powerfully put, Yularian knew these arguments to be without merit. Though he too had been confidant that Queen Berathis would join them, he knew for certain that the others would not. Traxis and Kytain bordered the wasteland that separated the Emperor’s desert from the rest of Lumnia. Though Shinzan had been hard on them over the years, the nobles there had grown rich through trade, and had supplied his army with vast quantities of both provisions and men. As for Malacar, that was all but useless. The king was old and without an heir. Most of the nobles there were far too busy trying to gain Shinzan’s favor so that they could lay claim to the throne to even think of rebellion.
 
   Only Ralmaria and Al Theona had the two dwarf nations within their borders. This meant having access to weapons of a fearsome nature. What's more, their ports furthered their advantage. The Empire had long used them as a base for the majority of their ships. Now they would be forced to use smaller, lesser equipped ports far to the south.
 
   Of course, none of this would matter in the slightest if Shinzan himself ventured forth. But for the time being, he could not. At least, that was what Lord Dragonvein had assured him. This had been the tipping point for Queen Berathis – the one thing that ensured her support. He recalled the doubt and suspicion written plainly on her face when he had spoken to her. She had nearly thrown him out, fearful that his visit was a ploy to trick her into admitting to treason. Even when she did finally accept that Yularian was being truthful, it still took almost a week for her to agree.
 
   While passing through the heart of the dwarf and elf army, he'd fully expected to be eyed with trepidation and malice. To his astonishment, he was given only cursory glances and even a few brief nods of greeting. Times were changing. He had never before seen a dwarf up close and found them to be odd in an almost comical way – not a thought he would be sharing with their king, to be sure. However, the strangest thing of all was the way he saw these supposedly bad tempered people laughing and singing alongside the elves, and even a few humans for that matter. This had him shaking his head in wonder.
 
   He was led through the ranks to a large pavilion where six dwarves were still busy hammering in the final few tent stakes. The light from several lanterns revealed Keira standing beside a stout dwarf with a dark beard and grim countenance. His resplendent armor and proud bearing told Yularian immediately that this must be King Halvar. 
 
   After dismounting, flanked on either side by his guards, Yularian approached the two monarchs. “It is good to see you again, Keira,” he said, bowing formally. 
 
   She did not look especially pleased to be renewing their acquaintance, though she did return the bow. “I am glad you are unhurt from the battle,” she said. “This is King Halvar.”
 
   His eyes shifted to the dwarf. “I am King Yularian. It is a great pleasure to meet you, Your Highness.”
 
   Halvar looked equally unhappy. Dispensing with formalities, he said brusquely: “Let us sit and talk.”
 
   Chairs had already been placed beneath the pavilion, along with a small table and a bottle of what Yularian considered was probably whiskey. While taking a seat, he gestured for his guards to remain near the horses, though he could see that being so far from his side was making them nervous.
 
   “It would seem you intend taking no prisoners,” Halvar began unceremoniously. “In fact, your men are still engaged as we speak.”
 
   Yularian leveled his gaze. “I was not aware I was required to consult with anyone on this matter. But I am happy to discuss it now.”
 
   Halvar did not flinch. “You should have. You are not alone in this fight. And you are not the only one who feels hatred for the Empire. We desire victory. But not at the cost of our souls.”
 
   “So you accuse me of what? Being ruthless toward an enemy who would have done exactly the same to me?”
 
   “No,” Keira interjected, her tone considerably softer than Halvar’s. “But we are your allies. And we have a right to know of your intentions.”
 
   Yularian regarded the two for a moment, then nodded. “You are right, of course. We are indeed allies. And perhaps I should have sent word of my intentions. But it would have not changed the outcome. We are sending a message to Shinzan. And that message must be clear.”
 
   “We are also sending a message to those who live on after Shinzan has fallen,” Halvar responded. “Not to mention that if word spreads throughout the Imperial ranks that we take no prisoners, we will be facing a foe without options. If faced with only death, then they will have no choice but to fight on until their final breath. That will cost lives on our side too.”
 
   “I will not be spoken to as if I am a child, dwarf,” Yularian snapped. “You do as you see fit with your people. I will deal with my own.”
 
   “I think we should all calm down,” Keira jumped in quickly. 
 
   She reached over to touch Halvar’s hand. “Remember how you felt during that first battle. Your heart was exactly where King Yularian's is at this very moment.” 
 
   She switched her attention over to the human king. “And you must cease thinking of our peoples as being separate. Though our history is impossible to ignore, we must focus on the future. And should we as leaders appear at odds with each other, victory will be impossible. Shinzan’s army may only be united by fear and greed, but they are united. And they will crush us in the end if we cannot find it in ourselves to be united as well.”
 
   The two men stared daggers at one another for what seemed like a dangerously long time. It was Halvar who finally relented.
 
   “You are right of course,” he told her. “I was indeed just as vengeful and filled with fury at the beginning. Forgive my lack of understanding, Your Highness. Please allow that the reasoned voice of a wise elf queen has lifted the veil of rage from my eyes.”
 
   Yularian did not reply. Instead, he stood and strode over to his guards, one of whom immediately hurried away. When he returned his face was set firm.
 
   “I have sent word that we will accept surrender should the enemy apply,” he told them.
 
   Halvar nodded. “Thank you, Your Highness. I think in the end that you will be better able to live with your decision.” 
 
   Yularian sniffed. “It saves them only for the time being. We are within the borders of Queen Berathis’ rule. Ultimately, she will decide their fate.”
 
   Keira raised an eyebrow. “So the Queen has decided to join our cause? None of the messages you sent mentioned this.”
 
   “I feared they might be intercepted,” he explained. Though his voice was somewhat calmer, his posture remained rigid. “Her soldiers had already been sent to secure the ports and garrisons. With that achieved, we will have successfully cut the Empire in half.”
 
   “What do you make of their chances?” asked Halvar.
 
   “I cannot see how they could have failed,” he replied. “Martok’s plan was precise and cunning. The explosive dwarf rods you smuggled to us were placed around the walls of every garrison in both Al Theona and Ralmaria. Once they were detonated, the Imperial soldiers would have been incapable of resisting for very long. And by now, every Imperial ship in all the major ports will have been either taken or destroyed.”
 
   Halvar was smiling broadly by the time Yularian had finished with his assessment. “I will send scouts immediately to ascertain the outcome for certain.”
 
   “There is no need for that,” Yularian told him. “I have couriers awaiting word as we speak. They will deliver news the moment they receive any.”
 
   “Then we should consider moving our forces to the border. We can strike before the enemy has time to regroup.”
 
   Yularian nodded. “I agree. Shinzan will not let this humiliation stand. He will send out every soldier he has to crush us.”
 
   “That might not be necessary,” Keira interjected. “If the Al Theonan queen has indeed secured all the ports and garrisons, it will take time for him to muster enough swords to fight us.”
 
   “All the more reason to strike now,” said Halvar.
 
   “But we are not prepared for such a long campaign. Our supplies are already stretched thin. If we press our advantage prematurely we might find ourselves forced to sack cities and raid farms just to keep our soldiers alive.”
 
   “What do you suggest?” asked Yularian. “That we sit here and do nothing?”
 
   “No, of course not. We should busy ourselves strengthening our supply lines and gathering the remainder of our forces.” 
 
   “Nonsense. You should never allow your enemy to recover. If you are given the opportunity, you crush him as quickly as you can.”
 
   “I have to agree,” said Halvar. “Shinzan is vulnerable. We can’t wait.”
 
   Keira looked at both monarchs then nodded. “If I am alone in my opinion, then I shall accept your judgement. However, before I do, I would ask you both to consider one more time very carefully before rushing into what may well be a defining battle without all of the necessary supplies and men we will need. Remember, we do not know for certain yet how many swords Shinzan still has at his disposal.”
 
   After a moment’s thought, Yularian’s emotions cooled enough to see what sense she had been making. Flushed with the success of an easy victory, his passion was enflaming his desire to move forward. He eyed Keira carefully. She reminded him of his wife in a small way. Her careful considered approach had always been a stark contrast to his brash and bold nature. And usually she was the one who was proven the wiser. And now the elf queen's calm logic was restoring much of his more practical side his wife had so very hard attempted to instill in him. A glance in Halvar's direction told him that the dwarf was also having the same thoughts.
 
   “Perhaps there is time,” Yularian admitted. “I came with as many men as I could manage with speed, but the rest of my soldiers won’t arrive here for another week. I'm expecting Queen Berathis to be sending reinforcements as well, so a period of consolidation does make good sense.”
 
   Halvar looked knowingly at Keira. “And there is also the small matter of what the human soldier told you, remember?”
 
   “What was that?” Yularian asked. 
 
   “An unfounded rumor, nothing more,” Halvar assured him. “All the same, we should use any time we delay as wisely as possible.”
 
   “What do you suggest?”
 
   “I suggest that you bring your soldiers here once their fighting is over,” he replied. “They should get to know the people they will be going into battle alongside.”
 
   Yularian leaned back with a reluctant expression. “I had intended to have my people camp separately in order to avoid tensions. Most have no love for dwarves. And as far as elves are concerned…well…”
 
   “The blood feud between dwarf and elf runs even deeper,” Keira told him. “And yet we march as one. Surely if we can tolerate one another, your people can do the same.”
 
   “I’m not ignorant to the fact that we cannot win if we are divided. But it will be far from easy to convince them that such an arrangement would be for their own good.”
 
   Keira began laughing. “My dear king. Nothing about any of this has been easy. And it will continue to get harder still. Even in victory we will face challenges.”
 
   Yularian steepled his hands beneath his chin, listening to the sounds within the camp. The songs of triumph continued to carry merrily on the air as the laughter of both elf and dwarf banished all trace of the dire circumstances that had brought them together. From what he could tell, they were actually at ease in each other's company. It was something he never would have believed possible.
 
   He drew a breath before speaking. “My mother died when I was still a fairly young child, and my father took a new wife, some would say with indecent haste, very soon after. This woman -  Lady Millian - brought with her many people from her former home to live among us. Needless to say, they were not welcome. My mother was well-loved by the people, and this newcomer was seen as an intruder. I have to admit that my brother and I did not like her either, and we made a point of letting her know this at every opportunity.”
 
   “How did your mother die?” asked Keira.
 
   “A fever,” he replied solemnly. “It happened very suddenly and we all took it quite hard. My father remarried less than a year later. I think that’s what bothered us most of all. The marriage was sheer political theatre, though in truth, Lady Millian was a sweet and gentle woman. But we didn’t care about that, and neither did the servants and staff. Eventually my father grew tired of the constant tensions within the house. He ordered that each staff member spend a limited time living with the new arrivals as if they too were guests. He also sent my brother and me on a long trip alone with Lady Millian.”
 
   “Did it work?” asked Keira.
 
   Yularian nodded. “For the most part. The house staff and newcomers eventually grew to like one another. As for Rumbol and myself, we learned to get along with Lady Millian well enough. It transpired that she had suffered grave misgiving about the marriage as well. The idea of being a replacement wife was not exactly the most appealing of prospects for her, especially when there were children involved as well.”
 
   “So what are you suggesting?” asked Halvar.
 
   “I suggest that you place a portion of your army under the command of my generals. In return, I will do the same with mine.”
 
   Halvar furled his brow. “I’m not sure that is such a good idea.”
 
   “I think it may be an excellent move,” said Keira. 
 
   “Fights may erupt,” Halvar argued. “The last thing we need is disharmony within our own ranks.”
 
   “My men will obey their king,” Yularian assured him. “If there is violence, it will not be started us.”
 
   “Then it is settled,” Keira said quickly, before Halvar could offer any further objections. 
 
   He shot her a sharp look, then blew out an exasperated breath. “Very well. I am prepared to give it a short trial. I won't agree to anything more than that for now.”
 
   Smiling, Keira gave the dwarf king's hand a squeeze. “Don’t worry, Your Highness. They will eat together, but not necessarily from the same pot.” She could see the confusion on Yularian’s face. “Dwarves don’t eat meat,” she explained.
 
   He coughed a laugh. “How the hell do you live without meat?”
 
   Halvar's mouth twisted. “Very happily, thank you.”
 
   For the rest of the evening they discussed possible strategies. Keira made a point of listening carefully to King Yularian when he spoke of the other nobles and monarchs, trying not to show her distaste for their apparent greed and selfishness. This was not, she reminded herself, indicative of all humans. Only those corrupted by Shinzan’s evil.  
 
   Word arrived that all the fighting had now ceased, and in total there were more than twenty-thousand prisoners. This included one high ranking general, who Keira ordered to be brought to a tent on the edge of the camp to await questioning. 
 
   “He looks deeply afraid,” the elf messenger told her. “Not at all what I would expect from a leader of an army.”
 
   “Perhaps I should question him?” suggested Yularian. “He might be more willing to talk to another human.”
 
   Seeing the sense in this, the other two quickly agreed. Once word was received that the general was secure, they made their way to the tent. As they stood just outside, Keira noticed that Yularian’s hands were shaking – not from fear, but from barely contained rage. 
 
   “Don’t worry,” he said, forcing a smile. “I won’t kill him.” He entered the tent alone.
 
   Inside stood two elf guards. Sitting between them, tied to the center post, sat a man with thin features and a slight build. His dented armor was heavily spattered with blood and dirt from the battle, all but obscuring the crimson raven displayed on the breastplate. The silver bands around his right shoulder told of his rank, though these were equally hard to distinguish. He looked up at Yularian with terror filled eyes. Yes, the king considered. This was indeed most unusual behavior for a man leading an army into battle.
 
   “Leave us,” he ordered.
 
   To Yularian's surprise, the elves did not hesitate to obey his command. Nor did they appear uneasy about his presence.
 
   He regarded the general for a full minute. Had one of his own commanders shown such blatant cowardice, he would have been deeply ashamed. “I am King Yularian of Ralmaria,” he eventually said. “To whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?”
 
   The man looked confused. “I…my name is General Marsis Trent. How is it that the king of Ralmaria is here among our enemies? Were you captured too?”
 
   Yularian knelt to eye level. “I no longer serve Shinzan. Did you not see our banners flying as we charged?”
 
   “This cannot be. You’re lying. You’re not King Yularian. You’re trying to trick me.” As he spoke, his voice became increasingly shrill and panicked.
 
   “I assure you that this is not a trick. I am who I claim to be. And even if I were lying, what would it matter? You are here and there is no hope for escape.”
 
   “If you are who you say, then you will know of my brother,” he whispered, eyes darting to the tent entrance. 
 
   The king thought for a moment. “I knew a Ralfio Trent. He was a friend to my brother.”
 
   The prisoner nodded his head feverishly. “Yes. A good friend. The very best of friends. If you are truly the king, please I beg of you, let me go.”
 
   Yularian sniffed. “To what end? So you can rejoin my enemies and fight me again another day?”
 
   “No. I just want to go home. I was never meant to lead an army.”
 
   “And yet here you are.”
 
   “It wasn’t my choice. The Emperor forced me to come here. I was in charge of a small garrison, that's all. I know nothing about leading an army.”
 
   There could be no doubting the truth of his words. Never did a soldier look less fit to be a leader of men. Uneasiness stirred within Yularian. Something was definitely not right about this. “Then why did Shinzan give you the responsibility?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t know. I was just told to report to the forces massing in Traxis and that I would be serving under General Hronso. When he departed with most of his best officers, I was left in command.”
 
   The name Hronso sent a chill up Yularian's spine. His sinister reputation was well known throughout Ralmaria. “And where did he go?”
 
   “I don’t know. I swear I don't. He left us over three weeks ago. Him and the silent ones.”
 
   Yularian cocked his head. “The silent ones? Who are they?”
 
   “No one knows. Some of them started arriving at my garrison in Kytain three months ago, and gradually more joined us as we marched. They never speak and are answerable only to General Hronso…and the Emperor himself.” He leaned in close. “If I tell you all that I know about them, you must promise to let me go.”
 
   With a grim smile on his face, Yularian reached out and placed a hand on the back of Trent's neck. “My dear friend. You have a choice. You will tell me everything you know or I will give you over to the elves. As I understand, they are experts in keeping their victims alive during an interrogation. Much better than we humans. And I can think of no one other than myself who hates servants of the Emperor more.”
 
   Tears welled in his prisoner's eyes. “Please. I was only doing what I was told. What choice did I have?”
 
   “I understand.” His tone was chillingly calm. “And now you can continue being obedient by obeying me. Tell me about the silent ones.”
 
   The threat of elf interrogation was more than sufficient. Trent nodded his compliance. “They look just like normal soldiers, but there's something uncanny about them...apart from not speaking to anyone, I mean. They seem to have no mind of their own and exist only to take orders. They have a strange effect on other people too. When they are near, those around them have far more courage. They even fight with greater skill. I noticed this very soon after the first of them arrived at my garrison. But the opposite is true as well. As soon as they left our ranks, our morale collapsed and we all but fell apart. Especially when we discovered they had taken all of our dwarf weapons with them.”
 
   “Is that why your army fled?”
 
   “No, not really. Though I certainly wouldn't have known what else to do anyway. As it was, General Hronso's final order was to keep withdrawing until we reached this section of high ground.  None of the other commanders left behind were any more experienced than me, and finding high ground did seem to make sense.”
 
   “So why did you concede that advantage by sending a vanguard down the hill to engage the dwarf and elf army? That was absolutely a stupid thing to do.”
 
   “It wasn't my decision.”
 
   “I thought you were in command.”
 
   If possible, Trent now looked even more pathetic than before. “I was...or at least, I was meant to be. But like I said, we'd all but fallen apart. Respect between our remaining commanders was almost non-existent. Without Hronso and the silent ones at our side, we knew we didn’t stand a chance. Some of the other officers had the idea that if we sacrificed a few men to you, then you would be more likely to accept our surrender. They issued the order to advance without my knowledge. By the time I realized what was going on, it was too late to stop it.”
 
   Yularian considered this for a short while. The absolute stupidity…no. It was more than that. Insanity. To sacrifice your men in the hope you will slake your enemy’s lust for blood. Yes. Insanity. And cowardice.
 
     “How many are there of these silent ones?” he then asked.
 
   “Only about ten thousand in all. But they are far stronger than any normal soldier, and fight completely without fear or remorse. The rumor is that they are demons created by the Emperor’s magic. No one knows for sure.” He clutched at the king’s sleeve. “That’s everything I know about them. I swear it is. Please. Let me go home to my family. I was never meant to fight in a war.”
 
   In spite of his anger, Yularian could not help but feel pity for the man. He did remember the brother he had mentioned quite well from his youth. Ralfio Trent had been a tall, gangling, quirky fellow with a good sense of humor. His father was a lesser noble from Kytain who had minor holdings in Ralmaria. They would see him in the fall for several weeks when they came to inspect their property, which was only a day’s ride from the king’s manor. And it was true that Ralfio and his own brother had gotten on particularly well.
 
   He regarded Trent and sighed. “I’m going to send in one of my captains to question you further. I cannot send you home, but if you are forthcoming, I do promise that you will not be harmed.”
 
   The man let out a great sigh of relief. Fresh tears formed, though these seemed to be of gratitude, not fear. “I will tell him whatever he wants to know. You have my word.”
 
   The king stood and exited the tent. Halvar and Keira were waiting immediately outside. Both looked extremely troubled.
 
   “You were listening?” Yularian asked. 
 
   “Indeed we were,” Keira replied. “I have never heard of anything like these silent ones he spoke of.”
 
   “Perhaps they are Rakasa,” suggested Halvar. 
 
   Yularian shook his head. “No. He would have known if that’s what they were. What I find most disturbing is the timing of their departure. They vanished soon after your army gave pursuit, leaving a vast Imperial force without a chance for victory. Where did they go and why?”
 
   “It’s possible they are planning a counter attack,” said Keira.
 
   “With only ten thousand swords?” scoffed Halvar. “Regardless of how fierce they are, they could not possibly be any threat to us.”
 
   “But we might not be the target,” Keira pointed out. 
 
   Halvar threw his arms wide. “Are you suggesting that this battle has been nothing more than a diversion. That a force of nearly one-hundred thousand Imperial soldiers has basically been sacrificed on a suicide mission. What prize could possibly be worth such this?”
 
   “There is one possibility,” Keira told him. 
 
   After a brief moment of silence, Halvar's stiffened. “Elyfoss!” 
 
   Without another word, he retrieved a sending rod from his pocket. Clutching it firmly, he closed his eyes for a full minute, then gave a loud grunt of frustration. 
 
   “I cannot reach King Ganix.”
 
   “Maybe he does not have his rod with him,” Keira offered. 
 
   “No. He would not set it aside for any reason. Something is preventing the contact.”
 
   The implication was obvious. But there was nothing they could do. King Ganix was on his own. And with naught but a scant force left behind to protect the dwarves' mountain home, ten thousand hardened and ferocious fighters such as the silent ones would pose a very serious danger indeed.
 
   “We should prepare to march right away,” said Yularian. 
 
   “However fast we are, we cannot possibly hope to get there in time,” Halvar growled, slamming a fist into the palm of his hand. 
 
   He spat a curse. Once again they had been outmaneuvered. And this time it could cost him his beloved home.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   King Ganix sat beside Lady Thora in contented silence while Maile and Asta played tag with a small group of elf children in the mostly empty hall. It was once a ballroom, but Ganix had decided that it would serve much better as a place where people could bring their children to play while they went about their daily routine. It was now getting late, so most of the young ones had already been collected and brought home. The elf children would make their own way out when they were ready to leave. Ganix had found that elves matured far more quickly than dwarves. Certainly they were given much more freedom and responsibility at an earlier age. He supposed that living outside in the wild was a key factor in this. Dwarves were exceedingly protective, and hated not being able to watch over their offspring at all times.  
 
   “I’m making a fine nanny, don’t you think?” Ganix joked.
 
   “Indeed you are,” agreed Thora. She leaned over to pat his knee. “A sign of a wise ruler.”
 
   Ganix laughed. “A sign of an old man, is more like it. But in truth, I don’t mind. I never had children of my own. I think I would have enjoyed it.”
 
   Thora cocked her head. “No children? You? And such a virile figure of a dwarf you are. How shameful.”
 
   For a moment he couldn’t tell if she was being serious or just having fun with him. Thora was often impossible to read. A smile then appeared on her face, followed by a quiet laugh. “Were you never married?”
 
   “Once. But she died shortly after we were wed.”
 
   “I’m sorry. But surely you could have found another?”
 
   Ganix shrugged. “Perhaps. After she passed, I dedicated myself to my studies. Then, once I became king, I suppose I simply lost track of time. Not much point in thinking about it now.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know. You still have much to offer. Never undervalue companionship. No one wishes to spend their life alone. After all, children are not the only reason for marriage.”
 
   Ganix gave her a sideways glance. “My Lady, if I didn’t know better, I would think you are suggesting that we -”
 
   “You are a wise dwarf,” Thora said, cutting him short. “But to think you always know better would be a mistake.”
 
   She placed her hand in his and continued in silence to watch the children play. Ganix was stunned for a moment, but then relaxed. Very quickly a smile formed.
 
   One by one, the elf children departed until only Maile and Asta remained. Their sad little faces were a testament to how close they had become with their new playmates. 
 
   “It’s their generation that holds the greatest hope for lasting peace,” Ganix remarked. “They are unburdened by the fears so engrained into their elders.”
 
   “You don’t seem to be particularly burdened by such things,” observed Thora. 
 
   “I am more than you know. It’s difficult for me to see elves about the city. The homes they have taken here are no longer dwarf dwellings in my mind. I know they are simply living in houses long empty, and I do my best not to allow my inner thoughts to show, but every time I enter an elf home I feel as if another small piece of what we once were has faded.”
 
   Before this conversation could progress any further, Maile and Asta ran up to embrace their grandmother. “Can we come back here tomorrow?” they both pleaded. 
 
   “That depends on if you get your chores done,” she replied.
 
   “Oh, we will,” said Maile, poking her sister in the ribs until she nodded her agreement. 
 
   “That's good. Now help an old lady up and let’s get ourselves home. We have a guest coming for dinner tonight.” As the two girls tugged at her arms, she looked over to Ganix who was busy easing his own cracking joints into an upright position. “The king is in need of some true dwarf hospitality.”
 
   Ganix held up his hands. “I couldn’t impose.”
 
   “Are you refusing my invitation?”
 
   Before he could reply, the girls were already jumping up and down with glee, insisting loudly that the king must come. They knew guests meant fresh bread and sweets for dessert. 
 
   “Very well. But only if you allow me to return your kindness tomorrow night.”
 
   Thora nodded and gave a sharp humph of satisfaction. “We will be expecting you then.”
 
   Ganix walked them through the manor to the main entrance. The halls were unsettlingly empty since the main force had marched off to fight Shinzan’s army. A scant fifteen thousand fighters, mostly dwarves, had been left behind. Aside from these, the population was mostly children and the elderly, along with those parents who refused to leave their children.
 
   The thousand or so elves now residing within Elyfoss had certainly made their presence felt, though not in any kind of way that one wouldn’t expect from a new group with different customs. But he had been truthful when he'd told Lady Thora he found it troubling. New songs echoed through old halls, and new art was on proud display in front of houses he could never have imagined being occupied by anyone other than a dwarf. But this was the way of change, he told himself. Things familiar are often lost.
 
   He watched until Lady Thora and the girls had reached the end of the colonnade before starting out for his chambers. It would be nice to have a traditional dwarf meal. Lately, the scent of cooking meat has been assaulting his nostrils entirely too often. Most of their provisions had been sent with the army, making meals these days a mixed bag of elf and dwarf cuisine. Though he had personally still avoided eating meat, just the mere odor of it in other people's food was enough to make his own meals taste foul. 
 
   These were the kind of things that would cause most of his inner battles against old hatreds. And he was not alone. His people had so far been surprisingly accepting of the elves, no doubt aided considerably by his outward example. All the same, he could hear the older folk quietly grumbling their dissatisfaction amongst themselves. He wondered if the elves were equally uncomfortable. Did they also fear seeing their culture being diluted until eventually it would become something that was totally unrecognizable to them?
 
   Ganix pushed these dark thoughts aside as he washed himself and dressed for dinner. Lady Thora’s mention of not spending a life alone had suddenly made his room seem rather empty and cold. They had only been parted for a few hours and already he was missing Maile and Asta's laughter, and even more so, Thora's soothing voice. She and he were of the same generation. She could understand his mind much better than the younger folk. 
 
   A few messengers arrived at his door while he was getting ready, but he had already decided that he was done with business for the day so quickly dismissed them. The thought of a fine meal and good company had taken over his priorities. Not to mention he knew for a fact that Lady Thora had in her possession a bottle of excellent Lugnar whiskey. She had hinted at sharing it with him on several occasions. Hopefully, this would be the night she would choose to do so.
 
   While walking through the streets, he instinctively gazed upon all the wonderful sights surrounding him. Beauty such as this had taken thousands of years to produce. It was something so precious that he had sworn on his life to protect it for the next generation. To be sure he missed his own city, and frequently wondered if he would ever return. But Elyfoss was unique. Nowhere else in all of Lumnia captured the essence of his people in quite the same way. 
 
   He spotted a young elf woman struggling with a large bundle while trying to open the front gate of her home. He moved quickly to help her with her burden.
 
   “Thank you,” she said. Then, realizing who he was, she bowed her head and added more formally: “Thank you, Your Highness.”
 
   “It is my pleasure,” he replied, hefting the heavy sack over his shoulder. “Are you alone here?”
 
   The woman opened the gate and hurried to her door. “I am. My daughter and husband are fighting with the army. I would have gone as well, but I have no skill with weapons.”
 
   Ganix followed her into a small kitchen, where he placed the sack in a near corner. “What did you do before all this trouble began?”
 
   “I was a weaver,” she replied. “As was my father before me.”
 
   Ganix had to admit that elf clothing was by far superior to anything the dwarves produced. “A far more useful skill than weapons, if you ask me,” he remarked.
 
   “I agree. But now I wish I had listened to my mother and learned to fight as well.”
 
   “I thought all elves were trained in that art, at least somewhat.”
 
   The woman laughed. “You know little of us, I see. It’s true that most of us learn to track and hunt, and given that we are despised and hunted by the humans, many learn to use weapons. But those such as me who lived beyond the marshland in Traxis where humans rarely ventured, often chose not to do so. I never traveled beyond the small area we called home, so no such training was needed. I was never as fast or as strong as others in my tribe anyway, so it is for the best. Had I gone off to war, I would have been more of a hindrance than a help.”
 
   “I understand the feeling. I am no warrior either. Just a simple lowly scholar.”
 
   “A scholar to be sure. But if half of what I’ve heard about you is true, you are anything but simple. Without your voice to join with that of Lotheri we would still be living in fear of our ultimate demise. You have brought two ancient enemies together. No simple man could have accomplished this.”
 
   “I thank you for your words, kind lady. But I did very little. It took the combined strength of both our peoples to accomplish this. I only helped to set it in motion.”
 
   She chuckled. “You are far too modest. But I am still grateful to you.”
 
   Ganix bowed. “It is my pleasure. Are you comfortable here?”
 
   The woman shrugged. “I am happy to have somewhere to sleep at night. At the same time, I miss the open air greatly. Forgive me if I offend you, but this is no place for elves. We are creatures of the wild. As spectacular as Elyfoss is to behold, I prefer my small house near the shore. I miss the taste of the salt on my tongue as it used to carry into my window on the morning breeze. And the sound of the gulls at sunset. I pray for a swift victory each night so that I may return there with my family.” Her face looked suddenly strained and her eyes glazed over with barely contained tears.
 
   “I will pray for their return as well.” Ganix told her.
 
   “Forgive me, Your Highness. I worry so about them. The dangers they face are more than I can bear at times.” She crossed over to a small wooden cupboard and removed a blanket. The cloth shimmered in the lamplight and its hue shifted from a deep blue to an emerald green as she folded it into a tight bundle. “I made this just before I left home. Please. I would be honored if you would accept it as a gift.”
 
   Ganix ran his hands over the cloth. It was astoundingly soft, yet felt as sturdy as the thickest wool. He had seen a few elf blankets, and all had been of extremely high quality. This, however, was a true masterpiece of craftsmanship beyond anything else he had held.
 
   “Now I can say with absolute certainty that you made the correct choice in not wasting your talents fiddling around with weapons,” he said. “This is a true kingly gift. I thank you.”
 
   This brightened her demeanor slightly. “You are most welcome. I am pleased that you appreciate my work.”
 
   “I do indeed.” It was getting late, and he now found himself searching for a way to excuse himself politely. But after receiving such a treasure, everything that came to mind sounded rather rude.
 
   The sudden blast from a trumpet made any such excuses unnecessary. Ganix hurried to the front door just as a second one sounded. His nerves tensed. Two meant a threat, and three... 
 
   The third blast rang out just as he opened the door. 
 
   The city was under attack.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   General Hronso raised his fist high, ready to give the signal. The intimidatingly large dwarf weapon a few feet ahead of him was aimed and ready. Its target, even though more than three miles away, would be no challenge to hit for the Rakasa preparing to fire. From this distance, the mountain where he had last fought the dwarves looked like nothing more than an anthill that needed to be crushed underfoot. The force left behind to defend Elyfoss had become aware of their presence, and he could see their tiny figures now scrambling desperately to form ranks directly across the mountain's entrance, and at two points further down.
 
   Not that it would do them no good. Nothing could prevent what was about to happen. Even though the main army sent to crush him would have realized by now that they had been deliberately drawn further and further away, it would be impossible for them to travel the great distance in time to do anything to help their comrades. 
 
   He wondered what bit of scheming had unfolded after he'd abandoned that cowardly fool Trent and his force to their fate. Martok had certainly planned something in the hope of dealing a crippling blow to the Emperor. No matter what it was, he could have never fathomed the end game. Only Hronso knew what Shinzan had in store for the people of Lumnia. Even the devastation he was now about to unleash on what was the pride and joy of the entire dwarf nation, paled in comparison. How ironic that it should be one of their very own weapons accomplishing this.
 
   He dropped his fist. The two Rakasa nodded and instantly unleashed the power of the weapon. A stream of green light burst forth from the end of its long tubular body, spanning the three miles in the blink of an eye and striking the mountain face directly above the entrance to the road leading inside.
 
   The entire body of elves and dwarves turned in utter shock. For a few seconds, all that happened was a few large chunks of rock falling from above the tunnel and rolling down the broad avenue leading up to the entrance. Then the beam brightened. Harsher and harsher it became until all who gazed upon it were forced to shield their eyes. Even from where Hronso was standing it appeared brighter than a hundred suns. 
 
   By now, the intense heat radiating from the dwarf weapon had driven the two Rakasa several paces back from their station. The grass beneath it was already turning brown, with tiny spirals of smoke starting to rise. But this was nothing compared with what was happening to the mountain. A twenty-foot radius around the point of contact was now dripping a steady stream of molten rock. Hronso smiled. The thought of the dwarf city being brought to its knees was pleasing – old hatreds left over from when he was still able to call himself an elf.
 
   Reaching into a leather pouch on his belt, the general fished out an egg-sized, black stone that had been filled with the power of his master. Placing the stone carefully atop the weapon, he stepped back a few paces. For several seconds nothing happened. Then the stone began to change from black to a blood red color. It was ready. Steeling his nerves, Hronso leapt forward. In a single swift motion, he brought his fist down hard, smashing the stone into tiny shards that embedded themselves deep into the structure of the weapon. Almost at once, the green light emitting from it turned into a deadly stream of black fire. 
 
   Hronso felt the searing burn of his master’s power tear through him, threatening to rip his spirit apart. He sank to one knee, clinging to consciousness, but managed to lift his head just in time to see the entire face of the mountain blown apart in an almighty explosion. The shock waves racing back from this hit him an instant later, tearing the breath from his lungs and throwing him flat on his back.
 
   The weapon was now silent – completely spent of its power. Hronso struggled to his feet on unsteady legs. In the distance lay utter devastation. Most of the dwarves and elves were still scattered like dead leaves. Those few who had already managed to rise were staring in total confusion and disbelief at what was left of the mountain. The entire face of it had been blown away. The rock above where the weapon had been focused was collapsing down and filling in the enormous void created by the explosion.
 
   “Send them in.” Hronso said in a whisper only audible to the two Rakasa, who at that moment were also just managing to regain their footing. “Kill them all.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
                 “He’s alive.”
 
   “Thank the spirits.”
 
   The voices seemed distant and muffled at first. The last thing King Ganix remembered was stepping outside the kind-hearted elf weaver’s door. Something had then struck him on the back of the head. He could feel his clothes clinging uncomfortably to his back and shoulders – sticky with drying blood. There was also something pressing down on what he assumed was an open wound just above his left ear.
 
   Though his eyesight was still blurry, his hearing was rapidly improving. The sound of frequent screams, along with the deep rumble of shifting earth and crashing rocks, told of something terrible. 
 
   “Carry him to the manor.”
 
   “No,” he croaked. “Tell me what has happened.” He tried to move, but a pair of hands held him firmly in place. 
 
   “We’re under attack, Your Highness. The Emperor has brought down the mountain.”
 
   Now his vision began to clear. Kneeling beside him was a dwarf girl who had been tending his wounds. Standing a few feet further back beside three dwarf guards was the elf woman whose house he had been inside. In her hands was the blanket she had given him. 
 
   He reached back to touch where he had been hit, but the dwarf girl grabbed his hand.
 
   “A piece of the elf’s roof came loose and struck you,” she explained. “I need to finish bandaging it.”
 
   But Ganix did not care about this in the slightest. He sat up. “You say the Emperor has brought down the mountain?” This unbelievable news was enough to push aside any pain and overcome the girl’s insistence. “How?”
 
   “We don’t know,” said one of the guards. “But we must get you away from here quickly.”
 
   The dwarf girl finished wrapping a bandage around his head. “The bleeding is nearly stopped,” she said. “Though you still need to get this tended properly.”
 
   Ganix struggled to his feet with the aid of the two guards. “There'll be time for that later. Show me what...”
 
   His voice fell abruptly silent as he caught a small glimpse in the distance of open sky where there had once been naught but solid rock, directly above where the road had led to the mountain exit. Closer to home, right where the city gates were, rock was still pouring down, relentlessly increasing the height of a solid wall of rubble that was already close to sealing off completely the vast cavern encasing the city. 
 
   “That’s impossible,” he whispered. “Nothing could do that.”
 
   “All the buildings near the city gates are destroyed,” the guard told him. “Whatever they used to do this must have taken down the entire mountainside.”
 
   “What of those outside?”
 
   “There’s no way to know. As far as I can tell, we’re sealed in.”
 
   Ganix could not imagine that even Shinzan had such power. He started toward the main city gates. The pain in his head was throbbing rhythmically in time with his heartbeat, and for a moment he became dizzy. He stumbled a few paces. 
 
   “Please, Your Highness,” said one of the guards who were keeping pace with him. He caught the king by the elbow, urging him to slow. “There is nothing to be done, and it is too dangerous in that sector.”
 
   Heedless of the warning, Ganix pulled himself free and continued on. The closer he came to the gates, the more damaged the buildings became. At first it was nothing more than cracked walls and some broken windows, but soon the true extent of the devastation became evident.  Entire structures had been shaken from their very foundations and pounded to rubble by falling rocks. People were running wildly through the streets calling out desperately for their loved ones who had been living in the ravaged area. 
 
   A sigh of relief slipped out as he reached the gates and saw that they were still intact. Though the collapse had completely blocked off the road, they had been strong enough so far to withstand the tremendous weight that was now piled high against them. Even so, how much longer they could resist was another matter entirely.
 
   “We need to find out what happened,” Ganix said. “Send men to the other minor tunnels. See if they are passable.”
 
   One of the two guards bowed sharply and hurried away. Only then did Ganix notice that the elf woman had been following them. She was still holding the blanket tightly to her breast. 
 
   “You should return to your home,” he told her, moving closer. “There is nothing you can do here.”
 
   The woman remained still and silent, as if she had not heard him. The king touched her hand gently. “There is nothing more to fear,” he assured her. “Unless they can burrow through solid stone, the enemy is not coming.”
 
   “But what about those outside of the mountain?” she said, choking back sobs. “Whatever did this…they faced its full force.”
 
   “Yes. But there is nothing to be done about it for now. I must look to the safety of the people here. Now please. Go home.”
 
   After hesitating for a few seconds, and without saying another word, she pressed the blanket into his hands and set off back with a heavy tread. Ganix knew that all elves could feel the pain of their kin. And there was a large number of elves with the force that had been left behind to defend the mountain He shuddered to think off the torment she must now be suffering. 
 
   A large chunk of rock smashed into the walkway just a few yards from where he was standing, wiping away this thought.
 
   “Come, Your Highness,” urged the remaining guard. “It’s not safe for you here.”
 
   He nodded. “Yes, just one moment more.”
 
   As Ganix cast his eyes around for a final look at the devastation, a deep howling sound called out. He knew instantly what it was. A troll. The lone call was quickly answered by another. Then several more cried out at once. Within a few seconds dozens had joined in, creating a disharmony of frenzied communication. He had heard the trolls howling through the tunnels many times, particularly of late, and had often wondered what their calls meant. But this was a sound that needed no translation. This was pain. Immeasurable pain. Shinzan had struck at the very core of their being and they were in agony.
 
   Another piece of the cavern ceiling slammed to the ground -  this one even closer than the first. The guard reacted immediately by physically pressing his king away from the gate. Ganix relented, but the cries of the trolls remained constant and had still not faded by the time they made it to the undamaged part of the city. Here, the sounds of the creature's distress was having a chilling effect on the already frightened people. Many of them huddled against buildings, covering their ears and weeping. Others were simply screaming for the trolls to stop.
 
   He made a point of pausing by Lady Thora’s house, and was grateful to see that it was undamaged. Even so, there was no one at home, so he guessed that she had likely taken Asta and Maile to his manor for safekeeping.
 
   Upon reaching the manor, he was not surprised to see hundreds of agitated people gathered along the avenue just beyond the colonnade. As he passed by, dozens of voices called out demanding an explanation for what was happening. With no answer to give just yet, he pressed silently on. Several more guards hurried to his side to escort him safely through the crowd. 
 
   Once inside, he made directly for the council chamber, where as anticipated, Lady Thora and the other council members not with the main army were already gathered. The moment they saw him, their voices burst into an unintelligible cacophony of pleas and questions. Ganix simply pushed his way through and took a seat at the table. Thora sat on his right hand side. They then waited for the others to find their seats and quiet down.
 
   Ganix leaned over and whispered: “Are the children all right?”
 
   She was visibly shaken, but nodded. “They are terrified, but unhurt. I’ve put them in one of your guest rooms until we figure out what has happened.”
 
   “You should all remain here until things have been properly assessed.”
 
   She shook her head. “I might be shaken, but my home is intact.” She reached out and touched his bandage. “However, I will see to your wound before I return.”
 
   There was no time for Ganix to object. The chamber was now filled to bursting, and demands for answers were coming at him from all sides. 
 
   “Please. Calm down,” he appealed. “I don’t know what has happened other than we have been attacked. I’m sending men to the lesser passages to try and find answers. Until then we must tend to the matters at hand.”
 
   He did his best to reassure the room that the danger had passed. But the truth was, until he knew more, he wasn’t even sure of this himself. The few dwarves and elves left within the city able to bear arms would stand no chance at all should Imperial soldiers somehow find a way through. As for the people outside…there was simply nothing he could do but hope. And if whatever devastated the mountain had been used on them as well, there was precious little of that to cling to. 
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Hronso had seen the might of his master unleashed before. He had been with him in the Dragon Wastes when he'd laid ruin to an entire continent. But even that had not prepared him for what he was now witnessing. Aided by Shinzan's power, the dwarf weapon had completely destroyed the entire side of the mountain, collapsing millions of tons of stone down to its base. 
 
   Every single elf or dwarf who was near to the initial blast had been ripped apart by the sheer force of the shock wave. Many of the others slightly further down the mountain road had also been killed or badly injured. Only a few thousand who had already formed ranks well ahead of the others had been a great enough distance away to escape the blast’s effects. Easy prey.
 
   His men were ready to engage these survivors. Ten thousand swords of the deadliest nature – their spirits altered and their minds broken. They lived only to serve Shinzan. 
 
   “General Hronso,” called Captain Lukus. He was winding his way through the brush with a broad smile on his face. “You sent for me?”
 
   “Yes. I want you to carry word to the Emperor that all is well. Elyfoss is crippled and we will soon move north to Kytain.”
 
   “You want me to do this? I shall meet the Emperor?” He didn’t bother trying to hide his excitement. “Thank you, General.”
 
   Hronso sniffed. “You are a fool. You know that?”
 
   The captain lowered his eyes. “Forgive me. I only meant that I have never met our sovereign. I have served since I came of age, yet never once laid eyes on him.”
 
   Yes, Hronso considered. I suppose for a man like Lukus, Shinzan was not a name that brought fear to his heart in the same way it did for most others. He was not ambitious like the nobles. His rise in status was on pure merit. It wasn’t until the he had happened to be put under his own command that he'd attained anything higher than the rank of lieutenant. An officer of such ruthless competence was a threat to those of high birth, so they had used his abilities to cast themselves in a favorable light while keeping him in the shadows. 
 
   “When you do meet the Emperor, I suggest that you take special care,” Hronso told him. “He can be a man of…unpredictable temperament. Deliver the message, speak only when asked a direct question, and take your leave at the earliest opportunity. Do not linger. It would be inconvenient to me should you be killed.”
 
   Before Lukus could give any response to his advice, he pointed ahead. The silent ones were just about to clash with the elves and dwarves. The two of them paused for a moment to watch the combat unfold. 
 
   The defenders were still in disarray, making it fairly easy for the enemy blades to hack through their lines repeatedly. And though some had managed to recover sufficiently to put up a spirited defense, the sheer numbers and ferocity of the silent ones quickly overwhelmed them. 
 
   Further back near the devastated mountain, those few who had survived the blast were rushing in to join their comrades. It was though, unsurprisingly given the chaos and confusion, an undisciplined assault without any clear shape or objective. Dwarves were brandishing their rods, but it was almost impossible for them to fire without risking hitting their own people in the melee, so very few streaks of flames or bursts of energy were actually released.
 
   In less than twenty minutes, all resistance had been beaten down. The tiny number of defenders still alive were in full retreat. It was a total victory for the Empire.
 
   “Shall we pursue them?” asked Lukus.
 
   Hronso shook his head. “There is no need. We have accomplished what we set out to do. By the time those trapped inside are able to recover from this, it will be far too late.”
 
   “Far too late for what? What does the Emperor plan?”
 
   “Those are precisely the kind of questions that can get you killed, Captain.” Hronso's voice was quiet, yet filled with authority. “Now go. There is nothing more for you to do here.”
 
   Suitably chastened, Lukus gave a sharp salute and then hurried away. Hronso briefly considered sending another of his subordinates to deliver the message in his stead. He would actually regret having sent Lukus to his death. On the other hand, he could think of no one more reliable. And seeing as how everything was unfolding according to Shinzan’s design, so long as Lukus kept his mouth shut, he would probably survive.
 
   He was just about to descend the low rise and order his commanders to pull back when he noticed a trace of unusual movement against the ruined mountainside. Only his exceptional Rakasa eyesight enabled him to spot the small opening that was forming. Just beyond where the molten rock still flowed he could see a split roughly three feet high and two feet wide. This alone would not have been unusual considering what the weapon had just done, but even now as he watched, the opening was continuing to grow at a steady pace.
 
   His senses tingled. Something wasn’t right. A moment later, this was confirmed when a stream of short stocky creatures began pouring out of the opening like ants. He knew at once what they were. Trolls. But not the lumbering giants he had seen long ago. These were their young, and of a much different temperament to their parents. Driven mad by the industry of the dwarves, the adolescents were vicious killers with the strength of at least three elves and gifted with unbelievable speed. 
 
   In one furious body, they streaked directly toward the Imperial lines, ignoring the thin scattering of dwarves and elves that they passed. They crossed the distance from the mountain to the troops in less than a minute. Hundreds and hundreds of them – far more than he would have thought existed. Even the silent ones paused for a moment at the sight of their attackers.
 
   Without the smallest trace of fear, the young creatures literally threw themselves the final few yards into the waiting steel of the enemy. Many were skewered at the onset. But this was not enough to halt their advance. Seconds later, the Imperial front line was being ripped to shreds by razor sharp claws and gnashing teeth. The young troll's ferocity more than made up for the fact that the silent ones vastly outnumbered them. Such was their impact, even the fleeing elves and dwarves halted, unsure what to do.
 
   In the middle of this pandemonium, an almighty roar from the mountainside rose easily above the sounds of battle, instantly capturing Hronso's attention. The opening was now three times the size it had been only a moment before, and the massive adult troll standing inside filled it completely. 
 
   In response to the parental call, the young trolls hesitated, but with blood lust blazing, it was not enough to stop them completely. After pausing only briefly, they renewed their assault on the soldiers. Another opening in the mountain then formed a few yards further down and a second adult troll came forth. In bizarre disharmony, the two adults called out together. 
 
   This time, their overwhelmingly deafening demand was sufficient to make the young stop altogether. The soldiers lurched forward to take advantage of their apparent indecision, hacking down several in the initial strike. A second combined call had the adolescents racing back the way they had come. The commanders wisely chose not to pursue them. 
 
   With the young trolls back inside what remained of the mountain, messages began to arrive from the commanders requesting instructions. And to each, Hronso gave the same reply. “Pull back. Regroup and prepare to march north.” 
 
   A new enemy. One they should have anticipated. But it would change nothing. More than anyone, Hronso understood the nature of these beasts. Only the young were dangerous, and even their feral nature would not press them into leaving their mountain home for very long. 
 
   He had accomplished his goal. Elyfoss was in ruins, and any gains the dwarf and elf army might have made would very soon be lost. The end to this rebellion was coming.
 
   Not a soul in Lumnia could fathom the price they were about to pay for their defiance.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   Shinzan sat back and gazed upon the unconscious woman. He hated this uncertainty. He hated being made to feel as if emotions rather than practicality were controlling his actions. But most of all, he hated the way Lady Illyrian seemed to impact on him even when she was in a state of complete helplessness.
 
   It would be simplicity itself to end her life. With no more effort than a snap of his fingers, it could be over. But he wouldn’t do this. Not yet. She must pay for what she had done to him…what she was still doing. 
 
   Unlike other women, he had never subjected her to the humiliations and torments he usually took such a great pleasure in devising. Yes, he had caused her physical pain. More than most humans could tolerate and still hold on to their sanity. But she was a remarkable woman to be certain and had never uttered a sound. Illyrian had discovered a way to escape within herself without the use of magic. Up until now, there seemed to be nothing he could do to her that would cause her to submit. And simply throwing her to the guards for them to ravage would only make the last words she had spoken before he'd sealed her away become a truth.
 
   “You are without imagination or spirit, Shinzan,” she had told him. “Your petty joys are that of a simple and crude beast -  a clumsy child searching in the dark for amusement he will never find.”
 
   Yes. He could do the things that had broken others just for the possible enjoyment, even if they were going to fail. But he would not. He now had a better scheme in mind. And once it was revealed, she would finally break. At last she would fall to her knees and beg for death.  
 
   The small chamber that would serve as her prison was reasonably comfortable. A decent bed and a shower had been provided, as well as a wardrobe filled with finely made clothes. He had even seen that an assortment of books was available to help pass the lonely hours while she waited to learn of her fate. There was no sense in chaining her to walls or locking her in a cage. She could not get away, and it was doubtful she would even try. Here, her magic was useless. By morning, the only guards left alive would be his new pets. And they could never be persuaded to help her.
 
   He was actually excited to unleash his new creations upon the world. His original intention had been to wait until after his power had all but consumed the life from Lumnia. But alas, the arrival of Ethan Dragonvein, and then the appearance of Martok, had forced him to accelerate his plans. 
 
   He stood and walked over to the bed. The sight of Illyrian’s perfect breasts moving up and down in time with her steady breathing sent his passions wild. The fullness of her lips and the way they always seemed to be so ready to be kissed chipped away at his resolve. Of all the beauties he had beheld, she was by far the most radiant. Often he would attribute this feeling to the body he now inhabited – leftover emotions from its previous occupant. But whatever the cause, he would be relieved to have it no longer plague him.
 
   “It’s time for you to awaken, my love,” he said. “I’m anxious for you to see what has become of your world.”
 
   He pressed his index finger to the center of her forehead. Illyrian stirred and a tiny smile formed at the corners of her mouth.
 
   “Did you have a pleasant dream?” Shinzan asked.
 
   Her eyes slowly cracked open. At once, her smile vanished and she sat bolt upright. “Where am I?” she demanded. 
 
   “Safe,” he replied, taking a step back. “For the time being, at least.”
 
   She took stock of her surroundings. “How long have I been asleep?” It was clear that she was masking the stiffness in her muscles. 
 
   “Quite some time. Things are very different from what you remember.”
 
   Illyrian sneered. “A pity you have not changed as well.”
 
   “Oh, but I have. Very much so, in fact. I am nearly to the end of my time on this world. As a result, I have become…shall we say…sentimental. I will miss this place once it has become a dry, lifeless husk. So I have arranged a rather touching reunion for us.”
 
   “You possessed my husband’s body. Do not imagine you possess his wit as well. Speak plainly or leave me alone. You have no words I wish to hear.”
 
   Shinzan chuckled. “Always the defiant one, aren’t you? But I think you'll find you are mistaken. You'll very much want to hear what I have to say when you know who it concerns.” 
 
   He waited until Illyrian had met his eyes. “I am going to bring your young son back to you…Weslyn was his name I believe. He goes by another one now, of course. And though I was not the one who actually brought him back to Lumnia, it will be my great pleasure to reunite the pair of you.”
 
   Seeing her back stiffen pleased him greatly. He had elicited a reaction at last. 
 
   “You lie,” she snapped. “He is far beyond your reach.”
 
   “Yes, he was. But sadly you placed your trust in fools. They actually brought him back to do battle with me. Can you imagine such idiocy? At this very moment he is racing here to confront me.”
 
   “That’s not possible. Jonas would never allow it.”
 
   “As I understand it, Ethan – that’s the name he goes by these days in case you are interested – has even gone so far as to retrieve the other mage children as well.”
 
   “So this is why you have brought me back. A petty torment.” Though her voice was hard, her lips trembled.
 
   “A torment to be sure. But petty? I think not. Young Ethan has caused me no small measure of trouble. Of this you should be proud. But not even his father could defeat me, and he was far more powerful than poor Ethan will ever be.” He stepped in closer so as to loom large over the bed. “I could of course always spare him. Send you both to Earth.”
 
                 Illyrian glared at him for a long moment before averting her eyes. “Do not think to tempt me with empty promises. If you have brought me here for that, it would be just as well that you kill me now.”
 
   He laughed. “Kill you now? Why would I do that when I have brought you here to behold my final victory? You will watch as your world dies. But not before you bear witness to your son begging me for death. He is too stupid to run. He thinks he can defeat me, even though we both know that is not the case. He will share his father’s fate, with just one notable difference. His death will be far, far slower. I have learned much about inflicting pain over the years. But I still have some new ideas that I have been longing to try.”
 
   “You are the same monster you’ve always been. Time has done nothing but diminish you.” In spite of her brave words, tears were now streaming down Illyrian's cheeks.
 
   Her profound distress was indeed bringing Shinzan his long-desired feeling of elation. Yet even now, it was not what he'd hoped for. Frustratingly, any pleasure was mixed with an equally strong sensation of guilt. Something about the pain she was feeling was affecting him in entirely the wrong way. The rage inside began to rise. She would not rob him of his final victory.
 
   In a rapid movement he spun and crossed to the door, breathing heavily. It was as well he did, knowing that in a moment of temper he had very nearly lashed out and killed her. That would have been but a fleeting moment of gratification compared with the joy his ultimate triumph would bring. Nothing must deny him that.
 
   “You will remain here,” he said in a low hissing voice. “Do not attempt to leave this room.”
 
   He exited the chamber before she could say a word, stalking his way through the halls toward the throne room. The palace was all but empty. The guards had been sent to join the armies in Kytain, replaced by the soldiers he had spent so long in creating. Only the household staff would remain, along with a few others who were needed to relay messages and carry out more complex tasks. The silent ones, as the other soldiers now called his creations, were not best suited for anything more than simple duties. That was the price to be paid for their extraordinary skill as warriors and their absolute loyalty and obedience.
 
   Upon reaching the throne room, he ventured out into the courtyard where he was used to spending so much of his time. The fountain that had hidden Lady Illyrian now seemed dull and unimportant: the flowers and various stone decorations surrounding it entirely too common as well. Suddenly, he hated this place. He raised a hand. In a maelstrom of wind and sand, it was reduced to dust in mere seconds. Only bare walls remained.
 
   “And soon, all of Lumnia will suffer the same fate,” he murmured.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   After stepping onto the shore, Ethan glanced at Kat and felt a renewed rush of anxiety over her safety. For three days he had tried without success to convince her to remain in Borgen. Though he would not normally expect to succeed in such an endeavor, the desperation he felt at the time had him all but encasing her in crystal to keep her safely out of harm's way. With the knowledge Martok had passed on to him, it was a thing he could have done easily enough. Only Lylinora’s last minute interference had prevented it from actually happening.
 
   Most of his time during their journey had been spent ensuring that the others knew precisely what to do. Martok had indeed been truthful when he'd told Kat that he hoped only to save the lives of the people. His mind was keen and his plan sound. The dwarf devise should give them the time they needed to locate Shinzan's source of power, while the incantation would hopefully weaken him enough to make him vulnerable. 
 
   They had avoided the major ports just to be safe, though the smoke rising from the coast told him that the Ralmarians had likely secured them anyway. And if the rest of the plan had gone as well, the Imperial forces would now be severely crippled. Not that this alone would be in any way decisive. There was no doubt that Shinzan’s ego would drive him to desire victory on the battlefield. But even if his entire army were to be crushed and the rebellion successful, that would still not be sufficient to deny the Emperor his final victory. Unless personally destroyed, he would eventually consume every last glimmer of Lumnia's power. 
 
   At least there was no need for him to hide his presence from Shinzan any longer, which would make the ongoing journey considerably easier. Kat had insisted that they teach her the traveling spell just before departing. Not altogether to his surprise, she mastered it almost immediately. Lylinora had already known the spell, but the effort it required took far too much out of her. Whatever time it saved in travel was entirely wasted, seeing as how it took her just as long to recover.
 
   Ethan had offered to instruct her. Lylinora was a talented mage, but she had neglected the more fundamental aspects of magic to concentrate instead on the nuances of healing and spirit. Though she accepted his help with an outward show of gratitude, he could see that she felt uneasy about taking lessons from a man who only a short time ago had been less accomplished than a mere novice. Several times she had hinted darkly that he might actually be Martok, but had stopped short of any outright accusation.
 
   They set up camp a few miles away from where the boat had left them. In the far distance, the mountains of King Ganix's home peaked over the treetops. In his mind Ethan could see the city that Martok had once visited during his time. Such recollections were a bit unsettling at first. Unlike the thoughts of his other ancestors that would occasionally intrude unwanted, Martok's memories elicited no emotions. It was as if all the flavor of his life had been wiped away, leaving behind only cold hard facts. It was curious. Even when recalling his ultimate betrayal, Ethan felt nothing more than a slight tinge of pity.
 
   Jake and David were sat near the camp fire deep in conversation about old movies, something they had recently discovered a mutual liking for. In fact, David was opening up all around, and was now behaving in a much more amiable fashion than previously. This had not gone unnoticed by Val, who had recently begun taking more than a passing interest in him.
 
   After finishing her share of the light meal she had prepared for them all, Val sat beside the other three a little distance away from the movie buffs. Lylinora, who was normally kind and friendly toward her, turned her back and said nothing. Ethan knew this was only because she was thinking about Markus. 
 
   Kat offered Val a small flask containing dwarf whiskey which she accepted gratefully and took a small sip.
 
   “I have to ask you this,” Kat said, smiling. “David…he doesn’t really seem like your type to me.”
 
   “He’s not,” she admitted. “But I figured if I’m starting my life over then I should make some changes. I’ve had nothing but trouble with men. Jake says it’s because I've always gone after the bad boys.”
 
   “Well, David sure isn’t one of those,” Ethan chipped in. 
 
   “No, he's not,” Kat agreed. “And did you see the way his eyes lit up when we were in Borgen. I thought we wouldn’t be able to get him to leave the place.”
 
   “He was an engineer you know,” remarked Ethan. “I bet it was like heaven to him.”
 
   “He wants us to go back there when this is all over,” said Val.
 
   Kat raised an eyebrow. “The two of you? That’s pretty serious.”
 
   Val smiled shyly. “I’m sure Jake will come along too. But yeah. It’s serious.”
 
   “I have to admit that David seems different lately,” Kat said. “Much less angry about what has happened. He even complains less. So maybe you two are good for each other.”
 
   “And I doubt he could get a girl like you back on Earth,” added Ethan, smirking.
 
   Val frowned. “Like you could ever get one as good as Kat.”
 
   He held up his hands in an apologetic gesture. “Hey, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it. But you’re right. Kat’s way out of my league.”
 
   “And don’t you forget it,” she told him, moving in closer and placing her head on his shoulder.
 
   “I think we should get some sleep,” said Lylinora, only now turning back to face the others.
 
   Ethan could see from her expression how much she was missing Markus. They had been good for one another, he thought, each of them bringing out the best in the others’ personality. In spite of Lylinora’s often haughty and arrogant manner, she was quite the opposite when Markus was with her. Something about him made her relax her demeanor to match his own far more casual manner.
 
   As for Markus…the conflict within him was made quiet. Though Ethan feared that one day Specter would manage to resurface, he knew that Lylinora was by far the chief factor in containing him. He prayed that her influence would hold fast. 
 
   The morning brought with it a light snow and a stiff north wind. Not that it mattered. Ethan’s wards had kept them completely warm and dry. When he'd first arrived in Lumnia, he had never really been able to understand the lessons Lylinora was giving him; not even the very simple ones. Now he realized that she barely understood them herself. Renald's accusation of her being little more than a novice had been proven to be totally accurate.
 
   Kat, on the other hand, though not as knowledgeable regarding spells, was easily Lylinora's equal in raw power. The time she had spent learning healing would normally inhibit most mages. They often became completely lost in the craft, forsaking all other aspects of magic in the process. Either that, or the intimate way they would touch the spirits of their patients made them wary of using too much power. But not so with Kat. Her will was made from iron. Martok had recognized this, and it was her strength more than anything else that had attracted him so powerfully.
 
   After everyone had shaken off their sleepy heads and eaten a quick breakfast, Ethan instructed them to gather close together. As they moved in, Jake deliberately placed himself between David and Val, but only until his sister shot him a scolding look. With a defeated wag of his head, he let her slip by and take hold of David’s hand.
 
   Ethan winked at Kat. “This is going to be fun.”
 
   With everyone linked together, dust began to swirl all around the party until it became a raging tornado, though curiously, the air at the center of the column seemed to be moving no more strongly than a gentle breeze. It was also amazingly quiet. No one was aware of their feet being lifted from the ground, but within seconds they were fifty feet high and hurtling east at a breathtaking speed. 
 
   “Won’t people be able to see us?” asked Lylinora.
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Ethan replied. “Shinzan will know when we arrive. There is no use in trying to hide our approach.”
 
   For what felt like hours they streaked toward their destination until Ethan at last set them gently down alongside a tiny stream. He looked slightly pale, and immediately found a soft patch of grass to stretch out upon. Kat joined him while the others talked amongst themselves a few yards away.
 
   “That’s not as easy as it looks,” he said, smiling up at her worried face.
 
   “It doesn’t look easy. And I don’t think you should push yourself too hard.”
 
   “I won’t.” 
 
   He meant what he said. Getting there too quickly would leave him vulnerable and was a matter of genuine concern. Even with the others directing the incantation at Shinzan that should, in theory, weaken him, the Emperor would still be unimaginably powerful. Ethan was forcibly reminded that he would need every ounce of his strength to prevail. 
 
   It was decided that once they were within sight of the wastelands, they would proceed the remainder of the way on foot. Ethan spend most of his resting time going over spells in his mind that he hoped would give him an edge. But the truth was, in the end, it would come down to a simple test of raw strength. Just as Martok had defeated Sylas, so he would need to defeat Shinzan in the same manner. No single conjuration or trick would be able to kill him; he was far too clever for that. Also, the Emperor was forewarned and would be expecting an opponent of considerable power. No. It would be almost impossible to outmaneuver him. But thankfully, the same should be true in reverse. Martok’s vast experience and knowledge made him a very close second only to Shinzan. Ethan tried not to allow this to color his perceptions. All the same, it was difficult not to show off his newfound abilities.
 
   With a simple wave of his hand he could have created a cabin and soft beds in which they could bed down each night. Martok certainly would have done so -  if for no other reason than to inspire awe. But Ethan chose not to do this.
 
   The mages of old were arrogant and foolish. They saw themselves as being separate from the other humans – a superior species. Martok suffered from this very prejudice. Ethan would not fall prey to the same mistake. He knew from his life on Earth what belief in one’s own racial superiority caused...Nazi Germany. And he would be damned if he would instill any such convictions in a new line of mages. 
 
   Those here with him would lay the foundation for future generations. At this moment they were looking at him to set an example. He intended to set a good one. Ralmar had understood this, and for his beliefs he was shunned. Nevertheless, he had been the wisest of all his people. Without the bigotry of Martok’s heart to influence him, Ethan could see exactly what had to be accomplished once Shinzan was no more. 
 
   The mages must become what they had always falsely claimed to be: servants to the people of Lumnia. Their existence should be dedicated to the betterment of others rather than to the consolidation of their personal power and influence. The latter path was how tyrants were created. He would never allow himself to become another Hitler.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Shinzan cast his gaze over the barren and twisted lands that separated the rest of Lumnia from his personal desert domain. A fitting place for a battle between giants. Not that he really considered Martok to be in any way his equal. But he had not faced a challenge of any significance since possessing the body of Praxis Dragonvein, so it would at least be an interesting diversion. 
 
   He had considered attempting to lure Martok in closer, but knew he was far too clever to fall for that. This was as far as his opponent would come. Yes, he was taking a risk himself by moving so far away from his source of power, though only a small one. The dragons were becoming noticeably weaker with each passing day. 
 
   Shinzan's mind drifted to his first years after arriving on this planet. The allure of its energy had been so overwhelming it was impossible to resist. He had drifted through the vast ocean of space for countless millennia. He had seen the birth of stars; the destruction of planets; and entire solar systems devoured by the forces of the universe. But none of it compared in the slightest to the splendor of Lumnia. Of all the wonders he had beheld, this place was unique.
 
   You are evil.
 
   The words rang out like the blare of a great trumpet in his mind. For a moment Shinzan felt dizzy as he tried to banish the unwanted memory. Existing inside a body sickened him. It left him exposed. Unstable. Before he knew what it was to possess such a form he had never suffered any pain of regret. He had never been tormented by his past. He simply existed. A wanderer. But now he was trapped; trapped by his own lust. 
 
   “I will end this,” he whispered.
 
   Yes. Soon he would consume this world. Then he would be free again. 
 
   A sudden wave of rage stabbed through him. And when that day came, he would return home. Then they would pay for what they did to him.
 
   This thought provoked another bout of dizziness. More memories flooded in. But these were unfamiliar. Strange faces were staring down at him. Not human, not elf, and not dwarf. No. So what were they? These were…they were...
 
                 The name was on the tip of his tongue but refused to divulge itself. 
 
   Shinzan shook his head violently. No. None of this was real. It was all a delusion. Once he was rid of this cursed body, everything would be right again.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   Ethan stared across the vast wasteland. He knew he should probably be afraid, but he wasn’t. If anything, he felt a sense of peace. One way or the other, the struggle would end soon now. Only a week before he had agonized over what would happen once his quest was done. But the challenges he would face in helping to build a new world should he survive now seemed far away. At this moment, all he could think about was the fact that he had arrived. His destiny was before him. At last the meaning…the very purpose for his existence... was being realized.
 
   In the end, Kat had been surprisingly accepting that he would face Shinzan alone. She came to understand that she could do nothing to help and would only be a distraction, which in turn would allow Shinzan to use their love against them. Though it was hard, she accepted that he could not protect her and fight the Emperor at the same time. Nonetheless, he had seen the fear threatening to overcome her when they had parted. 
 
   “I believe in you,” was all she said after their lips parted from a lingering farewell kiss.
 
   Ethan could feel Shinzan's presence standing on the far side. Not that he would advance any closer. To do so would stretch him to his limits. The dragons might be dying, but they were still fighting with every last measure of strength. 
 
   A strange urge to call out to Maytra came over him, even though he knew she was far away and busy guarding the eggs that would one day renew her species. Before long, the dragons would once again be the guardians of this world. And even if he should perish in this quest, there would be other Dragonvein’s around to know just what special creatures they really were. The son of Renald was still safely tucked away. Kat knew how to free Lynial, and with Lylinora’s help she would be able to break the wards without harming him. 
 
   Ethan blew out a quick breath. “I guess it’s time.”
 
   The traveling spell would take a portion of his strength, but as he was only transporting himself, it would be an acceptable risk. The wastelands were narrow at the point where he intended to cross. If he wanted, he could make it to the other side in less than half an hour. Not that he planned to. A slower trip would conserve his strength. Besides, why be in a hurry to do battle with the most fearsome power in Lumnia?
 
   As he drew near, he recalled with incredible clarity the feelings he'd had on D-Day moments before his stick made their jump. He had already seen half a dozen planes shot down, several of which had been carrying men he'd trained alongside and knew well. But as his eyes fixed on the red light, he could no longer hear the roar of the engines. Nor was he aware of the rattling of the fuselage, or even the flack exploding all around them. The world had taken on a surreal, foggy aspect, as if he were a spectator catching a brief glimpse of his own life. 
 
   And now, just as back then when the green light had blinked on, reality suddenly came crashing back in.
 
   Without looking, he could feel Shinzan’s presence nearby and knew that his arrival had been noted. He wondered how long the Emperor had been waiting here for him, and if he might be aware of the other mages. If he was, there was nothing to be done about it now. Raising his hand back in the direction he had come, he sent a tiny ball of flame shooting into the sky. Just before the ball disappeared completely from view, it exploded into an intense white light. That was the signal. They would now begin the incantation. 
 
   “Calling for help, Martok?”
 
   Ethan turned to his right. There stood Shinzan. He was clad in a crimson shirt and black trousers. His hair was oiled and pushed back, and his eyes burned a vivid red.
 
   “I’m not Martok,” he responded firmly. 
 
   Shinzan cocked his head, smirking. “Truly? You have banished him from your body? How sad. I had hoped for a battle worthy of remembrance.” He slumped his shoulders and sighed. “Ah well, at least your mother will get to see you die.”
 
   “My mother?”
 
   “Oh, yes. I nearly forgot to tell you. Your mother lives. I’ve kept her entombed in a crystal all these many years. In fact, she is watching us as we speak. I would ask if you would like to meet her, but I very much doubt you would accept my invitation to the palace.”
 
   “I can only pity a woman I have never known for having to suffer your company,” Ethan retorted. “But perhaps I should thank you, all the same. Once you’re dead I will then have the chance to know her.”
 
   “I do love your courage. But alas, it will not save you.”
 
   Shinzan’s arm shot forth, sending a streak of black fire spewing out in a tight stream. Fast as it was, Ethan easily deflected the attack and sent it harmlessly to the ground. Shinzan’s face went blank for a moment. Then a tiny smile crept up.
 
   “Excellent. Perhaps this will be an enjoyable encounter after all.”
 
   Ethan knew that his wards and protection spell would not hold for long once Shinzan began unleashing the full extent of his power upon him. With only the slightest flick of his wrist, he opened up the ground beneath his enemy’s feet. Shinzan immediately began sinking until waist deep into a hot black tar. Seeking to maximize his advantage, Ethan spread his arm to produce an orb of green light directly over the Emperor's head.
 
   Even now, Shinzan appeared unconcerned. He merely glanced up at the orb and grinned. With a simple snap of his fingers, it blinked out of existence. Then, slowly, his body rose from the pit without so much as a small stain on his clothing.
 
   “Did you really plan to end me the same way you ended the dragon?” he asked. “I truly hope that’s not the full extent of your powers.”
 
   “Far from it,” Ethan replied. “Mutirio anis mons!” His voice boomed loud, shaking the very ground with its intensity.
 
   A cloud of green smoke sifted up through the once again solid earth beneath Shinzan. His smile instantly vanished and his body flew skyward. But he would not escape that easily. Ethan caused the mist to give chase, following every twist and turn of the Emperor until it eventually overcame him. His flight immediately halted and he was left suspended in mid-air, thrashing wildly as the cloud grew ever thicker all around him. More spears of black fire shot from his hands, but these were absorbed after only a few feet.
 
   Ethan felt a sudden sense of elation. Perhaps he had found a weakness. Could he now finish things off? At a snap of his fingers, he summoned multiple bolts of energy to begin shooting through the cloud from all angles into Shinzan’s body. It was a success, though only a short-lived one. In response, Shinzan wrapped his arms tightly to his chest. The attacking bolts, instead of penetrating the cloud, now bounced erratically off its edges. Ethan was very nearly struck twice by his own spell before he could bring it quickly to an end.
 
                 Throwing back his head, Shinzan let out an ear-rending screech. Ethan felt the air grow cold, and the ground begin to shake violently. A moment later, half a dozen thirty-foot-long serpents materialized in a wide circle all around him, each one baring fangs as long as a sword and scales that looked as if they were forged from steel.
 
   With the deadly creatures slithering rapidly toward him, Ethan surrounded himself with a sphere of protective magic. At first, whenever each serpent attempted to breach the protection, it found itself repelled. He knew this could not last, though. The spell was being weakened with each successive strike. It wouldn’t take long for them to penetrate, and he had no intention of allowing that. 
 
   “Bulario Vulturis!”
 
   Six enormous birds of prey with snow white plumes, savagely hooked black beaks, and massive talons appeared above his attackers. As they swooped down to pick off a serpent each, he saw that Shinzan had completely freed himself from the green cloud and was now drifting back to earth. His face was contorted with fury. Sparks popped and spat from red eyes that glowed far brighter than any blacksmith's furnace. 
 
   Ethan loosed a series of fiery arrows, but these only drove his foe back a few paces before the assault was countered. The blast which issued from Shinzan’s hands all but blinded him. With the serpents and birds melting away, he cast another protective spell, though this time to no avail. It was shattered virtually at once, along with all of his wards. He gave a loud grunt as the sheer strength of this latest attack forced him down onto one knee. 
 
   And then the world was suddenly still and quiet. Briefly drained of all energy, Ethan could only gaze at his viciously snarling opponent.
 
   “I think it’s time you truly understood the power you are facing,” Shinzan hissed.
 
   Before Ethan could react, the earth beneath him exploded, sending him hurtling skyward. Pain shot through his ribs as an erupting chunk of rock hammered into his flesh. Even though he then somehow found enough presence of mind to surround himself with a shell of magic, the sheer force of the flying rocks was so great that several more were able to pierce the spell and tear into him, one of them very nearly forcing his right shoulder away from its socket. Only when he had reached the apex of his rise and was well on the way back down again did he finally manage to bring some control to his downward plunge. 
 
   He was now hovering a mere twenty feet above what was a gaping crater several hundred yards across and more than fifty feet deep. Barely had he gazed down into the void when the ruined earth within its depths began to swirl violently, rising to engulf him in its maelstrom. He was trying to strike back, but could no longer see his enemy through the dense mass of swirling soil and rocks. Another of these crashed into the back of his head, scrambling his senses and causing him to lose control again. For a second time, he began to plummet downwards.
 
   As his body struck the bottom of the jagged pit, he could feel several of his ribs shattering, robbing him of his breath. But where was Shinzan? That was still his first thought. Glancing up to the ridge, he saw the Emperor standing there with a triumphant little smile on his face. Ethan also saw that the vast vortex of earth had ceased spinning and was poised directly overhead. Without uttering a word, Shinzan allowed it to fall.
 
   The instant it started to descend, the entire mass transformed into molten rock. Injured as he was, Ethan knew he could not move in time. Even so, he refused to be so easily defeated. 
 
   “Noarno fel mons.” His voice was more of a pained huff than actual speech. 
 
   A vertical blast of wind shot straight up, splitting the lethal barrage completely in half and then pushing each section to opposite ends of the crater. But this had only delayed things slightly. The bottom of the pit was rapidly being filled in, and with more lava continuing to pour down, it would take only a few seconds for the two ends to come together in the middle. 
 
   Ignoring the throbbing pain in his shoulder and ribs, Ethan struggled to his feet and sent a violent blast of wind straight at Shinzan. Though this did him no actual damage, that was never the intention. It was a diversion, nothing more. With the Emperor momentarily distracted, this allowed Ethan the brief snatch of time he needed to use a traveling spell to quickly carry himself up to the opposite edge of the pit, facing his enemy. Once there, he continued to protect himself from the scattering of molten rock still falling with a tempest of wind capable of blowing away any that came near. The two of them glared at each other across the chasm.
 
   Shinzan rubbed his chin and gave a smile that was almost appreciative. “You are strong, I must admit. But you surely know that these pathetic spells are nothing more than pale manifestations. The power which I possess comes from a source that is far beyond your understanding or puny ability to contest. I think the time has come for me to demonstrate this to the full and end this encounter.”
 
   It was a chilling statement of intent. Determined not to display any of the apprehension he was feeling, Ethan made ready to reply with confident words of his own. But before any came out, Shinzan suddenly staggered back several paces, a confused look on his face. He rubbed at his temple and shook his head several times.
 
   Waves of relief flooded through Ethan. He knew at once what was happening. It was working. The incantation was weakening his enemy; and not a moment too soon. Up until now, he’d been afraid that the plan had not worked and that the spell was having no effect. Shinzan had not been lying when he said that his power did not come directly from Lumnia. Even so, Ethan had staked his life on the fact that it was still linked to the planet's core in some way or another. Had it not been, the incantation would have been useless. It was a huge gamble. But now thankfully, it was one that seemed to have paid off.
 
   He grinned at the struggling Emperor. “Is there something wrong?” 
 
   “You think your trickery is enough to defeat me?” Shinzan roared. “I know what you’ve done, and you have not weakened me enough. All you have accomplished is to seal the fate of your friends as well.”
 
   “You talk too much,” Ethan told him. 
 
   Shinzan sniffed. “And you have just spoken your last.”
 
   This was the final test, as Ethan knew it would surely come down to. Only sheer power would ultimately prevail. Would he be strong enough?
 
   Two opposing forces, the like of which had never before been seen in Lumnia, raced across the distance separating the two combatants. The thunderous sounds produced as black fire collided directly into the most powerful beam of green magical energy ever created by man, reverberated over and over, as though the world itself was groaning in agony. Ethan had never imagined Shinzan could be so strong. Even with the others draining so much of his strength, he was still more powerful than any mage who had ever lived…except possibly himself.
 
   Though at the very limit of his own power, Ethan could feel his advantage slowly taking hold. For several minutes the two forces raged against each other for supremacy in the space between them, vomiting bits of fire into the molten pit below that exploded on impact. But as the seconds ticked by, Ethan’s magic gradually started to push the black fire inch by inch back toward its source. In the heat of battle, all the pain in his body was temporarily gone. His focus was absolute. 
 
   Veins bulged from Shinzan’s brow; his face and hair soaked in sweat. Realizing that he was on the brink of defeat, he renewed his efforts, summoning every last drop of power at his disposal. This only delayed the inevitable for a moment. As the last few inches separating him from his demise was lost, a shrill scream escaped and he threw his arms around his chest.
 
   Almost in an anti-climax, with a final sharp crackle of energy, it was over. Ethan’s power had totally consumed Shinzan's body...his father's body...searing away every last trace of flesh and bone in an instant. Nothing remained but a scorch mark and a tiny stump of what had once been the greatest power ever to defile Lumnia. A thin stream of black smoke issued forth from the spot.
 
   Ethan fell to his knees, unable to tear his eyes away. It was over. He had won. The plan had worked. He continued to stare at the line of smoke for another minute or so, still unable to grasp what had just happened. During his contact with Shinzan’s power, he had felt the origin of its source. It was pure malevolence, so sick and depraved it was virtually beyond comprehension. 
 
   The smoke gradually thickened, calling him back into the moment. This wasn’t quite over yet.  Reaching into the satchel attached to his belt, he removed the dwarf device. Shinzan was still alive. He was trying to escape. Ethan held up the crystal, causing the smoke to freeze completely still. 
 
   In response to this, a low rumble resonated deep within the earth. The tiny stump - all that remained of Shinzan’s body - then formed into a ball of black flames and abruptly surged away in the direction of the Emperor's palace. Without panic, Ethan concentrated and whispered an incantation. A blue light within the crystal began to pulse in time with his own heart. The essence of Shinzan was already more than a mile away, but it didn’t matter. There was nowhere he could hide from what was about to happen.
 
   As Ethan knew they would, the flames halted in their flight and then went into reverse as the devise pulled them inexorably back. A hollow cry carrying on the air was filled with terror and desperation. He could not help but feel a measure of satisfaction that the being who had caused so much fear and pain was now experiencing the same dread that his countless victims had suffered for more than five-hundred years.
 
   When the essence reached the far end of the pit, Ethan set the crystal on the ground by his feet. As the black flames continued to be pulled in, they scattered into nothingness, leaving behind only a fist-sized orb of rapidly fading pale white light. Then, in a final flurry of movement, the orb entered the crystal and was gone completely from sight. For a moment Ethan did nothing. That all Shinzan’s colossal power could be reduced to a tiny light barely bright enough to outshine a candle was incomprehensible. How could anyone believe that this was the virtually unstoppable force that had come so close to destroying their world?  
 
   He picked up the crystal now containing his foe and released a long breath. It was almost over. He knew precisely where to go next. The moment their powers had met he had felt the location of Shinzan's source. Moreover, he knew how to destroy it. 
 
   Raising a hand, he let fly a ball of flame that exploded just below the cloud cover. His injured ribs protested immediately at the movement by sending a sharp pain stabbing through his entire upper body. Even so, the moment was still sweet. He tried to imagine the smile on Kat’s face when seeing the signal that he had been victorious. He longed to go to her, but there was one final task to accomplish first. 
 
   He would need to use caution when using the traveling spell. He was weak, and had no intention of fighting his way through Shinzan’s palace. Not that he could really see this as being necessary. Without the Emperor’s power, he felt sure the building would already be turning to dust. Shinzan's power had built it. And without him, it could not endure.
 
   After stuffing the crystal back inside his satchel, Ethan turned his attention to the eastern horizon. He was about to cast the traveling spell when he felt an intense vibration around his waist. This was quickly followed by a high-pitched squeaking sound coming from within his satchel. Before he knew it, the bag was bursting into flames. Without thinking, he reached inside to pull out the dwarf device. It burned both his hands, causing him to toss it to the ground. The crystal was now glowing red and pulsing wildly. 
 
   His mind searched frantically for some way of containing it. In a desperate effort, he cast the same spell that had been used to entomb Lylinora. For a moment there was hope as a green layer of magic began to solidify around the crystal. But this was shattered as the device cracked straight down the center, splitting apart in two equal pieces. Black flames flew straight up from this opening, ascending and spreading until the sky was blanketed with blazing streaks of Shinzan’s essence. 
 
   Ethan could feel the malevolence descending upon him – pure hate and malice. Fear gripped him. He knew what was coming. Shinzan would take another body. For a terrifying moment he imagined it would be his own. That like his father, he would become the instrument of doom hell bent on the death of Lumnia and all who lived upon her.
 
   But the flames did not fall any further. Rather, they began to pull together until they had become a single mass roughly one-hundred feet across. Once fully formed, this then shot westward at tremendous velocity…straight toward where he had left Kat and the others. 
 
   Fighting back the ever growing pain in his ribs, he cast a traveling spell that used up virtually all of his remaining strength. Even at the fastest speed he could muster, it still took close to an hour to make it across the wasteland – though in his impatient mind it felt like twenty times as long. The others would not be ready for what was coming. Shinzan needed a body. Why he had not attempted to take his was impossible to know. But the next closest opportunity he'd have of finding one was with his friends. 
 
   Ethan returned to earth only a few yards away from where they were gathered. He saw immediately that someone was missing. 
 
   “He took my brother!” screamed Val. “That son of a bitch took him from me!”
 
   She was clutching desperately onto Kat, sobbing uncontrollably. Lylinora was standing alongside a stone-faced David just behind her. 
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked, running to Kat’s side. 
 
   She nodded. “I'm fine. But like Val said, Shinzan took Jake’s body.”
 
   Lylinora added: “A great ball of black fire came down. I tried to repel it, but it was way too powerful for me. We tried to outrun it, but was too fast.”
 
   In spite of Val’s pain, Ethan could not help but be relieved that it was her brother and not Kat who Shinzan had possessed. He placed a hand on Val’s shoulder. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
   He wanted to say that they would save him, but he could not bring himself to tell such an obvious lie.
 
   “Can you do anything at all to get him back?” asked David.
 
   “I don’t know,” Ethan answered. “If I can, I will.”
 
   “This is all your fault!” snapped Val. “You brought us here. He should have taken you. Not Jake.”
 
   “I am truly sorry,” Ethan repeated. “There was nothing I could do. The crystal wasn’t strong enough to contain him.”
 
   A long and very uncomfortable moment of silence descended over the group. Lylinora then beckoned him to follow her a short distance away from the others. 
 
   When they were out of earshot, she stopped to face him. “You’re hurt,” she said. “I can tell.”
 
   “A bit,” Ethan admitted. “It could have been a whole lot worse though.”
 
   She placed her hands on his chest. In just a few seconds the pain subsided and he could feel his shoulder and ribs mending. 
 
   After thanking her, he said: “Now I need you to tell me everything that happened in detail.”
 
   She gave a nod and drew a breath before beginning. “When the fire struck Jake, we had no idea what had happened. A few seconds later the flames vanished and he was left lying flat on his back. I reached him first, just as he opened his eyes.” 
 
   Her voice grew quieter and she gave a shudder. “I felt him stare straight into my spirit. It was…horrible...almost like I'd been raped. Then he pushed himself up just as Val reached us. Jake looked at her for a second, then spat right in her face. After that he rose from the ground and hovered just above our heads with a disgusting smile on his face. He said to tell you that you've lost, and that he wanted you to live long enough to see all that you love perish.” She lowered her head. “Then, in a flash, he was gone.”
 
   “He didn’t say anything else?” Ethan pressed. “Nothing at all?”
 
   “No. He just vanished.” She looked up, tears welling. “What are we going to do now?”
 
   Ethan shut his eyes. A good question, if ever he had heard one. What were they going to do now? They had fought and lost. And he knew of no other way to defeat Shinzan. But in truth, what did it matter?  The only choices available were to fight or surrender. 
 
   He opened his eyes again and squared his shoulders. “We’re going to find a way to kill him. That’s what we’re going to do. But first I need you to stay here with Val and David.”
 
   “Where are you going?” she asked.
 
   “To free Renald’s son. We’re going to need him now.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   The effort required was enormous. Sweat poured freely from Ethan’s brow, running down and stinging his eyes. And all the time, the ghostly figure of Lynial Dragonvein's spectral guardian continued to thrash around maniacally, its mouth gaping wide in a silent scream. There was no doubting the strength of Renald’s ward. He must have spent a great deal of time constructing it, though this was hardly surprising seeing as how it was there to protect his only son. 
 
   Even now, Ethan was not entirely convinced of the wisdom of what he was doing. Lynial was safe here. Not even Shinzan could breach these wards without killing the person they guarded. Not on his own, anyway. That Renald had ultimately relented and passed over the method he used to cast them was at least making the task a bit easier. Even so, maintaining the fine balance required to ease apart the wards so that Kat could enter safely, while at the same time not shattering them completely and so dooming Lynial, was still taking a big toll on his strength. 
 
   Lylinora had offered her assistance. But he needed her to take care of Val, who right now was becoming increasingly unraveled. At one point he had almost been forced to put her into a spell of holding in order to keep her from rushing off to Shinzan’s palace.
 
   David had become oddly stoic throughout it all. He did his best to comfort Val, even though his mind was clearly focused on different matters. There was something raging inside that thin frame that Ethan had seen before in others. The quiet rage of a man with deadly intent in his heart. Men who had been pushed to a place that removed all compassion from their being and had it replaced solely with vengeance. It was actually surprising that David had come to feel so strongly for Val. Ethan recalled the fear and desperation he had exhibited when first brought to Lumnia, raising the question whether he would be of any use to them at all.
 
   He breathed a huge sigh of relief when he at last saw Kat emerge with the arm of a half unconscious man draped over her shoulder.  Once she was clear of the wards, he released his hold on the guardian. It tried to chase after Kat - its screams no longer silent. But Ethan was easily able to push it back with a simple protection spell. Once down the corridor, he positioned himself on the other side of Lynial to help Kat carry him. Up until then she had been using a weak levitation charm to ease the burden. 
 
   Upon reaching the surface, he examined Lynial carefully. As in Lylinora's case, such a long time sealed within the crystal had sapped him of all strength. Perhaps that was just as well, Ethan considered. This was not the place he would have chosen to explain what had happened.
 
   “Take him and join the others,” he told Kat. 
 
   This would be the first time that Kat had used the traveling spell. In spite of the danger they were still in, and the tragedy which had befallen their friend, she could not help but look excited by the prospect.
 
   “Where are you going?” she asked. 
 
   “Not far,” he replied, giving her a reassuring smile. “Just to the edge of Shinzan’s domain. There is something I need to see.”
 
   She frowned. “I don’t like the idea of you being so close. What if he comes back?”
 
   “He won’t.” He shut his eyes and took a long breath. “He’ll stay close to his palace for a while now.”
 
   The surge of magic coming from the east was massive. If he was right about the cause, then Shinzan would be untouchable. This also meant that he had other plans in mind. Ethan had only destroyed the physical form of his foe. The sinister mind and vile nature of the Emperor still existed and would now be inflamed. The pressure he was applying to the dragons had already increased dramatically. Soon they would be unable to keep him at bay any longer; much sooner than Ethan had expected.
 
   After kissing Kat goodbye and promising to flee at the first sign of his enemy, he waited around just long enough to be certain she was able to handle the traveling spell. Not that he ever really doubted her ability to do so. Satisfied, he then set off in a different direction, flying toward the desert, wrapped in a cloak of swirling air.
 
   After rising several hundred feet, he could see the enormous expanse of desert in the distance ahead. Just beyond the range of his visibility would be the city of Noel. Unless he was wrong in his assumption about what Shinzan had done, the city had already become a lifeless husk. 
 
   The moment his feet touched the desert sands he knew his fears had been correct. Though invisible to the eye, Shinzan had erected a barrier that completely surrounded his lands. A barrier that only the Emperor himself could cross. All others would be stripped of magic completely.
 
   There was another way, but Ethan would need to take that path alone. And he would be facing Shinzan’s full power. Though they could win the fight against his armies, in the end the rebellion was sure to fail. But of course, a small part of him had known this from the very moment he retook his body from Martok. 
 
   Everything up until now had been nothing more than a game: one that Shinzan had been playing for five-hundred years. 
 
   He could feel that his enemy was aware of his presence. He could hear him laughing at his foolishness. Not even with all of Martok’s vast knowledge at his disposal would he be able to save this world. The feeling of frustration was overwhelming.
 
   But then, quite suddenly, the mocking laughter was joined by another voice. One that he did not recognize and was at first confusing. 
 
   “You know what you must do,” it told him emphatically. “There has only ever been one path for you. But you must have the courage to take it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   Shinzan ran his hands over his chest; it gave him a pleasing sensation.  He had not experienced a new form since the day he'd taken Praxis as his vessel. This one was younger. Stronger. And although in its lifetime he was not very bright, this was in fact a huge advantage. Until arriving back at the palace he had never understood just how much he had been crippled by using someone of Praxis’ vast abilities and cunning. 
 
   This body offered no resistance whatsoever to his will. Now, he was fully unhindered - free to complete his undertaking as he saw fit without the lingering emotions of a great mind plaguing him. Had he chosen a different host at the beginning, Lumnia would by now already be as lifeless as the desert surrounding Noel. Ethan Dragonvein, in his attempt to destroy him, had in fact set him free and made him even more powerful. How he would enjoy taunting him about this before killing him.
 
                 Body parts of the messenger sent by Hronso were scattered about the floor of the throne room: the quite predictable result of such a messy spell that he had used only in a flash of temper. It was unfortunate for the man that he was first of his subjects to see him in this new form while he was still adjusting to it. Even more so, being that Hronso had spoken quite highly of him. The excited look of pleasure on the captain's face upon seeing his sovereign had been nearly enough to save him. Especially when he was bearing such good news of Elyfoss' destruction. In the end though, it had just been bad timing. 
 
   The few remaining servants he had spared to keep things tidy were now busy cleaning up the mess. Shinzan crossed over to where an older woman was on her knees, sopping up blood with a sponge. 
 
   “Where is Vraylic?” he asked.
 
   The woman lowered her head. “I have not seen him, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Then perhaps you could go find him for me.”
 
   The woman sprang to her feet with astounding speed for her age and hurried away. He smiled. It was amusing how easily humans could be controlled. Only a few had questioned his new form. And then only long enough to realize that showing doubt had sealed their fate. 
 
   He could hear faint screams drifting in through the windows overlooking the city. The silent ones were still hard at work flushing out its few remaining inhabitants. He wondered if he would miss having people living there. Perhaps. He certainly would not be as free to dispose of his servants as before. Humans were essential when it came to maintaining the palace. 
 
   He exited through the rear into the bare courtyard. Wiped clean, it gave him a sense of finality. But it was not over just yet. He raised his arms, causing the sand to rise and twist. In moments the courtyard was transformed into a snarling entanglement of black stone. Deformed columns and jagged rock formations that reflected a mind of true malevolence encircled the one thing that Shinzan could not live without: a conical spire twice as tall as a man and made from the smoothest silver metal. A metal not to be found anywhere else in Lumnia.
 
   Vraylic appeared. “You called for me, Your Majesty?”
 
   He glanced up only for the briefest of moments before returning his eyes to the floor. Obviously he had already heard of the change in his Emperor’s body and was not about to risk his life by appearing to question it.
 
   “Do you know what this is?” Shinzan asked him.
 
   He shook his head. “I do not, Your Majesty.”
 
   “This is what brought me to your world long ago. And it is also what will take me away when my purpose for coming here is completed.” He regarded the man for a lengthy moment. “Does the knowledge that I intend to leave Lumnia please you?”
 
   “If it pleases you, Your Majesty, then I am pleased as well.”
 
   Shinzan chuckled softly. “Ever the survivor you are, Vraylic. Though I am changed, I can still see why I have yet to end your miserable existence.” He turned back to face the source of his power. “But killing you would be a kindness. And thanks to this new body of mine, I am far less kind than I once was.”
 
   He ran his hands over the spire's surface. It yielded to his touch as if made from silk, beckoning him to join with it. This had been his home for years beyond measure. Since the very beginning. Within this vessel he had traveled the universe and drunk in its power. Here, he had become what he was. He had grown and changed far beyond the intentions of those who…
 
   He shook his head, snarling. Not them. He did not like it when their cursed memory invaded his thoughts. It made him...unreasonable.
 
   After taking a deep breath, he turned back to Vraylic. “Have you been taking good care of our guest?”
 
   “I have, Your Majesty. Lady Illyrian remains in her chambers as you commanded. She has made no attempt to leave.”
 
   “No. She wouldn’t. But I think she will soon wish that she'd tried.” He gestured for Vraylic to come closer. “Have you ever been to the desert east of Noel?”
 
   “No, Your Majesty. It is forbidden.”
 
   “Indeed. But surely you’ve wondered why. Why would I forbid anyone from venturing out into such an empty, desiccated place?”
 
   “I have never questioned it, Your Majesty.” He shifted uncomfortably on his feet. “It is not my place to do so.”
 
   Shinzan placed a hand firmly on Vraylic’s shoulder. “You may be a cowardly sniveling fool. But you are obedient. So as a reward, I will show you the reason for my prohibition.”
 
   Without any further word of warning, he made the two of them shoot skyward at blinding speed. An astonished Vraylic involuntarily clutched at Shinzan’s arm, but then quickly released him again as though his fingers had been scorched. Shinzan merely laughed.
 
   After thirty minutes of flight, the sands in the distance began to emit a soft green glow. It wasn’t until they were much closer that Vraylic was able to discern the cause. It was crystals. Thousands upon thousands of them. As they dropped gently onto the ground, he could see that every single one of them contained a man in full armor and with a sword at his side. 
 
   “This is what shall begin the doom of all life on Lumnia,” Shinzan told him. His lips formed into a devilish grin.
 
   Stepping away from the Emperor, Vraylic regarded the spectacle in stunned amazement. “Are they…alive?”
 
   “Indeed they are. This is where the silent ones have waited.”
 
   Vraylic could not tear his eyes away. “How…how did you…without people noticing?”
 
   Shinzan chuckled. “You think in such small terms. You, and all of your kind. I have had five hundred years to slowly build this army. Each one is totally loyal and obedient. And now I shall unleash them upon this world. They will march, bringing death and destruction with them until every patch of ground on Lumnia is soaked in the blood of her people.”
 
   Vraylic turned pale. “Why? Why would you do this?”
 
   “Have you learned nothing during your time under my roof? I am not here to rule. I exist solely to bring about your demise. That is my only purpose. All else has been a distraction: a mere amusement. But the time for games is over. I have lingered far too long and risked too much.”
 
   Tears were now welling in Vraylic’s eyes. “It makes no sense. If you kill everyone, you will be alone. For all of your cruelty, surely you do not want that.”
 
   “Poor fellow. You really haven’t figured it out at all, have you? Your mind is too limited to understand.” Black flames suddenly shot up all around Shinzan and his eyes glowed a dazzlingly vivid red. “I am alone. I have always been alone. And I always shall be alone. I have but one purpose. To feed. And once I have consumed all there is to be had, I move on. Do you think that this is the first world I have destroyed? No! Nor will it be the last. I am eternal, and nothing can satisfy my hunger.”
 
   The ground trembled, throwing Vraylic from his feet. Almost in perfect unison, every single one of the crystals housing Shinzan’s vast army began to melt away. 
 
   “Behold!” The Emperor’s voice thundered out like great waves crashing against rocks near the shore. “The end of your people is before you.”
 
   Vraylic could do nothing but look on in horror as the crystals continued to dissolve. Each soldier stood perfectly still. Then, at the very moment they became totally free of their encasement, the flames around the Emperor died and the world fell silent. 
 
   Shinzan's eyes returned to normal and his tone became almost kindly. “Now come, Vraylic. We have much to do. Lady Illyrian is waiting, and I am anxious to see her again.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   The stench was inescapable. It was as if the attack had fused the very essence of death into the living rock. Even though more than three days had now passed since their arrival, Halvar still couldn’t believe what he was seeing. The entire face of the mountain had been blasted and melted away, leaving behind just an ugly mass of pitted debris. 
 
   Several tunnels had been made by the trolls to allow those trapped inside to access the surface. Though Halvar had not seen it for himself, King Ganix had described the way in which the creatures simply caressed the rock with the flat of their palms so that it yielded to their touch. This was probably how they mined the rajni stones, he considered. Had it not been for the tragedy that had befallen his beloved kingdom, he might have been excited to have heard a firsthand account of such a marvel.
 
   As it was, he could only despair and lament over the devastation wrought by the Emperor. That it was achieved with a weapon crafted by his own people had compounded the misery. Shinzan might have somehow greatly enhanced its power, but it was still basically a dwarf creation. Scouts had found the spent weapon abandoned at the spot from where it had been fired. It may be harmless now that all the energy within it had been used up, but Halvar knew there were four more exactly the same, still in existence. And an army with such power at its command would be unstoppable. He doubted that even Martok could be a match.
 
   The last few remaining elves and dwarves had already left Elyfoss. Those who could fight had joined with the main force, while the rest had created a tent city at the base of the mountain just beyond the last of the debris.
 
   From his vantage point, Halvar could see King Yularian and Keira approaching. He had hoped for a talk with Ganix, but knew this was unlikely for the time being. His fellow king was deeply involved with the care of the displaced elves and dwarves, and had already stated that he would defer to him in any decisions regarding the war. Something had changed in the old dwarf. But then again, it seemed something had changed in almost everyone these days.
 
   “The trolls have said that they can repair all the damage to the mountain,” Keira told him on arrival. “But it will take them at least a year to complete.”
 
   Halvar looked at her skeptically. “In only a year? Is such a thing even possible?”
 
   “Trolls are wondrous creatures,” she replied. “The depth of their connection to Lumnia is largely unknown, even to the elves. All the same, if they say they can accomplish it, I trust their word. However, they are occupied with tending to their young at the moment, so it will be some time before they can commence work.”
 
   “How long will they be delayed?” he asked.
 
   “That's difficult to say. The pain of the attack has driven their children into a fury, renewing the madness they used to suffer from your own industry. It took all of the parents' efforts just to keep them at bay long enough for everyone to evacuate the mountain. But a period of calm should eventually settle them down, and you can rest assured that your home will be as it once was as soon as possible.”
 
   “I still can’t believe I’ve seen a troll,” remarked Yularian. “I thought they were nothing more than a myth. To think they have dwelt here all this time without our knowledge.”
 
   “Please do not be offended, Your Highness,” said Halvar. “But our people have kept that secret hidden from humans quite deliberately.”
 
   Yularian shrugged. “No offense taken. I can understand why you would want to protect those gentle giants from rogues and adventurers. Though as I understand it, it was your people who caused them the most harm.”
 
   Halvar forced a level tone. “Yes. But without intent. And once we were aware of the damage we were doing, we ceased our mining immediately.”
 
   Tensions between the two monarchs had been high ever since the battle. On more than one occasion they had very nearly come to blows. Only Keira’s hasty interventions prevented it from actually happening. 
 
   “None of that matters now,” she cut in quickly. “We must decide what our next course of action should be. I have spoken to King Ganix, and he suggests that those who cannot fight should return with him to his home in the north.”
 
   Halvar frowned. “If Shinzan should emerge from his palace, they will be no safer there than they are right here. Not to mention, the journey is long. With naught but elders and children, it would take them many weeks to get there.”
 
   “It's a long journey to be sure,” Yularian agreed. “But it should be a safe one. I have already received word that virtually the entire coast is ours. We can send them on ships, along with a small escort just in case they encounter any trouble. Not that this is very likely. From what I hear, most of the Emperor's forces have fled east to Kytain, so I doubt they will be looking to do anything much until they've had time to recover.”
 
   Halvar grunted. “My people will not enjoy a sea journey. You can be sure of that. On the other hand, it would be much quicker, and it would certainly ease the burden for those less able to travel.”
 
   Yularian laughed. “No, I don’t suppose dwarves would take all that well to the sea. But it is still the best way for them given the circumstances.”
 
   Halvar fell silent. Why did he dislike this particular human so much? The man had done nothing especially to provoke him. He had mentioned his feelings on this to King Ganix the day before, who suggested that perhaps it was simply the fact that Yularian was a king that bothered him so greatly.
 
   “Just before the attack came, I was feeling many of the old animosities myself,” Ganix had told him. “But we have to accept that, in the end, we are unlikely to remain as we are. Our culture will have to change. In fact, it has already begun. Like it or not, humans are by far the most powerful of the three races, if only by virtue of their sheer numbers.”
 
   The truth in this had not sat well with Halvar. Would he be forced to bow to human kings and queens one day in the not so distant future? Might he simply be replacing one oppressor with another? He forced such dire thoughts from his head. Fear served nothing. If such a situation did come about, the dwarf nation would not bend its knee. Of that he was confident.
 
   The three of them made their way to a large tent on the outskirts of the main camp. More and more human volunteers were pouring in. Word had already spread that the Emperor’s legions had been decimated, lending an extra edge of courage to those desiring to fight. That the mountain had been blasted apart did not appear to impact on their resolve. Those who had made the attack on Elyfoss had fled east immediately after striking, and most people assumed it was from fear of retaliation. But Halvar knew this not to be true. The real war had yet to begin. Whatever their gains won by Martok’s plan, Shinzan would not give up control over Lumnia. 
 
   The ringing of blacksmith’s hammers and the scent of hot kilns was now virtually constant as weapons and armor were urgently being crafted for the largely ill-equipped newcomers. Most of the humans were either farmers or tradesmen, and it transpired that a shocking number of them had sons and daughters who had been pressed into serving the Empire. Intrigued by this, Halvar had questioned quite a few as to their reason for fighting. The most common response was that they wanted their children or relatives to be free. That they might find themselves facing a member of their own family across the battlefield was indeed a concern, but the tantalizing prospect of freedom was sufficient for them to take such a risk.
 
   Inside the tent, a large map of Lumnia had been laid out across a table. Yularian spent several hours explaining the challenges they would be sure to face on a prolonged campaign. His knowledge of the various nations was impressive. Even Keira, who had wandered the lands extensively, listened with keen interest.
 
   “All told, my army numbers about sixty thousand,” Yularian informed them. “And Queen Berathis has twice that number.”
 
   “Is she willing to commit them?” asked Keira.
 
   “That is a question only she can answer,” he replied. “The Queen is a headstrong woman of great conviction. Her hatred of Shinzan is unrivaled, so I would think that she will. But she is cunning in ways I am not.”
 
   “What does that mean?” Halvar asked.
 
   Yularian spread his hands. “It could mean many things. She may demand much from us as a reward for her help.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous,” scoffed Halvar. “What demands would she possibly make? We fight for the good of us all.”
 
   “Yes,” agreed Yularian. “But she looks ahead, and always has. She will want to be sure that once this is over, her people are in a position of advantage.”
 
   Halvar sniffed. “That sounds petty and small minded to me…not cunning at all.”
 
   “Am I to take it that you do not worry about your people’s place in the world once Shinzan is no more?” Yularian countered. 
 
   “So what do you think she might seek from us?” Keira asked quickly, sensing another argument between them brewing. Though her voice was calm, her expression said that she shared Halvar’s feelings.
 
   “If it were me, I would possibly ask for trade assurances and enough gold and jewels to ensure that I would not be challenged by any who might try to usurp my rule.”
 
   Halvar grunted contemptuously. “If it is gold and jewels she wishes, then she shall have them. But if she truly believes such things will be enough to secure her rule indefinitely, then she does not understand what it means to lead.” 
 
   “I think you will be surprised what Queen Berathis understands,” Yularian retorted. “In a world largely controlled by male heirs, she has risen to the height of power. And remember, I did not say that this is what she will ask for, or even that it is certain she will want anything at all. My only warning was that she is cunning and may possibly set a price for her aid. Anything beyond that was speculation.”
 
   “Then we will leave as soon as we are able to meet with her,” said Keira. “If there is in fact a price, I would know what it is without delay. Shinzan will not be idle. My guess is that we have only a few weeks at best to form a plan of attack and put it into place.”
 
   “I agree,” said Yularian. “We must act while we have the advantage.”
 
   Halvar’s thought drifted once again to his devastated mountain. His heart broke every time he looked upon it. “Then I will leave the details to you, Keira,” he said. “And I would ask if it is possible for me to enter the city for a short time? There is something I would very much like to retrieve from my manor.”
 
   “I would need to arrange for some trolls to escort you so to avoid an attack from their young,” she replied. She looked at the pain carved deeply around his eyes. “If you would like to rest in your tent until I speak to them…”
 
   “Yes. Thank you.” 
 
   He started to move away, but paused after only a few steps to look over his shoulder. “King Yularian. If I seem harsh company, you must forgive me. You are right. Where my people will fit into a new world does indeed weigh heavily on my heart. But I will try not to allow these troubles to affect my actions.”
 
   Yularian smiled. “Thank you, Your Highness. And you should know that though we are of different races, our spirits are far more alike than you might think. I too, am troubled. The future is a veil through which I cannot see. The mages are returning and everything I once thought to be true is being proven false. But I do believe if we show ourselves to be worthy of our crowns, we can create a world where all can live in peace.”
 
   Halvar wanted these words to comfort him, but somehow they didn’t. Without saying anything further, he continued on to his tent where he immediately opened a bottle of whiskey. For the first time in his life, he did not enjoy its taste. Even so, he forced down several gulps before setting the bottle aside and stretching out on his cot.
 
   Earlier in the day he had stood at the entrance to the mountain and heard the anguished cries of the troll young. Their pain mirrored his own exactly. Never had he thought it possible for even Shinzan to possess a power strong enough to cause such utter devastation. And even had he been told, he would not have believed it. 
 
   Most of his people wept constantly. Those who did not could only stare blankly at the terrible scene, unable to accept what they were seeing. A few had even attempted suicide. Had he not been their king, he might well have done so as well. Ganix had assured him that the damage to the city itself was minimal and confined mostly to the area by the gates. This should have been comforting. But it wasn’t. His home…the home of all his ancestors, was irrevocably changed. 
 
   The tent flap opened and King Ganix entered. His bright smile and casual demeanor immediately offended Halvar. Why was he not in despair?
 
   “Do I smell whiskey?” Ganix said, plopping into a chair and snatching up the bottle from the table. 
 
   “What do you have to be so cheerful about?” Halvar grumbled.
 
   His fellow king took a long drink then sighed with satisfaction. “Cheerful is not the word I would choose, old friend. Believe me when I tell you that my heart aches terribly. But we must press on.”
 
   Halvar sat bolt upright. “Press on! How are we to do that? Everything we are is crumbling before my eyes.”
 
   “What is crumbling? The mountain? Elyfoss? Both can be mended.” He gave a fatherly smile. “I know what really troubles you. And it is not what Shinzan has done to your home.”
 
   “Has your mind been broken?” Halvar shot up from the cot, yanked back the tent flap, and thrust out a hand to point at the mountain. “Do you see that? Look at it, damn you.”
 
   Ganix stood up and did as Halvar said. “I see it very well, thank you. And I can also see you. Shinzan has only wounded us, and the trolls will repair the mountain in time. It is the elves and the humans who have brought me to my knees.”
 
   “Speak sense.”
 
   He sighed. “Like me, you are finding it difficult to come to terms with the future. Even in victory, the dwarves will diminish. There are so few of us already. The elves outnumber us, and the humans even more so. The need for survival has driven us to the surface – far away from the home which kept us safe for thousands of years. And when Shinzan is no more, you know as well as I do that return will be impossible. You claim to see the mountain, but your mind catches what is in the corner of your eye.” 
 
   Ganix pointed to a dwarf youth who was talking with an elf warrior. He was wearing a tan shirt and pants of light cloth made by the elves. He even carried an elf dagger…on a belt crafted by human hands. 
 
   Halvar closed the flap and turned his back. “What do I care of such things?” 
 
   Despite his sharp denial, in his heart he knew that Ganix was right. He had tried to ignore it. Nevertheless, every time he saw a dwarf wearing elf or human garb or carrying their weapons, it stung him. It stung him deeply.
 
   Ganix reached across him to pull the flap open again. He pointed out an elf girl wearing a pair of dwarf made shoes. “Before you let it consume you completely, look there and take note. We are influencing them as well.” 
 
   As if to add weight to his argument, a human soldier carrying a dwarf axe passed by a few feet away from the girl. “And do you hear that?” Ganix continued. Between the ringing of hammers, an old dwarf drinking song could be heard. “Those are not dwarf voices, my friend.”
 
   Halvar listened for a while to the familiar words being sung in human voices, unsure how it made him feel. Ganix’s hand on his shoulder brought him back into the moment. In silent agreement, the two monarchs stepped away from the opening and took seats at the table.  
 
   “The truth is, none of us will be the same,” said Ganix. “Unfortunately, we are by far the stubbornest of the three races, and so the most resistant to whatever changes are coming about.”
 
   At last Halvar could feel a little of his despair lifting. “You are right about us being stubborn,” he chuckled. “And that is one thing I doubt will ever change.”
 
   Just at that point, Lady Thora poked her head inside the tent. She looked directly at Ganix. “I thought I’d find you in here.”
 
   Both kings rose to their feet. “Is everything all right?” Ganix asked.
 
   “I should say not,” she replied, planting her hands firmly on her hips. “You run off to drink whiskey and leave me behind to mind the girls.” Taking a seat beside Ganix, she grabbed hold of the bottle. “Have you never heard of glasses?”
 
   Halvar crossed over to the corner and found a clay cup. “Sadly, this is all I have to offer.”
 
   Thora sniffed before pouring herself a drink. “I suppose it will have to do. Such a pity I had to leave my good crystal behind.”
 
   “I’m going into Elyfoss later,” Halvar said. “I could retrieve it for you.”
 
   She reached over and took hold of Ganix’s hand. “Thank you, but there is no need. I brought all that was sentimental out with me. And Ganix has promised that he has plenty of fine crystal at his home.”
 
   Halvar paused to regard the two of them for a moment. “This is an interesting development,” he remarked, a smile inching its way up.
 
   “And why is that?” asked Thora. “You think us too old?”
 
   He held up his hands. “No. Not at all. I am happy for you. It’s just that I always assumed King Ganix would remain a bachelor for life.”
 
   “As did I,” he admitted. “However, Lady Thora has shown me the folly of my ways.”
 
   “A pity it took a war for him to realize how much his life was wanting,” she added. “But I suppose our fates unfold as they must. I will miss my home though.”
 
   “You will not be returning to Elyfoss?” asked Halvar.
 
   “No. However this conflict ends, I have spent my last night under the mountain. We have decided to go to Borgen after it’s all over. There, Ganix can keep himself happily busy fiddling with his trinkets.”
 
   Halvar furled his brow. “So you intend to step down, my friend?”
 
   Ganix shrugged. “Why should I remain? You are by far the better one to lead our people. And with so few of us left, would it not be better for dwarves to live together rather than in two separate kingdoms?”
 
   “I…I have not thought of it in that way before. But you are wrong in one matter. I am not the better of us to lead. We will be in great need of your wisdom during the years to come.”
 
   “You underestimate yourself,” Ganix told him. “More and more I am coming to realize that my time has gone. The new world will need a king who can understand new ways. I am too old to change who I am. Better that I retire to Borgen where I can still be of use.”
 
   “And you agree with this, My Lady?” asked Halvar.
 
   “Not entirely. He most certainly underestimates his own usefulness. But two kings is one too many. And this man at my side has earned his rest. So like it or not, you will be the one and only dwarf monarch, Halvar. From now on, Ganix’s time will be otherwise occupied.” She raised his hand and kissed it tenderly.
 
   Ganix laughed loudly. “You see? I am not abdicating the throne. I am being ousted.”
 
   The three burst into laughter, and continued talking in the same merry mood until the whiskey bottle was drained.  Shortly after that, Keira arrived to tell Halvar that he could go into Elyfoss any time he wished.
 
   “On second thought,” he said while offering her a chair and retrieving another bottle, “there is nothing there that cannot wait for my return. And where is King Yularian? I thought he would be with you.”
 
   “He has returned to his tent to consult with his commanders,” she replied, clearly rather taken aback by the light-hearted mood she was seeing. 
 
   Halvar went to the entrance and ordered a guard outside to invite Yularian to join them at his earliest convenience. 
 
   “I thought you did not care for his company,” Keira remarked.
 
   “In truth, I don’t. But if I am to lead us into a new age, it would be wise to get to know the people with whom I shall be sharing this world.” 
 
   He flashed a wicked grin. “In any case, seeing him drunk on dwarf whiskey might prove to be most amusing.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   It had taken no small measure of effort to contain Lynial Dragonvein’s fury. Discovering what his father had done to him was enough on its own to have him simmering with barely contained anger. To have this compounded shortly afterward by being told of the current grim state of affairs in Lumnia was just too much for his confused mind to handle. His rage exploded into violent action, unleashing fire and lightning in all directions. Only Ethan’s quick reaction in casting a protection spell had saved the others from serious injury. Not that this was the end of the problems. When Lynial tried to cast a traveling spell in order to rush off and confront Shinzan, Ethan was forced to contain him with a restraining cloak of magic. Such was the intensity of the youth's fury, he had very nearly proved strong enough to overcome even this.
 
   Now though – at last - he had quietened down. Standing at the edge of a narrow woodland stream, the young man wept his heart out. And though he knew Lylinora well, she'd had no success whatsoever in consoling him. He was taking the situation far harder than she had done when first released from her own crystal prison. 
 
   As for Ethan, that day he had freed her felt like a hundred lifetimes ago. He'd been so different then. Totally naïve and innocent. Not even war with the Nazis had robbed him of that. But things had changed eventually. The Boy Scout Markus delighted in calling him had been gone for a very long time now. Even before he fought Shinzan he had understood the necessary dark side to this conflict. And though, unlike Martok, he would never embrace it as a matter of course, he had certainly learned to accept it as being an integral part of war…and life.
 
   His thoughts wandered to Markus and the Urazi. His friend must have made contact with them by now. Were he to wager on it, he would say that Markus had likely survived the encounter. Whether or not he had actually joined them was another matter. Lylinora continued to be upset with him for agreeing with Martok’s decision to send her love on such a dangerous mission, but he remained resolutely sure it had been the right thing to do.
 
   He watched Lynial weep for another few minutes before walking over to where Kat was still trying to console Val. Sorrow was surrounding him on all sides at present. And so it would remain until he had finished this business once and for all. 
 
   “I don’t want to go back to the Dragon Wastes,” Val told him the instant he arrived. 
 
   “So where else would you go?” he asked. “If you run off to save Jake, you’ll just get yourself killed.”
 
   “Kat said you might find a way to save him.”
 
   “She shouldn’t have,” he told her flatly. This drew a hard stare from Kat. “I’m sorry,” he continued. “You must accept that your brother is dead. Saving him is not an option.”
 
   “You can’t know that,” snapped Val. “He might still be alive inside.”
 
   “Even if he is, how do I kill Shinzan and spare Jake at the same time?”
 
   “Just because you don’t know a way, that doesn’t mean there isn’t one,” Kat argued.
 
   “And it doesn't mean there is, either.” He paused and gave a sigh. “Even if one does exist, we can’t afford to wait around long enough to work it out. I know this is a hard truth, but you have to face up to it. We all do.”
 
   “He’s right,” a voice from a short distance away said.
 
   Lynial had risen to his feet and was wiping his eyes. “I was there when Shinzan came to power,” he said. “I’ve seen what he is capable of. And if what you've told me is true, there is only one thing that can do your brother any good. You must set his soul free.” 
 
   He paused to look at Ethan. “Pardon my earlier behavior. I…I was unprepared.”
 
   Relief that the boy was finally accepting the situation passed through Ethan. He smiled. “No need to apologize. At least this time I was able to protect myself. Lylinora very nearly roasted me alive straight after I released her.”
 
   “I think I acted quite well under the circumstances.”
 
   Lynial chuckled. “Admit it. You always were a bit hotheaded.”
 
   “I was not,” Lylinora protested, albeit unconvincingly. “And Ethan. You should be a bit more understanding. Val has just lost her brother.”
 
   “And I just burned my father’s body to cinders,” he came back quickly. 
 
   “A father you never knew,” Kat pointed out. “So don’t try to compare him with Jake.”
 
   Her words stung. Ethan stiffened with undisguised anger for a moment, then turned to walk away. “If you don’t want to go to the Dragon Wastes, then you should go to Borgen with David,” he called back to Val. “You’ll be safe enough there.”
 
   He threaded his way through the trees until the others were out of sight. His anger soon passed. He had been wrong to be so blunt with Val, and he knew it. It was the dire nature attached to the next stage of his journey weighing heavily on his mind that was making him so edgy. Kat was right. It didn’t bother him that he had destroyed his father’s body. He had never known him, so why should it?
 
   The snap of a twig alerted him to her approach.
 
   “You had better tell me what the hell is wrong with you,” she said.
 
   “If you knew that we only had a short time together, would you still have wanted to be with me?” he asked.
 
   Kat stopped short. “What are you saying?”
 
   Ethan forced a smile. “Nothing. I’m just talking nonsense. I’ll apologize to Val before they go.”
 
   “And where are we going?”
 
   “I’m not sure yet. That’s what I’m about to find out.”
 
   She cocked her head. “Find out from where? What are you going to do?”
 
   He led Kat over to a soft patch of grass beneath a nearby oak, where they both sat down. 
 
   “I’m going to see if I can find my father,” he told her. 
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   The barrier between the living world and the spiritual haven where his ancestors dwelt was no longer a mystery. Martok had learned its secrets long ago. And through the bond that Ethan shared with the elves, he was now able to cross between them at will. 
 
   He tried to imagine what it must have been like in the beginning when Heather first discovered this place. By the time Martok died, many generations of Dragonvein’s had already lived there for a very long time. They had tried to integrate him by showing him the wonders he could create with sheer thought. Had Ethan desired to do so, he could have easily transformed the misty veil into a lush field or a majestic castle. The only limit was his imagination. But like Martok, he knew it would be naught but an illusion; with no merit other than to distract the mind in order to stave off madness.
 
   Those who resided here would not be able to see him. And he had no compulsion to see them. Perhaps it was Martok’s memories, but he loathed this place. Even were he not already certain that in death he would not be able to come here, he would choose oblivion over an eternity of lies. 
 
   He called out into the void. “Father.”
 
   Just ahead, a lone figure materialized. Ethan recognized the face of Praxis at once. He was dressed in plain white robes, and his hair fell loosely about his shoulders. His expression was one of confusion and fear, but that quickly faded when he saw his son standing before him.
 
   “I didn’t mean to startle you,” said Ethan.
 
   Praxis stepped forward, a bright smile on his lips. “My son. You are here. How did you find me?”
 
   Ethan frowned. “Your memory hasn’t fully returned, has it?”
 
   “My memory? What do you…” The fear returned. “How is it that you are here?”
 
   Ethan held out his hands while stepping closer. “This may be a little bit unsettling,” he said. Gently, he placed his palms over Praxis’ forehead. The effect was almost instantaneous.
 
   Praxis leapt back, eyes wide in horror. “Weslyn. You fool! You damn bloody fool!”
 
   This was far from the reaction Ethan had expected. “Calm down, father. Please.”
 
   Praxis threw up his hands. “What possessed you? Now he is free to do anything he wishes.” He let out a growl of rage and frustration. “Don’t you see? Don’t you understand?”
 
   “No,” Ethan replied. “I don’t.”
 
   After a few more seconds of flailing wildly and shouting curses, Praxis settled down enough to talk more lucidly. “I was the only thing keeping Shinzan at bay,” he explained. “Now that is gone.”
 
   Ethan's jaw dropped in astonishment. “Are you saying that you've been aware of what was happening all this time?”
 
   “Yes. But Shinzan was not aware of me. I was able to remain hidden deep within the recesses of his spirit…if that’s what you could call the twisted foul thing that resides inside him. I kept his evil from reaching its full measure.” His face suddenly crumpled into a grief stricken mask. “Illyrian. Sweet spirits. What he will do to her now, I cannot bear to think.”
 
   “Can he be killed?” Ethan asked.
 
   Praxis staggered back, not heeding the question. “Illyrian…Illyrian...”
 
   Ethan placed his hands on his father’s shoulders. “I need you to be strong. Is there a way to beat him?”
 
   He shot back a furious look. “Is that all you can say after sentencing your mother to the most gruesome death imaginable?”
 
   “I’m sorry. But there is nothing I can do about that. If I had known…” 
 
   He paused. In truth, even had he known that Praxis’ spirit continued to live within Shinzan, he would still have done the same thing. There had been no way of knowing that the dwarf device would be so ineffective. And though his father was devastated by the prospect of his beloved wife’s fate, Ethan had never known her. And none of this changed the hard fact that he would be forced to face the Emperor again…this time alone. 
 
   “I need your help,” he said.
 
   Praxis stepped away and turned his back. “I am incapable of helping you. Any hope of defeating Shinzan passed a long time ago. Lumnia is doomed, and there is nothing that you can do to stop it.”
 
   “Surely he must have a weakness.”
 
   “None that I could find in five hundred years of searching. You would have to destroy the source of his power. And he would kill you long before you got anywhere near it.”
 
   Anger began to burn in Ethan's chest. “I refuse to believe this. He’s not God. There has to be a way. There must be.”
 
   Praxis shook his head. “I am sorry, son. What I'm telling you is the truth. Alone, you have no possibility at all of defeating him. While he is near to his source, even the combined power of a thousand mages might not be enough. And unless I’m wrong, you have only a handful with you - most of them untrained.”
 
   In spite of his insistence to the contrary, Ethan had always suspected that this was what his father would tell him. He would now have to accept the situation. He was going to die at the hands of the Emperor. Nothing could prevent it from happening. It was like seeing a thunderhead approaching from the horizon; he could only stare out and await its arrival.
 
   “Is there nothing more you can tell me?” he asked.
 
   Praxis regarded him with a thin smile. “Only that I love you. I would have given anything to have watched you grow up. And that I am so very proud of the man you have become.”
 
   “Thank you...father.” The final word almost stuck in his throat. “I would have liked to have known you as well.”
 
   “There is one thing you should know,” Praxis added. “Shinzan has a vast army hidden away in the desert. He was planning to wait until he had consumed nearly all of Lumnia's power before unleashing it. But my guess is that he will do so now.” He drew close to look Ethan directly in the eyes. “You could run. Open a portal and return to Earth. He cannot reach you there. Do what I was too proud to do…what I should have done for the sake of my family.”
 
   Ethan knew that he would never consider such an action. But the desperation on his father’s face caused him to hold his tongue. “Good bye, father. I am happy I was able to meet you. Even if it was only for a short time.”
 
   Praxis’ shoulders sagged. “You are my son. That much is clear. Regardless of what I say, you will still run off to face your end, leaving those you love behind.” He wrapped his arms around Ethan in a final embrace before drawing back. “Farewell, Weslyn.”
 
   Slowly his father faded into mist. The next moment, Ethan found himself sitting on the ground in front of a concerned looking Kat.
 
   “Well?” she pressed. “What happened?”
 
   He smiled and gave her a light kiss on her cheek. “Nothing. He knew nothing.”
 
   “Then what are we going to do?”
 
   He stood and pulled her up beside him. “There’s only one thing we can do. Keep fighting…and keep hoping.”
 
   They rejoined the others to find Val in a slightly better state than when he had left. But though her tears had dried, her eyes still burned when she looked at Ethan. 
 
   “I’m sorry I was so harsh,” he told her. “I know you must be in a lot of pain right now. I should have been kinder. I promise I'll do my best to try and find a way of saving Jake.”
 
   “Jake is dead,” she snapped. “You think I don’t know that? I’m not stupid, you know.”
 
   “No. You’re not. But I am.”
 
   “You’re not stupid,” she corrected. “You’re an asshole.”
 
   Barely had she finished saying this when the loud call of a dragon carried down from above. At once, everyone craned their necks skyward just in time to see Maytra emerging through the cloud cover. As she settled onto an open patch of grass a few yards away, Ethan realized that she was even bigger than when he had last seen her. Her powerful muscles rippled, causing multi-colored rays of light to reflect from her scales. A deep rumble reverberated from the depths of her belly. 
 
   Lynial was immediately awestruck. “Such raw beauty,” he whispered.
 
   “What is she doing here?” asked Lylinora.
 
   “She has come to take Kat and me to Elyfoss,” Ethan replied. 
 
   She frowned. “Just the two of you?”
 
   “She can’t carry us all,” he explained. “Besides, Lynial should see his father, and Val is going with David to Borgen.”
 
   “So what do you expect me to do?” Lylinora demanded. “Run and hide somewhere in the Dragon Wastes?”
 
   Seeing that she was becoming angry, Ethan moved quickly to calm her. “If Maytra is willing to bear three, you can come with us,” he said. “Considering what is coming, we will certainly be in need of your help.”
 
   “What is coming?” asked David. 
 
   Ethan told them all about the hidden army that was likely on its way. 
 
   “Then I should stay as well,” suggested Lynial. 
 
   “No. You should see your father first,” Ethan told him. “The dwarf ship can take you there and back fast enough for you to still be able to fight with us. If that’s what you want to do.”
 
   Lynial cocked his head. “Dwarf ship?”
 
   Ethan laughed. “You’ll see. It’s pretty amazing.”
 
   The youth looked at him dubiously, then slowly nodded. “I would like to see my father. But only if you're certain this ship can get me back in time.”
 
   “You have my word,” Ethan assured him. “I guarantee there will still be plenty of fighting left to do when you return.”
 
   After everyone had said their goodbyes, Ethan watched while Lynial used a traveling spell to sweep himself, David and Val away. Yes. Lynial would be an asset…if Renald permitted him to return.
 
   Maytra seemed none too pleased at the prospect of carrying three of them. Even so, after a few growls and stomps, she allowed them all to mount her back. Each carefully slid into a suitable gap between the long series of spikes. 
 
   Sensing the dragon’s powerful sinews tense ready, Ethan felt almost giddy with anticipation.  Moments later, they were airborne. A rush of exhilaration coursed through his veins as they climbed high above the clouds. No magic or charm could ever match this feeling. He was reminded of the first time he had made a jump during his training days. But this was even more intense. It wasn't long before Maytra began showing off her prowess, diving steeply and then rising almost vertically in a series of maneuvers. Lylinora clutched tightly to the dragon’s spine, pale-faced and with eyes squeezed firmly shut. Kat, on the other hand, spent almost every second of the aerobatics laughing loudly and squealing with delight.
 
   The roar of the wind and the bite of the cold caused Ethan’s heart to race. He had felt all this before in his mind, but experiencing it firsthand made those memories seem dull and dreary by comparison. Far below, the world and its troubles seemed a distant thing, though he knew this was merely a fleeting sensation. He was now about to pass through the heart of Lumnia. It was the only way he could have any hope at all of saving those he loved.
 
   The words his father had spoken to him intruded into his thoughts. 'You could run. Open a portal and return to Earth.' Well, he might not be willing to run, but…
 
   He glanced over his shoulder to Kat. She smiled and wrapped her arms around his neck.
 
   Praxis was wrong. Not that there was any way for his father to know it. No other mage had ever possessed what he did. Nevertheless, to face his destiny head on would still take every scrap of courage he could muster. 
 
   Closing his eyes, he reached out through the bond he shared with the elves. He could hear with absolute clarity the mother... the very heart of Lumnia... calling out to him over the vast gulf of magic her power created. He now understood exactly what he must do. And though he was firm in his resolve, the arms of the woman he loved clinging to him at that moment felt like a tether preventing him from meeting his fate. It was not a tether he was eager to cut loose. Even so, that was precisely what he was planning to do. 
 
   He opened his eyes and lowered his chin to kiss Kat’s hand. Yes, cut her free he must, but not just yet. There was still a little bit of precious time remaining, and he would not waste it. 
 
   Not a single second.
 
   End Book Four
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