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Prologue: The Twain
 
“They’re coming.”
The Hawk Lord Shar’tell nodded at the Mage’s report. He could see it himself, a swarming horde of corruption and death slowly advancing up towards the apex of the pass. “He is there.”
His companion looked up at the tone of his Lord’s voice. “Your commands, Hawk Lord?” the General of his Mage army asked.
Shar stood. Red-collared white robes swirled around his plain black tunic, seemingly the same and yet completely unlike the clothes of the Battlemagi around him, as befitted the most powerful Mage alive and the man who stood first after the Gods among the people of Vishni.
“You know the plan, my old friend,” Shar’tell told the Battle Mage as his fingers ran over the pulsating red blood crystal that topped his white oak staff. “I can give you nothing more, save hope.”
The Mage councilor bowed. “That you already gave us, Lord.”
The Hawk Lord’s eyes swept the advancing Swarm, seeking his prey like the hawk he wore as his other form, and nodded. “He is here,” Shar’tell said softly.
Suddenly, Shar’tell hunched his shoulders, preparing to take wing, before meeting the gaze of the other Mage. “Be ready. Be strong.”
“Always.”
The Battle Lord stepped back as his master shimmered, then Shifted. A red-crested black and white hawk winged its way into the heavens.
The General stepped away, turning to the other Battlemagi. “Be ready,” he repeated. “The Swarm comes.”
 
 
The horrendous mass of the Swarm moved slowly, as if unaware of the thin line of Battlemagi blocking the way. No two creatures in that inconstant mass were the same, many shifting forms even as they advanced. An immense stench rose from their corrupted forms as the poor creatures, warped and torn by chaos, approached.
The white-robed Magi stood motionless, waiting for them. Exactly seven hundred and twenty-nine strong, their line blocked the narrowest portion of the pass like a series of marble pillars.
The wind billowed their robes out around their black tunics, but they remained silent and still as they watched the doom of the kingdom they were sworn to defend swarm towards them.
Something changed. The leading elements of the Swarm paused for a moment, gathering themselves. Then, with an indescribable sound, that corrupted mass lunged forwards as one.
The Battlemagi watched in silence as they came. For the first time there was movement in the white-clad line, as hands carefully shifted their grips on the crystal-tipped white staves.
The Swarm moved ever closer, a multihued living whirlwind of limbs, claws and fangs. It seemed as though nothing in the entire world could stop it, until, as if driven by one will, the Battlemagi brought their staves out in front of them. They paused, making sure all their comrades were ready.
Then a great cry burst from their throats and the staves slammed into the dirt with a resounding crash. The crystals flickered, and solid planes of light stretched out from both sides of each staff, merging to form an unbroken shimmering white wall across the pass.
The Swarm broke upon that bright wall like water upon cliffs – and died.
 
 
The Swarm boiled back and forth, staying clear of the mound of misshapen corpses where they’d met the Battlemagi’s shield. Unintelligent as they were, they did know fear, and that gleaming, invulnerable, wall awoke it in them.
A pattern seemed to form in the heaving mass, as the shifts suddenly only became one way. It appeared almost illusory for a long moment, and then a split appeared in the ranks of the Swarm, a path clearing for a group of figures.
Four Riders came forward, two men and two women. All four were mounted upon drakes, immense lizard-like creatures more constant than most in the Swarm. Both Riders and beasts were clad in a deep purple that seemed to pulse with corruption.
At the center of the Riders formation drifted a single man. He floated in the air and kept pace easily with the Riders around him without visibly moving.
The strange group stopped perhaps ten meters from the line of Magi. The man hovering in the air moved forward to rest upon the ground in front of the Riders and stopped.
The Battlemagi’s line wavered at last as they recognized him. His robes were inconstant, a varying purple on which swirled reds, blacks, and greens. Shadow clouded his face, allowing only his glowing red eyes to be seen. Even the shadow that clung to him was wrong, shifting and glowing in its corruption. This was the Drake Lord Jai’tell, the Master of Chaos. The Accursed One.
He raised his hand, hidden within the voluminous sleeves of his robes, and gestured wordlessly. Multicolored flame flashed out, flaring along the shield. The corpses of the Swarm incinerated unheeded as his fire tested the defense.
The flame stopped as he lowered his hand. His pulsating purple eyes considered the Magi, and thunder rang under his voice as he spoke. 
“Do you truly believe that you can stop me?” Jai’tell demanded of the Battlemage host.
The Battlemagi were silent. The pulsing eyes flashed, and he raised his arm once more, and this time the multihued fire battered at the shield and kept battering. Several of the Battlemagi were driven to their knees. They kept their hands on their staves, though, and the shield stayed up.
The Drake Lord lowered his arm, and the fire stopped. He focused on the Battlemagi, missing the single bird that flew in to land in front of him. “Impressive. But you cannot stop me.”
“No. They cannot.” The bird shimmered, and Shifted into the white-robed Hawk Lord Shar’tell. “But I can.” He drew his staff from within his robes and stepped forward.
Jai’tell gestured the Riders forward, but Shar’tell raised his hand. “They have no place in this, Accursed One.”
The red eyes blazed, but a flick of the robe’s sleeve sent the four Riders back. “So be it, my brother,” the Drake Lord said coldly, his voice dripping venom. “Let this be done.”
The two men, brothers and no longer merely human, advanced upon each other.
 
 
Jai’tell drew his staff from within his robes. A bright gold dragon, its eyes purple crystals that the rainbow swirled within, topped a staff of dull black wood, as different from the shining white of the Battlemagi’s staves as could be.
He swept the dragon scepter around, and the same multihued fire he’d unleashed on the host lashed out at the Hawk Lord.
The white-robed Shar’tell casually brought his own staff into the path of the flames. The multihued fire gathered around the blood-red crystal tipping the staff, until the swirling hues stabilized to the natural colors of fire. Shar’tell twisted his staff, and sent the flames hurtling back at their creator.
The Drake Lord sneered, and killed the flame with a gesture. The gesture continued, ending with his hand pointed at Shar’tell. Purple-cored lightning flashed out at the white-clad Mage.
A glittering white shield flickered into existence around the Battlemage, shedding the lightning like water. Energy coruscated around the shield, glittering like stars in the night sky.
Jai’tell stepped forward, raising his staff to add more purple lightning to his assault. “You have learned much, little brother,” he snarled. “But I am the stronger.”
“Your strength is chaos, Jai’tell,” the Hawk Lord said calmly. “It will rip you apart and spit you out as dust upon the wind.”
“And your weakness is your altruism!” Jai’tell snapped. His focus suddenly shifted, and he sent a beam of power, empty of either light or dark, hurtling towards the Battlemagi line.
Shar’tell shifted with him, placing his shield between that beam and his people. He grunted with the effort of holding back that lance of pure chaos.
Then the attack shifted, the beam flashing out of existence, to reappear slashing straight at the Hawk Lord. His defenses focused elsewhere, the lance ripped through his stomach and sent him crumpling to the ground in a spray of blood.
 
 
Shar’tell lay on the ground, hearing the soft footsteps on the rocky soil as his brother came to finish him.
His heart continued to pump his blood out, soaking the rocky soil and the already-red crystal of his staff. With each drop that touched the blood crystal, its glow grew more intense.
A slight shift, covered by his crumpled body, drew his left forearm across the sharp edges of the crystal, leaving his life’s blood to pump out onto it. With a thought, the Hawk Lord reached out to the blood crystal, trading it a devil’s bargain: his life for the strength to finish this.
Then Jai’tell was there. For the last time, strength filled Shar’tell’s limbs, and he thrust the staff upward. The blood crystal glowed with a brazen light as it sliced through the Drake Lord’s shields like tissue paper, then continued on to rip out his throat in a spray of gore.
Shar’tell slumped back, the blood crystal draining the last of his life and soul, as the carefully balanced chaos in his brother broke free.
Heat was the last thing he felt as chaos fire swept the pass with death.
 
 
The Battlemage Adept moved through the debris quietly, one of dozens who searched the pass. Something tugged at his mind as he searched, drawing him towards a heap of rubble.
He used his hands to clear away the rocks and dirt. He had a glimpse of a red gem, moments before his hand touched it. As he touched it, a whirlwind ripped into his mind; knowledge, words, and thoughts that were not his own. 
It spun through him, filling him, subsuming him and being subsumed by him, and then a voice spoke in his mind and through his lips, words in a tongue he didn’t know – and yet knew perfectly:
“Ba kar shana dua…” and then he understood the words as he spoke them:
“As there were two, so shall there be two
In which the blood of the Twain runs true
They will clash, as did the brothers
And they will decide the future.”



 
Novice
 
The shadowy figure slithered towards him through the darkness. Swirling purple fire encased its darkened form. “Come to me,” it hissed, “come to me, my child.”
He scrambled backwards. “No, no! Stay away.”
Chains of fire whipped out, wrapping around him, dragging him towards the shadow.
“NO!” Lightning flashed from his hands, shattering the fire. “Stay away from me!” Red fire flashed from his own hands, smashing into the shadow.
It laughed, cold with an utter lack of pity. “You cannot stop me, boy.”
More chaos fire whipped out to wrap around him. He shattered it, scattering flame and lightning in all directions.
Then suddenly his magic was gone. The fire wrapped itself around him, dragging him towards the shadow, unaffected by his screams.
The shadow’s robes reached out, trying to touch him…
 
 
Tal jerked awake, panting in terror. His eyes opened, seeing his small cell at the Academy. Bare stone and simple cloth, a stark and soothing environment, now marked with new scorch marks, joining the many older ones. His blankets looked the worse for wear, but their protective spells seemed to have kept them mostly intact.
As his eyes adjusted the dim light, he slowly began to pick out the familiar details of the cell; the single lamp in the alcove on the wall, its glass shattered yet again, the chest holding all his worldly things, the small cot.
He blinked away his tears as his eyes came to rest on the man who stood next to his bed, looking down at him. Deer Mage Ket’nir was the Academy Head. He looked somehow vulnerable out of his formal greens and whites, clad only in a plain white cotton tunic. White hair framed kindly blue eyes, and led down to a short, well-kept beard. Tal noted the position of the Head’s hands, raised over him.
He drew a deep shuddering breath, as Ket’nir lowered his hands.
“Are you all right, child?” the old Head asked. After Tal nodded, he looked towards the door, waving away the black-clad Battlemage hovering there. “You were using a great deal of magic.”
“Nightmare,” Tal said shortly.
Ket’nir nodded sadly. “I thought as much, Novice. I was forced to block your powers, or you might have broken the spells protecting the fort and damaged the walls.”
The seven-year-old bowed his head. “I am sorry, Deer Mage.”
A gentle smile touched the old man’s face. “Do not worry, child. It is a sign of power.” He held Tal’s eyes. “But you must learn control. I will not always be there to protect you from yourself.”
“Yes, Head Ket’nir. I will try.”
The Head nodded his acceptance of the promise. “Sleep, child. You’ll need it.”
 
 
Tal sat cross-legged, facing Fox Mage Kil’dare across the carpet in the small stone practice room. The Battlemage instructor was usually quite talkative, but today he seemed quiet, focusing on the candle holder and candle in his hands.
With a glance at the students, Kil’dare placed the candle and its holder on the carpet, and lit the candle wick with a wave of his hand. He turned to the two boys and the girl, all wearing the plain black unadorned tunics of Novice Death Magi. “Today we will work on fine control of your basic physical shielding.”
He gestured at the candle. “I will attempt to put out the candle. You must try to stop me.” His eyes swept over the three, settling on Tal for a moment, but then turning to Shell. “Shell, you try first.” 
Tal’s face tightened at the omission of the second syllable, the patronymic granted by the child’s father. It was the familiar usage, used to treat the Novices as if they were their instructors’ children, but in his case, it was also the way he would be properly referred to. Tal had no father.
The blonde girl nodded, focusing her bright blue eyes on the candle flame, and raising her hand as if to cup it over the flame. The instructor eyed her for a moment, and she nodded firmly.
With a gentle smile, Kil’dare raised his hand towards the flame. Before his arm was half extended, the flame went out. Shell drooped, her confident smile slowly fading.
“Well done, Shell,” their teacher told the little girl. “At your stage of training, that was very good.”
Kil nodded to the other boy as he relit the flame. “Now, Jer, you try,” he instructed.
Jer was a fidgety, black-haired child who Tal found both useless and annoying. Nonetheless, the boy managed to focus on the flame, but his attention seemed to be only barely present.
Kil’dare paused, waiting, Tal guessed, until he was certain the boy was as concentrated as he could be, and then raised his hand again. His hand rose barely half as high as it had for Shell before the flame went out. 
His face gentled as he looked at Jer. “Don’t worry, Jer, you will have many years to practice this, and other things.”
Now Kil’dare turned to Tal, an odd expression on his face. “Now, you, Tal.”
Tal, shrugged, and turned a lazy gaze, even less concentrated than Jer, upon the candle.
Kil’dare looked at him, clearly waiting for him to concentrate. “Are you ready?”
“Yes, Fox Mage.”
The Mage sighed, and began to raise his arm. At halfway up, nothing had happened and sweat was streaming down Kil’dare’s face. When his arm had reached full extension, Kil’dare was exerting nearly his full power.
He stopped, gasping for breath, and looked at Tal, who had not moved from his slouching cross-legged posture. Tal merely met his eyes and nodded.
“Thank you, Tal,” Kil’dare said, catching his breath. “Now we will practice our fine control. Shell, you go first. Tighten your shield in as close as you can to the candle flame. The tighter it is, the less the flame will move.”
Shell blinked, and focused. A slight shimmering appeared around the flame, as she made her shield visible to aid her control. It slowly closed in on the flame, constricting its movements. It had reached about half again the size of the flame when her control jerked, and the shield cut the flame out of existence.
Kil’dare nodded thoughtfully. “Not too bad for your first time. Now you try, Jer,” he instructed as he relit the candle.
The boy sat up, and focused. He too made his shield visible as he closed it around the candle. He reached the point where Shell had lost control, and continued to slowly close it. His was perhaps a tenth larger than the flame before it collapsed in and killed the fire.
“Very good, Jer,” the teacher complimented him. “You have fine control, which can help you learn to apply your power.”
The instructor relit the flame and turned to Tal. “Now you try, Tal.”
Tal assumed the same lackadaisical stance as he had before, and glanced at the candle. His shield flickered into visibility like the others, and began to contract. Unlike the other, it collapsed inwards almost immediately, moving with brutal speed and force that splattered the candle all over the rug.
“How many times must I tell you Tal, power and control are not the same,” Kil’dare told the child with a sigh. “You must learn control, or you will never truly be able to use your power.”
His eyes swept the three Novices. “You must all remember that. To a certain extent, control can make up for lack of power, but power ill-applied is worse than no power at all.” 
He stood, gesturing the children in front of him. “Now we will go outside and, as I’m sure you’ll enjoy, practice basic fire magic.”
 
 
Tal sat quietly in the courtyard, a chain of fire linking his spread hands while Kil’dare attempted to get Jer to create more fire than a spark. A small spark. He was unlikely to have any great success, Tal knew.
His eyes swept the courtyard. It was nestled into the gap between the wall surrounding the Academy and the actual main buildings. Designed to function as both a training ground and a space for meeting new arrivals, the courtyard was paved with hard stone. Several braziers were scattered around.
Shell stood next to one of the braziers, studiously ignoring both boys as she intently focused on a small fire she’d started in it. She watched it as if trying to learn how to reduce it to a simplicity she could understand and manipulate.
Tal shivered in the late autumn cold, glancing up at the sky. Shivering, he moved over to one of the braziers. His head barely came over the top of it but when he released the fire he’d held between his hands, the brazier lit into a satisfactory, warm blaze. 
Kil’dare glanced up from his conversation with Jer, looking at the other two Novices. 
Tal noted the Battlemage assuring himself that his students weren’t about to burn the Academy down, and turning his eyes towards the gate. One of the Academy’s two Battlemage Initiates – fully trained, but still junior Mages due to their youth – was seated in the tower next to the gate, where he could identify anyone approaching. Tal’s gaze followed Kil’dare’s as it continued to sweep across the courtyard, and saw one of the other two full Battlemagi, the Initiate’s current master, crossing to join his apprentice.
As the instructor turned back to Jer, and Tal returned his concentration to his fire magic, both stiffened as they sensed something. Tal glanced at the others. Shell looked disconcerted, like something had happened that she didn’t understand. Jer was looking confusedly at Kil’dare, wondering what was wrong.
The group of Magi, both full and Novice, turned to look at the gate as a horseman rode up to it. The full Mage guarding the gate stepped up to it to speak to the rider, and then bowed deeply and gestured for his apprentice to open the gate.
As the gate slid open, the horseman rode through. Tal’s eyes were irresistibly drawn to him. Though the horse looked like it had been ridden for some days, the white-haired rider’s black cloak was untouched by mud or other travel-stains. As the rider dismounted, the cloak swung open, revealing a lean man wearing the plain black tunic that was effectively the non-formal uniform of a Battlemage.
It wasn’t the man that drew Tal’s eye. It was his amulet. For a moment, the boy wondered why a male Battlemage would be wearing jewelry, but then he noticed the nature of the design. A gold chain wrapped around the man’s neck, each chain holding a red gem. His eye quickly counted the links he could see, coming up with the guess of twenty-six links. Two of the links, the very front ones, were merely gold links, without the gem. At the very front of the amulet was a gem nearly three times the size of the others, and much more roughly cut. In fact, it almost appeared to be the shattered fragment of a larger gem.
Even to Tal, the amulet radiated power. The other apprentices’ eyes also seemed drawn to it, with various degrees of consternation. They felt it too. Kil’dare looked like he felt it as well, but it seemed to mean more to him, for he immediately went to one knee.
“Kneel,” he whispered to his students. Trained to obey, Shel and Jer did. Tal didn’t. He remained standing half-hidden behind the brazier.
“Damn you, boy,” Kil’dare snapped. “Show some respect! That is the Hawk Car’raen!”
 
 
The Hawk Car’raen, Hawk Mage, Battlemage, and sworn defender of the Kingdom of Vishni, surveyed the courtyard quietly. He sighed mentally at the sight of the kneeling Magi, but it was only to be expected. Very few Magi would dare his wrath by standing before him, whether he wished it or not.
Then he saw him. A boy, perhaps seven or eight, stood half-hidden behind one of the braziers. A snapped command from the Mage had no apparent effect, as the child coolly met Car’s eyes. There was power behind those golden eyes; power, and a pride beginning to border on arrogance.
The Amulet seemed to burst into song in the back of his head. What is this? He demanded of it. 
I am uncertain. The softly modulated mental tones of Car’raen’s immediate predecessor as Hawk, Jor’nial were almost soothing. It is similar to the recognition of the next Hawk, but different. We recognize him, but none of us can say why. Shar’tell may know, but he speaks the least, even of the truly Eld Ones..
Great. You mean you know, but you don’t know? Car demanded of the minds in his amulet.

I am sorry, Car, but we cannot tell you what it is, the dead Mage replied. Only that it is important. Incredibly so.
The Hawk Car’raen, current successor of the Hawk Lord Shar’tell, sighed, and dismounted. He turned to the kneeling Mage and his students.
A flick of power, and he identified the Mage’s power and status. “Get off the floor, Fox Mage. Your students too. I have no need to be reminded of who I am.”
Car’s eyes turned to the boy. “Come out from behind there, boy.”
The boy stepped out, brushing long light brown hair out of his eyes. “Sir,” he said shortly, defiantly.
The Hawk shook his head slightly at the boy, wordlessly, and turned back to the Battlemage. “I did not intend to interrupt, Battlemage. I must speak with Head Ket’nir immediately.”
“He is inside, Hawk Car’raen,” the teacher replied instantly.
“Thank you.”
Car turned back to the boy, still puzzled by him. “Novice, take my horse to the stables.”
The Novice stared at him for a long moment, until the Battlemage behind Car hissed wordlessly. Then, finally, the boy nodded in acknowledgement. “Yes, sir.”
Car’raen watched as the boy took the horse’s reins. Then he gathered his spell-woven cloak around himself against the cold, and headed towards the buildings at the center of the tiny fort.
 
 
Ket’nir bowed as Car’raen entered the room. “We are honored by your presence, Hawk Car’raen.”
Car’raen couldn’t help but smile slightly at the title. He was the only Mage alive described merely by their other form, their rank, without the honorific of ‘Mage’. Of course, he was unique. The amulet he bore carried the spirits of the twenty four men who’d borne the rank of Hawk before him, and the soul of the Hawk Lord Shar’tell, who had fought and died at the Battle of Drago Pass, giving his life to defend Vishni from his twin brother, the Master of Chaos.
“Please, Mage Ket’nir,” Car said, raising his hand, “I get more than enough bowing and scraping whether I want it or not. I am merely a Mage, not a god.”
Ket’nir’s head bobbed, as he stifled a bow before it finished. A dry smile crossed Car’s face.
“I was brought here by the Amulet,” he told the older Mage, “and I am not certain why.”
“The Hawk Amulet brought you here?” Ket’nir looked shocked. “Do you have any clues as to why?”
“It has something to do with that boy outside,” Car replied, gesturing towards the window looking out onto the courtyard, through which the Head would have seen all that transpired in the courtyard, “the one who refused to bow. The Amulet recognized him somehow, but the Hawks could not tell me why or how. Who is he?”
The Academy Head shrugged. “His name is Tal.”
Car looked up. “I know it is your policy to only address the students by prename, but if you could tell me his patronym, it might be useful.”
“He doesn’t have a patronym,” Ket’nir admitted with a shrug.
“Bastard?” The patronym was the family name, usually of the father. 
“We don’t know. He was left in a basket on the steps of the Lady’s Abbey in Telnar just over seven and a half years ago now.” While not a daily, or even weekly, occurrence, this was not an uncommon event. When the mother of a child knew she couldn’t care for it, and wanted to give the child the best life possible, she would give it to the Order of the Lady of Life, Lilitha Andrela. The Order would raise them as a monk. Monks were celibate and lived in service to the people of Vishni, but it was not a bad life, better than many poor women could offer an unexpected offspring. 
“When he began to show signs of the gift, the monks of the Lady’s Order asked us to test him,” Ket’nir continued. This was normal, and one of the few benefits a child raised among the Order could hope for. “He was tested, and showed promise, so we took him in.” 
“All right,” Car’raen accepted with a nod. “What else can you tell me?”
“He is just over seven and a half years old,” Ket’nir said quietly. “He has been with us for three years, and has been our Novice for just over two now. His power is astonishing. Notwithstanding our full Battlemagi and Initiates, he is the most powerful Death Mage in this Academy, and he is far from his full power. I am the only Life Mage here capable of blocking his power. I’ve had to do it on several occasions.”
The Hawk turned back from the window to look at Ket’nir. “You blocked him?” he asked softly. “Why?”
“The boy suffers from nightmares,” the Head explained carefully. “He has a tendency to unleash full power Battlemagic – often spells he doesn’t even know – when he does. While his room and bedclothes are shielded, on three occasions he has come extremely close to overloading those shields, in his sleep. The last one of those incidents was just last night.”
“The Blood.” Car’s words were quiet.
Ket’nir nodded unwillingly. “Yes, he shows all the signs of bearing the Blood of the Twain,” he admitted. “He will be a Hawk Mage, I can tell that already. The most powerful Battlemage here is a Wolverine.”
“Your people can’t train him,” Car’raen said softly. A Mage of relatively pure descent from the two demi-god-like mythical figures whose ancient conflict still shaped the Kingdom was rare – the bloodlines were diluted by now, but fluke still produced a child or two every generation who showed their power and curses – often from a completely different family than the last such Mage. “He won’t listen to a Mage weaker than him.”
“Exactly,” the Academy’s master agreed. “But we could find no alternative.”
“You have one now,” Car told Ket’nir. “I will take him as my apprentice.”
“Milord, do you have time for such?” the Head asked carefully.
Car considered. The Hawk was the direct successor of much of the prestige of the Hawk Lord himself. As such, he had many duties and responsibilities. However, “These are peaceful times, Ket’nir,” he said simply. “The Long War seems to have reached one of its quieter phases, and there have been no major incursions for years. Also, for a boy of this power, I will make time. The Amulet says there’s something special about him, and he needs a master of great power.”
“He would not normally be apprenticed until he is an Initiate, at least four years from now,” Ket’nir said. He didn’t sound like he was objecting; only observing. There were reasons for that delay, after all. It usually took that long to establish a Novice’s power. While a strong Novice was rarely a weak Mage, it was far from uncommon for a weak Novice to be a very powerful Mage. 
“At his level of power, it is necessary that he be apprenticed sooner,” Car’raen said firmly. “I will take him, it is decided.” He paused, considering for a moment. “Also, record in your records that his name is now Tal’raen.”
“You will adopt him?” the Head asked, seeming somewhat perturbed.
“It seems the best way to control him,” Car replied. “What he will not listen to in a teacher, he may be prepared to hear from a father.”
Ket’nir bowed, and gestured out towards the courtyard. “Then we must tell him, Hawk Car’raen.”
 
 
Car watched as the Head stepped out of the building, and called Tal to him. He heard the Mage’s words to the boy through the window.
“Come Tal, there’s someone you need to meet.”
It took a minute or so for the Head and his student to return to the office, in which he considered his decision, searching it for flaws. He couldn’t find any, and he knew from past experience that if the older Hawks had, they would tell him. They rarely hesitated to.
Once the boy entered the room, the Hawk studied him silently. Form Sight, and a few far less common, less well-known, abilities. He nodded to himself. The boy had potential. Indeed, he possibly had more potential than that of any boy Car’raen had seen in all of his fifty-three years.
Ket’nir stopped and gestured Tal in front of him. “Novice Tal, be known to the Hawk Car’raen,” he said simply.
Tal inclined his head, barely. “Your honor.”
The Head turned to the Novice. “He will be staying the night, and leaving in the morning,” Ket’nir told Tal. “When he leaves, you will go with him.”
Car tried not to wince at the consternation on the boy’s face. 
He doesn’t realize the honor at all, does he? Jor’nial’s mental voice was dryly amused.
That poor boy thinks he’s being expelled, Jor. Car’s mental voice was tinged with slight exasperation. The dead Hawks tended to be less respectful and much less considerate than the living man who had to actually deal with the people they spoke of.
“Don’t be worried, Tal,” Car said quietly. “You aren’t being punished, quite the opposite. You are to become my apprentice.”
“I thought you weren’t apprenticed until you were an Initiate?” Tal asked. That the boy spoke at all at this point was a measure of his guts and willpower.
“Normally, no,” Car agreed drily. “For Magi of your power, however, exceptions are made” – he met the boy’s eyes as he paused, then continued – “to minimize the damage to those around you.”
Ket’nir looked Tal in the eye. “Also, Car’raen has agreed to officially adopt you,” he told the boy. “From now until the day that you die, you shall bear the name Tal’raen.”
Car sensed the boy reeling. Too much had hit him at once. He reached out and clasped the Novice by the shoulder. “Relax, boy. I don’t bite. Now go pack, we’ll be leaving in the morning.”
The shock of the last few minutes wrenched a full bow from Tal, the first real show of respect Car had seen from the child. The boy didn’t quite run from the room, but it was close.
There’s hope yet. Jor observed. He has the power, and he could learn discipline. He might just be the greatest Death Mage I, at least, remember.
Car’raen nodded, almost unwillingly. Yes. But if he is, just what course is that poor child condemned to?
 
 
Tal paused one last time on the threshold of his cell, looking back to be certain he’d missed nothing. The contents of his small chest, a few books and some small treasures, were in the saddlebags at his feet. For the last three years, this room had been his home. Even the slight itch of the powerful shielding spells bound into the walls had become a comfort.
Now, some complete stranger had come into his life, and turned it upside down. Tal’raen sighed, feeling the weight of his new name fall into place on him. He’d always known he was an orphan, but now he had a master, and a kind of father.
He felt tears prickling at his eyes, and let them flow. For a moment, he let his fears take him as water flowed down his cheeks. Finally, Tal controlled himself with a deep breath. It was time for him to go. 
As he turned to leave, he paused one last time. He recited a small prayer to Lilitha Andrela, the Lady of Life, asking her to show him the way forward. 
When he’d finished, he picked up the saddlebags and stepped over the threshold of his home.
 
 
Car’raen was waiting in the stables, overseeing the saddling of one of the Academy’s horses.
Tal had spent a lot of time in the Academy’s stables, for various reasons, and recognized the horse. A white-chested chestnut mare, her name was Stella. She was also his favorite among the horses here, and Tal wondered just how much of a coincidence that was.
The Hawk turned, and noticed his new apprentice. “Tal, come here,” he instructed.
Tal quickly obeyed the order, hustling over to the old Mage, his saddlebags bouncing off each other on his back. “Yes, sir?” he asked quietly once he’d reached Car.
With a gentle smile, Car nodded towards the mare. “You know Stella here, I’m told,” he said.
“Yes sir,” his apprentice confirmed.
“Well, she’s yours. A gift from Ket’nir.”
Tal looked towards the stable groom for confirmation. The wizened old man nodded, smiling at the boy.
“I presume you can ride, boy,” Car said, his voice turning the statement into a question.
“Yes, sir.”
“Good.” Car paused. When he continued, a note of amusement tinged his voice. “The proper address, boy, would actually be, ‘yes, master,’ but do not be too concerned.”
“Yes, master,” Tal replied, lowering his head, hoping that he had not displeased this man, who now held Tal’s future in his hands.
Car gestured towards Stella. “Get ready, boy. We have quite a ways to ride, and I want to get started soon.”
Tal hefted his saddlebags and nodded, already moving towards the horse.
 
 
The Academy stood just outside the city of Telnar, capital of the Duchy of Telnar, placed there like a sentinel or a brooding stone watchdog. The small, fortified compound seemed small compared to the sheer immensity of the city walls, less than a kilometer away.
According to Tal’s lessons, forts similar to the Academy, though most were smaller and without the teaching function, were scattered throughout the Kingdom of Vishni, providing a powerful reaction presence for local defense, a strong law enforcement force, and rapid healing magic from the forts’ Life Mage healers.
The two riders turned away from the city, riding towards the Royal High Road, one of the dozens that carefully linked the major cities of Vishni together, allowing rapid deployment of the High King’s Army, Ducal troops, or even Battlemage Triads to suppress banditry or outside attack by the Swarm. 
All of this Tal had learned in his classes, but he’d never seen a High Road in real life, and the dry words of his books and teachers didn’t prepare him for its immensity.
A ten-meter wide smooth stone surface, designed for the marching boots of infantry or the wheels of wagons and carriages, made up the center of the road. Flanking it on either side was a five-meter section of road-grass, a plant some long ago Life Magi had created to be the perfect surface for a horse to run on. The interlocking mesh of blue-green strands provided a surface of just the right elasticity to provide traction and protection for the horses’ hooves, even when wet.
It wasn’t any one portion of the Road that awed Tal – it was all of it. As he and his new father turned onto the road-grass portion of the Road, his eyes swept along it. The Road didn’t bend, turn, curve, or anything. As straight and flat as the surface of Coran Fesh the Smith-God’s anvil, it seemed to stretch out for eternity.
Tal didn’t realize he’d stopped to stare until Car rode back towards him. 
“It is impressive, isn’t it?” his master said. “There are, I believe, fifteen High Roads, linking together the entire Kingdom. Proof of what planning, ingenuity, magic and sheer human effort can produce.”
“Yes, master,” Tal said quietly.
“Come on, it’s a long way home.”
Home. Tal’raen nodded. Maybe when they got there, he would find out why people attached such sentiment to that word.
 
 
Tal walked out of the tent. Things seemed strange, smaller somehow. He looked down at a drag on his side, to find a sword resting on his belt. The weapon was unadorned, plain steel, yet seemed to seethe with colors he didn’t think were normally in steel.
He was dressed in full armor. He wasn’t sure why, but he was aware that it was stunningly heavy, and, like the sword, was unadorned steel, seething with strange colors.
Then he suddenly began to walk, without conscious decision. He appeared to be in some sort of vast encampment, a random mishmash of tents and wagons onto which a twisted kind of order had been superimposed. Beyond the boundaries of the tent camp, he could sense something even greater, even more twisted, the main part of this army.
A man dressed in inconstant purple stepped out to him and bowed. “Master, we have taken prisoners.”
“Good.” The voice that came from his lips wasn’t his. It was older, much deeper – and cold. It was so very cold. “Bring them to me.”
The man bowed. He left, and returned within moments, leading a chained together group of children and old men and women. He spoke again. “All those of prime age fought to the death against our force. These only were captured.”
“It is enough.” That cold voice once more came from his lips. He felt himself step forward as a magic wove itself within him.
Tal somehow knew what was going to happen before it did, but could do nothing. The body he looked out through didn’t answer to his commands. Tingling lines of chaos light lanced out from his fingers, wrapping themselves around the prisoners. The light began to pulse, as it drained the life from then.
The elders died first, completely drained. The children didn’t last much longer, their unformed life force too vulnerable to this attack.
All through this, Tal screamed and could not be heard. 
Then the scene was gone, replaced by the far-too-familiar shadowy room, and the same inconstant shadow.
“No!” Tal was still screaming.
“That is what you are, boy. It is your destiny, and what you are meant to be. You carry the Master’s blood,” the shadow hissed sibilantly at him.
“Never!” He screamed at it. “I will never be that!” Fire lanced from his hands at the shadow, battering at it. 
The shadow laughed, and shrugged off the flame. “The more you deny it, the more you become your destiny. The more you become me.”
 
 
Tal jerked awake, panting and screaming at the same time. Fire sparked uncontrollably from his fingers and threatened to ignite the bedding.
The sparks had no effect. They petered out before they’d gone more than a few inches from him. As the sparks and hyperventilation faded, Tal recognized the signs of an antimagic shield.
He slowly looked up, tears standing in his eyes as they met Car’raen’s. “I will never be that!” he swore to the night.
Car’raen nodded, and gestured for the boy to sit. “I can recognize somewhat of what might have caused that, boy,” he admitted, “but I suggest you tell me about it.”
Tal looked up at his master, uncertain how far he could trust this man. It was the look in Car’s eyes that decided him. It wasn’t the controlled fear or anger of the Magi at the Academy, their reactions to the damage he inflicted; it was the concern of a man who knew what he suffered. A man who might just be able to help.
Tal told him.
 
 
Car sat back cross-legged, feeding the fire with more wood as the boy finished telling him what he’d seen. “All right,” he said as Tal finished. “I do know those dreams. I shared similar ones myself when I was younger.”
“You did?” The boy looked at him sharply, and Car smiled in amusement.
“Yes, I did. They’re a marker of your membership in a group even rarer than even the Magi.” Car sighed. “What do you know of the Twain?”
“The Hawk Lord and the Drake Lord,” Tal recited. “They were the greatest Death Mage and the greatest Chaos Mage to ever to live. They killed each other at Drago Pass, a long time ago.”
“Right,” Car agreed softly. “There are a few more facts you should know about them. Firstly, they were twin brothers.”
“Brothers? And they killed each other?!” Tal looked shocked.
“Yes. Ties of blood don’t always bind as strongly as we would like,” Car told him sadly. “The two were effectively equal in power, each vastly more powerful than any other Mage who was alive then or has lived since. They clashed, and argued, and one fell into temptation. Hence the Battle of Drago Pass, which was almost exactly a thousand years ago now, by the way.
“They left a legacy behind, though. Neither of them were chaste men, and between them they left quite an assortment of children behind. Those children, and their descendants, are the bearers of the Blood of the Twain, which carries a gift – and a curse. That same Blood flows in your veins.
“The gift of the Blood is power. The greatest Magi since the Twain have all been of the Blood. Its curse is the flipside of that same coin, corruption. It is… far too easy for a Mage, especially one of the Blood, to fall to chaos. 
“The nightmares are part of the curse. They are our own, personal, temptation, and can be our destruction. They are the Master of Chaos speaking to us, trying to bring us down his path.”
The boy shuddered. “Do we ever see the Hawk Lord?”
Car smiled bitterly, and touched the central gem in his amulet. “In two senses, yes. In the first, from the Blood we gain the stubbornness of the Hawk Lord, that we may choose our own paths.” Car trailed off, staring into the fire before him.
You’re telling him too much. Jor’nial said. He’s just a boy, he’ll forget most of what you say to him tonight.
It doesn’t matter. Some he will remember, some I will teach to him again. He has the right to know, Car snapped back at the voice in his head.
“What’s the second sense?”
“Hmm?” Car looked up at Tal’s question.
“You said there were two senses in which we saw the Hawk Lord. What’s the second?”
“This,” Car told him running his fingers along his amulet. “The central gem is the largest fragment of the blood crystal the Hawk Lord used to kill his brother. It contains some of both his soul and his power. In each generation, one man has borne the Amulet, adding his knowledge and power to it when he dies. The amulet marks the Hawk, who stands for the Hawk Lord.” He smiled gently at the boy. “In a way, when you look at me you see him. He’s in the Amulet. He’s not that vocal, but he is there.”
The Hawk Car’raen put another stick on the fire. “It appears that we are not going to be going back to sleep, so why don’t we do some control exercises? You do appear to need them.” He tried to take the sting out of his words with a smile.
Tal nodded silently, and moved closer to the fire. “What do you want me to do?”
 
 
The next night, they began the lessons soon after they’d finished setting up camp. Car began Tal with a series of simple exercises, focusing and power-touching.
It took Tal less than three attempts to focus on his power through a burning branch to throw it down in frustration. “What’s the point of this junk?” he demanded. “I can already access my power perfectly well.”
Explain to him, Car, Jor said. Use small words, he might even understand.
Car’raen sighed. “Yes, Tal, you can. Now.”
Tal caught the emphasis. “What do you mean, ‘now’?”
“You are accessing your power through a link that is only available to young Magi who, at some point in their family tree, are descended from a Chaos Mage. It’s a link through Chaos.” Car met Tal’s eyes, which seemed edged with a touch of fear. “It includes most, if not all, members of the Blood, since Jar’tell was a Chaos Mage. At the moment, given your youth and strength, Chaos is merely used as a channel. It isn’t tainting your power or you – yet.” 
“However, as you grow older, if you continue to access your power this way, it will become less and less Order magic that you touch, and more and more Chaos – until you touch nothing else. At that point, it will consume you until all that remains of your soul is a husk, animating your body to the darkest of deeds.” Car continued to hold his apprentice’s eyes. “Now do you understand why I want you to do this?”
Tal nodded, his eyes suddenly wide as he grabbed another burning branch from the fire, focusing on it like his life depended on it.
What do you know, he can learn, Jor observed.
 
 
Three days later, they left the High Road, taking to a dirt track up into the hills. The hills were covered in a dense forest, and the track they followed seemed to be the only break in the trees and underbrush. Still, the track seemed well traveled, the dirt packed to the consistency of stone by feet and hooves. 
“What is up here that brings so many people?” the boy asked.
“Gold,” Car replied. “This path leads up to several mines in the hills. There’s a few farming towns up here as well, and they add to their resources by shipping lumber and stone, along with the gold from the mines, down to the plains.”
“You live up here?” Tal asked.
“I own ‘up here’, as you put it,” Car told him softly. “We’re in the lands of the Raen family. In my lands, actually, as I was the last of that line until I adopted you. Now you will inherit these lands once I die.” Tal looked up to catch Car’s gentle smile. “That won’t be anytime soon, Tal, so don’t worry about it too much,” the old Mage said gently. “Besides, the people up here are a loyal and trustworthy bunch. I ask little of them, and so they would give me all that they could.”
Car nodded to Tal. “You’ll like them. Come on.” He put his heels to his horse, urging it up to a canter.
 
 
That afternoon, Tal’raen met some of ‘those people’ for the first time. They came around a bend in the road as it twisted its way through a denser than average bit of forest, and almost rode straight into a group of three men.
As the two groups of riders pulled back from each other, Tal took advantage of the opportunity to glance over the men. They had been riding separated, just far enough apart to allow them to cover each others’ backs. Dark green cloaks and tunics covered their lean forms, each carrying a longsword at their belt, and a longbow over their shoulder.
The leader bowed his head to Car’raen. “Hawk Car’raen, welcome home.”
Tal’s eyes flicked to Car, who was returning the head bow.
“Ranger Kove’tar. It is good to be home.” A slight twitch entered Car’s voice, a twitch Tal was learning to recognize as mild amusement. “I take it your presence here is not accidental?”
“No, milord. Shris’dari scried your arrival.” Kove nodded towards Tal, “She also mentioned the boy, but she didn’t know who he was.”
“Ah.” Car turned to Tal and gestured him forwards. “Kove’tar, be known to my apprentice and adopted son Tal’raen. Tal’raen, this is Ranger Captain Kove’tar, also husband to our local Healer and Seer, the Horse Mage Shris’dari. The two of them double as the heads of my household and stewards of my lands when I’m gone, and my general keepers when I’m home.”
Tal bowed to the Ranger, who regarded him with a penetrating gaze. 
After a moment, Kove turned away. “We should ride, my lords,” he said firmly. “Night is falling and it gets cold in these mountains. If we ride hard, though, we should manage to make the manor house before nightfall.”
 
 
The sun was just beginning to drop behind the tree-topped hills when they reached the house. The gentle light of the sunset leaked over the hills to light up the Gray stone building in a mix of orange and shadow. Two wings reached to either side, away from what had clearly once been a fortified keep. While the keep stood four stories tall, the wings were only two. A five-story tower marked the end of each wing, and watchfires burned in each of them.
As the sun dipped more towards the night, more fires lit in a pair of watchtowers at the end of the valley, illuminating the five riders as they came in. Greetings were shouted down from the rangers in the towers as Tal passed through the open gate in the low wall blocking the valley.
A path paved in dark red stones started just outside the gate, within the light from the watchtowers, and led towards the small courtyard before the central tower of the manor. A small group of people standing in the courtyard greeted the riders’ approach by coming out to meet them, led by a short and motherly woman in a simple green and white tunic.
She walked out to meet the four men and the boy, a smile on her face. Coming to a stop in front of Car’raen’s horse, she curtsied. “Welcome home, Hawk Car’raen,” she greeted him with a broad smile. “We’ve prepared your rooms for you, and a small set of rooms near yours for young Tal.”
Tal jerked at her use of his name, but then realized who this motherly looking woman was. Car’raen had mentioned Shris’dari, a powerful Life Mage and Seer who ran the household. She’d probably been watching and listening to their conversation with her husband. 
As he realized this, he suddenly found himself beginning to sway on his horse. He’d been riding for six days, and a boy raised in a monastery was hardly used to long journeys by horse.
His swaying attracted Shris’s attention. “Look at the poor boy, he’s exhausted,” she said, disapproval in her voice. It took Tal a moment to realize it was directed at Kove and Car for not taking better care, rather than at him. With a surprising quiet authority, she waved the men with her forward to help Car and the Rangers dismount, and came forward herself to hoist Tal from his horse.
He stiffened at her touch for a moment, then relaxed and allowed himself to be mothered.
 
 
Steel skittered on steel as the two longswords clashed. Car grunted as he deflected Kove’s attack to the side. Both men were clad in light tunics, without padding. They relied on each other’s skill to prevent injury, and on Shris’s healing talents to fix any injury that did occur.
Car turned from his deflection into an attack, slowly driving the Ranger backwards, step-by-step across the inner courtyard, sheltered from the elements on three sides by the house. His unrelenting attack didn’t slow or falter, until his foot slipped on a small pebble that had found its way onto the smooth stone.
As his foot slipped out from underneath him, his left hand dropped from the swordhilt to the ground, turning his fall into a roll that brought him out from under Kove’s descending blade, and up onto his feet, his sword swinging in an arc flashing for the Ranger’s neck. He stopped the blade just short of touching and stepped back. 
Kove grimaced and nodded acknowledgment. “Good recovery, milord.”
Car nodded, sheathing the longsword as he glanced around the courtyard, which doubled as a training salle. His eye picked out a small figure, clad in a familiar plain black tunic. “Tal,” he called. “Good morning. Come, join us.”
The seven-year-old boy stepped out onto the yard silently, his face seeming focused. As he entered the light of the early morning sun, Car saw the small flame the boy had been focusing on vanish.
“Good morning master,” Tal finally said, nodding first to Car, then to Kove. “Good morning Ranger Kove’tar.”
Kove barked laughter. “Call me Kove, boy,” he ordered. “If that’s too much stress, just try Ranger or Swordmaster.”
Tal inclined his head slightly. “Your wish… Swordmaster.” He gestured towards the longswords. “What are you doing?”
“Sparring.” Car replied. “We’re both Eleventh Circle Masters of the Tal’var School of swordsmanship. Since we’re the only two people here of that rank, we spar with each other to hone our skills.” The Hawk considered his apprentice. “Pick up a blade and join us. This will be one of the things I will be teaching you. When I am busy, Kove will take over this part of your lessons.”
Tal paused, seeming to consider the rack of practice swords leaning against one wall of the courtyard, under the partial roof around the edge, then turned back to Car. “Why, master Car?” he asked.
“Why what?” 
“Why learn the sword?” Tal looked away from Car. “I mean, what use is a sword when one has magic?”
Does the boy have any sense? demanded one of the older – much older – Hawks from the amulet..
The boy is not alone in his sentiment, Eld One. Too many of today’s Battlemagi feel the same way about any weapons. He will not, Car responded firmly to the dead man in his head. A millenium of time had wrought a great many changes, and too many of the Hawks locked away in the Amulet had difficulties understanding that. That lack of understanding could be a hassle for the man who had no choice but to listen to them.
“Many Battlemagi think that, my young apprentice. They disregard the sword and other methods of combat. Then they face some challenge that cannot be fought with magic, and are defeated.” Car paused, meeting and holding Tal’s eyes. “Also, you must always remember to use the least force necessary. Often you can solve problems with a sword without the massive destruction of Death magic. It is much easier to wound or disable with a sword than with a lightning bolt. Finally, to always use magic is the easy way, and like so many other easy ways in magic, will tend to corrupt, and lead one into Chaos.”
Tal nodded, appearing to take in the lesson. Car decided to accept the lesson as taught, and tossed a practice sword to the boy. He caught it with difficulty, since the sword wasn’t much shorter than he was. 
The Hawk hid a small smile, and then began to teach, slowly and surely, as so many others had over the centuries, the ways of the sword.
 
 
Once they’d finished with the swords, Car had sent Tal off to find lunch. It took him a while to find the kitchen, tucked away in the eastern wing. The bustle and energy filling the room intimidated him at first, but he soon worked up the nerve to venture in and ask for food.
The head cook was a large, bustling, red-faced man with a gentle smile. When he saw Tal, his face lit up. “Ah, it’s the young new lord himself,” he exclaimed with a broad smile. “Looking for some lunch, are you?”
The man’s forceful cheeriness raised a small smile in return from Tal, who nodded in response to his question. 
“A good healthy appetite, that’s what a boy your age needs. Come.” He led Tal over to a small table in the corner of the kitchen, with several stools nearby. “I’m Jor’helts, the cook in this place. Now you just hoist yourself up here,” Jor fit his actions to his words by picking Tal up bodily and putting him on a stool next to the counter, “and I’ll have you some food in a jiffy.”
Tal swung his legs in the space between his stool and the floor, and glanced around the kitchen. With a little effort, he identified the source of the business: the harvest was only just come in. What he wasn’t certain of was just what they were doing with the harvest.
When Jor returned with a loaf of bread and a bowl of meat stew, Tal met him with a smile. “Thank you, Jor.”
The cook beamed at him. “It’s a pleasure, Tal. Now eat up, you’ll need it for your lessons.”
Tal nodded, but before digging in, he gestured towards the people scrambling around the room. “Speaking of lessons, what are you doing at the moment?”
“We’re busy making preserves, taking the perishable parts of the harvest and preparing them in such a way that they’ll last longer,” the cook responded.
The apprentice smiled slightly. “How about after I finish this,” he gestured at the food in front of him, “you show me? I don’t have any specific lessons this afternoon.”
Jor beamed at him. “Gladly, young sir.”
 
 
That evening, Tal and Car continued Tal’s lessons in magic, concentrating on learning focus and methods of accessing power. After they’d finished, the two of them sat by the fire Tal had been using for experiments, gazing into it quietly.
“Master Car,” Tal said hesitantly.
“What is it?”
“What are the various Magics? I know I’m a Death Mage, but I’ve heard other Death Magi referred to as Battlemagi. You described Shris as a Healer and a Seer, what are those? I’m… not entirely clear on what these are.”
“Ah. One of the simple yet not-so-simple questions.” Tal heard amusement in Car’s voice again, and suppressed a spurt of irritation that his master found his ignorance amusing.
“Where to begin.” Car mused. “Well, to put it simply, there are three magics. You and I are Death Magi, Black Magi. Shris, and Head Ket’nir at your old Academy in Telnar, are Life Magi, White Magi.” Car paused, as if finished.
“That’s only two, master. Is the third Chaos? What is a Battlemage or a Healer?” Tal demanded, with all the insatiable curiosity of the young.
Car smiled. “The third is Gray Magic. There are no Gray Magi, for any kind of Mage can and will use Gray Magic. Chaos magic… is something else entirely.”
“But I thought that Chaos Magi were different?” Tal asked.
“It’s complicated to explain,” Car said softly. “But when you break it down to its most basic essence, there are only two types of Mage: Life and Death. Life Magi manipulate living things, and Death Magi manipulate energy in its purer forms.
“Those,” the old Mage continued, “you are born to. You were born a Death Mage. Shris’dari was born a Life Mage. It cannot be changed, and it limits what you can do for your entire existence.”
“Then what are Chaos Magi?” Tal persisted.
“The other name for a Chaos Mage, Tal, is a Fallen Mage,” Car told his student, “and it is really the more accurate. Every Mage can wield both Order and Chaos magic. Every Mage. But Chaos magic corrupts the flesh, the mind, and the soul.”
“You said I was almost using Chaos magic,” the youth observed.
“Indeed,” Car told him quietly.  “Chaos is the easier form to touch, to command.  In desperation, Order Magi have used Chaos energy to devastating effect.  Once, maybe even twice, this can be done without corruption, if your will is strong.  Beyond that, Chaos will claim you.  You will find yourself using it more and more often, because it is easier, more enjoyable.  It’s like a drug, and the more you use it, the more it owns you.
“Once Fallen, there is no turning back.  One is a Chaos Mage, the dark mirror of our own kind.  Life Magi Fall to become Swarmmasters, and our own kind Fall to become Warriors.”
Tal was silent for a long moment, and looked up to find Car eyeing him. Finally, the old teacher spoke again.
“As for Battlemagi, Healers, Seers and the rest,” he continued in a calmer, less sad, tone of voice, “they are different titles for the same thing. They’re subtypes, specific callings within the broader group. Once you have completed your Novitiate, you will be sworn in as a Battlemage, bound to protect those who cannot defend themselves and Judge those who defy the Law. Healing and scrying are talents possessed by Life Magi. Swarmmastery is the Chaos answer to Life Magi and War magic the Chaos answer to Battlemagi..” The Hawk shook his head kindly at Tal. “Does that answer your questions, Tal?”
Tal considered for a moment, some of the concepts spinning through his head. “Some, Master Car. But not all. I have more.”
Car raised a hand. “That is good, but keep them for another night. You have much to learn, and I have much to teach, but we have much time in which to do both. In time, I will answer most of your questions, one way or another.”
“Most? Why not all of them?” Tal immediately demanded.
Car smiled gently at Tal. “You will have questions I cannot answer, and must put to others. You will have questions no-one can answer except yourself. And,” his voice grew grim, “you will have questions it is better to not know the answer to.”
He reached out and tousled Tal’s hair. “Now go to bed, Novice. Your lessons will continue tomorrow.”
 
 
The next morning, Tal met Kove’tar’s sons. It wasn’t exactly a planned occurrence on anyone’s part. He was running towards the courtyard, late for the sword practice he’d promised to attend, when he slammed full-tilt into someone else.
Both he and his ‘encounter’ were thrown to the ground, and a third boy giggled aloud at the sight. Tal rose to his feet, furious, and turned to face a pair of blond boys, perhaps six years old.
“Who are you?” one of them asked. “I haven’t seen you before.” He grinned. “Liv here didn’t see you soon enough, obviously.”
“I am the Mage Novice Tal’raen!” Tal told him hotly.
“‘Raen?” the other boy, the one Tal had run into – Liv, the first one had called him – repeated. “Lord Car’raen has no children. If he did, we’d know,” he said assuredly.
“Maybe you weren’t important enough to be informed,” Tal replied cuttingly.
The first boy grinned again. “Father did tell us,” he said calmly, his hand suddenly resting on the Liv’s shoulder. “You just weren’t listening.”
“What? I don’t recall him saying that Car had picked up some stray who happened to be a Mage somewhere,” Liv replied.
Before Tal could say anything precipitous, the first boy calmly swept Liv’s feet out from under him, using the hand on his shoulder to push him down. He glanced down at his brother, sprawled on the floor.
He looked over at Tal and shrugged. “I’m Jan’tar,” he told him. “The oaf here is Liv’tar.”
“Kove’tar’s sons?” Tal queried, his temper slowly beginning to cool. 
“Yes,” Jan replied shortly. He shrugged. “Don’t mind the brat, he’s younger by five minutes and apparently missed the brains.”
“Am not,” Liv replied coming back to his feet. “You’re younger by five minutes.”
Jan’tar shrugged; his boyish face the perfect expression of tolerance. “No, you are,” he insisted.
“Boys!” Kove’tar’s basso voice rumbled through the building argument, and all three children turned to look up at the old Ranger, falling silent and looking guilty.
He eyed them with a twinkle in his eye. “I see you’ve met our local terrors, Tal. Have my rapscallion sons bothered to introduce themselves, or did they start fighting immediately?”
“They introduced themselves,” Tal told him. “They weren’t fighting either!” he added, not wanting to get the twins in any more trouble. 
Kove’tar grinned widely. “I know my boys,” he said firmly. “And, like you, they’re supposed to be at lessons. Aren’t you, boys?” he demanded.
The twins nodded. “Be off with you then,” the Ranger told them. “Next year, you’ll join us in the salle. Once you’re old enough.”
From the expressions on the twins’ faces, there was no doubt that they would join Tal and Kove in the salle. They may not have been Magi, but they knew what they were, and what they wanted to be. 
Like Tal, they wanted to be just like their father.
 
 
About three weeks after his first arrival at the Manor ‘Raen, Tal found himself being awoken early one morning by his father. He blinked up at Car, realizing that the only light in the room came from a magelight floating over the Hawk’s shoulder.
“Wake up, son,” Car told him firmly. “We have something to do today.”
“What?” Tal asked, slowly rolling out of bed and reaching for a tunic.
Car shook his head. “It’s a lesson, but one that doesn’t work if explained,” he told Tal.
Confused but obedient, Tal finished dressing and followed Car out into the courtyard. The house was still in the pre-dawn dark, and no-one seemed to be moving.
“How long till dawn?” Tal asked.
“Another hour or so,” Car replied and handed him a walking stick. “We’ve got a ways to walk yet today.”
Tal considered objecting to the idea of walking for a moment, but rejected it quickly. If Car’raen said they were walking, then there was probably a reason for it. With a resigned sigh, he took the staff.
 
The pair of Magi hiked deep into the hills around the manor, without any apparent destination or course. Tal’raen had started the journey with questions about the ‘lesson’, but Car refused to say anything about it, and responded with questions about Tal’s new life at the manor and his time at the Academy.
Finally, the sun well on its way into the sky, Car led Tal into a strange valley, sheltered by towering walls of black basalt. Vines and trees climbed the stone walls, despite their strange flowing shape, but none of them reached the top of the stone walls.
At the center of the valley, looking out of place, sat a plain gray granite boulder. Car led Tal up to this boulder and stopped, leaning on his staff, looking at it. Confused by his teacher’s attention to the plain rock, Tal examined it himself. It was just a plain boulder, a little mossy. Nothing else.
“This is the lesson,” Car said simply.
“What?” Tal asked dryly. “The rock?”
“Yes,” Car replied. “By now, you can recognize Chaos and Order energy, yes?”
“You taught me,” the young Mage replied.
“All right,” his teacher said. “Look into the rock, tell me what you see of those two.”
Tal wondered if Car was going crazy. It was a rock. Logically, it ought to be pure Order. However, what one was told… He looked into the rock.
A moment later he jerked back, a violent hiss escaping his lips. There was Chaos all through the rock, corrupting its clean Order.
“What happened to this rock?” Tal demanded. “It’s full of Chaos!”
“Indeed,” Car replied. “Do you know why?”
“It’s been corrupted, infected, obviously,” Tal told him. 
“I see. In that case, perhaps you should cleanse it?” Car told him. “Reach into it and remove the Chaos. If you can sense it, you can manipulate it.”
Recognizing a lesson at last, Tal’raen turned to the rock and approached it. His magical sense buzzed as Car did something. It was familiar, but unimportant to his task.
Focusing his concentration on the rock, Tal sank his awareness into it, carefully avoiding the chaos all through it. He studied it for a moment, and then readied his power. He shaped an overlay that would sweep through the rock and obliterate all the Chaos, replacing it with Order.
With a grin, he unleashed the spell. In moments, he was gasping as power drained from him like water, but he forced it forwards. He struggled with it, and succeeded. The Chaos was gone from the rock.
He opened his eyes, gasping, and looked at the rock. Something had gone wrong! The rock had suddenly compressed to less than a tenth its original size and turned pure black. 
These facts had only barely entered his mind before the rock detonated into a horrendous fireball. Even through the shields Car had erected, Tal was driven to his knees, and his exhaustion from the spell caught up with him and he collapsed the rest of the way.
 
 
While Tal slept, Car opened the pack he was carrying. Firstly, he took out a blanket and covered his exhausted pupil. Then he pulled out food and laid it on a nearby rock, neatly sterilized by the explosion.
The lesson he’d just demonstrated wasn’t one most Battlemagi were taught. For that matter, it was one only a few could be taught, as most didn’t have the power to completely purify even a small stone. Forty years ago, his own teacher had brought him to this same valley to teach it to him.
When Tal finally awoke, he announced it with a loud groan. Car crossed to him and handed him a small loaf of bread.
“Here, eat,” he ordered.
His son took the loaf, and groaned again. “What happened?” he asked.
“You succeeded in removing all the chaos from the rock,” Car told him. “Now eat. You used up all of your energy doing so.”
Obediently, the boy began to eat, his appetite driven by the amount of energy he’d used. After he’d finished the loaf, Car gestured him to the rest of the food on the rock.
“Why did that happen?” the boy asked as he settled down to eat.
“Because the rock wasn’t ‘corrupted’, as you put it,” Car told him. “It was, in fact, perfectly natural.”
“But it was full of Chaos,” Tal objected between mouthfuls.
“Yes,” Car agreed. “At its most basic level, Tal, the entire universe is made up of energy. You, me, the trees, that rock; everything is made of energy. And there are two types of energy. Do you understand?”
Tal nodded, and Car continued. “The first form of energy tries to push everything apart. It gives things their size, their weight. Left unbound, it would scatter to the winds, and there would be no universe.
“The second form of energy holds everything together. It gives the universe its form, its surfaces and rigidity. If it were left unbound, however, it would compress everything into one little ball, and there would be no universe.”
“You’re talking about Chaos and Order, aren’t you?” Tal asked.
“Indeed,” Car confirmed. “Only in the fragile balance of the two can the universe exist. When they become unbalanced – when, for example, you removed all the Chaos from that rock – the balance tends to be restored violently. In this case, the Chaos rushed back in so fast that it shattered the Order bonds, leading to an explosion.”
The Hawk shook his head solemnly as he looked at his son. “Chaos and Order are forms of energy, really, nothing more,” he told the boy. “Any Mage can use either. Order is harder to use, but Chaos… Chaos corrupts the body, mind and soul.”
“Is Chaos stronger?” Tal asked.
“No,” Car replied. “It is simply easier to wield, more potent, so to speak, but a strong Order Mage can do so much more with the same energy.”
The older Mage laid his hand on Tal’s shoulder. “Remember that, Tal. It may seem, now, that Chaos is the easier route, the stronger route. If you stay the course, and learn to truly master your power, no Chaos Mage short of the Drake Lord himself will be able to face you.”



 
Initiate
 
The galloping hooves of the three horses echoed through the forest. Tal’raen led the other two youths in a race for the stream that could just be seen around the bend.
He let loose with a wild yell as he broke into the lead, his lanky form leaning close over the neck of his horse. His two companions were neck and neck as they followed behind him, both of them sharing nearly the same features and wearing identical Ranger-style clothing.
Tal let his horse splash into the stream, ignoring the water that splattered over his simple black tunic; the clothing of a Battlemage Initiate. He turned to the twins who’d followed him in and grinned. “You two are slow, again.”
Jan’tar shook his head. He and his brother shared the same blue-eyed and golden-haired features, which already had the girls from the nearby villages swooning over the fourteen-year-old pair. “I think you cheat. I’m sure there’s some magic you’re using to make Blazer run that fast.”
Tal laughed at his friend. A year and a bit older than the twins, he’d matured into a leanly built young man, with raven-black hair and golden eyes like those of a wolf, or the Hawk he was in his other form. 
“While there’s probably something I could do with Air to make Blazer run faster,” he admitted “I’d need to be a Life Mage to really cheat. Which I’m not, and I wouldn’t need to cheat anyway.” He sniffed in disdain at the thought.
Liv’tar, Jan’s brother, made a mock grab for the bow hanging off his saddle. “Of course, the fact that you have the fastest horse has nothing to do with it,” he observed dryly, grinning at Tal. “I’ll believe you’re the better rider the day you ride a horse other than Blazer and still win.”
Tal waved a hand. “Details, details, details.” He laid his hand on the bow on his own saddle, while shifting to settle his plain steel longsword more comfortably. “Well, gentlemen. Are we going to hunt or not?”
 “Mom said she wanted something from us for supper,” Liv’atar laughed, “or she’d make us all wash dishes!”
“And she wouldn’t let you use magic to do it either!” added Jan.
“Well, since none of us would dare disobey your mother…” Tal replied, shuddering artistically before he continued, “let’s hunt!”
 
 
The dark of an early autumn night was beginning to fall as the trio rode back towards the house. Each of them had several rabbits and grouse hanging off their saddles and a travois, improvised from a sack and some tree branches, carried the neatly butchered and arranged carcass of a medium-sized buck behind Liv’s horse.
They were quieter than they had been earlier; luxuriating in the silence of the woods they called home. They knew the sights and sounds of these woods like their own, and when an unexpected sound cut through that silence, all three of them turned in their saddles towards it.
Tal gestured the other two to silence before they could speak, then concentrated, enhancing his hearing to catch the sound again. “Horse hooves,” he said quietly. “One horse, with a rider.” He glanced around to the other two. “Shall we go meet him?”
The twins shrugged. “We probably should,” Jan replied. “Even if they’re just passing through, the sun’s setting and the manor is the only place nearby to stay.”
Tal nodded, still slightly abstracted as he located the sound. “This way,” he said suddenly, turning his horse down the path, towards the main road. The brothers followed him, Liv more slowly, as he had to take care with the travois.
The road wasn’t far away and the three boys knew all the shortcuts and little paths near the manor. They came out onto it just as the rider was passing by.
“Ho, traveler,” Tal called out. “What brings you to these parts?”
The rider started, turning to face the boys. Tal inhaled sharply as the man’s cloak flared open in the wind, revealing the blue and gold uniform of a Kingsman. He was silent for a moment and Tal took advantage of the opportunity to study him.
The gold trimmed and braided blue tunic was definitely that of a Kingsman, one of the oath-sworn soldiers and servants of the High King. Tal’s eyes caught a flash of silver on the man’s breast and he focused on it, to recognize the winged horse that was the symbol of the High King’s Couriers, men who bore the King’s orders and spoke for the King in disputes. A pair of medium length swords, shorter if less plain, than Tal’s own longsword, marked the man as a practitioner of the Kor’len School of swordsmanship.
The Kingsman seemed to study the boys in return and Tal caught his eyes widening as he recognized the meaning of the black tunic Tal wore. When he finally spoke, his voice bore the accent of the Deoran Highlands, the hills in which the High King of Vishni made his capital. 
“Well met, Mage,” he said respectfully. “I seek the local lord, for I bear a message for him.”
 “I am merely an Initiate, Kingsman.” Tal shrugged. “As for the other, if you seek the Lord Car’raen, Hawk and Battlemage, his manor is just a short ride from here. We can show you the way if you wish.”
The courier inclined his head in thanks. “I thank you for the offer. I am Sir Gav’rel, Courier for the High King and it is indeed the Hawk Car’raen that I seek.”
“Well now, then you should come with us.” Tal gestured to his companions. “These are Ranger-trainees Jan’tar and Liv’tar; and I am Initiate Tal’raen. Come, the manor is less than half an hour away.”
Gav’rel nodded to the brothers then turned his attention back to Tal. “You are related to the Hawk then, Initiate?”
 “Yes and no,” Tal told the man with a slight smile. “I am Lord Car’raen’s apprentice, and I am also his adopted son. But that is unimportant,” he continued with a shrug. “Come, it isn’t far, but night falls both quickly and coldly in these mountains.”
Pushing aside the topic of his relation to Car’raen, Tal led the way into the rapidly darkening night.
 
 
Air swept under Car’s wings as he headed home. As much as he enjoyed being a hawk, he didn’t manage to do it for pure relaxation very often anymore. Most of the times he’d been Shifted lately, he’d been teaching Tal how do it.
The black and white banded hawk winged his way up to his manor, following the line of the road. As if conjured up by his thoughts, he saw Tal and the twins on the road, riding with a stranger.
No, not a stranger, he realized as he dipped closer. It was one of the King’s Couriers and the Hawk Car’raen had met most of them in the past.
Bad news, almost certainly, if Kelt’ahrn is sending a Courier here, he thought. 
It seems our holiday is over, Jor’nial responded.
Car shrieked a greeting to the boys and saw Tal look up and wave. Car looped to return the wave, then set off for home.
He suspected he would want to enjoy every remaining minute he had there.
 
 
Car met them in the courtyard in front of the manor, dressed casually in a plain black tunic. His eyes were sharp as he watched the four riders approach. Without even thinking about it, he was sure, the three youths had dropped into a neat escort formation around the courier. Nothing was going to touch the man without going through two Ranger-trained youths and a Hawk Mage Initiate, and not much could manage that.
Tal was first of the four to dismount, crossing the courtyard to Car. “Good evening, master,” the boy greeted him, then nodded back towards the Courier. “Kingsman Gav’rel says he bears a message for you.”
Car inclined his head to his son. “Thank you for bringing him here, Tal,” he said quietly. As Gav’rel dismounted, Car crossed the cobblestones to him. “Welcome Gav’rel, to the manor Raen.”
 “Hawk Car’raen,” Gav greeted him with a bow. “I bear news, greetings and a request from the High King.”
 “I expected as much,” Car replied with a slow nod. “Come, we will speak inside.” He turned to Tal and the twins. “You three put the horses away and attend to your chores.”
With that, Car turned on his heel and led the way into the house. The Courier followed, obviously watching everything around him.
As they headed up the spiraling staircase to Car’s study, at the top of the main tower, he spoke. “This isn’t what I expected of the home of the Hawk,” he told Car. “It’s not like the residence in the High City at all.” The city of Deoran was the capital of the Kingdom, but to most it was merely the High City, seat of the High King of Vishni. 
 “The residence in the High City is the best part of a thousand years old,” Car snorted in reply, “and has had a lot of money thrown at over that time. It is meant to be magnificent, to underscore the power of the heirs of the Hawk Lord.” He shrugged. “This is my home. It is far more my home that the home of the Hawk. I lived here before I was Hawk and others who are not the Hawk will live here after me.”
They reached the top of the staircase. The stairs simply came to a stop at a functional wooden door, with only the barest of landings. Car barely slowed down, opening the door without breaking stride.
He took a moment to glance around the room before stepping aside to let Gav’rell in. Like the rest of the house, the room was rather plain. Unlike the house, it was far from simple. The room was huge, combining library with lounge with everything else Car needed to do in solitude, taking up the entire top floor of the four-story central keep. The door was the only break in the bookshelves on the eastern wall and each of the other walls had three slit windows apiece as the only breaks in the shelves on them. Other than the door and windows, bookshelves covered every single inch of the walls. Even so, the room would be well-lit in the day, with a central fireplace and lamps evenly spaced around the room looking to provide light at night.
On seeing the fireplace, Car made a small gesture with his hand. The wood seemed to glow for a moment, then burst into flame, shedding light across the room. A desk stood near the fireplace, guarded from sparks by a metal screen but still positioned to get the best light at any time of day or night. Several heavy, down-stuffed chairs placed around a small table and a larger table with some wooden chairs made up the rest of the furniture.
“Take a seat, Courier Gav’rel,” Car told the man, gesturing towards the stuffed chairs and then took one himself. “Now, give me your messages.”
“Firstly, High King Kelt’ahrn and his lady Tris’dael send their greetings and their hopes that you have achieved the goals you returned home for,” Gav’rell began as he took a seat. “The lady Tris’dael also asked me to tell you she wishes to meet your adopted son and that you have been missed in the High City.”
 “It’s good to hear from them,” Car admitted with a slow smile. “How is their daughter?”
“Lady Initiate Brea’ahrn is well -” Gav began.
“Hold on a moment, Lady Initiate?” Car interrupted before he could continue. “Brea is a Mage? Since when?” 
Gav looked nonplussed for a moment. “Since…” he paused before continuing. “Since shortly after you left, I believe. She had begun showing signs before then, but we didn’t realize until later. I don’t think anyone realized you hadn’t been informed. She’s a Life Mage, one of some power, or so I am told.”
Car nodded slowly, considering. Life Magi came to their powers later than Death Magi, which would have Brea beginning to come into hers right about when he’d left, looking for Tal. “Well, that’s an interesting tidbit of information, but you said you had a request from Kelt’arhn for me?”
“Well, I think I may to have to give you some news first,” the Courier said slowly. “How well have you kept up with events in the Kingdom?”
“I live with a bunch of Rangers and a Seer, Sir Gav’rell.” Car said dryly. “I don’t think it would be possible for me to not keep up with events.”
“What do you know of what Earl Jyd’har has been up to?” the Kingsman asked.
“Not much,” Car admitted with a shrug. “He’s the most southeastern Earl, with two sides of his Earldom bounded by the ocean. I’ve heard something about discontent in his Earldom, but not much.”
“Well, it’s coming to more than discontent,” Gav said quietly, then stopped for a moment, his gaze drawn to the western window.
Car followed his eyes, to find a black hawk had flown in and settled onto the perch just inside. He nodded gravely to the bird. Well, I guess Tal is curious.
Should he be listening in on this? Jor’nial asked.
Car glanced back at Gav, who had pulled his eyes away from the hawk, obviously realizing that Car seemed to think it belonged. I think that I’ll be taking him with me and he’ll need to know what it’s all about.
“Define ‘more than discontent’, Gav’rell,” Car requested.
“Jyd’har has been rattling his saber and making noises about secession,” the man clarified quietly. “He seems to want to return to the days when the Earldoms were kingdoms in their own right.”
“What is he using for reasons?” Car asked, putting asides the concerns of the father for the duties of the Hawk.
Gav’rell looked uncomfortable. “He does have some true complaints,” he admitted. “However, Kelt’ahrn has been doing his best to address those complaints. Jyd’har seems to be using them more as an excuse and his lords are far more uniformly behind him than we’d expect.”
“You think something’s up,” the Hawk Car’raen stated flatly.
The Kingsman shrugged helplessly. “They have to know that the Magi will move against them if they attempt to secede, yet they seem to be quite confident. We think that Jyd’har is being put up to this and that there have to be Magi behind it.”
“Have you sent agents?” the Hawk asked.
 “Four Battlemagi, two Life Magi and nearly a dozen Kingsmen,” Gav’rell told him with a nod. “None of them have reported back. There’s something going on under the surface and neither the King nor the Councils seems able to ferret it out.”
“So you want me to try?” Car replied, allowing his mouth to twitch. It was their right to request his assistance and if it was as bad as Gav’rell said, they needed it.
“It’s been seven years, Car’raen,” the Kingsman said softly. “We’ve gotten by without you, but we need you this time. We’re looking at a full-scale civil war, with Magi on both sides if some of our suspicions are correct. We can’t afford that now. You of all people should know Swarm incursions have increased in the last few years.”
Car nodded slowly at the last. The Rangers were the first line of defense against incursions, dealing with small groups of Swarmbeasts or Beastmen, and calling in Battlemagi when the Chaos Magi came through. They stood upon the front line of the Long War against Chaos.
“If it isn’t stopped, we’re looking at all-out civil war,” Gav’rell said bluntly, “and the Kingdom cannot afford that. Kelt’ahrn begs you to help.”
Car glanced over at Tal, still in the form of a black hawk, sitting on the perch. His lips thinned. “I think… that it’s time my apprentice acquired some experience in the world,” he said softly, then turned back to Gav’rell. “Tal and I will leave tomorrow. We’ll see what we can do.”
“Thank you, Hawk Car’raen.”
 “It is my duty, Gav’rell, no less,” Car replied firmly. “Now, you should get some rest. I’m sure my cook can fix you up something to eat, but you have to leave in the morning.”
 
 
After Gav’rell had left, Car turned to face the hawk resting on the perch. “All right, Tal,” he said calmly. “Shift back now.”
Tal flew down to the floor and concentrated. He Shifted back into himself and stood up. “From what he was saying, it sounds like something major is going on in Kahir,” he said quietly.
Car nodded. “And it doesn’t sound good,” the old Hawk admitted. “We’re going to be leaving in morning, flying south.”
“Flying?” 
“Yes,” Car said flatly. “Only pack what you can carry on you. However,” Car raised a finger, “be certain you bring your sword and your formal robes.”
Tal felt his eyes widen. “You think it’s going to get messy?” he asked. Formal robes were worn to special occasions, Judgments and combat.
“At the very least, we’re going to Judging some poor bastard. Bring the robes,” he ordered.
Tal bowed. “Yes, Father.”
 
 
Tal stood in darkness. He looked around, but could find nothing. Unlike some of his other dreams, he seemed to have a body, but he wasn’t sure it was his. He stood on something, but there was only nothing around him.
“Where am I?” he demanded. 
As if in answer, a light appeared in front of him and he found himself dragged into it.
He was on the street of a city. Behind him, he heard a crashing noise and turned to watch an immense tower crumple to the ground, lit with flame. As he stared in horror, the streets suddenly filled. The people didn’t come from anywhere, they’d been there before – and yet not been there.
Those people were screaming and running, as creatures came boiling down the street, ripping apart those they reached. In gaps in the Swarm walked men in robes of a constantly shifting purple. When a group of children tried to hide in an alley, one of them gestured with a staff and a group of Swarmbeasts charged in after them.
Tal felt himself stride towards the swarm, which split before him. The Swarmmasters sank to their knees when they saw him. “Lord, the battle goes well,” one of them reported.
“I know,” Tal said harshly, the voice coming from his lips as cold and as pitiless as steel. “These mean nothing.” A wave of his arm took in the running innocents. “Come with me.”
He turned away and the Swarmmasters and their ‘beasts followed him, leaving their prey at his command. As they traveled, more Swarm gathered around them, until they reached another street, this one seemingly empty.
It wasn’t empty for long. Even as the Swarm moved onto the street, a formation of silver-armored Kingsmen appeared on it, marched around a corner and down the street, guarding a small group of robed figures.
Tal’s body bowed mockingly to the lead figure. “Greetings, Wolf Lady,” he told her. “I’m afraid your Black Lord can no longer save you.”
The woman stepped forward and drew back the hood of her robes. Long red curls framed a face that made every other girl Tal had ever seen seem like a crone.
“So it comes to this, Accursed One,” she replied with a toss of her. “I will never yield to you.”
Tal felt a mocking inclination of his head. “I’m afraid you’re wrong, milady,” he said coldly. “You will yield to me and be mine.”
She laughed. With the great city burning around her ears and faced with evil-made-flesh, she laughed. “Never, Accursed One,” she snarled, gesturing forward
the Kingsmen and Battlemagi with her. “We will die before we yield!”
“So be it.” Tal felt the shift before it happened, an arm snapping up. No fire blazed from it, but a lance of pure chaos. 
The Battlemagi threw up a shield, but the lance cut through it like paper. It blasted into the lady and destroyed that beautiful face forever.
 
 
Tal woke, panting with the effort of not screaming his fear to the world. He slowly controlled his breathing, using the focus exercises he’d learned over the years of dealing with the dreams. This one was different somehow. Who was she? That woman… she was beautiful… He sighed and dragged himself out of bed, careful to put his feet on the rug not the cold stone floor.
He walked carefully over to the room’s single window. It was still very early in the morning and the light was dim. His look out the window showed the horizon glowing with colors, beautiful and alive. A sigh escaped his lips. There wasn’t much point in going back to bed.
A few quick steps took him to the wardrobe, a massive construction of local wood. He opened it and pushed the handful of plain black tunics to one side, revealing a set of clothing he’d only worn a handful of times in his life. The black tunic was the same color as the other tunics, but unlike them it was made of silk – and its enspelled weave would turn steel. A white robe, carefully cut to allow the wielding of a sword while it was worn, hung next to the tunic.
Before his Initiation, he’d spent weeks making these clothes with Shris. They were enspelled with protection and had to be made by the wearer and a Mage of the opposite type. He’d worn them several times while they were making them, to check the fit.
The only other time had been at his Initiation, when he’d taken his Oath as a Battlemage. As he stood next to the wardrobe, with the light of the dawning sun shining on him, the words popped into his head and he spoke them aloud:
“I swear to stand between the innocent and destruction,” he avowed quietly to the morning sky, “between Order and Chaos, between innocence and war. I swear to wield death in the defense of life and only in that defense. I swear I shall not wield death for my own gain. I swear to serve and defend those who cannot defend themselves. I swear to be the ultimate order that preserves all. I am the binding; I am the end. I am Death.”
The solemn words fell into the silence like stones. Tal looked down at his hands, at the sword calluses on them and at the other, stranger, marks that had been left by the wielding of fire and lightning. He sighed and began to pack the formal robes into a pouch to hang on his normal tunic and cloak.
Within days, he might be called upon to serve his Oath in the only way a Battlemage could: in battle. He would not be found wanting.
 
 
Tal was opening the door to the courtyard when he heard a throat clear behind him. He turned quickly, his hand dropping to the hilt of his sword, only to release the weapon immediately. Shris’dari and the twins Jan’tar and Liv’tar stood in the corridor leading to the main portions of the house, watching him.
“Leaving without saying goodbye?” Shris’dari teased gently.
“I didn’t even think of it,” he admitted slowly. “We’ll be back soon, I’m sure.”
The Life Mage shook her head at the child she’d helped raise. “Never assume you’ll be coming back, Tal,” she told him firmly. “Even the best-laid plans and most heartfelt promises cannot prevent the unexpected. Understand me?” she asked, lifting his chin with her finger.
“Yes, Shris’dari,” Tal said meekly.
“Good,” she replied with a smile, then swept him into her arms in a deep hug. Her mouth by his ear, she spoke again. “That said, come back to us, Tal’raen. I love you like one of my own, and it would grieve me if you never returned.”
Finally, she released him, and Tal faced the older and taller woman squarely. “I promise, I will come back,” he told her. “If I can,” he added a moment later, heedful of her words.
Shris’dari nodded firmly. “That’s enough for me, child of my heart,” she told him, then stepped aside, allowing Tal to see the twins, both of whom were concealing sniggers.
Tal glared at them for a long moment, allowing both of them time to subside. The youths’ faces quickly assumed seriousness, mostly unfeigned. Without any noticeable jostling for precedence, Jan’tar stepped forward and offered his arm.
With a nod, Tal clasped forearms with his oldest friend firmly. “It’s going to be strange without you two,” he told the twins quietly.
“And for us without you,” Jan’tar admitted. He squeezed Tal’s forearm, then spoke again, his voice formal with remembered words. “A strong bow, a sharp sword and a good horse,” he told Tal.
“May the hunting be good for us both,” Tal replied, finishing the Ranger’s farewell. The two boys exchanged a nod, and then released each other’s forearms. Tal turned to Liv’tar and offered the other twin his arm in turn.
“A strong bow, a sharp sword and a good horse,” Liv’tar repeated his brother calmly as he clasped Tal’s forearm.
“May the hunting be good,” Tal replied again, giving the younger and more self-effacing, if also more hot-headed, of the two twins an extra squeeze. “For all of us,” he finished softly, gazing at his two friends.
The twins nodded, and stepped aside as Tal turned towards the door. Before he could do more than step forward, however, Kove’tar stepped inside the door.
“There you are, Tal,” the Ranger boomed out. “I figured Shris’dari wouldn’t let you escape without saying goodbye.”
Tal bowed his head wordless to the older man’s assessment, and Kove’tar laughed.
“Don’t worry lad, it’s not a bad thing that people care about you,” he told the youth. “Now, I have a present for you before you leave.”
All things said and done, Tal was still a teenage boy. He perked up at the thought of a present, which brought another booming laugh from Kove’tar, who drew a long, cloth-wrapped package from behind his back and handed it to him.
The cloth unwrapped easily, revealing a sword. Not just any sword, either. The blade glistened with a blue wave pattern that marked it as Islander steel, the best to be found. Detailed golden scrollwork covered the hilt, decorating the blade without ever sacrificing one gram of functionality.
Its beauty took his breath away, but also made it easily recognizable to Tal. It was the sword Kove’tar had borne for as long as he’d known the Ranger. 
“I can’t take this,” he told the older man. “It’s yours.”
“It was a gift from Det’raen, Car’s father, the day I joined the Rangers,” Kove told him. “It’s served me long and well, and now it should serve another. Take it. I want you to.”
Tal knew the older man well enough to know there was no use in arguing. He silently unbelted the plain sword he’d been wearing and replaced it with Kove’tar’s Islander blade.
“Thank you,” he said quietly, and was stunned when the old Ranger offered his arm. He regained sufficient control to clasp it in the Ranger-style.
“A strong bow, a sharp blade, and a good horse,” Kove’tar told him. “I’ve given you one, the rest are up to you. Keep faith, Tal’raen.”
“May the hunting be good for us both,” Tal replied formally, then bowed his head to his swordsmaster. “I won’t disappoint you,” he avowed. “I promise.”
 
 
When Car entered the courtyard, he saw that Tal was already there, dressed in the black tunic and cloak that made up the working uniform of the Battlemagi; the cloak was lumped out by his sheathed sword and a small bag he’d tied to his belt. Car wore formal white robes over black clothing and carried his staff, four feet of white oak, tipped with a blood crystal.
He walked over to Tal, ignoring the brisk autumn chill. He arched his eyebrow as he recognized the sword his apprentice wore, but he’d previously discussed that with Kove’tar. The Ranger had made his gift, so Car simply shrugged mentally and asked “Are you ready?”
Tal shrugged. “I have Kove’s sword, my robes, my skills, two days food and a spare tunic.” A small grin crossed his face. “I think I’m ready.”
“Good.” Car turned at the sound of hooves on the cobbles to see Gav’rell riding towards them. “Kingsman Gav’rell.”
“Hawk Car’raen. Will you two ride with me? At least to the High Roads.”
 “I would, Gav’rell,” Car told the man. “But we will not be riding.”
Gav looked confused. “Then how do you intend to reach Kahir?” he asked.
“We’re going to fly,” Tal told him with a teenage grin.
He looked even more confused for a moment, forcing Car to suppress a smile, then he realized with a start. “Shifting,” he said simply.
“Exactly,” Car confirmed. “We’ll probably be in the High City before you, even with dealing with the mess in Kahir.” Well, probably not, if it’s as messy as I think it is.
“Well, in that case my lords,” Gav’rell said with a bow, “I bid you a pleasant, uh, flight.” 
This time Car did smile, slightly. “A pleasant journey to you as well, Kingsman,” he said genteelly. The Kingsman nodded and, with a final wave, turned his horse to the road. 
Once the Courier had turned away, Car turned to Tal. “Let’s be off then,” he told his son quietly.
He watched for Tal’s nod of agreement, then concentrated and Shifted. Spreading his wings, he took to the air and began to circle, waiting for Tal. He didn’t have to wait very long, as Tal followed him up within moments.
The two hawks circled each other in the sky for a moment, and then set off south.
 
 
That night they landed in a small forest, just out of sight of a small village with an inn. Reaching the village would be a matter of minutes. Though their black tunics would prevent most trouble, Car made certain his sword was visible, made sure that Tal did the same.
Tal had an abstracted look on his face, one Car had learned to recognize as weariness. He felt the same himself; maintaining a Shift was not easy – and to lose it while flying would be fatal. Flying was not his preferred method of travel. It was merely the fastest safe method.
Nonetheless, he straightened his tunic. “Come on Tal,” he told the weary youth, “we’ll rest here tonight, then fly on in the morning. We still have a ways to go.” They’d made roughly two hundred miles today, but that left another six hundred before they reached the northwestern border of Kahir.
His apprentice said nothing, merely nodding and beginning to walk towards the village.
 
 
The innkeeper greeted them at the door. It took him moments to recognize the black tunics of Battlemagi and greet them. “Welcome to our humble inn, Battlemagi,” he said with a low bow.
“Thank you, friend,” Car replied, inclining his head in return. “Do you have a room for two available?”
The innkeeper drew his head back in offense. “For Battlemagi?” he snapped. “Of course I have room available. Come, come!”
He led the way into a dimly lit taproom. A handful of locals and a single travel-stained trader were the only occupants. All of them dipped their heads in respect as they recognized the Battlemagi’s robes.
Car returned the gestures with a general nod, including everyone in the room, before the innkeeper led them up the stairs to the rooms. 
He stopped at the first door and opened it. “Will this do for your lordships?” 
A quick glance around the room showed two single beds and a small washbasin. The room was plain, but clean, with new linens on the bed. Car nodded. “This will do admirably, innkeeper. How much?”
“For Battlemagi, milord? One silver four.”
Car pulled his purse from his pocket and placed two silvers in the man’s hand. “Keep the change, friend.” Even with the extra, he knew he was only paying about two thirds what the man would charge any other traveler.
“Thank you, Mage.” The innkeeper’s face glowed.
“We’ll be leaving early in the morning, so we won’t be imposing on you for breakfast,” Car told the man.
He nodded. “You will sup with us tonight, at least?”
Car hid a sigh and nodded. “I will pay, of course,” he said softly. These people would try and feed him what they expected a Battlemage to want – and they couldn’t afford to do so without being paid. Which wouldn’t stop them trying.
“My lord! The meal is included in the price of the room,” the innkeeper insisted, exactly as Car had expected.
“I insist, friend,” the Hawk replied, his eyes and voice firm.
“Your will then, Battlemage.” With that, the innkeeper bowed out of the room, probably headed downstairs to arrange the best meal he could.
“He seems… friendly,” Tal commented, his weariness showing in his voice. 
Car realized with a slight consternation that he’d forgotten the youth had never spent more than an hour Shifted before. Tal was almost certainly much more tired than he was.
“Most people are,” he told his apprentice. “Battlemagi are the last appeal of men such as him, against criminals, against their lords… against anyone they can’t deal with any other way.” Car shrugged. “Besides, who do you think would be more deserving of your help? Him, or some duke or Earl with his own bodyguards?”
 “Him, of course,” Tal replied instantly, looking oddly up at his master.
“Exactly,” Car replied with a small smile, proud of the answer. “You think that way and so do the majority of Battlemagi. He, and other men like him, know that. They know that we see them as our first responsibility. That is why they prefer us to anything else. Battlemagi are trusted even over Kingsmen by most common folk. 
“We also have the additional boost of being rare,” he admitted. “An innkeeper like that man, in a town this close to the High Road, will probably see maybe one Battlemage a year. 
“And, on the other hand,” the old Mage continued softly, “they do not see our darker side. A man such as that will have seen perhaps two Judgments in his life, and likely lesser ones at that. They see us as their protectors.” Car sighed. “And because they see us that way, they will do their best for us and we must accept it. Which tonight, means eating with them, tired as we may be.”
Tal slowly rose to his feet. “I understand, Father.”
 
 
Tal’s impression of Kahir was one of rocks and fields and not much else. The Earldom extended out from the main body of the continent on the peninsula bearing the same name. The peninsula seemed to be made primarily of just rock, but the people of Kahir had spent over two thousand years shaping that rocky peninsula to their will, making it their home. Now, there were few places that didn’t show the hand of man, even from the air.
Small villages dotted the landscape, each centered in a neat group of walled fields, either gold with wheat or green with grass for livestock. Tal also noted the sight of larger towns, one or two of which could even be called cities. 
As night began to fall, Car screeched and nodded his beak towards one of the smaller villages. Moments later, the two hawks were plummeting towards the ground.
 
 
Within minutes of entering the village, Tal knew something was wrong. Each night they’d stopped on their journey down here, they’d been greeted in much the same way as they had at the first village. Here, mothers were hustling their children indoors at the sight of the two Magi and men slammed their doors and windows shut against them.
Tal looked around, to find that the main street had emptied since they’d entered the village. “Something’s wrong here, Car,” he said quietly.
“Indeed,” his master agreed, nodding. He pointed to a building just down the street. “There’s the inn. We’ll see what we can find out there.”
As they approached the building, Tal heard the sound of the door slamming and bolts going home. He and Car shared a look, then Car knocked on the door.
It took nearly a minute for the man on the other side to speak. “We’ve no room for the likes of you,” he finally spat in response to the knock.
Car shrugged, then knocked again. “This is the Battlemage Car’raen and my apprentice,” he said sternly, words that would open any door anywhere in Vishni.
“Like I said, we’ve no room for the likes of you!” the man barked, but there was a tremor of fear. “Our rooms are for honest folk, not thieves and murderers.”
Tal looked at Car and mouthed the words: thieves and murderers?
“Something is very wrong here,” Car said quietly. “Change into your formal robes, Tal. It appears we must begin earlier than expected.”
“We’re not going to…” Tal trailed off, unwilling to even suggest hurting the innkeepr.
“No. But if we are to pass Judgment, we must be dressed for the occasion.”
 
 
Tal followed Car back towards the inn, dressed in the white robes over black tunic of his formal uniform. The hilt of the Islander sword was clearly visible and easily reached.
He glanced nervously at Car. His master was dressed in the same clothes and his sword was just as visible, but he also carried his Mage’s staff – a much more dangerous weapon than any sword.
They reached the door to the inn, standing side by side. Tal watched as Car lifted his staff and knocked on the door with it, three times. His gestures, even to the number of knocks, seemed oddly formal.
When Car spoke, his tones were definitely – and coldly – formal. “In the name of the King and the Law, open this door,” he commanded. “The Hawk Car’raen has come to pass Judgment.”
Tal was using Air to enhance his hearing, so he could hear the rapid inhalation of breath on the other side of the door. A moment later, the bolts slowly slid back and the door opened.
The man behind it, presumably the innkeeper, held an old longsword. Despite the notches in the blade, there was no rust and the blade was clearly functional – and pointed straight at Car.
“What the hell do you want?” he demanded.
Car continued in the same formal tones he’d used before. “Freeman of the Kingdom of Vishni, I must take your statement for a Judgment before the High Law.”
Tal realized he was the only man inside or outside the room who didn’t inhale in shock at Car’s statement. High Law only applied to nobles and Magi, for it contained nothing that would apply to a freeman; and the only punishment for breaking the High Law was death.
The innkeeper’s face drew closed. “Why should I tell you anything?” he demanded, his voice trembling. “You’ll just go share it with your friends and then where will I be? Out a life as well as a son?”
Tal noted the tensing of muscles in Car’s face that meant he was starting to get angry. He ever so slowly shifted around, the better to shield the man if Car did something untoward.
When Car spoke again, every noise in the room stopped. His voice seemed to carry the sounds of steel, battle and death and yet was still his own. “Tell me what is happening here!” he Commanded.
Tal recognized the voice. Command Voice it was called; the most difficult ability of a Death Mage to master and almost irresistible. Limited in what you could Command a man to do, but for investigations it was always useful.
The innkeeper started to speak, the words tumbling out of his mouth without his own volition. “About two years ago, we started to get a group of Battlemagi swinging through, about every month and a half. They said they were collecting taxs for the Earl, but what it amounted to was that they took what they wanted. Anything they wanted,” the keeper said bitterly. 
“They took money, art, livestock… even people. About six months ago, they swung through and decided they wanted one of our local girls, name of Jil’hen. My son was betrothed to her and tried to stop them.” Tears began to pour down the innkeeper’s face, as the spell forced him to continue, to remember. “They burned him down where he stood and then burnt the house he’d built for himself and Jil. They took her with them, the scum.” The innkeeper slowed, as the magic released him. He faced Car’raen and Tal’raen with a cold and weary dignity. “Tell me, now, Battlemage, why I should be trusting you,” he said flatly.
Tal looked at Car and almost recoiled from the cold fury in his eyes. It wasn’t directed at the innkeeper, but at the Battlemagi who had broken the Oath.
“Freeman of Vishni, your statement has been taken,” Car said, his words still formal, locked into the rituals of his rank. “On my Oath as a Battlemage and a Protector of the People, I will see justice down.” Car inhaled and continued in less formal tones. “If those men have done this, they are no longer Battlemagi. They are simply dead.”
Tal didn’t think there was a single man in the room who didn’t shiver at the frozen menace in the Hawk Car’raen’s voice.
 
 
They spent the night as the inn. In the morning, Car came down to look for the innkeeper, leaving Tal to sleep. He found the man in the kitchen, busying himself getting ready for the day.
“Innkeeper, can I talk to you?” he asked. Last night’s rage had faded and now Car felt only a tightly focused determination to bring the men who had broken their Oaths, and tarnished everything he stood for, to justice.
The man looked at Car and nodded. “Certainly, Battlemage,” he agreed quickly, a vast change from his previous reactions. With a gesture he pushed the onions he’d been chopping over to one of the servants. “Chir, do these for me as well, will you?”
As the servant nodded, and combined the pile with his own, the innkeeper turned back to Car. He gestured out the door, “If you would, milord?”
They took seats at one of the plain wooden tables in the taproom, and Car laid his hands down on the table and steepled them. “Innkeeper, when was the last time those Magi came through here?” he asked bluntly.
The innkeeper’s eyes seemed to focus on Car’s hands. “About three weeks ago,” he replied, needing no convincing to speak now. “They took Tor’hen’s last cow and half of the inn’s wine cellar.”
Car’s hands clenched together on the table, the slight burn scars left from wielding fire showing white against his skin. “So they won’t be back for a few more weeks,” he concluded aloud. “Good.” He looked down at his hands and realized what he was doing. He released his breath in a sigh, and forced his hands to unclench. “Do you know where they are based?”
The innkeeper nodded. “Yes, Mage,” he said respectfully. “There is one of your fort-academies near Kahir City. To the best of my knowledge, there are no students or Life Magi there, but I’m not certain of that.”
“Can you give me directions and lend me a pair of horses?” Knowing that the only Battlemagi this man had seen recently had been thieves, he added: “I will pay.”
The man nodded slowly. “Yes, I can provide horses. Directions are not hard; the fort is to the northeast of Kahir City, and the area around has been cleared, but isn’t farmed.”
Car un-twined his hands from each other, and pushed himself up from the table. “In that case,” he told the other man, “I shall go wake my apprentice. If you could have the horses ready for us in twenty minutes?”
“Certainly, Battlemage,” the innkeeper replied with a bow.
As he began to walk out, Jor’nial suddenly spoke in his head: You are going to pay the man, right? He’s had more than enough of his supposed protectors walking off and leaving him with less than he had before. He probably considers your promise of justice worth what he gave you, but nonetheless.
Car paused and nodded to the dead man. He reached down into his purse, and removed two gold coins. He turned back and laid it down on the table next to the innkeeper. “One for the horses and one for the rooms and your assistance, innkeeper,” he said as he laid the coins down.
The man opened his mouth to protest but Car cut him off with a raised hand. “Take it,” he insisted gently. “Consider it the first installment of a repayment for what those Magi did.”
 
 
The fort was of the same style as every other fort like it across Vishni. It looked almost exactly the same as the one at Telnar where Car had met and adopted Tal. Somehow, however, the same building gave a very different impression. Where that fort had looked over its city like a guard dog with its flock, this one seemed to look over Kahir like a wolf, eyeing that same flock.
Car stopped just in sight of the building and waited for Tal to catch up. “While I fear the entire company of the fort has been compromised,” he warned Tal, “it is possible that those Magi were renegades. In which case, the fort commander is guilty of incompetence, so even then the fort is not safe.” He looked at his apprentice. “Nonetheless, they are Battlemagi,” he told Tal, “so we must assume that they are friendly until and unless they prove otherwise.”
He held Tal’s eye for a moment, until the youth nodded. 
“Good.”
From there, it took mere minutes to reach the fort on horseback. They were sighted well short of it, though, and were met by a group of three Magi, dressed in the plain black robes of Death Magi. 
Their leader stepped out to meet Car and Tal. He looked up and froze for a moment as his eyes settled on Car’s face. He bowed deeply, showing that he had clearly recognized who Car was.
Damn. Oh well, I guess it makes things easier – to a certain extent, Car thought.
“Hawk Car’raen, welcome to our fort. I am Bear Mage Lik’nar.” A sweeping, hooded, black cloak prevented Car from seeing the man’s face. “What brings you so far south?”
“The High Law,” Car said quietly. “I am in pursuit of a group of the Fallen.” The Fallen were Magi who had forsworn their Oath and turned to Chaos.
“The Fallen?” Lik’nar queried, then nodded slowly. “Yes, there are a group of them in Kahir. We’ve been trying to hunt them down, but they seem to know exactly when and where we look for them and they evade us every time.” He sounded truly frustrated. “Perhaps if we join forces, we can finally catch the murderous scum.”
Car looked at the man for a moment, hesitating, before he nodded. “Yes. Perhaps we can.”
“Come, Hawk Car’raen,” Lik’nar said firmly. “We will speak in more comfortable surroundings.” With that, Lik’nar led the group of Magi into the fort.
Once in the courtyard, Car dismounted and motioned Tal to do likewise. Looking over the Magi, he gestured the youth over to him. “Tal, I want you to stay with the horses,” he told him. “Just in case.”
The boy nodded and led the animals over to a hitching post as Car walked over to Lik’nar. “Come, Battlemage,” he said to the other Mage. “Let us discuss these Fallen.”
Lik’nar bowed, and led the way. The two Magi who had come out with him turned back into the courtyard. They must be the gate guards, Car thought.
He followed the Mage deeper into the fort, to a room that appeared to functions as the man’s office. A small desk was pushed against one wall, with a chair next to it. A handful of other chairs were there, but the room was otherwise bare. 
“Now, Lik’nar, we must discuss these traitors.” 
“Yes, we must… discuss many things” Lik’nar said and Car’s head snapped up at the tone of the Mage’s voice. He turned back from the desk, to face Car, and his hands came up, his sleeves falling back from them. “Now!” he barked.
Car spun around in time to see the last of five more Magi file silently into the room. All five raised chaos-crystal-tipped black staves, and in that moment he knew how badly he’d been fooled.
He raised his own staff, intending to stop them, only to have it knocked from his hand by another chaos staff from behind him. Then he felt the magics weaving around him. He raised his shields, desperately trying to stave off the assault. But against six Chaos Magi, even his power was not enough. They overloaded his shields with brute force, binding away his magic.
With a desperate cry, he grabbed at his sword and lunged for the nearest of them. A blast of rainbow light caught him halfway, picking him up and throwing against the wall.
He crumpled and watched, helplessly, as Lik’nar’s robes gave up the illusion of being black, becoming the constantly shifting purple of a Chaos Mage, and the Mage slowly walked over to him.
Lik’nar lowered the tip of his staff to Car’s left arm, and touched it. Pain flashed through Car, incredible, searing pain, like his arm had been dipped in acid, ice and fire at the same time. 
The Chaos Mage lifted his staff away, and the pain stopped. “That was a small electrical impulse to every single nerve in your left arm,” he explained in a professorial tone. “It is the perfect form of torture, as it requires almost no effort on my part and doesn’t even really hurt you.” The Mage’s eyes were cold. “Now you will tell us what we want to know.”
 
 
Tal stood by the horses in the stable, watching as the two Magi walked back out of the main building into the courtyard. He nodded greeting to them and they replied with might have been small nods, hidden in the cowls of their robes.
He walked over to the horses, using a stream of Air to comb out their manes, practicing using his powers. It only took him a minute or so, much less than it would have taken with a normal horse comb.
The sound of footsteps behind him caused him to turn around. He found that a third Mage, equally shrouded in plain black robes, had joined the pair of Magi in the courtyard. 
A small flick of fire began to play around Tal’s hands as he watched them. He glanced over to the horses, checking that they were all right. Blazer whinnied and he reached over to pet him. Halfway to the horse’s head, he stopped, realizing his hand was still on fire. A slight touch of focus and the fire faded, allowing him to scratch Blazer’s ears.
He glanced back to the Magi, noting that they had stopped arguing, and were now walking over to him. A thought struck him. Now would be the perfect time to practice Form Sight. I haven’t tried it on any Magi except Car and Shris. Form Sight was a Gray ability that allowed a Mage to see the other form of another Mage. The other form indicated many things, including the type of Mage you were Seeing and their level of ability, but it took some focus and power. It took a powerful Mage to Form See. Tal was capable of it, but it was still difficult for him.
A small ritual ran through his head and his sight began to shimmer slightly. He looked over at the Magi, and Saw them. That can’t be right, he thought. The forms superimposed on the Magi were those of two crows and a jackal on the lead figure. But crows and jackals are the forms of… Chaos Magi! In that instant, Tal knew they’d been deceived. The Magi of this fort weren’t hunting the Fallen; they were the Fallen.
He dropped the Sight, stepping away from Blazer in the hope he could keep the horse out of this. Three Magi. Fully trained, and Chaos Magi are stronger anyway. I have to kill them fast, before they can warn the others.
A quick gesture, hidden from the Fallen by his robes, removed the strap over Kove’s sword. He loosened the Islander blade in its sheath. This would have to be finished quickly.
He cocked his head to one side, as if questioning why they were coming over to him. The leader inclined his head.
“Greetings, Battlemage.”
Tal hesitated, then gave in to his urge towards melodrama. “Greetings and defiance, Fallen Ones,” he said; the formal challenge of a Battlemage to Chaos Magi. Almost before the words were out of his mouth, his left hand snapped up, sending a sleep charm hurtling at the Jackal Mage.
“Oh shiii…” the sleep charm cut the Fallen One off in mid-curse, crumpling him to the floor in unconsciousness. 
Tal’s left hand twisted around to send fire lancing for the right-side Crow Mage as his right hand drew his sword. The Chaos Mage hadn’t even managed to raise his shield and died with his mouth still open in shock.
The second Crow Mage managed to react in the time it took Tal to kill his companion. His shields flickered into place just in time to stave off the same sort of quick firebolt that had dropped the other. As the man raised his hand to launch an attack, Tal lunged forward. The deadly perfect Islander steel of his longsword slid through both shield and flesh with a sickening ease, the sharp steel sliding through the Crow’s ribs to punch through his heart.
Tal pulled the blade out and spun around, releasing the blade as he faced the rising Jackal Mage. Twists of air steadied the sword and lightning flickered into existence along the blued steel blade. Magic and kinetic energy combined to slice through the Chaos Mage’s shield with contemptuous ease and bury the blade in the Jackal’s stomach.
The Battlemage knelt next to his foe, his shields in place. “Let me put this simply: you tell me where Car is, and I’ll kill you quickly. You don’t, and I’ll pull that sword out and let you bleed to death.”
Tal’s eyes were cold as he met the dying Fallen One’s stare of horror. The man coughed, twice, then slowly spoke, “In the downstairs training room,” cough, “but he’s blocked. You’d have to fight them alone,” cough, “and you aren’t that strong…” the man’s speech faded into a paroxysm of coughing.
“I’m afraid you are still underestimating me, Fallen One.” A quick jerk brought the longsword out of the Chaos Mage’s stomach, along with a flow of blood. Tal looked at him with ice of frozen gold, then flashed fire from his hand – incinerating the man’s head and fulfilling his word.
A rag from the dead man’s cloak cleaned the dripping blood from the old blade as he wracked his memory to remember where the downstairs training room would be in one of these forts.
 
 
Death stalked the halls of the tiny fort. Tal’s face was frozen, completely focused on his magic and his sword. The blued Islander blade extended out in front of him, slowly waving from side to side to cover any approach.
The crash of a door opening sent Tal spinning around, his sword flashing up to touch the throat of the white-robed Life Mage who’d opened it. A blonde-haired young woman, she froze as the cold steel touched her flesh.
The sword dropped. “Are you all right?” Tal asked her.
“I’m fine,” she said, wide eyes taking in his sword and formal robes. “You’re here for them, aren’t you?”
He nodded wordlessly, starting to turn away from her.
“Then it’s the last mistake you’ll ever make,” she hissed, chaos fire suddenly flaring from her hands. Tal slammed against the wall as his shields solidified to full power. 
The former Life Mage recoiled at the look in his eyes as he pulled himself back to his feet, ignoring the flame that formed a corona around his shields. Tal lifted his left hand and sent lightning hurtling at her. Her shields took the blow, but now a crackling aurora of lightning surrounded her.
More lightning flickered from his hand. The Chaos Mage’s attack wavered as she focused her power into her shield. At the moment of her greatest distraction, Tal’s sword flashed across space in a one-handed slash that opened up the woman’s throat and sent her crumpling to the floor in a spray of blood.
He leaned back against the wall, breathing heavily. Even the Life Magi have Fallen. How far has this infestation spread?
With a weary sigh, he pulled himself to his feet. He made no effort to clean his sword – he no longer had the time. With every second that passed, a feeling of foreboding grew in his soul.
 
 
Tal hesitated outside the door. Just rushing in there was a recipe for disaster, guaranteed to get him killed. A moment more, then he released both his focus and his shields. 
He breathed deeply, once, then twice. Lifting Kove’tar’s old sword once more, he reached into his mind, to focus. This time, it wasn’t the minor focus necessary to work any magic, but a state of almost meditation. Shields flickered into place around him and his sight shimmered with the silver glow of Form Sight.
A moment of hesitation, as he ascertained his memory of the magics and skills he would need, then he was ready. His left hand drifted into ready position and fire flashed from it, blasting the door to smithereens.
His mind ignored his body as it stepped over the rubble. His eyes and mind swept the room in infinitesimal instant, classifying threats. Lik’nar was by the crumpled body of the Hawk Car’raen, the form of a crouching vulture superimposed over his kneeling form. A single Swarmbeast Mage, his other form squirming with tentacles, stood by the heavy table, eyes focused on Car. One Raven stood with the Vulture, seemingly assisting him. Two Jackal Magi and a second Raven Mage had guarded the door and now reeled back from its destruction.
He seemed to be moving in molasses, but the others moved like they were enmeshed in tar. His left hand drifted over to send a blast of fire flashing across the room to blast into Lik’nar, killing him, the most powerful of the Chaos Magi, before he could even raise his shields. The Raven Mage who’d been aiding in the torture was blown across the room by the force of the blast, crashing into the floor by the Swarmbeast Mage.
Even as this was happening, his sword slashed out, almost lazily, and gutted the Raven Mage near the door as he reeled back. The Jackal by him managed to raise his shields before the sword reached him, bouncing it away.
A sense of mild irritation touched Tal. A single thought sent lightning flickering up and down the blued steel of the longsword’s blade. With the Islander blade now glowing with energy, he launched a backhanded slash with the sword. It sliced through the Jackal’s shield like it wasn’t even there, to bisect the Chaos Mage with a sickening crunch.
Rainbow-colored chaos fire hammered Tal’s shields for a moment. Without hesitation, he retaliated with normal-looking red flames, which shattered on the Swarmbeast Mage’s shields.
Tal spun to face the last three Magi, who had gathered themselves together. A Jackal Mage, a Raven Mage and a Swarmbeast Mage; they faced him in the traditional triangle formation of Battlemagi.
For an eternal moment, he didn’t move. Then he sheathed his blade and stepped forward slightly, raising his voice in the formal greeting and challenge of a Battlemage to Fallen Magi. “Greetings and defiance, Fallen Ones.”
The three Magi were silent, merely raising their hands as one and sending chaos fire battering at the young Battlemage.
Tal raised his hand, reforming part of his shield into a funnel. The chaos flame gathered in his hand, in a ball of fire growing larger with every second. After a few moments, he smiled coldly at the Chaos Magi. His shield reformed to normal as he lowered his hand, still holding the ball of multicolored flame. As more flame battered his shields unnoticed, he focused on the ball of fire. It flashed intolerably bright for an eyeblink, and then turned to pure white. He shifted his cupped hand around so it faced the Chaos Magi. With a flick, he flattened his hand.
A lance of white flame flashed across the room, cutting through the Swarmbeast Mage’s shields like fire through butter. It burned a hole the size of a man’s fist through the Mage’s chest then continued without slowing. The fire hit the wall with an explosion, as several kilograms of basalt were instantly vaporized. 
Waves of heat and shards of rock battered the shields of the three surviving combatants. Car, still slumped half-unconscious on the floor, was protected by the heavy wooden table.
As the effects of the explosion died down, Tal faced the two remaining Chaos Magi. They began to back away, but Tal stood between them and the door. 
The Death Mage felt nothing as he hurtled lightning at the weaker of the two Magi. The Chaos Mage’s shields flickered, but stabilized as the other Mage threw his power into it in a desperate attempt to save both their lives.
It failed. A moment after the Raven Mage began shielding the Jackal the lightning suddenly vanished. Before either Chaos Mage could react, fire blasted from Tal’s hands at the Raven Mage. With her power still tied in to the weaker Mage’s shield, the woman lit up like a living torch.
The last surviving Chaos Mage backed away desperately. His shields were still up, but a Jackal Mage’s shields would be less than paper against the power of a Mage who could do what Tal had done. “Mercy!” he begged. “Mercy, please!”
Tal’s eyes were cold as they settled onto the pathetic figure, still tightly locked into focus. “There is no mercy for the Fallen,” he said quietly. An immense wave of fire flashed from his raised hands, overwhelming the Jackal’s shields like tissue and incinerating the last of the Fallen Magi.
With the Chaos Magi dead, Tal slowly released the tight focus he’d maintained throughout the fight. He crumpled to his knees as the life seemed to leave him with it. A moment later, he began to throw up, adding the contents of his stomach to the mess of shattered stone, wood and bodies on the floor of the room.
 
 
Car returned to consciousness with a pounding headache. He touched his head gently, and opened his eyes to a scene he recognized quite well: the inside of a fort sleeping cell. How did I get here? Last thing I remember, Lik’nar was trying to interrogate me.
Tal, came the answer from Jor’nial. He rescued you.
There were six Chaos Magi in that room! Car thought in shock.
Yes. He killed them all, and then he brought you here.
Car sighed and slowly pulled himself to his feet. His ears caught a sound from outside the door, a schnick, schnick, schick noise. The sound of a sword being sharpened.
He slowly opened the door; using the focus disciplines he’d learned over a lifetime of wielding magic to ignore the headache. Sitting cross-legged on the other side of the hallway was Tal, Kove’tar’s old Islander blade across his lap as he ran the whetstone over it.
Car leaned on the side of the door. “Good morning,” he said softly.
“It’s afternoon, actually,” Tal said distractedly. “You’ve been out for almost a full day.” Tal didn’t look up. He put the whetstone on the ground and picked up a piece of steel wool, starting to polish the blade.
“Lik’nar?” Car asked. He knew what Jor had said, but he preferred to keep the fact that he had voices in his head under wraps. Besides, he had another reason for asking Tal.
“Dead,” Tal said flatly, still not looking up from the blade of the Islander sword.
“The others?” Car asked, knowing the answer now
“Also dead,” the youth replied harshly. “Nine Fallen Death Magi, one Fallen Life Mage.”
A silence descended for a moment, broken only by the scratching sound of the steel wool on the blued steel of the sword blade.
“You want to talk about it?” Car asked.
“No,” Tal snapped. “They’re dead and I’m not. Nothing else to it.”
Car nodded slowly, sadly. He stepped out into the hallway and sat down, facing Tal. “It isn’t really, Tal,” he told his adopted son quietly. “Killing is an ugly thing. It is only incidental to our real job, which is keeping people safe. Unfortunately, the only way to do so is often to kill those would harm them.”
The scratching sound had stopped. Car glanced down, to find that Tal had stopped polishing the blade and was now clenching the steel wool in his fist. He hid a wince of sympathy. Doing that hurt, but sometimes it was the only way you could control something.
Car leaned back against the wall and waited for his adopted son to speak. Neither of them said anything for a long moment.
“They never stood a chance,” Tal said suddenly, so softly that Car barely heard him. “None of them did. It was like fighting a sheep or someone’s pet: it can only scratch or hurt you, but you can kill it almost at will.” Small drops of blood began to be visible on Tal’s fist as he clenched the wool. “The last one… he begged me for mercy. He didn’t ask, he begged.” Tears began to slowly leak from the youth’s eyes, water on his face to match the blood on his hand. “And I killed him. I was in full focus; I didn’t even think to stop myself. He was a Jackal Mage, for the Gods’ sakes. He could never in a million years have hurt me; and I burned him down like he was vermin.”
Car looked at his son calmly. “Did you throw up afterwards?” he asked gently.
Tal’s head snapped up, tears still in his eyes. “What?” he demanded.
“Did you throw up afterwards?” Car repeated. “Did what you had done sicken you?”
The youth turned away, shaking the tears out of his eyes. “Yes and yes.”
“Good,” Car said flatly, meeting Tal’s eyes as his apprentice turned back to him, eyes flashing in anger. “From the day you entered that Academy, it has been instilled in you to offer mercy if at all possible. It is instilled in every Battlemage to do so.” 
“That is because non-Magi are so outclassed by us that if we do not, few would survive to be Judged,” Car told his apprentice. “It is a sad fact however, that against our greatest foes we cannot offer mercy. A Swarmbeast, even a Drake, has no comprehension of mercy, compassion or anything even remotely like them. One of them would take your mercy and stab you in the back the instant you turned away. 
“A Swarm-master can be trusted even less than his ‘beasts,” he continued, “for they hate us with a passion you cannot understand. Most especially, we cannot offer mercy to the Fallen. They have already broken the greatest Oath a human can swear. Nothing can bind one of them.”
“I know,” Tal admitted with a sigh. “Even so, it is sickening.”
“As it should be,” Car replied firmly. “Never rejoice in the slaying of a foe. To take a life is the worst thing a man or Mage can ever be forced to do.” 
Car’s face turned hard. “Which isn’t going to stop me killing that son of a bitch Jyd’har when I get my hands on him.”
 
 
The hooves of the two horses rang loudly on the cobblestones as Car and Tal approached the gates of the Kahir Citadel. The city of Kahir spread out behind them, cobbled roads and two story stone houses contrasting with the immense ten, even fifteen, story marble and crystal towers. Those towers, constructed by a combination of magic and over two thousand years knowledge of structural engineering, housed the merchant guilds and manufactories.
The Citadel’s outer wall was impressive, a ten-meter high featureless expanse of smooth gray granite that encircled an area a quarter of a mile across. The Earldom army patrolled the top of the wall, the last fading flow of sunlight glinting off pikes and crossbows. 
The gates themselves were immense constructions of wood and steel, four meters wide and as many high. Each half-door massed several tons and took an immense amount of machinery to move. A pair of fifteen-meter-high towers flanked the gates, each level sporting a pair of immense ballistae. 
Car stopped his horse just in front of the gates and called up, using a touch of Air to make certain the guards heard him, “Open in the name of the High King,” he commanded loudly.
A moment passed before a voice called down from above: “The High King has no authority here,” it replied. “So take yourself off and shove it, Kingsman.”
Car felt his anger begin to rise up again, but he forced it down. If things had gone that far, then he must respond as reasonably as possible. He took a deep breath and spoke again, quite softly. Only the magic he was using allowed it to be heard. “I am the Hawk Car’raen,” he informed the speaker softly. “You can either open those gates, or replace them!” To emphasize his point, he let a small flicker of fire flash from his hands, to fizzle out on the gates. 
Silence was his only response, stretching out to the point where he was beginning to reach for the focus necessary to convert the gates to ashes when the gates slowly began to open.
Car nodded silently. He turned in his stirrups to face Tal. “Tal, I want you to find a Life Mage by the name of Kel’ijo,” he instructed the youth. “She’s the Communicator for the Kahir branch of the High Royal Bank, and a friend. Tell her that the Hawk Car’raen needs her services one more time.”
The youth, nodded turning his horse away. Car watched him ride down the street towards one of the towers, and then turned back to the gates.
They were fully open now, so he rode forward through them. A small party, headed by a Captain of Guards, waited just inside them for him.
“Who the hell do you think you are, riding up here and making threats like that?” the Captain demanded.
Car said nothing for a moment, merely sitting and looking at the man. When he spoke, his voice was pitched icy low. “I am the Hawk Car’raen,” he repeated flatly. “I will speak with the Earl Jyd’har immediately.”
The Captain stood his ground, even as his men wavered back. “The Earl does not take visitors at this time of night,” he said firmly.
He has guts, I’ll give him that, Car thought. “He will see me,” he said aloud, “for I speak with the word of the High Law.” He lowered his gaze to meet the burly Captain of Guards’ eyes. “Summon him, or my Judgment will fall even more heavily upon him than it already will.”
The soldier met Car’s eyes with only the slightest hint of a quaver. “I will speak with him,” he said finally. “Wait here.” Leaving his men behind to watch Car, he strode into the interior of the Citadel.
Car shrugged and dismounted, holding the reins of his horse in his left hand. He settled back, leaning on the animal as he waited.
He didn’t have to wait long. The Captain must have started running as soon as he was out of sight, as he returned within twenty minutes.
The man inclined his head to Car, then spoke, “My lord the Earl Jyd’har will meet you in the main audience hall. Come,” he ordered, gesturing for Car to follow him and strode into the depths of the Citadel.
 
 
The Captain led him to the main audience hall, an immense chamber at the heart of the Citadel. On entering the room, Car had to stop and blink several times to adjust to the light. Dozens of lamps reflected off polished smooth marble walls and floor. 
Guards lined the walls on each side of the room, flanking a carpeted path from the door to the raised dais at the other end of the room. A single chair, effectively a throne, was placed in the center of that dais, and held Earl Jyd’har of Kahir.
Car slowly walked across the room to the dais, taking in the man he’d come here to Judge. Jyd’har was a large man, his muscles showing the definition of a man who has spent his life at the sword. A simple golden circlet held back his silvering black hair, exposing features weathered by years of sun and wind.
As the Battlemage approached the dais, Jyd’har stood up from his chair and eyed Car. “Do men no longer bow in the presence of their betters?” he demanded.
Car ignored him for a moment, stepping up to the dais. He met the Earl’s eyes and silently arched an eyebrow. Turning back to face the room, he spoke in formal tones. “I am the Hawk Car’raen and I have come to speak Judgment,” he told the members of the court, his magic projecting his quiet words to every corner of the room.
Since he had entered the room, it had filled up slightly as the nobles of the Citadel heard what was going on and came to see it for themselves. Now those nobles recoiled in fear.
 “Have you not heard, O almighty Hawk?” Jyd’har asked with a laugh. “The Earldom of Kahir no longer answers to the King’s Law.”
“I do not speak for the King’s Law, I speak for the High Law,” Car said flatly. “Your rebellion is over. Lik’nar is dead.” Car’s voice reverberated throughout the room.
The Earl’s mouth thinned. “I do not think so, my lord Hawk,” he replied, but his voice trembled as he did. “Even you cannot kill a Battlemage without repercussions.”
“He was Judged.” The three words fell into the room like stones, silencing everything. A Judgment of a Mage under the High Law had only one possible sentence. Car met Jyd’har’s eyes. “And now I give you my Judgment on you.”
“You are hereby stripped of your lands, titles and wealth,” Car told him harshly. “They will fall upon your cousin, the Lord Mayor of Kahir, Kirt’har.”
“You do not have the right to Judge me!” Jyd’har snapped.
“You allied yourself with the Fallen, Jyd’har,” Car snarled, fire flashing into being in his hands. “I have the right to strike you down where you stand!”
The nobles recoiled away from the man they’d sworn to obey. To ally oneself with the Fallen, with Chaos Magi, was the greatest crime a noble could commit. By doing so, he released anyone from any and all oaths or debts to him, and marked himself as a dead man. To merely strip him of land and wealth was mercy.
Car turned to the guards who’d brought him into the Citadel. “Take him away,” he ordered.
The Captain who had escorted Car up nodded, slowly, and drew his sword. Gesturing wordlessly for his men to follow him, he started up the dais.
“You would betray me?” Jyd’har demanded of them.
The Captain of Guards shook his head. “If what he says,” he said softly, nodding towards Car’raen, “is true, you have betrayed us. And he is the Hawk Car’raen.” 
“I will never yield to this!” the former Earl yelled, drawing his sword and lunging at the young Guard.
Car saw him begin the motion. His hand snapped up and fire lanced out, catching the Earl before he was halfway to the young soldier. For a moment, the man’s form was silhouetted in the red flame. Then the silhouette was gone, and only ashes remained of the Earl Jyd’har.
Car wearily turned to face the crowd. “My Judgment is complete,” he said firmly, using magic to carry his harsh and formal words to every corner of the room. He allowed silence to descend, then slowly turned back to the Captain of Guards and spoke more quietly, “Captain, I will be in the Earl’s office. Bring Kirt’har to me as soon as you can.” He paused for a moment and then continued, “Also, my apprentice will be arriving with a Life Mage Communicator. See that they are brought there as well.”
The Captain bowed. “It will be done.”
 
 
Twenty minutes later, Car watched with a small grin as Tal led Kell’ijo into the spacious office. His apprentice bore a stunned look, like he’d been hit between the eyes with a rock. Kel’ijo clearly still tended to have that effect on men.
Car smiled and rose. He inclined his head towards the woman. The nine years since he’d last seen her, then an Adept framed for murder as part of a far-too-complex plot against the Crown and Councils, had done nothing to fade her dazzling looks. Her blonde hair was drawn back in braid that stretched down her neck, and her blue eyes still flashed the same intelligence and character that drew those with the sense to look beyond the, admittedly attractive, package they came in.
The woman, no longer a girl, returned his nod with a formal curtsey. Coming from a woman dressed in leather riding clothes who was taller than Car’raen himself, the gesture looked mildly ridiculous, but Car restrained his smile from expanding into a grin with ease, the aftereffects of his Judgment still affecting him.
Tal himself bowed and spoke, “Master Car’raen, the Horse Mage Kel’ijo.”
 “I don’t think you need to worry about the formality, kid,” Kel told him, rolling her eyes at his words. “Car and I are old friends.” Car felt her eyes settle on him. “Now what have you done this time that you want me to pull you out of?”
This time, Car’s smile did expand. “I think it has been satisfactorily dealt with, actually,” he told her. “I need you to contact someone for me.”
“Who?” she asked simply.
“The Deoran Citadel Communicator,” he replied. “I want a message passed on to Kelt’ahrn.”
“You don’t play with bit players, do you?” Kel asked with a whistle.
“Have I ever?” Car responded.
“No.” She shook her head. “All right, what’s the message.”
“Jyd’har’s rebellion is over. He was supported by a group of the Fallen. The Fallen have been Judged and executed. Jyd’har refused my Judgment, and is dead. Request that a detachment of the Royal Army be deployed to assist the new Earl of Kahir in bringing the area back under control.”
Kel had acquired a slightly abstracted look. “That’s it?” she queried.
“Yes.” Car confirmed with a nod.
Her eyes closed, but still seemed to flicker behind her eyelids. Her lips began to move, silently mouthing words. She stopped and waited for a moment, then mouthed some more words that Car couldn’t make out. Another pause, then she mouthed some more words and opened her eyes.
“He says he’s informing the High King, and will contact me shortly,” she said quietly.
“Take a seat, then,” Car told her, gesturing to the chairs in front of the desk. As Kel sat, Car glanced over to where Tal was propping up a wall, his hand drifting next to his sword. “That includes you, Tal.”
The youth shrugged, and then removed himself from the wall to a chair, moving with the silent, catlike, grace he’d learned from the Rangers. He settled into the chair lightly, perched on the edge, ready to move.
“You never told me you had children, Car,” Kel said quietly, nodding towards Tal in the other chair.
Car shrugged and glanced over to Tal. Tal nodded slightly to him, so Car spoke. “Tal is adopted. He is my apprentice, and, in every way except by blood, he is my son.”
Kel nodded. She opened her mouth to speak, but stopped suddenly. Her eyes clouded for a moment, and she quickly closed them. Once again, her lips formed silent words.
Her conversation continued for several minutes this time. When she finally opened her eyes again, Car was beginning to look at her worriedly. She smiled softly at him. “Kelt’ahrn thanks you for your assistance and says the troops will be dispatched immediately,” she told him. “He also reminds you that you have been too long away from Deoran, and insists – his word, not mine – that you bring your adopted son and come visit.” Her eyes twinkled. “From the sound of it, his wife was around as well and was the cause of that request.”
“Thank you, Kel,” Car said, then turned to Tal. “Tal, we’ll be leaving in the morning. On horses.” He grinned as he caught Tal’s quiet sigh of relief. “You should go get your things ready.”
His apprentice bowed his way out, and Car turned to Kel. “Once again, thank you,” he repeated. “The ordinary fee, I presume?”
She waved away the concern. “It was a favor for a friend,” she replied. “Besides, I wanted to see that arrogant bastard brought down myself.”
“Nonetheless,” Car interjected.
“No, Car,” she cut him off. “I won’t take a copper from you.”
He spread his hands in surrender. “As you wish,” he acceded.
 “You bind yourself too tightly to your honor,” Kel told him quietly.
“I am a Battlemage,” Car replied, shrugging. “In a sense, I am the Battlemage. I have no choice but to do so.”
Kel inclined her head. “We all are what we are, I fear. Good night, Car’raen.”
 
 
Tal stood in the courtyard, holding the horses and waiting for Car to arrive. He watched the guards step their watches along the walls. He’d been here nearly an hour ago, early enough to observe them at the change of watch. The men going up and down the stairs leading to the immense walls had all watched him carefully, a mixture of fear and awe in their eyes.
I guess news got out about who killed those Fallen Magi. Tal sighed. It was unlikely it would have stayed secret long, but the story of an Initiate who’d taken on and defeated ten of the Fallen was giving him a rather unexpected notoriety. And respect. Some of these men have been with Battlemagi who have faced down Fallen Magi in the past, and know what I faced. They respect me.
Respect was something he was unused to. His achievements back home had given the people of the manor great pride, but there was little respect in how the Rangers and other men and women had treated their lord’s son. Care, affection, loyalty, pride, even love – but not respect. Not for a stripling boy who’d never fought.
The sound of boots on stone interrupted his thoughts. Seeing Car striding towards him, saddlebags in hand, Tal swung up onto his horse.
“Are we off?” he asked his father and teacher.
Car nodded, raising a hand over his eyes to block the sun. “Yes,” he replied. “We ride to Deoran. The High King has requested that I speak with him. The High Queen, on the other hand, has had it made quite clear to me that I have kept you away from her for too long.”
 “I’m not sure I want to meet them,” Tal admitted, smiling uncertainly.
“They’re good people and good friends,” Car told him. “I think you’ll like them.” He turned his horse towards the gate. “Don’t worry: it’s at least two weeks to the Highlands from here by horse. You’ll have plenty of time to get used to the idea.”
 



 
Royalty
 
Brea hummed contentedly to herself as she poured the water into the stone basin. Water and earth, the elements of a Life Mage. She slowly lit the seven tapers around the pool of water, and then emptied a small bag of sand mixed with certain herbs into the pool.
She glanced over at the book. The ritual had seemed simple enough, but the fact that the spell required a ritual at all said much about its difficulty. Kish’orna, Brea’s teacher, had only smiled and laughed at her when she’d asked the old Mage about the spell.
The old man had laughed, and told her to go ahead. There had never been a Life Mage who hadn’t tried to view their true love, the Mage had said, and even fewer who had succeeded. It took both great power and great will, and those were rare among those young enough to want to cast the spell.
The Princess Initiate Brea’ahrn smiled to herself as she looked into the pool of crystal clear water. The firelight flickered off her green eyes in the reflection. She brushed an errant curl of red hair back, and touched her fingers to the water.
The ripples faded, and she began to hum a specific tune. She let her power flow down through her fingers into the water. She let her humming fade and stared into the water. “Show me my true love!” she commanded.
The water swirled. An inner glow suddenly appeared, drawing her in, and in. The light spread out to suffuse the pool of water, and Brea felt it suck at her mind. Unsure what was happening, she fought it.
Moments later, her fingers slipped from the edge of the bowl as she lost the battle and crumpled to the floor.
 
 
She was standing on the stern of a riverboat, watching the shore for… something. Light flared behind them for a moment, and she saw a robed rider come hurtling towards the boat on a panting, exhausted horse.
The rider drew level with the boat, and leaped into the water. He Shifted into a panther, swimming swiftly to the boat. 
Brea felt her body reach down and drag the soaked and exhausted beast out of the water. She hadn’t told her body to do so. Something was strange. What was she doing here? As she lowered the dripping cat to the deck, she realized she was wearing the robes of an Adept.
“Fesh’tar and the others?” she heard her voice demand of the panther.
It shimmered slightly, and a still-dripping, light-haired young man lay on the deck. “Dead,” he gasped. “They’re all dead. Swarmmasters gaining on us, three with swarms and a Warrior with warband.” 
“Dammit,” she heard herself mutter. Swarmmasters? What it going on here? she demanded of the inside of her head. Nothing answered.
She felt her body twist to face a young man in the uniform of a Kingsman. “Captain, is there anything you can do?” she asked.
The soldier looked haggard. “Highness, I have thirty men,” he said bluntly. “At a guess, there are at least five hundred Swarmbeasts out there, with Magi to support them. We cannot win. We must run.”
Brea’s vision swept back across the boat, turning back to the river. A few glimpses of motion showed themselves in the trees. “The only problem is that the Swarmbeasts run faster than we can sail,” she realized aloud.
Suddenly the woods lit up with blue flame. Even hundreds of meters away, Brea felt the hair on her arms stand up as energy filled the woods with Death. For a few moments, the woods lit like an inferno, then quieted.
A hawk slowly winged its way out of the woods, to settle on the boat’s deck. Brea stared at it for a moment, then it shimmered, and a man appeared where the hawk had rested. A black cloak completely encased his body and shadowed his face, leaving none of him visible.
“Who are you?” Brea heard her voice demand.
“I am the man who saved you,” the figure replied. “I am the Black Lord.” 
She’d never heard the voice before, yet she recognized it and her lips moved to form a name, then the vision suddenly faded, leaving Brea in a dark place. What’s going on? Is the spell working? Which of those was supposed to be my true love?
Then a maelstrom of light, similar to the light in the pool she’d used in the ritual, swept her away into another vision.
 
 
She recognized where she was this time. She was in Deoran, standing at the gates before the city. A man stood next to a horse, clad in black on black robes. The man was tall and fair, blue eyes piercing everything.
“No, Brea, you cannot come,” he told her sternly.
The voice was different. Somehow, this man was the Black Lord – but was not the man from the last vision. She heard her own voice speak in response. “If you leave, I will follow.” 
“No,” the Mage Lord said, “You will not.” He gestured to the black-clad Battlemage with him. “Kij’nikar will be your guardian. He will prevent you from doing anything foolish.” 
There was love in the man’s voice, but also condescension and arrogance. Brea felt herself wilt and wondered how she would ever allow a man to treat her so. A laughing caw distracted her, and she glanced up on the wall. A crow whose feathers were so deep a black as to be purple perched there, its caws seeming to laugh at her.
She turned back to the Mage Lord to find that he had mounted his horse. “Trust me, Brea,” he told her gently. “The Chaos Master is no threat to me.” As he rode away, the crow’s caws followed him, laughing, and the light swirled around him, taking Brea to another place.
 
 
Bare rocks surrounded her. Thin soil and hardy plants provided a light ground cover. Massive walls of rock, broken and shattered by catastrophe, bounded the pass on both sides.
This time she had no body, merely a viewpoint. Flashes of fire drew that view to a thin line of Magi, standing against an immense Swarm. They stood alone, fire flashing along their line.
In the center of the line was the fair-haired Mage Lord, guiding his people in the fight. Death swirled out in front of the line, killing Swarmbeasts by the hundred – by the thousand.
Chaos fire retaliated, lancing out from dozens of Swarmmasters within the horde. It shattered upon the shield, but the Battlemagi took one involuntary step backwards.
Her view suddenly shifted to a place behind the Swarm, where a single man stood alone, watching the attack with cold eyes. Despite the lack of a cloak – he was dressed only in an inconstantly purple robe- she recognized him as the man who’d been in the first vision.
His cold eyes rested on the line, waiting for his perfect moment. Then it came, a gap even Brea’s detached viewpoint missed, and a single lance of pure chaos plucked the fair-haired lord out of the line, sending his body crumpling to the ground in death.
With their leader gone, the Battlemagi wavered, and the Swarm attacked. Fire blazed out, suddenly swirling around her… and the battlefield was gone.
 
 
A similar field, but different. The High Royal banner flew over an army of knights, accompanied by hundreds of Life Magi. Brea found herself standing with a group of several others, dressed in flowing white robes – the robes of a full Mage.
“The Lord specifically told us not to come to his aid,” she heard her father’s voice speak. “We shouldn’t even be here.”
“He is my betrothed,” Brea heard herself say. “He needs us.”
The other woman there, who Brea suddenly recognized as the Eldest – the leader of all Life Magi, nodded. “Death is only half a whole. The Hawk Lord cannot fight alone.”
Her father sighed and nodded. “All right, find him.”
Brea began to set up the instruments for a Viewing, only to find it suddenly forming in the air before her. It took her a moment to recover from the surprise, but she looked deeply into it.
She somehow knew the man in the image was the man from the barge vision. He stood with a line of Battlemagi against the Swarm. Brea looked up to see her father nod.
“We will do as we must, I guess,” he said quietly, then turned to the man with him. “Trumpeter, sound General Advance. We must break the Swarm. If we win, we win forever!”
The light off ten thousand lancepoints swirled up into Brea’s eyes, and the army faded.
 
 
Brea came to with a jolt, her face almost touching the water of the basin. The water was cool, with no light or magic in it now. Only the faint smell of herbs suggested what had happened moments before.
What had happened? she wondered. She remembered a bunch of visions, showing different paths, different men. If the spell had worked, which one of them was her true love? She tried desperately to remember the visions, but nothing detailed came. All she had was a vague sense of foreboding. 
Somehow, she was not sure how, she knew what the visions meant. The Time of Prophecy was coming, and, for some reason, she seemed to be in the middle of it. She knelt upon the prayer mat. She would pray. Pray to all the Gods, for she would need every ounce of strength she had if she was to overcome.
 
 
A knock on the door roused Brea from her sleep. She sat upright in her bed, rubbing sleep from her eyes. “Who is it?” she demanded.
“Lela’irn.”
Brea sighed at the sound of the woman’s voice. Her childhood nurse had become her teenage maid, and had caused the Princess grief ever since. 
“Enter,” Brea commanded.
The portly woman entered. “You must hurry and dress, dear,” she told Brea busily. “Your father has summoned you to meet the Hawk Car’raen and his apprentice at the gates. They will be here soon!”
Brea eyed the woman sharply. “When, exactly, did my father summon me?” she asked softly
The older woman wrung her hands. “You needed your sleep, dear,” she replied.
“When?” the Princess demanded.
“An hour ago,” the old nurse admitted. “But you did…”
“Shut up,” Brea snapped. “I’ll be late now, damn you.” Despite Brea’s words, the nurse came over to help her dress as she stood. “Get out,” Brea ordered. “I can dress myself.”
The nurse retreated, looking confused and hurt. Brea sighed, and got out of the bed. The sheets fell away from her tall, lithe, form. Her nightgown swirled around her ankles as she crossed to the wardrobe.
She was going to be late, again.
 
 
After two weeks of riding, Tal’s horse followed Car’s without any commands from its rider; allowing Tal to gaze around at the immense towers of Deoran City. The highest towers in the world, they housed many of the main centers of the merchant houses, as well as the instruments of ruling that immense nation.
Nonetheless, Tal couldn’t shake a sense of foreboding, of some kind of wrongness. Somehow – he wasn’t sure how – he’d seen these towers before. More than that, he’d seen them burn, burn in the flames of a sack as an immense Swarm ravaged over the city below.
His mind knew that the city had never fallen – could never fall. The immense fortifications below would absorb all the efforts of the greatest army or the mightiest Swarm. Had, in fact, done both during the height of the war against the Four, before the Riders had gone to the west to build the shek’maji’hil – to make themselves immortal. 
Yet, despite that knowledge, Tal somehow knew that the city could fall. Every so often, an image of a given tower in flames, with Swarmbeasts running away from it gleefully, would flash into his mind. The city could be taken – and somewhere in the back of his head was the feeling that he could do it. The feeling that, somehow, he already had.
The worries and thoughts were driven from his head as they came past the last set of towers, and Tal’raen gazed upon the glory and strength that was the High Citadel.
At the center of the Deoran Highlands rose a single mountain. Millenia ago, when the Kingdom of Vishni was coming into being, a group of Magi of both kinds had gathered together here. They had taken that mountain and shaped it into a Citadel. Sheer cliffs hundreds of meters high blended into sharp stone walls that rose higher. The Citadel was no city, but a fortress. The city nestled in the hills around it, their towers rising high – yet never challenging the immense majesty of the Citadel. No enemy could take that immense fortification, even if they took the City below.
And in Tal’s thoughts, in memories he could not place, the very stones of the immense castle burned…
 
 
By the time they reached the gates of the High Citadel, Tal had finally managed to place the disturbing memories. They weren’t of anything he’d seen – at least, not awake. They were from his dreams. He sighed and resolved to talk to Car about it later. It might turn out to be important. 
He turned his eyes to the gates ahead. A winding path worked its way up the mountain, curved so an attacking soldier’s right arm would be facing the walls. At the top, a pair of ironbound wooden gates, even larger than those of Kahir, guarded the main entrance to the seat of the High King.
Today, the gates were open, and a double file of pikemen, all perfectly turned out in the blue and gold doublets and bright steel armor of Kingsmen, lined each side of the road. At the center of the gate waited a group of mounted knights, their burnished armor reflecting the late autumn sun.
A man and woman stood, flanked by the knights. They were dressed in deep blue robes. The tall and stately woman wore a thin golden circlet around her forehead, holding back her long burgundy hair. The burly man’s silvering hair was cropped short and mostly concealed by the twelve-pointed crown of the High King.
Car’raen stopped his horse an exact two meters from the King and dismounted. Tal followed suit, and the two Magi slowly walked forward another meter.
Car bowed his head to the King. “High King Kelt’ahrn,” he greeted his friend, “it has been a long time.”
Tal followed suit and murmured, “My Liege.”
Kelt’ahrn maintained a stern, regal, posture for a moment longer, causing Tal to fear that he’d somehow given offense. Then the man gave a deep booming laugh and stepped forward, wrapping Car into an immense bear hug. 
“Welcome back, Car’raen,” he boomed, reminding Tal of Kove’tar for a moment. “The Hawk is always welcome in the house of Ahrn.” Kelt’ahrn stepped back, allowing his Queen to sweep in and embrace Car in her turn.
Releasing Car, she turned to Tal. “So this is the young man of whom we have heard so much – and seen so little,” she said to him, smiling gently. “I am Tris’dael, Initiate Tal’raen.”
Tal bowed to her, barely managing to speak above a whisper. “You honor me, my lady.”
He felt a heavy hand come to rest on his shoulder, and turned to face Kelt’arhn. The High King seemed to examine Tal, an odd expression on his face. “We are told that it is to you we owe the peace in our Earldom of Kahir,” he said quietly, his voice suddenly serious again. “There are few honors unworthy of a man who has faced the Fallen in mortal combat.
Unable to speak, Tal inclined his head once more.
Car’s voice saved his adopted son from further embarrassment by speaking into the silence. “Where is Brea’ahrn?” he asked. “I had hoped to see her.”
Only Tal was in a position to see the tightening of Kelt’arhn’s face, and he was forced to wonder what lay between father and daughter.
“She was summoned, but she has not yet arrived,” Kelt said, his voice quietly harsh. His face and voice slowly relaxed, as if forced, as he spoke. “She can be… difficult, at times.” Then, with a cheer that sounded forced to Tal’s ears, he boomed out, “Come, Car’raen. We have much to discuss.”
The King’s gaze returned to Tal. “If you wish, Initiate Tal’raen,” he offered, “one of my men can guide you to the Hawk Manse.”
Tal considered, but shook his head. “No, my liege,” he declined politely. “If you could find a guide to your training grounds, however, I would be most grateful.”
“So be it,” Kelt acceded. He gestured one of the knights over to him, and whispered in the man’s ear for a moment. Then he spoke aloud to Tal. “Kings-Lieutenant Torv’let will guide you to the salle. Would that be satisfactory?”
Tal bowed. “Very much so,” he agreed.
As Tal turned to join the Kingsman, Kelt spoke again. “And Tal’raen?”
The Initiate paused, glancing back at his King. “My liege?”
“You have earned yourself an account of some depth with the throne,” Kelt told him, his voice unstrained now but serious again. “Feel free to call upon it at will.” The King made a shooing gesture. “Be off with you now. Enjoy yourself.”
 
 
Tal focused on the blued steel of the Islander sword’s blade, going through the simple exercise in slow motion. To a novice, the exercise itself would have been difficult to master; but to him these days it was merely a warm-up. He drifted through the motions with a slow grace. When he completed the exercise, he moved into a more advanced exercise, going faster.
A voice cut into his concentration. “Since when do they let peasant children play at swords here?” it demanded coldly.
Tal noted the voice and its position. He suddenly spun around, sending his blade snapping end over end through the air – right past the speaker’s ear – to impale a training dummy. He smiled slightly at the youth he’d just missed. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you were there,” he said, his voice just as cold as the speaker’s had been.
The youth, who stood nearly as tall as Tal himself, but was much burlier with that height, reached up to touch his ear. He was dressed in a light red arming doublet, a garment for weapons practice. Flinty green eyes met Tal’s across the field, and he brushed his dark hair back.
“I suppose we can allow a peasant such as yourself one mistake,” he told Tal harshly, “provided you take yourself off to where you belong right now.”
Tal smiled coldly. “Where I belong, at the moment, is right here,” he replied. “It is where I choose to be, and hence is where I belong.”
An ugly snarl marred the noble youth’s perfectly handsome face. “You’ve got a big mouth for a boy in the wrong place at the wrong time, and you with no weapon either,” he snapped.
The sound of steel on leather brought Tal’s flashing temper back under control. The youth and the two others with him had all drawn daggers, and that made it a very dangerous situation. The three advanced on him.
Tal’s smile changed to a grin, and he reached out with a few flows of Air. Moments later, his sword came hurtling back towards him. It smashed into the wrist of the right-hand follower, sending the dagger flying, and then landed neatly in Tal’s hand.
The leader’s face seemed to drain of blood as he looked up and down Tal, finally recognizing the black cloak and tunic for what they represented. He stepped back, sheathing his blade. “Your pardon, Mage,” he said less harshly, his voice still strained. “I did not mean offense.”
Tal focused in on the boy’s eyes, and knew his face was cold as ice. “What is your name?” he asked flatly. He knew the noble was probably at least a year older than him, but it meant nothing now.
“Shel’nart,” the youth said.
Tal nodded. “I would suggest that you be more careful of your tongue, – and more respectful of others as well – Shel’nart,” he advised, sheathing his sword. “Now, as it happens, I was just leaving. Enjoy yourself.”
With that, Tal turned on his heel and walked away. As he left the yard, he heard a single pair of words drift back to him on the wind.
“Filthy Mage.”
 
 
Tal watched silently as the sun slowly sank towards the horizon. The late afternoon autumn wind whipped across the battlements, and into the tiny alcove at their foot. He wrapped his cloak more tightly around himself, but otherwise ignored the cold as he meditated.
Spread out beneath him was the largest city in the known world. Over a million people lived and worked in the city below. They were safe – or at least as safe as the armies of the Kingdom of Vishni and the Battlemagi could make them.
He sighed. A touch of air magic seemed to bring the gates of the city to arm’s length. A party of merchants approached the gate. A party of guards, accompanied by a Battlemage, met them. Gesticulations and mouth motions marked the beginning of the almost traditional arguments over entrance and permits.
A slight twang in the warning net he’d extended around him told him someone was coming. While the alcove was out of the way and out of sight, – he’d only found it using magic – he moved deeper into it. He pulled the hood of the cloak up around his head, hiding himself from anyone walking by, and turned his gaze back to the city.
The person continued to approach, seeming to be heading straight for the tiny crack in the bottom of the wall that led to this alcove. He sighed and reached out with his mind, finding the person. Careful to avoid notice, he touched the other gently.
It was a Life Mage. He deduced from the girl’s age that she was probably an Initiate like himself. Her features were obscured by the sort of thick, warm, fur cloak favored by the upper classes in the cold winters here. It was almost certainly warmer than the linen cloak he wore.
She reached the crack he’d entered through and paused. Tal watched silently as she glanced both ways and entered.
He turned to face her as she entered. A moment passed without her realizing he was there, but then he shrugged to himself. “It’s an impressive view, isn’t it?” he said to her quietly.
The girl jumped and spun around to face him. “Who are you?” she demanded.
“I was here first,” Tal replied simply. “Who are you?”
She simply stared at him for a moment. “I am Initiate Brea’arhn,” she replied eventually, tilting her head to look down at him.
“So you’re the King’s daughter,” Tal noted. “The one who didn’t turn up this morning.” His bow was small and half-mocking. “I am Initiate Tal’raen, apprentice and adopted son to the Hawk Car’raen.”
Tal watched as she bridled. “That wasn’t my fault!” she objected.
 “Really,” he replied with an arched eyebrow. “I find it hard to consider any possible way that you not turning up, after being summoned, could be anyone else’s fault.”
“Damn you,” she snapped at him. “It’s none of your business!”
Tal raised his hands, trying to appease her. “I’m sorry,” he said placatingly, not wanting a fight, “it was just that your father was making a point of it.”
“He would,” Brea’ahrn snarled.
“I don’t know what is between you and your father, Lady Brea’ahrn,” Tal said softly. “I am merely a Battlemage.” He considered for a moment, and then stood; unfolding with the catlike grace he’d learned from the Rangers. “I seem to have intruded upon your privacy, milady. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll leave you alone.”
“You do that,” she snapped, throwing off the hood on her cloak.
The blood drained from Tal’s face as the feeling of déjà vu that he’d been feeling all day swept back in. An image seemed to sweep before his eyes.
 
The woman stepped forward and drew back the hood of her robes. Short-cropped red curls topped a face that made every other girl Tal had ever seen seem like a crone.
“So it comes to this, Accursed One,” she spat in his face. “ I will never yield to you.”
 
 
The boy she’d found in her hiding place drew in his breath and stumbled backwards. He hit a rock and flung his arm for balance, catching the wall. The motion caused his hood to fall back, revealing his face.
Brea felt the blood drain from her face to match his as she recognized the man from her visions. Which vision she didn’t know, she didn’t remember them well enough to tell.
For a moment her eyes locked on his, seeing something in his eyes. He recognizes me… from somewhere. From visions like mine?
He jerked his head back. “I think I really must go,” he told her, and even his voice matched the man from the dream. Younger, yes, not as deep, but it was still the same voice. It was still the same man.
Her breath caught for a moment, keeping her from speaking. Then, “No, wait!” she called after him. But he was already gone.
 
 
Later that evening, during her lessons, Brea ran through her head the various ways she could pose her questions to Kish’orna. Despite what he’d said before, she didn’t really think the old Life Mage would be very enthused to discover that she’d been trying the true love spell.
The third time she fumbled a spell; however, Kish’orna sighed and pushed the books aside. “What’s bothering you, child?” he asked.
Brea looked at the old man, considering him for a moment. The blue eyes, half-concealed by his long white hair, showed a slight twinkle of humor, and she decided to take a chance.
“What do you know of prophetic visions, master?” she asked.
Kish’s hand stopped halfway through closing one of his books, and his gaze suddenly locked onto her. “You mean you got it to work?” he asked sharply.
“Got what to work?” Brea asked in confusion.
“The true love spell,” Kish’orna replied. “I saw your eyes when I mentioned it.” Brea’s face must have betrayed her shock, because he immediately continued, “Don’t worry, child. If I’ve had even one student over the years who hasn’t tried that spell, I would be very surprised. It doesn’t work for the vast majority of them. I take it you did get it to work?”
“I think so,” Brea replied after a moment’s hesitation. “I was expecting a face in the water, but what I got was… strange.”
“The spell never appears as one expects,” Kish told her gently, “and never tells you just what you are seeking. When it works, that is. When it doesn’t, nothing happens. Tell me what you saw.”
“It wasn’t just one vision,” Brea said slowly. “It was several; I’m not even sure how many anymore. They seemed to revolve around two men – but they kept switching who they were.”
Kish looked at her sharply. “What do you mean?” he asked.
“In one vision, one seems to be a Battlemage, and my friend,” she explained. “He’s helping me. Then, in the next, the other seems to be in the same place in the world and my life, but he’s a different person – and the other man is evil, a Chaos Mage. It was confusing as hell.”
“Understandably,” the Life Mage said quietly, then paused. “I take it there was a specific reason these visions were bothering you?”
“Yeah,” Brea said, and looked away from her teacher to glance out the window. “I met him.”
“You met one of the men from your dream?” Kish demanded.
“Yeah, but he isn’t a man,” Brea said softly. “Not yet. No more than I am the woman I see in those visions. He’s a boy, an Initiate like myself.”
“Car’s apprentice, Tal’raen,” Kish said with a quiet nod. “Am I right?”
Brea turned her gaze back to her teacher. “How did you know?” she demanded.
The old man smiled at her. “When the two of you saw each other earlier,” he observed, “you both changed where you were going to avoid the other.”
“I did not!” she snapped.
Kish shook his head and closed the last of the books. “I think lessons are over for today. If I were you,” he continued, “I wouldn’t worry about these visions. If you like the boy, talk with him. Be friends. At a guess you saw two possible futures, and how you act may be – from the nature of the visions, actually, almost certainly is – critical to which one of them we have.” He passed the books to her. “Don’t forget to keep up with your studies, however. Now be off with you.”
 
 
Tal sat cross-legged in the main hall of the Hawk Manse, focusing on the fire in front of him. The room was immense, designed to hold banquets with hundreds of guests. The fireplace reflected that, starting from a four-meter wide base and rising up the wall in an imposing edifice of black stone, backlit by the leaping flames.
He heard footsteps behind him, and sensed Car’s presence. “Evening, master,” he said quietly.
Car sighed. A moment later, a hand settled on Tal’s shoulder. “How are you liking the High City?” he asked.
 “It isn’t home,” Tal replied with a shrug, “but it’s not too bad for that.”
“Good,” Car said softly as he sat down next to his student. “You may have to live here for a while.”
Tal turned to face Car. “What do you mean?” he demanded. There was something in Car’s voice that he didn’t like.
The Hawk met Tal’s eyes. “I have to go, Tal,” he said bluntly. “There are so many things I’ve let slide since I took you in… I could, then. I can’t anymore.”
“Take me with you,” Tal suggested.
“I can’t,” Car said gently. “You are powerful, and skilled, but you are not yet ready. If you could come, I would bring you without a second thought, you know that.” Tal nodded involuntarily. He did know. “But I can’t. I have to move quickly, and do many things. I have to go alone.”
Tal reached up to touch the hand on his shoulder. “How long?” For a moment, the silence seemed to swallow everything, and he turned to face his adopted father. “How long?” he demanded again.
Car sighed and nodded. “At least nine months,” he said softly. “Possibly a year.”
“A year?”
Car nodded again. “I’ll introduce you to Battle Lord Shej’mahi in the morning,” he continued. “He will be your instructor while I am gone.”
Tal hesitated. He didn’t want Shej’mahi, the sole living Hawk Mage other than his master, to be his teacher. He wanted Car’raen, his father and mentor. To say so would sound like a petty child. He did it anyway. “I don’t want to be taught by Shej’mahi,” he objected. “I’d rather be with you, no matter how dangerous.”
“I know, my son.” Car’s casual use of the phrase caused Tal’s breath to catch in his throat. “But we can only rarely have what we want in this world. Do you understand me?”
Tal nodded. He didn’t speak for fear his voice would catch with the tears only eight years of training prevented him from shedding.
“I’m sorry, Tal,” Car said softly. “By the Gods, I wish you could come, but I have to go alone.” He squeezed Tal’s shoulder, and then stood. “Go to bed, Tal. Sleep, and we will arrange things in the morning.” His footsteps slowly faded away down the hall.
 
 
The next evening, Tal once more sat in the alcove where he’d met Brea’ahrn. He sat cross-legged, facing the city below. The sun slowly sank towards the horizon, but Tal had no eyes for its beauty, seeing only the single figure riding towards the gates.
His day had passed in a whirlwind, as Car prepared to leave, and Tal met his new teacher. He hadn’t had time to really form an opinion of Shej’mahi. All he knew was that the man was the Battle Lord, Master of the Battlemagi. 
He would learn more of the man tomorrow he guessed, but that was for tomorrow. Right now, his eyes were only for the rider. Car’raen was leaving. For eight years, Tal had never been far from Car. They’d been teacher and student, father and son. Now Tal was alone.
The sound of a foot shuffling behind him made him realize he’d allowed his warning net to drop. It snapped back into place as he spoke. “I know you’re there,” he snapped into the darkness.
A quiet laugh came from behind him. “I’ve been here for five minutes, Tal’raen,” a voice said behind him. A fur robe swished by him as Brea’ahrn settled down facing him. She nodded out towards the city. “Watching the Hawk leave?”
Tal nodded wordlessly. 
“I didn’t expect him to leave this soon,” she said quietly. “I guess I might have, after he spent all day closeted with my parents and Earl Yet’won.” Tal caught her glancing at him before she added, “He’s my father’s closest advisor. The only one of the Earls he really trusts.”
Tal said nothing, his gaze still on the city even after Car had left. He heard Brea sigh. “Tal’raen, I guess we got off to the wrong foot yesterday,” she said quietly. “Thing is, I don’t get along with most people my age here. The nobles are a bunch of arrogant lordlings, and the Mage Initiates… well…”
“They’re a bunch of arrogant magelings,” Tal finished.
 “In a way, I guess,” Brea admitted with a shrug. “You’re not, not really. You don’t disregard anything not magic as worthless.” She gestured at his sword. “Plus, I think my mother is going to almost adopt you.” She smiled, her face seeming to light like the sun, and offered her hand. “We’re going to be stuck with each other anyway, so… friends?”
Tal hesitated a moment, then took her hand and shook. “Yeah, why not?” he agreed. “It looks like I’m stuck here for a while.”
She smiled at him again, and this time he returned a smile of his own. “Now, to the other reason I came here,” she told him. “My illustrious mother told me that if I saw you, I was to request – translate that as request and require – that you join us for a private supper.”
“She figured you’d be seeing me, did she?” Tal asked, unable to stop himself arching his eyebrow in question.
 “Well, no…” Brea admitted with a shrug, “she didn’t address that to me, but to a couple of Kingsmen. However, unlike them, I figured I knew where you’d be. So here I am.”
“So here you are,” Tal agreed. “I guess I shall accede to your mother’s Royal Command.” He stood, unfolding his form with only a hint of stiffness. He offered his hand to help Brea to her feet. “Shall we?”
 
 
Brea walked through the cold stone corridors of the High Citadel with a smile upon her face. She wasn’t entirely sure why she was happy, but she had no objection at all to the feeling.
The halls of the High Citadel were ancient, magically carved granite polished to the shine of marble – and frozen at that shine. Despite the odd beauty of the walls, it was still clear that the Citadel had been built as a fortress against all enemies. It had been built during the rise of the Four, before they had built the shek’maji’hil, creating the Waste and the Great Swarm to buy them immortality. 
Brea’s thoughts of ancient history were interrupted by a group of flashily dressed nobles. She stepped aside politely to let them pass, but they stopped.
She felt her smile fade to a tight-lipped grimace as she recognized Shel’nart. What does he want? she wondered.
He gave her an exaggerated bow, and she quashed her irritation. Mostly. “What is it, Nart?” she asked, her lips moving into what might have been called a smile. To address someone solely by their patronym was a rather nasty insult, implying they had no real identity of their own.
She saw Shel’s smile flicker, then return. Obviously he thought he had something to return her insult with. He stood up from his bow. 
“My lady Brea’ahrn,” he greeted her. “I have wonderful news.”
Brea simply glared at him, but it simply slid off the armor of whatever it was that was cheering him up. “And what makes you think I care about anything you know?” she asked pointedly.
“Well, it does involve you, milady,” Shel said, his smile smoothly changing to a grin. “My father has informed me that the negotiations between him and your father appear to be reaching a conclusion.”
Negoations? What sort of negotiations? Then Brea felt the bottom drop out of her stomach as his grin turned feral.
“They will be announcing the plans for our betrothal within the week,” Shel said simply, grinning at her.
Brea snapped. She took three steps forward and hit him across the side of the head. She’d been trained as a Jelt’nar, and only barely managed to pull the lethality of the blow. Shel still went stumbling across the room, blinking his eyes against the blow. 
“You dared, you miserable little louse?” she snapped.
Shel managed to pull himself to his feet and touched the side of his face, which would most likely be sporting an impressive bruise later. “I would watch that little arrogant streak if I were you, Brea,” he told her. “If you don’t get rid of it before we are married, I’ll have to beat it out of you.” His feral grin returned. “Of course, I refuse to have my betrothed playing with magic. You might hurt someone.”
Brea took one step towards him before regaining control, breathing deeply. Shel took several steps backward, and laid his hand on his swordhilt. She felt the anger boiling under her careful control. “I think you will be surprised at how little authority even my father has over a Mage Initiate,” she told the little slime coldly. “I would rather die than marry a louse like you, but I am a Mage. Only I choose my husband, which means you should probably return to beating up tavern wenches. After all,
they’re more likely to marry you, and unlike me, you can beat them.” With that, she turned and stormed away.
 
 
The Kingsman guard stopped Brea in the tapestry-decorated corridor outside the upstairs conference room’s heavy wooden door. “Your father left orders not to be disturbed,” he told her gently.
She fixed him with her coldest glare. “Let me through, Kingsman,” she commanded.
“I’m sorry, milady Brea,” he said with a shake of his head, “but I can’t.”
Brea switched her eyes from the soldier to the wooden door behind him. The door seemed to twitch, and then burst into growth. Branches of the suddenly resurrected tree wrapped themselves around the soldier, pulling him to one side as the door shattered.
She stalked past the immobilized guard and over the scattered remnants of the heavy door, each piece trying desperately to grow roots into the stone. Her father faced the shattered door, half-risen from his chair. Three other men, the two High King’s Generals and Earl Yet’won, shared the table with him.
“You dared!” she hissed at her father, ignoring the other men. “You dare try to dictate this to me?!”
Kelt’ahrn, High King of Vishni, slowly rose to his feet. “Gentlemen,” he said quietly, “if you would give me and my daughter some privacy.” His tone was quiet, but the men acceded to his request wordlessly. As the men left, as quickly as they could, he turned back to his daughter. 
“What, exactly, have I ‘dared’ to do?” he asked.
“You know damned well what you dared,” Brea snapped. “What makes you think you have the right to dictate my marriage to me?”
“Ah,” her father replied, his tone still quiet and calm. “Have a seat, Brea.” He waited a moment, but Brea simply glared at him. He sighed. “Brea, you are my daughter. Arranging your marriage is my right, indeed, it is my responsibility. You have grown too bold, too far from what a lady should be.”
“You have no right to even consider betrothing me to that slime Shel’nart,” Brea retorted.
Kelt’s face hardened. “I have the right to marry you to anyone I choose,” he told her flatly. “You will not speak ill of your intended.”
Brea faced her father squarely. “Father, I am a Mage,” she reminded him. “The only person who decides who I marry is me. You don’t have that authority, and I will not, ever, marry Shel’nart. If you need someone to whore for your political alliances, do it yourself.” 
Even as she said it, Brea knew the last sentence was going too far. Kelt’arhn lunged to his feet, upsetting his chair. His face was red with anger. “I am your father and I am your High King!” he bellowed, his calm deserting him. “You will obey me in this.”
Brea locked gazes with him, her fear swept away by a cold fury. “No. I won’t,” she replied coldly. “The Council of Seven will back me, for you seek to deny one of the oldest rights of a Mage.” She felt her voice slide to the temperature of ice. “Will you truly alienate your strongest allies to try and force me into this?” Kelt began to move towards her fiercely, but stopped as she slid unconsciously into a combat stance. “I would rather die than be a whore for your alliance.”
If the door had still been intact, she would have broken it down with her bare hands.
 
 
Brea entered the practice grounds, passing through on her way to meet her Jelt’nar teacher. The salle for the unarmed combat disciplines took up a quarter of the grounds, the rest being dedicated to training with weapons.
A flash of movement drew her eye, and she glanced towards it. Glancing into one of the smaller salles, intended for one-on-one practice duels or general practice, she saw Tal. He was dressed in the exact same style of plain black tunic she’d always seen him in, running through a kata with his longsword.
The motions he went through seemed familiar and strange at the same time. For a moment she thought it was an exercise she recognized, one of the most basic exercises of the Tal’var, but then she began to notice the differences. For one thing, he was moving much faster than the novices she’d seen going through that exercise. For another, the motions were different. It was difficult to tell, because of the speed and the subtlety of the motions, but they were. She realized that she’d never seen the exercise he was performing – and that it was probably a lot more difficult than she might think.
Tal suddenly stopped. He lowered his blade and turned towards her. Brea saw him smile slightly and beckon her over. She returned the smile with a regal nod of her own, and joined him.
“What’s with the stormclouds?” he asked.
Brea looked at him in confusion. “What?”
“Brea, you look like a storm about to break on some poor bastard,” he observed with a gentle smile. “What’s wrong?”
She sighed and shook her head slightly. “It’s my father,” she said shortly. “I can’t really talk about it.” That, at least, was clear in Brea’s mind. No matter how good a friend Tal was becoming, he wasn’t family. She would keep family squabbles in the family for as long as possible.
Tal nodded. “I think I understand.” He seemed to hesitate, then reached out and gripped her shoulder gently. “If you need someone to talk to about it, though,” he told her with a small shrug, “I’m sure you can find me.”
She began to smile at him, comforted by his words.
“And just what do you think you’re doing with my betrothed?” a voice suddenly snapped from behind them. The two youths spun to face the door, where Shel’nart stalked in, an ugly look on his face.
Tal’s hand fell from Brea’s shoulder as he looked to her. “Betrothed?” he asked, his eyebrow doing that damn arching thing again.
“In his dreams, and in hell,” she snapped. She turned to Shel’nart. “Get lost, Shel. We are not betrothed, and never will be.”
“I, and both our fathers, disagree, I’m afraid,” Shel told her, smiling condescendingly, then grabbed her arm in a vice-tight grip. “Now, my dear intended, we must go. There are people who must hear the good news.”
Brea struggled to break Shel’s grip, but he’d chosen his leverage well. “Get your filthy hands off me, you misbegotten bastard son of an ape,” she snarled.
“You’re coming with me, Brea,” Shel said, his voice twisted with something, either rage or lust, Brea didn’t know – or want to know – which.
Brea began to pull away from Shel, swinging around to bring a leg to bear against his. Then Shel was suddenly no longer holding her arm, but was nearly two meters away, against the wall.
“I think not,” another voice said coldly. Brea had forgotten about Tal, and so, apparently, had Shel. Now he stepped forward to stand next to Brea, facing the man his magic had just thrown across the room. Brea felt something different in his aura, a… focus, was the right word, she guessed. 
“The lady asked you to unhand her,” Tal told the noble, his voice almost conversational. “She shouldn’t have needed to even ask once.”
“Just what the hell do you think you’re doing?” Shel snarled.
“Protecting a friend,” Tal retorted. Brea saw his hand settle on his sword hilt. “I’d suggest you stay away from the lady, ape.” He followed up Brea’s earlier insult without even pausing.
Shel pulled himself to his feet. “I demand satisfaction!” he snarled, his voice ringing harshly in Brea’s ears. “I demand that you meet me with steel, no magic, no tricks. Just you and me with steel in our hands.”
Tal simply shrugged. Turning to face Brea, he knelt. “My Lady Initiate Brea’ahrn,” he said formally, “I request your permission to fight this man in your name and for you honor.”
Brea hesitated. She knew Shel’nart was a very good swordsman. However, she’d seen Tal performing his exercises, and knew that he, too, was very good. Her eyes met Tal’s. He offered. I never asked, but he offered to do what I cannot do myself. She nodded regally. 
“My lord and friend, Initiate Tal’raen,” she replied, quietly formal herself, “I accept you as my Champion in this. You fight for my honor.”
Tal smiled at her, then returned to his feet, facing Shel’nart. “I accept your challenge,” he said flatly, “and will meet you for Princess Brea’ahrn.”
His face turned slightly pale by a clearly unexpected turn of events, Shel’nart nodded anyway. Challenge could not be withdrawn once made. “So be it.” The words fell into the quiet of the small salle like millstones.
 
 
“You two can’t do this!” the Armsmaster exclaimed. “You’re too young.”
“Challenge has been issued and accepted, old man,” Shel’nart responded. “We will meet. You can’t stop us.”
The old warrior’s eyes glanced from Shel to Tal, and then to Brea. He locked eyes with her for a moment, and she returned his gaze calmly. How she managed to do it with the turmoil inside her she didn’t know, but she did it.
He shook his head. “You damn fools,” he told them harshly. “You’re right, I can’t stop you. But I can limit you. This duel ends at first blood, no more. Understood?” 
Tal nodded, and then Shel followed more angrily.
The Armsmaster shook his head again, but led them to a small secondary practice field. A few gestures cleared it of the handful of Kingsmen training there. Another directed Shel’nart to the other end.
Brea stood there, somehow controlling her turmoil as she watched the two men, her friend and her enemy, face each other across the packed dirt of the training field.
They both began warm-up exercises. She recognized Shel’s exercise as the one most commonly used by Vishnean knights. Tal’s was the same as it had been when she’d seen him earlier.
She glanced over to the Armsmaster, to find him staring at Tal with a suddenly white face. A moment later, he walked quietly forward to Tal’s side. 
Brea followed closely enough that she heard what he said. “Don’t hurt him too badly, milord,” the Armsmaster asked, his voice nearly begging. “He may be a fool, but he has potential.”
Tal’s response sounded distant and cold, as if he was distracted somehow. “You said first blood,” he said simply. “First blood it will be.”
The Armsmaster nodded. He looked unsatisfied with that answer, but withdrew anyway.
Brea faced him as he returned. “Why are you worried about Shel?” she demanded. “He’s a Tal’var of the Seventh Circle.” Most soldiers and knights would not achieve Seventh until they were full adults, likely not till their twentieth year at the earliest. For most, Seventh was as high as they would reach, but Shel had it now, at sixteen, and looked to continue studying the sword.
The old warrior looked at Brea sadly. “He should learn to pick his challenges more carefully,” he said quietly.
“Why?” Brea hissed.
“You saw that exercise Tal was doing?” he asked. Once Brea nodded in response to his question, he continued: “That exercise is only taught to swordsmen of the Ninth Circle and above.”
The Ninth? She stared at the Armsmaster in shock. There were only twelve Circles. To hold Ninth at fifteen… was unheard of.
 
 
Tal faced Shel’nart across the dueling field. Both youths had their swords drawn and out in front of them. Neither blade wavered. 
The longswords were slightly curved, designed to aid in a slashing cut, the only kind possible from the back of a horse. The weapons were designed with cavalry in mind, but Tal’var training taught just as much about fighting on foot as on horseback. After all, a knight never knew when he’d be dismounted, and he wanted to have at least some chance.
Tal’s mind focused on the two blades and his opponent. Everything else, from who his opponent was to why he was fighting, was out of the focus. It was there, known, even important – but it wasn’t a distraction. It was an ability that aided both in magic and swordsmanship, and one very few who used either bothered to truly master. Tal had.
The Armsmaster gestured Tal and Shel to advance and Tal did. As he walked, he slowly deactivated every one of his magics. There were half a dozen spells he kept on all the time, one of them his warning net. He’d promised no magic, though, so he would use no magic.
He reached the center of the field, and raised the Islander blade to cross it with Shel’s even fancier weapon. The Armsmaster raised an amulet and looked at it. No glow marred its surface. “There is no magic here. It is a contest of men and wills, not spells. They fight to first blood.”
The Master lowered the crystal, and the two youths stepped back, lowering their swords to position. He nodded to them. “Begin.”
Tal raised his sword to guard and held it there. Shel did the same, and Tal watched him move. In his focus, he noted every muscle twitch, every slight gesture. Shel threw him a mocking grin, but Tal ignored it, lost in his focus.
Shel’s grin turned to a snarl, but he paused. No swordsman liked to strike first. Tal remained motionless, sword held at guard. Without even thinking of it, he let an easy grin spread across his face.
Shel struck. His blade lashed out faster than any eye could follow. Tal remained motionless to the last second, and then moved swiftly and smoothly out of the way. Shel’s blade smashed into the ground, digging into the dirt of the field.
Tal’s blade flashed out once, the blued steel carving a line down the side of Shel’s face. Before the cut could even begin to bleed, the Islander-forged sword flashed down the other side, slashing a line down the other side of the noble’s face.
Blood began to trickle from the two wounds almost simultaneously, and Tal stepped back. He raised his sword in salute to Shel as he allowed his focus to fade, then turned to the Armsmaster. “First blood has been shed,” he said flatly, “This duel is over.”
Lowering the blade from salute, he sheathed it and left the field.
 
 
Tal knocked on the solid wooden door hesitantly. He knew perfectly well that he was late for his lesson with Shej’mahi. He’d taken the time to clean his sword and clothes.
“Come in, Tal,” a voice from inside ordered.
He entered the room quietly, shifting his sword on his hip to avoid hitting the door with it. He glanced around the room.
Shej’mahi sat in a large, well-stuffed, chair next to the fireplace at the far end of the room. Voluminous black robes enshrouded the old man’s figure, but they didn’t conceal his turning to face Tal. “You’re late, Tal’raen,” he said simply.
“Something came up,” Tal replied calmly.
The Battle Lord, one of the most powerful Magi alive, and the man all the Battlemagi looked to for guidance, smiled slightly. “Yes, I heard,” He admitted. He paused for a moment, then gestured to the other chair by the fire. “Sit down, Tal.”
Tal sat, hesitantly. Clearly Shej’mahi had heard about the duel. Just how much trouble am I in? he wondered.
He met Shej’s eyes without hesitation. The old Mage sighed. “Did you really have to death-seal the wounds?” he asked.
Tal shrugged. A death-seal made the scar of the wound permanent. Shel’nart wasn’t soon going to be forgetting the lesson he’d been taught. Nor would he be quite so gorgeous anymore. “I was making a point,” he replied.
“A rather permanent point, I must say,” Shej observed, raising a steaming mug of tea to his lips. He paused just before he drank and gestured. Another steaming mug of tea lifted itself from the table and landed next to Tal’s chair. 
“Shel’nart is noble, and the son of a powerful Earl,” he continued. “I don’t suppose I could convince you to unseal the scars?” Only the Mage who cast a death-sealing could remove it.
“No,” Tal said shortly. “How good a lesson would it be if it was taken away immediately?” 
“Very well,” Shel said with a sigh. “It was a duel, and I guess it was within your rights as victor.” He met Tal’s gaze over his mug. “Now, perhaps we should discuss just why you were fighting that duel in the first place.”
“He was harassing my friend,” Tal told him, trying and failing to keep his anger with the other youth out of his voice.
“Ah, yes,” the old Mage acknowledged. “Initiate Brea’ahrn. You are aware that the two are intended to be betrothed?”
“Lord Shej’mahi, any man who treated a woman the way Shel’nart was treating Brea, no matter what was between them, deserved what Shel received,” Tal said hotly, glaring at the older Mage. “Besides, I have heard much of ‘intentions’ to do with their betrothal, but Brea is opposed to the very idea.”
Shej’s head snapped around to meet Tal’s glare. “She’s what?” he demanded.
“Opposed to the idea,” Tal repeated, suddenly confused. “She despises Shel’nart, and I can’t say I blame her, either.”
“Then why is this betrothal occurring?” Shej demanded.
“She told me her father is insisting on it,” Tal told his teacher, confused, “that he refuses to hear her disagreements.”
“He does, does he?” Shej’s voice was low and dangerous. “Tal, I was told she had agreed to the betrothal, was even enthusiastic about it.”
“What?!” Tal blurted out. “Never!”
“Indeed,” Shej’mahi, Battle Lord and Master of all Death Magi, said, nodding slowly. “I guess lessons are canceled for tonight.”
“Why?” Tal asked, even more confused now.
“Because the betrothal is being held tonight. I would have had to leave early to witness them,” Shej told him. The old Mage stood to leave, but paused, looking down at Tal for a moment. 
“Come with me,” he told the still seated youth finally.
“Where?”
“Just come.”
 
 
Brea sat cross-legged on her bed, a small smile playing across her lips as she remembered Shel’nart’s reaction when the Healer had found she could only heal the wounds Tal had left, not remove the scars.
Hopefully, Tal’s actions would get the lout off of her back. She was about as enthused with the idea of marrying him as she was with the idea of marrying a viper. Actually, I think I’d prefer the viper.
A knock on her door interrupted her thoughts. “Who is it?” she asked.
“It is Lela, child,” her nurse replied.
Brea sighed in irritation. “Come in,” she replied, finally. After the woman had bustled through the door, Brea turned her best glare upon her. “What do you want?”
Her maid rushed over to her and pulled her to her feet. “Come, milady,” the maid told her busily. “We must get you properly dressed.” The woman opened up Brea’s closet and looked over the line of white tunics and other clothing in it. “Do you not possess even one dress, child?” she demanded.
“I am a Mage, Lela,” Brea said, irritably. “The only formal clothing I possess is my robes.”
“No, no, that won’t do,” Lela told her, rummaging through the closet. “After all, you want to look good for your betrothal.”
“Hold on a moment,” Brea snapped, her voice freezing Lela where she stood. “My what?!”
The maid turned to face her. “Your betrothal,” she repeated. “To Shel’nart. It is tonight; your father told me to bring you.”
Brea felt her face slowly freeze over. “In that case, I think my robes are most definitely what I want to wear,” she said flatly. Robes for a Mage, after all, are the robes of a Judgment.
 
 
This time Brea didn’t have to destroy the door. The Kingsman who guarded the chamber had clearly heard what had happened to the last guard to get in the Princess Initiate Brea’ahrn’s way, and opened the door for her with an almost unseemly haste.
Her father looked up from the table where he was talking quietly with the Earl Jil’nart, Shel’s father. The High King Kelt’ahrn nodded. “Ah, Brea, I’ve been expecting you,” he said, sounding far calmer than he could possibly be.
“You lousy piece of filth,” Brea screamed at him. “Does it amuse you to roll in such muck and justify it with politics?!”
Jil’nart looked at her calmly then glanced over to her father. “Is there going to be a problem with the betrothal, my liege?” he asked calmly.
“No,” Kelt’ahrn said. “Brea will give her consent when the time comes.”
“I will never consent to marry that piece of slime so you can suck up to his piece of shit father!” Brea snapped.
Her father raised a hand with a pained look. “Perhaps, my lord Earl, you should wait outside?” he asked.
“Perhaps I shall,” Jil’nart agreed with a slow nod. “I hope this will not jeopardize our arrangement.” The burly soldier paused. “If I were you, Kelt’ahrn, I would not allow my daughter to play with magic so readily. It makes her arrogant, and there are those who will not stand for a Mage upon your throne.” With that, Jil’nart nodded to Kelt’ahrn and left, brushing past Brea like she didn’t even exist.
Kelt looked at his daughter. “Fortunately for the Kingdom, Brea,” he said quietly, “your consent is not really important. I am your father, and you will do this. Do you understand?”
“And what does mother think of my consent being ‘not really important’?” Brea spat at him.
“Your mother understands that it is for the best,” he said calmly, but his gaze flicked away from her as he spoke.
Brea was silent for a moment. “You haven’t told her, have you?” she asked finally, her voice flat. He didn’t respond for a moment. “Have you?!” she screeched.
“No, I have not told your mother of your intransigent, childish, behavior,” her father admitted. “You should be grateful I have not embarrassed you so.”
“Embarrassed me?” she snarled. “You cowardly piece of slime! You dare bind me to this and say you have not embarrassed me by telling mother that you are playing pimp for your political alliances!”
“That is enough!” Kelt’arhn thundered. “I am your father, and you will obey me. It is my right to choose your husband, and I have done so!”
The door behind him suddenly slammed open, as if blown by a strong gust of wind, and a voice quietly said, “Actually, it is not your right. It is hers.”
Brea looked to the door in hope, to find the Battle Lord Shej’mahi, accompanied by the Eldest Poli’jar, leader of the Life Magi, both in full ceremonial robes. Poli nodded to Brea as she finished speaking, and the leaders of the two Mage Councils entered the room.
“We must, however, confirm her choice,” Shej’mahi said quietly. He faced Brea. “Princess Initiate Brea’ahrn, as a Life Mage Initiate, have you given your consent to this betrothal?”
“Never,” Brea responded. She caught a flash of movement by the door, and hope turned to certainty as Tal, in full formal raiment, entered behind the two senior Magi.
Shej’mahi nodded and turned to Kelt’ahrn. “You lied to us, Kelt’ahrn,” he said flatly, coldly. “You told us that she had consented, was even eager for this match.” He gestured towards Tal. “If not for my student’s friendship with her, we might have allowed this to go through.” 
He glanced towards Poli’jar, who nodded to him to continue. “We will not. We will not allow you to force a Mage to marry against her will. It is our oldest right: a Mage chooses his – or her – own consort.”
“I am her father,” Kelt’ahrn exclaimed.
“The right of a Mage overrides that,” Poli’jar said calmly.
“She is a Princess!”
“She is a Mage,” Shej responded. “That is more important. When she became a Mage, you gave up a father’s rights over her. This betrothal will not happen.”
“Much rests on this marriage, possibly even the future of Vishni itself,” Kelt’ahrn said desperately, clearly trying to call on the Magi’s sense of duty.
“Then, perhaps, you may have convinced her to agree to it,” Poli said calmly. “But given her opinion of the man in question, it was unlikely to begin with. With the way you have treated her over this matter, I sincerely doubt she will even give the idea a moment’s thought.”
Brea shook her head. “Never,” she said flatly. “I don’t care what rests on it, I will not marry that slime.”
“Therefore, you will not,” Shej confirmed with a nod. He returned his gaze to Kelt. “Find another way to bind your political alliances, Kelt’ahrn. Your daughter is a Mage, and shall make her own choices.”
With that, the three Magi turned to leave. Brea hesitated for a moment, looking at her father. He seemed frozen in place, overwhelmed by the speed with which the two Magi had demolished his certainty and his plans.
She followed the Magi.
 
 
When Brea caught up with them, halfway down the hall from the chamber, Tal was waiting for her. He met her with a smile, which she returned enthusiastically.
She then turned her gaze, and smile, to Shej’mahi and Poli’jar. “Thank you,” she said simply.
Shej’mahi simply nodded. Poli’jar smiled at Brea. “As we said to your father,” the Eldest told her, “who you betroth yourself to is your choice, not his. We could not allow you to be forced into a betrothal.”
“Nonetheless…” she trailed off.
“You should thank your friend Tal’raen here more than us,” Shej told her with a snort. “If he hadn’t told me that you hadn’t consented to the betrothal, we would have let it go through, believing that you were willing.”
Brea glanced at Tal, who simply shrugged, his cheeks turning slightly pink, and smiled some more.
Shej smiled gently at the two Initiates. “I believe I still have some things to attend to,” he told them, “so I shall bid you all good night.”
“I must do the same, I am afraid,” Poli said with a small nod. She glanced over Tal and Brea. “Take care, you two.”
The two Mage leaders faded into the night as the four came out into the main courtyard. Brea glanced at where they had gone, then turned back to Tal.
He smiled awkwardly at her. “I should probably be going myself,” he said quietly.
“True,” Brea said, stepping up to him. “Thank you.”
“I don’t have many friends, Brea,” Tal told her quietly. “I like to keep them happy, for their rarity value if nothing else.”
Brea looked at Tal for a moment, and then kissed him softly on the cheek. His face colored even more, and he stepped back slightly. Brea met his eyes and smiled. “Even so, thank you.”



 
Chaos Mage
 
 
Stret’sar paused on the roof of the building to tie his long blonde hair back into a ponytail, to stop it waving in the wind. He loosened his knife in the makeshift sheath he wore. He gaged the distance to the window on the building across the alley. After a moment’s hesitation, as every muscle in his body tensed, he leapt.
The window shutters swung inwards as he hit them. He fell through them and sprawled onto the carpeted floor. He pulled himself to his knees with a grin and glanced around the bedroom of the most powerful merchant in Telnar. 
A large canopied bed occupied the center of the room, but it was empty. The merchant had left some time ago, as Stret watched from the roof. He didn’t know, or care, where the man had gone, only that this room was vulnerable.
His quick survey of the room found what he’d been looking for: a small chest hidden under the merchant’s bed. He pulled it out, and looked over the padlock. 
Will it work this time, he wondered. He touched the padlock and focused on it, visualizing it clicking open. For a second, nothing happened, then there was a click and the padlock fell away.
With a grin, he opened the lid. The neat stacks of gold and silver were only a tiny fraction of the merchant’s fortune, but it was more money than Stret had seen in his entire life. He closed the lid, sealing it with the padlock he’d brought for just that purpose. 
Picking up the chest, he grunted with its weight. He wasn’t going to be doing any jumping around carrying the chest. He lowered the chest to the floor and reached inside his vest for the coil of rope he kept there. He wrapped the rope around the chest’s handles – he didn’t quite trust his padlock to hold the weight – and lifted the chest to the windowsill.
He carefully moved his own bulky form onto the windowsill. At fifteen, he was rapidly becoming too large a man to do this, hence his attempt to set himself up for life with this robbery.
Gripping the rope carefully, he kicked the chest off the sill. With a quiet grunt, he took the weight of it onto his hands through the rope. He glanced out the window to be sure there was no-one in the alley below, and began to lower the chest down.
The chest was almost down when the door behind him opened. Stret swore and dropped the chest, spinning around to find a blue-uniformed guard standing in the door. The man stood and stared at him for a moment in shock, giving Stret the time to slip his knife free of its sheath and throw it.
The guard opened his mouth to shout for help, but the knife slammed blade first into his throat, cutting off all air to his voice forever.
Stret dropped off the windowsill, running across the room to grab his knife. He’d learned from other people’s mistakes that Life Magi could track you if you left anything of yours at the scene. He glanced around the room to be certain he hadn’t missed anything and then followed the chest out the window.
He slid swiftly down the rope. Reaching the bottom, he grabbed it and yanked hard. It came slithering down to him, and he coiled it up again. 
The chest was going to be obvious, but he couldn’t split it into bags here. He was still too close, too likely to get caught. He picked up the chest and ran. It was his chance for another life, and he wasn’t going to risk it. He’d bag the coins later.
 
 
Stret entered the hovel he shared with his mother and several, younger, women who plied the same trade as her. This late in the night, even prostitutes returned to wherever they hid away, and this little hovel was where this small group of women slept, at least when they slept alone.
Nonetheless, two of them were awake when he ducked under the ragged leather curtain they used as a door. The inside of the small building defied the outside, with cheap but well-made furniture settled onto a clean floor. Curtains that at least lacked holes, though they also lacked any other virtues, separated the various beds. A thief and a half-dozen whores had managed to make their home as home-like as they possibly could.
Jen’sar, Stret’s mother, came over to him wordlessly as he entered and hugged him. She did almost everything wordlessly, for she found it difficult to speak. Her speech impediment was legacy of one of her pimps – her last pimp, as a matter of fact. The man had scored her throat when she’d wanted to stay home and take care of Stret when he was sick. Less than a month later, Stret had killed the man.
The second woman, a girl by age, waited until Jen had pulled away before coming in to kiss Stret. “Where were you?” Shai’ran demanded. 
Stret kissed his lover back to quiet her down. “I was making a run,” he explained softly.
“Ah,” Shai replied. “What did you get?” she asked after a pause.
He grinned at her. “What would you say to never walking the streets again?” he asked.
“That much?” she squealed. 
“I cleaned out old Kels’nar’s private chest,” Stret told her happily. “There’s enough to start a new life for all of us, a decent life, a long way away from here.” He turned to his mother and kissed her on both cheeks. “Tomorrow, I’ll buy horses and a wagon, and we can leave this town forever.”
Jen’sar smiled and nodded. She returned her son’s kisses with some of her own, then retired to her own alcove.
Shai smiled at Stret and took his hands. “That’s for tomorrow, though,” she told him firmly. “For tonight, let’s celebrate.” With that, she led him into the curtained off alcove the two shared.
 
 
Stret had had to leave the wagon behind. There were no real roads that went near their hovel, only alleys. So he’d paid one of the beggars, a man he knew and trusted, to watch over it, and headed home.
He was halfway there when he heard the first screams. It took him a moment to locate them, and to realize they were coming from his section of the alley. Without thinking, he broke into a run.
His heart dropped out of his chest as he saw the two men standing casual guard outside his hovel. They were dressed in uniforms, the kind that the noble houses gave their guards. He tried to lunge past them, but one of them blocked his way.
Barely slowing down, Stret kneed the man in the groin, and slammed a fist into the guard’s temple as he doubled up. The man crumpled like a puppet with cut strings. He burst through the curtain door of the small building, and stopped in horror at the scene inside.
Three men – no, boys – in fancy dress stood in the center of the single room, with swords out. Jen’sar lay crumpled against one wall, curled around what seemed to be a gut wound. The other girls were gathered around Shai, standing between her and the nobles.
Even as Stret watched, the lead noble advanced on Shai. “You don’t break an appointment with Kij’naki and walk away from it, you little whore,” the fancily-dressed man snarled at her. “You spread your legs for me now, or I cut your pretty little neck.”
Cold rage flared through Stret and he stepped forward. “Get away from her you louse!” he bellowed, charging at the man.
The noble, Kij’naki, glanced back at Stret, and waved his non-sword hand dismissively. One of the nobles faced Stret and attacked. Stret managed to dodge the lunge, redirecting the man’s charge into the wall.
Stret tried to lunge for Kij’naki, but the noble he’d sent into the wall grabbed him from behind and sent him spinning into the wall himself. Stret crumpled to the floor. He rolled to the side, desperately trying to regain his breath, as the sword lashed out. It scored along his arm, leaving his blood to soak into the cloth flooring.
He tried to roll away again, but the sword lashed out again. It seemed to move slowly and inexorably towards his throat.
“No!” one of the girls screamed, just before she slammed into the noble from the side, deflecting his thrust. The noble swore, and tried to push her away – with his sword hand. She crumpled as the sword went through her chest.
Rage filled Stret, and he was suddenly on his feet. His knife flashed out of his vest, and cut across the noble’s throat before he could dodge or block. The man slumped to the floor in a spray of blood.
Stret looked up from the man he killed just in time to hear Shai’s gasp as Kij’naki’s sword slid between her ribs. He didn’t know if it was intentional or an accident or what, but time seemed to freeze for him.
His eyes took in the entire room. The girl who’d tried to protect him lying dead on the ground. His mother lying against the wall, where a brutal sword slash had thrown her as it disemboweled her. Another one of the girls, prostitutes maybe but his friends, lay at the third noble’s feet, bleeding from a blow to her head that would likely kill her. Two of the girls, by some mercy of the Gods, weren’t here. Finally, Shai’ran, the girl he loved, slowly sliding off the sword of the man that had killed her.
The two nobles looked at Stret, and froze. Something in him snapped. From deep down inside him, where the little tricks of magic he’d used on the streets dwelled, fury rose. A fury of heat and rage and uncontrollable destruction.
His hands rose to point at them, and fire flashed from his hands. The fire wasn’t red or white, but a deep and shifting purple. He felt it flare through him and out of him. The fire. The power. Chaos.
The chaos fire took the two nobles and burnt them to ashes. It flared around the hovel, burning the home that Stret had taken a life to build – and a single moment of bloody violence to lose. The wood and adobe walls burst to light with a more conventional flame, as did the furniture and cloth flooring.
Tears ran down Stret’s face as chaos fire continued to blaze from his hands. His fury and his pain unleashed it, and he burned the life he’d built. The people he’d built it for were dead.
 
 
The wagon went through the town gate. Stret didn’t bother to wave to the single guard who’d passed him through. Even the knowledge that the rest of the guards were off trying to quell the blaze he’d started didn’t penetrate his haze.
The rage was gone now, and all he felt was sick. And the magic. He could always feel the magic now. Not buried, as it always had been before, accessible almost at random, but just under the surface. Magic. He was a Mage. 
He turned onto the High Road, guiding the horses with a flick of the reins, but his mind was elsewhere. He probed the magic, seeking… he didn’t know what.
He wasn’t helpless anymore, always at the mercy of others. He was a Mage. Magi were supposed to protect the people, help them. But where had the Magi been when nobles destroyed his life? 
Stret followed the Road northeast, towards the mountains dividing the Kingdom of Vishni from the Waste where the Swarm dwelt, and a cold hatred burned within his soul.
 
 
Stret exited the estate villa, shading his eyes against the bright sun, and turned to look at the man behind him. “I like it,” he said calmly, turning to face the merchant. “What’s wrong with it?”
“Wrong, my lord?” the merchant asked. “What makes you think anything would be wrong?”
“A fifteen acre estate and villa for this price?” Stret replied with a sneer. “There’s something you’re not telling me.”
The plump little man straightened indignantly. “Are you saying that Kih’lik of Likari would market damaged estate?” he demanded.
A moment later, the man squeaked as the jeweled sword Stret had stolen from a noble nearly a hundred miles back pricked his throat. “Don’t lie to me, little man,” Stret told him. “What’s the catch?”
Kih’lik’s beady eyes glistened in fear as they focused on the blade. “The previous owner went bankrupt,” he explained quickly, “and is selling the estate to cover his debts.”
Stret pulled the blade back slightly, allowing the man to breathe. “And?” he encouraged.
“There’s been a problem with bandits,” the merchant admitted. “The lord was unwilling to ask the Magi for aid, and they ended up stealing most of his herds.”
The Mage smiled coldly. “I see,” he said coldly. “Bandits do not bother me, Kih’lik. Return to your business and draw up the papers. I will bring you your money by tomorrow, my word on it.” He brought the sword up to point at the merchant. “Don’t try and sell it to anyone else between now and then, either.”
Kih’lik began to expand indignantly again, but quickly deflated as Stret tapped his sword hilt. “Certainly not, Lord Stret’sar,” he said quietly.
Stret watched the little merchant mount up and ride away. While the price for the estate was, indeed, pathetic for what it was buying, it was more money than he currently had. Which, fortunately, wasn’t a problem.
He bared his teeth as he considered. The little man had shown him the offices of his main competitor in Likari. There would be enough gold there to make the purchase, and to provide the sort of funds that the itinerant nobleman he was pretending to be would have.
 
 
The next morning, bright and early, saw Stret walking calmly into Kih’lik’s office. A pair of hired porters followed him, carrying an ironbound chest. He gestured to the merchant’s desk and the porters dumped the chest on it.
“Good day, Kih’lik,” Stret’sar said cheerily. “Your money, as promised.”
He pulled the key to the newly purchased chest out of his pocket and opened it. “Four thousand one-ounce gold coins, in this chest. There are three more chests in the wagon outside, if you will send men for them. Your fifteen thousand, and a one thousand commission for your services.”
Kih’lik, looking a little dazed, gestured to a man, then outside. The man nodded and vanished into the back. The merchant bowed to Stret. “You are most generous, my lord,” he said, gesturing to the papers that the chest had narrowly missed. “I have drawn up the papers to transfer ownership of the estate to you. If you will sign these.” He passed the papers to Stret.
Stret skimmed the papers, pretending to making sure all was in order. In reality, he had no idea what any of it meant, but he didn’t think Kih’lik would cheat him. The man was too afraid of him now. He signed.
“Now, there is one more service you can do me, Kih’lik,” Stret told the merchant. “If you do well, I may even decide your firm on a permanent retainer for when I need to deal with the city.”
“And what would this be?” Kih’lik asked.
“I want you to negotiate access to the town libraries for me,” Stret told him. “Complete, unlimited, access. Any fees they request I will be happy to pay, but I would like to pay the least possible. Can you do it?”
The merchant hesitated for a moment, and then nodded. “Most likely, my lord,” he said firmly.
“Good. Inform me when you have made the arrangements,” Stret told him. With that, he strode out of the office, leaving the lawyer behind.
 
 
The bandits made their appearance four days after Stret’sar moved in. They obviously had noted the arrival of the wagons carrying Stret’sar’s first set of purchases through Kih’lik, mainly books and weapons, and decided to see what they could acquire.
Twenty men, dressed in black and with ash-darkened faces, snuck into the courtyard. Stret watched them from the roof of the villa. Since he’d started using the magic heavily, he’d found his night-sight had weakened, but there was enough light reflected from the fire in the villa to show the thieves.
He waited until they were well inside the courtyard, and blocked the exit with a wall of flame. As the bandits panicked, drawing weapons and gathering in a small group, he lit the lanterns around the courtyard with flicks of fire.
Stret waited a moment more, allowing the effect to sink in, and then dropped off the roof onto the ground. He strode calmly into the light, his plain gray tunic blending in with the flickering light and shadow. “Good evening, gentlemen,” he said softly.
Three of the bandits had bows. At the sound of his voice, they spun around and loosed arrows. None of the arrows came anywhere near him, but Stret burned the men who’d fired to ashes anyway. Their screams disturbed him, but they didn’t last very long, and it was necessary. Besides, they’d chosen their fate.
“Anyone else planning on being stupid?” he asked. Silence was his answer. “Very well. Who leads here?”
One of the men lowered his sword, and slowly sheathed it. He stepped forward out of the group of bandits and faced Stret. “I do,” he told the Mage.
“Your name?” Stret demanded.
“Bor’yets,” the man replied, shortly.
“Very well then, Bor’yets, get your men to lay down their weapons,” Stret told him. “Then perhaps we can discuss this.”
“Why bother?” the man said quietly. “I doubt we can do much against a Mage, but I’d rather die fighting.”
Stret grinned. “I may yet surprise you, Bor’yets,” he told the bandit leader. “Order your men to lay down their weapons, and you may yet live out this night.”
For a moment, Stret locked eyes with the bandit. Then the man looked away, at his men. “Lay them down boys,” he told them. “Lay ‘em down.” Suiting his actions to his words, he undid his own sword-belt and laid it down.
There was a soft clatter as his men followed. Stret was under no illusions that any of them were really disarmed, but the gesture had been made. They accepted that he was in control of the situation.
“So, Bor’yets, how is the banditry business?” he asked.
The bandit shrugged. “It comes and goes,” he said non-committally.
“It will permanently go if you don’t listen to me,” Stret told him with a cold smile. “As you can see, I am a Mage. As you may guess, I am not a Battlemage. Unless you are terminally stupid, in which case I have no use for you, you can work out what that means.”
The bandits cowered back. Bor’yets faced him solidly. “What do you want?” he demanded.
Stret shrugged. “I play the role of a nobleman, but noblemen need retainers,” he admitted. “I, obviously, need a different class of retainers than most noblemen. I am offering you a job, master Bor’yets.”
“I don’t think I’m interested,” Bor’yets replied. “I’m no man’s lackey.”
“I may point out, master Bor’yets,” Stret told him calmly, “that this is not a choice between working for me or continuing your existence as you have. It is a choice between working for me or not continuing your existence – at all. Do I make myself clear?”
The bandit nodded slowly. “Yes,” he said flatly.
“So make your choice, Bor’yets,” Stret told him. “If you serve me, you and your men will not find the task truly onerous, and there will be rewards. If you do not serve me, I cannot allow men who know my nature to walk free.”
Bor’yets was silent for a moment, then looked at his men, then shrugged. “A noble’s retainer is a higher class of man than a runaway serf, I suspect,” he said quietly. “I can’t speak for all my men, not in this, but I guess I’m your man,” he paused, and continued uncomfortably, “my lord.”
“Good,” Stret’sar said, then calmly turned to the remaining bandits. “Choose now. Service, or death. As your leader says, a noble’s retainer has a higher place than a runaway serf or a bandit… and a vastly higher place than a corpse.”
In the end, none of them declined.
 
 
The coughing sound came as a surprise. Stret left the spell he’d been practicing – a complicated but extremely powerful shield – active, and turned to find Bor’yets standing watching him.
“What is it?” he asked of the man. After several years they’d settled into a comfortable relationship, in which Bor’yets was still the definite head of Stret’s retainers, but was also Stret’s man. The former bandit had turned out to be surprisingly loyal to his master, even as his master delved deeper into chaos magic over the years.
“There’s a man at the door,” Bor’yets told him. “He refuses to give me his name, and demands to speak with you.”
Stret sighed and discarded the purple robes he wore when using magic for the simple blue tunic and hose he wore underneath. 
“Did he give a reason?” he asked.
“No,” the former bandit replied with a shrug. “I think he may be a Mage of some sort, but I’m not sure.”
Stret nodded and made certain his knife was both concealed and rapidly accessible. “All right,” he said calmly. “Make sure at least one of the men has him covered at all times.”
“Already done,” Bor agreed with a nod.
With that, the Chaos Mage gestured his retainer away and opened the main villa door. The man outside was short and stocky, with dark brown hair and an aura of… wrongness. Or maybe rightness. Stret couldn’t tell. 
The visitor faced Stret squarely and spoke. “Brother, I am the Raven Mage Kor’tal and I request your help,” he said formally.
The man was a Chaos Mage, and more, clearly knew that Stret was. The phrasing was traditional, a request for help that, theoretically, Stret could not refuse. If he did, he’d never be able to deal with the main body of the Chaos Magi. After a moment’s thought, he used an ability he’d learned – from books of gray magic, not chaos – to confirm the man’s statement of his rank. Not that it would matter. Stret had learned much over the last three years, and one of the things he’d learned was his own power, and hence rank, would be matched by few others. He was a Drake Mage, and perhaps two of those came along in a generation.
Stret hesitated for another moment, allowing the silence to stretch for a long moment. “You’d better come in,” he said finally, stepping back to allow the other Chaos Mage entry into his home.
They entered the living area, and Stret gestured wordlessly to a chair. Kor’tal obeyed the unspoken order and sat, while Stret took a seat of his own.
Stret steepled his hands, and looked at the other Mage over them. “Now, would you mind telling me what this is about?” he asked flatly. “Or should I just burn you and have the ashes buried?”
Kor’tal winced at the threat. “Mau’reek’s scrying told me there was one of us in the area,” he told Stret quietly. “It didn’t tell her – or at least, she didn’t tell me if it did – that you were so powerful.”
The younger Mage leaned back to hide his confusion. Scrying shouldn’t have been able to locate him, even if he wasn’t shielding – which he was – and would never have told someone that he was a Chaos Mage. “Mau’reek?” he asked calmly, allowing none of his confusion to color his voice.
Kor looked at him. “You don’t know who Mau’reek is?” he asked, clearly surprised.
“I remember the name from somewhere, but my connection with the Swarm is tenuous to nonexistent, Mage Kor’tal,” Stret said calmly. 
“All right,” Kor’tal said slowly, looking quite shocked at the thought of a Chaos Mage not knowing who ‘Mau’reek’ was. “Mau’reek is one of the Four.”
“Now them I know about,” Stret said dryly. He could hardly not know about them. The Four loomed large in all literature about Chaos. They were the four Magi who, roughly four hundred years before the Twain were ever born, had destroyed half of the world and created the Waste and the Swarm from its ashes; and in the doing so, bought themselves immortality. The shek’maj’hil usually took up at least a chapter in any book. Four lives, four Magi, eternally bound to four pillars. The amount of Chaos involved in its creation had seared half a continent clean of life. The amount of Chaos involved in its existence mutated the animals and people who survived its creation into the Swarm. It was impossible to not know about the Four.
“All right,” Stret considered finally, “since we now both have some idea of each other’s credentials, why don’t you tell me why you’re here?” Simply having been sent by one of the Four made an impressive credential all on its own.
“We’re Chaos Magi. Death and destruction, why else?” Kor’tal said with a youthful grin. The man couldn’t have been over twenty-five, for all that he was older than Stret’sar.
“If you don’t get more specific than that, the death and destruction are going to be yours,” Stret responded coldly.
Kor’tal raised his hands. “Okay, okay,” he said placatingly. “Mau’reek sent me on a specific mission, with two targets.”
“Sounds easy enough,” Stret observed, shrugging. “Why do you need help to kill a mere two Magi? I presume they’re Magi.”
“There’s the clincher,” Kor’tal admitted. “Mau’reek doesn’t want them dead. She wants them brought to her.”
“Why?” Stret asked.
“One is one of ours, a Raven Mage like myself,” Kor explained. “He was one of the Fallen, and ran a good chunk of our intelligence network this side of the mountains. Mau’reek doesn’t want what he knows falling into the hands of the Vishnean suck-ups, and she figures his service has been worth a rescue.
“The second target is a kid at the local Academy,” the Raven Mage continued. “He shows a lot of potential, and Mau’reek thinks that if we grab him, she can do the whole ‘motherly’ routine and Turn him.”
“I guess I see the point,” Stret said after a moment’s consideration, “but I have two questions of my own. Firstly, why can’t you bring them both in on your own? And second, what’s in this for me? If I make this run with you, I look to lose everything I have here.”
“They’re both in the Academy,” Kor’tal told him bluntly. “To get to them, I’ll have to blast my way through nine Battlemagi. I’m only a Raven Mage. As for the other…” he suddenly stopped speaking and his eyes snapped shut.
A moment later they opened again. When he spoke, his voice was lighter and more melodious. “There are reasons, my suspicious young friend,” the voice told Stret’sar.
Stret glared at Kor suspiciously, and the voice coming from the Mage’s throat laughed. “No, this is not Kor talking,” the speaker confirmed. “This is Mau’reek. I believe you deserve an answer to your question of why you should participate in this.
“Kor’tal was right when he suspected that I did have an idea of how powerful you are,” she told him through the Raven Mage’s lips. “I did.”
“I’m still wondering how you managed to find me, let alone discover how powerful I was,” Stret said drily.
“One does not live a millennium and a half without learning how to make your magic as near to perfect as your power allows, Stret’sar,” Mau’reek told him, a tinge of what had to be amusement running through her voice. “You are the most powerful Chaos Mage I’ve sensed since Jai’tell. You are wasted in this little house in the woods.” A gesture took in the house around them. “I want… no. We, all of us, the Four, want you to come to us. You may be what we have been waiting for.”
“What do you mean?” Stret demanded.
“Do this for me and come to us,” she replied. “You will discover all you want to know about everything. Including yourself.” With that, Kor’tal’s eyes snapped shut again.
When they opened, he slumped back in the chair. “That is not exactly pleasant, you know,” he observed. “I hope you got what you wanted.”
“You’ll have to help me pack the carriage I’m going to have my men buy,” Stret told the other Mage calmly. “My books are rather dangerous for non-Magi to handle, and my retainers deserve at least some concern”
“Carriage?” Kor asked, his voice somewhat blurry.
“Well, I’m not leaving my books behind,” Stret said logically. “Plus, we’re going to need some way to transport our ‘rescuees.’“
Kor looked up from his slump to meet Stret’s eyes. “You’re coming then?” he asked.
Stret looked towards the eastern wall, towards the Waste and the shek’maj’hil. “Your mistress has intrigued me,” he admitted. “I’m coming.”
 
 
Stret’sar studied the Mage-fort-Academy as the carriage approached it. One hand guided the horses without much thought, while the other adjusted the heavy cloak he wore over his purple robes. He reached out with his senses to confirm that Kor’tal was ready, then flicked the reins, convincing the horses to go faster. 
They reached the gates of the fort, and Stret glanced up. “Hello the gate!” he shouted up.
A Mage, probably an Initiate, appeared in the gatehouse above. “What is it?” he yelled down in return.
“Delivery,” Stret responded.
“Delivery of what?” the youth demanded. “Nothing’s scheduled.”
Stret paused for a moment. Once he made the next move, there was no going back. Ever. On the other hand, he’d made that decision a long time ago. This was merely confirmation of it.
“Chaos!” he yelled, throwing off the cloak.
As the Initiate gobbled, Bor’yets swung the carriage door open and put a crossbow bolt through the youth’s throat. The Mage toppled, the body falling from the tower to impact on the ground near the gate.
Stret gave the corpse a glance, and looked quickly away to the gate. It was three meters of ironbound wood, spelled against any attack. He shrugged, then blew it down with a chaos lance that overwhelmed its shield without even trying.
He leapt from the carriage to run through the ruined gate, raising his shields as he went. For all his studies, this would be the first time he had ever used his magic for real.
 
 
Fire blazed over Stret’s head as he rolled forward. He came up to his feet and saw the Death Mage who’d attacked him. He didn’t even bother to try and ascertain the Mage’s level, but merely sent a full power chaos lance across the courtyard.
It ripped through the Battlemage’s shields like they were tissue paper, and continued on to do the same to the Mage’s body. Gore sprayed across the group of students the Mage had been instructing, and Stret turned his gaze upon them.
Before he could identify the child he’d come for, fire hammered into his shields. He turned to find that three Magi, one of whom appeared to be an Initiate, – he didn’t have a staff – had appeared in the doorway of the main keep.
As Stret raised his hands to attack, he heard the twang of Bor’yets’ crossbow. One of the Battlemagi waved the bolt aside, freezing in shock as the bolt’s payload hit regardless. 
Stret grinned. To give his retainer a chance against the Battlemagi he’d bound the bolts with chaos, which meant they temporarily disabled the magic of someone who used magic on them. The Battlemagi’s shields went down, and Kor’tal’s chaos fire burnt him to ashes as Bor’yets dived to the side.
Stret’s fire hammered the shields of the second full Mage for a moment before the shields collapsed and the Mage shriveled. He turned to the last Mage, to see a chaos lance slam into the Initiate’s chest. 
The Drake Mage turned back to the children, but another group of Magi appearing distracted him. As he faced them, chaos fire suddenly flickered over their shields.
“I’ve found the boy! I’ll take these, you go get Jia’har!” Kor’tal’s yell was barely heard over the hissing of the exchange of fire between him and the three Battlemagi
Stret checked to be certain Bor’yets was out of the line of fire. He spotted his retainer concealed behind the carriage. The ex-bandit nodded at him. Stret returned the nod, and charged for the door.
 
 
Stret was perhaps ten steps into the main foyer when a voice spoke above him. “Greetings and defiance, Fallen One,” it said quietly, but confidently.
He turned at those words, to find himself facing a man of middle age in the formal robes of a Battlemage, slowly advancing down the stairs. 
“Hail and ill met, Battlemage,” Stret replied, bowing mockingly.
The Battlemage inclined his head. “I am the Falcon Mage Jua’ran, master of this fort,” he said coldly. “Now, tell me your name, so it might be remembered after I kill you.”
“I am the Drake Mage Stret’sar,” Stret told the man with a cold smile, “and I think it is you who shall be killed.”
The formalities completed, both men launched their attacks. Jua’s white fire criss-crossed with the inconstant purple of Stret’s chaos lance.
The Chaos Mage shrugged off the older Mage’s attack, hurtling another chaos lance at the Battlemage. This time, Jua used Air magic to dodge the attack, flying through the air to land in shield contact with Stret.
Before Stret could react, the old Mage reached through both shields and sent fire flaring at Stret from within the younger Mage’s shield.
The fire split and scattered on the inner shield, a defensive spell Stret had created specifically to defeat this style of attack. His own hands reached out in retaliation, but he didn’t bother with magic. He merely locked his hands around Jua’ran’s throat.
The Mage slowly sank to his knees, his shields collapsing, as the air was cut off from his lungs. His hands scrabbled at Stret’s, but flicks of chaos fire burned them away. Stret tightened his grip until there was a sickening crunch, and the old man stopped breathing.
He dropped the body and headed towards the staircase the fort commander had come from. Most likely, the old Mage had been interrogating Jia’har himself.
 
 
No other Magi barred Stret’s path to the northern tower. He was close enough now that he could locate Jia by the sense of chaos. The man was alive and, so far as Stret could tell, unbroken.
That meant that the remaining Magi should be trying to bar Stret from reaching the spy. They appeared to either be in hiding, or headed for the courtyard. Battlemagi wouldn’t do either of those unless they knew that there was something barring Stret’s way. Something they thought he couldn’t get by.
But there was nothing. He paused at the top of the tower stairs, sending his senses through the door. Jia’har was there. There was no-one else there. Too easy.
He opened the door, and found that he was right. It had been too easy. In the center of the room, calmly facing the door, was a kneeling man in formal battle robes, carrying a staff. Around his neck rested an amulet of some kind, an amulet Stret would have sworn was familiar. His age seemed indeterminate, but he seemed to radiate power.
“Ah,” he said calmly. “Drake Mage Stret’sar. I’ve been waiting for you.” He nodded regretfully. “It’s a shame, really, that you came so far to achieve so little. But your intelligence on this little strike wasn’t entirely complete.”
“Oh? And what did we miss?” Stret asked, slowly trying to circle about the man.
“That the person who captured Jia’har was me, and that I was still here,” the man said quietly as he stood. “I am the Hawk Car’raen, Fallen One,” he said calmly. “And you are about to die.”
The Hawk Car’raen. Now Stret recognized the amulet. The Hawk Amulet, containing a millennium of stored knowledge and power. Well, look at it this way, he told himself, now you get to find out if you really are the world’s best.
Stret raised his hand, palm upwards. Chaos fire flickered over it. “Let’s do it,” he said firmly, letting the fire lash out from his hand, flickering over the Hawk’s shields. 
He barely had time to raise an eyebrow, impressed at their strength, before a brutally powerful lightning blast slammed into his shields. Stret took a step backward, then another one, as the attack pushed at his shields.
Another step backward and then Stret took control of the part of the shield being attacked, turning it into a reflector. The lightning turned back towards the Hawk, only to die halfway to its creator.
Stret followed up the reflection with a chaos lance. It slammed into the Hawk’s shields and pinned the Mage for a moment. Then it simply broke apart, as it was suddenly overlain with order, shattering the chaos.
He barely managed to push up his shields’ power before the Hawk raised his staff to launch his next attack, an interlocking wave of lightning, fire and the deadly black light of order lances – an ability very few Death Magi ever mastered, from what Stret had read.
It took everything Stret had to hold that attack, which had to be everything the older Mage had, focused through the staff.
The Death Storm weakened slightly. Stret pulled what power he could from the shield, and reached into his own deep reserves, to unleash his own storm.
Chaos fire, ice, lightning and lances hammered across the small space between the two Magi. The Chaos Storm interpenetrated with the Hawk’s Death Storm. For a moment, the small space between them glowed with sheer power, and then both storms suddenly flashed out of existence.
Stret stared at his enemy in surprise. The Hawk had managed to interweave his spell with Stret’s, and collapse them both simultaneously. It seemed to have taken everything out of him, though. As Stret watched, the man slumped back against the wall.
Stret stepped forward, raising his hands to send lightning flashing at the man. It dispersed on the Hawk’s shield, but Stret could tell the shield was weaker now. He raised his hands to attack again, but Car’raen vanished before he could.
 
 
Stret walked forward to where the Hawk had been standing when he’d vanished. He waved a hand through the space, but there was nothing there. The Mage had teleported.
He grinned. He scared the ‘great’ Hawk Car’raen so much he’d run away – using the most dangerous and difficult ability known to Magi. Teleportation was Gray Magic usable by any Mage, but it was inherently untrustworthy. Difficult to use, it drained the user tremendously and, on top of that, there was about one chance in three that you simply wouldn’t survive the trip. Tired as he was, Stret straightened. He’d just faced the most powerful Battlemage alive – and won.
Stretching slightly, he reached out with his senses to find Jia’har. He walked over to the door the man was imprisoned behind, and touched it. Locked. It clicked, and that was no longer the case.
Entering the room, Stret faced the man he’d come to rescue. Jia’har was sitting in a plain wooden chair, bound to it by what appeared to be silver chains. Most likely silver-gilded iron, since silver prevented chaos magic being used on it, but was far too weak in itself to hold a determined man.
“Who the hell are you?” Jia’har demanded.
“I am the Drake Mage Stret’sar,” Stret said, as he took his knife to the lock on the chains.
“Drake Mage?” the imprisoned Mage questioned. “I don’t remember being told about you.”
“That’s because I wasn’t working for your people until they decided they needed me,” Stret told him. A simplified version, but true enough. 
Years of experience of picking locks without magic made his task simple, and the lock quickly broke. “All right,” Stret told Jia’har. “Let’s go.”
“Wait,” Jia said, his eyes looking around wildly. “The Hawk Car’raen is here. He’ll try and stop us getting away.”
“He already tried,” Stret said, grinning. “He failed. He ran.”
Jia’har looked at him. Stret continued to grin. The spy straightened up. “Well, in that case, shouldn’t we be going?” he asked dryly.
Stret laughed aloud as he led the way out the door.
 
 
By the time Stret and Jia had reached the courtyard, the exertion of his clash with Car’raen had caught up with the young Mage. He was having difficulty maintaining his shields and walking at the same time, but he kept them up nonetheless as he left the building.
The courtyard was destroyed. There was no better word for it. The stones of the paving had been shattered and broken. Some of them even looked melted. Scars from lightning and blasts of flame marked what few intact stones remained. Stret looked around carefully and found Kor’tal and Bor’yets. 
The Chaos Mage held a small boy and had taken cover behind what had been the fort stables. It was little more than a pile of loose stones now, but it kept the blasts of flame from reaching him. Bor’yets, on the other hand, was still hidden behind the carriage, which had survived the entire battle completely untouched, despite the fire that flashed over it every few moments.
Stret followed those attacks back to their source, and found a trio of Battlemagi standing in a group, near the gate. They were blocking any line of escape, but were clearly focused on Kor, and to a lesser extent, Bor’yets.
He bared his teeth, and concentrated. There was a single tripled scream, as all the heat energy in the area around the Magi suddenly vanished. The temperature in the rest of the courtyard rose significantly.
The air around the Magi turned to solid ice, pressing in on their shields. Their shields compacted under the pressure, but Stret felt his energy wavering. Then another spell interwove with his, as Jia added his strength to the attack.
Moments later, the shields collapsed. Ice hit the three Magi and encased them. Seconds later, the ice faded as the warmth returned. Too late for the Magi, who shattered as the ice came apart.
Stret walked slowly over to Kor’tal. Kor stood up to meet him, inclining his head in respect. He looked down at the boy by Kor’s side. “Is this him?” he asked.
“Yes,” Kor replied. “Kip, meet Stret’sar.” The boy tried to hide away from both of them.
Stret knelt, facing the boy. “Kip, your mother sent us to get you,” he told the child.
“I don’t have a mother,” the boy said quietly, his face streaked with tears. “She died.”
Stret shook his head. “That’s what they told you,” he said firmly. “They kidnapped you from us when you were very young. We came as soon as we knew where you were, but they wouldn’t let us take you back to your mother. But she wants you back. We couldn’t let them keep you apart; we had to come for you. Don’t you want to see her again?”
He almost felt guilty as the little boy raised his tear-streaked face and nodded. 
“Good,” Stret said gently. “Come with us.” He nodded to Bor’yets, who took the boy and led him to the carriage, then glanced around the battered courtyard. He turned to Jia. 
“Someday, the Hawk Car’raen and I will meet again,” he told the other Mage softly. “When that happens, he won’t get a chance to run away.”
 
 
Once they’d cleared the city, Stret told Bor’yets to stop the carriage. Gesturing his retainer out, he turned to the others. “Wait here,” he ordered shortly.
He led the man off to the side of the road. “We split up here, my friend,” he told his old retainer.
“What do you mean?” Bor’yets asked with a sudden flash of fear in his eyes. 
Stret felt almost guilty for a moment. “Not that; don’t worry.” He shrugged. “Where we’re going, I don’t think you want to follow. Plus, our men deserve someone to look after them.”
Bor nodded slowly. “I see,” he said quietly, then paused for a moment. “You know, I’m almost sorry to see you go,” he admitted.
“Spare my ego,” Stret told him. He removed a packet of papers from his robe and handed them to his retainer. “Take these to Kih’lik. They’ve already been signed by me.”
“What are they?” Bor asked.
“The deeds to the estate and my accounts. I’m making you my executor in my absence,” Stret told him.
“I see,” the former bandit replied. Included in those two words was Bor’s acknowledgment of the fact that Stret was most likely never coming back. He’d just given the man the holding and wealth of a minor noble. “Thank you.”
“I did say you would be rewarded if you served me,” the Chaos Mage reminded his retainer. “I keep my word. Now go. I’m running out of time.”
The former – and now never again – bandit stepped back and saluted the man who’d ended his career as a bandit, become his lord and now set him free. “Good luck, my lord.”
“And to you, Bor’yets,” Stret replied. “And to you.”
 
 
That night, they made a camp off the side of the road. It didn’t take long for the kidnapped boy to fall asleep, still uncertain of the men who’d taken him away from the life he’d grown accustomed to.
The three Chaos Magi gathered by the fire. Stret had slept in the carriage, but was still exhausted from the amount of power he’d used. Jia had spent most of the last two weeks chained in silver and was at least as exhausted as Stret, but he managed to keep himself awake. 
Kor’tal was the only really awake Mage. Stret watched him through lidded eyes as he shuffled the fire with a stick, conserving his magic. 
“Any guesses on how long until they launch a pursuit?” Stret asked the other two. He was in command, due to the fact that he was far more powerful than the other two combined, but they were far more experienced in dealing with Battlemage pursuit.
Kor shrugged and continued to shuffle the fire. “It depends,” he admitted. “Even without Car’raen escaping, they could have a pursuit force in play by now. However, they know we managed to take down an entire fort. It will take them weeks to gather a force powerful enough to defeat us.” 
The Mage tossed another stick of wood onto the fire and watched it flare up. “On the other hand, a force strong enough to defeat us is going to include powerful enough Magi that they will be able to move very quickly.” He shrugged again. “Most likely we will be intercepted short of the mountains.”
“Wonderful,” Stret said drily.
“Perhaps,” a strange voice said softly. “Though not quite in the sense that you mean.” 
Stret spun to face the unexpected voice, to find a young-looking woman standing by the fire. He looked closer, and realized she was translucent. She laughed. “Yes, Drake Mage Stret’sar, this is a projection. I am Mau’reek.”
Stret looked closer at the image of the woman whose words had drawn him from the peaceful world he’d built for himself. She was of medium height with light brown hair that reached down to her shoulders and piercing green eyes. An unhooded purple robe, constantly shifting in shades, shrouded her figure. She seemed to radiate an aura of immense power. He slowly bent his head. “Well met, milady,” he greeted her finally.
“You have done well, Stret’sar,” she told him. “We did not expect the Hawk to still be there, but you handled him as well as any of us could have.” She glanced over towards the tent where the boy slept. “The boy is all right?”
“Yeah,” Kor said. “Still uncertain of us, but at least he isn’t certain we’re the bad guys.”
“Yes. That, too, is thanks to you, Stret,” she said softly. “Do not worry, you did not lie to him. Not really. I may not be the mother of his body, but I will be the mother of his mind.” Despite her gentle words and tone, Stret sensed a layer of steel under Mau’reek’s words. “You have done very well. Bring them all north, and we will meet you. Bring them to us, and we will bring you to your destiny.”
She began to fade. “Wait!” Stret said. “What destiny?”
The fading projection smiled. “You will discover when you come to us,” she told him.
After it was gone, Kor looked up from the fire at the other two. “So what do we do now?” he asked Stret.
Stret looked at where Mau’reek’s projection had been. “For now?” he replied quietly, then shrugged. “We sleep. In the morning, we head to the nearest pass. As the lady says, I will bring you to them. From there… we shall see.”
 



 
Adept
 
Brea’ahrn, Life Mage Initiate, walked slowly cross the clearing. Two lines of white candles held in clear crystal holders marked the path through the garden. Trees surrounded the tiny space, looming over a dozen meters high. Her heavy robes were sweltering in the summer heat, but she’d been taught to ignore the discomfort. 
She reached the edge of the clearing, where an arch, made of the same clear crystal as the candleholders, marked the entrance to the Life Chapel. She reached out and touched the air inside it. The air shimmered and rippled like water as her fingers collided with the barrier. She laid both of her hands, fingers spread, on the rippling air and pushed. 
Her fingers sank in a little way, but were pushed back. She glanced up at the top of the arch and closed her eyes. She reached out to her fingers with her mind, feeling the Water magic that guarded the clearing. Only a Life Mage could pass through it, and only through this arch.
She melted into the magic guarding the clearing, touching it, sensing it. Feeling its life. Surprise ran through her as a voice spoke in her mind: You seek entry, mageling? Then show me who you are.
The barrier was alive. She knew what to do now. She opened a tiny gap in her mental shielding and reached out with a splinter of her mind, a gestalt of who and what she was. Then her mental voice responded, adding her own words to the gestalt: I am Brea’ahrn, Initiate of the Life Magi, and on this, the day of my seventeenth year, I claim the rights that are mine as a Life Mage of the Kingdom of Vishni. 
The spellmind didn’t just take her gestalt. It followed the splinter back through her shields, seeking not just what she wished to show, but what she didn’t. Thoughts, feelings and images swirled forwards in her mind.
Those who lie to themselves cannot enter here, mageling, the spellmind said, its tone scolding.
What do you mean? Brea’ahrn demanded.
An image of Tal’raen floated up in her thoughts. What does he have to do with this? Tal was her confidante, her guardian and her friend. She’d never lied to him.
Not a lie to him. To yourself, about him, the spellmind responded.
What do you mean? she asked again.
What are your feelings for this boy, this man, this child of prophecy? the mind demanded of her.
He is my friend. Nothing more, she retorted hotly.
Even to yourself you lie in this, child. Look in your soul. Find the truth. You refuse to lie to yourself, yet you do in this. The spellmind’s mental voice was gentle. A teacher showing a pupil a difficult problem, nothing more.
I don’t know what you mean! Brea turned inward, shifting through her memories of Tal. A small smile drifted unnoticed to her lips.
Yes, child, you do, the spellmind told her gently. He has a great destiny before him, as do you. You must stand together, and so you already do.
Brea felt the calm that came over herself as she considered the young Mage who had, in the last year and a half, become her dearest friend. Yes. I think I understand now…
You must admit it, child, the voice told her. To yourself, at the least. To him, perhaps. That is up to you. But you must admit it to yourself first.
She hesitated, unwilling to even think the words. I… I love him.
The sense of a smile drifted through the spellmind. You two are Mage-bonded, it told her. Your presents and futures are intertwined. You will decide each other’s destinies. 
The shimmering in the arch faded. Pass, Brea’ahrn, for I have Accepted you.
 
 
Brea walked into the Chapel of Life, following the path marked by the candles. At the other end of the clearing stood a small altar, formed of the same clear crystal as everything else. Two busts of the Gods of Life – Lilitha Andrela, god of healers, and Coran Fesh, god of craftsmen – faced each other on it. 
As she advanced down the aisle, she felt something pull at her mind. She resisted for a moment, then realized it was part of the ceremony and let go. A moment later, she felt herself Shift. Her body morphed forwards and down as fur replaced her robes. She smiled slightly, baring the long fangs of her other form, at the gasps of surprise from the three Life Magi at the altar.
The pure white wolf, female of course, slowly loped down towards the altar. The still-mostly-human mind in the body recognized the three Magi. The Eldest stood in the center, flanked by the High Priests of Coran Fesh and Lilitha Andrela. A trio of Swearers only the most powerful of Magi were granted, and one that her other form had proven her worthy of. Wolf Magi came along perhaps once a century, were always female, and were the most powerful Life Magi there could be.
Brea felt the spell release her and she slowly shifted back to her human form. She took the last few steps and stood before the Swearers.
“Brea’ahrn, Initiate and Accepted of the Life Magi,” the Eldest said calmly, “kneel.”
Brea sank to her before the three of the most powerful full Life Magi in the world.
The High Priest of Lilitha Andrela stepped forward. “Initiate Brea’ahrn, for five years you have been an Initiate of Life,” he told her. “Before that, for five years you were a Novice. You have passed all tests and done all things asked of you in this time. As a student, you are done your Initatehood.” The man stepped back to stand before the bust of his god.
The High Priestess of Coran Fesh stepped forward into his place. “Initiate Brea’ahrn, for ten years the magic has grown in your body and your mind,” she said formally. “Your training has shaped and aided that growth, and it is now complete. As a Mage, you have finished growing and are done your Initiatehood.” She stepped back to stand before the bust of her god.
The Eldest stepped forward. “Initiate Brea’ahrn, in both power and training, you are a Mage,” she told the girl. “However, it is not the custom of the Kingdom of Vishni to simply allow young Magi to walk free and begin practicing. You are young and untested, and thus are not a full Mage. However, I must now ask that you once more take the Oath, to bind yourself to the Cause.”
Brea bowed her head. “I will swear,” she replied.
“Then do so,” the Eldest said simply.
Brea raised her head calmly. She’d known that any Mage who reached this far was expected to know the oath. She faced the Swearers calmly and began to speak the ancient words aloud:
“I swear to stand between the innocent and destruction,” she began softly, her voice growing stronger as she recalled the words she knew so well, “between Order and Chaos, between innocence and war. I swear I shall not wield Life Magic for my own gain. I swear to serve and aid those who cannot aid themselves. I swear to be the strength for those who are weak, the Life for those who are dying. I swear to be the order in the chaos. I am the growth; I am the beginning. I am Life.”
As one, the three Swearers spoke in response. “Life is in you,” they told her. “Life is you. The land is Life. The Kingdom of Vishni accepts your Life, your power and your service. Your oath is accepted.”
The Eldest stepped forward. The old lady offered her hand to Brea. “Rise, Wolf Adept Brea’ahrn,” she commanded.
 
 
Car awoke feeling like his head had been used for an anvil. He sat up and looked around, wondering what he was doing in the woods. I must be miles from anywhere. Then he remembered.
One of the more minor disadvantages of teleportation was that, in the circumstances where someone was desperate enough to use it, they tended to be drained so much that they arrived unconscious. “I never expected to test that out myself,” he said to himself quietly.
He stood, then leaned against a nearby tree as the world seemed to rotate around him. Are you still there? he asked the minds in his amulet
Why wouldn’t we be? Jor’nial responded.
I wasn’t sure, he said simply. Any advice? I could actually use it for once.
The sense of a shrug came from the dominant mind in the Hawk amulet. We recognized that boy, one of the old Hawks, he wasn’t sure which one, told him. He’s the same as Tal’raen.
The same as Tal’raen? Tal’raen is a Death Mage, not Chaos! Car retorted
Not that, Jor’nial said dismissively, in what he is. We recognized them the same way. I’m not sure what it means though.
You think I should take Tal with me?
A sense of confusions came from Jor. We don’t know, Car, the dead Mage told him softly. All I can tell you is that if you don’t take him, you don’t stand much of a chance. Also, if you take him, he’ll change forever.
What do you mean? Car demanded exasperatedly, wincing at his headache.
I don’t know, Jor said again. I really don’t. If you don’t take him though, something horrible is going to happen. 
Car levered himself off the tree. I guess I have to, he admitted. Nobody else is as strong as me. He considered for another moment, then Shifted.
He had a long way to go.
 
 
Brea drifted quietly through the ball, taking congratulations and thanking people for coming. The party swirling around the immense white marble pillars of the Great Hall was in honor of her becoming an Adept, but she hardly knew most of the people here. She was polite, but she was barely concealing boredom.
Boredom quickly shifted to disgust as she spotted Shel’nart across the room. She hadn’t seen him much at all in the years since their ‘betrothal’ had been broken off so spectacularly. He glanced towards her and paused in his steps. As she watched, he glanced over to his father and the men he was speaking with, then quietly slipped away towards her.
She glanced around quickly for a way out, but sighed as he approached. It appeared she had no choice but to speak with him. Be polite, she reminded herself, watching the young man approach. 
Shel’nart had lost none of his burliness or height, but his face seemed… different. Brea wasn’t entirely sure what was strange, but there was something changed about him, and not just the scars Tal had left on his face. He was dressed in a plain maroon tunic, with the black belt of a full knight.
He stopped a carefully non-threatening meter away from her and bowed. “My lady Brea’ahrn,” he greeted her, his voice soft and courteous. “May I extend my heartfelt congratulations on your achievement?”
Brea wondered at the change. He was polite. She returned the bow with a slight curtsey. “My lord Shel’nart,” she greeted him in return. “Thank you.”
Shel looked around. “Is Lord Tal’raen around?” He asked, running his fingers over the scars on his cheeks in a gesture that seemed entirely unconscious.
Lord? Brea was surprised. Shel had treated Tal as little more than a peasant last time they’d met. “No, I’m afraid he avoids social gatherings when he can,” she admitted.
“A pity,” Shel said. “I owe you both an apology, and my gratitude.”
“Gratitude?” Brea asked, the word shocked from her.
“I had an instructor tell me once I heard better through the scars in my cheeks than the ears on my head,” Shel’nart said dryly. “The Tal’Var school teaches self-reflection in defeat – and I concluded long ago it was not merely my swordsmanship that was lacking that day. I was crude, crass, and violent – and I was wrong. I am sorry.”
Brea simply nodded wordlessly. She’d never expected Shel to apologize to her for those long ago days when his father had tried to force a betrothal between them. It was… good to hear.
“There’s someone I’d like you and Lord Tal’Raen to meet,” Shel continued after a moment.
“Who?” Brea could not keep herself from asking.
Shel smiled, and Brea started as she realized what had seemed different about his face. He wasn’t sneering at everyone. “I learned many lessons from you and Tal’raen,” he said quietly.  “I applied them all when I met my wife.”
Even as he spoke, Brea spotted a woman in blue making a beeline for them. Shel turned to face her with a smile. She returned his smile, then turned to Brea.
“So you are Wolf Adept Brea’ahrn?” she asked.
Brea nodded. “I am,” she said softly, eyeing the shorter woman.
Shel’s wife smiled. “I’m Kiri’lor, Shel’s wife,” she told Brea, burrowing her way into Shel’s arm as she did.
Brea looked at the couple and smiled herself. “So things worked out for the best, did they?” she asked them.
Shel nodded, and Brea was struck once more by how much his face had softened. “Yes, they did,” he agreed. He paused, looking over Brea’s shoulder. “I thought you said Tal’raen avoided these gatherings?”
 “He does. Why?” Brea asked.
The knight’s smile turned into an undeniable grin. “Because he just came in,” he told her, “and I think he’s looking for you.”
Brea turned around slowly and spotted him. Dressed in the same sort of plain black tunic he wore for everything, this one didn’t appear to be quite as plain. Even from where she stood, she could see that it wasn’t the enspelled cotton – rare enough even in gatherings of this social level – that he wore every day, but enspelled velvet. He’d dressed up as much as he ever did and he’d come here, despite his feelings about both fancy clothes and social gatherings. Her face softened. Even without the Chapel’s spellmind making her face how she felt, she’d have fallen in love with him all over again right then and there.
“Go to him, my lady,” Kiri said. “I’m sure Shel and I will find something to do.”
Brea turned to the couple and smiled. “Thank you,” she said simply.
The knight made a gently dismissive gesture. “Just go, my lady,” he told her.
 
 
Tal smiled at her as she approached, and Brea felt herself returning the smile without any conscious thought. “You came,” she said softly.
He shrugged. She’d found that was not an uncommon response from him. “It’s your party,” he told her. “I couldn’t really miss it like the rest.”
In the year and a half Brea had known him, she couldn’t remember Tal ever turning up to a party of any kind. He was here, though. “Walk with me,” she said.
Tal nodded and stepped up to her side with the smooth, silent grace she’d learned was so much a part of him. Brea hooked her arm through his in the approved fashion for court and led him into the crowd.
The congratulations seemed to have faded. Either everyone had congratulated her – which was possible – or they were more hesitant about being around the youth that everyone knew was going to be a Hawk Mage when he was older. Nobody was all that comfortable with the powerful Battlemagi – they were far too much of a two-edged sword.
The two youths moved over to the side, watching the dancers on the smoothed granite floor. Courtships went on out there, in full view. Everyone was dressed in their finest. Brea watched them for a moment, her eyes moving from couple to couple. 
“The ball is supposedly for me, but most of them are here for each other,” she observed. “Dressed up in their finery in this age-old mating dance.”
She felt Tal shift beside her and glanced over to find him looking at her. “For some of them. Others are here because they either respect you or respect what you’ve achieved,” he admonished quietly.
“And which are you?” she teased.
“Both,” he replied. “And neither. Less; and more. I’m here as your friend.” A soft smile crossed Tal’s face.
“Cryptic, aren’t you?” Brea said.
“Often,” he responded.
Brea turned back to the floor, watching as a song came to an end. She listened as a soft song, mostly string and wind instruments, began. She glanced over to Tal. “So, milord Tal’raen,” she asked teasingly, “with all the things you’ve learned, do you dance?”
Tal looked slightly uncomfortable. “Steel and magic, Brea,” he said quietly. “Not ballroom.”
Brea smiled gently as she took his hands in hers. “Then I think it’s time you learned that as well,” she said firmly. “Come.” With that, she led him onto the floor.
 
 
The hawk hit the battlements and tumbled over to lie on the walkway. After a moment, Car Shifted back to human, still wet and bedraggled in the last dregs of a summer storm.
Footsteps warned him a guard was coming. “Who goes there?” the Kingsman demanded, his voice squeaking.
Car pulled himself to his feet, facing the young soldier. “The Hawk Car’raen,” he replied. He waited a moment before continuing, allowing the Kingsman to identify him for himself. “I must speak to the Council of Three immediately. Can you arrange messengers?”
The guard hesitated. “I’m sorry, milord Hawk, I can’t leave my post,” he admitted, but then paused again, considering. “But my lieutenant likely can,” he continued. “Where should they meet you?”
“In the catacombs,” Car said softly. “The Last Chapel.”
The guard’s face turned slightly white, but he nodded.
 
 
Car stood outside the black granite archway that marked the entrance to the Last Chapel, a place as central to Death Magi as the Chapel of Life was to Life Magi. He watched as the three members of the ruling Council of the Magi approached.
He inclined his head to them. He didn’t have to, but even a Hawk remembered courtesy. “Shej’mahi, Kir’ani, Lor’dals,” he greeted them, the Battle Lord and High Priests of Silsh Tekat and Shet Ronen, respectively. “Thank you for coming, my friends.”
He gestured for them to follow, and stepped through the black, murk-filled archway. He felt the spellmind that guarded this place touch him and admit him. The murk faded to a different kind of light.
The light somehow showed everything clearly, yet was not visible in and of itself. A black stone altar held the facing busts of Silsh Tekat and Shet Ronen, the Gods of air and fire.
“What is this about, Car’raen?” Shej’mahi demanded after he’d entered himself.
Car waited for the other two members of the Council to enter. “Milords, milady,” he said quietly, “I must request that my apprentice, Tal’raen, be raised to Adept tonight.”
“Wait a minute, Car,” Shej said harshly. “You haven’t spoken to the boy in well over a year. Why do you ask this now?”
Car faced the Council squarely. “Two days ago, the Chaos Mage and spy Jia’har was rescued by other Chaos Magi,” he said flatly. “Two of them. They cut their way through an entire fort full of Magi, and escaped with him.
“I do not see what this has to do with Tal,” Kir’ani, High Priestess of Silsh Tekat, said quietly.
“I was there, Kir. I fought one of them,” Car responded.
Lor’dals shrugged. “One less Chaos Mage,” he said dismissively. “I take it he died to allow the others to escape from you?”
“No. I was defeated,” Car said flatly as he met the shocked gazes of the Council. “He may be merely an unusually powerful Drake Mage, but… I fear there is more at work here. We must defeat him. I need another Hawk Mage, and Tal is the only one who is free to come.”
Shej looked at the others. “He is ready,” he said unwillingly. “Normally he would not become an adept for another two months, but he can if he must.”
“We must stop this Mage, Stret’sar, from reaching the mountains,” Car said quietly. “Only Tal does not have responsibilities he cannot safely leave, and I must have the help of a Mage of great power. He must face the Trial.”
Car watched them, holding each of the Councilors’ eyes until they nodded. “Then let us send a messenger,” Shej’mahi said finally, “and we shall be his Swearers.”
 
 
Tal held Brea gently as they danced. Despite what he’d said, he did know how to dance. Shris’dari had taught him, and he’d been at a few barn dances back home and a handful of unavoidable affairs in Deoran. He just didn’t if he could help it. Despite his dislike of both dancing and social events, he felt a deep contentment settling over him.
He felt Brea shift her head on his shoulder, and twisted his own head to look at her. She was smiling at him, and he felt himself returning the smile. Something was different tonight, and he somehow knew that even though they’d said nothing, something fundamental was changing.
That thought should have frightened him. His friendship with Brea had become one of the foundations of his life here, and he didn’t want to risk it. Yet, somehow, he wasn’t afraid. He continued to smile as Brea returned her head to his shoulder.
Despite his worries, everything seemed right with the world.
 
 
They left the dance floor walking hand in hand. Tal wasn’t entirely certain how that had happened, he only knew that at some point as they’d separated from the dance their hands had touched, and they hadn’t let go since.
He knew he couldn’t stop smiling, at Brea and at anyone else, but he didn’t feel like stopping either. He and Brea slowly made their way towards the side of the hall, weaving their away around everyone.
Halfway there, a Battlemage in full formalwear intercepted them. Tal watched the man’s eyes track down his arm to the linked hands, then snap back up to his face.
“Initiate Tal’raen?” the Mage asked.
Tal regretfully slipped his hand free of Brea’s. “Yes?” he acknowledged.
“Will you come with me, please?” the older man asked.
“Certainly, Mage,” Tal agreed unwillingly after a moment. He didn’t want to leave Brea’ahrn, but he had his duties. His oaths.
“Wait a minute,” Brea broke in. “Go with you where?”
“Initiate Tal’raen has been summoned to the Last Chapel to face his Trial of Adepthood,” the Mage told them formally.
Tal froze. “I’m not old enough to face the Trial,” he objected.
“I know,” the Mage admitted. “Nonetheless, you have been called to face it.”
He looked at Brea helplessly. “Brea…” he said softly. “I have to go.”
She stepped back from him and nodded. “Tal… go,” she told him after a moment’s pause. “You have to. But come back to me?”
“Why wouldn’t I?” he asked.
“I don’t know…” she admitted. “I just have this feeling.”
He smiled at her again and nodded. “I promise.”
 
 
Tal’s Battlemage escort stopped in a tunnel that, to Tal, was no different than any other tunnel. Inky blackness strove against the small light generated by the flames floating in their hand.
“I leave you here, Initiate,” the man said quietly, looking ahead into the gloom. “The path is there, if you look the right way. Good luck.” He clasped Tal’s shoulder, then let go, vanishing into the dark.
Tal looked around him by the eerie light of his magefire. Shadows flickered at him, but nothing to show a path.
“If you look the right way,” he repeated to himself. What way can I look that I’m not? There’s nothing! I’ve been abandoned down here. With a jerk, he regained control of himself.
In his momentary panic, he’d allowed the magefire to die. He was about to rekindle it when he began to be able see. The gloom didn’t seem to change, but he could see through it.
Darklight. Different from normal light in that only Death Magi had ever been able to see by it. It was fitting that the way to the Last Chapel was lit with it. He looked around and saw the path. Marked by crystals mounted in the walls, emanating darklight, it led off to his right.
He followed it. As he stepped between the first darklight crystals, they flared up until the darklight was as bright as noon sunlight, to him at least. Walking forward, the bright light followed him, crystals lighting up in front of him and fading down behind him.
The path terminated at a wall of murky black even the darklight didn’t light. It wavered and flowed between the walls, in an arch marked by pure black granite.
Tal stopped before it, watching it. This was the barrier. If it rejected him now, he would fail the trial. It would be over a year until he would be allowed to try again.
Taking a deep breath, he stepped through the murky curtain.
 
 
Welcome, Initiate Tal’raen, to the Last Chapel.
Who are you? Tal’raen found himself floating in murk. His body didn’t seem to be here, just his consciousness floating in inky blackness.
I am the Last Chapel, the voice replied. The central place of all that you are and will be. I am the barrier. Do you know what I am?
A spellmind, the youth replied. The sentience within the spells, born of the magic. Tal’raen felt more comfortable now. Questions he could answer, no matter how strange the environment they were asked in.
Amusement came from the spellmind. Amusement – and something akin to anger. That’s what they tell you now is it? It has been long since one came to me who knew the truth.
The truth? Tal demanded.
Are you ready for the truth, Initiate Tal’raen? it asked. I warn you, it will destroy much of what you believe about your people. It may destroy you, and if you fail after learning you will never leave this place. This nothingness will be your home for eternity, and your body will die.
Die? Tal repeated slowly.
Die, the spellmind confirmed. The truth will make you or destroy you utterly. To turn back now is not folly, it is not sin. It is a choice that you must make, and that you must judge. 
Tal hesitated. He was afraid. But he would not fail… Tell me.
Tell? the spellmind laughed. No. It cannot be told. It must be shown…
 
 
Light surrounded Tal, shifted, changed, and then everything was dark. A different dark, a real dark.
“They’re coming,” a voice said.
“Dammit, how did they get past the barriers to get their monsters in here?” another voice asked.
“The Four have sold their souls to Chaos,” the first voice said. “This is a battle we cannot win.”
“The relief force will come,” the second speaker said firmly.
“So you say!” the first snarled.
Voices swirled around, an argument. As Tal’s spirit adjusted to the darkness, he recognized the place. It was the catacombs he’d found the path to the Chapel in. Dozens of people, including two Battlemagi and a Life Mage, huddled together. All of them were ragged, with a look of fear in their faces.
The Battlemagi were the worst. Their formal battle robes were ragged and torn, which was nearly impossible. Blood dripped from wounds across their bodies and faces, but the man and woman stood facing the way in.
“At least let me heal you, if they’re coming!” the Life Mage exclaimed.
“No, Kiri,” the first speaker said finally. “We have to hold them.”
What’s going on here? Tal demanded. The High City has never fallen!
Wrong, the spellmind responded. It fell. During the War of the Four, the First Swarm took the city. Almost everything died. Only a handful still lived when the Battle Lord Tre’min led a relief force of Battlemagi to the city’s rescue. It cut off any further comment with a single word, watch.
“Take care of the people,” the Battlemage continued, “get them to safety.”
The Life Mage – Kiri – led the non-Magi back.
“Does she know there’s no way out of this place except where we’re standing?” the older-looking Mage asked.
“No,” the first speaker replied. “None of them do.”
“Dammit, Trel’kor,” the other Mage cursed, but there was no energy in it. She was too tired for that. “They’re all going to die, because we can’t hold those bastards long enough, even if Lord Tre’min comes.”
“We’re not going to Del’sar,” Trel’kor said flatly.
“What do you mean?” the older Mage, Del’sar, demanded.
“You are going to go back there and take care of them,” the younger one replied.
“And what the hell are you going to be doing?” Del’sar snapped.
“Saving them.” With those words, the Mage – Trel’kor – pulled a knife from his belt. The second item he removed was a dark red crystal.
“You can’t be serious!” Del’sar snarled.
“Do we have a choice?” Trel’kor asked softly.
“I won’t let you do this!” the older Mage told him.
“Unfortunately, you can’t stop me,” Trel said quietly, wrapping his shields around himself as he spoke.
The older Mage slumped as the shields blocked her from her friend. “Damn you Trel,” she said quietly. “I can’t just watch you kill yourself!”
Kill himself? Tal demanded of the spellmind.
Watch, was all it said.
“Don’t,” Trel said harshly. “Go. My friend, for the Gods’ sake, go!” Trel knelt on the ground, placing the crystal in front of him. “They’ll need you. It’s the only way.”
The older Mage bowed her head in defeat. “So be it,” he said finally.
Trel’kor faced the passageway, rolling his sleeves back to bare his arms. He raised the knife, placing the crystal carefully.
Tal watched in horror as the Mage raised the knife and slashed his own throat open, holding the crystal underneath to catch the blood. The flow of blood was impossible; it shouldn’t have all been coming out that fast.
The man’s body crumpled to the ground as the spell the Mage had cast finished sucking the blood from it. The blood crystal was no longer dark; instead it glowed with a bright fury that would have matched the sun itself.
And then it wasn’t glowing; it was changing, expanding. Spreading out and turning dark. It reached the walls of the passage and kept going, appearing to spread out through them as it faded from bright red, to maroon, to the brownish-black of the Last Chapel’s barrier.
You are Trel’kor, Tal said. It wasn’t a question.
Yes, the voice replied simply. Only the greatest spells have spellminds – for only the greatest spells take a human life to cast.
The Chapel of Life is the same, though. They… Tal could not see the Life Magi using such a spell as he’d just seen.
No, they didn’t, Trel said calmly. They used a different magic. They did create sentience in the magic, but it took a hundred Life Magi. It is also fading. When it was created, it guarded the entire population of the inner Citadel and beat back the assault of the entire Swarm. Now, it guards only a small garden. 
Their speech had not interrupted the vision. As Tal watched, dozens of Swarmbeasts came boiling through the tunnels. They paid no attention to the barrier; controlled only by their instincts and their Swarm Masters, they had no regard for their own lives. They overwhelmed barriers by sheer force of numbers. All barriers, except for this one. The Swarmbeasts struck this barrier and died.
As Tal watched, the vision slowly faded.
 
 
Again, he floated in the darkness. 
Do you understand, Initiate Tal’raen? the spellmind – no, Trel’kor – asked.
I’m not sure, Tal replied. I think I do…
Our nature is Death, Tal’raen, the mental voice of the long-dead Mage said. We are soldiers. We are nothing more, and yet nothing less. We have our duty, our sacred call. We are Battlemagi. We are Judges, warriors, and guardians. But our essence is Death. Our greatest magics will claim a life in the casting. The Sanctuaries, the Hawk Amulet… each of these claimed a life. 
Tal tried to nod, but found his body was still missing. I understand, he thought.
Good, Trel’kor said gently. It is in you to do great things. Whether they are glorious or terrible… that remains to you and to those who would stand by your side. 
You may pass, Adept Tal’raen, the spellmind told him, for you have passed my test and are now Accepted.
 
 
Tal’s foot hit the ground on the other side of the murky curtain and he stumbled. He looked around, seeing the black starkness of the Last Chapel, lit only by darklight, for the first time ever.
He drew himself to his feet and faced the trio who stood by the altar: the Council of Three. To the side, Car’raen watched silently. 
Tal looked over them, and asked quietly, “How long?”
Shej’mahi shrugged. “Moments, no more,” he told Tal, straightening. “Tal’raen, Initiate and Accepted of the Death Magi, approach the altar.”
Tal walked down the path slowly, his eyes glancing over the darklight crystals in their black granite emplacements. He felt a spell tug at him, and threw it off.
He glanced up at the Swearers, and realized what he’d done. With a sheepish grin, he slowly released his shields, allowing the spell to take hold and Shift him.
The black hawk hobbled along on foot for a moment before taking to the air, carefully flying down the aisle. Halfway down, the spell released him and Tal stood where the hawk had been.
He stopped before the altar, facing Shej’mahi and the High Priests.
Shej’mahi stepped forward to face him. “Tal’raen, Initiate and Accepted of the Death Magi. Kneel,” he commanded.
Tal sank to his knees.
Kir’ani, High Priestess of Silsh Tekat, stepped forward. “Initiate Tal’raen, for five years you have been an Initiate of Death,” she said quietly, her voice hushed in this most sacred of places. “Before that, for five years you were a Novice. You have passed all tests and done all things asked of you in this time. As a student, you are done your Initatehood.” The woman stepped back to stand by the bust of her god.
Lor’dals, High Priest of Shet Ronen, took her place. “Initiate Tal’raen, for ten years the magic has grown in your body and your mind,” he told Tal. “Your training has shaped and aided that growth, and it is now complete. As a Mage, you are done growing and are done your Initiatehood.” He stepped back to stand beside Kir’ani and in front of the bust of Shet Ronen.
Shej’mahi took his place, standing at the tip of a triangle with Kir’ani and Lor’dals as its base. “Initiate Tal’raen, in both power and training, you are a Mage,” he said simply. “It is not the custom of the Kingdom of Vishni to simply allow young Magi to walk free and begin practicing. You are young and untested, and thus are not a full Mage. However, I must now ask that you once more take the Oath, to bind yourself to the Cause.”
Tal inclined his head, and focused, bringing the words of the Oath to the forefront of his brain. “I swear to stand between the innocent and destruction, between Order and Chaos, between innocence and war,” he avowed quietly, the words flowing easily for him. “I swear to wield death in the defense of life and only in that defense. I swear I shall not wield death for my own gain. I swear to serve and defend those who cannot defend themselves. I swear to be the ultimate order that preserves all. I am the binding; I am the end. I am Death.”
As one, the three Swearers spoke in response. “Death is in you,” they said flatly. “Death is you. The Kingdom of Vishni accepts your magic, your power and your service. Your oath is accepted.”
Shej’mahi stepped forward, offering his hand to Tal. “Rise, Hawk Adept Tal’raen.”
 
 
Tal slowly stood and turned to face Car. “Hawk Car’raen,” he greeted his father. “It is good to see you again… at last.”
He watched as Car winced. “I deserved that,” the Mage admitted. “Things have been going to hell in a handbasket all across Vishni, and I’ve had no choice but play fire fighter.”
Tal looked carefully at Car, glancing down over the burns and rips in his robes. “I get the feeling that I shouldn’t be planning to return to Brea’s party,” he said softly.
Car nodded. “We have to leave immediately,” he said regretfully. “There was a reason we raised you to Adept early. We need you. There’s a Drake Mage on the run at the moment. He kidnapped one of our most promising young novices and broke free a captured spy.” Car paused. “One of the spy’s captors was me. I was there when this Mage broke in. I fought him… and I lost.”
Tal started at Car in shock. Car was supposed to be the most powerful Mage alive, his natural abilities enhanced by the amulet he wore. 
Car met Tal’s gaze. “At the very least, I need another Hawk Mage to fight him,” he said quietly. “You’re the only one free.”
Tal swallowed. “When do we leave?” he asked.
“Now,” Car told him.
Tal hesitated. “I promised…” he trailed off.
“We don’t have time, Tal,” Car said. “Every moment we delay, he draws closer to the mountains and safety. Even you and I together cannot pursue a Chaos Mage into the Waste.”
Tal nodded slowly.
 
 
Brea stood by the door, waiting. The party was slowly dying down, people drifting out into the summer night. Tal had been gone nearly three hours.
She continued to stand by the pillared door, waiting for him. He’d said he’d come back. He will come back.
A black-clad figure crossed her sight and she walked towards them. Then the Mage turned, and she realized it wasn’t Tal. It was the Mage who’d escorted him away.
She inclined her head. “Battlemage,” she addressed him.
The Battlemage returned the gesture of respect. “Adept Brea’ahrn,” he greeted her. “What can I do for you?”
“I was wondering where I would find Tal’raen,” she asked. “He told me he would return here, but he hasn’t.”
“I see,” the Mage said softly. “I am afraid that is a promise he would not have been able to keep.”
“What do you mean?” Brea demanded.
“The Adept Tal’raen has been called to Service,” the Mage said simply. “He left with the Hawk Car’raen nearly an hour ago, in pursuit of a Chaos Mage heading for the border.”
“He’s already left?” Brea repeated. The energy seemed to drain out of Brea. “When will they return?”
The Mage looked at Brea gently. “I do not know, milady,” he told her softly. He paused. “I do know that if it had been remotely possible for Tal’raen to return to you before he left, he would have. Keep your trust with him and he will keep his with you.” The man bowed. “Be well, Wolf Adept.”
Brea acknowledged the bow with a curtsy, just before the man vanished into the night. She stood just outside the brightly-lit grand hall, alone in the dark.
“I love you, Tal’raen,” she said to the midnight winds.
 



 
Children of the Twain
 
Stret stood in front of the carriage, staring at the immense natural pillars of stone that marked the pass. The sheer immensity of the mountains impressed even him. 
Each of the two pillars that gave the Pass of Pillars its name stretched over a hundred meters into the air, the gray granite carved by wind and rain.
“Aren’t we going to go any further?” Kor asked from behind him.
“No,” Stret responded, not bothering to turn around. “Mau’reek will meet us here, as will the others.”
“The others?” the other Mage asked hesitantly.
“The rest of the Four,” Stret explained absently.
“The Four are coming here?!” Kor gasped. Stret caught a tinge of panic in the man’s voice. The Four were far more feared than beloved as leaders.
“Indeed. We will wait,” Stret told the other Mage as he looked around at the area. “Set up camp behind that pillar,” a short gesture pointed out the one he meant. “The pursuit hasn’t shown itself yet, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t around. Let’s not make ourselves obvious.”
As the carriage began to bounce over to the immense rock, Stret pulled his robes around himself and contemplated the Pass. Once he passed through, there was no turning back. Ever.
 
 
The two hawks fluttered to the ground and Shifted. Tal stood, brushing dust off his formal white robes. He glanced to the north, at the immense stone pillars rising above the pine trees.
“Are you sure he hasn’t entered the pass yet?” he asked.
“He hasn’t,” Car said assuredly. “They seem to have stopped at the Pillars. It’s as though they’re waiting for someone.”
“Well, in that case, we’d better beat whoever it is they’re waiting for to them,” Tal said calmly. He turned toward the Pillars and began to walk.
 
 
The trees thinned out rapidly as the pair of Magi approached the entrance to the pass. Car raised a hand as they reached the edge of the forest. Obediently, Tal stopped, waiting to see what his teacher and father wanted.
As Tal watched, Car nodded, as if listening to someone Tal couldn’t see, and closed his eyes. Tal felt the magic spread out from his master, searching for their prey.
Tal looked around, using his magic to enhance his eyesight. He swept his gaze across the pass, then swept back when he saw it. A purple-robed figure stood unmoving in the center of the pass, looking up it toward the Waste.
“Car,” Tal said quietly.
“I see him,” the older Mage replied. “I think that’s Stret’sar.”
Tal focused and used Form Sight. The shape was suddenly overlain with the vicious lizard-like form of a Drake. “Drake Mage,” he stated.
“Aye,” Car agreed. “That’s Stret’sar for sure, unless one of the Four is here.”
“Are they?” Tal asked.
Car hesitated. “I don’t think so,” he said finally. “I can feel something, but they aren’t right here.”
“All right,” Tal told his father quietly, mentally steeling himself for his second battle ever. “Let’s do it.”
 
 
Stret didn’t know what made him turn around, but he did it barely in time. As he turned, two fireballs burst from the woods, arching towards him. His shields barely snapped into place in time to stop them.
“Kor, Jia! Here!” he shouted, using magic to make his voice boom off the cliffs. An instant later chaos fire flashed from his hands, setting the edge of the forest on fire.
An immense gust of wind put out the flame, and two figures strode out of the smoke, dressed in formal Battlemage black and white.
Kor and Jia arrived moments later, in time to lend their strength to the shield Stret raised against the Battlemagi’s next attack, a swirling storm of lightning.
They’re powerful. Very powerful. His eyes were sharp as the two Battlemagi closed. “Car’raen,” he recognized the elder quietly. “Who is the other?”
Whoever the other was, they were strong. The Chaos Flare the three Chaos Magi unleashed next would have incinerated one of the stone pillars they fought between. It hit the combined shields of the two Battlemagi and slid away like water off a slanted roof.
Stret’s eyes narrowed as he concentrated, and a lance of chaos flashed from his hand, splitting the shields apart. “Kor, Jia, hold the other,” he snapped. “I’ll take Car’raen.”
The Kingdom’s Magi had stood by while his first life was destroyed. They wouldn’t stop him building another.
 
 
Moments after the combined shield was broken apart, Tal came under attack from the two weaker Chaos Magi. His shields wavered under the combined attack.
He concentrated, raising a second layer of stronger shields under the first, and then allowing the first to drop. The result for the two Chaos Magi was similar to throwing a punch that didn’t impact; they went off their mental balance.
Tal lowered his hands, facing his palms out. Lighting slashed out from them, hitting the shields of the two Raven Magi. The two Magi had interlaced their shields, and their combined power managed to stop his attack. Barely.
He continued to hold the lightning on them, forcing them to use all their strength to just hold off that one attack. He increased its strength, adding a third and fourth swirling line of electric fire to the attack. The two Chaos Magi still managed to hold him off.
Tal grunted with effort, impressed in spite of himself. He shrugged, and a moment later, fire surged up from the ground under his opponents’ feet. They tried to dodge, their attention flickered, and lightning flared through the shields to hit the younger Mage.
A single scream ripped through the pass, to be cut off with a sickening suddenness as the lightning turned the man to ashes.
“Kor!” the other Mage screamed. He turned back to Tal and tears were streaming down his face. “You murdering bastard!” he screamed, and attacked.
Tal took a step backward as the fire slammed home, powered by the fury of the man’s rage. It drove through his shield, and Tal instinctively threw his hand up in front of his face.
It was the hand holding Kove’tar’s old sword, and the flame hit it like a hammer. Even the finely-wrought hard-forged steel of the Islander blade could only resist that flame for a moment before it vaporized in the heat.
A moment was enough for him to adjust his shields, stopping both flame and the fragments of the sword from reaching him. He waited to be sure he’d stopped the flame, and then raised his hand. The multicolored chaos fire redirected itself to his hand, gathering just in front of his palm.
The fire stopped coming, and the Chaos Mage backed away, his eyes fixed on the ball of flame. Tal looked at the flame and shook his head.
The shifting colors of the chaos fire slowed and stopped. A moment later, the fire turned pure white, and Tal sent the ball of flame hurtling back at the Chaos Mage. Burning with the Mage’s own power, it cut through his shields like they were paper and sent the Mage tumbling backwards. This time, the dead man didn’t scream. His lungs had been destroyed in the impact.
Then a sound, half scream, half… something else… sounded, echoing through the Pass of the Pillars.
 
 
Stret felt Kor die, even before the Mage started to scream. He cursed silently, but couldn’t afford the time to mourn the loss of the older Mage. His eyes turned cold as he faced the Hawk Car’raen.
They’d pounded each other with every trick they both knew, and Stret knew he was winning again. Not only that, but it was almost easier this time. It seemed he’d grown in power, and Car’raen had stayed the same.
He had to finish it. Finish it before the other Battlemage intervened. That Mage was incredibly powerful, certainly more powerful than Car’raen.
Stret paused a moment, taking Car’s attack on his shield while gathering his power. He deflected the Hawk’s attack with ease, and unleashed a Chaos storm. Chaos fire, chaos lighting and simple pure chaos flashed across the evening sky.
The Hawk’s shields held. Stret began to move, even as the Hawk sent out a furious lightning storm in retaliation. In the light of the battle and the setting sun, the crystals mounted in the amulet around the old Mage’s neck glowed with the blood-red that gave them their name.
Stret lunged forwards. Chaos flared from his hands, hammering into the Hawk’s shields, but it was only a distraction. He crossed the distance between him and the Hawk in seconds, the power of Chaos filling his limbs, allowing him to move far faster than any normal man could. 
Completely disregarding magic beyond his shields, he punched Car in the jaw. The Battlemage reeled backwards and Stret kicked him in the groin. Car snapped forward, exposing his neck.
With one swift motion Stret ripped the Hawk Amulet away. He lifted it in triumph, as an inhuman sound ripped itself from the Hawk’s throat. A snapkick sent Car sprawling backwards.
A wrench inside Stret told him Jia’har had been killed, but he concealed the pain as he faced the other Battlemage and held the Amulet up in triumph. He bowed mockingly, “I win, Battlemage.”
He reached out to where the boy was hiding behind the rocks and swept him up in a teleport spell, bearing them both to the nearby glow in his mind that was the Four.
 
 
Tal stared at where the Chaos Mage had stood for a moment. Then Car groaned, and Tal rushed to his side. 
“Are you all right?” he demanded, his horror at the loss of his sword forgotten in his concern for his father.
“He took the Amulet,” Car said.
“Fuck the Amulet, are you all right?” Tal snapped.
“He took…” Car shook himself and looked up at Tal. “I’m fine. We have to follow him,” he told his apprentice.
Tal slid his arm around Car’s shoulders and helped the older Mage to his feet. “Not right away we don’t,” he said firmly. “You’re exhausted.”
Car’s shoulder jerked out from under Tal’s arm. “I’m fine, Tal,” he snapped. “We have to follow him. Now.”
Tal nodded. He reached out with weavings of air, seeking the specific mind of the Mage they’d fought. “He’s not far away, maybe halfway up the pass,” he said unwillingly.
“Good,” Car said, and Shifted.
Tal looked at the hawk as it circled up into the air. He growled at his master’s impulsiveness and Shifted himself, following Car into the air with a screech.
The two hawks paused for a moment, the younger glaring at the older, and then followed the Chaos Mage up the pass.
 
 
When Stret stepped out of the air, the boy was right in front of him, whimpering in fear. He glanced around quickly, taking in the pass in the fading light of the sunset. The ground was solid rock, as were the cliffs that marked the sides of the pass and directed what little light there was into this patch of ground.
In front of him, backlit by the setting sun, sat four figures astride drakes, immense lizard-like Swarmbeasts both more biologically stable and more intelligent that the normal Swarmbeasts. 
One of the riders dismounted and stepped forwards. The fading sun showed Mau’reek’s sharp features to Stret’s gaze. 
“My lady Mau’reek,” Stret greeted her with a bow. “We meet at last.” He paused. “I regret that both Kor’tal and Jia’har were killed when the Battlemagi caught up with us. However, I have a gift for you.”
Another rider dismounted and came forward. The fading sunlight showed almost nothing of his features, but the man was short, with golden hair that caught what little light there was. “The loss of two Magi is regrettable,” he said coldly. “Your future may depend on how much it was your fault.”
Stret grinned at the man. “No, I don’t think it will,” he told the four ancient Chaos Magi. “You see, I have something you want.”
The man’s voice was grim when he spoke again. “What do you think a stripling like yourself has to offer the Four?” he demanded.
“The Hawk Amulet,” Stret said softly, as he slowly removed the gold links, glittering with the blood crystals, from his pouch. He handed it to Mau’reek. “Consider this a pre-payment for the answers you have promised me, Lady.”
She inclined her head. “Yes, I believe you have indeed earned your place here,” she said softly. 
Done with Stret for the moment, she turned to the boy Stret had brought at such a price. “Come here, child.” 
The boy hesitated, looking at Stret. Stret nodded to him gently, and the child walked over to Mau’reek. She picked him up carefully, murmuring something in his ear, and placed him on her drake before mounting herself. 
“Let’s go,” the man who’d spoken to Stret said.
 
 
The two hawks settled to the ground behind a rock. Tal extended a viewing around it. He stared in shock as the immense lizard-like beasts.
“Those things are uglier in real life than I’d thought,” Tal said softly.
“Drakes,” Car agreed simply. “Are they carrying riders? It is very important.”
Tal focused. “Yes. Well, two of them are…wait, the other two have saddles and they’re being mounted.”
“All Four? Dammit. Well, I guess we don’t have any choice,” Car said quietly as he stood. “I’ll try and get my amulet. You hold the others off and try to kill Stret’sar.”
“Why only him?” Tal asked.
“He’s important,” Car replied. “I don’t know why. I get the feeling we really don’t want to find out.”
Tal held his father’s gaze for a long moment before nodding. “All right,” he agreed. “Let’s go.”
 
 
The next thing Tal knew, they were in the middle of the group of five Chaos Magi. He took half a second to realize Car had teleported them again before he sent a Death lance at the closest rider. The Mage’s shields flickered into play just in time to stop it. The Chaos Mage absorbed the blow – sufficient to send most Magi to their knees – without his shields even flickering.
He spun as attacks hammered his own shields. He sent a swirling storm of lightning and fire at another rider, only to have it absorbed with almost no difficulty again.
A sudden yell brought his attention as Car launched his attack. Tal stared in horror as energy seemed to literally wave off of Car, far more than one man should be able to sustain. The Chaos Magi froze for a moment.
 
 
Stret watched as the Hawk launched his overpowered attack. His own shield joined with the Four’s to drive it back. After a moment, the assault faltered, pausing.
“I’ll take him,” he said to the Four, his voice carrying through the sudden silence. He stepped forward towards the Battlemage, raising his shields.
A voice from his right interrupted him. “I don’t think so,” it said coldly.
As Stret turned to react, a Death lance flashed across the clearing, hammering into his shields. He bared his teeth as he faced the younger Battlemage. “Very well then, if you are so eager to die.”
Behind him, the Four advanced on Car’raen.
 
 
Within moments of his challenge, Tal’s shields flickered under the assault of Stret’s chaos magic. A rapid, unceasing, series of Chaos lances, firebolts and lightning bolts struck his shields. Almost any other Mage would have been overwhelmed.
Tal focused slowly, reinforcing his shields. A moment later, he turned his shield into a reflector and the strike was directed back at Stret’sar.
Even as the attack faded, killed before it reached its creator, Tal followed it up with an attack of his own. Fire flickered from the ground and lightning surged down from the sky, a vicious storm appearing out of nowhere to bombard the ground with destruction.
A massive bolt of lightning shattered a nearby tree, spattering both combatants with wooden shrapnel. Another bolt struck, missing Tal by inches. The bolt was tinged with purple, and Tal realized Stret’sar was attempting to control the storm. He threw his own will into a mental battle for control.
Lightning flickered down all around the two combatants, shattering stones. One of smaller pillars – relatively small cousins to the gateway to the pass – was struck, and began to topple.
A gust of incredibly powerful wind caught the pillar, turning it towards Stret. It stopped in midair as the Chaos Mage met Tal’s magic with his own power.
Tal grinned, releasing control of the pillar and seizing control of the storm. Flashing lightning immolated the immense stone before it could reach him, and more lightning flickered down at Stret. Natural lightning, however manipulated, was vastly more powerful than any Mage could produce. Bolt after bolt slammed down near the Chaos Mage, battering him back. Then a last bolt smashed directly into the Chaos Mage’s shields.
 
 
Stret felt his shields collapse. He managed to stop the bolt, but there was nothing protecting him now. He watched as the Battlemage raised his hand, preparing to incinerate him. If the Mage waited long enough, Stret could get his shields back up.
Then something touched his mind. Touched, then swept around it and took it in. Even his mental shields were down, so there was nothing to stop whatever it was entering his mind. Power surged through him and his shields snapped back into place just in time to stop the Battlemage’s firebolt.
“So,” the grim voice of the Riders’ leader rumbled through the clearing. “The Children have come. Let us finish this.”
The gestalt of the Four’s minds and his own turned upon the young Mage who’d faced Stret and unleashed its massed power.
Pure Chaos lashed out with strength unmatchable by any human. It smashed into a shield, unimaginably powerful. Again and again the gestalt lashed out with Chaos, but the shield held.
 
 
Tal felt the attack coming and knew he was dead. Then it stopped. The shield was visible to him, glowing with darklight.
“Tal!” he heard Car shout. “Go! I can’t hold this forever.”
“They’ll kill you!” he snapped in return.
“Tal, they have the amulet,” Car yelled. “I’m already dead. Go!” 
Another attack hit the shield and Car’s scream rent the night. “GO!”
“I won’t leave you!” Tal shouted back, but then Car’s magic took him. It ripped through his defenses like tissue, the Mage who’d taught him knowing his every weakness, and caught him up in the teleport spell.
The next he knew, he stood in an empty clearing, exhausted. His energy had been drained to power the teleport – and to keep him from going back.
Tal wavered for a moment, trying to gather the strength to teleport back, but crumpled like a rotten tree instead.
 
 
Stret slowly approached the area where the shield had guarded the young Mage. “Is he…?”
“Dead?” Mau’reek said from behind him. “The younger one, the Child? No. Car’raen saved him, damn it.”
“Car’raen?” Stret asked.
“Yes,” she replied. “That shield was powered by his life force. He killed himself to save the Child.”
Stret began to walk towards the place where Car had made his last stand. The Hawk’s robes lay where he’d fallen after teleporting the other Mage out, but they were empty. “There’s no body,” he observed quietly.
Mau’reek stepped up beside him and nudged the robe with her foot. A moment later she yanked it back, hissing in pain. A handful of dust drifted out of the robe. 
“There’s that,” she said flatly. “Death dust, life dust, call it what you will. It’s one of the two possible remnants of a spell that kills the caster.” She looked at it. Stret began to reach down. “Don’t touch it, whatever you do. It’s… a physical embodiment of near-ultimate Order. It hurts for one of us to touch it.”
Stret turned back to the Riders. “What do you mean when you call me and that Mage ‘Children’?” he asked.
“You and he are the prophesied Children of the Twain, of the Hawk Lord’s Prophecy,” the leader said flatly. “The true pureblooded descendants of the Hawk Lord and Drake Lord. Destined to take their places.”
He looked at Mau’reek, then back at Stret’sar. “There is only one test left,” he continued. “You must take up the Scepter of the Dragon. If you survive, you will be Drake Lord.”
“Does the other Child have a test?” Stret asked, suddenly afraid. He had the feeling that taking control of the Swarm away from this man would be incredibly dangerous.
“Yes, but I think he has failed,” the ancient Mage said with a laugh. “You alone will bear the mantle of a Reborn Lord, and nothing shall stand in your way.”
Stret’sar, Drake Mage and Child of Prophecy, looked down at the dust of the man who’d represented everything about Vishni he hated. A memory came to mind, the sword of a noble running into the gut of his lover. They failed… if I rule; can I not prevent such failure?
He turned away from the dust to the Riders. “Let us ride,” he said quietly.
The leader nodded. “For your information, Stret’sar, I am Lo’kae,” he told the youth. “Until you take up the Scepter, I rule the Swarm.” Lo turned to Mau. “Mau’reek, take the Amulet north. The closest ocean is there. Throw the Amulet in.” A cold smile crossed Lo’kae’s face. “After all, we must take no chances.”
The Rider nodded and turned her drake to the north.
“As for us, Drake Mage Stret’sar, we ride for the Temple of Souls, the shek’maji’hil. There you will face your final Test.”
 
 
Tal awoke to a war being waged in his head. He tried to stand up, but ended up leaning against a tree as the world spun around him.
“This isn’t good enough,” he said aloud, or tried to. His voice slurred and stumbled, as if his mouth wasn’t working properly. He spat to clear his mouth, and shook his head slowly. Stars flashed across his vision and the world began to spin again.
He waited for the spinning to stop. When it did, he braced himself and pushed off the tree. He stood straight up, controlling the trembling in his limbs, and began to walk across the wooded clearing.
Two steps later, he crumpled to the ground again. He felt something, and darkness swirled over his vision.
 
 
When he awoke a second time, the war had been reduced to a medium-sized battle. He remained on the ground, face down, for a moment. As soon as it didn’t seem that the world was going to start spinning, he rolled over onto his side and regarded the clearing he was in.
A small ash pit marked a campfire in the center. That, combined with the pattern of trees, glowing gold in the light of a midsummer sunset told him where he was: this was the place he and Car had last made camp.
The thought of Car brought the memories crashing back in. First, the battle at the Pillars, with Stret’sar escaping with the Hawk Amulet. Then the battle in the pass, fighting the Four and losing. And Car saving him, a life-cast spell allowing him to escape.
Tears began to roll down Tal’s cheeks – hot tears of pure rage. He looked at the sky, at the setting sun. How many days have I lain here? When we fought it was already twilight.
It didn’t matter. Car was dead. Tal pulled himself to one knee, gratified by the lack of stars. He raised his hand before him, and the air solidified into a mirror.
“I look like shit,” he said loudly, his voice echoing through the clearing. It was a rather apt description. The formal battle robes of white over black were ripped and torn; smudged with dirt and ash. His sword, that precious gift of Kove’tar’s so long ago, was gone, completely destroyed by chaos fire. Nothing he could do about it now.
Tal focused. Twists of air cleaned the robe, removing the dirt and ash and blood. Then they began to mend the rips and tears. Even as the magic fixed the robe, it changed it, leeching the white out of the fabric with no conscious thought of his directing it.
When he was done, the robe was intact again, but its color had changed from white to the pure black of the dead of night. Tal disregarded the change in color, uncertain of why it had occurred, to focus on the mirror of air again. He didn’t think he could find Stret’sar, or even the Four, with a scrying spell. He didn’t know enough about any of their energies. He was almost certain he could find the Hawk Amulet.
He reached into the mirror, twists of air seeking what he sought. A vision slowly took form in the air, showing him a rocky tor, denuded of trees. Large rocks concealed what might have been on the hilltop, so he focused the vision. 
He found a campsite, hidden in the rocks. A single woman leaned against the rock, while urging a fire higher with chaos flame. Against the other side of the rocks was a drake; one of the Riders. Tal focused some more, and the vision focused on a small pouch lying by the woman on the ground. The Amulet was there.
Tal held the image of the tor in the air, fixing it in his mind with great care. He didn’t care much for the risk he was about to take, but if he didn’t try he’d never even have the chance to avenge his adopted father. A moment later, he was ready.
The image disappeared with the rest of the clearing as Tal teleported. A moment later, a rocky tor lit by firelight appeared around him.
Tal had arrived facing the woman. He bowed slightly, mockingly. “Greetings and defiance, Fallen One,” he said softly into the night.
She snarled, the ugly expression marring the classical beauty of her face. “Who the hell are you?” she demanded.
Tal felt his face turn to stone. “I am Car’raen’s son, Mau’reek,” he told her coldly. “I am the apprentice of the man you killed. I am Death.”
Fire flickered out from his hands, but her shields flicked it away. “You are nothing but a child and a fool,” she snapped, sending fire of her own lashing out.
“I beg to differ,” Tal said calmly, raising his hand, palm out. Her fire gathered just before his palm, flickering in its malignant, shifting, shades of purple. A moment’s focus, and it turned the white of truly hot fire.
He looked at the ball of fire for a moment then back at the Rider. With a cold smile, he threw the Mage’s own fire back at her. Shields flickered into its path, but, powered by both of their magics, it burned through them. Mau’reek leaped aside at the last instant, barely avoiding the superheated flame.
“A cute trick,” she spat, pulling herself to her feet. “But it won’t save you!” A moment later, a full-on chaos storm lanced out at Tal.
He wasn’t there to let it hit him. He teleported out of the storm’s path, re-appearing behind Mau’reek. He spun to face her, and unleashed an attack of his own. Lightning flickered across the clearing and hammered into the Chaos Mage’s shields.
A second later, Tal was smashed to the side as the drake hit him with its front paw. The scythe-like claws failed to penetrate his shields, but he went flying nonetheless. The immense beast snuffled, then advanced towards Tal.
Tal rose to one knee, meeting and holding the creature’s eyes. He reached out to it, touching its mind. He found its rage, its anger at its very existence – and the intelligence behind its eyes – an intelligence that hated being enslaved with a passion that was quite literally inhuman.
He touched it, grabbed a mental hold over the bonds that forced it to serve, and ripped them out. The beast stopped centimeters away from attacking him again. Its eyes held his, and the drake bowed its head slightly.
It spun with a shocking speed and grace, to lunge at Mau’reek. The Chaos Mage lashed out with a mental force, to do what Tal didn’t know. He felt the force, and stopped it with his shields.
Mau’reek snarled, and raised a hand. Before Tal could react, she Channeled. Pure chaos flashed through her body and out her hand. It swirled out and hit the drake like the hammer of a god. The beast stopped, the surface of its body rippling with that inexplicable energy, and exploded, spattering gore all over the clearing.
The chaos blazed towards Tal, utterly destroying everything it touched. Tal faced it calmly, raised his own hand and said, “Stop.”
The malignant purple wavefront seemed to freeze. It writhed as though challenging the power of order that bound it. “End,” he told it firmly. At the single word, the chaos vanished.
Then another attack slammed into his shields. A chaos lance of incredible power hit him, cutting through his shields. Tal threw himself to the side, barely evading the beam. 
Another beam lashed out, and he managed to deflect it. He heard Mau’reek’s footsteps as she approached. “Not so cocky now, are we?” she asked mockingly.
“Actually, no,” Tal replied, forcing his voice to evenness, “I’m just as cocky.”
Her next chaos lance came slashing in, and he deflected it straight back at her. In the moment it took her to stop the reflected attack, he moved.
He sent a searing flash of blue lightning in on the heels of the chaos lance. Mau’reek’s shields managed to hold, but weakened. Tal sent a lance of Death – the ultimate order – after the lightning.
Tal felt Mau’reek’s shields fail. The lance struck her in the lower chest, sending her tumbling backwards.
He walked over to where she’d fallen and knelt over her. He watched as blood bubbled from her mouth as she tried desperately to breathe.
“You’ve only won this round,” she gasped out. “I’ll be back…”
He felt it happen. The body died, and something else – the shek, which the Riders had learned to implant into another body – separated.
Tal reached out with his hands, layering death and order upon them, and grabbed the thing. A scream sounded in his mind, hammering into his mental ears. It went on and on, but he held to the shek. 
The scream cut off with a shocking suddenness, and the shek was gone. Forever. 
 
 
Stret dismounted from behind Hul’pij, the youngest (if the handful of years mattered against the thousand and more all Four had lived) of the Four. His eyes were riveted on the structure before him. Twisting columns of purple marble both drew and repulsed his eyes. They gathered together into four spires, reaching for the heavens.
Around each spire was a dome of stone of a deep, shifting purple. The domes did not touch each other, but there was little space between them, not enough for a man to walk.
Lo’kae dismounted. “Follow me, Stret,” he commanded. “There is only one way in for you.”
Stret followed the immortal Mage around the structure, to the gap between the two domes facing west. Through the gap, Stret glimpsed a low structure that seemed to be built of purple crystal.
Lo gestured through the gap. “Come,” he ordered, but Stret stopped. Lo turned back. “What is it?” he demanded.
“I think I should go on alone,” Stret replied.
“What?” Lo’kae demanded, seeming to jar back slightly.
Stret kept his face still by dint of great effort. “If I understand you correctly,” he said calmly, “I will either leave this place as the Drake Lord, who even you will bow to, or I will not leave at all. I do not think it is appropriate for you to lead, or even follow, me into this place.”
“I fear I disagree, Stret’sar,” Lo’kae replied, his voice cold.
Stret lowered the temperature of his own voice to a similar level. “I’m afraid I must insist, Lord Lo’kae,” he said firmly. “If I am to be Drake Lord, I will not bow to you. I will be Drake Lord. Leave me.” The last was spoken in a tone of command. Stret was testing.
Lo’kae said nothing for a moment, but finally inclined his head. “As you have said, you will return as my master, or not at all,” he said finally. A strange expression crossed the old Mage’s face. “Good luck.” He seemed tempted to say more, but backed away.
Stret faced the gap between the domes. He took a deep breath and stepped forwards into the shek’maji’hil.
 
 
Tal turned away from the shattered body of Mau’reek, who had stood second among the Four. Something tugged at his mind, drawing him towards the saddlebags. 
He was confused. His locating spell was disabled, yet something drew him to those bags. Leaving the scrying spell inactive, he crossed to the bags. Kneeling by them, he let the tug guide his hand. It came to rest on a single bag. He touched the bag. It felt cold with the autumn chill.
He shook himself. What did he expect? The warmth of something alive? He opened the bag and reached inside. Whatever it was seemed to grab his hand.
He took it in his hands and lifted the Hawk Amulet out. The golden links ran over his fingers with a cool smoothness, broken only by the perfect spheres of the blood crystals. His mind counted them unconsciously as his fingers ran over them, one by one.
There were twenty-six crystals. His fingers stopped on the last one – Car’s crystal. The tugging was strong now.
Twenty-six. That makes the next twenty-seven. A three of threes of threes. Three three times over. A powerful number.
Without even realizing what he was doing, he looped the chain over his hands and raised it up to his head. He stopped himself before he put on. What was he doing?
The Amulet wasn’t for him. Car hadn’t known who it was for, but he’d said Tal wasn’t recognized in the way the Amulet recognized the next Hawk.
So what was the tugging? Tal ran the Amulet through his fingers again, and touched the first crystal, the largest crystal… the crystal holding the soul of Shar’tell, the Hawk Lord.
Who are you? a voice demanded in his head.
Tal froze for a moment. Then he answered aloud. “I am the Hawk Adept Tal’raen.”
No. Who are you? the voice demanded again.
This time Tal responded mentally. I do not know what you are asking of me, he told it.
Who are you? What are you? the voice continued to demand.
I don’t know what you want! Tal nearly screamed mentally.
Do you know who you are? it asked.
Tal hesitated. I’m not sure anymore, he admitted. I knew… but Car is dead, and I no longer have his certainty.
Do you want to know? the voice asked.
Yes! he replied, certain now that, whatever this was, he needed to know what it asked of him.
Then take up my amulet, Child of my Blood, the voice instructed.
Without thinking, Tal lowered the amulet around his neck. It clicked close, and everything came swirling in, and he began to scream as something entered his mind.
 
 
Stret entered the crystal bunker. It was unadorned, simple. There were no altars, no pillars, but just a smooth crystal room. In its center floated an object. From the object, rippling lines of rainbow-colored light reached out to the wall. No two lines were alike. 
Stret stepped closer, seeing that the object was a scepter… its head in the shape of a dragon. It turned to face him, and a voice seemed to come from the dragon.
Who enters? it asked.
“The Drake Mage Stret’sar,” Stret replied.
Who are you, Drake Mage Stret’sar? the voice demanded.
“I am a Child of the Prophecy,” he replied firmly.
Do you know what that means?
Stret hesitated. “Not truly,” he admitted.
Do you wish to understand? the voice asked. To know? To be what you can truly be?
“Yes,” Stret answered, without hesitation this time.
Then take me, the voice of the scepter instructed. If you are worthy, I will show you the path.
Stret paused for only a moment before he laid his hand on the scepter.
Good, good… and now!
Power slammed into Stret’s head, claiming and adjusting and making him its and it his. He stumbled, but he slammed the scepter to the ground to hold him up.
It only lasted a moment, but when it was over he realized his throat was raw from screaming. He hadn’t even realized he’d opened his mouth.
Who are you? the voice asked.
“I am Stret’sar,” Stret replied. “I am the Drake Lord Reborn. I am the Wielder of the Void, the Master of the Swarm. I am not the Master of Chaos… I am Chaos.”
And now… now you understand.
 
 
Tal slowly pulled himself to his feet as the pain faded. Who are you? he demanded.
In reality? the voice replied. No-one. In essence? I am every Hawk that ever lived. In the main, I am Shar’tell… and I am also Car’raen. I’m here, son. Still alive. Somehow merged with Shar’tell. We have waited a millennium for this time, a thousand years for you. The time has come. The Children of Prophecy walk the world, and all that is and all that may yet be could yet fall to chaos.
So I ask you once again, son of my blood and son of my son. Who are you?
Tal faced the setting and spoke aloud. “I am Tal’raen,” he told the midnight air wonderingly. “I am the Black Lord. I am the Hawk Lord Reborn. I am Death.”
And you will be the world’s Judge.
 



 
The Swarm
 
Stret’sar left the shek’maji’hil carrying the Scepter of the Dragon. He found the three Riders standing in a triangle with their heads bowed, releasing a keening sound that seemed somehow more than human.
He stopped, lowering the Scepter to the ground, waiting. For several minutes they continued to keen, and as they did, he noticed that they were facing one of the four pillars. A closer examination of the pillar showed that massive cracks now marred the once perfect surface.
Before Stret could begin to consider what that could mean, the three ancient Magi suddenly ceased to keen simultaneously.
There was a moment of silence, and Lo’kae turned to face Stret. The Mage’s eyes lowered to the Scepter. “So it was as I believed,” he said quietly. “The time is upon us, and the Children among us.”
“What happened?” Stret demanded.
“Mau’reek is dead,” the leader of the Four said flatly. “Her shek destroyed by Death. I fear that the Black Lord has taken up his amulet and will face you.”
Stret’s fingers rubbed the purple-gemmed eyes of the dragon. “Then when the time comes, I will face him, and I will destroy him,” he said quietly.
“We will have our vengeance upon him,” Lo’kae hissed with his head bowed. “For now, we must prepare.”
“Indeed,” Stret replied. “Summon the Swarmmasters and Warriors. I must assert my authority now, before rumor begins to spread. Then we must begin preparations. As you said, the time is upon us, and soon we will descend upon the Vishni, and teach them the true nature of this world.”
 
 
Three days later, the vast majority of the Swarmmasters and War Magi had gathered. They and their human or near-human bodyguards covered the area around the shej’maji’jil with an immense tent city. Beyond its boundaries seethed the writhing mass of their inhuman minions.
They gathered around the temple, hundreds strong. Stret watched them file in from where he was hidden by the shadows. None of them knew why they’d been summoned, and many of them resented the Riders doing so. He would have to bend them to his will, and it would not be easy.
He did not intend to fail. A nod to Lo’kae started him and the other two Riders moving. They slowly rode their drakes out into the middle of the crowd. Stret watched, tucking his left hand into the sleeve of his constantly shifting purple robe and holding the Scepter in his right. 
The Three formed a triangle, with Lo’kae at its apex. Lo’kae raised his hand, but the assembled Chaos Magi continued to murmur. A moment later, thunder crashed and purple lightning flashed down from the ever-present overcast to Lo’s hand.
“Fellow Magi!” the old, old Mage said into the sudden silence. “I am thankful that you have come.”
“Well, we aren’t!” one of the Magi shouted. “By what authority do you summon us here?”
“I summoned you by the authority of the Riders,” Lo’kae responded.
“What authority? You become more irrelevant every day!” the heckler shouted.
Thunder crashed again. “I did not call you here to bicker with you,” Lo’kae said coldly.
“Then what are we here for?” the heckler demanded. “Some grand speech of yours?”
“You are not here to listen to me at all,” Lo responded. “You are here to listen to another.”
“Who?” demanded the heckler.
“To your Lord and Master,” the leader of the Four told the assembled Chaos Magi flatly.
That was Stret’s cue. Thunder crashed, and two bolts of lightning flashed down. They touched the ground and froze, with brilliant shades of purple flickering up and down the pillars of electricity they formed. Stret stood between them, letting the purple light shine over him.
Then he began to move. A quick flick of chaos lifted him slightly off the ground, and he began to glide forward. His pillars of lightning came with him as he passed between the rearward Riders, into the center of the triangle.
Lo’kae turned back to face him, and bowed. A rustle broke the silence of the crowded Magi. Lo retired, his drake sliding past the lightning pillars.
Stret drifted forwards, until he stood at the point of a triangle formed of himself and the Three. The lightning pillars flickered besides him as he rose entirely off the ground. When he was at the height from which Lo’kae had spoken to them, he stopped, floating in the air.
When he spoke, his voice was calm and quiet – though projected to all the listeners – in sharp contrast to the fury of his entrance. “I am the Chaos Master,” he told them. “I am the Drake Lord Reborn. I am the Lord of the Swarm. I am Stret’sar, and I am your master.”
Someone below, the same heckler as before, managed to recover his senses. “A fancy entrance doesn’t make you Lord of the Swarm!” he shouted.
“Does this?” Stret said softly, his voice perfectly calm as he raised the Scepter of the Dragon into the air, letting it shine in the light of the pillars.
A shock rustled through the Magi. They recognized the Scepter.
“How do we know you’re not a fake, propped up by the Riders to regain their fading power?” the heckler demanded.
Stret’s eyes were cold. “You ask for proof?” he told the heckler. “Very well. You will have it.”
He ran his fingers over the head of the dragon on the Scepter. A moment later, purple light shot from its eyes, catching the heckling Chaos Mage in the chest. The Mage screamed as the power of the scepter took him. A moment later, he was silent as he slumped to the ground in death.
Stret took a deep breath as an incredible rush of power surged through him – the Mage’s life, drained from him and now delivered to Stret. It was heady… this was power.
“Does anyone else need proof of who I am?” Stret demanded, his voice unchanged from before.
There were no more hecklers.
 
 
As the group began to disperse, Stret gestured for Lo’kae to join him. The Rider nudged his drake over to where Stret floated.
“My lord?” he asked.
“We must begin to prepare,” Stret told him. “Arrange a meeting tent, and summon the other Drake Magi. I will meet with them in two hours. See it done.”
Lo’kae bowed in the saddle. “Your will, Lord of the Swarm.”
 
 
Stret stood facing the back of the tent, listening to the others file in. Every Drake Mage alive, twelve of them, not counting the Three and himself, had been summoned. After the general assembly, he doubted any of them would refuse to come.
He didn’t move from his position, waiting. As each one came in, a roving construct he’d sent out to watch the entrance saw them, and he placed a mental check mark next to their name. Eventually, all of them were present but one. Just one.
“I presume the Drake Mage Joh’per has reasons to not be here?” he said flatly, without ever turning to face the Magi. “Good reasons?”
He watched through the roving eye as all of the Magi shifted uncomfortably. One of them finally bowed his head. “Lord, I fear he may plan rebellion against you,” he admitted. “The man you struck down was his son.”
“Damn,” Stret said softly, making quite sure the tone of his voice didn’t change. He turned to face the tent. “We must be unified to face the strength of Vishni. Divided we will be crushed.” The last sentence was accompanied by a crushing gesture that riveted the Magi’s attention.
Stret turned to meet the gaze of the Mage who’d spoken. “Drake Mage Tel’kit,” he identified the man aloud. “Is Joh’per still within the camp?”
The red-haired Mage shook his head. “He left with his followers within the hour of the assembly,” he told his Master softly.
“Very well,” Stret said firmly. “He has chosen his own fate.” With a gesture, a map unrolled down one wall. “That raises our immediate objectives to two. Firstly“ – he created a small bobbing spark of light to mark his place on the map – “we must seize one of these small passes. Not more than one and certainly not a large pass, but we must seize a pass. I want to send raiding parties through. Harass their trade, harass their non-Magi, but do not provide them with enough of a threat for them to muster for war. It isn’t time for that, yet.” His finger flicked out. “Tel’kit, I am placing you in charge of seizing the pass and sending at least six Swarmmasters and their ‘beasts through it.”
The Drake Mage nodded. “I will do your will, Lord of the Swarm,” he said firmly, as if to prove that no rebellion lurked in his mind.
“Good,” Stret acknowledged. A moment later, the floating spark of light was back. “The rest of you will gather your followers. We must crush Joh’per.”
The spark seemed to dance across the map, then settle down. Stret watched it, realizing that no-one else saw that it was still moving, slowly. “Once we are gathered,” he continued smoothly, “we will pursue him, and we will destroy him.”
He faced the Magi who had become his commanders-by-default. “Gather your followers and ‘beasts,” he repeated. “The Time of Prophecy is upon us, and I have commanded.”
As they filed out, his eyes settled back on the slowly moving spark that traced out the path of the traitor and his host.
 
 
An hour later, Stret faced Tel as the Drake Mage prepared to move out. The Drake Mage was the most junior of the Swarm’s leaders, with perhaps forty Magi followers. This was, in fact, the point he was raising.
“My Lord Stret’sar,” the Mage said softly, “I am merely saying that I may not have the numbers to achieve the task you have set me. I am grateful for the opportunity to prove myself to you; I fear that the good of the Swarm may be better served if a Mage with more followers was sent.”
Stret listened calmly, nodded and spoke: “Tel’kit, I’m not asking you to take Drago Pass or refight the War of the Four,” he said calmly. “I’m asking you to take a minor pass and begin raiding. Do you or do you not believe you can achieve that task?”
The Drake Mage hesitated, but nodded sharply. “Yes, I do,” he said firmly.
“Good. Tel’kit, how many of the other Drake Magi do you think would even have considered the good of the Swarm over their own gratification?” Stret asked.
“I cannot say, Lord,” replied the Mage.
“You can’t. I can,” Stret told the other Mage with a cold smile. “None of them, Tel. I chose you because you see the goal. I need that. Achieve this task, and you will hold a place equaled only by the Three in power and in my trust.”
Tel’kit nodded. “Your will, Lord of the Swarm,” he acknowledged.
As the Drake Mage turned to leave, Stret held up a hand. “There is one more thing, Tel,” he said quietly.
“My lord?”
Stret reached out with his mind, and made the air in front of him solidify. Into the chaos of the swirls, he wove a map of Vishni and marked a city and river. “A barge is leaving the High City today, carrying the Princess Wolf Adept Brea’ahrn, with an escort of six Battlemagi,” he told the other man. “The barge will make a two-week trip to the north, carrying the Princess to the city of Telnar, where she will be serving out her Adepthood. For various reasons, I believe it would be best if she never reached her destination. Bring her to me,” he instructed. “Alive.”
“I shall attend to it myself,” Tel promised.
“No, Tel, you won’t,” Stret corrected him with a smile. “You will remain at whatever pass you choose to take and coordinate the efforts of your raiders. Send your best Swarmmasters, with all their ‘beasts, after her. I want her dragged before me, but you will not risk yourself in pursuit of that goal. I have too few Drake Magi to lose more than the one I must.”
Stret thought he detected a tinge of disappointment in Tel’s voice as the older Mage bowed. “As you wish,” he acknowledged.
He allowed the image in the air to fade. “I ask your utmost effort, Tel’kit,” he said to the Drake Mage, “but no more. I need you alive.”
Tel bowed.
 
 
It took much longer for the other Drake Magi to gather their followers. All told, over a thousand Chaos Magi had answered the Three’s summons. Of those, nearly a hundred had left with Joh’per and would now have to die.
Even with Tel’kit’s followers being gone, that still left over nine hundred Chaos Magi. Over half of those were Swarmmasters, and their beasts flanked the columns as Stret watched them leave the camp.
Around the Chaos Magi gathered the warbands of the near-men – also known as Beastmen. Intelligent and deadly, they picked their own champions and leaders – most often the Chaos Warrior Magi, not the Swarmmasters. Most of the Warriors were accompanied by a warband of Beastmen. Beyond the semi-organized lines of the Magi and near-men sprawled the endless numbers of the Swarm. No two creatures within that seething mass of life were alike.
“It is so… alive,” he murmured, certain no-one could hear him. The only living thing near enough to hear was the drake he was mounted on.
The drakes were intelligent, too. Very few Swarmmasters could control one. Stret smiled. He’d acquired his in an odd way. He wasn’t a Swarmmaster, but the drake had knelt and acknowledged him when he found it.
It was wild, but it had acted like a trained drake once it had met him. Perhaps, he thought, there’s more to the legends of the drakes being more than merely extra-intelligent and large Swarmbeasts – that they were created by the first chaos Magi – and that the Drake Lord could make them obey him. Certainly they obey me.
The army continued to file past. He’d made certain all the leaders knew where they were going. Joh’per could run. He could hide. He could even – if he was fool enough – choose to fight.
But he could not escape, and he would not survive.
 
 
Stret followed the Swarm, watching from the back of his drake. So far, the Swarmbeasts had been able to follow the smell of Joh’per’s force, but they were entering some of the worst portions of the Waste. It would take constant scrying to follow the traitor now.
“Lord of the Swarm!”
Stret turned at the shout, to see a Mage, Warrior not Swarmmaster, riding towards him. The Mage was clad in the inconstant purple robes of a Chaos Mage, the folds of which clung to his and his mount’s frames.
A quick flick of Form Sight identified the Mage as a Raven Mage. “What is it, Magi?” he asked quickly.
“I was scrying ahead of the Swarm, Lord,” the Mage reported, “and I’ve found Joh’per’s force. He’s stopped running.”
“Show me,” the Lord of the Swarm commanded.
The Mage concentrated, and an image formed in the air before Stret. Stret reached out, adding his power and control to the Mage’s scrying. An image formed in the air.
Rocks, sands and ravenous heat made up most of the image. A few black dots were visible. Stret looked at the Mage and nodded. The image focused in on those dots, revealing the purple robes of Chaos Magi. Around them, Swarmbeasts and near-men were moving into position.
Stret let the image fade. “Thank you, Mage,” he said calmly, giving the Warrior Mage a firm nod. “Now, can I ask another duty of you?”
The Mage bowed from his saddle. “I am yours to command.”
“Find the Rider Lo’kae,” Stret instructed. “Tell him I want him to gather the Drake Magi, and that I will see them in one hour.”
“Your wish, Lord of the Swarm,” the Warrior replied with a nod. He turned to his Swarmbeast mount to leave.
“Wait,” Stret commanded. The Mage turned back. “What is your name, that you may be rewarded for your service?”
“I am Jol’inar, Lord,” the Mage responded.
“I will remember your service, Jol’inar,” Stret’sar, Lord of the Swarm, promised. “Now go!”
 
 
Images floated in the air before Stret. Each showed a portion of his Swarm, and several showed Joh’per’s Swarm. 
The traitor Drake Mage had clearly realized that Stret was coming after him. He’d taken up a position in an area of very bad ground, a maze of canyons and rocks with only one way in or out. His near-men and Swarmbeasts were blocking that way in, while his Warrior Magi and Swarmmasters prepared ambushes.
The images faded, to reveal his tent and the ten Drake Magi with him.
“So?” one of them asked. “We’ve all seen it. His position is well chosen. We can take him, but it will cost us more than we can afford to pay. Why don’t we just let him go?”
Stret raised a hand. “All the Swarm will pay allegiance to me, Kort’ret,” he said firmly. “Those who won’t…” his hand clenched into a fist. 
He turned away from them, the images coming up before his eyes as he faced the wall of the tent. “Nonetheless, you need not fear for yourselves, your followers, or your ‘beasts,” he told them all. “Because you are wrong, Kort’ret. His position is not well chosen. His choice, in fact, has doomed him and his followers.” 
“When we arrive,” he continued, “your followers will parade before the entrance, demonstrating that he has no chance. We will give them one final chance to accept my authority.” The images focused in on a single one, showing the patterns of fault lines and cracks in the hard granite of the canyon. “But for those who do not… I will show you all why there can only be one Lord of the Swarm.”
 
 
Stret watched as his Swarm paraded its way before the entrance to the canyon maze Joh’per had forted up in. It was impressive, even to him. Nine hundred Chaos Magi, fifteen thousand near-men, innumerable Swarmbeasts and twelve drakes moved slowly across the landscape, the magic of the Magi shielding them from the effects of the horrific weather. “Any of them looking to take the chance?” he asked.
Lo’kae shook his head. “I told you it wouldn’t work,” he reminded his Master. “They don’t believe you’re willing to pay the price to destroy them.”
“They’re wrong,” Stret said coldly. “However, I have a better method.”
“They’re not going to believe,” Lo’kae told him. “Not unless you do it.”
Stret nodded. “I know,” he admitted. “Wait.”
“The longer Joh’per’s resistance lasts, the weaker your position grows,” Lo’kae observed.
“I know,” Stret snapped. “I said wait.”
Lo’kae backed away. “You are making a mistake,” he repeated.
Stret spun to face him. “Am I or am I not the Lord of the Swarm?!” he barked. There was only so much questioning of his authority he could take.
“You are our Lord,” Lo’kae admitted, bowing his head in acknowledgement of Stret’sar’s authority.
“Good,” Stret hissed. “You, like the others, have yet to understand. As I have said, wait.”
 
 
Stret floated to the front of his Swarm, the ‘beasts, near-men and Magi splitting before him. He faced the canyons. A touch of Chaos artificially augmented his voice, and then he spoke.
“Joh’per.” Other than its volume, his voice was conversational. “Come out. Let us talk like civilized beings.”
“Showmanship does not make you Lord of the Swarm, boy!” Joh’per snapped, appearing out of nowhere. A moment’s thought showed Stret that he’d teleported.
“True. My blood, my power and the Scepter make me Lord of the Swarm,” Stret replied, still in the same conversational tone. “What claim do you make?”
“I make no claim to be Lord of the Swarm,” Joh’per replied. “I merely see no reason why we should change the way we’ve lived for over a millennium because some child has turned up and picked up the scepter of a long-dead fool!”
“I see. Well, I am Lord of the Swarm,” Stret observed, conversationally. “The only way you can do anything other than yield to me is to kill me and take my place. So, come. Step up and take your chance. A chance to rule, or die. Choose now.”
Joh’per’s teeth bared in a snarl. “Very well then,” he snapped. “I’ll kill you like the little pipsqueak you are.”
“Feel free to try,” Stret told him. Despite the nature of the conversation, he managed to keep his voice perfectly conversational.
 
 
Joh’per unleashed an immense wave of chaos fire before Stret had even finished speaking. Stret’s hand flicked across his face, as if batting away a fly, and the fire hammered into the side of one of the canyons.
The Drake Mage followed it up with a smashing blast of Chaos lightning, which Stret smothered with his mind before it reached him. Stret grinned at the older Mage.
He snarled back, and unleashed an all-out chaos storm. Purple lightning and ice and fire lashed out towards Stret. Stret watched it approach, and calmly blew at it as it neared him. He flashed power along with the puff of air, and extinguished the storm before it reached him
Stret moved. He flicked his left hand slightly, and sent streams of purple light flashing at Joh’per. With a pop, the other Mage teleported from in front of Stret to behind him, and sent Chaos lances flashing at Stret.
He took the assault purely on his shields. He grunted as the energy shunted into him. A moment later, he reflected it straight back at Joh’per, distracting the older Mage for a moment.
A moment was all he needed. Stret spun, raising the Scepter. Purple light shot from the eyes of the Dragon, slamming into Joh’per’s chest.
The Mage screamed. He kept screaming as all of his power and his life flowed into Stret. He could feel his eyes glow with the intensity of it. Then the screaming – and the power flow – cut off simultaneously as Joh’per’s drained corpse crumpled to the ground.
 
 
Stret turned towards the canyons. Some, if not most or even all, of the Magi in there would surrender now. However, they would always be plotting behind his back. They were the kind of Mage he was fighting against.
He would not allow them to taint the crusade he was building. He reached out with his mind, using the power he’d drained from Joh’per. He touched the faults and cracks he’d been looking at before. He touched them, and then he ripped them apart.
The collapsing cliff walls were the first sign. Screams echoed from the canyons, and several of the Magi and others began to run for the exit.
“Don’t let them out,” Stret ordered. A second later, a series of blazing chaos attacks wiped out the fleeing Magi.
As he continued to watch, the ground beneath the feet of the Chaos Magi – who were already desperately holding shields against the falling rock – ripped open. Swarmbeasts and near-men went tumbling into the cracks. Their Magi masters followed. Some managed to keep themselves intact though, both holding themselves above the cracks and holding the falling rocks above their heads.
Then Stret reached way down under, and ripped a fault line straight up. Moments later, lava erupted from the cracks. The handful that had managed to survive died as the burning rock poured over them.
Some of them were still screaming when he turned back to face the Swarm. The popping of lava and screams of the dying were a sharp counterpoint to his projected, yet mild and conversational, voice. “There is only one Swarm, and I am its Lord,” he told them. “You have only one loyalty, the Swarm. You have only one leader, me. Those who fail will be crushed. I am the Lord of the Swarm.”
As he faced them, the heat of the new volcano surging at his back, every single Mage and near-man in the Swarm went to their knees before him. They would respect him now.
 



 
Black Lord
 
 “Wolf Adept Brea’ahrn?” 
The voice from behind her startled Brea’ahrn, and she turned to face the speaker. “Yes…” she said, pausing as her gaze settled on the young Battlemage behind her, “Battlemage…?”
The fair-haired young man, strangely familiar, bowed. “I am Panther Mage Kor’tan,” he informed her. “Mage Fesh’tar’s triad and mine have been assigned to join your escort.”
“Escort?” she echoed, taken unawares. “I was unaware I was supposed to be escorted?” Though now she thought of it, she wasn’t surprised. Today would be the first time she’d ever traveled beyond Deoran’s walls on her own.
“Milady,” the young Mage said, “Someone seems to have messed up.” His calm statement was accompanied by a small smile. He gestured around at the crowd in the main thoroughfare. “Your escort was supposed to meet you at the castle. I was told to look for a body of armed men, not a single Adept.”
“No-one informed me that I should be waiting for an escort, so I suspect I may have left them behind,” Brea admitted, feeling embarrassed.
“They know where we were supposed to rendezvous with them and you,” Kor’tan said with a shrug. “My triad and Fesh’tar’s are waiting there, so I presume the Kingsmen will join us there.”
“Lead the way, Mage Kor’tan,” she told him.
As they began to weave their way through the crowd, down towards the stables where horses waited to bear them to the river, Brea sighed, thinking of another young Battlemage. Tal’raen had been gone for two weeks, and she had no idea when he’d be back. Now she was leaving, heading north on her Adepthood, to spend the next three years serving as apprentice and assistant to one of the many Life Magi in the Kingdom.
She just had to hope Tal was assigned to spend his Adepthood near her, or on one of the roving triads that dispensed justice beyond the control of the forts and cities. That way she’d have some chance of seeing him. If he was assigned to a permanent fort somewhere else, they’d almost never see each other.
Unfortunately, Adepts has no real say in where they were assigned, so they’d take fate as it fell. She would be in the north, and he’d be wherever he was assigned, but they’d have some chance to see each other. They had to.
Her thoughts continued on this gloomy path all the way to the stables.
 
 
The stables were quite large, serving most of the nobles of the capital as a place to store their horses outside the inner city where the only horses allowed were for the Kingsmen. Waiting near her horse’s stall were five Battlemagi, already mounted. They had two horses with them, Brea’s and Kor’s.
She nodded her thanks to the Mage holding her horse’s reins and mounted. She turned in the saddle to face the Magi. “I am told we have a group of Kingsmen to wait for as well,” she told them. “I, ah, apparently left them behind.”
A series of grins marked the Magi’s faces, and one of them rode over to her. He removed one hand from his reins and offered it to her. “Milady Brea’ahrn, I am Falcon Mage Fesh’tar,” he introduced himself. 
Gesturing at two of the other Magi, he continued, “Those two reprobates are Kor’tan’s personal headache, the other two Magi of his triad, Lor’nasa and Ich’nik.” 
The two Magi in question bowed. 
“The other two are my eternal punishment, though I must have committed something incredibly evil in a past life to deserve them. Chet’sel and Jig’ni.” They grinned and bowed as well. “And you’ve already met the second in command of our little di-triad, Kor’tan.” His final gesture took in the fair Mage, who’d escorted Brea down.
“And, if you look behind you,” he continued with a smile, “that second sun on the ground over there is the light reflecting off the silvered armor of our Kingsmen compatriots.”
Brea turned in the saddle and saw them. Thirty men in bright chainmail rode down the street. They were completely out of formation, more concerned with not riding into or over anyone, but they were in fine fettle. Their armor had been polished, certainly, though probably not ‘silvered,’ and their blue cloaks were clean and bright.
The leader of the platoon rode up to Brea’ahrn and raised his hand to his helmet in salute. “Milady Brea’ahrn, it is good to see you, at last,” he said dryly.
Brea inclined her head. “My apologies for that, captain…” she trailed off, looking at him questioningly.
“Kings-Captain Mar’tell, milady, of the King’s Fifth Lancers,” he replied.
“Thank you,” Brea acknowledged with a nod of her head. “I do apologize for leaving you behind Kings-Captain. I was never informed that I would have an escort of any sort.”
“I myself only realized that lack after waiting in the main courtyard for some twenty minutes,” Mar’tell admitted to her.
Brea looked around at the large group of various types of soldiers she’d acquired. “Well, since we all appear to be here,” she said with a small smile, “should we not proceed to the riverboat? I suspect the captain may get impatient if we are late.”
“With what he’s being paid, he shouldn’t,” Fesh’tar said with a laugh, “But I see your point milady.”
A minute or so later, Brea led the cavalcade down the street.
 
 
The river-docks were only a short ride from the city gates. The Deoran River made its meandering way through most parts of Vishni on its way to the sea, current driving the riverboats south, the usual prevailing winds driving them north.
The docks were built on an artificial lake, seemingly cut away from the side of the river. The lake was the main reason the docks were outside of the walls of Deoran City– it had been dug out in the only area of flat ground on the river for kilometers.
Dozens of the two-masted riverboats bobbed away at the docks, their white sails silhouetted against the deep blue water of the lake. Around them, the docks bustled with activity as stevedores loaded and unloaded the cargoes that flowed into and out of the greatest city in Vishni. Food, raw materials and information flowed in, money, finished goods and contracts flowed out. 
Brea’s eyes finally came to settle on a specific riverboat, whose sail bore the tree symbol of the Order of the Lady. Crates and barrels, containing what she knew would be medicines and other healing supplies, were being loaded onto the ship, destined for the same northern hospital as she was.
“I’m guessing that’s our ship,” Fesh’tar commented from behind her.
“She is,” Brea replied. “The Ilsadore, riverboat out of Krilor, captained by one…”
“Koris Telnat, my lady,” a voice interrupted her. Brea turned to find herself facing a great, red-bearded giant of a man. Even if he hadn’t looked the stereotype, his name gave him away as an Islander – one of the people who lived in the Islands on the ocean to the east of Vishni’s coast.
He bowed to her. “I am correct in believing that you are the Princess Wolf Adept Brea’ahrn, aren’t I?” he asked.
Brea inclined her head in response. “I am, Captain…” she trailed off. Despite what she knew of Islanders, she was uncertain how to handle the unusually formed name.
“Call me Koris, Lady Brea’ahrn,” the giant told her with a wide grin. “I’ve never yet met a Vishnean who was comfortable with my second name.”
“Very well, Captain Koris,” she agreed. “How long until you are ready to leave?”
“By the time you’ve got all these fine young soldiers aboard, we should be finished loading,” he told her. “You might want to send them on ahead,” he glanced over the soldiers with an appraising eye, “for if they’re as good as they look, they’ll want to take care of their weapons themselves.”
“We will likely take a while to get aboard,” Mar’tell admitted with a nod. “With your leave, milady?”
“Feel free, Captain,” Brea told him. “I don’t believe I’m likely to be attacked here.”
The troop of Kingsmen rode off towards the boat, but the di-triad of Battlemagi remained where they were, watching. For what, Brea wasn’t all too sure.
Shrugging aside their paranoia, she turned back to Koris. “I’m actually surprised you’re willing to take on so many armed men,” she observed to him. “I wasn’t informed of their presence when I was making arrangements.”
“Your negotiator was, and I extorted a nice premium from him for it,” Koris told her, grinning. His face turned serious for a moment. “However, I’ve no real problems with carrying Kingsmen, and I’m damned glad to be carrying Battlemagi. They’ll be needed up north soon.”
Brea blinked in surprise. “What makes you say that?” she asked.
The Islander shrugged. “Rumors,” he said quietly. “Some talk among the Islanders is that the Speakers have been seeing signs.” The Speakers were what Magi were called among Islanders. For some unknown reason, the Islands threw up very few Death Magi, but their Life Magi – called ‘the Speakers’ for their skills at scrying – rivaled Vishni’s best. 
“I sometimes feel it in the water,” Koris said, still quiet. “A storm is brewing, and it’s going to break in the north. I’m no Vishnean, and the Islands have their own share of resentments against the Kingdom, but Vishneans at least try to treat us as people and equals. The Swarm would treat us as food.” The Islander’s serious face had quite clearly turned to anger, and his hand had clenched on his swordhilt. “When the storm breaks, I want there to be as many Death Magi around to limit it as possible.”
Brea glanced over to Fesh’tar, who wore an odd expression. “What is it, Fesh?” she asked the Battlemage.
The Mage shook himself. “Nothing major, I guess,” he replied. “I hadn’t realized that the Speakers were seeing signs as well.” He shrugged. “It may be nothing; both they and the Kingdom’s Life Magi have been mistaken in the past.”
Glancing down at where Mar’tell was loading his men onto the riverboat, Brea nodded. “Well, signs or no signs,” she said firmly, “it looks like we should probably be heading down there ourselves.”
She glanced over the Islander captain, who seemed to have recovered his jovial composure. “Aye, it’s looking to be about that time,” he agreed.
As the group began to walk towards the boat, Brea realized what bothered her about Fesh’s statement. She’d read a lot of the history of Vishni’s seers and the Islander Speakers, and Fesh was right. They’d been wrong. Both the seers and the Speakers had been wrong at times. But every time that both groups had seen signs of impending disaster, that disaster had struck. 
 
 
Brea stood on the bow of the riverboat, letting the night wind blow gently over her and ruffle her hair. Deoran city lay four days behind them. Trees lined the edge of the river here, and the boat gently bobbed as her anchor held her against the current.
Footsteps on the deck disturbed her. Driven by some instinct, she hid herself behind the bow tie-ropes. She glanced over the pile of rope.
All six of her Battlemagi escorts stood on the deck, along with Captain Mar’tell. What’s going on? Why don’t I know about this?
“Are you certain?” she heard Fesh’tar ask.
“Yes,” Kor’tan replied. “I don’t know how they got past the Rangers, but there are six Chaos Magi heading towards us. We must presume they are hunting the Princess.”
“Damn,” the other Mage said softly. “Do you know any more?”
She heard a rustle of cloth, as if Kor’tan had shrugged. “There were also about six hundred ‘beasts and sixty Beastmen,” the Battlemage told his subordinate. “Probably at least four Swarmmasters and a pair of Warriors.”
“You know what we have to do, Captain,” Fesh’tar said, she was guessing to Mar’tell.
“I know,” the Kingsman replied. “I’ll wake up Koris as soon as you’re ashore. We’ll give you as much space as we can.”
She heard whinnying and the clop of shod hooves on wood, as the horses were led out of the cargo hold onto the deck. A series of splashes followed.
“Good luck,” Mar’tell called.
“Gods bless you,” drifted back on the night wind.
Mar’tells footsteps sounded as he returned below-decks. Brea stood. Chaos Magi? What’s going on here? A moment’s hesitation struck her as the whole scene seemed strangely familiar.
She followed the Captain down into the ship.
 
 
An hour later, they’d raised anchor and were making all sail north. Even if she hadn’t seen the Battlemagi going ashore, Brea would have known something was up. She went looking for Mar’tell.
She found him supervising the removal of his men’s bows from the rack in the hold where they’d been stowed. “What’s going on?” she demanded.
“Ah, Princess,” he replied. “I didn’t realize we’d wakened you.”
“Captain, you woke up everyone else on the boat,” Brea observed dryly. “How exactly was I supposed to sleep through it? Now will someone tell me what is going on?”
“Nothing serious, highness,” the Kingsman told her.
“Really,” Brea said dryly. “Then why are we suddenly making full sail in the middle of the night, while you and your men check your weapons?”
“Milady…” Mar’tell trailed off.
“I don’t want ‘milady’s, Captain,” she snapped. “I want answers. What is going on?”
Mar’tell seemed to hesitate for a moment before he spoke. “There were worries about some pirates,” he told her. “We were taking precautions for your safety.”
“Funny,” Brea said calmly, “Before Fesh and Kor went ashore, they were talking about Chaos Magi.” She went on, driving over Mar’tell’s attempt to speak. “This may come as somewhat of a surprise, captain, but I am quite capable of being told bad news. Now tell me what is going on!”
The Captain nodded slowly. “My apologies, Wolf Adept,” he said finally. “I believe I may have grown too used to guarding useless nobility.”
He gestured for her to follow him, and led the way into a cabin off the storage room. He turned back to her. “Earlier this morning, Kor was scrying for possible threats,” he told her softly. “It’s a safety precaution we’ve been following throughout the whole trip, but until last night it turned up nothing. Last night, he turned up an entire force of Chaos Magi: four Swarmmasters, with far too many ‘beasts for my taste, plus two Warriors with their warbands of Beastmen.” 
He looked at Brea. “Fesh’tar and the others went to try to either stop them, or buy us time to get far enough ahead of them that we can reach the next Mage-fort – the nearest is about a day and a half’s sail away.”
Brea was silent. The only way six Battlemagi would make six fully accompanied Chaos Magi slow down would be to make them take the time to kill them. “Gods…” she trailed off.
“They chose it, Princess,” the Kingsman said quietly. “They’re Battlemagi, it’s the oath they swore.” Brea looked at Mar’tell, and he stopped his useless prattle.
“What if they fail?” she asked.
“Then we hope that either the wind picks up,” he gestured out the cabin window, showing the shore that moved oh-so slowly beside them, “or a miracle happens. We hope hard.”
 
 
The sun had only barely begun to rise when they heard the first explosions. Brea felt the magic being unleashed before she heard it, but they heard it nonetheless. It sounded like the sky had been ripped open and all the thunder of the heavens let loose in one immense storm.
Brea turned to look behind them. The slowly lightening sky was glowing with the fury of the battle taking place to the south. An odd purple color flickered across the sky, as did flashes of red and white.
Thunder rolled again, and she jumped. Moments later, she felt one of the Battlemagi – she couldn’t tell which one from here – die. Almost simultaneously, the sky turned white with magefire glittering from horizon to horizon.
It lasted for several seconds, then blazing inconstant purple seared across the sky to dispel it, and Brea felt another of the Magi die. The sky turned a malignant purple, almost painful to look at, and Brea could feel the amount of power the Chaos Magi were using.
Sparks of white and red flashed against the purple, and something seemed to tear as one of the Chaos Magi died. Then she felt Fesh’tar – she knew it was him, none of the others were as powerful – falter. 
Chaos flared up and two more Battlemagi – one of them Fesh’tar – died at the same time.
“Run. Run damn you,” she hissed, tears running down her face as she felt the two Magi face five of their enemies.
For a moment, the Battlemagi, both veterans of the Long War against the Swarm, held. Another Chaos Mage died. For a moment, Brea prayed that they might manage to hold… and then the two Magi were running. 
Brea couldn’t help herself, she ran to the stern of the riverboat to watch for them. As she reached it, she stumbled, feeling another of the Magi die as the Swarmmasters pursued.
She peeled her eyes to the south as the surging energies slowed, and then stopped altogether. Whoever the last Mage was, they’d managed to escape. For a moment, white light flared again as the Mage was attacked by something – presumably either Beastmen or Swarmbeasts trying to avenge a dead master.
A robed rider burst from the trees, hurtling towards the boat on a panting, exhausted horse. Drawing level with the boat, Brea saw his head turn back and she recognized Kor’tan. He leaped from the horse, Shifting into a panther as he charged into the water.
It took him only moments to reach the boat, and Brea joined in with the others in pulling him ashore.
“Fesh’tar and the others?” she asked, already knowing the answer but having to ask anyway.
The panther shimmered slightly, and shifted back into Kor’tan, the still-dripping, light-haired young man lying on the deck. “Dead,” he gasped. “They’re all dead. The survivors are gaining on us: three ‘Masters with swarms and a Warrior with warband.”
“Dammit,” Brea swore. She’d hoped that she’d somehow been wrong.
She twisted to face Mar’tell, where he stood watching the Mage in despair. “Captain, is there anything you can do?” she demanded.
The soldier looked haggard. “Highness, I have thirty men,” he said bluntly. “At a guess, there are still at least five hundred Swarmbeasts out there, with Magi. We cannot win. We must run.”
Brea looked back across the boat, turning back to the river. A few glimpses of motion showed themselves in the trees. “The only problem is that the Swarmbeasts run faster than we can sail,” she said despairingly. 
Suddenly she felt a surge of power as the woods lit up with blue flame. Even hundreds of meters away, Brea felt the hair on her arms stand up as energy filled the woods and she felt the remaining Chaos Magi die, all of them… at once. For a few moments, the woods blazed with light like an inferno, then quieted.
A hawk slowly winged its way out of the woods, to settle on the boats’ deck. Brea stared at it for a moment, then it shimmered, and a man appeared where the hawk had rested. A black cloak completely encased his body, leaving nothing visible of his skin. Where the hood should have revealed his face, a glimmering shadow concealed his features.
“Who are you?” Brea demanded.
“I am the man who saved you,” he told her. “I am the Black Lord.” 
“The Black Lord?” Brea said slowly, reeling at the sudden turn of events. “That’s not possible. The Black Lord is the prophesied…”
“Hawk Lord Reborn,” the man said flatly. “I know what I am, Adept.” He looked around the boat, and gestured Koris and Mar’tell to him. “Turn the boat around.”
“Look, whoever you want to claim to be, I am an Adept, and I am supposed to head north,” Brea exclaimed.
The empty-seeming hood regarded her. “Lady Brea’ahrn, the northern portions of the Kingdom are under assault,” he informed them. “Were your escort intact, I would happily allow you to make your way north, where your talents would be useful, as would the soldiers and Magi. Your escort, however, is not intact. If you go north, they will kill you. You were the target here. Something about you frightens whoever is leading the Swarm. You are returning south.”
There was something familiar to Brea in the way the man spoke, both in his voice and in the way he drove over any resistance, but she couldn’t place it. Whatever it resembled, it was also very different. 
“I refuse to take orders from someone with a glamored face,” she snapped. “Reveal yourself, or we continue north.”
“I don’t think so,” the Lord stated calmly. He turned to Koris. “Captain? Take this boat south. Now.”
Koris bowed deeply. He looked at Brea and shrugged apologetically. Moments later, he was giving orders to his crew. The Islanders leaped to obey, pulling ropes to fold in the sails and twist the ships rudder.
The hooded Mage returned his regard to Brea. “My lady, I will reveal myself to the High Council and to no-one else,” he told her softly. She had the feeling that his hidden eyes were burning into hers like those of the Hawk he’d been moments before. “If you truly want to know who I am, try to break the glamor.”
She took him up on it. Her powers flashed out, all the power of one of the most powerful Life Magi in generations. It impacted upon the spell holding the glamor in place, searching for the weaknesses to break. 
There were none. Her spell ran off the other Mage’s defenses like water off a duck’s back. She stepped back involuntarily, breathing heavily.
“As I said, Lady Brea’ahrn, I will reveal myself to the Councils, and to no-one until I have been acknowledged by them,” he repeated. “I understand that you want to help the people in the north,” he continued, his voice soft, “but your death would not aid them, and the Chaos Magi raiding there would hunt you down specifically. We must return south.”
Brea turned away from the Mage Lord and nodded, sharply, once.
 
 
Sailing against the wind, with most of their motive force being provided by the current, it took the boat seven days to reach the Deoran docks. In all that time, Brea had not seen the Black Lord move from where he sat, meditating, at the bow of the boat. He’d spoken to no-one, and ignored any attempt to speak to him. As far as Brea knew, he hadn’t even eaten.
Well, he has to move now. We’re at the docks! Brea wasn’t too certain, however, as she watched the unmoving figure.
The moment the boat drew near the docks, she saw him stand and walk over to where the ship’s crew was hauling on the tie-ropes to lend a hand. He still said nothing, and he didn’t appear to be using any magic, merely pulling with them.
It was a matter of minutes before the boat was alongside the dock. Brea stood and walked forward to the gangplank.
“Lady Brea’ahrn,” the Black Lord said from behind her as she stepped onto the bare wood.
She turned. “Yes, my lord?” she answered politely.
“I must request your aid as a guide to the castle,” he told her courteously. “I must speak with your father.”
Oh, he’s just going to love that. The Earl Jil’nart and his anti-Mage faction had continued to gain influence at court, despite the minor setback of Brea refusing to marry Shel’nart. They would not be pleased at this.
None of this showed on her face. She merely nodded. “Very well, my Lord.”
 
 
When they entered the Citadel, a flustered Kings-Captain met them. “Princess Brea’ahrn!” he exclaimed. “What are you doing back?” His eyes flicked to the Black Lord. “And who is this?”
The soldier’s wary tone was understandable. The Black Lord wore robes identical to those of a Battlemage – except his were black. There was a very specific symbolism to the white robes, and the thought of what the black robes should mean – power unrestricted by any oath – should scare the man.
“I need to speak with my father, captain,” Brea responded, evading both questions. “It is of the utmost importance.”
The captain began to look around nervously. “He is in a meeting with the Battle Lord and the Lady of Life,” he admitted hesitantly.
“Perfect,” Brea heard the Black Lord say. “Take us there.”
The Kingsman looked at Brea. She shrugged. “As he said, take us there,” she told him.
He bowed obediently. “Your wish, Lady Brea’ahrn.”
 
 
Brea led the Black Lord into the conference room hesitatingly. As the door opened, her father looked up and saw her.
“Brea’ahrn!” he exclaimed, startled. “What are you doing back?”
“The boat was attacked. The Magi of my escort were killed,” Brea told him, inhaling sharply to help drive past the sudden surge of emotion as she remembered the feeling of those Magi dying… to save her. “Only his,” she gestured at the Black Lord, “intervention managed to save us.”
“Attacked?” Shej’mahi said from behind Kelt’ahrn, incredulously.
“Attacked,” the Black Lord confirmed. “One of the minor passes has been seized, I’m not sure which one, and the Swarm is using it to raid across the mountains. They were specifically hunting Brea’ahrn.”
“Who is this, Brea?” her father asked.
“He has refused to tell me his name,” she replied.
Her father turned to him. “Mage, for what you have done, I owe you a debt,” he said quietly. “Who is it I have to thank?”
“I cannot reveal that yet, my liege,” the Black Lord replied. “It is not yet time.”
Kelt was taken aback, but Shej cut in. “You said they were hunting Brea?” he demanded.
“Yes, they were,” the Lord told him simply.
“But that sounds like they were given a mission,” Shej said, his voice strange. “That would mean that someone had taken up leadership of the Swarm.” The Battle Lord seemed to simply be wondering aloud.
“It does,” the cloaked figure said simply. “Someone has. I cannot tell more to anything less than the full Council of Eleven,” the Black Lord’s voice was calm, for someone making a nearly impossible demand.
“Who do you think you are, to request that?” the Lady spat.
“I think I am a Mage,” the Lord said calmly. “I invoke Mage Right, to present my case before the High Council.”
“That right is intended for trials, not for making presentations,” Shej said.
Brea found herself speaking up: “Actually, it is also intended for Magi to present important information before the highest power of the Kingdom of Vishni,” she cut into the burgeoning argument. “He does have the right.”
She felt the Black Lord’s hidden eyes on her, and looked up to meet his gaze calmly. The cowl faced her for a silent moment, but then moved in what was quite definitely a nod.
“Very well. Whoever you are, Mage, you will speak before the High Council in one hour,” Shej’mahi declared, then paused. “Bring Brea’ahrn. I feel her place in this is not yet done.”
Both Brea and the Black Lord bowed, and he preceded her out of the room.
 
 
Brea looked around the massive chamber in awe. Not at the room itself, she’d seen the High Citadel’s Grand Hall before, but at the number of people who’d gathered in a single hour.
At the center of the hall stood a table that was only brought out for the assembly of the High Council of Vishni. Eleven chairs had been placed around it; one at the head for the King, three on one side for the Council of Death Magi, and seven on the other for the Council of Life Magi. 
A massive crowd filled the edges of the room and the balconies above it. Courtiers, nobles, soldiers and Magi had all come to see the High Council.
Her eyes settled on the man who’d caused all this. Of all the people in this room, she alone knew that he was the Black Lord. She wondered what else he would announce beyond that. At the very least, she hoped to work out just who he reminded her so strongly of.
The rustling conversations faded as the doors opened. A moment later, silence reigned supreme as High King Kelt’ahrn of the Kingdom of Vishni led the Councils of the Magi in to the room. Their footsteps rang in the silence as they walked to the table, each man and woman taking their place, standing behind their chair.
“The High Council of the Kingdom of Vishni, being the King and the Councils of the Magi assembled, is now in session,” Kelt’ahrn announced, his voice ringing across the chamber. The Councilors sat. 
“Let the petitioner approach the table,” Shej’mahi said, the words carrying through the entire chamber.
Brea watched as the Black Lord approached the Council, his face still shielded from view by his hood and glamor. The front of his hood turned to face them. 
“I have claimed Mage Right to speak before this Council,” he said. He spoke quietly, but his voice carried throughout the room, “On a matter of the utmost importance. It is my duty to inform you, and the people of Vishni, that the Hawk Lord has come again.”
The silence in the room finally ended in a near-roar of conversation. The Lady of Life, second only to the Eldest in the Councils of Life Magi, surged to her feet. 
“Impossible,” she snapped, her sharp voice clearly heard over the hubbub. “The Hawk Lord is prophesied to bear the Hawk Amulet, and that is carried by the Hawk Car’raen.”
“The Hawk Car’raen is dead,” the Black Lord told them. His voice was no louder than it had been before, but it cut through the hubbub like a knife.
“What do you mean, dead?” Brea heard Shej’mahi demand.
“He died at the Pass of Pillars, fighting the Four in the name of this Council and this Kingdom,” the black-clad Mage told them calmly. “He fought bravely, but he could not stand alone against their strength. They slew him and took the Amulet from him.”
“If they took the Amulet from him, how can the Hawk Lord have come?” the Lady demanded.
“Because the Rider Mau’reek is dead, and the Amulet was taken from her in turn,” the figure replied. His voice had yet to increase in volume, yet his words somehow silenced the crowd and Council both. “Car’raen is dead, but there is still a Hawk. A Lord has risen among the Swarm and he seeks our destruction, but there is yet one who can face him. There is a Hawk Lord.”
“And who do you claim is this Lord?” the Lady snapped, her voice coarse in the silence of the chamber.
“Me,” the hooded figure said flatly. “I am the Hawk Lord Reborn. I am Death personified.” As Brea watched, the Black Lord raised his hands to his hood and threw it back. “I am the Black Lord Tal’raen!”
And Brea drew in her breath with everyone else as she finally remembered the visions that had so confused her when she’d met Tal’raen.
 
 
The Black Lord Tal’raen, the Hawk Lord Reborn and Protector of the Kingdom of Vishni, surveyed the silenced chamber, and spoke again. The words were his, but the message, the commands – those came from the Hawks who had come before. Through them, he knew what to tell the Council.
“The Time is upon us, ladies and gentlemen,” he told them. “The Drake Lord has come again as well. I have met him. Car’raen fought him twice, and lost both times – before he took up the Dragon Scepter. Even as we speak, he will be gathering the Swarm under banner of chaos unleashed and preparing for war. Already raiders have crossed the mountains and have assaulted the northern cities. We must stand as one, or be lost.”
He paused, glancing around the room again. He didn’t want to do this. The duty of the Black Lord was clear, the oaths certain, his destiny pre-ordained. Tal had never liked being constrained, and certainly not by men a millennium dead.
And yet, what was prophesied, what was clear, was the only way he could save his people, defend his Kingdom, and fulfill his oath. He had no choice.
“In times such as these,” he continued, softly but projecting his voice so everyone in the hall heard him, “we must be led by one man, not eleven. I am the Black Lord, the Hawk Lord come again, and I demand your allegiance. Do I have it, or do I fight alone?”
“You fight alone!” a voice shouted from the gallery. Tal slowly turned to face it, to find that the speaker had stepped out of the crowd.
“Earl Jil’nart. I fail to see where you have any authority in this chamber,” Tal said calmly.
“I have the right to speak,” Jil’nart snarled, “when they,” his angry gesture took in the whole Council, “are preparing to sell everything we’ve built down the creek on the word of one Mage. I say you lie; ‘Black Lord.’“
“And I say you are a fool,” Tal replied, his voice not changing at all. “We appear to be at an impasse.” He turned to face the Council. “As the good Earl suggests, in his own offensive way, you believe you have only my word that what I say is true is true. Therefore, I will supply some evidence.”
If they won’t believe what I say, how about what I show? his thoughts snarled. He raised his hand, binding Air around it for the spell he sought to cast. He flicked his hand in a circular gesture, and an image appeared above the Council table, drawing all eyes into it.
 
 
Thunder crashed, and two pillars of lightning flashed down. They linked sky to ground in a solid stream, brilliant shades of purple flickering up and down them. A figure, clad in a hooded purple robe, appeared between them, letting the purple light shine over him.
Suddenly, without warning, he moved. He rose slightly off the ground, and then began to glide forward. His pillars of lightning came with him as he passed between the rearward Riders, into the center of the triangle.
The lead Rider turned back to face him, and bowed. A rustle broke the silence of the crowded Magi. The Rider retired, his drake sliding around the shimmering pillars of chaos lightning.
The figure walked forwards, until he stood before a single line of Riders. The lightning pillars flickered beside him as he rose entirely off the ground. He stopped, floating in the air, to speak. His voice was calm and quiet, in sharp contrast to the fury of his entrance. “I am the Chaos Master,” he told the assembled host. “I am the Drake Lord Reborn. I am the Lord of the Swarm. I am Stret’sar, and I am your master.”
Someone below shouted out. “A fancy entrance doesn’t make you Lord of the Swarm!”
“Does this?” the Lord of the Swarm said, his voice calm as he raised the Scepter of the Dragon into the air, letting it shine in the light of the pillars.
The crowd gathered below the hovering figure seemed to rustle in shock.
“How do we know you’re not a fake, propped up by the Riders to regain their fading power?” the heckler demanded.
Stret’sar’s eyes were cold. “You ask for proof?” he said aloud. “Very well.”
The scepter rose from its resting-place at the Lord of the Swarm’s side. A moment later, purple light shot from its eyes, catching the heckling Chaos Mage in the chest. The Mage gasped harshly and screamed. A moment later, he collapsed.
 “Does anyone else need proof of who I am?” the Lord of the Swarm demanded, his eyes glowing purple with absorbed life energy.
 
 
“Is that enough for you?” Tal said softly, releasing the vision he had spellbound the room with. “He exists. He will come for all of us, to finish what the Drake Lord and the Four began – our destruction.”
Most of the people in the chamber were still staring in shock at the air where the image had appeared, but it appeared the Earl Jil’nart was made of sterner stuff.
“I see illusions and pictures,” he spat. “I see no proof.”
“Then you are a fool, Jil’nart,” a voice from the Council table snapped. Tal turned to see Shej’mahi standing. The blood was drained from the old Mage’s face, but he spoke on. “There is no falsehood; any Mage can guarantee you that. These events occurred at the shek’maji’hil less than ten days ago.” Tal watched as the old Mage turned from the crowd to face the rest of the Council. “I move that we accept Tal’raen as the Hawk Lord, with all the authorities and responsibilities inherent in that position.” That meant absolute authority, over the entire Kingdom of Vishni – and its inevitable corollary, absolute responsibility for the entire Kingdom.
“Seconded,” the Eldest said, before any of the others could speak.
“Very well,” Kelt’ahrn said. “Vote. All in favor.”
The first ‘aye’ was Shej’mahi. The second was the Eldest. The third was Kelt’ahrn himself. The others came more slowly.
Finally only the Lady of Life remained, staring stubbornly at Tal. He inclined his head to her, and watched as her eyes flickered around the Council table, meeting each of the other members in turn. 
“Aye,” she finally said, sounding as if the word had been torn from her with iron whips.
“By unanimous account,” Kelt’ahrn said slowly, “the Hawk Mage Tal’raen is hereby accepted by this Council as the Hawk Lord’s successor, the sworn Protector of the Kingdom of Vishni and the Black Lord.” The High King of Vishni stood from his chair, and sank to one knee in front of Tal’raen. The only other man the High King had ever knelt to had been the Hawk Lord Shar’tell.
The other members of the High Council followed, until all eleven of the leaders of Vishni were kneeling before Tal.
“Oh, get up,” Tal said, a euphoria running under his voice as the tension that had been building up drained away. There would be other problems to face, but one of his greatest possible stumbling blocks had just been removed.
“I will be meeting with both Councils in the immediate future,” he told them, “but for the moment, the Kingdom must continue as it always has. If we begin to break our nation so that we may face the Swarm, they have already begun to win.”
Kelt’ahrn stood. He took up the gavel of the High King, and hit it against the table once. “This meeting of the High Council of the Kingdom of Vishni is adjourned,” he said formally, then paused before continuing with words unused for nearly a thousand years, “by the will of the Hawk Lord.” 
Tal bowed to the Councilors, and led the way out of the Grand Hall.
 
 
Brea pulled her cloak tighter about herself as she approached the main doors of the Hawk Manse, residence of the Hawk in the High City, and now residence of the Black Lord. Two blue-clad Kingsmen stood behind her, bodyguards assigned at her father’s insistence.
A similar pair of soldiers stood guard outside the Manse’s doors. They bowed as she approached. “Milady Brea’ahrn. Is there something we can do for you?” one of them asked.
Brea sighed, the sound mostly hidden by the evening wind. Over a day had passed since Tal had revealed himself and been granted authority over the entire Kingdom. She’d waited for him to come speak to her, but she wasn’t prepared to wait any longer. “Yes, there is,” she said quietly. “Is Lord Tal’raen home?”
She noted the smirk one of the guards sent to the other before he replied, but couldn’t think of a reason for it. “Yes, milady,” he replied. “I presume you wish to speak with him?”
“You presume correctly,” she replied with a strained but honest smile. “Do you know if he’s busy?”
The guard shrugged. “I don’t believe so, but he could be,” he admitted. “Jor’lada would know.” The guard opened the door for her. “You should be able to find him.”
Brea inclined her head to the guard in thanks and entered Tal’s home. 
 
 
Hawk Manse hadn’t changed a bit since the last time she’d been here, three weeks ago. She couldn’t think of any reason why it should have, but for she’d somehow expected it to be different, to somehow show how incredibly things had changed in those three weeks. 
Three weeks ago, she’d been here to visit a fellow Initiate the night before she faced her Adepthood trial. Then, they’d both been carefree youths, with no concern for prophecies or ancient wars. Now, she was an Adept, faced with the realization that men had willingly died to save her life. And Tal… was the Black Lord, a prophecy of the apocalypse made flesh. 
Three weeks ago, Brea hadn’t been willing to admit she loved him, even to herself. Now… she didn’t know what she was going to say. The boy she’d loved had transformed into the most powerful man alive, practically overnight. She wasn’t sure what she felt for the man he’d become.
She glanced around the entrance hall, searching for some sign in the white marble and blue silk hangings that things had changed, but the grand architecture of the Manse gave her no clues.
Her eyes focused on the emblem that marked the far wall, a hawk woven in black on white silk. The symbolism was the same as the symbolism of the white robes over black tunics of the Battlemagi: power ruled by oaths. 
A cleared throat disturbed Brea from her study of the hanging. She turned to find a white-haired man standing at the bottom of the marble steps, watching her with preternaturally keen green eyes.
“Lady Brea’ahrn,” he greeted her gently. “We’ve all been wondering how long it would be until you arrived.” The old butler smiled at her. “I believe the guards even had a pool going on it.”
Well, that explains the smirk, she thought resignedly. “Am I that predictable, Jor’lada?” she asked.
“More than he,” Jor’lada said, accompanying the emphasized word with a gesture toward the upper floor of the Manse “has become, at least. I expected him to go see you as soon as he freed himself from the people who seem to think he replaced the High King and Councils, but he didn’t.”
Brea nodded. “Is he here?” she asked quietly.
The old butler nodded. “He is, and if he’s busy, he shouldn’t be,” he said firmly. “He’s taken up a heavy burden for one so young. If he isn’t careful, it could destroy him.”
Brea inclined her head to him. “Thank you, Jor,” she said..
“Don’t mention it, milady,” the old man cackled. “Ever since my wife died, someone has to do the matchmaking ‘round here.”
Brea surprised herself by giggling out loud. She smiled at Jor’lada, realizing how much he’d managed to relieve her tension over seeing Tal.
He returned the smile. “The lad took over Car’s rooms upstairs,” Jor’lada told her. He’ll probably be in the study. You need a guide?”
“No, I think I can find it,” Brea answered.
“Good. Be off with you now.” The old butler made a shooing gesture in her general direction.
She found herself smiling at him again, and headed up the broad marble steps.
 
 
Brea stopped outside the door to the study and studied it. Like all the doors in the Manse, it was heavy oak, bound together with iron strips. It was also closed, which most likely meant that Tal was in there.
She sighed, and knocked on the door. There was no response for a moment, until the door slowly opened an inch. The sound of a sigh came from the other side of the door, and the door opened the rest of the way. 
Brea faced Tal through the opened space. For a moment, neither of them spoke, as Brea looked at Tal. He was just as tall and lean as he’d been when he left, but something was definitely different. Fine white lines marked his face, scars of some kind. The glittering gold and red chain of the Hawk Amulet lay around his neck, contrasting with the pure black of the rest of his clothing.
“Brea,” he said quietly. “I am… not surprised.” For a moment he said nothing. “Well, I guess you’d better come in.”
With that, he stepped back, leaving space for Brea to enter the room.
 
Tal studied Brea as she walked through the doorway. They’d been friends for so long that it had been an age since he’d really looked at her.
Her red hair, cropped short when they first met, now fell to her shoulders, resting against the white fur lining of her robes. The robes hung on a frame nearly as tall and just as slim as his own. Just the sight of her made his breath catch in his throat. But no matter what he felt, he knew what he had to say tonight.
He stood in silence, waiting for her to make the first move. For a moment, she shared the silence. “Why didn’t you tell me?” she finally asked.
“Because it wasn’t time,” he responded quietly. “Too much is coming together at once for me to take any risks.”
“Risks?” she snapped at him. “What risk would there have been in telling me you were there? I worried about you, damn you!” 
“Brea, the glamor wasn’t just shielding me from you,” he replied, still talking softly in the hope of calming her. “I’ve met Stret’sar, the Lord of the Swarm. Until I revealed myself to the Council, he knew someone was the Black Lord. He knew I was alive. He had not connected the two facts to realize that I was the Black Lord. If I had told you – if I revealed myself to anyone – he would have known.”
“How exactly would that have mattered,” Brea demanded, “when as soon as you reached here you revealed yourself?”
Tal sighed. “Brea, Stret and I are linked in ways I cannot even understand, let alone explain,” he told her. “For example: my ability to create that image of him. If he’d known who I was, he could have done much the same… and brought half the Swarm after me. He and I will face each other before this is done, but I would prefer to have the odds on my side when it happens.”
“So you just ignore me? Even after you revealed yourself?” Brea said, her voice lowered from her earlier snapping, but not much. “You could at least have spoken to me.”
Tal turned away from her, contemplating the fireplace. “It… was safer that we not speak,” he said quietly. “It still would be, but I am not prepared to simply send you away.”
“Safer? Safer how?” she demanded.
He continued to look at the fireplace, bringing it to life with a thought. “Brea, I am not who I was,” he told her. “I am not… a safe person to be around at the moment. I presume you know what the black robes mean.”
Tal felt her nod. “Power,” she said, her voice quiet now, but still angry. “Power unrestrained.”
“Yes,” he said simply. “I am the Black Lord. Death incarnate, power unchecked. Until our people are safe, I can be nothing else. I must be the Black Lord every moment, everywhere.”
“You are not a god,” she said softly.
Not yet. But I may be forced to become one. “I am what I must be,” he told her. “If I must be Death, that others might live, I will be Death. I am sworn to defend the innocent, at any price.”
“Even yourself?” she asked.
Tal turned to face her. “I am not ceasing to be me, Brea,” he told her. “I am becoming more. Yet I am also becoming dangerous. I will fight, because I have no choice. I will fight, because there are so many who deserve peace. Because you deserve peace, and it may be all that I can give you.”
“Tal, you don’t have to destroy yourself for that,” she insisted.
I don’t have a choice. If I become what I fear I must become, will I truly want to go on? “My intent is to destroy them, not me,” he said quietly.
“Tal, you can’t be alone like this,” she said softly. “No-one could carry the burden you are taking up alone.”
“I can. I must. I will,” he said firmly, though his heart warmed at her words. “I am the Black Lord, and I cannot risk anyone else. I cannot risk you.”
He heard Brea shift at that last admission. “Tal, I am a Mage,” she reminded him flatly. “My duty is to help and protect, just as yours is. What is so special about me?”
Tal turned to face her. “Because you are everything I am sworn to defend,” he said softly. “Everything I would die for. You are the symbol of everything to me.”
She stepped forward and placed her hands on his. He knew he should pull away, but for some reason he couldn’t. “I can’t be a symbol, Tal,” she told him. “Let me stand with you, please.”
“Brea, I can’t,” he said, finally admitting his weakness to them both.
“Tal, I will not be your symbol,” she said flatly. “I will not be your prize, or your reward. Fight for peace if you will, but it is not your gift to me. It is your gift to our people. I only want one thing from you.”
He took a step backwards, but his hands still rested in hers. “Brea, I cannot give you anything more than peace,” he said softly. “I can’t be anything but the Black Lord.”
He met her look, and she held his gaze. She seemed to be searching for something in his eyes. “You may be the Black Lord, but you are also Tal’raen,” she told him. “You are the man I love.”
Tal’s heart turned over at those words, yet he somehow managed to remove his hands from Brea’s and step back another step. “Brea, I cannot give you what is no longer mine to give,” he said sadly.
“Why not?” she asked, and the choke in her voice nearly broke his resolve.
“Because my life is the Kingdom’s now,” he replied. “It cannot be anything else. I cannot… be what you want.” He paused, his throat dry as he forced the words out, “I cannot love. Not while our people are at war.”
“When?” she asked. Her question was simple, but it struck straight to Tal’s heart. “I’ll wait, Tal’raen. I will wait for you to return to me. But it is Tal’raen I wait for, not the Black Lord… don’t let him die.”
Tal bowed his head to her. “I think it’s best that you leave now,” he said finally.
“You’re not going to answer me, are you?” she demanded.
“I can’t,” he replied simply. “I cannot tell you what I do not know.” Tal turned away from her so she couldn’t see the tears clinging to the corners of eyes. “I am what I was always destined to be, Brea’ahrn. This is my fight, it is my duty, and until it is done, it is my life. I can give it nothing less, or all that is and all that may yet be could fall under the sway of Chaos.”
With that, he fell silent, watching the burning fire. The fire seemed unable to ward off the chill that had fallen upon the room, adding to the chill from the autumn night. 
For a moment, silence reigned in the room, and then he heard footsteps as Brea left. As the door closed behind her, he lowered his head to his hands, and tears began to leak through his fingers.
It had to be done, the voice of the Amulet – that combined spirit of Car’raen and the first Hawk Lord – said.
He ignored it.
 



 
Rising
 
A gesture of Stret’s imploded the image of Deoran City he’d been studying as Lo’kae entered the room. He felt the Drake Mage incline his head to him.
“What is it, Lord?” Lo’kae asked.
Stret watched the space where his image had been. “I’ve been feeling something for the last few days…” he said softly. “A power that may even rival my own.” He gestured again and the image appeared again, forming in swirls of colors. “I believe you were correct, that the Black Lord is rising to face me.”
“It is unfortunate we could not prevent it,” Lo’kae admitted, “but it seems the prophecy will not be turned astray so easily. The Gods have brought this to pass, and only we can bring it to its conclusion. The prophecy merely states that you will meet, not which of you will win.”
Stret’sar nodded. He’d read the Prophecy of the Blood during his studies. It had passed under his sight at the time – who would really think to consider that they were a prophesied chosen one? – but he knew its text.
“So we have come to being now, and all is uncertain except that we will meet,” he said, his eyes still on the constantly shifting image, seeking his enemy.
“I’d say that sums it up,” Lo’kae replied. “Do you really think you can find him?” Stret felt Lo’s gesture towards the image more than saw it, but he understood the question anyway.
“We’re linked, Lo’kae,” Stret told his servant softly. “If anyone can find him, I can.” Almost as if to prove him right, the image suddenly froze.
The scene shown was that of a courtyard in the High Citadel in Deoran. A black-robed figure, carrying a small chest, was walking across it. Even as Stret leaned forward to examine the image closer, the figure turned to face the viewpoint of the image.
 
Tal felt the scrying literally in midstep. He froze, then turned to face where he saw it coming from. He laid the chest he was carrying on the ground, then rose to face whoever was viewing him.
“So,” he said quietly. “I wondered if you were going to find me, Stret’sar.”
A voice spoke in his head, How do you know who I am, mageling?
“Who else would be scrying me, ‘swarmling’?” Tal returned.
You should watch who you insult, ‘Black Lord’, the voice snapped.
“Really?” Tal asked mockingly. “You should watch who you spy on.” With that, he reached out with his mind and sent a flash of power along the scrying spell.
 
Stret reeled back as the flash hit him. The image collapsed as his head burned in agony.
“Son of a bitch,” he spat. “Mageling son of a sow!”
“What happened?” Lo’kae demanded.
“He back-flashed me. I didn’t even know that was possible,” Stret snarled.
Lo’kae stared at him in shock. “It isn’t,” he insisted. “Not without a lot more power than any Battlemage should possess.”
“So,” Stret said, his hand pressed against his temple as he returned to his feet. “This battle is looking like it’s going to be more and more interesting every day.”
 
 
Tal waited for Stret to attempt to reply. When nothing came he shrugged and picked up his chest again. He glanced around to reacquire his bearings, then set off for the blacksmith again.
It took him only a minute to reach the smithy, where he was greeted by the smith and Brea’ahrn. The Life Mage, in her white and green robes, looked more than slightly out of place in the well-lit but still dirty and cluttered smithy.
“My lady,” he said to Brea, bowing his head. “Thank you for coming.”
 “I must admit,” she told him dryly, returning his bow, “my curiosity was piqued.”
“As was mine,” the smith put in. “Now, would you care to enlighten us as to what this is about?”
“Of course,” Tal replied. “I need a staff.”
The smith looked at him askance. “Why are you talking to me, then?” he asked carefully. “I don’t deal in wood, only steel.”
“I don’t want wood, master smith,” Tal told him. “I want a sword-staff. The sword I was given by my mentor was destroyed at the Pillars, and I need a new blade. Since I need a staff as well…” he trailed off with a shrug.
“A sword-staff?” the smith repeated, considering. “Hmm.” The smith looked at Tal’raen for a long moment, then, finally, a wide grin split his features as he extended a large beefy hand. “I’m By’mal, master smith of Deoran, and – even if I do say so myself – one of the best smiths in the land.”
Tal took the hand and shook it. “So I was told,” he admitted. “Actually, I was told you were the best. Quite possibly the only man in Vishni who can do the job I want.”
“Well, I do need you and a Life Mage,” By’mal admitted, “but you already arranged that,” his gesture took in Tal and Brea. “I’ll need some star-steel though. I forge the best steel in the Kingdom, but it takes the essence of a fallen star for steel to channel magic as a staff would.”
Tal lifted the chest he’d carried across the Citadel and placed it on the counter. “Two kilos of it,” he told the man. “All I could get my hands on.”
“If it was all you could find,” the smith replied, “I’ll trust it’s all that’s available. You are the Black Lord, after all.”
Tal nodded back. “Shall we begin?” he asked.
By’mal opened the chest, revealing the rough chunks of meteoric iron. “I see no reason to delay, my lord.”
 
 
The smith laid the pieces of star-steel on his anvil. He studied the weight. “What sort of sword are you looking for, Lord Tal’raen?” he asked.
“A Tal’var blade,” Tal replied. The Tal’var school of swordsmanship – which Tal had attained Eleventh Circle in, shortly before being so abruptly raised to Adept – worked with a longsword.
The smith hrmed. “We’re going to need more steel,” he said. 
Tal watched as By grabbed up several rods of half-worked iron and added them to the anvil. He looked over the arranged pieces of metal, then glanced up at Tal. “Would you care to do the honors, Mage Tal’raen?” he asked.
Tal nodded and reached out with his magic and poured fire into the metal. It first glowed red, then began to turn white and start to puddle. “Brea,” he said calmly.
He felt her power flowing into the blade beside his, balancing the heat out to the perfect level for the ultra-hard metal to be forged at.
Tal didn’t even notice By’mal beginning to work the steel, he was so lost in his communion with the magic – and with Brea. Their magics merged together, matching perfectly to achieve the spell. As the smith forged the body of the sword-staff with his anvil and hammer, so they forged its soul with their minds and magic.
From the Fire and Air of Tal’s magic came the blade’s fury, its strength, a supernatural keenness and the focus of his power. From the Earth and Water of Brea’s magic came its calm, its protectiveness, its incredible durability and an ability to guard Tal.
The magic swirled around the two of them and the sword-staff. It surged through the entire smithy, making the steel glow not white but pure black.
Then it stopped. Magic faded slowly from the room as Tal and Brea let the magic go simultaneously. Tal looked towards By, to see him slowly raising the sword from the barrel of water he’d just quenched it in.
“It’s finished,” the smith said, unnecessarily. 
“So soon?” Tal heard Brea say. He turned to see her, noticing that her cheeks were flushed, and her eyes were bright as they met his.
“‘So soon’?” the smith asked, sounding incredulous. “I’ve been forging it for nearly three hours. The thing’s been glowing black for half of that time. I presume that was the magic?”
Tal nodded, looking at the pure black blade the smith was holding. “Yes, it was,” he said quietly. “There’s one last stage left to be done, tonight. It needs the light of a full moon.” He glanced over at Brea.
Find another Life Mage for the last stage, the amulet’s voice warned. She’s dangerous. She will weaken you.
I can’t, Tal replied. It requires the same Mage.
“If you would care to join me at the Manse, milady Brea, we can complete this tonight,” he said.
“Of course, Tal,” she agreed, and he winced at the tone of her voice.
Finally, Tal turned back to By. “Thank you, Master Smith,” he told the man. “You have more than lived up to your reputation. What do I owe you for this?”
The smith raised his hand in negation. “Nothing,” he said firmly. “I think that being the only smith alive to have participated in the forging of a sword-staff is going to bring me enough business to more than make up for my time and the few materials used.” The smith grinned, and offered the sword to Tal with both hands. “Your sword-staff, Lord Tal’raen.”
Tal reached out and took it. He rotated it with one hand, testing the balance. It was, unsurprisingly, perfect. “Once again, thank you.”
 
 
He led Brea into the glade around the back of Hawk Manse. The trees formed a simple geometric pattern, a triangle within a circle. The center of the triangle was shielded from the city and its noise by the trees – and some minor magic.
“It’s so peaceful,” she said, stopping. 
Somehow, Tal felt her reach out and touch the life around them. He shouldn’t have been able to – Death Magi couldn’t detect anything other than the most blatant applications of Life Magic. He nodded in reply to her words. 
“That is the point, milady,” he explained softly. “This is the only peace many of the men who’ve lived here have found.”
He felt her eyes on him as he laid the sword down upon the onyx-black stone block at the very center of the pattern. “Like you?” she asked. “Is this place your peace?”
He smiled gently, knowing she couldn’t see it. “At times,” he admitted. “I didn’t even know it was here until I returned… but it draws me to it when I need it.” He glanced back at her. “The glade itself is alive, I think.”
She nodded, her eyes unfocused. “Yes, I can feel it,” she told him. “It’s alive… and powerful. Oh so very powerful. This was made by a very powerful Life Mage… made with love.”
Tal found himself nodding, and he spoke quietly, “Her name was Lis’lara,” he told her, “the Wolf Lady. She was to have been the Hawk Lord’s bride.”
Brea’s looked at him sharply. “How do you know that?” she demanded.
“He’s in my head,” Tal told her quietly. “Always. Advising, ordering, guiding.”
“The Hawk Lord?” she asked.
“Yes,” Tal said flatly as he turned back to the sword. He glanced up at the twilit sky, glancing towards the moon. It had risen enough, he judged. “We should begin.”
He felt her urge to ask more – he wasn’t sure how – but she didn’t. She stepped forward to face him across the plinth, and they both laid their hands on the sword, his on the blade and hers on the hilt.
Tal felt her power flare up alongside his own, and their eyes met across the plinth. Magic flared between them, and the world vanished around them.
 
 
Brea suddenly found herself in a long, oddly shaped, black room. The lines were sharp, each edge glistening.
“Where are we?” she asked, finding herself still facing Tal.
“Inside the sword,” he replied. “Shall we begin?” he asked.
“I… I’m not quite sure what we’re doing now,” she admitted.
He flashed a smile at her, his eyes abstracted. “Don’t worry,” he told her. “Neither do I. No-one’s done this in over five centuries. I’ve got Shar’tell in my head giving me the step-by-step.”
“So what does he say we do?” she asked uncomfortably.
“He doesn’t like it,” Tal said slowly, “but… I can’t explain why.” He looked at her. “Take my hands.”
Brea reached out and took his hands, the touch of his flesh warm upon hers as they stood at the center of the sword. She felt the magic flow between them and reach out to the edges of the sword.
“And…” Tal said quietly, “now!”
The power suddenly flashed into existence, lighting the room with a maelstrom of colors. After a moment, an incredible wind added to it and she felt her power flow into all of it.
She felt herself lift off the floor as the magic caught her up in it. A moment later, she slammed into Tal as the wind caught her.
His arms locked around her to prevent her from falling. “Don’t let go of the magic!” he whispered into her ear. “Hold on to it!”
She held on. The energy flared through her and she could feel it in Tal too. “What’s happening?” she asked.
“We’re binding the magic to the steel. Mine to build a weapon, yours to defend the wielder,” he replied, his eyes glowing white with power.
She glanced away from him, to see that the walls were changing colors, and seemed to be sharpening. The air seemed to be getting short in the room.
“Where’s the air going?” she gasped.
“It isn’t,” Tal replied calmly. “It’s just the magic.”
“When does it stop?” Brea asked, knowing she didn’t have much more energy than what she’d given up.
A moment later, the sharp edges of the inside of the sword vanished, to be replaced by the glade. 
Tal looked across the sword at her, his hands still holding hers. “Now,” he said, his eyes meeting hers across the sword.
 
 
Tal picked up the sword-staff, rotating it in his hands as he looked over the blade. It had changed colors from the night-black it had been to a deep blue reminiscent of the ocean at night.
“It’s beautiful,” he said quietly.
“It’s a weapon,” he heard Brea say. 
He looked up to meet her eyes. “So am I, Brea,” he told her quietly. “I am nothing more, nor less, than a human weapon.”
She reached out and took his hand again. “You’re no more a weapon than you are a god, Tal,” she told him. “You’re a man; a Battlemage perhaps, but only a man.”
He smiled at her. “I think, milady Brea’ahrn,” he said gently, “that you do not know me as well as you may think.”
Brea took the sword from his hand and laid it down on the plinth, gently. He watched her, unmoving. She stood, and faced him. “I think I know you better than you think,” she told him. “I know what you’re thinking.”
“Do you?” he asked, his voice quiet. She can’t understand. No-one can.
“You’re afraid,” she said softly. “You’ve lost the only thing in this world that provided you with a safety net, and been handed more responsibility and power than you ever imagined. And you’re afraid. So you focus on what you can deal with.” 
Her eyes met his and she stepped up to him and took his hands. “Tal, you can’t sacrifice everything you are to become the Black Lord,” she told him firmly. “The Black Lord is you, it cannot replace who you are.”
He said nothing for a moment, then moved towards her. She didn’t move away, and he kissed her. “Brea…” What can I say? How can I explain what I’ve seen?
“Tal, you can’t be alone,” she said again. “Not always. It will destroy you.” He felt her place her hands on his shoulders.
You can’t do this! Shar’tell shouted in the back of his head. She will weaken you.
Tal looked into Brea’s eyes, and knew he was wrong. She is not my weakness. She is my strength. This is no longer your concern, Shar’tell.
 
 
Brea looked into Tal’s eyes, seeing the distance there. “What is it?” she asked.
“Shar’tell…” he said quietly, “is wrong.”
“How?” she asked, leaning forward to silently rest her cheek against his shoulder.
“He didn’t understand the visions. He thinks they mean that you will weaken me, destroy me,” he replied. He moved a little, and she found herself looking into his eyes again. “I see the future, sometimes. Visions… of war and death, usually. But they’re false… warnings, not prophecies.”
“What did you see?” she asked, unable to resist, even though she could sense the horror the visions had for him.
He kissed her again. “It doesn’t matter,” he said quietly. “I think I understand now.”
She tightened her grip on him. “Tal, I think this is meant to be,” she told him. “Someone once told me we were Mage-bonded. I wasn’t sure what he meant then, but I know now. We’re linked, somehow. I can feel your magic, feel your pain.” She hesitated, not knowing how to say what had to come next. “I love you, Black Lord Tal’raen.”
Brea felt him tense for a second, then it all seemed to flow out of him, and he spoke quietly. “So it is how it is,” he said. “Life and death, an unending circle and we its symbols and its avatars.”
She lifted her head to face him, uncertain of what he meant.
Their eyes met. “I love you, Princess Brea’ahrn, my shek’sali,” he said. He kissed her, and for a while, the glade under the stars was all the world they knew.
 
 
Once again, the great mass of the Swarm had been gathered. This time, thought, not merely the great Magi and their retinues had come; every Chaos Mage had come, unable to resist the call of the true Lord of the Swarm.
Cloaked in shadow, Stret gazed out over the immense horde he now commanded. No-one had ever even tried to count the Swarmbeasts, but eleven hundred Swarmmasters and nine hundred Warriors had come. The Warrior Magi had managed to bring a host of sixty thousand Beastmen between them. 
Those Stret had bound most closely to his cause – mostly followers of Tel’kit, but many were independent Magi who had chosen to follow him – now moved through that horde. They were but his Servants, but all answered to them. They organized Beastmen, Magi and Swarms into units.
“It is time,” Lo’kae said from where his own shadow cloaked him. “They will obey the Servants for a time, because they serve you, but they must see you. They must know who they serve.”
Stret nodded. “I will speak,” he told his servant. “I will be seen. Wait my friend. Soon now, they will know whom they serve.”
Lo’kae bowed, the shift visible even in the shadow. “As you will it, my Lord.”
 
 
Stret drifted through the shadow, watching one of his Servants arguing with a Raven Warrior. The Warrior’s warband was reasonably well-organized, for a Beastman warband. The tents were all in one place, there were clear paths through them, the fires weren’t about to set the tents on fire and they’d actually dug latrines. For Beastmen, that was impressive. 
Unfortunately, the sort of Warrior who could instill that kind of discipline in the inherently Chaotic Beastmen tended to be proud, arrogant, and quite attached to the ‘men he’d trained so well. 
“Look, I came here to follow the Lord of the Swarm,” that Warrior now spat at Stret’s Servant. “You aren’t him, so I don’t see where you get off giving me orders.”
“I speak with the Lord’s voice,” the Servant replied, only a Crow Mage herself, but confident in her authority. “To defy me is to defy him.”
“Well, that’s all fine and dandy,” the Warrior said, “but my ‘men are mine, and I ain’t ordering them to obey anyone else without some fairly certain proof of who’s giving the orders.”
Stret figured it was time to intervene. “And just what sort of proof would you be requiring, Warrior?” he said softly, drifting into the light. He’d found that melodrama actually added to one’s authority – when handled correctly. 
He glanced around, to find that the area around him had dropped to silence. “Well?” he demanded. “What proof do you all require that the Servants are mine? And speak with my voice?” 
“My lord,” the Warrior choked. “I merely thought…”
“You thought that you could not ‘stoop’ to take orders from a mere Crow Mage,” Stret cut him off. “Well, unfortunately for you, Warrior, what you ‘thought’ doesn’t matter. You swore to serve me. Well, the Servants serve me also, but more directly. They have been placed above you by their loyalty to me – and their words are as my own.”
He glided towards the Warrior. “You seem prepared to defy my Servant,” he told the Servant, his eyes glowing. “Are you prepared to defy me?”
The Warrior practically melted. Every Chaos Mage in the camp knew that they had about as much chance of surviving going up against the Lord of the Swarm as they did of stopping the tide. “No, lord,” he said quietly.
“Good,” Stret said, then turned to the Servant. “What was the problem here, Mar’eya?” he asked her. He’d made certain he knew the name of every single Servant – with the support he was giving them, he wanted to know them all as well as possible.
Mar glanced at the visibly trembling Warrior. “I don’t think there will be a problem anymore, my lord,” she replied respectfully.
Stret nodded carefully. “Very well,” he said firmly. “Make sure of it.”
He turned away from the two, to face the rapidly gathering crowd of Magi. “If any of you doubt that the Servants speak for me, do not doubt anymore,” he told them. “If any of you resent having them placed over you,” he paused for effect, “feel free to take up your complaints with me.” Silence reigned. “I take it there are no issues then?” he asked. “Good.”
They knew whom they served. That had to be so. This army was one of Chaos and destruction. His crusade would change the world, and he would not allow the nature of his tools to destroy it along the way. When the time came for him to force the Chaos Magi to follow his will rather than their base nature, there could be no dissent against him.
 
 
It took Brea a moment to remember where she was when she awoke. The bed was larger than she was used to, and the canopy was a deep burgundy, not the green of her own rooms. 
Then the warmth next to her shifted, and she remembered. She turned, coming up on to one arm to glance down at Tal. She smiled, remembering the night before in the glade.
Her fingers dropped down to drift above his chest, supported by the warmth of his body. Small white lines marked his upper body. Some were scars from sword practice, the rest were from Mage combat. Not much energy could get through a Mage’s shields before they collapsed, and even less of that energy got through enspelled fabrics, but what did tended to sear the body in a way no mere metal or mundane fire could.
Tal shifted again, and her smile faded as she watched him. There was something wrong, she could feel it. She reached out and touched the side of his head.
His eyes suddenly snapped open, glowing black, and he spoke in a voice she didn’t recognize. “See!”
Then she found herself falling into his eyes… falling into horror.
 
 
A blood-red sun hovered over the battlefield. The Swarm surged across, surged across the fallen bodies of Vishnean Knights.
She stood in front of the ordered lines of the Battlemagi, watching as the last survivors of the Kingsmen and knights passed through the gaps in them. She raised a hand, holding a sword. With a shock, she recognized the sword – and the hand – as Tal’s.
“Now!” she commanded, and the voice was Tal’s – heavy with some emotion. A flickering silver line of death flashed into being before the line of Magi.
Then, suddenly, a knot of Kingsmen broke free from the front of the Swarm, the banner of the house of Ahrn flickering above them. Under the banner she saw herself.
“Milady,” she heard Tal whisper.
“Milord, we can’t lower the shield,” the Mage next to him – Shej’mahi – said.
“Then I’ll go for them myself,” she heard him spit at the Battle Lord.
She felt the body she watched from Shift into a Hawk, and fly out over the shield, straining every sinew to reach her before the Swarm did.
Tal – and her – plummeted down to stand beside her. “My lady!”
The other Brea reached out her hand and she felt Tal take it. They turned at bay, before the line of Battlemagi, to face the mass of the Swarm…
 
 
Tal waited for Brea to stop shaking before he spoke. “You saw what I saw, didn’t you?” he asked, softly.
She raised her face to him and nodded. “Yes. I saw,” she told him, her voice choked. “I saw.”
“I won’t let it happen, Brea. I can’t,” he said. He knew what he had to do, now. “I was planning on bringing the Kingsmen with me, but it doesn’t seem as if they’ll do any good. I won’t risk them. I can’t risk…” he paused as his throat seemed to clog. “I can’t risk you, Brea. I can’t.”
She began to open her mouth and he laid his finger against her lips. “It’s decided, Brea,” he told her. “The Battlemagi will stand alone. As they must, for I will not risk that which I must defend.”
Brea bowed her head, and he kissed her forehead. “I will come back to you, Brea’ahrn,” he promised. “How could I not?”
She looked into his eyes. “Tal… I can’t stand the thought of you facing this alone,” she admitted.
“And I can’t stand the thought of you being in danger,” he told her. “This is how it must be.”
Tal stood, reaching for his tunic. He felt Brea’s eyes on his back as he dressed, but when he turned to her she was already dressed. He looked at her for a moment, then bowed his head.
“Tal,” she said softly, “I’ve said it before, and I meant it both then and now: I will not be your symbol.”
“No,” he replied, equally softly. “I know. But I cannot risk you.”
Brea sighed and walked out the door, leaving Tal alone.
 
 
A few hours later, Tal faced the Councils once more. This meeting was private, however, and he’d just finished explaining that only the Battlemagi would accompany him.
“So there is nothing for the rest of us to do?” Kelt’ahrn asked.
Tal shook his head. “Far from it, my liege,” he told him. “Drago Pass is merely the only pass the Swarm can pass through in strength, not the only pass. To have the largest force possible at Drago Pass, we’re stripping the other passes of Battlemagi. The Magi and Rangers we’re leaving behind will need support, and the Kingsmen are the best support we can provide.”
“What about the Life Magi?” the Lady of Life demanded. “Are we to be merely helpless in this?”
Tal looked at the woman. “It falls to you and the other Life Magi,” he told her, “to be what you always have been: the custodians of the people. The preservers of what we leave behind. In your hands I place the Kingdom of Vishni, to keep it alive while it is kept safe.”
The Lady nodded, but did not appear appeased. “And when are you planning to leave, Lord Tal’raen?” she demanded.
Tal glanced over to Shel’nart, who shrugged. “Roughly two days will be the earliest we can hope to leave, milord,” the Battle Lord admitted.
“Very well, two days it is,” Tal said. “By that point, my liege,” he said to Kelt’ahrn, “I hope that the Kingsmen contingents will already have been deployed.”
“I will have to speak with my generals,” Kelt’ahrn replied, “but I believe we can do that. The Kingsmen are mostly concentrated here and near the passes.”
“Good,” Tal said calmly, then glanced around. “Does anyone have any more concerns?”
No-one said anything. Part of that, Tal knew, was because even the Council was still slightly in awe of the man who’d risen to the highest authority and power in the Kingdom – and done so overnight. 
“Very well,” he told them, “we are adjourned.”
Kelt’ahrn stood. He took up the gavel of the High King, and hit it against the table once. “This meeting of the High Council of the Kingdom of Vishni is adjourned,” he said formally, “by the will of the Hawk Lord.”
As the various members of the Council stood, Tal made a gesture to Kelt’ahrn to wait. “My liege,” he said softly, “I would like to discuss something with you.”
Kelt turned to look at him. “Something to do with the Kingsmen?” he asked.
Tal shook his head. “No… something personal,” he admitted. “Walk with me, my liege.”
The King looked hesitant, but followed.
 
 
Just outside the hall, they found Brea waiting for them at she and Tal had agreed earlier. Tal walked over to her and took her hand, smiling at her as he did. She stepped closer to him, then they turned to face her father.
Kelt’ahrn looked at them, thunderstruck. “I think I already know what you’re going to ask,” he said softly.
Tal smiled slightly. “Most likely,” he admitted. He paused for a moment, then continued more formally, “My lord, I wish to ask for the hand of your daughter Brea’ahrn in marriage.”
Kelt looked to Brea’ahrn. “Given what happened last time I tried to marry you off,” he told her softly, “I’m going to ask if you consent to this, no matter how bloody obvious it is.” His gesture took in the two youths’ joined hands. 
Brea nodded. “I consent,” she said softly.
Kelt turned back to Tal. Tal smiled at his King. “In that case, Tal’raen, I see no reason to object,” the High King said quietly. “Besides, I believe it was already demonstrated what my opinions are worth in this matter.”
Tal felt Brea bow her head slightly. “I would seek your true approval in this, father,” she told him.
Kelt’ahrn, High King of Vishni, looked at the two young lovers. Tal watched his king’s face for a moment, then relaxed as Kelt’s face softened. “I will not deny you, my daughter,” he told her, his voice very gently. “Tal’raen is a worthy man. You have my approval.”
“Thank you, my king,” Tal’raen said softly.
“If you hurt her, Tal’raen…” Kelt’s voice trailed off warningly.
“I would die first,” Tal replied.
“Then I suggest we arrange the betrothal quickly. You are, after all, leaving soon.”
 
 
Brea paced back and forth, waiting to be called out for the ceremony. The light blue curtain blocking the door blocked the noise from the hall beyond as well. She walked up to it, glared at it for a moment, then walked away again, her white over green formal robes swirling around her.
“Calm down, dear,” Tris’dael said serenely from where she stood, resplendent in bright royal blue. “It’s not like Tal is going to run away. He’s very much in love with you.”
Brea paced the length of the small hallway again. “That’s not the problem, mother,” she said.
“I know, Brea,” the High Queen replied. “Relax. It’s not like they can start without you either.”
Just as the Queen finished speaking, the curtains opened before them. “See, dear?” she said firmly. “Everything will be fine.”
Brea took a deep breath, then stepped forward with her mother.
“The High Queen Tris’dael and her daughter, the Princess Wolf Adept Brea’ahrn,” the herald announced.
A moment later, another herald announced, “The Black Lord Tal’raen.” With Tal’s first parents long-lost and unknown, he had no mother to present him to his betrothal – and with Car’raen dead, he had no father to present him to his marriage, when that came to pass. 
That’s a worry for another day, Brea thought as her eyes sought Tal’raen across the crowded hall. She saw him, dressed in his formal black robes, just as he saw her. He inclined his head to her, and she returned the gesture. Then they began to cross the Hall to where the High Priest of Lilitha Andrela, the Lady of Life, waited for them.
Tal and Brea reached the podium almost simultaneously. Brea reached instinctively for his hand. The High Priest made a scolding sound in his throat, and Brea jerked her hand back, flushing as she realized what she’d done.
The kindly old man smiled at the two youths. “Have some patience, my children,” he murmured. Then, more loudly, he spoke to the assembled people: “We are gathered here today to see these two commit themselves to an oath not easily broken. They shall be handfast unto each other for one year and one day, and if the Gods favor them, in one year and one day we shall see them stand before us as man and wife.”
The crowd slowly quieted as the ceremony continued. “Normally, there would be a speech here, about the responsibilities of both handfasting and marriage,” the priest said softly, “but I think both of these young people have learned their responsibilities. They have chosen this, and they have chosen well. Therefore, we shall cut to the chase.”
He turned to Tal. “Tal’raen, do you swear that you shall honor the handfasting?” he asked formally. “Do you swear that your word and honor will be bound to your lady’s for a year? And do you swear that whether you choose to marry or to leave, that you will make the truest choice of your own heart?”
Tal nodded sharply. “I do so swear,” he affirmed.
The High Priest turned to Brea. “Brea’ahrn, do you swear that you shall honor the handfasting?” he asked her in turn. “Do you swear that your word and honor will be bound to your lord’s for a year? And do you swear that whether you choose to marry or to leave, that you will make the trust choice of your own heart?”
“I do so swear,” Brea said softly.
The High Priest smiled. “Now, you can take his hand,” he said gently.
Brea did just that, reaching out taking Tal’s hand. The Priest stepped forward and tied a cord, made of interlaced black and white fabrics, around their wrists. Then he raised them to the air. “What these two have joined together, let it be only split asunder by fate or the Gods themselves,” he thundered to the assembled crowd.
She saw the Priest nod to her and Tal and looked at Tal. He nodded to her, and they both pulled together. The cord was tied just tight enough that it took the combined strength of both of them to break free of it.
As soon as the cord was off their wrists, Brea found herself swept into Tal’s arms. She held the embrace for a moment, then pulled back just enough to kiss him on the lips. A moment later, they separated, to vigorous applause from the crowd. 
 
 
Tal watched Brea cross the courtyard of the Hawk Manse towards him. He smiled at her, and she returned the smile. Beyond the gates of the Manse, he could hear the commotion as the Battlemagi gathered. Shej’mahi had insisted he speak with them before they left, and Tal’raen agreed with the old General’s advice.
“Is it time?” Brea asked as she reached him.
He nodded. “It’s time,” he affirmed. “We cannot afford to delay any longer.”
“Promise me you’ll come back,” she asked.
Tal looked at her, and said nothing. There was really nothing to say. He tried anyway. “I’ll try, Brea,” he told her. “I will try with all my heart. I cannot promise anything more, not even to you.”
Brea nodded silently, then kissed him. They held the embrace for a moment before she stepped away. She turned away, but he could somehow sense the tears she was hiding. “They’re waiting for you,” she told him. “It is time.”
He touched her cheek and nodded himself. “I know,” he admitted. “I have to go.”
“May the Gods watch over you,” she said.
“They will. I love you, Brea’ahrn,” he said, his heart in his throat.
“And I you,” she replied. “Now go.”
He smiled and bowed. “As my lady commands.” 
With that, he turned and walked across the courtyard, never looking back.
 
 
They were waiting outside the gates. Every single Battlemage the immense authority of the Hawk Lord Reborn could summon. They had arrayed themselves in silent ranks, waiting for the man who would lead them into battle – a man all too few of them actually knew.
Tal faced them. Standing at the front of the lines was Shej’mahi, who bowed slightly. “The Vishnean Battlemagi await your command, Black Lord,” he said aloud.
“Thank you, Battle Lord,” Tal replied. He reached out with his magic and touched Air, enhancing his voice so they all could hear him.
“Battlemagi of Vishni,” he said softly, trusting the magic to carry his words to all of them. “You know why we are gathered here.
“A threat has risen, the likes of which we have not seen for a thousand years,” he told them. “A single man now dominates the Swarm, and has bent them all to his will. Some of you have read the histories of when even parts of the Swarm have come against us; read of the destruction and horror.
“We will not let that come to pass,” Tal thundered, his voice suddenly firm. “It has always been our place to stand between our people and the Swarm. We stood against the Four when they raised the Swarm from nothing. We stood against the Drake Lord when he raised the Swarm against us. We stood against incursion after incursion for the last thousand years.
“So we will stand now. A prophecy is coming to pass in our time, and we will not be found wanting. For when we stand, the entire Kingdom of Vishni will be behind us – and before us will be the enemy.
“The last thousand years have been nothing more than training and preparing for this moment,” Tal reminded them. For the time when the prophecy will come to pass and the Children of the Twain shall meet. I am the Black Lord, and I am sworn to die before I let the Swarm through. Who marches with me?”
A massive cry came from the crowd. When it died down, Shej’mahi stepped forward and clasped forearms with Tal as he spoke. “The Battlemagi march with you,” he confirmed. “We will not fail in the trust you and your ancestor gave us.”
Tal raised his arm, and Shej’mahi’s with it. “By our oaths and our blood, Vishni will be free!”
 
 
Lo’kae’s footsteps sounded behind Stret’sar, identified by the warning net of magic Stret’sar extended around himself.
“What is it?” Stret asked.
“Our scrying confirms it,” he said quietly. “The Battlemagi have left Deoran. They will be at Drago Pass in eight days.”
“Excellent,” Stret replied. “With them concentrated in one place, they will stand alone – and we will defeat them with ease.”
Stret turned to face Lo’kae. “The future’s decisive moment approaches, Lo’kae,” he told the leader of the Four. “Everything will hinge on the next few days. If what I have seen comes to pass, we will crush the Battlemagi at the Pass. First the Battlemagi, then the undefended Kingdom behind them. Nothing will stand before us.” 
“Do you wish to address the Swarm before we move?” Lo’kae asked.
Stret sighed. 
“Wish? No,” he replied. “Will? Yes. Muster the Swarm, Lo’kae. Use the Servants, it’s what they’re here for. We begin to run short on time.”
The leader of the Four, until recently the de facto leader of the Swarm, bowed. “It shall be as you command.”
 
 
Less than two hours later, Stret once again faced the massed numbers of the Swarm. Over two thousand Chaos Magi of both kinds watched warily. 
Stret ran his fingers over the dragon-carved head of his scepter, drawing strength from it, then began to speak, allowing Lo’kae to project his words across the plain.
“Magi of the Swarm.” Stret said to them, but then paused, uncertain of what to say. His fingers ran over the head of his scepter again, and then somehow the words were there. “For a thousand years, we have struggled to survive upon these blasted plains. Struggled to survive here because we have been exiled and persecuted by those who call themselves the guardians of justice.
“We know they have lied,” he said, more firmly now as he became more certain. “They do not guard justice. They guard nothing but their own power! We have seen this. They fear us because we are strong and they are weak. Now it is time to prove their fear! We shall come forth in all our strength and all our power, and they shall cower before us when we show them the true meaning of justice.
“We have always known that for any of us to return to Vishni would mean death, quick and merciless,” he reminded them. “Today, we return anyway. But we do not return as single Magi, easy for them to hunt down and destroy. We return as one. One nation, one people.
“They cast us out from our homes… but it is time for the prodigal sons to return. It is time for us to retake our homes from those who exiled us.
“It is time to fight the Final Battle, and place our stars ascendant over those who would control us!”
A murmur had grown all along while Stret spoke, and now it burst into a full-scale roar. Stret extended his hand into the air and clenched his fist. “They say they guard peace,” he said finally, his voice thundering out over the hubbub. “We will give them peace! Our peace!”
 



 
Call To Arms
 
Brea sat silently in the little alcove in the Citadel’s walls where she’d first met Tal. The force of Battlemagi had long passed beyond even her magic-enhanced vision. With them went any hope she had of affecting what was going to happen.
Every fiber of her being believed she should follow Tal, to try and help him in any way possible. There was no way she could, though. Even if she did follow, one more Life Mage would make no difference.
She sighed and picked her staff up from where she’d lain it down beside her. She might not be able to follow Tal to the battlefield as her heart desired, but there was much for a Life Mage Adept to do in the city.
No matter how important that work might be, her heart still yearned to follow Tal to the battle she knew he must fight. Yearned all the more, for that he’d left her behind because he loved her.
 
 
Brea watched in silence as the blades skittered off each other. The wood of the practice weapons clanked and clattered as the training session continued. Dozens of Kingsmen filled the training salle, practicing with wooden swords and pikes. To her left, just barely within sight, a mounted group of the blue-clad soldiers was practicing with lances against wooden targets.
For all their prowess and valor, even these men had been left behind. Nonetheless, they didn’t seem affected by it. It was odd.
“Milady Brea’ahrn,” she heard a voice behind her say. “I haven’t seen you since the last time Tal was here.”
Brea turned and smiled at the salle’s armsmaster. He was right, after all. She hadn’t been here since before she and Tal had both been raised to Adepthood in one night – the night everything had begun to change. “They don’t seem affected,” she said, gesturing at the Kingsmen.
“They are, milady,” the armsmaster told her after a moment. “But they are Kingsmen, accustomed to hard duties. Nonetheless… it rankles with them. They know they are the best they can possibly be, but they have been left behind.”
“There is a lot of that going around,” Brea said quietly.
The old soldier nodded. “So it happens,” he admitted. “It is our duty to obey the orders of our superiors.”
She nodded, returning her gaze to the soldiers sparring below. “Duty,” Brea said sadly. “How much that word costs us sometimes. Yet… what if our superiors have made a mistake?”
“It happens,” the armsmaster replied with a small shrug. “Then one is in a gray area. Tell me, lady Brea’ahrn, what are your duties?”
“To serve. To heal. To guard and protect. To obey those placed above me,” Brea half-recited.
A grin was her reply. “Exactly,” he confirmed. “You feel it is your duty to do the most you can do, yet you know it is your duty to remain here as Tal instructed.”
“But it is… my duty… both of those are,” Brea said, confused.
“Exactly,” the armsmaster replied. “Duty or duty. A hard choice, with no real wrong answer.” The armsmaster stepped up to her side. “Tell me, Brea, what can one Life Mage do?”
“Nothing,” she said bitterly. “Even if I followed, it would do me no good. I would just be sent back.”
“I would not be so sure of that last, but, nonetheless, the rest is true,” the armsmaster admitted. “On your own, as Wolf Adept Brea’ahrn, there is little you can do.” Brea glanced over at him, and found him watching her with hooded eyes. “The question then is: what can you do that you will not be alone?”
The soldier stood. “I cannot advise you any more, milady,” he said quietly. “Between duty and duty only you can choose. However, do not underestimate what you can achieve.” He bowed to her. “Take care, lady Brea’ahrn.”
With that, the armsmaster calmly walked off to assist in the training, leaving Brea’ahrn to study the field. She looked but saw nothing, lost in her own thoughts.
 
 
 “Whose side are you on here?” Jil’nart, Earl of Korsish, General of the Armies of the Kingdom of Vishni, bellowed.
“Mine,” Shel’nart, Tal’var master of the Tenth Circle and Colonel commanding the King’s Fifth Lancers, replied. “I am not your pawn to play as you will, my lord father. I am my own man, not yours.”
“You dare defy me?” Jil’nart bellowed.
“My loyalty is to the King,” Shel returned hotly, “if that is what you mean. 
“You mean to that gutless Mage!” the Earl spat.
“Gutless?” Shel said sharply. “Hardly. Tal’raen is the Black Lord, and the only one standing between Vishni and our destruction.”
“I have yet to see any proof beyond more of the lies of the Magi for that,” Jil’nart snapped.
“That is because you are a fool,” Shel replied coldly. “The Swarm is coming, father, and if we do not stand together then we shall assuredly hang separately. Assuming the Swarmbeasts don’t just eat us.” 
With that, Shel stood. 
“Sit back down, young man! I am not done with you yet,” Jil roared.
Shel looked at his father for a moment. “Perhaps not,” he said coldly. “I, however, am done with you.” He inclined his head. “Good day.”
Behind him, his father stared after him, shocked into silence.
 
 
Wrapped in his concerns, Shel never saw Brea coming until he literally ran into her. They bounced off each other.
Shel looked up immediately. “I’m sorry, milady,” he said quickly, “I wasn’t watching where I was going.”
“Neither was I, I’m afraid, lord Shel’nart.” she admitted.
 “Call me Shel, Brea’ahrn,” he told her with a sad smile. “The ‘great and illustrious’ Earl Jil’nart may well be disowning me as we speak.”
“Why?” Brea asked, stopping brushing herself off to look at him.
“I exaggerate, but we argue a lot these days,” Shel laughed, half-mockingly. “He thinks my duty is to follow him wherever he leads. I think my duty lies with the Kingdom and my King.”
“I see,” Brea said softly. “Isn’t there anything you can do?”
“No. He and I have grown too far apart.” Shel asked. “Even if I though him worth the effort, I won’t oppose the King. My loyalty is always to Vishni, above all else.”
“We value your loyalty,” Brea affirmed to him with a nod. “And the courage to speak your mind against your father.”
 “Thank you, milady,” Shel replied. “It is… hard to defy my lord and father – but if he is wrong, I see no reason to obey.”
“I must go,” the Princess said softly. “I have much to think on. Take care of yourself, Shel’nart.”
“And yourself, milady.”
 
 
Brea sat silently in the garden at Hawke Manse. She knew Tal wouldn’t object to her being here, and she’d needed its peace greatly. She didn’t know what to do.
Tal had ordered her – and the Life Magi and Kingsmen – to remain behind. The main target of the order had been her, though – she knew that. He was trying to protect her. She wasn’t sure she wanted to be protected.
When the Battlemagi had faced the Swarm alone, a thousand years ago, they’d barely managed to hold. Since then, the Battlemagi had decreased in numbers while the Swarm had increased. She didn’t know if they alone could carry the day.
Her lover and betrothed faced their enemies alone, yet she knew that he wanted her safe. Despite what she’d wanted, she had become his symbol, his prize. Even now, she was what he fought for.
I would rather die at his side than survive without him. The thought came unbidden. I will not be his prize. I fear if he stands alone, all will be lost. 
She couldn’t let Tal lose. She knew too well the likely consequences. Which only left her one real choice in the end.
After all, she thought to herself, better safe than sorry. Then she realized how much she’d reversed the meaning of the saying, and her quiet amusement solidified her decision.
 
 
Brea paused outside the door to the hall for a moment, breathing carefully. With the Black Lord and the Battlemagi gone, full meetings of the High Council were impossible, which meant the meeting taking place was unofficial. Theoretically at least.
She hesitated now. The force of her decision had carried her across the city to this point. Once she stepped through those doors, she was committed. There could be no turning back until the Swarm was defeated and they had peace once more.
Princess Brea’ahrn, Wolf Adept of the Order of Life Magi and Princess of the Kingdom of Vishni, took a deep breath and knocked on the massive doors.
 
 
As the doors slammed shut behind her, Brea felt her throat close up. She paused, halfway between the entrance and the Council table in the suddenly silent room. She swallowed, and somehow found her voice.
“I claim Mage Right to speak before the High Council,” she said, speaking loudly and clearly, “on a matter of great importance.”
Silence reigned for a moment, then the Lady of Life spoke into it. “You are not yet a Mage, young one,” the woman said coldly. “You cannot claim that right.”
Brea looked at the Lady for half a moment, then replied, “Then I will claim the right by being the King’s daughter,” she told the older Mage, “or the right by being the Black Lord’s betrothed. By whatever right I must claim, I will speak before the Council today.”
“Let her speak,” another voice spoke from the crowd. Brea glanced over to see Shel’nart, in the full formal raiment of a Kings-Colonel, standing at the front of the audience. “I think the people deserve to hear what the Black Lord’s Lady has to say.”
“She has no right,” the Lady of Life repeated.
“Then we will give her one,” the Eldest stated simply. “I move that the Princess Adept Brea’ahrn be allowed to speak before this Council.”
A moment passed, then Kelt’ahrn spoke softly. “Seconded.” Brea met her father’s eyes and nodded her thanks. 
“The motion has been moved and seconded,” the King continued. “With two portions of the Council in favor, the motion is conditionally passed. Approach the Council, and speak as you would, Adept.”
Brea stepped forward, somehow controlling the rapid pounding of her heart. She had to say what needed to be said.
“My liege, Magi of the Council, I come before you in dark times,” she told them, her voice quiet but steady now. “The Swarm approaches, the Battlemagi have ridden to meet them, and the very existence of everything we hold dear lies on the outcome of the battle to come.
“So here we sit and pray, as useless as if we were dead,” she continued flatly. “And mark my words, if the Black Lord falls, dead is what we will be. All the bravery of our Vishnean Knights; all the healing of the Life Magi- all the powers that will stand to shield the Kingdom if the Battlemagi fall will be as nothing before the Swarm.” Brea paused, and her eyes swept the Council. “And the Black Lord will fall.”
Uproar split the chamber. Shouts, screams, defiance and denial, all surged up from the crowd to ricochet around the pillars. It took nearly a minute for them to calm, but Brea simply waited in silence, then continued once the noise had quieted.
“Tal’raen will fail,” she repeated, louder now to be heard over the remaining noise. “Not because he will not do his utmost. Not because the Battlemagi that march with him are fewer than we can send, or will do less than their best. He will fail because the Battlemagi’s best – his best – is simply not enough. The Long War has cost Vishni more than the Swarm. The Battlemagi have dwindled over the last millennium, while the Swarm has grown only stronger. The last time the full Swarm came forth, it took seven hundred Battlemagi to force a draw.
“Today, less than five hundred Battlemagi ride with Tal’raen,” she said quietly, throwing the number into her audience’s teeth as a challenge, “and the Swarm is vastly greater than it was. They will do their utmost, but they will fall, and Vishni will fall with them.”
Silence reigned now. Then the High Priest of Lilitha Andrela stood, his white robes draped loosely around his elderly form. “You do not come before us merely to monger doom, daughter of my King,” he told her gently. “You speak these words with a reason – for you are not one to give us merely despair, with no hope for the future.”
Brea nodded. “As I said, the Battlemagi will fall – if they fight alone,” she proclaimed. “Tal’raen made the same mistake Shar’tell made. The Battlemagi are not complete. They are but one side of a coin in magic, but one part in three of the Kingdom itself. If we are to win this battle forever, we must stand as one. Battlemagi, Life Magi, and the swords of the armies of the Kingdom must be together. The Black Lord cannot – must not – stand alone. Only unified, as one nation and one people, can we win this day.”
“The Black Lord has ordered us to remain behind,” Kelt’ahrn said softly.
“Our duty, my father and King, must always be first to our people and our oaths,” Brea told her father, “not to the commands of any man. Men can be mistaken – even if that man is the Black Lord.” She turned to face the chamber. “I will ride to join the Black Lord! Who rides with me?”
She saw Shel’nart step forward almost before she’d finished speaking. “The King’s Fifth ride with the Princess,” he stated loudly, for all to hear.
Another Kings-Colonel stepped forward. “As does the Fourth,” he said, joining with his comrade.
“And the Twelfth!” a third voice shouted.
“The White Magi will not,” a cold voice said, cutting off the surge of volunteers. Every eye, including Brea’s, turned to see the Lady of Life standing at the table. “I refuse to allow this child, who is not even a Mage, to lead the Order to its destruction!”
“Then you are a fool,” the Eldest softly. “I will not allow you to destroy the Kingdom. You are relieved of your authority.”
The crowd stared at the old woman in shock. The authority to relieve the Lady of Life of her control over the Order rested in the Eldest’s hands – but it had never been done.
“The White Magi will ride with you,” the Eldest continued. “It is fitting that we should follow the shek’sali. The Wolf Lady.”
Brea looked at the Eldest in shock. “I am not yet a Mage,” she protested.
The Eldest looked over at the other members of the Council of Life Magi – no longer including the former Lady, who had slumped back into her seat in shock – and they nodded. 
“That can be changed,” the Eldest told her. Silence reigned throughout the room as the Eldest stood and walked over to Brea. “Kneel, child.”
Brea knelt. “Recite the oath,” the old Mage ordered.
“I swear to stand between the innocent and destruction,” Brea recited wonderingly, “between Order and Chaos, between innocence and war. I swear I shall not wield life for my own gain. I swear to serve and aid those who cannot aid themselves. I swear to be the strength for those who are weak, the Life for those who are dying. I swear to be the order in the chaos. I am the growth; I am the beginning. I am Life.” The formal words rolled off Brea’s tongue without slowing.
The Eldest nodded. “You have chosen the path of your oaths and duty, over all else,” the old Mage told her. “You have proven your responsibility, your courage, and your heart. You are accepted as a Life Mage of the Order. Rise.”
Brea stood, and faced the Council table once more. “Who rides with me?” she asked again, softly.
Kelt’ahrn stood. “I will not see you ride into battle alone, daughter of mine,” he said finally. “Every lance, every sword, every knight that can be spared will ride with you, to Drago Pass and either our destruction… or the salvation of our people.”
The Eldest stepped forward. “The White Magi ride with the Wolf Lady,” she affirmed again. “To our destruction or Vishni’s salvation – or, perhaps, to both.”
 
 
The Council slowly dispersed, each leader heading off to gather their followers for the battle to come. Brea’ahrn remained, wavering between shock, fear and exultation. She’d succeeded. What happened now? She wasn’t quite sure.
Footsteps brought her out of her reverie, and she looked up to see the Eldest approach. “Come, Lady Brea’ahrn,” the old Mage said, “We have much to do to prepare for this road you have set our feet upon.”
Brea looked at the old woman. “Did I do the right thing?” she asked softly. “I am… unsure.”
The Eldest smiled at her. “Yes, my child,” she told the Princess. “You did exactly the right thing. Now we must prepare to ride.”
Brea followed the Eldest out of the Hall, lost in her thoughts. Then she saw something that stopped her in her tracks. The Eldest looked back at her. “What is it?” she asked.
“I’ll rejoin in a moment, Eldest,” Brea said, then walked over to where the former Lady stood. “Greetings, Mage,” she said softly to the older woman, realizing that she did not even know the older Mage’s name.
The former Lady looked at her with daggers in her eyes. “Have you come to gloat in my destruction?” she demanded.
“No,” Brea said, horrified at the thought.
“Well, I hope you’ll still be so proud of yourself in a week,” the older Mage snarled, “after your insane crusade has destroyed the Order and left the heart of Vishnean chivalry dead upon the field,” the Mage spat.
“It will depend on whether we win the battle,” Brea said softly.
“You will destroy the Order, fool child,” the older woman predicted. “What gain could possibly be worth that loss?”
“The survival of our people,” Brea replied. “Don’t you understand that? The Magi exist for Vishni, not the Kingdom for the Magi. Our duty is to serve and protect, not allow the Kingdom and its people to be destroyed to save ourselves.”
“The Magi will not survive this battle, child. What is Vishni without us?” the former Lady demanded.
“It is Vishni,” Brea replied softly. “It is what we fought for.” She paused. “Ride with us. We could use your skill and power.”
“No,” the Mage snapped flatly. “Someone must remain to rebuild what you will destroy.”
Brea nodded sadly. “Very well,” she said. “May the Gods protect and keep you.”
“May they keep your foolishness from the undoing of us all,” the older Mage returned, turning even the polite formulas into insults.
 
 
Brea rejoined the Eldest confused. “How can she be so blind to what seems so obvious?” she asked.
“Els’nit has… blinkers is the best word, I guess,” replied the Eldest. “For ten years, it has been her duty to preserve the Life Magi. Unfortunately, it seems she has come to believe that only Life Magi are worth preserving, and that that preservation is the only duty worth performing.”
Brea nodded slowly. “I tried to convince her to ride with us,” she admitted.
“She won’t,” the Eldest said quietly. “To ride with us would be to admit that she is wrong. She is incapable of doing so. It is an occasionally useful trait in a leader, but is dangerous in a politician.” The Eldest shrugged. “However, I have little time to worry over Els right now. Come. I am not going to let you get away with not helping us organize this trip you’ve sent us all on.” The Eldest gave Brea a surprisingly young-looking grin.
Brea returned it. “I thought getting you all out of your chairs and on the road was enough work for one day,” she replied.
The Eldest shook a finger at her. “Far from it child,” she told the new Mage. “We have much to do if we are to leave in time to do Tal any good at all.”
That thought stripped any humor from Brea’s mood, and she nodded grimly. “Yes. Lead the way.”
 
 
Brea led her horse out of the city into the morning sunlight, reflected off the armor and weapons of ten thousand armored knights. She gazed out on the massive host her call to arms had mustered and was torn between pride and fear. Pride that these thousands had answered her call, and rode willingly to fight for their people. Fear, that coming to her call would lead them all to their deaths.
As she rode out into the host, she began to realize just how hard it was going to be to find a specific group of people among ten thousand knights and two thousand Magi. Just as she was wondering if she should resort to scrying, she heard a voice shout her name.
She turned to find Shel’nart riding towards her, a party of lancers riding with him. “Lady Brea’ahrn,” he said, pulling up his horse. “It is a pleasure to see you this fine morning.”
Brea inclined her head to the man. “Likewise, Colonel,” she greeted him.
“Impressive, isn’t it?” Shel asked, with a sweeping gesture that indicated the host around them.
Brea nodded. “Very impressive. Too impressive, almost,” she admitted. “I was wondering if I could borrow a guide to my father?”
“Of course,” Shel said immediately. “I need to finish my circuit, but…” he motioned the captain with him over to them. “Captain, take ten of your men and escort the Wolf Lady to the command group.”
The captain saluted noisily. “Yes, sir!” he replied. Gesturing for some of his men to follow him, he rode over to Brea. “If you will follow me, milady,” he said, bowing in the saddle.
Shel grinned at Brea. “He’ll get you there, no worries,” he told her. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some sloppy soldiers to terrorize.”
As Shel rode off, Brea turned back to the captain. “Lead the way, Kings-Captain.”
 
 
Her father and the Eldest were waiting for her. The leaders of the various contingents of the army and of the Mage force were gathered as well. The Eldest saw her approach first, and gestured her forward.
“You are well come, Brea of the House of Ahrn,” the old woman said. “All is in readiness.”
Kelt’ahrn nodded. “We have mustered every soldier that can be spared,” he told them. “We are ready to move.”
Brea looked at them. “Why are you telling me this?” she asked. “You are in command.”
“Actually, no,” the Eldest told her. “You are, Wolf Lady. As the Black Lord’s betrothed and deputy, we have come to your call and await your command.”
Brea paused for a moment, more than slightly stunned. 
“Who else can command both the Life Magi and the armies of Vishni?” Kelt’ahrn asked. “You are my daughter, and you are his lady. By blood, by betrothal and by necessity, this authority is yours and yours alone. The Army awaits your command, Wolf Lady.”
Brea turned in the saddle, looking out over the vast sea of humanity and horseflesh that waited, ready to ride. “Everything rests on us,” she said softly. “If we fail…”
“We know, daughter,” Kelt’ahrn replied, equally softly. “We won’t.”
Brea’ahrn, Life Mage, Wolf Lady, Princess of the Kingdom of Vishni and betrothed of the Black Lord, nodded. “No. We won’t,” she said firmly. “For Vishni and for the Gods, let us ride!”
Kelt’ahrn waved his hand, and messengers leapt onto horses and rode out. The King inclined his head to his daughter. “By the Wolf Lady’s command, let us ride.”
 
 
Brea had not realized how much noise twelve thousand horsemen made until then. Within an hour of her giving the order, the entirety of the Host had taken up a full gallop to the northwest. The noise was louder than any thunderstorm she’d ever heard.
She’d wondered how the Host would ever manage to arrive at Drago Pass in time, but she discovered that quite quickly. She and the Eldest found themselves busy revitalizing the horses of the command group, keeping the brave steeds from faltering or floundering.
Two thousand Magi each kept six horses alive as the Host rode at a pace that should have killed the beasts. In the first day, the Host covered forty miles, twice what they would have covered riding normally, half again what the Battlemagi would have made.
At the end of that day, even Brea was exhausted and collapsed gladly into her sleeping furs. Even at this rate, it would take four more days to reach the pass. Tal had left four days before them, and had only barely hoped to beat the Swarm to the Pass.
It would take everything the Host’s Magi had to get there in time.
 
 
Each day of the ride was almost identical. Brea pulled herself from her tent, something that grew harder each morning, and then, as soldiers took down her tent behind her, linked her magic to her horse and the others she was responsible for. 
Then, once the Host was mounted, they would ride into the dawning light. They’d keep riding, at a speed that would have killed the horses without the Magi, until it became too dark to see. Once the Host stopped, Brea and the rest of the Life Magi would simply collapse.
On the night before the last day, a messenger calling her to a meeting awoke Brea. She wrapped her furs tightly around herself and followed the soldier into the night. A small group of soldiers and Magi waited for her.
She inclined her head to her father and the Eldest. A bone-deep weariness prevented her from doing anything more.
“My liege, the Life Magi can do no more,” the Eldest said. “We’ve pushed ourselves to our limits. If we are to be of any use tomorrow, we must all ride without the Magi’s aid.”
“Of course,” Kelt agreed quickly. “We will need you once battle is joined.” A dark cloud cut across the moon, blotting out the light. “Where is the Swarm?”
Brea concentrated for a moment, trying to remember the scrying she’d done earlier. “They’re encamped on the wastes before the Pass,” she told her father. “They will enter it tomorrow.”
“So we are in time,” Shel’nart said from behind her.
Kelt’ahrn shook his head. “That depends,” he said quietly. “Depends on whether or not Tal’raen is still alive for us to aid.”
Brea looked into the night to the west, where Drago Pass waited. “He will be,” she said firmly. “Trust me.”
She didn’t miss the look that passed between the Eldest and her father. “He is powerful indeed. Nonetheless, we can only hope and pray,” the Eldest said softly.
“Hope, pray, and slaughter the poor Swarmbeasts who get in our way,” Kelt’ahrn said, his statement met with a series of growls from the Kingsmen commanders gathered around.
It reminded Brea’ahrn of a wolf pack considering its dangerous, but ultimately doomed, prey.
 



 
Blood and Fire
 
The massive peaks and cliffs of the Spine Mountains stretched as far as the eye could see to the north and south. Where one massive mountain stopped, it seemed another began. Few were the places where people could get through those immense mountains. Fewer still were the places where large groups of people could pass.
Drago Pass was the only place where an army could pass through. Tal’raen ran his eyes up the sides of the two mountains that defined the sides of the pass, Mount Drago and Mount Morit. In the sharply defined canyon between them lay the stones on which the Drake Lord and Hawk Lord met so long ago.
Now he had come here, to face his destiny. He watched the entrance to the pass like it was going to leap out and attack him. “Leave the horses here,” he ordered quietly.
“Tal?” Shej said questioningly.
“Stret’sar is entering the Pass even as we speak,” Tal replied, touching the tiny part of him that always knew where his foe was. “We will meet before this day is out. It will not end today… but it will begin.”
 “As you command, Black Lord,” Shej acknowledged with a small bow.
Leaving their horses behind, Tal’raen led five hundred Battlemagi up into Drago Pass, to face his destiny – and the world’s.
 
 
Even on foot, the Battlemagi moved faster than the main body of the Swarm. They spread out, spanning the pass from one side to the other, watching the pass before them with both their eyes and their magic.
The sun was approaching its zenith as the small army reached the midpoint of the pass. There they paused, resting for a moment on the highest point of the long, twisting canyon while the better seers scanned on ahead.
“Lord Tal’raen,” a red-haired Falcon Mage said as she approached.
“Yes, Mage?” Tal replied, turning to meet her.
“I’ve located their vanguard,” she told him. “Six thousand Beastmen and roughly a hundred Warrior Magi. They’re about two kilometers away.” 
He inclined his head to her. “Thank you,” he replied gratefully. As the Mage left, hurrying back to her position in the line, Tal turned to Shej’mahi. “We’ll hold here,” he told the Battle Lord. “Get them ready to raise their shields and attack.”
“Shield wall?” Shej asked.
“No,” Tal replied. “Not yet. We’ll save that for the Swarm itself. A Beastmen army we can deal with without resorting to that.”
Shej nodded. “Then we are as ready as we will be.”
 
 
Tal stood just behind the line of Mage as the Beastmen approached. Just the sight of them was enough to send fear trickling down his spine, so he had a fairly good idea of how the other Magi felt. They were far too close to being human. They were twisted and corrupted, and yet you could see the human base.
It was disturbing at the very least. More disturbing, however, was how they moved. Tal had read the histories and records of most of the conflicts over the last thousand years. All agreed on one thing: the near-men were nigh on impossible to organize. Nonetheless, the army he was watching was moving as one, in formation. There were clearly defined blocks of companies and battalions.
“This is not going to be good,” he said softly. Those histories had also said something else: that disciplined Beastmen were vastly more dangerous than their wild kinsmen. Also, to discipline them took a Chaos Mage of incredible will, power and intelligence. Drake Mage Stret’sar was looking like a more difficult opponent all the time. 
There was one advantage to facing disciplined Beastmen units though. They made fantastically large targets. “Get ready,” he ordered aloud, using magic to make certain all of the Magi heard him. “Raise shields!”
All along the line of Battlemagi, a slight shimmering began to appear around each Mage as they raised their individual shields against both magic and iron. As if in response, a similar shimmering was seen at various points in the Beastmen army.
“Idiots,” Shej said quietly.
Tal nodded agreement. “Target the Magi! Attack!” he ordered.
Almost before he spoke, fire and lightning began to flash out from the Battlemagi line, aimed directly at the shimmering of the Warrior Magi’s shields. Where Beastmen got in the way, the Beastmen died, the smell of their burning flesh rising to the heavens, but the Beastmen weren’t the target.
The shimmer of the shields began to die, as the Warriors received the attention of dozens of Battlemagi apiece. They replied with their own magic, chaos fire, chaos lightning and occasional chaos lances smashing into the shields of the Battlemagi, cutting down their own Beastmen if they got in the way.
The Warriors were focusing their counterstrike in much the same way as the Battlemagi, and shields began to flicker along the Battlemagi line. The Battlemagi replied by attacking the groups that focused on single Battlemagi, breaking their organization and reducing their numbers.
“They’re going to send in the Beastmen,” Shej said.
“Indeed,” Tal replied. “About… now!” Even as he said it, the Beastmen surged forward. He noted that, even in the battle lust of a charge, the regiments held their formations. 
The Battlemagi changed their focus. The Warriors would have to wait. Fire and lightning lanced out again, but this time the Beastmen were the targets. Entire companies of Beastmen were swept away in single blasts of flame, and still the creatures closed into that devastating barrage.
Tal swept his eyes back, locating the Warriors, who were still attacking his line – successfully now. Even as his attention locked on the Warriors, he felt one of his Magi die. Then another.
A snarl crossed Tal’s face and he raised his hands. Death lances flashed out, punching through the Warrior’s shields as if they weren’t even there. Four Warriors died before the rest stopped attacking, charging forwards to join their Beastmen, where they couldn’t be individually targeted.
Tal turned his attention to the army as it approached his lines. The Beastmen had slowed their headlong charge, half stopping to fire off salvoes of black-feathered arrows while the other half charged. Each time arrows flicked out, chaos magic came with them, both hiding the arrows and being hidden by them.
Fire and lightning still swept across the pass, searing the dirt and melting the stone. Melted rocks and stone already marked the ground and canyons walls here, and they added to it.  Hundreds of Beastmen were cut down as the army charged across the open ground, but the Warrior Magi were claiming victims of their own.
Tal watched as the Beastmen approached, then raised his hands again. A massive blast of flame left his hands to arc over the Battlemagi lines and impact on the stopped Beastmen units.
He felt Warrior Magi die as the flame washed away over the half of the Beastmen who’d stopped. Even so, the Beastmen continued to charge, and continued to die, with a bravery that was all-too-human.
It wasn’t enough. The Battlemagi’s barrage was too intense. The Beastmen were dying far too fast for them to ever reach the Battlemagi line, and Tal turned his attention back to hunting Warrior Magi.
 
 
As the sun slowly sank from its zenith, Tal regarded the mound of burnt corpses piled up in front of the Battlemagi’s line. In the end, none of the Beastmen or Warrior Magi had escaped from the sweeping flame of the Battlemagi’s attacks.
“How many did we lose?” he asked softly.
“Nineteen dead, twelve injured,” Shej replied.
Thirty-one Magi. That was over a twentieth of their entire force. They’d managed to wipe out a tenth of the Beastmen and Warriors… but there were more Swarmmasters than Warriors, and far more Swarmbeasts than Beastmen.
“Send the wounded back,” he ordered. “Spread out the rest of the force. We’ll wait for nightfall, then switch to two thirds on, one third off.” He looked to the west, regarding the sun as it slowly dropped in the sky. “Not even Stret’sar would be so foolish as to try and fight Death Magi at night.”
Night was the time of Battlemagi’s greatest power. They weren’t enough more powerful at night that Tal would risk assaulting the Swarm even with that edge, but if the Swarm came at night… the Swarm would die.
“Four hours,” Shej said quietly, answering an unspoken question.
“We’ll see how fast our friend Stret’sar can make them move.”
 
 
The sun was beginning to set into twilight as the Swarm finally hove into sight. The boiling mass of life filled the pass from side to side, and extended off into the distances for miles upon miles. It seemed to seethe with corruption and twisted power.
The front ranks of the corrupted army were made up of Beastmen. The neat blocks of disciplined units blocked the advance of the Swarm, clearly combining with the Swarmmasters to keep the Swarmbeasts under control. 
Similar neat blocks held positions throughout the Swarm. Their calm, unmoving, ranks stuck out like a sore thumb among the chaotic swirl that was the barely half-controlled Swarmbeats. Those blocks were by far the minority against the vast numbers of the Swarm.
“I make it ten thousand Beastmen,” Shej said.
Tal nodded. “In sight,” he reminded his old teacher. “Call it forty thousand for the whole Swarm.”  No-one had even tried to count the Swarmbeasts. 
“Too many,” the Battle Lord said softly.
Tal shrugged. “No-one ever said this would be easy, my old teacher,” he replied. “If they did, they were either insane or drunk.” He gazed down at the immense boil of corruption approaching. “Get the Magi ready to form the shield wall.”
His fingers reached up to touch the Hawk Amulet he wore around his neck. “And may the Gods have mercy on our souls,” he finished softly.
Tal was mildly aware of Shej calling messengers and sending out orders, but his main focus was on the approaching enemy. He saw it when their ranks split, the Swarmbeasts surging aside as if in fear and the Beastmen compressing their unit fronts, leaving a gap just wide enough for the four figures that moved down it.
Three trailed behind the first, mounted on drakes and accompanied by the banners of three of the Four – all except Mau’reek, who Tal had killed. The first was on foot, encased in deep purple robes that continually shifted shades. He seemed to glide along, easily keeping ahead of the three mounted Riders behind him.
Showy bastard, isn’t he? Tal thought to the amulet.
One thing my brother always liked was style, Shar’tell replied. It appears as though he’s passed that on to Stret’sar.
Indeed, Tal thought, nodding slightly. He turned his attention to Shej’mahi. “It appears that the Lord of the Swarm wishes to speak with us,” he observed dryly.
“Shall we oblige him?” the old Battlemage asked.
“Of course,” Tal said with a grin. “It wouldn’t do to disappoint him, would it?”
 
 
At the end of the Battlemagi lines, Tal paused, turning to Shej. “You stay here,” he told his friend. “I will meet him alone.”
“What if he brings the Riders with him?” the Battle Lord asked.
“He won’t,” Tal said firmly. “Watch.” Even as he spoke, they saw Stret stop and gesture at the Riders to remain behind. Tal looked over at his former teacher. “I’ll be back soon.”
The old Mage bowed his head. “May the Gods watch over you,” he said to his student.
Tal gripped the other Mage’s shoulder for a moment, then strode out to meet Stret’sar. The Drake Lord gestured his own subordinates back and glided out to meet him halfway between the two hosts.
“Tal’raen,” the purple-clad Chaos Magi said.
“Stret’sar,” Tal replied. “So it comes down to this, doesn’t it? As Shar’tell foretold, the Children of the Twain meet upon this field. Only one of us will leave alive.”
“It doesn’t have to be that way,” Stret said softly. “We are powerful men, you and I, Tal’raen. In our hands lies the power to shape this world as we will it.”
“The ways we would shape it differ, I fear, Lord of the Swarm,” Tal replied.
“I disagree,” Stret said calmly. “We both seek the same things, in the end. Justice. Order. Peace.”
Tal laughed. “You bring an army of chaos beings to the edge of Vishni and speak to me of ‘order’ and ‘peace’?” he asked. “You have gall, I’ll give you that.”
The Drake Lord’s eyes flashed with indigo fire. “You have no idea of what you speak,” he said calmly.
“Oh I think I do,” Tal said softly. “That army, those Magi and those things – they don’t comprehend peace. They don’t comprehend justice or order. They comprehend death, destruction and chaos. Say what you will, but while that army and those creatures back your words, chaos and destruction is all you can offer.”
“Believe what you will,” Stret’sar replied coldly. “I will say this again: join me. We can bring a true peace to this world, not one built on the Long War.”
Tal laughed again, and spat in the dirt at Stret’sar’s feet. “Between Chaos and humanity, there can be no peace,” he told his enemy. “Chaos unbounded is pure destruction, nothing more. It is not your tool, it is your master.”
“Then I fear we are at an impasse,” Stret said calmly. “If you will not join us, then your choices are simple: surrender, or die.”
Tal looked up to the mountains flanking the pass, watching as the sun passed below the line of Mount Morit, and shadow fell across Drago Pass. He gestured at the fading light. “If you wish to die, feel free to attack us,” he told Stret’sar. “Night is my power, not yours.”
Stret bared his teeth in a snarl. “I will give you and yours one last chance, Tal’raen,” he told the Battlemage. “If you withdraw before dawn, your lives will be spared.” 
“And leave the Swarm free to rampage through the lands I am sworn to defend?” Tal replied. “No. The Swarm will enter Vishni as fertilizer, or not at all.”
“So be it.” The Lord of the Swarm’s voice increased in volume as he plainly used magic to project his words to both forces. “But any Battlemage in this Pass at dawn will wish they’d yielded to my mercy before they die!”
With that, the Lord of the Swarm turned, and floated back to his own lines.
 
 
As night moved towards dawn, Tal drifted through the camp of his army. His motions were silent, any noise muffled by the magic he had woven about himself. The camp was almost as silent, the only noise the wind among the Mage-woven shelters.
He could not understand why they’d followed him. Despite all the power that had been entrusted to the Hawk Lord Reborn, Tal knew that if they had not believed in him – had not trusted him – they would not have been here, at the edge of civilization. Everything rode on these men and women.
And on him. Tal knew that perfectly well. In the end, all the armies in this battle existed for one purpose: to bring the Children of the Twain to each other. And yet, the battle could not be merely fought between him and Stret’sar. The Swarm and the Battlemagi had their part.
Tal faced the east, where the sun would rise at the end of this night, marking the beginning of the last act of this prophesied grand tragedy. It would not be done until all the players had played their parts.
The question that remained in his mind was simple: how many of them would survive playing that part?
 
 
When the sun rose, it cast sharp shadows over the plain where the Battlemagi waited. They’d found their footing in the rocky soil and prepared to take their stand. Tal’s eyes ran along the thin line of white and black-clad Magi, watching. Praying silently to himself. Praying that he had not led them all to their deaths.
Then he looked outward, to where the black host of the Swarm had halted the night before. The regimental blocks of the Beastmen were forming up. In front of them, thousands upon thousands of Swarmbeasts had clearly been gathered.
“Prepare to raise the shield wall,” Tal said softly, using magic to project his voice to all the Battlemagi. He continued to watch the enemy.
The sun finally rose over the last remnants of the mountains, the stark morning light making the Battlemagi’s white overrobes seem to glow. That same light gave the Battlemagi a clearer look at the Swarm than they had ever wanted to have.
Nothing in that immense horde was like anything else. Each was different, looking as if an insane child had been handed clay and told to make the most horrific creature they could imagine. Tentacles, claws, beaks and rending teeth surged towards the Battlemagi line as the Swarmmasters let their creatures go.
An unstoppable wave of glistening scales and slimy skin began to charge up the hill at the Battlemagi. Like a set of white cliffs, the Battlemagi awaited the wave.
“Ready staves,” Tal ordered, his voice carrying to the furthest ends of his lines and no further. He watched as five hundred white staves slammed into the earth, their sharp ends shoving into the stony soil.
“Be ready,” Tal whispered, watching the wave of corrupted life surge up the hill to the peak of the pass. “Be ready,” he repeated as they closed the distance. The things were less than a hundred meters away from the line now, and the Battlemagi remained motionless, trusting him.
“Now!” he snapped, unleashing a massive blast of flame that swept the front ranks of the Swarm away even as they reached the Mage’s line. The later ranks lunged over the bodies and through the fire, unheeding, to slam into the shield wall and die.
The wave of death smashed down upon that thin wall, and broke upon it.
 
 
It didn’t last long. The first assault petered out quickly, only a few thousand Swarmbeasts expending themselves on the shield. Just out of reasonable reach, a second assault element formed up. Even more Swarmbeasts, flanked by the neat blocks of Beastmen archers.
Tal watched the element form up, then gestured Shej to him. “Pull one in every twenty Magi back,” he told the older Mage. “Get them ready to attack the Beastmen and the Magi that will be supporting them.”
Shej nodded and moved forward, quietly giving orders. Soon enough, a small portion of the Battlemagi pulled out of the main lines, forming into several small groups behind the lines. 
Almost as soon as they’d moved, the Swarm moved. Thousands of Swarmbeasts lunged forward as one, with the Beastmen flanking them. Even before the Swarmbeasts reached the Battlemage lines, the Beastmen slowed their advance and began to launch a hail of black-feathered arrows.
Tal stepped forward to join the Magi he’d pulled back from the line. “All right. Let’s do this,” he said softly. Even as he spoke, he was raising his hands, and he sent a fireball arcing over the shield wall to smash into the nearest group of archers.
The other Magi began attacks of their own, sending fire and lightning arcing at the Beastmen. It didn’t really matter if they hit the Beastmen; anything that missed the near-men would almost certainly hit the Swarmbeasts around them.
The Chaos Magi, Swarmmasters and Warriors, added their strength to the attack as the Swarm struck the shield wall. This time, the sheer fury of the assault, combined with the reduced number of Magi, drove the Battlemagi back a step. Then another step as chaos fire began to slam into their shields.
“Take the Magi!” Tal snapped, redirecting his own attacks as he gave the order. The arrows were a threat, but the Chaos Magi were a worse one. He isolated the source of the attacks, and sent lightning flashing across the pass to smash into the largest concentration of Magi, scattering men and Beastmen alike toy dolls.
He felt the first Battlemage die as if the arrow had struck him. Then another went down to chaos fire, and then one of the Magi with him took a black-feathered arrow to the eye. They kept dying, to one attack or another.
“Gods!” he whispered, unleashing fire on another concentration of Magi. The ranks of the Swarm didn’t seem to be thinning. As far as he could see, more Swarmbeasts were being fed into the charge, between the solid blocks of the Beastmen archers.
“Shej!” Tal shouted, as he felt more Magi die. “Get them ready to attack! On my order, I want the pass swept with flame by every single Mage we have left!” He couldn’t even tell if the old Mage had heard him, he was too busy using his own magic to try and kill the Magi who were killing his people.
The Beastmen blocks were slowly creeping closer to the Battlemage line, bringing the Magi with them. He doubted anyone in those blocks realized it was happening – it was probably instinctual on the Beastmen’s part – but it looked like it would give the Battlemagi a chance.
Then two of the Magi holding the shield wall died within seconds of each other, and part of the wall flickered and vanished. The Swarmbeasts lunged forward into the gap. Tal felt Shej’s warning just in time to turn and see the old Mage vanish as the Swarmbeasts reached him.
“NOW!” Tal shrieked, his powers flashing out to consume the Swarmbeasts that had broken through the lines. At his cry, the entire shield wall flickered and vanished.
The Swarmbeasts, semi-sentient at best, froze for a moment. A moment too long. Four hundred Magi leveled their staffs, and fire swept the pass before them like a scythe. Tal launched a massive fireball at the Chaos Magi who tried to run, then turned back to the Swarmbeasts that had broken through, to find Shej panting in the middle of a blackened pile of Swarmbeasts.
The old Mage looked up at Tal and met his eyes. Shej inclined his head and Tal returned the gesture. Then both Magi turned to the battle, where the Swarm had pulled back to lick its wounds.
Tal looked up and down the line of his Magi, noting their exhaustion. The attack had taken too much from the Magi. “We won’t hold against another assault,” he said softly.
“So we pray,” Shej said as he rejoined Tal, equally softly. “Pray hard.”
“For what?” Tal asked.
“Divine intervention.”
Behind the two Magi, the sun slowly rose towards noon.
 
 
Brea stood upon the field at the eastern end of Drago pass. The High Royal Banner flew over the army of knights she had managed to muster and the thousands of Life Magi that had followed. She held her horse’s reins as she looked around at the rest of the impromptu command group of the High Royal Army.
“The Lord specifically told us not to come to his aid,” her father said. “We shouldn’t even be here.”
“He is my betrothed,” Brea replied softly, her eyes on the pass. “He needs us.”
“Death is only half a whole,” the Eldest said softly. “The Hawk Lord cannot fight alone.”
Kelt’ahrn sighed and nodded. “All right,” he told them, as if he hadn’t agreed days before. “Find him.”
Brea gestured, bringing up the Viewing magic. The image that formed in the air showed Tal standing with Shej’mahi, behind a line of Battlemagi. A sparse line. It appeared as though Tal’s army, small as it had been to begin with, had taken even heavier casualties than she’d feared. Brea looked up to see her father nod.
“We will do as we must,” he said, turning to the Kingsman with him. “Trumpeter, sound General Advance. We must break the Swarm. If we win, we win forever!”
Ten thousand lance points glittered in the sun as Brea mounted her horse. The clarion call of the General Advance rang out from the trumpets, and those ten thousand lances dipped, scattering the light across the mountains. Then the very earth seemed to tremble as twelve thousand horses began to move up Drago Pass.
 
 
Tal watched silently as a third advance made its way up the pass towards the Battlemage line. The bodies of over ten thousand Beastmen and innumerable Swarmbeasts carpeted the hill they advanced up, but the Swarm barely seemed to slow.
This was no mere assault, either. Obviously Stret’sar had decided that the Battlemagi were weak enough to be defeated now, for the entire Swarm advanced up the mountain in the burning midday sun. Unfortunately, Tal was forced to agree with his assessment. 
“Get them ready,” he told Shej softly.
“How?” the Battle Lord asked. “They’re as ready as anyone half-dead from exhaustion can be. Nothing I can do or say can make it any better.”
Tal nodded. “Then I guess this is it,” he said quietly. He watched the Swarm grow closer, his eyes noting the glimmer of the various Chaos Magi’s shields. “All that remains is to take as many of the sons of bitches with us as we can.” He touched his amulet gently and drew his sword. “Shej… it’s been an honor.”
“Likewise,” the old Mage replied, hefting his staff. “I’m going to go down, see if I can hold the line a little longer.”
Tal reached out with his left hand and gripped the older Mage’s shoulder. “Gods guard you,” he told the other man.
“And you, my Lord,” Shej replied, covering his former student’s hand with his own.
Tal stood silently, holding his sword-staff and watching as his former teacher walked forward to join the line of Magi. He hefted the sword in his hand. “Let’s do it,” he said softly, then strode forward himself.
 
 
He reached the line in time to see the first waves of Swarmbeasts crash onto it. The exhausted Magi faltered, reeling under the assault. Here and there, some of them stepped backwards, pushed back by the force of the impact.
Tal took one look at the wavering line, then stepped forward to join it. As a third wave of Swarmbeasts smashed forward, the wall flickered. He could feel it begin to fail.
He took a deep breath, and slammed his sword, point first, into the earth. Energy flared down his arms into the blade and out the sides, joining with and reinforcing the shield wall. For a moment, it seemed as if it wasn’t going to be enough, as more impacts rippled along the wall, testing even Tal’s strength.
Then energy flashed, and threw the assault back. Tal focused, gently reinforcing the shield wall along its length, lending power where it was needed to keep the wall up. Then it happened.
Every Chaos Mage within reach of the shield wall opened up at once. Hundreds of bolts of flame and lightning and dozens of chaos lances smashed into the faltering defense. The Battlemagi managed to hold the shield for a moment, but the strike overwhelmed them and shattered the shield. Dozens of the Magi collapsed with it.
Tal hesitated, taking in the situation. Perhaps four hundred Battlemagi still stood, tired and without their main defense. Thousands of Swarmbeasts and Beastmen were already charging in, and hundreds of Chaos Magi were behind them.
He didn’t bother to finish the analysis of the situation. The Swarm was there, and he yanked his sword from the dirt to send fire splashing across their front ranks. The Swarmbeasts recoiled for a moment, but lunged back in again.
He met them with lightning and flame, death in every form he could conjure. “Attack!” he yelled at the Battlemagi. “We may not make it out of here, but let’s give them a fight they won’t quickly forget!”
Praying that they would follow, he charged forward, sword swinging. Fire blazed out from the blade and lightning flashed from his free hand, scattering the Swarm before him.
For a moment, he fought alone, spewing death into the heart of the Swarm. Then he felt another presence join his, magic flaring forth. Then another. And another. He felt the Battlemagi put aside their exhaustion and charge into the fray, staffs swinging and magic blazing.
Then the first Beastmen were upon him. Six of the near-men charged at him, a Warrior Magi just behind them. Fire blasted two of them away from him, and he ran a third through with his sword.
He yanked the sword free just in time to parry a descending ax and drop a fourth Beastmen with a blast of lightning. He grabbed onto the handle of another ax with his left hand, throwing the Beastman to the floor as a blast of fire from the Warrior Mage battered into his shields. Tal spun around, running the Beastman between him and the Chaos Mage through, and sending a pure black death lance flashing out from the tip of his sword. The lance punched through the Warrior’s shields to catch the Mage just below the chin and rip off the man’s head.
Tal twisted his sword free of the Beastman and dodged a flashing ax head as another group of Beastmen joined the fight. He sent three of them tumbling backwards with a single blast of lightning, then found himself facing their Warrior champion.
The Mage sent fire flickering at Tal and lunged in with his sword simultaneously. Tal caught the fire in his left hand and sent it hammering into a Beastmen who tried to attack him. As the Beastman stumbled back, its fur set alight by the flame, Tal brought his own sword across to parry the Warrior’s thrust, the sharp clang almost lost in the fury of the battle.
Tal spun the sword, stabbing back under his arm to catch a Beastmen who was charging up on him from behind. He ripped the blade free and used it to cut a leaping Swarmbeast in half before it reached him. Even as he smashed the Swarmbeast to the ground, he grunted as a burst of chaos lightning smashed into his shields.
He turned back to the Warrior to find that a Swarmmaster had joined him. The Swarmmaster gestured, and a dozen Swarmbeasts charged forward. Tal slashed his sword across the front of the group, sending fire flashing across the pass to cut through the Swarmbeasts and smash into the two Chaos Magi’s shields. The two Magi grunted, and then both of them sent lightning flickering at him.
Tal caught the lightning on his sword, twisting to deflect it into a company of Beastmen who were closing on a nearby triad of Battlemagi. He grinned, then sent lightning of his own blasting out from the sword blade to throw both Chaos Magi back.
He stepped forward to deliver a killing blow, but paused as the earth began to shake with an unidentifiable fury.
 
 
The image Brea was projecting showed the Battlemage line crumple under the Swarm’s attacks. She glanced around at the army surrounding her, making its way up the rocky slope as quickly as it could.
“We’re not going to make it at this rate,” she said softly. 
“Indeed,” her father agreed, equally softly. Then, more loudly, “We have to go faster.”
“They can’t,” the Eldest replied. “Not yet. Save the horses for a few minutes more, High King, then they will bear you all the way to the end.”
The old Mage looked at Brea. “Once we’re there, Brea, you find Tal,” she told the Princess. “All the rest of the Life Magi will be finding Battlemagi to support, but you make certain you find Tal. You two have to be together at the end, I can feel it.”
Brea nodded. “And if anything gets in my way…” she said quietly, hefting the staff she was carrying. “I’ll demonstrate what four feet of solid oak topped with something sharp can do.”
“Indeed,” the Eldest replied. Even as they spoke, they crested the top of the pass, and could finally see the battle for themselves. 
Brea stared down into horror. Her projected image faded as the reality came before her eyes. The Swarm had overrun the Battlemagi lines. Only twirling blazes of lightning and flame marked the locations of the surviving Battlemagi. “Gods. What do we do?” she asked softly.
“From what you said earlier, find the Battlemagi and support them,” her father replied. “As for us,” Brea turned in her saddle to see him shrug. “We’ll do what we came for.”
She saw her father twist in the saddle to face his command group. “Bannerman, raise my banner high,” he commanded. “Let it be seen, by us and by them. Trumpeter, sound the charge.”
He turned back to her, and she met his gaze with a smile. “Good luck, father,” she told him.
“And to you, daughter,” he replied. “And to you.” 
With that, the brassy notes of the charge began to ring out, and Kelt’ahrn, High King of the Kingdom of Vishni and Brea’ahrn’s father, put his heels to his horse and led his army down the pass.
As the thunder of horses hammered through the midday heat, Brea turned to the Eldest. The older Mage looked at her for a moment. “Find Tal, Brea,” she said finally. “Find him… and save him.”
 
 
As soon as the trumpets began to ring out the call to charge, Shel nodded to his regiment’s trumpeters to carry on the clarion call. The brassy notes sounded, and he put his heels to his horse, urging the creature to go faster. Moments later, his command group joined him. Then his first company. Then the second company, then the entire first battalion, and then the rest of the regiment. A thousand men in his regiment alone, and nine other regiments had ridden with the King and Princess. 
The charge thundered down the hill, the distance between the Kingsmen and the Swarm shrinking with the seconds. 
“Lower lances!” Shel bellowed, matching his actions to his words and dropping his own lance to ready position. Sunlight glittered off the steel tips as the men under his command followed. 
The distance continued to shrink, and Shel couched his lance under his arm. Fifty meters. Forty. Thirty. Twenty. Ten. He braced his feet against the stirrups and the lance against his body. Then the charge struck home.
He felt his lance stab into the flesh of the Swarmbeast he’d hit, heard the shrieks of the rest of the Swarm as the ten thousand strong charge smashed into them. He yanked the lance free, knocking a Swarmbeast aside with the butt as he twisted it into an overarm position and stabbed down at a third.
“Ahrn! Ahrn! Ahrn!” He heard the cry – the battle cry of the Kingsmen – rise around him, and joined his own voice to it, even as he struck down another Swarmbeast. “Ahrn!”
There were Swarmbeasts everywhere. His lance flickered down again and again, killing them by the dozen. His men were doing the same, but the Swarm kept coming. Here and there an armored Kingsman knight went down. 
He got a sudden glimpse of a larger creature, and his lance lashed out to pierce the throat of the Beastman charging him. For a moment, he had a breather and looked up. The flashes of light where the Battlemagi still held out were still too far ahead. He glanced behind him, where the Life Magi attached to his regiment waited, smashing down the Swarmbeasts that came near them with their staffs.
They weren’t helping the Battlemagi here, he realized. The cost of what they had to do next horrified him… but he didn’t have a choice, did he? “By companies, advance!” he bellowed.
He nodded to his command group, and the two Life Magi who had joined them, then started his charger moving forwards, his lance stabbing out to slaughter yet another Swarmbeast. The advance began slowly, but as the lancers began to cut through the Swarm, they began to move faster and faster.
“Ahrn! Ahrn!” Shel cried, his lance smashing through a Beastman as he led his regiment into the heart of the enemy. The Fifth had somehow become the spearhead of the Kingsmen’s advance, and Shel led his regiment forward with a will.
Then they broke free of the Swarm into a small open gap. They barely had time to wonder why the gap was there before a force of Beastmen, about two thousand strong, charged the regiment. Fire flickered out from the Chaos Magi in the Beastmen ranks, and one of the Life Magi behind him screamed – a scream cut off horribly short.
He couldn’t look behind him to see what had happened. He readied his lance and shouted “Forward the Fifth!” With that, he charged, leading his men forward. The Beastmen didn’t slow, merely raising their spears to meet his men’s lowered lances.
“Ahrn!” The battlecry rang out as the two forces, miniscule against the overall conflict, slammed together. Shel felt his lance break apart as it drove through a Beastman’s armor and pinned the creature to the ground. He dropped the broken weapon and drew his sword, riding down another Beastman as he did.
Yet another Beastman stabbed at him with a spear. He knocked it aside with his sword, then ducked in the saddle to avoid a second spear. A third spear lunged at him and he cut off the spearhead and drove his sword down into the Beastman wielding it.
He yanked the blade free, hissing in pain as another spear smashed into his shield arm, skittering off the steel bracer he wore but still bruising his arm. He twisted in the saddle to stab down at the Beastman who’d attacked him, the blade skittering under the near-man’s helmet as the spear came swinging back around. 
A whistling sound warned him, and he turned to bring his shield between him and a descending flight of black-feathered arrows. The arrows struck down the Beastmen around him, allowing him to assess the situation for a moment. His men’s armor had stood them in good stead, and most of them were still alive, and more importantly, still with him. Even as he turned to assess the area, the Beastmen force, shattered first by the Kingsmen’s counter-charge and then by their own arrow fire, broke and fled.
The regiment followed in pursuit, swords already darkened with inhuman blood hacking at the misshapen creatures. Shel followed, riding in the middle of his regiment. He saw the fire lash out from the Warrior Mage who’d led the Beastmen, claiming dozens of his men.
He turned his horse towards the Mage, raising his sword. The Mage continued to flail the regiment with fire and didn’t notice the single horseman charging towards him until it was too late. The Warrior yanked his own sword free with his right hand, his left sending fire hammering at Shel.
Shel somehow managed to pull his left foot free of the stirrup, half-falling to the right to evade the flame and swing his sword at the Mage. The Mage managed to parry, and thrust at Shel, to find that the Kingsman had pulled himself back up onto the horse.
He watched the Mage’s thrust drift through where he’d been hanging, then stabbed down as the Warrior’s momentum carried him into reach of his longsword. The sword stabbed into the Mage’s throat, spilling his blood onto soil already tinged red with human and inhuman blood.
Shel pulled his sword back up and stood in his stirrups to survey the field. His regiment was off in the distance, caught up in a swirling melee with at least four times their number of Beastmen and Swarmbeasts. He began to ride towards them, his sword lashing out to bisect a Swarmbeast, when a bright flash of light caught his eye.
He turned in the saddle towards it, and saw it again, fire flickering around a single figure. The figure stood alone, and dozens of Swarmbeasts and Beastmen burned in the flame. The Battlemage was fighting a group of several Chaos Magi, and holding his own.
Then Shel saw the other Warrior Mage, the one sneaking up behind the Mage. He turned his horse and puts his heels to its flanks, charging across the battlefield, yelling a warning. A Swarmbeast got in his way, and he rode the monster down without even slowing.
The Warrior twisted at the sound of his shout and sent a chaos lance flashing out. The burst of magic slammed into Shel’s horse’s chest, killing the charger instantly. Shel somehow managed to stay upright as the horse fell, slamming its five hundred-kilo bulk into the Mage.
Shel landed on his feet heavily, but managed to bring his sword swinging around to cut the Warrior in half. Then he felt a searing pain as the second Chaos Mage sent lightning flickering into his armor.
He screamed, and turned. The bulky armor slowed him down and conducted the lightning across his entire body. He could feel his limbs start to stop working, but he managed to lunge across the distance between him and the Mage, driving his longsword into the Mage’s chest with a two-handed thrust.
More lightning flickered out from the Mage as he died. Shel’s legs failed under him, and he felt himself fall backwards towards the ground.
 
 
Tal heard the warning cry and turned in time to see the Kingsman fell the first Mage. He was jerked back to his original opponents by a blast of flame against his shields. He turned back towards them, flashing lances of darkness cutting two of them down.
The third panicked and Shifted, trying to fly away. The crow got maybe ten feet before Tal burned it out of the sky, and turned back to the man who’d warned him.
He saw the man, lightning flickering over his chainmail armor, slam his sword into the Chaos Mage’s chest. The Mage slipped backwards off the sword, but lightning continued to flicker across the Kingsman’s armor, and the Kingsman slowly fell backwards.
Tal rushed to the side of the man who’d quite possibly just saved his life. He knelt by the man and slowly removed his helmet. He inhaled sharply as he recognized Shel’nart. 
The dying man’s eyes widened as he recognized Tal. “My lord,” he coughed out.
“Shel’nart,” Tal said softly, searching around him for a Life Mage. “Don’t talk, I’ll try to get someone.”
Shel shook his head, then coughed again, spattering blood across his armor and Tal’s robes. “Too late, my lord,” he managed to say before a spasm of coughing interrupted his speech. “I’m finished.”
“Dammit, you didn’t have to do that,” Tal said softly, but with no less heat.
“Yes,” Shel coughed, “I did.” Another spasm of coughing stopped him for a moment, and when he continued his voice was weaker. “I had to prove,” he coughed again, spraying blood again, “that I am not,” more coughing wracked the Kingsman’s body, “my father.” He seemed to relax, but his voice grew weaker with every word. “Am I redeemed?” he asked, his voice fading even as he spoke.
Tal nodded without hesitation. “You had nothing to redeem yourself for, not anymore,” he replied.
“Tell my wife I,” a horrific spasm of coughing cut off what Shel was saying, but he managed to force out “love her…”
Tal lowered the dead man’s head to the ground. He reached over and ran his hand down Shel’s face, closing the staring eyes. As his hand ran over the magically-bound scars that marked the knight’s face, they faded, leaving unmarked skin.
“I will,” he said softly. “I promise.”
Tal stood up from the ground where Shel lay and surveyed the battlefield. The Swarm had disintegrated into complete chaos, Swarmbeasts and Beastmen going every which way. Even as he watched, however, he could see an order beginning to form as the Chaos Magi took their creatures in hand.
“Fall back!” he shouted, using magic to be certain all the Kingsmen and Magi heard him. “Fall back and reform!” As he shouted, he unleashed his magic. Fire blazed from his fingertips, an interlocking web of flame that destroyed only Swarmbeasts and Beastmen.
After a few moments, the fire blanked out of existence as Tal found himself gasping for breath, exhausted. The sort of power necessary to destroy selectively drained even him. A moment later, he sent the web flashing out once more, spending his power without thought. There were Life Magi who could refresh him here now.
More Battlemagi added to the flashing flame, spending their power as profligately as Tal spent his own. They slowly formed into a line as their fire drove the Swarm back. The Swarmbeasts recoiled, either retreating or dying.
“Get ready,” he ordered the new line of Battlemagi, watching as the Kingsmen rode towards the line.
 
 
Brea followed the Kingsmen’s charge into the Swarm, constantly looking for Tal as she held her staff ready. Within moments, a Swarmbeast came leaping out of the writhing mass of monsters at her. Almost without thinking, she thrust her staff out to meet it in the air and crack the creature’s skull.
The next Swarmbeast to lunge at her was intercepted by a Kingsman, who casually chopped it in half with his saber. As she looked around, she realized that a group of them were taking up positions around her.
The captain commanding them rode up to her and saluted. “My Lady Brea’ahrn,” he greeted her, “it is good to see you again.”
She glared at Mar’tell. “I don’t recall asking for an escort,” she told him.
“No, you didn’t,” the Kingsman said cheerfully. “However, I figured that we may as well take up the duty once more. It wouldn’t do for the Black Lord’s Lady to be injured before she reached him.”
Brea glared at him for a moment more, then sighed. “Very well then,” she agreed. She looked away from the captain to realize that while they had been arguing, his men had been competently and mercilessly slaughtering a group of Swarmbeasts that had surged towards her.
She gestured for the captain to proceed her, and they moved forward into the Swarm. Mar’tell’s men formed a flying wedge around her horse, slashing their way through the Swarmbeasts and Beastmen with equal lack of compunction.
All around her, she could hear the battle cry of the Kingsmen, a mighty shout of “Ahrn!” that seemed to shake the very earth with its fury. Some of the voices taking it up were clearly Battlemagi using magic to enhance their shouts. Nothing human could be quite that loud.
Brea twisted in her saddle, trying to find Tal. She didn’t see Tal, but she saw the great banner of the House of Ahrn. Saw it wave in the sky… and saw it fall as the man carrying it was cut down by Beastmen as a force of the near-men charged towards the banner.
“Mar’tell!” she snapped. “To the banner!”
The Kings-Captain looked where she gestured, then waved his men forward, their deadly wedge turning towards where the banner rose up again. Brea spurred her horse after the soldiers. She could see the man raising the banner now – Earl Yet’won, the senior general who’d accompanied her father. If a general held the banner… there were far too few men standing around her father.
The headlong surge of Mar’tell’s company began to slow around her, as the Kingsmen ran into stiffening resistance from a half-formed unit of Beastmen. For a moment, their motion towards the banner stopped, as the knights’ sabers flashed down, hacking the Beastmen away from her and out of their path.
Brea added what she could to the fight, lending strength to both horses and men, and smashing down those Beastmen that came within reach of her staff. The skirmish lasted only moments, but when she looked up, Yet’won was falling, a black sword through his chest.
The banner fell as her escort charged towards it, but was swept up again by another man. A moment later, she realized it was her father. She could see perhaps six soldiers, battling to defend her father – their king.
She said nothing, grimly focusing on doing her part of keeping her little escort going. Even as they drew nearer, she saw the soldiers with her father die one by one, to sword and ax and arrow, until her father stood alone.
She saw him hold the banner high as he lashed out with sword, driving the Beastmen back, and gave in. “Faster, Mar’tell,” she snapped. “Faster!”
Brea saw the captain glance at her, but he said nothing, merely turning back to his men as they drove forward as fast as they could. Their hacking steel had become little more than a blur of bright and dull flashes to Brea, her eyes focused on the solitary figure of her father.
She saw him cut down Beastman after Beastman as they swarmed him. He couldn’t kill them fast enough, and she saw blades go home, driving through his armor. Her heart was in her throat as she saw her father stumble.
More blades stabbed through, driving the High King to his knees. Brea watched in horror as the Beastmen surged in… and the banner of Ahrn fell. She twisted to snap at Mar’tell, but he’d clearly seen it already, as he was raising himself in his saddle.
“To the King!” he bellowed. “Ahrn!” 
His men took up the cry as they put their spurs to their horses’ flanks and charged forward. “Ahrn! Ahrn! Ahrn!”
Brea followed, watching as the Kingsmen rode the Beastmen down. Their sabers, dulled with the blood of the dozens they had killed, slashed down the Beastmen who had dared assault their king. They slaughtered their way to the fallen banner and the fallen King.
She swung down from her horse, kneeling by her father’s side. “Father,” she said softly. The brutally still body of her father made no reply. Kelt’ahrn, High King of Vishni, was dead.
With trembling hands she picked up his sword from where it had and laid it in his hands. Then she took the crown from his head, lifting it in her hands, gazing at it in fear.
“The King is dead,” she heard Mar’tell say softly behind her. She looked up to find that the Kingsmen had formed a circle around her. The Kings-Captain stepped up to her and took the crown from her hands where she knelt.
Louder, he repeated. “The King is dead!” Brea found him meeting her eyes, and he inclined his head to her… and placed the crown upon her head. “Long live the Queen!” 
Brea watched Mar’tell sink to one knee as his men echoed the cry, “Long live the Queen!”
“No…” she said softly.
“There is no other, milady,” Mar’tell told her. “You are our Queen.”
She bowed her head in despair and loss, tears running down her cheeks onto the blood-soaked ground. “Take up the banner,” she ordered him softly. She stood, watching the captain as he obeyed her. “You are indeed correct, King’s… no…. Queen’s-Captain Mar’tell. While I live, my House has not yet fallen.” 
Even as she stood, a cry was heard over the battlefield, “Fall back! Fall back and reform!”
“Tal?” she said softly.
Mar’tell looked up. “Must be, milady,” he agreed. The captain looked around. “Milady, we are far too deep within the Swarm. We must go now.”
Brea nodded, and walked to her horse. “The banner comes with us,” she said firmly.
Mar’tell hefted it in his hand. “It could be no other way, my Queen.”
 
 
Tal looked up at the blood-red sun as the Swarm finally began to advance again, its creatures swarming over the fallen bodies of too many of the knights that had ridden here. Between the Battlemagi and the Kingsmen’s insane charge, the numbers of the Swarm had been cut nearly in half.
With the Life Magi here to support the Battlemagi, it might even be enough. Might. He watched as the last remnants of the Kingsmen and the various Magi filtered through the line of Magi. The Kingsmen fell back to where Life Magi treated the wounded and their comrades prepared for one more charge. A charge that would likely kill them all. Tal knew that if the Kingsmen charged out again, too few, if any, of them would come back.
He stood in front of the line of Magi, watching, looking, searching for Brea’ahrn among the last survivors. He felt Shej’mahi step up to his shoulder.
“If she was coming, my lord, we’d have seen her by now,” the old Mage said. “I’m sorry, but she isn’t coming. We have to shield ourselves.”
Tal nodded and raised his sword. “Now!” he ordered, his voice heavy with grief and rage. She shouldn’t have been here to die. It should never have been necessary for this battle to be fought.
At his order, a flickering silver line of death appeared before the Magi. With the Life Magi woven into the spell, it was vastly more powerful, even with nearly half of the Battlemagi dead, than it had been before. He could feel its power.
He faced the Swarm, willing them to attack. Willing them to die, to let him avenge all those who had died today. All those who shouldn’t have had to fight, let alone die.
This is your fate, Shar’tell spoke in his head. This had to be.
You doomed us to this, Tal replied. You and your brother. You set this all in motion. You damned us all, you arrogant bastards.
The Four set it in motion. We merely shaped the form, the mind of the ancient Mage replied. Then, suddenly, with a surge of emotion that was suddenly and clearly from Car’raen and not the gestalt, Look!
Tal opened his eyes from his communion with the amulet and saw what the gestalt spoke of. A group of Kingsmen had broken free of the Swarm, riding under the banner of the House of Ahrn.
At the center of the wedge of knights was a single figure in the green robes of a Life Mage. He didn’t even need to focus in on her face with his magic to know it was Brea’ahrn.
“Milady,” he said softly.
“Milord, we can’t lower the shield,” Shej said. “We can’t.”
“Then I’ll go for them myself,” Tal spat at the old Mage. Before the Battle Lord could reply at all, he’d Shifted and the black hawk was winging his way across the blood-red sky to the east. He looked down, watching as Brea’s party pulled further away from the Swarm, then, slowly, began to fall back towards the massive horde as their horses tired.
With a shriek, he plummeted towards the ground, managing to land without breaking anything. He shifted back to human and faced Brea. “My lady,” he said softly.
“My lord,” she replied, inclining her head. He strode forward and took her hands in his own.
“You should not have come,” he told her.
“I could not have stayed,” she replied. “You would have died.”
Tal continued to hold her hand as he turned to look at the rapidly approaching Swarm. For a moment he said nothing. Then he sighed and nodded gently. “I love you,” he said softly.
“I love you too,” she replied. He felt her grip his hand more tightly as they faced the oncoming hordes of their enemy.
“They shall not pass.”
 
 
The two Magi watched as the Swarm drew closer and closer. Tal lifted his sword, preparing to unleash the magic that would drive them back. Then, perhaps a hundred meters away from where they stood, the Swarm stopped. The creatures didn’t advance, didn’t retreat. They simply stopped. As if waiting.
Tal watched this for a moment, then, releasing Brea’s hand, stepped forward. “Stret’sar,” he cried, using magic to make his voice so loud it would be heard for miles. “It is time. Come forth and fight!”
For a moment, nothing happened. The Swarm remained immobile, though far from silent. The only noise as the sun fell towards evening was the buzz and hum of the Swarm’s immense mass of creatures. That eerie noise grew for a moment and then died as a gap opened in the ranks of the Swarm.
It opened slowly, as the neat regiments of Beastmen and disturbed boils of Swarmbeasts moved aside, clearing a path roughly ten meters across through the entire immense host of corrupted life. At the center of the path was a single figure, gliding forwards.
The figure passed through the ranks of the Swarm, its feet never seeming to touch the ground, and out in front of them. Robes encompassed the entire man, the hood hiding his face. The robes’ colors shifted, changed, twisting and warping from one shade to another. In the figure’s hand, extended before him, was a golden scepter tipped with an amethyst-eyed dragon.
Stret’sar stopped perhaps five meters from Tal and Brea. “I have come, Tal’raen, Black Lord,” he told his enemy. “We have met, on this field of death and battle. This is what you have brought upon your people, Black Lord.”
“What you have brought here, Stret’sar,” Tal replied. “Chaos and destruction, all that you will ever bring. All that those,” his gesture took in the entire Swarm, “can ever understand.”
Stret laughed. “You speak brave words for a beaten man who has failed,” he told Tal. “Even as we speak, detachments of the Swarm are overwhelming the handful of Magi who hold the other passes. Whether or not you hold here means nothing. Vishni will yield to my power, and I will bring justice to them.”
“And so you show your true colors, Master of Lies,” Tal said softly, his words carried across the field by magic. “For those passes are held by warriors of the Kingdom, and are still held, for nothing has assailed them. Your lies will buy you nothing, Fallen One. The Swarm is here. It is all here. And when you are beaten today, this war will be over forever!”
“You will not stop me, Hawk Tal’raen,” Stret’sar said coolly. “I will end the conflict and suffering in the world, shatter the injustices and bring order and justice,” Stret snapped. “There is no justice in that which you fight to defend.”
“Do you deceive even yourself, Stret’sar, Master of Lies and Lord of the Swarm?” Tal demanded. “All that you will – all that you can – bring to Vishni is suffering and death. You will not pass.” 
Stret snarled, and brought his scepter snapping down to send fire blazing at Tal. Tal interjected his sword into the path of the flame and sent it hurtling into the nearby mountain.
“So be it,” he said. As Tal brought his sword back to the ready, he saw Stret reach up and undo his cloak, letting the inconstant purple garment fall to the ground. “Let this be done.”
The scepter came around again, and a lance of pure chaos snapped out. Tal met it with a shield of order, and unleashed lightning from his sword at Stret. Power flowed into him, power that wasn’t his. Not knowing where it came from, he simply used it to unleash a death lance at Stret’sar.
As Stret’sar shattered both attacks, Tal felt Brea’ahrn’s hand leave his. Suddenly, her voice spoke inside his head: I am here. Fight hard, my love, and he knew. The power was hers, given freely that he might win this battle.
He took a step forwards, lifting his sword and slashing it across, generating a massive wind that swept down the canyon towards Stret. The Lord of the Swarm stood his ground under the wind, and raised his scepter. Tal jumped forward as snakes surged up out of the ground beneath him. He spun around, fire flashing from his sword to incinerate the chaos-birthed creatures. 
A blast of chaos flame slammed into his shields, forcing him to his knees. He stayed down for a moment, feeling Stret’sar approach, then twisted to a standing position, his sword flashing in an arc towards Stret’s neck. The spell-forged blade smashed into the Dragon scepter and bounced back. A burst of purple lightning flashed from Stret’s eyes, but was drawn to the Hawk amulet and absorbed.
Tal brought his sword snapping back in front of him, knocking aside the sharp ferrule of the scepter. The weapons locked together, and lightning flickered down them, white from Tal’s hands and purple from Stret’s. The lightning met where they touched, and interlaced. 
For a moment, the lightning stayed where it was, weaving and clashing, one driving the other back, then being driven back in turn. Then the Dragon’s eyes flashed, and purple lightning flashed down from them. Almost simultaneously, the Hawk amulet glowed, and flashed white lightning at the contact point. The lights conjoined, and an explosion of power threw both men back.
“We’re neither of us our own men, are we Stret’sar?” Tal asked, pulling himself to his feet.
“What do you mean?” Stret demanded. “I am no man’s man but my own.”
Tal nodded towards the scepter in Stret’s hand. “He’s in there, isn’t he?” he asked. “Controlling, guiding. Don’t you feel him? What are you, Stret’sar? Yourself? Or Jai’tell’s slave?”
“I am me!” Stret snarled, and sent chaos flame flashing out from the scepter at Tal. 
Tal extended his shields, absorbing the blast. “Are you?” he asked softly. “Are you really? Prove it.”
“I need to prove nothing,” the Lord of the Swarm snapped.
“We are neither of us merely ourselves.” Tal said, ignoring Stret’s reply. “Both of us have other men in our heads, other powers backing us. If we must duel, let us not duel as their swords, but as ourselves.” 
What are you doing? Shar’tell demanded in his head.
Ending a cycle, Tal replied, reaching up to undo the clasp of the amulet.
“Come, Stret’sar,” he told his foe. “Let us throw away these artifacts of the past. Let us duel as ourselves, not as them.” He brought his hand forward, the amulet hanging from it. “Will you lay down the scepter?”
Stret’s eyes seemed locked on the amulet, but when he spoke, it was not to Tal. “Bring me a staff,” he ordered the Magi behind him. His eyes raised to meet Tal’s. “So be it.”
Moments later, a Swarmmaster appeared, offering his staff to Stret. Stret took it in his right hand, shifting the scepter to his left. Tal watched the Swarmmaster run with raised eyebrows, then turned his gaze back to Stret.
He raised the hand with the amulet, carefully balancing the sword in his other hand. “Shall we, my lord?” he asked.
“Yes,” Stret said harshly, and let the scepter fall from his hand. 
Before it even hit the ground, Tal let the amulet slip through his fingers and raised his sword. “Let us see who you truly are, Drake Mage Stret’sar,” he said softly.
Stret spun the staff in his hands for a moment, and then its iron ferrule snaked out towards Tal. Tal smashed aside the staff with the flat of his blade and deflected a lance of chaos flame with the palm of his right hand. He twisted back, sending lightning flashing out from the sword blade. It battered into the Chaos Mage’s shields, but Stret then reflected it, sending it flashing back at Tal.
A quick gesture deflected the returned energy into the ground, marking the scorched and blood-soaked earth with yet another crater. Then Tal caught a burst of chaos flame on his sword. He held the sword in the blast, watching a nimbus of purple flame glow around the blade. Then he turned it white with a thought and flicked the sword, sending it hurtling back at Stret’sar.
Leaving Stret’sar to deal with that attack, Tal rapidly followed it up with two death lances and dodged to the side to avoid a chaos storm counterstrike. Purple lightning and flame, intermixed with pure chaos, flashed through where he’d been standing.
Tal replied with a storm of his own, blue lightning and white fire lashing out, with buffets of wind and lances of death mixed in. The two storms met, their power canceling each other out as they intermixed. Blue and white and black ran into inconstant purple, the two powers clashing as the storms drove through each other.
Then the storms broke past each other. Tal tried to dodge, but the sweep of power smashed into his shields. He took a step backwards, and felt Brea’s surge of worry, followed by a surge of more power. Tal sent reassurance and thanks along their newfound link, and used the extra power to shatter the chaos storm.
As he broke the storm, he saw Stret, who hadn’t just spent the entire day fighting a battle, manage to break through the death storm and send when remained of it hurtling into the mountain walls around them. For a moment, the two Magi simply stood, their eyes meeting as they each regained their breath.
It only lasted a moment. Moments after their eyes met, the Lord of the Swarm’s staff swept out and a lance of pure chaos lashed out from its tip. Tal deflected the attack into the ground, and replied with fire and lightning. The attack hammered against the Chaos Mage’s shields, and Tal saw the man take a step backwards under the pressure.
Then he broke free, sending chaos fire flashing back in response. Tal took the flame on his own shields, drawing on the power Brea freely lent him. He marveled at her strength, realizing that the Life Mage’s power reservoir was vastly greater than his own. In this one fight he’d unleashed as much power as he’d used in the entire day’s battle, and had only begun to deplete the power his lady commanded.
He shattered Stret’s attack, and sent fire of his own flaring back at the other Mage. The Chaos Mage took a step backwards, then shattered the attack and replied with chaos lightning. Tal smashed aside the lightning with his sword and stepped forward.
Tal felt fresh and invigorated. Brea was refreshing his strength as well as his power. He raised his sword and sent his own lightning flickering forth, once, twice, three times. Each time drove Stret’sar back another step. As the Chaos Mage snapped his staff around to send fire flickering out, Tal sent death lances smashing into the other Mage’s shields.
Stret pulled himself to his feet and Tal met his eyes. “Impressive,” the Lord of the Swarm said, “but it is only borrowed power!”
Even as he finished speaking, the Chaos Mage sent lances of pure chaos flashing at Brea. “No!” Tal screamed, leaping towards the attack and trying desperately to interpose his shields between it and Brea. He felt something surge along the link between him and Brea, not power or strength but something else…
Then the lances struck home, smashing Brea backwards. As Tal watched, she wavered on her feet for a moment, then fell. “NO!” Tal screamed, rushing to her side.
“Now, Tal’raen,” Stret’sar said from behind him, “I win.” 
Tal could feel the Chaos Mage gathering his strength. He ignored the gathering power, seeking something else. He drove his mind and magic deep into the center of the earth, where its burning core of fire and chaos waited. Waited for him. He twisted his mind into the heat and flame, and pulled.
The ground shivered, but he didn’t notice. He drove the heat ever higher, dragging it up through the crust, up and up and up. Screams echoed all around him as earthquakes began to shake the ground and sides of the pass. He ignored them, pulling it higher, into the mountains around him, into Mount Drago and Mount Morit. The heat filled the mountains, melting the rock that made them and boiling it into a waiting catastrophe of fire and death.
Then he shattered the sides of the mountains.
 
 
Stret gathered his last remaining strength for the massive strike that would destroy Tal’raen, and give him the future. The power and authority to forge the world of peace and justice he dreamed of. He raised his borrowed staff.
But the ground shook underneath him as he willed his power to life, taking away his footing and dropping him to his knees. He looked at Tal’raen in horror, feeling at last the rising lava, the chaos seeping into the mountains around him.
He sensed it too late. Even as he tried to turn his power to save himself, cracks appeared in the cliffs around the two armies, sending rocks plummeting down onto the Swarm. 
Even as he strove to change the focus of his power, from destruction to preservation, his gaze fell upon the army of Vishni. He saw the Battlemagi raising their shield to protect the army from what was coming, and knew that he had failed.
A sharp pain suddenly lanced through him. He spun, to face to the west, towards the shek’maji’hil. The tremors had reached even that ancient temple. He felt them disturb the ground under the pillars of the shek’maji’hil. Felt the ground tremor, rumble, and begin to tear. Felt the pillars begin to shake. Felt the crack that opened in the central dome and felt the dome collapse.
With the dome collapsing in upon itself, the great pillars wavered, and more pain lanced into Stret’sar. He felt one of the pillars fall, shattering into a thousand pieces. Even as he felt it hit the ground, there was a literally inhuman scream from the Swarm – a scream that cut off as the pillar shattered.
Then another pillar fell, and another scream sounded and was cut off. Then Stret saw Lo’kae break free of the Swarm, running out from them, trying desperately to reach Tal’raen where the Black Lord knelt by his fallen lady.
But Stret felt the last pillar fall. As it began to fall, he saw Lo’kae jerked to a stop. When it hit, the Rider’s head jerked back as the man let loose a horrifically inhuman cry of pain. A cry that was cut off as the pillar shattered, and Lo’kae, last of the immortal Riders, crumpled to his knees on the blood-soaked rocky soil of the pass, his features aging rapidly even as Stret’sar watched, until he crumpled to the ground, ancient and dead as his stolen years were returned to him.
Stret turned back to Tal’raen, raising his staff to cut off the spell the man was casting, knowing all the while that it was too late, that the chaos in the mountains was far too strong now. He could not stop it, and it would not be stopped. 
A massive crashing sound heralded the end of the world, as the mountains exploded outwards. He saw the first massive stones and bursting balls of lava land among the Swarm, felt the lava begin to flow out from the slopes.
Stret’sar, Drake Lord and Master of the Swarm, bowed his head at least in defeat and despair. For all his power, for all his will, he had failed, and all that he had dreamed would fail with him.
He heard an immense whistling sound as something approached him. There was a sudden flash of immense heat… then nothing.
 
 
Tal felt the lava splash out from the two immense volcanoes his magic had just forged. It surged down the slopes, consuming the Swarm. They would meet about where he knelt. He looked down at Brea’s still body, and accepted that he was going to die.
The heat grew around them as the lava surged down the valley. He could feel that the Battlemagi were shielding the host, as they would. As they must. They would live. They had reason to. He didn’t.
He reached out his hand and caressed Brea’s face. “You shouldn’t have come, my love,” he said quietly. “You shouldn’t have had to die.”
His acceptance faded. “You can’t die,” he shouted. “You can’t!” He reached down into the deeps of his power, where the link to Brea had been. He reached into the well of his being, and touched something that had never been there before.
Touched it, drew it up, and unleashed it. His magic surged into Brea, merging with what remained of hers. His will found the scattering remnants of her spirit and gathered them together once more. His power found her lungs, her heart, and started them again. The magic surged across the wounds on her skin, clearing them away. It surged through the damage done to her organs and fixed it. The blood vanished as he unleashed his power, not to destroy, but to heal. As he strove with all his power and all his will to do that which was impossible for him, a Death Mage, to do.
His heart surged as she suddenly began to breathe. A choking coughing fit followed her breathing, and he grabbed her as her eyes opened, “Tal,” she said croaked. 
“Brea,” he replied.
Then the heat brought him back to where they were, and he drew on what little power remained to him to raise a shield over them. Moments later, the waves of liquid rock crashed over the two lovers, trapping them beneath ten thousand tons of molten stone.
 



 
Aftermath
 
Brea woke to an all-encasing blackness. Not the inky darkness of night, but the utter blackness of no light at all. She reached out, trying to find where she was. Her hands touched unnaturally smooth and cool stone. She ran her fingers along it, finding that it curved down to the dirt on which she lay.
“Where am I?” she asked softly.
In answer, a small light appeared, and glowed to light the entire chamber. The sides of the cave were a glossy black, reflecting the light a hundred times over. It was a perfect hemisphere, extending from the earth. She turned towards the light to see Tal watching her.
“We’re still in Drago Pass,” he replied.
“What?” Brea demanded, looking around the stone chamber surrounding them. “How?”
Tal looked guilty. “I flooded the pass with lava,” he told her. Brea stared at him in horror. “Turned both Morit and Drago into volcanoes. Burned the Swarm to a crisp and killed Stret’sar.”
“Why?” she asked.
“You were dead,” he replied, his voice heavy with remembered sorrow. “I stopped thinking. I simply lashed out.”
“Dead?” Brea said incredulously, then looked down at herself. Scorch marks marked holes torn through her clothing. “How…?”
“I brought you back,” Tal explained, obviously understanding what she was asking without her truly explaining it. “I don’t know how. I simply couldn’t stand to let you go.”
Brea crossed the tiny chamber to him. “And now?” she asked.
“Now we wait for them to dig us out,” Tal replied calmly. “It’s taking most of what strength I have left to keep the air in here clean. I can’t get us out.” He seemed resigned.
“What if they don’t try?” Brea asked. “What if they think we’re dead?”
Tal met her eyes. “You are speaking of Shej’mahi and the Eldest,” he reminded her. “Do you truly believe they would leave us down here?”
Brea considered for a moment, then shook her head. “No,” she admitted.
“Exactly,” he told her. She felt his arm go around her and tighten. “So we wait.”
Brea never knew how long she waited in silence, unwilling to speak in case she broke Tal’s concentration on the spell that kept them alive. In the end, her waiting was broken by the sounds of explosions above their head.
“Tal?” she said quietly.
“I heard,” he replied. “That’s the Battlemagi being extreme. If they’re close enough that we can hear them, they should stop blasting their way down soon.”
Almost as Tal spoke, the explosions stopped. Another form of magic began, subtler. Brea could feel the stone above them being gently shaped and moved aside. She looked over at Tal, to see that he’d slipped back into his trance, maintaining the air.
She sat for perhaps an hour, feeling the magic above them working to break them free, watching Tal. Then she felt the magic slow, and looked up in time to see the stone shift aside, revealing a starlit night sky, and a white-robed Life Mage.
The Mage stood up and shouted: “We’re in! They’re alive.” He then looked down at Brea. “We’ll get you a rope in a few minutes,” he paused, then continued, “your Majesty.”
A chill ran down Brea’s spine at the first use of that title by someone other than the men who’d been there when the crown was placed upon her head. The sudden surge of remembrance brought a question to mind. “Captain Mar’tell and his men – are they okay?” she asked.
The Mage nodded. “Yes, your Majesty,” he confirmed. “They escaped behind our lines while you and the Black Lord fought the Lord of the Swarm.”
A few minutes later, she saw Mar’tell herself, as the Queensman turned up with the rope himself. By that point, Tal had released his trance and was standing next to her. “Majesty?” he asked softly.
Brea looked at him and nodded. “My father died on the field, in battle,” she told him in a small voice.
 “I had feared as much,” Tal replied, an unimaginable weariness tingeing his voice.
The rope dropping down interrupted any further conversation, as they slowly climbed their way out of the cave carved by Tal’s shields. Once they were out, they found themselves at the bottom of a deep pit, marked by the limits of each set of explosions that had carved it out. The Life Magi had added steps around the edge of the pit, but it was clear that the access was quite crude.
“If you’ll follow me, it’s still quite a way to the camp,” Mar’tell told them. “We have to go up, to the edge of the lava, and then down again.”
“Lead the way,” Brea said.
At the top of the pit, she paused, surveying the vastly changed landscape by the brightly glowing starlight. The cliffs that had marked the pass were gone, marked by a gentle slope of black rock. Off to the west, the slope of the lava went up sharply, and a dull red glow marked where some of the molten rock continued to flow down the sides of the mountains.
“An impressive disaster you’ve created, my love,” she told Tal.
Tal said nothing for a moment, surveying it. “It’s… there are no words for what it is,” he said quietly. “Not knowing what’s buried under it – not knowing that I created it.”
A moment passed before Mar’tell interrupted. “We should get going,” the Queensman said. “I would like to get down the brand new cliff our black-clad friend has provided us while there’s still light of some sort to see by.”
Brea nodded. “Tal?” she said softly, seeing that he had not turned away from the devastation.
He paused for a moment and turned back to her. She smiled gently at him. “Let’s go,” he said. A moment later, hesitantly, as if having to remember how, he returned her smile.
 
 
Soon enough they came to the edge of the lava flow, where the Battlemagi’s massed shields had managed to hold back the molten rock. A sheer cliff, almost a hundred meters high, marked where the Battlemagi had stood. From the top of the cliff, the winking lights of a camp glowed in the starlit night. 
Mar’tell led them to where a stairway had been molded into the side of the cliff by the Life Magi. “Watch your step,” he told Brea and Tal. “It’s quite steep.”
Brea nodded her thanks to the captain, and followed him down. Handholds had been molded into the side of the cliff, to help those making their way up and down the stairs. “A lot of effort to retrieve two people,” she said softly.
Mar’tell looked back at her. “When those two people are our Queen and the Black Lord,” he replied, “there is little that can be considered too much.” He shrugged. “Also, the Battle Lord suggested that we keep a watch on the top of the escarpment.”
“The Swarm is gone,” Tal said softly from behind Brea. “They were all here. Anything else would have been sent against the other passes, and nothing was.”
The Queensman nodded. “So Shej’mahi said,” he admitted. “However, it does not hurt to be careful.”
“No,” Brea agreed. “Not at all.”
They reached the bottom of the cliff as quickly as could be expected. Waiting at the bottom were Shej’mahi, the Eldest, and Earl Kes’tar, Earl of Telnar. Brea stiffened slightly at the last man. The Earl had not been at the battle, but had been riding to reinforce with his Earldom guard. He’d been at least a day away.
The Earl sank to one knee as Brea stepped off the last step. “High Queen,” he said softly. “I place my sword and my realm at your command and in your power, until the end of my days.”
Brea stepped forward, taking his hands in hers, as she knew she must. “Earl Kes’tar,” she replied formally, “I take your sword and realm and return them to you, entrusting them to your care and custody.”
She released his hands, the ceremony complete. She turned to the Eldest and Shej. “My lady, my lord,” she greeted them. “It is good to see you again.”
The Eldest stepped forward and swept Brea into an embrace, holding her tightly. “Thank the Gods you are alright, child,” she said firmly. “I felt a silence and feared the worst.”
Shej looked at her. “It’s true, isn’t it?” the Battle Lord asked. “You died?”
Brea nodded. The Eldest pulled away, looking up and down her for a moment. “Then how?” she asked.
“Tal,” Brea said, stepping back to take Tal’s hand. “He brought me back. I don’t know how.”
She felt Tal shrug. “I am still not certain,” he said quietly. “All I know is that, somehow, the Gods’ grace allowed me to bring her back. Beyond that, I do not know. Nor do I care, beyond that she is with us again.” Brea tightened her hand on Tal’s as he spoke. 
The Eldest faced Tal for a moment, saying nothing. Then the old woman pulled him into a fierce embrace. “You young fools,” she told them both. “Thank the Gods you are alive.”
“It’s over now, isn’t it?” Kes’tar suddenly asked. “The Swarm can’t come through that,” he gestured at the new escarpment, “can they?”
“No,” Tal said from Brea’s side. “Most, if not all, of the Swarm was destroyed as well. Telnar will no longer bear the brunt of the Long War, Earl Kes’tar.”
“My Queen?” the Earl asked, looking to Brea for confirmation, as if he couldn’t believe it. 
“It is true,” Brea told him. “The Long War is finally over.”
The Earl nodded. “Then it is done, and we may withdraw our armies,” he said softly. “Come to Telnar, my Queen, my lord. The fall roses are out and the city is beautiful. A perfect time and place for a wedding.”
Brea looked at Tal. Their year and day had not passed, but somehow that no longer mattered, to them, or anyone. His eyes met hers, and he nodded, smiling. She returned his smile, then turned back to Kes’tar. “It sounds perfect. Let’s leave this battlefield behind.”
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