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  PROLOGUE: THE CURSE


  As all ages begin, so must all ages end. The Age of Wonders, as men had come to call it, opened when the gods turned their attention from other matters to the world of Ayberia, where their creatures were spreading across the main continent and fashioning crude tools from the materials at hand. The Age of Wonders closed with the death of the gods. Nothing lasts forever and the gods, weary of the unending sameness of eternity, characterized by repetition and inactivity, simply decided to be no longer. For entities that had lasted since the dawn of time, the choice might have seemed precipitous, but they selected it with equanimity. Oblivion was an enviable state. Today, they were. Tomorrow, they would not be - not that the concept of time had any meaning for them. Tomorrows, todays, and yesterdays were much the same - an endless, unbroken cycle that would continue with or without them. They had set it in motion; they were not needed to keep it going.


  At the dawn of The Age of Wonders, the gods shared all the mysteries of the universe with their creations. They nurtured them and gave without bounds, expecting only worship in return. It was a small thing, but an important one. All parents desire the adoration of their children. Tribute fed the gods; they needed no other sustenance. It helped to keep the infinite loneliness of eternity at bay. They provided access to their powers of chaos and order, the means by which all things - earth, air, fire, water - were kept in balance. Men called this “magic”, but they were ill-prepared for the gift. They abused it. It changed them. They withheld their worship and began to look inward, not outward, for salvation. The gods were wroth.


  In response to the affronts of pride and arrogance, the gods stripped magic from the world and closed it off to their creations. They punished with famine and drought and deprivation. There was much weeping and gnashing of teeth. Men wailed and the gods, in their infinite compassion, relented, but all was not as it had been. The secrets of magic were revealed only to four humans of every generation. Each was a master of one element. They called themselves “wizards.” There was a Lord of Fire, a Lord of Earth, a Lord of Air, and a Lord of Water. Only when one died could the mantle be passed to another. For many years as men count time, this was the way of things. But men by nature are imperfect and the gods had not reckoned on the corrupting influence of magic. A taint crept into the power and those who wielded it began to decay from its use. Body and mind, they would wither away to nothing, their lifespans drastically curtailed.


  Men were not dissuaded, however. They had so little time to begin with that the loss of years meant little if those years could be spent wreathed in glory. The gods watched with growing anger as the wizards accumulated more adulation, once again usurping what was due to the gods. With each successive generation, it worsened. Temples were built to honor the greatest of wizards. Men prayed to other men, venerating their magic-wielding fellows.


  The gods were kind and loving but they were also jealous. They retaliated against this blasphemy by once again stripping magic from Ayberia and its denizens. This time, when men wailed and gnashed their teeth, the gods were not moved. Stubbornly, men tried to touch magic, but death waited for those foolish enough to defy the prohibition of the gods. This judgment lay upon the world for nine centuries. Over that time, magic faded from the minds of men. Wizards became creatures of legend. The time of magic became a myth. But the gods did not forget.


  When it came time for the gods to depart, they knew they must once again bestow upon mankind the gift they had withdrawn. Only by doing so was there a hope for balance throughout the created universe, and Ayberia in particular. Caretakers were needed: beings elevated to a level where they could assure the future of the world by contending with one another until equilibrium was achieved. Nothing would be certain, of course, especially once the gods were gone. If one caretaker toppled the others, chaos would overwhelm balance and spread like a plague throughout creation. There was only so much that could be accomplished - the hope of a future, but no more than that. The gods were powerful and time had little meaning for them, but they were not omnipresent. So, with their last whisper, the gods gave a gift to Ayberia and then winked out of existence, leaving their whole of their universe to fend for itself. But within the gift lay a curse. For the taint remained and those who embraced magic would face not only a terrible hunger if they refused to use it but the decay of body and mind when they acceded.


  Such was the way of things when The Age of Wonders gave way to what would become known as The Age of Contention.


  CHAPTER ONE: SILENCE FROM THE SOUTH


  All of Vantok, greatest city of the South, lay before King Azarak as he gazed out over its buildings from the vantage of the rooftop gardens of his palace. This was his kingdom; these were his people. And they were dying. The relentless heat bubbling up from the area known as The Forbidden Lands was sapping the life of the city and the will of its citizens. If not for the low angle of the sun in the sky, one might easily assume it was a late Summer morning. But it was the second week of the warmest Winter Vantok had ever seen.


  Azarak’s cool blue eyes roved from left to right and back again, scanning the city he had come to love above all else. Even if everyone left Vantok, he would remain, ruler of a ghost city. A welcome breeze stirred from the north, teasing with a reminder of the cold which held sway as close as a week’s walk away. It ruffled Azarak’s short-cropped reddish-brown hair and brought a flicker of a smile to his lips. His face, with its bronzed skin and slight goatee, looked older than its 27 years. Even dressed informally in a light tunic and loose pants, Azarak looked every inch a king.


  Yet even as he scanned the quiet majesty of his city, Azarak found his eyes drifting to the south, drawn like iron to a lodestone to the distant horizon.


  Where is he?


  It had been eight weeks since Sorial and his four companions departed on their quest to penetrate The Forbidden Lands on a search for the portal of Havenham. The trip should have taken no more than three weeks in each direction. There should have been word by now. The silence was stubborn and spoke of ill possibilities. As each day passed with no news, Azarak became increasingly convinced of the mission’s failure. The why of it hardly mattered. They could have been killed seeking their goal or Sorial might have been rejected by the portal. At best, they might have become lost or been unable to find the portal, but even those possibilities weren’t encouraging. Prelate Ferguson, the orchestrator of the journey, seemed unconcerned, arguing that expectations of anything less than a full season were unreasonable. He claimed he wouldn’t contemplate the loss of Sorial and his fellows until Winter was done. But Azarak was a pragmatist and he couldn’t share what he deemed to be irrational optimism.


  Of course, if Sorial returned today, there would be a problem. His intended bride, the Lady Alicia, had fled Vantok seven weeks ago and hadn’t been heard from since. All indications were that she had gone north in the company of a paid man-at-arms, a rogue of Sorial’s acquaintance, and Sorial’s mother. Aside from a few early sightings on the road to Basingham, they hadn’t been seen. Azarak’s best spies were looking for her, but they were frustrated in their efforts by bad weather and worse luck. Perhaps it was just as well that Sorial had vanished.


  Objectively, it was a beautiful morning. With the full brutality of Summer’s heat in retreat, this was the kind of day when being outside was a joy. The market would be abuzz, farmers would be in their fields, and children would be playing in the streets. It was almost enough to make one forget how dire Vantok’s future might be. The latest census put the permanent population in excess of 25,000 souls, all of whom might be homeless, rootless wanderers in another year or two. No matter how he wracked his brain, his thoughts returned to a single question: how did one combat magic if not with magic?


  * * *


  The trial of Lieutenant Horspath lasted longer than expected, consuming not only the entire morning, but the first few hours of the afternoon. The throne room, where the proceedings were held, was filled to capacity. Ever since Horspath’s arrest, there had been great interest in how the king would rule. The lieutenant was a well-liked and respected leader of the Watch. His men would lay down their lives in defense of his reputation. But he was accused of a long list of crimes against the men and women he was supposed to protect. The citizenry - at least the peasants - wanted blood.


  Azarak had appointed Horspath to his current position, so the king felt a burden of responsibility for the man’s actions, which included extortion, intimidation, theft, and most likely murder. Yet, although he was the highest ranked member of the Watch to stand trial for offenses of this sort, he wasn’t the first, nor would he be the last. Since Azarak had instituted mandatory conscription, opportunists had invaded the guards’ ranks. Weeding them out was a necessary and unpleasant business but, like all unwanted growth, once one was extracted by the roots, another would replace it.


  The people demonized Horspath, turning him into a scapegoat for all the ills suffered over the past two seasons. It was a double-edged sword. On the one hand, it provided the demoralized citizens of Vantok a tangible focus for their bitterness. On the other hand, it meant that the trial was a sham. If Azarak found the man innocent or pronounced too lenient a sentence, riots would be unavoidable. Fortunately, Azarak was convinced of Horspath’s guilt on a majority of the charges. However, his decision to impose a prison term of no less than 10 years in Vantok’s deepest, dankest dungeons wasn’t met with universal approval. Most of those in attendance were hoping for, and expecting, the headsman to gain a new client.


  Ten minutes after the ordeal was over, Azarak was seated in his private audience chamber, the windowless room where most of the real business of governing was done. He had doffed the heavy robes of state he always wore while in public, but was still regally attired. The heavy, gem-encrusted crown of Vantok had been replaced by a lighter circlet.


  By his side stood Toranim, his close advisor and friend. Thirty-three years’ Azarak’s senior, the older man had been chancellor to the king’s father as well as one of Azarak’s teachers. Toranim had aged noticeably since the days when his wooden stick would rap his unruly pupil’s knuckles, but he was still a commanding figure. His once-dark hair had gone gray and he had recently begun sporting a mustache. His steely eyes were as lucid as ever and, despite his advancing age, his mind showed no slippage. He was a handspan taller than his liege so, when they stood together in public, he was careful to stand far enough behind Azarak to make them appear to be of the same height.


  There was one other man in the room, sitting across the broad table from the king. Still in chain link armor with the dust of the road on his clothing and in his hair, he had been ushered in to see Azarak immediately upon his arrival. The king knew the soldier on sight: Kubrizik, one of the scouts sent on a mission to the region bordering The Forbidden Lands. He was the first to return.


  The soldier drank deeply from a chilled goblet of wine to wash the dirt of the journey from his mouth before turning his attention to the king. He was clearly weary, having ridden hard for three days to deliver his report. It was succinct and to the point: something was happening in The Forbidden Lands. He didn’t know what, but all was not as expected. He had found numerous nomad encampments recently inhabited and newly abandoned. There were no traces of the men and no indication where they had gone. In fact, during the week he had patrolled the border, he had seen no one else, living or dead, but ample evidence existed that people had been there as recently as several days before his arrival. The heat assailing Vantok lessened the closer one got to The Forbidden Lands, approaching what could be considered “normal” for this time of the year.


  After hearing Kubrizik’s report and asking a few questions, Azarak dismissed the man so he could return to his wife and children. The king pondered quietly for a few moments before motioning for Toranim to take the seat the solider had vacated so they could face each other as they discussed what this might mean.


  “What’s the total number of men we sent to The Forbidden Lands?” Azarak knew the approximate figure but wanted specifics.


  “Twenty to patrol the border, either singly or in pairs. A lone group of six was sent to penetrate into the region. And eight more were dispatched last week to search for Sorial and his party.”


  “I suppose others might yet return.” Azarak’s voice held no trace of optimism.


  “It’s possible, Your Majesty, but they’re all overdue. It appears Kubrizik was overlooked by whatever eliminated our scouts.”


  “Overlooked or allowed to escape. His observations may be designed to provide us with a message; the difficulty is in decoding it. What are they trying to tell us?”


  “It could be an attempt to hide something transpiring in The Forbidden Lands. Our scouts are our eyes - put them out and we’re blind.”


  “Perhaps,” acknowledged Azarak. “But I think it’s an invitation. He, whoever he is, wants me to send more men, proceed with a large force into The Forbidden Lands to investigate. Divide and conquer. Whatever portion of Vantok’s army he can destroy there leaves fewer men to face when he comes north. You know as well as I do that one of the most basic tactics of war is to choose your battlefield.”


  “If you’re right, this is another sign that war is coming. Should I send more scouts?”


  Azarak disliked the idea of deploying men on suicide patrols, but he needed information. More importantly, he needed to know when and if troops were spotted moving north. “Volunteers only, in groups of no less than three. Offer them double pay for the duration. They aren’t to penetrate The Forbidden Lands yet and they’re to turn back if threatened in any way. Engagement with the enemy is a last resort. I want messengers on fast horses actively moving between all patrol groups at all times and as soon as anyone is reported missing, the operation is to be suspended.”


  “It won’t be enough. You know we’ll lose men.” Toranim’s voice was somber.


  “I know, but maybe we’ll learn something useful, like how they’re killing well-armed, trained soldiers when the only inhabitants are supposedly ill-equipped nomads, hunters, and traders who avoid direct contact with city-dwellers unless they have something to sell.”


  “As you command, Your Majesty.”


  Scouts dying in and near The Forbidden Lands was a bad sign, but there was one young man above all others whose life or death most concerned him. Without magic, Azarak didn’t think he could win this war.


  * * *


  Several days later, Azarak received a request for a private audience from a priest named Farber, a member of Prelate Ferguson’s inner circle. There was little to distinguish Brother Farber from the hundreds of men of similar rank who had succeeded within the cloistered confines of the religious life. One of the objectives of the Temple was to depress individuality so active members of the order were encouraged to look and dress alike: anonymous gray robes, a tonsured head, shaved eyebrows and no facial hair, and meticulously manicured fingernails. As was common among the devout, the small finger on his left hand had been removed at the first knuckle. That one so young - Farber couldn’t have been much beyond the early years of his third decade - had risen so far within the Temple hierarchy bespoke of commitment and intelligence. Ferguson surrounded himself only with the best and the brightest.


  To accommodate Farber’s request for secrecy, Azarak and Toranim agreed to meet the priest in the private audience chamber rather than a more public locale where such a session would customarily occur. It was unlikely, however, that the prelate would remain ignorant of the meeting. The palace staff was peppered with spies whose primary loyalty was to Ferguson; little that went on within these walls remained hidden from the prelate unless Azarak went to great pains to achieve that goal.


  “Thank you for seeing me on short notice, Your Majesty.” Farber’s eyes were downcast; he didn’t meet the king’s gaze. That followed an antiquated etiquette practiced by few today. Once, to make eye contact with a king was to court death.


  “My chancellor assures me you bring words of importance.”


  “I come to you because my conscience dictates this to be the right choice. I’ve wrestled with it for many nights now, weighing my duty to Prelate Ferguson and the Temple to my duty to Your Majesty and Vantok. Only after many hours of contemplation did I arrive at this decision.”


  Azarak said nothing, knowing Farber would make his point in his own time. Clearly, he viewed what he was about to say as a betrayal of Ferguson and Azarak didn’t want to speak unwise words that might make him reconsider. If he was about to break a sworn oath to the prelate, his future in the Temple would be in jeopardy. Ferguson had excommunicated men for less.


  “I believe Prelate Ferguson isn’t being entirely open and honest with Your Majesty.”


  That wasn’t a revelation to Azarak, who had long known Ferguson to be the keeper of a vast store of secrets that he dispensed as he saw fit.


  “The Prelate has known the location of The Wizard’s Bride for several weeks. His agents located her at a rest stop along the northern road some time ago. He ordered that her progress be tracked but her journey shouldn’t be impeded and no attempt should be made to retrieve her. Those of us who learned this information were told that under no circumstances was it to be revealed to Your Majesty.”


  Only Azarak’s schooling at maintaining a calm façade prevented his face from expressing the shock he felt. This wasn’t a minor infraction; it was treason. If Farber wasn’t mistaken, Ferguson had overstepped his boundaries by more than a little. By hiding Alicia’s location, he had acted criminally.


  “There’s more, Your Majesty. Prelate Ferguson is aware that you independently deployed resources to locate The Wizard’s Bride. The priesthood has been given orders to obfuscate the trail, confuse any pursuit, sow disinformation, and do whatever is necessary to ensure you’re unable to locate and re-capture the Lady Alicia.”


  As stunned as Azarak was by these revelations, his mind screamed one question: Why?? What possible reason could Ferguson have for keeping Alicia from being brought back safely to Vantok? Even as a power play, it made no sense. If Sorial returned and Alicia wasn’t here to greet him…


  “Have you noticed whether His Eminence has been acting erratically lately?” asked Toranim, voicing a concern he and Azarak had discussed from time-to-time. Ferguson was ninety-five years of age and it was rare for a man to reach that advanced state of life with his full intellectual prowess intact. This might be an indication of a decline in Ferguson’s mental faculties. It was hard to imagine a worse time for something of that nature to be happening.


  “There are causes for concern. But this is the first time any of my brothers or I have seen him stand in open defiance of Your Majesty. We are sworn servants of the Temple but, considering what happened with the gods, many of us now consider our secular responsibilities more important than our religious ones. We serve two masters: Prelate Ferguson and Your Majesty. Neither is a god but, to be blunt, you outrank him. Many of my fellows don’t share this opinion. In fact, I am one of only three who believes Prelate Ferguson to be in the wrong.”


  The conversation continued but little additional information was forthcoming. Before dismissing Farber, Azarak wanted to ensure that the man’s loyalty wasn’t transient.


  “Can I rely on you to bring information of a similar nature to me going forward?”


  The priest nodded. “For as long as I am privy to it, Your Majesty. Should the prelate suspect that my loyalty is no longer unconditional, he may remove me from his circle. His Eminence has shown signs of paranoia in recent weeks; holding his trust is becoming an uncertain thing.”


  “For as long as you’re close to him, I rely on you to be my eyes and ears in the temple. Can you do that?”


  “I can, Your Majesty.”


  “Then go with my gratitude. And know that should you require support from the Crown, you’ll have it, even if it requires me to face down Prelate Ferguson. As you so rightly pointed out, I outrank him. Perhaps not once but certainly now. You’re dismissed to return to your duties. Chancellor Toranim will show you a concealed exit route.”


  After Toranim and Farber departed, Azarak sat in silence, brooding over this latest development. To this point, the depth of the prelate’s insubordination had been concealing secrets; acting to interfere with a mission of this importance couldn’t be tolerated. Yet the problem of how to address it remained. Raising it in conversation would do no good; Ferguson would deny the allegation and reaffirm his commitment to serving the king and the city. Charging him with treason or some lesser crime would serve no purpose beyond driving a wedge between the Crown and the Temple. Ecclesiastical privilege would assure that Ferguson never stood trial. The only remaining option was to remove him from power. But how?


  Azarak knew the answer although he didn’t like. Ferguson would never give up his position as long as he lived. The king had used assassins before, albeit on rare occasions and as a last resort. Never had he sought to eliminate a target this important. But the matter of Ferguson’s ouster couldn’t be set aside and allowed to stew. Azarak had done that for too long and the brew had turned noxious. Action in this matter was no longer a luxury.


  CHAPTER TWO: PLIGHT OF THE HUNTED


  Alicia was frightened - more frightened than at any time in her nearly sixteen years. People were trying to kill her. It was a hard fact to absorb for one who had lived a secure existence buffered from the harsh realities of life by the sturdy walls of her father’s ducal mansion and a well-trained force of guards. But now, in the wilds south of the mountain range called The Broken Crags, she was getting a lesson in how fragile and uncertain life could be. She could die out here and no one might ever know. Her whereabouts would be a mystery pondered by those left behind.


  Alicia was as pretty as she was fragile, although three weeks on the road had toughened her considerably. She had altered her appearance to make her less immediately recognizable, using an inky dye to color her golden locks then chopping more than a foot off so the ends reached just below her cheekbones. She wore simple peasant dresses purchased from a village dressmaker several hundred miles south. Her complexion had darkened and her face was often smeared with dirt. She was afraid to catch a glimpse of herself in a looking glass - not that such a thing would be found in the places where she spent her days and nights - out of a concern she wouldn’t recognize herself.  One thing that hadn’t changed, however, was her eyes. They were as green and penetrating as ever. She took comfort from the thought that, although Sorial might not recognize her hair or skin, he would know her eyes.


  Tonight, for the first night in the last four, they were under a roof. To call it “inside” was an exaggeration, just as calling the building an “inn” gave it undeserved airs. The room she shared with her three companions - her bodyguard, Vagrum; Sorial’s best friend, Rexall; and Sorial’s mother, Kara - was a converted attic with holes in the walls and roof that assured it was just as cold within as without. But at least they were protected from the biting wind that never seemed to abate. A fire would have been nice, but this wasn’t the sort of establishment with fireplaces in its few guest rooms. Unless they wished to pass the night in the common room, warmth came only from the threadbare horse blankets provided by the innkeeper.


  The thing that made Alicia shiver as she lay in the darkness trying to calm her overactive mind wasn’t the cold but the realization that, but for Vagrum’s prowess in combat and a stroke of good luck, she would be dead. By all rights, she should be dead. Two attempts on her life had failed. Her concern was that the third, when it came - and she was sure it would come - wouldn’t miss its mark. She didn’t know whether those who wanted her dead were inherited enemies of Sorial’s or whether her status as The Wizard’s Bride had earned her adversaries of her own. When planning her escape from Vantok, she had been consumed with the idea of finding Sorial and saving him from the folly of subjecting himself to the portal. She hadn’t given due consideration to any personal jeopardy.


  The first attempt on her life had come two weeks ago, a day’s travel north of the junction with the western bound road that led directly to the city of Basingham. Although the ambush had been poorly devised, it had nearly accomplished its goal. Vagrum had taken two arrows meant for Alicia, both of which had been poisoned. Some quasi-mystical training to build up tolerance to common toxins had allowed him to survive a dose that would have killed Alicia. Still, he hadn’t escaped without repercussions. Since the attack, he had been prone to dizzy spells and his stamina was greatly reduced. Any sort of exertion, even one of a brief and mild nature, left him breathless. He dismissed Alicia’s concerns about his condition, saying he would eventually be back to normal, but she had seen no improvement in the two weeks since. Had they not been traveling on horseback, it would have been necessary to leave him behind. She knew that in a fight, Vagrum’s usefulness would be limited; she was relying on his intimidating appearance to lessen the chances of anyone attacking.


  The second close call had come a week later at a crowded tavern south of the intersection with the east road to Earlford. Alicia’s group had been in the common room enjoying the warmth from a roaring fire when a miner had burst through the front door shouting that he had found gold and was rich. He had ordered a free round for everyone in the house. Alicia, who didn’t drink spirits, had given hers to a reveler who dropped dead after downing half the tankard. Poison had been suspected and the miner had vanished without a trace. No one had been able to figure out why anyone would want to kill Wilbur, a likeable trapper who lived in a small hut a quarter mile up the road and didn’t have an enemy in the world.


  After that, Alicia had adopted a lower profile and a new personality. No longer was she a minor noble traveling north to meet her groom. Now, she was one of a group of poor citizens making a pilgrimage to the city of Syre, the homeland of their eldest. Alicia had done what she could to change her appearance and nights spent indoors became luxuries, not necessities. She acted like a woman with little coin which, despite her lofty title and birthright, reflected her circumstances. Nobility didn’t necessarily equate to wealth.


  She would never forget her first night spent out-of-doors. Unlike the romantic poems she had read as a child, it had been horrific and uncomfortable. Vagrum and Rexall had shared watch duties, meaning each got only four hours’ sleep, but Alicia’s portion had been less in both quality and quantity. Even under layers of blankets, she had been cold and damp with the chilliness and moisture seeping through the burlap covering placed beneath her on the ground. Although the spot she had chosen was swept free of snow, the cold had gotten into her bones. She had tossed and turned, unable to achieve even a modicum of comfort. It had snowed fitfully, just heavy enough to be a nuisance. Occasional flurries kissing the exposed skin of her face had conspired with the other conditions to keep slumber at bay until absolute exhaustion had overtaken her. When she had awakened after finally dozing for three restless hours, she had been sore and more tired than when she had lain down. Both Kara and Vagrum had accorded her sympathetic looks. Rexall, never given to treating Alicia with anything approaching kindness, had displayed an expression wavering between smugness and sadism.


  The second and third nights had been easier although on neither occasion had Alicia gotten more than four hours’ interrupted sleep. As they had ridden north that day with Alicia barely conscious in the saddle, Vagrum had assured her that, in time, she would get used to it. “There comes a time when you get more comfortable lying on dirt and rocks than a mattress. Once, I couldn’t get a good night’s sleep ’less it was on a hard piece of ground. When I first came to work for your father, I got my winks on the stable floor. That was more familiar than a barracks bed.” Alicia had tried her best not to look horrified when he confided that. She then remembered that when she had first met Sorial, his ‘bed’ had been in the stable at The Wayfarer’s Comfort.


  The most depressing consideration was that everything they were doing might be for naught. The point of their journey was to save Sorial - to reach him before he touched the portal and stop him from throwing away his life on a fool’s dream. But it was possible they were going to the wrong portal. When they had left Vantok, they had believed there to be only one remaining but a careful consideration of the evidence had given root to doubt. What if there was a second functioning portal and Sorial was bound for that one? The thought gnawed at Alicia; the more she dwelt on it, the more uncertain she was that there was meaning in this trek. But what could she do? Admit defeat and return to Vantok? And if she got there in time to hear that he had died at the portal in the North, she knew she’d never be able to live with her decision. As long as there was a chance, she had no choice but to continue even if it meant that her life ultimately might be forfeit. There were some things worth dying for.


  Eventually, exhaustion overcame Alicia’s aversion to sleep and she succumbed to its embrace. Her slumber was deep and she remained unvisited by nightmares, but when she awoke, she didn’t feel rested. The lumpy straw mattress not only smelled of mildew but was little more comfortable than the ground. Today would be another difficult day on horseback with every step her mount took jolting her bruised body. She was having a hard time reconciling the realities of travel with the glamour of the road commonplace in all the epic stories and legends.


  Vagrum clomped up the stairs, returning to the cramped room after having made an early morning assessment of the day’s weather. Alicia looked at the big man. He was a little pale but, other than that, there was no outward evidence of his lingering debilitation. With thickly muscled arms and tree-trunk legs, he looked ready to stride into battle. His face, a maze of crisscrossed scars that included a misshapen nose and an ear missing both lobe and tip, was evidence of a life spent fighting. His normally bald head showed thick salt-and-pepper stubble; he had stopped shaving crown, chin, and upper lip following the poisoning. Alicia knew he was frustrated about his infirmity but there was nothing any of them could do for him and, to his credit, he hadn’t slowed them down. The poor road conditions and unseasonably bad weather had accomplished that. They were days behind schedule. By now, they should have been in the mountains but the peaks still loomed ahead, appearing closer than they were. Alicia had learned that mountains could be seen from a long distance away. A very long distance.


  “Looks to be clear, Milady.” Vagrum’s assessment promised the welcome hope of a rain-free, snow-free ride and the associated potential of making real progress.


  “If the weather holds, how long to the pass?” asked the wiry, red-haired Rexall, who was in the process of tightening the ropes around his bedroll.  Because the two small beds in the room had been given to Alicia and Kara, he and Vagrum had slept on the floor. Alicia suspected he might have enjoyed a more comfortable night.


  “Hard to say.” Vagrum had been in these parts before but it had been many years. “If we make good time, we’ll get there tomorrow night but we won’t want to start in ’til mid-morning the day after. If it’s open. If the weather up there was as bad as what we went through, we may be stuck. Only a fool would attempt them narrow, twisty paths with snow and ice on the ground.”


  If that was the case, was Sorial also stuck?  If he had gone this way, was he ahead or behind?


  “Two days sounds right,” said Kara, whose familiarity with the area was superior to Vagrum’s. It was unusual for her to speak to the entire group. During the journey, she had mostly kept to herself, although she occasionally engaged Alicia in conversation. At more than five decades of life, Kara was the senior member of the group. She remained a striking woman - slim, short in stature, and with long, flowing ebony hair that spilled over her shoulders. Despite her age, it showed only hints of gray. Constant exposure to the sun had darkened her skin to a deep umber, a characteristic that complemented her warm, dusky eyes. One look at her delicate features made it apparent that she was a native of the northern city of Syre, the northeastern-most major human settlement on the continent. But Kara didn’t advertise her heritage, preferring to keep her face hidden under an oversized cowl when outside.


  “There’s a large inn near the mouth of the pass. Unlike some of the places we’ve passed recently, this is a major stopping point for travelers entering and exiting the mountains. It’s a good place to spend a night but, more importantly, we’ll be able to find out whether the pass is open and, if it is, what the conditions are like. Also, if Sorial went this way, it’s likely Warburm would have stopped there. Someone might remember his party.”


  Vagrum nodded. “I remember the place. Goes by the name of The Gateway Inn. Last time I was there, they sold sure-footed mules for weary travelers who didn’t want to walk all the way through.”


  They departed the inn shortly thereafter, retrieved their horses from what passed for a stable, and returned to the road - a wide, muddy trail running north-south. In the clear, cool morning air, the mountains towered above to the left, no longer mere splotches on a distant horizon. The road, which had been gently climbing for days, ascended more steeply here in the lower foothills.


  The morning passed as many recent mornings had passed, with the four of them riding in silence, two-by-two. Rexall and Vagrum were in front with Kara and Alicia following. Shortly after they re-mounted following a break, Kara started a conversation. Alicia was glad for the distraction; it took her away from morose thoughts.


  “If you succeed in your goal of luring Sorial from the portal, what then?”


  Alicia hadn’t given much thought to the specifics of the aftermath; she was too concerned about achieving a goal that seemed increasingly difficult to attain. “We disappear. Go live someplace where Ferguson can’t find us.”


  Kara laughed softly; it was a mirthless sound. “You underestimate his reach. You’d have to go into the far wilds of The White World or across the seas to find a place where he doesn’t have influence.”


  “We’ll live simple lives. Keep to ourselves. The key is to avoid cities.”


  “Can you live that way? Can you work the land until your hands are blistered and calloused? Can you endure an empty belly because the crops don’t come in? Can you live in a cold shack with a dirt floor and little more than a square hole in the roof to vent the smoke from a fire? Do you really know what life will be like?”


  “How could I? I know I’ve led a sheltered life. I know it’ll be hard. But I’m made of sterner stuff than the average nobleman’s daughter. How many girls of my class would be doing this?” She gestured expansively at the surrounding terrain. Truth be told, Alicia didn’t know any girl of her class, at least not well. But she knew enough about them to recognize they would think she had taken leave of her senses.


  “How long before you and Sorial begin to resent one another? You, for the price you’ll pay for being with him? Him, for the constant guilt of not being able to provide, not being able to ease your burden? In the end, even if you and Sorial escape detection, he may seek out a portal in desperation. By then, it’ll be too late. If he waits, he dies. Only four wizards at a time - one per element. The decision he makes when he reaches the portal - to touch it or flee from it - can’t be reversed. Once another has taken his spot, he must find and kill that person in order for it to open again.”


  Alicia said nothing. The thing that bothered her most about Kara’s words was the element of truth that lurked in them. Was that how it would be? She hoped she could grit out a life of want and poverty for Sorial’s sake, but could she? Worse still, was she robbing him of his lone chance at something better? But what kind of chance was it when its fulfillment was so unlikely?


  “Do you wonder why I came with you?”


  “To counterbalance my influence with Sorial. To push him toward the portal as I pull him away.”


  Kara shook her head. “When the time comes, I won’t seek to sway him. I’m done with manipulating my son’s life. The final decision is his. I’ve come with you because, when he makes that decision, I should be there as I haven’t been in the past. And because I want you to understand why I believe there’s a very real chance the portal won’t reject him. If you can see that, your actions at the portal will be different. I’m not on this journey to thwart you, Alicia. I’m here to support you. Ferguson wouldn’t approve, but Ferguson is elsewhere. He often seems to be elsewhere.” The last words were spoken in a soft voice laced with a resentment Kara couldn’t entirely conceal.


  “What will you do? One way or the other, this is the end for your involvement in Ferguson’s schemes.”


  “It depends on Sorial. If he returns in triumph to Vantok, that’s something I’d like to see. After that… I’ll fade away. It’s better for Sorial if I’m not around. He’s lived most of his life without his mother; he doesn’t need me dogging his steps now.”


  Alicia wished she had Kara’s faith. Perhaps she did, when it came to Sorial, but not in the same things. Kara looked at Sorial and saw a wizard. Alicia looked at him and saw the boy she had met in the stable who had grown to a man before her eyes. A part of her wanted Kara’s vision to be true, but she couldn’t see it herself.


  Kara continued, “Eventually, I’ll probably look for my daughter. Everyone believes her to be dead except me. And maybe Ferguson. I’ve often thought that if Sorial failed, Ferguson would start turning over rocks looking for Ariel. Her departure was too well planned for me to accept that she died of exposure or at the hands of bandits or wild animals. She was clever. She could read and write. She was pretty. She would have found a way to make her way in the world. Right now, she’s probably living the kind of life you hope for yourself and Sorial.”


  “What was she like?” Alicia couldn’t help but be curious. Sorial had mentioned his sister only once or twice in passing. Of course, he hadn’t known her.


  “In the end, she was sullen and frightened. She idolized her brother and, when he fell at the portal, it devastated her. It did that for all of us but Ariel was at an impressionable age and she knew the duty would fall to her next. After Braddock died, she came to believe it couldn’t be done, so she left. But before those last seasons, she was a wild, wonderful girl. My most vivid memory of her wasn’t of the last time I saw her - I don’t recall when that was - but of a stormy day when she stood on a hilltop and stretched out her arms, embracing the wind. She kissed it and it kissed back, whipping her long hair around her head like a living crown. From the day of her birth, I knew she was a child of the air like I am.”


  “I thought only wizards were tied to an element.”


  “Superstition and stories have hidden the truth. All of us are born with an affinity for one element or another. It has nothing to do with magic; it’s in our nature. Perhaps it’s a residue of that long-ago era when all humans could wield magic. A wizard’s power is achieved through his natural inclination, but everyone gravitates toward one force or another. For most people, it doesn’t take much looking to see it. As long as you know what you’re looking for, that is. City-born men and women are no longer taught this, but knowledge of it lives all across the continent in small villages and settlements.”


  “What do you see when you look at me?” The idea that Kara proposed was foreign but there was something about it that sounded right. Such a thing would provide a greater sense of balance.


  She cocked her head and considered. “Water. Think about it. If you get dirty, do you have an overpowering need to bathe? Do you love the rain? Do you find the sound of dripping water to be soothing?”


  As a child, Alicia had driven her governesses, tutors, and mother to distraction by running outside barefoot in the rain and splashing in puddles. She had spent long hours in and around the river even before the advent of the heat wave. And when Rexall had helped her escape the temple through the tunnel, the distant drip-drip-drip of water had had a calming influence. There was sense in what Kara said. “What about Sorial?”


  “Earth. He and Lamanar both. Most farmers have that affinity. Or at least those that are successful.”


  “And Ferguson?”


  “I don’t know,” admitted Kara. “He’s inscrutable, unreadable. He keeps his affinity hidden, thinking that to show it would be to give another an edge over him.”


  They lapsed into silence after that, with Alicia dwelling on everything she had gleaned from her conversation with Kara. If the older woman’s goal was to plant the seed of doubt in Alicia’s mind about the predestined failure of Sorial’s quest, she had sown well.


  Later that day, as the sun was making its fast descent toward the mountainous horizon, Vagrum reined in his horse to come alongside Alicia.


  “We’re being shadowed, Milady.”


  Alicia scanned the nearby terrain. Their surroundings looked much the same in every direction: winter scrub peeking above a layer of half-frozen slush that hid the unevenness of the rocky ground. She saw no one beyond her companions and, other than the southbound merchant caravan they had passed in the mid-afternoon, she hadn’t seen anyone else since their departure from the inn.


  “Are you sure?” asked Rexall from his place in front.


  “They know what they’re about. Not like those fools who tried to ambush us a couple of weeks back. Barely caught two glimpses myself but it was enough to know. This ground gives them plenty cover and they’re staying just out of sight, beyond that ridge over there…” He pointed at a rise to the right. “Watching and waiting, I imagine.”


  “Then an armed confrontation isn’t their objective,” said Alicia. “If it had been, they would have attacked during the day when there was no one else around. By tomorrow, as we get closer to the pass and beyond the convergence of the roads leading south from the mountains, the number of travelers on the road will make an assault unlikely and unwise.”


  “Aye.” Vagrum nodded his approval of Alicia’s tactical assessment. “That’s what worries me. And I dunno how long they’ve been following us. I spied them today, but they coulda been out there for days, biding their time. It’s never the rash ones that make me worry. It’s the patient ones. The ones for who time is an ally, not an enemy.”


  Rexall’s eyes were directed at the sun, which was about to be eclipsed by one of The Broken Crags’ peaks. “Night comes fast in the mountains and I don’t fancy sleeping by the roadside with them out there. Maybe that’s what they’re waiting for.”


  “Can’t say I disagree.” Vagrum urged his horse to a trot. “Let’s see what we can get out of these animals. If we’re lucky, we can reach a ramshackle old inn a few miles south of the crossroads. Don’t know if it’s still open. It was in pretty bad shape last time I was in these parts and I think the man running it was just a vagabond who found it abandoned and thought he could make a few coins.”


  “If it’s not there?” asked Alicia.


  “We camp or keep going into the night. There are risks either way. Even on a road, this ain’t terrain friendly to horses in the darkness. And using a lantern to light the path… there’s no surer way to pinpoint your location to anyone who might be looking.”


  She urged her horse forward at greater speed. Not since departing Vantok had they traveled at a canter, wanting to keep their mounts strong and well-rested. But it was for times like this when strong, well-rested horses were needed. For, although time might be an ally to the strangers out there, it wasn’t one for Alicia and her companions.


  CHAPTER THREE: LESSONS LEARNED


  Sorial gazed at his image, reflected in a still pool of water, with frank disbelief. Admittedly, it had been nearly a year since he had last seen a representation of himself, but he could scarcely believe it was the same person. His stocky body, although still well-muscled, had thinned considerably and he wore his seventeen years heavily. Someone meeting him for the first time might mistake him for a man ten years his senior. His arms were scarred by the puckered reminders of the torture he had endured at the hands of the sadist Langashin. He had lost his left hand, two toes from his right foot, his earlobes, and a tooth. An injury to his nose, which had been sliced open from the inside, had healed poorly, leaving it misshapen. He hadn’t shaved in weeks, resulting in a heavy growth of ragged dark fur on his lower face and across his upper lip. The untamed hair atop his head, normally kept short as a guard against lice, was lengthening and curling at the ends. His naked body was covered with dirt and grime from neck to toe; there seemed little point in wearing clothing. The earth kept him warm and protected. Of course, when he returned to civilization, he would have to cede comfort for necessity. Human habitations would react strangely to a filthy, naked man. He would be turned away at the first checkpoint he approached, if not before then.


  This was the first time Sorial had been above ground in nearly five weeks. During that long period, he had made a deep, inaccessible underground cavern his domain. There was a clear stream running through it to provide water and fish, and his rock wyrm “pet” procured other food for him. As much as he loved the earth and all it offered, he had found himself increasingly desirous of seeing the sun and sky. So he had made this trip, riding the rock wyrm as it burrowed up through the earth to emerge in a grotto deep within The Forbidden Lands.


  His thoughts turned to revisiting the lands of men. His desire to be reunited with Alicia hadn’t diminished during his self-imposed exile. If anything, it was stronger than ever. He wondered if she knew about his success at the portal. He had entrusted the message to Warburm but the innkeeper’s chances of survival were questionable. There was no guarantee he had made it back to Vantok. If he hadn’t, Alicia would be waiting and worrying, her despair growing with every passing day.


  Yet he couldn’t return, at least not yet. To attempt it would be folly. His sister was out there, somewhere, and she had pronounced a death sentence upon him, contingent on his surviving the portal’s initiation process. They were both wizards now, two of four, but her experience outweighed his by more than a decade. She could do things he could only imagine. Surviving a confrontation with her didn’t demand that he be able to match her in skill and power, but he needed to possess a greater understanding of his abilities and their limitations than he currently did. He had learned much in his five weeks of solitude, but there was more to be probed and investigated.


  Sorial waded into the pool, allowing the water to embrace his body, washing away the dirt. He found the act of bathing oddly refreshing, although it represented the caress of a foreign element.


  Sorial hadn’t thought much about the future even though it was growing ever closer to converging with the present. His mind frequently wandered to Alicia while waking and asleep. She was a recurring distraction. Beyond claiming her, however, he hadn’t formulated a plan of action. He would return to Vantok and, if King Azarak’s offer was worthy, pledge himself to serve the city as its first wizard in nine centuries. Beyond that…? Part of the problem was that he wasn’t sure what he wanted. Marriage to Alicia and a comfortable life, to be sure. But what else? He was unmoved by thoughts of wealth and power. And what would be required of him? Putting an end to the heat wave would be his first task but he suspected his service to the city would culminate with him pitted against his sister and The Lord of Fire. He wouldn’t stand a chance.


  Sorial wasn’t yet convinced that a life-or-death struggle was the only way things could be resolved between him and Ariel or, for that matter, between him and The Lord of Fire. He didn’t view either as an enemy, although his goals and theirs weren’t aligned. If there were only four wizards, it made sense for them to form a common alliance. Infighting seemed pointless and counterproductive, although Sorial could understand how they might view him as a threat. They had been the sole practitioners of magic for years; his uninvited initiation into their small circle interrupted carefully laid plans.


  Still, if Ariel would provide him with an opportunity for discourse, Sorial felt certain he could convince her that they need not be enemies. He was less certain the same could be said of The Lord of Fire. If the wizard’s goal was to destroy Vantok by baking its lands and citizens, Sorial was bound to intervene. He didn’t love the city where he had grown up the way some residents no doubt did, but he felt a responsibility to defend it. Until he had departed late the previous year on the trek that had led to his disfigurement and transformation, he had known no other life than the one he had enjoyed (and sometimes endured) in Vantok. And if he pledged his service to King Azarak, he intended to be faithful to that oath, regardless of what he had told Langashin while being tortured.


  As Sorial was washing, the sun emerged from behind the thick blanket of clouds that clogged the sky. He squinted, shielding his eyes from the sudden brightness to which weeks of underground existence had made him ill accustomed. Far beneath the surface of The Forbidden Lands, the world he inhabited was lighted by glowing lichen and strange, luminescent crystals. Sorial dimly recalled having seen a “glowstone” sold in the marketplace for an outrageous sum. If he was to excavate all those he found below, he could be a wealthy man. But such things meant little to him. Money had never been a driving force in his life and he rarely had possessed more than a couple of knives and the clothes on his back to call his own. What would he do with it now?


  Naked and dripping, Sorial emerged from the pool, intending to let the sun dry him. During the early days of Winter, the sun’s angle was low in the southern sky, barely skimming the tops of the tallest mountain peaks around him, but the temperature was mild. It was said that even in the depths of the coldest Winters, The Forbidden Lands remained temperate.


  Sorial briefly entertained revisiting the ruins of Havenham, but satisfying a mild curiosity hardly seemed a good reason to make the trip. Riding the rock wyrm as it undulated through dirt and rock like a fish through water, he could accomplish the journey in less than a day, but to what end? To see if the nomads he had scared off had come back? To return to a portal that was no longer of use or value to him? For now, Havenham was in his past, not his future.


  Sorial settled his mind and “called” the rock wyrm. The passage of time and a growing familiarity had made this process second nature. He wondered if he could do it as easily with any of the other earth-based creatures. There were surprisingly few, at least of the mythical variety. The rock wyrms had been hunted nearly to extinction. There was a small population but they rarely came close to the surface except to hunt. The trolls were even less numerous and concentrated further to the south. He had briefly touched the primitive mind of one while using the mountains to channel and amplify his thoughts, but he hadn’t pursued the contact. Then there were the rarest of all, and the most terrible: the mountain giants. If any survived, Sorial hadn’t found a trace, although his rock wyrm insisted they could be uncovered if one looked long and deep enough.


  Magic had proven to be far different than Sorial had envisioned before entering the portal. His original conception had been based on fairy tale exaggerations and fabrications. He had assumed he would be able to do things like create balls of light, cause flames to shoot from his fingertips, levitate above the ground, and travel in the blink of an eye from one place to another.  Maybe some wizards could do those things, but not him. Earth didn’t accommodate such acts of magic and, since his symbiosis was with that element, he could only work acts involving it.


  He imagined The Lord of Fire could conjure a flame with barely a thought. For Sorial, however, such a thing was impossible. He had tried, spending long, fruitless hours staring into space in his cavern trying to will the smallest whisper of an ember. But he couldn’t touch fire. There were ways to cheat using earth. He could find perfect striking stones that would yield a shower of sparks when scraped together. He could pull molten rock from deep below ground and use it to ignite dry kindling. And once a fire was started, extinguishing it was no problem. Dirt smothered flames instantaneously, which provided Sorial with a small measure of confidence when contemplating a struggle against The Lord of Fire. Air, on the other hand, might prove to be a different matter.


  Sorial had never felt more alive. Even with half his senses gone - he had given his ability to smell and taste to the portal - and with two toes and one hand amputated, he was suffused with health and energy. Using magic and communing with earth imparted a sense of wholeness and well-being missing for his entire life. He craved using his abilities but, even as unschooled as he was in matters of magic, he suspected a trap, because every time he accessed power, he felt not only the ecstasy of unlocking it but a subtle draining away of his mortal essence. Instinctively, he knew this was the ongoing price he must pay for being a wizard. What he gave up to escape the portal had only been the beginning.


  He remembered stories of how wizards rarely lived to old age, and he could understand why that might be. The urge to use magic could become overpowering. Its employment offered fulfillment and an affirmation of life and vitality. To abstain was difficult, unpleasant, and potentially harmful. Yet if each instance in which it was used drained away even a little of the wizard’s essence, how long would it take before he became a burnt-out husk? Sorial wondered about Ariel. What was she hiding beneath her cowl? Was her face horrific because of what she had yielded at the portal or because of what had been eaten away since then?  It didn’t take book learning and a careful study of the history of wizards for Sorial to understand that this might be the greatest challenge faced by any practitioner of magic.


  What had Sorial learned during more than four weeks of self-denial, reflection, and practice?  At the very least, he had made some discoveries about his limitations. He wasn’t all-powerful. Far from it, in fact. It was hard to imagine that wizards had once been able to pass themselves off as gods, but perhaps things had been different nine centuries ago. When it came to performing “magic,” his competency was restricted to acts that involved earth. It was a little frustrating to recognize that seemingly simple undertakings that might require little more than a moment’s thought from another wizard were barred to him. 


  When it came to acts of earth, however, little was beyond Sorial’s capabilities; it was only a question of how deeply he drained his life’s essence to commit the deed. He could probably move a mountain if he tried, although he couldn’t conceive why such a thing would be desirable or necessary, and he might kill himself in the process. He had no idea how much he could accomplish before the toll began to mark him in perceptible ways.


  Sorial was convinced that the key to being a long-lived and successful wizard was in finding short cuts - ways to accomplish goals by using less effort. Consideration of the methods he had used to escape Havenham revealed a gross expenditure of power. Instead of bringing down the large area of the ground around the portal, he could have destabilized one or two load-bearing rocks and everything would have collapsed on its own. He also had to be careful about extravagant and unnecessary uses of his abilities. If something could be accomplished by brute force, there was no need to call on earth-power. Why use magic to lift a heavy rock if he could pick it up? Such a thing might be appealing as a demonstration but its practicality was limited.


  Sorial would never find his answers in books, even if he uncovered a treasure trove of documents dating back to the time of wizards. He couldn’t read and it was unlikely circumstances would provide him with an opportunity to rectify that deficiency any time soon. With no one alive to teach him and no way to comprehend the instruction of those long dead, he would need to learn his craft through practice, trial and error, and by following his instincts. He hoped those things would be enough; he worried they wouldn’t be.


  Sorial found a nice, flat rock and lay down, intending to absorb the sun’s warmth until the rock wyrm arrived. It wasn’t far away and could travel quickly, but he had a little time to himself before it arrived. As he closed his eyes, he noticed the involuntary pull as his mind connected with the rock. In an instant, he knew about its unremarkable history, its composition (there were flakes of gold in it), and how much it weighed. Knowing, as he thought of this ability, was coming more naturally to him. It was passive, a result of his deeply personal connection to earth. He couldn’t connect with a finger of flame or a drop of rain, but no stone could hide a secret from him.


  Some rocks had extraordinary stories to tell. Others revealed only that they had been shaped over the centuries by the other elements, especially air and water. When in balance, the elements worked equally with and against one another.


  A subtle shaking of the ground announced the arrival of the rock wyrm, which broke through the surface with little grace, sending rocks, pebbles, and clods of dirt flying in all directions as it poked its large serpentine head above the ground.  It fixed its deep eyes on Sorial and he felt a flash of recognition pass between them. The wyrm awaited him, the majority of its fifty-foot long scaled body hidden. It preferred remaining underground as much as possible. As formidable as its scales were, tons of earth represented a more impregnable armor. By nature, wyrms were neither cautious nor cowardly but millennia of unfavorable encounters with men, who often brought them down through sheer force of numbers, had taught them to be circumspect. Encounters between wyrms and humans were rare, with the former assiduously avoiding the latter. The attack on Sorial’s group resulting in Lamanar’s death had been an act of misfortune and miscalculation. The wyrm had been hungry and sensed that such a small group might be easy prey. It hadn’t reckoned with Warburm’s pistol. As soon as it had realized these humans could cause pain, it had retreated.


  Now clean and dry, Sorial rose from where he was reclining and mounted the wyrm’s massive neck. As was his habit, he scratched it behind the ear holes, mimicking what he had done with horses during his years as a stableboy. The wyrm most likely didn’t notice the touch, but it provided Sorial with a sense of familiarity. As soon as he was firmly seated, the wyrm dove.


  Riding the worm required not only the skill to hold on, but the ability to link with its unique method of travel. Sorial had learned quickly how to phase through the earth; during his first trip, he had suffered numerous bruises and scrapes. Since then, injuries had become increasingly less frequent and were never serious. He began experimenting with a process by which he might eventually be able to bring someone with him, using his powers to provide them with protection.


  Sorial didn’t fully understand how the wyrm traveled. It moved through the earth like a fish through water, passing into all manner of solid material with minimal displacement. It could not traverse fissures, caverns, underground waterways, and magma in this way. If it encountered those, it would detour around them. Large rock masses didn’t deter it; it passed through them with no more difficulty than loosely packed dirt. While riding the wyrm, Sorial didn’t need to breathe in a conventional sense - there were microscopic air pockets all around that he could tap into. He could “swim” on his own but at a greatly reduced speed. The more time Sorial spent underground, the more convinced he became that, for one such as him, earth was like water only more dense.


  It took less than a quarter-hour to make the trip from the pool to Sorial’s cavern. His temporary “home” was an eerie place more than one hundred feet wide at its center - the kind of closed-in area many humans would find uncomfortable. The air, fed only by tiny passages to the surface, was stale and close. An underground stream passed through the middle, entering and exiting through openings in opposing walls, and gurgling as it moved along. Small fish swam in the current and Sorial had devised a way to move earth beneath the water and trap them so he could scoop them out with his hands. Once cooked, they were tasty, but there was so little flesh on their bones that he had to consume more than a dozen to fill his belly. Phosphorescent lichen populated the walls, ceiling, and part of the floor, spreading as free and as far as ivy and filling the cavern with a ghostly illumination. Until his trip to the surface today, Sorial had forgotten what natural colors were like. Although the floor was relatively smooth, massive stalactites dangled from the ceiling. Sorial had probed them for their history and saw how it had taken millennia for them to form from the deposits left by droplets of water that seeped through the porous roof.


  After dismissing the rock wyrm to hunt a meal, Sorial sat cross-legged on the floor near the stream to resume his self-taught “lessons.” It was only then that he realized how tired he was. Losing track of time in this environment was easy; Sorial ate when he was hungry and slept when he was tired. The rest of his days were spent exploring his new abilities and contemplating his place in the world. How long had it been since he last rested? At least three meals ago. Twenty hours, perhaps thirty. It was common for him to forget about sleep but not a good idea. Magic worked best when the mind was sharp; fatigue was an enemy. Sorial thought that if he ever went into battle, it would be after a full night’s rest. That, of course, presumed he had a choice in the matter.


  He lay on the floor with his head and back touching hard stone. Although naturally cool, it offered surprising warmth the longer he reclined, almost as if it absorbed his body’s heat and radiated it back. With the exception of the sounds made by the stream and the occasional dripping of water from the slick, moist ceiling, the cavern was wrapped in a perfect cocoon of silence. Sorial briefly wondered whether The Lord of Water would feel comfortable here, close to his element but surrounded by so much of another. That was a question for another time and place.


  As Sorial began to drift off, his reflections turned inevitably to Alicia. Here, on the cusp of sleep, he could think about her without analyzing the precariousness of their situation. He could remember her beauty, recall the sweetness of her scent, and become aroused by as-yet unrealized fantasies. He needed Alicia. But how long would it be until he could have her? That was the damnable part of his situation.


  CHAPTER FOUR: THE LORD OF FIRE


  His name was Justin, but they called him The Lord of Fire. The title was hard-earned but, despite the blood and sweat that had gone into it, it was hollow. As yet, he was Lord of Nothing, unless one counted the rag-tag band of misfits who had chosen to follow him and named themselves his “army.” Some day in the not-too-future, however, he expected the whole of humanity to acknowledge him as its sovereign. Then he would truly be The Lord of Fire, one of four who had inhaled the last breath of the gods and used it to bring order and balance to a world that, left to its own devices, would surely destroy itself.


  Justin was a surprisingly small and fragile man for someone with his fearsome reputation. He had a gaunt frame with abnormally long limbs and thin, delicate fingers that court musicians would envy. The pasty, translucent skin of his face stretched tightly over his skull, giving him a ghoulish appearance. His crown was bald but there was a sparse growth of silver hair on his chin and upper lip. At age 39, he looked twice his age. His most arresting features were his eyes: deep brown, they flickered with an orange/red glow that could be seen most clearly in the dark. It was an affectation - one he had consciously adopted upon coming into his powers - but he was proud of it. People who faced him knew he was no ordinary man.


  Justin luxuriated in the heat of the southern Forbidden Lands, near to the Great Wet Jungle that few men from the human cities to the north had seen. It was here, close to the location where he had come into his powers, that he had established his army’s camp. He believed this to be a portal the supposedly all-wise Ferguson knew nothing about. It was nice to have knowledge of which his former mentor was ignorant. Justin liked having the portal close. That way, when one of his recruits displayed the necessary potential, the trip could be accomplished in less than two days. There might also come a time when the portal would again serve Justin. Wizards could only pass through once and survive, or so it was said. But there were ancient documents that hinted at another possibility - documents that formed the basis of Justin’s greater scheme. The Otherverse beckoned and who was he to deny its siren call?


  He was a patient man, which was fortunate, since the plan he had set into motion had evolved not over weeks and seasons, but years and decades. His greatest concern was that he wouldn’t live long enough to see it come to fruition. Based on his understanding of the history of wizards, gleaned through the perusal of all the great libraries across this continent and another, he was among the oldest of his kind. Most wizards burned out before the age of 30. Even the two greatest, Malbranche and Altemiak, didn’t live longer, although the exact dates of their deaths were lost in the mists of time, unrecorded by the hand of any scholar. If they had died, that is. Justin wasn’t so sure and that possibility excited him. Immortality wasn’t much of a temptation - the end-game of the gods proved it was more of a trap than a boon - but the potential of discovering new avenues of power and accomplishment was a great enticement. He didn’t want to live forever but he wouldn’t mind clinging to this existence for another few decades, or even centuries.


  For now, however, it was all about waging war. A nasty business, to be sure, but a necessary one. Humankind couldn’t be brought together under a single banner without shattering the allegiances that currently dominated the continent. There were six major cities - Vantok, Basingham, and Earlford in the South, and Andel, Obis, and Syre in the North. When Justin was finished, many of those bastions of human habitation would no longer stand. Not that men wouldn’t rebuild. In fact, Justin would encourage that. But the new settlements would have new names and new leaders and all the survivors would swear allegiance to Justin’s council of four rulers: The Lord of Fire, The Lady of Air, The Lord of Earth, and The Lord of Water.


  Right now, the matter of The Lord of Earth was giving him indigestion.


  For many years, Justin had relied on Ariel, The Lady of Air, to be his eyes and ears across the continent. It made sense considering that she could ride the winds far and wide, covering more distance in a day than he could in a week. Fire had many strengths but speed of travel wasn’t one of them. Justin couldn’t fly, burrow under the earth, or swim the seas. Walking (or being borne on a litter) was his preferred means of moving from one place to another. There were ways he could teleport, but that could be inconvenient, requiring heat sources on both ends. So Ariel became his chief gatherer of information. Without her, he would be blind and deaf, cocooned in his own small corner of the world. Unfortunately, she didn’t always disseminate everything she learned. She was selective and, as one might expect from someone fostered by Ferguson’s disciples, she loved secrets.


  One case in point related to her younger brother, Sorial, whom she had watched from afar since his childhood. Her air-granted ability to alter her physical appearance had allowed her to interact with him in occasional incidental ways. Justin had known about Sorial as the latest in Ferguson’s lineage of can’t-miss candidates, but he had never considered him either a threat or a serious contender for one of the wizards’ positions. More fool him - he had known Ferguson of old and should have realized that the crafty old man wouldn’t have bothered with Ariel’s brother if there wasn’t legitimate potential there. Now, to Justin’s detriment, that potential had been realized. Damn and blast!


  Ariel had known as well. She had seen early on that he was no mere pretender. As Justin had learned from her a few weeks ago when she confessed her decade-long obsession with the boy, she had watched Sorial’s progress under the tutelage of Ferguson’s lackeys and contrived several encounters. Her goal, at which she failed, had been to divert him from Ferguson’s path. Sentiment had been a driving force and there had also been perhaps an element of jealousy. Ariel had offered Sorial aid and cryptic advice, but he hadn’t been swayed. Justin would have expected nothing else and, had Ariel consulted him, he would have told her as much. Ferguson was a brilliant manipulator and the stubbornness Sorial had exhibited was a family trait. Justin had never known anyone more intransigent than Ariel.


  Justin’s plan was to cultivate likely candidates culled from the ranks of those who had joined his forces - those who, when brought into close proximity to a portal, heard its call. Age was apparently an issue - men who hadn’t matured sufficiently to impregnate a woman and girls who hadn’t shed their first woman’s blood were blocked, even if the potential was there. Thus far, his efforts had met with meager results - only four legitimate candidates, three of which needed seasoning before facing a transformation. Eventually, Justin expected to develop a Lord of Earth and a Lord of Water in this manner, both owing allegiance to him. They would be treated as equals as befit wizards but their loyalty would be to him as a mentor. Unfortunately, Sorial’s elevation complicated matters. Sorial was not Justin’s acolyte and never would be. He was Ferguson’s. After all these years, the old man had finally achieved his lifelong goal. Damn and blast!


  Could this complication have been prevented or at least managed? Certainly, it would have been simpler if Ariel had come to him from the first. Justin would have preferred to implement his own plan of seduction rather than merely trying to undermine Ferguson’s. Instead of implementing a scattershot and ultimately ineffective plan to keep Sorial from becoming a wizard, he would have encouraged it and offered friendship and fraternity - whatever enticements Ferguson had presented and more. But now, it was too late. The Lord of Earth had been pushed into a position of opposition. Things had evolved to where Justin would have to kill Sorial. What a waste. When it came to identifying targets with an aptitude in earth magic, Justin had marked a lone candidate - a thirteen-year old boy who had been tested only two weeks ago after waking from a dream with sticky loins. To have had a chance to recruit Sorial, to have stolen him away from Ferguson… it was frustrating to contemplate what might have been. If only Ariel hadn’t been so damn stubborn. If only she’d been able to see the bigger picture and come to him earlier. If only, if only, if only…


  Killing a wizard was no simple matter. They could die as easily as any man, but getting to them, especially by magical means, was a tricky thing. Sorial was inexperienced but he would be wary. Ariel had warned him that if he went through with the transformation, she would destroy him - another foolish misstep on her part. Far better to get him to lower his guard and believe he would be welcomed unconditionally into a society of wizards then ambush him at the right moment.


  Ariel was one of the smartest women he knew, but she was capable of making catastrophically bad decisions. He understood the root of it: her older brother, the would-be wizard, had died because Justin preceded him to a portal by two years. Two boys with an affinity for fire…but Justin had gotten there first. Ariel had long ago reasoned this out and, on some level, she blamed him and it was wont to cloud her judgment. She didn’t trust him when it came to Sorial. And this was the misbegotten result.


  “Have you forgiven me?” Her voice came from behind him, sibilant as the wind. She had a habit of sneaking up on people like that. It could be unnerving, especially since he was alone in his command tent and the flap was in front of him. Doors rarely seemed to be a problem for Ariel. She could go anywhere the wind could.


  He turned to face her. As always, she wore long, dark robes with a cowl to hide her features. He knew she donned a mask as well. Once, in an unguarded moment, he had seen her face and he could understand why she hid it - a scarred and horrific ruin, eaten away not only by her sacrifice at the portal but by years of magic use. She hadn’t husbanded her resources as carefully as he had. The beauty was mostly gone, but the lingering shadows of it both intrigued and saddened him. It was the promise of a life that might have been had she not given herself to her magic. Now, however, she was a consort to air, and air didn’t care what she looked like. Vanity wasn’t a productive characteristic for a wizard although history recorded many who had wasted their talents on retaining their form and features even as the use of those selfsame powers wasted them away.


  “Your rash actions have set back my plans by seasons, if not years.” The words were unnecessary; she knew this. But they had to be said. He hadn’t spoken to her since angrily denouncing her following her confession - something made necessary by the undeniable evidence that The Lord of Earth had come into his power.


  “I know. I’ll find him and eliminate him as I should have done when it became clear he wouldn’t change his course. This is my error. I’ll correct it.” Her voice was heavy, betraying a depth of emotion that surprised Justin. She wouldn’t admit affection for Sorial, but he knew it was there. She had watched the boy from afar for more than a decade. How could she not have come to care about him? Ariel might claim she would kill him but Justin didn’t know if she could do it and, if she succeeded, what emotional scars it might leave. But even if he did it himself, he would need her help.


  “Ariel, we’re partners in this. We have a common goal. You can’t hide things from me, especially when they’re this important.”


  They were as good as married, albeit without a physical relationship. They squabbled like any couple but, in the end, their affection for one another brought them back together. Sex would never be an issue between them. Justin’s price at the portal had been to yield his manhood. He had been gelded, leaving no appetite for the pleasures shared by men and women in the darkness. Ariel wasn’t a virgin but she had taken no lovers since they had met and any desire to do so had dried up. They were well-matched, at least for now - committed to the same plan, at least insofar as Ariel understood it. Justin hadn’t revealed the deeper layer. He was unsure of what it entailed himself. The world then the Otherverse.


  “Rectifying the situation with your brother becomes a priority, but we can’t allow it to undermine our overall objective. If anything, the timing must be accelerated. We’re going to have to start treating the war as an imminent event, not some nebulous future thing.”


  “Justin, I know you coddle these ‘recruits,’ but we have to step up identifying likely candidates for water. Thus far, there is no Lord of Water, but when one emerges, we want to make sure he’s one of ours.”


  The Lord of Fire nodded. She was right about that, but none of those Justin had tagged with an affinity for water was promising, and they were all too young. If Sorial was removed, there was an option for earth, but water was a different matter. He wasn’t sure why. To prevent a rogue Lord of Water from emerging, an option was to watch the portals but there were three of those and only two of them. To have Ariel shuttle back and forth between Havenham and Ibitsal would deprive him of her scouting skills. Sorial’s transformation had made a muddle of his plans. He’d have to rethink everything.


  When Justin had devised his campaign to unite humanity and achieve balance, he had done so with little expectation of needing Earth or Water to complete the task as long as they didn’t oppose him. Sorial, if established as Vantok’s defender as was surely Ferguson’s objective, would stand directly in Justin’s path and that was as big an obstacle as he could envision. Sorial’s youth gave him access to greater reserves of power than either Justin or Ariel could tap. They might exceed him by an order of magnitude in skill but sometimes, when it came to battles, raw power could trump experience. Because of the uncertainty inherent in any magical duel, Justin would feel more confident paying an assassin to plunge a dagger into Sorial’s heart. Accomplishing that, however, required access, and gaining access necessitated that Sorial’s location be known. At the moment, he was in hiding. Understandable but frustrating to someone trying to rid the world of his presence.


  “At this point, I’m less worried about The Lord of Water than I am about The Lord of Earth. One is a reality; the other is a future concern. There’s not much I can do from here and this is where I must remain, at least for the moment.” This is where it would all begin - the gathering of the army, the recruitment of Justin’s “special allies”, and the start of the march north.


  “Are you going to summon them?”


  By them, Justin knew she was referring to the djinn, the elemental creatures of myth whose existence had been confirmed to Justin many years ago. There were tales of fire wizards roasted alive for summoning djinn, but Justin believed there was a way to do it with a modicum of safety. It required a delicacy of touch but, as creatures primarily of the flame, they should serve The Lord of Fire. Nevertheless, he had delayed attempting a summoning because of a fear of what could happen if he was wrong.


  “The time will come soon, once other preparations are made.”


  “It’s too bad there are no dragons. Are you sure they’re all dead?”


  “If any live, they’re beyond my reach. They are creatures of a bygone age and, unlike many so-called ‘monsters’ that continue to exist in places where men don’t venture, the dragons seem to be extinct. The last credible sighting was more than a thousand years ago. Malbranche is said to have devoted half his life to the search for one without finding it. I think we can dispense with the hope that I can ride into battle on the back of one of those mighty, fire-belching beasts.”


  “And what of your other… experiment? Are you ready to try?”


  “As soon as I find a worthy subject. I want this to be a public demonstration.” It was a simple thing but one that could prove to be an excruciatingly painful and potentially effective tool. Thus far, Justin had tried it only on animals, but there was no reason it shouldn’t be successful on men. All he needed was a small sample of the intended victim’s blood, no more than a few drops, and he could kill without touching by burning the man from inside out. It could be an excellent way to keep his troops in line; a healthy dose of fear was always useful when dealing with large groups of men. Justin had once heard it said that men would fight harder for a leader they loved than one they feared. He wasn’t certain he believed that. In the end, it was irrelevant. All that mattered was that they would fight. And kill. And die.


  In Justin’s view, humanity couldn’t be united without massive bloodshed. His troops were prepared for what must be done. He had planned this campaign for more than a decade, ever since he and Ariel had met. She was the catalyst who had crystallized his unformed plans - ideas born from years studying under Ferguson then the seemingly endless nights after his transformation spent in musty libraries. It was a good thing that, as the third son of a duke in Basingham, he had been taught to read. Without that skill, his life would have taken a different path. He likely would have burned himself out in an orgy of hedonistic pleasure - a lightning flash like so many of history’s unremembered wizards.


  “I want more heat this year,” said Justin, referring to the joint project he and Ariel had begun five years ago, a massive heat bubble that had settled over Vantok. Justin provided the fuel and Ariel used her mastery of air to disperse it in the pattern most devastating to the city. Every year, Justin stoked his fires higher and the effort took a toll on him. This year - the final year - he would double the effort. The result would be crippling and hopefully reduce the city to a point where resistance would be minimal. He recognized that, if he faced the full might of Vantok’s militia at the levels Ariel had reported, his army would be outnumbered. But there were ways for a small force to defeat a larger one. The heat wave was one weapon - one of many.


  “It will be taxing.” Ariel voiced this concern every year, but he never listened. She had been against this protracted form of attack from the beginning. There was no doubting its effectiveness but, considering the amount of magic it required, there were other, more dramatic actions that could have been taken. Ultimately, a storm of fiery hailstones would have been less draining.


  “The more we kill by drought, plague, and famine, the fewer there will be to face our army. What we do at Vantok must be absolute in its devastation. That battle must be shown as an object lesson to the other cities. Devastation at Vantok will ultimately save lives since Basingham and Earlford will then surrender more easily.”


  “Not Obis.”


  “No,” agreed Justin. “Not Obis. Like Vantok, that city will take effort to conquer. Syre is soft; they’ll raise the white flag as soon as they see an army massing at their gates. Obis will fight to the last man. I’ll want a Lord of Earth at my side when we stand outside King Rangarak’s walls and threaten to bring his city to ruin and put his subjects to the sword. Once Obis is gone, Andel will have no choice but to capitulate. Vantok is the key to the south; Obis is the key to the North. Fell those cities and the rest will follow.”


  “They are about to be joined in marriage.” Ariel had previously informed Justin of that bit of information, but this seemed an appropriate time to remind him of it.


  “What of it? The geographical difficulty of bringing support from Obis makes the alliance irrelevant. I’d be far more concerned if Azarak was marrying a princess of Basingham. Attacking Vantok with an heir of Obis as queen doesn’t mean we’ll face Rangarak’s might in the South. He wouldn’t be fool enough to send more than a token force on such an arduous journey into an uncertain situation.”


  “It represents an opportunity.”


  “Indeed?”


  “King Rangarak will undoubtedly be traveling to Vantok for the wedding along with a sizeable contingent of men - far more than a conventional honor guard. If he was to meet his demise while visiting, hostility could erupt between the men of Vantok and those of Obis. I’m sure you can see the benefits of that as easily as I can.”


  “You have a plan?”


  “I do.” Ariel’s smile was hidden beneath her mask and cowl. She had given this much thought. Perhaps it would redeem her foolish handling of the situation with her brother.


  Later, after Ariel had departed for a scouting expedition to the north, which would include stops at both the Havenham and Ibitsal portals, Justin began a routine inspection of the camp. Thus far, he had three-thousand able-bodied men, many of whom were too old to be effective in conventional combat roles, although Justin couldn’t afford to turn them away. Even if he swelled his army by half, he would still have fewer men than Vantok. A few djinn could make up the difference but Justin couldn’t afford to be involved in a prolonged contest. Not only did he need to crush Vantok, but he had to do it without losing a significant portion of his army. This was only the beginning of the war. He was counting on bolstering his forces with defecting militias from Basingham and Earlford, but that presupposed they were cowed by the results of the Battle of Vantok. Justin counted on magic providing the edge, but that edge would be blunted if Sorial wasn’t dealt with beforehand.


  As Justin wandered the loosely organized, sprawling site where the diverse group of men who comprised his army were bunking and training, he noted how silent and wary they became as he approached and passed. That was as it should be: fearful respect for their leader. His hand-picked generals, two of whom were recruited from Obis, were in the process of transforming these nomads and city exiles into a respectable fighting force. But he needed more men. The time had come to begin hiring mercenaries. The Bloody Blades, a group of seasoned fighters who roamed the realms to the south of The Forbidden Lands, could be bought but they were expensive. At one gold apiece, it would take a king’s ransom to hire all 200 in the company, but it might be a necessary expenditure. And Justin didn’t lack for funds. Ariel could steal whatever was needed.


  There was also the question of admitting women to the fighting ranks, a position Ariel advocated. There were women in camp now but their duties were to service the men, cook, and keep things as clean as possible. At last count, there were about 100 of these whores - one for each 30 men. Still, when she spoke of adding women to the force, Ariel wasn’t referring to those who fulfilled their obligations on their backs. She believed there were women who could fight as well or better than some of the men, especially the older ones, and it was foolish to exclude them because of their sex. At one point, Justin had been against this but when the army didn’t grow as expansively as expected, his resolve began to wither.


  He stopped abruptly and looked around with a disapproving expression. There was something wrong. The atmosphere of the camp was too… relaxed. There was too much freedom, and freedom bred laxity. As capable as many of these men were with their weapons, they needed to learn to fight as a unit. The lack of discipline was disturbing. Locating one of the Obis generals, Justin stalked toward the man.  Recognizing the storm clouds gathering around their leader, men scampered out of his path.


  “General Urgo,” began Justin, his tone deceptively placid. “Why are these men lounging around instead of drilling?”


  Urgo, whose toothless face broke into a smile upon seeing Justin approach, seemed unprepared for the question. “Sir… I…”


  Justin didn’t wait for a response; whatever excuse the man concocted was irrelevant. He was being well-paid to do a job that was only half finished. “Beginning today, General, I want to see these men drilling. This is an army and it must begin to act and train like one. We’re going to war and I want this force to be stronger and harder than the one we’ll be facing. If the men wish to continue to be watered and fed, they’ll perform their duties. Anyone loitering or not giving maximum effort will be subject to summary execution.”


  Urgo blanched. Whatever words he had expected to hear from his commander, they didn’t match the ones that were spoken.


  “See to it, General.” Justin didn’t wait to hear the man’s parting comment; he turned smartly on his heels and headed back toward the command tent.


  The heat would continue to sap Vantok’s strength. His army would be ready. The djinn would be tamed. And the threat represented by Sorial would be neutralized. War was coming and there was much to do.


  CHAPTER FIVE: THE MAW OF THE CRAGS


  Nine days in this inn, pleasant and accommodating as it might be, was more than enough. Alicia yearned to resume the journey, but Vagrum urged caution and patience. Soon, however, their thinning purses would make the decision for them. They had departed Vantok with only a small sum of money - Vagrum’s life’s savings - and The Gateway Inn was eating away at those limited funds at an alarming rate. The self-proclaimed “first and last great resting place of the South” charged rates that would make Warburm envious. To be fair, their rooms were cleaner and more spacious, their ales and beers weren’t watered down, and they doubled as a brothel for lonely travelers.


  If Alicia was looking for an optimistic slant to their prolonged delay/stay, it was that they had apparently shaken their shadow. Since the night they had arrived at the dilapidated rest-stop 30 miles down the southern road, there had been no sign of pursuit. That nameless “inn” was open to customers although it offered little more than a welcoming fire in a single, crumbling common room and an innkeeper who, like the building, had seen better days. He had grumbled about having nothing to feed them and no reasonable place for them to bunk down, but for the courtesy of throwing a few extra logs on the fire, he had demanded a couple of bronze studs from each of them. Alicia couldn’t decide whether she had been more comfortable sleeping out-of-doors or lying on the rotting timbers of the common room floor. But with the threat of hunters on their scent, such meager accommodations had been welcome.


  No one had come for them that night. The next day, as the weather worsened, there had been no sign of anyone else on or near the roadway except the increasing flow of travelers headed north and south. They had reached The Gateway Inn by nightfall and had been there ever since, watching the skies spill endless cold rain and debating the wisdom of venturing into Widow’s Pass with the weather as variable as it was. Reports argued that passage through the mountains was still possible. Widow’s Pass had been closed two weeks ago following a heavy snowfall but warmer temperatures had allowed much of that to melt. Regardless, passable conditions didn’t mean a journey was advisable; travel into the mountains was described variously as “difficult” and “treacherous.”


  Apparently, Sorial hadn’t come this way. They had asked everyone who passed through the inn going north or south, as well as the innkeeper, serving wenches, resident whores, and stableboys. No one had seen anyone matching descriptions of Sorial, Warburm, or Lamanar. If they had used Widow’s Pass, they hadn’t stopped at The Gateway. That left three possibilities: Sorial’s group hadn’t yet reached here, they had elected to travel north using the less mountainous Earlford routes, or they were bound for another portal. The third possibility caused Alicia the most consternation; it was also the one about which she could do nothing. If he had gone in search of another portal, he might be dead by now. She found the notion strange that he could have passed beyond this world without her somehow feeling his death, but that’s the way it was with ephemeral human connections.


  Tomorrow, they would go. Unless they awaited the Planting thaw, which was more than a season away, it seemed unlikely conditions would improve to the point where a trip through Widow’s Pass could be called “safe.” In fact, if they waited another week to greet the official onset of Winter and see in the new year, the pass might be buried in snow. It was either go now or turn back, and Alicia hadn’t come this far to turn back. She would travel to the portal and greet Sorial there or wait long enough to be sure he wasn’t coming. She didn’t know how long that might be. It wasn’t a question she wanted to face.


  The four were gathered in the room shared by Kara and Alicia. Soon, Vagrum and Rexall would head to the common room to hear the latest gossip and learn what they could about the path ahead while Kara and Alicia retired. Aside from the whores and serving girls (who, unlike in The Wayfarer’s Comfort, were not necessarily interchangeable), women weren’t often seen outside their private rooms at this hour. This was a time for men to drink too much ale, laugh at bawdy jokes, and get into brawls.


  “How does it look for tomorrow?” asked Rexall.


  Vagrum shrugged. “Hard to say. There are still groups coming through from the North, although none of the big caravans, and fewer every day. Too dangerous for the bigger wagons and becoming a risk for the smaller ones. I talked to a merchant’s guard today and he said it wasn’t too bad. Slippery in places and there are patches where the road turned to mud. The bridges - those two long, narrow passages with steep drop-offs on either side - are the most challenging, as you’d expect. They lost a pack horse and all its gear on one of ’em. But it’s passable. For now.” There was emphasis on the last word.


  “It’s not now you’re concerned about,” said Kara.


  “No,” admitted Vagrum. “It ain’t. We’ll get in all right and, if the weather holds, we’ll get out the other side in six days or so. They won’t be the most pleasant six days. There ain’t no inns for sleeping and we can’t go far from the road or we’ll end up in a ravine. My concern’s that we could get caught in a squall while we’s up there. If that happens, we’re like as not dead. An’ this is the time o’ the year for ’em. That merchant’s guard said he got double pay for coming on a run this late. This close to Winter, you’re gambling your life on the weather, and that ain’t the best bet.”


  “But one we’ll take. We’ve got no choice. We must get to the portal before Sorial, and this is the only way we’re assured to do it.” Alicia spoke quietly. Her word was final. “Unless the weather changes for the worse in the morning, we leave for the pass.”


  “The weather’ll be fine in the morning.” Vagrum’s experience on the road made him the best prognosticator of the skies. “After that, I’d say pray to the gods, but they ain’t hearing prayers no more.” He’d never been much of a praying man anyway, preferring to rely on his strong arm and good common sense rather than hoping someone was watching over him. He had always supposed the gods had better things to do than look out for the likes of him.


  The big man’s weather forecast was good. They awoke to the first clear morning in over a week, but along with the clear came a noticeable chill. If the skies clouded now, snow would fall instead of rain. And, since it was colder in the pass, wet spots would be icing up. “It ain’t all bad,” remarked Vagrum. “The cold will harden up the mud. We ain’t gonna have to worry about getting stuck in it.” All they had to be concerned with was losing footing on a narrow portion of the trail and slipping over the edge of a cliff. Over the centuries, Widow’s Pass had earned its name.


  As they set off on the road headed north, The Broken Crags loomed over them. The ground sloped steeply upward and the horses were laboring after less than an hour, their breaths streaming white clouds. Despite being bundled in a heavy wool cloak, Alicia was shivering. She cast a worried glance at Vagrum, who was in his customary place in the lead, but the big man appeared fine. He had shown signs of improvement during the time spent in The Gateway, but he was by no means back to his usual self. She was concerned about how he would hold up if they had to lead the horses. His stamina flagged quickly.


  They were alone on this stretch of the road, which wasn’t a surprise. Most of the inn’s visitors were headed south and it was unlikely anyone would emerge from the pass this early; travelers this close would have pressed on at night to reach The Gateway. In Vagrum’s opinion, they might not encounter another soul in the pass - too few were willing to risk a Winter squall. There came a point when the rewards of succeeding were overbalanced by the price of failing. Having the road to themselves wasn’t all bad, especially in those places where the path constricted to allow only single file passage. If they were being pursued or shadowed, there was no indication of it, but all four were vigilant, constantly scanning the nearby terrain for any indication of others. If someone wanted to track them down, Widow’s Pass, with its lack of hiding places and alternate routes, was the perfect place to do it.


  The Broken Crags were thus called because many of the tallest mountains were topped not with clean, symmetrical peaks but with jagged, irregular pinnacles that bespoke some long ago catastrophe. This close, they looked like any imposing mountain range with their crowns hidden from view, but farther to the south where they dominated the northern horizon, Alicia had come to understand the origin of the name.


  As they moved into the mountains, the sun disappeared, hidden behind an unyielding wall of rock. “We won’t see direct light for days,” said Vagrum. “It’s too late in the year for the sun to get above the mountains. Out in the world, the days are short and the nights long. It’s worse in the pass and too dangerous to move once dusk begins. At best, we can expect nine hours of travel per day. That’s one reason it’ll take nearly a week to reach the other side. I musta been outta my mind agreeing to make this trip the last week of the year.”


  The first two days passed relatively uneventfully, although sleeping was difficult. A small campfire lent a little warmth but, with only dead, stringy scrub to feed it, it never burned heartily enough to be truly beneficial. Sleeping on the cold, unyielding ground, with only a layer of wool between her and the icy rock beneath, Alicia thought she had never been more uncomfortable - a phrase that had regularly come to mind during this journey. They ate dried rations and drank snowmelt, which was abundant even after the recent mini-thaw. The good weather held, which was a boon but, in large part because of the road’s steepness, progress was painfully slow. At least the passage was wide - until the third day.


  It was mid-morning when they came to a sudden, dramatic narrowing of the trail. The implacable rock walls to either side remained in place but fissures opened on either side of the road.  The horizontal distance between the edge of the path and the mountainside was less than twenty feet on one side and a little more on the other, but the vertical drop was dizzying. The chasms fell away into an abyss of darkness that might have been a mile deep. For as far ahead as they could see, the path was no more than six feet wide, with a surface that was slick from packed refrozen snow and ice. The edges showed signs of crumbling; only the middle four feet represented safe ground.


  “They call it ‘the bridge.’ There’s another one just as bad further along. They go from the side of one mountain to the side of another, and there ain’t no way around ’em unless you can fly. When men die in this pass, it’s either here or at the other one.” Vagrum’s words weren’t comforting, nor were they intended to be.


  Staring at what awaited them, Rexall asked, “How the hell do they get wagons across?”


  “They use special ones - skinny and extra long. During the warm months, traders do a brisk business on both sides of the pass buying regular wagons and selling the ‘Widow Crossers,’ as they’re called, and vice versa. Each sale nets a tidy profit. And there are always plenty of laborers on hand to unload and re-load wagons for a handful of bronze studs. This time of year, any merchant thinking of using the passage had better come prepared with the right kind of wagon. Ain’t no trading past the first snow.”


  “How was it built?” asked Alicia. She couldn’t fathom the effort it must have taken to form such a precarious bridge. Whether it was erected or carved, it wasn’t a natural formation.


  “An earth wizard,” said Kara. “A thousand years ago, The Crags were impassable to human traffic. Everyone who wanted to move from the North to the South and the other way around had to go through Earlford, where the slope of the land is gentle and forgiving. Then an earth wizard dedicated himself to creating a passage. Widow’s Pass is in large part his handiwork. This bridge was once wider and sturdier but after enduring so much traffic over so many years, it’s begun to show its age. It was meant to be regularly maintained but the removal of magic made that impossible. Unless it’s repaired, it will eventually become unusable and The Crags will again defy human penetration.”


  “How far does it go?” asked Alicia, openly gaping.


  “Like this? Maybe ten miles. We should be able to make it to the other side before nightfall. One benefit of attempting the crossing at this time of the year is that we ain’t gonna have to worry ’bout encountering a group traveling in the opposite direction. That can create a difficult situation.” Vagrum paused, momentarily lost in thought as if remembering one such “difficult situation.” He continued, “The second bridge is another day’s travel ahead. It passes just east of the tallest Crag. Once beyond that, the trip gets easier and the road begins to slope downward.


  “Keep a careful rein on your horses and go slowly. Don’t let them stray too close to the edges and if they slip, don’t panic. There ain’t no reason we shouldn’t be able to make it across. The people who died here were greedy, stupid, or impatient. We ain’t none of those things - or so I hope.” The glance in Rexall’s direction wasn’t coincidental.


  The crossing took a little more than six hours and it represented the most harrowing time of Alicia’s young life. She spent the better part of it clutching so tightly to the reins that she developed cramps in her hands. There were no stops; the narrowness of the path didn’t allow for safe dismounting or remounting. When they ate, they did so astride the horses as the animals crawled forward. Fortunately, they were all sure-footed. Only once did a horse slip, and it was a minor incident. Rexall, whose mount it was, remained calm and quickly had the beast under control and again moving forward. The sheen of sweat on his forehead, which froze quickly in the face of a cold, stiff breeze, was the only betrayal of his nerves.


  Then, before they reached the far side, it began to snow. At first, there were only small, occasional flakes whipped by the changeable winds, but by the time the path widened and the chasm receded, the snow was falling heavily, blanketing everything and hiding the road’s dangerous imperfections. With darkness descending, they had little choice but to dismount and prepare for a long, unpleasant night. There was no fuel for a fire, so they had to rely on huddling together for body warmth. They brushed the horses, put blankets over the animals’ backs and watered them, then sat in a tight circle, back-to-back and side-to-side under a layer of heavy woolen clothing. They camped in the middle of the road; there seemed little point in moving off it. Even if there were others in the pass, they wouldn’t travel at night. To do so, especially this close to the bridge, was suicide.


  In the middle of the night, with snow still falling silently around them and her hands and feet numb from cold, Alicia realized that what she was seeing wasn’t a figment of her mind or an optical illusion. Back the way from which they had come, perhaps on the far side of the bridge, she could discern a distant glow, likely from a fire. Someone else was indeed in Widow’s Pass. She didn’t know whether to be comforted by the thought or alarmed. She considered waking Vagrum and bringing this to his attention, but decided to let the big man sleep. It had taken him a while to drift off and he needed every minute of slumber he could catch. Alicia was becoming increasingly accustomed to getting only a few hours of rest each night. It affected her during the day, making her thoughts sluggish and concentration difficult. The group could survive if she was thus disabled, but they needed Vagrum in the best possible condition.


  Their fourth day in the mountains dawned gray, but at least it was no longer snowing. The storm had deposited a half-foot of a powdery substance during the night - enough for mild concern but not alarm. When Alicia mentioned the distant light she had seen during the night, Vagrum nodded grimly. “We can hope they’re fellow travelers.” Something in his voice convinced Alicia he didn’t believe that to be likely.  No one at the inn had indicated an intention to enter Widow’s Pass in the foreseeable future. Whoever was behind them hadn’t stopped at The Gateway. And the only ones who refused the inn’s hospitality were those who didn’t want to be noticed.


  “If they’re lighting fires at night, they can’t be concerned about us seeing them. Maybe that’s a good sign?” Rexall sounded uncertain.


  “It just means they don’t care if we know they’re there. We can’t turn back. We got no choice but to forge ahead. It’s probably more important to them to stay warm than maintain secrecy. I wish we could push the horses more but the road is too damn treacherous, especially with this new snow to hide pitfalls. If we lose a horse, we doom ourselves. I can smell Winter in the air. That storm last night was the first of many. This pass will be closed within a week. We need to press on and get past the other bridge before the next storm comes. Then we’ll have a fighting chance. Truth be told, I’m more worried about the weather than anyone who might be following us. If needs be, I can fight a man but not a storm.”


  As the day wore on, Alicia found her awareness becoming muddled, as if she was enveloped in a fog. Her attention wavered; she frequently slumped forward and had to grab the horse’s mane to keep from toppling off its back. She was wracked by alternating bouts of chills and hot flashes. Periods of uncontrollable shivering gave way to sweating, then back to shivering again. She loosened and tightened her cloak to no avail. When they stopped for the mid-day meal, she lacked the will to dismount.


  “She’s ill,” pronounced Kara after touching the back of her hand to Alicia’s flushed face. With a start, she realized she was lying on the ground. When had she gotten down from the horse?


  “Not just tired?” Rexall sounded concerned. “She ain’t been sleeping much.” Alicia was surprised he was aware of someone other than himself enough to notice.


  “No. Her humours are out of synch. The cold and lack of sleep are only making it that much worse. At home, in Vantok, she could probably fight it off easily. Out here…” Kara didn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t need to. Because of her isolated upbringing, Alicia hadn’t been exposed to the wide range of diseases the rest of them had. For the nobility, sicknesses were rare but often serious.


  “We’ll travel through the night.” Vagrum’s voice was somber. The proclamation, which put all four of their lives at risk, testified to how grimly he regarded the situation.


  Alicia wanted to protest that she was all right, that there was no need to go to such extremes, but when she opened her mouth, no sound came out. She lacked the strength to form the words.


  “Tie her to the horse so she doesn’t fall off. Let’s go. When dusk comes, we’ll use lanterns and move slowly. By dawn, with luck, we’ll be at the second bridge. Then across it before tomorrow night.”


  “I have some herbs that will lower the fever and make her more comfortable, but they’ll also make her drowsy. Considering how little sleep she’s been getting, perhaps that’s a good thing.” Kara rummaged in her one of her burlap sacks until she found a pouch containing some dried leaves. “It works best when brewed as a tea, but we don’t have a fire or the time to let it steep properly, so this will have to do.” She opened Alicia’s mouth and placed something dry and bitter on her tongue. Alicia coughed and began to retch but Kara clamped shut her jaw until she swallowed. She was then given a skin from which she took three greedy swallows. The water was cold but did little to wash away the stomach-churning taste.


  The rest of the day and night passed like a fevered nightmare for Alicia. She was too dazed to feel terror at what they were attempting - clambering along icy, snow-covered trails where one side or the other frequently dropped off to a thousand feet of nothingness. Once darkness descended, they picked their way along at a snail’s pace. Alicia dozed in the saddle and only the ropes binding her to her horse kept her from tumbling to the ground. Sorial’s face haunted her and sometimes she thought he was one of the company, but when she peered at her companions through the snow, he wasn’t there. Where was he? Was she moving closer to him or farther away? Was he a wizard now, come to save her?


  When dawn broke on the fifth day in the mountains, Alicia realized with a shock that they were at the other bridge. This one looked more imposing than the other, with wider chasms on either side of the road and a path that turned and twisted to find the low point between several imposing peaks. After this, she remembered Vagrum had said it was literally all downhill.


  The snow was falling steadily now, muting sound and obscuring vision. There was little point hoping it would stop; Winter had arrived. Everything about Alicia felt numb: mind and body. She knew she should be nervous but she couldn’t summon the energy. Kara made her chew and swallow another of those foul-tasting dried leaves. When the others looked at her, they did so with concern. Even Rexall. Not for the first time, she considered how ironic it would be if she died and Sorial survived.


  The weather and Alicia’s condition made the trek across the bridge a surreal experience. They adjusted their single-file order because Vagrum was concerned about a threat from behind, so Rexall was leading, followed by Alicia, then Kara, then Vagrum. The far side of the bridge was at the edge of their vision, even limited as it was by the snow, when chaos erupted.


  At first, Alicia didn’t know what was happening. In her state, she was simply aware that the relative quiet of the mid-afternoon had been interrupted by loud noises. Craning her head to look over her shoulder, she saw Vagrum leaping from the back of his horse and drawing his sword in one motion. It was a vintage move for him and gave no indication that he was at anything less than full strength. Two men on horseback, dressed all in black, galloped toward him, looking as if it was their intention to run him down. Meanwhile, Rexall and Kara were shouting for Alicia to move, Kara nudging her horse from behind.


  “To the other side of the bridge! I’ll hold them off as long as I can!” shouted Vagrum. “Save yourselves!”


  Alicia watched in dumbfounded horror at the sight unfolding behind her, even as her mount bore her away from the conflict. The horses approached Vagrum in single file, slowing as they closed with him to avoid losing control in a collision. Using the iciness of the narrow road against them, the big man swung at the first horse then dived to one side, hitting the ground hard and nearly rolling off the edge. The horse and its rider, swerving suddenly to avoid the strike, skittered, stumbled, and slipped off the road. The animal let out a whinny of terror as it tumbled into the maw of the crevasse but the rider was silent. The second man, perhaps recognizing the uncertainty of engaging Vagrum on horseback given his companion’s fate, skidded his mount to stop, dismounted fluidly, and brandished his own weapon - a pistol. A disquieting memory flashed through Alicia’s mind: Sorial, lying near to death in bed, after having been set upon by “bandits” in the stable. Bandits garbed in black and using pistols.


  Vagrum staggered to his feet, but the lingering weakness from the poison made his movements sluggish and uncertain. He was at least a step too slow and didn’t recognize the immediacy of his danger until it was too late.


  The attacker leveled the gun directly at the big man’s head, and, at close range, pulled the trigger. The report was unusually loud, echoing off the mountain walls. Vagrum was dead before his body toppled with agonizing slowness over the edge and into the swirling snow and blackness below.


  Alicia was too stunned by what she had seen to be able to gather her thoughts. She couldn’t credit what her eyes had registered. With Kara behind her and Rexall in front, her horse ran at close to a full gallop. The danger of plunging off the bridge was a less disastrous prospect than being overtaken by a pistol-wielding pursuer. The attacker, who was at last sight re-mounting, was swallowed by the snowstorm that erased the tableau from Alicia’s vision. He was out there and he would be coming for them next.


  Alicia only realized she was crying when the tears muddied her vision. She reached up a hand to wipe them away to discover they had frozen on her face. Behind them, she heard what sounded like another gunshot, but she couldn’t be sure. Under the influence of the fever and Kara’s drug, she couldn’t rely on any of her senses. Staring into the whirl of whiteness did nothing but promote eye strain. Perhaps not being able to see the man in black was a good thing. If she could see him, he’d be able to bring his pistol to bear.


  Their headlong, panicked flight took them to the end of the bridge and onto a more stable part of the trail. Rexall didn’t slow their pace and the slight downhill incline allowed the horses to go faster without exerting additional effort. Suddenly, out of the snow behind them came a thunder of hooves. The terror that constricted Alicia’s throat relaxed when she realized it was Vagrum’s riderless steed. But if the animal had caught them, how far behind was their pursuer? They couldn’t have lost him; there was no branching of the road. It was possible, of course, that he hadn’t been as lucky navigating the bridge as them, but Alicia didn’t want to depend on the vagaries of fate for her continued survival.


  Two hours later, with darkness descending, Rexall called a temporary halt, recognizing that both animals and humans were exhausted. They could go no further, at least not without an opportunity to regroup. They moved off the road and into the best defensive position possible given the limitations of the terrain.


  Alicia was barely conscious, a victim of fear, grief, and virulent sickness. She swooned when Rexall and Kara gently slid her from her horse’s back. She succumbed to the blackness before Kara, after hastily conferring with Rexall, mounted Vagrum’s large horse - the best-rested of the animals - and rode off into the darkness and snow, heading toward the exit of Widow’s Pass.


  Crouched by Alicia’s side, wrapping her in furs and blankets to keep her warm, Rexall experienced a surge of irritation at the position his subterfuge had placed him in. When he had accepted this mission, he had never expected things to get this bad, or that they would have to continue without Vagrum’s strong, sure presence and reliable sword arm. Rexall was apt in a knife fight, but not against someone with a gun. From the beginning, the intention had been for Vagrum to defend Alicia. Rexall’s role had been to ensure they kept to the path.


  “Dammit, Ferguson!” he muttered aloud. “You’d better be right about her!”


  CHAPTER SIX: THE HERALD’S TALE


  “Your Majesty.” Azarak glanced up to see Toranim standing by his side. The chancellor was holding a cylindrical bone case. Inside was a parchment scroll. More bad news, he assumed. These days, it was rare for written communication to contain anything else.


  “What’s in it?” he asked.


  “Your council has lost another member.”


  “Which one this time?” Somehow, it wasn’t surprising. With this new defection following in the wake of the resignations of Dukes Bantok and Yarbin, Azarak was left with only five members to fill eight seats. Rats deserting a sinking ship? The king scolded himself for thinking that way. There were a lot of leaks to patch, but he was working as fast as he could.


  “Overcommander Vikon. He is ‘most displeased’ with the verdict and sentence leveled against Lieutenant Horspath. He believes that ‘His Majesty has become more interested in pandering to the peasantry than dispensing justice’ and ‘while Horspath may have exceeded the boundaries of his commission, it should be remembered that the mitigating circumstances - the universal respect of his fellow officers and his impeccable record to this point - weren’t given due consideration.’”


  Azarak sighed. He had been expecting some kind of blow-back from Vikon regarding Horspath. The two were close and Vikon had privately petitioned for clemency before the trial. Azarak had heeded the plea, which was why Horspath’s head was still attached to his neck. Nothing less than a pardon would have satisfied the lieutenant’s supporters and, had Azarak released an obviously guilty man with no punishment, he would have faced a riot. Now, the question wasn’t so much who would fill the council vacancy but whether Vikon could be left in his current position as commander of the full militia. Could Azarak invest that degree of authority in someone who openly questioned his judgment?


  As if reading his mind, Toranim provided advice. “You must remove him, Your Majesty. Demote him or reassign him, but he can’t continue as the overcommander of your army.”


  “I know. It’s unfortunate, since he’s easily the best qualified for the job. I wouldn’t be bothered in peacetime but with war looming, I need someone in charge who understands tactics and combat.”


  “There are other capable, battle-tested men in your army.”


  “Accept his resignation from the council but don’t move to replace him as overcommander. When we strip his commission from him, I want to have someone ready to step in immediately.”


  “With only five members, the council is at minimum capacity. The charter specifies a quorum of five.”


  “It’s an advisory body so I’m not overly concerned about how many seats are vacant.”


  “An advisory body with great ceremonial importance. Rightly or wrongly, the people look to the council as a means by which kingly excesses can be curbed. Technically, you would be within your rights to disband the council, but it would be a grave political error that your adversaries would capitalize upon. Such an action, though technically of little meaning, could result in your ouster. We need to fill those vacancies as quickly as possible.”


  “Very well. Let Vikon’s seat remain empty - we can put the new overcommander in it when he’s been named. For one of the other seats, I’d like to appoint a common man. The people will react well to having a direct voice on the council. I’ll leave the choice to you.”


  “An excellent idea, Your Majesty. Someone popular as well as… suggestible.”


  “As for the third… I want Myselene in that seat. She should have a place on the council and a voice in all discussions.”


  That evening, after retiring to his chambers, the king raised several of the day’s subjects with his wife-to-be. She was reclining in bed, listening to his recitation and interrupting with pointed questions. At the age of 17, eight seasons past her Maturity, Myselene was said to be one of the most beautiful women to hail from Obis, the hard military city where her father reigned with an iron grip. She had the features and form to enflame men and inspire artists. Her rich charcoal hair hung unbound to the middle of her back. Her complexion, unlike Azarak’s, was pale, although its nearly pure ivory had gained some color during the half-year she had spent in Vantok.  Her violet eyes, nestled under thin brows, sparkled with intelligence. When people met Myselene, they were arrested by her beauty. Those who got to know her, however, were astonished by her intellect.


  “If the duke can’t extract information about his daughter from the prelate, Ferguson’s unlikely to be forthcoming with the Crown,” surmised Myselene. In a short time, she had developed an accurate portrait of Ferguson, even though she hadn’t yet met him. She was as impatient for news of Alicia as anyone; she was determined that the two of them become fast friends.


  “Therein lies the problem. It’s becoming increasingly difficult to figure out the end-game to Ferguson’s schemes.”


  “We need to reason this through. Try to think like Ferguson.”


  “A monumentally difficult task. The man’s mind doesn’t work the same way as ours. He believes he was hand-picked by the gods to ease the transition, but he has yet to disseminate the truth. In fact, although he privately admits it, he has publicly denied it on several occasions. Instead of shepherding the world in to a reality without gods, he’s setting himself up as a proxy.”


  “You may be giving him too much credit. He’s old and probably growing senile. I’ll accept that he was once a brilliant man. Even my father has spoken of him with respect, which is unusual when referring to a priest. But age reduces all men, even the great ones.”


  “So what are his plans for Alicia?” Azarak decided to play along.


  “We know from Farber that he has uncovered her location and is actively impeding your agents. The conclusion is obvious: he wants her free. He doesn’t want her stopped or brought back. It wouldn’t be much of a stretch to assume he had a hand in her escape. It may be that one of her companions is his agent. Didn’t you say he has a long history with Sorial’s mother?”


  It was a possibility Azarak hadn’t considered but should have. Now that Myselene had mentioned it, it was obvious. It fit all the facts: the improbable escape from the temple, the ability to elude all searches, the seeming invisibility of the group.


  “But why?”


  “The prelate wants Alicia to succeed in her goal. We need to figure out what that is. We’ve been asking the wrong question about her. Determine why she left and we’ll at least understand where she’s going.”


  “She wants to be with Sorial. Intercept him so they can run off together. There’s not much secret to that. While Sorial was in the city, Ferguson’s number one priority was making sure that didn’t happen.”


  Myselene nibbled on a fingernail as she descended deeper into thought. This was the kind of puzzle she loved attacking, the sort of matter she never would have been consulted about in her previous life. This was why she was here, making love to the king of Vantok rather than playing the role of the proper princess in Obis.


  “Unless she and Sorial planned a rendezvous beforehand, she can’t have known where to intercept him. It would have been a blind shot with no hope of success.”


  “He went south, into The Forbidden Lands. She was spotted heading north. That would indicate no meeting place was established.”


  “So she’s heading to a place where she believes he’ll have to go. Why north?”


  “Because there’s a portal at Ibitsal.” For Azarak, a picture was coming into focus - a picture that was equal parts audacious and terrible in its implications. “A portal that Ferguson could have manipulated Alicia into thinking was Sorial’s destination. And the prelate is deploying his forces to make sure she gets there. He doesn’t want anything, including my agents, interfering with her reaching there.”


  “He wants her to use the portal.” The certainty in Myselene’s voice was accompanied by shock.


  Azarak nodded. “It’s the only thing that makes sense. Ferguson knows her genealogy. She’s probably descended from a line of powerful wizards, which would make sense for The Wizard’s Bride, since it would enhance the chance of magically endowed offspring. Alicia isn’t just Ferguson’s enticement to Sorial, she’s his contingency plan. And he’s decided to put her in play. That’s the real reason he sent Sorial south - because he intended to send Alicia north.”


  “It’s still just supposition.”


  Azarak was about to reply when there was a sudden rap at the door. He answered it to find Toranim there, this time looking out-of-breath and frazzled.


  “Your Majesty, the innkeeper Warburm was just seen entering Vantok. He’s alone, but it’s confirmed to be him.”


  * * *


  Warburm had never imagined his return would provoke so much interest. In his mind, he had envisioned himself entering the city anonymously, going to The Wayfarer’s Comfort, fucking his wife, and spending a night in his own bed. The next morning, he would report first to Ferguson then to the king. Since it was obvious Sorial hadn’t preceded him, he didn’t see there would be any harm in a few hours’ delay, especially considering how long he had been gone. He needed the sex more than they needed the news. It wasn’t to be. He was spotted by agents of the Temple before reaching Vantok’s borders and was “escorted” to the structure upon his arrival, even though the hour was approaching midnight. So much for a quiet night.


  The interview with Ferguson was surprisingly understated. The prelate seemed more relieved than delighted about how things had transpired in The Forbidden Lands. Warburm was nonplused by the man’s reaction. His lifetime’s goal had been achieved, he had been proven right, and Vantok looked likely to have a wizard defender, and all he could muster was a half-smile and a mild commendation: “You’ve done well, my son. All humanity thanks you.” Warburm had been expecting something more celebratory. He should have recognized that wasn’t in Ferguson’s nature.


  If Warburm wasn’t a firm believer in the doctrine that the gods has passed from the universe, he would have attributed his ongoing survival to a miracle. Escaping The Forbidden Lands after being cast aside by Sorial had been one of the most difficult adventuring experiences in Warburm’s life. The giddiness of having succeeded lasted about a day and a night, and then he had to confront the grim realities of his situation. He had almost no supplies and, to survive, he had to make a long trip alone through hostile territory.


  He didn’t know whether Sorial had expected him to live, or even cared. On the one hand, he had been commissioned as the new wizard’s herald. On the other hand, he was being punished for his role in Annie’s death. If there was one thing Warburm regretted in all the years he had shepherded Sorial to his current position, it was his part in her killing. Ferguson had issued the command but Warburm had managed the incident, hiring the men who had attacked her on a lonely stretch of road. He had argued with the prelate, pleading that they find another way, but Ferguson had remained impervious to assaults of logic and emotion. In the end, Warburm had obeyed, and the incident haunted him to this day; he suspected Ferguson had forgotten about it long ago. When Sorial returned to Vantok, the prelate would be forced to remember.  There will be a reckoning, Sorial had decreed. Warburm didn’t doubt he meant those words. As impervious as Ferguson might be to human law, he had no shield against the justice of a wizard. If Sorial wanted the prelate’s blood, not even the king would stand in his way. Warburm wondered if Ferguson realized how precarious his current situation was, or did he think the new wizard would shower him with thanksgiving? The wizard who had lost a hand, two toes, a father, and two good friends on his journey of transformation. Sorial had departed Vantok a relative innocent. He would return a scarred, angry vessel of elemental power.


  The biggest difficulty Warburm had faced during his return journey wasn’t provisions. The Forbidden Lands offered plenty of clear streams, small game, and berries. Pheasants were abundant as were critters that looked a little like squirrels but tasted like stringy lamb. There had been enough to eat and drink to keep starvation and dehydration a distant concern. The weather had also been bearable - a little too hot during the days and a little too cool at nights, but an adventurer like Warburm had endured far worse. Of course, that had been twenty years ago, when his body more easily adapted to hostile climates.


  The source of Warburm’s ordeal had been the dwellers in The Forbidden Lands. He had never imagined that so many nomadic tribes might live in a region widely accepted as unsuitable for human habitation. They had all been on the move, going… somewhere. Warburm had been swept ahead of them, deeper and deeper into the mountains until he had become hopelessly lost. It had taken nearly five weeks for him to find his way to the coast while avoiding the locals and discovering concealed tunnels. The mountains were a maze of underground passages. He suspected it was possible to pass from one side of the range to the other without ever seeing the sun. Of course, without a comprehensive map, it might take a lifetime - or longer - to find the correct route. Surviving The Forbidden Lands had been about avoiding the inhabitants. Upon reaching the coast, he had followed the shore northwest to the southern terminus of the Vantok Road.


  Warburm reported all this to Ferguson and the prelate listened attentively, but gave no indication what he thought of the news. Warburm had the feeling he was providing confirmation of something Ferguson knew from another source.


  The innkeeper couldn’t answer the prelate’s most pressing question: When would Sorial return to Vantok? It was unclear to Warburm what the new wizard was doing beyond gaining a familiarity with his powers. He didn’t know where Sorial had gone and could merely report that he would make his way to Vantok when the time was right. There will be a reckoning.


  It was surreal to be back in Vantok. Warburm had never expected to survive the trip south. Upon his departure, he had made sure all his affairs were in order and had said his final goodbyes to his family. There had been tears and hugs and kisses. He had made peace with the idea of dying. Even in Havenham, as Sorial embraced the portal, Warburm had expected to lose his life buying those precious minutes the boy needed to emerge triumphant. Somehow, Warburm had survived. Darrin, Brendig, and Laminar hadn’t but he had. Now, suddenly faced with a future he had never planned to have, he found himself mystified about what to do next. His life’s purpose had been accomplished. Satisfaction warred with a strange sense of emptiness.


  When he asked Ferguson what was next, the prelate’s response was succinct: “First, you must report to the king. Do that immediately. The rest depends on Sorial. Until he arrives, return to your inn and serve your customers.” It was as if he was being released from his responsibilities and invited to enjoy a peaceful, normal existence. Warburm could think of few things less fulfilling. He had spent his adult life helping to shape the future. Complacency wasn’t part of his nature. He could no more spend the rest of his days in an inn than Ferguson could spend them in prayer and contemplation.


  He departed the temple to find an escort of uniformed palace guards awaiting him. He wasn’t under arrest, but would he kindly accompany them? A special, late-night audience with the king was being arranged. This wasn’t a surprise to Warburm; Ferguson and Azarak balanced each other. Having made his report to the religious leader of Vantok, it was only fair that he provide the same information to the secular one.


  He was taken to the private audience chamber with the large table. Three people were awaiting him - two he knew and one he didn’t. There was the king, dressed casually as if for bed but showing no signs of sleepiness; his chancellor, who was more formally attired than his liege; and a girl of seventeen or eighteen, who stood almost possessively behind Azarak’s chair. She was stunningly beautiful and had the look of a northerner, perhaps from Syre or, more likely, Obis. The king was the only one sitting. Warburm executed a perfunctory bow then sunk into the indicated plush chair, facing Azarak across the table. He took the goblet of wine placed before him by a servant and downed it in one swallow. After wiping his mouth on his sleeve, Warburm turned his full attention to Azarak, whose bearing was more regal and self-confident than it had been upon their previous meeting. That seemed a lifetime ago. How much had happened since then… and who was this girl?


  “Master Warburm, it’s good to see you returned safely to Vantok. I’m informed that you’ve come alone, however. Should I take that to mean your mission was unsuccessful?” Azarak’s tone was grave - the voice of a man steeling himself for the worst possible news.


  “Nay, Your Majesty. ’Twere a success, in fact. Young Sorial be a wizard. But he decided to go into hiding and learn more about his newfangled powers before coming to Vantok. He sent me ahead to ‘prepare the way,’ so to speak. The other three didn’t make it. They should be remembered with honor and maybe a little compensation to their survivors.”


  Relief was evident in Azarak’s features and voice. “This is welcome news, Master Warburm. Please tell us the whole story. Leave nothing out.”


  Warburm found the king to be a more receptive listener than Ferguson, whose attention had often seemed to drift during the innkeeper’s narrative. By contrast, Azarak concentrated on every word, frequently interrupting to ask questions or request additional information. For the prelate, all that mattered was Sorial’s success. For Azarak, everything seemed important.


  When Warburm was done, the king asked, “Did Sorial give you any indication of when he might return?”


  “Nay. There be people who want him dead - other wizards. He needs to be familiar enough with his powers to be able to defend himself if’n they come after him. But I know he be anxious to wed and bed the duke’s daughter, so I can’t think it’ll be long.”


  “Do you know anything of Ferguson’s plans for the Lady Alicia?”


  Warburm shrugged. When it came to Ferguson’s plans, the only one who knew for sure was Ferguson. In all the years Warburm had known the prelate, he had been secretive, keeping his own counsel. Even those claiming to be in his inner circle didn’t know half of his intentions. In this case, however, the answer seemed straightforward. “I assume he’ll marry them as soon as Sorial shows up then let them go about their business of producing little wizards. The prelate will want to advise and ‘guide’ Sorial, but I ain’t sure the lad will cotton to that. He be prickly where Ferguson be concerned.”


  “The prelate didn’t tell you about the Lady Alicia, then.”


  Warburm’s face expressed mild alarm. Had something happened…?


  “I see he didn’t. Let me be the bearer of bad tidings then. Shortly after you and your party departed Vantok, Lady Alicia disappeared from her room in the temple. She left the city, apparently heading north, accompanied by her protector, Vagrum; one of Sorial’s friends, a red-headed boy whose name escapes me at the moment; and Sorial’s mother. We lost track of them on the road north but believe they’re headed somewhere beyond The Broken Crags. We don’t know where they are or if they’re still alive.  We suspect, however, that Ferguson may know something of her whereabouts - information he’s withholding for his own reasons.”


  Warburm was momentarily stunned into speechlessness - something almost unheard of. Alicia…gone?  Better than dead, to be sure, but if Sorial returned and found her missing… How could Ferguson have been so lax as to have let this happen? While Warburm had been dragging Sorial into the heart of The Forbidden Lands for an encounter with a torturer and his destiny, Ferguson had failed to keep one girl confined within the most secure building in Vantok? It was unthinkable. And that could mean only one thing: Alicia hadn’t escaped. She had been released. But why?


  “Go to your bed, Master Warburm. We’ll have more questions for you tomorrow. The commendations and compensation you recommend shall be conveyed, although it may be difficult in the case of Kara bet Lamanar.”


  * * *


  Early the next morning, Azarak and Toranim were sequestered in the king’s private audience chamber, discussing strategy. A knock on the door interrupted them. The guard revealed when Toranim opened the door was apologetic. “Beggin’ Your Majesty’s pardon, but there’s a visitor from the temple on ‘urgent business.’ He insists on an immediate audience. It didn’t seem wise to tell ’im to come back later.”


  “Ah. That’ll be Farber.” They had sent a message to the Temple asking their new ecclesiastical ally to join them. “Escort him here, Toranim. It will be interesting to see how many of our suspicions he can confirm.”


  Toranim wasn’t gone long, but when he returned, he was accompanied not by Farber but by His Eminence of Vantok, Prelate Ferguson. Judging by the stormy expression on the features of the city’s chief ecclesiastical authority, he wasn’t a happy man even though his lifelong ambition of creating a wizard had been confirmed as realized a short time ago.


  Ferguson was an ancient specimen of the human race, creeping toward the century mark with every indication he intended to surpass it. His ice-blue eyes were sharp, not watery or rheumy as was often the case with men of his age. His shoulder-length hair, like his short beard and neatly trimmed mustache, was the color of new snow. He used a walking stick, but his steps were so brisk that Azarak suspected it to be an affectation. Despite possessing garments appropriate for one of his rank, he often dressed, as was the case now, in the simple robes of a priest - garb that might have allowed him to pass unnoticed through the city streets were his visage not so immediately recognizable. There was no such thing as anonymity for Ferguson and Azarak suspected he wouldn’t have wanted it any other way.


  In what could be considered an unpardonable breach of etiquette, Ferguson didn’t bow. He stalked to the opposite side of the table from where the king was sitting and, instead of making use of the chair, he leaned forward across the table, towering over Vantok’s secular ruler. Azarak experienced a flashback to his days as a lad being confronted by an angry tutor, except Ferguson was far more intimidating than any of Azarak’s teachers had been.


  “Your Eminence, this is unexpected.”


  “I don’t doubt that. I’ve been told you were scheduled to have an audience with one of my assistants, Farber. Rather than entrust tragic news to a messenger, I came myself to inform you that Farber died last night in his sleep. Since he was young and in good health, the circumstances of his death are being investigated, but it appears to have been a most unfortunate act of fate. Some men, like myself, live beyond the normal span allotted to men. Then there are sad cases like Farber, whose time is short. In the end, it all balances out, and balance is the most important thing to maintain in these uncertain times.”


  Azarak bowed his head, almost as if in silent prayer. Apparently, Farber’s alliance with the Crown had cost the man his life. Somehow, Ferguson had discovered the priest’s “disloyalty” and taken punitive steps. If Azarak had ever doubted the prelate’s ruthlessness, this was a testament to it.


  “Let us speak frankly, Your Majesty. I didn’t come here to play with words, to thrust and parry as we often do. You’re the lawful king of Vantok and I acknowledge your right to wear the robes and crown. But some things that go on in this city don’t come under your jurisdiction and your meddling in them endangers more than just the legitimacy of your reign. I’ve worked to restore wizards to this world for the better part of my life - since a time when your great grand-sire was on the throne and long before your father was born. It’s a sacred charge that was laid upon me by the gods and, though they may be gone, it remains. Matters related to wizards aren’t yours to question or interfere with.”


  The prelate’s words left Azarak red-faced with anger. The effrontery of the man…When he spoke, however, his voice was as icy as Ferguson’s. “You overstep your bounds, Your Eminence. We speak not of a religious matter but a secular one. The gods are no more. Your duty is to aid in the transition from the old ways to the new ones. All other matters fall within my jurisdiction, including Sorial.”


  “I speak not only of Sorial, as well you know. I hoped to avoid this… ugliness… by withholding the information from you but, since it’s been provided to you by illicit means that stink of betrayal, there’s no alternative.”


  “When Sorial returns, Alicia must be here.”


  “If Sorial returns. There’s as yet no proof he accomplished his goal.”


  “Except the word of your man, Warburm.”


  “Warburm has been a good and faithful servant through the years, but it’s unclear that he has more than a murky understanding of what happened at the portal. I’m inclined to believe Sorial underwent the transition, but after that… We mustn’t assume the boy will be our savior. To do so would be folly. You’re an intelligent man, Your Majesty, so by now you’ve divined my intentions regarding Lady Alicia. She falls within my divinely designated purview. Her whereabouts and fate are no longer your concern.”


  “And if Sorial returns tomorrow to find his betrothed gone?”


  “Then I’ll explain to him that her location is known, she is being watched over, and he can go to her immediately.”


  “And if she dies at the portal?”


  “We must be bold, Your Majesty. There’s no timidity to be found in the forces aligned against us. I’ve devoted nearly eight decades studying these matters. How long did you spend sequestered in your palace library? A handful of seasons? You know nothing. When it comes to matters of magic and wizardry, I’m the land’s foremost authority. I’ve traveled to ancient repositories of knowledge and perused the writings of some of the most insightful scholars from the age of wizards. I’ve uncovered the hidden scrolls of the Wizard’s Guild - the group that determined who would be tested at the portal.”


  “For all your knowledge, Your Eminence, you can’t guarantee the Lady Alicia’s survival if she enters the portal. You can argue odds, but you don’t know. And if you’re wrong, if you’ve miscalculated, you doom this city. I can’t allow that. It’s my royal command that you inform your agents to return her to Vantok to await the arrival of her bridegroom. If it turns out that Sorial can’t or won’t come, then we can discuss how to convince her to replace him.”


  “You don’t listen, Your Majesty. The Lady Alicia isn’t within your jurisdiction and is no longer your subject. She is a servant of the Temple. Your royal commands are meaningless where she’s concerned. She’ll remain under my protection and far from Vantok. If you attempt to pursue this matter further, the consequences will be grave. Good day.”


  The silence in the wake of the prelate’s abrupt departure was prolonged. Finally, Tornaim spoke. “Your Majesty, this can’t be allowed. He refused a royal command and made an unambiguous threat to your reign.”


  And he is perhaps the only man in Vantok who could do that with impunity. “I know, my friend. I know.”


  “He’s a menace to your rule and to the city’s potential future - a more immediate one than what’s brewing in the Deep South.”


  And if I don’t act, I don’t deserve to be king. Azarak straightened his posture and swept aside the charts he had been studying before Ferguson’s arrival. “Prepare an arrest warrant for Prelate Ferguson.” That would be the easy part. The hard part would be trying to execute it without igniting a civil war.


  CHAPTER SEVEN: TWO QUESTIONS


  Wakefulness came gradually to Alicia. Once the fever broke after having ravaged her mind and body for two weeks, lucidity was slow to re-assert itself until the afternoon when she opened her eyes and found her thoughts to be clear.


  She didn’t recognize her surroundings. She was alone in a windowless, one-room hovel with a hard-packed dirt floor and low ceiling. Aside from the bed in which she rested, the only furnishings were a couple of sturdy chairs and a small writing table. A cheerful blaze in a fireplace provided the room’s light and heat, but imperfect ventilation made the air smoky. Despite the fire, it was chilly; if Alicia took a deep breath and exhaled, she could see the mist. Three layers of heavy blankets trapped her body’s heat under the covers, keeping her warm, although they were rough against her naked skin.


  Her memories were so fragmented and unreliable that she couldn’t hazard a guess at her circumstances. Little was clear from her sickness when impressions of real events were entwined with fever-dream visions. One horrific event seemed impossible to dismiss as a conjuration of her illness: Vagrum’s death. His being shot point-blank in the face then toppling lifelessly from the path was an image she couldn’t shake. It was too clear, too precise to be false. And, although she remembered seeing Kara, Rexall, and others she didn’t know hovering during her confinement, Vagrum hadn’t been there. His absence reinforced the reality of that memory. Had he lived, he wouldn’t have left her side; he would be there, watching over her and worrying as had been the case throughout her entire life. One of the two unadorned, functional chairs in the room would be occupied. That both were empty bespoke Vagrum’s fate as forcefully as a grave marker.


  So she wept, silently but from the heart, tears leaking from her eyes to run down her cheeks into the folded wool blankets that acted as pillows. Only now, when he was gone, did she fully recognize what an important part of her life he had been. Always there, ever constant, seemingly indestructible and indefatigable, he had been her rock. Even his death had been an act to save her life and give her a chance at more days and nights.


  Alicia recognized that Vagrum would have considered his death to be a worthy one. When electing to confront their pursuers, he had understood the likely outcome. He had been as pragmatic a man as had ever lived. Weakened by the poisoning from which he had never fully recovered and hampered by treacherous conditions, his chances for survival had been slim. It would have taken a miracle of the gods to save him, and the gods were no more. He had acted to save his mistress and her presence in this bed validated his death. Given an opportunity to choose the means of his passing, Vagrum would have selected something like this. Dying abed of old age would have held no appeal for him. Unfortunately for Alicia, this recognition did little to salve the grief. Dead was dead. With no gods to shepherd souls to another place, it was truly the end. Vagrum was no more. The finality of it forced her to appraise what it meant to exist during a time of divine abandonment.


  Once the tears stopped flowing, she tried to sit upright but lacked the strength to do so. She closed her eyes and waited, doing the best she could to sort through the puzzle-like memories she had collected during random moments of consciousness over the past few weeks. Only three things were certain: she was safe, she had survived whatever manner of illness had overcome her in Widow’s Pass, and two of her three companions were with her. 


  Alicia had been awake for less than an hour and was on the verge of drifting back to sleep when the door to the hovel opened to admit a familiar figure. Carrying a small bundle of firewood, Kara stepped into the room amidst a flurry of snowflakes and a blast of cold air. It wasn’t until she closed the door behind her and threw back her hood that she noticed Alicia was awake.  She dropped the wood on the floor and rushed to the girl’s bedside to offer an embrace of relief, comfort, and consolation.


  “I’m so sorry, My Lady,” Kara said, allowing Alicia to cling to her. The quiet tears Alicia had shed while lying alone became sobs that shook her body. She had never known loss like this. In truth, she had been close to so few people during her lifetime that only a handful mattered enough to hurt by their removal: her father, Vagrum, and Sorial. That was it. Her mother had never been more than a shadow figure.


  After Alicia’s tears had dried up, she gently disengaged herself from Kara’s embrace, feeling foolish that she had let herself go to pieces like that. She liked to think of herself as a stronger person. She needed to be stronger.


  Busying herself with building the fire, a task that was almost therapeutic in its simplicity and familiarity, the older woman gave Alicia a moment to compose herself before pulling up a chair next to the bed.


  “It’s good to see you awake and aware,” said Kara. “On more than one occasion, we thought we were going to lose you. Fevers that might easily be shaken off in temperate climates can be fatal when contracted in a place like Widow’s Pass. Even the best healers can’t always save the patient. But your resilience is astounding.”


  “Thank your son for that. He’s what keeps me going.”


  “You underestimate yourself, I think.”


  “How long?” Alicia knew it had been some time. A week, perhaps - maybe longer. To her fevered mind, it seemed like forever.


  “It’s been twenty-three days since Vagrum fell.”


  Alicia was flabbergasted. Three weeks? How was that possible? She fought down a surge of panic. Too long, too long… The world had moved on while she lay abed. Sorial’s journey, and his life, might be over by now.


  As if reading her concern, Kara said, “Widow’s Pass is closed. We were the last ones to use it. There’s no indication Sorial came through before us and he couldn’t have made the passage after us. The snowstorm that nearly trapped us worsened and made travel through the mountains impossible. If he’s to reach the portal, he’ll have to go up the coast north of Earlford. Even if Warburm obtains horses for the party, that will add three to four weeks to the journey. They’re behind us.”


  “Where are we? How did I get here?” Those weren’t Alicia’s only questions but they were the most obvious ones.


  “Vagrum’s sacrifice allowed us to make it to the other side of the bridge. Because we were exhausted and you’d lost consciousness, we decided to rest. Your condition was bad; neither Rexall or I was sure you would make it to the morning, let alone on an extended trip. Your face was flushed and your skin too warm. We used snow to keep the fever under control, but that has its own dangers.


  “I convinced Rexall to stay with you while I rode to Sussaman, the town in which I was raised. When Ferguson established it, he placed it near to the pass to facilitate his frequent trips between the North and the South. I knew that, without mishap, I could return with help by mid-day the next day. Rexall wasn’t enthused about being left as your sole protector, but he recognized your best chance for survival lay in my being able to secure the services of an experienced healer.


  “Weather hampered my travel to Sussaman and it was nearly sundown when the rescue party came upon you and Rexall. I feared finding one or both of you dead, but he proved to be more resourceful than I expected. He gathered enough wood to start a respectable fire and did what he could to keep your fever low. You were still unconscious but your breathing was more regular. We placed you on a litter and brought you back to the village.


  “You’ve been here since, fighting for your life with the help of teas and poultices prepared by Mezlark, Sussaman’s chief healer. He took immediate charge of your care instead of delegating the responsibility, rarely leaving this room until the fever broke and he was convinced you would beat your illness. Rexall and I and a few others who remember me of old have sat with you as well.


  “This is my cabin - the one I left behind when Lamanar and I took Sorial to Vantok. The folk here don’t make an issue of property but they left this place abandoned while maintaining its upkeep. For them - for all of us - there’s something special about this house. It represented the culmination of many years of planning; this is where my children, including Sorial, were conceived and born. In this very bed, in fact.”


  “I assume the linens have been changed since then.” The attempt at a joke, feeble though it was, convinced Kara that Alicia’s spirits were beginning to rally.


  She responded with a chuckle. “I never actually lived here for an extended period. This was my home only when I was being ‘seeded’, as Ferguson called it, and when the time came to deliver. All the nights I lay with Maraman occurred here, and this is where I brought four children into the world. Two of them are dead and the fates of the others are unknown. We’ll know Sorial’s soon enough, but I’ll probably go to my grave without learning what became of Ariel. At one point, I hoped that if Sorial became a wizard, he might have a way to locate her.”


  “So now I’m in the hands of Ferguson’s followers. I guess that means I’ll be escorted back to Vantok as soon as I’m well enough to travel.”


  Kara raised an eyebrow. “Only if that’s what you want. The men and women of Sussaman are beholden to Ferguson’s ideals but not to the man, and he hasn’t visited in over a decade. They won’t impede you if you still wish to travel to the portal. And Rexall and I will continue with you. We’ve already discussed this, he and I. We’ll see it through to the end, whatever that end might be. We made a commitment to this trip and you when we departed Vantok.”


  Alicia was touched by Kara’s words. Since awakening in these strange surroundings, she had felt in her heart that the journey was ended. Would she be granted a second chance? “What are our options?”


  “I wouldn’t advise doing anything for a few days. We’ve been spooning broth into your mouth, but it’s been three weeks since you’ve eaten solid food. I’d guess your body weight is down by twenty percent. You need to regain that before embarking on what could prove to be a physically challenging Winter journey. Even the best roads in the North at this time of the year are difficult and unpleasant. The mud freezes and is blanketed over by snow and ice. On a sunny day, they can be a slippery quagmire. On a cold, stormy day, they can become impassible. 


  “Unless you have a burning desire to visit Obis, our path should be east. As we get near to the coast, you can make the decision to head north to the portal or south toward the Earlford passage. You’ll have a few days after we set out before making a final decision.”


  “How far to the portal?”


  “A little more than a week’s travel on horseback in this weather. But there are no inns along the way. The ‘comforts’ of the South don’t exist up here. We may find a village or two willing to take us in for a night but it will be a rough trip.”


  She considered for a moment. No worse than Widow’s Pass. There was no turning back now; she needed to stand by the portal and wait for Sorial, even though she was cognizant he might not come. The possibility he had targeted another portal continued to bedevil her. To have made this trip all for naught… But Vagrum had given his life so she could reach the North and she owed him a completion of the journey, however unfulfilling it might be. “Prepare to depart in three days, weather permitting.”


  Kara stayed with Alicia for the rest of the day. From time-to-time, she was joined by others, none of whom Alicia recognized. Two came bearing wood to stoke the blaze in the fireplace when it grew dim. Another brought a light meal - clear broth of some sort and a hearty flatbread. Alicia was surprised to discover how famished she was. She ate everything that was offered and secretly wished someone would bring more. A season ago, she would have thought the fare bland and unsatisfying. Now, it seemed like the most wonderful dinner ever. When Kara departed near midnight, she was replaced by Mezlark, the settlement’s principal healer. Although he had seen enough years to have gained silver streaking in his light brown hair, he was younger than Alicia expected - at least a few years her father’s junior. Like most of the inhabitants of Sussaman she had thus far encountered, he dressed in simple, homespun clothing: a robe-like garment with a rope belt at the waist and a pair of trousers. His appearance was as gentle as his manner. He didn’t engage Alicia in lengthy conversation but, every time she looked toward him, he favored her with an encouraging smile. Eventually, his reassuring presence allowed her to drift off to sleep.


  The next day, she was sitting up in bed. Her mind was clear and she could feel strength seeping back into her limbs. Outside, it was still snowing; her visitors all stomped their feet to shake snowflakes from their clothing after crossing the threshold. Around midday, Alicia was visited by an elderly man who identified himself as the “First Brother of Sussaman.” Presumably, that meant he was either the leader or the acting leader of the settlement, depending on how Ferguson was viewed. The First Brother’s name was Yuman and he looked to be about twenty years Kara’s senior, meaning he had likely been here during her time living in the village. Although considerably younger than Ferguson, Yuman was among the oldest men Alicia had ever met.


  He greeted her warmly with a ready, guileless smile. His demeanor seemed grandfatherly, although Alicia couldn’t say for sure since she had never known her grandparents. “Lady Alicia, welcome to Sussaman. I wish the accommodations were more of the kind you’re accustomed to, but we’re a simple people in a simple land.”


  “I have no complaints, First Brother. Without the aid of your healers, I wouldn’t be alive to have this conversation. I’m deeply grateful for everything you’ve provided: food, care, shelter.”


  “There is one other thing I wish to offer, My Lady: spiritual nourishment.”


  Alicia tried unsuccessfully to stifle a sigh. Of course there was a price to be paid for so much kindness. In Vantok, free meals at the temple were accompanied by a sermon. You couldn’t get the former without agreeing to sit through the latter. She guessed it was much the same the world over.


  Yuman chuckled. “You needn’t fear, child. I won’t preach to you - at least not too much. The gods, after all, are no more. Instead, I wish to discuss the purpose of your journey.”


  So Kara had told him. Alicia felt a stab of betrayal, although she recognized it to be an unworthy reaction. “I seek to save a man from throwing away his life.”


  Yuman nodded. “A commendable and worthy endeavor. It speaks highly of your character that you have undergone the depravations of a long trip to achieve this aim. Not many would leave the comfort of Vantok’s temple to embark upon such a grueling journey. Tell me more.”


  “I’m sure Kara has already told you the particulars. It’s her son, after all.”


  “A son many of our older residents remember as a babe. Indeed she has, but I would like to hear your perspective.”


  Reluctantly at first, then with growing conviction and passion, Alicia spoke of her fears and concerns about Sorial and his confrontation with the portal. She surprised herself with her forthrightness, but Yuman was the kind of person who inspired trust. She felt she could say anything to him without fear of recrimination - and she confided things she had told no one else.


  “It seems to me, my dear, that you have two essential questions for which answers are needed. The first regards the existence of magic in this world. The second relates to whether Sorial possesses the innate capability to be a practitioner of it. You must address the first before considering the second. Will you let me try to help you? It’s a matter of faith - a quality that remains even though the gods are gone. Faith need not be directed toward the divine. That’s why priests are still needed in this new era.”


  “It’s just… All my childhood, I was told magic doesn’t exist. It’s anathema to the gods and was taken from men as a punishment for their arrogance. To suddenly be asked to believe in it now…” Alicia struggled to verbalize her concerns.


  “For hundreds of years, that was true. Wizards, in their hubris, set themselves alongside the gods and the gods were wroth. But all that changed when the gods decided to remove themselves from the firmament of creation. Magic is the means by which they have provided men a chance to achieve balance, and balance is what allows stability. Chaos and darkness on one hand, Order and light on the other - each kept in check in our material world by the powers of air, water, earth, and fire, all contesting with one another. Balance: the key to our survival in this new era. This is the great truth revealed to Prelate Ferguson and what he has devoted his life to promoting. The gods spoke to him when he was but a young man - as young as you are now - and he’s done their work before, during, and after their disillusion.


  “For a long time, it was true that believing in magic was folly, the purview of babes and simpletons. We don’t accept what isn’t real. But when something clearly exists, it’s foolish to deny it. You come from Vantok, and it’s there that the new forces of magic are most evident: fire to fuel an unnatural heat and air to drive it from the Deep South and lock it in place around your city. My dear, you cannot believe that this wave of heat and drought is a natural phenomenon, especially now that you’ve seen how the rest of the land maintains normal weather patterns. To deny that this is the work of wizards is to reject tangible evidence. To ignore the existence of magic today is as imprudent as it would have been to believe in it several generations ago.”


  As she listened to Yuman’s words and considered them, Alicia began to wonder why she was so resistant to the idea that magic might be real. Was it because she was frightened of a reality in which there were no gods? Or was it stubbornness? She thought of herself as an intelligent person, yet Yuman’s argument made her reticence seem unenlightened. Was she wallowing in ignorance?


  “It’s not easy to accept such a radical change in the natural order, my child. Men are taught that life progresses tomorrow as it is today and as it was yesterday. For the most part, that’s true. But there are times when there are shifts. Consider how difficult it was for people to adjust when the gods took away magic. Eventually, everyone will accept it - they’ll have no choice - and generations from now, people will wonder how their ancestors could have doubted such an obvious thing.”


  Yuman made a convincing case and Alicia found her skepticism wavering. Foremost in her mind was what this meant for Sorial. If magic had returned and if Ferguson had made a careful study of the best candidates, then perhaps his journey wasn’t fated to end in tragedy. Was there a possibility that he could have the capacity for controlling magic?


  “I don’t envy the burden fate has placed on Sorial. It’s a great honor to be a wizard, but a greater responsibility. The powers are his to do with as he pleases. And that’s where you come in: the stabilizing force who reminds him there is love and joy in this world. The one who comforts him and steers him away from giving into his base instincts. Power such as what Sorial will experience can warp a man. It’s your duty as his friend, lover, and wife to prevent him from yielding to the ugliness that will always be a temptation.”


  “You counsel me to reverse my course and not travel to the portal?” Could she do that?


  “No,” said Yuman. “Quite the contrary, in fact. You and he are inextricably linked. It was foolish to exclude you from accompanying him on his journey, although I’m sure Ferguson had his reasons. He always does. But you must go to the portal and wait for Sorial there. You must be there to support him. You fear he will die at the portal, and I cannot tell you with absolute certainty that he won’t, but think how much deeper his own fear is than yours. It’s an act of faith for him and you must show him that your faith in him is strong. How much easier for him to take the ultimate step if there’s one by his side who loves him?”


  She bowed her head. Her dark-dyed hair, which had grown longer since she took shears to it, formed a curtain hiding her face from the priest. “I’ve been selfish,” she said, her voice small. “And a man I loved almost as much as Sorial died because of it. You’re right. This isn’t my choice to make for him. For the peace and security of his soul, he must make it himself, and I know what that choice will be. Accepting it will be the hardest thing I’ve ever done.”


  Yuman placed a hand on the top of her head, almost as if in a benediction. “You’re brave and courageous and full of love. Your soul seeks to do what’s right, although your heart has led you astray. Go to the portal. Give Sorial all your support.”


  Later that day, after Alicia had spent hours ruminating about her conversation with Yuman, Kara came to visit.


  “Yuman tells me you’ve made a choice.”


  “You were right all along. This is about Sorial. It’s about caring for him and being there for him and, in the worst case, letting him go. I finally get a sense of what you’ve given up along the way. But do you really believe Sorial will succeed? That the portal won’t destroy him?”


  Kara smiled. Her expression was pure, not sad as so often was the case with her smiles. “I do. I’ve believed it since he first stirred in my belly. All his life, I’ve worried about him - not that he would fail at the portal, but that he wouldn’t live to get there. Even now, I worry about that. But I have every confidence that if he gets there, if he stands face-to-face with the portal, he’ll be transformed.”


  “I wish I had your faith.” The words were wistful. “Maybe then this wasted journey wouldn’t have been necessary.”


  “Wasted? I don’t think so. You’ve learned much about yourself since we left Vantok. Your transformation may be more subtle than Sorial’s, but it was just as necessary.” She paused, as if trying to decide whether to say more. “Ferguson knew this. That’s why he let you go.”


  Alicia gaped at her.


  “You didn’t ‘escape’ from the temple. The prelate allowed you to leave. Rexall and I were sent along to provide you with aid and encouragement. Vagrum was, as always, your bodyguard, but he didn’t know. Had he done so, he would have told you.”


  “Rexall and you… working for Ferguson?” When applied to Kara, the revelation wasn’t stunning, but Rexall? “This whole journey has been a sham?”


  “A sham… no. As I said, it’s led to your transformation, a necessary step in your maturation as The Wizard’s Bride. This was never really about arriving at the portal ahead of Sorial. It was about getting you to accept there’s more at stake here than the lives of two people. Something Sorial acknowledged before he left.”


  “You tricked me. Rexall tricked me.” There was anger in the accusations but not much heat. The truth was unexpected but not a shock. Some part of her realized things had been too easy, at least until they had gotten far away from Vantok.


  “Neither of us played you false. We did what you wanted. Rexall provided you with a way out of the temple and helped to get you out of the city. I offered you the guidance you recruited me for.”


  “You reported to him.”


  “I am his disciple. Have you forgotten that? Did you think I’d betray the values upon which my entire life is founded? Rexall has been one of Ferguson’s eyes-and-ears since the days when he was a street urchin. He was hired to watch Sorial although the friendship they developed was genuine.”


  “Sorial shared confidences with him. Rexall betrayed him.”


  “Many of those confidences weren’t relayed to Ferguson. Though you may find it difficult to credit, Rexall has a code of honor and he never violated it where Sorial was concerned. The information he provided to Ferguson was very general and some of the tasks he was asked to do, such as take Sorial bathing on your father’s property, seemed harmless enough. We’re not your enemies, Alicia. Ferguson is not your enemy. He’s your greatest ally. And if Sorial succeeds, he’ll need the prelate’s wisdom and knowledge. Eighty years of scouring the world’s greatest libraries, some of which were buried under rubble or across the ocean… He knows more about magic than any man alive - possibly more than any man who’s ever lived, including the great wizards of old. If he thought there was any chance of success, he would have been first in line to enter a portal, but his lineage is barren, not rich like Sorial’s. The portal that will elevate my son would have killed Ferguson.”


  “Knowing that you’ve… duped me, how am I supposed to trust you?” Alicia felt as if her life had once again been jolted into a ditch. She had thought the manipulation was over when the truth about her and Sorial was revealed after her Maturity. But it continued for both of them. The whole time Sorial had been relying on Rexall as a messenger, he had been in Ferguson’s employ. The prelate had been aware that Sorial had never left Vantok. She had to assume that everything Rexall had known, Ferguson had been told. And Kara didn’t see that as a betrayal?


  “So what would you have me do? Return to Vantok and wait for Sorial?” Going on seemed pointless. Worse, Vagrum’s death felt empty.


  “If that’s what you prefer, Rexall and I will show you the way. But we’re so close to the portal that it would seem a shame to turn back now. We’re ahead of Sorial. Rexall agrees that if you want to continue to the portal, we’ll take you there. No more subterfuge.”


  Kara departed soon after making the offer, leaving Alicia alone to decide. The village wise woman had decreed that the storm would pass by the morning after next and then would be optimum time to depart. Alicia had that long to choose her path.


  Stung by the duplicity of her companions, she considered fleeing without them, but the idea was foolish. She was in a strange land. Even if she knew how to get to the portal, she might never make it there on her own. And, as soon as she was discovered missing, a search party would be assembled comprised of men who knew the region intimately. She couldn’t escape them. She was trapped to travel with Kara and Rexall. But she wouldn’t make the mistake of trusting either of them. At least Vagrum hadn’t been part of the charade. He had been true. Anything else would have broken her heart. She missed him now more than ever.


  As the night wore on, she found herself thinking less about Kara and Rexall and more about Sorial. This had all started because of him and it was still about him. Yuman was right; she had been blind. The more she considered, the more obvious it was that magic had returned to the world and those who were using it weren’t friendly to Vantok. He had said there were two questions and only after answering the first could she address the second. Just because the gods allowed men to regain their magical capabilities didn’t mean that Sorial was among the select few. It was a matter of faith, not fact. Kara, Ferguson, Yuman, Warburm, and perhaps even Sorial himself believed. What about her? If she stood between Sorial and the portal, could she step aside and let him enter, knowing that the price of failure was death? She didn’t know. And she suspected she wouldn’t know until faced with that proposition.


  That was why, when she was well enough to travel, she would do what she had set out to do and complete the last leg of the journey to the portal. And, if that was Sorial’s destination as well, she would learn the answer to her question.


  CHAPTER EIGHT: DONNING SACKCLOTH


  After many days spent naked, it felt strange to be wearing clothing again walking under an open sky. Sorial had become so accustomed to living in the near-darkness of his cave that the outside world seemed like a foreign place: stars at night in the firmament above and none of the eerie greenish glow given off by lichen and other objects.


  The clothes he wore were badly made and ill-fitting - breeches and a shirt cut from a scratchy sackcloth and soft boots made from poorly cured animal skins that exuded a gamey stench. In stealing them the previous night from a small group of sleeping nomads, his choices had been limited. The benefit of being outfitted like this is that he would fit in. In a city like Vantok, one might be expected to dress a little better, but no one in the outlying settlements paid attention to a person’s garb unless he was too fancily attired. Few things raised suspicions more than wearing finery.


  Sorial absently stroked the stubble on his newly shaved chin. After having allowed his beard to grow during his sojourn in The Forbidden Lands, it felt strange to have the facial hair trimmed back to the skin. From observing his reflection in the water, he realized he had to make some attempt at grooming lest he be mistaken for a vagabond, and the new scarring on his nose and ears didn’t lend him a trustworthy mien. His intention was to re-enter human society anonymously but not as a widespread object of disdain. Even in outlying villages, people put some emphasis on how a person looked.


  Was he ready to return to the world’s surface? If the requirement for that was a full understanding of the powers available to him, the answer was no. But he recognized how easily procrastination could become a way of life with one day lazily slipping into the next and little progress made. He knew far today more than seven weeks ago when he had entered his self-imposed isolation. He hoped that would be enough for him to survive any direct attacks attempted by either his sister or The Lord of Fire, protect those who were close to him, and provide a measure of aid to Vantok. More study and practice was needed; he wasn’t naïve enough to believe he was ready to assume the mantle of the city’s protector. Even things that should be straightforward eluded him. He had not yet, for example, determined how to transport things or people with him when he traveled through the earth, although he was certain it was possible. Anything brought with him, including clothing, was shredded the moment he began the process.


  There was still much to be learned but he was impatient to claim Alicia as his bride. Thoughts of holding her in his arms enflamed his nights, making it difficult to concentrate on his studies. And he worried that she might be in danger. Her status as The Wizard’s Bride was no secret and, while few ascribed importance to the title, Ariel wouldn’t hesitate to use Alicia as a means to impair Sorial or draw him into the open. He was thankful that she was essentially a prisoner in the temple, Vantok’s most secure structure. If there was anywhere she could be considered “safe,” that was it.


  For Sorial, there was one stop on his return journey to Vantok: a small village directly ahead, where he would spend the night, hear the rumors, and trade in his stash of raw gold for useable coins. Villages like this one dotted the landscape in the South. Most, even those with fewer than a dozen homes, had an inn of sorts. Wherever there were roads, there were merchant caravans, even this close to The Forbidden Lands. And wherever there were merchants, there was money to be made. To be profitable, an inn in this part of the world needed only to serve a half-dozen caravans a year. Other customers, if they had coin to spend or something of value to trade, merely fattened the innkeeper’s purse. Sorial might not look like a rich man, but he had just pulled several pounds worth of gold-veined ore from deep under the ground and that likely made him the wealthiest man within two days’ walking distance.


  The road here was barely more than a wide goat path, indicating that, although merchant caravans might occasionally venture south of Vantok, they weren’t plentiful in these wilds. There was some trade between villages but, at a time when crops underperformed because of the encroaching heat bubble surrounding Vantok, there was little to exchange. Towns this far from the city weren’t so badly heat-blasted that they couldn’t survive the warm months but, as close as a day’s walk to the north, whole settlements had been abandoned, unable to endure - never mind thrive - under such hostile conditions. Abating the heat and its associated drought would be among Sorial’s first duties although, as yet, he had no notion how he was going to accomplish that critical goal. There had to be a way. What fire and air could foster, earth could counter. The difficulty was discovering the method.


  Twilight was approaching early as it did this time of year, with the low sun bathing the world in a pleasant gold, when Sorial approached the southern limits of the nameless village. It was a sparsely populated place, with a clutch of thatch-and-wattle houses - no more than two-dozen in total - clustered around the three sturdiest buildings: a two-story inn, what appeared to be a town hall, and a rudimentary temple. Fields, fallow at this time of the year, spread from horizon-to-horizon behind the houses and away from the road. During a healthy growing season, this village likely produced enough to fill the bellies of its hundred-or-so residents with a surplus to sell to merchants. Sorial wondered how badly the heat had withered the crops and whether Winter had brought despair and deprivation.


  The only ones to greet him were five or six skinny, raggedly dressed children playing some kind of game with a stick and a ball in the middle of the road. They stopped their activities when they saw him and regarded him with unalarmed curiosity. He favored them with a smile. One little girl, perhaps five years old, smiled back but her companions stared at him with solemn expressions. Foreigners, he suspected, were unusual and not much trusted, especially if they came unannounced. Sorial had sent a herald before him but only to Vantok. And he had no way of knowing if Warburm had made it that far.


  He set his feet on a path leading directly toward the inn; it was the only place in a town like this where he would be welcome, if he would be welcome anywhere. In a strange sort of way, it almost didn’t matter how the residents received him. If they were hostile, there was nothing they could do to him. He had it within his power to depopulate their little town with barely a thought. There was so much earth here; the dry dust clung to his boots and caressed his skin. But that was not something he ever wanted to do. He thought back with regret about how he had handled the situation in Havenham. Langashin’s end had been earned but so many others had simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time. They had died because of bad luck, not because their actions had warranted it.


  But this is war, and there are always far more innocent casualties than guilty ones. He knew that to be true. It provided no solace but it was justification. And he had been too new to his power to be able to direct it with any precision. Having just emerged from the portal, he had been capable only of lethal force. His magic had been a sledgehammer. Since then, he had learned how to fashion it into more of a crude chisel.


  These people, these farmers, might not be happy about his presence, but they wouldn’t attack him. And he would return the favor.


  Unable to resist the pull of curiosity before entering the building, Sorial wandered around back to observe what the innkeeper might refer to as his “stable.” It was a ramshackle structure with no roof and three walls. It looked as if a stout wind would collapse it. There were eight stalls, all filled with mice-infested, rotting straw. This was no fit place for man or beast and it probably saw little use. Sorial suspected that, when a caravan arrived, it would be cleaned, or at least made to look clean, for the night when it was used, then would lie neglected until the next time it was needed. With a sad little shake of his head, he returned to the inn’s front and went through the door under a wooden sign that read: “Wellcum.”


  If Sorial had been expecting anything like the common room of The Wayfarer’s Comfort, he was destined for disappointment. The chamber into which he entered was small and shabby with dim light coming only from a pair of smoky lanterns and a small cooking fire. There was no bar - only four crude tables. The place was nearly empty. Aside from two fellows hunched over large pewter mugs, the only other person in the room was a rotund matron who stood near the fire. The innkeeper, Sorial assumed.


  He sat quietly at a table and waited for her to approach. The two men lifted their heads at the sound of someone entering and were now staring at Sorial with expressions of stupefaction - almost as if they were seeing the spirit of one long dead. One muttered something that might have been a curse or a ward against evil, then went back to his drinking. The other continued to stare, his gaze unwavering. Perhaps unconsciously, his hand strayed to the pathetically inadequate knife looped through a belt hole. If it came to a fight, Sorial carried no weapon. He could wield one with his remaining hand if necessary, but it was pointless. There were other, more effective ways for one such as him.


  The innkeeper looked him up and down before ambling toward him. She was as tall as any man and her girth matched Warburm’s. If it came to choosing one of the three people in the room to meet in single combat, it wouldn’t be her.


  When she addressed him, she didn’t smile. Not that it would have made her prettier or less intimidating. He couldn’t guess her age. She could be anywhere between thirty and fifty, although it was likely closer to the latter. Her face was red from exposure to the heat from the cook fire and perspiration wetted her hair and stained her shirt and apron. “You be a stranger,” she said, stating the obvious, as if her saying it aloud made it more real.


  Sorial forced his lips into a smile, hoping his expression didn’t look too much like a sneer or a grimace. “I travel the long road, looking for lodging for the night.” It was an expression Sorial had heard many travelers use during his years at The Wayfarer’s Comfort.


  She grunted. “It must be a long road indeed to have brought you here. We be far off the regular trail for all but the most adventurous merchants. Which, by the looks of you, you ain’t.”


  “I ain’t no merchant. But I’m more ‘adventurous’ than you might think. In fact, if not for my ‘adventurous’ spirit, I wouldn’t have come this far south and I ain’t never have stopped at your inn looking for a bite to eat, something to wash it down with, and a bed for a night.”


  “Where you be comin’ from, stranger, and where you be bound?”


  “I’m a miner by trade,” lied Sorial. “So you’ll appreciate I can’t tell you where my claim is. I’m taking some ore to the city to be appraised.”


  From there, the conversation followed expected lines, almost as if Sorial had scripted it. In return for a mug of beer and a bowl of what the innkeeper called “stew”, Sorial displayed his wares. The look of avarice that passed across the woman’s features was unmistakable. She knew how precious Sorial’s rocks were. The trick for him was to make her believe that he recognized them to be worth something but nothing close to their true value.


  Eventually, she offered to relieve him of them, thereby sparing him the long trip to Vantok. “Roads be hard these days,” she said as if offering sage advice. “And there be unnatural heat surrounding the city. You be better off goin’ back to your claim. You wouldna catch me takin’ the trip to the city in times like these.”


  Sorial saw that the woman’s two customers had surreptitiously left the inn. She either hadn’t noticed or didn’t care. Sorial didn’t doubt they had gone to spread the word of his arrival and their departure would result in one of two things: a crowd of curiosity seekers gathering to catch a glimpse of the rich miner or an ambush of desperate men in hard times. Whether Sorial left with his ore or with coins paid for it by the innkeeper, he would be an attractive target for robbers. And while the townspeople in a place like this were likely hard-working, gods-fearing peasants, desperation could drive men to do uncharacteristic things. He had seen it often enough. Spending a majority of his life working in an inn’s stable gave him a unique perspective on human nature.


  Although he knew what he would accept for the ore, Sorial allowed her to believe he was thinking it over as he unhurriedly consumed the stew - which was mostly chewy roots and an unidentifiable meat in a thick, tasteless broth - and drank the beer. One-by-one, members of the community entered the inn until the three tables at which Sorial wasn’t sitting were packed and there was standing room only. To be polite, everyone ordered something but the innkeeper was clearly annoyed at having to leave the stranger to cater to others before he had agreed to sell her his gold.


  In between bites, Sorial followed up on what she had said earlier. “So you think it ain’t a good idea to continue to Vantok? Friend of mine told me I’d get the best price there if I sold it to an innkeeper named Warburm at The Wayfarer’s Comfort. Or, failing that, selling it through the Merchant’s Guild.”


  “You don’t wanna go there, friend,” said a curly-haired man sitting not more than an arm’s length away from Sorial. He was holding a mug of beer but didn’t appear to be drinking it. “Been there not more’n a week back and there’s all sorts of wild rumors. Talk of civil war, with some nobles refusing to pay taxes. The king made a ruling that turned the army ’gainst him. And there’s friction between the Palace and the Temple. People be leaving Vantok, not goin’ there. The merchants I were traveling with couldn’t wait to get away. First time in ages the southern villages have been more appealing than the city.”


  Sorial spent the better part of the next hour probing for information and listening to rumors, but no one could provide anything concrete about the troubles in Vantok. Nothing was mentioned about wizards, although it was briefly noted that the “new Wizard’s Bride” was about the same age as the “future queen.” Apparently, during Sorial’s absence, Azarak had become engaged to a princess of Obis. Attempts to learn more about Alicia proved fruitless - she had excited little interest among the gossip-mongers - and Sorial didn’t want to appear too nosy. Even considering the propensity for rumors to be inflated in a small town like this, Sorial felt certain that the Vantok he returned to would be a less stable place than the one he left. If there was a power struggle between the king and the prelate, he would be caught in between - not an enviable position.


  Eventually, the innkeeper succeeded in turning the conversation back to the ore samples in Sorial’s possession. Since a smart man like him could see that Vantok wasn’t a place where he’d want to go, she said, she might be able to make him a generous offer for them.  She wouldn’t be able to pay as much as the “fat merchants” in the big city, but she’d save him days of dangerous, unpleasant travel and he wouldn’t have to worry about walking Vantok’s streets with a full purse that would call out to the legions of footpads and cutpurses that prowled the city streets. Why, with his infirmity, he’d be ripe pickings for the likes of them. No, better he sell the ore to someone dependable like her in a peaceful place where he could be sure to spend a quiet night and not be dragged into some ally and robbed and murdered. She concluded her pitch with a toothy grin that was intended to be reassuring but instead appeared rapacious.


  The haggling didn’t take long. Once, Sorial had been abysmal in what some called “the game of coins and wares,” but, over the years, he had learned from two of the best: Alicia and Rexall. The price he accepted was far below the market value of the ore, and less than one-third of what the innkeeper would collect in a few days when she took it to Vantok, but it gave him more than enough coins to make him financially independent for a while. Besides, if he needed more, he could always get it. There were pecuniary benefits to being The Lord of Earth.


  By the time the dealing was done, the inn had emptied, with the denizens of the village having sated their curiosity. Sorial was shown to his room, a tiny eight foot by ten foot cell that was barely large enough to house a bed. His accommodations for the night, as well as his food and drink, were compliments of the house in view of “how most excellently” he had played the game of coins and wares - meaning the innkeeper had made such an outrageous profit that she could afford to be magnanimous. Undoubtedly, she also hoped he would stop by on the way north with his next load of ore. He guessed she had made more from him this night than she had earned from the last four caravans to pass this way.


  He was initially offered something larger than what amounted to a converted storage room, but the more spacious bedchambers were on the second floor and Sorial wanted to be as close to the ground as possible. He didn’t tell the innkeeper but he intended to sleep on the hard-packed dirt that formed the floor. It would be more comfortable to him than the straw-filled mattress. Before leaving, the innkeeper curtly informed him that the privy pit was out back as was a well if he needed fresh water.


  Although he was confident he wouldn’t be set upon in his sleep, lying on the ground assured him of being aroused if anyone approached his room. He didn’t know how well that trick would work if he wasn’t physically in contact with the earth; he suspected that the greater the distance, the less effective it would be. He’d probably be okay on the bed, but on the second floor? No need to tempt fate. He lay on his back, a pillow beneath his head and a blanket pulled around him to ward off the night’s chill. This settlement might be on the outer fringes of Vantok’s heat bubble, but frost could come on a cool, clear night such as this one. He drifted off to sleep surprisingly fast and slept through the night, awakening only once when his senses detected a mouse squeezing through the crack between the bottom of the door and the floor.


  He departed in the early morning, shortly after the sun first peeked above the horizon. In the warmer months, farmers would be in their fields already but, during Winter, there was little to do in a farming village other than eat, drink, sleep, and get busy making the next generation of farmers. The innkeeper was abed, or at least not in the common room, when Sorial left. He thought about leaving a tip but decided against it. Her windfall from selling the ore would be so great that she would have little need of a few extra bronze studs.  How odd to think that, as a stableboy, he had coveted those coins when tossed to him by horsemen pleased with his treatment of their animals. Now, it was within his capabilities to be the wealthiest man alive but he had little need of money. Life had taught him how little it could buy.


  Wealth, however, brought out the worst in men and if Sorial had hoped that by leaving at dawn he could escape without incident, he was mistaken. They waited until he was several hundred feet north of the town before advancing. There were four of them, following at a discreet distance, two off the road to the left and two off the road to the right. Sorial didn’t see them, but he could sense their footsteps through the earth. He decided to let them trail him; when they made their move, he would make his. He absently wondered whether they were acting on their own or at the behest of the innkeeper, who might be interested in retrieving the coins she had parted with. The latter was unlikely; she was greedy enough that she wouldn’t want to jeopardize the possibility of a return visit.


  It didn’t happen immediately but Sorial knew the attack was underway when the men started running. At a distance of less than 20 feet, he stopped their forward progress with a negligent thought and an unnecessarily theatrical flick of his wrist. The ground behind him exploded, spraying rocks, dirt, and chunks of clay skyward. Sorial didn’t look back; he could tell they were no longer advancing. Three were backing away and the fourth was immobile. Sorial didn’t know whether he was dead or injured, and he didn’t care. His intention hadn’t been to launch a lethal attack but his control remained uncertain. Only more practice would refine it. He felt no remorse. If the men had caught him, they would have injured or killed him. As regrettable as his action had been, there was no doubting its necessity. Sorial recognized he would have to develop calluses as thick on his conscience as the ones on his palms.


  No one else followed. Whether others were scared off by what happened or whether those were the only ones in the town with criminal intentions, Sorial didn’t know. All that mattered was that he had the road to himself. If he made good speed, he would be in Vantok before dusk on the third day. There was a temptation to use his abilities to speed the trip but such an act of impatience would defeat the purpose of emerging this far south. Just as he had needed seven weeks of solitude to come to grips with his new abilities, so he needed a few days to reconnect with the person he had been before Havenham.


  Three days and he would be with Alicia again. His strongest memories of her were of her scent and her smile. And the touch of her soft, moist lips against his. He dimly recalled the sharpness of her tongue, but chose not to dwell on that. Surely, once they were married, her edges would be blunted, wouldn’t they?


  His plan upon reaching the city was vague. He supposed the first place he should go was the palace. Ironically, because he would arrive cloaked with anonymity, he might find it difficult to obtain an audience with the king. He was known only to Azarak and his chancellor, and getting past the guards and functionaries to either one of those men might prove difficult. In the worst case scenario, he could seek out Warburm, assuming Warburm had made it back to Vantok.


  Following his audience with the king, Sorial would go to the temple to free Alicia from her gilded cage. After that… maybe a visit to his mother, who deserved to see the fruits of her lifetime of sacrifice. His feelings about her remained as conflicted as they had been for most of his life and as he suspected they would always be. It was easy to understand the motivations of men like Warburm, Lamanar, and Carannan, but what mother would conspire to allow her son to suffer for a principle, no matter how noble?


  He wondered where he would live. The palace? The temple? A little house in one of Vantok’s wealthy neighborhoods? To one who had spent the last half-season sleeping in a cave, fine rooms and luxury were of no matter. Even a return to his loft at The Wayfarer’s Comfort’s stable would be an upgrade. Alicia, on the other hand, was used to living a pampered lifestyle and that wasn’t something he could deprive her of - not if he wanted to maintain domestic felicity. So he would demand an abode to match his status as one of the most powerful men in Vantok and let Alicia worry about the specifics.


  Then there was the question of what to do with Ferguson. Even thinking about the man caused Sorial’s countenance to darken. Of all the sins he could lay at the prelate’s feet, only one was unforgivable: Annie. No matter how much Ferguson might protest that his actions were necessary to preserve human life in the wake of the gods’ death, that single act of calculated, unnecessary brutality would render all explanations hollow. To snuff out a life so full of joy and energy without regret… Warburm had clumsily tried to explain there had been no other alternative, but Sorial didn’t believe it. For a man with Ferguson’s resources, there was always another option. Killing Annie had been the quickest and most expedient way to remove an obstacle, so she had met her end alone in a ditch. It twisted Sorial’s guts to think about it. The way he felt about Alicia didn’t nullify the fact that he had wanted Annie to be his wife.


  Ferguson would pay. And, to a lesser extent, so would Warburm, if he hadn’t died on the return trip to Vantok. The innkeeper had made a partial atonement but the sin wasn’t expiated. Sorial would offer his protection to Vantok only once he had seen justice done.


  Still, the success of his quest would hopefully make his homecoming more an occasion of joy than bitterness. Little did he realize that the rumors he had heard in the inn understated, not exaggerated, the maelstrom toward which he was headed.


  CHAPTER NINE: THE HEAT OF PREPARATION


  Justin was a patient man but there were things in life that strained even his forbearance. One was the training of an army - perhaps the most tedious and unrewarding endeavor he had attempted in his nearly 40 years. It would pay off eventually, or at least he hoped it would, but the process was an exercise in frustration. Instilling discipline in a force forged out of men who spent their lives roaming aimlessly was a task of monumental difficulty. Justin had given up employing all but the two most obvious, and ultimately effective, tools: intimidation and violence. He installed capital punishment for disobedience and desertion. Laxity, even in the most insignificant of activities, brought retribution. Everything was to be done with precision and maximum effort. Ariel thought such brutality was wasteful and, to a degree and privately, Justin agreed. But it was done out of necessity. Sorial’s emergence as The Lord of Earth had forced Justin to accelerate a schedule that had always been aggressive.


  Justin had assigned the day-to-day running of the camp in every aspect from training to sanitation to his small group of hand-picked generals and an accomplished band of 200 mercenaries, The Bloody Blades, who had been hired at great expense. They were proving to be worth the coin, however. They excelled at training and organization and weren’t reluctant to punish failure or dereliction. The more men he gathered, the more critical their role. And his ranks continued to swell now that he had dropped his prohibition against putting women in fighting roles. Every human just north, within, and south of The Forbidden Lands, was flocking to the banner of The Lord of Fire, the first wizard of the new order. The recruits sought the usual: glory, wealth, and places of influence when the war was over. In terms of pure numbers, Justin’s force now exceeded Vantok’s army. But it took more than bodies to win a battle. He knew that, his generals knew that, and The Bloody Blades knew that. Unfortunately, a great number of those who would form his infantry were unaware.


  His immediate concern remained, as it had been for about eight weeks, Sorial. The Lord of Earth Who Never Should Have Been. Damn and blast! Ariel had been spending an inordinate amount of time searching for him without success, meaning he had decided to go underground, perhaps literally. It was the smart, safe move - so much for Justin’s hope that Sorial would prove to be careless. Of course, Ariel couldn’t look everywhere, but she was certain he wasn’t in Vantok. She had flown over the city numerous times and walked the streets in disguise. Justin had suggested abducting Sorial’s paramour, the so-called “Wizard’s Bride,” as a means of forcing him into the open, but she was in Ferguson’s grasp and there was no reasonable way to get to her. Or at least no way that didn’t involve a massive expenditure of effort and energy. Justin wasn’t going to drain his resources this close to a campaign.


  Ariel breezed into the tent without announcement, doffed her travel-stained boots and sat cross-legged facing him. “Still nothing.” Her raspy voice didn’t conceal her frustration. “I went as far as Obis and there’s no sign of him. He’s off the map, either hiding in a cave somewhere or gone to ground in a tiny village. Even the wind can’t pick up his scent.” Justin thought she relied too much on wind-blown scents. Those could deceive.


  “What of this Alicia?” asked Justin.


  “She’s an interesting case. There are whispers that Ferguson may not have her, that she may have slipped through his clutches.”


  “Considering how tightly he clings to his prizes, I find that unlikely.”


  “Still, it seems she’s no longer in the temple, if she ever was there.”


  “If she’s gone, it’s because Ferguson let her go. And if he did that, it’s for a reason. Or it’s a piece of disinformation he’s placed into the gossip mill.”


  “Some good news: I’ve straightened out the kinks in our assassination plan. To accomplish it in the way we want it done, it will take a little of both of our talents. More of mine than yours, actually. A little wind, a little deception. If I can procure a blood sample, can you use your newest trick?”


  Justin smiled. The difficulty in killing a man from afar was obtaining his blood. Ariel had devised a solution. When she finished outlining it, he couldn’t help but admire its ingeniousness and audacity. This was why he was glad to have someone like Ariel as an ally - he never would have thought of that. His mind tended to approach problems from a straightforward, brute-force perspective. She liked slinking around corners and sliding through small openings, like a gentle breeze.


  “Should we try for a second assassination?” she asked.


  “Who are you thinking of?”


  “King Azarak. Imagine the chaos that would cause.”


  Justin could calculate the advantages, but he could also see how such a move might work against him.  In balance, it was better not to pursue the option. “No. Azarak is the opponent I want to face on the field of battle. He’s untried and, if your latest intelligence is accurate, no longer beloved by his people. We don’t know who would succeed him and, if it turned out to be someone more capable, we could be trading a desirable enemy for one less appealing. Now, if we could find a way to eliminate Ferguson… I’d declare you the most cunning woman in all the world if you divined a way to steal a few drops of his blood. When it comes to winning the battle of Vantok, he’ll be our most difficult opponent.”


  “I can’t think of a way to get to him. But you know him better than I do. Is there one?”


  Knew would have been a better term than know. Justin hadn’t seen the man in more than two decades and a lot could change in that span of time. It certainly had for The Lord of Fire. Before that, however, he and Ferguson had been close. Until the mission. But, even then, Justin wondered how well he had truly known the prelate. Ferguson had more secrets than a flower had petals.


  As the third son of a duke, Justin’s childhood had been poorly structured. Unlike his much older brothers, who had been groomed as knights and successors to their lord father, Justin had been too frail for swordplay and too far down the line of succession to warrant more than cursory attention. He had been the duchy’s ornament, the tousle-haired youngster put on display for his cuteness. So, aside from the few hours each day he was required to spend with tutors, he had occupied his waking hours grooming himself for life as a dilettante. By the age of twelve, he had become a spoiled bully, using his intelligence and cruelty to dominate other children his age. He looked back on that period of his life with shame.


  Eventually, his father had recognized that his youngest son was doing little of note beyond spending his money, terrorizing his servants, and lording it over the sons and daughters of lesser nobles. When Justin was thirteen, the duke had done what was often done with the spare offspring of highly-placed men and offered his son to the Temple as an acolyte. Instead of being apprenticed in Basingham, where he would have been “too close to the distractions” that had “poisoned his life,” Justin had been dispatched to Vantok, the seat of the Temple’s power. Within a year, his intelligence, late blossoming sense of responsibility, and quick wit had brought him to the notice of Prelate Ferguson. At his Maturity, when he was elevated to the rank of full priest, Ferguson had adopted him as a personal assistant. It had been a fast ascent for one of his youth.


  In that role, Justin had been taken into Ferguson’s confidence, learning that his spiritual father believed himself to be in direct communication with the gods. They had entrusted him with the privileged knowledge that they were going to vacate the universe but, to fill the vacuum left in their wake, they would return magic to the race of men. It had been Ferguson’s duty, or so the man believed, to prepare the world for this and to shepherd his flock through the difficult transition period. For a young apprentice, the revelation had been both upsetting and exciting.


  To this day, Justin believed Ferguson had received some sort of mandate from the gods, but he was certain the man’s inflated sense of self-importance had perverted it. Ferguson had seen himself as the architect of the future. For a while, this had been an appealing idea for Justin; after all, as assistant to the most important man in the land, he would have basked in reflected greatness. Over the years, Justin had accepted that, although the gods might have assigned Ferguson the role of caretaker, he had appointed himself as a kingmaker. He had risen above man’s laws and, since there was no longer a “higher authority,” that meant no power in the world was august enough to pass judgment on him.


  During his brief time as Ferguson’s assistant, Justin had observed the man pursue a campaign of wizard-creation whose ultimate design was to establish the prelate as the sole, unimpeachable authority. They would have been his wizards, answerable to him, acting as his enforcers. Many of Ferguson’s devout followers had lived in a small village in the North called Sussaman. Justin had visited there once and found the place to be ramshackle and depressing, not at all the kind of settlement one would expect as the seat of power for a man of Ferguson’s status and ambitions. He had been introduced to Kara, pompously described by his master as “the mother of the future.” At the time, Ariel would have been about eight, but Justin had no memories of meeting her.


  The mission that had ended his role in the “new religion” came only weeks after the prelate’s small retinue had returned to Vantok from Sussaman. Ferguson, normally the most placid and methodical of men, had become erratic and frenzied. He had eventually confessed his belief that the gods’ end was at hand, and he wasn’t yet ready. So he had dispatched Justin on a journey to the Deep South, into The Forbidden Lands, to search for portals. At that time, Ferguson had known of only one possibly functional option, at Ibitsal. He had suspected there to be at least one other; Justin had been sent to locate it.


  The four soldiers accompanying him had been killed in a bandit attack just north of The Forbidden Lands. Justin had survived the ambush and struggled on. He had been deep in the mountains, lost, hungry, and despairing, when it had hit him. Since then, he had spoken with many others and no one acknowledged awareness of the event. Ariel hadn’t known. For so many, it had been just another moment of another day of another season of another year. He wondered if Ferguson had been as affected and suspected the prelate might have felt it more keenly. The moment of the gods’ passing had struck him like psychic hammer. For nearly a week after that, he had barely functioned, choosing daily between hurling himself off a mountain trail and continuing to wander deeper and deeper into The Forbidden Lands. Each day, the decision to live had been more difficult to justify. Then he had heard the call of the portal.


  His memories of those days were vague but he had no trouble remembering the portal’s insistent demand: comecomecome. In the end, when he had hurled himself into it, it had been more an act of suicide than an attempt at transformation. He had never considered himself as a candidate and, as best he could determine, neither had Ferguson. He hadn’t been sent on the mission to become a wizard. Yet he had survived and emerged a changed man. And in the first rush of exhilaration to accompany his resuscitation of magic, he had recognized one basic truth: it was him, not Ferguson, who was the appropriate choice to lead the world forward. The moment Justin had stepped through the portal, Ferguson’s role, whatever the gods had decreed it to be, had ended. His purpose had become obsolete; wizards weren’t his to control and command. Of course, the prelate wouldn’t have seen it that way. So Justin had elected to abandon his former master and his calling as a priest. He had become The Lord of Fire.


  He often wondered whether Ferguson had sent out a search party. Likely not. The prelate viewed his priests, even those close to him, as disposable commodities. Looking back through the haze of a quarter-century, Justin couldn’t say with certainty whether Ferguson had harbored any affection for him. For his part, Justin had loved and respected the man as much then as he now hated and reviled him.


  “You’re not listening to me.” The accusation was stated with enough vigor to shake Justin out of his memory-fueled reverie. Ariel had folded her legs under her and was leaning toward him.


  “Apologies. Something you said reminded me of days when things were simpler.”


  “We were talking about Ferguson. His weaknesses?”


  “Forget getting to him. We’d burn ourselves out trying. He knows more about magic than we could hope to.”


  “Knowing is different from practicing. Understanding that you can create a fireball doesn’t offer much protection when you do it. Knowing I can travel on the wind can’t stop me from dropping out of the sky with a dagger in my hand.”


  “Don’t underestimate knowledge as a weapon. There may be inherent weaknesses in wizardry that we know nothing about but he can exploit. He’s a more dangerous opponent than your brother, for all that Sorial is The Lord of Earth. I keep hoping old age will claim Ferguson, but he seems to be immune. Maybe the gods conferred immortality on him.” Justin didn’t really believe that, but it was extraordinary how long the prelate had lived.


  “Given an opportunity…”


  “…I would strike him down, gladly and willingly. He no longer has any claim on my loyalty. But he’s unlike other men. He so rarely makes mistakes that to count on them is folly. His webs are so complicated that you don’t realize you’re in one until there’s no way out.” Justin had been saved by blind luck and a suicidal impulse.


  Ariel echoed his earlier thoughts when she said “Perhaps instead of killing Sorial, we should work to make sure he and Ferguson never form an alliance.”


  “Killing him is the easiest way to assure that never happens. But if eliminating him proves difficult, then poisoning his relationship with Ferguson, whatever that may be, presents an alternative.  It doesn’t, however, give us everything we want: a Lord of Earth who’s one of us.”


  “His paramour is his weakness.”


  “As has been the case for men and women throughout history.” Love - Justin wished he could have experienced it just once. He supposed what he had with Ariel was the closest he would ever get. “Very well, extend your net. Look for her as well as for him. But if you find either one, come to me with the information. Don’t act on your own.” She didn’t need the reminder, but he offered it nonetheless. Her sincere contrition for the way she had handled the situation with her brother didn’t guarantee she wouldn’t misstep again, especially if she believed there to be a quick path to redemption.


  “What of you?” she asked. “Did you succeed last night?”


  She was referring to his initial attempt to summon a djinn, a task he had tried far from the army in case the creature proved to be uncontrollable. He had been concerned about the havoc it could wreak if he couldn’t tame it. Nothing so dramatic had happened, however.


  “I felt it. Deep below ground in the molten rock, I could sense its presence, and it knew I was questing for it. But all that damned earth interfered with the summoning. So it didn’t come, either because it feared being entrapped or because it didn’t recognize who or what was calling it. “


  “Is there only one?”


  Justin shook his head in the negative. “I sensed several, perhaps as many as a dozen, but they are farther beyond my reach than the one I touched. I don’t understand their society or culture, or even much about their true nature. I don’t doubt their existence and their value in battle should they be bound to me, but they’re elusive. Sometimes, I wonder if I might be better served scouring the far reaches of the world, beyond where men exist, in search of a living dragon.”


  “What now? Try again? You certainly can’t give up.”


  “No. They’re integral to my plan. One djinn in battle will be worth a hundred seasoned warriors, if not more. They can take the onus of using fire as a weapon from me, allowing me to husband my magic rather than wasting it. But there’s no benefit in continuing to probe for them. I have to visit the Yu’Tar library and seek lore about how to contact them. The fire wizards of old were seen in the company of djinn.”


  “Perhaps they had cooperation from earth wizards in making the initial contact.”


  Justin frowned at that possibility, but recognized she could be right. Many of the greatest magical endeavors involved multiple wizards, much as the heat bubble over Vantok was a result of his and Ariel’s cooperation. Some of the feats spoken of in myth and legend were said to require all four wizards working in concert. As things stood today, Justin couldn’t expect aid from Sorial in contacting the djinn. So there had to be another way. And if it was known, he would find clues in the Yu’Tar library.


  “What do you think he can summon?  My brother, I mean.”


  “Like us, he’s hampered by the passing of the ages. Many of the creatures that might have answered his call have ceased to exist. There are still rock wyrms; I assume he has mastery over them. There may be trolls and giants, although they could be extinct like the dragons. Beyond that… I suppose he might be able to marshal an army of burrowing animals or insects, but I don’t know how much value they would have in battle. The Lord of Water would have the most success binding creatures to his summons but their usefulness would be limited. A sea monster would have no value in a land battle.”


  “How long until we’re ready for combat?”


  “Soon. Time is both friend and enemy. The difficulty is determining when waiting becomes delaying.”


  She nodded as if his words had clarified the schedule. “Where do you want me now? Aside from continuing my search for Sorial, that is.”


  “Check on the progress of the king of Obis. And it might be a good time to make a little mischief in Vantok. Perhaps another of those rainless storms you enjoy. Anything to keep the population on edge, to erode their trust in their king and prelate, and to drive some to seek a less cursed locale in which to live. Refugees are easier to conquer than entrenched peasants and nobles with property to protect and defend.”


  She nodded, put on her boots, and exited the tent, leaving Justin alone with his thoughts.


  Tomorrow, he would travel to the library at Yu’Tar, one of the greatest repositories of knowledge from the ancient era. When Ferguson had traveled there a half-century ago, the trip had taken him more than a season in each direction, with an ocean to cross. Justin’s powers had enabled him to use a few short cuts but it had still consumed four weeks of his life to get there and another two weeks to uncover its specific location. On that initial trip, he’d had the foresight to set an ever-burning travel fire in the vicinity - a gateway that would allow him to pass there using any other travel fire almost instantaneously. There were limitations to the usefulness of fire-travel but, when it could be employed, it was superior to the opportunities offered by water, air, and earth.


  Although seeking knowledge about how to summon djinn was his primary goal for visiting the library, it wasn’t his sole purpose. It was there, deep in the musty, mildewed archives that some of the most obscure and arcane scrolls existed, many scribed by wizards whose names were legendary. Hints in those documents had long fascinated Justin, fueling his obsession with The Otherverse. Their incompleteness was a source of frustration. Many had long since decayed into powder and others were written in languages lost to men. As for what he could read, much was intentionally obscure, intended only for those with a deep abstract understanding of magic. Justin was enough of a scholar to believe that, given sufficient time, he could discover the key that unlocked magic’s greatest mysteries. But, as he had told Ariel, time was both a friend and an enemy and, when it came to completing this task, it was more the latter than the former.


  CHAPTER TEN: THE VISE CLOSES


  Myselene was deeply concerned about the latest turn of events. Prelate Ferguson’s decision to create an arbitrary dividing line between secular law and ecclesiastical law threatened the integrity of the Crown. And if Azarak’s rule was in danger that meant her plans were also in jeopardy. Worse still, this could open the door to an ugly scenario she didn’t like to consider.


  Her father’s arrival was imminent. He would likely be in Vantok within three weeks, possibly as early as Midwinter if he rode ahead of the majority of his entourage. If the political situation remained volatile, she wouldn’t put it past him to “help” Azarak quell the civil unrest through the deployment of Obis’ troops. That was Rangarak’s way, and it would be done “in the best interests of all involved.” Once the populace had been cowed, control would be ceded to Azarak, but Myselene’s “dowry” would turn into an occupying force and the king of Vantok would thereafter be a puppet of Obis. Azarak would resist such an arrangement and that stance would lead to his ouster, imprisonment, and possible execution. She paused to consider how Ferguson might use such a situation to his benefit. If the prelate agreed to assist Rangarak, he would almost certainly be given a secular post - possibly even that of chancellor. No matter what she said, her father would see the prelate as a stabilizing force, not a divisive one.


  All this would be done in Myselene’s name, of course, to “ensure peace and harmony in the city at the time of her wedding,” but she didn’t want this. She wanted Vantok to stand on its own as the Jewel of the South. Turning it into a satellite of Obis was unacceptable. To avoid that, the situation with Ferguson had to be resolved or at least camouflaged so it didn’t come to King Rangarak’s attention.


  She studied her reflection in the new mirror Azarak had procured for her - an early wedding gift. Made in far-off Andel, the westernmost of the northern cities, it was smooth and carefully polished and provided the best image she had ever seen of herself. Today, she wore a deep violet gown intended to complement her dark eyes and hair and contrast with her pale skin. It was a simple dress with a plunging neckline designed to draw eyes to the large amethyst dangling between her breasts at the end of a gold necklace. This outfit, simple yet elegant, was what she would don for her first appearance at a council meeting.  Officially, she wouldn’t be a member of that august body until her appointment was ratified, but she knew the other counselors wouldn’t flout the king’s wishes in this matter, especially with the most intractable of them having resigned.


  She pulled a bell to summon her maid, Posie. As always, the woman was the personification of promptness and courtesy. She entered and curtseyed, then stood awaiting her lady’s pleasure, head lowered. At 30 years of age, the mousey woman had lived her entire life in service, starting at a young age working alongside her mother, who had been a maid in the palace for two generations of kings. She was too obsequious for Myselene, who preferred servants to have a little spine and a willingness to speak their minds. This reticence was a characteristic of those who worked in Vantok’s palace. During her early days in the city, when she had been an honored guest and not yet the king’s paramour, she had been “assigned” a girl close to her age who had fawned over her. Posie was older but no less slavish in her attentiveness. Myselene had sent for Nymia, her childhood maid from Obis, but she was accompanying the wedding party and wouldn’t arrive for several weeks. Until then, Posie was her closest female companion.


  “How do I look, Posie?” asked Myselene, continuing to scrutinize her reflection. Rumor had it she was the greatest beauty of the North. But she was in the South now, and she had seen a great many beauties.


  “Gorgeous, Milady, but that’s how ’talways is with you.”


  Myselene suspected Posie would have said exactly the same words had her mistress been a 70-year old harridan. Politeness always trumped honesty where servants were concerned. And, truth be told, bluntness was often rewarded with a dismissal.


  She was quiet for a moment as she considered the reason she had asked the maid to attend her. It wasn’t for help with the gown, the necklace, her hair, or her shoes. She could attend to those things herself - the move from Obis to Vantok hadn’t impeded her ability to make herself presentable. It was to ask a simple question. “Posie, do you believe the gods are dead as some folk say?”


  She seemed genuinely surprised by what her mistress suggested. “Dead, Milady? Don’t think that’s rightly possible, them being the gods and all. How does a god die? They’s forever, I reckon. Turned away from us, they did, because we was becoming all high and mighty. Sinners all is we, though we don’t see it. But dead? Whoever says that needs to spend long hours in prayer and repentance.”


  Myselene avoided a sigh. Herein lay Azarak’s problem. In a few short sentences, Posie had clarified why a public denunciation of Ferguson could represent political suicide. The prelate had played the match too well. He had outmaneuvered Azarak at every step, forcing him into a position from which there was no escape. The only possible move for the king at this point was something bold, unexpected, and potentially disastrous.


  Myselene envisioned the situation with a clarity that had previously escaped her. She was reminded why it was so important to befriend servants. They saw things differently and, in their perspective could often be discovered truths that escaped rulers and nobles.


  In this case, everyone with privileged knowledge of the situation accepted some basic tenets: the gods were dead, magic had returned to the world, a rogue wizard was preparing to attack Vantok using magic as his first salvo, and the role of priests had been reduced to that of comforters.


  But this wasn’t the reality for the majority of Vantok’s citizenry. They hadn’t been told the truth. Ferguson had never made a statement declaring the age of the gods to be past. The Temple hadn’t moved to quell rumors that the heat wave and drought were signs of the gods’ disapproval. Consequently, the peasants were living a lie and Ferguson was complicit. In him, the people saw not only their spiritual leader but perhaps the only one who could guide them out of the current situation. Mentions of magic would be met with scorn. Everyone knew wizards were things of long-ago myths and stories. Who would believe in them today? Certainly no one with a rational mind.


  The peasants represented the backbone of Azarak’s strength. As long as they supported him, his grip on the throne was secure. In a masterstroke, Ferguson had found a way to subvert Azarak’s political base without forcing a confrontation. Their loyalty remained as it had always been: to Azarak on secular matters and to Ferguson on spiritual ones. If the two came into conflict, however, the majority would stand with the prelate. And that would spell doom for the current regime. Did Ferguson think to be king? Or would he be content to work behind-the-scenes with a puppet on the throne?


  Myselene wished it was possible to send an assassin into the temple, but Azarak had told her Ferguson’s security was too elaborate. He was untouchable, at least physically. But was there another way? Could he at least be discredited?


  * * *


  Late that night, Myselene reclined naked in Azarak’s bed, waiting for the king to finish his business of the day and join her. She wasn’t quite asleep when he arrived an hour past midnight. As was his custom, he doffed his outer clothing, rang for a goblet of spirits, and collapsed into a chair. Brushing away strands of the slumber seeking to embrace her, Myselene sat up, the bed sheets demurely caressing her form. She noted there was a slight chill in the air, the first she had felt since coming to Vantok.


  The darkness of the king’s expression bespoke more bad news. Noticing her gaze, he related what Toranim told him within the hour. “A group of influential nobles have sent a written notification that they’re withdrawing official support for the Crown. According to their declaration, they no longer believe my reign represents their interests. Until such time as their ‘concerns are addressed,’ they’re refusing to pay taxes, pulling men employed in their personal militias from service in Vantok’s army, and intending to handle their own distribution of food and grain. In addition, before any man in their service is permitted to stand trial, they claim first right to determine the validity of any charges. If they find him unjustly accused, he is not to be subject to the Crown’s judgment.”


  “How many?”


  “Six large families and a handful of smaller ones. Not enough to cripple the military or the food supply but enough to create a bloodbath if I move against them with the army. They know the numbers and the situation and made sure they had sufficient support to avoid intervention before making the announcement. It will be posted tomorrow, so the entire city will be aware of it by mid-morning.”


  “Is this Ferguson’s doing? Another attempt to undermine your authority?”


  “I don’t think so. As clever as our esteemed prelate is, he’s not behind all the city’s myriad problems. The heat and drought are the real problems, and the fact that I was unwilling to let the nobles set their own prices for grain.”


  “You can’t let this stand.”


  “I don’t intend to. The alternative to direct military action is to blockade the estates of those who signed the declaration. No one in, no one out. No supplies in. They’re well-provisioned and some have access to private water sources. If it’s a waiting game, it could last for a very long time. But I think our enemy to the south will have a say in that. Nothing is better at uniting a fractured population than an outside threat.”


  “So your policies are based on the assumption that we’re going to be attacked?” To Myselene, that was an unsound basis for quelling a potential rebellion.


  “I suppose they are, but it’s foolish not to consider that when making domestic policy. There’s no need to come down hard on the nobles, which could result in them burning their grain stores in retaliation, when we can pen them in and wait them out. And if an attack doesn’t come this year, weather may force the city to empty. Basingham has been absorbing a steady trickle of refugees for two years and, if the heat gets worse this Summer, that trickle will swell to a stream. Vantok is dangerously close to no longer being viable as a place of mass human habitation, at least in the near-term. So the rebellious inclinations of a group of nobles are of less consequence than they would be in prosperous times.”


  Myselene considered. There was sense in what the king proposed. It was an unorthodox strategy, and one her father, who believed diplomacy was useful only after the enemy had been crushed, would reject. A policy of containment allowed Azarak to see how things developed with the weather, with Sorial, and with the situation to the south. If he forced a confrontation, it would be citizens fighting citizens and the result could tear Vantok apart from within. She wondered, though, how things had gotten so bad so fast. And that’s where it came back to Ferguson. The nobles didn’t see the dangers for what they were. As far as they were concerned, the heat was a temporary inconvenience; they had no inkling that magic had returned or that there was an enemy force building to the south. To them, this was all about the profits Azarak was denying them by decreeing that the maximum price for grain be affordable to all, not just wealthy merchants.


  “The people have to be told the whole truth,” she said at last. “This can’t go on. By keeping the citizens in ignorance, the prelate is endangering the future of this city.”


  “Toranim said much the same thing to me not thirty minutes ago, and I agree with you both. I can wait out the nobles, but I can’t wait out Ferguson, especially now that we know Sorial’s return is imminent. I need Lady Alicia back in the city or at least in safe hands before he arrives. The arrest warrant I signed for Ferguson lacks teeth and he has understandably refused my ‘invitation’ to discuss our differences anywhere outside the temple. So I have to resort to something… unorthodox.”


  Myselene hid the beginnings of a smile. A penchant for bold, decisive action was Azarak’s most attractive quality. For her, if power was an aphrodisiac, the way the king employed it made it more of one. He didn’t flaunt it the way some rulers did. He didn’t gird himself with it as was her father’s wont. But he was unafraid to bring it to bear when circumstances warranted it.


  “I’m going to make a speech during an upcoming public audience. In that speech, I’ll reveal what Ferguson has kept hidden - that the gods have departed and we’ve been left to our own devices. I’ll speak of wizards - both the one we hope to woo and the one whose powers are responsible for the heat and the drought. And I’ll conclude by affirming that the Temple is now to be considered beholden to the Crown. Since there are no gods, the priests no longer toil under a divine mandate, and any priest who doesn’t acknowledge the absolute authority of the Crown will be subject to arrest for treason.”


  Myselene nodded. It was daring. If it worked, Azarak would win his battle with Ferguson quickly and decisively, and might even score a pre-emptive strike against the nobles. But there were dangers. How would the populace react to this news? They had heard rumors about “the death of the gods” for years but it was something altogether different to confront the unthinkable as a truth rather than idle gossip. Worse still was the possibility that Azarak wouldn’t be believed and Ferguson might counter by denying the king’s claims. That could lead to a revolt and a coup.


  “What if Ferguson publicly contradicts you?” she asked. “What if he rebuts your claim about the gods?”


  “That would be lying. Thus far, Ferguson has allowed silence and ignorance to be his tools. He’s never addressed the rumors. His message has been consistent: remain steadfast in your faith. Ferguson is not beyond prevarication, but I don’t think he would tell a lie about something this important, especially since he would almost certainly be contradicted by prelates in other cities, many of whom have been more open about their concerns. Whatever Ferguson’s course of action, I don’t expect it to be that blunt. He’ll undoubtedly try something more devious.”


  “When are you planning to deliver the speech?”


  “It will take a few days to ready and rehearse. And I have to prepare the militia in case they’re needed to curb civil unrest. If the people believe me, there could be riots or, at the very least, some level of violence. Ironically, the nobles will need the Crown’s protection. Maybe a minor uprising will convince them that their grievances would be better addressed through negotiations than a precipitous ‘withdrawal’ from the city charter.”


  They continued talking for more than an hour with their conversation touching on a variety of subjects including the wedding and Myselene’s seeming inability to become pregnant. Then, weary of words, they tried again to make Vantok’s heir. Azarak’s lovemaking was mechanical and neither was satisfied. When he rolled off her, sweating and breathing heavily, it wasn’t to fall asleep. They lay side-by-side for a while, neither dozing, until Myselene drifted off. Slumber, however, eluded Azarak. When sleep finally claimed him, the long Winter’s darkness was approaching the morning twilight.


  Four hours later, he awoke with a start, immediately aware that something wasn’t quite right. Myselene still lay next to him, although the abrupt manner of his awakening disturbed her. She rolled over and mumbled something. The room was bright with morning sunlight. He had been in bed at least two hours longer than he should have been. Why hadn’t Toranim aroused him for their daily early morning briefing?


  Azarak rose and used the pull-bell to summon the chancellor.


  “What is it?” asked Myselene sleepily.


  “Toranim didn’t wake me this morning. Something’s wrong.”


  Several minutes passed uneventfully. Outside the window, Azarak could hear birds chirping. They thought it was Planting. The weather thought it was Planting. Only the calendar thought it was Winter.


  Finally, impatient, Azarak donned a dressing robe and went to his chamber door. The guard on duty stood at attention when the king emerged. “Find Chancellor Toranim and ask him to join me in my rooms.”


  “It’s probably nothing,” said Myselene, who had risen and donned her own robe.  It wouldn’t do for the chancellor to arrive and find her naked. There were rules of propriety to be observed. “He knows you’re tired. He probably decided to let you sleep late. Last night, you said there were no public audiences today.”


  “Toranim isn’t the sort of man who would ‘just let me sleep late.’ After what happened last night, he knows the importance of getting an early start today. By now, I should be caucused with my top soldiers, planning how to confine the disaffected nobles to their estates without provoking a confrontation with their personal militias. These matters can’t wait, no matter how tired a king might be.”


  Azarak was a great believer in trusting his instincts and they told him that all was not well this fine Winter morning. His concern was contagious. Soon Myselene was edgy and anxious as well.


  When the urgent knock came nearly a half-hour later, Azarak was quick to answer it. He was greeted not by the chancellor or the guard he had sent to fetch Toranim. Instead, there were four fully armed soldiers, including the captain of the King’s Guard.


  “Your Majesty, Chancellor Toranim was attacked while walking on the palace grounds early this morning.”


  CHAPTER ELEVEN: THE PORTAL’S CALL


  Alicia felt more alone than at any time since her first days trapped in her gilded temple cell. Surrounded by strangers, two of whom she once thought she knew, she was no longer in control of her destiny. Strangely, she was still headed toward her original goal, but she now understood she had been manipulated into making this journey. More than anything else, it gave her insight into what life had been like for Sorial, knowing that even the most inconsequential aspects of his childhood and adolescence had been managed by others to further a “greater good.”


  She rode the same horse she had left Vantok on. The same was true of Kara. Rexall had taken Vagrum’s larger, sturdier mount. Alicia was offended by this - no one should have ridden that animal except her dead champion - but she said nothing. Technically, the horses were stolen, although perhaps her father was in on the conspiracy as well. He had been involved in the previous one. Also accompanying them were three companions from Sussaman. One was an older man with whom Kara had a longstanding acquaintanceship. The other two were younger, perhaps only a few years older than Alicia. Apparently, it took three normal men to replace Vagrum. To Alicia, of course, he was irreplaceable. She had taken it for granted that a rock of a man like Vagrum would be around forever. “Forever” had turned out to be a shockingly short period of time.


  In a way, Alicia trusted the newcomers - silver-haired Aiden, blond Namanay, and dark-skinned, dark-haired Debulon - more than she did Kara and Rexall. Her growing bond with Sorial’s mother had been damaged by Kara’s revelation. As for Rexall, she had no desire to interact with him at all. She hadn’t liked him from the beginning and now she simmered with resentment for everything he represented.


  They were six hours out of Sussaman, heading northeast on a path that was too narrow and uneven to be called a “road.” On a clear afternoon, there would be another two hours of sunlight, but the clouds encroaching from the northwest promised not only bad weather but an early cessation to their day’s traveling. Alicia noticed their three guides were already scanning the terrain for likely camping spots. They were more concerned with discovering a good stopping place than they were with maximizing travel distance. How unlike Vagrum’s approach.


  The North was a bleak and unfriendly place, although Alicia acknowledged it might be more inviting during the warm seasons. Most of the trees were short and stubby oaks and maples; they looked skeletal without their leaves. The few conifers appeared undernourished and some were dead, their brown branches not having yet dropped all their needles. A blanket of frozen white covered everything - the result of snow that had undergone multiple thaw/freeze cycles. If the clouds were a harbinger of snow, there would be a fresh coating by morning. If Vagrum had been with them, he would be able to tell. Foretelling weather had been one of his specialties.


  “You and I, we have to talk.” Rexall moved his horse alongside Alicia’s while she was busy studying the terrain ahead and engaging in bouts of self-pity.


  She gave him a cold look but said nothing. Of the things that could occupy her attention on this monotonous ride, having a conversation with Rexall was low on the list.


  “You might like to pretend I don’t exist but we’re stuck together for at least another few weeks, and possibly a lot longer than that, so we should at least clear the air.”


  “You think that’s easily done?”


  “Actually, yes, because I don’t understand why you’re angry at me. There’s nothing I’ve done you ain’t asked of me.”


  “Nothing springs to mind? C’mon Rexall, I thought you were supposed to be clever.”


  “You think my arrangement with Ferguson changes things?”


  “You betrayed us! Not only me, but your best friend!”


  “Is that how you see it?” He seemed almost amused. “You ain’t got the best grasp of reality. And I doubt Sorial will share your view when he understands everything.”


  “You think Sorial will forgive your having taken money from Ferguson to help manipulate the direction of his life?”


  “That’s where you’ve got it wrong. I was paid to make regular reports to one of Ferguson’s underlings. Simple things like: Is he patriotic? Does he support the king? What does he think of the rumors about the gods? Once or twice, they asked me to take him places, like swimming at a spot on your father’s property. Saying I ‘manipulated’ him is more than stretching the truth.”


  “You think it’s a misrepresentation to characterize your ‘friendship’ as a sham?”


  “I didn’t befriend Sorial because Ferguson asked me to. We were friends before I was approached. In fact, that’s why I was approached. They wanted information from someone who knew and understood him and they were willing to pay good coin for it. Money don’t mean much to someone like you, who can get whatever you want just by asking Daddy, but when you live in a stable and eat leftovers from a kitchen, you learn to appreciate every last stud someone offers. Would I have done something to hurt Sorial? Absolutely not. But I saw nothing wrong with telling a priest some things about how he lived his days and what he thought. And I’d wager every stud I have in my possession today that if our positions were reversed, Sorial would have done the same.”


  “Maybe, but with one difference. He would have told you he was doing it. The betrayal isn’t that you met with the priest, gave him information about Sorial, and took his money. It’s that you did those things without telling your supposed friend. That makes it underhanded.”


  “If you expect everyone to live up to your high standards, you’re going to live in a constant state of disappointment. Look at poor Vagrum. He did essentially the same thing I did. He had to come crawling back to you and promise to do whatever you demanded in order to earn your forgiveness. Look where that got him. If that’s your price, I’d rather not pay.”


  “The situations aren’t the same. Vagrum…”


  “They’re exactly the same!” snapped Rexall, showing anger for the first time. “We were both paid by agents of Ferguson to provide information. Vagrum’s subject was you, mine was Sorial. The difference is that Vagrum’s conscience was murky while mine is clear.”


  “All right. Then let’s address your betrayal in my escape from the temple.”


  “Your complaint there is even more difficult to understand. You asked me to help you get out of the temple, pick up a guide who knew the way to the portal, and help get you there. Unless something goes very wrong, you’ll be there in a week. I’d say I fulfilled my end of things marvelously. I ain’t tried to stop you, sabotage your journey, or convince you to go elsewhere. We’re going exactly where you wanted and, as a bonus, I saved your life. Not even Kara realizes how close to dead you were the night after Vagrum got himself shot in the head.”


  “It’s not your actions, it’s your motives.”


  “With you, there’s always going to be another complaint. Can’t see what about you’s got Sorial besotted. You want to know what really happened? You want to know the whole story about my role in your escape? Okay, I’ll tell you. A few days before you asked for my help, my priest contact came to me and said, ‘We suspect the Lady Alicia is going to request your aid in an escape plan. When she does this, agree to her request then come to us for further instructions.’


  “It’s true that Sorial found the tunnel from the inn to the temple, but he didn’t give me enough information that I would have been able to find it on my own. Ferguson provided the location and made sure no one would interfere with your escape. He sent agents to shadow our progress and provide aid, if needed, in dire circumstances. They were the ones who chased us into that dilapidated excuse for an inn and they came to your aid when you were dying of the fever. They were on the bridge a short distance behind us; they sent Vagrum’s killer over the edge to join him and helped me keep you alive after Kara left. They weren’t healers but they had enough medicines to sustain you until aid arrived from Sussaman.”


  Alicia felt some of the anger draining away, but not the disappointment, bitterness, and sense of defeat. She could understand how Rexall justified his every action to himself, but she knew betrayal when she encountered it, and this was it. It would have been better had she been left in her cell to rot than to have escaped in this manner. But there was one question she needed to ask.


  “Is this the portal where they’re taking Sorial? Have we come all this way for nothing?”


  “I dunno. Ferguson wanted you here, but he didn’t tell me why. It could be because he felt it would help Sorial for you to be there for comfort and encouragement, or it could be that he wanted you as far away as possible. I ain’t Ferguson’s confidante. I’m his tool. He uses me for particular tasks but he don’t tell me more than I need to know. Don’t make the mistake of thinking I can give you insight. Kara knows him better. This job is all about getting you to the portal.” And doing one other thing… But she didn’t need to know that, at least not yet.


  * * *


  After a week on the road from Sussaman to Ibitsal, Alicia had been able to work through some of her inner turmoil and arrive at a more stable state of mind. She and Kara were again talking, although not with the familiarity they had enjoyed before Vagrum’s death. She understood the older woman’s reasons even if they were difficult to forgive. In her own way, Kara thought she was doing what was best for all - supporting Sorial, providing counsel to Alicia, and maintaining the faith in Ferguson that was a cornerstone of her existence. As for Rexall, her ire toward him dimmed. In the darkest hours at night, she was even forced to admit that some of his defenses were difficult to refute, especially the one that likened his actions to Vagrum’s. They had both acted as spies. Would Sorial forgive his oldest friend? Alicia wished she knew the answer. Sorial’s upbringing had been close to Rexall’s; his perspective might be more forgiving than hers. But she couldn’t envision the two enjoying the close companionship they had once shared. Sorial might understand Rexall’s actions but he would never again trust him.


  The weather was unpleasant but not bitter or brutal enough to halt travel: cold and overcast with intermittent flurries and snow showers but no heavy or sustained precipitation. Perhaps because she was becoming used to the frigid temperatures, Alicia found that the cold bothered her less than it had south of Widow’s Peak. She just huddled a little deeper into her fur-lined clothing. And she no longer found it difficult to fall asleep at night. Physical discomfort had become the norm.


  Her Sussaman-bred guides assured her they were getting closer. Within a day, the small trail they were traveling would merge into the bigger Obis-Syre Road, the North’s major east-west thoroughfare. They wouldn’t be on that path for long, however. Once a direct artery through Ibitsal, the highway had been diverted when rumors emerged of ghosts haunting the old city’s ruins. Still, the new road ran less than a half-day’s walk south of Ibitsal. Best estimates were that they would reach their destination late in the day tomorrow. According to Kara, the tales of wraiths and specters were unfounded - juicy stories told around midnight campfires by adventurers with more machismo than sense. The Sussaman men, two of whom had visited the ancient city, also scoffed. But Alicia’s newfound belief in the supernatural made her nervous. After all, if wizards could exist, why not ghosts?


  The terrain seemed nothing if not promising for the dead. They hadn’t seen another person for more than two days and, excepting small wild life and birds, nothing living. One night, they heard wolf howls and, the next day, they saw tracks in the snow, but they didn’t encounter the animals and nothing similar happened again. With everything white during the day - both ground and sky - it was easy to become disoriented. Alicia didn’t know how people could live in this climate. It was unremittingly bleak.


  That evening, after they camped, Kara came to sit by Alicia’s fire. It was the first time she had done so since leaving Sussaman.


  “How are you?” she asked as she stripped off her wet gloves and rubbed her hands together vigorously near the flames.


  Such a simple, banal question but so difficult to answer, at least truthfully. Her mother had taught her that the proper etiquette was to respond to the common greeting with either “grand” or “tolerable,” depending on one’s mood. But Alicia had learned more about the true art of conversation from Vagrum, whose preference had been for blunt speech and profanity over cultivated chatter. “Shitty. I don’t know why I’m here anymore. When I left Vantok, I had a clear purpose. Now it’s all muddled. Sometimes, I think I should give up and go back. Would that be giving Ferguson a victory or a defeat? Does it even matter at this point?”


  “But you won’t go back,” said Kara, her voice smooth and certain. “You’re too close. And even though you’re discouraged, you’re curious as well. You want to know how this is going to end. A part of you hopes that by going there, you’ll be able to see Sorial soon. If this is his destination, you know he can’t be far away.”


  “I miss him.” The sting of the admission caught her by surprise. Her sudden tears glinted in the firelight - golden streaks on her cheeks that would have matched the color of her hair had she not dyed it. “We’ve only seen each other once in the last year. Sometimes I wonder if he thinks of me at all or if I was just a passing infatuation he left behind on his climb to power. How I wish things could be like they were but I don’t think either of those people exists any longer. That’s what scares me the most - what was so real between Alicia-at-14 and Sorial-at-16 might be dead by the next time we meet. Will we be strangers, with nothing to say to one another?”


  If Kara was surprised by her companion’s honesty, she gave no indication of it. “Wishes… we all have them. I wish I knew my son better than I do but the distance between us was my choice. I can assure you he’s as constant a man as you’ll find, although I think you know that in your heart. It would be more likely for you to put him aside than he, you. Sorial at 17 or 18 may be a different person than he was at 15 or 16, but you can be sure his feelings for you are the same. This was no casual fling on his part. He’s devoted to you.”


  Alicia nodded, satisfied by the answer. She supposed she was looking for reassurance and the loss of Vagrum had made her feel more vulnerable than at any time in the past. Death, something with which she had little familiarity, had never felt more real, more immediate.


  Another day and night passed without incident and, less than two hours after sunrise on the ninth day out of Sussaman, they came upon the east-west road that connected the North’s two biggest cities and centers of commerce, Obis and Syre. And, while there was no one visible at the moment from horizon to horizon, the manner in which the muddy slush had been churned up by hooves, boots, and wheels was proof that the road was heavily traveled even at this time of the year. It was the first sign of habitation they had encountered in many days. They started east at a canter but would only be on the road for the rest of the morning and the first short part of the afternoon. Then it would be time to cut across country, not even following a trail this time, and head directly for the ruins of haunted Ibitsal.


  Even in this unfriendly weather, the road was well-maintained. When Alicia mentioned this to Kara, the older woman replied, “The Obis military patrols it almost to the gates of Syre. They also handle repair jobs and provide assistance to stranded travelers, although usually for a price. King Rangarak is obsessive about the roads that lead into and out of his city, and you can’t underestimate the importance of this highway to the North. Take this away and the cities, especially Syre and Obis, would be isolated. Not only would they be unable to trade with one another, but their contact with the South would be greatly reduced. Most of the commerce from Vantok and Basingham is funneled through Widow’s Pass during the warm seasons and through Earlford to Syre in Winter. At this time of the year, this road is used primarily for movement between Obis and Syre, but it still carries significant volume. Obis’ patrols ensure that legitimate travelers aren’t molested.” As if to validate her words, a large contingent appeared on the eastern horizon, heading toward them.


  During the three hours they spent on the road, they passed more than a dozen parties heading in the opposite direction. The smallest group consisted of three people - one on a donkey and the other two walking. Most were large, well-guarded caravans with multiple wagons and a small army of well-paid mercenaries to protect the merchants who were rarely seen out in the cold air. The only difference Alicia noticed between these caravans and the ones that visited Vantok were the increased number of guards. In fact, during the Summer, these same merchants might be the ones hawking their wares in Vantok’s marketplace.


  It was shortly after noon when the guides from Sussaman indicated the time had come to strike out north of the road. This part of the journey was tedious; they had to move slowly to avoid a misstep. The frozen slush could hide any number of pitfalls and the intermittent flurries of the morning had turned into a steady snowfall that limited visibility. What could be a three hour journey in good conditions looked likely to take twice that long, meaning they might not reach their destination until dusk.


  They were fifteen minutes north of the road when Kara moved her horse alongside Alicia’s and asked, “Do you hear it?”


  “Hear?” asked Alicia. She strained her ears, but there was nothing other than the usual noises made by the horses as they moved across the snowscape: breathing, saddlebags rustling, iced-over slush and twigs crunching under hooves. Beyond that… nothing. No birds, not even the crows so common in the North, and no little animals - not that the latter would make much of a sound.


  Kara shook her head violently, almost as if to dislodge an insect trapped in her ear. “Maybe I’m mistaken… No, I still hear it. On the wind.”


  Alicia listened again. It was breezy but they had traveled through windier conditions.


  “Perhaps ‘hear’ isn’t the right word,” continued Kara. “It’s almost as if something is whispering directly into my mind.” A wind gust subsided and, in the calm that followed, she said, “Now it’s gone.”


  After that, Alicia watched Kara carefully and noticed a pattern. Any time the wind gusted, she would sit erect in her saddle as if listening to something. When the breeze subsided, she would lose the posture of attentiveness. No one else showed signs of being bothered by untoward noises until they stopped for a short break to relieve themselves and munch on some nuts and dried berries.


  Comecomecome.


  It was faint but distinct and, as Kara had said, seemed spoken into her mind rather than into her ears. Alicia started visibly, although only Kara noticed her reaction.


  “It’s the portal,” said the older woman. “Talking to us. Calling us. My son Braddock heard that voice on his last ride. It convinced Ferguson he would be accepted. But that didn’t happen. Not everyone hears it, but apparently there’s no correlation between being called and surviving an encounter. According to Ferguson, though, if you don’t hear the portal, you’d be a fool to step into it.”


  The voice, or whatever it was, was constant and insistent, yet it seemed more comforting than confounding. “Come, come, come, come,” said Alicia. “That one word, repeated over and over.”


  Kara nodded. “If nothing else, it argues that we’re close.”


  “We hear it, but the others don’t.” Alicia saw no signs of alarm or confusion in the men, who were going about their tasks in their typical businesslike manner.


  “I hear it on the wind. You hear it because your feet are in contact with frozen water. The men probably have affinities with the other elements. Rexall is unquestionably a child of fire. So they may not be able to hear it yet. Or they may never hear it.”


  As they were talking, Aiden approached. “We have to make a decision. This is as good a place as any to stop for the night. If we keep going, we’ll get to Ibitsal after twilight. No time to seek out the portal until morning. No time to find proper shelter either.”


  “Seek it out? I thought you’ve been here before?” asked Kara.


  “I have, but not for many years. Not since we scouted for Braddock and Ariel. In daylight, it won’t take much to rattle the location out of my rusty memory, but at night… Plus, though I don’t hold with ghost stories, Ibitsal isn’t a place where I’d want to spend a night. So, do we press on or stop here?”


  Comecomecome.


  Kara cast a glance at Alicia, indicating it was her decision. It was always that way - Aiden deferring to Kara and Kara deferring to Alicia.


  “We go on. We can camp outside the ruins, but I want them in sight before we stop.” By her calculations, if Sorial had taken the Earlford route, he would be a week or two away, but there were always variables in long journeys as she had encountered firsthand. If Sorial’s group had purchased horses along the way, for example, they might be very close. Or if Warburm knew a short-cut… Now that she was this close, she wanted to move on in the unlikely event something happened this night.


  The day’s remaining trek was difficult with the horses picking their way carefully through ice and frozen slush while the thickening, windswept snow reduced visibility to a few hundred feet. Alicia’s attention wasn’t fully on the terrain as she found herself increasingly distracted by the call of the portal. The same was true of Kara, who once nearly fell from her horse. Rexall noticed something odd about the two but didn’t broach the subject. None of the men showed signs of hearing the portal’s call.


  A range of hills separated the Obis-Syre road from the ruins of Ibitsal and it took longer to navigate these in the snow than the Sussaman men had expected. By the time it became too dark to safely travel, they were beyond sight of the ruins. They were close, Aiden assured them, but it would be foolish to go further before morning. Mistrustful as she had become, Alicia wondered if the pace had been intentionally set slow to prevent the party from coming close to the haunted city before dawn. Complaining did no good; she had to cope with the situation as it was.


  Comecomecome.


  Aiden and Debulon scouted ahead while the others set up camp. They were not gone long and, upon their return, the first thing Aiden did was to douse the fire.


  “We have a problem,” he said, addressing both Alicia and Kara. “The way ahead is blocked.”


  “Blocked? How?” asked Alicia. Unbidden, memories of the nightmarish passage through The Broken Crags intruded on her thoughts.


  “Camp fires. Many camp fires. There’s an army between us and the portal.”


  CHAPTER TWELVE: THE MISSING TRIO


  It had been roughly four hours since Azarak had ordered Myselene back to her rooms under the protection of a half-dozen of his most trusted guards. Chancellor Toranim had survived the attack in the palace’s rear garden, but that was all she knew. The situation - one of Vantok’s top officials assaulted on the palace grounds - was disconcerting. Looking out her window, she could see pairs of guards where there normally were none. At least in the near-term, the palace had become an armed camp not unlike the one in which she had been raised.


  She pulled the bell to summon Posie. Her maid was not the most witty conversationalist but talking to her was better than staring out the window.


  Posie exhibited the mouse-like excitement that servants often showed when something dangerous and unexpected had happened. She was eager to pass along all the gossip, but it amounted to ill-informed speculation. No one knew the truth, or at least no one who had passed the information onto a servant. Chancellor Toranim had been taken to his chambers and was being attended by the king’s personal healer but his manservant hadn’t seen him since the incident and the maids weren’t allowed in to clean.


  After they had been talking for a while, Myselene steered the conversation in a different direction. “Posie, do you have any children?” She knew her maid was childless but asking the question was an easy way to broach the subject of offspring. Posie wasn’t clever enough to understand anything but plain speech.


  “Nay, Milady. The gods ain’t blessed me with a baby, or a husband for that matter.” She laughed, but there was a little sadness in the chuckle. She had probably grown up with the hopes of marrying another member of the king’s staff but her looks were against her and it was difficult, bordering on impossible, for one who served in the palace to find a match with a member of the city’s general populace. Physical appearance, which mattered little in the unions of nobles and royals, was crucial in situations like Posie’s; it was the only currency a palace servant had.


  Myselene felt a moment’s stirring of pity. “Are there good midwives in the palace?” She made the question sound innocuous but knew Posie would read much into it. The answer didn’t matter; the seed was planted. Within a day, it would be whispered throughout the palace that the queen-to-be was with child. Soon, the rumor would spread throughout the city. As the royal mistress, there were limited arrows in her quill, but she had just fired one of them.


  Azarak made his appearance around mid-afternoon and his stormy arrival sent Posie scurrying from the room. She had attained a level of comfort and familiarity with her mistress; the same couldn’t be said of the king, even though she had known him for much longer.


  “How is he?” asked Myselene as soon as they were alone. It would have been imprudent to begin with the question foremost in her mind: was she now free to come and go within the palace as she pleased?


  “Not seriously injured, thankfully. Someone hit him on the back of the head with something hard. He didn’t see it coming, didn’t sense anything out of the ordinary. Knocked him out cold but, other than a little bleeding, a headache, and some dizziness, he’s fine. Grumbling about being confined to bed for a few days by the healer but I’ll not have him exerting himself until we’re sure there are no lingering effects.”


  “Do they know who did it?”


  Azarak shook his head. “None of the guards saw anyone and it’s all a blur to Toranim. He was walking in the rear gardens, as is his routine in the morning before caucusing with me, when someone struck him from behind. The attacker’s motivation is unclear but killing or seriously injuring Toranim wasn’t their intention. They could have accomplished either with little difficulty. Knocking him out was the purpose.”


  “So it’s a message.”


  Azarak nodded. “It would seem that way. Someone impressing on me that not even the palace grounds are safe. The question is: who’s sending the message? Ferguson? The rebellious nobles? Or someone else? That’s the problem with having so many enemies. When one of them makes a move, it can be difficult to assign responsibility.”


  “It a more petty move than I’d expect from your enemies to the south.” It seemed ridiculous to Myselene that a wizard massing an army and orchestrating a city-crippling heat bubble would seize the opportunity to crack Vantok’s chancellor on the head.


  “Agreed. I’m inclined to place the blame on someone within the city. The scales tip in Ferguson’s favor. The nobles, for all their bluster, aren’t likely to try something this brazen, at least not at this stage of their would-be coup. The timing doesn’t make sense. They know that such an attack would force me to respond martially. And, since Toranim is arguably more popular than I am at the moment, it would dampen any widespread support they’re hoping to gain.”


  “How would Ferguson profit?”


  “He wants to remind me that he’s not to be trifled with. He knows I’ve issued a warrant for his arrest. It hasn’t been made public but he has enough spies to have learned what I intend. This is his warning to relent and accede to his view of how power should be distributed in Vantok going forward.”


  “Something you can’t do.”


  Azarak nodded. “Something I won’t do. The time for the prelate’s power passed along with the gods. It made sense to share with him when he enjoyed divine support. But, no matter how hard he tries to keep the citizens of Vantok ignorant, the plain fact is that the gods are no more. Ferguson must either submit to my authority or face the consequences. Attacking Toranim only makes me more determined to bring him to heel.” The king paused. “The thing is, he knows me well enough to understand that such a tactic won’t cow me. So why do something so foolish and counter-productive?” He let out an explosive sigh. “I doubt the investigation will turn up anything if it was Ferguson. I guess we’ll just have to wait for his next move.”


  “Am I free to leave my rooms?”


  “I’ve doubled all the guards and put in some additional checkpoints, but I don’t expect any incursions into the palace. If you go outside, make sure there are at least three men with you at all times, and twice that if you go into the city. Other than that, there are no restrictions on your movement. For now, though, come with me. There are some things we need to discuss about your father’s arrival.”


  As they were exiting Myselene’s chambers, an out-of-breath guard approached hurriedly. After executing a crisp salute, he stood at attention. His insignia marked him as a courier.


  “You have a message?”


  “Aye, Sire. I am bid to inform you that a dispatch arrived moments ago from the nobles’ quarter. Duke Bantok was murdered this morning while walking the grounds of his estate. His skull was cracked open ‘like a melon.’ The three members of his personal militia attending him are missing. It’s unclear whether they were victims or the ones who perpetrated the attack.”


  “Bantok was one of the rebels?” asked Myselene.


  “One of the leaders. He and Yarbin, both former members of my council. It appears this was more than an isolated attack on Toranim. Too much of a coincidence to be anything but a two-pronged attack. What the hell is Ferguson’s goal? It’s a sloppy way to play us off against one another.”


  “If it is Ferguson,” said Myselene. Maybe another noble, a rival of Bantok’s, had seen a way to gain an advantage.


  “Let’s go see Toranim. He may be bedridden but maybe he’ll have some ideas about whether we have a new threat to identify.”


  * * *


  He was home, if any place in the wide above-ground could be considered “home.” It was a strange feeling. He had been gone only a season, yet it seemed like a lifetime since he had walked these streets. For the moment, Sorial was cloaked in anonymity, but it wouldn’t last. It was too late in the day to announce himself but, on the morrow, he would present himself to King Azarak and let it be known that he had arrived to claim his bride and serve the city - in that order. He would agree to be Vantok’s wizard once he and Alicia were wed and established in a house suitable for one of her upbringing. He could live in a stable but he didn’t think that would suit her. She didn’t like mice.


  Vantok at twilight was as he remembered it, although it was more like a late Planting evening than one near Midwinter: mild with only a hint of chill, much warmer than it was a few days’ travel away. People scurried from place to place, trying to finish duties and chores so they could get home to be with their families. Others headed for inns and pubs where a few mugfuls of ale and a bawdy song or two would help them forget their troubles if only for a night. The normalcy was surreal to Sorial after all he had been through. No one took any notice of him. Dressed in the same shabby clothing he had worn on the road, he was just another peasant wandering the streets.


  Sorial’s feet took him in the direction of The Wayfarer’s Comfort. He intended to visit the stable and reveal himself to Rexall but not to enter the inn, where his anonymity would be put to the test. Even if Warburm wasn’t there, the serving wenches all knew him and he hadn’t changed enough to be unrecognizable… or had he? Best not to risk it.


  Although Warburm could provide access to the king or, at the very least, Ferguson, Sorial had selected another, more sure way. Plus, as a matter of pride, he didn’t want to be in a position to request something from the innkeeper. In any future dealings they might have, Sorial intended to maintain the upper hand. He would never again be placed in a situation where Warburm could manipulate him. He had taken the reins of control in Havenham when, as a newly minted wizard, he had saved the innkeeper’s life.


  Seeing an unfamiliar guard patrolling Tower Street near The Wayfarer’s Comfort gave Sorial a pang of regret. That had once been Brendig and Darrin’s post. Those two, inseparable while on duty, had kept the order in this part of the city since Sorial had been a child. They had spent countless days together watching the sun rise - a beloved pastime of theirs that Sorial had come to share. Now, both were gone, having given their lives for the city. No one would know of their sacrifice. Yet Sorial recognized that, without them, he wouldn’t be here. Tomorrow’s sunrise, like today’s and perhaps many more in the future, was their gift to him. With Warburm and Lamanar, they had guided him through the mountains and to Havenham. Then, after Darrin’s death, Brendig had been instrumental in freeing him from imprisonment and delaying his pursuers long enough to allow him to finish at the portal.


  Little had changed at the inn since Sorial had worked there. The open front door allowed air to circulate through the typically stuffy common room while the tumult of merrymakers and drunkards washed into the courtyard. Sorial thought he caught snatches of Warburm’s stentorian voice over the commotion, but he couldn’t be certain. Someone started an off-key rendition of a popular tavern song and soon everyone joined in.


  The stable was manned but not by Rexall. A lad of about 13, the stableboy sat idly on a bale of hay while chewing on a piece of straw. Sorial could tell at a glance that the stable was busy; more than half the stalls were occupied. The weather being what it was, Vantok was the place to be at this time of the year. People came here to escape the grip of Winter as it stalked the land. With this many animals, there should be chores aplenty; this boy reminded him of Visnisk, who had worked shifts during Sorial’s early days at The Wayfarer’s Comfort. Visnisk had been allergic to hard labor and overly fond of whores. But Sorial wasn’t here to evaluate anyone’s work ethic. He was here for information.


  “Is Rexall around?”


  The boy looked up at the sound of a strange voice then, seeing that the speaker had the appearance of a vagabond, he declined to get up. “Who?”


  “Rexall, chief stableboy of The Wayfarer’s Comfort.”


  “Never ’erd of ’im. Recksall, you says? I be chief stablemasser here.”


  “You?” Sorial couldn’t keep the surprise from his voice. True, he had been chief stablemaster at 13, but he had worked grueling, sweaty 15-hour shifts. Surely it wasn’t that difficult to find good workers?


  “Aye. As for this Recksall, I think he up an’ left some time lass season. Pissed some people off as I ’member. Got me ’ired, though, so I ain’t gonna complain.”


  “Who hired you?”


  “Misress Ponari, the ole lady in the kitchens. Masser Warburm promoted me when ’e got home from ’is trip.”


  That answered Sorial’s question about Warburm. Additional conversation with the boy, who went by the name of Quickfinger, revealed little except that the city was in a state of restlessness with nobles withdrawing their support from the king. He didn’t know much else but that wasn’t surprising. When working here, Sorial had paid careful attention to the comings and goings of the stable’s patrons but he knew he was unusual in that. The average stableboy only noticed a customer when he suspected a tip might be forthcoming.


  Sorial’s next stop was The Delicious Dancer, the inn at which Rexall had worked for so many years. He didn’t expect to find his friend there; Rexall had left on bad terms with the innkeeper, but he might be able to learn something of his whereabouts. Rexall’s departure from The Wayfarer’s Comfort was concerning, especially since it had happened before Warburm’s return. Still, even if he learned nothing about where he might be able to locate Rexall - that might take a visit to every stable in the city - he could get a better understanding of the news Quickfinger had provided.


  * * *


  Sorial awoke after a deep, refreshing sleep on his first new morning in Vantok. He had slept naked to allow maximum contact between his body and the soft, springy ground beneath with the babbling of the gently flowing river having lulled him to sleep. This morning, it provided him with a way to sluice the dust of the road from his body, allowing him to be more presentable to those he would encounter today. It was one thing to look dirty and bedraggled while wandering the streets as an unremarkable traveler. It was another thing altogether when revealing himself to be the first wizard Vantok had known in nine hundred years.


  Sentimentality had influenced his choice of a sleeping location. He could have easily afforded Vantok’s most expensive inn, The Golden Stag, but he had chosen instead to lie under the naked sky near the place where he and Alicia had sometimes flirted during their irregular courtship. The river was lower and murkier than it had been when Sorial last visited a year ago; even though it originated far from Vantok, its passage through leagues of dry, hot countryside had taken a toll, reducing the once-mighty waterway to a gentle stream.


  Once he was bathed and dressed, Sorial took a deep breath and began the short walk along the well-groomed path leading to Carannan’s mansion. For the first time since beginning the return journey to Vantok, he felt a sense of anxiety. This was his last chance to back out. He could easily summon his rock wyrm and return to the quiet solitude of his cave. No one need know he had come back. But what would that accomplish? And, more importantly, how would that further his desire to be reunited with Alicia? No, this was the path he had chosen. Whether he was ready to take his place in public as a wizard was another matter altogether, but he might spend another ten years in a subterranean world and not come closer to accomplishing what a true Lord of Earth should be able to. The time had arrived for him to reveal himself and stand against his sister and The Lord of Fire. He trusted he knew enough to ensure he wouldn’t be easy prey for them. Whether he could survive a conflict was a question time would almost certainly answer.


  His evening at The Delicious Dancer had proven fruitful, especially once it was known that, despite his method of dress, he had coin aplenty and was willing to spend it. It was amazing how a couple of free rounds loosened tongues. The city, it seemed, was not a contented place. Although most of the common folk approved of the king, there was tension between the Crown and some of the influential nobles. It was unclear where the Temple stood in all of this, although the concept of the gods having passed from existence was not seriously entertained by a majority of the populace. The prevailing belief about the heat and drought was that it was a punishment from the gods and men would be best served by righting the wrongs of their ways, whatever those might be. Any who thought otherwise were outliers or perhaps heretics. A mention of the word “wizard” had earned Sorial treatment as an eccentric. But, as long as he was paying, no one had minded how odd or outlandish his opinions might be.


  There had been some trouble this morning. The story, once leaked, had spread like fire. Apparently, Chancellor Toranim had been attacked and one of the noble leaders killed. No one was sure what this meant but a common rumor hinted that both sides had sent out assassins with the king’s proving more adept than those of his enemies. There was also much talk about the upcoming royal nuptials. Opinion was divided about the new queen, especially since she had such strong ties to Obis, but everyone agreed she was beautiful and it was past time Azarak produced an heir of his blood.


  Any consideration Sorial might have entertained about arriving unannounced at the palace gates and requesting an audience was dismissed by the news of the attack. Without the influence of a highly placed person, Sorial’s only avenue past the army of guards to the king would be to use magic - something he didn’t want to do. The image of him, clothed only in dirt as he emerged through the floor, wouldn’t be one to inspire bards. It might also get him feathered with arrows before he could identify himself.


  For a noble, Duke Carannan had a modest abode, although it dwarfed even a large inn. Nevertheless, despite its significant size - thirty rooms over three floors - it was simply constructed with few of the flourishes favored by those who flaunted their wealth in the outward appearance of their home. Walls of the smoothest white reflected the midday sunlight with blinding intensity. The roof was constructed with overlapping red clay tiles and the front door was made of iron-bound wood. There were no frescos, no gargoyles, no impossibly endowed nude statues. The guards’ barracks and stable, both separate buildings located a goodly distance from the main house, were more simply made with conventional wooden walls and thatched roofs. The once-grand gardens surrounding the house had fallen victim to the inconsistent weather; only the heartiest plants thrived and those would die of heat and lack of water by mid-Planting unless a way could be found to blunt the drought and cool the air. Sorial continued to mull over ideas; it would likely be the first task assigned to him in his new position. It was one thing to have reasoned out how the heat wave was maintained but another to determine how to dissipate it. Fire and air were feeding and sustaining it. What could earth do to interrupt the flow?


  He was a distance from the house when two armed guards approached, motioning for him to stop. He complied, assuming an unthreatening position by dropping his right arm by his side and keeping the stump of his left concealed under his cloak. He had no wish to advertise his infirmity.


  “By the gods!” exclaimed one of the guards as they came close enough to identify him. “Sorial!” They sheathed their weapons and rushed forward to clap him on the back and shake his hand. He knew them immediately: Rotgut and Samir, two of the men he had served alongside during his period as a member of the militia. One reason for choosing Carannan as his means of access to the king was that he knew he would have no problem obtaining an audience with the duke. He was known, respected, and liked here. And Carannan knew his secret and the mission that had taken him away from the city. He would be eager for a meeting.


  “Where’ve you been, lad?” asked Rotgut, a grizzled trooper thrice Sorial’s age. A veteran of numerous campaigns in the North, he was one of the few guards who had been blooded before the night of the assassins’ attack.


  Samir, much younger than his compatriot, added, “We’ve heard all sorts of rumors. Vagrum said you went on some special mission for the king then he disappeared and we assumed he went along and joined up with you.”


  Vagrum gone? Had something happened between him and Alicia? He couldn’t imagine any circumstances that would cause the big man to leave his beloved charge behind.


  Sorial probed a little more about Vagrum, but neither guard knew much. One day, less than midway through Harvest, he had vanished and no one had seen or heard from him since. That made sense if it had been a secret mission but the duke’s position was that Vagrum was no longer in his employ. The guards didn’t know if he had moved into the temple to be closer to Alicia or whether he was now working for her personally. 


  Sorial made the necessary small talk with the two men before asking to see the duke. Neither found anything surprising in the request, although they joked about Sorial’s rough garb. If either noticed his missing hand, they didn’t mention it.


  Once inside the mansion, Sorial was asked to wait while the two went in search of Carannan. The receiving room in which he waited was decorated using different shades of blue with tapestries that depicted waterscapes, cerulean drapes that would soon be drawn to shut out the brightness of the morning sun, and expensive rugs of a darker hue. Despite having spent a year and a half in the duke’s employ, Sorial had only been in this chamber once: on his Maturity Day, when Alicia had presented him with the most valuable thing he had ever owned - a beautifully crafted dagger. It had been made to her specifications and purchased using a considerable sum of her personal fortune. He wondered where it was now. Somewhere in Havenham, he assumed. It had been taken from him by his captors. During his lifetime, he had owned few items of personal property; that was perhaps the only one he had regretted losing. On the long trip into The Forbidden Lands, having it with him had been like having a piece of her along.


  Carannan burst into the room through the door opposite the one Sorial had used for his entry. A handsome man in his early forties, he was already dressed and groomed with his dark hair pulled back tightly into a tail, indicating he had been up for some time - unusual for nobles, who often lounged in bed until midmorning. But, as Sorial remembered, the duke had always been an early riser. There were times when he had stopped by the barracks for an inspection shortly after sunrise.


  “Sorial!” he exclaimed, his green eyes - twins to his daughter’s - alight with joy. His expression was of mixed wonderment and something else. Trepidation? He crossed the room in three strides and wrapped Sorial in a hug. Yet, although the welcome displayed genuine enthusiasm, there was an element of reticence, as well. All was not as it seemed. The undercurrent made Sorial uneasy.


  When Sorial returned the embrace with only one arm, Carannan noticed the stump. “Warburm mentioned it. Does it…?”


  “Hurt? No. But it’s strange. I sometimes forget it isn’t there. It’s an odd thing not to have a hand I lived 17 years with. It’s more inconvenient than anything else.”


  The duke stepped back and examined Sorial critically, much as a man might consider a horse he was about to purchase. “Your body bears the scars of an ordeal. Does Warburm speak truly? Did you go through the portal?”


  “I did. I’ve become what so many wished. I’m prepared to use my magic aiding and defending Vantok as soon as my marriage with Alicia is officially recognized. How is she?”


  Carannan’s face clouded and he paused before answering. When he did, his words were chosen with care. “When last I saw her, she was fine. Angry at being left behind and worried. She believed you would die if you attempted the portal. She’s in Ferguson’s care.”


  “When you last saw her? When was that?” demanded Sorial. He could read the negative cues in Carannan’s manner and speech.


  Carannan sighed. “Not since a few days after you left. There are things you need to know, but you must hear them from the king. It’s not my place to speak of them.”


  Anxiety twisted Sorial’s gut - a fear of the one unthinkable thing that would render all he had suffered moot. He nearly choked on the words, but managed to ask the question. “Is Alicia alive?”


  “Yes! I have assurances from Ferguson that she’s hale. But I haven’t seen her for eleven weeks.”


  This wasn’t good, but it could have been worse. The dots connected, although Sorial wasn’t sure where they led. Carannan not having seen Alicia for nearly a season. Vagrum missing for about the same amount of time. And Rexall having left The Wayfarer’s Comfort… He was certain there was a connection, but what was it?


  He curbed his frustration with some difficulty. “I came to you because I need an audience with the king. He holds you in high regard, so I was hoping…”


  “Done,” said Carannan. “Even in these circumstances, I can get you into a private audience with King Azarak in less than an hour. He’s been awaiting your arrival. We all have since Warburm told us of your success. But perhaps a change of clothes first?”


  Sorial wasn’t in a position to disagree. Although he was impatient to depart for the palace, he recognized the importance of a noble’s clothing to deflect difficult-to-answer questions. He nodded his assent and pondered the answer to the question of what could have happened to cause Alicia, Vagrum, and Rexall to go missing only a week after he had departed for The Forbidden Lands. Nothing Ferguson said could be trusted, and that meant Alicia might be far from “hale.” And if she was injured or dead… Sorial had learned a few things from Langashin he might be willing to put to use.


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN: THE BROKEN COVENANT


  Sorial was surprised at how little effort was required for Carannan to pass him through the various checkpoints at the palace and acquire an escort to the private audience chamber while the king was informed of his presence. The duke sat in quiet contemplation next to him at the large table that dominated the room. This was the place where Sorial had met with King Azarak before departing for The Forbidden Lands. At that time, he had been here as a peasant doing the bidding of his liege. Now, he came as an equal. It was best that was made clear from the beginning.


  Nothing more had been said about Alicia during the short journey to the palace. The subject discomfited the duke; it was clear he knew more than he was saying but was constrained from revealing it. Sorial instinctively recognized that wasn’t a good sign. He didn’t expect the worst, but it had to be pretty bad if only the king could divulge the information. Sorial wondered who beyond Rexall, Vagrum, and Alicia might be missing.


  Neither Carannan nor Sorial accepted the goblet of wine that was offered to all the king’s guests. They sat in silence, staring at the door as if willing Vantok’s ruler to appear. When he entered, it was less than ten minutes since Sorial’s arrival at the palace but it seemed much longer.


  The king, looking wearier than Sorial remembered, entered in the company of a radiant young woman. This must be Princess Myselene, the beauty from the North who had tongues wagging throughout Vantok. Alicia was the most beautiful girl Sorial had known, but Myselene came a close second. Even without considering her connections, he could understand why the king might consider her for his queen after refusing so many other eligible hopefuls.


  Carannan rose and executed a deep bow. Belatedly, Sorial followed suit, but his salutation was perfunctory and not remotely courtly. He had little time or patience for etiquette in this situation. He had been raised in a stable with mice and horses where such things had little meaning.


  As Azarak took his seat, he gestured for Sorial and Carannan to retake theirs. Myselene, wearing an unforced smile, stood slightly behind and to one side of her future husband’s chair. It was the perfect position of subservience, but Sorial saw nothing in her demeanor or bearing that hinted at her being anything less than an equal. She wouldn’t be here if she didn’t already have Azarak’s full trust.


  The king spoke first. “I regret that Chancellor Toranim will be unable to join us. As I’m sure you’ve heard, he was the victim of an attack yesterday morning and is still recovering. He isn’t aware this meeting is taking place; had he been informed, he would have insisted on being present even though the healer has recommended a period of three days before resuming his duties.”


  His attention fully on Sorial, he continued, “Words can’t express how thankful I am that you survived your ordeal. Not only have you proven that we live in an age when magic is no longer a thing of myth, but you’ve given us hope for the future.” The words were gracious but there was a lack of conviction in them. Sorial sensed the same ambivalence he had felt upon first greeting Carannan at his mansion. Something was wrong.


  “Thank you, Your Majesty. I did what I had to and came back to Vantok to fulfill the covenant. I’ll be the city’s wizard provided certain promises are kept, the first being marriage to the Lady Alicia.”


  Silence, brief but telling, ensued. Surprisingly, it was Myselene who broke it. “The wedding will be conducted as soon as possible, but it can’t be immediately. The Lady Alicia isn’t in Vantok.”


  “Not in Vantok?” echoed Sorial, knowing he sounded like a dullard for repeating the princess’ words.


  This time, Azarak spoke. “She escaped from the temple a week after you left and, in the company of several others, left the city, probably to search for you. She was aided by her personal guardian, Vagrum, and by a man called Rexall, who I believe is known to you. At some point, she was joined by your mother. They went north, mistakenly believing that was the direction in which you had traveled.”


  The revelation, although by no means a good thing, wasn’t surprising. It was the kind of thing Sorial had come to expect from Alicia. They had spoken of patience but he knew she wasn’t the kind to sit idly while events whirled around her. Still, contemplating a rash action and doing it were two different things. Even with Vagrum and Rexall’s help, it seemed inconceivable that Alicia could slip out of the temple and away from the city without being apprehended by a priest or guard. This situation didn’t speak well of the competence of those in whose hands the safety of Vantok rested. If they couldn’t contain one spirited girl…


  “Where is she now?” asked Sorial.


  Azarak cleared his throat. “We don’t know. We have reports that she and her companions were traveling north toward The Broken Crags but we haven’t had a confirmed sighting for weeks. We believe she’s headed for the ruins of the ancient city of Ibitsal.”


  Of course. Ibitsal, where my brother met his end. Alicia was using Kara as a guide, and Kara knew only of the portal where her son had been lost. So they were inadvertently going in the wrong direction. But if Azarak knew their destination, why hadn’t he located and retrieved them?


  “There’s more to this,” the king said. “What I say now is supposition, but it’s strong enough supposition that I don’t fear giving voice to it. I don’t believe the Lady Alicia’s ‘escape’ was as fortuitous as it might seem. Prelate Ferguson holds the temple’s security in a tight grasp. No one gets in or out without his sufferance. The only conclusion that makes sense is that he permitted the Lady Alicia to slip out of the temple and leave Vantok, and his agents have been actively foiling the attempts of my men to locate her. He wants her to reach Ibitsal. He could have had her brought back at any time but instead he’s provided covert assistance to help her reach her destination.”


  “Why would he want her there? To make sure she was far away from me?” It made no sense. To ensure that Alicia wouldn’t track down Sorial before his encounter with the portal, all Ferguson had to do was keep her confined in the temple. Why go through such an elaborate sham?


  Azarak took a deep breath, almost as if he was summoning the courage to say the next part. “It’s our belief - or at least that of myself, Myselene, and Toranim - that Ferguson intends to send the Lady Alicia through the Ibitsal portal. We’ve seen the records of her family history, provided by Duke Carannan, and her lineage is strongly connected to the wizards of old. Not as strongly as yours, but strong enough that she could provide a valuable second option. The prelate is intent, even after learning of your success, to put the option to the test. He’s come to believe in his own infallibility; he sees only success and doesn’t consider the price of failure.”


  Sorial was horrified - so horrified he couldn’t find his voice. His mind reeled. Alicia missing was bad enough. Alicia suffering on a long journey into the cold, brutal North was hard to comprehend. But Alicia being tricked into facing a portal? If he was to lose her that way, he would never be able to forgive himself or the ones who had allowed this to happen. Ferguson… again! How could he have so badly underestimated the man’s sense of divine entitlement and self-righteousness, especially when his very existence was a product of it?


  “Having achieved his life’s ambition, the successful ‘creation’ of a wizard, he could have retired, but he’s so consumed with his supposed last mandate from the gods that instead of calling back Alicia, he intends to risk her. Because to him, it’s no risk at all.”


  “Summon him here. Now.” Sorial’s voice was as cold as rock. Emotions surged within him. There was anger to be sure, but what he felt most forcefully was fear. Fear that, if he hadn’t already lost Alicia, he was about to lose her. If there had been any point, Sorial would have prayed. Dropped to his knees and begged the gods to spare her. But it would be useless. His existence was proof that the gods were no more. They could no more answer his prayer than they could hear it.


  If any in the room was shocked at the effrontery of Sorial’s demand - a commoner issuing an order to a king - they didn’t show it. After all, Sorial was no mere peasant and they had realized it would come to something like this if he arrived before they retrieved Alicia. Unintentional as it may have been, they had broken faith with Sorial. He had expected to find his bride safe and waiting, but that wasn’t the situation.


  “He’ll refuse the summons. I’ve issued a warrant for his arrest on charges of treason and he won’t leave the temple to face those charges. He knows it would be political suicide for me to attempt an incursion into the temple to retrieve him.”


  “I don’t care about your petty squabbles. I want to see him. Immediately. Send a message and let him know that if he don’t meet with me before noon, I’ll take his temple apart stone by stone to get to him. And don’t doubt I can do it.” For The Lord of Earth, it would be child’s play.


  “I don’t, but he might.”


  “Then convince him. Make him understand. You’re the king.”


  Azarak rose and departed silently, leaving Sorial and Carannan alone with Myselene. With the king gone, she took the seat across from them. Sorial studied her carefully. Her face was composed but he could see something in her eyes that betrayed an inner anxiety.


  “His Majesty has done everything in his power to locate and retrieve the Lady Alicia but Prelate Ferguson has been uncooperative. He no longer believes he and his followers are under secular control and he’s indicated that the Temple has jurisdiction in all matters related to wizards. This has caused the king many sleepless nights.”


  “I don’t doubt you, Your Highness.” He assumed that was the correct form of address for her current rank. “Because he’s Vantok’s ruler, I hold King Azarak responsible for Alicia’s safety. For Ferguson, this is just another crime to add to a long list of sins.”


  “If she’s in the North… if there’s any aid Obis can provide…”


  Sorial smiled but there was little warmth in his expression. “Thanks for the offer but I can reach Ibitsal ten times sooner than your fastest bird.”


  “I’m sorry. I should have realized that with your… capabilities… the situation would be different.”


  “My abilities only have value if Alicia is alive and unharmed. I can’t raise the dead or heal injuries.” Sorial pushed aside the voluminous cloak Carannan had provided so she could see the stump.


  Myselene didn’t flinch at the sight; she merely nodded. “I know this isn’t the homecoming you envisioned. I wanted to spend time with the Lady Alicia during your absence. I hoped that, because she and I are close in age, we might become friends. I’ve been led to believe she grew up without many female companions. But she left before I could meet her. I can understand how the temple would have seemed more like a prison than a home.”


  Sorial was tempted to respond that she never should have been housed in the temple but the location hadn’t seemed objectionable during the three seasons before he had departed for The Forbidden Lands. Sorial inwardly cursed himself. He had been foolish enough to believe Alicia safe in the prelate’s care. If he had suspected, he never would have dallied so long in the Deep South.


  A lengthy period of silence followed. As it was becoming uncomfortable, Azarak returned. “He’s agreed to meet but on his terms. I may not accompany you. In fact, you must go alone. He’ll meet you in the temple within the hour. He asks that you present yourself at the main entrance. You’ll then be escorted to a room where he’ll receive you.”


  Sorial bit back an angry reply. Ferguson was in no position to be issuing terms, but had he really expected anything else? He thinks himself to be invulnerable, untouchable. He’ll learn otherwise. “Fine. But not alone. I need one companion.”


  Azarak shrugged. “If I or any of my close associates were to accompany you, we wouldn’t be permitted inside. Even Carannan, despite his past dealings with Ferguson, would likely be turned away.”


  “I wasn’t thinking of Carannan. I was thinking of Warburm. I don’t need anyone to defend me; I can do that myself, even with only one arm. But I want to know who’s more responsible for the sins they’ve committed together and who will pay the dearer price for their crimes.”


  “I’ll send a messenger to inform the Prelate that Warburm will be with you, and I’ll summon a guard to fetch the innkeeper.”


  * * *


  Sorial and Warburm had been waiting for the better part of an hour in a dank, windowless chamber that was as cheery as a converted dungeon cell. The walls and floor were solid stone and the grim tapestries did little to lighten the atmosphere with their depictions of gruesome events from the world’s history rendered in dark reds and browns. One wall was dominated by a huge fireplace that looked not to have been used in many a season. Two smoky, guttering torches provided scant illumination. Warburm had settled his considerable bulk in a too-small wooden chair provided for him, but Sorial remained standing. Two silent priests, their faces shadowed by cowls, stood like statues to either side of the closed door, presumably to keep the visitors from wandering from the designated meeting room. Sorial paid them little heed. They were unimportant; if he needed or wanted to leave, they wouldn’t be able to stop him.


  Sorial and Warburm had spoken little on the journey here, although the innkeeper had provided a brief account of his trip home.


  Sorial asked only one question of any import: “Did you know of Ferguson’s plans for Alicia?”


  “Beyon’ her bein’ The Wizard’s Bride, ya mean? Nay, lad. If she done fit into his schemes in another way, he ain’t told me ’bout it.”


  Sorial believed him. One consistent aspect of the prelate’s plots was a tendency to reveal details selectively. No one knew all the facets of the overarching plan. He wondered if any of Alicia’s companions had known her escape was abetted by Ferguson. He thought it unlikely that anything would be left to chance; that would mean there was an agent in Alicia’s company. He supposed his mother was the most likely candidate but he intended to learn the answer shortly.


  The waiting was designed as a reminder of Ferguson’s authority in the temple. Those who visited here came as supplicants. As long as it didn’t go on for too long, Sorial didn’t mind - he had something planned that would eliminate questions about where the true power lay in this new order. Once that was accomplished, he could proceed with his purpose here. He knew his next step would be to go after Alicia, but he wanted to be better informed about the situation before embarking on the journey. It would be helpful to know, for example, if there was a trap at the other end.


  The door opened to admit Ferguson, dressed in full ecclesiastical regalia and flanked by a pair of hooded, masked priests who looked uncomfortably like executioners. They were armed, with masterfully crafted short swords in ornate scabbards at their waists. Sorial supposed they were bodyguards of some sort, likely with substantial martial training. It didn’t matter. They could be master bladesmen for all the difference it made to Sorial. Magic trumped steel. It was a decisive advantage, even for someone with a minimal understanding of how to control it. He had proven that in the confrontation with Langashin outside the portal chamber in Havenham. The torturer had been a brute of a man; Sorial had easily bested him.


  Ferguson moved to within three feet of Sorial and directed his penetrating gaze at the younger man. In youth, Ferguson had towered above others, his height easily topping six feet; age had compressed his body, but he was still tall enough to look Sorial in the eye. Warburm genuflected to the prelate; Sorial didn’t move. There would be no obeisance from him.


  The reverse, however wasn’t true. After a moment’s pause, Ferguson executed a deep bow. “Welcome to the temple, Your Magus.” The honorary title hadn’t been used in many centuries.


  Sorial wondered how long Ferguson had waited to say those words. Had he rehearsed this moment? Did he expect his wizard to come in gratitude, or had he known there would be outrage and anger? There was much about the man and his serpentine plotting that Sorial would never understand.


  Sorial closed the distance between himself and the prelate with a single stride. Then, before anyone could react, he struck Ferguson across the face with his open hand. It was a stinging blow. A younger man might have been staggered by it; Ferguson was knocked to the ground. His two guardians as well as the other priests moved swiftly to intercept Sorial but, with the stomp of one booted foot - more theatrical than necessary - Sorial stopped them.


  The temple shuddered as a powerful tremor shook the ground. Everyone except Sorial lost his footing, collapsing like a puppet with strings severed. By intent, it was like that throughout the temple. Outside in the city not even the faintest shaking was felt.


  Into the profound silence that followed the quake, Sorial said, “That was a warning. The next time anyone attempts to lay hands on me, I’ll bring the entire building down. Then there will be no need for this meeting.” No one doubted it to be an idle threat, least of all Warburm who had seen Sorial at Havenham. The innkeeper recognized the same level of anger and outrage. Not for the first time, he understood how precarious the situation was, but he had known Sorial would react this way to the news of Alicia’s absence.


  Ferguson, who was still recovering from the blow, urgently motioned his rising guardians away from Sorial. Like Warburm, he took the wizard at his word.


  Shaking his head as if to clear it and wiping blood from his mouth and nose onto a snow white sleeve, Ferguson got to his knees then, after a pause, regained his footing. Everyone else was standing by now; Sorial hadn’t moved from his original position.


  “If I have offended Your Magus, I offer my most sincere apologies.” There was no hint of condescension in Ferguson’s voice but neither was there true contrition. He was apologizing because it was expected of him.


  “Where is Alicia?”


  “Somewhere in the North between Sussaman and Ibitsal. The last report I received is a week old; at that time, she had recently departed the village of your birth. She is well, having recovered from a fever, as are your mother and your friend. Sadly, her manservant - Vagrum, I believe was his name - didn’t survive the mountain passage. It was a foolish route for them to attempt so deep into the cold weather.” This was all said matter-of-factly, as if Ferguson was imparting information of little consequence.


  “Which of her companions are your agents?”


  “You speak as if you and I are enemies, which isn’t the case. I have labored nearly my whole life to place you in your current position. Going forward, I’ll do everything in my power to support you as you establish yourself and defend this city against the forces that threaten it. You and I are allies not adversaries, Your Magus.”


  “Then how is it that you’ve placed the life of the woman I love in danger? Do you expect me to thank you for that?”


  A note of steel entered Ferguson’s voice. He wasn’t accustomed to his plans being questioned. “It’s her birthright to be more than your consort. Why do you think that particular lineage was chosen for The Wizard’s Bride? The Lady Alicia has nearly as much wizard’s blood in her veins as you have. In the old days, The Wizard’s Bride never realized her potential - she was kept from the portals - but it was there. By joining her with an active wizard, it was hoped the children of the union would have the potential. Often, that’s what happened.”


  “So you’re gamble with her life the way you gambled with mine?” Sorial was incredulous that the man could be so cold-blooded and calculating about such a thing.


  Ferguson raised his hands in a placating gesture. “It isn’t the gamble you believe it to be. My research has told me there is a sign to identify those with magical potential. Tell me, before you stepped through it, did the portal ‘sing’ to you? Did you hear it speaking not through your ears but in your mind?”


  Comecomecome. “Yes.”


  “That meant it would accept you. My ‘agent’, as you called him, has been instructed not to let the Lady Alicia near the portal if she doesn’t hear its call.”


  “Your methods are fucked. What about my brother?”


  “He heard the call. I know this. He said he could hear a voice telling him to ‘come.’ He had the potential, of that I’m sure. Your brother’s case troubled me for years after. It shook my faith in all I studied. For a while, I was convinced the portal was flawed, damaged in some way but still partially functional. But I’ve since come to understand what caused Braddock’s death. His element was fire and, by the time he entered the portal, a wizard had already claimed that element. The Lord of Fire. The first of the new wizards. No element will permit two masters, so he perished by it rather than gaining control over it. Since then, I suspect a Lord of Air has emerged. The heat bubble around Vantok requires both fire and air for it to function as it does. Your element is earth. Had you been fire or air, I never would have allowed you to approach a portal, knowing it would kill you as surely as it did your brother. A waste of potential is in no one’s interest. You would have been held back until the element was clear. The Lady Alicia’s element is water. Her father and mother have confirmed this to me. To the best of my knowledge, water remains clear. There’s no evidence anyone has claimed that element. So the path is open for your prospective bride, should she hear the portal, to step through and emerge transformed.”


  “When my brother died, was there evidence anyone had claimed fire?”


  “No,” admitted Ferguson. “I wouldn’t have permitted him to enter the portal had that been the case. We were naïve in those years, believing time was on our side. We never suspected what happened - that someone found another portal and used it before Braddock was ready. I often wonder what might have happened had we sent him through the moment we knew the gods were gone. But we believed him to be too young then.”


  “You were wrong with Braddock. You could be wrong with Alicia. Your gamble assumes no one else has stepped forward to claim water. If you’re wrong, she’s dead. You ain’t all-knowing, Prelate. Vantok’s current predicament is in partly your doing.”


  “I would be interested in understanding how you reason that.” Ferguson’s tone was peevish.


  “You’re right about The Lord of Air. She exists. Perhaps she’d prefer to be called The Lady of Air. And she’s got a name you might recognize: Ariel.”


  Ferguson’s face paled, recognition dawning. For a moment, Sorial thought he was going to collapse, but the prelate regained his equilibrium. Still, the shock was evident - he now looked every one of his nearly one-hundred years. Instead of the regal personification of authority who had entered this room minutes ago, he was an old man who had lived too long.


  “So,” he said finally, his voice hardly louder than a whisper. “Your mother was right. She never gave up on Ariel, even after the best trackers concluded she must have died. Clever girl. She must have come back to the portal on her own. I can see the appeal of doing that. She needed to know. And now what? Revenge against those who couldn’t save her beloved older brother?”


  “Perhaps she prefers The Lord of Fire’s methods to yours. I wouldn’t blame her.”


  “Ariel alive.” He said it almost with wonder. “And you. And Alicia. Three out of four.”


  “Alicia’s fate ain’t set, and we ain’t your animals to be locked away in stalls.”


  “A metaphor with which you’re comfortable,” said Ferguson, some of the fight returning. “As for the Lady Alicia, I suspect the die has already been cast. By my calculations, unless she’s been delayed by bad weather, she’ll reach the portal today. She may be there already. And, once there, things will progress as they must. If she hears the call, she’ll enter the portal.”


  “Who’s your agent in her party? Is it my mother?”


  “Kara knows something of my plan, but not all. The time for her to be an integral part is long past. She believes I sent the Lady Alicia to meet you at the portal so her presence will boost your courage. No, my ‘agent,’ if you prefer such a misleading term, is your good friend Rexall. He has long watched over you for me and he now watches over your future wife. His duties are straightforward: protect the Lady Alicia, steer her in the right direction and, when the time comes, assess whether the portal will accept her. For this, he is being well-paid.”


  Sorial felt a sickness deep in his gut. It was almost as visceral a sensation as being punched. Now it was his turn to falter at an unexpected revelation, although not as visibly as Ferguson had. Yet, as he looked back on his life, it made sense. Ferguson had needed someone closer to him than Warburm; who better than Rexall? He wondered which had come first - Rexall’s friendship or his selection as an informant? Ultimately, it didn’t matter. The sting of betrayal and disappointment was strong, the bitterness like bile in his mouth.


  “You needn’t be too harsh on him,” said Ferguson, reading Sorial’s reaction. “He was like you: a boy with no home seeking a way to survive on the streets. He didn’t have a nearby mother and a guardian as steadfast as the man now standing by your side. The small amounts I paid him kept him from falling in with the worst sort of gutter rats. He told no deep confidences; his reports were vague and general. Your sense of betrayal is misplaced.”


  Sorial was unsurprised that Ferguson would interpret matters in such a cavalier manner. As a master manipulator, he would see sins like Rexall’s as inconsequential. In his eyes, there was no purpose more important than his divinely inspired one. Next to that, what did it matter if one boy informed on another, the daughter of a duke died trying to become a wizard, or a barmaid was left dead in a ditch?


  “Do you remember Annie?” asked Sorial.


  The change in subject surprised Ferguson. His face wore a puzzled frown. Sorial heard a sharp intake of breath from Warburm but the innkeeper said nothing.


  “The name is unfamiliar to me,” Ferguson said after a lengthy pause. “Is she an acquaintance of yours?”


  “Was. In fact, had things gone different, I might’ve married her.” That had once been his hope, but it had been a fool’s hope. These men had taught him the cold truth in the most ruthless manner possible. Dashing the hope had been cruel enough but killing Annie to do it? That was unforgivable.


  “You dwell overmuch on the past, Your Magus. On things that are long gone and of little import. You see slights and wrongs where none are intended and misinterpret acts of necessity as personal attacks. Yes, I remember Annie, although not by name. She stood as an obstacle to plans that had been in place since before her birth - plans on which far more rested than something as inconsequential as a marriage. You wish to know if I played a role in her death? I accept responsibility for it. Warburm pleaded with me to ‘find another way.’ But there was no other way. It’s like that with matters of the heart. Had she left, you would have followed. She was removed because she had to be removed. When you are in a position such as mine, it’s impossible to shrink from making the hard choices - ones you wish could be left to others. And you stand before me today wreathed in the power of earth because of that decision.”


  The urge to strike down Ferguson for a second time was almost too powerful to resist. But Sorial knew that if he hit the prelate again, it wouldn’t stop with a single blow. He would continue until there was nothing left but a bloody husk. And that wouldn’t serve anyone: not himself, not Alicia, and certainly not Annie.


  He closed his eyes for a moment, seeking calm. He drew on the cold impassivity of the earth below and allowed it to flow into his veins. The hurt and rage receded. Not gone, but bearable. One concern was paramount. All other issues would wait.


  “I’ll go to Ibitsal. Pray to your dead gods, Prelate, that Alicia ain’t joined them, or the next time we meet will be the last. For now, you’ll leave this temple where you hide like a rat in a maze and hand yourself over to the king. You’ll submit to his justice and accept whatever punishment he decrees. The gods ain’t no more; there’s only secular law. You’ve broken that law and will answer for it. When I return, there will be a reckoning between us.”


  Ferguson executed a bow as deep and courtly as the one with which he previously favored Sorial. “As Your Magus commands.”


  Sorial turned to the innkeeper, who had been standing by his side silently during the exchange. “Warburm, bring the prelate to the palace. He’s yours until the king takes charge of him. You’re responsible for him; if he escapes or don’t reach the palace, you’ll answer for his crimes in his stead.”


  Warburm blanched at that and the sight cheered Sorial. It confirmed that the innkeeper was more afraid of him than of Ferguson. He continued, “If you give him to the king, I’ll pardon you for your involvement in his schemes. Ferguson accused me of ‘dwelling overmuch on the past.’ Now you got a chance not to make the same mistake. You can reject your past master and align with a new one. Or you can stay loyal to one who deserves no loyalty and share his fate. The choice is yours.”


  Sorial didn’t remain to learn Warburm’s decision. He would find out when he returned. Actions, not words, counted. For Sorial, that meant finding an open space, calling his rock wyrm, and traveling as fast to Alicia as was possible. And hoping against hope that she didn’t hear the call of the portal.


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN: AN ARMY AT IBITSAL


  It wasn’t actually an army, not in the conventional sense. Or at least that’s what Aiden assured Alicia. There were about a thousand men and the loose nature of their organization indicated they were most likely a collection of mercenaries and local tribesman brought together by some common cause. They would be tough in a fight but no match for an ordered, modestly-sized militia. Unfortunately, Alicia’s group wasn’t accompanied by a militia of any size.


  Although the army’s purpose was unclear, there was no ambiguity about it being focused on Ibitsal. The campsite ringed the ruins; there was no way in or out of the ancient city without passing through the perimeter. Had Ibitsal been occupied, it might have been a siege. With such a large area to cover, the troops were spread thin, dispersed over a swath of cleared ground 400 feet across between the debris and the encroaching forest. It was Aiden’s guess that, under cover of darkness, they should be able to slip unnoticed into the city. There was no indication the men had entered the ruins; perhaps the rumors of its haunting held them back.


  The command tent wasn’t hard to identify; it was larger than any of the camp’s other impermanent structures. Pitched not far from the crumbling remnants of Ibitsal’s walls, it was given a wide berth by all except those who had business within. Aiden estimated the army had a long-term purpose in the area. It had taken a great deal of manpower to clear away so many trees from the immediate environs, pushing back the forest and the cover it offered. They had been here for at least a season and showed no indication of imminent departure. Why they were here, in the middle of a forsaken wilderness encircling a dead and reportedly haunted city, was a question he couldn’t answer.


  Comecomecome, sang the portal.


  Alicia did her best to ignore it as she observed the camp and the ruins from the vantage point of a barren hilltop. Like the others, she was on her belly. Lying as they were, it was unlikely they would be spotted but they were close enough to the outer patrols that there was an element of danger. The bright white sky behind them provided the perfect backdrop against which a silhouette could be seen. They had to remain still and low; any hope of advancing to the portal during the day was gone, but they had known that the night before. Aiden and his two juniors from Sussaman had spent the better part of the morning scouting. They had found weaknesses in the ring where there were fewer men but no true breaks. No matter what route they chose to approach the city, it would necessitate stealth - avoiding patrols, keeping away from camp fires, and negotiating the crumbled wreckage of Ibitsal’s walls in pitch darkness. The prospects were not appealing but their necessity was undeniable. The alternatives, turning back or surrendering to the army and hoping the leader would allow them to pass, weren’t viable.


  Ibitsal’s remains didn’t impress Alicia. Even when it had stood, the first of the great settlements north of The Broken Crags hadn’t awed visitors. As with all the northern habitations, it had been built for function with little concern for aesthetics. Its purpose all those years ago had been to provide shelter for its inhabitants from the heavy snows and wild animals of the North. Trade had been a secondary concern and tourism not one at all. Those who came to the northern cities did so for a reason, not because they were drawn by the word pictures painted by balladeers. From a distance, Vantok was beautiful. Even had it been intact and in good repair, Ibitsal would never have warranted such a description. Syre, the nearest city still standing, had gorgeous women but ugly buildings. Ibitsal’s construction hadn’t been significantly different.


  With no inhabitants to chink walls and mend roofs, Ibitsal had collapsed into a pile of broken stones, sawdust, and crumbled clay. There was, however, a single building that appeared to have survived the centuries of neglect. The sturdy tower stood straight and tall, rising like an accusing finger pointed at the heavens. Its spire had long since toppled but the remainder was unbroken. Alicia didn’t need to be told it was their destination. The call that lured her like the seductive whisper of a siren originated from within those walls.


  By mid-afternoon, they had retreated back to their own simple campsite, which was located a sufficient distance from the ruins that an accidental discovery by the army was unlikely. From their morning observations, it didn’t seem the patrols ranged beyond the clearing so, unless they became careless, they should be safe here in the short-term.


  “Does it make sense to go to the ruins? Couldn’t we accomplish our goal from here, observing Ibitsal from this vantage?” asked Aiden. As usual, his query was directed to Kara. And, as usual, she deferred to Alicia.


  “We haven’t come all this way to be thwarted. The ruins cover a large enough area that once we get to them, we should be able to stay out of sight.” Alicia knew Sorial would find a way past the army. She wondered whether its goal was to keep people out of the city or to prevent someone, or something, from leaving it.


  “We can’t bring the horses,” said Aiden. “That complicates matters. Without the provisions they carry, we’re left with what we can bear. Water isn’t a problem. There’s ice and snow aplenty to melt. But unless we’re going to rob the soldiers, don’t expect solid food, unless you plan to eat mice and rats.” That observation provoked a visible shudder from Alicia. “And there’s the question of what you want to do with the animals. Tied up, they’ll be okay for a short while, but they have little enough to eat and, after a time, they’ll starve. Let them roam free and they might survive long enough to be captured by someone, but we’ll never see them again.”


  “Aiden, how much can we carry?” asked Kara.


  “If we pack only provisions and other necessities and keep the sacks light, maybe enough for four or five days. A week to ten days if we ration. That assumes we’re able to retrieve the rest of the food from a hiding place when we leave. It’s four days by foot to the next settlement and ten days to Syre.”


  A week. That’s how long they had to wait for Sorial. It seemed such a small window but, even with the horses, their provisions were finite. They had never expected to be at Ibitsal for much longer than that. As the putative leader of an expedition like this, Alicia felt inadequate. But the decisions were ultimately hers. They would move forward or turn back at her word. She gave the orders, knowing they would be followed regardless of any private reservations the others might have. “Let’s get ready. We’ll get as close to their camp as is safe during daylight, then cross after midnight, when most of them are asleep. Before we leave, we’ll bury what we can’t bring with us and untether the horses.”


  * * *


  Had it been a cloudless night, they would have been able to gauge the passage of midnight but, without the stars, the best they could do was to estimate the time by the activity level of the camp. Once the post-supper rowdiness had diminished and the men took to their bedrolls for however much sleep their commander allowed, Alicia’s group departed their hiding place in a copse. The darkness embraced them like an unwanted lover, close and oppressive. The army’s intermittently spaced fires were beacons lighting the way, but they had no means to identify snares or traps that might have been set around the camp’s perimeter. They advanced at a pace so slow that Alicia wondered if they would cover enough ground before dawn, even as late as it came during this season in this part of the world. Her calves ached from the effort of taking such small, tightly controlled steps.


  They were emerging from the northeast into an area where the distance between the edge of the forest and the walls’ remains was at its narrowest. There were fewer men here than at other locations around the city, but “fewer” did not equate to “none.” At least four campfires with ten to twenty men each would have to be avoided. An easy enough trick if they had been able to see properly, but in the flickering dimness of the night… At least the impediment was mutual.


  They crept forward, alert for signs of danger. Movement became easier as they drew closer to the outermost fires; the illumination allowed them to press on with more assurance. From here, Ibitsal’s ruins were invisible, but they had memorized the city’s location in relation to the most distant fire. They knew the location of their goal. Now it was a matter of reaching it without alerting anyone to their presence. The Stygian darkness of the forest was no longer their companion; it had been replaced by something of a more imperfect kind, filled with grotesquely capering shadows spawned by the flames.


  Comecomecome.


  The call of the portal was no more urgent but its proximity made the prompting more difficult to resist. It was comforting and soothing but it interfered with Alicia’s concentration at a time when she could ill afford a lapse. On more than one occasion, it nearly caused her to misstep.


  They angled their path to move between a pair of fires at a distance of about seventy feet on either side. The forest gradually receded behind them, the prospects of cover and safety dwindling with it: twenty feet, thirty feet, forty feet… Alicia could see men lying on their backs in the open, some under threadbare blankets and some with no covering, all far enough from the blazes to avoid falling victim to flying embers yet close enough to gain some benefit from the warmth. In the flickering of the flames, she counted sixteen men to the left and twelve to the right, all apparently deep in slumber. The camp was quiet - almost too quiet. The bawdy, half-drunken singing had stopped more than an hour ago as men began to retire for the night but there were none of the telltale signs she expected to hear even in the dead of night where so many were gathered: no clanking of armor, no grinding of blades being sharpened, no whistling or humming. Straining her eyes in the near darkness, she saw no evidence of lanterns, torches, or other moving sources of illumination, either near or in the distance. Shouldn’t there be patrols, men walking the perimeter? She wanted to ask Aiden this question, but even a whisper would be as loud as a shout when it came to giving them away.


  Her misgivings were well-founded. As they came abreast of the outer fires, the camp sprang to life. It happened so fast, Alicia was momentarily confused by the flurry of activity. All the supposedly “sleeping” men around the closest fires were on their feet with weapons drawn as others in the distance also rose. It was as if the entire camp had been awaiting some prearranged signal.


  Namany and Debulon froze, dropped into fighting crouches, and drew knives that seemed painfully inadequate when compared to the blades brandished by the soldiers. The idea of fighting was ludicrous. They were outnumbered by one thousand to six and only four of them could claim any degree of competence with a weapon.


  “Drop yer weapons and we’ll take ya unharmed. We got no need to cut down ones such as yerselves.” The voice was gruff and heavily accented. Alicia didn’t know who spoke. The night seemed alive with men, all menacing, all converging on her group. Imitating Kara, she dropped her hands palms forward by her sides and did her best to look non-threatening - not a difficult thing to accomplish in the circumstances. She was reasonably certain she looked like a little girl.


  “Do as he says, boys,” said Aiden, throwing down his cudgel. At his command, Namany and Debulon released their daggers. Rexall had already tossed down two short blades and was standing with his hands above his head in the universal gesture of surrender.


  “Check ’em out!” demanded the voice, apparently that of a leader. A man moved out of the shadows to pat down Alicia roughly, divesting her of her heavy fur cloak to ensure she wasn’t hiding anything under it, then his hands lingered longer than was necessary on her breasts and between her legs. He smelled of sour sweat and stale ale and she nearly gagged at the stench as he got close to her. When he was done “searching” her, her arms were jerked roughly behind her back and a cord was tied around her wrists. A foul-smelling hood was pulled over her head and cinched at her neck, although not so tightly that she couldn’t breathe.


  “Take ’em to see His Lairdship. He’s bin waitin’ fer ’em.”


  * * *


  Alicia’s arms were cramping. She was allowed to sit but the uncomfortable position of her bound wrists was causing pain. She was breathing through her mouth to avoid inhaling the odor of the sack placed over her head. It smelled of something rotten - either onions or potatoes. She assumed it had been used to transport spoiled provisions.


  She didn’t know where she was and talking wasn’t permitted. The one time she had tried to say something, she had been cuffed so hard on the side of the head that she had nearly passed out. It was warm, almost uncomfortably so, meaning she was close to a fire. Voices spoke in hushed tones nearby. She supposed if she concentrated, she might be able to make out the words, although there was no guarantee she would understand the language. But the call of the portal made concentration difficult.


  After her capture, she had been half-pushed, half-dragged across a wide swath of the camp, zigzagging through areas that were muddy and patches of ice that hadn’t been chewed up by the relentless march of boots. She didn’t know what had happened to the others; they might be next to her or nowhere close. They could be living or dead. It was too much to hope they had been released. She suspected she was in the command tent. The air was stale and close and she was sitting on furs not hard ground.


  She felt a sense of quiet, controlled despair. They had walked into a trap - that much was obvious. Someone must have seen them at an earlier time, perhaps while they had been spying on the camp from the hilltop. Damn! She knew they had been too exposed there but she had assumed the others, with their greater experience, understood what they were doing. She recalled a saying of her father’s: “Trusting others is a good thing as long as you choose the right ones to trust.” All the decisions, all the sacrifices had led to this point: captive to an unknown warlord on the doorstep of reaching the portal. She suspected there was little time left before she was executed; she was cognizant of the bounty on her, although she doubted a man with this size of an army would have much use for 100 gold. A sizeable sum for a bandit or mercenary but not as impressive to one who could command a thousand men. Still, it seemed unlikely she would survive this and, if she did, she might wish she hadn’t. She remembered stories about the uses to which captive women were sometimes placed in camps such as this one. The pawing of the man who had captured her would be genteel by comparison. Could she, a virgin, convincingly act the whore to save her life? 


  She sensed a change in the mood around her. The hushed, idle conversation stopped altogether. There was the sound of clothing and armor shuffling as men adjusted their positions.


  “Why are they still bound?” The voice was gruff but cultured. “This won’t do. What are we, barbarians?”


  Instantly, the bonds tying Alicia’s wrists were cut. She folded her arms across her chest and rubbed them. The hood was pulled from her head, allowing her to take a deep breath and see her surroundings. As she surmised, she was in the command tent; it looked bigger from the outside than the inside, however. Everything was fur-lined: the walls, the ceiling, and the floors. The fire pit near the center was filled with red-hot embers and heated stones brought in from outside. A hole in the tent directly above the pit allowed for ventilation. There were few furnishings: only a crude table, three chairs, and a large, iron-bound trunk. Maps were spread out on the table but, from her vantage point near the entrance flap, Alicia couldn’t read them. Seven men faced her, all standing. She noted that Kara and Aiden were here, kneeling to her right and left, respectively. There was no sign of Rexall or the other two from Sussaman.


  It wasn’t hard to identify the leader. He was the oldest man in the tent and had the bearing of someone accustomed to being obeyed. He stood nearly six feet tall with broad shoulders and thick legs. He wore boiled leather armor. As was common with old men, his stomach showed a paunch. His face might have been handsome in youth but scars and the ravages of age had given it a cruel cast that was accentuated by sagging jowls. His head was shaved but he sported a short, iron-gray beard and equally well-trimmed mustache. His eyes caught Alicia’s attention most forcefully. There was something eerily familiar about them, almost as if she had gazed into their russet depths before…


  Kara’s sharp intake of breath caused Alicia to look in her direction. Her normally impassive face wore an expression of recognition and disbelief. “Maraman,” she whispered.


  He laughed. “So good to see you, my dear. I confess, after the last time we spent together, I never thought we’d meet again. But, even with the gods having departed, the fates retain a sense of humor.”


  Maraman - Sorial’s father. That explained the eyes. Now that she knew, Alicia could recognize other familiarities, although Sorial’s long-ago broken nose and Maraman’s numerous scars gave their features different contours. Still, Alicia could see that Sorial took after his father more obviously than his mother.


  Maraman turned to her and executed a slight bow. “My Lady Alicia, how ironic that we should meet under these circumstances; I’ve been seeking your pretty head for the better part of a season now. It’s fortuitous for us both that you have come to me with that head still attached to your shoulders, although you must be blessed with good luck indeed to have escaped so many bounty hunters. Still, I have more options with you alive than dead.”


  He next regarded Aiden curiously. “I know the face but not the name. It tickles the memory. One of Ferguson’s lapdogs, I think. Always running around doing his bidding. There were three others with you. I don’t know any of them. Who are they?”


  Alicia remained silent, unwilling to provide even the most meager information to a man who was obviously not friendly. But Kara answered instead. “The red-haired boy is Sorial’s best friend. The other two are good lads from Sussaman, sent to keep me safe on the road and help me find Ibitsal.”


  “It would have been better for them had they departed once you found it instead of skulking around in the woods with you. Really, Kara, you should have chosen guides with more experience at avoiding detection. We spotted you before dusk a day ago. As for Sorial’s friend - he might have some value. I’m glad I didn’t summarily execute him.”


  “Why are you here?” Kara asked the question foremost in Alicia’s mind, although she suspected she knew the answer.


  “It’s long past time I began bonding with our son. You’ve been selfish, my dear. You had him for 17 years. Now it’s my turn. I’ve never had a chance to be a real father to any of our children and now all except one are dead.”


  “You need an army to achieve this ‘bonding’?”


  Maraman smiled. The expression held no malice and, if not for the scars, it might have made him look grandfatherly. “Not everyone who owes their allegiance to me is here. There’s another portal to watch, after all. My top lieutenant took some of my men down there and set up a fiefdom.”


  “You offered a lot of gold for my head,” interjected Alicia. Surprisingly, she felt no fear looking this man in the eyes. Perhaps it had something to do with the numbing effect of the incessant comecomecome.


  “It’s a queenly sum for a woman who’s more important than any queen. The Bride of the Wizard. My apologies, however. Now that you’re here, I’ll cancel the bounty. How much better to offer my son a living wife than the promise of revenge for a dead one!”


  “Sorial won’t fall into this trap.” Alicia said this with absolute conviction.


  “Not with the ease you did, I agree. That’s how I knew you weren’t him. In the company of Warburm and Lamanar, he never would have stumbled and bumbled into my hands the way you six did. It’s almost embarrassing. But he wasn’t supposed to be ‘caught’ until he was inside the city. All my best men are in there, waiting by the portal.”


  “What do you want with him?” Kara’s voice had a nervous edge.


  “His allegiance. Nothing more. The most recent bounties I offered were for him to be delivered alive and in good condition. I want him to join me. I want him to lead my armies. Now, I’m just one man with a moderate force of ill-disciplined rogues. With a wizard at their fore, I could sweep through the North, or strike at Vantok and dislodge Ferguson. Sorial would have been more than happy to throw in his lot with me if he believed your beloved prelate to be responsible for the death of his lover. Or if he knows that by cooperating with me is the surest way to keep her safe. Not to mention his mother and friend.”


  “Why the change of heart? A few years ago, you put assassins on his trail. You tried to have him killed!”


  “And I pulled them back. True, there was a time when I saw our son as a threat, not an ally. You see, shortly before Ferguson forced me back to Sussaman our final round of couplings, I impregnated an illegitimate daughter of the king of Andel. Foolishly thinking my blood was enough to sire a wizard, I tied all my hopes to the child. In those years, Sorial represented a rival so I acted - shortsightedly I’ll admit - to remove him. Once the portal rejected poor Mikal, I realized that your blood was as important as mine to the formula. It wasn’t enough to fuck a woman and get her with child. I had to fuck the right woman: you. So I changed the conditions of the bounty making it lucrative for Sorial to be delivered to me alive and in good condition.”


  “Do you know where he is?” Alicia lacked the stomach to hold a conversation with this man, but if he knew…


  “Alas, no. We’ve been camped here awaiting him since Summer. If I was to guess, Sorial is coming to Ibitsal. Considering Ferguson’s affinity for this portal, that’s always been the safe bet. Had his destination been the other portal, he would have arrived there long ago and Langashin would have sent word of his capture. He’d want the 100 gold bounty for Sorial in addition to the glory of capturing him. So we wait, but I don’t think it will be much longer.”


  “Oh, Maraman, what’s happened to you?” There was real grief in Kara’s voice. Her expression had softened to one of sorrow.


  He smiled again, but this time there was a cruelty to the way his lips twisted. “Ferguson’s self-righteousness. He reneged on every promise he made to me. By fathering ‘the next generation of wizards,’ I was supposed to have a role in what he called ‘the new order,’ but he decided I wasn’t the sort of person he wanted hanging around impressionable wizards in training. I’m sure you remember the tension the last time I was in Sussaman. I was there under duress. There’s something in my past I didn’t want revealed. Ferguson knows the secret and threatened to divulge it to the wrong people if I didn’t relent. Since then, I’ve been planning to take what’s mine by right. Co-opting Sorial and turning him against the prelate is a goal worth pursuing!”


  “So this isn’t about Sorial at all. It’s about Ferguson.”


  “It’s about getting my due. Ruining Ferguson’s schemes is just a secondary benefit. I’m not an altruist; you should know that about me by now. We spent enough time together in that windowless cabin and not all of it was about making wizard babies. Ferguson needed me because of my blood-link to long-dead Altemiak, otherwise someone else would have been brought in to fuck you. He never really wanted me, just my cock. But to get that, Ferguson had to make certain promises. Now I’m merely finding an alternative way to achieve those goals and that means recruiting our only surviving child - one way or another. It will be wonderful if he agrees to come willingly but, if not, a few hostages should provide adequate incentive. Of course, the problem with hostages is that their long-term viability is questionable.”


  Alicia couldn’t credit what she was hearing. Apparently, Sorial’s life of manipulation wasn’t over and now it was his blood-father planning to exploit him. One more time, she was going to be used to force Sorial into doing what another wanted.


  Comecomecome.


  As if in answer to the summons, Maraman said, “But come with me. I want to show you the portal. I assume that’s what you’ve come these many, many miles to see. The means of our son’s transformation… or his death.”


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN: THE PRELATE’S GAMBIT


  The portal chamber was a strange place. Unlike the rest of Ibitsal - disordered rubble overgrown by weeds, scrub grass, and thin trees - the tower that housed the portal remained sturdy and unbowed by weather, disuse, and time. The turret, comprised primarily of wood, had long since collapsed but even exposing the inside of the chamber to the elements for centuries had produced little in the way of wear and decay. The roof was now the canopy of the early morning sky, pregnant with clouds. Aside from The Wizardmaker (as Maraman called it), the building was empty. Its sole purpose was to enclose the portal: a high, smooth column of stone with stairs carved into the side, circling up and around the perimeter for close to a hundred feet before reaching the top. According to Maraman, the actual portal was a hole in the apex of the column. It was wide enough for a man to jump into if he was interested in a dramatic end to his life. Since the column was fifteen feet across and the portal only about six feet in diameter, there was space to stand by the opening and look into it. Maraman had done so numerous times and claimed he had never seen a blackness so pure and impenetrable. He once threw a torch in and the light winked out the moment it passed the lip. He never heard it land. For all he knew, it was still falling.


  This was where Braddock had been brought to face his fate. Alicia wondered if, as he had made his way up the long, winding stairway, he had been convinced of a future of greatness or if he had felt fear and doubt. It was a functional chamber, not designed to emphasize the grandeur of the portal or to inspire awe, but Alicia felt chills and her flesh broke out in goose pimples. The song of the portal was so forceful it nearly blocked out all else. Holding a conversation was difficult. One look at Kara confirmed that the older woman was having equal difficulty concentrating. The portal was like an all-consuming lover, demanding full and undivided attention. This close, its formerly tender caress was so intimate that it felt like a violation.


  They ascended the rough-hewn stairs in single-file; there wasn’t sufficient room for them to climb two abreast. For the visit to the portal, Rexall had joined them. Being anointed “the friend of Sorial” accorded him an exalted position in their party, just behind “The Bride of the Wizard” and “Sorial’s mother.” Aiden had been taken away to join the two others from Sussaman. He hadn’t known Sorial since he was a babe; that limited his value. Alicia wondered if she would see any of them again. Maraman was contemptuous of all three, reflecting an ill-concealed anger directed at anything associated even peripherally with Ferguson. How many such bitter men had the prelate assembled in his wake?


  Maraman led the way followed by Kara, a burly guard, Alicia, another guard, Rexall, and one final guard. The staircase circumscribed the column five times resulting in more than 400 steps. By the time they reached the top, Alicia was exhausted, gasping for breath. Of the others, only Rexall appeared a little winded.


  Comecomecome. This close, the urge was almost sexual in nature, not that Alicia had much experience in that area. But she wanted it and it would be so easy. It was so close… She noticed Rexall watching her curiously, almost as if he could read her thoughts. She spared him a nasty glare. The look he returned was speculative. It made her skin crawl.


  “This is it,” said Maraman, gesturing grandly toward what looked like a perfectly circular fissure in the top of the column. At first glance, it was unimpressive. “Take a look but don’t get too close. Wouldn’t want someone to lose their balance and cost me a hostage.” He laughed at that, as did one of the guards, but Alicia didn’t find anything funny in the remark.


  Alicia moved closer, inching her way toward the opening. She felt like iron being drawn to a lodestone. The surface was like nothing she had ever before seen. It absorbed light, creating a blackness of absolute perfection, deeper and more rich than the darkest corner of a lightless chamber. She was less than a body’s length away; two steps and she would be there. No one would stop her. Kara was to her left, the same faraway expression on her face. Were her thoughts the same? Was the temptation nearly as great for her? Did she yearn for the embrace of the portal, forgetting that it could as easily be a means of death as transformation? Is this why so many people had died at portals in long-ago times - because, so close, they no longer cared? Alicia could sense Rexall behind her, peering over her shoulder for a look from a safer distance. He didn’t feel what she and Kara felt. He was oblivious to the compulsion of comecomecome.


  “I won’t let you use me against my son.” Kara’s words reached Alicia’s ears as if from far away, scarcely louder than a whisper but infused with a sharp intensity. Then, before anyone could react, she charged forward and leaped into the portal. Maraman, belatedly recognizing her intention, made a grab for her but she was out of his reach. His clutching hand missed her cloak by six inches.


  Events unfolded as if in slow motion. The blackness swallowed Kara with infinite gentleness, embracing her body inch-by-inch into its inky stillness. Once her head disappeared beneath the surface, there was a moment of serenity. It might have lasted less than a second or more than a minute. During that brief period as Alicia stared in fascinated horror and the comecomecome rang out louder and more demanding than ever, time seemed warped and unstable. Then the portal ejected Kara - the ultimate, final rejection.


  Her expulsion was as brutal as her entrance had been tranquil. Her body was tossed into the air above the portal opening like a lifeless doll, rising to a height of perhaps ten feet; the effect was that of a giant mouth spitting out something profoundly distasteful. She spun faster and faster, caught in the grip of a miniature cyclone that none of them could feel but which transformed her into a whirling blur. Then, suddenly and violently, Kara’s remains were ripped apart by winds so powerful that they shredded flesh and bone, dousing everyone with a fine spray of warm blood and liquefied tissue. Complete silence borne of shock ensued; no one moved or spoke.


  Alicia began to shake. Whether from fear, exhaustion, or grief, she couldn’t say. The shivering was so bad that her teeth chattered. Her breathing came in great heaves; she couldn’t get enough air. She was on the verge of vomiting, and not just because of the salty, crimson liquid that spotted her face and clothing. In front of her, in that black maw, she no longer sensed quietude. Now, it represented cruelty and malevolence; its song was unwelcome. She recoiled from the portal.


  She didn’t expect what happened next and, as a result, she was ill-prepared to defend against it or prevent it.


  * * *


  Rexall’s first impression of the portal was a letdown. A six-foot wide hole in the top of a column of stone didn’t fit his image how the awe-inspiring Wizardmaker should appear. Still, he could understand why people stepping into it might die. It was a long way to the bottom; he knew he wouldn’t survive a one-hundred foot drop.


  He was forced to admit there was something strange about it. When he glanced at the opening askance, it seemed filled to overflowing with a black, viscous liquid. Looking at it directly, however, it gave the impression of a deep, empty well. Any power emanating from the portal was lost to him. He was less concerned, however, with the Wizardmaker than he was with Alicia’s reaction to it.


  His orders were specific; this was the primary reason Ferguson had sent him on this mission and this was why he was being paid enough to guarantee years of luxury. No more mucking stables or catering to the needs of drunken riders. He had worked for the Temple in the past, but those had been minor jobs with pay as meager as their consequences: reporting on Sorial’s opinions and activities, taking his friend to places that Ferguson wanted him to visit, promoting his relationship with Alicia while pretending to oppose it. This job was nothing like those. If he failed, he was certain Ferguson wouldn’t let him live long enough to regret it. He wondered if success would ensure a longer life span. That likely depended more on Maraman than Ferguson.


  Alicia was transfixed by the portal. Her expression was dreamlike. He had been told to look for this; it was a sign that he could move forward. He almost regretted noticing it. Things would have been simpler if she had reacted with a blasé detachment. He was about to pass a point of no return. Would Sorial forgive him? He cared about that; despite Alicia’s assertion of betrayal, he was Sorial’s friend. Their comradeship meant something to him. Everything they had shared during those days of youthful banter, drinking, and whoring had been real. If it wasn’t over by now, what he was about to do would finish it, regardless of the outcome. He had known that when he accepted the assignment. The time to demur had been twelve weeks ago when Ferguson offered the proposal. Now, there was only one thing for him to do.


  He moved directly behind Alicia. If she had been more aware of her surroundings, she would have noticed that he was closer than was proper. She would have felt his breath on the back of her neck. She would have noted the gentle pressure of his fingers as he rested them on the small of her back.


  That was when Kara jumped.


  Her action was surprising and the subsequent violence of her death shocked everyone. Rexall expected a more prosaic departure from life - heart stopped, light in her eyes extinguished. As he wiped something warm and sticky from his face that had once been part of Kara, he wondered whether she had been dead before the concentrated windstorm tore her apart. She didn’t scream or, for that matter, make any sound at all after her denunciation of Maraman’s intentions for her. Rexall believed that, despite the thoroughness of her body’s destruction, her demise had been peaceful. But he didn’t know for sure and wasn’t eager to find out. Execution by portal wasn’t his preferred manner of departing this life.


  Now was the perfect time. Everyone was so dumbfounded by what they had witnessed that their distraction provided an opportunity. Alicia had taken an involuntary step backward and was pressed against him. Maraman gazed open-mouthed at the portal; as the closest, he had received the most thorough drenching. He looked like a warrior after a savage, bloody battle.


  Rexall exhaled and reflexively breathed a silent prayer. Then, with a jerk of his arm, he shoved Alicia, propelling her forward. She staggered and stumbled, lost her balance, teetered momentarily on the edge of the abyss, then toppled gracelessly into it. Even as she fell, she twisted her body, hands reaching in a last, desperate attempt to grab the edge, to find purchase and, in it, salvation. Her face was a mask of incredulity and panic. Her eyes locked on his, flashing with accusation, then she was gone, vanished into the blackness.


  “What the fuck!?” Maraman’s voice rang out, breaking the stillness. He whirled to face Rexall, his weathered features red with anger. For the briefest of moments, Rexall thought the older man was going to hurl him into the portal. Then he saw Maraman reaching for a pistol holstered at his hip. It was the first time Rexall had noticed he was armed. So much for his vaunted characteristic of observing details.


  Alicia’s return saved his life. Rexall’s attention was so fixed on Maraman that he wasn’t sure how it happened. One moment, she wasn’t there; the next, she was. The portal’s expulsion of her was gentle. He recognized immediately that she hadn’t been rejected. Ferguson had been right - again. A wizard was born.


  She was naked but appeared unharmed. The bloodspots from Kara’s dissolution were gone; it was as if her alabaster skin had been scrubbed clean. She was lying on her back with her eyes half-closed, her chest rising and falling evenly.


  “Shit,” said Maraman, coming to the same conclusion as Rexall. “This changes things.” He turned to one of the guards. “Knock her out. Do it gently. I don’t want her harmed. At least not yet.”


  The man, who looked like a street thug in ill-fitting armor, nodded once. He unsheathed a knife and approached Alicia. Oblivious to her surroundings, she rolled onto her stomach and was trying to get to her hands and knees. For a heart-stopping moment, Rexall thought the guard was going to stab her, but he shifted his grip on the weapon and rapped her almost casually on the side of the head with the pommel. She crumpled and lay still.


  “I need to think on this,” muttered Maraman. The uncertainty in his tone indicated he didn’t know whether it was a good or bad development. On the one hand, he now had a wizard under his power. On the other hand, it wasn’t his son. He turned to Rexall. “A ‘friend of Sorial,’ eh? Wonder what he’d think of his ‘friend’ pushing his woman into the portal? More like an agent of Ferguson, methinks. I know your type. Hell, at one time I was your type. Gotta hand it to you, you planned it well. And I thought I was the one springing the trap.”


  “Ain’t a very good plan, since we’re both your prisoners,” said Rexall. He didn’t want to admit that coincidence and fortune, both good and bad, had played a much bigger part in events than planning. His original hope, before they had found Ibitsal surrounded by a small army, had been to lure Alicia to the portal’s edge and convince her it was in Sorial’s best interests for her to step through. Pushing her would have been a last resort. In these circumstances, especially in the face of Kara’s horrific demise, it had become his only recourse.


  “You and I are going to have a long chat. Sharp needles and hot irons optional.” Maraman’s face wore a predatory grin that chilled Rexall to the bone. Just because he had succeeded in fulfilling his mission didn’t mean he would escape from this situation with his life. Coins were no good if he didn’t live long enough to spend them.


  * * *


  The path to consciousness provided Alicia with a slow, torturous journey away from the sanctuary of temporary oblivion. As soon as she realized the destination, she fought against it but, like so many other things, it wouldn’t be denied. Still, her return to wakefulness was sluggish; her thoughts were muted as if wrapped in muslin and her eyes remained closed. She felt much as she had while under the influence of the fever that had nearly brought a premature end to her quest.


  Groggily, she sat up. Or tried to. Her heavy eyelids lifted, but the fuzziness in her mind wouldn’t go away, nor would the throbbing behind her left temple. Distractedly, she lifted a hand to touch the tender spot. She was seated on something soft and was wrapped in a thin, scratchy blanket. It chafed her skin but she hardly noticed the discomfort or, if she did, she didn’t care about it. Her mouth, so dry she couldn’t manufacture spit, tasted like something had crawled inside and died.


  “It may take a while to gather your thoughts. Greenberry cider is a potent sleeping draught. It muddles the senses. Up here in the North, it’s often drunk instead of hard spirits; it delivers the same end result but faster and without an unpleasant morning after.”


  Alicia knew the voice but couldn’t place it. She tried to think, to remember, but gave up. It wasn’t worth the effort. She gazed at the speaker through slitted eyelids. An old man with a bald head and a beard and mustache. His expression was unreadable. He looked trustworthy enough although some part of her urged caution.


  She licked her lips. They were as dry as the inside of her mouth. Parched. The sour taste made her want to retch. The man proffered a skin of cool liquid. Without considering that it might not be safe, she took a long, deep swallow. It was water. As she drank, her thoughts sharpened and her memories seeped back.


  The most amazing thing was that she had survived the portal. If it wasn’t all a dream - and the images of what had transpired within possessed too much heft for something as insubstantial as a figment of her subconscious imagination - she had survived a transformation she had never expected to attempt. A transformation that had killed Kara. A transformation that might kill Sorial.


  Rexall had pushed her. Not out of malice, she realized. It was a gift from Ferguson. If the portal had killed her, ripping her to shreds the way it had Kara, Maraman would have lost his most valuable hostage, thereby freeing Sorial from his yolk. In the event of her survival, she would have been what she apparently was: a wizard. Not that she had any idea what that truly meant. If she had powers, she was at a loss how to access them. Maybe the greenberry cider was retarding them.


  Maraman: that was the name of the man standing before her. Wise not to trust him. She opened her eyes a little more - still an effort - and regarded him and her surroundings. They were in his tent, only the two of them. Furs all around. Light coming through the vent hole - it was day outside. Which day, though? Maraman was crouched in front of her, not three feet away, watching her intently. A predator, sizing up a meal. Probably trying to decide whether or not to kill her. She was naked under the blanket but, because of the heat emanating from the small fire pit, she was sweating.


  “Do you know your element?” he asked. “Kara once said she could read it in people, but I never had the skill. Or maybe it never seemed important enough to cultivate.”


  Alicia shook her head in the negative, although she knew the answer. Water. Every cell of her body spoke of it to her. She could feel the water all around: frozen on the ground, oozing through the earth far beneath, gathering in the clouds above to drift downward as snow. It was everywhere. Water - the bringer of life and hope, the bane of fire and dust. It was hers to control. If she could figure out how and if she could escape the influence of the greenberry cider.


  “You represent a complication, although not necessarily an unwelcome one. Time will decide that.” Maraman scratched his beard, a habitual gesture common to men with facial hair. “Now, instead of encouraging Sorial to enter the portal, I have to keep him away. Wizards don’t make good hostages. Either they have to be kept drugged, which makes them useless, or they won’t stay a hostage for long. I have no desire to continue dosing you with cider but you can understand my predicament. So I’m willing to make a deal with you. Work with me and I’ll stop it. Pledge your support to me and, when Sorial arrives, he’ll be well treated. You both will. Partners, not captives. You two can marry if you like. I just can’t let him chance the portal. Any result of that would be bad - a dead man or a living wizard.”


  Alicia said nothing. She was trying to process Maraman’s words but they eluded her. He was making an offer but she couldn’t grasp its meaning.


  “I’m loathe to employ the alternative. That would be to kill you now and transport your body to a place where the blame would fall on Ferguson. Sorial, in his grief, would turn to me. That was the plan before you blundered into my camp. It would be a wasted opportunity, but it could be the plan again.”


  Alicia attempted to speak but the words came out slurred. “Where arth otherth?”


  “The others? I’m not sure why you’d care about them. Ferguson’s lapdogs, all of them, including dear, departed Kara. You may not believe it but I cared for her in my own fashion. You don’t fuck a woman that many times and not feel anything. And, after she had some experience, she made some of those long nights spent in Sussaman pass pleasurably.” For a moment, he seemed to be looking into another time, another place. Then his eyes snapped back into focus.


  “The others?”


  “I had the two younglings from Sussaman executed. No sense feeding useless mouths and I wasn’t going to send them home. Their heads are on pikes; you can visit them if you so desire. Aiden and the red-headed boy are awaiting questioning. Any suggestions what I should do with them?”


  Alicia was spared answering by a loud crash from somewhere outside. It was followed immediately by shouts of panic, screams of pain, and a general uproar. “What the fuck?” cursed Maraman, grabbing a knife from the table and throwing aside the tent flap. What he saw out there provoked a torrent of profanity the likes of which Alicia had only ever heard from Vagrum. She wondered what could have caused such an extreme reaction.


  Turning away from the open flap, Maraman approached her. She saw in his face a combination of fear and anger. He jerked her to her feet but, since she lacked the strength to stand on her own, he had to support her as a dead weight with an arm across her chest threaded through her armpits. He placed the blade of his knife to her throat as he dragged her out of the tent with him.


  * * *


  Sorial dismounted and allowed the rock wyrm to slide beneath the surface. It did so, leaving behind the mound of shattered rock through which it had emerged. It was a resilient creature but there was no sense risking it in these circumstances. Its hide was tougher than any armor, but an arrow or a pistol shot through the eye could wound or kill it. That was how Warburm had driven it off during their encounter in The Forbidden Lands.


  He knew before emerging from the underground that he would face a large number of men, having felt the vibrations of their footfalls through the earth - a trick he had learned during his period of isolation. The area around Ibitsal was infested by men: hundreds of them, perhaps as many as a thousand. He had no idea if Alicia had been here, was here now, or was still on her way, but the encampment was as good a place as any to start. Find someone in charge, ask a few questions… His hope, to get through this without a pitched battle, was dashed the moment he broke the surface and found himself under attack.


  His unorthodox arrival, exploding through the ground on the back of a monster, threw the encampment into chaos. The men closest to him, perhaps a dozen, took a few seconds to overcome the shock of seeing a naked man riding on the back of something out of a nightmare. Recognizing the threat and not considering that conversation might be a possibility, they did what came naturally and attacked. The wyrm might be imposing but Sorial, unarmed and unarmored, looked like an easy target. The attackers were dead before they got within ten feet of the wizard, their bodies crushed and broken by the volley of fist-sized rocks that burst from the ground in front of them at lethal velocity. It was a wasteful, extravagant expenditure of energy, far in excess of what was needed, but its effectiveness was undeniable.


  Other men, possibly comprising as much as one-tenth of the assembled force, hesitated in their forward charge when they saw the fate of the first responders. Some began to back away. They weren’t stupid. There was a danger here they were unprepared for. Sorial had no wish to cause a massacre but he was in a hurry and being assaulted upon emerging from nearly a full day underground hadn’t improved his mood. A few more bodies might convince the rest to rethink their aggression.


  He acted quickly, without pausing after his first action, to strike at those nearest, using his power to scoop a giant’s handful of small stones, none bigger than his thumbnail, from the top layer of the ground near him. The rocks were airborne within a fraction of second, impelled like bolts from two-dozen crossbows. Their trajectory was unerring, their speed deadly as they crashed into a group of thirty mercenaries. The results were predictable. Men fell - some wounded, some dead. The cries of the injured pierced the late afternoon air, adding to the building tumult. Nearly half of the tightly-packed group went down. The rest, unnerved, retreated. No one stayed behind to help their injured fellows. Throughout the camp, men who had initially been moving in the direction of the disturbance reversed their course.


  The first arrow nearly caught Sorial in the throat and reminded him that, despite his powers, he remained vulnerable to the most mundane methods of death-dealing. An ax would split his head as cleanly as that of any man; a sword could skewer his heart, and a well-aimed arrow could bring him down. Fortunately, this one hadn’t been well-aimed. Sorial identified the shooter before he could reload and opened a sinkhole beneath his feet. The confounded man lost his footing, tumbled into the fissure, and was buried alive when Sorial re-sealed the earth. A quick scan revealed other archers. Sorial dispatched each in the same manner. The immediate path before him was clear.


  For the first time since arriving, he had an opportunity to survey his surroundings. He was in a clearing that stretched from the ruins of Ibitsal to the edge of a vast forest - a clearing that was the product of many strong arms and axes. Sorial couldn’t estimate the number of felled trees, but it was in the hundreds. The lack of available lumber testified to the abandon with which the numerous campfires had been fed. It was late afternoon and his view of the city’s remnants were fading into shadow but he could see the tower that presumably marked the location of the portal. That would have been Alicia’s destination if she had found a way past those settled here.


  Instead of heading directly for the ruins, Sorial moved in the direction of the largest tent in the settlement, most likely that of the chieftain. If he could establish that his intentions weren’t hostile - an admittedly difficult task now that he had killed more than twenty men - he could proceed without having to worry about being ambushed or shot at. It seemed the most prudent move. Plus, if Alicia had been here, the leader would know.


  A small reception committee awaited Sorial’s arrival at the tent. Standing just outside the entrance flap were two people. One was attired in a manner befitting the leader of a military establishment such as this. The other was smaller in stature and appeared to be naked. As he drew closer and the figures became distinct, he received a shock to the system - the naked person, whom he had initially taken to be a boy, was Alicia, with her hair cut short and dyed dark. Even at this distance, there was no mistaking her. The man had her pinned against him and was holding a knife to her throat.


  Sorial’s recognition of the situation set his heart to thudding in his chest. Fear, tinged with a panic he hadn’t felt since Havenham, threatened to overcome him. It lodged in his gullet, making breathing difficult. If the man drew the knife across Alicia’s throat, there was nothing Sorial would be able to do to save her. To have come so far, to have come so close… He couldn’t lose her now. His mind screamed at the unfairness of it while, outwardly, he did everything possible to appear calm.


  Alicia wasn’t struggling, but he could tell she was alive. Possibly not in good health - her posture suggested that she was drugged, drunk, or injured - but alive. That was something at least. A hope to cling to like a lifeline.


  Sorial had closed the gap to twenty feet when the man finally spoke. The words stopped his progress. “Welcome, Sorial. I think you’re close enough. This isn’t how I planned for us to meet. But circumstances today haven’t at all gone the way I planned. Just goes to show how little men control things even in an era when there are no more gods to meddle in our affairs. I wonder what His Eminence Prelate Ferguson, our mutual friend” - he spat the word - “would think of that observation.”


  “Let her go,” said Sorial. He intended it to be a cold, emotionless command - the order of a wizard to a mortal, a dictate that couldn’t be refused. But the note of pleading in the words was unmistakable.


  “That wouldn’t be wise, would it? Let her go and my life would be worth shit. The only thing keeping me able to talk to you is this knife at her throat. You and I have to reach an accommodation, although perhaps not the one I hoped for. I expected you to come here looking for a portal, not after having visited one. What happened to poor Langashin, I wonder?”


  “Let her go and I’ll make sure you die quickly rather than in agony like him.”


  “Don’t be hasty. We’re two reasonable men. We can work this out.”


  “You say ‘reasonable’ when you’re holding a knife to her throat? What have you done to her?”


  “Just a little greenberry cider. What you don’t know is you’re not the only one to have stepped through a portal. Your woman has as well. I’m sure you can see how that complicates matters.”


  If this man was telling the truth, Ferguson had been right; his gambit had paid dividends. But it changed nothing. It didn’t lessen Alicia’s danger. And, even if she was a wizard, she was in no condition to help herself. She was insensible of her surroundings.


  On the periphery of his vision, Sorial saw men moving toward him. Although still a distance away, their progress was slow and inexorable. The chieftain was stalling for time, hoping to prolong the conversation long enough for his subordinates to attempt a rescue. Sorial took a step forward.


  “Stop. No closer. I don’t want to kill her, Sorial. Eliminate a wizard I saw created not six hours ago? But if you take another step in this direction, I will. If you do anything threatening, I will. Now, here’s my proposal. I have a flask of greenberry cider in my tent. It won’t do any permanent harm but it should cloud your mind sufficiently to make it difficult to attempt magic. Take a long, deep draught of it, swear on Lady Alicia’s life that you won’t act against me, and we’ll talk. I think you’ll find we have more in common than you might…” An expression of disbelief crossed his features. After doing little more than gently nicking Alicia’s flesh, the knife dropped from senseless fingers and his body collapsed immediately thereafter. The small rent in his left temple was the only evidence of the high velocity pebble Sorial had blasted into his head. There was very little blood, but death didn’t always demand copious amounts.


  Sorial sprinted to Alicia, who had crumpled without support from her captor. She was conscious although confused and was having difficulty struggling into a sitting position. He lifted her to her feet, cradling her shivering body. Using his one hand, he held her against him, skin to skin. It was the most intimate contact they had shared thus far. When he looked into her eyes, he saw recognition.


  “Sorial,” she whispered, smiling. “I thought it was you. Head’s all fuzzy. My Lord of Earth, come to my rescue.”


  He wept unashamedly. “I love you, My Lady of Water.”


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN: THE SHORT ROAD


  As night fell, Sorial and Rexall stood outside Maraman’s tent, the mood between them icier than the terrain. Inside, Alicia and Aiden slept. Neither would be ready to travel until morning at the earliest; Alicia was still suffering from aftereffects of the greenberry cider and Aiden was recovering from beatings that had comprised a preliminary “softening up” at the hands of one of Maraman’s underlings. While those two rested, Sorial and Rexall stood guard, peering into the growing darkness around them. Although many of the encampment’s denizens had quietly departed since their leader’s demise, the settlement wasn’t deserted, at least not yet. It was unlikely an attack would come; those who remained were inclined to give Sorial as wide a berth as possible. They were here because they had nowhere better to go. Nevertheless, with Alicia’s life at stake, he wasn’t going to chance anything.


  Sorial was still reeling from the double blow of learning that his mother and father were both dead - the latter by his own hand. Rexall had provided an account of events at the portal - of Kara’s sacrifice and Alicia’s transformation - but there were gaps in the story and Sorial hadn’t yet addressed Rexall’s role as Ferguson’s paid informant with his friend. The issue hung in the air between them, more impenetrable than the lowering darkness with its promise of snow.


  Sorial felt no grief over his father’s demise although he was surprised to learn of the warlord’s identity. Gazing at the dead man’s face, he had tried to remember if he had seen him pass through the stables at The Wayfarer’s Comfort but there was no sense of familiarity. This was just another old man; the scarring diminished any familial resemblance.


  He mourned Kara. His relationship with his mother had been fractious and characterized by misunderstandings, but he would miss her. They hadn’t been as close as either might have preferred but she had always been there for him in her own way, seemingly spending her entire life at the farm awaiting his visits. The things she had done were accomplished out of true belief in a cause. He now wished he had told her about Ariel. Knowing rather than merely suspecting that her daughter was alive might have prevented her final, desperate action. Kara had died not knowing whether Sorial had fulfilled his destiny, the one she had helped map out for him. One of the things he had planned to do upon his return to Vantok was to move her to a house more worthy of a wizard’s mother. Now, there would be no need. If he visited the farm, it would be an empty shell. The property would revert to whatever noble owned the land. He would find new farming tenants and there would soon be a new family occupying the ramshackle cottage.


  Amidst all this, Sorial also had to confront his feelings about Rexall. He was conflicted. Standing beside him was the same boy he had grown up alongside. For seven years, they had shared almost everything, their lives entwined as they had passed through adolescence into young adulthood. To learn that even a portion of that had been choreographed by Ferguson caused another fracture in Sorial’s already brittle sense of identity. But it was unbecoming for one such as him to feel self-pity. The portal had washed away that right.


  He could understand why Rexall had accepted money from the Temple. Its representatives were, after all, priests, and priests were supposed to be noble and trustworthy. For someone raised in poverty and forced to shovel straw and shit for a living, even a few extra coins could be a boon. Rexall, never inclined toward miserliness, had lavished some of his money on Sorial, often paying for drinks and occasionally for whores. Looking back, Sorial wondered why he had never questioned his friend’s largesse. Nevertheless, understanding was not the same as forgiving. The betrayal hurt, another tiny stab wound. Knowledge of it created a possibly insurmountable barrier between them.


  “We got to talk about it,” he said with a sigh, breaking the lengthy silence. There was no need to specify what was meant by it. “And if there’s any hope of salvaging some part of our friendship, I need honesty from you.”


  Rexall nodded. His face was as sober as Sorial could remember seeing it. No cocky grin or sarcastic sneer. Complete understanding and perhaps relief at being given a chance to unburden himself.


  “First, there’s something I need to know. Did you have anything to do with what happened to Annie?”


  Rexall appeared shocked by the question. “Never! Sor, I don’t think you understand how little I did for Ferguson. I wasn’t like Warburm and the others. He didn’t tell me his plans. In fact, till a season ago, I never met the man face-to-face. It was always through go-betweens. Always little things.”


  “Tell me. Everything.”


  “It started about a season after we met. A priest asked me if I was willing to do something to help His Eminence. Being the good, religious boy I was, I asked what was in it for me. He told me I would be ‘compensated.’ Not knowing what that meant, I asked for details and he handed me a small pouch of brass studs. I felt rich. He said he wanted me to keep being friends with you. That didn’t seem so bad: money for hanging around with someone I liked. From time-to-time, he came to me with questions about you. They were always dumb things. What did you think of your job? Did you like your master? How often did you see your mother and did you get along with her? Did you believe in the gods? Later, after you met Alicia, they asked a lot about her. Did you love her? Had you fucked her? Once in a while, they asked me to do little things. Like take you bathing in the river on Carannan’s property. They asked me to talk you out of becoming serious with Annie, as if I had any influence.”


  Sorial had to admit, those were all minor things. Compared to what others in his life - Warburm, Lamanar, Kara - had done, they were inconsequential. But he suspected that wasn’t everything. “What about after Alicia was sent to the temple? Did you tell them everything you and I talked about and all the messages I asked you to give to Alicia?”


  Rexall hesitated before answering. “Only what they wanted to know. Once they were sure you hadn’t run away, they didn’t ask much. Then, after you left with Warburm, they told me to contact them if Alicia proposed an escape plan, which they expected. She did, so I went to them. That’s when Ferguson met me in person.


  “His proposal was convoluted, but I suppose that’s always the case with him. I mean, if he wanted to get Alicia to a portal, why not send her to one with an armed escort? He loves playing games. Sometimes I think they’re more important to him than getting results. He offered me 100 gold - 50 in advance, 50 on completion. Do you know how long it would take me to earn that much legitimately? Of course you do. Never in a lifetime. Even the hardest working farmer or tradesman can’t earn a full gold in a year. To have a chance at that much… My duties, as they were described to me, were to aid Alicia in her ‘escape’, provide guidance and protection on the road to Ibitsal, and assess her ‘empathy’ with the portal. If it ‘touched’ her, I was to ensure by whatever means necessary that she pass through it. Ferguson believed her to be a wizard. He said that in case you failed, there had to be a second option or Vantok would be left unprotected in an upcoming war. And not just Vantok but potentially the entire continent. He said a lot of things about balance and the need to have as many sympathetic wizards as possible. I guess you could say he convinced me this was about more than the money. After all, what good’s coin if there ain’t no cities to spend it in?”


  “What happened at the portal?” asked Sorial. He had a sick feeling he knew the answer. Ensure by whatever means necessary that she pass through it. That sounded like Ferguson, who had said to Sorial: The path is open for your prospective bride, should she hear the portal, to step through it and emerge transformed. But had she stepped through of her own volition?


  Rexall hesitated again, an internal battle being waged between complete honesty and prevarication. But he hadn’t been the only witness to events. Eventually, Alicia would tell her version. “She was going to enter on her own. It was as if the portal was pulling her to it. Then your mother jumped and the violence of her death - I ain’t never seen nothing like it - frightened Alicia. That was the moment. I knew I wouldn’t get another chance, not with Maraman in charge. So… I pushed her.”


  Sorial bowed his head, fighting for calm. Part of him wanted to open the ground beneath Rexall’s feet and let the earth erase all trace of him. But this was Rexall, his friend. His supposed friend who had gambled Alicia’s life on the word of the scheming prelate. “She could have died. That push could have killed her.”


  “Ferguson said…”


  “You didn’t know. And you just saw my mother die. It would have been one thing for her to walk in on her own, to make that decision understanding the risks. But you took that away from her. You decided. You pushed her!”


  “Don’t the results matter? Ain’t the world a better place cause of what I did? Ferguson said she was born to be a wizard. Now she is one. How can you say I did wrong by her or by you? What would you have done in my place?


  “I would have let her choose.”


  “Do you know why she left the temple? Why we went on this long journey? To find you. To stop you. That was her goal - to take away your choice. In the end, she may have changed her mind, but that was the reason for it all. And if she had chosen not to enter the portal, what then? Let her be Maraman’s hostage? As far as I knew, you were dead. Was I supposed to let the opportunity pass? If you died somewhere in The Forbidden Lands, Maraman eventually would have tired of waiting for you and given her to his men for entertainment. And if you had succeeded, as you obviously did, she would have made you beholden to him. You think there was no justification for what I did?”


  Rexall’s arguments were persuasive, but Sorial couldn’t get beyond the stark truth that, if the scales of fate had balanced differently, the push would have killed Alicia. If another had previously claimed stewardship of Water, she would have perished as surely as Braddock and Kara had. He believed he could have forgiven all of Rexall’s other activities, but not the last one. It was too consequential. In a way, it was as bad as anything Warburm or Ferguson had done. A favorable result was not a justification.


  “You can’t travel back to Vantok with me. You’ll have to find your own way. I suppose you’ll want to claim the rest of your gold. You’ve earned it. First, though, I’ll ask you to escort Aiden back to Sussaman. They’ll welcome you there. You did Ferguson’s bidding; that’s something they understand. They’ll throw a feast in your honor and fete you through the Winter. Wine, willing women, and dancing - all things you love. But you and I, we’re done. You ain’t got to worry I’ll come after you. That’d be petty and I got bigger issues to worry about. But the trust between us is broken. Too broken for me to see a way to fix it. Now get some sleep. You and Aiden head west at first light.”


  * * *


  She slept. Peacefully it seemed to Sorial, the perfect picture of serenity. He gazed at her as if he had never before seen her, drinking in this image as if there would never be another. She looked different, but no less desirable. As he watched her in repose, he recognized how different she appeared from the pixie who had first invaded his stable and life all those years ago, before any of this had been real.


  She had cut her hair and colored it dark, although the dye was beginning to fade. Her body had ripened into a more womanly shape. While dressing her, he had noticed her fuller breasts and the tuft of fair hair between her legs. But she was thinner than he remembered, likely the result of having spent so much time on the road. He wondered when she had last experienced a good meal or spent a night in a comfortable bed.


  He had no doubt he would look more different to her than she did to him. He had lost a hand, toes, and pieces of an ear. He had new scars on his arms, back, and face. Two of his senses were dead. Yet the most important change for both of them was hidden. That change would define the remainder of their lives: The Lord of Earth, The Lady of Water.


  Alicia was dressed in the best fitting garment Sorial had been able to find, her own clothing having been lost. The robe she wore was many sizes too big but, cinched at the waist, it at least provided a buffer against the cold and a protection for her modesty (if the latter mattered to her).


  It was mid-morning and, outside the tent, the snow was falling at a regular pace, muting sound and hiding sins. It drifted through the vent hole to evaporate in the heat of the cooling rocks and embers. They were too old now to offer significant warmth but Sorial saw no reason to re-heat them, although he might have been able to do it by magic. As soon as Alicia awoke, they would be off. Until then, there were enough furs to ward off the cold’s bitterest edge.


  A part of him couldn’t believe she was really here with him after so much time spent waiting, wishing, hoping, and worrying. It also occurred to him that this was one of the few times they had been alone together. But they had paid a heavy price for this solitary togetherness. Lamanar, Kara, and Vagrum dead. Rexall dismissed. Sorial had lost more over the past season than Alicia; at least she still had a family. All he had left was a sister who wanted to kill him. And Alicia. They had each other. They could finally say that. Whatever else their individual journeys might have been about, the endpoint - being able to embrace one another without barriers of class or wealth interfering - had been worth the sacrifices. Or at least that was the case for Sorial. He hoped Alicia felt the same.


  He noticed that her left foot had slipped out from under the furs. He reached out to gently massage the sole. Her skin was smooth and soft to the touch. His feet were a mass of calluses. Working as a stableboy and a guard did not encourage nice feet. Alicia, on the other hand, had been raised in circumstances where anything longer or more rigorous than a morning stroll around the gardens was discouraged. Her trek to the North had undoubtedly been arduous but it had been undertaken on horseback.


  “They’re dirty.” He glanced up from her toes to see her regarding him curiously.


  “Not nearly as dirty as mine,” he replied, releasing her foot.


  She pouted. “That felt nice. No one has massaged my feet since I was a little girl. My mother used to do it back when we were… closer.”


  One subject about which Sorial was ignorant was Alicia’s relationship with her mother. He knew it was frosty, but he didn’t understand all the reasons for the distance. He had never met Lady Evane, although he had seen her a few times. In face and figure, Alicia took after her, although she had inherited her father’s eyes.


  “So it wasn’t all a dream.”


  “What part?” asked Sorial. “The part where we fucked like bunnies?”


  “That was your dream, stableboy.” She gave a wry smile. “I mean Ibitsal, the portal, your killing Maraman. Shit, I’m a wizard!”


  “The perfect match.”


  “Ferguson’s perfect match.” There was rancor in her tone, but also an element of wonder. Sorial had departed Vantok with the full intention of becoming a wizard or dying in the attempt. Alicia, on the other hand, hadn’t recognized her fate until standing in front of the portal. This wasn’t just new to her, it was unexpected.


  “Were you scared?” she asked. “At the portal, I mean. When you were looking into it? I’ve never seen anything so black.”


  Sorial considered, remembering what it had been like. “I didn’t have time to be scared. We were being chased by a lot of men who wanted to kill us. It was act or die. If I hadn’t gone through, they woulda cut me to pieces. There wasn’t no choice. Die by the portal or die by some sadistic warlord’s subjects. It didn’t seem to matter.”


  “I was scared. Shitless. Not at first. But when your mother jumped… You know about her?” Sorial nodded silently. She continued, “What happened to her was so brutal. She didn’t just die. She was torn to pieces. And she heard the call just as I did.”


  That surprised Sorial. It meant his mother had possessed the innate ability to wield magic. But she also had had the misfortune of being sympathetic to the same element as her daughter. Failing to consider her potential ability had been an oversight on Ferguson’s part. For a man who planned so meticulously, he had missed some obvious things. If he had known about Kara, would he still have used her to breed? Probably; he had wanted more than a single wizard in his stable. If possible, all four. Kara, Braddock, Sorial, Alicia - how close he had come…


  “He pushed me, you know? That bastard Rexall. Your choice of friends leaves a lot to be desired, stableboy.”


  “He told me after a little prodding. I sent him away. He’s on his way to Sussaman with Aiden. From there, he can make his own way. I don’t much care where he goes. I suspect he’ll wait for the Planting thaw and head south to Vantok, probably providing protection for a merchant along the way. Ferguson owes him money.”


  “Then you know… what he did? Everything he did?”


  “Ferguson told me some. Rexall told me the rest. Ain’t no reason for him to lie.”


  “Things would be different if he hadn’t pushed me. I don’t know whether to praise him or curse him.”


  “Maybe both.”


  “Maybe, but I never would have jumped on my own. After seeing Kara, I was paralyzed.”


  “Can you forgive him?”


  “No. I’m one to hold grudges. Not for pushing me into the portal, but for the role he played in Vagrum’s death. If not for the charade, Vagrum would be alive. That’s Rexall’s sin in my eyes. What about you, can you forgive him? When he and I spoke, he seemed to think you’d understand his motives.”


  “He’s right. That don’t mean I approve. Can I forgive him? I don’t know and, unless we meet again, it won’t matter. As far as I’m concerned, Rexall is a part of my past, not my future. I’ll deal with his return to Vantok if it happens.”


  “How much was I worth to him?” asked Alicia.


  Sorial was confused. “Worth?”


  “How much did Ferguson pay him to drag me up here and throw me into the portal?”


  “One hundred gold.”


  “One hundred??” She sounded mortally offended. “It should have been twice that at least!”


  “It’s the going rate. Same thing a bastard named Langashin was expecting to get paid for turning me over to Maraman.”


  Alicia started to say something then paused. For the first time, she noticed what she was wearing. “These aren’t my clothes.”


  “No, they ain’t. Your clothes were stripped away when you entered the portal.”


  “You saw me naked?” Her tone was accusatory.


  Sorial nodded. “Fair’s fair. You saw me naked too.”


  “I did?” Her face took on a look of intense concentration. “I don’t remember. When?”


  “When I got here. Earth-travel don’t allow clothing or other stuff. I came naked and unarmed.”


  “Damn. My senses were addled by Maraman’s greenberry cider. Tastes like piss.”


  “My senses were not addled when I put you in the robe and wrapped you in the furs.”


  “Did you like what you saw, stableboy?”


  “Very much.”


  “Look a little different than last time?”


  “Didn’t see much last time. You never gave me more than a peek.” Half-glimpses by the river. Nothing overly scandalous with Vagrum always so close. It had been dark both times they came close to consummating their relationship. Touch, not sight, had guided him on those occasions. His hands, not his eyes, had explored her. Now one of those hands was gone. Before today, he had never seen her naked, at least not properly. The reverse wasn’t true, and she remembered.


  “I’m hoping all parts of you have grown in equal proportion. Although, as I recall, you were well enough endowed when you were younger. Not that I have much to compare it to. My father was protecting my innocence so I’d go chaste to the bed of my future husband. Which, as it turns out, will be you.” She smiled one of those deliciously wicked smiles Sorial loved. The smile vanished when she caught sight of his stump. “What happened?” Her voice was stricken. For the first time, she seemed to see him as he truly was, with all the new scars and signs of recent injury.


  “Let’s just say I was outclassed in a swordfight. It’s a long story, but we got a week’s trip ahead of us if we’re going back to Vantok. Plenty of time to catch up and for you to start exploring your magic.”


  “If we’re going back to Vantok? You were considering somewhere else?”


  “We’re wizards. We can go where we like, live as we want.”


  “If not Vantok, where?” asked Alicia.


  “Any of the other five cities would be happy to have two wizards in residence. Or we could explore the world. Go beyond The Forbidden Lands. See what’s across the seas.”


  “It’s a nice fantasy, but… Stableboy, my whole life is in Vantok. I know it’s different for you, especially now that… your mother isn’t there. But everyone I know, everyone I care about is there. It’s not many people, but I could never forgive myself if I had it in my power to save them from what’s coming.”


  Sorial’s mouth quirked upward in a smile. “Nobility from a noble. No longer the spoiled brat. You’ve grown up.”


  “Was I that much of a bitch?”


  “More.”


  She laughed. “I guess I deserved that. So are we agreed to go home, to Vantok?”


  Sorial nodded. Besides, he was on a collision course with The Lord of Fire. If he ran, he could only run for so long. For all he knew, Ariel was tracking him at this moment. His use of magic above ground would have marked him if she was looking and listening. The key at the moment was to keep moving so she would only know where he had been, not where he was.


  “A week, you said? It took me nearly a full season to get here and I was on horseback. How long did it take you?”


  “Two days ago, I was with your father, King Azarak, and Ferguson. But we can’t go back the way I came. To be precise, you can’t go back that way.”


  “Because you think I won’t get naked?”


  “No,” replied Sorial with a laugh. It felt as good to laugh as to smile - two things Alicia had brought back to him. “I’m sure you would but it wouldn’t matter. I traveled under the ground, sliding through rock like water. But it only works for me - you’d slam into it like walking into a cliff face. I’m sure there’s a way I could take you with me, but I ain’t figured it out yet, and I ain’t gonna risk your life experimenting. But I can still turn a long, long road into a short one. We won’t make it in time for the Midwinter Carnival, which starts in two days, but we’ll be back before the first anniversary of our betrothal.” That was in a little more than two weeks, on Alicia’s sixteenth birthday.


  The ground began to tremble. Somewhere outside the tent, there was a sound like a rock fall.  “Come meet my new best friend, our steed for the return journey.”


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: THE PRISONER’S ADVICE


  Azarak couldn’t recall another Midwinter’s Day quite like this one: balmy and breezy, it was a perfect day for outdoor merchants to hawk their wares. People strolled the streets in light tunics and short leggings cut off above the knees. Laughing children played in parks and safer alleys. Out in the fields, farmers were nurturing crops approaching harvest readiness. All-in-all, it would have been a perfect Midsummer’s Day, but that’s not what the calendar said. The king recognized that less than a week’s travel to the north, the day would be celebrated traditionally: with hot spiced cider and families and friends gathered around crackling fires. Evergreen boughs, not a rainbow of gaily colored flowers, were the decoration of choice. In the morning, women would use hand picks to crack the night’s skin of ice on the surface of water wells and full bathing was unthinkable except in mansions where water could be heated in heavy iron tubs. In Vantok, the public bathing areas were still muddy from overuse.


  But if the heart of Winter was like the best of Summer, what would conditions be in two seasons, when the sun beat down relentlessly and night was a passing break between dusk and dawn? Vantok would wither and die, a baked wasteland uninhabitable by all but the heartiest weeds and insects. The king didn’t believe his people could survive another year like the last one, especially when early indications were that this one would be worse. Perhaps his invisible enemy’s plan was not for a military conquest at all. Maybe he just intended to wait until heat and drought depopulated Vantok, then walk in and take what was left.


  Azarak couldn’t engage that enemy. He might lose a war fought with swords and axes but at least he could strike at the opponent. In this case, he needed magic to counter magic, and that led to one inescapable conclusion. Salvation was in Sorial’s hands, and Sorial was in the North trying to save the woman he loved. There was no guarantee of his return regardless of whether he succeeded or not. He might well opt to take his abilities elsewhere, and who would blame him? The architect of that situation was Prelate Ferguson, currently a “guest” in the palace, held under lock and key and watched day and night. By all rights, he should be enjoying the accommodations of the dungeon, but Azarak had vetoed that suggestion when it was advocated by Toranim and seconded by Myselene. For all his faults, crimes, and alleged misdeeds, Ferguson was still the most powerful priest on the continent and had done nothing to warrant humiliation. Yet, to appease Sorial, Azarak recognized he might have to sentence Ferguson to death. And if that was the price to secure a wizard’s service, Azarak would pay it. The prelate was a relic of the past. He and his Temple had little place in the new order of things. Dead gods were not to be feared or worshipped. They could neither help nor harm.


  Azarak hadn’t seen Ferguson since, in disguise, he had arrived at the palace gates in the company of the innkeeper Warburm. He had been confined in a small, tidy room. Twice a day, he was allowed supervised walks in the inner palace gardens. His room, originally designed to house a junior page, was a mere ten feet by eight feet and contained only a bed, a small chest, and a chamber pot. Other than occasional requests for reading material from the king’s library, the prelate was a quiet and non-disruptive prisoner. He made no demands or threats. He appeared content to await Azarak’s pleasure, which was a refreshing change. Yet having him in custody did little to lessen the king’s troubles. Ferguson’s damage was of the past not the present, yet its ramifications could destroy the future.


  This morning, Azarak had chosen to interview Ferguson in his private audience chamber, where they had met so many times before. At the least, it would allow the prelate to maintain the fiction that they were still equals even though both knew the equation had changed. The king could have pressed his advantage and paid Ferguson a visit in his temporary quarters but that wouldn’t have been a positive step toward gaining the man’s cooperation.


  Admittedly, Azarak had been procrastinating when it came to conducting this interview. Ferguson’s situation had to be handled delicately and, for there to be an orderly ecclesiastical transition, the prelate had to be involved in the process, although he would not be allowed to pick his successor. The highest ranking priests would meet to ratify the king’s “suggestion,” but Ferguson’s approval would be invaluable. Additionally, Azarak wanted to avoid a public trial, since anything along those lines would turn into an ugly spectacle. That was the last thing the king wanted when also faced with a recalcitrant nobility, the impending arrival of his future father-in-law, and the increasing threat to his city from The Forbidden Lands.


  Ferguson was already seated when Azarak entered the room. He was calm, relaxed, and perfectly groomed. If Azarak hadn’t known better, he would have assumed that Ferguson had come directly from the temple, not been escorted here from a cell. If the prelate was unhappy about his current situation, nothing in his demeanor showed it. The king was nonplused, although he shouldn’t have been. What had he expected: a shaken, befuddled old man ready to throw himself on the mercy of the Crown? The portrait was so unlikely it was difficult to envision.


  “Your Majesty,” said Ferguson, nodding his head in acknowledgement but not rising.


  “Your Eminence,” responded Azarak with an equal lack of deference. He accepted a goblet of wine from a servant then dismissed the man to join Ferguson’s escorts in the hall outside. He and the prelate were alone.


  “I must admit, Your Majesty, I’m surprised it took so long for you to summon me. Four days. I assumed that, after I presented myself at the palace for confinement, I’d have the pleasure of your company almost immediately.”


  “Much of my time has been occupied cleaning messes you’ve had a hand in creating. And you allowed yourself to be arrested because Sorial commanded you to do so. By all that was once holy, I hope you’re right about Alicia, because if she hasn’t survived…”


  “These aren’t times for the timid, Your Majesty. If you lack the spine to sit on the throne and make the difficult decisions, it may be time to hand the city’s rulership to one who can.”


  “Such as you, perhaps?”


  Ferguson chuckled, apparently genuinely amused. “We have sparred with each other for years, yet you know me so poorly. I have no desire for your throne. Were it offered, I would turn it down. I have my own duties and obligations, laid upon me by those gods whose will I have always obeyed. It’s a sacred calling, even though those who issued it are no longer with us.”


  “Is it your sacred calling that your followers be kept ignorant of the fate of their gods?”


  “My sacred calling is to maintain the balance necessary for this world to continue its existence. This can’t be left to chance. There must always be men willing to make the necessary sacrifices. To achieve that aim, there’s nothing I wouldn’t dare. Chaos needs few allies; it’s the natural state of things. Order, however, must be nurtured if it is to stand as a bulwark against the darkness that always threatens.”


  “This is your justification? For all you’ve done?”


  Ferguson shrugged. “I’ve done little enough. There’s much more that needs to be achieved. Vantok is no longer my primary concern; its needs are secondary.”


  “Dangerous words from one who may soon stand trial for treason.”


  “Come, Your Majesty. Neither of us is naïve enough to believe it will ever come to that. You can’t afford the political capital that would be lost in such a trial. One of two things will happen. You’ll pardon me under condition that I resign as prelate and accept some form of incidental punishment or you’ll have me quietly assassinated while I sit in my cell. My obvious preference is for the former but should you deem it unacceptable then there’s little I can do to prevent my death. But let me warn you: I have amassed such a wealth of knowledge about wizards over the course of my lifetime that you would be foolish to throw away the advice I could provide to you and the two who will soon be at your disposal.”


  “And if one of those wizards demands your head as payment for his services?”


  “Then I will bow before the headsman’s ax after saying a few suitably pious last words. I doubt it will come to that, however. Exile would also be a poor choice. You would do well to keep me close.”


  “You argue that I should appoint you to a position as an advisor?” Azarak was incredulous, although the arrogance of the suggestion wasn’t out of character.


  “Sorial and Alicia have power. Perhaps power enough to defeat The Lord of Fire and The Lady of Air. But they lack knowledge and understanding of the larger canvas. They see only what is immediately in front of them; I believe our adversary has his sights set on a distant target. Without the knowledge I have accrued over the decades, your wizards will be stumbling in the dark.”


  “You’re correct in one thing: one condition for keeping your head will be that you resign your position immediately. And I want you to stand at my side when I make a speech to the people informing them that the era of the gods is over and the era of man has come. The people of Vantok deserve to know the truth they have thus far been prevented from hearing.”


  “Truth?” Ferguson spat the word like a curse, showing anger for the first time. “Listen to your words, Your Majesty! You sound like an idealistic fool rather than the ruler of one of the world’s great cities. Never have I been more disappointed in you than at this moment. Have you considered the ramifications of this ‘honesty’ you propose? Do you think I’ve been silent about this matter out of a perverse desire to keep the people in ignorance?”


  It was as stinging a reprimand as Azarak had received since taking the throne and, even though he sat in judgment of Ferguson, he felt as if their positions were reversed. “You go too far…”


  “I don’t go far enough! Let me enlighten you, Your Majesty. Let me gaze into the future and tell you where your fine, noble sentiments will lead us. You seem the kind to believe in simplistic concepts like good and evil. Well, what you propose is evil. It’s vile, destructive, and pointless. It could result not only in the end of Vantok but could provoke a calamity from which all of civilization would never recover. You would jeopardize everything for the sake of a principle? If that isn’t evil, I don’t know what is.”


  “Evil? You call me evil? You, who would risk bringing devastation upon Vantok for a gamble?”


  “Are we now going argue which one of us is more likely to bring humankind to the brink of oblivion? If you make this bold speech, your words will throw Vantok into anarchy, if not civil war. Some will disbelieve your assertion, which will be seen by many as ludicrous, and you will lose their loyalty. Some who accept your proclamation will fall into a state of despair, uncertain how to live or whether life is in fact worth living. Lawlessness will become an epidemic that a depleted and demoralized Watch will be unable to curb. The streets will run red with blood. The riots of Basingham will be minor by comparison. The violence there occurred when a lesser priest gave validation to rumors of the gods’ departure. How much more damning if the secular ruler of the most celebrated city in the South made a statement to the same effect?”


  “Wouldn’t you agree, as one who stood as humanity’s link to the divine, that people deserve to understand that the gods they worship are no longer there? That their prayers won’t be answered because there’s no one to hear them?”


  “Some prayers will still seem to be answered, if only by happenstance. People need gods. They need faith. They need to believe in something bigger than themselves. It gives them succor when the world around them seems to be collapsing. They don’t want truth. Those who desire it can seek it out. There’s no upside to making a speech declaring the gods to be dead unless it’s to sate a need within yourself. On the contrary, the best way to elevate morale is to maintain a fiction that they still exist.”


  “You think we should lie to the populace?”


  “It wouldn’t be the first time. There’s a long and honored tradition of leaders, both secular and religious, withholding information from the citizenry. It’s easy enough to conceal an undesirable truth. When the rumor first surfaced, it created great unease but, because the Temple never confirmed it and continued to function much as it always had, the majority of Vantok’s populace was able to put it aside. Now, if we assert that the wizards are gifts from the gods - which, indeed, they are - we can strengthen men’s faith rather than weakening it. That will make them more malleable. They will face an uncertain future with fortitude rather than fear and despair.”


  “So, instead of ceding all power to the Crown, you believe it should remain divided.”


  “Place the Temple in a subordinate position to the Crown if you think that best. My concern is the pursuit of balance, not petty things like who has the loudest voice in the governance of the city. With all due respect, Your Majesty, I don’t think you understand the full gravity of the situation we face. There are no more gods. There is no ‘greater power’ standing between us and oblivion. And there’s every reason to believe a malevolent force out there seeks our annihilation.”


  Azarak disliked being called parochial as much as he disliked the superior, lecturing tone Ferguson had adopted. It was as if he was ten years old again, being scolded by a tutor for not learning his lesson or failing to apply reason to a hypothetical situation. The problem was, they had often been correct. Was that the case now? Were his plans short-sighted?


  “It is likely that our adversaries seek not only dominion over this continent but over realms beyond. Without a divine buffer against whatever may be happening in The Otherverse, we stand on the edge of a cliff that could crumble beneath us at any moment. Imagine all that raw power at the beck of a human being. He could become a god but without wisdom and forbearance.”


  The speech was remarkable for its frankness; Azarak couldn’t recall Ferguson ever being so straightforward. Thinking back to the reading and research he had done before Sorial was unveiled as Ferguson’s choice for Vantok’s wizard, Azarak recalled mentions of The Otherverse. He had never fully understood their meaning but the implications of a man entering The Otherverse were couched in the direst of language. From within The Otherverse, the primal energies that made magic possible could be manipulated in their most basic form without the need for elemental synergy.


  “For the moment, Your Majesty, I can do no more than act the penitent and advise. My power has been stripped away. I tell you this: the surest way to lose your throne is to proclaim a ‘truth’ that the majority of your subjects don’t want to hear. You’re already embroiled in a war with an unruly nobility that opposes your policies of taxation, austerity, and conscription. Declaring the gods to be dead would provide them with ammunition and allies in their quest to usurp the Crown. Maintaining the status quo and showcasing Sorial as a gift from the gods will bolster your support and quell your enemies - at least those within the city. You should be preparing for a war against outside forces, not those within Vantok. Be a king: use all the tools at your disposal and stop being so damn sentimental about the ramifications of making a mistake.”


  * * *


  “Where is Sorial and when will he return to Vantok?” asked Justin.


  Ariel shrugged, the gesture barely noticeable because of the oversized robes she favored. She didn’t have an answer. She had just spent time in the North at the ruins of the city Ibitsal, but he wasn’t there - or at least he had no longer been there when she arrived. Indications were that she had missed him by perhaps a day or two at most. But she at least had discovered his reason for visiting the icy wasteland. If he served no other purpose, Sorial had removed one item from Ariel’s list of things to do before she died.


  “He was at Ibitsal.”


  Justin, who had been distractedly sharpening a knife, put the blade down and gave her his full attention. “Oh? The portal?”


  “Perhaps indirectly. He was there to kill his father. My father.”


  “Maraman? What was Maraman doing there?  Last I heard, he was down here, in The Forbidden Lands.”


  “That was years ago. Apparently, he brought a large force with him to Ibitsal to set a trap for Sorial, expecting him to use that portal. Kill him, capture him, recruit him - who knows? I guess the assassins weren’t working too well. My brother refused to play the victim’s role. Maraman didn’t survive a pebble shot through his skull into his brain.”


  “Sounds like your brother has learned a little finesse. All the more reason to find him and eliminate him.”


  “Now that he’s in the open - if he stays there - he should be easy enough to track.”


  “When you find him, I don’t want you going after him alone. He’s had enough time to become dangerous and air is not a good match for earth.”


  Ariel bristled at the apparent lack of faith. “You think I couldn’t beat him?”


  “If you were to misstep, he could seize the opening. He has more raw power than you; he’s younger and fresher. If I was placing a bet, it would be on you, but that doesn’t mean things couldn’t go the other way. And your history with him doesn’t inspire confidence. When it comes to striking a death blow, are you sure you could do it?”


  “Yes. I protected him when he wasn’t a threat. Now that’s changed and I know what needs to be done.”


  “Better not to take risks. Locate him and we’ll formulate a plan to remove him together. He might get lucky against one wizard. Two should be able to overwhelm him with relative ease. There’s no cause for either of us to face him one-on-one unless absolutely necessary. Now, what of your other initiative?”


  “Everything is in readiness. All we need is for the players to take their positions. The contingent from Obis is crawling southward, hampered by bad weather. They’ll be at least a week late.” She paused for a moment before adding, “You know, I could kill Rangarak by myself. It would be easier and cleaner that way.” The potential for something to go wrong was much greater with their current plan.


  Justin shook his head. “The point isn’t to put a new king on the throne of Obis; one’s as good or bad as the next. They’re all warmongers. Our objective is to create chaos in Vantok and suspicion between Rangarak’s forces and Azarak’s army. An unquestioned death wouldn’t accomplish that. Besides, I need to know whether my new trick is as effective as I believe it to be. If it is, it may provide an effective means of eliminating your brother.”


  Ariel was dubious. “If you say so. But if we get into a position to capture Sorial’s blood, it would probably be easier to spill all of it rather than steal a little.”


  “The art of strategy isn’t developing the main plan; it’s devising contingencies. Sometimes, Ariel, you’re too impulsive and your thinking is too linear.”


  “What of your ‘secret weapon,’ the djinn? Have you made contact yet?”


  “Last night I was granted an audience with their leader, the efreet. I must admit, he’s more powerful than I supposed he would be. It appears that, to win his aid and that of his underlings, I must engage him in single combat to prove my worth. Only twice before have the djinn served human masters and both occasions were long ago. They’d be powerful allies in any war but I must weigh the value of using them against the danger of obtaining their support. The results of a battle with the efreet are by no means certain. He has all the elements at his command. I only have fire.”


  “And if you should die?”


  “Then, my dear, all this…” He spread his arms wide to indicate the ever-growing army massing beyond the walls of his command tent. “…shall be yours, to do with as you see fit.” Death, however, wasn’t in Justin’s plans. It was something to be avoided at all costs because, although Ariel might be able to conquer and unite the six major human cities, she was largely ignorant of the final phase of Justin’s plan, the thing for which all the battles and their associated carnage was but a prologue. If not him, there was none other. So he had to survive. But time was growing short. He could sense the telltale signs that his body was beginning to weaken. For those who used magic, it was inevitable, and Justin had lived longer than most. Twenty-five years as a wizard. History recorded few with tenures as long. The timetable for war had to be advanced, the preparations expedited. Another year might bring him five thousand more men, but he didn’t have that long, and the djinn might be worth their equal. For better or worse, that would likely mean risking everything to achieve an alliance with the secretive elemental creatures.


  “Do what you can to funnel as many of Maraman’s people here as are interested in joining our army.” More men, especially battle-hardened ones, were always welcome. Justin had recently absorbed the remnants of the force Sorial had scattered from Havenham. “Then find Sorial. Don’t just look. Find. You have dominion over the air. He breathes it. Figure out how to use that basic fact to track him.”


  The stiffening of Ariel’s posture indicated she wasn’t happy with the rebuke contained in Justin’s orders, but she didn’t challenge him. She might pout and chafe a bit - that was her way - but, in the end, she would do what was required. When it came to the djinn, so would he.


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: A WATERY EMBRACE


  “Does it have a name?” asked Alicia, gesturing vaguely into the darkness. There, hidden by the night, rested the rock wyrm, who was serving the duty of sentry as well as providing transportation.


  “No. It wouldn’t understand the purpose. It ain’t like a dog where you call it something and it answers to it.”


  “How many are there? One of my tutors told me they were extinct like dragons and trolls.”


  “There ain’t many, but if I concentrate, I can sense others, burrowing in the deep rocky places, down beneath the roots of the highest mountains. Ain’t many creatures of the earth left, unless you count worms and other tiny things. Most of the legendary ones like trolls have either died or gone into hiding in places where men can’t hunt them.”


  Alicia was curled into a ball by his side, her arm draped across his chest. They had become accustomed to sleeping close like this under a pile of furs to ward off the cold. Tonight, the coverings were unnecessary, at least for purposes of warmth. The fire they had lighted to cook their dinner was extinguished and they had discarded the furs in favor of a lighter blanket. Alicia, who disliked the stench of imperfectly cured hides, was pleased. There would still be a chill during the darkest hours of night but, within the outer limits of Vantok’s heat bubble, it was noticeably milder. This was the sixth day of their southbound trek. Tomorrow, they would be home. Sorial had thought the same thing a little more than a week ago, but this time he knew it to be true. Alicia was by his side. All was well, at least for the moment.


  “It’s strange, isn’t it? Touching another mind, especially one so small and focused.” Alicia had experienced it for the first time this evening when they stopped by a small pond. She had lured several fish to the edge and encouraged them to swim into Sorial’s waiting hands. Cooked and cleaned, they had become dinner.


  “The first few times, yes. But you get used to it. It’s like anything else - the novelty wears off with practice.”


  “Like sex?”


  Sorial laughed. The way she had teased him during their journey, it was as if she was the experienced one and he was the virgin, rather than the other way around. By unspoken agreement, they had decided to wait to consummate the relationship until they arrived at their destination. Sex under a pile of furs next to a fire had its appeal, but they were both tired and sore after a long day riding atop the rock wyrm. As sure-footed and fast-moving as the creature was, it wasn’t designed for the comfort of its riders. Sorial yearned for the relative smoothness of in-ground travel but that was an impossibility with Alicia as a passenger. They had to stay above the earth. And that meant enduring a constant barrage of bumps and jolts. Every evening, his buttocks, lower back, and thighs felt as if they had been bludgeoned. He knew it was the same for Alicia, but she never complained.


  “Like sex,” said Sorial. It would have been easy enough to make it happen now. He knew she wouldn’t protest if he turned her on her back and climbed atop her. But sleep was creeping up on him fast and, though he could envision the scene in his mind, his aching body was unwilling to enact it.


  The next morning dawned clear. Sorial sat up to watch the sun slide above the eastern horizon of the flat, grassy plains that surrounded Vantok for miles to the north and west. The city was still too distant to be seen, even as a speck on the horizon, but the rock wyrm’s distance-eating gait would quickly change that. Care had to be taken, however. They had stayed clear of inhabited regions on the journey south, crossing The Broken Crags where there was no pass and staying away from settlements large and small. As they drew closer to Vantok, the potential for an encounter increased. Eventually, they would have to dismiss the creature and cover the final miles on foot.


  Sorial glanced at the rock wyrm, lying close by. Unmoving, it might easily be mistaken for a large mound of stones. But Sorial could feel its life force and energy. It yearned to return to the underground but would remain beneath the sky for as long as Sorial needed it. He tried to convey to it that the journey was nearly complete, but it didn’t understand. For the rock wyrm, past and future had no meaning. There was only now.


  Alicia, still damp from her morning bath, was sitting cross-legged near the remains of the previous night’s cooking fire, sipping from a water skin and watching him. She had discovered a way to pull water from the air and use it to wash herself without experiencing a chill. She did this every morning before he awakened. She was warmer when wet than when dry. She used a similar trick to keep their water skins full. She could draw water up through the ground as well but didn’t like the “unclean” taste. Sorial preferred it that way. Drinking a little dirt never hurt anyone.


  “You need a bath,” said Alicia. “How long has it been since your last one?” Sorial recalled that she had been obsessed with hygiene long before entering the portal. Becoming The Lady of Water had merely intensified her need for cleanliness.


  “My affinity is for dirt, dust, and mud. Baths ain’t my thing.”


  “That’s an excuse. You always liked being dirty. It must be because you spent so much of your life in that filthy stable. The only job dirtier than that is cleaning chamber pots and privy pits.”


  Sorial didn’t bother to mention that her observation wasn’t correct. He had cleaned more than one chamber pot and privy pit in his day and there were times, especially during the heat of the summer, when a stable was dirtier. The animals did all the things humans did and weren’t as neat about it.


  Regarding the large man’s robe that had been her sole garment since leaving Ibitsal, Alicia made a tsk-tsk sound. “We can’t present ourselves at the palace gates looking like this. We’ll be turned away as vagabonds.”


  “I’m sure your father will be more than happy to help. Last week, he used some old clothing in his wardrobe to transform me from a beggar into a lord. You can slip into one of your old dresses.”


  “If they fit. I’ve lost weight. So have you, stableboy.”


  Sorial knew it to be true, but most of what he had lost was shed before his most recent visit to Vantok. His appearance wouldn’t startle Carannan, but Alicia’s might. They had agreed to visit her father first upon returning to the city. As before, he would provide for Sorial’s admission to the palace. They had also agreed no one would be told of Alicia’s transformation. That was something to keep secret, at least for now. Of the living, only Rexall, Aiden, Sorial, and Alicia knew what had happened at the portal. Sorial’s status as The Lord of Earth would become public knowledge but Alicia would be known only as The Wizard’s Bride.


  “Have you ever seen the ocean?” asked Sorial.


  “Not that I can remember.”


  “Really? It’s less than a day away from Vantok.”


  “I led a sheltered childhood. I was lucky enough to be allowed to spend time by the river or visit a stable at a disreputable inn. I once asked my father if I could visit the seaside and he said the ocean looked like a bigger version of the river during a storm and the water was so bitter you couldn’t drink it. Plus, the fisheries where the fresh catches were brought in by wagon smelled so bad they made me sick.”


  “One of the first things we need to do once we get settled is take you to the sea. There’s only so much you can accomplish on dry land. We need to see what you can do surrounded by water. I spent more than a half-season virtually entombed.”


  “Won’t the river be enough? It’s convenient.”


  “Maybe for some purposes. But you’ve got to experience the ocean. You’ve got to immerse yourself in it - feel its power and make that power yours. So far, everything you’ve done has been tiny. Can’t you feel the need to do something more, something bigger?”


  Alicia considered for a moment then nodded. “A kind of itchiness. Something pent-up. I feel it. It’s been there since the portal. When I do something, even something little, it gets me excited but doesn’t provide relief.”


  “I think of it as ‘magical frustration.’ It’s a lot like sexual frustration, actually. And releasing the power isn’t much different from having an orgasm. But magic drains you. You’ll feel this the first time you really let go. You pay the first price at the portal then keep paying for the rest of your life, however long that lasts.”


  During their journey, Sorial had shared with her what he had surrendered to the portal. She hadn’t reciprocated and he didn’t press her. She would tell him her price when she was ready. It was nothing he could outwardly identify. She had all her senses and was physically whole. He didn’t worry about it. It couldn’t be undone and, as far as he could see, it wasn’t impairing her.


  “Visits to the palace and temple libraries are necessary,” said Alicia. “I’m sure there are plenty of books and scrolls dating back to the time before the gods stripped away magic. It will make for dull reading but should help us better understand our powers.”


  “I’ll leave that to you.”


  “Oh… Sorry, I forgot. You can’t read.”


  “Not much call for reading and writing when you work in a stable. Rexall knew his letters and tried to teach me when we were kids but I could never get the hang of it. So when it comes to spending time in libraries, that’s something you can do. I’ll take care of chasing away the mice, though.”


  She sniffed as if affronted. “My trip from Vantok to Ibitsal cured me of my fear of mice. I’ve seen far nastier things.”


  “Oh. Then you won’t be bothered that one just slipped under your robe.”


  Alicia leapt to her feet with a shriek. Her expression of panic turned to a scowl when she realized there was nothing there.


  “Just checking,” said Sorial.


  * * *


  It was hot. Not brutally hot like during Summer but warmer than it had ever been in the heart of Winter. Vantok lay ahead, more than the mere smudge on the horizon it had been when they dismissed the rock wyrm. The sun was halfway down on its rapid afternoon descent from zenith to horizon. It would be twilight before they entered the city.


  Alicia was excited. Sorial could tell by her impatience and the quickness of her steps. She wasn’t running but he had to stride purposefully to match her pace. It occurred to him that, when she had left Vantok on her quest to protect him from the Ibitsal portal, she may not have expected to return. Her plan might have been for the two of them to go into exile and live out their lives in blissful obscurity. It certainly hadn’t been for them to fill two of four wizard’s slots.


  “It’s getting worse. All the time, it’s getting worse.” Alicia was referring to the weather. “We have to do something. It’s pleasant enough now but come Summer, no one will be able to live around here.”


  That was the crux of Sorial’s problem. He agreed with her that something had to be done. But, short of killing Ariel and The Lord of Fire, he didn’t know what. Alicia could squeeze rain out of the parched clouds but how much good would that really do? A few drops lapped up by a scorched surface that needed a deluge. She could cause water to seep up through the ground, but that wouldn’t address the core problem. Was there a way for him to transfer the coolness of the underground to the air? That would provide some relief, but how could it be done? Could Earth alone solve the problem or would he need Water’s help?


  Two hours later, they walked past the two guards at the ungated southern entrance to the city, the one where they were least likely to be stopped and questioned. Here, the wide north-south Vantok road narrowed to become the city’s main thoroughfare. Anyone using it to traverse the entirety of Vantok would pass through the peasants’ quarter, by the palace gates, and near to the temple before emerging into the rich farmland to the north. Neither of the armed men at the entry checkpoint spared them more than a cursory glance. They were just two more peasants hurrying home at sundown. The light blue sky was already deepening to indigo. It was a Winter dusk with Summer climate - as odd a weather juxtaposition as Sorial had ever encountered. In the distance, above all the one-story houses that formed this poorer section of the city, Sorial could see the palace. Beyond that, blocked from his view at this location, was the temple. Sorial wondered where Ferguson was at this moment. When he had departed a week ago, Vantok was crackling with political tension. Had the situation improved or worsened during his absence?


  “Anywhere in particular you want to go? It’s a little late to make our grand entrance at the palace now.” Azarak might not agree, but Sorial welcomed one more night before being immersed in the city’s political cauldron. How they spent their remaining hours of freedom was Alicia’s choice. For Sorial, the city was more about the past than the present. Everyone was gone. Kara and Lamanar were dead, their crumbling cottage home only to the vermin that had crept in from the fields. Darrin and Brendig no longer patrolled the streets. Annie’s ashes had long since been scattered to the winds. Rexall was somewhere in the North and, even if he had been in Vantok, Sorial wouldn’t have sought him out. There were always Warburm and some of his friends in Carannan’s militia, but he didn’t trust the former and felt little connection to the latter.


  “No king tonight. No prelate tonight. Not even my father tonight. I just want to absorb being back in Vantok with you. Like it used to be.”


  They were too young for nostalgia but Sorial could nevertheless feel the pull of the past. So much had changed in the year since they had hatched desperate plans to spend the rest of their lives with one another. If they had known then what would be required to get to where they were now, would they have had the courage to forge ahead?


  They walked the streets like any young couple, garnering no attention. Twilight gave way to dusk and dusk to night. Lanterns were lit high on poles lining the major streets. The stars twinkled in the sky above; a crescent moon hung low in the west, ready to follow the sun. All was peaceful. For how much longer, Sorial wondered. The world had undergone a fundamental change, yet Vantok seemed rooted in the ways of the past - a time when there were gods but no wizards.


  Almost as if by mutual consent, their footsteps led Sorial and Alicia away from the city’s busy thoroughfares and toward the less crowded outer streets. Sorial moved on Alicia’s left so he could hold her hand. The strolled in a companionable silence, headed for the river.


  They heard the water before they saw it, a silvery stream illuminated by the scant light of the stars and reflecting the young moon.


  They kissed by the bank of the river under the calm gaze of that moon, their lips brushing gently at first, then with more insistence. It had been a long time since Sorial had kissed anyone like this.


  He felt her tongue against his, gently probing, uncertain. He opened his mouth to allow her to explore. He could sense her arousal and was having a hard time keeping his in check. Why bother? It’s not as if we need to worry about Vagrum coming over to break us apart. We’re together. Everyone who matters wants us together. This is no longer forbidden.


  She stepped back and shimmied out of the robe. In the moonlight, her skin glowed. With a peel of laughter, she jumped into the river. He could hear more than see her splashing. Finally, she was in her element.


  She played for a surprisingly long time. Sorial was content to wait, sitting on the edge, allowing his feet to slide under the water’s surface. Once his erection subsided, he was able to enjoy the evening with only an undercurrent of desire. He wished he could see her more clearly, cavorting like a fish. He briefly allowed his mind to merge with the ground, sending out feelers for the nearest people; he didn’t want to be interrupted by an intrepid member of Carannan’s household guard. But the nearest men were some distance away and not moving in this direction.


  “Get in here, stableboy! Water may not be your element, but you smell.” Her voice was husky, the throatiness unfamiliar, but the teasing, commanding tone she often used with him was still there.


  Sorial removed his mud-spattered traveling clothing, borrowed from Maraman’s camp. He entered the water and found that, wizard or not, he wasn’t immune to the inevitable physical byproducts of its coolness. Vantok might be locked in a bubble of heat, but the river originated in a place where Winter still held sway.


  “It’s amazing!” Alicia’s voice was ecstatic. Sorial might have agreed with her if his teeth weren’t chattering. “Come here, stableboy. I want you to experience what I’m feeling.”


  He made his way toward her, half-wading, half-swimming. She was in the deepest part of the river, where the current was at its fastest. Once, when the river had been mighty and threatened to overflow its banks, treading water in the middle might have led to them being washed downstream toward the public bathing area. Now, the flow was gentle enough that it took little effort to remain in place.


  As he came alongside her, he was aware of their mutual nakedness in a way he hadn’t been at Ibitsal. Then, it had been utilitarian, a necessity of circumstance. Now, there was an erotic charge to everything, perhaps because Sorial knew where their playfulness was headed. Tonight, there would be no interruptions.


  She sidled around behind him and molded her body to his. He could feel the softness of her breasts, tipped by the hard nubs of her nipples, pressed against his back. The feathery down between her legs grazed his buttocks. An amazing sense of warmth and comfort flowed from her body into his. The water began to effervesce, tiny bubbles fizzing in a cocoon around them, protecting them, encouraging them. Alicia wrapped her legs around him, ankles locked above his groin, and began to lightly kiss his neck - little pecks that were incredibly, almost painfully arousing. With her hands, she reached around his torso and began to play with the first thing her fingers encountered. He let out a low groan.


  “It’s time,” she whispered into his ear.


  He couldn’t agree more.


  * * *


  By the time Sorial awakened, the sun had crested the eastern horizon. His body was pressed against Alicia’s, his limbs entwined with hers. Her hair, returned to its natural golden color, brushed against his face. They were naked and filthy, having exited the water for a second coupling in the dirt and mud on the bank.


  He was physically exhausted, but it was a good sort of tired. Based on her outward reactions, Alicia had enjoyed the night’s activities as much or more than he had. A woman’s first time was said to be painful, but she had shown no discomfort. He wondered whether she had used magic as an analgesic. He had nearly drowned at the moment of his release, breathing in a mouthful of water. In her element, Alicia hadn’t experienced a similar problem but it was wonder her screams of ecstasy hadn’t attracted attention. She had been just as loud the second time, but no one had come to investigate.


  He felt her stir against him. Her eyelids fluttered open and she turned lazily to gaze at his face. “I’m sore.” Not exactly the romantic good morning he had expected.


  “I ain’t surprised,” he said, gently disentangling himself from her. “The word insatiable comes to mind.”


  “You know that word? You didn’t seem to mind it.”


  “Oh, I enjoyed it tremendously. It’s just that I expected you to be more… reserved, I guess. Sex is messy and I don’t recall you having much liking for messy things.”


  “My journey cured me of those phobias. Any time I fantasized about my first time during the past year, it was here with you. Not in a luxurious bedroom, but here in the open. Although I didn’t think it would be this dirty. I need a bath.” So saying, she rose gingerly to her feet and slid into the water. Sorial followed suit. In principle, he didn’t mind the filth and grime but there was the likelihood of a royal audience to consider.


  His swim was perfunctory, serving its purpose of cleaning off the heaviest dirt. He was dressed before Alicia emerged from the water. She was playing, exploring ways to use her newly acquired abilities. Fish that normally avoided people nibbled at her legs. The water was bubbling as it had done last night. She was in her element. He sat and watched.


  Eventually, she emerged from the water scrubbed clean and refreshed. The water dripped off her naked body and Sorial felt himself harden inside his trousers. He mentally reprimanded himself. Now wasn’t the time for that, although it was an open question when they might get another opportunity. Azarak would have needs and expectations and one of those would be the immediate public recognition of Vantok’s new prized citizen. And once Sorial’s status was known, the demands on his time would be extreme.


  “I don’t suppose we’ll be able to do it again tonight,” pouted Alicia as she slipped into her robe with an expression of distaste. Even though she washed it daily, she treated the garment as if was contaminating her newly cleaned body. Sorial sighed. He could envision the future disagreements already about what constituted “sufficient” bathing.


  “Your father awaits, Milady.”


  “This is where it gets interesting,” replied Alicia. Then, with Sorial trailing, she headed in the direction of Carannan’s house, home at last but not the same girl who had left.


  CHAPTER NINETEEN: THE LORD OF EARTH


  Alicia’s reunion with her father was as emotional as Sorial had expected, with many tears shed on both sides. There were hugs and kisses and a proclamation from Alicia that all was forgiven, not that Carannan likely believed he had done anything for which forgiveness was mandated. He, like Kara and Lamanar and many others, had acted as his conscience dictated. Sorial wondered if such a claim could be made of Ferguson, or whether he had evolved to a state where the concept of a conscience no longer had meaning. It was possible that the prelate viewed as “good” what others considered to be “evil.”


  Curiously, Carannan didn’t ask about Alicia’s status with respect to magic, and neither she nor Sorial volunteered any information. He sensed this was their secret to be divulged if and when they saw fit. He was happy enough just to embrace his daughter. Sorial watched with bittersweet feelings. It was touching to see the outpouring of affection between Alicia and her father, but seeing them together emphasized the cold reality of Sorial’s life.


  Alicia’s greeting of her mother was restrained. This was the first time Sorial had formally met Lady Evane. Despite being well into her middle years, she retained the beauty of youth. Looking at her, Sorial felt he might be gazing at Alicia in twenty years - the same wheaten hair, although streaked with silver; the same slender body and finely sculpted features; the same button nose. But her chocolate eyes, so different from Alicia’s tiny emeralds, provided portals into a lonely existence. Although he didn’t know her, Sorial’s heart went out to her. Before now, he hadn’t realized how closely her feelings might mirror his own mother’s. Both women had surrendered their children and the abandonment had left a scar that would never fully heal.


  He could guess at her life’s story, starting with an austere upbringing under the careful watch of an imposing religious figure. Ferguson again, always Ferguson. Everything came back to Ferguson. Once of age, she had been married into a loveless union with Duke Carannan because her bloodline was conducive to producing a magically adept child. Later, all contact with her only child had been controlled and limited because the girl was being groomed for duties that Lady Evane might not understand or agree with. Only now did Sorial realize how fully Ferguson’s shadow had eclipsed Alicia’s life. He and she were both products of the prelate’s manipulations, their existences ordered and directed by him. Perhaps Sorial should be grateful; after all, without Ferguson, he and Alicia would never have been born.


  Sorial wondered what Alicia’s mother was thinking about him. Evane likely wasn’t aware of his unique status. If someone had bothered to tell her, she likely would have dismissed them as mad. All she saw was a shabbily dressed young man with one hand and a scarred face. But she controlled her reactions well when taking Sorial’s hand. The shock and revulsion she might have felt never touched her features. She was perfectly cordial, just as she was with Alicia. If she was relieved to find her daughter alive and well, there was no sign of it. She poured the tea in delicate little cups and sat sipping it in silence as father and daughter chatted animatedly about Alicia’s journey. Evane wasn’t listening or, if she was, she wasn’t apprehending what was being said.


  Eventually, the time arrived to approach the king. Carannan had sent a messenger ahead with a note that read simply: “His Magus and his betrothed request a private audience with His Majesty.” When they reached the palace, newly dressed in clean, presentable clothing, Sorial and Alicia were escorted immediately to Azarak’s private sanctum. No one objected to Carannan accompanying them.


  They were met by a small contingent: the king, Princess Myselene, and Chancellor Toranim. During the previous encounter, all attention had been on Sorial. Now, the focus had shifted to Alicia. The unspoken question regarding whether she had become a wizard wasn’t addressed and Sorial’s narrative of events was deliberately vague. When it was her turn, Alicia took a longer time, filling in details and weaving a story that would make a bard proud. Like her paramour, however, she skipped over her encounter with the portal.


  A brief period of silence followed the conclusion of Alicia’s account. Finally, Azarak cleared his throat theatrically and said, “That brings us to the central question of this meeting. Your Magus, have you made a decision as to whether you’ll set up residence in Vantok?”


  “Alicia and I have talked about this. Neither of us is happy about the ways we’ve been ill-used, but we know the majority of the blame rests with Prelate Ferguson. But I’ve got a question that needs answering first. When I left, I commanded Ferguson to turn himself in and accept the king’s justice. Did he do that?”


  Toranim answered. “He’s here in the palace, in custody. He resides in a small cell and has shown nothing but cooperation since his confinement.”


  “You must understand,” interjected Azarak. “There’s no question of a formal hearing. To put a man like Ferguson on trial could bring Vantok to the brink of civil war. What happened to the gods is not widely known or accepted. Most people have heard and dismissed the rumors as sacrilegious slander. A public accusation of Ferguson would force a public confrontation of the gods’ departure. With war looming, this isn’t the time for that.


  “I’ve reviewed the evidence and find it conclusive that Ferguson’s guilty of high treason. He’s also implicated in a variety of other criminal activities, including the murder of the barmaid at The Wayfarer’s Comfort with whom you formed an attachment, Your Magus. The nominal sentence for these crimes would be death, but I’ve decided to pardon Ferguson on the condition that he accept a lighter penalty and resign his position in the Temple.”


  Sorial’s jaw tightened. “And what will his true punishment be?”


  “Initially, I considered exile. The problem is that it offers Ferguson too much autonomy, not to mention a potential path back to power. If he was sent to an uninhabited island, no doubt his followers would rescue him and bring him back to civilization where he could once again bedevil us. Instead, I believe a better sentence is to have him confined to his current quarters for the remainder of his life, where it can be assured he’s not in a position to cause further mischief and where his considerable knowledge and wisdom can be called upon if needed. His extensive research into magic could provide a valuable resource.”


  Sorial said nothing. The logical part of his mind knew this was the right decision. Ferguson was too important to fall victim to a headsman’s ax. But did this balance the scales for Annie? Was there to be no suffering for the man who had caused so much pain and anguish? The importance of retribution as an ingredient of justice couldn’t be denied.


  “Unacceptable.” The word fell into the silence like a bolt of lightning in the dark. Sorial saw faces fall: Azarak’s, Toranim’s, and Carannan’s. Myselene’s expression showed only curiosity. Never underestimate her. Of the three representatives of the Crown in this room, she’s the most cunning.


  Sorial glanced at Alicia. Her eyes held trust. They hadn’t discussed this but she would defend his decision. Her feelings about the prelate ran as deeply as Sorial’s. She blamed him for the deaths of Vagrum and Kara.


  “Your Majesty, I agree that Ferguson possesses important knowledge gained over a long lifetime and it would be wasteful to throw it away by means of a headman’s ax or a dose of poison in his supper. I also agree he can’t be publically chastised, but that don’t mean he should escape physical punishment altogether. His subjects have suffered greatly for him; it’s only fair for him to share a measure of their pain.” He pushed back the sleeve of his left arm to reveal the stump.


  “These are my demands.” He emphasized the last word. “Ferguson shall lose the small finger on each hand. A reminder but not a serious impairment. Less crippling than the loss of a hand, for instance. He’ll also be given one lash for every crime of which he’s found guilty. And for the rest of his life, he’s to dress as a penitent in coarse robes with his head and beard shaved. Let him lose the flowing white locks prized by his vanity. If you agree to these terms, Alicia and I will remain in Vantok as your loyal subjects for as long as you want us here.”


  Azarak responded with a curt nod. “Welcome to Vantok, Your Magus. In this city, your word shall be second only to mine in authority. Is that acceptable?”


  Sorial could have said “no,” but he didn’t. He could have demanded equality, a partnership in ruling the city. But political power wasn’t one of his goals. As indicated, he was content to be Azarak’s subject. Titles had little meaning.


  “Pardon me if this seems hasty, Your Majesty, Your Magus,” said Toranim. “But there must be an immediate announcement and demonstration followed by a marriage ceremony between the Wizard and his Bride. These events must occur before the king of Obis arrives, at which time the royal wedding will overshadow everything.”


  “How much time do we have?” asked Alicia.


  “No more than a week, perhaps less. The wedding is six weeks away, but indications are that King Rangarak’s party will reach Vantok in one or two weeks’ time. It would serve the city’s interests to have Sorial officially invested in his position before then.”


  “Too much haste would diminish the importance of the announcement,” said Myselene, nibbling on her lower lip as if the action was an aid to concentration. “I suggest a formal announcement two days hence followed by a ‘welcome’ dinner with select participants, a public demonstration of Sorial’s legitimacy the day after, and the wedding two days later. It should be a private ceremony to avoid muting the excitement for the royal wedding. Is this suitable?”


  Azarak looked to Sorial who, in turn, looked to Alicia. In matters such as these, he was willing to submit to her decision. He was more concerned about what the “demonstration” would entail than how the timetable would unfold. He had known some sort of grand public gesture would be required of him, but he hadn’t yet arrived at a suitable option. When it came to pure spectacle, earth wasn’t a strong element. He couldn’t conjure balls of fire or create whirlwinds or cause water to dance. He needed something else and, although it would have to convince and impress, it couldn’t harm anyone. An earthquake, for example, wasn’t a possibility. Whatever he did, it couldn’t cause injury or damage. A little fear, on the other hand, might not be the worst thing…


  Alicia sighed. “It will have to be. Bad timing, I suppose. I guess I’ll surrender my dreams of a lavish wedding. I’m marrying a stableboy, after all. My mother will be crushed.”


  For Sorial, a private wedding was preferable to a public one. The marriage was important to him, but not necessarily the ceremony that ratified it. At this point, it was a formality, although he was reasonably certain that’s not how Alicia saw it. Women, he knew, put more importance on the wedding than men, who were typically more interested in the after-ceremony party, where the beer ran freely.


  “Who will officiate?” asked Alicia. Normally, it would have been the prelate but, considering Ferguson’s status, that was unlikely and inadvisable.


  “If it meets with your approval, I’d be honored,” offered Azarak. “I’d also like to make a reciprocal request. In the event that Ferguson’s replacement hasn’t been named by the date of the royal wedding - a probability considering how long the process will take - I ask that you, as the man of the second highest rank in Vantok, preside. Although I’m sure King Rangarak would be more than happy to do the duty, I’d prefer that the ceremony be officiated by someone from Vantok, not Obis. It’s a matter of principle.”


  Myselene inclined her head in agreement. “Sorial is an excellent choice. It shouldn’t be my father. There are already concerns in some quarters of society about my elevation to queen amounting to a passive takeover by Obis. No need to exacerbate matters by having my father perform the ceremony, regardless of his qualifications. Giving the duty to Sorial would show that we’re invested in the future and acknowledge the importance of the wizard in Vantok’s hierarchy.”


  “Very well.” Sorial had no idea how to perform a wedding. He had never even attended one. He supposed he would imitate whatever Azarak did. “Hopefully, we won’t mix up the brides.” That was intended as a joke. Myselene smiled as did the king. Alicia, however, gave Sorial the kind of stare that reminded him she didn’t always appreciate his humor.


  “One last thing before we adjourn,” said Carannan. “Your Majesty, we previously discussed living arrangements for my daughter and His Magus. Have you considered my proposal?”


  “I have, and I find it suitable. Of course, it’s up to Sorial and Lady Alicia to make the final determination. If they’d prefer a mansion in the nobles’ quarter, I can arrange that.”


  “The alternative?” asked Sorial.


  “Duke Carannan has offered to vacate his current home and move somewhere closer to the palace. You could take up residence in the house where Lady Alicia grew up. In addition, the deed to the farm where your mother and Lamanar lived since arriving in Vantok has been purchased by the Crown. This will be turned over to you to do with as you see fit. You can sell the land, lease it to a farmer, or use it yourself. There are no restrictions, but a man of your rank should own property.”


  “Father, are you sure?” asked Alicia.


  “For me, it was always just a house and a move closer to the city’s center is a welcome change for your mother and I. For you, it was a home, and it broke my heart to turn you out a year ago. Come back and reclaim it with my blessing.”


  Alicia rose from her seat to give her father a hug.


  Azarak addressed Sorial. “Until Duke Carannan has had time to relocate, you and Lady Alicia will be provided with rooms in the palace - separate until your wedding and joint thereafter. Now, since it’s time for lunch, perhaps we should take a break. We can meet this afternoon to discuss the text of the proclamation and the logistics of the demonstration.”


  * * *


  Word of the extraordinary announcement from the palace spread like wildfire through Vantok. Less than an hour after a crier first read the proclamation, it dominated every conversation across the city from the sitting parlors of nobles to the taprooms of commoners. The news was greeted with suspicion and skepticism by some, hope by others, and enthusiasm by those who believed the gods had never given up on their creations. After a 900 year absence, The Wizard of Vantok had returned…or so the king would have his subjects believe.


  Ariel understood what this meant. Sorial, who had proven frustratingly elusive to track, was now within her grasp. Was he so foolish as to believe he could emerge into public like this and escape her notice? Admittedly, it was fortuitous that she had been in Vantok preparing for the mission involving King Rangarak when the announcement was made but, even if she had been in the frozen North, she would have heard it whispered on the wind. Caution had kept Sorial alive to this point; boldness would be his undoing.


  It meant a chance at redemption, something she had craved since Sorial stepped through the portal. It had been foolish to believe she could thwart Ferguson by appealing to her brother and her sentimentality had damaged Justin’s carefully formulated plans. But fate had now provided her with an opportunity to correct her error.


  Killing Sorial could serve two purposes. If done dramatically, it would deal a tremendous blow to the city’s collective psyche. There was nothing more devastating than to provide hope then snatch it away. It would also give Justin the opportunity to put a candidate into that position. Although it was unclear whether there was a Lord of Water out there, a single outlier would provide little challenge to a cabal comprised of Air, Earth, and Fire. Water was particularly vulnerable to Earth, as Fire was to Water, so it was crucial to gain control of one of those two elements.


  Justin was expecting Ariel to contact him when she divined Sorial’s location. Time was short, however. The announcement indicated he would provide a public demonstration on the morrow at noon from atop the palace gates. Even as fast as she could fly, it was unlikely she could travel to Justin’s location deep within the eastern Forbidden Lands, impart the news, and return with him in time. This was something she would have to accomplish on her own.


  Some of the groundwork was already in place. For the past two weeks, she had been fostering the nascent rebellion against Azarak, doing everything she could while wearing a variety of illusory disguises to undermine his support. The majority of the citizenry stubbornly clung to an unreasonable affection for the king, but there were cracks in the masonry, especially among those unwillingly conscripted into the militia. Erosion within the army was important. When it came to fighting, morale would be a key element if the numbers were similar on both sides. Ariel felt confident that Justin would win the day especially with two or three wizards bolstering his forces but a slim victory was as good as a loss. He needed to have a strong army in place so he could sweep across the South and into the North. The Battle of Vantok would be crucial to his gaining a foothold on the continent, but it was only the beginning of the campaign. His goal was six conquests, not one.


  Eventually, Justin intended to build a new city to be his capitol. He had promised Ariel her choice of the established ones. She was undecided between Obis and Syre. She had grown up in the North and wanted her base of power to be there. Obis was the strongest city on the entire continent; however, her mother was a Syrene.


  She wondered where Kara was. The shack she had shared with Lamanar was empty and had been for at least a season. With Sorial confirmed as a wizard, had she left? When given an opportunity, Ariel would have to visit Sussaman in disguise and learn what she could there. Perhaps Kara, hearing of Lamanar’s death, had elected to retire to the place where she had spent a majority of her life. At some point, Ariel intended to reveal herself to her mother. First, however, the war had to be won. As Ferguson’s disciple, Kara would be duty-bound to oppose Ariel until there was no longer a reason to do so.


  For now, it was her brother who concerned her. Little additional planning was necessary - there was a simple way to kill Sorial while keeping her involvement transparent. Even in the unlikely event that it failed, it wouldn’t be traceable to her. The time had come for her to correct her earlier folly and regain an equal footing with Justin.


  * * *


  Sorial was apprehensive. Despite having considered at some length what could constitute a suitable demonstration of his credentials, he had never thought in detail about the practical aspects of what would be required of him: standing on the walkway atop the palace gates and facing the thousands of citizens who had gathered out of hope, hostility, or curiosity. Sorial had never seen a sea of humanity like this. They filled the wide plaza outside the gates and spilled into the nearby streets. They clogged the rooftops of neighboring houses. Everywhere he looked, there were citizens of Vantok: old, young, male, female, rich, poor. He knew none by name yet he recognized a few faces from his years working at The Wayfarer’s Comfort. After all, he had grown up with them living and working all around him. Now, by a quirk of fate, he was elevated above them, and they had come to see their supposed savior prove his mettle. They radiated anticipation.


  His hand was clammy as it grasped Alicia’s. She, who was far more accustomed to public appearances, was his lifeline, all smiles and waves. Dressed like a princess in a peach chiffon dress, she looked every bit the part she was playing: The Wizard’s Bride. Azarak and Myselene were present as well. Both were at ease and in their element. The four most powerful people in Vantok, gathered to face the men and women they served.


  The throng continued to cheer, as it had done for the better part of five minutes since the couples ascended the narrow flight of stairs leading to the spot where, on rare occasions, the king of Vantok would address his city. Of course, it wasn’t all pomp. Hidden beneath the general mood of jubilation was a sour undercurrent. The recalcitrant nobles who had withdrawn their support from Azarak were unenthused about this turn of events. With this in mind, archers were positioned at intervals along the wall, kneeling behind the parapet. They were elite bowmen familiar with providing security for important personages. They constantly scanned the crowd below and those gathered on nearby rooftops for signs of danger.


  Noting Sorial’s clenched jaw and pallid complexion, Azarak leaned over and whispered a few words of encouragement. “Relax. Don’t worry about anything. The hardest part of these things is speaking, and that’s my responsibility. Let me introduce you then do your thing. Once they see you’re legitimate, nine out of ten will love you. Now smile and wave, and when you start don’t be afraid of being a little theatrical.”


  Sorial couldn’t help wonder about that one in ten who wouldn’t love him, but it was something he couldn’t control. Alicia squeezed his hand reassuringly. He looked at her, appearing lovelier than she had since her Maturity a year ago. Her hair was styled in a manner more appropriate to its current length but its original color and luster had returned. She beamed happily at him. This was the first time circumstances had allowed them to appear together, acknowledged by all as a soon-to-be-married couple. No worries about the disparity in their social status or the unlikelihood of their romance. It was a validation of all they had endured. He wondered what the familiar faces were thinking - the men in Carannan’s militia, Warburm and his employees, the merchants who were regular visitors to The Wayfarer’s Comfort. Was Ferguson watching? Sorial hadn’t thought to ask the king about that. There would be a perverse irony in keeping the maestro of events from seeing the climactic movement of his opus.


  Azarak motioned for silence and, like a wave rolling away from the palace, quiet descended - or at least as much quiet as a crowd of several thousand could manage. The deafening cacophony diminished to a low roar like constant, distant thunder.


  “Ladies and gentlemen of Vantok, faithful citizens all, I welcome you on this most auspicious of occasions…”


  * * *


  Her face wreathed in illusion, Ariel watched with everyone else. No one glancing in her direction would detect anything odd unless they stared at her face and, in a crowd like this, that wouldn’t happen. She wore the guise of a disfigured crone that caused people to look away. As eyes were drawn to beauty so they were repulsed by ugliness. That would be her defense against the chance that someone might gaze long enough to discern there was something insubstantial about her features.


  She had detected the archers. They would have proven an obstacle only if she hadn’t expected them. They couldn’t prevent what they couldn’t see and air could be woven to hide things and people as effectively as it disguised her appearance.


  Her brother looked nervous and she could hardly blame him. Accepting the responsibility of being the first publically recognized wizard in nine hundred years wasn’t something she would have wanted. She was surprised at the pang she felt when she saw him, a mixture of sadness and regret. She did her best to bury it and steel herself to do what needed to be done but it had been easier to imagine killing Sorial in the abstract than now, when it was imminent and she was looking at him. Regrets were pointless, Justin would decree, and she had a task to perform. She couldn’t reverse time or undo things that had been done. Brother or not, she would do her duty. She would spill his blood here in the hope that his death would shorten the war and ultimately save the lives of countless others in Vantok and across the continent.


  King Azarak continued to drone on, saying all the expected things about how Vantok had been blessed by the gods, etc.  She was unsurprised that he failed to acknowledge the truth about humanity’s creators. For the Temple to retain its grip of power, the fiction of the gods would have to be maintained. In the North, where the populace was more pragmatic and less prone to superstition, acceptance was building, but not in the South, and especially not in Vantok, seat of the most powerful of all the prelates. That was one of many things Justin would change once he came into power. In this new age, men would learn to rely on, although not pray to, the wizards. They weren’t gods but they were the closest thing to it in a world left adrift on its own.


  Sorial stepped forward to thunderous applause. Ariel readied herself although the time wasn’t quite right. Sorial’s death would have its greatest impact if it occurred after he had proven himself. Besides, she was curious to see what feat he would attempt to confirm to thousands that he was no charlatan - precisely the claim her “allies” within the nobility were pressing. They were skeptics not because they disbelieved the possibility of humanity regaining magic, but because having a “pet wizard” would make the king unassailable. Ariel didn’t much care about Vantok’s internal politics and, in the grand scheme of things, they would be irrelevant. The nobility in particular would be swept away with Justin’s arrival. But, at least for now, the city’s internal strife served her purpose and she would use it.


  * * *


  Sorial did his best to block out the sight of so many faces. They gazed at him from as close as fifteen feet and as far as a half-mile down the boulevard that ran from the palace to Vantok’s southern outskirts. Their attention was rapt with some waiting to see him fail and others hoping for his success. He could feel Alicia’s warm, comforting presence to one side and Azarak’s reassuring one to the other. Bolstered by them, he went to work. He lifted his arms above his head in an example of the “theatricality” Azarak had suggested. He wore thick black gloves to conceal the absence of his left hand. After a long pause, he lowered his arms before stomping hard on the ground with one foot. It was all unnecessary but the audience was expecting something more than was strictly necessary to perform the magic he had in mind.


  He had considered many options before settling on this one. It was a frivolous use of his abilities but would achieve the desired end of making an impression without causing injury or permanent damage. Tons upon tons of dirt, clay, and rock would need to be shifted and, even though earth was like air to one such as him, the sheer volume would create a strain. Even with the rock wyrm’s aid, it would be a monumental endeavor; he hoped his stamina would hold out.


  It began unremarkably with what appeared to be a sinkhole just outside the northeastern city limits. Sorial had chosen the direction because it gave those on the ground the least obstructed view. In the early stages, the changes would be imperceptible to anyone at a distance. Sorial’s eyes didn’t tell him what was transpiring but his mind did. Earth, after initially compacting, began to expand upward, aided by Sorial’s talent and the efforts of the rock wyrm, which was working to rearrange rock and dirt far beneath the surface. It swam in spiral patterns beneath the area Sorial was manipulating, loosening smaller deposits and shattering large ridges of stone, making everything easier for Sorial to mold and shape. After several anticlimactic moments, a distant rumble began. Slowly at first, then with gathering speed, a wide column of earth rose from the previously flat surface. The skeleton was rock; the skin was dirt and clay.


  As it reached skyward, the “ooh”s and “ah”s began. One hundred, two hundred, three hundred feet it climbed, towering above the tallest structure in the city by threefold, until the height exceeded the diameter of the roughly circular base. Four hundred, five hundred, six hundred feet. Sorial was beginning to feel sluggish and fatigued, like after a long, full day mucking stalls, except it wasn’t only his arms that were leaden but his entire being. He shifted more of the burden to the rock wyrm, which moved with alacrity gathering material and forcing it upward, where Sorial claimed it and molded it. Seven hundred, eight hundred, nine hundred feet. Sorial’s breath was becoming labored, as if he had run a long, hard race. The point of collapse wasn’t far; he had reached the limits of his endurance. It was time to end the demonstration. When the cone-shaped column, which tapered from three hundred feet across at the base to a mere forty at its apex, had reached one thousand feet, Sorial stopped its growth. The result was pure spectacle: to prove himself, The Lord of Earth had built a small mountain. Mount Vantok.


  At that moment, as he was taking a few seconds’ pause to regain his strength and admire his work like everyone else, he was knocked off his feet by a sharp blow to his chest. Burning pain and pressure exploded beneath his left nipple. Suddenly, he couldn’t breathe at all. He looked down in bewilderment to see the brightly colored fletching of an arrow embedded in his breast. His light blue tunic was changing color as a flower-like crimson stain blossomed around the point of entry. Sorial gasped once, a hoarse, ragged sound then coughed up sputum and blood. His vision swam and a suffocating blackness rushed in. His last thought before it crushed him was that even a wizard, with all his powers, could be cut down by an expert archer.


  * * *


  Ariel grudgingly admitted that her brother had done a good job with his demonstration. It didn’t really look like a mountain. It looked more like something a child might construct out of mud and sticks, magnified several hundredfold. It would make a bold and lasting testament to his brief tenure as a wizard. She would ask Justin to allow it to stand as a monument to Sorial when he took the city.


  Ariel didn’t linger after she saw Sorial fall. The arrow, fired by a member of one of the nobles’ militias and guided by invisible strands of air, hit him either in the heart or very near to it. He collapsed, possibly dead before his body hit the walkway. No one could survive a direct hit with that much force behind it. As she moved swiftly away from the palace, the crowd surged around her, men jumping on the fool who had fired the arrow to tear him to pieces. His death would be ugly, but Ariel felt no sympathy. In fact, without her aid, he wouldn’t have come close to reaching his target. Not only would his arrow have been dozens of feet wide of the mark, but it would have fallen fifty feet short of the gates, probably killing someone in the crowd. But none of that mattered. Once the arrow left the bow, Ariel had commandeered it. The archer died thinking himself a hero: the man who brought down the wizard-pretender. Fool.


  Now, with Sorial dead, it was time to return to Justin and bask in her triumph. Despite any lingering sadness about her brother’s demise, she felt more confident than she had in many weeks. Leaving the city in chaos behind her, she took to the air and headed toward The Forbidden Lands.


  CHAPTER TWENTY: UNION OF EQUALS


  He wasn’t dead. He processed that fact with some surprise. When unconsciousness had claimed him, he hadn’t expected to awaken. He couldn’t say whether his had been a good life or not, but to go out after being shot by an arrow while making a demonstration fell short of a heroic end. Apparently, however, it wasn’t over. Somehow, he had found a way to cheat death again. It was becoming habitual.


  There was no pain. On those two occasions when he had awakened in The Wayfarer’s Comfort after being attacked in the stable, there had been considerable discomfort. When consciousness had reclaimed him in Langashin’s dungeon, his companions had been unceasing agony and a missing hand. But now, except for two patches of itchiness - just beneath his left breast and between his shoulder blades - nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Very strange. Not dead. Not even hurt. Maybe the gods were still out there watching over him. That or he was a very, very lucky man. Sorial didn’t trust luck; it was disloyal and could turn at any time.


  He opened his eyes to find himself in perhaps the most lavish bedchamber he had ever set eyes upon. The canopied bed on which he lay was huge - so large that it had its own curtains (drawn back at the moment). He was surrounded by fluffy things - overstuffed pillows and a covering that was decadently soft. The floor was overspread with some kind of plush material that didn’t seem to be fur. Whatever it was, Sorial had never seen its like before. The walls were adorned from corner to corner with bright, lavish tapestries, many of which depicted men and women engaged in scandalous behavior (although a few of the more inventive positions gave Sorial ideas for future experimentation). The furnishings - several chairs, a desk, and a chest - were made of the finest wood and had been carved as much for appearance as for function.


  Alicia was there, curled up like a cat in a chair pulled close to the bed. She was asleep, her legs tucked under her body and her chin resting on her chest. She was dressed in the same outfit she had worn during his demonstration, but the peach was stained by the reddish-brown of dried blood. There was also some on her hands and in her hair and a comma-shaped mark on her left cheek. His blood. What the hell happened?


  He examined himself as best he could. He was naked under the covering. There was neither blood nor a fresh wound. But a pinkish scar marked the spot where a gaping hole should have been. The itch on his back told him the arrow had gone all the way through. His training informed him that was a good thing since it would have made it easier to extract. He sat up. His skin had been scrubbed clean head-to-toe. His tunic and trousers were nowhere to be seen. Probably too bloody to be of future use. Had his magic somehow saved him?


  “Good to see you awake, stableboy,” said Alicia, having been aroused from her nap by his movements. She stretched languorously, arms extended over her head.


  “Good to be awake.” And alive. And not in pain.


  “We’re even. I admit I don’t like being in anyone’s debt, but I’d rather not have to repay it quite like that.”


  Sorial’s expression revealed his confusion.


  The teasing tone was gone when Alicia next spoke. “You almost died.” Her voice caught. “I thought I’d lost you. That arrow… impaled you. There was blood everywhere; you were barely breathing. Your skin, the white of death.” For a moment, she was lost in the horror of her memories.


  “You did something.”


  She nodded. “Did you know our bodies are made mostly of water? What I did, I did in desperation and by an instinct I don’t understand. My mind went into you. I was able to staunch blood and mend tissue - and there was a lot that needed mending. The arrow missed your heart by a fingerspan. It was almost like I was given a needle and thread. And when it was over, I had no clear idea what I’d done. But you weren’t bleeding, you were still breathing, and I was more tired than I’ve been since Ibitsal.”


  “You healed me. A fatal wound and you cured it.” He had never imagined that the powers of water could be used in such a way. He needed to start thinking more imaginatively about magic. His mind was too literal; his approach too straightforward. Maybe that was what differentiated a great wizard from one who was merely good: creativity of thought and approach.


  She managed a quip: “Try doing that with earth.”


  “How long ago?”


  “Yesterday. It’s early morning. You’ve been asleep about eighteen hours. You’re still pale but, other than that and a little scarring, which I couldn’t figure out how to remove, you seem fine. It only works with fresh injuries, though. While you were sleeping, I tried to see if there was anything I could do about your hand, but it resisted me. That stump is how your body thinks it’s supposed to be. It has no ‘memory’ of the hand being there.”


  That might be true, but it didn’t explain why there were times when Sorial could almost feel the hand, as if it was still connected. It was sometimes maddening - an itch on a finger he couldn’t scratch. Other times, he’d reach to grab something with a hand that wasn’t there.


  “This may be the first time in memory that I’m cleaner than you are.”


  “That’s because I washed you myself and I do a thorough job. You need bathing lessons - there was dirt behind your ears and under your fingernails. Anyway, soaking you in water helped me confirm that the hasty work would hold up. I needed to be sure I hadn’t missed something and blood wasn’t leaking into your insides.”


  “And?”


  “You may feel some tightness in your chest or back when you exert yourself. The healing isn’t as robust as the original. But you’re alive, aren’t you?”


  There was no denying that. In fact, he felt remarkably hale.


  “Everyone saw it, didn’t they?”


  Alicia nodded. “It was chaos. I was too busy saving you, so I don’t know firsthand, but there was a riot. The Watch was called in. The man who shot you, an archer for one of the nobles, was killed by a mob. The king issued a statement later in the day proclaiming that your magic had saved you and you were resting comfortably and would be able to resume your duties within a week. That calmed things. You’ll probably have to make a few appearances at court to prove to the doubters that you’re alive.”


  “And now?”


  “I need to take a bath and get some sleep. Don’t forget, we’re due to be married tomorrow. Don’t think a little thing like nearly dying is going to get you out of that.”


  * * *


  “Dead? Are you sure?” Justin’s voice betrayed his skepticism. Until Ariel had approached him with her news, he was uncertain as to whether she had it in her to kill the boy.


  “I guided the arrow myself and saw it strike home. He fell immediately.” There was pride and satisfaction in her voice. A job well done. The first battle of the oncoming war won.


  Something as taut as bowstring within Justin relaxed. Could it have been that easy? Had all his worries and contingencies been unnecessary? “I applaud you. By that one action, you’ve made our path easier. Now, we can replace Sorial as The Lord of Earth and, with him eliminated, I don’t have to face the efreet in single combat - something I was dreading. Now, if only we could identify a malleable candidate to be The Lord of Water…” Of course, it was damn hard to find anyone with magical potential, regardless of the element. Some of those Justin had felt confident about heard nothing when brought within range of the portal’s call. He had confirmed four: one earth, two fire, one air. There were other possibilities, but they were too young. As best he could tell, about one in every three thousand people had the innate capacity to be a wizard. Ferguson had found a way to shorten the odds considerably by studying and manipulating genealogies. Justin didn’t share that advantage. His methods were pure trial-and-error. And, in more than a decade of searching, there had been pitifully few successes.


  “Our best opportunity may have been killed by influenza.”


  “Huh?”


  “According to my mother, one of the twins was fire, the other was water. Braddock died because you had already entered the portal, but Craddock never got a chance. He would have been The Lord of Water.”


  “All four in one family? Amazing. If nothing else, Ferguson knows how to make wizards. Of course, if Craddock had lived, you might never have been born, and if you hadn’t run off, there would be no Sorial. One wonders why Ferguson wasn’t more aggressive in using Maraman and Kara to make more babies. He could have had a whole army of wizards-in-waiting, or at least as many as your mother could pop out during her child-bearing years.”


  Ariel shrugged. “Maraman probably resisted. From what I know, he was always a prickly ally and my conception and Sorial’s happened under duress. But it hardly matters now. My mother is too old and my father is dead. With Sorial gone, I’m the last of their offspring, and I won’t have children. Their line ends with me.”


  Justin said nothing but he regretted his past shortsightedness. If he had known how rich Ariel’s blood was when he had first met her, he could have used her to breed a new race of wizards, much as Ferguson had used her mother. They wouldn’t have been his children, but he could have found another Maraman. Now, it was pointless, Even if she consented to such a thing, it would be fifteen years at the earliest before a child was ready and everything would have long been decided. No, Justin needed someone who was ready for the portal now.


  “Do you ever regret running away?” he asked, more out of idle curiosity than a genuine desire to know.


  “Sometimes. But it seemed like the right thing to do at the time. And when I entered the portal, I did it of my own volition, not because it was expected of me. Over the years, I’ve grown to despise Ferguson and all he stands for, but that anger never extended to my mother. I remember all the cold nights when she tucked me up in bed and made sure I had enough blankets. All my nights in Sussaman, she always kissed me on the forehead and told me how precious I was to her. She was affectionate in a way she never was with Braddock. I wonder what she was like with Sorial before Ferguson and his cronies forced her to abandon him.”


  “I wish I had such fond memories of my mother. I don’t know whether she’s alive or dead but, if she’s still around, I hope she perishes in the coming war.” He remembered how effective his mother had been with a hot poker whenever he did something to displease her. He still bore some of the scars, although his affinity for fire had made the pain more bearable than it might otherwise have been.


  “So what now? With Sorial dead?”


  “Ferguson will have a contingency plan, someone waiting in the wings. Another potential Lord of Earth. We have to get our candidate through the portal before he implements it. Even now, he probably has a group riding hard for Ibitsal or Havenham.”


  “There’s one curious thing. He wasn’t at Sorial’s demonstration. The king and queen-to-be were there, as was the slip of a girl my brother was supposed to marry, but no Ferguson. Strange that the architect would miss the validation of his life’s work.”


  “Strange indeed. Maybe he was watching from the shadows. That’s where Ferguson likes to stand, just out of view. But find out what you can when you return to Vantok. I’ll be gone for the next few days. I have to send Yoel through the portal before Ferguson gets a chance to react. Riding hard, an armed party could reach Havenham from Vantok in less than a week.”


  With a slight inclination of her hooded head, Ariel departed Justin’s tent as silently as she had entered. He sat back and considered. Sorial’s death changed everything for the better. No more hunting for an elusive wizard. No more contingency plans for facing one in battle. When it came to the conquest of Vantok, he doubted Yoel, thirteen years old and new to his powers, would be of much use, but the important thing was that Sorial wouldn’t be there to oppose him. He wouldn’t have to husband his magical resources. He could be aggressive with them, creating wide swaths of damage then letting his troops move in to mop up what was left of Vantok’s broken and demoralized army. That had been the original battle plan; it heartened him to know he would be able to implement it.


  And he wouldn’t have to risk everything in a confrontation with the efreet. Truth be told, he was frightened of that battle because losing was a possibility. If there was any creature that could best him in combat, it was the djinns’ leader. Although the efreet was primarily a creature of fire, it had a lesser affinity for the other three elements and if it used those in an attack, Justin might not be able to counter it. Better to let the djinn continue as they were, heedless of the affairs of men.


  At no point did Justin consider that Ariel’s information might not be reliable.


  * * *


  It was a tiny wedding for such dignified personages, with only friends and close family present. It took place in the small audience hall where Alicia’s betrothal had transpired only a year ago - a ceremony during which Sorial had sat in a depressed funk watching the woman he loved slip away from him. Now, he was about to marry that woman. He had changed more in one year than over the previous sixteen and one-half.


  Tradition dictated that friends stand with the bride and groom before, during, and after the ceremony. This presented a problem for Sorial and Alicia, neither of whom had any close confederates within the city. Alicia’s sheltered upbringing had left her virtually friendless. The situation wasn’t much different for Sorial. At one point, Rexall might have filled the role, but the red-haired rogue was somewhere in the North and, even had he been within Vantok’s confines, Sorial wouldn’t have approached him. Duke Carannan had graciously requested the honor and Sorial had accepted. Alicia’s “second” was more august: Princess Myselene, who was using this as a first step in fulfilling her stated goal of getting to know the Wizard’s Bride better.


  Sorial’s appearance was that of a respectable gentleman, not a former stableboy or guardsman, as he stood beside Carannan to the right of the vacant throne. He was dressed in a finely tailored blue doublet worn under an expensive, meticulously fitted leather vest. He had rejected the blue hose often donned by noble grooms in favor of a less ostentatious (and more comfortable) pair of trousers that matched the doublet. He also wore a cape of the deepest blue with matching gloves, the left concealing his missing hand. His shaved scalp was oiled and his goatee and mustache were trimmed. Carannan’s costume was similar to Sorial’s but the colors were muted.


  Alicia stood with Myselene to the left of the throne, her gaze locked with Sorial’s. Her dress was surprisingly simple - a strapless gown of almost blindingly pure white that brushed the ground, concealing fashionable footwear. Her golden hair, cropped above the shoulders, was shaped into a cascade of tight curls ending in ringlets, a different look for her. Tiny green blossoms were woven liberally into her tresses. Her emerald eyes sparkled with laughter. Standing next to her, but only barely in her shadow, was Vantok’s soon-to-be-queen, looking radiant in pale yellow with a single white flower adorning her hair. Even in a comparatively drab dress with a simpler hairstyle, she was nearly as stunning as the bride. Of course, Sorial had eyes only for Alicia.


  Aside from the main participants and the king, who had not yet arrived, it was a sparse gathering. Sorial’s only “friends” were the grizzled head of Carannan’s militia, Rotgut, and Warburm. Primped, well-dressed, and with his paunch considerably reduced by his recent active lifestyle, the innkeeper was almost unrecognizable. Alicia’s immediate family was present but, not including Carannan, that meant only two people: Lady Evane and Lady Lavella, Alicia’s aunt and her predecessor as the Wizard’s Bride. Sorial wondered what she was thinking today, on what was surely a bittersweet occasion for her. She had missed standing here by a matter of years. Would Braddock have been her groom? And could she also carry the wizards’ potential like her brother’s daughter? It was worth looking into, although Sorial was certain Ferguson must have considered this. Still, no possibility could be ignored.


  Chancellor Toranim rounded out the group gathered for the nuptials. Including the king, the bride, and the groom, there were only ten people in the assemblage. The missing and the dead nearly matched that number: Rexall, Kara, Lamanar, Vagrum, Brendig, Darren, Annie… With those faces in attendance, it would have seemed more like a wedding and less like a necessary formality. Still, Sorial couldn’t complain. He was getting his heart’s desire. How often in the past year since being disappointed in Carannan’s study had he doubted this day would come?


  Toranim announced the king’s arrival and the group of four occupying the front pew rose. Wearing the full robes of state and the heavy, jewel-encrusted crown, Azarak walked between the pews, his pace measured. Everyone except Sorial executed a deep bow or curtsy. Sorial’s indication of deference, a lowering of his head, was restrained: a sign of respect but not obeisance. Equals or nearly so. Technically, the king outranked him, but they both knew that was a formality. Soon, when the truth about Alicia’s abilities was disseminated… It then occurred to him that Azarak must already know.


  He and Myselene had seen Alicia work and neither could have missed the significance of her accomplishment. Nothing had been said but they knew. The royal couple had respected their secrecy, probably recognizing the tactical advantage of having an unacknowledged wizard in Vantok. At least Sorial hoped that was the case.


  “Honored guests,” began Azarak, standing in front of his throne with the bride to his right and the groom to his left. “We come together on this most auspicious of occasions to renew a happy tradition that has lain dormant for 930 years, when Lady Jayne III was joined to Bartolomu, the last Wizard of Vantok… until the mantle was taken up by His Magus Sorial this week. Though the gods are no longer with us, we can gain succor knowing they left our stewardship to men such as Sorial, who will hereafter be granted the title of ‘Duke’ to go along with ‘Wizard.’


  “Let us take a moment’s silence to honor those whose sacrifices have brought us to this day in which, had circumstances been different, they might be here among us. Chief among them are Duke Sorial’s parents, Kara and Lamanar, and Lady Alicia’s lifelong guardian, Vagrum.”


  Nine heads bowed and, as the moment’s silence lingered, Sorial found himself thinking not of the dead but of a more grim consideration: How many of those attending today’s ceremony would be alive in another year’s time? If The Lord of Fire attacked soon, as seemingly everyone in Azarak’s inner circle expected, would Vantok even be standing at Midwinter next year? Therein lay Sorial’s greatest challenge as the city’s principal defender. He felt inadequate to the task.


  “Antiquity doesn’t inform us what pomp may have attended the marriage of a wizard to his bride. Likely, it was marked by a city-wide celebration - a grand holiday repeated once or twice per generation. In keeping with the wishes of the couple and the demands of necessity, today’s ceremony has been kept private, although it will be acknowledged throughout the city following its conclusion.


  “Duke Sorial has bound himself to Vantok. Let now Vantok’s favorite daughter finalize that agreement by giving herself to him, both in body and in spirit.”


  Azarak turned to Alicia. “Lady Alicia, do you willingly give your troth to Duke Sorial and vow to be his true and steadfast wife and companion until death takes one of you from the other?”


  “I do so vow, Your Majesty, with my body, my mind, my heart, and my spirit.” Alicia’s voice was clear and certain. Her eyes were locked with Sorial’s. She didn’t look away from her groom as she said the words.


  “Let it be acknowledged by all present that Lady Alicia has consented to the marriage.” The king shifted his attention to Sorial. “Duke Sorial, do you willingly give your troth to both Lady Alicia and Vantok, the city she represents? Do you vow to be true and steadfast to both? Do you vow to give your services to no other city while this one stands and to seek no other wife while the Lady Alicia lives?”


  “I do so vow, Your Majesty, with my body, my mind, my heart, my spirit, and my magic.” Sorial’s voice, in contrast to Alicia’s, was thick with emotion and husky as a result. She smiled broadly when he said the words and he found the corners of his lips turning upward as well.


  “Of all the duties permitted to me by my status as king, the joining two people in marriage is one of the most fulfilling. Nothing in our daily existences, except perhaps the birth of a child, is more life-affirming than a marriage. It is the ultimate expression of optimism. With this in mind, I affirm that Lord Sorial and Lady Alicia are joined. Let the record show that, after more than nine lean centuries, the Wizard has once again found his Bride.”


  Sorial and Alicia stepped toward one another until they were less than a foot apart. At this point, tradition called for them to clasp hands in confirmation of the union. In deference to Sorial’s infirmity, they skipped that part of the ceremony, instead gazing at one another for a long moment before leaning forward to brush lips in a brief, decorous kiss.


  More than five years after their first encounter in the stable at The Wayfarer’s Comfort, Sorial had become the “great man” Alicia had boasted she would one day marry. Whether he would continue to meet those lofty expectations was a matter for the future to determine.


  * * *


  The rest of the day was a wearying whirlwind for the couple. It was especially tiring for Sorial, who had not yet fully recovered from the effects of his injury. Although there were no evident or long-lasting physical marks, his loss of blood produced a lassitude that grew as the day progressed. Following the wedding, there was a private reception in the main throne room, where Sorial and Alicia greeted several dozen of the city’s most influential nobles (including some who were technically in rebellion) and citizens. After that came a six-course wedding dinner attended by seemingly everyone who had been at the reception. Finally, as the clock ticked close to midnight, an exhausted Sorial and Alicia were allowed to retire to their shared bedchamber.


  Alicia doffed her shoes and dress and lay on the oversized bed in only her underclothes. “It’s done,” she whispered, almost wonderingly, watching as he undressed. “What did Warburm say to you before he left the dinner?” She had noticed the innkeeper come up to Sorial and whisper something in his ear before laughing and departing.


  “He said the easy part is over. Now things get really hard.” He lay down beside her, naked except for a broadcloth covering his midsection. It was a warm night but not unpleasant. The floor-to-ceiling windows, which opened onto a south-facing porch, were open and a gentle breeze stirred the curtains around the bed.


  “Not hard enough, apparently,” said Alicia, her hand working its way under his lone garment. Her fingers, cool and nimble, began to dance and her lack of experience wasn’t an issue when it came to eliciting a response. Perhaps he wasn’t that tired after all…


  Was it any less exciting now that it was longer illicit? Nothing would ever match their first night in the water and mud by the riverside but there was something more satisfying about this. Alicia might no longer be the so-called “forbidden fruit,” but that didn’t mean he wanted her any less.


  Within the confines of the palace, Alicia was quieter but no less energetic. Sorial rapidly discovered that his wife was intent on making up for lost time. Once was not enough for her nor was twice. She rode him like she might ride the sea, with the same undulating motion. Even outside of water, Alicia could make it seem like she was immersed. The experience was delirious. Up and down, up and down. By the time she was sated, Sorial was depleted. As he drifted off to sleep, he was conscious of her curled against him, her damp flesh pressed against his in all the right places. So this was marriage…


  * * *


  Ariel wasn’t in camp when Justin returned, which was probably a good thing for her. He was in a black mood and it was possible he might have said or done something they would both later regret. He no longer wanted to kill her - his rage had diminished during the return trip - but he was angry and bitterly disappointed. Her misinformation had cost not only a young man’s life but had dealt a crushing blow to Justin’s overall plans. Either Sorial wasn’t dead or someone had immediately taken his place. It was almost certainly the former; not even Ferguson could move fast enough to get someone to and through a portal in three days. Yoel, the boy Justin had been grooming for a half-decade to claim The Lord of Earth’s mantle, had been pulverized in a gruesome way that left no doubt that his element was claimed. Somehow Sorial had avoided Ariel’s death-blow and that was worrying. Justin had expected this untried stableboy to be an easy victim once he was located. If that wasn’t the case, the situation would become messier than he had envisioned. He had never expected to use Ariel in combat; her role was to be one of intelligence-gathering and intimidation. But if Sorial remained a factor when the armies met, he might have to re-think that.


  He no longer had a stand-by for Earth. Even if he killed Sorial, which was an immediate goal, he lacked a candidate to fill the position. He doubted the same was true of Ferguson. He would have to set up guards around the perimeters of all three portals to eliminate anyone approaching them. Justin could ill afford to trade Sorial for another of the prelate’s puppets. There were only three possible wizards remaining in Justin’s small stable, none with an aptitude for water or earth. There was, however, a potential Lord of Air. At times like this, Justin wondered whether it might be better to replace Ariel. Did reliability trump experience?


  This situation reintroduced the necessity of entering single combat against the efreet. If Vantok was protected by magic, he would need more than himself and Ariel to ensure the city’s rapid fall. Justin couldn’t risk a slim victory or worse. If his advance stalled at Vantok, it might never move forward again. Anything less than a resounding triumph in the first battle was as good as a loss. All of Justin’s plans, everything he had worked toward for more than a decade, would be in shambles if he failed at Vantok. He would never see the endgame. Access to The Otherverse would be forever blocked. And, in the end, breaking through that seemingly impregnable gate was all that mattered. He needed chaos and order and the power of all four elements. Only by crushing and uniting humanity could he achieve that.


  Justin wondered if Ariel had learned of her failure and departed before his return in order to avoid facing him. It was a possibility. More likely, she was looking for her mother, an obsession she did little to deny. He shrugged although there was no one to see the gesture. There was little else for her to do at the moment. They knew where Sorial was but eliminating him would be nearly impossible and worth neither the attendant risk nor effort. Not only was he alerted to the seriousness of their intentions, but he would choose to be in a location that maximized his advantages and minimized theirs. Ariel wouldn’t be needed until after the Royal Wedding and he was sure she would be in place on the appointed day. He likely wouldn’t see her until it was time to advance the next phase of his fragmented and reworked plan.


  This is what it meant to command an army and formulate a campaign. Not for the first time, Justin wished he had selected a life of quiet contemplation. Now it was time to prepare to confront the efreet. If he lost that battle, it would render his other concerns moot.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: THE IRON KING


  His Majesty King Rangarak of Obis was one of the biggest men Azarak had ever encountered. Perhaps a hair’s breadth shorter than seven feet and weighing well over 300 pounds, he was a bull of a man and, dressed in the iron plate armor that represented his normal public costume, he looked larger and more imposing. If one looked beyond the broken nose, scarred chin, and thinning, graying hair, it was possible to see an afterimage of the dashing young man who had once caused every princess in the North to swoon.


  The Iron King, as he was known far and wide by friends and foes alike, looked the part of a fearsome, implacable ruler. It was said no one had seen him smile in more than a decade. He sat astride an impossibly large midnight destrier. Azarak was a fair horseman but he wouldn’t want to face this pair on the field of battle or even in a tournament.


  Rangarak rode at the head of a seemingly endless line of men, with his immediate entourage in front, followed by ten score cavalry and one hundred score infantry. Of those he had brought with him, only a quarter would be given to Vantok as part of the wedding arrangement. The others were there because the King of Obis never went anywhere without a portion of his army. This was only a fraction; nearly two thousand horse and another sixteen thousand foot soldiers had remained behind. The Broken Crags bottled up Obis’ military might in the North - the most compelling reason why none of Rangarak’s predecessors had attempted a conquest of the lightly defended southern cities.


  Myselene’s calm expression slipped when she saw who had accompanied her father. In addition to his usual group of hangers-on, concubines, and “advisors” was her brother Grushik, the heir apparent, and Sangaska, the husband of her older sister, who was second in line for the throne, at least until Grushik and his shrew of a wife produced a male child. In a patriarchal society like Obis, women were good for three things: fucking, breeding, and being married off in advantageous matches. Myselene didn’t like either Grushik or Sangaska, who were cut from the same cloth as her father but with a sadistic streak that Rangarak deemed counterproductive. To host them at her wedding, and defer to them because of their rank and position, was galling.


  Azarak and Myselene greeted the visiting party at Vantok’s northern border, riding out to meet the force from Obis with only a light honor guard. Throngs of citizens gathered near the meeting point, but they were kept in check by the large contingent of the Watch on duty specifically for this purpose. Fully one-third of Vantok’s population lined the thoroughfare to the palace along which the Iron King and his entourage would pass. Visiting dignitaries were rare, and it had been decades since a northern king had graced Vantok with his presence.


  The words used by Azarak were proper and traditional rather than heartfelt. “Beautiful Vantok greets Mighty Obis and welcomes you to enter and share our fires, break bread with us, and sleep under our roofs. While you are here, let us be as brothers with no acrimony to disturb our fellowship.”


  Rangarak uttered the proscribed response, his deep voice precisely what one might expect from a man of his size and bearing. “Mighty Obis thanks Beautiful Vantok for the invitation. We humbly accept the offer of fire, bread, and shelter. While within, we will be as brothers, leaving behind anything that could disturb our fellowship.” Having spoken those words, he gestured to the mass of men behind him and they drifted from the road, fanning out across the nearby grasslands in an orderly fashion.


  “I hope it won’t inconvenience Your Majesty if my escort settles here. I’ve instructed them not to venture within the city limits without strict permission. They’re a disciplined force and will conduct themselves in a way that reflects well upon their city and king. There will be no trouble.” Rangarak’s request was a formality; there was nothing to be done if Azarak didn’t want two thousand men camping just outside his city. They were here and couldn’t be sent away until their king was ready to depart. Until then, they were tinder. He hoped there was nothing to provide a spark.


  “Of course, Your Majesty. I’ll make couriers available to provide them with anything they might need from the city.”


  “They should need little enough. We have sufficient provisions and our dowsers will get the wells dug. They can find water in places far less hospitable than these plains. We’ll use the river for bathing, but only downstream from the city. We brought along our own whores, so there will be no need to visit your brothels. My officers will remain out here with the men; only those in my immediate party and twenty members of the King’s Guard will require accommodations within the city.”


  Azarak was surprised; it was fewer than expected. He had ordered sufficient room cleared in the barracks for fifty men and prepared two dozen rooms in the palace for guests. Only half of those would be used. On the occasion of the previous royal visit there hadn’t been sufficient room in the palace to house all the foreign dignitaries and Azarak’s father had been forced to rent out two of the city’s highest class inns, paying double room rents and draining the treasury.


  “Father,” said Myselene by way of greeting, advancing her horse to come alongside Azarak’s. Her head was bowed in an expression of respect, although the king couldn’t ascertain if it was feigned or genuine; he knew his bride-to-be was deeply conflicted where her father was concerned. She didn’t love him but she feared him. Azarak had little doubt which emotional response the Iron King preferred. He maintained his rule by the harshest means possible. He cowed his people and his retribution was pitiless to those who did not submit.


  “Myselene.” Rangarak inclined his head perfunctorily. “When I sent you down here, I hoped this is how things would turn out. Now the blood of Obis will be in the royal line of Vantok. Well done.” His attitude was that of a man speaking to a prized hunting dog that had retrieved a pheasant.


  For reasons he couldn’t quite identify, Azarak felt insulted by the Iron King’s compliment to his daughter. Even though he knew Myselene’s campaign to become queen had been motivated by politics and ambition, it seemed crass to acknowledge it so openly. He hated to think of his marriage as just another victory for the king of Obis.


  “Greetings, Sister,” said Grushik, his tone thick with condescension. Azarak disliked him on sight, perhaps because he knew how deeply Myselene hated and feared her brother. There was something dark in their past that Myselene hadn’t revealed in detail - some instance of abuse that had left its marks on her psyche. The most she had said was that Grushik derived an almost sexual pleasure from causing pain to children. Azarak surmised she had been his victim on at least one occasion.


  “Grushik,” she replied icily but with sufficient cordiality that no one would find fault in her welcome. Proper etiquette didn’t require warmth. She was more animated, however, when faced with Vice Chancellor Gorton. Had they been on the ground rather than side by side on horseback, Azarak was certain she would have embraced him: her old friend and tutor, perhaps the only man in all the world she loved and trusted. Having been included in the betrothal agreement, he was soon to become a citizen of Vantok.


  “It’s good to see you again, Highness. I come here as your faithful subject, ready to assume my new role and adopt a new city.” If the prospect displeased him, he didn’t show it. His smile was wide and apparently unforced.


  “You’ll be a senior advisor to His Majesty and me, second only to Chancellor Toranim. Your opinions and special experience are sorely needed.”


  It was a poorly kept secret that, in addition to his public duties serving Rangarak, Gorton was the head of Obis’ intelligence network. Azarak acknowledged this was one area in which Vantok needed an upgrade. Had Gorton been in place, the recent debacle with Ferguson and Alicia likely never would have happened. An effective web of spies and agents might have resulted in her recapture while still within a day’s ride of Vantok, regardless of the Temple’s efforts to keep her at liberty. But would the current situation be better or worse if that had happened? Clearly, Alicia was a wizard and, without her powers, Sorial would have died. Had Ferguson been right all along?


  “I’m at Your Highness’ disposal and, once my oath of allegiance is uttered, you can expect my complete cooperation. I believe King Rangarak was less than pleased I was the highly placed official you selected.”


  “I don’t know who will miss you more: my father or all the pretty, lonely ladies of Obis.”


  Gorton chuckled. Despite his advancing age - he was in his early fifties - he was still a handsome man, with carefully manicured salt-and-pepper facial hair, steely gray eyes, and a swarthy complexion. He was also a notorious womanizer who was said to have bedded nearly every attractive, well-connected woman in Obis. Officially, he had no children. Unofficially, he had at least a dozen, many of whom were being passed off as the sons and daughters of nobles, guild leaders, and other dignitaries.


  “Are there no pretty, lonely ladies in Vantok?”


  “I think you will find the… crop… to your liking, Uncle.” Azarak agreed with Myselene’s assessment. It wouldn’t take Gorton long to make his first conquest unless he had already done so on his previous visit.


  “A question, Highness, if I might?” asked Gorton.


  “Of course.”


  “That large… structure… to the northeast. It wasn’t here when I visited last season. It looks to be almost a mountain, although an admittedly strangely formed one. What is it? Where did it come from?”


  “We’ve dubbed it Mount Vantok. It’s the creation of our wizard, Duke Sorial, who constructed it as a means of proving his legitimacy to the citizens of the city. Most impressive, wouldn’t you say, for the act of one man?”


  Gorton raised an eyebrow. “So it’s true then? Rumors have reached us of magic the likes of which hasn’t been seen in centuries upon centuries. No one really believes it, of course, but the gossip is too loud and persistent to completely ignore. You’re certain of this Duke Sorial’s bona fides?”


  “We’re convinced.”


  Azarak could tell however, that Gorton wasn’t. His skepticism was etched on his face. The reaction was unsurprising and would be typical of anyone who hadn’t interacted with Sorial or seen his demonstration. King Rangarak would likely laugh in derision when informed that Vantok had filled the position of City Wizard.


  “Place smells like shit,” said Rangarak, matching the pace of his horse to Azarak’s as they made their way slowly toward the palace, throngs of people lining the streets for the royal procession, the cheering almost deafening. The Iron King had to shout to be heard above the commotion. “Let me give you a piece of advice, Your Majesty: sanitation. What a stench! And the bugs! How’n hell do you live like this?”


  Azarak sighed. The wedding was still more than a week away and the Iron King would stay at least several days after to participate in the traditional Royal Wedding Tournament, which he would likely win. It was going to be a long two weeks…


  * * *


  All the bowing and scraping was strange to Sorial. He was used to being on the giving end, not the receiving one. And now, his “presence was being requested to confer with the king.” It was gently worded, but a summons was a summons. So Sorial left his beloved wife behind to supervise their move into her childhood home while he ventured anonymously into the city to pay a visit to the king. His face wasn’t universally recognized. Many people had watched his demonstration, but few had been close enough to see him as more than a smudge of color atop the palace walls. Thankfully, he was known to the King’s Guard and no longer needed Duke Carannan’s help to get past the men charged with Azarak’s security.


  It was a small conference, indeed. Besides Sorial and Azarak, the only others present were Myselene and Toranim. Sorial was surprised. He had expected this to be a meeting of the full council, not a select subset. It was the innermost circle. He supposed he should be honored.


  “Bad news from The Forbidden Lands, I’m afraid,” began the king once they had settled around the large table. Myselene was the only one not sitting. As on the occasion when Sorial had met her, she stood slightly behind Azarak and to one side. Sorial couldn’t decide whether the position made her seem subservient or domineering. The dutiful bride-to-be or the puppet master? “But at least there’s news. One of scouts I sent into the mountains survived to report back and our concerns are warranted. There is a huge force massing in the Deep South, at least equal to the number of men Vantok can field with all the private militias and reserves in play. Six thousand, perhaps more. According to the brave lieutenant, they’re well entrenched in their camp and don’t appear to be an immediate threat to move, and when they start, it will take a force of that size at least three weeks to imperil Vantok. So we have time. But the danger is real. We have long suspected The Lord of Fire intended to follow up his weather attack with a more traditional one. Those suspicions have now been confirmed. The time has come to begin our preparations in earnest - battle plans for a war the likes of which hasn’t been seen in a thousand years. When he comes, he’ll come at us with everything he has, and we must be ready.”


  “It ain’t just The Lord of Fire we have to worry about.” Sorial had everyone’s attention. “The Lord of Fire’s allied with the Air-wizard. Only those two working together could have created the weather that’s blasted Vantok over the years. Fire builds the heat and Air disperses it. Winds push away moisture-bearing clouds so the rain comes to the plains but not the city.


  “The Lady of Air is my sister, Ariel. I’ve known for some time. She showed herself before I went to the portal, trying to warn me away. She said if I didn’t turn back she’d kill me. I think she’s tried. The arrow was fired by a mercenary with little training as an archer. He wouldn’t have been able to make such a long, accurate shot unless helped by the elements: a tail-wind to speed the shaft and air currents to guide its flight. That arrow was Ariel’s doing and she’ll try again. The Lord of Fire may be massing an army, but The Lady of Air is a more immediate threat. She’s acting the role of an assassin.”


  There was silence for nearly a full minute before Toranim said, “According to Ferguson, all your siblings - two boys and one girl - are dead.”


  “My brothers died, one of influenza and one at the Ibitsal portal. Ariel ran away before her Maturity, fearing what might happen if she tried to follow Braddock. Later, for reasons I don’t understand, she went on her own. Once she was transformed, she allied herself with The Lord of Fire, the only other wizard at the time.”


  “We have to keep you safe. Put you someplace where they can’t get to you,” said Azarak.


  “He controls fire and she controls air. Outside the deep underground, few places are entirely safe from them. Awareness is our greatest defense. That’s why I’m telling you this. It’s possible I ain’t her only target. They could gain a lot by assassinating a king, for example.”


  Azarak nodded. “An unexplained attack on the chancellor created paranoia and chaos. How much more so if the king was murdered? Was that your sister’s work? And the murders that followed?”


  “Possibly. Sowing mistrust. Widening cracks in the social order. She’s more prone to subtlety than spectacle. But we have our own weapon. Only those of us here know Alicia’s secret. It has to remain that way for the time being.” Sorial didn’t elaborate. There was no need; the other three understood and he didn’t want to reveal anything to ears that might be listening. Within the palace, even in a supposedly secure room, one would be a fool to assume complete privacy.


  From there, the discussion progressed to other matters. When Azarak questioned Sorial about moderating the weather with the onset of Planting, the wizard admitted he had no good plan except perhaps to kill one of the opposing wizards. He and Alicia had discussed possibilities at length but even the best were imperfect and would demand huge expenditures of energy. Eliminating Ariel or The Lord of Fire seemed a more achievable solution.


  “One thing you’ll learn, Sorial, is that the best solution isn’t always the most obvious one. I don’t know much about magic but I know people and the only way you’re going to beat these wizards is to do something unexpected. If it’s obvious, they’ll have thought of it and will be ready to counter it.”


  “Any ideas?”


  The ghost of a smile touched Azarak’s lips. “I think you mentioned something neither of our adversaries would be expecting. Take the fight to them. Go on the offensive. That might be radical enough to catch them off-guard. If you can’t figure out a way to counter the heat, cut it off at the source. But make no mistakes - that must be your first priority. It’s the first and most crucial move in our battle plan because, if this heat lasts into Summer, the city will roast.”


  “One way or another, I’ll get it done.”


  “I expect nothing less. Now, it appears you’ll have to meet Myselene’s esteemed father. He scoffs at the possibility that there’s a real wizard alive in our time. ‘Charlatan’ is one of the kinder words he used in reference to you.”


  “Another demonstration?” Sorial sighed.


  “A small one. No need to build another mountain.”


  All part of life as a city wizard. Make the people believe. Put on a good show. And when it comes time to use real magic, how much will I have left?


  “Opening a hole under him ain’t an option?”


  Azarak chuckled, although Sorial noted a frosty expression on Myselene’s face. “Seems like a good way to handle rivals; I wish I had that capability. Ferguson would have disappeared long ago.”


  “How is he adjusting to his new situation?”


  “As well as can be expected. The Temple has yet to officially relieve him of his responsibilities, but that’s only a formality. Candidates are already vying for his position; they’re awaiting my endorsement. Ferguson endured his punishment with dignity. I didn’t watch but I’m told he only cried out once while being scourged and not at all when his small fingers were removed. He fainted when they were cauterized. Now he spends his days reading some of the most obscure and dense texts from the palace library. By all accounts, he’s a model prisoner, although he doesn’t engage in the customary small talk with the guards who watch his quarters.”


  “I want to see him,” said Sorial. He didn’t relish the idea, but it needed to be done. Ferguson knew things that Sorial had to learn, especially if he was going to confront his sister and The Lord of Fire and defend Vantok from an attack. There was only so much he could accomplish blundering around on his own. Ferguson was alive because of the knowledge locked in his brain. Sorial intended to plunder that.


  “Now?” asked Azarak.


  “Now.”


  * * *


  The Ferguson who greeted Sorial didn’t look like the proud, arrogant man he had confronted in the temple on his initial return to Vantok. That person had been a larger-than-life figure whose form, like his features, defied age. This one was a stooped old man. With his scalp, chin, and mustache shaved of all but coarse stubble, Ferguson’s face resembled a wrinkled fruit; he looked every one of his nearly one-hundred years. His hands were bandaged to aid the healing of the still-raw injuries created by the removal of his fingers. The one thing that hadn’t changed, however, was his gaze. His eyes were as fierce and intense as ever.


  “You honor me by your visit, Your Magus.” There was no hint of irony in his tone.


  “Something of a comedown for the Temple’s prelate, ain’t it?” asked Sorial, his eyes taking in the Spartan nature of Ferguson’s quarters. They were clean and simple. The stale air smelled slightly of urine, probably the result of the chamber pot not being frequently emptied.


  Ferguson shrugged. “My primary duty is done. There are four wizards. There can be no more until one dies. The obligation laid upon me by the gods is fulfilled.”


  “Ariel’s ascension didn’t work the way you expected.”


  “No,” conceded Ferguson. “She represents my most grievous miscalculation. I admit to surprise when you told me of her fate, but it doesn’t change what must happen. You and she can’t co-exist. You must kill her. As you must kill The Lord of Fire, whoever he is. Then, when they’re dead, you can replace them with men loyal to your way of thinking. Ultimately, the four wizards must be united in their goals and beliefs. I was unable to achieve that, but hopefully you’ll succeed where I failed. The duty now falls upon you. I offer whatever aid I can provide.”


  Whatever aid I can provide. This, from the man who had ordered Annie’s death and taken a gamble that could as easily have killed Alicia as elevated her to her current status as The Lady of Water. Now, he offered his assistance.


  Ferguson’s voice turned hard at something he read in Sorial’s expression. “Don’t play the innocent with me, boy. You whine about what might have been but fail to consider what is. You and your beloved wife are wizards. Yes, people you care about have died, but that will always be the case. Would you rather be on the sidelines, sitting by powerless as The Lord of Fire storms in to sack the city? Would you rather be ground underfoot?  Would you rather you’d never met Alicia? Whether you admit it or not, Duke Sorial, your life is infinitely better because of my interference, yet you nurse your grievances like sacred treasures. I’ve given you power enough to fight for your city when the time comes. You can make a difference now and in the future. Sorial the wizard can influence history for the better. Sorial the stableboy would more than likely die under the boots of The Lord of Fire’s soldiers.”


  An angry retort died on Sorial’s lips. As galling as it was to admit, Ferguson was right. Of course, it remained to be seen whether responsibility and power were more a blessing or a curse.


  “You need me and you know it,” continued Ferguson. “That’s why I was given a gentle chastisement rather than a quick execution. What Azarak did, he did on your orders. Your ‘condition,’ I assume, for agreeing to serve Vantok. I congratulate you on your foresight. I know more about wizards and magic than you could ever hope to learn. I’ve spent years doing little more than studying in a musty library halfway around the world - a library built by the wizards of ancient times in a place they thought no one without magic would ever discover. You could scour every tome in Azarak’s library and only begin to scratch the surface of the repository of knowledge locked within my brain.”


  “Can you teach me how to beat The Lord of Fire?”


  “Such a prosaic question. Does the depth of your understanding run so shallow? No, I can’t teach you that any more than I can instruct you how to make love to your wife. Defeating him isn’t a matter of magic. It’s a matter of opportunity and strategy. You may use magic to do it, but you might as easily use a sword, an arrow, or a fist.”


  “If you can’t answer a question like that, what help are you?”


  “I can suggest names to replace him after you’ve killed him. More importantly, I can tell you what his ultimate goal is.”


  “His aim is obvious: make war on Vantok.”


  Ferguson sniffed derisively. “That would be the objective of a fool of limited vision, and The Lord of Fire is no fool. He’s a meticulous planner. He’ll make war on Vantok as a prelude to something grander. He’ll seek to unify men under one banner and gain control of all the wizards. From that power base, he’ll launch his assault on The Otherverse. If he achieves that aim, not even he will be able to predict the outcome. It’s not fire, air, water, and earth that form the building blocks of all things, but order and chaos. Even the four elements are comprised and fueled by those forces. They are the basis of everything and they can be accessed through The Otherverse. In the normal course of things, wizards touch them indirectly. The Lord of Fire seeks a direct connection. The only things stopping him are safeguards put into place by the gods and not even I know whether those will hold if he makes a concerted push.”


  Sorial understood little of what Ferguson said, but he knew enough to recognize that there were grim implications. It no longer seemed this was just a battle for one city. He stood silently, waiting for Ferguson so say more. But the old man remained stubbornly silent.


  “Is that it?”


  “No. But it would be pointless for me to tell you things you wouldn’t understand. Ask me a meaningful question and I’ll answer it. Prove to me that you have enough knowledge for you to process the information I provide rather than classify it as meaningless gibberish. Do some research on your own. Earn the answers.”


  More riddles. More damn riddles. He felt the same frustration bubbling to the surface he had experienced every time he visited Kara and she told him the time wasn’t yet ripe for him to understand the purpose of his life.


  “I can’t read.” It seemed an inadequate response, but it was true enough. Given time and a patient teacher, the deficiency could be rectified, but time wasn’t an abundant resource for him. In the best circumstances, The Lord of Fire would be marching toward Vantok before Sorial could comprehend a book of children’s tales.


  “Your wife can. While you caucus with King Azarak figuring out how to blunt The Lord of Fire’s charge, she can accomplish the important work.”


  Sorial turned to leave but paused before knocking on the door to ask to be let out. “Did you know my mother could have been a wizard? The portal called to her and, when she answered its call, it destroyed her.”


  “Kara?” One hairless eyebrow shot up. “That’s unexpected. Perhaps it shouldn’t be. As I recall, we never tested her. An oversight, obviously. But we made many mistakes in those early days. Your sister was one. Not rushing your brother was another. I’m convinced The Lord of Fire was invested only a short time before Braddock approached the portal. Maraman lacked the wizard’s capability; we tested him. Carannan is equally bereft, even though his bloodline is respectable. Alicia benefits from his heritage and that of the Lady Evane. Not as strong as yours yet sufficient; that’s why I encouraged their union. But Kara? I never suspected, and I should have. At this point, recriminations, like regrets, are pointless. We are where we are. I’ve gotten us to this point. Now the burden shifts to your shoulders. Without my help, though, you’ll fail. Come back to me, Your Magus, when you’re prepared to have a conversation of substance. When you’re ready to discuss magic as more than just a tool. When you’re ready to understand why, if you don’t gain a fundamental understanding of what it really means to be a wizard, you’ll never be more than a glorified carnival performer.”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO: A SECOND DEMONSTRATION


  The man Myselene called “father” was, in Azarak’s opinion, a monster. After having spent the better portion of the day in Rangarak’s company, reviewing logistics for the upcoming ceremony, the king of Vantok was exhausted. Apparently, the concept of “compromise” didn’t enter into Rangarak’s way of thinking. He was a cold, calculating man and, as the leader of the North’s most daunting city, he was accustomed to getting his way. His tactic of negotiation was to verbally bludgeon his opponents until they capitulated.


  “I’d apologize for him if I thought it would mean anything,” said Myselene, cognizant of the difficulties her betrothed was having making headway forging a working relationship with Rangarak. Before the Iron King’s bombastic arrival, Azarak had hoped to use the week prior to the wedding to discuss the possibility of a closer relationship between the two cities - a relationship that would include mutual defense pacts and a protected trade route through Widow’s Pass for which both cities would share responsibility. Rangarak, however, appeared unwilling to enter into diplomatic discussions, preferring instead to inspect every aspect of Vantok’s infrastructure and bluntly criticize each area in which he found it wanting.


  The Iron King’s comments, never gracious from the first despite Myselene’s suggestion that he would be cordial because of his status as a guest, grew increasingly more insulting with each passing day. It was evident that Rangarak had little respect for Azarak or the way in which he ran his city. “Soft leadership” was what he called it. He found Vantok to be shabby, poorly organized, uncomfortable, smelly, and full of undesirables who should be pressed into work gangs or military service. “If the scum don’t want to work to earn their keep, throw them out of the city.” When he learned about the situation with the rebel nobles, his advice was to send in the army. “Can’t have dissent. It undermines the authority of the Crown. If that happens, you might as well step down.” He volunteered to lend some of his men to help quash the nascent civil disobedience. When Azarak had demurred, Rangarak had sneered.


  “Have you two at least come to an agreement about who’s going to officiate at the ceremony?” asked Myselene, reclining in bed next to her soon-to-be husband. It wasn’t late at night, but they had taken refuge in the king’s chambers as an escape from the oppressive need to engage their guests in conversation. They lay in bed in a state of partial undress, but neither considered it an intimate encounter.


  When Azarak had explained the situation with Ferguson and proposed Sorial as an alternative, Rangarak refused to acknowledge “the charlatan’s” right to perform the marriage of two peasants, let alone a king and queen. Despite being a firm believer in the doctrine that the gods were gone - if, in fact, they had ever existed in the first place - Rangarak was adamant that a priest preside over the ceremony. He had brought a high-ranking one with him, the vice-prelate of Obis, second only to His Excellency. “Far better him than that shit you call a wizard.”


  “We’re going to be married by two priests,” Azarak informed Myselene, clearly unhappy with the arrangement. “That wizened prune your father dragged with him from the North and our esteemed acting prelate, Bishop Belmar.” For many years, Belmar had served as Ferguson’s surrogate on Azarak’s council, so there was at least a level of familiarity. No trust, though. Belmar had been one of Ferguson’s confidantes and there was no indication that the prelate’s incarceration had changed that.


  “If there’s one advantage to this debacle of your father refusing Sorial, it will at least make our wizard available to concentrate on security.”


  “You believe there’s a threat that either of our magical enemies might strike?”


  “Put yourself in their place. Can you think of a more tempting target? But Sorial doesn’t believe an attack, if it comes, will be primarily supernatural. According to him, something big and bold would be easy to detect and defend against. His concern is something more subtle - something that wouldn’t be recognized for what it is until it’s too late.”


  “Something we might not be able to plan for.”


  “Exactly. I explained the situation to your father and he dismissed it, much as he has dismissed any suggestion that wizards or magic are real. Insufferable man. I don’t know how you grew up under his thumb and ended up as open-minded and rational as you are.”


  “I hardly ever saw him. I’m his daughter not his son. He has little use for women so I was left in the care of governesses and tutors. Vice Chancellor Gorton was ten times more a father to me than the king was. Any paternal feelings he might have were carefully concealed, although I’ve been assured by many at court that I’m his favorite child, prized even over my brother. That was scant comfort for those times when I went weeks without seeing him or received only cool words and affectionless kisses when he remembered my existence.”


  “Is there any chance he’ll use the men he brought with him to take the city by force?”


  Myselene considered before answering. “Nothing is impossible with a man as arrogant and ambitious as him. There are more than a few oddities about the composition of his entourage. Twenty-two hundred men is more than the king of Obis needs for an honor guard, even considering that he’ll be leaving a quarter of their number here.


  “His limiting contact between his soldiers and the citizens of Vantok could be seen as common courtesy or it could be to lessen fraternization. It’s less complicated to attack people you don’t know.  Plus, it would be easier to mobilize his forces if they’re all in one place than if they’re scattered around the city.


  “Then there’s the question of why Grushik and Sangaska are with him - the heir and the heir’s heir. Their inclusion in the party makes little sense unless one or both of them expects to remain behind. That augurs the possibility that Rangarak doesn’t intend for you to have autonomy when he leaves. At best, one or both might remain as ‘representatives’ of the Iron King. At worst, they would be in complete control.”


  The irregularities noted by Myselene lay at the core of Azarak’s concern. The more he thought about it, the more it seemed that the wedding was merely an excuse for Rangarak to come south with a large military force without raising suspicion. Had this been his plan all along, or was it an embellishment he had arrived at after Azarak accepted Myselene? Whatever the case, it appeared she was innocent of any conspiracy. He sensed that she was as concerned as he was about the way events were unfolding.


  “How would he do it, do you think? You know him better than I do.”


  “He doesn’t have a large enough force to engage in a pitched battle with a strong assurance of victory. Vantok’s army outnumbers his three-to-one which negates any advantage he might have when it comes to training and organization. It’s more likely that he’ll use coercion or threats with the expectation of resorting to force if thwarted. He could opt for one of two approaches. The first would be to keep you as Vantok’s nominal ruler with the understanding that you would be beholden to him through Grushik or Sangaska, whoever is left behind. The five hundred men of my dowry would likely report directly to Obis. Or my father could have you assassinated. The throne would then be mine and Grushik or Sangaska could be appointed as ‘chancellor’. In either case, Vantok becomes Obis’ vassal.”


  It was logical. The irony, of course, was that anything Rangarak attempted would weaken the city for The Lord of Fire. If the Iron King took Vantok, it seemed unlikely he would hold it for long. Of course, Azarak might be dead by then.


  “You have a keen understanding of these things,” remarked the king.


  “You don’t grow up in Obis without getting lessons in the finer points of strategy and tactics. And Gorton was determined that my lessons mirror those of most high-born boys. I can’t sew or knit but I can read a map and study a battle plan.”


  “And if this comes to pass, if your father makes a play for the city, where will you stand?” He hated to ask; it seemed disloyal to do so. But, in a situation like this, he couldn’t assume her allegiance. Then again, if she intended to betray him, she would hardly admit it.


  “Once I’m no longer needed, they’ll dispose of me. I’d be a loose end, someone who couldn’t be trusted. So of course I stand with you. And with those who’ll be my people.”


  “Not what you expected when you came south to woo a king? A city fractured by rebellion, on the verge of takeover by a foreign power, and facing a massive army from out of The Forbidden Lands.”


  “I came to Vantok with the objective of becoming its queen. And, in three days, that’s what I’ll be. The more difficult the challenges, the more rewarding the title.”


  Azarak wished he could share those sentiments. The thought of a nice, quiet reign held immense appeal. “Your father’s plan, if it’s close to what you surmise, is fatally flawed. He discounts Sorial, believing him to be a fraud. And he doesn’t know about Alicia. By not considering them in his strategy, he assures himself of being unprepared for whatever defense they mount. But perhaps we overestimate you father’s ambition. Perhaps he’s simply here to attend the wedding of his daughter - an act that will bind the greatest city in the South to the greatest city in the North. Maybe the size of his force and the presence of his heirs is a sign of respect for the importance of the event.”


  “Maybe,” conceded Myselene, her voice betraying doubt. “But I hope Sorial’s demonstration is convincing. If my father is converted to being a believer in magic, it may blunt any ambitions he harbors where Vantok is concerned.  If not, let’s say that The Lord of Fire could be delighted by the result.”


  * * *


  Spent, Sorial withdrew from Alicia to roll onto his back. His skin was sticky with sweat, his breathing labored. He was exhausted, but it was a good kind of exhaustion - the kind that could make his worries temporarily evaporate, and there were plenty of those.


  “Wow,” said Alicia. Like Sorial, she was bathed in perspiration. It glistened on her stomach and breasts and darkened the ends of her hair where the curls touched her forehead and neck. “We need to argue more often.” Their bout of frenetic sex had been preceded by a fight over the merits of frequent bathing.


  Sorial supposed he had lost; he recalled saying something about taking a bath only if she fucked him to exhaustion. Since she had done that, he assumed he would now be required to trudge down to the river in the middle of the night and go for a quick swim. Except Alicia seemed in no hurry to get up.


  “You can wait until morning,” she finally conceded, as if reading his thoughts. “After I catch my breath, I might want to do it again. No point getting cleaned up yet.”


  For Sorial, sex with Alicia, like arguing about pointless, insignificant minutiae, was a welcome distraction from the weightier matters of life. The first and foremost of those was the demonstration he was expected to provide to the king of Obis tonight at Azarak and Myselene’s gala pre-wedding banquet. The other was that he had been put in charge of security for the celebration. Sorial’s initial relief at being removed from the responsibility of officiating had been short-lived; his new role was more important and less straightforward.


  “Have you figured out how to awe King Iron Stick Up His Ass?” asked Alicia. She had taken an immediate and intense dislike to the king of Obis. She didn’t like how the man treated his daughter nor was she appreciative of the constantly insulting comments he made about Sorial.


  “I think I’ll shake him up a little. Nothing harmful, but he’ll get the point, I hope.” It was disconcerting to recognize how easily he could dispatch the king if he so desired. Open the floor beneath his feet, send a pebble into his skull, drop one of the gargantuan stones that comprised the dining hall’s ceiling onto his head… there were an endless variety of possibilities. But it bothered him how… pedestrian… those applications of magic were.  Ferguson’s labeling of him as a “glorified carnival performer” had lodged in his mind and festered. The prelate was right - every application of magic he had thus far attempted was obvious. Against The Lord of Fire, obvious wasn’t good enough. And with Rangarak, it might be easier to kill him than impress him.


  “The king thinks Rangarak might be plotting something, that this might not be a purely ceremonial visit. He ain’t convinced that the mighty Lord of the North needs an honor guard of two-thousand. But if he’s planning something, it ain’t gonna happen till after his daughter’s been confirmed as Vantok’s queen. So Azarak should be safe from Rangarak till after the wedding.”


  “Myselene is worried about something. I can sense it.” Alicia had been spending a fair amount of time with the soon-to-be-queen, at least as much time as Myselene’s responsibilities for arranging the wedding and playing host to her father’s party would allow. “She doesn’t trust those two cretins Rangarak brought with him - her brother and her sister’s husband. They’re both married but they spend all their time at the brothels.”


  The only brothel Sorial had visited was The Tart’s Twat, and he doubted that was where the visitors from Obis were spending their coins. More likely a high class establishment like Ladies of Luxury. And they probably didn’t pay. Men like Grushik and Sangaska were accustomed to getting what they wanted for free.


  “Azarak asked me to watch them. He didn’t say anything specific, but he suspects an assassination plot. So now I have to worry about Ariel and The Lord of Fire during the ceremony and the brutes from Obis once it’s over. Things were so much simpler when I was stuck in a cave.”


  “So you’ve become nostalgic about a hole in the ground? Someday, you’re going to have to take me there. We can have sex by the light of the glowing fungus. Might be fun.”


  Sorial didn’t think she was serious, but he could never be sure. Dark, dank places didn’t appeal to Alicia, although there was a little brook. Maybe she would like it. If nothing else it was peaceful and uncomplicated. Getting her down there would be the trick. He needed to return to working out how to bring objects with him when he traveled. It was embarrassing to arrive naked every time.


  “Does this feel like home to you?” asked Alicia. He knew she worried that he wasn’t happy. She was perceptive. All the wealth, power, and adulation meant little. Growing up, he had never wanted or needed those things and, now that he had them, he saw them for the hollow traps they were. He would have traded them all for a good, reliable friend. He had Alicia, of course, and she was the whole of his existence. But there was still an unfilled longing, and she could sense it. If only Rexall had been true…


  Sorial looked around the room with the gauzy white curtains shielding the lone window, the wooden dressing table and matching wardrobe, and the large bed in which they slept. It wasn’t as ostentatious a bedchamber as the one they had shared in the palace but, compared to what he was used to - a stable loft or a hard, lumpy mattress - it was opulent. This was the room in which Alicia had slept throughout her youth. The master suite, which Carannan had vacated, was intended for the lord and lady of the manor, but nostalgia had pulled Alicia to this chamber. She wanted to recapture something intangible; sleeping here gave her comfort. There were far more important matters to command his attention than where he lay down at night. One room was as good as another to him as long as she was with him.


  “Home?” he pondered aloud, echoing her question. He knew this was home to her. It was where her memories began and ended, the good times and the bad. Their first night in this bed, she had shyly confided about the times she had lain here in the dark and touched herself under the covers, thinking of him. “When I think of home, it’s straw, a pitchfork, and the smell of horse shit.” More than ten years at The Wayfarer’s Comfort had left its mark on him. He had outgrown the place but the memories held an inexplicable fascination. He had been content there, at least for a while, but it wasn’t until now that he realized it.


  Alicia nodded. She understood. The stable at an inn wasn’t her idea of home any more than their current abode was his, but she felt the pull exerted by childhood memories. “We’ll make this into our home, you and I together.” She said it with determination, as if it was a thing that would happen rather than one that might.


  Sorial would work at it with her, but first they had to secure the city so this home of theirs would still be standing once The Lord of Fire arrived.  The enemy’s goal would be to burn it down along with the rest of Vantok.


  * * *


  Sorial wasn’t in his element. He was ill equipped to navigate the minefield of small talk and mindless babble that represented the primary terrain of grand dinners. Fortunately, whoever had  assigned the seating arrangements - Myselene most likely - understood this. Sorial was seated with his wife to his left - a gross breach of etiquette since husbands and wives never sat together - and Duke Carannan to his right. Myselene herself sat directly across the long, rectangular table from Sorial. Thus insulated, he was spared a litany of irritating questions from those of Vantok’s nobility at the banquet and jibes from those in the Obis party, who made no attempt to hide their scorn for a man they viewed as an unprincipled fraud.


  Once the dinner was over, it would be Sorial’s task to convince them otherwise. Or, if he couldn’t manage that, at least to give them something to think about - something that might make them hesitate if their intentions were more belligerent than a celebration of the nuptials. Alicia had jokingly referred to him as “the after-dinner entertainment” and remarked that in some courts the role was reserved for The Fool. Sorial didn’t find that amusing.


  He was attired in the same clothing he had worn for his wedding, a choice Alicia labeled as “gauche.” In her opinion, while it was acceptable to wear “everyday” clothing more than once, wardrobe used on special occasions should never again be donned. She was dressed in a teal gown Sorial had never before seen; if she was to be taken at her word, it would be discarded once they returned home, never again to adorn her body. Sorial shrugged off her sartorial criticism; he was reasonably certain that, by the end of his demonstration, whether or not he was dressed in previously worn garments would be of little matter.


  Occasionally, Carannan or Alicia would consult his opinion about one matter or another, more to give the appearance of involving him in the conversation than because he had anything to contribute. He quickly learned that, while at table, nobles talked of the most boring, inconsequential things: how many puppies were in a prize hound’s litter, whether Duchess Berthinger, who had given birth to six sons in six years of marriage, was again pregnant, or what hardy plants could survive the withering heat of Vantok’s endless Summers so as to keep gardens from being completely barren during the coming seasons.


  The only ones less active in the conversation than Sorial were the king of Obis and his heirs. They picked at their meals - the grain and poultry-rich dishes were apparently not to their liking - and sat in determined silence, their fierce glares challenging anyone to engage them in pointless chatter. Their most baleful stares were reserved for Sorial, whom Rangarak referred to as “The Cancer of Vantok” among less flattering names.


  Eventually, after what seemed an interminable amount of time spent devouring seven courses and drinking several different varieties of spirits, Azarak rose to explain what would happen next. Now the time has come for The Fool to entertain all the great and mighty lords and ladies gathered for dinner. Pray be kind to him. His tricks are untried.


  The king’s introduction was short and plain, re-iterating points every citizen of Vantok now knew. Rangarak’s expression displayed scorn and contempt when the word “wizard” was mentioned, but everyone else clapped politely. Those who had watched Sorial build the mountain were keen to see what he could accomplish in a more intimate setting. Surely, he wouldn’t attempt to create a similar monument in the royal dining hall?


  When Azarak had finished extolling his virtues, Sorial rose from his seat, executed a shallow bow to the Iron King, and then moved a distance away from the table. All eyes were on him, as had been the case when he stood atop the palace walls. “I am The Lord of Earth,” said Sorial, his voice infused with a pompous solemnity. “Rock is mine to command.”


  It began as a distant rumble; a bass throbbing that was as much felt as heard. Then the ground began to shake, gently at first then with growing urgency. Sorial stood rooted to his spot, riding the undulations of the earth with no difficulty. Everyone else was grasping for whatever was close - the table, the back of a chair, or another person - but those things were also moving. Aside from the man causing the vibrations, there was no stability. Alicia, Carannan, Azarak, Myselene, and Toranim remained unperturbed by what was happening. They were the only ones who stayed seated. Alicia continued to nibble at a slice of some exotic fruit, apparently unconcerned that the solid rock floor of the dining hall was rolling and pitching like the deck of a ship during a storm.


  Eventually, Sorial allowed the event to subside. It was more difficult to stop the trembling than to start it, but neither tested the limits of his stamina. It was more than a simple parlor trick but had it achieved the desired effect?


  There was no applause when it was over. Dignitaries nervously retook their seats - silent, respectful, and more than a little nervous about what they had experienced. But the reactions of Vantok’s nobility were of little matter. Most had observed Sorial’s previous display; for them, this was merely a reinforcement of what he was. Few needed additional convincing that there was a wizard in their midst. The men from Obis, however, had spent the better part of their stay denying Sorial’s claims.


  For Grushik and Sangaska, that hadn’t changed. “Trickery!” spat the former, glaring at Sorial with naked hostility. Both had their hands near the pommels of their weapons. Draw, and then you’ll see a demonstration no one will think to deny. The Iron King said nothing. His gaze was unwavering but speculative. There was no fear in him, but Sorial sensed his reticence was evaporating. Rangarak knew what he had experienced and could see no way for it to have been arranged through deception.


  Sensing how easily Rangarak might be swayed at this critical moment, Sorial decided to do something else. The floor beneath him was solid, built on a foundation of deep, thick rock. There were cellars and dungeons below, but they were distant enough not to interfere with what he intended.


  “I apologize if my next act will offend some of you, but there are things I can only do naked.”  So saying, he began to divest himself of the clothing Alicia had earlier ridiculed. He responded to her shocked expression with a sly smile. As he disrobed, most of the women at least pretended to look away - excepting Myselene, who gazed at Sorial’s lean, muscular form with admiration. An uneasy atmosphere settled over the gathered diners. None knew what to expect from the bronze nude man who stood before them, his finery pooled carelessly at his feet.


  His body began to sink into the floor as if it was quicksand. Slowly and deliberately, he descended, like a man wading ever deeper into a pool. Sorial’s eyes locked with Rangarak’s until his head disappeared into the stone, leaving behind nothing but the discarded clothing. The great hall was so silent that individual gasps could be heard. Sorial had vanished, swallowed up by the floor.


  Unconcerned, Alicia resumed eating her fruit. She glanced in Myselene’s direction with annoyance. She hadn’t liked the appreciative appraisal the queen-to-be had cast in her naked husband’s direction. It was perhaps the first time Alicia had felt the stirrings of jealousy. She knew she had nothing to fear from Myselene, but still… The look had been inappropriate.


  Rangarak, who had risen during the quake and not retaken his seat after it ended, moved away from the table to the spot where Sorial had stood. He tapped the stone gently with his foot then, when it proved solid, with greater firmness. It didn’t yield. Sorial hadn’t vanished through a hidden hatch or a concealed panel - that much was certain. He had appeared to melt slowly and deliberately into the floor - the same floor that only moments earlier had undulated at his command. Little room remained for reasonable doubt.


  After having been gone fewer than five minutes, Sorial made his reappearance. About a dozen feet away from the space he had previously occupied, he bled upward through the floor, rising in a perfect reversal of the way in which he had disappeared. Once free of the stone, he calmly retrieved his clothing and dressed.


  Giving Rangarak a direct look, he said, “Lords and Ladies and Your Majesties, this ends tonight’s entertainment.”


  * * *


  “Did it work?” asked Azarak, sitting in his easy chair sipping from his customary pre-bedtime goblet. He saw no reason to alter the comfort of his regular routine just because he was getting married the next day, just as he saw no reason for Myselene to sleep elsewhere. No attempts were being made to pretend she was coming to the wedding as a virgin. It was widely known that she had been his mistress for many, many weeks. Their marriage was a formalization of a well-established relationship.


  She was naked atop the bed sheets, but her position was more relaxed than sensual. If Azarak wanted sex, he would come to her. If not, she would drift off to sleep. She no longer felt the need to be constantly seductive. “I think so. I watched him carefully and there was a change in his expression and bearing. My brother and sister’s ass of a husband continue to claim it was somehow the work of a charlatan, but my father is smarter than both of them put together. He knows that not even a master illusionist could have faked what Sorial did.


  “He won’t admit it in public, of course. The Iron King cannot be seen to be wrong on such a subject, but he won’t say anything more against Sorial. Grushik and Sangaska will continue to babble their rubbish but, without their king’s support, their insults will be hollow. “


  “Have we staved off danger?”


  “It depends how seriously my father views Sorial as a military threat. It’s one thing to make the floor of the dining room tremble, but it’s another to endanger a highly trained army of more than two-thousand. For that matter, neither you nor I know how valuable Sorial would be in such an engagement.”


  “True, but this isn’t the way I want to find out.”


  “If my father decides Sorial could shift the balance, he’ll curb plans for a military engagement. Even with only a fraction of his army here, a defeat would be devastating. It would reverberate all the way to Obis and he could return home to find the throne occupied by an opportunistic usurper.”


  “But you think he might try something non-military?”


  Myselene nodded. “I’m not sure it was ever his intention to force a confrontation. Even with Vantok’s army not in battle-ready condition, going into combat outnumbered three-to-one is a risky proposition. If he intended to fight, he would have brought more men. This is a show of force, and Sorial’s demonstration may not influence his eventual gambit.  Or I could be wrong and now our wizard represents a barricade to his goal - one that must be removed before he can press forward.”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE: PRICES


  The Royal Wedding occurred without a hitch and, despite all the wrangling beforehand, there was no indication to the guests that any aspect had been contended. The ceremony was held in the main throne room with every inch of space occupied. No special accommodations were made for class: nobles sat alongside peasants, a situation that pleased few of Vantok’s landed citizens. Alicia watched from a seat next to her father in a bench several pews from the front. Sorial wasn’t in attendance. He was in a cellar directly below the throne room, using his powers to “feel” for danger by sensing vibrations through the earth and rock beneath the palace.


  The visitors from Obis behaved themselves, sitting quietly to one side and treating the occasion as if it was the most solemn event imaginable. Alicia wondered if it was like that for all Northern weddings. Their attitude seemed more appropriate for a funeral. Perhaps Sorial’s demonstration the night before had scrambled the plans of King Rangarak. Surely he wouldn’t try a coup knowing that Azarak was backed by a wizard? Two, actually, but her status remained a strategic secret.


  The queen was, of course, radiant in a gown that made Alicia’s simple wedding dress appear appropriate for a village virgin at her first dance. Myselene was attended by a timid girl Alicia had never before seen - most likely the maid from Obis who had traveled to Vantok to resume service for her mistress. Azarak was dressed in the robes of state to emphasize that Myselene was joining herself to the city and its ruler. His second was his chancellor, Toranim. Azarak had eschewed a political opportunity by not offering the honored position to a noble. Some part of Alicia admitted a sliver of envy that she hadn’t been accorded an opportunity for such a lavish ceremony. She understood the reasons for it, and they were all sound, but she couldn’t help but mourn the loss of another girlhood fantasy. Still, in Sorial, she had gotten a prince. Sort of.


  Neither Ariel nor The Lord of Fire did anything to interrupt the nuptials. The potential of something happening kept Alicia on guard; she had to be in a state of constant readiness in case Sorial needed her. The tension meant that not only was she distracted throughout the wedding but she was glad when it was over. Perspiration beaded on her forehead and caused her dress to stick to her body, and it wasn’t all from the unseasonable warmth in the poorly ventilated throne room. Drained and needing time alone, she left the palace immediately after the couple exited from public view, although Sorial remained behind to continue his watch.


  Alicia awoke when he came home much later in the day. She was sprawled on their bed and struggled with a moment’s disorientation. The windows revealed that it was night but she was still dressed in the outfit she had worn to the wedding. The last thing she remembered was lying down for a moment to rest. Apparently, it had been a long moment.


  Sorial moved around the bedroom quietly, or at least as quietly as he was capable, trying not to disturb her.  He lit only one lantern so the light was dim and the shadows long.


  “What time is it?” Alicia murmured sleepily, stretching like a cat with her arms extended above her head.


  “Just past midnight. Myselene and Azarak have gone to their wedding bed to make the next king of Vantok, although popular scuttlebutt argues it’s already happened. He advised me to get home to you so we could work on making little wizards.”


  That jolted Alicia awake as surely as a bucket of cold water to the face would have done. Telling him was something she couldn’t put off any longer. She really should have addressed this with Sorial before now, but she had procrastinated. Foolish. There was no chance it was going to go away.


  “Sorial, we need to talk.”


  “Okay,” he said, sitting on the edge of the bed to pull off his boots. He wasn’t looking at her, meaning he hadn’t caught the note of earnestness in her voice. And he had missed that she called him “Sorial” instead of “stableboy,” another sure sign of her seriousness.


  “Back in Ibitsal, you told me the price you paid to be released from the portal. I never told you mine and you didn’t ask.”


  That got his attention. He stopped removing his clothing and turned to face her, his features hidden in shadow. “I didn’t want to push you. I know how personal it is. I figured you’d tell me when you were ready.”


  Was the time right? No. It never would be. But it was necessary that he know. In a way, it was his price as well.


  She took a deep breath. “I surrendered the ability to have children. It seemed such a little thing at the time, but now…”


  She slid across the bed to be closer to him, and what she saw in his face gave her cause for relief. There was no accusation, no shock of betrayal. There was no anger or sense of having been duped, no pain of loss. His features were placid. This revelation wasn’t a blow to Sorial; it might even have been expected.


  “I’m glad that’s all you had to give up. It ain’t easy living with no smell or taste. If I was to tell the truth, I worried about the possibility of you getting with child with things so unsettled. I’d hate to think of a son or daughter growing up an orphan. If we survive this war, maybe I’ll be disappointed in the future, but raising an army of little wizards was never a goal.”


  “I wanted children,” confessed Alicia. “Until the portal, I dreamed of having them with you. But, if you ever decide you want them, you’ll have to find someone else to carry them. Maybe… I could even help you with that. Find a nice girl and lend you out to her enough times for her to get pregnant.” Such a simple solution in many ways. It was often done when a noblewoman couldn’t have children and the line needed to continue. But she knew it would hurt.


  Sorial shook his head. “You could argue it might be best for everyone if our bloodlines, manipulated by Ferguson, ended with us. Any children would have become pawns in the next generation’s political games.”


  “I guess I just had an idyllic vision of four or five of us together as a family.” It was a pleasant fantasy, but she had always known it was divorced from reality. Wizards weren’t just “normal” people with special powers. They were fundamentally different and the belief that they could live uncomplicated lives was as realistic as believing a king could marry for love.


  “The road ahead’s hard for us, Alicia. If we had children, it would be harder still. Your infertility might be a blessing. It means we can fuck as often as we want without fear of your getting with child and we’ll never be placed in a position where we have to choose between the safety and security of a son or daughter and our responsibilities to this city.”


  His words were harsh and they stung, but she knew he was right. And recognizing the truth of what he said was perhaps the most painful revelation of all. She would never have children and it was better that way. Better for the children who would never be born, better for her, better for Sorial, and better for everyone else.


  So why was the disappointment so acute?


  * * *


  “You realize that’s not the best way to go about creating a royal heir?” noted Azarak, leaning back to catch his breath.


  With a devilish twinkle in her eyes and her hair in disarray, the queen lifted her face from between the king’s legs and replied, “Wasteful, I suppose. But I won’t tell if you won’t.”


  “Are you surprised how… smoothly… things went today?” It had been an almost perfect wedding. Thinking back on his first nuptials, which had been less of a logistical nightmare, this one had passed with fewer niggling issues. The biggest problem had happened when fat Baron Folster fell and broke his leg climbing the steps to the throne room’s outside entrance. Their fear, that there might be some sort of magical attack, had been unfounded. Whether Sorial’s presence and vigilance were in part responsible, they would never know.


  “Honestly, yes,” admitted Myselene, crawling up to lie next to him face-to-face. “I got it into my head to expect balls of fire and tornadoes. So much normalcy was almost disappointing.”


  “Don’t get used to it. Once the tournament is over, we’re going to have to get serious about the business of war. The first step will be integrating our new 500 soldiers into the army as a whole. I’ll have to replace Overcommander Vikon, who’s been making disloyal statements. If I was sure of the fidelity of the men sent by your father, I might appoint one of them. And we’ll need to step up scouting parties to the south. Now that we know the location of the enemy’s army, we’ll have to keep a close watch on him.”


  “Gorton can help.”


  “I know. As soon as he’s given his oath, he’ll go straight into a briefing with Toranim. I’m well aware of our new vice chancellor’s credentials. As for the men from Obis… will their loyalty to you be strong enough to break their ties to your father?”


  “Initially, no. Gorton’s an exception in this as in most other things. Once his loyalty’s given, you can rely on it. The rest of them, even after swearing fidelity to Vantok, will still see themselves as my father’s subjects. Only time will remedy that. And if we can find them wives here, that will speed things along. They have to see this as their home, not a barracks half the world away.”


  “Arranged marriages?”


  Myselene shrugged. “They work. Look at us. Marriages founded on something as impermanent as love are overrated.”


  “Many of the soldiers would have to make what they might view as ‘disadvantageous’ unions - the only ones willing to enter into such arrangements would be peasant girls.”


  “The Crown can support the marriages with a handsome grant. Two gold apiece, for example. With that kind of dowry, even the most class-conscious soldier would agree to marry a disreputable slattern.”


  “You’ll bankrupt the treasury.”


  “With Sorial’s contributions, you have a limitless treasury. He can find gold faster than you can spend it. According to Alicia, he could be the richest man alive if it mattered to him.”


  “Whatever happens, we need to put distance between the 500 and their 1700 brothers, and that means encouraging your father to depart as soon as possible.”


  “Once he wins the tournament, he’ll take a day or two to boast about it then go. He doesn’t like the weather here; he’s anxious to get back home or at least outside the heat bubble around the city.”


  “I’ll ask Sorial to refrain from bringing back the cooler weather until after your father’s gone.”


  “What about Alicia’s status?” asked Myselene.


  “What about it?”


  “I understand the reasons for keeping the truth about her secret, but she isn’t getting her fair due as long as she isn’t publicly recognized as more than ‘The Wizard’s Bride’.”


  “Has she complained about it? I know you’ve been spending time with her.”


  “No. It’s unfair, though. She’s as much a wizard as Sorial yet he gets all the accolades as The Lord of Earth and she has to play the dutiful wife.”


  “If an arrow hadn’t punched through his chest, we wouldn’t know about her, either,” said Azarak.


  “I knew the moment I saw her. Or at least I suspected. It was evident from her body language and the gaps in their story. But that doesn’t matter. We know the truth but the people don’t.”


  “Which is the point. That ‘truth,’ as you put it, is a weapon and it can only be used once. We have to pick the time when it will provide the best strategic advantage. After that, she can collect all the adulation that’s her due.”


  * * *


  King Rangarak requested a private audience with Azarak before the commencement of round one of the Great Tournament. It was an event the Iron King was widely expected to win. No one else from the Obis contingent had entered, including Rangarak’s son, who might have been the only potential contender to offer him a serious challenge. The other combatants were soldiers of Vantok and, as good as some were, none had the experience, appearance, or reputation of Rangarak. The odds were so skewed in his favor that many of Vantok’s gambling establishments had refused bets for first place of the contest. The hotly debated question was who would face (and lose to) Rangarak in the final round.


  Theoretically, the tournament was in honor of the marriage of Azarak and Myselene. The bride so disliked combat that she refused to attend. Azarak, on the other hand, had no choice unless he wanted to give offense so, although he was less than enthused about a sporting event in which the result was predetermined, he agreed to preside over the tournament.


  Azarak deemed it unlikely however, that the Iron King wanted to speak to him about the coming gladiatorial bout. There was something ominous about the way the request had been phrased: “His Majesty, the Iron King Rangarak requests a brief audience with His Majesty of Vantok, Azarak, to discuss details pertaining to the marriage agreement.” That sort of ambiguous communiqué rarely boded well.


  The meeting took place in the private sanctum. Azarak, dressed in the robes of state he would shortly wear in public, was joined by Toranim. Rangarak, in full, polished armor, was accompanied by his son, Grushik, who was clothed in black with his father’s crest emblazoned in silver on his breast. They were two beasts of men: huge specimens of humanity made almost invulnerable by the donning of armor and the bearing of arms. It was possible that, due to his age, Grushik might be a more formidable opponent than Rangarak. The son’s decision not to enter the tournament was a mark of respect for his father rather than a tacit admission that he would lose. For Grushik, a victory over the Iron King could be more damaging than a loss.


  Both men from Obis were standing, in part because, as a result of his bulky armor, Rangarak couldn’t fit into chair. So as not to be at a gross disadvantage of height - Azarak didn’t want the Iron King to loom over him - the Vantok contingent eschewed seats as well.


  “This won’t take long, Your Majesty,” said Rangarak. “But it’s only fair I advise you of a change in my advisory body before you begin administering the oaths of loyalty to your new citizens today.”


  That didn’t sound at all promising.


  “Yesterday morning, prior to the wedding ceremony, Vice Chancellor Gorton was removed from his position for conduct unbecoming a royal advisor. He will be taken back to Obis and tried for these charges. In the interim, I’ve replaced him with my son, Grushik. I’m aware of the language in the betrothal agreement that reads: ‘The Vice Chancellor of Obis shall transfer his allegiance to Vantok, where he will occupy a similar position of authority to the one he currently holds.’ We intend to stand by that agreement.”


  Azarak, despite being schooled in the art of not betraying his emotions through minute changes in facial expressions, wasn’t completely successful in concealing his displeasure. A move like this on the part of the Iron King wasn’t entirely unexpected but Azarak had been hoping to avoid the diplomatic meltdown that could occur as a result.


  “Of course,” continued Rangarak, “It’s not possible for my new vice chancellor to take the oath of fealty to Vantok as it would be highly inappropriate for the heir to the throne of Obis to have divided loyalties. That being said, however, I intend for Grushik to remain behind when my contingent leaves. He can serve as one of your key advisors with a seat on your council while renewing his relationship with his sister and providing invaluable suggestions should Vantok become embroiled in a military engagement, as whispers suggest. Grushik has one of the finest military minds in all the North - finer even than Gorton. On balance, I believe this will work better for both cities.”


  Azarak wondered if Rangarak believed him to be a simpleton. The implications of this switch were obvious. If Grushik remained behind, Azarak’s life expectancy would be short - probably only until a child or two had been produced. During that time, Grushik would amass a base of power within Vantok, drawing on the support of those disaffected with the current regime. After Azarak’s assassination, Myselene would hold the throne only if she cooperated with her father and brother.


  Of course, it wasn’t a foolproof plan. It assumed any imminent war would be won by Vantok (presumably with Grushik positioning himself to be hailed as a hero, improving his popularity among the masses) and that Sorial’s impact could be neutralized. Azarak wondered how Rangarak planned to manage that situation. Perhaps assassination.


  “So you intend to break a duly ratified agreement only a day after it went into effect. Not a good way to begin a new era in Vantok/Obis relations.” Azarak made the statement bluntly, without couching it in diplomatically palatable language.


  “Come, Your Majesty! You can’t honestly believe I would allow such an important person as my son to swear allegiance to Vantok.”


  “Not at all. I expect that you will permit Vice Chancellor Gorton to renounce his citizenship of Obis and join my court. The only reason he wasn’t referenced by name in the betrothal agreement is because no one believed there was a need for such specificity. But everyone, yourself included, understood that Gorton was expected to be part of the package delivered at the wedding. Now, not only are you attempting to circumvent that but you offer in Gorton’s stead an alternate who will continue to report to you as he sits on my council!”


  “Gorton will be returning to Obis. My decision to permit him to reside in Vantok has always been conditional. Grushik will remain here and will be in direct command of the 500 men being left behind. They will swear your oath but don’t misunderstand for a moment where their ultimate loyalty would lie in the event of a falling-out between our two cities.”


  Azarak was finding it increasingly difficult to hold his temper, even while recognizing that losing it now could risk a diplomatic incident with cataclysmic consequences. “If you’re firm in your decision not to allow Gorton to remain, then might I respectfully request that you re-consider your choice for the new vice chancellor; let him be someone who could swear fealty to Vantok, even if it’s a lesser personage.”


  “My son has already been given the position. There will be no reconsidering.”


  “Then, since you have elected not to follow the agreement let me also depart from it. Gorton will not be replaced. Either he will fill Vantok’s vice chancellor position or no one will. No one will sit on my council or hold a position of authority in Vantok except the man previously selected by mutual agreement.”


  Now it was Rangarak’s turn to show the beginnings of anger. He took a step toward Azarak and poked him forcefully in the chest with a beefy index finger. “You listen to me, Your Majesty. You’re nothing but a jumped-up bureaucrat, and not even a good one at that. Your militia is inadequate and poorly trained. The sanitation is deplorable. There’s no irrigation. There are beggars on the street. If Vantok is the ‘Jewel of the South,’ the other cities must be shitholes indeed. Don’t think you can issue edicts when you don’t have the army to challenge half the force I brought with me. Grushik will remain behind. He’ll be appointed to your council and given the title of vice chancellor. And, among whatever other responsibilities you trust to him, he’ll have direct command over those among your militia who were once citizens of Obis. These are my new terms; reject them at your peril.”


  Azarak recognized that if he said the wrong word or combination of words, Vantok could face a war far sooner than when The Lord of Fire began his northward march. At the same time, he couldn’t simply accede to the Iron King’s demands. To do so would betray a lack of backbone that would cause him to lose respect not only among those in the room, but all across the city.


  “We both understand what’s really going on,” said Azarak, forcing into his voice a note of icy calmness he didn’t feel. “There’s nothing I can do to prevent Grushik from remaining in Vantok. In fact, as a representative of Obis, he’ll be an honored guest and will be accorded every courtesy. But, as long as he’s an ambassador of a foreign city, he’ll be given limited access and no authority over the citizens of Vantok, regardless of where they were born and raised. Should he exceed his mandate, he’ll be arrested and deported.


  “One other thing: in the event of my untimely demise, he would be advised to quit Vantok immediately and flee to Obis. I have a great many allies who would seek to avenge my death, one of whom is a wizard. Grushik would undoubtedly be a suspect if an assassination occurred, and it might be that some of my operatives would be unwilling to wait for a trial.”


  * * *


  “Not exactly a state of war, but close enough. Let’s say that relations between Vantok and Obis are at a low ebb,” said Azarak, explaining the situation to Sorial, who had been summoned immediately following Rangarak’s departure for the tournament. They were in one of the palace’s back gardens, enjoying a leisurely stroll around the grounds. The flowering bushes were in full bloom but the location had been chosen more for its security than its beauty. Here, they were safe from the nest of spies that infiltrated the palace.


  A loud cheer went up from the parade grounds, which were located midway between the palace and the temple. The tournament was just underway and thousands were in attendance, packing the streets around the grounds and standing on nearby rooftops, much as had been the case for Sorial’s demonstration. Having made an appearance, Azarak had retreated to the palace to meet with the wizard. He would be back in time to watch Rangarak’s first round match so as not to cause offense.


  “What are your plans?” asked Sorial. He was possessed of sufficient political understanding to recognize that if Grushik remained in Vantok, an attempt on Azarak’s life was a certainty. Rather than risk a clash of armies that could inflict heavy losses on Vantok’s military with the threat of an invasion looming, the Iron King had elected to attempt something that, at least for him, was subtle.


  “My options are limited for the moment. If I refuse, Rangarak will either attack with the forces immediately available to him or blockade the city while sending for a sizeable contingent of reinforcements. If I allow Grushik to remain and grant him the seat on the council demanded by his father, not only am I setting a dangerous precedent, but I’m putting my life and reign in jeopardy.”


  “Do you trust Myselene to oppose them?”


  Azarak didn’t hesitate in affirming his new wife’s loyalty. “Yes, although I don’t know what she’ll do if I’m killed. Likely whatever’s required to retain the throne for herself and any children, born or unborn. I couldn’t fault her for that, but it would mean letting Rangarak believe she’s biddable.”


  “But if Rangarak or Grushik makes a play for the throne while you’re still alive…?”


  “She’d oppose them. But she’s not the wild card; you are.”


  Sorial nodded. He had suspected it would come to this. Rangarak had the advantage of military might. Azarak had the advantage of magical strength to supplement his physical resources. “All things considered, that might actually be Alicia. Rangarak knows about me.”


  “Despite his newfound conversion to a belief in wizards, I doubt he understands what you’re capable of and, as impressive as it was, your demonstration amounted to little more than an elevated parlor trick. He considers you but I don’t think he believes you’d make much of a difference in a battle.”


  “But you don’t want it to come to that.”


  “Not with Rangarak.  You’ll eventually be tried by fire, if you’ll pardon the expression, but Vantok is ill equipped to fight one war, let alone two. This must be resolved without a clash of arms, which means I must accede to Rangarak’s demands, or at least seem to.”


  “And that’s where you want my help.”


  “Once Rangarak is far enough away that a return trip is unlikely even if messages from his son cease to reach him, it would benefit everyone if Grushik was simply to disappear. No trace. As if a hole in the ground opened up and swallowed him.”


  Sorial said nothing. Did it trouble him to be used as an assassin? Not in this case, when he understood the choice as being between Grushik and Azarak. The dilemma, if there was one, was that once Sorial did this once, it would be difficult to refuse a similar commission in the future. There were other options open to Azarak, but they were more complicated and prone to failure. Grushik was a big, dangerous man. He would have elite troops protecting him. And he would be prepared for an attack. A conventional assassin’s odds of success were poor. Sorial, on the other hand, could think of a half-dozen ways to eliminate him without a trace. This, at least, was something that could be accomplished in a brute force manner, without demanding anything in the way of creativity.


  “Can I depend on you in this matter?” pressed Azarak, unwilling to accept Sorial’s silence as his assent.


  “Let me know when Rangarak’s army is far enough away for me to act.”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR: TOURNAMENT


  Azarak’s impression of the tournament was that it was a contest for those who, having grown up during the city’s longest extended peacetime, had never seen genuine combat. The sight of two heavily armored men hoisting unwieldy lances as they charged at one another atop warhorses elicited shouts and cheers from the crowd, especially when the inevitable clash was violent enough to unhorse at least one participant.


  Unlike past tournaments, when a returning champion basked in the adulation of the throng, it had been long enough since the last major competition that all the old favorites had retired from the bone-crunching sport, leaving the field wide open - at least insofar as coming in second to Rangarak could be considered a laudable goal. For the most part, those attending were there for one of two reasons, neither of which had anything to do with sentimental rooting or hero-worship. Those spectators who hadn’t gambled their hard earned studs on one contender or another were hoping to see as many gruesome collisions as possible.


  Once, not that many years ago, jousting had been a civilized sport, with contestants bowing to one another before their passes and taking care to avoid imparting serious injuries. Whether in victory or defeat, opponents had accorded courtesy to one another. Such things were marks of a lost era. The goal was no longer merely to unseat a rival but to humiliate and injure him. Broken bones were common and deaths weren’t unheard of. Rancor had replaced respect. Even those who were friendly away from the tournament became mortal enemies as soon as the games began.


  Azarak didn’t know the names of many of the contestants.  Dressed as they were in full suits of armor, they all looked alike. They clambered onto their beleaguered mounts, charged toward their adversaries at full speed, then hit the ground with jarring crashes or lifted their arms in triumph. It rarely took more than one pass and never more than three. The rules were specific: the contest continued until someone was separated from his horse.


  Rangarak’s first joust was the most anticipated but hardly the most remarkable. He was pitted against a burly, jovial member of a minor noble’s household guard. Against a lesser opponent, the man might have stood a chance despite his obvious limitations as a horseman. Against Rangarak, however, the results were brutal and predictable. As he lay writhing on the ground with a broken leg, the man probably didn’t consider himself lucky, but Azarak knew that a slightly different angle of the lance might have deprived the guard of more than his dignity. The question for the king of Vantok to ponder was whether the Iron King had shown his own brand of mercy or whether he had been clumsy. In the end, it hardly mattered.


  Azarak was seated between his chancellor and the unoccupied chair reserved for his new wife. Also on the raised dais were key members of Obis’ royal party, including Azarak’s soon-to-be “vice chancellor” and Grushik’s foul-mouthed companion and brother-in-law.


  “Impressive,” said Toranim after Rangarak had departed in triumph. His second round appearance would be later in the day with three more to come on the morrow in the likely event that he continued to advance.


  “When it comes to acts of pure physical prowess, few are his peer,” replied Azarak. He kept his voice low so as not to be overheard by Grushik or Sangaska. He need not have worried; the two were so engrossed in drinking and applauding violent collisions that they showed little interest in any conversation between the king of Vantok and his chief advisor. Or so it seemed. Azarak couldn’t help but wonder whether a majority of Grushik’s boorish personality was a carefully constructed disguise. It was difficult to determine whether the man was cunning or stupid. Myselene sided with the latter interpretation but Azarak wasn’t sure.


  “We have no one to challenge him,” said Toranim matter-of-factly. “It rankles that Vantok’s grandest sporting event in years will be won by a foreigner.”


  “More’s the pity. I’d love to see the bastard unhorsed, and not just for patriotic reasons, but it seems unlikely. His reputation’s warranted. I only hope he doesn’t kill someone on his path to claiming the trophy.”


  “Ah, for the days when Vikon was in his prime. He’d have given Rangarak a battle.” Vantok’s soon-to-be-ex-overcommander, a winner in three previous competitions, had originally been slated to compete, but he had backed out upon learning that Rangarak would be a participant. Years ago, Vikon had been a well-loved jousting champion. He had lost only one bout: his final one, the one that drove him into retirement. He had no desire to re-emerge only to be humiliated by the king of Obis. Azarak, however, was less concerned about Vikon’s jousting aspirations than the man’s wavering loyalty.


  On the field in front of them, two more contestants were taking their places. Azarak sighed. “I can’t think of a more dull way to spend the first two days of my wedded life.”


  Those words would not prove to be prophetic.


  * * *


  The breeze was gentle and teasing, blowing across Sorial’s bare scalp and tousling Alicia’s hair. It carried the unmistakable aroma of the sea - something he could no longer smell due to his sacrifice at the portal. But that would not be true of his wife and this trip was for her. It was time for her to taste the fullness of her powers. He had spent weeks in isolation ripening his abilities. Thus far, the best she had managed was a few hours by the river.


  They were standing on a wide, desolate, rocky beach, naked, with the incoming tide lapping at their toes. Little more than a hundred feet away, whitecaps were breaking with a thunderous roar but the undertow sapped their ferocity before the onrushing cascade of water could reach the wizards. In a way, we’re both in our elements. Even under all this water, there’s still earth.


  “It’s so much different than I imagined. All this water. All this power.”


  “Can you control it?” That was the key question. Whatever she was going to learn, she had to learn fast. They had little time here; Azarak needed them back in the city two days after the tournament ended in case Rangarak tried something.


  She went very still and her gaze became faraway. It was the same way he looked when he was calling for the rock wyrm or attempting a magical feat. “Yes,” she said finally, her voice distant. “But water is heavy. You don’t realize it when you’re swimming in it or drinking it, but it requires a lot of effort to move. The power in those waves…”


  He understood. Weight and power. A wizard had to learn to circumvent one and harness the other. For Sorial, the key to moving dirt wasn’t to shift huge amounts at one time, but to transfer it speck by speck. He had discovered that early, but the trick was being able to do it fast enough so that large quantities moved at the same time. Mastering that had allowed him to build Mount Vantok.


  He noticed there was no water at his feet. Ten, twenty feet in front of him, the stones were exposed. The sea was receding, pulling away from the beach and gathering into a monstrous wave.


  “Go underground, stableboy,” said Alicia, excitement and urgency in her voice. Her eyes sparkled: hard, green, ecstatic. “I can survive this. I don’t think you can, and I don’t know enough to help you.” This was her demonstration but he would be the only one to witness it.


  He could have counseled patience. He could have advised her not to try to do too much too soon. But he did neither, because he needed her to take these sorts of risks, just as he would have to push himself in the days and weeks ahead. The Lord of Fire and Lady of Air weren’t going to give them time and space to explore the depth and breadth of their powers. There was no prescribed path to follow. It was all trial and error even though the possibility existed that if either of them overreached, there would be an opening for a new wizard. That was their reality. Circumstances had robbed them of the opportunity to study their craft slowly and meticulously. That’s how wizards had accomplished their apprenticeships a thousand years ago. But those men were long dead; he and Alicia were here now with no guidance but their instincts.


  The wave was perhaps forty feet from base to crest when Sorial allowed himself to melt through the stones and into the earth. Unsure how powerful the impact would be when the wave crashed to the ground, he went deep. Even fifty feet below the beach, he felt the concussion when it hit - a mighty tremor that shook the earth for miles around. At that moment, he got a sense of the kind of power Alicia could command if she learned how to do it. He also realized that all the power became available to him at the moment when it was transferred from the water to the earth. If he captured it at the precise instant, he could channel it in any way he saw fit. It was a moment of enlightenment that illustrated a way in which he and Alicia might be able to complement one another in a real-world situation.


  The power of the wave reminded him that Alicia’s abilities were more varied and potentially more destructive than his. After all, over time, water could wear away earth, undermining it and eroding it. The Lady of Water could do something as delicate as staunching an injured man’s wound and as devastating as flooding a city and drowning every soul living there. The ability to save lives and to take them.


  When Sorial returned to the surface, Alicia was standing in the exact spot where he had left her, drenched but otherwise untouched. She flashed him a smile when she noticed him. “That was fun! Almost as nice as an orgasm but different.” Then she turned serious. “I think I understand your difficulty in bringing me with you when you travel underground. I was able to cushion myself against the impact of the wave - I hardly felt it - but I couldn’t have stopped it from crushing you. My ability to interact with it was limited to my body.”


  “I’m sure there’s a way; I just haven’t figured out what it is. But if we’re going to be effective, we need to experiment. Plus, I hate always arriving naked.”


  “Endowed like that, you’ve got nothing to be ashamed of. I like you naked, and I’m sure you feel the same about me.”


  “Here, it’s fine. But it was damn cold at Ibitsal and it was embarrassing to get undressed in front of kings and half the city’s nobility. I felt like I should have been performing in a brothel.”


  Remembering Myselene’s appraising gaze, she remarked, “You may be right.” Then her smile returned. “Let’s play some more!”


  That evening, after the sun set, they were snuggling by a small campfire they had started above the high-tide point. It was warm enough that they didn’t need the flames for heat but Sorial preferred cooked fish to raw, although Alicia was surprisingly willing to eat them either way. She claimed raw fish, when prepared a certain way, were considered a delicacy among the nobility. Sorial was dubious of the claim although, in his limited experience, the upper class evidenced some strange tastes.


  After eating, they removed blankets from their packs to spread over the beach’s pebbles. Spending a night lying directly on that ground would be uncomfortable even for Sorial. They held each other quietly for a while, listening to the rhythmic crashing of the surf and luxuriating in the warmth exuded by each other’s bodies.


  “There’s something I have to tell you,” said Alicia. Her features, illuminated by the ruddy glow of the dying fire, were serious. Her earlier playful demeanor had evaporated.


  “While you were with the king this morning, I went to the palace to visit Ferguson. I had a little trouble getting in to see him, since I don’t share your exalted rank, but Myselene helped me get through the checkpoints.”


  “Why would you want to see that withered old husk?”


  “Those are almost exactly the same words the queen used. To be honest, I’m not sure what I expected from the encounter. I guess I wanted to look him in the eyes. Maybe I wanted an apology.”


  “I’m sure you didn’t get one.”


  “No; he’s unrepentant. But I’m surprised how old he looks. It’s only a year since my Maturity but he seems to have aged decades. All the life and vitality’s gone. There’s nothing intimidating about him. Yet he seems strangely at peace, almost as if he enjoys the simplicity of sitting in that room reading.”


  “I’m sure that’s only temporary. A man don’t easily give up the kind of power he had for decades.”


  “Perhaps not, but he seems diminished. He had a lot to say about the upcoming war and the motivations of our enemy.”


  Sorial thought back to his recent conversation with the prelate. “I’ll bet he talked in riddles.”


  “Not really. I don’t claim to understand half of what he said, but seemed to be trying to speak plainly. He gave me a ‘recommended reading list’ that he said will help me to come to a better realization of what’s happening. And he said there’s a library halfway around the world, on another continent, that was built by the wizards of old to house their most important writings. He’s been there.”


  “Now I wish I could read. Never could see much value in it when I was working at The Wayfarer’s Comfort. But that’s when I was a stableboy.”


  “Someday, I’ll teach you, or try to. You may be too thick to learn. But we don’t have time now. Sorial, I’m going to have to go to that library. You and I both know the kind of trial-and-error stumbling we’re doing won’t be good enough if it comes to a fight with your sister or The Lord of Fire. Practicing and learning at our own pace would be fine if there wasn’t a war on the horizon, but we don’t have that luxury. According to Ferguson, there are books there that can teach us shortcuts and help us understand the deeper methods of our powers. What we’re doing now, what he calls ‘surface magic,’ is fine when fighting humans but practically useless when going against a trained wizard.”


  Sorial didn’t like the idea, but he knew she was right. For the moment, however, there were other concerns closer to home. Unless this wizards’ library contained a solution to their immediate problems, its esoteric secrets would lie dormant for a little longer.


  “Did Ferguson say anything about an Otherverse?”


  Alicia nodded. “He talked of little else. He said all of what’s about to happen is merely a prelude to a more dangerous and audacious scheme. He speculated that The Lord of Fire will limit his use of magic in any war because he needs to husband it for some eventual assault on The Otherverse. Ferguson suspects The Lord of Fire’s capabilities may be waning. He’s operated as a wizard for more than twenty years and most wizards in ancient times burned themselves out and died in a shorter period. Sometimes much shorter. That could give us an advantage in a battle if his reserves are almost exhausted while ours are fresh.”


  But only if we can learn how to do more than ‘parlor tricks.’


  “He knows I’m a wizard. Not just suspects. He knows.”


  “And takes credit for it. You and me both. He sees himself as our creator and believes that gives him some say in how we live and what we do. For all his knowledge, he’s blinded by arrogance and a sense of his own infallibility.”


  “He thinks you’re not ruthless enough. He called mercy a weakness that ‘wizards can ill afford to be afflicted with.’“


  “No one could ever make that accusation of him. How many people has he killed, or caused to die, without a second thought? People are tools for him, to be used and twisted and manipulated, then thrown away when their purpose is done. He thinks of us in the same way. Bigger and more powerful, but still tools. Once we’ve finished his tasks, he’ll toss us to the side. By then, maybe he’ll have died of old age, although I begin to wonder if he’ll outlive us all.”


  “Do you think he’s right, though? That in order to defeat The Lord of Fire, we’ll have to become ruthless? Shed our compassion and start looking at things from a colder, more detached perspective?”


  Like Ferguson. Like Rangarak. Both powerful men whose brands of justice were harsh and uncompromising. Sorial had tasted that twice before in himself: once in Havenham when he had dispatched Langashin and once in Ibitsal when he had snuffed out Maraman. Those men had deserved to die for their sins. Ferguson’s approach was to sweep people aside if their continued existence was an inconvenience.


  “Maybe that’s the only way to win in a war like this,” he conceded. “War is about destruction and slaughter. Defeating an enemy means killing enough of his men so he can’t attack anymore. It ain’t always the best equipped or bigger army that wins. So there’s a place for ruthlessness in battle. Maybe even a necessity for it. But Ferguson would have us be like him, do to innocent people what he did to Annie. Manipulate them to their deaths like Vagrum and Kara. None of those things were needed. That’s what he means by ‘ruthless.’”


  Alicia shivered despite the heat. She pressed her body closer to his. “Promise me we’ll never become like that. Promise me we’ll retain our humanity no matter what happens.”


  “I promise,” said Sorial. The moment he said the words, he wondered if he might regret them. Was that an oath he could keep or would circumstances demand something different of him, the way they had demanded something different of his sister? Kara’s portrait of Ariel had been of a sweet, devoted, caring child. Those characteristics were gone. Now she was a killer. A ruthless killer. With dominion over earth and with a city to protect, could Sorial afford to be anything less?


  Had he just lied to Alicia?


  * * *


  The stink of failure clung to Ariel like a fetid second skin. Not only did Sorial still walk the earth but her attempts to foment civil war in Vantok hadn’t borne fruit. Yet capricious fate had offered her an opportunity for partial redemption. And, when this task was done, she would devote the entirety of her effort to discovering her brother’s location and accomplishing what she hadn’t been able to achieve on her previous attempt. When she was a little girl, her mother told her that there was nothing ignoble about failure if one learned from it. It was strange that, after all these years, she remembered that lesson.


  Now on her second day of watching big men in full armor galloping toward one another on burdened horses, Ariel had developed an active dislike of jousting. It was brutal, cruel, and pointless. It also didn’t go unnoticed by her that at least three-quarters of the audience was male. Men, it appeared, were more enamored of this sort of thing than their wives and daughters. There were no women on the royal dais, where the queen’s empty seat expressed her opinion of a tournament supposedly in her honor. King Azarak was present, but his expression was one of ill-concealed boredom. Sorial was nowhere to be seen; he hadn’t made a public appearance since the failed assassination.


  Ariel winced at the memory of that. She had been certain he was dead, but she had committed the cardinal sin of not finding out for sure. She hadn’t spoken to Justin since then but she knew how displeased he would have been to learn of her mistake. Hopefully, he hadn’t lost anyone at the portal but she suspected his prized Lord of Earth candidate might have been sacrificed to her error. He wouldn’t easily forgive that mistake.


  She didn’t understand how her brother had survived what should have been a fatal shot to the breast. The only thing she could think of was that he had encased himself in an earth-based armor. Or maybe there was something in earth-magic that provided an inherent defense. She knew a great deal about how air worked and, as a result of her long association with Justin, she knew a little about fire, but she was largely ignorant when it came to earth and water. With magic, ignorance was dangerous. In the old days, wizards had shared secrets, but that had been a different era.


  For the moment, however, necessity demanded that she put aside her failure with Sorial and concentrate on the task at hand. When next she saw Justin, it would mollify him if she arrived with what he expected from her. And that was why she was here, exposed to the sun and surrounded by people.


  She was in disguise, of course, using an image that closely matched how she might have looked if she hadn’t surrendered the better part of her beauty to the portal and allowed magic to eat away at the remaining scraps. She was wearing pure white robes with a crimson sash - garments that marked her as a member of the healers’ guild. No one contested her legitimacy when she shouldered her way to the front so she could be at the ready if her “services” were needed. Thus far, she had “attended” several injured combatants along with the other half-dozen healers at the ready. Of course, not knowing anything about the treatment of wounds, the staunching of blood, or the setting of broken bones, she had made a show of appearing to be useful while doing very little. She didn’t think anyone noticed except perhaps the genuine healers and none of them cared enough to say anything.


  King Rangarak was about to meet his second opponent of the day. Ariel had studied him yesterday and this morning and understood his technique well enough to be certain of what was needed to bring him down. She had considered waiting for the final round - that would be the most dramatic time to do it - but she was becoming impatient to leave Vantok and was disinclined to linger for another six hours. From a practical standpoint, there was little to be gained by delaying.


  Rangarak’s challenger for this round looked much the same as the ones who had gone up against him in every other round: big men encased in steel. This one, through a stroke of luck beyond his control, would gain the most significant upset of the tournament. Those few who placed bets against the Iron King would find themselves instantly rich. She hoped they would spend their money quickly; it would be worth little once Justin arrived with his army in a season’s time.


  As the riders prepared their charge, Ariel readied herself. Little effort was needed - she wasn’t channeling more than a tight burst of air - but the timing demanded precision. For an experienced wizard such as herself, this was little more than a practice exercise. The greater difficulty would be maintaining the integrity of her illusion when she rushed out to tend to the fallen king. Her previous forays onto the field had been casually glimpsed. On this occasion, the scrutiny would be intense: thousands of shocked eyes watching to see if Rangarak would rise.


  At opposite ends of the field, the riders turned their steeds to face one another and lifted their lances to the ready position. Rangarak’s horse, probably half again as large as the steed of his opponent, pawed impatiently at the ground. He was a battle-hardened, nasty beast with a coat as black as night. At a signal, it began, with Rangarak attaining full speed more quickly than his rival, guaranteeing they would meet beyond the half-way point. Ariel had anticipated this when positioning herself.


  She acted at the instant the opponents clashed. Her attack targeted not Rangarak but his horse. A violent burst of air directed at the animal’s forelegs caused him to stumble. This, in turn, threw Rangarak off-balance, making him vulnerable to his opponent’s lance. The blow was slightly off-target, striking him in the left shoulder rather than squarely in the chest, but it was enough to unseat him. As he tumbled to the ground amidst gasps of shock and dismay, Ariel attacked again. This time, the Iron King was her mark.


  She used air as a weapon, timing the strike so it coincided with his impact on the ground. Like a club, her magic shattered his arm beneath the armor. After all, there had to be blood. That was the point of the accident and there was no guarantee that a simple fall would generate any. But a pulverized arm… This time, Ariel was taking no chances.


  As was her intention, she was the first “healer” to reach the injured man. She was aware of the mix of excitement, surprise, and anticipation radiating from the huge crowd. Those who had been distracted were now focused on the field where the unthinkable had happened. King Azarak was on his feet as were the two high-ranking men from Obis. The winner of the joust reined in his horse, dipped his lance, and lowered his visor. His expression was one of stupefaction. Even he hadn’t expected to win this round.


  Rangarak was struggling to rise; a difficult task considering how badly injured he was. With his visor down, Ariel couldn’t read his features, but she could tell by the stream of profanity emerging from beneath the helmet that he was furious and in great pain. Absently, she wondered if he had ever experienced humiliation to rival this.


  “Lie still, Your Majesty. If you move before the arm is immobilized, you may lose it.” She said the words loudly enough to be heard by the victim over the din of the crowd. She had no idea whether they were true or not. In her non-expert estimation, the arm was too badly damaged to be kept, but she would let others make that determination. Not that it would matter.


  It would be easy enough to kill him now. No one would be the wiser. But that wasn’t her mission and it would further anger Justin if she did that. She understood why he wanted Rangarak’s death to occur according to his prescription. The purpose wasn’t merely to destabilize Obis’ rulership but to create a frenzy of supernatural terror. Slaying him now, as he lay helpless on the tournament field, would accomplish only one of those aims.


  Getting the blood was easy enough. It was oozing out of rips in the armor. She filled a small glass vial with it, stoppered it with a piece of cork, and slipped it into a pocket of her cloak. Legitimate healers began arriving at that moment. As the small army of them swarmed around the fallen king, Ariel retreated, heading for the anonymity of the crowd. No one noticed her departure. In less than a quarter hour, she had put the tumult of the tournament behind her, shed her disguise, and was on her way back to The Forbidden Lands.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE: EVERYTHING CHANGES


  The injury to King Rangarak had more significant implications than impacting who won the tournament. Unfit to travel, he would be confined to a sick bed in Vantok’s palace for at least several weeks - not a pleasant situation for Azarak, who was impatient to rid himself and his city of the huge contingent of soldiers camping just outside his borders. Now, the current situation was likely to continue well into Planting, and it raised concerns about how effectively Vantok could prepare for war with such an uncertain situation closer to home. The healers were unable to provide an estimate of when Rangarak might be sufficiently recovered to sustain the long trip home. His arm was shattered, the injury far more extensive than one might expect from a fall from a horse.


  Rangarak refused to consent to the arm’s amputation - a procedure suggested by every healer to see him. Their verdict was unanimous: if he kept the limb, the best case would for it to be a twisted, useless appendage. The worst would be for it to begin to rot and poison his blood. He retorted that it was their function as healers to make sure the worst didn’t happen and, if the arm killed him, he’d make sure they joined him going to an early grave.


  Large doses of opium kept Rangarak docile. Under its influence, he dozed most of the time. Occasionally, he would rouse himself to hold a brief conversation with a visitor, although access to him was limited to his son, his daughter, Azarak, and the most loyal of his elite corps of personal guards. His mind wasn’t clear enough for him to speak about matters of substance and on at least one occasion he expressed a desire for the healing process to be expedited so he wouldn’t miss the end of the tournament.


  The manner of Rangarak’s fall concerned Azarak. Although everyone else, including Grushik, accepted it as one of the vagaries of the sport, the king of Vantok wasn’t convinced. Perhaps it was paranoia, but he sensed the influence of a wizard in the accident. At the time of the fall, he had been watching carefully and it seemed something unnatural had caused the horse to stumble. With Sorial and Alicia away from the city, that suggested another visit from the air-wizard. What perplexed him was why Rangarak was still alive. Surely she could have finished him off? That left Azarak with an uneasy sensation in the pit of his stomach and a host of unanswered questions.


  “At least you don’t have to worry about Grushik being on your advisory council for a while,” said Myselene, sitting behind him on the bed and kneading the knots in his shoulders. She was a reassuring presence, having made it apparent during the past few days that she had cast her lot with her husband. “Not that the council has much meaning these days.” In fact, it had been weeks since Azarak last convened a meeting of the half-empty body.


  “Small consolation. I hoped your father would be gone within a week. As long as he remains, even while abed and drugged, he undermines my authority - him and his two-thousand troops. I’ve never felt so powerless.”


  Myselene sniffed. “You have two wizards. We’ve seen what they’re capable of. I don’t think two-thousand soldiers represent as much of a threat as you worry. My father brought this upon himself. Participating in a tournament at his age…he’s lucky he didn’t crack open his skull.”


  “Do you think Alicia can heal him?”


  “We’ll find out tomorrow when she returns. Probably not to the point where he’ll regain full use of his arm but it should expedite his departure. Then he can take his toy soldiers and go home.” Myselene spoke the last sentence with disdain.


  “With Gorton and without Grushik.”


  “Things have changed. I spoke to Gorton shortly after my father suffered his fall. He’s willing to defect if we can make it seem like he’s disappeared. He’s concerned about his longevity if he returns to Obis. In fact, he’s not sure he’ll make it home. He’s become a victim of whatever politics my father and brother are playing.”


  “I thought your father removed him from his post because he was too valuable to lose.”


  “Not exactly. Gorton was demoted to keep him from becoming a citizen of Vantok. He knows too much about the inner workings of Obis’ spy network and many of the operatives are personally loyal to him. They might transfer their allegiance from Obis to Vantok if Gorton built a similar network here. My father now views Gorton as a liability and he removes liabilities by making them go away. The freak tournament injury has provided Gorton with an opportunity to escape. He asked if we’re still interested in acquiring his services and I took the liberty of telling him that we are.”


  “He’ll need a new identity?”


  Myselene nodded. “At least until the problem of Grushik has been… solved. For now, Rangarak will assume he’s become aware of his mortality and run off. Later, Gorton will use his operatives to spread the report of his death in the North.”


  “Who am I to refuse such a generous offer?”


  “There’s something else you need to know. Grushik has been spreading rumors that Father’s accident was caused by Sorial. His pea-brain has connected the shaking of the dining hall with the stumbling of the king’s horse. He isn’t making the accusations openly, because that would demand he acknowledge the existence of magic and wizards, but he’s behind the stories being repeated by the city’s most notorious gossip-mongers.”


  “If Sorial was in the city, I might have suspected the same thing. As it is, the air-wizard is the most likely candidate.”


  “You think the accident was caused by magic?” Myselene assumed it had been just a matter of her father’s incredible tournament luck running out.


  “Perhaps. The argument would be more convincing if he died. But if she was behind the attack on Toranim and the murder of Duke Bantok in addition to the attempted assassination of Sorial, it fits a pattern of sowing chaos and suspicion.”


  “Maybe she was back to try again with Sorial and, not finding him, chose another target.”


  “That’s too convenient to believe. As for a secondary target, why not me? I was in full view of the crowd for the better part of two days. And why injure Rangarak instead of killing him? I have the ugly feeling we’re going to learn the answers too late. I suspect your father was a planned target not a choice of opportunity. There’s something we’re not seeing and, by the time it comes into view, the best we’ll be able to do is react.”


  He rose from the bed, defeating her efforts to relax his muscles. “I need to run this by Toranim. Damn it, but I wish Sorial was here. He knows his sister better than any of us.”


  “That didn’t prevent him from nearly dying as a result of one of her attacks. I doubt he’ll be of much help in decoding her actions, if these are her actions. We need to be careful about chasing ghosts. This could be an accident. My father is old and arrogant and had no place riding against younger, stronger men.”


  “Horses stumble and men fall, but they don’t shatter their arms the way he did. Broken in at least twenty places. Someone did that do him. Either we figure out why or something very bad is going to happen.”


  * * *


  “Time to go back.” Sorial gazed landward toward the rising sun; they were expected in Vantok before day’s end. If necessary, they could travel rapidly, but the leisurely walk they had planned would take most of the morning and part of the afternoon.


  “I hate wearing clothing,” said Alicia, smoothing down the front of her loose-fitting traveling blouse. Along with baggy breeches and open-toed shoes, it represented a component of her informal wardrobe for the return journey. After spending the better part of the last two days naked, the garments felt restrictive. Sorial remembered having experienced much the same sensation after emerging from his period of protracted isolation. But concessions had to be made to modesty.


  The trip had been productive. Alicia showed growing confidence in her ability to control her element. The uncertain steps of a toddler, to be sure, but steps nonetheless. She had replicated her initial success with waves, forming one that built to a height of nearly double her first attempt. She had created several powerful waterspouts - geysers that exploded hundreds of feet into the air. She had also shown aptitude in summoning sea creatures - everything from small fish and crustaceans (several of which became meals) to giant sea serpents that were aquatic analogs to rock wyrms. It had been as successful an excursion as Sorial could have anticipated for his wife at this stage of her learning. Unfortunately she, like him, was unable to move beyond what Ferguson termed “surface magic.”


  “What would happen if we didn’t go back, if we just vanished? Remember how we fantasized about running away together to an isolated part of the world and living out the rest of our lives in peace?”


  Sorial’s recollection was that such ideas had been born more out of desperation than as fantasies. At the time, they had considered an exile into obscurity as a last resort when the barriers of class and wealth had made it unlikely they could be together in Vantok’s society. Things had changed since then. Certainly, if they decided to disappear, no one could stop them. But that didn’t mean they had freedom. Few ties bound more strongly than those of honor and obligation. Sorial had pledged his service to Vantok and he wasn’t an oathbreaker, even in an era when the gods were no longer around to punish those who committed such a violation.


  “A part of me wishes we could, but The Lord of Fire won’t let us. And if Ferguson’s right, damn him, there ain’t no safe place for us. We’d have more freedom as the spoiled noble girl and the filthy stableboy we used to be. Look at it this way: at least there are things we can do now, as the people we’ve become, than we could then.”


  “Like fuck when and where we want to.”


  “Like fuck,” agreed Sorial with a smile.


  They strolled in companionable silence for a while, walking side-by-side, letting the roar of the ocean fade away to a distant drone. Their feet found a path that led east northeast. After a few miles, it would merge with a more widely traveled road and they would likely encounter other travelers.


  “Everything changes,” sighed Alicia. “After you left on your journey to the portal, did you think you’d see me again?”


  “The thought of seeing you again kept me going. There were some tough times, especially during my imprisonment, when the only thing for me to cling to was getting back to you. After the portal, it took all my willpower not to rush back immediately.”


  “If I was being honest, I thought our final meeting in the temple was the last time we’d see each other. That’s why I was so hostile. I didn’t believe in wizards, or at least that you could be one, and I felt sure you’d die either trying to reach the portal or going through it. Now look at us.”


  “Seems unlikely till you think ’bout how fully Ferguson controlled things, even choosing our parents. How am I supposed to feel about a man like that?” Sorial wondered if he would ever be able to resolve his conflicted feelings about the prelate, or Warburm for that matter.


  “Grateful? Angry? Resentful? I don’t know. It would be easier to be more kindly disposed toward him if he wasn’t such a condescending prick.”


  “When you think of Annie and Vagrum and Kara and Lamanar and even Maraman, it’s hard to think of him as anything other than a monster. Maybe I should have demanded that Azarak execute him. I wonder if he’d think that was ‘ruthless’ enough.”


  “He’s too valuable to kill.”


  “So he says. Sometimes I wonder if we’d be better off without knowing all the things trapped in his mind.” Secrets he parcels out like candy to children.


  “You don’t believe that.”


  “No, I suppose I don’t. I wouldn’t have let him live if I did.”


  “Do you think you could kill him in cold blood? If it came down to it?”


  Sorial didn’t like to think about it, but some part of him feared he might eventually learn the answer to that question. Ultimately, he wondered whether he should be more concerned about The Lord of Fire and his unwashed minions or The Prelate of Vantok and the knowledge locked inside his head.


  * * *


  “You cost me a good man. One might say an irreplaceable man. Now when we kill your brother, which we still must do, we have no candidate to replace him with. It’ll be a race with Ferguson to see which of us can come up with the new Lord of Earth. And, knowing the man of old, he probably has someone hidden behind a curtain. Ferguson has a contingency for everything.”


  Justin’s anger wasn’t as sharp or blistering as Ariel had anticipated, but the moment she entered his tent, she knew he wasn’t his usual self. He was exhausted and in obvious pain. The skin on his forearms and the backs of his hands was blistered and burned - unthinkable wounds to have been suffered by The Lord of Fire.


  “You faced the efreet,” she surmised. It was the only explanation.


  He nodded wearily. “You have an excellent grasp of the obvious, my dear. I did it as soon as I returned from the portal. I knew I couldn’t rely on Sorial dying at your hands, so I made sure to strengthen my position. The efreet is a formidable foe. He commands elements in ways I never imagined possible. His fire burned me. For this first time since I was a lad and fell into the still-hot coals of a cook-fire, my skin smoked and charred. But I’m no callow novice to be intimidated by an unexpected setback. Eventually, I beat him down, pummeling him with magic he didn’t expect, using my fire to cage and throttle him until he yielded, screaming in anguish. I savored his cries even as my own wounds nearly reduced me to unconsciousness. In subjugating him, I used far more energy than I planned and find myself wondering if I’ll have enough to go the distance.”


  “This, at least, should cheer you.” She handed him the vial.


  “You’re sure this isn’t the blood of some witless squire you mistook for your victim?” The words dripped with sarcasm so thick that it came close to malice.


  “It comes from a ruined arm whose damage I caused. It belongs to King Rangarak.”


  “Then you’ve done well, at least in this. And showed restraint in the face of what must have been a difficult temptation to resist - a king at your mercy. It’s a good thing you did. Another failure and I might have found it necessary to dispose of your services.”


  Ariel nodded, although her expression beneath the cowl was a grimace. Sometimes, she thought he went too far. He had stated often enough that he viewed her as an ally. Yet, despite his repeated assertion of their equality, he treated her like a subject. Like a commander to a subordinate, he issued orders and there was an aspect to his overall plan - something involving the end-game - that he kept to himself. His stated objective was to unify men under the leadership of a council of wizards, but there was more to it than that, she was sure. Yet he didn’t trust her enough to reveal the fullness of his intentions. Perhaps her actions hadn’t merited the degree of openness and honesty she expected, but it rankled.


  “Do you need me for anything now?” The loyal soldier, asking for orders.


  Justin grunted. “No. I’ll take care of this then get back to the business of preparing for war. You might want to spend some time in and around Vantok. You can report back to me about the ramifications of our little experiment and maybe you’ll get lucky enough to uncover your brother’s location. Beyond that, do as you please for the next few weeks. But be back here before the first day of Summer. I need you with me before we start marching.” Having said that, he turned his back to her and began studying the vial of blood. It was as curt a dismissal as Ariel could recall having received from Justin. And it stung.


  She left the tent, emerging into the dim late afternoon sunlight. All around her, men milled about, doing chores and drilling. Since the arrival of the paid mercenaries, discipline had improved. She wasn’t good at estimating the force’s size, but it was probably close to 10,000 - easily outnumbering Vantok’s militia. Factoring in the power of two wizards and the participation of the djinn, and the advantage was clear. The wild card was Sorial. But if she could find a way to eliminate him…


  Justin had told her to look for him. She would do more than look. She would find. And this time, once she confronted him, she would remove his head and bring it back with her as a prize for The Lord of Fire. Then there would be no doubt.


  * * *


  By late in the afternoon on the day following Rangarak’s accident, the Iron King was awake and as alert as the opium permitted. He was in a sitting position, propped up by pillows and surrounded by the small crowd he had summoned.  His bedroom was large but the presence of so many people made it seem cramped. In addition to the king and his five elite bodyguards, King Azarak and Queen Myselene were present, as were Chancellor Toranim, soon-to-be Vice Chancellor Grushik, and His Most Honorable Lord Sangaska.


  When Rangarak spoke, his voice was soft and raspy - hardly the booming bass that intimidated even seasoned members of his court. “First, I must apologize for my atrocious performance at the tournament. Damn horse musta lost its fucking footing. I only hope the pisser who put me down won the whole thing.” He hadn’t - he had been soundly beaten in the next round, suffering a broken leg in the process - but Azarak wasn’t about to reveal that.


  “The healers who’ve been hovering around me like flies around shit tell me I should give up my arm. They’re afraid it will putrefy and I told them what they could do with their advice. Useless, the lot of ’em. Not only will I keep the arm but I’ll use it again. Fact is, though, it’s going to be a while before I can go home. A long while. At least a season. And that means some accommodations are gonna have to be made.”


  Azarak’s heart quailed when he heard the proclamation even though it was expected. More than one healer had warned him that if Rangarak didn’t accept the advice to have the arm amputated, it would be ten to fifteen weeks before he would be hale enough to endure the long journey north, especially since he would refuse transport in a wagon. His hope to keep Rangarak’s stay to a reasonable length lay with Alicia. The next difficulty might be getting His Iron Majesty to consent to an examination by the young wizard.


  The Iron King continued, “I have no desire to become a burden to my host and hostess. Although they’ve graciously offered this chamber for as long as it’s needed, I intend to join my men in camp. It’s the duty of a leader to be with his underlings. The command tent has already been erected and there’s nothing in the way of a necessity that I can’t get there. The beddings aren’t as overstuffed and the pillows aren’t as fluffy, but things like those are for women and children, not blooded men.”


  It was intended as an insult and taken as one, but Azarak said nothing. Had it been someone other than Rangarak, it could be blamed on the opium, but the king of Vantok suspected his northern counterpart would have been as offensive even if he had not been under the influence of the intoxicant.


  The Iron King winced as if in sudden discomfort. “Is it hot in here?” he asked. Beads of perspiration dotted his brow.


  It was stuffy in the smoky room, but no more so than in recent days. If Rangarak wanted heat, he would get his wish in a few weeks. The balmy warmth of early Planting would turn into an inferno before Summer arrived unless Sorial found a solution to that problem.


  “Open a damn window!” shouted the king, even though every window in the chamber was fully open. Sweat was now pouring down his face and his swarthy skin had adopted a reddish cast. He looked like a blacksmith after a long afternoon at the forge.


  “Get a healer,” said Azarak to Toranim, alarm blossoming in his voice. Something was obviously very wrong with the Iron King.


  “It burns!” screamed Rangarak, the agony evident in his voice. His breathing became ragged and his eyes bulged. Every inch of his exposed flesh was bright red and Azarak’s nostrils caught a whiff of cooking meat. The next noises made by the bedridden man were animalistic. He began to thrash about wildly, arms and legs flailing even as his skin blistered and charred.


  The thrashing didn’t last long. As the stench of a burned roast grew stronger, steam and smoke poured off Rangarak’s flesh. Grushik took a step toward his father but recoiled from the heat. The sheets bore scorch marks. Everyone watched, transfixed with horror, as Rangarak’s body shriveled and baked as if in the heart of an intense fire, even though there were no flames. He screamed and screamed and screamed until there was an explosive exhalation of breath, then nothing.


  By the time Toranim returned with two healers, the Iron King was dead. All that remained of his body were bones and ashes. In less than two minutes, the most powerful man on the continent had been burned alive by a fire no one saw. Azarak’s hands were trembling. Myselene had hidden her face against his shoulder. He could feel the wetness of her tears through his tunic. Was she weeping for her father or because of the ghastly manner of his end?


  “Sorcery!” hissed Grushik, the first to comment on the tableau. Whatever reservations he might have had in the wake of Sorial’s demonstration were gone. “Black magic! Betrayal!”


  “Your Majesty,” urged Toranim, perhaps the only one still in full possession of his wits. “You must lock down the palace. Immediately!”


  Azarak understood his urgency. The chancellor wasn’t concerned about capturing whoever had done this to Rangarak - not that there was much doubt about the culprit’s identity - but because the party from Obis couldn’t be allowed to reach the army. Although it wasn’t possible to determine Grushik’s intentions, the possibility that he might rouse his soldiers for a retaliatory strike at Vantok couldn’t be ignored. Azarak’s chief objective had suddenly become avoiding a war with Obis, and the first step toward peace, regardless of how tenuous it might be, was to hold captive Grushik and Sangaska.


  A quarter of an hour later, Azarak and Toranim were in the king’s private audience chamber trying to piece together what happened and what their next move should be. Myselene had promised to join them as soon as she completed “an urgent errand.” None of the other council members were present; this was a private discussion.


  Grushik and Sangaska were being held in their chambers. The on-duty members of Rangarak’s guard had been disarmed without incident and were being taken to the palace dungeon - the only place where they could be imprisoned. The healers who had attended Rangarak faced the same fate, not so much because of how they had acted but because they knew too much.


  “Where’s Sorial?” demanded Azarak, collapsing into his customary chair. He motioned over a servant with a goblet of wine then dismissed the man. He drank deeply but even the slightly sweet vintage couldn’t dispel the lingering flavor of burned flesh.  How was it possible that things had turned so badly so quickly?


  “Not yet returned. I’ve already taken the liberty of sending a party to meet him, assuming he uses the customary route, but he likely won’t be in the city much before nightfall. You don’t think he had anything to do with…?”


  “Not Sorial; his specialty is earth. No, this is the work of The Lord of Fire. That much is obvious, and it’s a particularly gruesome calling card. An invitation to war, not only for Vantok, but for the whole of the continent, North and South. Possibly after we get done killing ourselves.”


  The door opened and Myselene entered, but not alone. In her company was Gorton, his face grave.


  “Before you ask, Your Majesty, I come here not as a citizen of Vantok or Obis. The queen has filled me in on the situation and I stand before you to say that if we don’t act swiftly and correctly, the two cities will be at war before the sun dips below the horizon. No one wants that, except perhaps an enemy who’d benefit from soldiers of Vantok and Obis killing one another.”


  “Trust him, Azarak,” pleaded Myselene, seeing reluctance in her husband’s face. “I know Gorton. He’s a good man. And he has influence with the commanders of the army.”


  “Very well,” agreed the king. At this time, he could use any and all advice.


  “First, you must release Grushik and Sangaska as well as any guards you’ve taken into custody. Let them depart with Rangarak’s remains. Impress upon them that they were confined for their own safety to ensure that whatever entity attacked their father didn’t also target them.  They probably won’t believe that but it’s a plausible story.


  “I understand why you acted as you did, Your Majesty. You were concerned that, if you allowed them to depart so soon after the tragedy, they would rouse the forces from Obis and launch an attack on the city. That wouldn’t have happened. Grushik is as ambitious a man as you’ll ever meet and his father’s death, no matter how mysterious, has made him a king. There would no doubt have been a great deal of posturing and probably a substantial sum needed for ‘reparations,’ but an armed conflict would have been unlikely. No longer. Grushik will see his imprisonment, no matter how brief, as an insult to his honor and potentially an attempt to conceal something. He’ll believe that Rangarak’s death was ordered by you and carried out by your wizard. He will attack. To not do so would be to lose face and risk being rejected as king when he returns to Obis.”


  “Yet, knowing this, you advise that I release him?”


  “To hold him would be to risk terrible reprisals. The army commanders, who are now in charge with their king dead and their two princes in custody, will act as one might expect from unimaginative soldiers: attack with the goal of freeing their leaders. I have no doubt that, in such a conflict, you will eventually prevail. Without a shrewd strategist like Rangarak to lead them, they’re just a bunch of brutes in armor. But you’ll lose close to half your militia deflecting this threat. Worse, when word of this reaches Obis, the new ruler - whoever he may be - will mobilize the entire army and march it south. And we both know you have another, more immediate concern.


  “Keep Grushik imprisoned, and Vantok will fall. Perhaps not today or tomorrow, but soon. Release him, and there’s still a chance to salvage the situation: avoid war with Obis and return to preparing for the real threat to this city’s existence.”


  Azarak didn’t ask Gorton how he knew the things he did. As the master of Obis’ intelligence network, it would have been surprising if he was unaware of the danger represented by The Lord of Fire. “What is this chance?” he asked, knowing before he said the words that he wouldn’t like the answer.


  “Embedded deep in the code of honor for every man in Obis is the concept of The Challenge. Its origins are military but it’s employed any time there is a widespread dispute that can’t be solved through normal means. The Challenge calls for two men to meet in single combat and have the outcome of the disagreement decided by them, and them alone. Terms are decided beforehand and abided by both sides in the aftermath. In some wars, The Challenge has led to cities being saved, with huge would-be occupying armies simply walking away, or cities being captured, with the citizens opening the gates to their oppressors. If the feud is in the nature of a more personal dispute, The Challenge resolves it.”


  “You’re suggesting that I goad Grushik into challenging me?”


  Gorton shook his head in the negative. “It would never happen. Grushik is too shrewd. By the terms of The Challenge, he who issues the challenge must fight. The one who is challenged can choose a champion. He wouldn’t risk fighting an unknown opponent. No, Your Majesty, you must challenge him.”


  Azarak raised an eyebrow in surprise. “On what grounds?”


  “He’s planning to sack your city, isn’t he? Wouldn’t you consider that grounds enough? For him, this is a matter of honor. He will accept The Challenge, believing himself able to best you in combat. It would be advantageous to him. He doesn’t want to lose even a small fraction of his army in an ultimately meaningless battle. He wants to retain honor so he’ll be acclaimed as king upon his return. Killing you would achieve that, and that’s the reason he’ll fight you himself rather than calling for a champion. Upon victory, he would depart, probably taking your head as a trophy. Your wife would ascend to the throne of Vantok.”


  “And if I win?”


  “Sangaska takes the Crown and leaves. Either way, your city is safe. The question is: Are you willing to die in single combat to save your city?”


  If Azarak was possessed of a suspicious nature, he might have believed this had all been orchestrated to put his wife on the throne as a puppet of Obis. He knew he couldn’t defeat Grushik in a duel, regardless of what the weapons were. Was it possible that Grushik had somehow orchestrated his own father’s ghastly death in such a way to make it appear like magic? Was Gorton’s timely “defection” a coincidence or part of a deeper plot? Could Myselene betray him within days of their wedding?


  He glanced at her face. In it, he saw only concern and anxiety - the emotions of a new wife who had heard her husband’s death sentence pronounced. But she was also a child of the Iron King, as ambitious in her own way as Grushik. Was it enough for her to be Vantok’s co-ruler or did she thirst for sole power? The truth was, Azarak trusted and believed her. And if that trust was misplaced, he might well be a dead man.


  Still, there was nothing that said Azarak couldn’t make use of all the weapons at his disposal. He thought of himself as an honorable man but not a stupid one.


  Everyone was quiet, awaiting Azarak’s decision. “Very well. Bring Grushik to me. I’ll issue The Challenge then let him return with his father’s bones to the Obis campsite. Vice Chancellor Gorton, perhaps you would be good enough to instruct me further about the thing I am about to become committed to?”


  * * *


  “You will rue this day, Your Majesty,” snarled Grushik, his features mottled with anger. He stood facing an impassive Azarak, who sat straight-backed on the throne, the crown of Vantok adorning his brow. The king had chosen to face Obis’ heir apparent in this setting rather than in the more intimate locale of his private sanctum. The session was closed to the public. Aside from Toranim, Azarak, Grushik, and handful of guards, no one else was present, although Myselene and Gorton watched from a concealed alcove. Absent the throngs that normally packed the chamber, the cavernous throne room was an intimidating place.


  “My apologies, Your Highness.” Azarak’s voice was cool and even, projecting a calm he didn’t feel. “I’m sure you understand that, considering the unconventional circumstances surrounding your father’s death, I felt it necessary to remove you immediately to a place of safety lest an assassin make a similar attempt on your life.”


  If Azarak’s words gave Grushik pause, he showed no sign of it. “You will burn for this, king of Vantok. You and your people. I have enough men here to reduce this shithole you call a city to a pile of smoking embers.”


  Gorton had coached Azarak how to direct this conversation so Grushik would be unable to circumvent The Challenge. “Clearly, your grievance is with me, not my city. Why threaten my people?”


  “Because they follow you. Because you rule them. I accuse you not only of imprisoning the rightful ruler of Obis, but of conspiring with others to kill King Rangarak.”


  “Then your grievance is with me. You accuse me,” pressed Azarak.


  Grushik regarded the king as if facing an imbecile. “I’ve said so, and I’ll use my army to attain justice for the late ruler of Obis, who was murdered in a cowardly way by sorcery while he lay injured and unable to defend himself.”


  It was enough. “Then, to spare your men and mine a conflict that isn’t theirs, I officially Challenge you to single combat under the ancient rules that govern such contests. Our duel will resolve this grievance.”


  Grushik recognized instantly that he had been manipulated. Azarak saw it in the narrowing of his eyes. But, other than momentarily stinging his pride, it wouldn’t matter to him. If he won the contest, an outcome he would believe inevitable, his honor would be assured. “You’ve been well coached in our customs, King Azarak. Strange pillow talk for my sister, but perhaps that’s the kind of thing that turns you on. Does she tell you of our ‘bloody’ and ‘barbaric’ ways as she strokes your cock? Is that what it takes to get you off?”


  Azarak said nothing.


  “Very well. I accept your Challenge. To the death. In front of your people and mine, so all may see me grind you into the dirt beneath my heel. I require no champion to beat you. Name the time of your death, King Azarak, and the weapon by which you choose to die.”


  “Swords. Though you may find it hard to believe, I’m somewhat accomplished with them. And I’ll give you one day to dispose of your father’s remains according to your customs. We’ll meet on the tournament grounds the morning after next, with combat to begin when the sun crests the horizon.”


  “Fuck my sister well tonight and tomorrow night, then. Get her with child for, after that, you’ll get no more chances. Once you’re gone, she’ll choose another consort and his child will grow big in her belly before eventually sitting on the throne of Vantok. And perhaps that consort will be a loyal subject to the king of Obis, if not the king of Obis himself.”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX: THE CHALLENGE


  Sorial and Azarak were alone in the king’s private audience chamber; Azarak had placed additional guards on duty to ensure they weren’t disturbed. This wasn’t a conversation he wanted overheard. Some requests he had to make of subjects gave him little joy; this was one of them. But it had to be done.


  Sorial and Alicia had been briefed about the situation on their return the previous evening, but this was the first opportunity the king had carved into his schedule to meet one-on-one with the wizard. Since hearing about The Challenge and the implications of a loss for the Crown, Sorial had been anticipating this discussion. He was reasonably certain what Azarak’s expectations would be for his role at the combat location.


  Grushik was a hulking man and, although physical stoutness wasn’t always an indication of prowess in combat, the new king of Obis bore a fearsome reputation. Sorial hadn’t seen Azarak in practice but reports of his swordsmanship were those of an above-average practitioner, not a blademaster. It seemed unlikely that Azarak could be expected to defeat Grushik in a fight to the death without a little… help. That was undoubtedly where Sorial came in. This would be his first substantive opportunity to use his powers in the service of Vantok, assuming that serving the king equaled serving the city. In Sorial’s mind, they were one and the same.


  “You understand why I requested this meeting?” asked the king. His voice was lowered despite the unlikelihood of eavesdroppers.


  “I do, Your Majesty, and you have my support in this matter.” He and Alicia had spent half the previous night discussing it and they were in agreement.


  “Can you do it without calling attention to your involvement? I believe the air-wizard used her powers to unseat Rangarak during the competition. No one other than me noticed anything amiss at the time. That’s the kind of subtlety I’m hoping for.”


  Sorial hadn’t seen his sister’s work but she had likely employed a controlled burst of air to trip Rangarak’s horse. In terms of power, it required little, but it demanded a degree of finesse that only years of practice could impart. Sorial had been a wizard for less than two seasons; he couldn’t hope to match the sophistication of her methods. He was aware of his limitations, and they were considerable. Sometimes he wondered if a lack of imagination more than a lack of skill held him back. This was a dilemma he wrestled with in the quiet corners of his mind while Alicia lay next to him sleeping.


  “I can try something like what I did in the dining hall. If the ground beneath Grushik’s feet quakes, he may lose concentration as he tries to keep his footing.” And any loss of concentration in battle could be fatal if the opponent recognized it and was in a position to take advantage.


  “You seem unsure.”


  “I may not be good enough to narrow the effect to the ground beneath his feet alone, especially if he’s moving. That would require experience I ain’t got. Maybe in ten years but not now. It’ll hit you too, though maybe not as strongly.”


  “Forewarned is forearmed,” said Azarak. “It will be advantage enough to expect it. What else?”


  “I can’t guarantee it will be transparent. Anyone watching could notice something odd. There will be a suspicion that your victory, if you win, was gained by means beyond your bladesmanship.”


  Azarak shrugged off the possibility. “Unsubstantiated rumors. There remains deep reluctance among the men of Obis to accept the reality of magic. Grushik claims Rangarak died of an exotic poison rather than admit to anything ‘unnatural,’ even though it was clear at his father’s deathbed that he believed otherwise. Observers from Vantok are more likely to give credence to the possibility but they’re less likely to object if it results in a victory for their king.”


  “The Lord of Fire may have more moves planned. If my attention is on the ground beneath Grushik’s feet, I can’t ward against a magical attack.”


  “That will be your wife’s duty.”


  “My experience with matters of magic is limited. Hers is less. Her first major undertakings were successful but…”


  “Forgive me for suggesting this, Your Magus, but I believe you do the Lady Alicia a disservice. She may have more resources than you suspect. Remember: without training, she saved your life. Besides, there’s no one else. She’ll have to do her best, as will we all. This is by no means a certain thing. But if I die, I fear for the future of this city. It’s not that I mistrust Myselene’s leadership but I worry she won’t be permitted to function autonomously. I believe Rangarak’s eventual plan, upset in such an unsettling manner by our adversaries to the south, was to annex Vantok either peacefully or by using arms. What better way to build an empire than by controlling the most powerful cities in the North and South? There’s no reason to assume Grushik’s eventual aims are different.”


  “Does the lack of chivalry disturb you?” Sorial expected an angry protestation. Azarak confounded him by laughing.


  “Is my conscience uneasy because I’m going to cheat?  This may sound like something Ferguson would argue, but there are times when the fact of winning overshadows the way in which the winning occurs. I agreed to The Challenge because it was the only way to avoid mass bloodshed, but suicide was never my intention despite the obvious physical and martial superiority of my opponent. It’s paramount for Vantok that I survive so this city doesn’t become embroiled in a messy succession at the very time when The Lord of Fire plans to strike. I’m not foolish enough to believe I can beat Grushik fairly, blade-to-blade, so I’ll do what’s necessary. I won’t lose sleep over it nor should you. And don’t for a moment believe that His Majesty of Obis would reject magic if he possessed the means to use it.”


  Sorial nodded. It was the kind of reasoning he could agree with even if, as Azarak pointed out, it was Ferguson-like in its basis: do what was necessary in service of the greater good. It occurred to him that chivalry, of questionable value in its heyday, was almost certainly dead, put in its grave by the passing of the gods. The world had slipped into an uglier and more pragmatic era.


  “I won’t be able to signal you,” said Sorial. “My actions will be opportunistic. Be ready at all times.”


  “Don’t take too long. He’s stronger than I am and will probably want to finish this quickly. His first attacks will be the most dangerous. I’ll be on the defensive from the beginning. If he overwhelms me in his first flurry…”


  “…I’ll bring him down immediately and damn the consequences. I’ll do what’s necessary. If subtlety works, so much the better. If not… I’m capable of using a more forceful kind of magic.” Just ask Langashin. Just ask Maraman. And, perhaps soon, just ask Grushik.


  * * *


  She was waiting for him. Naked, willing, lying on their bed with lips slightly parted and legs spread. The submissive position was unusual for Myselene, but she would allow him to dominate her on what might be their last night together. Neither of them was foolish enough to believe that sleep was a possibility with what loomed in the morning. Perhaps the pursuit of physical release could distract them, if only for a few moments.


  For Azarak, however, distraction didn’t come easily. Since Rangarak’s death, he had been haunted by prickings of uncertainty about Myselene’s fidelity. Not in their bed, but in other matters. For this symphony of unfortunate events to have happened so soon after she had taken her seat beside him on the throne, wasn’t some degree of suspicion justified? Myselene had given no indication of involvement in a conspiracy. Her every response seemed genuine; each reaction that of a caring, concerned wife. She didn’t love him; he had known that going into the marriage. She was ambitious but that trait had always seemed more of an asset than a liability.


  He rode her with an intensity that she perhaps wasn’t expecting; the condemned man consuming his last feast with untamed ferocity. Their coupling was almost violent and, when it was over, they were both sore and out of breath. Azarak noticed the lone tear that trickled down Myselene’s cheek, but he couldn’t determine its meaning. Had the force of the moment overwhelmed her as much as it had him? Or were there other factors at work?


  She turned on her side to face him. “You don’t trust me.” It was spoken softly, sadly. Although not intended as an accusation, that’s how Azarak heard it.


  This was the woman he had married. He had trusted her enough to share the Crown with her. Secrets were poison, but could he share this one with her, thereby putting his life in her hands? If he told her about his agreement with Sorial and she was false, he condemned himself. In that case, Grushik would know about his plans before their combat and any advantage would be lost. And without that advantage, Azarak couldn’t win.


  “There’s nothing I can do to prove I’ve broken all ties with them.” She spat the word with the venom of a curse. “I can see how it looks. With you dead, I’d become sole ruler of Vantok and sister to the king of Obis. Marry us - brother and sister, not unheard of in royal circles - and the cities would be joined. Grushik and Myselene, king and queen of the joint Vantok/Obis Empire. But I thought you knew me better than that. I’d die before allowing such a thing. I hate Grushik more than I hated my father. If the gods existed, I would swear an oath on my soul but such things are just words with no power to enforce them.”


  Azarak leaned toward her and kissed her tenderly on the lips. The doubts weren’t gone, but he knew he couldn’t let them cripple him or destroy what he was trying to forge with Myselene. He had chosen her. If he was in error, the mistake had been made and he would pay the price. He couldn’t undo what had been done.


  “You’re my queen,” he said softly, using a finger to wipe away the original tear and two others that had joined it. “I don’t regret our marriage. And it won’t end at the tip of your brother’s sword.”


  Her eyes widened at those words and suddenly Azarak understood the reason for the tears. Myselene, his clever, brazen, beautiful queen, was frightened. Frightened for him in a duel against her brother. Because of her poise and her expertise in statecraft, it was easy to forget how young she was. She wanted to rule, but not alone - at least not yet - and she saw his demise as a certainty. It wasn’t an unworthy belief, but magic had a way of changing things that were seemingly preordained. Rangarak hadn’t won the tournament and Azarak had no intention of losing the duel.


  “I met with Sorial today. He’ll use his magic tomorrow to make sure Grushik doesn’t carve me into pieces. He’ll shake the earth beneath your brother’s feet to create an opening for me, and I’m a competent enough swordsman to make use of the smallest of mistakes.”


  They made love a second time - slow, tender, unhurried. When their orgasms had subsided, they lay quietly, holding one another, both aware that, despite the best efforts of Vantok’s wizard, these might be their final moments together. Neither drifted off but time didn’t crawl the way it normally did when sleep was elusive and morning came far too soon for either of them.


  * * *


  The spoils of victory were straightforward. This wasn’t a duel for supremacy. Vantok wasn’t the prize. It was a contest between two kings - one who accused the other of murder. Toranim and Sangaska, Grushik’s acting chancellor, had hammered out the details in a document that both combatants signed. When The Challenge was complete, one city would require a new ruler but little else was expected to change. Whoever survived could lay claim to having truth and righteousness on his side.


  If Azarak triumphed, Sangaska would take command of the military force from Obis. The 500 men bequeathed to Vantok as part of Myselene’s betrothal document would remain behind as citizens of Vantok, as per the agreement. The rest of the army would depart within 12 hours following the conclusion of the contest. To fulfill the “vice chancellor” clause, Sangaska would leave behind a minor functionary.


  If Grushik won, Myselene would become the sole ruler of Vantok. The 500 men originally designated as her dowry would be given free choice to remain in Vantok or return to Obis; it was assumed most would choose the latter option. Sangaska would remain behind to fill the Vice Chancellor position, ensuring that Obis would retain influence in Vantok’s affairs. The army would depart within one to two days.


  In neither case would a state of war exist between the two cities, although it was impossible to predict the future course of relations. Of course, considering that Azarak was expecting an attack from the south before year’s end, he was unconcerned with a possible souring of the “friendship” between Vantok and Obis. So much for the proposed jointly-patrolled trade route he and Rangarak had negotiated at length for years. That had been close to fruition at the time of the Iron King’s death; Azarak doubted the next king of Obis would be keen to pursue the project.


  The Challenge was to be held in the same clearing where the tournament had taken place only a few days earlier. A large crowd had gathered, but the immediate environs were dominated by members of Vantok’s militia and Obis’ army. The celebratory mood that had accompanied the tournament was gone; there was a palpable tension; everyone watching knew this was a duel to the death. Few in the crowd understood the reason for the fight, although there was widespread recognition that the kings were engaging in one-on-one combat to avoid a full military engagement and there was not expected to be retaliation by the losing party.


  Watching from the royal box, elevated above the fray with the best view, were the highest ranked members of Vantok and Obis not involved in the duel. Queen Myselene presided. She was accompanied by the wizard Sorial and his bride, Alicia. Chancellor Toranim was present as were several nobles, including Alicia’s father, Duke Carannan. Obis was represented by Vice Chancellor Sangaska and a host of other important members of the traveling party, including the head of Rangarak’s personal guard, Captain Greeg.


  The sweat slickening Azarak’s palms was the only outward evidence of his nervousness as he waited in the cool, dim confines of a peasant’s dwelling on the edge of the square. The family who lived there had donated the single room hovel to their king for the day as a place where he could prepare himself for the duel. Similar accommodations had been offered to Grushik, but he had refused them. Even now, as Azarak waited for the appropriate time to make his entrance, his opponent was already in place, taking practice swings with his well-oiled sword at an invisible enemy.


  There was a discreet knock at the door. A soldier entered to inform Azarak that the appointed hour had arrived. The king nodded then, moments later, emerged into the already warm air of the new morning. Possibly my last morning. It was strange to think that the entirety of his future might not stretch beyond a few minutes spent contending with another man on a muddy field. Azarak didn’t fear death, one of the few immutable constants of life, but he had never envisioned that it might come to him like this. He reminded himself that, if this was to be his last stand, it was doing what a king should do: sacrifice for his people.


  The adulation of the crowd rained down upon him - the men and women of his city, cheering for him. They were mostly soldiers and members of the Watch, but there were numerous peasants and more than a few nobles. Gone, at least for the moment, were the divisions that had fractured Vantok’s social order and made civil war a concern. Today, they gathered to support their ruler. Tomorrow would be another matter, perhaps with a different head wearing the crown.


  Azarak was dressed simply - a leather tunic and leggings - with a long sword scabbarded at his waist. It was the costume of a pit fighter not a sovereign, worn for comfort and mobility. Armor was disallowed in The Contest. Few in the crowd had seen the king in anything but the ostentatious robes of state and he appeared almost naked without them.


  Azarak identified his opponent immediately, facing him across the large square, dressed identically. Grushik was a bear of a man, at least a head taller than Azarak and boasting a much greater girth. He was his father’s son and, if he survived the day, no doubt he would lay claim to Rangarak’s honorary title as the Iron King. Azarak guessed he had a slim advantage when it came to quickness but that might ultimately count for little. Contests like this were rarely about ducking and dodging and dashing in for a quick slash. Grushik was more skilled, more experienced, and much stronger. Even if Azarak was able to hold his own, Grushik’s power would eventually wear him down. Without Sorial’s intervention, he was dead.


  A glance at the royal box reassured Azarak that the wizard was in place, his gaze already directed unwaveringly at the new king of Obis. Myselene gave her husband a tight smile. Not far from her, her sister’s husband displayed an attitude of arrogant carelessness, as if the result was a formality.


  Azarak and Grushik met in the center of the wide clearing not far from where all this had started when Rangarak’s horse stumbled. A hush fell over the crowd as ears strained to hear the formal words that would be spoken before battle was joined. Few here, even among those visiting from Obis, had seen a live Challenge; they were issued rarely. Toranim, who would officially signal the start of the duel, already had the mouthpiece of a great horn pressed to his lips, ready to blow.


  Azarak gazed into Grushik’s eyes. There was a strange impassivity there - no anger, no arrogance, no hatred, and certainly no fear. The king wondered if his features were as icily calm. He wished it might be so, but doubted that to be the case. Grushik was a professional soldier, used to the battlefield. He frequently led troops of men against roving groups of outlaws plaguing the villages nominally under Obis’ protection. Azarak, on the other hand, had never held a sword in earnest until now. His proficiency came from practice sessions and his diligence had waned since assuming the throne. The only person he had ever killed was his first wife and that had been by poison. He had been bred as a peacetime leader not a warrior. Grushik, on the other hand, was the opposite.


  Azarak spoke loudly and theatrically. Even so, his voice reached only the closest of those gathered to view the spectacle. “The Challenge is issued. The King of Vantok disputes the claim of the King of Obis regarding complicity in the death of Rangarak, the Iron King.”


  Grushik nodded his head almost cordially. His voice was louder, thunder in the silence. “The Challenge is accepted. The King of Obis refutes the King of Vantok’s refusal of fault and blame. The truth of the matter shall be determined through blood. Let the victor and those who succeed the defeated abide by the terms. With this contest, the matter shall be decided.”


  No more needed to be said. The formula was straightforward. Azarak and Grushik took measured steps backward, each with one hand resting lightly on the hilt of his weapon. One step…two…three…four…five. When perhaps twenty-five feet separated them, the horn sounded and The Challenge was underway.


  Azarak spared a final, quick glance at the royal box. Sorial was still there, standing stock still, observing and waiting. Azarak needed not only to fend off Grushik’s attacks but be prepared for the moment when Sorial entered the fray, stealthy as a thief and decisive as a god. Only then would he change his approach from one of pure defense to offense.


  Sword now in hand, Grushik advanced purposefully toward Azarak, eating up the distance with long strides. Azarak drew his blade, a slimmer and more delicate weapon than the one favored by Grushik, and adopted a ready stance. He stood his ground, waiting to parry the initial blow. The ground beneath his feet was rock solid.


  The first attack by the king of Obis was not as aggressive as Azarak had expected. It was a tentative probe - a conservative attempt meant to assess his opponent’s capabilities. Azarak parried the downward slash easily, turning the blade aside, then danced away from a follow-up slice. He realized only a poor swordsman would fall victim to either of those attacks but he wondered how much he had revealed by the technique he used to avoid them.


  The next attack was in earnest, a flurry of blows that seemed to be coming from all directions with lightning speed, almost as if Grushik was wielding more than one weapon. Azarak blocked them but not as cleanly as he might have wished and gave ground in the process. He came away from the exchange breathing heavily with sweat dripping from his face. He was out of shape; this was the result of spending too many hours sitting and too few exercising and practicing. If he survived, that would change. Incongruously, he realized that if the morning was this warm, the day was going to be damnably hot.


  Grushik didn’t appear in the least winded by his attack. He remained alert, showing no signs of strain or fatigue. He was completely at ease - the cat playing with the mouse. He closed again. He spoke a few words that only Azarak could hear: “You slew my father in a cowardly way but I’ll grant you the honorable death you don’t deserve.”


  This time, the blows came not only rapidly but imbued with considerable power. Azarak had trouble keeping up with them and a slight mis-parry left his right arm nearly numb from the force of the impact, allowing Grushik’s follow-up blow to find purchase. Azarak saw death in the glint of sun on steel as the blade swept toward him in a smooth, unblemished arc. With no hope to avoid it and no capacity to block it, Azarak twisted and dodged, throwing the right side of his body toward the weapon and jerking back his head. The move was successful in that it prevented decapitation, but his right shoulder paid the price. The blade sliced through muscle and tissue and cleft bone. A fountain of hot, sticky blood sprayed into Azarak’s face, momentarily blinding him. His sword slipped from nerveless fingers to clatter noisily to the rutted ground. The pain was staggering and, for an instant, he thought he had lost the arm completely, sheared off dangerously close to his neck. Then his vision cleared and he noticed that it was still attached, although dangling uselessly. But his time was up; Grushik was readying the two-handed killing blow that would take off his head with one strike. Then the ground beneath him lurched, more sudden and violent than an earthquake. Azarak dropped to one knee, using his left hand to brace himself. The violent concussion of Sorial’s attack knocked Grushik onto his back, but he retained his grip on his sword.


  In one smooth motion, using only his left hand, Azarak grabbed for his weapon, which lay close by. The ground quaked again, defeating Grushik’s desperate attempt to rise. The shaking continued, making Azarak’s own movements slow and tentative as he concentrated as much on keeping upright as finishing The Challenge. Frustrated and suddenly panicked, Grushik looked like a turtle on his back desperately trying to right himself, and Azarak treated him as such. Despite being primarily right-handed, the king had a degree of proficiency with his off-hand - enough for him to be able to slam the blade home nearly to the hilt in his opponent’s exposed chest.


  The ground underneath Azarak still seemed unsteady as he stumbled back from Grushik’s body. His opponent’s limbs were twitching but the glassy look in his eyes confirmed he was dead. Grushik’s features were frozen into a mask of disbelief. Azarak sympathized - he could hardly acknowledge the fact of his own survival.


  The king’s right shoulder was on fire. The flow of blood from the wound had slowed, but it still pumped freely through the large rent. He again dropped to one knee, lacking the strength to stand. He could see a group of white-robed healers rushing toward him - many of them probably the same men and women who had attended King Rangarak’s less serious injury. Azarak hoped his eventual fate would be less grisly, although the thought occurred to him that winning The Challenge didn’t necessarily mean surviving it. Perhaps both cities would have new rulers when the sun set. The best he could hope for was live out his life as a cripple, with a useless right arm dangling at his side, but that was better than dying. He could be as effective a king with one arm as with two. Time to become more proficient with his left hand.


  As the world started to spin and blackness encroached on Azarak’s field of vision, he glanced once more in the direction of the royal box. What he saw there wasn’t what he had expected. There was chaos - shouting, swords drawn, bloodshed. He couldn’t identify Sorial or Myselene, although he caught a glimpse of Alicia. Apparently, his victory here hadn’t meant an end to the carnage. He only hoped it wasn’t a beginning.


  He lost consciousness as the first healer reached him.


  * * *


  Sorial was disappointed in himself. His efforts to save Azarak had worked but not in as transparent a manner as he had hoped. Perhaps if he had been kneeling on the ground or otherwise touching it rather than insulated from it by the elevation of the royal box, he would have exhibited better control and command over the quaking. He had been unable to isolate the trembling to Grushik; Azarak had felt it as well. And it had not been transparent. Anyone paying even cursory attention would have recognized that some external force was interfering with the life-and-death struggle between the two rulers. When it came to mastering his element, Sorial had lessons to learn.


  In the end, Azarak won because he was prepared for the trembling of the ground and able to recover from it more quickly, despite a vicious wound to his right shoulder. The arm wasn’t severed but Sorial wondered how much use the king would get out of it in the future. The fingers of his phantom left hand twitched in sympathetic response. Perhaps Alicia’s healing powers could repair the most significant damage. Grushik was obviously dead - the force with which Azarak had driven home the sword left no room for doubt. But Sorial knew the victory would be considered tainted by attentive onlookers. This became evident even as a roar of approval emerged from the largely partisan crowd.


  Sorial was turning to address his wife and the queen when a roundhouse punch to the face snapped back his head, blood spewing from his broken nose. The blow stunned him. Reeling, he stumbled backward and fell, hitting his head hard on something, probably the wooden floor of the box, in the process. His attacker, an enraged Sangaska, drew his sword and advanced quickly on the prone and stunned wizard, bellowing, “Treachery! Black magic!”


  Sorial, only dimly aware of what was happening as he struggled not to lose consciousness, was in no position to defend himself but others around him weren’t so disadvantaged. The first one to intercept Sangaska was Chancellor Toranim, who put himself in harm’s way despite only being armed with an ornamental dagger. It was a fatally poor decision. Rather than merely pushing the chancellor aside, Sangaska dealt him a savage blow that cleft through his neck just above the right collarbone and cut toward his heart, meeting little resistance along the way, even from the ribcage.  By the time Sangaska jerked free his weapon, Toranim had been nearly cut in half.


  Duke Carannan, a considerably more adept fighting man than the late chancellor, engaged Sangaska before Toranim’s body completed its eerily slow collapse to the floor. The battle between the two was brutal and frenzied with Carannan fighting a defensive struggle but capably blocking Sangaska’s thrusts. The newest king of Obis was hampered by the close quarters in which he was forced to fight. His greater size and strength weren’t substantial advantages in these circumstances.


  Then Sorial, who was regaining his senses, saw something that caused his heart to quail. Alicia, unnoticed by the combatants, was tentatively approaching Sangaska from behind. He guessed that she was going to try something magical but, to do so, she was putting her life in jeopardy.  If Sangaska noticed her…


  Despite the frenzy of the battle, Carannan saw what his daughter was attempting and, in an effort to shield her from possible discovery, he went on the offensive. What was intended as a distraction bore substantive fruits. Unprepared for the duke’s change of tactics, Sangaska took an unbalanced step backward, slamming into a closing Alicia and nearly knocking her to the ground. He never got a chance to discover what was behind him, however. The moment Alicia’s finger came in contact with the bare flesh of his forearm - a delicate and seemingly accidental touch - he let out a horrible gurgling noise. The sword dropped from his hand and his flesh began to shrivel up like something left out too long in the sun. His form collapsed in on itself, the moisture within evaporating in an instant. His desiccated husk fell to the floor alongside the corpse of the man he had just hacked to death.


  Sorial struggled to a sitting position, his head throbbing. There was chaos all around. Carannan and Queen Myselene checked Toranim’s body despite knowing the situation to be hopeless. Below, on the tournament field, a collapsed King Azarak was being attended to by numerous healers.


  Sorial’s eyes met Alicia’s. This was the first time she had taken a life with or without using her powers. She had seen death but now the blood was on her trembling hands. She had done what was necessary to save him and her father, but he knew from personal experience that killing was never an easy thing regardless of the reason.


  He wanted to go to her to offer comfort and support but a sudden wave of dizziness rolled over him, making the idea of rising to a standing position seem too herculean an effort to be contemplated. Moments later, he lost consciousness and it ended up being Alicia caring for him.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN: THE HEALING OF WOUNDS


  Sorial recalled the first time he had killed a man. He had been 15 years old when Maraman sent assassins to hunt him at the stable. Despite his heroic and admittedly lucky reduction of their number, Warburm had ultimately saved the day and his life. Afterward, Sorial had experienced no pangs of conscience and certainly no regrets, but he had been bred in a different, less pampered environment than his bride.


  The night after The Challenge, she wept. It was the longest and hardest he had ever seen her cry, a more wrenching display than on the long-ago night when she had fled to him after being set upon in the streets. Some of it was exhaustion. Some was relief. But there was also an element of sadness and regret. Once lost, innocence, no matter how illusory, couldn’t be regained. No amount of holding her close and stroking her hair could soothe her. In the outcome of events of the past day, she had been as much a factor as he. She had saved lives in the royal box by killing the enraged Sangaska and had repaired the most severe damage done to King Azarak’s shoulder.


  The other hero was Chancellor Gorton, who had emerged from the shadows to calm the seething army of Obis when it appeared they might attack in retaliation for the “irregularities” surrounding Grushik’s loss and the subsequent “murder” of Sangaska. Gorton had caucused with Captain Greeg and negotiated a settlement that would include future reparations. A no-nonsense military man who fundamentally denied the concept of magic as more than a subject for fables, Greeg believed Grushik had legitimately lost The Challenge and Sangaska had broken faith by attacking. If he had noticed the quaking of the ground, his rational mind had rejected it. As a result, it had taken little effort on Gorton’s part to convince Greeg that the army of Obis should depart as soon as possible, minus the 500 men bequeathed to Queen Myselene as part of the betrothal agreement.


  “Do you want to talk about it?” asked Sorial once Alicia’s tears had subsided. They were lying together in bed with his good arm wrapped protectively around her and two fingers absently stroking her cheek.


  “It’s hard to explain,” she began with a deep sigh. “It didn’t seem like me. When we were at the beach and I used magic, it was exhilarating, orgasmic. But this thing I did to Sangaska, it felt wrong.”


  Sorial was no stranger to using magic to kill: in Havenham, on the road to Vantok, and at Ibitsal. He had slain his own father. And, though Azarak had dealt the fatal blow, he had been complicit in Grushik’s death. To Sorial, magic was just another weapon, more versatile and deadly than those made of wood and steel. He might not understand how to win a battle with another wizard but he could use his powers effectively against the unmagical. Until today, Alicia had never held a sword or been in a situation where it was kill or be killed.


  “You did what you had to do,” said Sorial. Then curiosity got the better of him. “What exactly did you do?”


  “It was instinctive, like healing but in reverse. I dried up all the water in his body. I had to touch him to do it; it doesn’t work at a distance, or at least I don’t know how to make it work at a distance.”


  Based on Azarak’s description of Rangarak’s death, what Alicia had done to Sangaska sounded similar. Rangarak’s boiling blood had cooked him from the inside. Sangaska’s evaporating blood left him a dried-out husk. The worrying thing was that The Lord of Fire had done his deed from a distance, although Sorial didn’t know how far away he had been at the time. It raised questions about his limitations and why he had chosen the Iron King instead of another target. Why not Azarak or Sorial? Was Rangarak a victim of choice or one of opportunity?


  It also caused Sorial to wonder if there was an analog available to him. Could he accomplish with earth something similar to what Alicia had done with water?


  “I’ll be all right,” Alicia said. “Give me a day or two. This is all new and it’ll take some time to become accustomed to it. I have to recognize I’m not the same person I used to be.”


  Sorial would have liked to give her as long as she needed. She was struggling through issues he had resolved in the solitude of his underground haven. But, even though the crisis with Obis had been averted, a more imposing challenge loomed. The Lord of Fire wasn’t likely to provide a reprieve. The heat bubble had to be stopped. And his inability to come up with a reasonable solution haunted Sorial day and night.


  Soon after, Alicia, exhausted by effort and emotion, drifted into a deep slumber. Sorial continued to hold her, chasing the elusive specter of sleep throughout the night and into the early morning hours when he finally gave up.


  * * *


  Of all the things that had happened during the past day, Toranim’s death had dealt the biggest blow to Azarak. He had seen the body, carefully arranged so as to hide the horrific butcher’s cut that had ended his chancellor’s life, but that didn’t make it any more real.


  Myselene, who had been a witness to what happened in the royal box, told him the story. Toranim had died a hero, stepping in the path of an infuriated Sangaska to keep him from killing Sorial. A brave if foolish decision, but at least it could be said that Toranim had died for something. Without his interference, perhaps Sangaska would have reached Sorial. A dead wizard or a dead chancellor - Azarak knew which one Toranim would have advocated.


  Many of Vantok’s leading citizens had offered platitudes and condolences, remarking how Toranim had lived a long, full life and died in a manner that would make him proud. That was true enough, but dead was dead. It was the living who bore the burden of going on.


  Azarak shifted in bed to relieve some of the pressure on his sore shoulder. He flexed the fingers of his right hand tentatively, still finding it hard to believe that the arm wasn’t a useless deadweight. After poking around in the wound and using her healing magic, Alicia had expressed cautious optimism. She didn’t think Azarak would regain the full strength or range of motion he had once possessed, but she believed he would be able to use it for grabbing, holding, and writing, if not wielding a sword. It was enough. But, at the moment, it was damnably painful. Still, considering Grushik’s expertise and ferocity, it could have been worse. Azarak had expected him to be good, but not that good.


  He was alone in bed, his wife having temporarily relocated to another room so as not to crowd him at night. In their time together, he had discovered that she was a cuddler, and that was one thing he wasn’t able to do. He shifted his weight until he was able to reach the pull-bell with his left hand then rang it.


  A day ago, Toranim would have responded to the summons wearing a dressing gown but with every hair in place and looking as if he hadn’t been awakened from a sound sleep. This night, the man who came was Toranim’s likely successor, Vice Chancellor Gorton. If he appeared wide awake, it was likely because he hadn’t yet gone to bed. The eventless departure of the Obis army was a delicate matter and Gorton was handling every detail personally. Thus far, things had gone smoothly.


  Gorton came to the left side of the bed and executed a perfunctory bow. “How may I be of assistance, Your Majesty?”


  “How’s my wife?” He hadn’t seen Myselene since their brief time together following Alicia’s healing. In fact, other than Gorton, an endless parade of healers, and Duke Carannan, Azarak hadn’t seen anyone.


  “She’s retired for the evening but will join you in your chamber for breakfast at dawn. The ordeal has deeply upset her. Having watched her grow up, I can assure you such a thing is most unusual - Myselene is the most unflappable woman I’ve ever known. She’s grateful that you survived but mourns with you over the loss of Chancellor Toranim.


  “On a personal level, I share your grief. I came to know Toranim well last year when we battled each other over every detail in the betrothal agreement. I looked forward to working with him under your rule and am saddened that won’t happen. I’ll serve Your Majesty to the best of my abilities, but I won’t be able to replace Chancellor Toranim nor can I match the wisdom he gained and the trust he earned in more than three decades of service to the Crown.”


  Azarak was weary of thinking about Toranim. He needed a distraction. “How fares the troop withdrawal?”


  “As well as can be expected, Your Majesty. The campsite has been vacated except for the 500 who remain behind. They’ll be relocated to more permanent quarters on the morrow. The bulk of Obis’ force is on the road, headed north. The only elements still in Vantok are the trailing supply wagons, which are finalizing purchases and will be departing by noon. The return journey will be shorter; Captain Greeg will use Widow’s Pass - an unusual decision with a force that size given the narrowness of the road. But he feels that, considering the instability created by the death of three kings, haste is necessary.”


  Azarak wondered if it had occurred to Sangaska, before his impulsive attack of Sorial, that Grushik’s death had made him king. It was doubtful - the man had never been known as a quick thinker and, had he recognized his exalted position, he would have been more likely to embrace Sorial than punch him in the face. Rangarak’s rule had lasted many decades. Grushik’s had spanned two days. And Sangaska’s had ended less than five minutes after it started.


  “Who will be king in Obis now?” asked Azarak.


  “Perhaps only the augurs know. The line of succession was clear through Sangaska. After Rangarak, his trueborn son, Grushik, was next. Then Sangaska, the husband of his eldest daughter. After that… Technically, Myselene’s husband would follow Sangaska, but you’re ineligible on two counts, the most obvious being that you’re the king of Vantok. Also, by becoming your wife, Myselene forfeited all rights and claims related to her former title as second princess of Obis.


  “That leaves the husband of the youngest princess, but his claim is dubious. Many won’t accept him.”


  “What about one of the princesses?” asked Azarak. In Vantok, the succession went to the eldest child, regardless of sex, but he recognized that Obis was a patriarchal society. Nevertheless, if there were no male children…


  “It may come to that. A bastard or two might emerge as a contender. It’s known that Rangarak sired a number of children with various mistresses. Or there may be a civil war. In a situation like this, there will be a lot of posturing and politicking and whoever emerges with the strongest hand will grab the throne. If not one of the legitimate or illegitimate children, it could be a distant cousin or a relative twice-removed. Ties to the military will prove important. If I was going to lay odds, it wouldn’t be on either of Rangarak’s daughters. They are weak-willed and would be unlikely to hold the throne if it was given to them. Myselene would have been another matter. But her future is here in Vantok, not in the North.”


  “If she was to go there, as the Queen of Vantok, and claim rulership of Obis, would she receive support?”


  “You mean as a force for unification?”


  “Wasn’t that ultimately Rangarak’s plan?”


  “Initially, no. It began innocently enough. When he sent Myselene here, it was simply because you represented the best possible marriage for her. Although she may not have recognized it, he held her in the highest regard. Once her betrothal to you was sealed, however, he began to think differently. I wasn’t privy to all his thoughts but I believe he may have been plotting ways to tie Vantok and Obis together, if not in this generation then in the next. I think he was disappointed to learn that Myselene didn’t share his ambitions.


  “As to whether Obis would accept Myselene’s rule even knowing her to be the Queen of Vantok… I can’t say for sure. It would take a sizeable show of force and a promise that you would have no part in ruling Obis. If she tried something like that, the odds of success would be poor and the likelihood of assassination high. I wouldn’t recommend it and, knowing her as I do, I don’t think such a power play would interest her. Once, it might have, but not now. At some point last year, she became wholly focused on becoming the Queen of Vantok. This is her heart’s desire. Obis is a part of her past that she has little desire to revisit.”


  “I was curious, that’s all. I have no desire to unite the two cities, especially with war coming. It’s difficult to contemplate a greater mismatch than Vantok and Obis.”


  “We’re in agreement, then. One advantage of the instability in Obis is that it will take a long time before questions about the legitimacy of The Challenge and its aftermath can be raised. It will take the better part of a year before a new ruler is chosen and the new king or queen will require an equal amount of time to solidify his or her base of power. Two years from now, it’s unlikely that retaliation against Vantok will have much political or popular appeal, especially if you were to make a good faith offer of reparations.”


  Left unsaid was the potential that Vantok wouldn’t be around in two years. If it came down to it, Azarak would be more than happy to face a hostile Obis in time because it would mean an even bigger danger had been overcome. No matter how intimidating the Iron King’s successor might be, The Lord of Fire represented a more real, immediate, and imposing threat - a threat Azarak would have to face without his most constant and trusted advisor to rely on.


  * * *


  This was Myselene’s first taste of real power - not the artificial variety she had enjoyed in Obis as a princess or the limited kind that had frustrated her as the king’s mistress. Now she was the queen and she wouldn’t squander the opportunity to flex her political muscles. She wished her new role had arrived during less unfortunate circumstances but at least her husband was alive, if not hale. Toranim’s absence was keenly felt. The man who would have watched from the shadows wouldn’t be there to guide her away from obvious pitfalls. She was on her own and there were two important matters to attend to before her afternoon meeting with Vice Chancellor Gorton.


  The first was a session with Ambassador Uthgarb of Basingham. Vantok’s closest neighbor hadn’t been represented at the royal wedding. Neither Uthgarb nor his liege, King Durth, had elected to attend. In normal circumstances, that might have been considered a snub but relations between the two cities had been frosty in the half-decade since the discovery of Queen Amenia’s dalliance with Ambassador Ravensforth of Basingham. For two years following Ravensforth’s death, Durth had refused to appoint a replacement. Eventually, Uthgarb had been named to the position, but he was away from Vantok more often than in residence.


  The time had come, Myselene decided, for a warming of relations. Vantok was going to need Basingham as an ally in the upcoming war against The Lord of Fire - both as a supplier of supplementary troops and as a destination for refugees. It was reasonable to believe that, if Vantok lost the battle, Basingham would be the next target. No one believed the fire-wizard’s goal would be achieved with the conquest of a single city.


  Myselene met Uthgarb in Azarak’s private sanctum. She intended to follow her husband’s lead and host important gatherings in this setting, where she could face her guests across a table while they sipped from a goblet of Vantok’s finest vintage - precisely what Uthgarb was doing at the moment.


  He was a fat man, physically unlike his predecessor, who had been the picture of elegance. It was widely assumed that Uthgarb, who disliked the heat with the intensity of many obese men, had been assigned to his post in Vantok as a punishment. For a diplomat, he was surprisingly lacking in tact. His appearance was slovenly, with stains on his expensive, expansive clothing, thinning hair that was often uncombed, and strands on his chin that were midway between stubble and a full beard. Uthgarb was rumored to be a eunuch with appetites only for good food and fine wine. The temptations of the flesh, whether male or female, held no interest, and the potency of his body odor would have kept all but the most stalwart bed partners at a distance. But he could be bought for a seven course meal - a fact that Myselene kept in mind.


  “This is an excellent wine, Your Majesty,” said Uthgarb by way of opening the conversation. “It’s said the best vintages emerge from hot, arid environs, so maybe this is the silver lining to Vantok’s recent spate of bad weather.


  “I come before you today to offer congratulations and best wishes of King Durth on the happy occasion of your marriage to King Azarak. I’ll deliver these felicitations personally to your husband once he emerges from his convalescence. Until then, I’m at your service.”


  “The king was disappointed that King Durth didn’t accept the invitation to the wedding.”


  “King Durth felt that, in light of the unfortunate allegations about a relationship between Queen Amenia and Ambassador Ravensforth, it would be better for all concerned for His Majesty not to be present. I would have happily attended but King Durth believed the attendance of an ambassador instead of royalty might be considered a slight.”


  That hadn’t stopped the rulers of Syre, Andel, and Earlford from sending functionaries in their places. Durth’s message was clear: he still held a grudge against Azarak for Ravensforth’s murder.


  “King Azarak and I have a proposition for King Durth - one that may allow us to heal old wounds and build a bridge to a closer relationship in the future.”


  Uthgarb’s expression betrayed his curiosity. He had anticipated this to be a straightforward, perfunctory meeting. Myselene was intent on confounding his expectations.


  “Indeed, Your Majesty? I’m certain King Durth would welcome any opportunity to increase the amity between cities that are such close neighbors.”


  “Then perhaps the place to start is with openness between us. I assume Basingham has a small contingent of scouts near the border of The Forbidden Lands.”


  “That would be a logical assumption. While any dangers in that foreboding territory would be of more immediate concern to Vantok, they are close enough to Basingham to warrant notice.”


  “Then you’re aware there has been a southward migration of nomadic tribes.”


  Uthgarb nodded, his multiple chins and low-hanging jowls jiggling in unison with the bobbing of his head.


  “What you may not know - and which we only know through a stroke of luck - is that a vast army is massing south of the mountains. We have reason to believe that force will eventually move north and strike at Vantok. And, if this city falls, the enemy will continue its northward progression, with Basingham being its next likely target.”


  “There are rumors that corroborate your suppositions, Your Majesty, but they are just rumors. I can see why you might be concerned, however. Let me mention another rumor we have heard in Basingham. It has come to our attention that Vantok may have filled an obsolete position in the noble hierarchy reserved for a magus. Foolish, some might say, but the rumors indicate that, as a proving exercise to the populace, this supposed wizard built a mountain where none existed before. And, upon entering the city this morning from the north, I couldn’t help but notice that, in fact, there is a mountain where none was before.”


  “It’s no rumor. Vantok is protected by a wizard. His name is Sorial and you may meet with him if you so desire. And the rumors about the southern army are also not rumors. That force represents the greatest danger to the six cities in centuries, not only because of the tenacity of the men but because they are led by two wizards, The Lord of Fire and The Lady of Air. And if you think I have succumbed to a flight of fancy worthy only of children and gibbering idiots, consider whether any power other than magic or the gods could afflict Vantok with this interminable heat wave.”


  “I am inclined to believe you, Your Majesty. If, as you say, Basingham could be a secondary target of this enemy army, it would be foolish of me not to at least consider this information and to bring it to King Durth’s attention, but I suspect you have a more concrete reason for providing what would normally be privileged intelligence.”


  “We seek two things from Basingham. The first is for the city to enter into an agreement to accept refugees from Vantok should there be a need to evacuate the citizenry.”


  Uthgarb pursed his overripe lips. “Such a thing could be arranged, but sheltering refugees costs money. What you propose would be expensive. Potentially very expensive. And, as a show of good faith, we would expect to see an upfront expenditure that wouldn’t be refundable.”


  Azarak had assured Myselene that price would never be an option, although it would be foolish to reveal that. Having an earth-wizard allowed access to unlimited gems and precious metals. “I’m sure we can come to an equitable arrangement as soon as we learn what remuneration King Durth would need for this. Also, Vantok would like to host a garrison of Basingham’s troops that would fight alongside Vantok’s army should hostilities ensue. Recognizing the expense associated with transporting a large number of men and their equipment, we would offer not only to pay all related costs but also a bonus to each man involved and a sizeable gift of thanks to the king to do with as he sees fit.” Essentially, Myselene was offering to rent the troops from Basingham as temporary mercenaries while bribing Durth to acquiesce to the deal. The only questions were likely to be how many troops, how long before they would be recalled, and how deeply into Vantok’s bottomless treasury Basingham would reach.


  “A most intriguing offer,” said Uthgarb, licking his lips in anticipation of his commission as the broker of the deal. “It is, of course, a complex matter that must be discussed with His Majesty and the leaders of the militia, but I see no reason why, in the spirit of cooperation, we couldn’t send a small force to Vantok. After all, if an enemy comes north, it’s to our benefit to stop them at Vantok.”


  It was the same argument Myselene intended to use with the ambassador of Earlford when she interviewed him on the morrow. Syre and Andel, unfortunately, were too far away to be willing to spare troops, and making a further request of Obis was foolish at this time.


  Myselene spent the next tedious half-hour discussing matters of little import with Uthgarb, whose goal with every small topic of conversation was to divine how full the coffers of Vantok’s treasury were. After the odious man had departed, she felt the strong urge for a bath, but there was little time to rest. Soon after Ambassador Uthgarb left, Overcommander Vikon arrived.


  Like Uthgarb, Vikon was a big man but he substituted muscle for the ambassador’s fat. As was the case with many warriors into their later years, he had begun to go soft around the middle, but he still cut an imposing figure in his burnished plate armor. Not many years ago, Vikon had been a frequent tournament champion and beloved romantic figure. Now, with his era of derring-do in his wake, he had traded in his long, flowing mane for a shaven scalp. His features, once thought handsome, had turned severe and pinched as age pursued its inevitable work to despoil what had once been admired.


  Myselene had never been face-to-face with the overcommander but this meeting was necessary. She knew he represented a significant problem for Azarak. Probably the finest military mind in Vantok, he had earned his position on merit. Unfortunately, he had a loose tongue and a penchant for aligning himself with malcontents. He had resigned from the king’s council and Azarak was considering dismissing him from his position and perhaps even imprisoning him for statements that, depending on one’s point-of-view, could be considered either unwise or treasonous. Myselene believed, however, that there couldn’t be a worse time for a change at the top of the militia’s chain of command. She intended to present Vikon with an offer that would cement his loyalty.


  “Welcome, Overcommander,” said Myselene after the man executed a stiff bow. In his clunky armor, he couldn’t sit, so he remained standing. The queen, who briefly rose, retook her seat, poured herself another goblet of wine, and sipped thoughtfully, allowing the silence to extend to where she knew it would make Vikon uncomfortable. Because it would be a gross breach of protocol for him to speak or move without her leave, he was forced to stand stock still as the pause lengthened.


  “Are you aware why I have summoned you here today?”


  “I assume I’m to be relieved of my command.” He had obviously been listening to the city’s prolific gossip mill.


  Myselene feigned surprise. “Why, no. Of course not. Do you believe yourself to be unfit for duty?”


  Taken aback by the queen’s reaction, Vikon stumbled to recover.  “No, Your Majesty. I mean, I’m as fit as I ever was. But I’ve heard that King Azarak was…displeased… with my reaction to his sentencing of Lieutenant Horspath.”


  “It’s true that His Majesty believes you to have been less than judicious in your criticism of him in the wake of his judgment, but he values your leadership and grasp of tactics. As I’m sure you’re aware, there are rumors of war and, should those come to fruition, we need dedicated men like you in command. To that end, I want to reassure you that your past indiscretions are forgiven and you’ll be allowed to stay on in your current position of overcommander. Your ranks have been swelled by 500 hardened soldiers from Obis and I’m hopeful we’ll soon be able to add garrisons from Basingham and Earlford to the mix.


  “With the growing danger to Vantok’s civilian population in this time of unease, the king and I have decided that, in order to calm your mind and allay any worries you might have about your family’s security, their quarters will be relocated into the palace, the safest place in the city. They’ll be provided with lavish accommodations and, most importantly, they’ll be looked after day and night by guards with personal loyalty to His Majesty.” The unspoken words were the most important: Guards who follow only the king’s orders and are not under your command. Guards who will act decisively should you say or do anything that could be construed as disloyal.


  Vikon was no dunce. He had played politics for most of his adult life and understood the meaning of Myselene’s gently-phrased “invitation.” His face blanched but he managed a tight smile when responding, “My thanks, Your Majesty. My wife will be thrilled at the thought of living under the same roof as Your Majesties.”


  “And she will be most welcome at court. Of course, you may visit her whenever you desire, but we recognize you won’t want to abandon your men, so you can continue to live in the apartment adjacent to your office.” Myselene favored the aging soldier with her most winning smile. “That will be all, Overcommander.  It has been a pleasure to finally meet you. Please inform your charming wife that soldiers of the King’s Guard will be along later today to help her with her move.”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT: RUTHLESS ENOUGH


  The damnable heat had returned - an oppressive, searing reality from which only sundown offered a measure of incomplete relief. Sweat dripped, energy waned, and eyes burned. Not yet at Planting’s mid-point, Vantok and its environs had turned into an inferno the likes of which would be rare on the hottest days of a normal year. If the current weather was an indication, this year would be worse than the previous one with the temperature baking earth, drying up wells, and sending all but the most loyal citizens fleeing Vantok for more hospitable climes. This was The Lord of Fire’s most crippling weapon. In this situation, knowing that worse conditions were inevitable, the war might be won without a single engagement: the first city taken entirely by magic in more than a millennium.


  Doing nothing more strenuous than pacing the halls of the mansion where he and Alicia lived, Sorial was sweating profusely. To keep his vision clear, he wiped his brow. He didn’t enjoy this weather but he was used to it, having spent many summers sweltering in Warburm’s stable. Alicia, however, was wilting. At the moment, she was where she now spent most of her days and some of her evenings - swimming. Only in the water could she be refreshed and rejuvenated. For his part, Sorial longed to burrow into the earth, but he refrained from indulging the whim. There was too much that needed to be accomplished.


  Tonight, they would sleep in the cellar, the only level of the house untouched by the broiling ravages of the sun. In years past, Duke Carannan had moved his offices below ground but had kept his sleeping quarters on the second floor. Sorial’s preference was to spend his nights in a cool, windowless, unadorned space rather than a stylish, heat-drenched bedchamber. Alicia, initially unwilling, had relented after several nights spent tossing and turning.


  The problem of where to sleep was minor. The bigger issue, the one Azarak had commissioned Sorial to solve, was ending the heat wave and its associated drought. Thus far, he had no idea how to accomplish that. Understanding the problem didn’t present an obvious solution. He couldn’t devise a way to use earth or water to counteract it, at least not one that would leave the ground intact or avoid crippling expenditures of magic. Soil and rock could be employed to leech heat out of the air, but that would require a constant shifting of earth - moving the lower layers to the surface to absorb the heat then transferring them below to disperse it and cool before again being brought to the top. It would be exhausting and would devastate the terrain. Houses would be broken, streets obliterated, and farms destroyed. Worse, it was only a temporary fix and would have to be repeated every few weeks as the heat reasserted itself. Attempting something similar with water was potentially less devastating to the land, but would tax Alicia’s stamina, making her unfit for other duties.


  Sorial fretted that his inability to find an elegant solution was a failing of his imagination. His thinking was concrete - that’s what came from a lifetime spent doing straightforward work that demanded little in the way of improvisation. Mucking stalls and brushing horses didn’t encourage creative thinking. An innovative approach was needed. Unfortunately, no matter how he twisted the situation, the result was the same: there were some effects of air and fire that earth and water couldn’t counteract and this might be one of them. But a solution existed and, daring as it might be, Sorial had come to believe it couldn’t be avoided.


  Gathering the strands of his resolve, he exited the house and set his feet on the path leading to the river. The secret of Alicia’s identity was a valuable weapon but, with war approaching, it would soon be necessary for her to work in the open. In addition, with every passing day, there was a possibility their enemies would discover that she was the fourth wizard. So perhaps the time had come to employ the weapon of surprise in a bold pre-emptive strike. He hated the idea of placing her in harm’s way but, if his embryonic plan developed, he would ultimately be in far more danger than she would.


  * * *


  “You have a solution?” asked Azarak, unable to keep hope from his voice. After receiving a note from Sorial earlier in the day requesting an audience to discuss ending the heat wave, he had commanded Gorton to clear an hour on his afternoon schedule.  He, Myselene, Gorton, and the two wizards were now gathered to discuss the matter as the dinner hour approached. The king’s sanctum, situated as it was deep within the palace and insulated from the worst of the heat, was only mildly close at the moment, although that would change as the days grew longer and the nights shorter.


  “Of a sort,” said Sorial. “It addresses a larger problem but a side benefit will be the end of the heat wave.”


  “A side benefit?”


  Alicia had spent as much time as her husband studying the matter and was better able to articulate the root cause. According to her research, something similar had been employed long ago in the North for beneficial purposes. As a result of the combined efforts of the air and fire wizards, a heat bubble had allowed Syre to establish a flourishing agriculture. It had lasted only a dozen years but a discussion of it in an obscure history volume provided insight into the possible techniques being employed in this situation. “The problem is the stale air. The heat, which we presume to be a product of The Lord of Fire, infuses the air. It sits over Vantok and is energized by the sun and worsened by the natural heating of the season. Because the air doesn’t move, the heat expands as the days lengthen and the sun rises higher in the sky. That block also prevents moisture-bearing clouds from releasing rain over Vantok - they’re pushed off to the north or south. A sustained period of rain would at least provide temporary relief, but I can’t wring water from a dry sky. I need clouds and there are none in the vicinity.” She had tried creating rain but proved unable to do more than develop a brief, isolated drizzle.


  “So you’re saying clouds are the solution?” asked Azarak.


  “More than that. We need clouds but we also need the air block to break. Once it’s no longer in place, Sorial and I can use our powers to drain the heat from the air and cause the bubble to come apart. It may take a while but, even without magical effort, the climate will eventually return to normal. The problem is there’s nothing we can do while The Lady of Air is holding the heat in place. She’s the source of the problem not The Lord of Fire.”


  “In order to end the heat wave, you need to stop her?” Azarak was incredulous. His expectation was that Sorial would somehow be able to use his brand of magic to counteract the heat. It was deflating to learn that wasn’t the case. “There’s nothing you two can do on your own?”


  “No. At least not with the knowledge we’ve got now. If there was time to study, to practice, to understand… but there ain’t.” The admission galled Sorial.


  “My reading, limited as it has been, indicates there are two levels of magic, and Ferguson has confirmed this. Sorial and I are operating on what’s called the ‘surface’ - obvious actions and tricks that involve gross manipulation of our elements. But there’s another, deeper level that we haven’t touched. The path to it has proven elusive; without experienced wizards to guide us, it might take years before we understand enough to access it. So, for the moment, we can do little more than use surface techniques while hoping that one or both of us makes a discovery that allows us to unlock the secrets of deep magic.”


  Thinking back on the long days he had spent in the library researching wizards, Azarak remembered words to that effect. Two levels of magic - one readily accessible, the other requiring deep understanding and insight. Some wizards never attained control over the latter because they were too lazy or their thinking was too limited.


  Sorial added, “My sister is the root of the problem, but we’ve got a plan that needs no more than what we’re currently able to do.” He briefly outlined the strategy he and Alicia had devised while sitting on the river’s bank this morning.


  Once Sorial was done speaking, Azarak pondered. He could see that the scheme was audacious but he also recognized it to be extremely dangerous. If something went wrong, he could lose one or both of the wizards and, if that happened, Vantok would fall when The Lord of Fire came north. On the other hand, if the heat wasn’t stopped, Vantok might be abandoned by the time the enemy army arrived. There were no good choices, only less bad ones. If he presented the scheme to his military commanders, they would approve it. If war was certain, better a pre-emptive strike than letting the enemy dictate all the terms.


  “What do you think, Gorton?” asked Azarak of his new chancellor.


  “When it comes to magic, I’m not the most qualified to make a determination. But these are the things we know: seven weeks into Planting, the city is already suffering from heat and an increasingly worrisome lack of water. Many shallow wells are running dry, putting greater stress on those that remain productive. The unharvested Winter crops are burning up in the fields, and it wasn’t a bumper yield to begin with. Disease and famine are likely to become epidemic even if the heat wave is broken immediately. Vantok hovers dangerously close to becoming unviable as a human habitation, at least in the short term. Meanwhile, scouts have confirmed a building army ten days’ hard march to the south that will be formidable if faced on even footing. We don’t have the luxury of being cautious. We must risk and do so boldly. If this plan can achieve success, it will give us two great victories to start the war. If it fails, I don’t see that it will worsen an already bleak future.”


  “Very well,” said Azarak. The chancellor’s words were logical; it was the same kind of assessment Toranim would have provided. Turning to Sorial, he asked, “When can you begin?”


  “I’ve got two things to do. Once they’re done, we can leave. Hopefully, no later than tomorrow evening. If I’m gone more than three weeks, it probably means I’m dead.”


  Myselene, who had been uncharacteristically quiet during the exchange, spoke for the first time, “I’ll leak to the gossip mill that you’re departing for Basingham to provide a demonstration to seal the treaty we’re working. I’ll press Ambassador Uthgarb for a response to our latest counter-proposal. That will force him to leave for Basingham which will give further credence to your supposed mission. If The Lady of the Air is listening…”


  “She is,” said Sorial. “Voices on the wind. She’ll hear them. And she’ll come.” And she’ll be ready. It won’t be like her failed assassination attempt. This won’t be haphazard and sloppy. It occurred to Sorial that, even when a trap was successful, the bait often didn’t survive. And, in this case, that was him.


  * * *


  It was well into the small hours of the morning when Sorial pushed open the solid wooden door and entered the inn where he had spent so many hours of his life. He was unprepared for the wave of nostalgia that accompanied the cologne of stale beer and unwashed bodies. It was nearly closing time but the common room was still active with men hurriedly downing pints so they could order another before Warburm closed the place down for the night. They were the usual clientele: merchants, farmers, soldiers. No foreigners, though, although Sorial recognized a couple of men who had arrived from Obis as part of the queen’s dowry. Visitors had been plentiful in Vantok until after the wedding. The growing heat combined with the concern of an attack by the North had thinned out traffic on the inbound roads to a trickle. Vantok wasn’t yet isolated but it was getting there.


  Things were just as Sorial remembered them - even some of the faces were familiar. Sitting in a dark corner was a grizzled ex-soldier who had been one of The Wayfarer’s Comfort’s regulars since Sorial’s childhood. He looked the same: humorless and completely absorbed by the contents of his mug. Three of the barmaids serving new rounds and picking up old ones had been close friends with Annie. The youngest was Warburm’s daughter. They were a few years older but no less lusty. He had bedded none of them although, after Annie, there had been opportunities aplenty. Of course, there was Warburm, who was holding court at large table near the unlit fireplace as was his tradition toward the end of the night, after all the cooking was done and the last kegs of ale and beer had been watered down. His once-white apron bore old singe marks and new stains from fat and meat drippings. His midsection was beginning to regain the girth shed during the trip to and from Havenham.


  Sorial pushed back his hood, revealing his face. Had he expected gasps of recognition, he would have been disappointed. No one took any notice of the newcomer. He sat down at a small empty table with a good view of the entire room. A barmaid Sorial didn’t know approached him and took his order for a pint of “cellar” ale. That was the code word for the undiluted stuff. 


  He was here for a reason, but he couldn’t help absorbing the atmosphere. It was indulgent but he didn’t know anyone who would begrudge him a drink and a few memories. Sorial’s generous tip earned him a glimpse down the gaping front of his server’s blouse. A smile touched his lips. How many times had Annie provided him with that same view?


  By the time he was done, Warburm had issued the last call and the crowd had started to dwindle, men leaving the sweltering interior of the inn for the cooler outside. A few staggered up the stairs to rented rooms. One was half-accompanied, half-supported by a barmaid Sorial had known in his younger days. She saw him and gave him a long stare, as if to jog her memory, then shook her head in consternation and left the room. Sorial rose and approached the table where Warburm was wrapping up a story that held a small audience of half-drunk men entranced.


  Noting Sorial’s approach with surprise, the innkeeper curtly ended the tale and shooed away the four who were listening to him.


  “I be honored, Yer Magus,” he said with a lopsided grin. There was no hint of mockery in his voice or manner. Same Warburm - the trip to The Forbidden Lands hadn’t changed him at all.


  “Good morning, Warburm. How’s business?”


  “Fair ta middlin’. Truth be told, I like it better this way than when all them foreigners were around. More coin then but I done had to bang more’n a few heads every night. It be one thing to grope a barmaid but another thing altogether to try’n force her hand down yer pants. But you ain’t here ta talk about my business. I rather think it be yer business we be ’bout to discuss.”


  “I need your help.”


  Both of the innkeeper’s bushy eyebrows shot up.


  “It’s a commission from the Crown. I need a guide and some muscle to take me to Basingham. Travel ain’t easy for a one-handed man, even if he is a wizard. The journey starts in the evening. I’ll be gone between two and three weeks, at best guess. On foot and off the main road, following the coast all the way there.”


  Warburm scratched his stubbled chin. “Coast huggin’? Somethin’ tells me you be wanting more’n a simple guide.”


  Sorial nodded. “Your kind of job. Could be dangerous. I’m gonna force an encounter with someone you once knew: my sister.”


  “I knew her as a child, but that were a long time ago - years afore you were born. Devoted to yer mother. Sorry to hear about Kara, by the way. Terrible way ta go; damn Ferguson for that. I shed a few tears when I found out. She an’ I went back a long way.”


  Sorial brushed aside the condolences. “Ariel wants to kill me. If she sees you as a threat, she’ll take you out, and you don’t have my abilities to defend yourself. If she strikes at you, I may not be able to protect you.”


  “Lad, if you think fear of death is goin’ ta keep me from being yer guide, you don’t know me very well. ’Course I’ll do it. Hell, it’ll give me a chance to go someplace where it ain’t so fuckin’ hot. Jus’ you an me or be there others?”


  “Just you and me. I’ll meet you at the south checkpoint at sundown. Pack what you need.”


  Sorial had one more person to see before his departure, but that could wait until the morning. Time to go home to his wife and tell her they had found their guide. And now it was Sorial’s turn to keep secrets from Warburm. He took a perverse delight that turn of fortune.


  * * *


  Ferguson was looking better than the last time Sorial had seen him. He was more composed and self-assured than on their previous visit, with only a vestige of humility remaining. He remained confined in small room but his attitude wasn’t that of a prisoner or a penitent. It was telling that the Temple hadn’t yet replaced him - an indication that his power base remained strong outside the walls of the palace. Ferguson might be a prisoner at the moment but Sorial was convinced he had no intention of remaining so in the long-term. If Vantok survived, Ferguson was likely again to be a threat. But today wasn’t the time for concern about the prelate’s future plans.


  “Your Magus.” He greeted Sorial with a florid bow. If he was surprised by the visitation, he gave no indication of it.


  “Your Eminence,” replied Sorial with an inclination of his head. “I’ve got a request for you.”


  “If it’s within my power, you need but ask.” The words were subservient but the tone wasn’t. There was an ill-concealed arrogance in the way Ferguson spoke. Sorial was more sure than he had been upon entering the cell that Ferguson’s future plans didn’t involve a life of self-abnegation and contrition. The safest course would be to execute Ferguson. It could be done quietly and without fuss. No one would miss him outside of his most devout followers and they would be unsure of his fate. But he knew things that Sorial was certain would be important, perhaps even critical, in the future. He was too dangerous to keep alive but too important to kill.


  “You said you had a list of possible wizard candidates. Do you have a choice for The Lord of Air.”


  “An odd request indeed considering that the position is currently filled. By your sister, as you informed me. Has something happened to her?”


  “Not yet.”


  “Ahh! But you intend for it to. And you’d like her successor to be chosen by you rather than your rival. It would certainly alter the balance. You have a plan, I suppose?”


  “That ain’t nothing you need to be concerned about.”


  Ferguson smiled his predatory smile. “Perhaps I was wrong about you. Perhaps you are ruthless enough.”


  “The list?”


  “I have a group of names, but their suitability is untested. I studied their genealogies and determined which ones have the highest likelihood to carry the potential. None have nearly the promise of you or your wife, but some may hear the portal’s call. In order to determine their elemental inclination, however, I would need to meet them. What you ask isn’t a simple thing. To find your next Lord or Lady of Air would require excursions to one of the portals followed by interviews.”


  “This is an urgent matter.”


  “I understand that, Your Magus. But this process can’t be rushed. Let your sister continue in her current position for a season longer. Uncover her successor so that when the time comes to strike, The Lord of Fire won’t have the opportunity to trump you. It’s not unreasonable to suppose he has someone in place, primed to leap into the portal should the need arise. Remove your sister without a ready candidate and all you accomplish is to allow him to put someone younger and stronger in her place.”


  “I thought experience was the most important thing in magic.”


  “Experience in magic, as in all things, has its benefits and limitations. It would be as foolish to overestimate its value as to underestimate it. It’s usually the case that there’s an inverse relationship between experience and vigor. Wedding the two would result in an incredibly powerful wizard. New wizards are at the peak of their raw power. They have not yet begun to drain their reserves. Their bodies are hale. The effects of magic, the so-called ‘curse in the gift,’ haven’t yet started to eat away at them. Experienced wizards know how to do more with less and understand tricks gained only through age and wisdom. Many of them have at least a partial understanding of deep magic - something you have yet to taste. You can decide for yourself which is more important. If a fight between you and your sister were to come down to pure strength, you would destroy her. But if it comes to guile and a recognition of what magic can accomplish, she’ll defeat you.”


  “Vantok can’t wait a season. This thing has to be done now.”


  “I can only offer advice. If you choose to reject it, I can’t be held accountable for the consequences. I’m your creator, Your Magus. You would do well to heed me.” Those words, spoken with icy superiority, triggered a stab of intense anger in Sorial.


  Thus far, he had been lenient with Ferguson. He had shown restraint and mercy despite the man’s sins. He had ignored Annie and others like her, victims Ferguson had claimed directly and indirectly over the years. He had chosen to overlook the gamble with Alicia’s life. But there was no contrition in this man. Sorial was determined for him to be humbled, even if it was a lesson he had to impart himself.


  Sorial rapped on the door, the sign to be let out.


  “Going so soon?” inquired the prelate. Was that a sneer on his lips?


  When a guard answered, Sorial told him, “You might hear some screaming coming from this cell. Don’t let it alarm you and, whatever happens, don’t interfere.”


  During the next fifteen minutes, there were screams, although perhaps not as many as might have come from a less stoic man. Sorial’s aim wasn’t to torture - he wasn’t Langashin and he derived no pleasure from the pain of others - but to remind Ferguson that the balance of power had shifted. His position of control had been ceded to those he helped create. Sorial used earth to bind the prelate then began to experiment, expanding on the germ of an idea that had come to him during a stretch of sleeplessness: was it possible to bond rock to flesh and, by so doing, create an impregnable armor?


  His goal with Ferguson wasn’t to provide the aging prelate with full body protection, but to try out the concept on a smaller scale. And, instead of helping him, Sorial wanted to result to be a hindrance - something that would make the prelate more controllable.


  The unavoidable damage wasn’t permanent, but the prelate would find rapid movement challenging with the soles of his feet sheathed in rock. It would be difficult for Ferguson to stand, uncomfortable for him to move slowly, and agonizing for him to run. Sorial wasn’t gentle in affixing the “stone footwear.” It was a brutal, bloody business with spikes of stone stabbing through flesh to affix directly to bone. As Sorial worked, molding rock and grafting it to skin, he observed the superiority and arrogance drain out of Ferguson. Langashin would have reveled in accomplishing something like this. Sorial didn’t enjoy it but neither did he shrink from it.


  Before rapping to summon the guard for a second time, Sorial had a few parting words for the injured prelate, who lay sprawled on the floor, sweating and panting. Tiny rivulets of blood seeped from the joints between flesh and stone. The jagged rock, formed into pads less than an inch thick, couldn’t be removed by conventional means unless the drastic step of severing the foot at the ankle was considered. Even Alicia, with her healing skills, would be confounded. Only Sorial’s magic could undo what had been done. And, in finishing this crude prototype, he had glimpsed a fraction of what earth-magic could deliver. This first attempt had been clumsy but there was immense practical potential in the application if it could be refined and implemented with minimal pain.


  “You call me ‘Magus,’ but you ain’t got true understanding of what that means. You throw around terms like ‘surface magic’ and ‘deep magic’ without understanding what they mean. You live at my whim, Ferguson, and I’ll only be pushed so far. You are a prisoner. You might be right when you say you’re too important to kill, but there can be worse things than dying. I learned that on my journey to becoming a wizard. If you don’t want to experience them, show more respect the next time we meet. For now, enjoy the protection of your new footwear. It may be painful and cumbersome but you ain’t got to worry about foot injuries. This might not be proper deep magic but it’s more advanced than surface tricks.


  “Is this ruthless enough for you?”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE: A CONFRONTATION


  By the time dawn arrived on his first day away from Vantok, Sorial was following the coastline, with the sea roaring and crashing to his left and the quiet, baking plains to his right. With the sun hanging low over the land, the terrain seemed as barren and lonely as it had in the heart of The Forbidden Lands. It was hard to believe he was within easy traveling distance of one of the largest cities on the continent.


  Sorial’s sole traveling companion was Warburm, who had done little but grumble since their departure the evening before. In additional to being opposed to traveling at night, he thought Sorial was setting too aggressive a pace and didn’t like the infrequency of their breaks. Warburm the innkeeper had yet to be replaced by Warburm the adventurer. Had the situation been less grave, the young wizard might have chuckled. Circumstances were indeed reversed from what they had been two seasons ago on the trek to Havenham. Being the leader of an expedition - any expedition - had its advantages.


  “Lad, I dunno ’bout you but I need to sleep some time. All this walkin’ in this heat ain’t good for a man’s body.”


  “Now that we’re by the ocean, we can move more slowly. We’ll take several breaks during the day and set up camp tonight.” There had been a necessity to cover the first miles of the journey quickly. Now that they were beyond what he considered to be the area of greatest vulnerability, haste was no longer mandated. In fact, it could be detrimental if they covered too much ground. After all, the goal of the mission was to be found not to escape detection.


  As if reading Sorial’s mind, Warburm said, “You ain’t planning to reach Basingham.” It wasn’t a question. He had been briefed on only the barest skeleton of Sorial’s plan.


  “If we ain’t intercepted before then, this trip will be a failure. We’re hunting my sister and the only way to locate her is to let her find us.”


  “Said the lamb about the dragon…”


  “She might be a dragon but I ain’t no lamb. Once, perhaps, but things have changed. You were there in Havenham. And next time you see Ferguson, after you get done examining his feet, ask him what he thinks of the ‘lamb.’”


  “Did sometin’ ta get his attention, did’ya?”


  “Let’s just say I taught him a lesson he ain’t gonna forget. A lesson about the consequences of ruthlessness.”


  “Wish I’d been there ta see it, lad. I’ve done seen Ferguson give a lot of lessons but never receive one. I s’pose yer never too old to learn a few new things.”


  “He likes to take credit for creating me. Now he’s got to learn to respect his creation.”


  “I’ve known Ferguson for a long, long time and he can be a right ass. Or a pain in one. Thinks too highly of himself, he does. But he believes in his cause. He don’t seek personal glorification. He be a holy crusader, mayhap the last of ’em. We’ve all made sacrifices for this cause, you included, but no one’s given more than Ferguson. He gave up his entire life for this. Eighty years pursuing one thing with unwavering determination must be exhausting.”


  Sorial was in no mood to hear Warburm’s defense of the man he had recently crippled. Ferguson was what he was and, however righteous his motivations, his actions were frequently abominable. Anytime he felt inclined toward a moment’s misplaced sympathy, all Sorial had to do was recall Annie’s face.


  As they walked, they passed the time with small talk. When Sorial had traveled to the ocean with Alicia, they had said little to one another on the journey. The companionable silence had been pregnant with mutual affection. It wasn’t so with Warburm. There was an intangible restlessness between them that was exacerbated by lengthy pauses in their conversation.


  After they had stopped for a midday meal and a short nap in the shade of a grove of parched trees, Warburm reminisced. “Sad ta think how this trip is going ta end. She were such a sweet little girl. I remember one day when she came skipping up to me. Had sometin’ hidden behind her back. When I asked what it were, she smiled and gave me an apple. Another time, she found a dead butterfly somewhere. Brought it ta me and asked me ta ‘wake it up.’ When I said I couldn’t, she started crying. There be a lot of memories like that ’bout her. Breaks my heart, this journey does.”


  “People change. Magic changes us. Am I the same person I was before we left for Havenham?”


  “Nay, but I blame that more on your losing an arm and being tortured than on what happened with the portal. It were the time in the dungeon what changed you. I knew when we rescued you that the boy who tended my stable was gone.”


  “I won’t deny that Langashin’s lessons played a part. But magic changes a person. It eats away at who he is and replaces it with something similar but ain’t the same. Our existences - yours and mine - are defined different. Every human’s got a link to one of the elements. But with a wizard, the bond grows every time we use our powers. I’m a creature of earth.”


  “You always did like getting’ dirty. Let me ask you somethin’, lad. The reason you agreed to travel to the portal, what was it really? Not a duty ta yer city an’ king.”


  “The hope of marrying Alicia without having to run and hide. The chance to give her the home she deserves. You know that. We talked ’bout it when I worked in the stable and you told me to go after her. At the time, I didn’t know how important our relationship was to your plan.”


  “Not mine, lad. But I well remember the conversation. An’ it may surprise you that it were me talking, not Ferguson. Yes, it were all set up for you to marry her, but I ain’t never believed class should be a barrier to love or desire. Noble or gutter rat, we’ve got the same parts and fucking ain’t different between gentry and peasants.”


  “So says the man who warned me in the strongest terms not to marry Annie.”


  “Now that were Ferguson. Hell, if you ain’t who you be, it would’ve been a good match, even with the age difference. But you was meant for Alicia, and she for you. Would you have gone to the portal for Annie?” When Sorial didn’t answer, Warburm forged on. “You say magic done changed who you be. But it still be as much about Alicia as it ever were. For you, it were never about power or wealth. Those things was foreign to you. It were about proving yerself to Alicia and winning her. An’ that didn’t change once you became a wizard. What be in here” - he thumped his left breast - “don’t change so easy.”


  “And Ariel?”


  “It weren’t the magic that changed her either. It were Braddock’s death. The poor girl worshipped her big brother. To lose him like that… To bury him instead of celebrating his transformation… It done broke her spirit. The girl who fled the village and entered the portal weren’t the same one I knew as she grew up. I mourn for her now as I grieved for her then.”


  “She tried to warn me - came to me several times and told me not to heed Ferguson. When I was Sorial, Kara’s human son, she wanted to help. But when I became Sorial, Ferguson’s pet wizard, she intended to be my executioner. Do you remember Eylene?”


  “The elf who saved us in The Forbidden Lands? Aye.”


  “That was Ariel in disguise. Do you remember her last words to us? ‘This is the last time I can help you unless you turn back. You know what awaits you should you forge ahead.’”


  That revelation surprised Warburm. Thinking back on the strange encounter and everything he had subsequently learned about Sorial’s relationship with his sister, the truth about Eylene’s identity made a certain twisted sense. It was no less credible than that she had been a member of a lost tribe of elves dwelling deep in The Forbidden Lands.


  “Since then, she’s seen me once that I know of, and I almost died. An arrow to the breast. This trip is for me to confront her and resolve what’s between us, one way or another. Nothing would gladden me more than a reconciliation, but it ain’t likely. She’ll kill me if she can. It’s magic that sets brother ’gainst sister when affection might have existed without it.”


  * * *


  “How fares the army, Chancellor?” asked Myselene, recognizing that her efforts during her husband’s brief post-Challenge convalescence had strengthened Vantok’s militia in tangible ways.


  Gorton sat across from her on the balcony outside the second-floor chamber she had claimed as her office and receiving room. It was too stuffy inside to hold an audience, although the outside was by no means cool. Having spent more than three seasons in Vantok, Myselene was becoming inured to the heat; the same couldn’t be said of her chancellor, who was finding the shift in climate difficult to cope with. Part of the problem was that, in his dapper vest and thick woolen trousers, he was ill dressed for the weather. Myselene was wearing a sheer dress that clung to her body in a way that was almost indecent. While Gorton’s feet were shod with thick, heavy boots ideal for stomping through snow, the queen was barefoot.


  Mopping his brow with a handkerchief, Gorton replied, “Discipline is improving, Your Majesty. The swift marriage of so many of the Obis-born soldiers to the women of Vantok has helped with morale, although there remain strong pockets of distrust and resentment on both sides.”


  “How many more have taken up the offer of pardons?” Myselene had never expected Rangarak to provide her with the cream of his troops for her dowry, but she had been shocked to learn that many of the “soldiers” were criminals released from prisons and pressed into service to satisfy the body count specified in the betrothal document. Less than half the men from Obis were legitimate members of the militia and, of them, few were remarkable physical or mental specimens. Myselene had offered pardons to those who wished to admit to their pasts. As a citizen of Vantok, she said, any crimes or misdeeds committed before would be forgiven with no consequences if they were confessed. Thus far, few had accepted.


  “Another three dozen. They mistrust the sincerity of the offer, Your Majesty. They think it’s a trick. As more accept and are left unmolested, others will follow.”


  Ultimately, it might not matter, since many could die in battle. Still, she wanted to know their crimes not to institute punitive action but to curb future misdeeds. She was uneasy about the possibility of marrying a potentially violent man to a loyal citizen. She had informed Gorton that any man guilty of rape or the killing of a woman wasn’t to be considered for marriage, but discovering men with such blemishes on their past was no simple matter. Thus far, nearly 200 of the 500 men from Obis had been wedded to brides of various ages and social classes, strengthening their ties to their new city. How many of those women would suffer at the hands of their husbands?


  “And the contingent from Earlford?” Myselene’s negotiations with the eastern city had been more productive than the interminable wrangling with Basingham. King Dax of Earlford had agreed immediately that the army to the south represented a real and immediate threat not only to Vantok but to his city as well. He had also accepted Sorial’s legitimacy without a request for proof. The result had been an immediate consignment of nearly 1000 men to aid in Vantok’s defense should a battle occur. Thus far, Basingham had offered little and committed less. Myselene was hopeful of eventually procuring 300-400 men but the cost would be high. Ambassador Uthgarb’s starting point for negotiations had been exorbitant. Myselene could have purchased the services of two thousand mercenaries at that rate, if any could be found. Unfortunately, most of the swords-for-hire had flocked to The Lord of Fire’s banner.


  “They’re good men, Your Majesty - well-trained and professional. For the moment, they keep to themselves in their camp but there’s little cause for concern that they’ll be unready when The Lord of Fire makes his move. If we include them, our forces now number nearly eight thousand. The latest report gives us a ten percent advantage over our enemy.”


  Myselene nodded, fanning herself with a contraption given to her by her husband. It was made from the plumes of an exotic bird. These were all the rage among Vantok’s noblewomen. Myselene wondered what the bird that provided the feathers looked like.


  “As important as these matters are, I come bearing grave news. I received a missive by bird from one of my agents in Obis. The situation there has turned bloody and tragic. Even before the wedding entourage returned, the struggle for the throne began in earnest. I regret to inform you, Your Majesty, that both your sisters have been slain.” He provided the details succinctly: Esmelene, the eldest and Sangaska’s widow, had been poisoned. Fyselene, the youngest, had been butchered along with her husband when a group of guards, supposedly hired to protect them, had turned against their employers. “You’re the only surviving legitimate child of King Rangarak.”


  Myselene hadn’t been close to either of her sisters. Among the princesses of Obis, rivalry was more common than affection. Myselene had long ago grown weary of the mean-spirited games her sisters adored. But the lack of affinity for Esmelene and Fyselene did little to dampen the shock and dismay. In the play for power occurring in Obis, they were minor players. The only claim they had to the throne was one of blood, but neither had the ambition or the backing to pursue it. They hadn’t been a threat yet someone had deemed them dangerous enough to eliminate.


  “Will they come after me?” asked Myselene.


  “Hard to say. As queen of Vantok, you’re technically ineligible to succeed your father even though you are his only surviving true-blood child. And you’re very far from Obis. But it may be that whoever orchestrated the deaths of Esmelene and Fyselene is intent on eliminating all possible rivals, and that could mean you’re in danger. We should act and plan accordingly.”


  “Who’s responsible?”


  “Unknown, but most likely one of Rangarak’s bastards. One of the better placed candidates would have sought to use your sisters instead of killing them. My agents are looking into this for me. They should have a name in a few days.”


  “What’s next for Obis?”


  “A civil war seems inevitable. And I fear it will be long and bloody. With no clear frontrunner and perhaps a half-dozen strong options, the militia will be fragmented. The process of determining the next king will be harrowing.”


  “I wonder how much of this our enemies foresaw when they assassinated my father.”


  “Unless they’re augers, not as much as we are wont to give them credit for. My guess is that the attack on King Rangarak was intended to dispirit and create friction between the two cities. King Azarak’s decision to issue The Challenge wasn’t easily predictable. A civil war in Obis was an unlikely outcome, although I’m sure The Lord of Fire is delighted. If his goal is to conquer all six cities, Obis would have represented his stiffest challenge, militarily speaking. If the city tears itself apart determining its next ruler, it will become a softer target.”


  “Perhaps we’ll be fortunate enough to stop the enemy here. Sorial at least gives us reason to hope.”


  “If he survives his current encounter. I would have felt better sending some men on his trail but I understand his concern that supporting forces could lend the appearance of a trap.”


  “But you sent them anyway,” surmised Myselene.


  Gorton offered a wry smile. “You know me too well, Your Majesty. They’re well concealed and I daresay even a wizard won’t notice them. They’re there to observe and report, not to interfere. If Sorial loses in this conflict, we’ll need a more definite confirmation than one that arrives through weeks of waiting and wondering.”


  “Considering The Lord of Fire’s force, if it comes to a pure strength of arms and our magic negates theirs, can we win?”


  “Hard to say. In a straightforward collision of armies, having a tactical advantage is often negligible. It comes down to who fights the hardest and is the best trained. Armies struggling to protect their homes often have the edge.”


  “As we speak, the king is conferring with Duke Carannan and Overcommander Vikon, preparing the battle plan.” She shifted the topic. “Does he ever confide in you, Gorton?  My husband, I mean.”


  “I wish I could say he does, Your Majesty, but the answer is no. At least not the way he confided in Chancellor Toranim. Theirs was a rare bond and I never expected he and I would replicate it.”


  “I worry about him. Since Toranim’s death, he’s become lonely and withdrawn. No one is close to him in the way Toranim was. He relied on him more than he realized. Now, there’s a void there, and I don’t think he knows where to turn. He’s trying to force Carannan into the role of confidante but, although they have a shared past, they were never more than cordial acquaintances associated by the need to wed Alicia and Sorial. He won’t let me in, either. I’ve tried to reach him. Since Toranim’s death, he often doesn’t come to our rooms at night and, when he does, there’s a lack of intimacy.”


  “Far be it from me to offer advice on your marriage, but might I suggest that you open up to him. You’ve been single-minded in your quest to become queen of Vantok, Your Majesty, making emotions subservient to ambition. But now that you’re queen, allowing yourself to feel affection for your husband wouldn’t be the worst thing that could happen for either of you.”


  “Thus speaks the man of a hundred affairs,” said Myselene tartly. Gorton’s reputation as a womanizer was legendary in Obis.


  He didn’t take offense at the charge. His answering smile was genuine. “My problem had little to do with not loving women and everything to do with not committing to them. Every woman I lay with, even if it was for just a night, had a place in my heart. I worry that in grooming you for power, we may have forgotten to teach you how desolate life can be if you don’t allow yourself to care. It’s not a weakness, Your Majesty, and it may be the one thing your wounded husband needs from you above all others. He’s lost his friend, confidante, and advisor. He keeps his own counsel because he trusts no other. The vacuum is yours to fill. Give to him what no one else can. Don’t just be his queen; be his wife.”


  * * *


  The trip up the coast was in its fourth day when Sorial first sensed he and Warburm weren’t alone. The new presence wasn’t the three men who had been covertly following him since Vantok. (Although he had specifically requested not to be shadowed, he assumed those were Chancellor Gorton’s agents.) No, this was something different. Something the earth told him was there but which he could neither pinpoint nor identify. Unless he was very much mistaken, Ariel had found him. Now she was awaiting the perfect moment to pounce. He wondered if she recognized his awareness.


  “She’s close,” said Sorial to Warburm as they made camp that evening. “Watching. Waiting for the best opportunity.” If she thought it would come while he slept, she was wrong. Lying naked on the open ground, which was how he slept while away from towns and cities, he was better guarded than if he had been surrounded by a dozen alert, awake guards. The ground was the best sentry he could hope for, Even if she came from the sky, it would mark her approach.


  “The sooner, the better,” grumbled Warburm. “I be getting’ tired of traveling food and fish. Every time I go on one o’ these ‘adventures,’ I come home looking like a corpse. I be still skinny from my last trip.”


  Better to look like a corpse than be one.


  The night passed uneventfully, although Sorial didn’t sleep soundly. Dreams and memories infiltrated his mind, refusing to allow him peace. Warburm insisted on taking a watch even though the wizard argued it to be unnecessary. “You do things yer way, lad, and I’ll do ’em my way,” was all he said as he stubbornly began to walk a circuit around the campsite. Their small fire had burned to embers. Near the edge of Vantok’s heat bubble, there was the slight night’s chill one might reasonably expect from mid-Planting.


  By the time the morning sun rose on the fifth day, Sorial had donned his clothing and was ready to continue. Basingham, the purported goal of this trip, was still more than a week’s travel by foot. To his left, the sea continued to present a comforting presence, although it was angrier and darker here than to the south. By now, the beach, with its wide expanse of sand and pebbles, had disappeared. The game trail along which they walked was elevated on a cliff with a sheer twenty-foot drop to rocky shoals below.


  Although Sorial and Warburm had talked frequently during the first two days out of Vantok, they had long since exhausted their mutual capacity for conversation. Now, they traveled in silence. Today, following Sorial’s warning, they were both hyperaware of their surroundings. So when Ariel made her appearance, neither was taken by surprise.


  Sorial saw her first, a distant, dark speck against the bright sky to the north, drifting slowly toward them. A sneak attack wasn’t her plan. The moment it became apparent that the approaching figure was a human and not a large bird, Warburm drew his hand ax from the loop on his belt - the same one he had used to fend off attackers in Havenham.


  Ariel wasn’t flying. She was walking on air, her boots ten feet off the ground. Sorial knew she would never touch the earth - to do so would give him an advantage she would never cede. She would stay airborne no matter what happened. He had expected no less, but he didn’t need her to touch the ground to be able to use his magic against her.


  She was dressed much as she had been on their previous encounters, wearing oversized robes that concealed every inch of her skin and a hood that hid her face. Her advance was casual, as if she was approaching an adversary unworthy of concern. Sorial didn’t know whether it was an act or whether that represented her true feelings about this encounter. She stopped when she was about twenty feet away. For a prolonged moment of silence, punctuated only by the crashing of the waves, they regarded one another, brother and sister, as if frozen in time. Then Ariel spoke.


  “I can only assume you wanted me to find you, having done everything but lighting a bonfire to announce your location. Silly of you. You could have gone on living until the war if you stayed in hiding.” She turned to Sorial’s companion, who was tensed for battle. “Hello, Warburm. I so wanted to acknowledge you when we met in The Forbidden Lands. It was good to see you then - a reminder of a simpler time before Ferguson’s blundering ruined my peaceful childhood.”


  “You blame Ferguson?” asked Warburm.


  “Of course.” Ariel’s voice was almost a hiss. “As does Justin. Even now, his poison continues to contaminate. His lies, manipulations, and ineptitude killed the brother I loved more dearly than I can find words to express. Braddock was my hero, my god. On the day he left for the portal, he swore that when he returned, he would weave a crown out of fire, cool it, and place it on my brow. But he never returned. And now, because of Ferguson’s continued meddling, I have to kill my younger brother, whose countenance is nearly a mirror of Braddock’s.


  “You should have heeded my warnings, Sorial. I tried to keep you away. I was sure you’d listen to me and turn your back on him, but you were blinded by… what? Not a desire for power or glory. Lust?”


  “Love,” replied Sorial. “I love her.”


  “If that was your sole reason for entering the portal - for risking your existence based on the assurances of a fraud - you’re a fool. I could have given you her. All you needed to do was ask. You think a wizard couldn’t have stolen her from under Ferguson’s nose? You and she could be tending sheep in some nice little cottage in the middle of nowhere now, enjoying each other’s company without having to worry about the war that will soon scour the continent and the blood-price that comes from wielding magic.”


  “You’ve become a cold-hearted bitch,” said Warburm sadly.


  “You won’t get a disagreement from me. Spiteful, vicious, unrepentant. I am what Ferguson made me. So is Sorial. And, in a strange way, so is Justin, The Lord of Fire. We’re all his creations. And the children will destroy the father.”


  Sorial made one final attempt to avoid a confrontation. “Why not come back with me to Vantok? You can confront Ferguson. If you want to kill him, no one will stop you. I almost did it myself. Let’s join together as brother and sister and protect this world rather than destroy it.” The words sounded pompous but they were sincere.


  “A noble sentiment and that nobility is the reason it will never happen. Unification is dirty, bloody business, Sorial, not the purview of idealists. Would you have me join you, your wife, and Mother in some cozy house and defend against Justin when he brings his army north?”


  “Kara’s dead.” Sorial issued the pronouncement in a flat voice. The robes and hood hid Ariel’s reaction and the long pause could have meant any number of things, but Sorial suspected he had scored the first wound of the engagement.


  When she spoke, the timber of her rough voice was unchanged. “How?”


  “At the portal. Trying to escape our father. She had the potential but, as we both know, there was no opening. So the portal did to her what it does to those attempting to usurp a standing wizard.”


  “You let this happen? Knowing what you do?” There was emotion in her voice now, a ferocious heat that made her words thicker and more hoarse.


  Sorial shook his head. “I wasn’t there. By the time I arrived, she was gone. I killed Maraman but it was too late.”


  She was silent for a space of minutes. Sorial waited, surprised by his own patience. Next to him, Warburm fidgeted. He was by nature a man of action. Once he drew his weapon, he expected to use it, not spend an extended period in dialogue.


  When Ariel next spoke, she had regained her composure. She addressed the innkeeper. “Warburm, leave now. This isn’t your fight. Stand away from Sorial and I’ll let you live. You can’t make a difference in what is to come. This is for wizards to resolve. Your ax is irrelevant.”


  “Do as she says, Warburm,” said Sorial. He had never intended for the innkeeper to fight. As Ariel had said, this conflict would be decided by magic, not weapons.


  “Not likely, lad,” said Warburm, assuming a fighting pose.


  Ariel didn’t move or, if she did, it was so slight that Sorial didn’t notice it. The impact on Warburm was immediate and dramatic. Without preamble, he was hurled through the air in a parabolic arc that ended with him crashing to the ground more than fifty feet distant. It happened so fast that Sorial was unable to soften the impact. Once down, the innkeeper didn’t rise.


  “Fool,” spat Ariel. “Now it’s you and me. Show me what you’ve learned in your short time as a wizard. Then I’ll give you a final lesson in what magic really means.”


  Sorial was at a loss how to proceed. What did a magical duel entail? Certainly not hurling things at one another. The idea was ridiculous. That might work with a human, who had no way of defending against a rocketing boulder, but Ariel would simply use a current of air to knock it away. What she had done to Warburm wouldn’t work with Sorial. He was anchored to the ground. A cyclone wouldn’t move him.


  His first move was experimental. Instead of attacking Ariel directly - an approach destined for failure - he attempted to undermine her control of her element. It was an unsure gambit but he only needed it to succeed for a few precious seconds. If he could bring her into contact with the ground, if only for a moment, he would have the upper hand. So he increased the attractive force exerted by the earth on all mass in the immediate environs and sought to draw her down. As he did this, he could feel his body growing leaden. The ground cracked and groaned. And Ariel lost her balance in mid-air.


  But her reactions were quick and she compensated before alighting. As she was righting herself, Sorial caused the earth that was now a mere two feet beneath her feet to explode upward in a torrent of dirt and rocks. So powerful was the blast that it obscured her in a cloud of dust and debris. When it cleared, Ariel remained. Her robe was tattered, indicating that she hadn’t fended off everything, but she appeared largely unharmed and had recalibrated her height above the surface to its previous level.


  Sorial was out of ideas. In desperation, he tried what he had done with Maraman, thinking something small and almost undetectable might succeed where the ostentatious display had failed. But Ariel easily flicked away the small stone aimed at her head. Sorial called out to his rock wyrm but, even though it was close to the surface awaiting his summons, it couldn’t emerge instantaneously and, even if it had been able to, he was unsure what it could accomplish in these circumstances. She would fend off its attacks as easily as she had his. Now it was her turn.


  “Is that it?” she asked. “In two seasons, have you mastered only those few basics? Just surface magic? Nothing deeper? Justin was foolish to be so concerned about you.”


  Sorial braced for his sister’s counter-strike even though he had no conception of the form it would take. The air around him remained calm. The sky didn’t cloud with thunderheads. Twenty feet ahead and ten feet up, an unperturbed Ariel floated.


  The attack commenced before Sorial realized it was underway. It was simple but effective, a masterful way of using only a little magic to accomplish a great thing. Suddenly, Sorial couldn’t breathe. He gasped but there was no air to inhale. Too late, he realized that, as Alicia could manipulate the water in a man’s body to achieve a desired result, Ariel could steal away a person’s very breath. It was, after all, air. Without spectacle or massive devastation, she had beaten him decisively by the most basic of means: suffocation.


  CHAPTER THIRTY: ANOTHER KIND OF HEALING


  Sorial felt like a fish, his mouth opening and closing convulsively but unable to suck in air. He had fallen to his hands and knees, although he didn’t recall having done so. His mind was focused but he knew his thinking would deteriorate rapidly if the air deprivation continued. His vision was already starting to blur. The biggest challenge was to stave off panic. That accomplished, it took only a moment to divine a possible means of escape. If he executed a deep underground plunge, he might survive. When he traveled through the earth, he didn’t breathe in the same way he did while on the surface. Therein lay the key, a possible means of escape. Trying it was better than meekly accepting the finality of his loss and hoping the expected intervention came before he died.


  But that intervention arrived, rendering an escape plan unnecessary. Just as Sorial was about to sink into the rock and dirt beneath him, he caught sight of a comet of water streaking toward Ariel from behind, riding low and gathering speed with its approach. Alicia had timed her attack well - early enough to save Sorial but late enough to ensure that Ariel was distracted. Had she been aware of her peril, his sister would have been able to block or avoid it. But, with the entirety of her attention focused on her brother’s demise, she was defenseless.


  Even at the last, she was oblivious. Alicia’s projectile struck her in the back and exploded on impact, spraying seawater across a wide area, drenching Sorial and everything within fifty feet. Ariel was slammed to the ground with a force roughly equal to what she had unleashed on Warburm. The moment she was down, air rushed back into Sorial’s lungs. He sputtered and choked then started breathing normally again. Alicia was nowhere in sight, but he knew she was out there, as she had been throughout the entire journey - the surprise weapon, waiting to be unbridled as the predator savaged the bait.


  Sorial didn’t delay. Ariel looked insensible, but he didn’t take any chances and used the earth beneath her as a means of immobilization. Shrouded in a thin, unbreakable cocoon he wove around the entirety of her body, she would be unable to move, see, hear, or feel once she regained consciousness.  Unfortunately, he knew of no way to block her powers short of killing her and that wasn’t something he intended to do, at least not for the moment. It was an act of the last resort and he hadn’t yet reached that juncture.


  As Sorial was completing his sister’s mobile prison, the rock wyrm split the surface with its usual rain of debris. Sorial issued a quick series of mental commands that sent it scuttling off toward the cliff’s edge. It disappeared over the lip only to return moments later with a naked, glistening Alicia on its back. Instead of looking bedraggled after a half-week spent in the ocean, she was radiant. After giving the mighty lizard an incongruous pat on the side, much as she might do with a pony, she dismounted and hurried over to join her husband.


  “Is she…?” began Alicia.


  “Dead? No. Unconscious and trapped. But I worry that when she wakes up, she’ll be able to tear apart this earthen skin. It’s strong but I doubt it’ll stand up to the efforts of a wizard to remove it.”


  “Then we have to make sure she’s not in a position to try.”


  “I ain’t gonna kill her. We agreed to that.” They had discussed that subject at great length when formulating the plan.


  “I know, but we may not have a choice. If we keep her alive, we’re going to have to drug her and find a way to force-feed her. I may be able to do something to dull her senses, but tampering with her brain isn’t like knitting damaged tissue or purifying blood.”


  Sorial rose from his kneeling position and strode briskly to where Warburm lay crumpled on the ground. His chest was rising and falling, but there was blood trickling from his nose and his body was twisted at an unpromising angle. Alicia knelt beside him and put a hand on either side of the innkeeper’s face. She closed her eyes and was quiet for a long moment. When she was done, she stood to face Sorial with a grave expression.


  “He has a lot of bruises and some minor damage to his left lung that I can fix or that will heal on its own given time. But his back is broken and there’s nothing I can do for that. Bone is more solid material than water and I can’t repair it. He’ll never walk again.”


  “There must be something…”


  “Why don’t you try? Sorial, you have a better chance of healing him than I do. Bone is closer to earth than water. I can fix the damage around the break but I can’t reform the bone. The only reason I can ‘see’ it is because it’s surrounded by so much fluid.”


  Sorial considered her words. She was right - bone was comprised of many of the constituent elements found in earth. Much of what he had done with Ferguson involved fusing rock with bone - was knitting the latter so different? Experimentation on a broken back wasn’t the best way to make a first attempt but he didn’t have the luxury of other injuries to practice on.


  “How do I do it?”


  “I wish I could explain. I just touch the person and… it happens. It’s like telling how I see or hear or move my fingers.”


  Sorial nodded. Maybe one of the differences between being an expert wizard and a novice was the ability to understand the mechanics of how magic worked. If he could deconstruct the process by which he traveled through rock, he was certain he could bring items, and perhaps other people, with him. In formulating a plan of escape from Ariel’s attack, had he begun to understand more about what it truly meant to be The Lord of Earth?


  He placed his hand on the back of Warburm’s neck and willed his mind to enter the innkeeper’s body in much the same way he ‘looked’ into rock. It was similar to how he had worked on Ferguson. For a long moment, there was nothing - only a murky, impenetrable blackness. He was lost, floating, disoriented. Then his magical vision latched onto a bone and he saw it as clearly as if he was using his eyes. It took him a moment to recognize it as one of Warburm’s upper arms.


  It was a painstaking process to locate the break, primarily because the human skeleton was a mystery to Sorial. He knew horses better than men. Eventually, however, he found the damage - a crack in the lower spine just above the pelvis. As he prepared to work, he realized he wasn’t alone. Alicia had also delved into Warburm and was waiting for Sorial, doing what she could to heal the flesh and muscle around the break. He couldn’t communicate by conventional means but he knew she was there. Her warm and gentle presence was reassuring.


  The work was surprisingly easy once he started and, as Alicia had said, it was intuitive - a natural application of his magical abilities. It was a delicate process but not nearly as taxing as moving boulders or building a mountain. Fortunately, the injury was a clean break. Sorial mated the pieces of bone and fused them much like he had attached the prelate’s rock footwear, albeit with infinite delicacy. Bone was more difficult to work with than rock because of its brittleness. He had to be careful not to cause a new fracture when repairing the old one.


  The task done to the best of his abilities, he withdrew from Warburm’s body. Alicia was sitting next to him, regarding him with wonder. “That was beautifully done,” she said. “Far better than I can do with flesh and blood. Together, you and I can do some amazing things”


  “Now all we can do is wait for Warburm to wake up and see if he can walk. Healing the break doesn’t necessarily mean restoring the use of his lower body. Once he’s ready to travel, the rock wyrm can take us home.”


  * * *


  “Lad, do you expect me to climb on that thing’s back? That be the same damn beastie that kilt Lamanar!”


  Warburm had awakened with a sore head and sore back but no apparent permanent ill effects from being tossed through the air by Ariel’s magic. When informed that the means of their return journey would be the rock wyrm, he balked. His reluctance stiffened after seeing the scarring on the beast’s left eye where he had wounded it during the earlier encounter. The rock wyrm remembered Warburm as well; Sorial’s tight control was the only thing preventing the creature from attacking the only man ever to have hurt it.


  “You can walk if you want. Alicia and I are taking the fast way. And, unless you’re going to carry Ariel, we got to find a way to get her to Vantok.”


  “I ain’t riding that thing,” repeated Warburm. “As for her, why not kill her here? What good’ll come of bringing her back to Vantok?” Any sympathy he might have harbored for Ariel had vanished when she tossed him into the air like a doll.


  “Let him walk,” said Alicia. “There are villages to the east. He can buy a horse and ride the rest of the way home. We have to get going. I have no idea how effective what I did to your sister is and we don’t want her waking up until we have the drugs prepared to keep her under.”


  Alicia had probed Ariel’s mind and made a few “adjustments,” but she was unsure whether they would have the desired effect of deepening and prolonging the air-wizard’s unconsciousness. She wasn’t willing to attempt anything more aggressive for fear of doing permanent damage. Sorial wondered if that was a reasonable concern considering Ariel’s grim future but he didn’t push his wife. He knew that, if they could get Ariel to talk, she might be a font of useful information about The Lord of Fire’s plans.


  Tying Ariel so she wouldn’t fall off the rock wyrm was more difficult than Sorial anticipated, especially considering Warburm’s reluctance to come within twenty feet of the creature to provide help. The limited flexibility of the stone skin made it problematic to position the unconscious woman.


  Although she was naked, the stone skin was as effective as her robes at concealing her form and features. Sorial still had not seen her face. Once they reached Vantok and Ariel was placed in suitable confinement, the stone skin would be removed. Then he would see the ravages of a decade-and-a-half’s usage of magic. A peek into his future, if he was fortunate to live that long. Considering his lackluster performance in today’s duel, that seemed an unlikely eventuality.


  “If’n you get a chance, lad, stop by The Wayfarer’s Comfort and let my wife know I be on my way back using the slow route.”


  “I’ll see she’s told,” said Alicia, rightly suspecting her husband might be disinclined to make a special trip to the inn for that purpose.


  “So you were out there the whole time, watching?” Warburm still hadn’t gotten over his surprise that Alicia had been shadowing them.


  Alicia’s answer was a winsome smile. She could still turn on the little girl charm when it suited her.


  “Now that the secret’s out, she can be publically acknowledged as a wizard,” said Sorial. “And, as long as Ariel survives, The Lord of Fire can’t replace her. That puts him at a disadvantage. Two to one.” He wondered if that was enough. Two untried novices against a man who’s been practicing his craft for more than two decades.


  “Lad, I wish you’d told me a few of these things before the battle. Here I were thinking it were you’n me out ta kill her, and it all along it were you and yer missus out ta trap her. Coulda saved myself a few bruises if I’d known. Runnin’ an inn ain’t an easy thing ta do with a bad back.”


  Sorial shrugged, but the nonchalance was feigned. “I told you to stay out of it. Even if Alicia hadn’t been here, there was nothing you could have done. Wizards can laugh at swords and axes.” But not always arrows.


  “See you in Vantok, Warburm.”


  “Aye, lad, that you will. This time, though, you’ll be gettin’ there afore me.”


  Sorial considered mentioning Gorton’s agents, who were probably close by and might be willing to offer assistance, but he decided against it. Warburm was more than capable of finding his way back to Vantok on his own.


  * * *


  That night, after an arduous day, Sorial and Alicia lay together on a pile of furs in their cellar. Ariel’s capture would eventually break the heat bubble but it would take time. This night was as hot as its immediate predecessors and, having spent several days in cooler locales, the wizards found the heat more oppressive than if they had stayed home. Even in the cellar, they were perspiring.


  The trip home had been uneventful. Sorial had brought the rock wyrm closer to city than he had previously dared, then sent Alicia ahead to fetch horses and a litter while he stood guard over Ariel. Her custody had been consigned to Azarak in the early afternoon, whereupon a dose of a potent sleep draught was orally administered and she was placed in a barren cell under round-the-clock guard. He and the king had jointly decided to keep the stone skin in place for a short time as a precaution. After providing a full account of events, Sorial and Alicia had been given leave to go home.


  “What’s wrong, stableboy?” asked Alicia. “We won. You’re acting like something went wrong. In the end, none of us was even seriously injured, and you discovered an important new use of your abilities.”


  “If you hadn’t attacked, I wouldn’t have been able to beat her.”


  “The plan was never for you to beat her, it was for you to distract her so I could beat her. And that’s exactly what happened. Remember: you were the bait and I was the hammer. Be happy - your strategy worked.”


  “I feel like shit for doing that to her. I used Kara’s death as a weapon. She didn’t know about what happened at Ibitsal. I know she was trying to kill me, but she deserved better. She’s as much Ferguson’s victim as Annie. I despise that man.”


  “I can’t say I disagree. But you said you punished him the morning before we left.”


  Sorial nodded. “I fused rock wedges to the bottoms of his feet. They’ll hobble him until I remove them. They’re a reminder that he may have created us but he doesn’t control us. Small consolation for Ariel. She’ll lie in a dingy dungeon cell in a drugged stupor until we decide she ain’t needed, then we’ll kill her. And there ain’t no other way.”


  In an attempt to distract him, Alicia reached one tiny hand between his legs and began doing naughty things with her dexterous fingers. In response, he turned his head and pressed his lips to hers but it was more a kiss of affection than of passion.


  “One thing I learned today is I ain’t no match for The Lord of Fire. Not one-on-one. Maybe even not two-on-one. I’m still fumbling with surface magic; he’s mastered the deeper sort. I might have survived Ariel’s first attack - I’ll never know for sure - but I doubt I would have been as fortunate with her follow-up, whatever that might have been. And she took the most inventive assault I had and brushed it aside. Your water comet would have failed if she had expected it. We beat her because we had the advantage of surprise. We won’t have that when we face The Lord of Fire.”


  “You have an unfortunate knack for making victory sound like defeat.”


  “I know. We did what we set out to do. But I don’t feel like celebrating. On the way to meet Ariel, I had a long conversation with Warburm. I told him that magic changes people; I don’t recognize myself and I don’t like what I’ve become.”


  Alicia’s ministrations were having an effect. “You’ve never been a good judge of character, stableboy. You aren’t so different from when we first met - you just think you are. And the most useful skill I’ve learned has nothing to do with magic. Now shut up and let me show you.”


  * * *


  Sorial arrived at the palace before noon the next day. As soon as he passed through the gates, he was informed that the king had requested a moment of his time. Sorial sighed. Kings defined “a moment” differently than other men. On this occasion, he was escorted not to the private meeting room but to Azarak’s sleeping chambers. The king, dressed more casually than Sorial was accustomed to seeing him, welcomed him with a hearty smile and a companionable slap on the back and gestured for him to take a chair next to one of the wide-open widows. It was hot outside, although noticeably cooler than over the previous few days. During the upcoming days and weeks, as the bubble broke down with the arrival of fresh air from the north and west, the seasons would roll back. Sorial and Alicia had started helping the process along by using the earth and underground water sources as heat sinks. Without Ariel’s enforcement to replace the heat that was being thus leeched away, temperatures were gradually returning to normal.


  A hovering servant offered Sorial a goblet of ale which he accepted. Azarak dismissed the man before taking a seat opposite his guest.


  “Sorry to meet with you in such an informal location but my wife is using the usual place for an audience with the ambassador from Syre. She’s taken it upon herself to wrangle troops from as many cities as possible to help with the upcoming war effort.” Sorial could tell by the king’s tone that he was more than happy to delegate this task. Azarak had previously mentioned that there were few more tedious functions of being a king than dealing with foreign dignitaries.


  “The heat is broken. I can see it and feel it,” the king said. The sky was no longer the unbroken, pristine blue it had been - wisps of high clouds and haze were visible, signs of moisture returning. “I won’t pretend this solves all our problems. Even not considering the likelihood of a war, there will be food shortages and sickness but the return of normal weather will cheer the spirits of all, and we can present this as a boon from the gods. Perhaps we can tie it to my victory of The Challenge. Or should I say ‘our’ victory?”


  “So you’re going to maintain Ferguson’s lie?”


  “It’s given me some uneasy nights but now isn’t the time to burden the people with such dire news. Let them continue to believe. There’ll be time enough later, when The Lord of Fire has been beaten, to introduce the new order of things.”


  Sorial said nothing. He had been told enough lies in his life to resent this approach even if it was sensible. And Azarak oversimplified matters. The more pragmatic northern cities had embraced the new theology and its influence was spreading across the South, where the prelates had been reluctant to confirm the passing of the gods. Ferguson was the worst offender but his colleagues in Basingham and Earlford were equally unwilling to cede the greater portion of their power and influence.


  Not recognizing Sorial’s silence as disapproval, the king continued, “The immediate question is what to do with your sister. According to my apothecary, the drug she’s being administered should keep her mind fogged so she won’t be able to use her powers. Still, I’d rather not keep her prisoner longer than necessary. As long as she’s here, she represents a risk. And if, for some reason, we miss dosing her or she finds a way to overcome her incapacitation… And who’s to say The Lord of Fire won’t mount a rescue.”


  “It’s possible but unlikely. He wouldn’t risk himself going up against two wizards, both of whose powers are effective against fire. In a battle, however, one of his objectives would be freeing her. So, when war comes, I suggest moving her.”


  Azarak raised an eyebrow. “You expect her to live that long?”


  “We can’t kill her until we have a replacement. If we execute her now, we open her position to whoever The Lord of Fire has in waiting. We need to find someone and prepare that person to enter the portal. That’s going to take a while and, until it happens, we need to keep Ariel alive. Drugged but alive.”


  “Is there anything you can do to make her less dangerous?”


  “I have to remove the stone encasement. It will suffocate her skin and eventually kill her. We’ll have to rely on conventional means.”


  “Do what you need to do to find her replacement as quickly as possible. And if she shows any signs of being capable of using magic, I’ll have her executed on the spot.”


  Sorial nodded, understanding Azarak’s position. For his part, he was more concerned about the long-term efficacy of the drug than he admitted. But he also clung to the unlikely possibility that there might be some hope of rehabilitating his sister. If he could make her see reason… But that would require a lucid conversation and, while she was under the influence, such a thing was improbable.


  “How do you plan to handle Alicia’s ‘ascension?’” asked Sorial. It was important to him that his wife’s status as a wizard be recognized as quickly as possible.


  “A public pronouncement should be sufficient to invest her with the status of Magus. We’ll couple it with news about the breaking of the heat wave. Give it a few more days until it’s apparent that the weather is returning to normal. Perhaps she could wring some rain from the clouds.”


  “Maybe, but she warned me that changing the weather can have unpredictable results, and it’s as much a question of how the winds blow as whether clouds contain enough moisture for rain.”


  “I’ll bow to your wisdom in this matter. My knowledge of magic goes no further than what I learned while secluded in my library. It used to be that gods existed and wizards didn’t. Now it’s the other way around. A great many things we took for certain have to be unlearned.”


  “I can’t read but Alicia can and she’ll be spending time in your library, probably studying many of the same things.”


  “And no doubt getting a lot more out of them than I did. While she’s doing research, I need you to start working with my battle commanders on the city’s defense plan. They’re good, reliable men but their approaches and stratagems aren’t designed to incorporate magic. Defending against The Lord of Fire’s brand and using yours and Alicia’s to bolster Vantok’s army - these things are foreign to them. Your input will be invaluable and it’ll help us decide how to best use you when the time comes.”


  “I don’t have any experience with war, Your Majesty.”


  “Neither do any of us, really. It’s been centuries since an army attempted to sack a city. Most of the hardened soldiers today were blooded in small raids against bandit encampments. Even the newcomers from Obis have limited experience in large campaigns. Overcommander Vikon is relying on a combination of his natural instincts and incorporating tactics gleaned from ancient battle plans.”


  “I’ll contribute as I can but your expectations…”


  “…are perfectly in line with your capabilities. I know you worry about not measuring up as a wizard, Sorial, but consider what you’ve already accomplished. You saved my life and possibly the city. You captured a rival wizard and dealt a blow to The Lord of Fire’s plans. And you put a stop to a heat wave that’s plagued this city since the days when you were a stableboy. I understand your concerns about how you did these things but the hard reality is that your sister, The Lady of Air, is lying unconscious in the dungeon as a result of actions undertaken by you and your wife.”


  “I need to see Ariel, Your Majesty.”


  “Of course. One of the guards will take you to her. She’s locked up with a half-dozen men guarding her cell day and night: three within and three without. But I’ll tell them they can all wait outside while you’re with her.”


  The dungeon was a depressing place; it brought unwelcome reminders of Sorial’s period of captivity in Havenham. However, in concert with the ugly flashbacks came a strange sense of comfort. The dungeon was built far below ground, having been carved into the bedrock rather than constructed on top of it. The place was almost like a series of caves, although the layout was nothing like what would occur naturally. Being enclosed by earth on all sides calmed Sorial.


  Torches placed at regular but distant intervals provided variable illumination. The dungeon was an eerily quiet place - the scrape of Sorial and his guide’s hard boots against the stone floor sounded unnaturally loud. It was likely Ariel was the sole current inhabitant. The palace dungeons were infrequently used. Ferguson, the only other prisoner of note kept behind the palace walls, had been provided with less foreboding quarters.


  Ariel lay on the floor in a tiny, barren cell. In this setting, encased in a thin skin of stone, she seemed diminished - no longer the figure of mystery and menace who had first approached him nearly five years ago. A guard placed a burning torch in a sconce before departing and closing the door behind him, leaving Sorial alone with his sister.


  Sheathed in what appeared to be a mold of hard-packed clay, she didn’t appear human. He crouched beside her and, with barely a flick of his mind, let the sheath crumble away. It disintegrated in a cloud of dust and dirt. Now Ariel lay naked before him, exposed to another as she hadn’t been in many years. Her body was twisted and misshapen; it was a wonder she could stand upright. Her breasts and belly were distended in a grotesque parody of pregnancy. Her limbs were abnormally thin - skin covering bone. An angry red rash had spread over large portions of her torso, neck, and face, creating scabs and boils that oozed puss. Her face, once comely, had been eaten away by years of magic use. As with her arms and legs, there was little tissue to buffer skin from bones. Her toothless mouth was sunken. Her head wasn’t entirely bald but those hairs that remained were widely spaced, long and stringy, and pure white.


  Was this what lay in store for him and his wife if they lived another fifteen years? The encounter with Langashin and his men and his subsequent sacrifice to the portal had already set Sorial on the path to physical deterioration. He knew that practitioners of magic paid a heavy price but the state of his sister’s form - more corpse than living being - shocked him. Even without considering that Azarak’s headsman might even now be sharpening his ax, how much longer could she survive?


  “Is Kara truly dead or did you just say that to jolt my concentration?” The voice was a whisper but it startled Sorial that she was aware enough to speak. He tensed momentarily, ready to deliver a decisive blow before she could marshal her magical resources until he gazed into her half-open rheumy eyes. There was nothing to fear there. Mustering the will to speak a coherent thought was the best she could manage.


  “She is. It’s as I said.”


  “So much for my hopes of a reunion. I guess you found The Lady of Water. Your little Alicia, I assume. We should have known…” Her voice drifted off and her eyelids flickered shut. Sorial sat and watched for a while longer, observing the rhythmic rising and falling of her chest.


  As he rose, she mustered the strength to express a parting thought. “Enjoy your triumph over me, brother. With your advantage of surprise gone, Justin will grind you underfoot. The Lord of Fire will burn you, your beloved wife, and this city.”


  With those words ringing in his ears, Sorial left her cell. Before departing, he commanded the soldiers to clean up the dirt left by his dissolution of the stone cocoon, bring the prisoner a blanket, and administer another draught of the drugs.


  Sorial had thought that capturing Ariel would give Vantok a huge tactical advantage in the coming struggle. Now, seeing how desiccated her body was and recognizing that Alicia’s identity was no longer hidden, he worried that his sister’s defeat might have done little to shift the balance.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE: THE QUEEN’S REPAST


  For Azarak, sexual desire had dried up like a delicate flower left outside to wither in the heat. Objectively, he acknowledged that his queen was as beautiful and desirable as the day he had first taken her into his bed. But events of the past weeks weighed heavily on his mind and, by the time he came to bed at nights, he lacked the energy and will to engage in the kinds of gymnastics that had characterized their early relationship. Worse, despite their having enjoyed a sexual relationship for more than a half-year, Myselene was not yet pregnant. The inability of their union to produce an heir was worrisome, especially considering how precarious the current situation was. An heir was always desirable. In times of war, it was necessary.


  He lay on his back, staring into the darkness, unable to sleep. It was like this many nights. He wouldn’t reach his bed until an hour or two after midnight yet, despite physical and mental exhaustion, he was unable to reach the realm of dreams.


  “You must sleep, Azarak.” The voice was a gentle whisper positioned close to his ear so he didn’t miss the words. He could feel the warmth of her breath against his cheek, a feather-light caress. The king turned in bed to face his wife, a dark shadow against the lighter gray of the benighted room. Some faint light shining through a window reflected off her eyes, making them appear to glow.


  “Sleep hasn’t been an easy companion of late,” he acknowledged with a sigh. “Much as I haven’t been.” The latter admission was made with regret. The old demons were returning - the ones that blamed him for the failure of his first marriage and for his wife’s straying into the warm, waiting arms of another.


  “Share your burdens,” she pleaded. “I know how difficult it’s been for you since Toranim’s death. I’ve watched you struggle to get through each day. I’ve seen the loneliness. I know how much you valued his advice and friendship. But he’s gone and you’re here. You need to find a way to do more than fight through every day or life will become a chore to throw away on a whim. I’m your wife and, though this is a marriage made because of politics and ambition, that doesn’t mean it can’t develop into something more. I want to be more than the woman who sits on a throne next to you. I want you to be able to trust and rely on me. I want to be the one who can lend you strength when yours fails. I want to be your friend, lover, companion, and the mother of your children.”


  Azarak was genuinely touched. This was the most open Myselene had been with him. In the darkness, he couldn’t read her eyes, yet he sensed the sincerity in her voice. But her last phrase touched a sore spot. “We have no children.”


  “I know.” She said it softly and a little sadly. She had expected to be pregnant by now. The rumor mill, fueled in large part by false bits of information she had disseminated, was ripe with stories of how she couldn’t keep her morning meal down and how her belly was rounding. But there was no truth to those snippets of gossip.


  “I fear I can’t have children,” said Azarak, speaking it aloud for the first time. “It was the same with Amenia. At first, there was no cause for worry. We had all the time in the world, a lifetime ahead of us. But then sex became a duty and a burden and still there was no child. One night she fell asleep while I was still atop her. After that…” His voice drifted off; the memory was as bitter as bile.


  “Perhaps you put too much pressure on yourself.”


  “Perhaps. But having children is the most natural thing men and women can do and I seem incapable. For a farmer or merchant, the lack of a son or daughter is a small, private disappointment. For a king, it’s a citywide tragedy.” Some part of him treasured the thought of a little boy sitting on his lap as he disseminated justice from the throne. As it had been with his father, so he wanted it to be with his son. But there was no child and he wondered if there ever would be one.


  “You aren’t the first royal personage to face this crisis. It’s easier when a queen is unable to conceive, but there are ways. It can be arranged for me to lie with someone trustworthy. Or we can find a pregnant peasant woman willing to give up her baby. When royal children aren’t born, they must be created.”


  Azarak found the first suggestion - that she would allow another man to impregnate her - uncomfortable to consider. What would Toranim have thought of that idea? Yet, in the end, he would do what needed to be done to secure the throne, even if the future king wasn’t truly of his blood.


  Myselene began to kiss him on the sensitive parts of his neck - tiny nibbles that were playful and tender at first, but gaining in urgency. “Share your troubles with me, my king,” she whispered, hunger creeping into her voice. “Let yourself go. I’m not Toranim, but I can be so much more. You aren’t alone, Azarak. I’m with you.” She shifted her body so she straddled him. Her mouth moved from his neck to his lips. Her hand stoked his chest before moving lower. Azarak found himself responding with genuine ardor.


  For the first time since their wedding, the sex wasn’t frenzied or perfunctory. It was gentle, passionate, and loving. Afterward, as they lay in each other’s arms, Azarak found himself no closer to sleep than beforehand, but he sensed a bridging of the gap of loneliness and a scabbing of the raw wound opened when Sangaska’s sword had struck down his friend and mentor.


  That was the night the king fell in love with his wife.


  * * *


  Sorial’s second visit to his sister came less than two weeks after his first one. When he arrived at her cell, he was surprised to find the door open and a visitor already in attendance. Prelate Ferguson had come to pay his respects to an earlier creation.


  Ferguson, who was sitting on the stone floor next to the rough blankets upon which Ariel’s body rested, didn’t look well. His face had regained the haggard, weary appearance it had attained following his arrest. His feet were caked with dried blood where the flesh was grafted to the stone soles. And, unless Sorial was mistaken, there was a hint of regret in those eyes as he sat quietly next to the unmoving Ariel.


  “One of your failures,” said Sorial, standing near the six guards who loitered outside the cell’s entrance.


  “Yes,” acknowledged Ferguson. “One of my failures. But the thing about failures is you can’t run from them. They happen. You move forward. And the result is, although this sweet child lies here awaiting the king’s pleasure, Vantok has two wizards for protection when The Lord of Fire comes calling.”


  “Speaking of The Lord of Fire, Ariel said you knew him. She called him ‘Justin.’”


  Ferguson’s response was a mirthless laugh that sounded like a bark. “So that’s what happened to Justin. I thought for sure he was dead. Another failure, I suppose. I probably should have looked longer and harder for him when he didn’t return.”


  “Another one of your candidates?”


  “No. A priest. One of my inner circle, in fact. I had no idea he possessed any sort of magical affinity. Insofar as I can recall, his genealogical history was unremarkable. But that’s how it is sometimes. It’s not all about heredity; that’s just a way to better the odds.”


  “What happened to him?”


  “I don’t know. I sent him on a mission to seek surviving portals to the south. He disappeared in The Forbidden Lands. I guess he found one and entered it. Maybe the one in Havenham. Maybe another. Irresponsible of me not to look harder for him, just as it was irresponsible of me not to check your mother for an affinity and for not expending all my resources searching for your sister. As I said, many failures. But many successes, too.”


  “And you think your successes justify your failures?”


  “History will judge that. It always does. Those who live through events never see them clearly. But consider this: What would things be like if I had done nothing? If I’d ignored the call of the gods? You and your sister wouldn’t have been born. Who knows whether Justin would have found his way to a portal? Or someone like him, with a thirst for personal glory? There’s always the possibility that four good-hearted, altruistic men and women might have become the Lords and Ladies of Magic. But it’s more likely that one or more of them, consumed by lust and power, would be set on a course like Justin’s. And there would be no Sorial, no Alicia to stop them.


  “Or consider if I had given up after Ariel’s flight - if I hadn’t pushed your mother and father together for one last mating. Who then would stand between The Lord of Fire and Vantok?”


  Sorial looked past the prelate at his sister, who was lying in what appeared to be a state of repose. Her skin was waxy, its pallor that of the deathly ill. Whether because of her captivity or her enforced inability to use magic or because she had reached the end of her wizard’s lifespan, he didn’t know.  But there was no doubt she was visibly, rapidly fading.


  “I need the list. Those candidates have to be vetted so when she dies, the next one is ready to go through the portal.”


  “Permit me to see an emissary from the temple. I’ll give him permission to release the documents to you. What you do with them is a matter for your conscience to dictate. Once you have them, however, I think you’ll begin to appreciate the burden I have borne these many years. I think, Your Magus, that before you reach your end, you’ll have cause to think less harshly of me than you have of late.”


  * * *


  After the depressing encounter with Ferguson, Sorial decided to take a walk to clear his head. Spending time with the leader of Vantok’s temple had a desultory effect on the young wizard. More than anything else, he worried that he was destined to become like Ferguson. It concerned him that the prelate’s rationale made sense. The question posed in Ariel’s cell had rattled him: What would things be like if Ferguson hadn’t acted as he had? Would Vantok, and perhaps the entirety of the continent be facing subjugation and ruin at the hands of wizards who were more concerned about advancing their own agendas than shepherding humanity through this fragile era when the gods had whispered their last?


  Sorial didn’t like to consider the seemingly inevitable next step in the game of magic and manipulation in which he had become a player. In order for him to recruit a fresh, loyal Lord of Air, Ariel would have to die. Perhaps the real reason she had tried so desperately to prevent him from becoming a wizard wasn’t so much that she had feared having to kill him but that she had believed he might kill her. It seemed absurd that, even as a full-blooded brother and sister and the only two survivors of their family, they couldn’t find common ground. Logic dictated that Ariel should have killed him long ago, when she had possessed power and he hadn’t. But she had shown mercy and that mercy was being repaid with imprisonment and the certainty of death. That’s the way it is in war; she made her choices and now I have to make mine.


  As if of their own volition, Sorial’s feet took him along a path that led to the river. It would be pleasant to spend a few hours of solitude there. Once Carannan’s property, it was his now, and the memories were all good, from his youthful swims to his first night with Alicia. It was a lovely mid-Planting day, with the temperature about where it should be. It had taken less than two full weeks for things to right themselves. It had rained twice in the past few days and the nights had grown chilly enough that Warburm had lit the big fireplace in the inn’s common room. Sorial and Alicia had returned to their bedroom. They still perspired under the covers at night but it was from exertion not stagnant air. The farmers were delighted, although the paucity of their recent crops had driven the price of grain to levels that only the wealthiest citizens could afford.  Therein lay Azarak’s next challenge - staving off famine. No doubt Sorial would be called in to help. He had already fattened the Crown’s coffers, but much more would be needed. Fortunately, extracting gems and minerals from the ground required minimal effort and almost no skill. More demanding would be his impending input to Vantok’s plan of defense. With war certain, it was never too soon to begin preparing.


  Alicia wouldn’t be at the river around this time of day; she had gone into the city to visit her mother and father. After that, she would travel to the palace and spend the balance of the afternoon in Azarak’s library, researching magic. But someone was waiting for him by the water. He could feel the presence through the earth long before his eyes spied the visitor. He paused and considered turning back before he was spotted but dismissed the thought as unworthy. This was something he had to do.


  “Hello, Rexall.”


  The red-haired man, who was sitting with his bare feet dangling into the water, turned at the familiar voice, a smile on his face. Although it had been little more than a season since Sorial had last seen his childhood friend, it seemed like another lifetime. So much had happened since then…


  “Hello, Sor. I wondered if I might run into you here. Hoped I would, actually. Didn’t feel right going up to the house, though - not with how things ended between us at Ibitsal.”


  Sorial grunted noncommittally, but his mind was already turning over a question he had pondered since the parting of ways in the North: Had Rexall done anything truly unforgivable? Sorial had pardoned Warburm for worse infractions. The problem with Rexall, though, was that the betrayal felt so personal. They had been friends. And it wasn’t Rexall’s selling of information to Ferguson that rankled. It was what had happened at the Ibitsal portal. Rexall was no less culpable than Ferguson in Alicia’s transformation.  And, although the result had been positive, if things had been different, he could have been an accomplice in her death.


  “So you decided not to stay in the North?”


  “Sussaman’s a nice enough place, I suppose. A little to slow for someone who’s spent his life in a city, though. Truth be told, there was some trouble with a girl. Gets damn cold up there in Winter, so it’s only natural to find a warm bed. Didn’t know I was expected to marry her. That’s the way it works up there. You stick your cock in a woman and you’re supposed to be joined to her till one of you drops dead. So I decided to leave before she got pregnant or her father used his ax to enforce the customs. Don’t think I’ll be welcomed back there any time soon.”


  That sounded like typical Rexall. It might even be true. Or it might be an excuse to return to the city where he had spent most of his life. Sorial had learned a lot about the allure of home from Alicia and Warburm.


  “You’ll find it difficult to collect the balance of your pay from Ferguson. He’s a permanent resident in a palace cell.”


  “So I heard. I went to the temple and they told me it was a ‘private arrangement’ that wasn’t binding on them. I have to collect from the prelate. So much for that. At least I got some up front.” He didn’t sound inordinately disappointed.


  “How long have you been back?”


  “A few days. Long enough to get a sense of things. Everyone seems to have gotten married while I was gone. I’m glad you and your hellcat finally manacled yourselves to one ’nother. And of course you’re an important person now. Second only to the king and queen. Aiden’s with me, by the way.  He wanted to ‘see the world.’ Nearly fell down a crack in Widow’s Pass. Still, he was good company on the road south when he wasn’t lecturing me about the ‘sin of abandoning Shiree.’”


  “If you plan to stay in Vantok, you’ll have to enlist. Mandatory conscription unless you’re a farmer. They get temporary dispensations during growing seasons.”


  “I can feel the winds of war. When we left - Alicia, Vagrum, Kara, and me - they were a distant breeze. Now, they’re close and strong. Conscription was very unpopular last year. Now there’s a sense it’s necessary. The people on the streets know a battle is coming. They don’t know the details - most seem to think it’s going to be with another city, maybe Obis. But they don’t grumble no more.”


  Sorial had spent enough time in taverns and inns to know Rexall’s assessment was correct. Vantok had accepted that war was making its approach even if there was no consensus about the enemy’s identity. The idea of building a strong military was no longer viewed as an irritant but a necessity. And the signs of ‘favor from the gods’ - the unveiling of not one but two wizards and the breaking of the heat bubble - had set off a wave of patriotic fervor unlike anything Sorial had previously experienced.


  “Are you staying?”


  Rexall shrugged. “That depends on you. If you don’t want me here, I’ll go away. Maybe to Earlford. That’s where my mother came from. Who knows about my father?”


  “It’s your life, Rexall. Makes no difference to me one way or another. I got a wife and duties to absorb my time. It’s a big city. I doubt we’ll run into each other by accident.”


  “I wanted you to know that I’m truly sorry. Thinking back on it, I can see how it looks. But if I thought there was any doubt at the portal, I wouldn’t have pushed Alicia. I know how much she means to you. In that moment, the best thing for her, the best thing for you, was that the portal awaken her abilities so she wouldn’t be a powerless hostage.”


  “You said these things when we talked at Ibitsal.”


  “I know. But there’s no other rationale I can offer. I just wanted you to know that I’m your man. If you need me for anything, you can count on me. I owe you and Alicia a debt that has to be paid.”


  Sorial considered. He and Rexall could never be what they had once been to each other but Sorial desperately needed connections. If not friends, then at least people he was familiar with. And his sudden, forced elevation into the city’s nobility had created barriers of class he hadn’t expected. Peasants no longer felt comfortable around him and nobles divided their time between being obsequious and sniggering behind his back. He needed men like Warburm and Rexall. Untrustworthy in many ways but more straightforward than so many of those he had day-to-day contact with.


  “Stay then,” said Sorial. “But there’s a condition: you’ve got to enlist. Not as a reserve but as a full-time soldier. Once you’re settled, see Overcommander Vikon. I’ll have you assigned to the Queen’s personal guard detail. They’re the ones I have the most direct contact with since many served with me in Carannan’s militia. When the time comes, I may need you and I want to know where to find you.”


  * * *


  Myselene had invited Ambassador Uthgarb to join her for dinner. Knowing the man’s insatiable lust for foods of all sizes, kinds, and flavors, she had assumed he wouldn’t refuse an offer to consume fare prepared in the palace kitchens. She had been correct, and when he had accepted, she knew she had him. Finally, the weeks-long wrangling process with Basingham would end.


  Thus far, Myselene had achieved closure with three of the continent’s five other cities. She hadn’t approached Obis for obvious reasons. Even if there was a clear leader, which there wasn’t, she wouldn’t have requested additional troops from the city of her birth. The other two northern cities had politely but firmly declined to provide more than a worthless pledge offering “military advisors” in the event that an attack became imminent. It was clear that Andel and Syre were more concerned about possible aggression from Obis than with the potential of an army sacking the South and proceeding across The Broken Crags. Earlford’s men were already in place. Only Basingham’s commitment was uncertain.


  The dickering was less over the number of troops Basingham would provide than the cost per head. The amount Uthgarb was asking, and upon which he was inflexible, would have been ruinous had Vantok’s treasury not been essentially limitless. That wasn’t something Myselene couldn’t reveal; hence, she had to pretend she had a cap and Uthgarb’s demands exceeded it - and that didn’t even include the additional cost of establishing refugee camps for citizens forced to flee Vantok if the battle went poorly.


  Myselene, however, was armed with knowledge. Gorton’s agents had infested Basingham’s corrupt court and the king’s privy council. She knew that what the king wanted and what Uthgarb was demanding were different amounts.  King Durth had ordered Uthgarb to accept a significantly lower offer than what the ambassador was requiring - one that was within Myselene’s means. The obvious conclusion was that Uthgarb was playing his own game. Knowing that a royal visit to Basingham was unlikely in the current climate, he believed himself to be dealing from a position of unassailable strength - an idea Myselene intended to disabuse him of.


  “This is truly an excellent repast, Your Majesty,” commented Uthgarb, seated across from Myselene in the private royal dining room, the intimate setting where she and Azarak occasionally shared a meal when circumstances permitted.


  “I fancy myself to have a sophisticated palate and I can assure you that this food is as good as any I’ve tasted across the continent.”


  Myselene wondered if that opinion would linger after the end of what was likely to be a stomach-churning negotiating session. She suspected Uthgarb wouldn’t be dining with her at any time in the near future, if ever. She gently steered their conversation, which had been focused on items of inconsequential gossip, to the matter of the troop and refugee agreement.


  “Alas, Your Majesty,” said Uthgarb, tiny bits of fish infusing a spray of spittle. He had abandoned forks and knives in favor of the more expeditious method of shoveling food into his mouth by hand. “My last conversation with my king does not give me hope that better terms can be arranged. You may be sure that I argued mightily on your behalf, but His Majesty King Durth is unmoved. However much he might wish to provide aid to his neighbors to the south, he must first think of his people.”


  Myselene wondered if the ambassador was aware of how transparent his greed was. He probably didn’t care. That was about to change.


  She popped a grape into her mouth. Unlike her dining companion, who was consuming all manner of dishes placed in front of him, she was selecting from a small platter of freshly picked fruit. “Ambassador Uthgarb, we’ve been at an impasse for weeks now. I’ve told you the maximum Vantok’s royal treasury can afford. It’s an enormous sum, far more than could reasonably be expected even in these extraordinary circumstances. Nearly a half gold per refugee head and three times that per soldier stationed in Vantok’s vicinity. Yet the price you demand hasn’t budged.


  “You must think me stupid or naïve, but I’m neither. I was raised in the court of King Rangarak of Obis, and there isn’t a more politically treacherous place than that. I suspect you’re not representing your king’s position openly. Instead of negotiating with me, you’re using Vantok’s dire situation as a means to gain clout with King Durth by achieving a higher price than what he’s expecting.”


  “Your Majesty!” exclaimed Uthgarb with a theatrical gasp of horror. “You wrong me! I can assure you…”


  Myselene cut him off. “You have a reputation for bluntness, Ambassador, so let me match your candor. My preference would be to request another representative from Basingham to further negotiations but I lack the time for such a request to pass through the necessary channels. You’re aware of this; you know that, at least insofar as this treaty’s concerned, I must negotiate with you. There is, however, a way to speed the process. If you should suffer an untimely death, King Durth will no doubt replace you expeditiously with someone who might be willing to deal in good faith.”


  As her words sunk in, Uthgarb stopped eating. His ruddy face began to lose color.


  Myselene smiled the smile of someone much older and more devious. “As you’re beginning to suspect, there’s a reason why I invited you to dinner and why I’m not partaking of the meal you’ve been so obviously enjoying. In addition to the many spices used to enhance the taste, several of your courses have been flavored with a unique brand of slow-acting poison. Within the hour, you’ll begin to feel fatigued. Your tongue will swell. Your throat will constrict. By midnight, your breathing will be labored and you’ll be sweating uncontrollably. By morning, we’ll be sending a missive to King Durth explaining that you died suddenly during the night and requesting an immediate replacement.


  “There is, of course, an antidote, which I’ll be more than happy to provide once the agreement has been signed. Rest assured, I’m not looking for unreasonable terms. What I offer should be more than enough to satisfy King Durth. But if you choose not to resume negotiations, I’ll be content to let nature take its course.”


  By midnight, Myselene had what she wanted. Refugees from Vantok would be accommodated at a camp just outside Basingham for the amount of one-half gold stud per head with a 1000 gold deposit. Basingham would provide a troop of 500 soldiers for the sum of 750 gold studs - half to be paid to the men and the other half into King Durth’s treasury. Payment would be made not in gold but in equivalently valued gemstones, since those were easier for Sorial to extract from the earth.


  Uthgarb left the palace immediately after the agreement was signed, pausing only to drink deeply from a goblet that Myselene assured him would “remove any ill effects from the large repast” he had consumed. In truth, the liquid was nothing more than water flavored with stinkweed. Nothing more was needed. He had, in fact, ingested no poison. Although the queen had no compunctions about dosing someone as loathsome as Uthgarb, it would have been a waste of good venom, which was costly. If the same results could be achieved by lies and innuendo… That was a lesson she had learned from her father and, on this occasion, his advice had served her well.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO: REMOVING THE STOPPER


  “I hate libraries.”


  Sorial concealed a smile. Every day for the past two weeks, his wife had voiced that sentiment and every day she went nonetheless. There was nothing he could do to help her in her studies; at times like these, he wondered whether his illiteracy was a blessing or a curse. Sitting in a cavernous room lit by a dozen lanterns and surrounded by hundreds upon hundreds of scrolls and tomes wasn’t Sorial’s idea of a profitable day.


  “Any progress?” he asked.


  Her face contorted into an expression of frustration. “Everything is cryptic and what isn’t cryptic is boring. Azarak probably has three thousand books and twice that number of scrolls in his library and I’m not sure the answer is there. Many of the older documents are unreadable, incomplete, or in languages no longer used. Very little was written by men who understood or practiced magic, so there’s a lot of superstition and supposition to sift through. And an endless supply of irrelevant history.  Did you know that Mandarb VII, His Majesty of Andel seven-hundred years ago, had a boil the size of a grape on his nose?”


  They hadn’t talked much about Alicia’s findings in the library, meager though they were. This was her project, propelled by several conversations with Ferguson. Unlike Sorial, who tried to avoid Azarak’s notorious prisoner, Alicia repeatedly sought him out. The prelate apparently suggested areas in the library that would be “helpful,” but was unforthcoming with specifics. After a discussion with him two days ago, Alicia had returned home cursing Ferguson in a most unladylike manner. Even Vagrum, her mentor in the fine art of spewing profanity, had rarely been as graphic.


  “Every day, it’s more of the same. Half the cross-referenced volumes aren’t here. It’s only a matter of time before I’ll need to seek out Ferguson’s library across the sea.”


  “Anything about how to beat Justin?” Sorial asked a variation of this question every day. He didn’t expect Alicia’s studies to bear much fruit in that regard, but there might be something useful hidden in some old scroll. Their immediate concern remained The Lord of Fire; if they failed to defeat his army, everything else was moot. Arcane knowledge and libraries across the sea would have little meaning if they were dead.


  “You know, the wizards of old fought a lot. They occasionally worked together but, for the most part, they were engaged in petty wars over demesnes or pissing contests to determine whose element was stronger. One of those wars in particular sticks in my mind. The account, written by an eyewitness, is very detailed. It’s 1200 years old but I could decipher most of it.


  “The conflict between two of the most powerful wizards of that era lasted years and culminated in a final battle between a Lord of Water and a Lord of Fire. Their human troops were evenly matched, perhaps four thousand per side, and their respective magics nullified one another. The writer tells of great waves quenching infernos, bolts of living fire arcing from the sky, balls of water larger than houses raining down on combatants, and so forth. The unfortunate village where this took place was razed and the surrounding countryside blasted. There was nothing left, not even a blade of grass. Just when it appeared this engagement, like so many before it, would end in a stalemate and the war would continue, a lone archer, unseen in the midst of so much chaos, shot his last arrow in the direction of the opposing wizard.  The shaft pierced The Lord of Water through the neck and he died instantly. The Lord of Fire claimed the victory, although he died a few days later from exhaustion.”


  “So, the key to killing a wizard in battle is to distract him. Fight him with magic, get his full attention, and then shoot him with an arrow. By that argument, it might be easier for a human to kill a wizard than another wizard. Forget about learning deep magic, just find a good archer.”


  “Not the most sophisticated tactical advice, I know, but it works. When Ariel attacked you during your demonstration, it wasn’t much different - an arrow taking down a wizard, although in that case there was magic involved. It’s about using the element of surprise. Hit Justin with something he’s not expecting. If he isn’t prepared for a form of attack, he’s vulnerable to it. The commanders need to understand this. I found a reference to a ‘magical battle manual,’ but, if it exists, Azarak doesn’t have it. Considering the long-winded and contorted ways wizards wrote, I might not be able to uncover much of value in it if I found it.”


  “Maybe you should be on the battle council instead of me.”


  “There’s something else. Ever heard of the city of Blixin?”


  “I’ve heard of the village of Blixin.” It was an isolated hamlet to the northeast, several hundred miles down the coast from Earlford.


  “Same place or at least I assume so. Geography’s not an area of expertise for me. A thousand years ago, it was on its way to becoming one of the South’s great cities until something happened to depopulate it. But that’s another story. The one I want to tell you happened earlier. Blixin was at war with the forces of a local warlord. In those days, The Lady of Earth had established her residence there. The city had no more than a token militia; her powers were enough to keep the warlord at bay. But the time came when she grew infirm and the warlord decided to mass his forces and attack. The old wizard, recognizing she no longer possessed the strength to drive him back, called out for aid from Vantok and her good friend, The Lord of Water. He came immediately, arriving only days ahead of the warlord’s army.


  “Though the Lady of Earth was dying, she still had enough power to join with The Lord of Water to provide a defense for Blixin. Together, they worked on the land surrounding the city, transforming all of it save for a small patch into a deadly trap for the would-be invaders. Although the terrain looked no different than the fields all around for miles and miles, it was just a thin crust of earth over a deadly slurry of quicksand. Although magic was needed to form and conceal the substance, it could be maintained with minimal attention, much like Ariel’s heat bubble. When the warlord attacked, he lost more than half his men to the trap and, unable to advance across the compromised ground to sack the city, he was forced to retreat. The unstable ground remained after The Lady of Earth’s death; when the warlord made another attempt to take the city a year later, his efforts again proved unsuccessful.”


  “So there may be some practical value in those old books after all.”


  Alicia smiled. “All we have to do is figure out how to replicate the soft ground. Earth and water used to form a deadly quagmire for the enemy - Overcommander Vikon would love to have that at his disposal. I wouldn’t mention it to anyone until we’re sure we can do it, though. But it doesn’t seem like something that would require deep magic.”


  “And The Otherverse?” Sorial knew that was Alicia’s underlying fascination. Since Ferguson had first mentioned it, she had become obsessed with discovering as much about the mysterious realm as possible. Ferguson dispensed crumbs of information and Alicia scoured page after page on a quest for something more substantive. The prelate believed Justin’s eventual goal was related to The Otherverse and Alicia felt that if they could discern The Lord of Fire’s end-game, it might provide them with a clue about how to stop him in the near-term. Sorial wasn’t convinced.


  “There are references to it everywhere but, as with everything related to magic, little is clear. Actually, I think one reason why there’s no explanation about it is because it may have once been a commonplace term - so well known by everyone that there was no ambiguity. Just another place we can’t reach, like the sky. Everyone knows it’s there but that doesn’t make it more accessible and no one ever explains about what ‘sky’ is when they write about it. The sky’s the sky. And The Otherverse is The Otherverse. Over the years, once magic disappeared, it lost its importance and people forgot about it. It’s beyond the portals where elemental magic has no meaning. It’s the source of wizards’ power but, whether it was created by the gods or predates them is unclear. Maybe no one ever knew. It must still exist, otherwise wizards couldn’t function. And if Justin’s goal is to access it, and I have no idea how that would be possible, he may be trying to set himself up as a god.”


  That was sobering and unwelcome news but it was irrelevant to the current situation. Justin’s goal might be to enter The Otherverse, but he wasn’t there yet or he wouldn’t be preparing for a conventional war. So the question of how to defeat The Lord of Fire in battle remained.


  “At least you’re making progress,” said Sorial.


  “Progress? It’s like wading through a moat of shit that’s up to your neck. You don’t realize how lucky you are not to be able to read. If we survive this war, I’m going to teach you so you can suffer alongside me, stableboy.”


  Someone had once told Sorial that was the truth of marriage: mutual suffering. It might have been Warburm following one of his regular shouting matches with his wife. At the time, it was said tongue-in-cheek but he suspected Alicia was in earnest.


  “I’m not going back tomorrow. I need a break.” She had said the same thing yesterday and the day before, but the lure of the library drew her like an insect to a flame. Until she was needed elsewhere, she would continue haunting the palace library.


  “How was your day?” asked Alicia, stripping off her clothes as she prepared to join Sorial in bed. He lay in the semi-darkness watching her undress. Her body still fascinated him. The curves and contours of her flesh were familiar but no less delightful for their familiarity. He had wanted her for so long; sometimes he found it hard to believe she was here with him.


  “Well?” demanded Alicia, hands on hips. He suspected her anger was feigned. She would have been more annoyed had he not been distracted by her nakedness.


  “Same thing.” While Alicia’s days were spent in the library, Sorial had been making rounds of the city’s farms. As The Lord of Earth, he had discovered there were things he could do to enrich the parched soil and help the fledgling crops grow to maturity more quickly. Vantok was in desperate need of vegetables and grain. Merchants traveling the road from Basingham arrived in a trickle where there had once been a stream. A combination of bandit activity and rumors about the looming war kept all but the most enterprising caravans away, and those that braved the journey charged outrageous prices for their wares. Vantok needed to become self-sufficient quickly or, even with the program of rationing implemented by the king, people would begin to starve.


  Alicia climbed into bed next to him and snuggled close. The single lantern still burning in the room provided enough light from him to see her nose wrinkle in distaste. “You smell like dirt,” she said.


  “Dirt’s a healthy smell. It could be worse.”


  “I know. I remember what you smelled like when you were in the stables.”


  “Let’s see if we can find a way to take your mind off the smell.”


  * * *


  Azarak’s recognition that his feelings for Myselene ran deeper than mere affection had blindsided him. As he watched her assurance on the throne grow with each passing day, he felt shame that he had ever doubted her loyalty. She had remained steadfast throughout the ordeal with her family, supporting him after the deaths of her father and brother. Yet he wondered whether love and rulership were good bedfellows. After all, he had loved Amenia - loved her to distraction. But, truth be told, he had never respected her much. She had been a lovely ornament to adorn his arm at official dinners and functions and, at least at first, a delightful bedfellow. Myselene, however, was much more. Until this marriage, he had never realized how much the first one had been lacking.


  Myselene put down her knife and fork and regarded him oddly across the table at which they were sharing the night’s meal.  She had caught him staring and thought something was amiss.


  “The nobles are irate with you,” he commented, taking a bite of the heavily spiced venison. She had commandeered the contents of several wagons that arrived this morning: a large shipment of rice and grain brought in from Earlford. The price she had paid more than satisfied the merchant but Vantok’s richest citizens were unhappy they hadn’t been given a chance to bid on it.


  Myselene smiled and shrugged. “They’ll get over it. Many of them have sacks stockpiled in their cellars. We’re going to have to consider requisitioning all private stores.”


  “Only as a last resort. The knowledge that Sorial and Alicia are wizards has quelled the most distressing signs of unrest, but it continues to fester. Many among the nobility lobby in secret for my ouster. If we take their grain by force, we’ll face pockets of armed resistance. War is coming; Gorton believes The Lord of Fire will likely begin his march around the first of Summer, if not before. We need unity.”


  “If war is coming, all the more reason for the Crown to stockpile as much grain as possible. An army fights better on a full belly than an empty one. The nobles may resist attempts to take their grain but when they see an army of ten thousand approaching from the south, they’ll fall in line.”


  Gorton’s latest intelligence had placed The Lord of Fire’s forces at about ten thousand, exceeding Vantok’s army by about two-thousand even factoring in the men gained as a result of Myselene’s dowry and the supplementary squadrons from Basingham and Earlford. That was hardly a decisive advantage, however, especially considering that the men of Vantok would be fighting for their land and homes. It didn’t seem to be an opportune time for the enemy to attack, but the spies’ reports indicated they were preparing to strike camp and march. That concerned Azarak.


  “What’s he planning?” muttered the king. “Why come north without a clear advantage?”


  “He’s relying on his magic to provide the edge?” suggested Myselene.


  Azarak shook his head. “He knows about Sorial and Alicia and he’s lost Ariel. He has something else planned. But what?” In a straightforward battle between Vantok’s eight thousand and The Lord of Fire’s ten thousand with Alicia and Sorial to counter Justin, Azarak felt confident the city would stand. The problem was, the enemy knew that as well and wouldn’t attack unless there was something to tip the balance - something hidden from Azarak and his military planners. Answering the “what?” question might be the key to winning the battle.


  “Meet with the nobles and see if you can broker a deal,” said Azarak. “Let them keep a measure of the grain if they surrender the rest willingly. They’re more likely to negotiate with you than with me. They like you. Everyone likes you.”


  “Including you?”


  “Especially me. My beautiful, radiant, clever queen. In peacetime, your rule will lift Vantok to levels I could never have achieved on my own.”


  Uncharacteristically, Myselene blushed at the compliment. She was used to flattery, but this was different, more heartfelt. And from someone whose opinion mattered. Over the past few weeks, since she had begun taking Gorton’s advice to replace Toranim as Azarak’s confidante, they had grown closer as husband and wife. Some of the darkness had lifted from the king’s countenance. It still lurked but she felt confident she could hold it at bay. That meant accepting more of the burden of rule, hearing his confessions and concerns, and arousing him in bed. Queen, advisor, and lover - she embraced all three roles with equal verve.


  “Then let’s hope we get back to peacetime as soon as possible,” said Myselene. “In the meantime, I’ll charm the nobles out of their grain. I’ll learn their weaknesses from Gorton and use those against them.”


  “As you did with Ambassador Uthgarb?”  Azarak admired the manner in which his wife had handled the fat man. His own approach would have been more blunt and less effective, likely involving a stint in the dungeon. After signing the agreement, Uthgarb had hastily departed for Basingham. An official missive was received two days ago indicating that King Durth planned to appoint someone new to the position. Uthgarb, it appeared, had had his fill of the queen’s hospitality.


  “Exactly as I dealt with Ambassador Uthgarb. Sex, money, food… everyone has a vice. It’s just a matter of uncovering it and finding a way to exploit it.”


  Azarak smiled. She will indeed make an excellent queen in peacetime - and perhaps in war as well.


  * * *


  Rexall and Warburm were waiting when Sorial descended the stairs into the cellar of The Wayfarer’s Comfort. No longer a refuge from the heat, it had returned to its normal function as a storeroom. There was also a secret exit that led to underground passages. This was as good a place as any to hold a clandestine meeting. Sorial recalled how, not that many years ago, Warburm had met down here with a “secret” cadre of confederates whose primary objective was to carry out Prelate Ferguson’s orders. One of their key objectives had been to compel Sorial to enter a portal. Those meetings had been fruitful and the identities of the members were no longer secret. One was Sorial’s father-by-marriage.


  Rexall, true to his word, had enlisted in Vantok’s army the day after they had spoken at the river. At Sorial’s request he had been promoted to the queen’s personal protection retinue where, in less than two weeks’ time, he had established himself as one of her favorites. The red-haired soldier was dressed in a rumpled uniform with an insignia designating his regiment on his left breast. Warburm, as usual, was wearing a stained apron and clothing that appeared not to have been washed since before the trip to The Forbidden Lands. His affinity for dirt was in some ways more extreme than Sorial’s.


  Sorial, whose time was at a premium, began without preamble. “I asked you both here because I need men of your… unique… skills. The war is nearly upon us. Most able bodied men are gonna be asked to risk their lives in battle. I need you two to serve differently.”


  “Lad, y’know I be in this fer the long haul. When it comes ta serving my city in battle or some other way, I’ll not shirk my duty. Whatever the king asks of me, he’ll get.”


  “Sor, I meant what I said when I came back; I owe you a debt that needs to be paid.”


  Sorial nodded, having expected no less. Both men had proven unfaithful in the past but, in this instance, he believed their sincerity and, for what he was about to ask them, that was an essential quality. If things went wrong, much would rely on their actions.


  “If Vantok falls, it ain’t the end of the war. The battle, yes, but not the war. Our belief is that the enemy’s plan is to sweep across the South, and perhaps the entire continent, with an aim of destruction and conquest. He wants to unify through fire and terror. There are two captives in the palace who, if they fall into The Lord of Fire’s hands, will make final victory easier for him.”


  “Ferguson and Ariel,” said Warburm. The innkeeper understood what was going to be asked of him and didn’t flinch. He had done more difficult tasks in Ferguson’s service.


  “We want them alive and in our custody. Each has value. The queen has negotiated an agreement with King Durth. In the event of Vantok’s evacuation, a refugee camp will be set up on the outskirts of Basingham. If the city is in danger of falling, your mission is to transport both prisoners to that refugee camp. If that ain’t possible for whatever reason, it’s better for them to die than for The Lord of Fire to take them alive. Ferguson’s got a trove of information locked in that ancient skull and Ariel is his ally. If he re-takes her, she’ll be fighting against us in the next campaign. That can’t happen.


  “I know I may be asking you to be assassins. But this is war. The consequences of The Lord of Fire winning at Vantok are bad. The consequences of his conquering the South are worse. If he can establish a conclave of wizards with unquestioning loyalty, no power will be able to stand against him. He’ll be able to take the world.” And perhaps more.


  “Lad, who knows ’bout this?” asked Warburm. “It ain’t the kind of thing I’d expect to be publicized.”


  “The two of you, me and Alicia, and the king and queen.”


  “That’s it?” Rexall was surprised.


  “That’s it. Even Overcommander Vikon don’t know.” Sorial handed Rexall a key. “This is a spare to Ferguson’s cell. If the palace is emptied, the guards will be under strict orders to leave Ariel and Ferguson behind. Her cell in the dungeon will be unlocked. She’s immobile so you’ll need a litter to remove her unless you want to carry her over your shoulder. Ferguson will be able to walk, although his age needs to considered. You’ll also need a supply of Ariel’s drug to make sure she stays asleep on the road to Basingham. I’ll have it delivered to the inn once the battle is imminent.”


  “And what if we get to Basingham and none of the four with knowledge of the mission survives the battle of Vantok?” asked Rexall.


  “Keep them alive for as long as is practical, then do what you gotta do. If you run out of Ariel’s drug, you won’t have no choice. If she regains her senses, she’ll be able to use magic. As for Ferguson… His usefulness ends if Alicia and I die. At that point, he becomes excess baggage. If you’re sure we’re gone…”


  Both men nodded silently.


  “Stay away from the front lines and out of harm’s way. If you die and your job ain’t done, both prisoners will fall into enemy hands, and the way of life as we know it will end.”


  * * *


  It could have been worse.


  Justin kept repeating that like a mantra.


  It could have been worse.


  Ariel was captured, not dead. The tenuous magical link he had forged with her remained active, although it offered no clue about the state of her health and general well-being. He assumed she was unconscious but couldn’t be sure. Her continued existence meant that her brother was either too feeble to eliminate her or, more likely, that he had been unable to find a successor.


  Magically, Justin now found himself outnumbered. He silently cursed his blindness where Sorial’s paramour had been concerned. Of course Ferguson would have paired his pet wizard with another of equal talent. What better way to breed a new race of magical puppets? Now, with The Lady of Air effectively removed from consideration, it was two against one. But Justin’s experience would more than compensate for the numerical disadvantage. In a head-to-head struggle, he felt sure he could destroy them both, but that wasn’t a situation he wanted to court. There was still risk and it would force him to employ too much energy - energy better expended at other times in other ways.


  He had observed Ariel’s fall from afar, helpless to aid her. Although she had ignored his demand that she send for him when she located her brother, she had at least provided the means by which he could observe the confrontation. She had lit a small fire and used her power to blow a single ember from that fire all the way to Justin’s camp in The Forbidden Lands. By the time he had received the tiny glowing fragment, it was too late to do anything, but there was enough heat remaining in the cooling ashes for Justin to capture the images the flames had been witness to.  So his magical vision had shown him the fire’s perspective of Ariel’s brief battle with Sorial, the ambush by The Lady of Water, and the aftermath. No doubt Ferguson was gleefully examining her now - the one who got away, unwillingly brought back to him.


  Tactically, it wasn’t a disaster. Aware that Ariel’s powers were fading as a result of overindulgence in her early years as a wizard, he had never planned to involve her significantly in the battle. She would have been on hand for back-up and surveillance. And the addition of The Lady of Water to Vantok’s defenses could be compensated for; at this stage of her development, she was unlikely to contribute anything substantive. But what disturbed Justin was how unnecessary it all was. Ariel had been stupid and arrogant and this was the result.


  Perhaps the biggest blow resulting from the debacle was the dissipation of the Vantok heat bubble when it would have done the most damage. Justin’s original plan had been to wait out Summer before launching his attack. By that time, not only would the city have been partially depopulated but those who remained would be tired and beaten down. The advantage was now gone. The moment Ariel had slipped into unconsciousness, her ability to stabilize the bubble had been severed. Now Vantok was experiencing normal weather for this time of year and, as a result, Justin’s army would have to contend with several thousand additional soldiers.


  The end of the heat wave was forcing Justin’s hand. The time to wait was over. In truth, his men were anxious to move. Ten thousand strong and comprised primarily of nomads and mercenaries, his army was as disciplined as it would ever be; even without his magic, he suspected they could take Vantok. But nothing was certain and losing half his force in a “victory” would be as good as a defeat.


  His plan was solid. Sorial wasn’t the only one who could spring a trap. Recent misfortunes had robbed him of an immediate successor to Sorial but the position could remain vacant until Justin located the next Lord of Earth. A similar situation applied to Water. And if Ariel died before or during the battle… it was possible that, when the Battle of Vantok was concluded, he would be the only living wizard. Not ideal, to be sure, and not what was needed for him to attain his ultimate goal, but a better situation than the one in which he currently found himself.


  “Your Greatness,” rumbled a voice from behind. It was Justin’s head general, a mercenary of such ferocity that even the wizard found him intimidating. Towering nearly eight feet tall, Gerthak was the biggest and ugliest man Justin had ever encountered. His pate was bald but he made up for it with a full, unkempt beard, a mat of coarse hair on his chest, and tufts of it dotting his back. His face, not pretty to begin with, was a mass of scars. His nose had been broken five or six times and his left eye gouged out. He had no ears although he could somehow hear. The two-handed broadsword he wielded was so heavy that Justin wouldn’t have been able to lift it an inch above the ground. The wizard wondered if the giants of legend had ever interbred with humans. If so, Gerthak could be the descendant of such a mating. There were things about him that weren’t entirely human.


  “Are the men ready, General?”


  “As ready as these maggots’ll ever be, Your Greatness.”


  The man was deferential; his gruff voice expressed genuine respect. Justin didn’t know where Gerthak hailed from but from the day he had appeared in camp eight weeks ago, he had taken charge. Discipline and order had improved markedly. The general was his single greatest asset and Justin intended to use him.


  “Very well. The order to march is given.”


  “Aye!”


  As the army prepared to abandon the camp and take to the road, there was one last thing to be done. After the general departed, Justin withdrew a long-necked brass bottle from his warded wooden chest of personal items. He contemplated it for a moment before prying loose the stopper and releasing the efreet from its temporary prison.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE: A STORM TO THE SOUTH


  “Well,” said Sorial. “Now we have at least one thing we can offer to the war effort.” He was buried up to mid-chest in thick, sucking mud - a sludge from which the only means of escape was to use magic. As The Lord of Earth, he had nothing to fear, but if he had been a normal man, he would be slowly sinking to his death with no hope of salvation. He felt as if unseen tentacles had wrapped around his legs and were pulling him under.


  Alicia sat cross-legged on the ground just outside the “danger area.” They had been experimenting with different formulas for the better part of the morning, giving her a much-needed reprieve from the library. She was filthy, with mud splattering her blouse, trousers, and exposed skin, but nowhere near as messy as her husband. “I guess it was worth it, although this was more an earth-project than a water-one. So we can clean up and get back to the city?”


  Sorial laughed. “You don’t enjoy playing in the mud?” Recalling their first night together, he didn’t think she was averse to getting a little dirty.


  “I’m okay with it as long as it’s clean mud and there’s a nice, long swim at the end.” She glanced pointedly in the direction of the river, which was about twenty feet away.


  “Ain’t never heard of clean mud. Is that a term only The Lady of Water understands?”


  “The word clean is one The Lord of Earth had better become acquainted with if he wants to continue sharing my bed.”


  With a smile, Sorial sunk beneath the surface. Moments later, he emerged a few feet away, naked and scrubbed clean with only a few flecks of dirt adhering to his skin. “Did you know that people who live in arid climates ‘bathe’ by rubbing sand over their bodies?”


  Alicia ignored him. “Doing this over a large area is going to be taxing. More of a strain on you than me. We won’t be able to do it around the entire city.”


  “We wouldn’t want to. We need to keep a wide escape route open. Probably half the perimeter. If we ringed the city, we’d be trapping our people inside. I’ll let the battle commanders determine the most effective location.”


  “It’s nasty stuff,” said Alicia, looking at the patch of ground that had pulled down Sorial. Over the past few hours, they had tried a variety of different recipes, varying the ratio of earth to water and the amount of magic used to bind it and give it strength and body; this was by far the most lethal. It was impossible to know how close it was to the concoction developed at Blixin but it was effective enough for its projected use at Vantok. It wasn’t intended to swallow up The Lord of Fire’s entire army - just thin out the ranks. Until someone stepped into it, it looked like solid ground. But a person’s weight, even that of a hefty child, would be enough to crack the surface. Then the sucking power would trap the victim and gradually pull him under. Its tenacity was such that, once the man was in above his ankles, escape was impossible without help and, once past his knees, even a horse tied to a rope wouldn’t have the strength to free him.


  “I did something like this in Havenham, to trap Langashin.” Sorial had drawn heavily on that memory this morning. “But the addition of water makes it stronger and keeps it in place. It gives us a weapon that Justin hopefully ain’t gonna suspect us of having.”


  “We make a good team - earth and water,” said Alicia.


  “Let’s hope we’re good enough to save Vantok. We’d better clear up the ground here so some trespasser don’t fall victim. Then you can take your bath while I pay a visit to our esteemed prelate.”


  * * *


  Ferguson sat on the floor rubbing his abraded feet while Sorial stood above him. The wizard’s decision to remove the punitive stone footwear had been made more from a concern for how Ferguson’s mobility would be compromised during a possible evacuation than from a belief that the prelate had been sufficiently chastised. As humble as Ferguson might seem at the moment, it was unlikely to be a prolonged attitude. Eventually, if he lived long enough, he would revert to form. Humility was an unnatural state for the prelate - not surprising considering he believed himself to be the chosen of the gods.


  “Thank you, Your Magus,” he said, massaging soles that looked like they had been torn by thick brambles.


  “After I leave, I’ll have someone bring an ointment. I don’t want those open sores to fester. Blood poisoning would be a quick death and I’m taking pains to keep you alive. But I didn’t just come here to relieve you from your suffering. I need information. What can you tell me about Justin? You said he was a member of your inner circle but what do you know of his goals and ambitions? Is he clever? Is he a risk-taker?”


  “Anything I say could be inferred by studying his actions. He’s undoubtedly changed greatly since he and I broke bread together. The Justin I knew was a devout, clear-headed man. He came to the Temple as the dissolute younger son of an important noble in Basingham. Allowed to live an undisciplined youth, he fell for the usual temptations: spirits, women, and laxity. He became cruel and self-absorbed. By the time I met him, however, he was reformed. Over the brief course of our relationship, he proved to be a most capable assistant. As time grew short, I entrusted him with tasks of greater importance, culminating with a mission to The Forbidden Lands to seek out rumored second and third portals.


  “As you know, one was eventually confirmed at Havenham. There is reason to believe there may be another farther south but we’ve never been able to locate or identify it. Justin was to scour the regions about which we know so little and prove or disprove the rumors. The last report I received from him was sent by bird when he was near the northern reaches of the mountains. It was around the time the gods passed from existence. I was not in my right mind for some time after that traumatic event and, by the time I gathered the shreds of my sanity, there was little choice but to give Justin up for dead.


  “I’m ignorant of the events that led him to enter a portal, or whether he used the one in Havenham or discovered another. I can only speculate about what brought Justin and Ariel together.


  “Of the things I know about him, a few may be germane. He was an accomplished reader and writer, so it’s likely he spent many hours in libraries studying ways to hone his craft. He most likely discovered the location of the Yu’Tar library, visited it as I did, and learned many of its secrets. It’s there that the most complete discussions of The Otherverse can be found and there that he likely formulated a plan to mount an assault on it. If you believe for a moment that his ambitions extend only to the conquest of the human cities, you’re mistaken. No matter how much self-control he’s shown in shepherding his powers, he must be near the end. For him, the time for patience is past. He has to strike fast and hard and risk everything. He undoubtedly seeks immortality, the prize so recently spurned by the gods as a curse. Looking death in the face either makes a man resolute about his fate or spurs him to fight against it. Justin’s nature argues for the latter, and he may have found a path to achieve what no known mortal has accomplished. But his actions may be reckless, especially now that he’s lost a key ally.


  “Justin was always shrewd and calculating. He never developed emotional relationships with others. Perhaps that’s why we got along so well - we were alike in many ways. I doubt those characteristics have changed. Before he came to the priesthood, he was a cruel and capricious child; attaining the power of a wizard may have brought that buried personality to the fore. The manner in which King Rangarak was slain argues for someone who seeks not merely victory but victory in a brutal and sadistic manner. He undoubtedly views human beings as inferior and treats them as such. “


  “What about his grasp of military tactics?”


  “At the time I knew him, he had no special interest in or gift for martial matters. That may have changed since but my guess is that the majority of his efforts have gone into advancing his magic. It would be a waste for a wizard to spend precious time mastering strategy. He will most likely have a core group of generals he relies on for such matters. He has no experience in directing a major campaign and that may show, but his usage of magic will make this far from an ordinary battle. If you and Alicia can blunt his effectiveness, it becomes a conventional ground war and the result will be determined by the quality of the leaders and the tenacity of the soldiers. Justin doesn’t want that but you do. It’s paramount that you and Azarak’s generals formulate an overall strategy that prioritizes neutralizing Justin. If he’s given free rein, he’ll win.”


  “Taking Ariel probably advanced his timetable. While the bubble was in place, there was a reason for him to wait. Now, that’s no longer the case. I expect we’ll get an understanding of his grasp of military matters soon.”


  Sorial’s statement was prophetic. The next day, as he was helping a farmer eradicate a persistent and damaging nest of rot-grubs, he received an urgent summons to join the king in the “war room.” Advance scouts had spotted a large group of men moving north toward the fringes of The Forbidden Lands.


  The war room was in actuality Azarak’s private audience chamber. The chairs had been removed and a huge map of the city and its environs was spread out on the table. When Sorial arrived, seven others were already present: the king and queen, Alicia, Chancellor Gorton, and the city’s three top generals, including Overcommander Vikon, a man who did little to hide his mistrust of Vantok’s new wizards.


  Earlier, as he had passed through the city and the palace grounds, Sorial had noted the sense of urgency and purposeful bustle. This wasn’t an ordinary day and everyone knew it. Vantok had been openly preparing for war since the departure of the Obis contingent but this was different. Now, it was no longer a possibility. It was reality.


  “Ah, Sorial,” said Azarak as the wizard entered. “The invasion we’ve been anticipating has begun. Less than an hour ago, Overcommander Vikon informed me that our scouts along the northern fringes of The Forbidden Lands have observed the entirety of The Lord of Fire’s army pouring north out of the mountains. Estimates of their numbers are in excess of ten thousand men with an additional one to two thousand retainers - cooks, supply wagon managers, whores, and so forth. The report reached us nearly a full day after the army was sighted, so we have to assume they’re well onto the plains by now and headed this way.  That puts them three to four days’ hard march away.”


  “It seems unlikely that surprise is part of their plan, so they may wish to husband their stamina rather than waste it in a fast march that will yield little military capital,” suggested Vikon. Although he was ostensibly addressing Sorial, his eyes were fixed on the king. “We should know more when the next report arrives in about six hours. My standing orders are that, upon first sighting of a marching enemy force, dispatches were to be sent at six hour intervals.”


  “We’ve been developing a battle plan for some time. If this was just a conflict of conventional forces, I’d feel better prepared, but the infusion of magic into this war places us in uncertain territory,” said Azarak.


  “What’s notable,” interjected the Overcommander, “is the lack of cavalry. I guess horses ain’t easy to come by in The Forbidden Lands, but my scouts observed less than one hundred riders. I’d dearly love to be able to send a full battalion against them but we’re going to need every horse to help with the evacuation and most of the animals in Vantok ain’t suitable for use in war, anyway. Nags and bays, most of ’em. We’ve got some cavalry from Basingham and Earlford and a small force of our own. That should be enough to counter anything they send against us and harry their flanks.  But we can’t mount a full-blown charge. So it’ll be trench warfare, archers, and hand-to-hand.


  “We’re going to ring the city halfway round with two trenches. They’ll stretch from where the river enters the city environs to the northeast to where it passes beyond in the southwest.” Vikon used a riding crop to indicate markers on the map that represented his defenses. “The outer one will be filled with spiked poles. That kind of tactic works better against cavalry but it will slow them down so our archers can pepper them as they’re navigating it.  The inner one is where our advance force will be stationed. All indications are that they’ll attack from the south-southeast, so we’ll make that the core of our defense. The evacuation route will be to the west and northwest, crossing the river using the ford and bridges at the public bathing areas. That should be far enough from the fighting to allow maximum survival of those leaving the city. We have a fairly high confidence the enemy won’t circle around and attack from the north. While such a strategy might hold some appeal, the need to ford the river upstream makes it a difficult proposition.”


  “Especially since we have The Lady of Water on our side,” said Azarak. “Justin knows this and won’t put his troops in danger by forcing them to enter a body of water. To avoid a river crossing, he’s going to have to attack across the trenches. We’ve already begun an evacuation of the southern and eastern farms. Those who choose to remain in the city during the battle will be relocated from the eastern quarters to the west.”


  “I’m sure the nobles will be thrilled by that prospect,” said Alicia.


  “They won’t have a choice. Relocate or leave - those are the options,” huffed Vikon. “Martial Law goes into effect at sundown tonight and I’m not going to coddle anyone just because he has a title in front of his name.”


  “How do we contain The Lord of Fire?” asked Azarak.


  Answering that question was why Sorial and Alicia were here. Confronting Justin in battle was something Sorial had considered before and after his conversation with Ferguson; following his failure against Ariel, he knew that a different tactic was needed and deep magic wasn’t an option at this point. Alicia’s story of the long ago struggle between two wizards had provided him with insight into a workable plan. “We don’t wait for Justin to start using magic. He has less energy available than we do. We may be less experienced but we’re younger and fresher. Our basic, brute-force attacks can be as effective against human opponents as multiple ballistae or trebuchets. The Lord of Fire will likely hold back until he feels our attacks are doing too much damage then he’ll move to stop us.” Or so Sorial hoped. There was an alternative possibility - that Justin would attack immediately with the goal of ending the battle quickly with a massive first strike.


  “Once he enters the fray, the key is not to engage him directly. Neither Alicia or me, and perhaps not both of us combined, can defeat him in a direct confrontation. If we try, he’ll destroy us then there won’t be no shield between you and him. The best strategy is for us to distract him while the best archer in the militia gets into a position to shoot an arrow through his neck. The trick for us will be keeping him off-balance without getting killed.”


  “An arrow?” Vikon was flabbergasted. “That’s your plan? Shoot him with an arrow.”


  Sorial knew how weak it sounded. Azarak stepped in. “If you remember, Overcommander, an arrow nearly killed Magus Sorial on the day of his demonstration.  If it wasn’t for his wife’s healing abilities, he wouldn’t be standing here providing us with advice.”


  Sorial nodded his agreement. “Wizards ain’t immune to normal weapons, though it’s likely Justin will have some kind of warding in place. He’s too shrewd to make himself vulnerable in the midst of battle. The solution to that is for me to coat the arrows with clay that can withstand the heat of a fire shield.”


  “What about a revolver?” asked Azarak.


  “Too inaccurate at long distances,” replied Vikon. “If The Lord of Fire is three hundred feet away, you might miss him by a body’s length and making a pinpoint shot to the neck is near impossible. An expert bowman can do it, but if you alter the weight of the arrow, it ain’t going to fly the same. Even the most accurate archer will have difficulty adjusting and it will take a couple of shots to acclimate.”


  “We’ll only get one. As soon as Justin realizes he’s a target, he’ll take precautions to make sure nothing gets through and he’ll kill the shooter. But I’ll make enough arrows beforehand so they can be tried on the practice field.”


  The problem for a traditional military person like Vikon was the impracticality of scripting a foolproof plan of defense with such a large random element involved. Sorial didn’t know much about the Overcommander but he hoped the man was flexible and capable of rapid improvisation. If not, he could find that many of his strategies would be ineffective. Sorial might have one advantage with Justin that hadn’t been the case with Ariel: since The Lord of Fire couldn’t walk on air, he would be easier to track, and pinpointing his location would increase the chances of containing him.


  Azarak continued the briefing. “In the meantime, we have three days to prepare Vantok’s defenses. As previously discussed, we’ll establish the outer trench a mile south of the city - that’s far enough away so there should be minimal collateral damage during the primary engagement, although the outer farms will get hit.” He used the pre-placed markers on the map to illustrate the location then cast an apologetic glance at Sorial. Lamanar and Kara’s farm, now the wizard’s property, would be in the direct line of attack. “There will be a six hundred foot open zone between trenches. Archers placed inside the inner trench will begin firing as soon as the enemy reaches the outer one. Once the first barrier has been overcome, the archers will retreat to a place behind the main line of infantry and begin firing into the open zone. None of our soldiers will enter that field. We have three large trebuchets. Those will be anchored five hundred feet behind the inner trench so they can pound the enemy’s lines while they’re engaging the infantry. There are no signs that the enemy army is transporting siege engines and there isn’t sufficient large, good quality timber nearby for any to be constructed on-site. So we can assume the only missiles we’ll be facing are arrows.”


  And whatever The Lord of Fire has prepared.


  “We need to get the men supplied, equipped, and in place. Wagons have to be prepared for an evacuation and any women, children, and elders who want to leave the city pre-emptively should be encouraged to do so as soon as possible. Messengers need to be sent to the other cities to inform them of the situation.”


  “How advanced is defense construction?” asked Sorial.


  “A group of five-hundred men began work early this morning.”


  “I can help, Your Majesty,” said Sorial. “Tell me what you need done; I’m The Lord of Earth, after all. No need to have men digging holes. You can use the manpower elsewhere.”


  Azarak nodded. “You can confer with the Overcommander and his lieutenants. Any help you can provide with the more mundane tasks will be appreciated, although your primary duty will remain taking charge of Vantok’s magical defense. But if we can move a fraction of those five-hundred to duties other than those with picks and shovels, it will work in our favor.”


  “There’s also something Alicia and I have developed that could provide a nasty surprise for the enemy’s front line.” He went on to explain what he had in mind. When he was done, even Vikon was smiling.


  “My boy,” he said. “If you can deploy this on a large enough scale… Just inside the outer ring, I think. Bog them down with the front lines in range of our archers. Death from above and below.  I like it a lot. If you can make this happen, I swear by my mother’s name I’ll ne’er have another bad word to say ’bout wizards or magic again.”


  Azarak added, “If this works, even with The Lord of Fire on the other side, you may win this war for us. Sorial, you can help with the outer trench. When that’s done, you and Alicia work on ‘seeding’ the ground while a group of soldiers digs the inner trench. Do whatever needs to be done to make it happen.”


  The war room was a brightly lit chamber with two lanterns on each wall illuminating the small space. So it was that, when one lantern guttered and went out, no one noticed. At that very moment, many miles to the south and east, Justin pulled his gaze away from the fire into which he had been staring, called his generals together, and informed them of a new strategy. Risky, yes, and inferior to the one he had initially contemplated, but better than leading thousands of men into a trap. For this war, the only trap would be one of his devising.


  * * *


  It was a strange thing. An hour before midnight on a warm Planting night, the prime time of the day for drinking, and The Wayfarer’s Comfort was empty. Technically, the inn remained open, but everyone had something more important to do than throw back a mug of watered-down ale while trading gossip with neighbors and strangers. Outside, the noise level was akin to what one might hear in the streets at noon as wagons were stocked, horses were bridled, and men gathered in their regimens. The fighting wouldn’t begin for another few days but war had come to Vantok.


  Battle - it was an ominous word for a bloody business. Warburm had never fought in a war, but neither had anyone else. It had been centuries since the “civilized” cities had engaged in such barbaric behavior. Maybe it was different in the Deep South. Certainly, the men he’d seen in Havenham looked to be the sort who lived and died by the cudgel. The closest Warburm had ever come to war was when he had led a skirmishing party out of Sussaman to rout a troublesome band of thieves and rapists living off the land to the north. The odds had been roughly even - thirty against forty - but to rout the enemy, Sussaman’s force had lost more than half its men. At the time, Warburm had been used to killing and fighting for his life, but he had never encountered such a primal experience of bloodletting and chaos as when two groups clashed with murderous intent. The thought of it happening on a much larger scale was enough to make even a seasoned warrior like him quail.


  He stood behind the bar and gazed fondly around the common room that had been the center of his life for the last 15-odd years. He had come to Vantok as an adventurer of some repute and a follower of Ferguson. Now, he was an innkeeper - a role he had initially played reluctantly but had settled into comfortably. Returning to a life that required travel and fighting, while not anathema, didn’t hold the appeal it once had. The journey to Havenham had provided a forceful reminder that time hadn’t stood still for him. Galloping around the continent was for the young; Warburm was getting old.


  If Vantok stood after this battle, Warburm would likely spend the rest of his life behind this bar and in the kitchen, dispensing beer and ale, baking bread, and butchering meat for his customers. He had a wife to warm his bed at night and plenty of coin tucked away to get him through any lean times. But if the city fell, it would be time to forge a new life elsewhere. Maybe he’d go to Sussaman. He was known there and, in the event that The Lord of Fire reached into the North, the settlement was likely too small to merit notice.


  This war would be unique in recent recorded history. Oh, various cities had fought one another from time-to-time, but this was the first occasion when an invader had attacked since an army of barbarians had streamed down from The White World 1500 years ago, butchering the populace of Ibitsal before facing defeat at Obis. Although Warburm’s knowledge of history was rusty and incomplete, he didn’t believe the South had ever been invaded, at least not since before the current cities had risen.


  If The Lord of Fire won, Warburm didn’t expect The Wayfarer’s Comfort to remain standing. In fact, most of Vantok would be destroyed in an orgy of burning and pillaging. In a war between cities, there was an unwritten code that civilians were to be spared and buildings left standing when possible. It was different with an invasion. Men who remained in Vantok would be put to the sword. Women would be raped and enslaved. And the city would be reduced to ruins. The Wayfarer’s Comfort, which had stood in this spot since long before Warburm bought it, wouldn’t be spared.


  Of course, Warburm had a job to do - one last assignment before the old warrior hung up his sword and sat his weary bones down in front of a warm, cheery fire. There was irony aplenty in Warburm’s current situation, taking commands from the boy he had ordered around for more than a dozen years. The man whose directives he had followed might soon be his prisoner. And, if things went wrong, he might be Ferguson’s executioner. Warburm had no compunctions about killing the old priest. Ferguson had been an important man in his time, but that time was past. The ease with which the Temple had abandoned him to his fate was ample evidence of that. In the next generation, power would rest with the wizards, not the priests and kings. It remained to be seen what kind of wizards would rise to the top and whether they would seek to unite or destroy. There were no more gods to keep them in check and that was a sobering realization. Never before had men been so dependent on the nature of a few of their number.


  “Can I go, sir? Don’t seem to be no customers tonight. Me ma and pa be talkin’ about packin’ up an’ headin’ to Bissinghim.” Carrie was one of Warburm’s longest tenured serving girls. She had come to him at the age of eight and had been with him since his third year in the place.  She was as close to him as his own daughter. His feelings toward her were so strongly paternal that he had never sought her bed the way he had most of the women who worked for him. She had been a fixture here and, following Annie’s death, had become the most popular among the customers for a grope or a little more.


  “You can go, lassie.” He looked into her soft brown eyes and gave her a reassuring smile. “If all goes well, your job will be here when it be over.  If not, mebbe we’ll meet again some time.” He doubted that but he knew those were the words she longed to hear. Carrie craved normalcy and routine - two things that were about to be stripped from her. Stripped from them all.


  She left with a smile and Warburm was again alone with his memories and the ghosts of his past. As he surveyed the quiet common room, he again saw Annie with her wide smile and cheerful manner, taking orders, teasing patrons with a glimpse down the gaping “v” of her blouse, and laughing at bawdy jokes that only those who imbibed too much found funny. There was a young Sorial, wending his way between customers on an off-day to sit in the kitchen and get warm in the dead of Winter. There were Brendig and Darrin, off-duty but together as always, accepting free tankards of ale in return for keeping an extra special eye on the inn and its stable.


  Outside, the bustle continued. It wasn’t quiet in The Wayfarer’s Comfort, but it was still. Still and empty as a graveyard. Warburm hoped that wasn’t prophetic.


  * * *


  Pausing outside the door to his wife’s private chambers, Carannan took a deep breath then entered. The Lady Evane, sitting in front of her looking glass and dressed in a sleeping gown even though it was nearly noon, put down her brush and rose when her husband entered. She regarded him somberly but said nothing. Carannan looked into those eyes and saw what he had seen since their marriage nearly twenty years ago: detachment. She had spent a lifetime keeping him at bay as if by getting too close she might become infected with something.  Even early in their marriage, when they had shared a bed and joined together in the dark, she had been distant. Maybe she had enjoyed some of their sessions but he couldn’t remember any outward sign of it. For the most part, she had lain there and done her duty. No moans, no sighs of pleasure. Alicia was the one good thing to have come from those passionless nights. Had Carannan not received positive reinforcement from several mistresses, he might have thought himself an incompetent lover. But those years of unfaithfulness were long past as were the days when he had harbored hope that his wife might come to show a measure of affection. She was who she was and would never be more.


  “It’s time,” he said. Downstairs in the courtyard, his small contingent of two score men were waiting for him.  The rest of his militia had been shed when he moved to this smaller estate, absorbed into the queen’s guard. He would ride at the head of the remaining forty, proud to lead them into battle. The king had initially placed Carannan among the reserves but he had rejected the favoritism, which seemed too much like cowardice. He didn’t seek death but neither would he flee from it. He didn’t want to be on the front line, and he wasn’t, but he wanted to be on the field. He would be on the left flank in the company of some good men he knew from days and nights spent in Vantok’s less reputable taverns. Carannan was the only nobleman on the left flank; most of his class were either in the reserves or far enough from the front that they would see battle only if things got bloody. He preferred it this way. Valuing his honor, he would hate to lose it now. He would rather die bravely than die knowing that others had perished to purchase his life.


  Evane nodded in acknowledgement of his pronouncement. His departure meant it was time for her to leave as well. She would retreat to the palace to join the other noble ladies waiting for word that it was safe for them to return home or that they must evacuate to Basingham.


  “If I don’t see you again…” he began.


  “You don’t have to say things you don’t mean. This marriage has been a trap for both of us, but we’ve endured with dignity. If you don’t return, it will be an end to this sad chapter for us. Perhaps not the end we might have wished, but an end nonetheless.” There was sadness in those words but something else as well. Relief?


  “If you see Alicia, give her your support. Even with Sorial by her side, this war will be difficult for her.”


  “You underestimate your daughter.” He caught her use of the word your instead of our, an indication of how she viewed Alicia. “She’s made of sterner stuff than you give her credit for. Perhaps even sterner stuff than you.”


  There was little more to say. Even during the best of times, they rarely had more than a few words for each other. So Carannan dutifully kissed his wife on the forehead and left her room. He knew that, once he was gone, she would return to brushing her hair as if he had never interrupted her.


  The house seemed an eerily empty place with the servants gone. Carannan had dismissed most of them the day before, allowing them to return to their homes or leave the city, as they preferred. The only ones to remain were those who lived with the duke and his wife. They would stay here even after Evane departed for the palace. Carannan had left it to their discretion when they would choose to leave.


  A profound sense of melancholia washed over him as he approached the door leading to the courtyard. He might well be riding to his death. Circumstances hadn’t afforded him a last visit with Alicia, although he had seen Sorial early this morning. Win or lose, some inner instinct told him he’d never set foot within these halls and rooms again. He had said many times in the past, when discussing the morality of manipulating Sorial into committing his allegiance to the city, that he would give his life for Vantok. Now it appeared he might be provided with the opportunity to prove those words. Whether such a sacrifice would be enough to save the city was another matter altogether.


  * * *


  The queen was on the throne doing what she did best: dispensing advice and judgments. The audience hall was full to overflowing with everyone hoping to hear something new about Vantok’s situation. It had been suggested that Myselene cancel today’s appearance, but she would have no part of it. She argued that as long as she ruled Vantok, she would make herself available to her people.


  Rexall thought she was insane, but he had an affinity for those whose mental capacity was in question. His duty was to stand stock-still near the far end of the throne room and watch for potential dangers to her life and well-being. He couldn’t complain much about the job. It would keep him from the front lines and, if it came to pass that Vantok appeared doomed, it would place him in a perfect position to carry out Sorial’s commission.


  Interacting with the queen, limited though the interaction had been, marked the first time Rexall had been around royalty. He found Myselene to be nothing like what he might have expected from a queen. She was vivacious, playful, and about as far from stuffy as one could imagine. In some ways, she reminded him of the tavern wenches he enjoyed rolls in the hay with, although she was considerably smarter and more politically savvy than them. Her husband, on the other hand, was more of what he had anticipated from a king. Azarak was reserved and serious. He rarely smiled and, on those occasions when he did, it was a sad kind of smile. Despite the differences in their dispositions, however, it was obvious that the king and queen were devoted to one another. Rexall wasn’t an expert about love, but he knew it when he saw it.


  When he was in the presence of such a couple, Rexall couldn’t decide whether he felt sadness or envy. Falling in love led to putting down roots and that was something Rexall had steadfastly avoided for his entire life. But there was another side to it, a side he had glimpsed while spending time with Shiree. He didn’t want to spend the rest of his life with her but, for the first time, he understood the appeal of doing something with a girl that didn’t take place lying down.


  The tension in the throne room was palpable. People were scared, and rightfully so. The war they had heard whispered about excitedly by gossips for weeks had become real. The prevailing sentiment was that the army and the wizards would save the city but, as much as people stated it as a fact, there was an underlying current of doubt. No matter how well the battle went, people would die. And many of those people would be fathers, sons, brothers, and husbands. Even if all went as well as it might, Vantok would be populated by many widows and orphans after the battle. And if things went poorly, it wouldn’t be populated at all, at least not by anyone who was in this throne room today.


  Myselene’s escape plan was in place. Overcommander Vikon had reviewed it with the queen’s personal guard earlier today. Under no circumstances was she to be placed in danger. The king would be on the battlefield in a position of relative safety but, with a wizard involved on the other side, the concept of “security” was tenuous. Myselene was never to get close enough to hear the clash of steel or see the red of blood. If things started going poorly, she was to be swept away to safety. If Azarak perished, his reign would continue through her. If they both died, Vantok’s rulership died with them. Better a queen in exile than no queen at all.


  Of course, Rexall had another duty to satisfy. Myselene wouldn’t question his absence during her flight to Basingham. She alone would recognize that he was engaged in another mission, although his fellow soldiers would likely think him a deserter. Time enough to correct that impression later if they survived.


  Rexall knew the scent of fear and it was thick in the room. The people here pleaded for one thing Myselene could not give them: the utter assurance that their loved ones would be safe and their property would be protected. She did her best to quiet their fears but her best wasn’t good enough. In the past, Rexall had fantasized about ruling a city. This was one time when he was glad he was little more than a simple guard, even though the path he had set for himself might be exceedingly complicated.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR: THE LAST DAY OF PEACE


  Sorial’s face wore a mask of intense concentration. He was unaware of his surroundings - the boulder on which he sat overlooking what might soon be a battlefield, the warmth of the mid-afternoon sun, his wife’s tiny hand clasped in his. He was seeing not with his eyes but with his mind and the objects of his “vision” were many, many miles away. So far to see, such a strain to see clearly. Yet because he could deliver information to the battle commanders without the delay associated with traditional means, he had become one of Azarak’s most reliable sources about the enemy’s movements.


  With a sigh and shake of his head, he returned his attention to his immediate environs. Something wasn’t what he expected, and he was unsure what to make of it.


  He motioned for a messenger who was standing by to convey word to the king. “Tell His Majesty the army’s moving at the same pace as last time, with no signs they’re stopping for more than short breaks. If this continues, they’ll be in sight at sunrise on the morn after tomorrow. The numbers ain’t no different from those given by the advance scouts.”


  The man nodded, mounted his horse, and galloped off in the direction of the command tent, approximately a half-mile behind Sorial in the direction of the city. The army was deployed in a convex semicircle behind him with its flanks to the northeast and southwest of Vantok’s center. Where he currently stood, just beyond the inner trench, was where some of the bloodiest fighting was expected to occur. In front of him, covering a swath fifty feet wide along the entire inner lip of the outer trench, was the trap he and Alicia had spent long hours developing with the hope of decimating the enemy’s front ranks. The six-foot deep bed of sharpened sticks, caltrops, and razor-sharp brambles was only a small part of what the invaders would have to navigate to reach a hand-to-hand engagement. The material in the trenches was flammable and designed to be ignited by flaming arrows, but Sorial was unsure how effective such a method of attack would be against The Lord of Fire’s army. Most likely, nothing would burn without Justin’s permission. The instability of the earth, on the other hand, was something that could be overcome only by detouring around the affected area or by using the sinking bodies of others as stepping stones.


  “He ain’t with his army,” said Sorial.


  “Are you sure?” Alicia’s voice held a hint of alarm.


  “They’re close enough that I can read their footfalls through the ground. Thousands upon thousands of men. One signature reeks of heat and power and it ain’t nowhere near the army. Can’t say why but Justin is three hundred miles distant, southwest of here, not far from where we brought down Ariel.”


  “A secondary force? A second army?”


  Sorial shook his head. “No. It’s only him. If there are others with him, it’s a small group. Maybe a few token retainers or guards. Whatever he has planned, it don’t appear to be a two-pronged invasion.”


  “Perhaps he’s searching for her. For Ariel.”


  “Could be. He might have a method to identify the last location where she used her powers. More likely we’re meant to think that and it’s really a trap. He’ll know I can read his location and his objective may be to draw us out, away from the city. He knows he got the advantage in numbers and might believe that, by removing magic entirely from the battle, he can win. Arrogant and foolish.”


  “What do we do?”


  “Give him what he wants, at least in part.  If we can keep him from being a factor in the battle, I think - and Azarak would agree with me - that our chances of a victory get better.”


  “I don’t like where this line of thought is taking you,” said Alicia.


  “Ain’t no choice. I can be the distraction. I can lead him a merry chase. I can keep him away from Vantok and, if by some chance he makes a mistake, I might even be able to bring him down.”


  “Your chances are doubled if I’m with you. It was the two of us together who captured Ariel.”


  “It was the element of surprise, something we ain’t got no more. And I won’t be trying to defeat The Lord of Fire; I’ll be trying to keep him from coming to the battle. For what I need to do, one wizard will be as effective as two. Your value will be here as Azarak’s weapon, the only wizard in the fight.”


  “This is really dangerous. You could die.” It was a whisper. A frightened whisper.


  “I could die here as well. War ain’t safe, even for a wizard. Especially for a wizard. And you said the same thing when I left for Havenham. I didn’t die then and I don’t intend to die now.  Remember: it ain’t easy for one wizard to kill another using magic and earth is especially strong against fire.”


  “Water is stronger,” she argued. “Maybe I should go.”


  “Your place is here, fighting alongside your father for the city you love.”


  “You’re just saying that because you think the woman always needs protecting. It’s the man’s place to face danger. Some sort of horseshit warrior’s code.”


  “You know me better than that. Think about it: I’ve got greater experience with magic than you and I can escape more easily. You need water; I can sink into the ground. It ain’t got nothing to do with me being a man and you being a woman.”


  Sorial could tell by the set of her jaw that she wasn’t convinced, but she didn’t have an effective rebuttal. In truth, he didn’t like his “solution” any better than she did because he felt woefully unready to face Justin in any setting, even one where a one-on-one confrontation was unlikely. His failure with Ariel stung. Alicia’s presence would have provided a sense of added security and, if it came to a fight, she might be able to tip the balance. However, in the grand scheme of things, she was more valuable in Vantok than with Sorial.


  “So you propose I stay here and fight while you go off and entice Justin to chase you around. It has to be a trap. You know that and you’re just going to walk into it? His purpose there is to kill you. It’s not to play games.”


  “Knowing it’s a trap is a good way to avoid falling into it. He’ll expect me to fight him, not run away.”


  “Someone once said that the most important thing about a trap isn’t whether the victim expects it or not but whether he trips it. Justin knows you aren’t stupid. He’ll have factored that into whatever he has planned.”


  “Arrogance can blind even clever people. Look at Ferguson, and we’re talking about one of his disciples. Justin’s motives are probably more straightforward than you think. Look at it from his perspective. This is his chance to succeed where Ariel failed and remove one or both of us. Choosing the location gives him the advantage. And he’s selected a spot near the ocean to make it easy for you to arrive by water. This is an invitation. He wants to kill us outside the chaos of battle where he’ll have a greater control over the outcome. And even if only one of us comes - something he’s likely considered - that’s still one less wizard he’ll have to face at Vantok. But he assumes it’ll be a quick, clean duel. And he assumes he’ll win.”


  There were inherent flaws in Sorial’s strategy. They both knew it. The biggest was whether Justin’s superiority with magic might make it impossible for Sorial to maintain the chase. But their choices were limited. If they both stayed at Vantok, Justin would eventually realize they weren’t coming and would make haste to the city to add his might to that of his army. And was this really more of a gamble than the thin hope of an expert archer taking down The Lord of Fire with an improbable shot?


  Alicia bowed her head in a rare sign of submission.


  “Let’s go present this plan to Azarak. He ain’t gonna like it any better than you do, but he’ll see that it needs to be done. I’ll leave tomorrow night. Better to travel by dark even though I’ll be using the rock wyrm and going underground.”


  * * *


  “Let ’im come to us,” declared Vikon. “’Tis a fool’s errand going to ’im. That’s what he wants - you said it yourself!”


  Sorial sighed. Explaining the finer points of Justin’s scheme and why it made sense to confront him far from Vantok was impossible. The root problem was that Vikon didn’t grasp the simple fact that, lacking The Lord of Fire’s depth of magical understanding, Sorial could never hope to defeat him in a one-on-one confrontation.


  “I have my misgivings as well, Sorial,” said Azarak. “If he dislikes the idea of a confrontation between the two of you as part of the larger battle, isn’t that something we should seek?”


  “The Lord of Fire believes he can control the situation better if he and I meet at a time and place of his choosing. He assumes I’ll come to him with the intention of fighting, but my real goal will be to distract and delay.”


  “War is more than moving around pieces on a board,” said Vikon, pointing with his crop to the map covering most of the table. “It’s a bloody awful business. Kings and generals speak of winning and losing but, when it comes to those who are doing the fightin’, victory often don’t taste much different than defeat. Dead’s dead - don’t matter whether your side lost or won. Nearly twenty thousand men are gonna clash in this battle and fourteen thousand of them ain’t goin’ home. The field will be so thick with bodies that it’ll take days to burn and bury them all. Vultures’ll have a feast. Vantok will end up populated by widows and orphans. That’s war. You think it can be reduced to a game. Maybe so does The Lord of Fire.


  “Your power can make a difference here. You can split open the earth and swallow them by the hundreds. By the time The Lord of Fire realizes his trap hasn’t worked, his army will be in disarray.”


  If only it was that easy. “Overcommander, you overestimate my abilities and underestimate his. There ain’t no sure path to victory here but if I remain and he figures I ain’t going after him, he won’t stay out there waiting for us to defeat his army. And if he comes to Vantok and finds Alicia and me weakened and exhausted, disposing of us will be that much easier.”


  “I mislike it, Your Majesty,” said Vikon, unconvinced by Sorial’s arguments. “But I lack the authority to command a magus. The decision’s yours.”


  “Truth be told, Overcommander, I also lack the authority to command a magus,” said Azarak. His admission surprised Sorial. Technically, he was the king’s subject, not his equal. “Like you, I think there’s great value in the potential of two wizards attacking the enemy army while their leader loiters awaiting a confrontation that will never come. But there’s merit in Sorial’s words. We mustn’t underestimate The Lord of Fire and believe he would allow us to have a two-to-zero magical advantage over his army for an extended period. Sorial’s plan leaves us with one wizard in the battle while offering the possibility of keeping The Lord of Fire away for a time.


  “It’s true Sorial’s never seen war, but neither have you or I. We’ve been blessed to live in an unprecedented era of peace. It ends on the morrow’s morrow. But while we can envision the carnage of thousands of men clashing, we have little more than vague descriptions in fables of what happens when wizards fight alongside armies. And Sorial is no innocent when it comes to the horrors of man’s darker side. This is no game to him and I trust him to make the decision that will give Vantok the best chance of survival.”


  After that, there was little more to be said. Shortly after the morrow’s sunset, Sorial would depart for a confrontation with whatever fate awaited him to the southeast.


  * * *


  The last rays of daylight faded beyond the western horizon heralding the arrival of Vantok’s final peaceful night. By morning, streams of thousands of invaders would be within sight and battle would be joined before noon. How long the conflict would last was anyone’s guess - hours or days, it depended in large part on the enemy’s strategy, how the defenders responded, and what role magic played.


  The Lord of Fire’s army was moving in a straight line that had varied little since its emergence from The Forbidden Lands. The point of interception looked to be precisely where Azarak’s defenses were at their strongest. Scouts observing the force checked in at fifteen minute intervals. The enemy was aware they were being watched but made little attempt to stymie such efforts. Outside of a few halfhearted arrow shots, no significant effort was expended to intercept Vantok’s scouts. It was as if Justin’s generals didn’t care. That was the mark of a very stupid or very confident commander, and The Lord of Fire wasn’t stupid.


  Azarak lay abed with his queen. It was their final night together, at least for the foreseeable future. Plans had been made with contingencies for both their escapes should things go badly but it seemed unlikely they would enjoy this sort of intimacy for many long, lonely days to come. At dawn, Azarak would arise and take his place on the field of battle, far enough from the front lines to be “safe” from arrows and other missiles yet visible to his men as a symbol of what they were fighting for. Myselene would remain in the palace under protection until an order to evacuate arrived, if that became necessary.


  Azarak’s final secure day on the throne had seen him give a speech to the public from the palace walls encouraging them to have faith in the city’s army while also issuing a warning: if word came that the battle wasn’t going well, they should evacuate to Basingham. This wasn’t a situation in which those who stayed behind could hope to be well-treated by the invaders. The crowd, not as large as it usually was for such an event, had listened somberly then broken into rapturous applause when the king ended with a rousing exhortation: “Vantok will not bow to the forces of foreign aggression!  We’ll fight back with the might of our sinews till we breathe our last!”


  He had also given final approval of Sorial’s dangerous plan to investigate The Lord of Fire’s location while leaving behind his wife to provide for Vantok’s magical defense. Azarak had been able ascertain by looking into her eyes that some part of Alicia wanted him to deny Sorial’s request, but he recognized the wisdom of what the wizard was proposing. Alicia never protested but she had hung her head when the king made his pronouncement. This was the second time he had sent Sorial on a mission that could mean his death. Sorial’s plan was to leave tonight and confront whatever awaited him in the morning, close to the time when the conventional battle would be joined.


  “I love you.” Azarak hadn’t thought to say it until that moment but he felt he couldn’t move into an uncertain future without revealing what he had privately acknowledged. “If I’d said that on the day of our wedding, it wouldn’t have been true. But today… in only a few weeks, you’ve shown yourself to be more than I ever expected. Your exuberance and loyalty haven’t surprised me, but your generosity of spirit has. You’ve provided the balm to salve the wound of Toranim’s death and the bulwark to keep me upright when it seemed everything might overturn. If I perish in this war, I can’t think of more capable hands to leave Vantok in.”


  When she looked up at him, her cheeks were wet and her eyes shone. “Stay alive!” Her voice was husky and urgent. “No matter what, stay alive! When I came to Vantok, I had only one thought: to ensnare a king so I could be his queen. Now, I find that I have little taste for the Crown without someone to rule alongside.” She wanted very much to echo Azarak’s pronouncement, but she couldn’t bring herself to say those three words: I love you. They might be true but uttering them in these circumstances would cheapen them. Azarak might think she was offering an expected but not heartfelt response. Now might be her only chance but it wasn’t the right time.


  “Regardless,” said Azarak, his voice somber. “We have to face the possibility that I’ll be one of the casualties of this battle. And whether a queen in exile or a queen in the palace, you have to go on and do what’s best for your people. They’ll rely on you. I don’t have to tell you this; you already know it. Use every tool at your disposal, especially Sorial, Alicia, and even Ferguson. The man is a snake but don’t discount his value.” The thought came to Azarak that the prelate might outlive yet another king of Vantok.


  Myselene sought to match his exhortation. “And if I die, don’t return to being the man you were before we met. Don’t retreat into that life of isolation. Find another queen. Hell, if fate decrees that Sorial and I both die, take Alicia as your wife.” A smile flickered across her face as she considered the implications. “If that happened, at least your advisors wouldn’t worry about your next wife bringing sufficient ‘political capital’ to the marriage.”


  Azarak knew he should laugh, but the subject matter was too grim. Myselene was the one who laughed and smiled. He was the serious one, the one who brooded.


  “Let’s get some sleep,” he said. “Dawn will be here too soon.”


  “Oh, no,” retorted Myselene. “Sleep is for later. We have something else to attend to first. I want this night to be remembered for more than grim conversation and tearful goodbyes.”


  * * *


  At the same time, Alicia and Sorial were also facing the reality of what war meant. Unlike the king and queen, who were lying in the luxury of their bedchamber, the two wizards had elected to spend these last hours in a place where they both felt comfortable: by the bank of Vantok’s river. Unlike Azarak and Myselene, they didn’t have the entire night. In order to be in the vicinity of the “heat signature” by morning, Sorial had to depart before midnight.


  They were sitting naked by the river’s side, legs hanging over the edge of the bank and feet dangling into the swiftly moving current. Sorial had shed his clothing in preparation for the journey through the earth. Alicia had joined him because she didn’t want anything between them.


  She idly splashed her feet, throwing droplets of water into the moonlit air. It was a perfect late Planting evening, what the farmers called a “lovers’ night.” Tonight, however, no one in Vantok would be sneaking into the fields to sow a few wild oats. War, not love, was the currency of the hour.


  “I can feel them coming,” said Sorial. “I don’t even have to concentrate any more, they’re so close. Like distant thunder with the storm drawing near.”


  “You’ll be gone before it hits. What about The Lord of Fire?”


  Sorial concentrated, sending tendrils of thought deep into the earth, reaching out to the faraway spot where Justin had come to a rest. “He’s still there. There ain’t no doubt he wants to be found. I’m sure he could block his signature if he wanted. I wonder if he knows I know it’s a trap. That’s the interesting question.”


  “It feels like we’ve been in this position before. You on a hopeless quest and me staying behind awaiting news of your success or failure.”


  “This time, don’t follow till you know for sure the direction I’m going in.”


  Alicia didn’t think that was funny. “I can’t shake the feeling that this is it for us. We’ve had our two seasons of bliss. Now along comes Justin to fuck it all up.”


  “Be glad we had those two seasons - a lot more than either of us expected when your father told us we couldn’t be married. If we’re going to die, we’re going to die doing something that matters. We’re both pledged to Vantok and when we took that pledge, we knew it would lead here. There’s a lot more at stake than us. Win or lose, a lot of lives will be lost, families torn apart, futures ruined. Even if the best happens, nothing will be close to the same. It’ll take generations for the wounds to heal. I don’t envy Azarak the job of reconstruction. We ain’t just wizards, we’re Vantok’s wizards, and this city needs us desperately.”


  “I just wish we were doing it together. It’s not dying that frightens me. It’s dying alone or the thought that you might die alone. I always believed this would end with you and me fighting The Lord of Fire together. Not me throwing water blasts at his troops while you play a dangerous game of hide-and-seek with him.”


  “I thought much the same thing till Ariel. But I guess I never really appreciated how much more… creative… they are than us.”


  “Even if we win this, he’ll still be out there.”


  Sorial nodded. “Unless I get very lucky. There’s always the possibility that he’ll get sloppy and leave me with an opening, but I ain’t relying on that. Without an army, though… There are limits to what even a master wizard can do.”


  “If his real goal is The Otherverse, maybe he’ll change tactics.”


  “Maybe, but we’ll worry about that later if we’re lucky. It would be foolish to lose the present because we’re looking too far into the future.”


  “You’re right, stableboy. In fact, you’re probably right more often than I give you credit for. Maybe I should start listening to you more often.”


  “No sense changing the habits of a lifetime.”


  Suddenly, Alicia let out an earsplitting shriek and leapt to her feet.


  Sorial, feigning concern, looked up at her. “What is it?”


  “You bastard!”


  Sorial glanced at the mouse as it scurried away after having pressed its nose against Alicia’s left buttock. “It’s only a mouse,” he said, his voice placid and innocent.


  Alicia aimed a kick between his legs that he deftly avoided. She then tackled him, which resulted in a few moments’ awkward wrestling on the ground before they tumbled over the side of the bank and into the water. Sorial surfaced sputtering. Alicia did so with considerably more grace.


  “Some things never change, I guess,” he said, clambering out of the water. “You’re still better in the water than I am.”


  “I am not afraid of mice!” She exited the stream to sit beside him. “It just startled me.”


  “Of course.”


  A thought occurred to her. “Did you control it?”


  “I felt it close by and might have made a… suggestion.”


  “So you have a connection with it? It’s a creature of the earth?”


  “I guess so. I don’t think a mouse is going to change the tide of battle.”


  “It’s thinking like that that gives Justin the upper hand. We have to figure out how a single mouse can win the war. Or an army of mice.”


  “Maybe you’re onto something, but I’m nearly out of time. Right now, we have to worry about an army of people.”


  “I wish there was some way we could communicate.”


  “There probably is, but I ain’t figured it out yet. Another problem we would have been able to solve if we’d had more time.”


  “You and I… we never seem to have enough time. All those years when we were together but not really together.”


  Sorial smiled. “I like to think we’ve made the most out of the time we had. No one, not even my mother, has meant as much to me. It’s hard to imagine saying that to the spoiled little girl who wandered into my stable one day.”


  They embraced and held each other for a while, watching the moon climb higher and the stars continue their endless trek across the night sky. Their time together was slipping away and they were keenly aware of it.


  “Azarak has a good plan,” said Sorial at last, breaking the silence. “It’s going to be a difficult battle but, as long as I can keep Justin away, I think we’ll win.”


  “I don’t want you to go,” Alicia whispered, biting her lip when she realized how selfish and childish that sounded.


  “And I don’t want to go. But since when have you and I had control of our lives?”


  “When we parted before Havenham, it wasn’t on the best of terms. We were both upset and we, or at least I, said some things I didn’t mean.”


  Sorial strained his memory. He recalled their final encounter in the temple as being emotional but he couldn’t remember anything specific either of them had said.


  Alicia continued, “I don’t want it to be like that this time. If we never see each other again for whatever reason, I want you to know that you’re the center of my world. And I’ll do everything in my power to ensure we have a chance to be together again.”


  They kissed, made love, and kissed again. Then, with only a brief word of farewell, Sorial called the rock wyrm and disappeared into the night.


  * * *


  Sorial had been gone less than two hours - barely enough time for Alicia to drift off to sleep for the briefest of rests - when she was awakened by a pounding on the front door. She hurried to answer and was greeted by the scowling countenance of Undercommander Keltric, Vikon’s second in command, waiting impatiently. He was flustered and out-of-breath. Three equally agitated soldiers accompanied him.


  “Your Magus, your… talents… are needed. Instead of attacking to the south, the enemy army has made an abrupt course change with the apparent intention of looping around the city and coming at us from the north.”


  Alicia had spent so much time over the past few days staring at the huge map in the king’s war room that she had memorized the local geography and immediately grasped the implications of what Keltric was reporting. By taking this circuitous route, Justin’s forces would avoid the carefully designed trap laid for them as well as most of Vikon’s prepared defenses. Had they been warned? Was there a traitor in the militia? Or had Justin anticipated that the most direct route would be dangerous for his army? At this point, it hardly mattered. However, in order to attack from the north, they would have to cross the river to reach a staging area clear of the perimeter defenses. And that meant…


  As if in in answer to her unspoken question, Keltric said, “They began fording less than an hour ago, six miles upstream.”


  It was all she needed to know. She understood what was necessary. Although this contingency hadn’t been planned for, it had been mentioned in passing. Without a backward glance at the startled undercommander, she took off for the river at a sprint, racing across a moonlit landscape like a phantom, desperately hoping she wouldn’t be too late to at least inconvenience the enemy. They had counted on Justin’s avoidance of the river because of Alicia’s presence - that his unwillingness to risk lives in a fording would force the attack south and east. Now it was up to The Lady of Water to punish them for choosing this approach. She doubted she could do enough sustained damage to replicate the losses they would have taken between the trenches. There wasn’t enough water to work with to cause the kind of devastation she had proven herself capable of at the oceanside, but every life taken here would be one fewer man available to strike at Azarak’s army. And she was certain she could impede and delay, which would give Vikon time and opportunity to redeploy his men.


  It was startling how casually she could contemplate mass slaughter in these circumstances when her justified elimination of Sangaska mere weeks ago had caused her sleepless nights and forced her to confront a darkness within her she had never suspected existed. But the stakes were so high now that she couldn’t afford to flinch. It wasn’t just lives and property in jeopardy; a whole way of life could be snuffed out if The Lord of Fire won. And, if Ferguson was right, a victory here could be the first step of a terrifying progression.


  Without bothering to doff her clothing, she plunged into the water and immersed herself in its warm flow. The current, which had been clear two hours ago when she and Sorial had said their goodbyes here, was muddy from being churned by boots, wheels, and hoofs six miles northeast. She closed her eyes and extended her mind into the river, becoming one with it as she impelled her will upstream. Eventually, she reached them: hundreds of booted feet crossing at a point where the banks were the closest to one another and the water was at its most shallow. The perfect ford - most of those in the water weren’t wet above the waist. Three-quarters of the army was still waiting to cross, although the supplies and the small unit of cavalry were already on the far side.


  The attack she launched was by far the most difficult task she had attempted with magic -  harder than creating massive waves, harder than forming the perfect weapon to strike down Ariel. She was miles away from the target and working with the constraints of a river that limited the flow of water available to her. Looking from the banks, the waterway seemed vast and impressive. Controlling it as a wizard, its inadequacies were evident. The ocean supplied its own energy; it was a source of raw power. The river offered only a trickle of the same fury. Alicia had to draw on her own reserves to attain a fraction of the result.


  Applying the fullness of her abilities, she struck the first blow of the war. The river rose, impossibly and suddenly, spilling over its banks and pulling under those caught in the surge. Men died by the hundreds, sucked down never again to emerge. The water turned the immediate environs into a lake. The orderly march of the army fragmented with men fleeing from the sudden rage of a river that had seemed tame only moments before.


  But there was only so much Alicia could accomplish on short notice with minimal planning. Exerting herself over such a distance quickly exhausted her stamina and, by drawing down so much water from farther upstream, she eventually ran out of fuel to fan her aquatic surge. For a full mile above the ford, the river was down three to four feet. She kept up the effort for nearly an hour but faced inevitable diminishing returns. After the initial torrent, there were few additional deaths, although the crossing couldn’t be resumed with waters so high. Many of the supply wagons had been lost, overwhelmed, overturned, or submerged. But Justin’s commanders adjusted and order was restored. In the end, as Alicia let go, the waters gradually receded. It would only be a matter of time before the crossing continued and she lacked the fortitude to launch a second similar attack. Her work here done, Alicia stumbled onto the shore, weary to the bone and recognizing that much more would be asked of her soon. To her surprise, men were waiting for her with a horse and dry clothing.


  * * *


  Azarak wasn’t given the benefit of a full night’s sleep.  In fact, his rest lasted less than two hours. He was awakened shortly after midnight by an urgent summons from Chancellor Gorton. Less than a half-hour later, dressed in full armor, the king entered the command tent, which was in the process of being disassembled for relocation, and learned the unpleasant news.


  “The enemy army has made an abrupt change in course,” said Gorton, pointing to a group of markers on the large map brought from the palace war room. “Instead of heading toward Vantok along the expected route, they’ve made a turn. It now appears they intend to attack from the north, making a wide loop to the east, crossing the river at the ford, and sweeping back around to hit us.”


  The implications were stark. All the defenders’ preparations, including Sorial and Alicia’s bog, were to the south and southeast. By attacking from the north, Justin’s forces would avoid the most effective of Vantok’s defenses. The new battlefield would also impinge upon the expected evacuation route, although that could be changed. Azarak cursed himself for not having been more far-thinking; he had assumed The Lord of Fire would avoid fording the river at all costs because of Alicia and, as a result, he hadn’t adequately planned for contingencies. It was a novice mistake, an error of the kind that men like his father and Rangarak wouldn’t have made. He suddenly felt like a boy playing at a man’s game.


  “Overcommander Vikon is in the process of redeploying his men and I’ve taken the liberty of sending a large contingent to dig trenches and bolster existing defensive positions to the north but there’s no escaping the fact that they’ll be hitting us where we’re the weakest. Either they anticipated this or they had advance information about our plans.”


  Azarak thought the latter more likely. Never underestimate a wizard. He had done precisely that. If The Lord of Fire could kill King Rangarak in the manner he had, within the secure walls of the palace, how much easier would it be for him to ascertain the strengths and weaknesses of Vantok’s defenses?


  “I need Alicia here,” said Azarak.  “And Sorial if he hasn’t left yet. Maybe magic can help us at this late stage. And send a message to the palace to inform the queen what’s happening. Make sure everyone there knows that the escape route has changed.


  “Lord Sorial departed several hours ago and is beyond our ability to recall. Lady Alicia was contacted as soon as we realized what was happening. She’s at the river now doing what she can to impede the enemy’s progress. The overcommander sent a small contingent of men to watch over her as she works and convey her to you when she’s done.


  “I should have known…”  It was the first of what he expected to be many self-recriminations.


  “No, Your Majesty, you should not have. No man, not even the most gifted soldier, can predict every action of the enemy. Ringing the whole city with defenses would have blunted a tactic like this, but it would have effectively sealed everyone within the perimeter, disallowing any kind of mass evacuation. Complete preparation is never possible when there are variables. Overpreparedness can lead to overconfidence. And overconfidence can lead to defeat. Battles are won by commanders who react the best to the unexpected. This is a setback, to be sure, but it’s by no means a fatal one, nor is it an indictment of your ability as a commander. There are many more experienced men who would have ordered a similar defensive approach.”


  Gorton spent the next hour providing the king with a detailed perspective of how the enemy’s revised course changed the battle plans. He then escorted Azarak to Mount Vantok, the ugly magic-made peak that had gained unexpected tactical importance as an observation post. Soldiers were busy smoothing out a rough road leading to the plateaued top of Sorial’s creation. An obviously exhausted Alicia was waiting at the summit when they arrived. Overcommander Vikon was on hand, as were several other officers.


  “Have you been briefed?” Azarak asked Alicia, who looked frail and pale in the moonlight. Her hair was still damp.


  “I have. I did what I could but it wasn’t enough.”


  Vikon disagreed. After summarizing Alicia’s accomplishment, he assessed the implications. “We estimate between three and four hundred infantry dead. Most of their supply wagons were destroyed or disabled. Their approach has been delayed by at least three hours. Not only were they forced to regroup but they are now sending men across in small companies, wary of another similar attack.”


  “Can you re-create the trap to the north?”


  Alicia shook her head. “Most of the soil’s consistency, not to mention the top camouflage layer, was Sorial’s work. I just supplied a little water. Without him, I can’t do it. If you want to set up the defensive perimeter on the near side of the river, I can make the crossing treacherous for the enemy.”


  Azarak rejected the idea after consideration. “That would be too close to the central city. We need to meet them well beyond the other side of the river. If they get close enough to cross, the battle will be lost.”


  “About the only advantage of their attacking from the north is that, with the river closer, I’ll be able to launch more forceful volleys but, unless you want me to flood the plains, there’s not a lot I can do on my own.”


  “Is there some way you can call Sorial back?” asked Azarak.


  “No. He’s beyond communication now.  His course is set. What we do, we’ll have to do without him.”


  Azarak sighed. He squinted into the darkness to the north and east but saw nothing. Gorton noted the direction of his gaze. “It’s still too dark to see them even with the moon out. By dawn, you’ll see and hear them. This will delay the engagement but not prevent it. By afternoon, the fields to the north will be a killing ground.”


  “Very well,” decreed the king. “Overcommander, inform me when the redeployment is completed. Gorton, order my personal guard up here. I intend to observe the battle from this vantage point.”


  “Your Majesty, this is too exposed…” protested the chancellor.


  “It’s also the best place to make a quick assessment of the situation and react appropriately. I’m following your advice, Chancellor. As long as this mountain remains under our control, this is where I’ll be.”


  Recognizing the firmness of Azarak’s resolve, no one made another attempt to dissuade him. So it was that, during the early hours of the morning, the creeping approach of dawn provided him with his first, distant glimpse of the forces arrayed against his army.


  “Sound the trumpets,” he said. “The enemy has been sighted. War has come to Vantok this day.”


  CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE: THE FIRST DAY OF WAR


  As Sorial drew close to source of the heat signature, he sensed that something wasn’t as it should be. There was power there, to be sure - more power than could be generated by anything other than magic - but it was, for lack of a better description, impure. Fire dominated but there were also indications of water, air, and even earth - elements Justin shouldn’t be able to control. Sorial tried latching onto the earth, but it slipped away from him, slick and mercurial. He wondered what awaited him on the surface. What sort of trap had Justin prepared, and how was he able to manipulate elements other than fire? Every time Sorial had attempted to reach out to touch air, fire, or water, he had encountered a void. For him, they were insubstantial.


  He considered turning back. The more he studied the signature, the more aware he became that the potential for the failure was high. He was reminded of the superficiality of his understanding of what constituted magical dominance. He wasn’t ready to duel The Lord of Fire and what reason was there to believe Justin would permit him to lead him on a chase? But the need to investigate trumped the safer, more secure route of returning to Vantok. Perhaps The Lord of Fire was relying on Sorial’s curiosity. Maybe this was a ruse to draw Sorial in and catch him in a situation from which there was no escape.


  The rock wyrm appeared unconcerned about the odd nature of what they were approaching, but that wasn’t surprising. It was a beast of limited concern and little forethought. As long as its belly was full and it had space to roam, it was content. It could be a formidable opponent in battle, however, and Sorial intended to use it to fight, although perhaps not here or now. It was better suited in a conflict against men than wizards.


  Sorial didn’t plan to emerge from the earth directly at the site of the heat signature. He separated from the rock wyrm a mile away and funneled on his own through the rock and dirt to the surface. There he emerged to an early morning scene of tranquility. He was in the midst of the vast grasslands that stretched from the sea to the west to Basingham to the north to Vantok to the south. His eyes could detect nothing out of the ordinary in the early morning tableau, where a slight silvery mist hung in the air, coating the long grass blades with dew and bending them over. Sorial absently noted that Alicia would have loved this setting.


  It was there, however, lurking not far to the east, somewhere between Sorial and the sea. It was below ground - this close, he could discern that much - and continued to defy his attempts to clarify its nature. He approached slowly and cautiously, creeping low to the ground, his head below the level of the high grass. This was uninhabited land so, whatever happened, at least Sorial didn’t have to worry about innocent farmers and peasants being killed. The only life in danger here was his.


  Talk of duty and honoring his oath had sounded fine when presenting this plan to the king and discussing it with Alicia but, facing an unknown enemy far from help or hope of aid, Sorial found himself wondering if honor wasn’t overrated. Planning this foray had been easy; execution was hard. Maybe the smarter approach would have been to remain at Vantok, help the army at the outset of the battle, and face Justin when circumstances demanded it. Seeking him out like this, while undoubtedly courageous, was beginning to seem more than a little stupid. He wondered why Alicia hadn’t tried harder to talk him out of it. Still, if there was any chance that his actions here could stem the tide of destruction sweeping toward Vantok, he was bound by oath and conscience to try, even if cost his life.


  Within 30 minutes, Sorial was at the spot. The only evidence of something amiss was a small fire burning in a clearing. It was innocent looking, the kind of fire one might ignite when setting up camp on an early Summer day - not large enough to provide warmth, but big enough to cook a meal over. Its location and simplicity were suspicious and Sorial doused it from a distance, burying it under a mound of earth. Perhaps Justin could see things using fire the way Sorial could with earth. If so, the act of extinguishing the flames might render him blind. Sorial doubted it would in any way be a crippling blow. More of a minor inconvenience.


  He was planning his next move when it arrived, pushing up through the dirt much like the rock wyrm, spraying soil and detritus in all directions. For the briefest of moments, that’s what Sorial thought it was, but the emerging creature was of man-like dimensions yet impossibly large - the size of a legendary giant, at least fifteen feet from sole to crown. Fire licked its ruddy skin, red-orange flames hungrily caressing its naked, hairless form. Its eyes, like its beard, were black as coal, hinting at a purity of darkness. Its head was topped not by hair but by a more intense and steady fire than the sort wreathing the rest of its body. After clearing the surface, it continued to rise, ascending ten feet into the air, towering far above Sorial. It glowered down at the smaller creature, contempt contorting its fearsome features.


  Matching the image of the creature above him with one from bedtime tales and legends, Sorial had no difficulty identifying this entity. It was a djinn, a creature long thought to have disappeared from the lands of men. As Sorial had summoned a rock wyrm, so Justin had called out to this fiend.


  A sound like a distant rumble of thunder emerged from the titan; it took Sorial a moment to recognize it as laughter. Then it spoke. The pronunciation and inflection were awkward, the product of a voice unfamiliar with speech or the language in which it was speaking. The words resounded powerfully, almost painfully, and Sorial realized they were being projected directly into his mind as they were spoken aloud.


  It seemed to be talking to itself as much as to Sorial. “He said you would be puny, that you would not be like him. You look much like him, although more whole, but the light burns low within you. He is right. You are not a worthy match. You cannot release me from my enslavement. Therefore I must do as he commands and destroy you.”


  Sorial felt the djinn’s power even while it was quiescent. It radiated from every pore of the creature’s being and he didn’t for a moment doubt the sincerity of the threat. Engaging the djinn was folly; flight was the only action that made sense. He dove for the ground and found it sealed against his entrance. Far above, the djinn laughed again, the rumble shaking earth and heaven.


  “You cannot escape me that way, little wizard. But I have no desire to toy with you. I am not a cat and you are not a mouse. In this case, I am inclined toward mercy. Yield to me and I will make your end quick and painless. You can vanish into the blankness of eternity without suffering. Why struggle? Why make your last moments a torment?”


  Sorial called the rock wyrm, which was lurking close, awaiting his command. At the same time, he created a shield of earth around himself that, under normal circumstances, might provide some degree of protection. In this case, however, he was uncertain about its effectiveness. It seemed a paltry defense against the djinn’s puissance.


  The wizard leapt on the rock wyrm and commanded it to dive as quickly and as deeply as possible. Earth rushed by - a torrent so forceful that it threatened to shred The Lord of Earth as he concentrated to keep from being ripped from the rock wyrm’s back. Never before had he travelled this aggressively and it was straining his capabilities to their limits. Faster and deeper - he had to keep going until he achieved a degree of safety.


  The trap was laid bare. Justin wasn’t here. He had never been here. He was where it made sense for him to be: with his army. He had sent the djinn as a decoy and an executioner. That meant Alicia was in grave danger. She was facing not only an army of ten thousand men but The Lord of Fire as well, and she was unprepared for his participation. She had to be warned; if Justin attacked while Alicia was vulnerable…


  Necessity demanded that he return to Vantok as rapidly as possible so news of this threat could be conveyed to Azarak. The city would have to be evacuated and a retreat sounded. Vantok’s army, even augmented by two wizards, couldn’t stand against Justin, the djinn, and ten thousand men. If the city wasn’t conceded, the result would be a decimation of the defense forces and a massacre of those left behind.


  At that moment, however, Sorial realized he remained in deadly peril; the deep, reckless dive into the bowels of the earth hadn’t ended the threat. Here, where his position should have been unassailable, he was not safe. The djinn, after blocking Sorial’s initial escape attempt by stymying his ability to control earth, had travelled beneath the surface. It was in pursuit, closing quickly. A confrontation seemed unavoidable. The path to save Alicia and Azarak intersected with a creature that radiated invulnerability.


  * * *


  Carannan, positioned on the army’s left flank, watched as chaos erupted toward the center where the attackers’ front line smashed into that of the defenders. The coming together of armies was loud and brutal, with the clanging of steel, the shouts and screams, and the occasional report of a revolver all melding into a cacophony. From here, it was impossible to say who was winning or losing. The pandemonium was complete - a mass of uncoordinated bodies hacking at whatever was nearest to them before succumbing to wounds and being trodden underfoot. In that strangely intimate circle of carnage, there was no concept of victory or defeat, only survival or death.


  More men were coming forward, flowing southward like a river of armed humanity that had broken through a dam. The enemy forces seemed endless from this vantage point. Carannan knew their number was estimated at ten thousand and his daughter had drowned several hundred at the upstream ford but, considering what he was seeing, that seemed impossibly low. Still, Vantok’s front line was holding. Reinforcements moved into gaps created by losses and, at this early stage, there was no evidence of bowing. Archers, mounted in portable towers, fired volley after volley into the sea of invaders. Most clanked harmlessly off plate mail or angled shields but some lucky few found purchase. Vantok’s three large trebuchets were being wheeled into position; they had been initially set up to the south and it had taken all night to reposition them.


  As best as Carannan could tell, the attackers had neither towers nor catapults. Beyond an initial volley, the enemy archers had been rendered ineffective as a result of the terrain. They were as likely to hit friend as foe, so bows had been shouldered in favor of close-combat arms. Short swords and scimitars ruled the day. And somewhere, there might be a wizard, biding his time for the perfect opportunity to launch a storm of fire.


  Alicia was using her own brand of magic. Lethal jets of water arced from the nearby river and, where they struck, armor was no protection against the force of tons of water. Each one of Alicia’s attacks caused devastation equal to that of a siege engine, but Carannan wondered how long her energy would hold up, especially considering how drained she had appeared after her pre-dawn activities. As for Sorial…wherever he was and whatever he was doing, he wasn’t participating in the battle.


  “Looks like it won’t be long till we see some action, eh sir?” Rotgut gave a lopsided grin that revealed how few teeth he had left. The duke had noted that many men who never before participated in a battle were approaching this experience with relish. War’s siren song, using the illusion of honor to camouflage the bloody truth. Rotgut’s enthusiasm was genuine and born of experience not ignorance - he had spent twenty years fighting in the northern border skirmishes before seeking warmer and sunnier terrain. He was emblematic of a rare breed: the grizzled old veteran who would rather die in battle with a sword in the gizzard than in bed with a warm woman.


  “Too bad Vagrum ain’t here. He’da loved this, he woulda. Odds against us. Wizards fightin’ on both sides. Buckets and buckets of blood spilt. What a day t’die! But there’s no arguin’ with the way he went. Only hope I gets to go in a sim’lar way.”


  “Keep an eye out behind. It wouldn’t surprise me if The Lord of Fire tries to outflank us.”


  Rotgut sniffed. “He don’t have enough men. Not with this flat ground and so many soldiers standin’ against him. Might be different if there was hills, but we’d see him coming from too far away. No, sir, this’ll be as pure a clash of arms and armor as you’re ever like to see. Not much help from archers or cavalry. Brute force.”


  Azarak’s strategists had claimed that the enemy outnumbered the defenders by about two thousand (perhaps a thousand five hundred after the flood) but to Carannan, things looked significantly more lopsided. Of course, the king was keeping a large contingent in reserve and it appeared that The Lord of Fire was throwing all his men into the fray.


  “Is this winnable?”


  “Aye, sir, it’s winnable. Any battle is winnable. There’s no doubtin’ the odds are ’gainst us, but if we make all the right moves and they make a few wrong ones, we’ll claim the day. And there’s a question of how many men they’re willin’ to lose. If The Lord of Fire fancies throwin’ away his whole army, he’ll probably take the city. But if he wants to keep a few thousand left to fight another day, he might have to retreat before declaring victory.”


  Carannan considered Rotgut’s words. He was right. If Vantok fought hard enough and cost The Lord of Fire too dearly, he might retreat to lick his wounds and look for easier prey. Basingham in particular was vulnerable, with a small unskilled army that could probably be defeated by a force half its size. Maybe hope lay in that direction.


  The enemy was growing closer to the duke’s current position as the front line spread out to engage Vantok’s army across the full width of the battlefield. Carannan caught a whiff of the stench of war: of blood and viscera and voided bowels. Soon, he would be in the midst of that chaotic melee, dealing out death and perhaps receiving it. In the press of bodies that accompanied close combat, the best soldier could fall and the most incompetent could survive. On a large scale, battles might be predictable but, on the front lines, few things went as expected.


  “How long, do you think?”


  “Not more’n five minutes ’til we engage. Maybe less.”


  “Ready the archers. I want to release as many volleys as possible before we go hand-to-hand. And pass the word to the regiments to our left and right so we can coordinate the attack. We’re the flank and we have to hold.  If they get past us, they have a free path into the city.”


  * * *


  From his vantage point of nearly a thousand feet above the battle, Azarak found it difficult to discern individuals. The armies looked like great masses of undulating sand surging toward one another and crashing together. It was horrific to consider how many lives were being lost with each minute change in position. Ten feet across the entire battle line would be bought at a cost of hundreds of lives. If pressed, Azarak’s troops could afford to yield ground rather than lose men, but there was a limit to how far they could retreat.


  A steady stream of messengers rode up the path to the top of Mount Vantok and down again. The command tent remained below, situated on the city’s side of the river but within a short distance of the battlefield and the mountain. Azarak’s observation point was shared by Chancellor Gorton, Alicia, and a dozen of the king’s personal guards.  Overcommander Vikon had made several forays to the summit for quick overviews of the situation, but he was running the war from the command tent.


  Of the nearly eight thousand men at Azarak’s disposal, more than a third were deployed in the combat zone. The first list of casualties was stark: four-hundred dead and two-hundred seriously wounded and no longer fit for battle. To fill the gaps, ten percent of his reserves had to be moved forward before the fight was an hour old. Azarak wasn’t making those calls; he had delegated that responsibility to Vikon, but he still bore the ultimate accountability.


  From here, the clash sounded more like distant thunder; individual sounds were difficult to discern above the general din. The clanging of swords against swords, armor deflecting blades, and maces crashing against shields were intermingled with the battle cries of warriors and the screams and moans of the dying and dead. In his mind’s eye, Azarak could imagine what it was like down there. Of course, with his weak arm, he would have been of limited use in any combat situation. Despite Alicia’s healing skills, his duel with Grushik had left him unfit to wield a weapon in any circumstance except dire self-defense. Not that a king would be expected to join his men on the front lines. Although that sort of thing happened often in stories, most kings who attempted something so brave and foolhardy died early in the engagement.


  If the battle continued at its current pace, it wouldn’t be over before nightfall. Then what would happen? Azarak had heard tell of wars where, by mutual agreement, fighting stopped when the last ray of sunlight shrunk from the battlefield. But that presupposed communication between the warring sides - something not evident here. The Lord of Fire hadn’t even sent an envoy demanding surrender before launching his attack. Azarak suspected combat would continue into the darkness and that would introduce another potential hazard into an already dangerous situation. In order to fight during the night, huge bonfires would be lit, and fire was the domain of the enemy. There was therefore pressure on the defenders of Vantok to be aggressive in their tactics while the light held. The risks of a prolonged night engagement were great, especially if The Lord of Fire returned quickly from his encounter with Sorial.


  Azarak took a moment to look back toward the city his army was struggling to protect. It was a reminder, as if one was needed, of the reason for all this carnage. From here, Vantok appeared quaint and peaceful, almost deserted. He could see all the buildings - the tightly clustered peasants’ dwellings, crammed together near the city’s center and extending into the western quarters; the more generously spaced nobles’ mansions to the east; the palace, where Myselene waited impatiently, chewing on a fingernail; the temple with its white-robed priests; and, farther out toward the city’s perimeter, the farms that provided Vantok with its vital agriculture. There was no hustle and bustle in the streets, no men and women hurrying on their way. The outdoor market was closed. Those who hadn’t left the city were huddled inside, awaiting word to evacuate or emerge. One of the continent’s six great cities was holding its breath. History would recognize this moment.


  A messenger was standing by, waiting to be acknowledged. Azarak nodded to him and he delivered his report. The news was neither good nor bad. The army was holding at all the key points but was taking heavy losses, especially near the center where the enemy was pushing the hardest. The archer towers had been withdrawn - constructed of wood, they were vulnerable to enflamed arrows shot by the enemy.  The trebuchets were anchored and ready to begin their assault using the huge rocks Sorial had extracted from beneath the ground in the days prior to his departure.


  “Send to Overcommander Vikon and tell him I require his presence as soon as his duties allow,” said Azarak. He needed to impress upon Vikon the importance of advancing the battle, and perhaps even ending it, before dusk. It was late morning now. The sun set late at this time of year in the early weeks of Summer, but that allowed only eight or nine hours before bonfires were lit.


  Azarak spared a look at Alicia, who was resting and drinking from a water skin. She appeared drained, with limp, sweat-darkened hair framing her face and thin, light garments stained by perspiration. The king wondered how long her stamina would hold. Thus far, excepting what she had accomplished at the ford, her contributions had been helpful but not indispensable. Each time she launched one of her water attacks, it killed several of the enemy and caused mass confusion in the impacted area. But her strikes, which had been forceful and frequent an hour ago, had become more sporadic with the passage of time. Soon, he would have to order her to go below to the command tent and rest. He could ill afford for his most valuable weapon to be drained and helpless if a crucial need arose. His faith in Sorial only went so far. It would be foolish not to recognize that The Lord of Fire might well enter the fray before the battle was done.


  Alicia felt the king’s gaze on her. She locked eyes with his and offered a wan smile. He looked the way she felt: exhausted. And the battle was barely an hour old. Using water scooped from the river to attack the enemy was proving to be more difficult and less effective than she had envisioned. She knew she was bearing too much of the water’s mass and the effort was wearing her down. Sorial had tried to teach her tricks of how to better distribute large amounts of weight but they weren’t lessons she had learned well. And, while her imagination crafted images of huge explosions of water killing dozens and scattering hundreds, the reality was less impressive. She suspected that the trebuchets, once brought into action, would do more damage and sow more discord. Her sole advantage over them was that she could target specific individuals; her accuracy was impeccable.


  She knew how to amplify her senses by using the water that was all around, regardless of its form - vapor in the air, streams and rivers on the surface, and sources under the ground. This provided her with a vivid portrait of what was occurring one thousand feet below. At the forefront of the conflict, where men from the two sides clashed, it was chaotic and brutal. The quarters were so close that in many cases the only weapons usable were knives and dirks. Those who slipped in the churned-up mud were trampled. Bodies were beginning to pile up, creating obstacles as men tried to hack and slash at each other. In that environment, every additional minute survived was a victory. Unfortunately, for all but the strongest and the luckiest, defeat was inevitable. One man fell and someone from behind took his place. The cycle was repeated everywhere along the line, over and over again. The pointlessness of so much butchery for so little tangible gain sickened Alicia. Only now was she beginning to understand the difference between war as planned in a clean, windowless room and war as enacted on the battlefield. It was incomprehensible to her that Justin could provide a justification for this.


  Her father was down there, standing alongside the men of his militia and engaging the enemy. His sword sang its deadly song. He was already responsible for two deaths and would get an opportunity to bring down many more or lose his life in the attempt. Die or kill - those were the only choices now open to thousands, Carannan among them. During the days leading up to the battle, Alicia had often contemplated how she would cope with Sorial’s death. Until now, she hadn’t considered the possibility of losing her father. But it was real and immediate. At any moment, he might mistime a strike, slip on uncertain ground, or fail to parry a decisive blow.


  She scanned the enemy’s ranks, hunting for a target of value. There was no point in randomly hurling water comets into the vast mass of people below. A better approach was to eliminate men who were important to the war effort and too far from the front lines to be engaged. Alicia tried to locate the enemy’s equivalent of an overcommander but her vision was disappointingly limited. It was as if a fog had settled over the rear portion of Justin’s army, preventing her from peering too far.


  She identified a man who was directing others toward various positions along the front. He barked orders and was obeyed without question or hesitation. He was one of only a few doing this sort of thing and obviously held a rank higher than that of the average foot soldier. His death might mean something, even if it was only a momentary period of confusion.


  Alicia focused her will on river. She longed to immerse herself in its cooling, cleansing currents but there was no time for such indulgence. She scooped out an immense ball of water and compressed it to a size no larger than her fist. It was impossibly heavy. Ten strong men couldn’t have hefted it. But Alicia’s magic was stronger than ten, or twenty, or even a hundred men. She hurled it at the enemy lieutenant; it exploded on impact, seeking to regain its natural size and form. The force of the blast reduced the target and those in his immediate vicinity to bloody pulp. Eight dead, more than a dozen seriously injured - it was Alicia’s most damaging attack yet, but it left her drained. She must have staggered a little because one of Azarak’s soldiers rushed to her side to keep her upright.


  Incongruously, her thoughts turned to Sorial, almost as if pulled by some unknown force. Was he calling out to her? Where was he? Was he even alive? Had he encountered The Lord of Fire or was he still hunting? She cursed her inability to use her powers to reach out to him, but she had neither the experience nor the endurance to cross such long distances. There was water all around him. She should be able to see or hear or feel something, but how?


  Her attention snapped back to the present as an arrow thudded to the ground not four feet from where she stood. Considering the distance it had traveled, it was an amazing shot, but it reminded her that, even here, a thousand feet up and an equal distance away on the ground, any sense of safety was an illusion. Azarak might be a more visible target but that wouldn’t matter if an arrow split her skull.


  Seeing her near-miss, the king barked an order to another of his men to join the first one guarding her. Their duty was to use their shields to make sure no projectile reached her. Hers was to continue her assault on Justin’s troops and quest with her senses for any hint or echo of Sorial’s location and condition. Yet for the stillness she found every time she tried, he might as well have been dead, another casualty among hundreds.


  * * *


  Justin watched and waited. Impatience was his greatest enemy now. He sat on the floor of his tent, ringed and warded by a circle of fire he had ignited. Only Gerthak was permitted entrance to the tent, and he came only in cases of absolute necessity. Right now, Justin’s standing command to his men was for them to fight and kill and die. Hopefully more of the first two than the other. He had come to Vantok with host of twelve thousand, or which ten thousand were fighting men. If he lost more than a quarter of those, this battle would be deemed a failure.


  Gazing into the fire, he could see the entire battlefield spread before him. All around his army, men carried torches and, through the flicker of five hundred widely dispersed flames, he could witness everything. For a brief period, he had also been able to survey the area where the efreet lay in wait for its prey, but Sorial had been shrewd enough to douse that fire and blind Justin to a first-hand view of the encounter. Although he was curious about what was transpiring on the plains to the northwest, he wasn’t concerned about the outcome and knew his servant would contact him once the deed was done. It was only a matter of time.


  Sorial had gone alone. Justin’s hope had been for both wizards to depart together even though that made little tactical sense. Instead, the weaker Alicia had remained behind to aid in Vantok’s defense. Assuming she had the same kind of connection with Sorial that Justin had with Ariel, he expected Alicia to flee to her mate’s side once the bond was severed. He had intentionally placed the efreet in an area close to water to allow Alicia the fastest possible access. The sooner she got there, the sooner she could die.


  The possibility existed that, upon recognizing Sorial’s demise, she would have the fortitude to stand her ground. After all, there would be nothing she could do. If that happened, Justin would confront her directly. He didn’t expect her to be a formidable foe, but any confrontation with a wizard, even a weak and inexperienced one, carried hazards, and water was potent against fire. Fighting Alicia wasn’t desirable but he would do it if necessary as a prelude to joining the assault.


  There was still one last surprise that Justin was ready to unleash. It was a matter of the timing being perfect. The defenders of Vantok were foolhardy enough to believe they had a chance. They would soon learn what it meant to face The Lord of Fire.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX: THE BATTLE OF VANTOK


  Carannan would have dearly liked to wipe away the splatter of blood partially obscuring his left eye’s vision but he didn’t have the time. The warm sticky substance coating half his face - it was in his nostrils and mouth as well - wasn’t his; it was a gift from a craggy-jawed mercenary he had beheaded. Thus far, Carannan had three kills to his name and, in return, had received only a superficial cut to the forehead and a slightly more serious gash on his right thigh. Neither was likely to hamper him as much as the blood dripping into his eye.


  He fought side-by-side with Rotgut, whose achievements thus far were more impressive than his lord’s. In fact, one of Rotgut’s victims had been about to brain Carannan. The duke would have liked an opportunity to return the favor but Rotgut rarely seemed hard-pressed and the line was so closely packed that no more than one or two could get to him at any time.


  Based on Carannan’s impressions, parochial though they were, victory might be achievable. The optimism was new but not unwarranted. In his immediate vicinity, the number of deaths among the enemy exceeded those among the defenders. Of the forty men directly under Carannan’s command, only seven had been killed or seriously wounded. In turn, they had dispatched perhaps as many as fifty of the invaders. The fighting here wasn’t as intense as it was further down the line. Justin’s army was using a brute force attempt to drive a wedge directly through the strongest part of Azarak’s defense - not the most strategically sound approach. To counter this kind of attack, all Overcommander Vikon had to do was dispatch reinforcements to the center. The flanks weren’t being pushed hard enough for him to be overly concerned about one or both collapsing. It seemed that whoever was running The Lord of Fire’s battle plan was unskilled in the basics of warfare.


  This ignorant strategy worried Carannan and he suspected it worried Azarak’s commanders as well. Thus far, Justin had shown himself to be shrewd and savvy, cautious and patient. This kind of blunder, which would only succeed at a vast cost of life, was not in keeping with the measured style he had thus far displayed and that could mean only one of three things: he was being driven by desperation; his generals, culled from mercenary troops, were overmatched; or there was something else in waiting.


  Carannan parried an off-balance, desperate lunge by a man wearing poorly cured animal skins that stank of rotting flesh. In these close quarters, the stench was so strong that it penetrated through the odor of blood in his nostrils. Rotgut, despite being engaged in a battle of his own, noticed a perfect opening on the blind side of the man pressing Carannan and stuck a dagger into the exposed stomach with little more than a flick of his wrist. The man staggered and the duke skewered him through the heart. No sooner had he fallen than a replacement slid into the open spot. At the same time, the defender to Carannan’s right fell with a scream and suddenly the duke found himself pressed on two sides.


  Neither of these new attackers was foolhardy or impatient. They worked in concert with one another. Carannan had to adopt a purely defensive approach to avoid losing an arm or his head. Their attacks, however, were sure and methodical, with one striking immediately after the other. They communicated silently with each other using glances and gestures. They had room for error; he didn’t. One slip, no matter how minor, and he would leave an opening for one or the other. Rotgut, dueling with an opponent of some skill, wouldn’t be able to help him this time. Carannan’s vision narrowed to these two men alone; his sense of time slowed. There was no retreat; the second line and reserves were pressed up behind him, waiting to step into the breach when he fell. It was kill or be killed and, for the first time since the fight had begun, the latter seemed more likely.


  Then, almost silently, the man in front of him dropped as if poleaxed. The attacker to his right followed immediately. There was no indication of how they had died except that their clothing was sodden and water seeped from their eyes and ears. Carannan didn’t take the time to look toward Mount Vantok. There was no need. His daughter had seen his plight and taken action.


  Given a momentary respite, he took the opportunity to stab the thug exchanging blows with Rutgut then turned to face his next opponent, an emaciated man with a bad case of acne wearing only a loincloth and wielding a stout tree branch. Although some members of Justin’s army were professionally equipped and armored, there were others, like this one, who seemed like vagabonds picked up along the way. The Lord of Fire didn’t seem particular about who he threw onto the front lines. But looks could deceive, as Carannan learned when the man nearly brained him with a swift, expertly aimed blow. By the time the duke had dispatched this soldier after nearly five minutes of brutal parries, feints, strikes, and dodges, he was as exhausted as if he’d run the city’s perimeter in full armor, and he had a nasty rib bruise to add to his list of injuries.


  * * *


  “Report, Overcommander!” demanded Azarak of Vikon as the man’s destrier topped the summit.


  The army’s leader dismounted and gave his king a perfunctory salute before speaking. “The trebuchets have been remarkably effective, Your Majesty. The enemy appears to have been unprepared for them and, as tightly as they’re packed together near the center of their wedge, each missile is doing considerable harm. The rocks provided by Sorial are heavy yet break apart on impact, creating widespread damage from fragments. Additionally, our front lines are fighting better than theirs, which was expected, since that’s almost always the case in an invasion. Their advantage in manpower, which was substantial at the outset, has been greatly diminished.”


  Azarak nodded. Good news at last…maybe. Then he glanced skyward, to where the sun, past its zenith, was on a rapid decline to the west. But so little time to finish this off.  Meanwhile, Alicia, his best weapon, was sitting on a boulder under the watch of two guards, reviving her flagging energy. Her chest was heaving as if she had completed a long run. But, with the trebuchets working, ostentatious displays were no longer needed.  Azarak required her for more precise, targeted attacks.


  “Casualties?” asked Azarak. That was the bottom-line determiner of who was winning at the moment.


  “Our dead number twelve hundred. The list of critically wounded is close to four hundred. Another seven hundred have suffered significant injures but are able to continue in some capacity, either combat or non-combat. Total dead and injured: twenty-three hundred. Estimated enemies killed exceeds two thousand in addition to those drowned at the ford. They have close to another thousand injured.”


  The math was simple enough. Based purely on percentages, Vantok was faring better than the invaders, although not by a margin that gave Azarak comfort. What had begun as a battle of ten thousand against eight thousand was now on the order of perhaps seven or eight thousand against sixty-five hundred. The gap had been narrowed, but could that continue? And what would happen when night arrived and the bonfires were lit? Thus far, there was no indication that The Lord of Fire had become directly involved in the battle, but for how long would that continue? Perhaps Azarak had invested too much hope in one as young and untried as Sorial, but what choice did he have?


  “Arrow!” The shout was urgent, issued by one of the guards posted to watch for the occasional missile sent in this direction from the enemy army. Immediately, a wall of shields went up to protect the three most vulnerable people atop the mountain: Azarak, Alicia, and Chancellor Gorton. This particular arrow fell short of the summit, embedding itself in a clod of dirt on the mountain’s side. The shields were lowered.


  “We’re winning. That’s something,” said Gorton, who had been listening to the report. His tone, however, was not that of a man who sensed victory to be within his grasp.


  “You don’t sound convinced,” said Azarak. He suspected that the chancellor was beset by the same misgivings he was experiencing.


  Gorton lowered his voice so as not to be overheard by Vikon, who remained nearby, conversing with the soldiers who comprised the king’s guard. “In the normal course of things, if the battle was to continue like this, the invaders would never take the city. It might be a close fought struggle but, in the end, we’d triumph. Vantok’s militia might have only a thousand men left by then but the threat would be neutralized and The Lord of Fire would be beaten. You don’t have to be a military genius to recognize that and, if we know it, so does he. So why does he persist attacking in a reckless manner that purchases every square foot of land with a steep price in blood?”


  Azarak nodded. “I have my own misgivings about this. Something we can’t see is coming and I fear that by the time we see it, ’twill be too late.”


  “This may all be a feint, Your Majesty. A prelude to the true attack.” He glanced toward Alicia. “I don’t think Sorial’s coming back and, as a force in this battle, the Lady Alicia is spent. It may be that The Lord of Fire is out there, watching and waiting, allowing his people to die while he plots the end game.”


  “And when that comes, the hammer will fall fast and hard.”


  “We may have little warning and no chance of escape.”


  “Very well,” said Azarak. “Go to the palace and evacuate the queen and her entourage. Stay with her and support her as best you can. Should I fall, she’ll have need of you. Send the word throughout the city that we are abandoning Vantok and anyone who remains will be subject to the whims of an invader who has given scant reason to believe he’s a man of kindness or mercy. If we’re wrong and there’s no subterfuge, everyone can return when the enemy has been defeated. Otherwise…” He left the thought unfinished.


  Gorton nodded. “It shall be as Your Majesty requests. On a personal note, might I add that I hope we meet again, but the fortunes of war being what they are, nothing is certain. It’s been an honor and a privilege serving under you and I promise to keep Queen Myselene as safe as my abilities allow.”  He vaulted atop his horse with the practiced ease of a man who had spent time serving in the cavalry, gave a final salute, and headed for the downward road at a gallop.


  Azarak turned back to the battlefield below. There was little doubt watching the undulating line that the defenders were winning. If the tide had been against them, it had turned. But was that reflective of reality or a diabolical illusion concocted by The Lord of Fire?


  * * *


  Myselene stalked around the closed throne room like a caged wolf. The high elliptical windows that normally provided light to the domed chamber were shuttered, engendering a timelessness that created a sense of perpetual dusk. Shut away from the world for her own protection, the queen felt blind and deaf, not to mention restless. She had never imagined the impotence that came from being forbidden to participate - rarely, even as princess of Obis, had she been deemed so important. A constant stream of messengers kept her abreast of every development, but it wasn’t the same as being next to her husband atop Mount Vantok, watching things with her own eyes. Here, surrounded by nervous noblewomen, sycophants, and her small cadre of personal guards, she felt like a coward. She itched to bolt from the throne room and wondered whether her protectors would physically restrain her. Not that she would ever put them to the test…


  Rexall watched the queen with fascination. There was something in her almost predatory gait as she repeatedly paced the length of the room that he found enticing. Of course, if he was honest, he’d admit that the sight of any attractive woman with shapely legs would have been sufficient to stoke his interest. That was what had gotten him in trouble in Sussaman; it wasn’t a mistake he was about to repeat here and certainly not with the king’s wife. Not that Myselene had shown the slightest interest. The only reason she had singled him out from her other guards was that she was aware of his role should an evacuation occur. Still, a man couldn’t be condemned for his fantasies and he had experienced more than one featuring his queen.


  The monotony of Myselene’s pacing was interrupted by the arrival of Chancellor Gorton. She stopped immediately upon his entrance and approached him, recognizing that Azarak wouldn’t have sent him unless there was a message of some importance. His features were unreadable. She couldn’t tell from a glance whether the news he bore was hopeful or dire. Gorton’s inscrutability was one thing she had always admired; in this moment, it was a source of frustration.


  “Your Majesty.” He inclined his head.


  “Get on with it,” Myselene snapped. Too late, she nearly bit her tongue to stop the words but they were out. Never let them see your calm slip. You may be roiling inside but you must display nothing but poise. That was Gorton’s advice, spoken to her shortly before she had left for Vantok.


  He didn’t comment, either verbally or by expression, on her impatient lapse. “I bear a message from King Azarak. First, let me assure you that the battle is progressing favorably. In fact, our troops have performed extraordinarily well. If things continue as they have been, victory will be ours.  However, the king has concerns - ones I share - about the sustainability of the status quo. At the heart of our trepidation is the possibility that The Lord of Fire may be preparing a secret offensive that, if launched, could crack open our defenses and admit a flood of enemy troops into the city without adequate time to enact an orderly evacuation. To that end, the king is ordering that the city be emptied now. That means everyone in the palace should follow the predetermined evacuation plan. It is precautionary and, if it turns out to be premature, messengers will escort you back to the city with nothing suffered beyond the discomfort of a few days on the road. If, however, our worst fears should be realized, this action may save not only your life but the lives of many innocents who would perish if the city’s defenses fall.”


  Myselene frowned. Gorton’s words, carefully chosen for more than her ears alone, contained an unspoken message. It was Azarak’s belief that either Sorial had failed or was going to fail and Alicia was not sufficiently skilled to offer protection. Even with Ariel in their custody, their wizards weren’t the enemy’s equal. The “secret offensive” was a magic attack. If it came, the expected results would be devastating. By ordering this evacuation, the king believed it to be a strong possibility that The Lord of Fire would soon be making his presence felt. No matter how the conventional battle progressed, if that happened, the army would be decimated and the city lost.


  She could have refused the command, insisting that she would stay behind until the danger was undeniable. She could have demanded to see her husband so he could relay the message in person. But neither of those options would be fitting for a queen. Her duty was to her people and if Azarak’s assessment was that the city was in danger, it was her responsibility to shepherd into exile as many citizens as would leave.


  “Inform His Majesty that I will heed his wisdom and obey his command.”


  “I shall send that message to him but not deliver it personally. He asked me to help organize your evacuation and to remain with you as your advisor.”


  Myselene was alarmed by this. If Azarak was sending his chancellor into exile with her, then it meant he believed the city’s future to be gravely uncertain. Yet she couldn’t allow fear or anxiety to paralyze her at such a critical juncture. “Let the order go forth to all who remain in Vantok: flee to Basingham.” She looked directly at Rexall, who had been pretending not to listen as he absorbed every word in the queen’s exchange with the chancellor: “Let everyone in the palace leave as previously agreed.”


  And so it was that Rexall departed the queen’s guard to become a protector, guide, and perhaps executioner for an unconscious wizard and a former prelate. Somewhere deep inside, he offered a small prayer to the gods he knew could no longer hear it for the life of the man who had laid this commission on him.


  * * *


  Sorial re-emerged onto the plains, letting the dust and dirt fall away from his naked body as the ground closed seamlessly behind him. After discovering the djinn’s aptitude for manipulating earth, he had decided that an underground confrontation might not be advantageous. Too many things could go wrong, although facing the creature in the open was hardly less daunting. Nevertheless, Sorial’s mastery over his element was too uncertain; it was possible that the djinn might be able to find and expose a fatal weakness. Magic allowed him to pass through rock as if it was water. If that capability was stymied for even a fraction of a moment, he would be crushed to death. He had spent his entire life on the surface; his comfort level there was unmatched by the subterranean world, no matter how closely he might be attuned to it.


  How to fight the creature was another matter altogether, although Sorial had an idea. It wasn’t a pleasant one; it would force him to endure a great deal of pain and the recognition of that made him inherently reluctant. His time spent with Langashin had elevated his agony threshold, but what he was contemplating… Still, there didn’t appear to be an alternative. He didn’t have the luxury of time to puzzle out some other way. The djinn was too strong to be defeated by “conventional” magical means, if there was such a thing. Throwing rocks at it would be pointless, as would be opening cavities beneath its feet. Other options that might prove fatal to humans would be equally ineffective. The djinn’s puissance demanded a unique approach but, while its command over all four elements made it a vexing and seemingly indomitable opponent, it also offered a clue to a potential weakness. The question was whether Sorial could live long enough to exploit it. He knew he couldn’t survive for a protracted period in a direct confrontation. Whatever he did, he would have to do it quickly or not at all. Now that flight had been eliminated as a viable course of action, it was attack or die, or perhaps both.


  Sorial made ready, preparing himself mentally and physically. The djinn was fast approaching; he could sense its rapid ascent through the ground, sniffing Sorial’s trail like a hound. The first step was to slow it as it broke through the surface. He needed to be in close proximity, and that meant grounding it. If it became airborne as it had during their previous encounter, he was dead. He concentrated on the soil beneath his feet, changing its nature and consistency, making it viscous. There was nothing he could do to entomb the djinn; it was too attuned to earth for such an attempt to be effective. But he could still slow its forward momentum and gain the time he needed.


  The rock wyrm lay in wait, ready to answer his summons. He would need its aid as well, more as a distraction than anything else. He hoped the action wouldn’t result in its death, but its life was pledged to his service. There was also the added danger that the djinn might be able to usurp his control over the wyrm.


  The ground began to quake as the djinn neared the surface. Upon entering the zone Sorial had tampered with, it slowed as the thick quagmire sucked at it. Sorial focused his concentration on the ground beneath his feet, exposing the dirt and rock to a dizzyingly rapid series of consistency changes designed to make it more difficult for the djinn to adapt and escape. As he had recognized, however, it was only a delaying tactic. This strategy, which might have been enormously effective against a normal creature of fire, was useless against the djinn, which could easily repel such simplistic challenges. It didn’t need air to fuel its inner fire - earth or water would serve.


  The surface split open with a loud crack and the flaming crown of the giant head appeared, encrusted with blackened soil. A geyser of molten earth accompanied the djinn’s arrival, mimicking the eruption of a volcano. Sorial didn’t hesitate and launched his feint of an assault immediately, tearing asunder the immediate terrain and pelting the djinn with every form of debris imaginable. Were there any humans present to witness the spectacle, they might have been awed, but the attack did no damage nor had Sorial expected it to. It was a distraction that allowed him to move closer to the flaming creature without his proximity being challenged.


  It began to laugh - the unnervingly guttural noise that shook the land like distant thunder. Still more than a body’s length from the djinn as it wriggled free from the ground, Sorial shrunk from its blast furnace-like heat. He had been in forges before; this was hotter. By now, the djinn’s arms were free, allowing it to counterattack. It raised its hands high above its head and smote them together with a sound that would have rattled mountains had there been any in the vicinity. At the instance when Sorial was summoning the rock wyrm into action, there was a flash of light. Something radiating crimson as bright as the sun flared from the djinn’s clasped palms to strike the wizard’s left leg and the torment of the inferno engulfed Sorial.


  The pain was crippling, but that wasn’t the reason Sorial lost his balance. With one leg turned to ash below the knee, he was unable to remain upright. Even as the wizard hit the ground hard, the rock wyrm broke through the surface somewhere to the left. By now, the djinn was either completely free of the earth, or nearly so, and was able to confront the new threat. It turned its attention away from the broken man, providing Sorial with what he needed: an opening.


  Eyes watering from a combination of the agony and heat, Sorial struggled against the seduction of unconsciousness. The worst was yet to come; he was frightened of what would now be required of him - fearful not only of the pain but of the price this action would exact. He was only dimly aware of the struggle between the djinn and the rock wyrm, although the panicked and desperate screams of the latter told him all he needed to know about how the battle was progressing. Time was short. He had to act, to find the courage and the will to do this thing. An image of Alicia in this monster’s power was enough to rouse Sorial. Whatever the cost, he wouldn’t allow her to suffer in the djinn’s clutches.


  Unable to stand, he clawed his way forward, hands scrabbling at the blasted surface, slithering like a snake on its belly. One of the djinn’s tree trunk-like legs was directly in front of him. The heat radiating from it seared his eyebrows and blistered his skin. He started to extend his right hand then snatched it back. Although pain clouded his mind, he retained sufficient clarity of thought to realize that, if he survived this, it was better to keep that hand. Instead, he shifted his position and stretched out the stump, reaching for the djinn’s leg. All he needed to do was touch it. Such a seemingly minor action with repercussions he knew would be devastating for him.


  The moment of contact nearly killed Sorial. The living fire wreathing the djinn’s body leapt to the wizard’s arm, feasting greedily. Flesh, bone, blood, and muscle were consumed. It was as if Sorial’s arm melted away. The attendant torment was unbearable, an excruciating paroxysm of anguish that took root in the arm and blossomed throughout his body. Heat scorched his veins and exploded into his mind. For a moment, all thought was wiped away, including his purpose. Then, like a cool breeze in a blaze, he remembered. And acted.


  Sorial’s concentration sheared through the pain. He divorced thought from body sufficiently to bring his power to bear, latching on the one aspect of familiarity within the djinn: earth. The creature could control the element because it was in part comprised of it, but Sorial was its ultimate master. With one command, he directed the earth to vacate the djinn immediately and unconditionally.


  The result was instantaneous. Both Sorial and his opponent screamed at the same time - loud, ragged cries of unmitigated torment that reverberated through the ground and across the firmament. Now that his mind had snapped back into communion with his ruined body, his concentration broke and the pain overwhelmed Sorial, Blackness rushed in with such suddenness that he was unable to determine whether he had killed the djinn or merely crippled it. And, as oblivion stretched out its arms in greeting, Sorial knew he would welcome death as a relief from the anguish wracking every cell of his body. His last thoughts as he sunk into blackness were of Alicia and the hope that his suffering had spared her.


  * * *


  Killing was exhausting, emotionally and physically. Alicia was depleted - she hadn’t been this weary of body and mind since the trip to Ibitsal. She had been given latitude in choosing her targets; this had enabled her to save her father’s life twice. Azarak had known it and hadn’t objected. Carannan was one of his most loyal subjects, a man who had stood by him when others had deserted, and he was a stalwart fighter. The army was better with him than without him. But he was in a dangerous position on the front and Alicia didn’t know how many times she could come to his aid. The army couldn’t afford for her to act as his personal guardian much as she might have wanted to.


  Over the past two hours, her attacks had decreased in frequency and intensity. She was taking longer rests to husband her resources in the event she was needed at a critical juncture. There was still no word from Sorial. Of course, if he had succeeded in his goal of keeping The Lord of Fire away from the battle, he might be out of contact for days. But that didn’t stop Alicia from seeking him, using her mind to probe rivers, streams, and especially underground waterways for any echo of his passage.


  When it came, it was so forceful and obvious that she would have recognized it even if she hadn’t been paying attention. It was loud and ragged and raw, an expression of pain that permeated the earth and, in the process, seeped into the water. Alicia heard it clearly and, the moment it reached her magical senses, she knew it was Sorial and that he was very badly hurt.


  The color drained from her already pale face and she would have fallen if not supported by one of the guards. Her vision swam and, for just an instant, she glimpsed the image of some monstrous red creature wreathed in flames, towering high in the air. Was that The Lord of Fire?


  When she was again fully in her body, she noticed Azarak’s approach. “Sorial?”


  “Yes.” She was surprised how little force her voice had. It was the whisper of a little girl. “He’s been injured. Seriously.”


  “Is he…?”


  “I think he’s still alive.” She didn’t know why she felt that way, but it was stronger than intuition. Maybe something to do with their shared magic. But what she had felt… he might not be dead but something terrible had happened. He might be dying.


  “And The Lord of Fire?”


  “I don’t know.” Her shoulders sagged. “It might be him. Or it might be something else. Nothing’s clear. All I know is that something happened to Sorial that hurt him so badly the earth broadcast his pain.” He needs me. But she couldn’t say that. Her duty lay here.


  The king saw things differently. “Go to him. Save him if you can and bring him home. If The Lord of Fire doesn’t participate in this battle, we’ll win it with or without you. If he comes, I don’t think you’ll be enough to make the difference.”


  The words were meant kindly but they stung. Alicia couldn’t disagree with him, though. What could she, an untrained novice, do against someone who had been studying and honing his craft since before her birth? It had never been intended for her to face Justin. If such a confrontation came to pass, Alicia had no doubt as to what the outcome would be. And if Justin had caught Sorial then it argued that evasion wasn’t an effective tactic.


  Still, to leave in the midst of a battle - it felt wrong, like desertion. It was as if she was turning her back on a lost cause, giving up for dead all the brave men fighting below. Yet in the deepest reaches of her heart, she yearned to go to Sorial. Especially if he was still alive. Especially if her presence might mean something.


  Azarak read the conflict in her features. He understood her inner struggle and absolved her of the responsibility of making a decision. “Your Magus, this isn’t a request. It’s a command. Your primary goal must now be to restore Sorial. He’s Vantok’s principal wizard and, whether the city stands or falls, he must be returned. You have your orders.”


  No more than ten minutes later, Alicia was stripping off her clothing and diving into the river. She would ride it all the way to the sea then head up the coast. Few saw her departure and, among those who did, none marked it as significant except one.


  Justin allowed himself a thin smile as he watched Alicia’s departure. Now, Vantok was truly defenseless. His patience had paid dividends. He could move forward without fear of magical opposition or interference - the way he had planned it at the beginning before circumstances had muddied his strategies.


  Justin had felt a similar shockwave to the one that had disoriented Alicia, although its impact was not as dramatic when filtered through fire. He had no idea what it meant beyond reflecting the acute pain of a wizard. Sorial might still be alive. In fact, Justin doubted Alicia would have departed so hastily if he was incontrovertibly dead. But he was unlikely to be much of a factor in the Battle of Vantok. And what of the efreet? Justin didn’t know. He could summon the creature and it would have no choice but to answer, but what if the struggle with Sorial wasn’t yet finished? Recalling the djinn now, if the task was incomplete, could result in The Lord of Earth’s escape. Justin had no intention of allowing that. The efreet had its orders. It would return to him once the mission was accomplished with both Sorial and Alicia dispatched. The specifics were unimportant except as a matter of satisfying curiosity.


  Time to move forward here, to end this charade of a battle that had arguably gone on too long. At this point, based on the number of casualties, the men of Vantok might have formed the mistaken belief they were winning. He wondered if anyone had considered how foolhardy his seemingly unsophisticated battle plan was. Did any of the rival commanders suspect there was something backing up the ten-thousand soldiers? Were they celebrating their apparent battlefield superiority or waiting in a vise of uncertainty for the trap to close? If the former, they were about to experience a shock. If the latter, they were about to see their grim expectations realized.


  From Justin’s perspective, the Battle of Vantok was won. His total number of dead and critically wounded would exceed three thousand, leaving him with sixty-five hundred able bodies for the next phase of his campaign. Perhaps he could pick up new recruits. Nomads all across the South would flock to his banner when the news about Vantok’s defeat became common knowledge. Maybe some who had defended the city, eager to join in the spoils, would turn their allegiance. For those, Justin might be willing to offer amnesty even though his policy was that enemy soldiers should be hunted to extermination.


  Justin let out a high pitched whistle, a prearranged signal that he wanted to confer with General Gerthak. After a brief delay, the big man entered and bowed low to The Lord of Fire.


  Justin regarded him through the veil of flames separating them. There were aspects of the battle strategy the general had opposed. He had been reluctant to sell the lives of some of his men so cheaply, favoring instead a more “traditional” attack plan. But Gerthak’s was the strategy of a conventional war, and there was nothing conventional about what Justin planned next. Now, the general was about to learn a thing or two about how magical wars were fought.


  “General, the time has come for us to engage the enemy more aggressively.”


  “Beggin’ Yer Lordship’s pardon, we’re losin’ far more men than we should by throwin’ ourselves at the strength of their line rather’n punching through a weakness. I’ve lost at least three whole regiments up front that shouldn’ta seen action yet.”


  “That’s why there are reinforcements, General.”


  “Reinforcements?  We ain’t got no reinforcements! You told me ta throw everythin’ at ’em an that’s what I did!”


  “Not your reinforcements,” said Justin, his tone sharp as well-honed knife. “Mine. The time has come for me to call in my reinforcements so we can end this little drama and take the city.”


  CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN: REINFORCEMENTS


  At first, Azarak wasn’t sure what he was seeing. With his attention focused primarily on the immediate battle area, he had paid little attention to what was happening further back behind enemy lines. After all, it was the front that mattered and it was encouraging to see the stand his troops were making. With every passing moment, the possibility of driving back the invaders was looking more realistic. For every two defenders that fell in the melee below, three attackers went down. But Vikon’s eloquent “What the fuck?” caused him to look up and behold something odd to the north. The moment he saw it, he was convinced that his decision to preemptively evacuate the city had been correct. He didn’t know what it was at first but it augured a grim turn of events: one way or another, The Lord of Fire was no longer a bystander.


  From this distance, it appeared that eleven tiny pinpricks of fire were approaching, all elevated some fifteen to twenty feet above the battlefield. Their movement was slow, almost leisurely. It didn’t appear that any of the soldiers on either side were aware of this phenomenon. There was something else as well - something much larger and more distant.  It couldn’t possibly be…


  As they grew closer, the eleven floating fires resolved into parodies of human shapes. They were remarkably similar in appearance: larger than men with deep red hides, bald heads, and muscular bodies. Fire emanated from their skin, making them glow. Azarak swallowed hard. He recognized these creatures from stories of ages past: djinn, elemental creatures that could be summoned and bound only by a fire-wizard of enormous power. Legends told of twelve djinn, the mightiest of which was their king, the efreet. That most powerful entity was not among those moving toward the battle, but the other eleven were there, doing the bidding of their master. Their participation portended a grim turning point in the Battle of Vantok. In her weakened state, Alicia never would have been able to stand against Justin’s reinforcements; he was glad he had sent her away. At least she would see another dawn.


  Then there was the other creature, still too distant to be seen clearly even in the bright light of the summer afternoon. Even this far away, Azarak could observe that it was large and winged - a crimson monstrosity approaching from the sky; unlike the djinn, it was moving rapidly. If The Lord of Fire could resurrect one legend, why not another? In another circumstance, Azarak might have felt awe. In this one, he felt only terror and despair.


  Justin’s plan was no longer obscure. In fact, it was deceptively simple; from a purely tactical perspective, Azarak couldn’t help but admire its straightforwardness. The efreet had been used to draw first Sorial then Alicia away from Vantok. Once the city’s magical support was gone, The Lord of Fire had unleashed the creatures capable of delivering the most damage. The human enemy - the group currently fighting against his army - had been a distraction. They would be used for clean-up duty once the djinn and dragon had devastated the defenders.


  “Elven djinn and one dragon,” said Azarak, his voice surprisingly calm. Once one had come to terms with the reality of wizards, accepting other mythological creatures wasn’t hard. The men fighting below wouldn’t be as composed when they saw what was entering the combat zone. But the king’s perspective was one of detached objectivity and that point-of-view revealed one indisputable fact: the battle was lost. Vantok’s fall was as certain as tomorrow’s sunrise.


  Vikon looked thunderstruck. His eyes, wide as saucers, stared in frank disbelief at monsters out of children’s stories come to life. “It canna be! It’s gotta be some wizard’s trick!” His voice held no conviction, however.


  “It’s no trick,” said Azarak. Below, the battle continued as it had for hours, with the defenders slowly but surely winning the hand-to-hand struggle with their less skilled and more poorly equipped opponents. To those on the ground, it probably seemed only a matter of time before things were settled. Had anyone looked skyward to the north yet?


  “Should we retreat?” asked the king, deferring to Vikon’s experience in tactical matters. Continuing the battle seemed pointless; an exercise in mass suicide. This wasn’t about saving Vantok anymore; this was about preventing the wholesale annihilation of the city’s militia. In the old legends, the twelve djinn had wiped out armies larger than the one being fielded by Azarak. And dragons had been known to incinerate acres upon acres with their fiery breath and rip apart enemies with their sword-like talons and impossibly sharp teeth.


  “Nay,” said the Overcommander in a defeated voice.  Like Azarak, he knew this was no longer about winning. It was about minimizing casualties. But he saw no way out of the carefully prepared trap. “If we show ’em our backs, they’ll run us down from behind. Plus, I don’t think there’s anywhere we can go to get away from those…things. The best we can do is stand our ground… maybe drop back slowly… and buy time for those who evacuated.”


  The majority of those on the field would die. Some stragglers might escape, especially toward the end when order broke down and no one was giving commands any more, but the concept of the army regrouping to the south or west was no longer a realistic expectation.


  “I havta get word to the men. Let them know what they’ll be facing. Let them…” He never finished the sentence. Almost as one, the djinn attacked, each hurling a ball of fire bigger than an inn’s large cook-pot directly into the front line of the defenders. The burning spheres exploded on impact, expelling blazing debris in all directions. Screams of pain and panic filled the air. Men on both sides were killed and injured - the djinns’ attack was indiscriminate - but the impact on morale was one-sided.


  Then the dragon soared in.


  Azarak couldn’t help but stare. The creature, which resembled an impossibly large, winged lizard, was a magnificent beast, its flight smooth and controlled. From blackened nostrils to prehensile tail, the sleek, muscled body was the size of eight horses placed head-to-hindquarters, with a wingspan more than twice its length. The beast’s scales, glinting brilliantly in the sunlight, were variegated reds, oranges, yellows, and colors in between with deepest hues on its back and sides and the brightest ones on its belly. Its teeth - two rows of dagger-length incisors on both top and bottom - were stained a dark brown, residue from the soot that accompanied belches of fire. Its snout was flattened and elongated, broadening at the rear into a formidable skull that held deep orange eyes with large, ebony pupils. Beyond the head, its smooth back, free of any bony protrusions, tapered to become the long, powerful tail that, in addition to helping the dragon maneuver in flight, could be a formidable weapon in combat.


  The dragon’s flight took it high above the field of battle, almost as high as the top of Mount Vantok.  For a moment, Azarak thought the creature was headed directly for him, but it banked several hundred feet short of the mountain and went into a deep dive. It pulled up sharply before hitting the ground, let out a roar to shake the ground and cause men’s hearts to quail, then disgorged a jet of flame that roasted a group of fifty tightly packed men like pigs on a spit. In thirty seconds, across the entirety of the battlefield, Azarak lost three hundred men to creatures of fire.


  The king had never felt so utterly, completely powerless. There was nothing he could do to save these men. He was their ruler; they looked to him for leadership and inspiration. And the only thing he could do now was watch them burn under the relentless assault of eleven djinn and a dragon. And somewhere, presiding over the carnage, was The Lord of Fire.


  * * *


  Awareness came to Carannan when the concussion from an explosion knocked him off his feet. Ten feet from where he had been standing only moments before, ready to deliver a death blow to a hairy mercenary in a too-small suit of armor, was a blackened crater. Scattered around were bodies and body parts of men from both sides, some unmoving and some twitching. The sounds of screaming and moaning filled the air, although the duke’s ears were ringing so loudly that he could hear little. The smell of burning flesh and hair was overpowering.


  Once he regained his footing and his bearings, he mimicked the actions of the many soldiers on both sides and lowered his weapon to look up. There, hovering ten feet above the ground and thirty feet behind the enemy’s front line, was a djinn. Between its palms, it was rolling what appeared to be a huge ball of dough, although it was like no dough Carannan had seen, with flames licking its surface. The djinn was unconcerned about the panic seizing the troops beneath it. It went about its business and, when it deemed the ball to be done, lobbed it carelessly into a concentration of the defenders. The concussion was greater than the first one and Carannan, who didn’t look away, was left half-blind.


  The fighting had stopped with the arrival of the djinn and anything resembling order fled. Men on both sides were trying to get away, each running as far and as fast from the previous point of engagement as they could. Evidently, The Lord of Fire’s troops were no more prepared for this than Azarak’s.


  Carannan had no idea what was expected of him. Was he supposed to pursue the retreating enemy troops? Should he stand his ground and await their return - something that would surely happen once they realized the djinn were on their side? Or should he turn tail and flee, an option seized on by the majority of his compatriots? He scanned the chaos, looking for someone who might be in charge and found no one. In fact, men were looking to him as the most senior officer in the area.


  “Fall back!” He shouted, unsure whether it was the wisest approach or not. Another fireball exploded nearby, killing a score of men. Some of the bodies were tossed twenty feet into the air, broken rag dolls for the djinn’s pleasure. “Back to the river!”


  Carannan was swept up by the wave of men, pushed along like flotsam in a rush of whitewater. He was dimly aware that Rotgut was keeping pace with him. And just when he thought the chaos had reached its apex, he heard the roar of a great beast and the thunder of its wings. It passed not far behind him, close enough for him to fall under its shadow. Heat seared the back of his neck as a gout of flames blasted a knot of men gathered nearby. Those wearing iron armor baked to death inside of it; those without it died more quickly, their exposed bodies reduced to ashes. Carannan survived because someone pushed him to the ground. After, had it not been for Rotgut’s helping hand yanking him to his feet, he would have been trampled.


  The duke felt as if he was in the midst of a nightmare with monsters from his childhood emerging from under his bed to attack him. He hadn’t gotten a good look at it, but the creature breathing flames indiscriminately across Vantok’s troops could only be a dragon.


  The well-ordered formations of Vantok’s defenders had disintegrated under the relentless attacks of Justin’s minions. The Lord of Fire’s men, having retreated from the killing zone, were regrouping. The djinn and dragon were doing massive damage up and down the line, burning people and countryside alike. Lacking weapons that could injure their enemies, the men died by the hundreds. The surface of the river separating Vantok from the surrounding wilderness was aflame; huge clouds of steam billowed from it. It had become impassible to humans; the few who tried to cross it by diving deep never reached the other side.


  Carannan was moving with a group headed west, traveling parallel to the river. Most of the surviving pieces of the left flank were going in this direction; no one seemed to be in direct pursuit. The djinn and dragon were concentrating on ripping apart the army’s core. The duke tried on several occasions to look back, but the only thing he could see beyond the frantic faces of the men around him were huge billowing clouds of grayish-black smoke, the wreckage of a battle that had gone far worse than anyone had imagined possible. They had planned for so many contingencies, but never anything like this. The Lord of Fire’s victory would soon be complete. Vantok was irretrievably lost.


  Meanwhile, atop Mount Vantok, Azarak watched the rout with increasing anguish. Even the last option of brave men, silent prayer, was a foolish and pointless indulgence now that there were no gods to hear the plea. Next to him, Vikon was tight-lipped, his gauntlets clenched into impotent fists. There was nothing either of them could do except watch and despair. The trebuchets, potentially the only weapons that might be effective against the djinn or the dragon, had been disabled in the first assault, their wooden frames set ablaze. Archers launched missiles at one of the djinn but the arrows burst into fire and burned up before they could strike the creature. The dragon’s scales, tougher than the most skillfully made plate mail, were impervious to arrow heads. None of Justin’s creatures got close enough to the ground to be vulnerable to an attack by sword, pike, or mace. One intrepid soldier launched a lance at a djinn; it suffered the same fate as the arrows.


  For the moment, the king and those with him atop the mountain were insulated from the disaster being visited upon the army, which had broken and scattered in all directions. Justin’s forces had reformed several hundred feet behind the original line. They were awaiting instructions to move forward. For now, there was no need for them to be involved. Fires began to spring up in the city as several buildings were set ablaze by one or more of the djinn. As the oily smoke billowing upon from the smoldering bodies of Azarak’s soldiers grew thicker, the king found it increasingly difficult to discern much outside his immediate surroundings. Soon, he was isolated. Beyond the mountain, the level of noise was diminishing, evidence that the slaughter was drawing to a close. Azarak wondered how many had gotten away; he fervently hoped the women and children of Vantok had heeded his call for evacuation. Those who remained could expect no mercy.


  “We’ve got to get you to safety, Your Majesty,” said Vikon, motioning for the two dozen soldiers atop the mountain to form a human shield around the king. “Ain’t safe up here. Eventually, someone’ll think to look an’ there’s only one way up and down. The smoke’ll be our friend. If we can get behind their lines, we might be able to make it all the way to Basingham, where we can rendezvous with the rest of the survivors.”


  A voice spoke out of the smoke, startling them all. “All things considered, not a bad plan. It won’t work, of course. My men control the road to the bottom and the base of this ‘mountain’ is ringed by them. Escape, I’m afraid, is not among your options. Surrender or die, it makes little difference to me. The day is mine either way.”


  Azarak squinted his eyes, trying to penetrate the thick smoke. There was someone there, a form just beyond the limit of his vision.


  Vikon raised his sword and assumed a battle ready stance, placing himself between Azarak and the speaker.


  “Do you want to fight me, little man? How typical of the military mind. Why is it there always seems to be an inverse relationship between the size of the sword and the size of the intelligence of the man wielding it? If you had dropped to one knee and sworn to serve me, I might have let you live. You could have been useful. But now…”


  Vikon screamed. His sword dropped with an audible clank as he raised both hands to the sides of his head, clawing and thumping with desperation at an invisible irritant. Then, as if ignited from within, fire burst from his eyes and ears, streamed from his nostrils and mouth. Azarak couldn’t help but recall the manner of King Rangarak’s death, although this was more brutal. Mercifully, the overcommander’s cries didn’t last long. He toppled over, the skin of his head and face charred and blistered, the white of his skull visible through the blackened flesh around it.


  “Now, Your Majesty, it’s long past time we met, although the period of our acquaintanceship will be regrettably short. I am Justin, The Lord of Fire and the new king of Vantok. And you are, at least for the moment, my prisoner. Fear not, however, you’re far too valuable to be kept in shackles. Instead, I have something more auspicious planned for you.”


  * * *


  It didn’t take Alicia long to locate Sorial. Her method of travel was more like knifing through the water than swimming; it was easier to do once she reached the ocean and could go deeper. By reading echoes of Sorial’s agony as it reverberated through underground springs and streams, she was able to pinpoint his location. She emerged from the sea at a beach less than a mile from where she believed him to be. The sun was still above the horizon, although it was sinking fast. She needed to locate him before dusk, otherwise she might spend the better part of the night blundering around in a blind search. She certainly wouldn’t risk a fire, not that she was equipped to start one.


  The first thing she saw was the giant’s corpse. Whatever it was, it had died a horrible death. Its entire body was pockmarked with blackened, bloody welts, as if it had been pelted by hundreds of tiny pieces of shrapnel. The body was twisted in an odd position, the arms and legs looking to have been ripped from their sockets. The ground was scalded - not just the grass but the soil itself. Lying not far from it was a much smaller form and, the moment Alicia saw it, she lost all interest in the larger creature.


  The battle that had claimed the life of Sorial’s opponent had left its mark on him. His left leg was burned off beneath the knee. His arm on the same side of the body - the one that had been a stump since Havenham - now ended in a charred knob just beneath the shoulder. Much of the skin on the left side of his body was burned and blistered. He was still alive; she knew that immediately by the rising and falling of his chest. The fire that had scorched his flesh had saved his life by cauterizing the wounds to his arm and leg. In fact, as best she could tell, he had lost little blood. That, of course, did nothing to minimize the obvious trauma he had endured. Looking at his broken frame, she understood why his pain had provoked such a powerful communication. This wasn’t the first time she had seen him injured, but it was by far the worst.


  She knelt beside him. Only now did she realize how badly she had been trembling from a combination of anxiety and weariness. Even with the sun warming her skin, her teeth were chattering. But she couldn’t rest; there would be time enough for that later, or so she hoped. At the moment, she had to delve into him with her “inner vision” - see what could be seen, heal what could be healed. She knew there was nothing she could do about the arm and the leg except perhaps reduce the inflammation and soft tissue damage and dull the pain. She had never tried to salve burns before but there was no reason to believe it was beyond her capabilities.


  Two hours of painstaking work later, she opened her eyes, exhaled deeply, and sat back on her haunches. She was drenched in sweat and her trembling had graduated to a violent shivering. More than anything, she needed sleep or, failing that, a swim. Her body had been stressed beyond reasonable limits, but this was war and war required extraordinary sacrifices. She had done what she was able to do to help Sorial, including soothing the areas likely to cause the most pain, but she lacked the skill to awaken him. He would have to do that on his own. And, until his awareness returned, she had to stand watch over him because there was no telling when something nasty might come for them.


  She didn’t know what that… thing… was, but she was reasonably sure it wasn’t The Lord of Fire, regardless of how imposing it appeared. More likely, it was something Justin had conjured or summoned, and that led Alicia to one inescapable conclusion: they had been duped. They had been lured out here into a trap; he had fooled them into thinking he was here when, in all likelihood, he had always been with the army. Once they had left, he would have had the freedom to attack as he chose without concern about a magical reprisal. They had thought to keep him away from the conflict; he had turned the tables on them.


  She glanced toward the rising moon. Even if she had been able to act in some meaningful way to alert Azarak, it was too late. The battle was likely over by now, Justin having acted to ensure a favorable result. Her father was probably dead. The king had either joined him or had been taken prisoner, if Justin was taking prisoners. The city where she had grown up, the place she called home, was being sacked and pillaged, its citizens raped and killed. The worst-case scenario had come to pass. She wanted to weep with the frustration of it all, but she was too tired.


  “You found me.” Sorial’s voice was faint. He sounded old and beaten down. Alicia had to bend to hear him. Her unbound hair brushed his face and chest as she leaned close. Drops of moisture - perspiration and tears - dripped onto him. “Thought for sure I was going to die. How bad is it?” His eyes were slits as if he was squinting against a bright light even though the only illumination came from the silvery orb of the moon.


  “Bad,” she said. No point hiding the truth. “But that thing is dead.”


  “Figured out its secret.” There was a hint of satisfaction in the way he said that. “I could control the earth inside of it, but I had to touch it. Had to brave the fire. It hurt so badly… And now the pain seems to be mostly gone, along with some body parts. Fortunate I only lost a leg. Strange. Feels like the foot’s still there. It was like that with the hand too at first. I guess I’ll get used to it. If I live long enough for it to matter.”


  It was then that her control snapped, the tension and exhaustion overwhelming her in a cascade. The shivering and shaking became more pronounced, she started to sob hysterically, and she vomited up the contents of an empty stomach. When the paroxysm passed and she regained control of her body, she found Sorial cradling her against him with his good arm. He was murmuring comforting words and using the heat of his body to warm her. When had it gotten so cold?


  When she was finally calm enough to speak, she choked, “Vantok… I left them undefended. And The Lord of Fire was there all along, wasn’t he?”


  Sorial nodded. “He pulled the strings and we danced. Although I don’t think he expected me to kill his pet. That will come as a nasty surprise, I’m sure. But a minor one considering the victory he’s sure to win. We were outmaneuvered. Our city is lost as a result and a lot of our friends are dead. But we have to remember: this ain’t the end of the war.”


  She heard his words but they rang hollow. She knew he was right. Justin’s campaign had just begun. There would be other opportunities to stop him. But, at the moment, none of that seemed to mean much. With the fall of Vantok, everything else - the other cities, Justin’s desire to control a conclave of wizards, The Otherverse - seemed unimportant. She could easily have died today, and that would perhaps have been the kinder route.


  * * *


  Aided by a djinn and two score of his most tenacious human fighters, The Lord of Fire took the king into custody and bound him. He then ordered those on the mountain who stood with Azarak to be put to the sword. The executions were swift and painless but bitter for the helpless king to watch. After that, a blow from a club to the back of his skull made Azarak compliant for some time.  He awoke tied to a pole in the middle of the arena where he had fought Grushik. In fact, he was within twenty feet of the spot where his life had nearly ended that day. He recognized the irony but wasn’t in a position to appreciate it.


  He was naked. His arms were bent back behind the pole, a six-inch thick section of tree, and lashed together at the wrist with hemp rope. His legs were tied at the ankles but bound only to each other, not to the stake. The side of his head throbbed where he had been struck. He knew it would be sore to the touch. The persistent pain behind the temple, he suspected, would be among the least of his problems. Nothing like a beheading to cure a headache. Although, considering the setup, that didn’t seem to be Justin’s intended method of execution.


  He was being watched. Faces, none familiar and all hostile, stared out of the smoky gloom at him. Their expressions varied - grim, avaricious, angry, vengeful - but none gave Azarak cause to be optimistic. The dwindling sunlight was a testimony to the arrival of dusk. He had been unconscious for perhaps four hours, maybe less. The normal scents of Vantok, so familiar to him, had been obliterated; everything stank of fire and ashes. He noticed soot staining the clothing and skin of many of the men watching him. Above and beyond the buildings comprising the arena’s perimeter, he could see flashes of ruddy light - ghostly flickers of fire reflected against the low-hanging clouds of smoke. Parts of Vantok were ablaze. Fitting for the new domain of The Lord of Fire.


  A circle had been cleared around Azarak. Although hundreds, perhaps even thousands, had gathered, none came closer than fifty feet until one man stepped forward to address him.


  The thing that surprised the king the most about his opponent was how frail he appeared. Atop Mount Vantok, Azarak had only glimpsed The Lord of Fire. Now, he saw him as clearly as the failing light would permit. He looked no different from any other man; had Azarak encountered him in the street, he wouldn’t have given him a second look. Justin was weak, sickly, and appeared older than his actual age. There was nothing about him, except perhaps his deep, resonant voice that marked him as a wielder of great powers. In a way, the ordinariness was almost disappointing.


  “Welcome back to wakefulness, Your Majesty. We couldn’t proceed without your attendance and attention.” Justin’s voice dripped with sarcasm and contempt. There would be no mercy here. His eyes, deep brown with hints of orange flickering in the pupils, were hard and cold.


  Azarak chose to remain silent. What was there for him to say at a time like this? He was entirely in this man’s power. Even if he could break free of his bonds - an option made impossible by the weakness in his shoulder - where could he go with an entire army ringing him?


  “I’m sure you wonder about your army. Understandable - a commander’s first thought is always for those who serve under him. Those that survive - small bands, mostly - are scattered in all different directions. A good many had the misfortune to fall victim to the trap you constructed to ensnare my army. Final casualties were fairly heavy, I’m afraid. It’s difficult to be precise but you lost perhaps six thousand. Most of them burned at the hands of my djinn or experienced a firsthand encounter with a dragon. I can’t take credit for that ally - he was brought to me by the djinn’s king.”


  Azarak closed his eyes and bowed his head. To an onlooker, it might have appeared he was praying. Six thousand. Three quarters of his army. So many dead in service of a debacle. And this was a battle he had thought would be close. His ineptitude, his inexperience, his lack of vision had brought them to this. There had been ample opportunity to plan. He had known for years that this invasion was coming. The result couldn’t have been worse. Even with Sorial and Alicia at his side to the end, he doubted the eventual outcome would have been much different. Justin and his allies were too strong. His arrogance and lack of respect for the enemy had led him to this point.


  “For me, Vantok is but a stepping stone. A small bridge to greater conquests. Few of those will require battles the likes of the one fought here, although Obis will be a challenge. I’ve been ruthless in this first engagement so I can be generous in the future. Once word has spread of what transpired this day in Vantok, armies will quail to face me on the field of battle. Towns and cities will surrender. I’ll be welcomed as a great force for unification rather than a tyrant. Still, for Vantok to be a proper object lesson, I must take full possession of it. Yes, quarters are burning now, but enough will remain. The palace is mostly untouched, as is the temple. Not that any of the priests will be left alive to use it as a place of worship. It appears none of those pious fools made good their escapes with the obvious exception of the prelate. But I never expected to meet my old master in this setting.


  “By defeating your army in battle, I’ve become the rightful occupant of the throne. King Justin of Vantok. That’s my title. Unfortunately, few out there will honor it so long as there is a pretender by the name of Azarak. They will insist that you, not I, deserve to wear the crown and sit on the throne. That can’t be allowed. So I must take the only step possible to stifle that argument.


  “My army doesn’t take prisoners, even august ones, and you aren’t valuable as a bargaining chip. Your worth lies in the capital your death can bring to me. But you’re a valiant foe. You came against me when you might as easily have run. Bards will no doubt one day sing tales of you and your tragic stand. I have no voice for lyrics and have never written a song. Instead, I offer you what I can give: a swift, almost painless death. A quick, clean execution. My entire army is here to witness it. They fill the streets. Within a week, news of your death will circulate throughout the South. Add two more weeks, and it will be gossiped about in the streets of Obis. But yours will be a glorious end, not an ignominious one. You won’t have your head struck off or a noose tightened around your neck. Your body will be purified and consumed by fire. There’s no greater way for a man to die than that. Have you anything to say? Last words? Final requests?”


  So this was it. Azarak looked back on his life and, despite a cavalcade of regrets, there was room for some measure of satisfaction. He had made a difference. Perhaps not enough of a difference to save his city, but the final chapter in Justin’s story hadn’t yet been written. Others would take over the authorship now: Myselene, Gorton, Alicia, and, if he lived, Sorial. Azarak didn’t know what the afterlife held or if indeed there was an afterlife, but he acknowledged that he was about to join others he cared about - his father, his mother, his first wife, and Toranim - in whatever place or state they occupied. The concerns of this world and this war were no longer his.


  “I’ve nothing to say except that, whatever your goal may be, there are many good people who will oppose it. The lesson they learned B016IWSUNM from Vantok may not be the one you hope for.”


  Justin smiled. It was more a sneer than an expression of goodwill. “You’ve made peace with yourself, Your Majesty. Many don’t find such contentment at the end of all things. That’s good.”


  It only hurt for a moment. Fire, bright and greedy, flared into existence across Azarak’s skin. It licked at him, its touch briefly inviting before turning invasive as it stripped away flesh and turned tissue to charcoal and ashes. His blood boiled and his mind lost all capacity for rational thought. The pain - a sharp, brutal, bone-deep agony - came quickly then slipped away just as suddenly. Blackness swam in to rescue the king of Vantok. He was taken into its bosom, allowed to bathe in its coolness, and carried away. In this lifetime, he knew no more.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT: THE TEARS OF A QUEEN


  The nights on the plains could be long and lonely for a solo traveler, but Sorial and Alicia had each other. In the end, that was all either of them needed. They traveled after dark, letting the moon and stars guide their way while riding on the back of the rock wyrm. By day, they rested to restore their strength and, in Sorial’s case, recover from a battle that had further crippled him. Somewhere along the way, Alicia had sneaked into a small village and stolen some clothing so, although their garments were frayed, tattered, and ill-fitting, at least they weren’t forced to face their journey naked.


  The rock wyrm had survived its part in the battle with the efreet but not without injury. A swath of scales on its back and right side had been torn away, exposing seared skin beneath. A chunk of flesh and muscle had been ripped from an area on the underside of its neck; fire damage was evident there as well. By Sorial’s estimation, if the fight had continued for even a few seconds longer, the rock wyrm would have perished.


  Sorial couldn’t walk but, thanks to Alicia’s ministrations, his pain was manageable. The arm gave him more discomfort than the leg and it was requiring another adjustment to become accustomed to missing not only a hand but the entire limb. Gripping the rock wyrm with one arm was difficult but the creature moved slowly to reduce the potential of Sorial being thrown from its back.


  Although physically fine, Alicia’s emotional state was fragile. She had taken most of the previous days’ failures and potential failures upon herself, convincing herself that if Vantok had fallen, which seemed likely given the circumstances, she was in part responsible. She also blamed herself for Sorial’s injuries, believing that if she had overruled him and accompanied him in the first place, they would have been able to defeat the efreet more cleanly and perhaps returned to Vantok in time to stop Justin.


  “Where do you want to go?” asked Sorial. After three days of aimless wandering, it was time for them to make a decision. Any more delaying would cross a line between recovery and self-indulgence.


  “They need us,” said Alicia. But where were ‘they?’  Vantok, Basingham, or elsewhere?


  “Yes,” agreed Sorial. “But they need us strong and healthy, not broken and heartsick. My arm and leg ain’t going to grow back, but your spirit… One of the things I love most about you is your tenacity, your ability to overcome adversity.”


  “Some things aren’t that easy to overcome.”


  “We ain’t got the luxury of that answer. While we’re out here, not committing, the world is moving on. Time don’t care about whether we’re hurting or not. If you believe Ferguson, the gods entrusted the safekeeping of the world to us. I’d say we ain’t doing a good job of it.”


  “You’re going to remind me about duty again.”


  “No. What I once said about duty is horseshit. Whatever we do, we do not out of obligation but love. Love for those who didn’t survive. Love for those who might die in the days ahead. Love for your father and my mother. Love for Vagrum and Annie. And especially love for one another.”


  “And what if I said that all I want is to travel to The White World, find an underground cave where fire can’t find us, and live out the rest of my life there with you?”


  “I’d say we could do it. But would either of us ever be happy? Wouldn’t we just be existing, waiting for death because we’re too cowardly to seek it out? I think I’d rather face Justin with the sure knowledge that he’d incinerate me than wait around in a dark hole while guilt eats away at me.”


  Alicia’s smile was wan. “When did you get so philosophical, stableboy?”


  “When I realized I was going to spend the rest of my life with the spoiled little girl who hid from mice in my stable. What’s it to be: Vantok or Basingham?”


  The smile, feeble and fleeting as it had been, vanished. “Basingham. Vantok is too dangerous. If Azarak won there, a little detour won’t matter. But if Justin is in control, we’d be walking into another trap. At a minimum, some of our people will be at Basingham. They can brief us about what happened. And if Azarak is there, we can plan our next move.”


  “And we come bearing important information: how to vanquish a djinn. There are bound to be more of them, although hopefully none as strong.”


  “We’re going to have to work on your methods, though. Between the two of us, we only have so many arms and legs.” They shared a smile at that. It was sad but genuine.


  They spent the remainder of the day lying next to each other in the cool grass, shaded from the sun by the rock wyrm, who guarded them like a sentinel. They dozed but didn’t sleep, kissed and cuddled but didn’t make love, and soaked up the warmth and simple beauty of this place. They were grateful to have this day to re-connect - something they knew so many others didn’t have. As night fell, they rose to dine on nuts and berries then clambered aboard the rock wyrm.


  For the first time since the battle with the efreet, they had a clear path - to return to the devastated lands they had left behind. And they had a clear goal - to employ their powers to restore order to a world abandoned by gods but still inhabited by men. Ultimately, the journey would lead them into direct conflict with The Lord of Fire and this time, there would be no in-between resolution - either they would end his mad quest to breach The Otherverse or die trying.


  * * *


  While in the public’s view, Myselene was the picture of regal dignity. Her face was serene and composed. People drew courage from what they believed to be her strength. Alone in her tent at night, however, it was a different matter. She wept silent tears and hugged her pillows close, wishing brokenly that they were Azarak. The first rumors of his death had reached her less than a day out of Vantok. Confirmation came shortly thereafter from one of Gorton’s spies who had remained in the city and observed the execution. It was slim comfort to Myselene to learn that her husband had died well. The only fact that mattered to her was that he was no more.


  Until now, she never thought of leadership as a burden. Azarak’s death and the fall of Vantok had changed that. Now, she was not only a lone ruler, but the queen of a people without a home. Queen-in-Exile, they would call her. And The Lord of Fire would seek to eliminate her. While she lived, his claim to the throne was contested. The first action of most usurpers was to kill every relative of the previous ruler. Azarak had no heirs of his blood but she represented an unbroken line of succession and the false rumors of her pregnancy would make her an imperative target.


  Gorton had urged that she race ahead of the column using fast horses to transport her to Basingham in advance of her people. She had refused, wanting to ride with the refugees, at their head, where she belonged. It was what Azarak would have done. So she had sent Gorton on ahead to make the necessary arrangements with King Durth. With his knowledge of what had transpired in and around Vantok during the battle, the chancellor was in a better position to meet with the Basingham council than she was.


  All color and flavor had been drained from Myselene’s life. She flashed back on her last night with Azarak as if the memory of that encounter would provide the nourishment necessary to keep her going. It was impossible to acknowledge that he was gone. Departing Vantok, she had recognized the danger even though most of the reports from the front had been cautiously optimistic. But she had believed that, somehow, he would find a way to survive. In the worst case, they would rule together in exile. There was a certain romantic notion to such an arrangement. There was nothing romantic about ruling by herself and sleeping alone in a cold bed.


  Myselene had never before experienced true grief. Over the course of her life, many of those she had known had died, including the entirety of her family, but she had always been gripped by a strange sense of detachment. Their existences hadn’t substantially enriched her life and their absences wouldn’t diminish it. Such wasn’t the case with Azarak. In the short time she had been with him, he had become one of the pillars upon which her life rested. Now, with him gone, the foundation was unsteady. And, for so long, she had not thought herself to be in love with him…


  Nymia, her longtime servant and confidante from Obis, poked her head through the opening to her mistress’ tent. “Your Majesty, Chancellor Gorton has returned. He asks to speak with you.”


  Myselene sat up, smoothed her stained traveling frock and dashed the tears from her cheeks. By the redness of her nose and the moistness of her eyes, Gorton would know she had been crying. Having spent time with her since the king’s death, he understood how disconsolate she was in private, and she wasn’t afraid to show weakness around him. But to restore Azarak’s legacy, she had to remain strong in everyone else’s eyes. It was hard being a rock of certainty when one’s heart was broken.


  “Your Majesty,” said Gorton, entering and bowing low. He looked exhausted but then so did everyone. Myselene felt like she was in the midst of a nightmare that might never end. There was no one to wrap his arms around her, whisper that it would be all right, and awaken her.


  “Chancellor, what news from Basingham?”


  “King Durth sends his condolences, as might be expected. He actually seems sincere although he had no cause to like your husband. Still, I think Vantok’s fall has shaken him and the news of who leads the invading army has made him fearful of what might happen when Justin comes back to the city of his youth. Durth knew him as a boy and called him a ‘vicious little shit.’ Not the most ringing endorsement of Justin’s character.”


  “An accurate one, though,” said Myselene. Perhaps even an understatement.


  “Durth informs me that Basingham will continue to recognize you as the rightful ruler of Vantok and, when you arrive, you will be accorded the rights and privileges of a sitting queen. He will honor the refugee agreement for all citizens and militia members from Vantok at no additional cost.”


  “It all sounds quite reasonable.”


  “Yes, it does, but there’s something you need to be aware of. Basingham wants your wizards. Actually, ‘wants’ isn’t the right word. ‘Needs’ would be better. King Durth would like for Sorial and Alicia to assume a position for him similar to the one they served for Vantok.”


  “That’s not my decision. They are free citizens… if they’re still alive.” Thus far, there had been no word from either.


  “I informed His Majesty of that but he remains steadfast in his belief that if you command them, they will switch their allegiance. Much depends on this. Without a wizard, there’s little chance Basingham could stand against Justin. No chance at all, in fact. Their army is less than half of Vantok’s so the likelihood is that they would seek an accommodation with Justin. Part of any such agreement would involve you being turned over to The Lord of Fire. If Durth could secure the aid of Sorial and Alicia, he might decide to fight. He has no desire to cede control of his city to a usurper and realizes that, regardless of the terms specified in an agreement of surrender, his head would be struck off in short order.”


  “So I’m about to enter a hornet’s nest?”


  “Yes, Your Majesty. And I’m sorry about that. When I set things in motion to introduce you to King Azarak, I never imagined it would come to this. If I had it to do over again…”


  “…I hope you would do nothing different. I don’t regret one moment of the last year except how it ended. Becoming Queen of Vantok has given meaning to my life. It continues to give meaning to my life. Had I remained in Obis, I might have been shielded from all this, at least for a time, but it wouldn’t change anything. Vantok would still have fallen. Azarak would still be dead. Sorial and Alicia would still be missing. And I would be sitting behind a great wall in a cold castle awaiting the arrival of The Lord of Fire and his army. Much better to face my end as a leader of people than as a second princess whose death, like her life, would leave no impact.”


  Brave words. Now all she had to do was find the conviction to believe them. If she did, it would mean her salvation.


  * * *


  Sorial entered the refugee camp on foot, walking under his own power. The inspiration for accomplishing this had occurred to him during the trip to Basingham when he was wondering whether Rexall and Warburm had successfully spirited away Ariel and Ferguson. Thinking of the prelate prompted Sorial to wonder whether a process similar to the one used to graft stone footwear onto Ferguson’s soles could be adapted to fashion and affix a rock leg. Since the damage was below the knee, the joint’s flexibility remained; a stone replacement for the missing calf, ankle, and foot seemed a better option than having a peg-leg fitted. The approached worked as well as could be expected, enabling him to travel with a relatively normal, albeit slow, gait. No walking stick was needed and, with his trousers nearly brushing the ground, the injury wasn’t immediately apparent. He needed regular healing from Alicia, however, to control the bleeding and inflammation resulting from the open sore where bone met stone.  Over time, he knew that area would toughen but, at the moment, it was swollen and painful.


  They discovered on the road what had happened at Vantok. The dejected, lost expressions of the stragglers headed for Basingham spoke of the situation more eloquently than their words. But Sorial and Alicia asked questions and learned of the army’s defeat at the hands of “fire monsters out of the abyss” and, incredibly, a dragon. There were second-hand accounts aplenty of how King Azarak had defied The Lord of Fire to the moment of his execution.


  Their tattered clothing provided a cloak of anonymity for the wizard couple although, in truth, neither was well-known by appearance. During the past few weeks especially, their names had frequently been on the lips of peasants and nobles alike, but few could put a face to “Magus Alicia” or “Magus Sorial.” Now, they were just two more rootless survivors seeking a place to rest and heal.


  As they drew close to Basingham, the mass of humanity on the road expanded from a trickle to a river. While clothing distinguished nobles from commoners, that was the only significant mark of difference. Vantok’s destruction had been a leveler of class. In the battle, lords had died as easily as peasants. On the road, ladies were just as weary and despairing as their former servants.


  The camp was sprawling, covering a great swath of land to the north of the main thoroughfare into Basingham. By King Durth’s decree, no survivor from Vantok was permitted within 100 yards of the city’s walls without a pass so there was that much space between Basingham’s outer boundary and the fringes of the camp. Sorial had difficulty estimating how many refugees had found their way here. Thousands, to be sure. The number of soldiers looked to be in the hundreds.  There were many women and children, all wearing masks of despair and fear. They asked the same question: what next?


  Sorial looked for familiar faces but didn’t find any. That wasn’t surprising: just as he wasn’t well-known to the citizens of Vantok, so the citizens of Vantok weren’t well-known to him. He moved slowly through the rows of makeshift tents and small, open-air “plots” claimed by families, and saw the same thing in every face. One bandaged soldier, taking note of Sorial’s infirmities, nodded in silent acknowledgment. A kinship existed among those wounded in battle.


  “You be welcome at our cook pot, young sir and miss,” said a middle-aged woman sitting by the soldier’s side. She might have been his wife, mother, sister, or none of those things. She favored Sorial and Alicia with a sad, toothy smile as she stirred the watery contents of a small pot suspended over a meager fire. There would barely be enough in there for herself and the soldier. Were any of the many children milling around theirs?


  “Thank you,” said Alicia. “But we’ll have to decline your generous offer. We’re looking for… family.”


  “Good luck with that,” spat the soldier. “Only a few of them as lived in Vantok came here and if’n they fought in the battle, you’re as like to find them face-down in the mud down south by the river.” There was anger in his eyes to go along with a haunted, hollow look. “I wonder if they ain’t the lucky ones. They don’t have to suffer through all this. How’re we supposed to start over again at our ages? Me with a bad back and a ruined foot. The gods have truly abandoned us, ’spite what the priests want us to believe.”


  The wizards moved on. Snatches of overheard conversations convinced them that the view expressed by the soldier wasn’t isolated. Ferguson’s carefully constructed fable about the gods still caring for their children was openly challenged. These were people whose entire lives had been uprooted, whose meaning for existence had been snuffed out. Many had led hard, deprived existences but they had been anchored to a daily routine that offered a measure of comfort in its sameness. Now that was gone. Some would find a new path but many wouldn’t. Despair, the inevitable stench of a major loss in war, hung heavily over this group of survivors.


  “We need to locate Queen Myselene,” said Sorial. She was their liege and, although they had failed in their primary mission to save the city, they bore important information she should be in possession of.


  “She may not be here, among the refugees,” said Alicia. “Assuming Basingham recognizes her as the rightful ruler of Vantok, she’d be offered royal accommodations in the palace. We may have to look inside the city to find her.”


  The camp was organized haphazardly, as would be expected for something that had sprouted overnight and expanded more quickly than those who sought to manage it could keep control. There were no class divisions, with nobles and peasants sometimes sharing cook pots and sleeping areas. The few they asked didn’t know where the queen was, although everyone agreed she was in the camp. “Led us here, she did,” said one man with a spark of pride. “Didn’t gallop off into the city to leave us behind. Now that’s what I call a real leader!”


  It was obvious that Myselene had won over a majority of her new subjects. No one had an ill word to say about her. But how much of that resulted from a desperate need to believe in someone or something at a time like this? Azarak’s execution, by all accounts a simple and straightforward immolation, was already being embellished by storytellers. In one tale, even as the flames licked at him, he had broken free of his bonds, wrested The Lord of Fire’s sword from the wizard’s scabbard, and dealt a nearly mortal blow to his executioner before succumbing. No doubt there were even more elaborate stories of Azarak’s heroism in the face of death. By the time the balladeers began writing lyrics, the late king of Vantok would be a towering figure. The human qualities that had made him worthy of service would be forgotten. That’s the way it was with legends. Sorial wondered how he would be remembered, if at all.


  Finally, Sorial encountered someone he recognized. He identified Rotgut at the same time that his old compatriot saw him. The older man rushed over to them and wrapped Sorial in a bear hug, heedless of the wizard’s injuries. “As I live an’ breathe, Yer Magus!  What a sight for sore eyes. We gave you up for lost. An’ you too, Lady Alicia.”


  “My father…” she began.


  “He’s here,” said Rotgut. “’Cept for a few scratches, he’s hale and itching ta find a way ta take back the city. The queen’s named him Overcommander, although there’s damn few of us left for him ta command. Yer mother’s here too. Come with me, I’ll take you ta the duke. He’ll be happy ta see you, I know that fer sure.”


  Rotgut led them on a circuitous route through the camp, zigzagging around plots, tents, bedrolls, and campfires. As they walked, he gave his version of the battle. It was little different from what Sorial had pieced together from the fragments of accounts he had heard on the road.


  “It was a grand fight until them damn fire-monsters showed up. Then everythin’ went ta hell. An here was me for a minute thinkin’ we might actually win. Goes to show how little the common soljer knows. One moment, yer fightin’ for all yer worth. Next, yer runnin’ fer yer life.”


  “Heard anything about Warburm?” asked Sorial.


  “Worried ’bout yer old master? Aye, he’s here. Arrived a few days ago in a wagon with that rapscallion you used ta hang out with. The red-haired one.”


  So Warburm and Rexall made it.  But had they carried out their commission? Locating them became a priority for Sorial - right after he met with the queen.


  Myselene’s command tent was readily identifiable. It was large, professionally constructed, and guarded by two-dozen armed men.  Those at the flap nodded to Rotgut and, although they looked curiously at Alicia and Sorial, they didn’t question them or attempt to stop them.


  There were four people in the tent when the wizards entered. Myselene, Chancellor Gorton, and Duke Carannan were gathered around a map pinned to a corkboard leaning against a rickety table. The tent’s remaining occupant was Prelate Ferguson, who sat in a chair listening to the conversation of the other three with an expression of rapt attention. Silence descended as the newcomers entered.


  “Alicia! Sorial!” cried Carannan. He rushed to embrace his daughter. She squealed with delight as he lifted her off her feet.


  “Thank the gods!” said Gorton, uttering an expression that no longer had meaning but was so commonplace it was difficult to surrender.


  Myselene, tears of relief spilling from her eyes, approached Sorial, gently touched his empty sleeve in a wordless acknowledgment of his suffering, and kissed him on one cheek.


  Ferguson, meanwhile, gazed on the reunion, his expression unreadable.


  Once the greetings were done, there was a brief exchange of information. Carannan offered a chronology of how Vantok had fallen. Although it was obviously painful for him to relive the final act of the battle, he left nothing out. Sorial and Alicia listened raptly, realizing their suspicion about Justin’s plan had been accurate.


  “I didn’t even see him,” said Carannan, referring to their nemesis. “I assume he was there but he never became directly involved. Those creatures of his were more than enough to do the job. It’s said he emerged from the shadows after the battle was won to take the throne. He personally executed Azarak.”


  Sorial relayed the details of his encounter with the efreet and discussed in general terms how djinn could be defeated. He concluded by saying, “Since Justin’s army includes eleven of them, this tactic will prove invaluable. Unfortunately, it can only be carried out by a wizard in contact with the creature. I don’t know if there are any non-magical ways to bring them down.” Remembering the ferocity of the creature he had killed, Sorial somehow doubted weapons of iron or stone would be effective.


  “Is Ariel here?” he asked.


  “Master Warburm and Lieutenant Rexall spirited her away, as arranged,” said Myselene. “And also Vantok’s prelate, who has been freed from his shackles under my sufferance to serve as an advisor.”


  “A sad affair,” commented Ferguson, speaking for the first time since the wizards’ arrival. “But not entirely unexpected, I suppose. Like everyone here, I hoped the inevitable could be avoided but it was a fool’s hope. Someone with Justin’s experience is worth ten untried wizards in a battle. You two have come far since stepping through the portals but not nearly far enough to contend with him. As for his ability to secure the aid of djinn and a dragon… most impressive. This must be the last time we underestimate Justin.


  “The loss of Vantok is a tragedy that will be repeated. Although we shouldn’t give up Basingham and Earlford, it’s hard to imagine winning those fights. The Lord of Fire is using those as stepping-stones to his ultimate goal and so must we. With each battle, we have to understand better how to contend with him so when the final contest arrives, we’ll be able to win. The penalty for failing is too great. The Otherverse looms large in his plans. The old gods are dead, banished from existence by their own hands. I’m now more sure than ever that The Lord of Fire doesn’t merely seek to vanquish the six human cities but to seize control of the power of The Otherverse - not as it bleeds into our realm as magic, but from within. Such an attempt might easily destroy him. But, if not, it could elevate him to godhood. This war has always been about more than a handful of houses, buildings, and farms. It’s about stabilizing what the gods have left behind in our care. The true struggle has now begun.”


  This concludes The Curse in the Gift


  The story concludes in Volume 3 of the Last Whisper of the Gods Saga, Shadow of the Otherverse, which pits Sorial and Alicia against The Lord of Fire and his minions in a war for control of the continent and the mysterious Otherverse.


  Thank you for taking the time to read The Curse in the Gift. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Word of mouth is an author’s best friend and much appreciated. Thank you. James Berardinelli.
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