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Part One: The Fall of Caladris




I :: War Breaks
Caladris, land of plenty, came to the end of its hundred-year reign of peace abruptly and with a terrifying howl. The sound was sustained and ululating, the result of a thousand wolf-soldiers arching their sinewed necks to the black sky in unison and calling out to the moon for blood. It pierced the topmost chambers of Rymoth Castle, where Talia Taimara slept fitfully, dreaming of a distant home she could never return to.
Snapping upright, she slipped her feet into a pair of soft leather sandals and threw a loose green tunic over her white shift. Then she joined the frantic stream of other maids and page-boys that were rushing to door of their lord and lady’s chamber. Someone lit a candle, and by its dim glow the servants stared wide-eyed at each other as they ran. Markedly different from the rest with her olive skin and black hair, she kept her silence while others spoke in frantic but still-hushed voices. She was older than the page-boys and most of the serving-girls in Rymoth, but the adult servants still ignored her completely.
In the stone bedchamber where old Lord Camber and Lady Laisley slept, servants gathered and nervously begged their liege for orders. Talia stood in the back.
“Get me my coat,” Camber called out. “And my sword-belt!”
He was a frail man, steady enough in voice but not in hand. Talia knew he entrusted all things martial to his head guardsman, Captain Brenga, and assumed the old man’s call for arms was to bolster the courage of his people rather than to prepare for a fight. She had made other observations as well, since coming to Rymoth, and none of them gave her much confidence.
“Are we under attack?” one servant asked.
Camber looked up and scowled. “Go to the window and see for yourself,” he replied.
White of beard, Lord Camber had spent most of his life peacefully commanding the Woodwall that protected Caladris from the deep forests of the wolf-people to the north. Once an untouched land of crystalline lakes, verdant woodlands, and rolling meadows, Caladris had become a thriving industrial state under the guiding hand of its sorcerer-queen, Amryn. But Talia had heard the tales of a time when armies strove for dominance and the Sixlands had urgent need of protective barriers like the Woodwall.
Talia knew something of chaos and violence herself; she had been driven to seek a place among the Caladrians when her own home in the eastern hills was torn apart only months before. Now it seemed the spread of violence and hate had caught up with her again, and peaceful Caladris would also learn to live in fear.
The servants crowded to the window and looked out from the castle’s highest tower across the night-shadowed forest beyond the Woodwall, which Rymoth’s stone keep was nestled against. Fires dotted the dark landscape, and in the moonlight hundreds of moving forms could be seen approaching the vast wall in lines and columns.
Lady Laisley, stately even in her nightclothes, gasped as the howl was again taken up, shaking the night air at the open window.
“We’re under attack all right,” Camber growled at those assembled. He swiftly tied his sword-belt around his waist as a page helped him into his boots. “Wulvers. Far too many of them.”
“But the wall,” Laisley said, her voice fluttering, “surely it will hold them back?”
“We’ve never faced a horde like the one out there,” Camber said. “I want all women and children, including the page-boys, to stay here in this tower. Do not leave. It will be the last place to fall if the castle is taken.”
Surprised exclamations filled the room, but a shout from the stairway silenced them.
“My lord! Captain Brenga requests you on the rampart at once!”
The lord of Rymoth departed the chamber at a run, and Talia left the rest to their confused muttering. Desperate to get a better idea of what was going to happen, she quietly crept down the winding stairs and took up a position at a stairwell window that afforded a view out onto the rampart of the Woodwall. Another hundred feet farther down, the courtyard of the castle was separated from the forest beyond the wall by several yards of impassable timber. The Woodwall itself formed the north side of the castle, and seemed as impenetrable as anything she knew.
Erected by enchantment in an era that pre-dated Talia’s knowledge of this land, the massive trunks had fused so closely together that nothing could pass between them. Whatever ancient spell had created the giant tree-wall had left them dried and leafless now, with a jagged row of broken branch-tops running along the eighty-mile length of the gigantic fence. The Woodwall formed the boundary Caladris claimed as its northern limit, and it had never been directly challenged as far as Talia knew.
She watched as Lord Camber joined his wall-guards on the walkway outside. Rymoth Castle’s high northern rampart commanded a view over the top, and was wide enough for many men to gather there. The tower she was in spiraled even higher, but she had seen enough of the ominous campfires from Camber’s chamber window and now wanted only to hear what the men were planning.
A series of piercing horn blasts roused any in the castle who weren’t already alert, and Talia shrank close to the cold stone of the tower’s interior as maids ran up and down the stairs, flinging on clothing and lighting more candles and torches.
“They’re massing in the trees not far from the foot of the wall, sire,” Talia heard the captain call out as Lord Camber approached. Brenga was a large man with flowing gold-brown hair and a blonde beard and mustache. “At least four hundred wulvers. More are coming every minute, but our arrows have kept the raiders back so far.”
“This is no night raid,” Camber curtly replied to the men on the wall. “It’s an invasion.”
Brenga stared out at the forest. “Sire, they haven’t—”
“The wulvers have only dared small raids until now,” Camber said. “If they are massing against the wall here in such numbers, they must mean war. It is only a matter of time before they find a way through and overwhelm us. I fear we must begin an evacuation immediately, before the castle is surrounded and taken. We simply don’t have the manpower to repel an assault on this scale.”
Brenga and his men scowled so fiercely Talia could see it clearly on their faces from her vantage point. War was not something they had considered or prepared for; the wall-guard force policed the border and repelled raiding parties, but they were no army. As far as Talia knew, Caladris had no standing army.
Camber stared out into the night as if his aged eyes could pierce the gloom. Though the howling had stopped, the noises of wolf-men moving and chanting could still be heard, and it seemed to be growing louder. “This castle is already lost,” he said. “And we are facing the wasting of our land. I fear there is dark magic behind this.”
Inside the tower window well, Talia closed her eyes and clutched at the railing.
~
In a patch of woodland half a mile to the west, Evon Beryn dashed through a curtain of leaves bearing a bundle of arrows as big around as an apple-barrel. Five other young men moved swiftly around him, carrying only a few spears and some short swords. Despite being the smallest of stature and missing an eye as well, Evon had somehow become the group’s pack mule in the desperate flight from the western wall-post to the castle headquarters.
He cursed to himself under his breath and took a hand from supporting his burden to brush away a twig that had caught in the eyepatch band that ran through his close-cropped dark hair. Bad timing: he dashed a booted foot against a gnarled root and stumbled, nearly losing his load entirely. He leapt forward at the last second, springing clear of the root and managing to regain his balance. He paused to let his burning leg muscles recover.
“Hurry, Evon!” the leader of the little band whispered fiercely as he passed by. “The captain will have need of those arrows.”
Evon’s lone emerald eye blazed fiercely in the darkness. “Maybe you have need of one in your hindquarters, Tamman! If you’re not going to carry anything yourself, stay out of my way.”
Tamman Rainock was a year older, a head taller, and far more muscular than Evon. He was the favorite among the wall-guard trainees, the captain’s protégé. Declining to pause for an argument, he ran ahead, leaving Evon to stumble along with more curses on his lips.
They were just breaking free of the trees that bordered the path to the castle when Evon looked up through drips of sweat and saw movement where there shouldn’t have been any.
Tamman was nearing the castle already, eager to report in, and the rest were rapidly outpacing Evon. Only one other hung back, portly Kreis, always the slowest of the cohort. None of the trainees had ventured into the woods to the left of the trail, but that was where Evon spotted something tall and moving fast.
Then he heard it give a loud “whoof”, and a panicked yell tore itself from his own throat. “Wulver in the trees!”
Raging out of the trees, the wolf soldier came at him snarling and with fangs bared. The wulver stood on hind legs and was as tall as a man, with powerful backward-jointed legs clad in tight leather straps and a torso protected by a splinted breastplate crafted from the tough wood of the mekia trees that grew beyond the wall. The warrior’s thick neck arched from the breastplate almost like a horse’s, with short silver fur dyed in angular patterns. Its conical wolf head was punctured by two ears laid back for fighting, and the jaws snapped open and shut, sending a string of saliva flying.
What Evon needed was several strong spearmen to block the enemy while he fired arrows from afar. What he actually had was Kreis, whose hands shook as they aimed a spear at the oncoming foe.
“Gyaaah!” the hefty trainee shouted. He brandished his weapon bravely enough, but stumbled backward on an unseen rock in the grass as he did so.
The wulver leapt over a bush and charged with a curved sword raised high for a downward-cutting strike, a hand ax in its other paw. The creature swung down at Evon, blade hissing through the air at an angle that would cut into his neck. Evon was already moving, pivoting low to the ground and keeping his feet under him to spring away to safety.
The wulver took another step past him and pushed its curved sword toward Kreis, meaning to pin him to the tree and then follow up with a blow of the ax. Evon didn’t want to let that happen, but closing to grappling range with a wulver berserker was suicide.
Instead, he reacted instinctively when his hand brushed across the bundle of arrows he’d dropped. Twenty-odd steel-tipped shafts tied together had some weight; he quickly scooped them up and hurled them heads-first at the wulver’s back.
If he’d hit the beast’s armor or legs it would have been a futile gesture, but what Evon lacked in physical strength he made up for in aim. He’d been forced to put in thousands of extra training hours in order to compete with those who had two eyes to work with. Now the grueling, solitary sessions paid off. The sharpened arrow points slammed into the back of the wulver’s skull.
They bounced off and fell to the ground, but the impact had been painful enough to spin the creature around with an enraged snarl. Now Evon was again its target. The wolf bounded forward and brought its ax up to cleave him apart.
The ax never fell. A spearhead suddenly fountained from the front of the wulver’s torso, thrown with enough force to penetrate the wooden breastplate completely. The wulver let out an angry gargle and then fell forward, revealing the spear shaft protruding from its back.
A tall, muscular shape stood several yards down the trail, gazing at the fallen wolf-man. It wasn’t Kreis.
“Tamman!” gasped Evon. “You heard my cry.”
Tamman nodded, face pale. “Step back, Evon. It may not be dead.” The taller trainee came forward with a short sword ready, and with a sudden lunge he finished the prostrate wulver.
“It’s dead now,” Evon assured his fellow trainee. “Let me strip its weapons.”
“No time,” Tamman gasped, breathing hard. “More coming. Run!”
Evon grabbed the beast’s hand ax and leaped down the path after Kreis and Tamman. He glanced behind and saw arrows he’d been entrusted to carry to the castle, still lying on the ground. But loud snarls and huge shapes looming out of the dark trees drove away any thought of going back to retrieve them.
After a minute of hard running, the three young men sprinted up to the castle’s postern gate. The other trainees had just passed through, and two guards held the door open.
“Hurry!” one of them shouted, eyes wide in shock and fear. “You’ve got wulvers at your back!”
Evon ducked through the gate into the safety of Rymoth’s massive stone walls with a shiver of relief. The soldiers slammed and barred the gate, calling to men on the battlements above to keep back any pursuers with their crossbows.
“We made it. I can’t believe we made it,” Kreis huffed. “We’re alive!”
Tamman clapped him on the back. “That’ll teach you to slack off on the speed and endurance training.”
Kreis smiled weakly, but Evon glared at the taller trainee hatefully. “Easy for you to say, running ahead like that. You left us to the wolves, like worthless beasts of burden!”
Tamman’s pinched face betrayed the sting of guilt, and he went pale again. “I’m sorry, Evon. Okay? I’m sorry. I came back for you, though!”
Further argument was cut short by a swift order from the guards to report to Captain Brenga atop the rampart. Tamman led the way, and Evon brought up the rear of the small group as they traipsed up the carved steps that climbed the side of the keep and gave access to the high walkway on the Woodwall itself.
As he climbed, a raven-haired serving girl leaned out of a window-well overhead just as he passed. She held out a hand and he paused.
“Please, young wall-guard—can you spare a weapon?” the girl begged. She was still in her nightgown but had a green tunic over it and her black hair was bound behind her. “We’re defenseless in the tower.”
Evon glanced down at his own gray attire, with blue mantle and hood. He supposed he did look the part, with his bow slung behind him, but he hadn’t actually passed the training trials to become a wall-guard. The arrival of the wulvers had done away with all of that.
There was no time to clear up the confusion now, however, and he didn’t mind if she believed him to be a wall-guard instead of a mere trainee. The girl was very pretty, with flecks of yellow in the pale green eyes that stared back at him and glittered in the light of a nearby torch. She spoke with a faint accent Evon couldn’t place, and had a more athletic look about her than most of the servants in the keep.
He pulled the wulver ax from his belt and handed it to her. “What is your name?”
“Talia,” she replied.
“The wulvers can’t gain entrance to the castle yet,” he told her. “Keep everyone calm and if the worst comes to the worst, give them a taste of that ax.”
Before they could say any more, Tamman called down from the top of the flight of stairs. “Evon, come on!”
He hurried upward, looking back once he got to the battlement, but the girl was gone from the window.
They joined Captain Brenga and Lord Camber himself, who were speaking in hushed tones and pointing at the trees beyond the castle wall. Tamman opened his mouth to address the captain.
“Sir, several wulvers broke through at wall-post four west. Master Kito is leading a push against them, but we narrowly evaded a few more in the woods just west of the castle.”
Brenga stopped him with a raised hand. “Listen.” The captain looked out over the forest.
The night had gone silent.
An archer ran up the steps Evon had come from, carrying a pot full of flaming kindling. He had three arrows in his other hand with tips wrapped in cloth.
“Ah, Kilram, there you are,” Brenga greeted him. “Loose me two shafts, one there and one there, and make something burn! I want to see what these wolf-men are up to.”
Kilram poured a small vial of oil onto the cloth bundles on his arrow tips. Then he nocked and aimed out over the parapet. Brenga took a burning taper from the pot and eagerly ignited the first arrow. It hissed and popped, glowing brightly against the night-darkened woodland below.
Drawing back, Kilram let the arrow fly in a high arc that landed it neatly a few yards from the tree line. Its small flame didn’t illuminate much. The captain nodded eagerly. “Another.”
The second arrow landed several yards from the first, and a third went right past them into the woods. By its light several wolfish shapes became visible among the trees. Then it was stamped out.
“Hah! There’s a group of the dogs,” the captain exclaimed. “They know our arrows can reach them in the open, and they dare not leave the trees!”
But the first arrow had now caught in some grass, and although the flames did not spread far, it was enough to throw an orange glow against the nearby thickets. What those on the wall saw by its light made no sense.
The ground seemed to be moving. It rippled, rising and falling in a series of humps.
One-eyed Evon thought it was a trick of the moonlight and shadow at first, but then he noticed the flaming arrow waver as the hummock of grass it was affixed to shook, moved up, and then settled back down into place at a tilted angle. He quietly slipped the bow from his own back and held it tight.
“What foul magic is that?” the captain whispered, laying a hand on the archer’s shoulder. “Kilram, plant a shaft in the ground there, where it moves. Sink it deep.”
Lord Camber placed his hands on the edges of the raised parapet and leaned farther out. “What is it? My old eyes gain me nothing in this dark.”
The captain pulled him gently away from the edge. “The ground shakes, sire. As if something were…”
He didn’t finish, but Evon knew what he was thinking. As if something were turning up the earth. But even if the wulvers were digging underground, it wouldn’t explain the rapid quivering of the ground.
Kilram’s next arrow, unlit this time, stuck firmly in the sod a few feet short of the other. Nothing happened.
“I don’t like it,” Camber muttered. “I think it is time for us to leave this wall and take to the road. Rymoth is in terrible danger.”
Brenga opened his mouth to protest, but his words died on his lips when the castle wall they were standing on trembled. Camber’s eyes widened, and he put out a hand to steady himself on the parapet. That too trembled, and men began crying out in dismay.
“There’s something under the ground!” shouted a crossbowman farther up the rampart. “It’s attacking the foundation where the castle joins the Woodwall!” Leaning out to see what the man was pointing at, Evon saw the earth at the foot of the wall heave and crumble in the moonlight.
Then they heard a terrifying screech from inside the courtyard—not the scream of a man or woman, although those shortly followed. This was a new sound, something piercing and alien, which reverberated off the stone walls of Rymoth castle.
Evon rushed to the interior side of the battlement and looked over. A gigantic worm’s head had exploded out of the packed dirt next to the wall and was rearing up to the height of a man. Its pale flesh had a greenish tint and although it had no eyes, little feelers wriggled and waved in the air, groping around it for something to catch hold of. Evon watched in horror as the thing turned, finding nothing tangible in the courtyard, and dived back into the earth farther on.
It burrowed impossibly fast. Evon caught a glimpse of triple-flap jaws opening outward from its face and scooping the soil in a rotating motion. In seconds the creature had opened a tunnel before it and the length of its body moved with pulsating, bunching motions out of the tunnel under the wall and into the new hole.
Evon looked from one opening to the next and plotted its course onward from there: if it continued to travel underground in its current direction, the tunnel it was making would take it directly toward the keep.
“Shoot it!” yelled Brenga, stepping up beside him. Evon joined the other archers in sending four arrows from the battlements, each of them sinking deep into the white-green of the thing’s side, or belly, or back—there was no way to tell which was which. The giant worm continued on unaware, snapping off the shafts and disappearing bodily into the tunnel it had made in the packed earth of the courtyard.
Behind them, out in the darkness where the wind roared over the moonlit treetops, a battle howl was taken up among the wulvers, and the pounding of heavy paws signaled that the assault on Rymoth Castle had finally begun.




II :: Rymoth Falls
“Now we see how they mean to get at us,” Lord Camber muttered, his wrinkled face tight with fear.
“Where did such a thing come from?” Brenga stuttered. “Some dark pit in the far reaches of the northern forests? I have never heard of such ruinous menace!”
“There isn’t a moment to lose,” Lord Camber replied, cutting him off. “I want everyone out of this castle at once. Run! To the south road!”
Brenga nodded bitterly and signaled to a soldier by the tower to give a series of sharp blasts on a horn slung at his side. Evon and the others joined in the cry as they moved Lord Camber toward the stairs.
“Fly! Fly to the south road! Abandon the castle!”
Leaving a few archers at the wall to loose their shafts at the wulven forces loping across the open ground toward the castle, Evon and the others descended from the rampart. Most of the soldiers clustered around Camber, protecting their liege. Before they reached the ground at the base of the keep, however, another hole appeared in the center of the courtyard behind them. The worm that burst from this tunnel in a spray of dirt was fatter than the first, and mottled pink in color.
“This is madness,” Evon heard Lord Camber muttering, his face now a rictus of horror. “We are doomed!”
A guardsman ran forward and stabbed at the huge pink worm with his spear. The point sank deep into its soft thickness. He gave a triumphant shout, but instantly the creature’s many feelers wrapped themselves around the spear shaft and drew the man in. They encased his helmeted head in a writhing mass, and his muffled scream made Evon’s stomach crawl.
Brenga reached the broad doors at the front of the keep and threw them open. Screams echoed from inside, but they were soon drowned out by the thunderous crash of stone falling against stone.
“The worm is inside!” Tamman gasped as they came to a stop facing the doors. “The people in there—”
A hideous cry rang out, like the one heard when the first worm entered the castle, but louder and more panicked this time. There was a great thrashing noise from inside the building, and the keep itself shuddered. Brickwork fell from above, shattering across the ground of the courtyard and making the soldiers leap back. The sound of wooden supports splintering echoed out of the doorway, and a cloud of dust filtered from the nearest window.
People began streaming out the doorway. First came a pair of Camber’s personal servants, and then a cluster of young maids. One tripped and fell, but Captain Brenga had her back on her feet in a moment. Several more servants emerged, stumbling frantically toward the gate with faces dust-stained and some bloodied.
Evon and Kreis helped the people away from the building to the relative safety of the gatehouse, where soldiers and citizens were gathering for a hasty exodus. Behind them, Tamman and other guardsmen held the great worm in the courtyard at bay with their spears. It was fully out of the tunnel now, and Evon saw something that made his heart sink even further: wulver warriors were inside the tunnel, bunching near the exit and preparing to emerge into the courtyard.
With a surge of relief in his chest, Evon spotted the girl Talia coming from the tower. She clutched his ax in one hand and pushed a pair of older women ahead of her with the other. Evon recognized one of them as Laisley, the lady of the castle.
Talia’s hair was wild and there was something wet running down the side of her dress. Evon was afraid she’d been hurt, but he noticed traces of pink goo clinging to the ax blade when she came close. He raised his eyebrows.
“Thank you,” she said, extending the ax to him. “That monster came close enough for its feelers to touch me as it slithered through the passageway, but I cut them away and it retreated.” She shuddered.
“Keep the ax,” he told her. “We are not out of danger yet.”
Talia nodded gratefully and flashed a tight smile.
Lord Camber pulled his wife toward the gatehouse, and Brenga bawled out orders to open up. The heavy iron portcullis began cranking its way up into the gatehouse, and the night air outside the castle beckoned.
“Spearmen to the rear and sides! If any wulvers manage to close with us, keep them well back from the lord and lady.”
People all around whimpered in fear and shock, wondering what fate awaited them outside the castle.
“Rymoth is nothing but a death trap now,” Camber told the small crowd. “We must rely on the queen’s magic to save our land after this. No other force can stand before so many. Follow me, and stay close!”
Kilram the archer pulled Evon and Tamman away from the rest to stand with two other soldiers that had come down from the wall. “The castle may be lost,” he told the men he had gathered, “but we’ve got to keep the wulvers from streaming out of those tunnels or they’ll fall on our people from behind and slay every one before they can get away. If we’re quick and fearless, we can see that the lord and his lady get away safely and then follow behind.”
With a lump in his throat at the thought of the odds of outfighting and then outrunning a whole army of wulvers, Evon watched the castle’s inhabitants pour out through the gatehouse and disappear into the night. Brenga was leading the way at Camber’s side, and Kreis and the other trainees were with him. Evon saw Talia being swept along as well in a cluster of other women that were desperately clinging together. She looked back as she went, still gripping the ax he’d given her. He held up one hand in farewell. Then she was gone.
He turned and ran after Tamman, Kilram, and the others to face the gaping tunnel mouths. He couldn’t see either of the giant worms, but the entire courtyard was shaking and the towers above swayed, dark spires silhouetted against the moon.
As Tamman and those with spears took up positions in front of the openings, Evon counted the shafts in his hip-quiver. Eight arrows wouldn’t go very far in a pitched battle. He wondered if he would die here, bleeding out in the abandoned courtyard so others could get away. It was the kind of glory he’d longed for and the reason he’d come to Rymoth to train with the wall-guard. But now it all felt frighteningly hollow, and a pit was forming in his stomach.
“Can you hit a moving target with that bow, trainee?” Kilram asked, eyeing him sideways.
Evon nodded, unwilling to trust his voice in the moment.
A massive wolf-soldier bounded out of the tunnel without warning, lashing out at Tamman with a short lance. It swung an iron spike on the end of a rope in its other paw.
Tamman fell back and two guardsmen lunged forward to battle it. They failed to keep a second wulver from emerging into the courtyard behind the first.
Evon stepped sideways to get a safe angle on the target, drawing back his first arrow as he moved. He sighted down the shaft and loosed just as the second wulver leaped toward one of the spearmen.
His arrow sank into the dirt a foot and a half away from the wulver he’d aimed at.
Cursing under his breath, he nocked and drew again. He was keenly aware that lives depended on him making his shots, and his nerves were strained to the breaking point.
One of Kilram’s arrows lanced out and took the wulver in the shoulder, making it stumble backward. But now the first wulver swung its rope and the hard iron spike connected with the helmet of a spearman, who crumpled. The next man in line, Evon could see by his short sandy hair and square jaw, was Tamman.
He took a short breath to aim, more confident of his shot this time as he’d observed the flight of his first. Up and slightly to the left. The target had moved, but he adjusted for it.
His arrow flew true this time and sank itself to the feather in the beast-man’s chest. It howled, and Evon felt a thrill of fierce pride. Tamman stabbed at it with his spear and managed to take the thing in the face. It went down hard and lay kicking.
But the second wulver was circling around the spearmen during their tussle with its comrade, and Kilram had shifted his attention to a wulver emerging from the other tunnel several yards away. The glint of weaponry inside the first tunnel told Evon that more were right behind the first two. He desperately aimed another arrow.
Tamman slashed the larger wulver in the thigh with his speartip, but took a hit to his abdomen in return. He clutched himself and gasped for breath, reeling. The wolf jabbed at Tamman with its lance, and he deflected the thing away with his spear haft. Then Tamman sprang forward, revealing that he had been feigning injury in order to surprise the wulver. It backpedaled, blood gushing from a wound Tamman’s spear inflicted with lightning speed, and dropped to its knees.
There was no time to congratulate each other on becoming full-blooded warriors in the heat of battle, however. Two more wulvers scrambled from the hole, with a third coming behind.
The remaining spearman jabbed at one of them but it broke his weapon off at the head with a powerful swing of an ax. The man drew a short sword and smoothly attacked the big wolf-man with a series of sweeping swings, battering the wulver backward. He yelled in triumph, and Tamman advanced from the side while arrows from both Kilram and Evon harried the wolf-soldiers from a distance.
Suddenly the ground underneath the swordsman gave way and he fell with a strangled shout, sword tumbling from his hand. A giant worm came up right underneath him, emitting its terrifying screech, and caught the man in its hideous jaws. The wulvers quickly backed away, letting the giant creature do their work for them.
“Kill it!” the archer next to Evon yelled. They each loosed a shaft at the thing, but their missiles didn’t stop it. Tamman drove his spear deep into the soft belly of the worm, and it shivered with rage and pain. It twisted its body, wrenching the spear away, and flopped to the earth. Tamman rolled away to avoid being flattened, and came across the swordsman’s blade.
The brawny trainee scooped up the short sword and leapt off the ground, bringing the blade down in such an arcing sweep that it passed cleanly through the worm and sunk into the dirt again.
The worm went into a frenzy of motion, twisting and burrowing and lashing this way and that. Soon it disappeared into the ground again, leaving a trail of pink slime leaking across the dirt behind it.
The three wulvers in the courtyard snarled and came forward again, and two more emerged from the tunnels. “Time to get out of here,” Tamman told the others as he backed up, holding his sword out at the oncoming wolf-men. “We’re about to be overrun.”
The three of them moved quickly to the gatehouse. Evon looked around desperately for help, but they were alone in the castle now. He knew that to turn their backs on the wulvers was death; a wulver could easily outpace a man on level ground. Once the enemy broke through the thin line of steel that was retreating past the open portcullis…
The portcullis! He looked up at the heavy iron grate that hung suspended on thick chains.
Neither of the others was quick or agile enough to try what he was thinking. Evon couldn’t cleave a worm in two or even hit his mark every time with arrows. But he might be able to stop the wulvers in their tracks if he was quick and clever. He might even get away alive afterward.
Leaving the others without a word, he sprinted up the gatehouse stairs three at a time, slipping his bow back over his shoulder as he ran. He quickly gained the top and entered the gatehouse chamber itself. The snarls of wolf-soldiers advancing on his friends below echoed up to him, but he ignored the sound.
The chain-wrapped wheel that raised and lowered the portcullis protruded from a wide slot in the floor. He ran to it and looked down into the barbican below. From here, fire or boiling liquid could be poured down on attackers, though it had never been necessary at Rymoth.
He waited until he saw Tamman and Kilram backing slowly past the line where the portcullis would be lowered. Then he threw his weight against the crank wheel to unspool its chain and seal the gate.
But the wheel didn’t move, and Evon’s heart leapt into his mouth as the lead wulver slowly came into view through the slot, menacing its human enemies with a curved sword. Had he just trapped himself in the abandoned castle with an army of wulvers, for nothing?
He pushed, slamming his full weight against the stubborn wheel and straining all his muscles. It didn’t budge, so he reversed direction and pulled hard. He didn’t have a good enough grip for such desperate force, however, and sat painfully on the stone floor when his hands slipped.
Looking down, he saw an iron bar sticking out of the floor right between his legs. It pinned the chain that fed into the wheel, locking the portcullis in place. A sheepish grin crept over Evon’s face, and then changed to a sly smirk.
Standing, he wrenched the pin from its stone socket in one swift movement. The wheel began to whirl around, unrestrained by human hands. It moved so fast that, had Evon been standing too near, it would have broken his ribs.
With a deafening clatter of heavy iron links against stone, the portcullis dropped. Sliding down through its slot at several feet per second, it crashed to the ground with immense force. The lead wulver had paused in place, apparently reluctant to charge at Tamman’s ready sword, and only looked up for a brief instant at the noise overhead.
The heavy iron grate swept down and crushed the wolf-man instantly. The force was great enough to rip the iron chain free of its housing and strip it right off the crank wheel.
Evon walked to the far side of the room and kicked one remaining length of loose chain down through the slot hole. Congratulating himself heartily at the thought of the angry wulvers trying to figure out how to re-thread the massive chain up through the roof of the barbican, he turned to make his escape.
Running out onto the castle wall facing the south road, he saw several things by the silvery moonlight that filtered down over the wooded landscape.
In the distance, he could just make out the column of men and women fleeing down the road toward a bridge that crossed a river one mile from the castle. Closer to the castle, Tamman and Kilram were retreating down the road as well, looking back over their shoulders every few seconds, no doubt hoping to catch a glimpse of Evon.
On the interior side of the castle wall, thirty snarling wulvers milled about in front of the barbican, casting around for something to vent their fury on. Farther back in the courtyard, another forty or fifty were charging out of the tunnels made by the giant worms. And standing among them, urging them on, was a woman.
She leaned on a black staff, eyes blazing in the darkness as she watched the lines of wolf-men stream from the tunnel openings. She wore a long gray dress, fraying at the bottom and torn in several places so that Evon could see her pale skin shining through in the moonlight. A fringe of black feathers covered her shoulders and a hood was pulled up over her hair.
As he looked on, she raised her staff and exhaled a jumble of strange words in a croaking voice. The wulvers around her shrank back, and suddenly another of the huge worms surged out of the soil and filled the courtyard with its hideous, winding length.
So this was the instigator of the destruction that had crumbled his world to dust in one night. Evon ducked down and drew his bow off his shoulder. There was only one arrow left in his quiver; he’d have to make it count.
Bobbing up again, he sighted on the woman’s chest. She was walking forward now, waving her staff at the gate, and seemed to be directing the worm toward it. Fortunately her forward movement kept her in line with Evon’s arrow. He loosed.
The shaft sped down into the courtyard and whistled right past the sorceress’s cheek, cutting close enough to make her flinch away. She looked up and found the source of the shot. From up on the wall, Evon could feel her eyes piercing through the gloom and transfixing him.
Time to go.
He turned to face the exterior wall. Getting down a twenty-foot castle wall without rope would be tricky, but he had climbed the slippery rocks of Gloro Falls during his wall-guard training. This couldn’t be much worse, and he was even more motivated this time: the only other way out of the castle was past a courtyard swarming with wulvers and giant worms, not mention a dark sorceress.
He put a leg over the battlement and carefully lowered himself down until the toe of his boot found a crack between two giant stone slabs. Hanging onto the parapet with one hand, he ran the other over the stones until he found a rough outcropping he could hold onto. Then he eased down fully onto the vertical wall face.
He took a deep breath. So far, so good; no wulvers appeared on the wall overhead. About ten feet lower and he’d be able to drop to the ground.
But now he was clinging to the flat wall face with nothing but his fingers and toes, and the moonlight wasn’t bright enough to show him any helpful holds. Perhaps this wasn’t a good plan; he’d climbed slippery rock faces, yes, but never a bare castle wall built to keep people out.
He hung on until his arms were shaking, desperately scraping his left boot around for another crevice. He finally found one and transferred his weight to it, but the next one down nearly ended him when his foot slipped. His fingers felt about to break from the strain of holding to the wall as his legs dangled in mid-air twelve feet from the ground.
Desperation seized him. Rymoth was lost, along with the entire Woodwall and possibly his country. That much was overwhelming enough. Now his last remaining comrades were retreating down the road away from him, and his chances of rejoining them were fast slipping away. Neither Tamman nor the pretty servant girl, Talia, would ever learn what had become of him if he fell now.
Gritting his teeth, Evon dug harder at the wall and found another slight ledge for his boot to rest on. That got him two feet farther down.
Then the wall began to shake. The worm the sorceress had commanded was chewing its way under the gatehouse, and he wasn’t going to get away so easily.
He gasped in panic as both feet lost their tenuous grasp and his left hand was shaken loose. His right didn’t have nearly the grip to hold his full weight, and his breath caught in his throat as he felt his body peel away from the wall and plummet straight toward the hard ground.
The one thought in his mind that wasn’t a terrifying mixture of fear and despair, in the instant before he hit the packed dirt below, was a glimmer of fatalistic satisfaction at having defied an entire army of wulvers and blocked their way as his final act.
Not such a bad end for a wall-guard.




III :: A Land Lost
Dawn’s light made the ford at Marieton Crossing look serene and beautiful, with mist spreading from the river shallows across the south road and into the grounds of the nearby manor house. But the hearts of the people taking refuge there were anything but serene.
Tamman stood guard alongside twenty-odd other men, watching the road for signs of the wulvers’ approach. Some of the women and children were resting inside Lord Marieton’s spacious home, but the fighting men had to stay ready. The wulvers might come down the road at any moment, and those that weren’t helping Marieton’s people load up their belongings were standing guard at the ford. A few others had been sent on Marieton’s fastest horses to warn the queen of the invasion.
He rubbed his arms, still aching from the strain of adrenaline-fueled battle a few hours earlier. Next to him stood Kilram, the soldier he and Evon had fought alongside in the castle. He was glad to have the experienced archer nearby; if the wulvers came at them, Kilram’s bow would make them think twice before rushing in.
The round, rough-grained wooden haft of the spear Tamman held felt solid and dependable like nothing else would ever be again. The castle had fallen, the Woodwall itself had fallen, but he desperately prayed that his spear would not fail him that day.
He had never guessed that wulvers could come in such numbers, or that they could bring creatures of nightmare with them that bypassed thick walls. If such threats were possible, did Caladris stand a chance?
“That place has little in the way of defenses,” Kilram remarked, eyeing the mansion with its low windows and unfenced grounds. “Lord Marieton depended on us to keep wulven raiders far from his doorstep. Now we’re holed up here ourselves. There’s irony for you.”
“How long does Lord Camber expect us to hold here?” Tamman asked.
“Not much longer, I hope. If we’re still here when the wulvers arrive, the house will fall in minutes. Whether or not they bring their worms.”
Tamman was relieved when, a short while later, the front doors to the main building opened and its occupants began to emerge. Men formed up along the road, lifting bundles of supplies onto their shoulders, and Lord Marieton’s liverymen began emptying the stables of horses and wagons that would speed the group’s flight southward.
Lord Camber and Lord Marieton came out a moment later with their wives and attendants. The two lords were locked in tense conversation, and those around them were silent as they listened to the plan that was taking shape for evacuation of the countryside.
Tamman hadn’t spent much time in the southern part of Caladris with its more heavily industrialized cities, but he could easily guess how the agricultural villages would respond to the invasion. They had no recourse but to flee to the walls of the capital city, Cala.
A girl with dark hair left the serving girls she was with and approached the line of soldiers. He didn’t recognize her, despite the pretty features and darker skin that made her stand out from the others. Tamman was surprised when she came straight to him.
“You were among the last remaining in the castle last night,” she said. “Can you tell me what became of the young man with you, the one with the eyepatch?”
Tamman frowned and bowed his head. “No, I’m sorry. He… did not make it out with us. We lost him somewhere inside.”
The girl’s eyes flickered, and he noticed they were rimmed with red, either from exhaustion or from grief. Tamman wondered what connection she had to Evon; he’d never seen them together or heard his friend speak of this girl.
“Did… did you know him?” the girl asked. “Tell me his name. Please.”
“Evon. Evon Beryn. He was my friend and fellow trainee on the wall-guard.” He gently took the girl’s hand in his. “I’m Tamman Rainock.”
She smiled sadly, brushing away a tear. “Talia.”
Kilram put a hand on each of their shoulders. “It is hard to lose a friend unexpectedly, young ones. Especially to violence. Let us take a moment to honor the lad’s memory.”
They each bowed their heads, and Kilram was just opening his mouth to say a few words when a shout rang out farther down the line.
“Movement on the road!”
As one, every man straightened and brought their weapons to the ready, staring hard at the trees where the south road emerged into the open land around Marieton. Lord Camber and the rest froze, looking for the source of danger. Some of the servants dropped their loads and took a few steps toward the relative safety of the house.
But no wolf-soldiers broke from the forest to attack the ford. Instead, a lone figure limped down the center of the dirt road, a short fellow with dark brown hair and an eyepatch.
Tamman’s heart leaped, and next to him the raven-haired girl let out a hoarse cry of joy. Splashing across the river with several other men right behind him, Tamman sprinted toward his friend. “Evon!” he shouted. “Are they coming? How did you get away?”
Evon shook his head, hobbling toward the men with the aid of a stick. There was blood on his face and he’d obviously hurt his foot or leg, but he appeared otherwise hale.
“No wulvers behind me,” he called out. “We have some time.”
Lifting Evon between them, the men re-crossed the river and sat him atop a portion of the low stone wall that marked the boundary of Marieton’s estate. Lord Camber and Captain Brenga were at the front of the small crowd that pressed close.
“Where have you been, boy?” Camber asked. “Any sign of the wulvers?”
“The wulvers are taking a different route,” Evon announced. “They are filtering through the woods to the east and joining the Red Road that runs directly to Cala.”
There were several sighs of relief and a few small cheers among those listening. But Camber’s face, already drawn, deepened with concern. He turned to Brenga and Lord Marieton. “I thought it could not get any worse,” he whispered. “I’ve been a fool.”
Brenga was startled. “But Lord, surely it buys us time to organize—”
“No, no,” Camber moaned, “it does not buy us time. It seals our fate! They mean to march straight to Cala, wasting no time in pillaging. That means no time for the queen to raise an army or mount a significant defense. If Cala falls, all Caladris is doomed. It will only be a matter of time before those of us remaining in the countryside are hunted down and crushed.”
As those assembled realized how close their country was to utter destruction, they all grew pale and solemn.
Brenga turned back to Evon. “But why did the wulvers not pursue us out of the castle?” he asked. “They were bloodthirsty enough in the courtyard, and yet not a one followed to harass our rear guard.”
“I dropped the portcullis on them, sir.” Evon accepted a water-skin from one of the soldiers and took a swallow. “Threw the chains down after it so they couldn’t get it back open. But I fell trying to get down the outer wall and messed up my ankle.
“I hid in the trees to watch as their worms eventually destroyed a whole section of the castle wall, and I crawled away southward when I saw them moving onto the eastern roads instead of swarming south to Marieton.”
The soldiers all stared at him for a moment, unsure of whether to believe the tale. But what else explained the lack of pursuit during the night, or his sudden and miraculous reappearance?
Kilram nodded at Evon. “You took a terrible risk, boy. I’m glad to see you alive.” He grinned. “We were just about to have a funeral for you, and here you come walking down the road to attend in person!”
Evon shot a quizzical glance at Tamman, and the taller trainee cracked a grin as well. “It’s true. We thought you were dead! Talia and I were mourning your—”
He stopped when he realized that Talia had disappeared. He looked around and finally spotted her returning from the manor, carrying water and bandages. She’d slipped away when she saw that Evon was hurt, and another girl was with her now, helping to carry the supplies.
Talia knelt at Evon’s feet without a word and began wrapping his swollen ankle as the lord and captain continued questioning him.
“How many enemy are there, do you think?”
“Over a thousand are on this side of the wall by now,” Evon replied, scowling at the grim news he had to bear. “They weren’t slowing when I left. And judging by the fires we saw from atop the Woodwall last night, several thousand more could easily be inside Caladris by sunset today.”
Brenga wiped at his brow with a gloved hand, looking to Lord Camber with a defeated grimace. “We never suspected they could unite in such numbers, not in our nightmares. What can a handful of men do against such a host? We are lost.”
Camber nodded gravely. Then he surprised Tamman by reaching down and taking Talia by the arm and lifting her slowly to her feet. She had just finished wrapping Evon’s ankle tightly and was trying to clean the blood from a scrape on the side of his head. Now she stared at Lord Camber shyly.
“Young lady. You came to us from the eastern hill country, not far from Cala as I recall.”
Talia slowly nodded.
“And you are, or were, daughter of a chieftain there, a powerful clansman. I know your past is troubled, but now you see that we are all of us facing trouble like we never anticipated. I fear our people will soon have need of an evacuation route to the south and east.”
Behind him, Lord Marieton spoke up for the first time. He was younger than Camber, and sported a thin mustache and gray eyes. “If it comes to a general route, Camber, the roads into Trolkar will be closer and more accessible.”
“Only until our people reached their border towns,” Camber replied with a curt shake of his head. “Then the Trolkans would likely fall on us with savagery equal to the wulvers and drive us away.”
Tamman had never seen one of the tall, bulky, stripe-furred people to the south, but he had heard that relations between Caladris and the Trolkan ridgelands had always been strained. Under Queen Amryn’s guiding hand, the industrialization of southern Caladris had left the more primitive Trolkans far behind economically, and now they were clinging to what power they had with fierce determination.
Camber gazed into the eyes of the girl who, to Tamman’s surprise, he had just revealed to be some kind of princess from the eastern hills.
“Will you help us now, as we have helped you since you came to our land? Speak to your people, open a way for our refugees to escape Cala if the wulvers overrun it. Give us this chance that we may live to rise again another day.”
Talia was speechless. She hadn’t said much in the short time Tamman had known her, but now she seemed physically unable to vocalize a reply. All eyes were on her, and strong men gazed imploringly with emotion born of desperation. Their lord seemed to know something that made him place his hopes on her during this hour of need.
Slowly, she nodded.
“You’ll follow the road south to Cala with whatever horses are left,” Camber explained. Then he nodded at Evon. “This young man shall accompany you. He knows as much as any of us about the movements of the wulvers, and of the paths that will get you to Cala. Brenga, who can we spare to protect them?”
The captain pursed his lips. “We’ve precious few to guard the slower body of travelers that will come behind. I hate to see any go.” His eyes alighted on Tamman, and he clapped a hand on the young spearman’s shoulder. “This lad’s as capable a fighter as most. He will fend off any trouble you may encounter.”
Camber nodded, ignoring Tamman’s surprised look. “Ride straight to Cala and speak with the queen as quickly as you can. Tell her all that you know, and do whatever you can to open a way southward for our people. Rest only when your horses are on the verge of collapse.”
The old man pulled at his ragged beard, still matted from being roused in the middle of the night.
“I pray that you will outpace the wulvers. If not, all is lost.”
A few short minutes later, after Camber had written a missive to Queen Amryn, Tamman helped the eastern girl onto her horse. Talia clasped the letter tightly to her chest. There was a distant, frightened look in her eyes that made Tamman think she was somehow even more desperate than the rest of the people assembling on the road outside Marieton Manor. Perhaps she already knew something of destruction and despair.
Then Tamman helped Evon up onto a sorrel mare, since it was nearly impossible for him with his splinted and wrapped foot. He mounted the big bay provided for him, and raised a spear in salute to the captain and to Lord Camber.
There were no more words to be spoken, only a long and urgent ride to make. The three of them splashed across the ford, entered the roadway, and broke into a canter. Tamman could see another fellow wall trainee, Kreis, standing with the men by the ford and watching in uneasy silence as the three of them departed.
Tamman felt torn in two; his place was among the fighting men he’d trained and served with, not least over the past twelve hours of escalating disaster. But he was running away from them now, leaving them to make their own way south amid an invasion that was fast encroaching around them.
And yet he had to admit he was far happier to be on the move, with a mission that could make a difference. He had someone to protect, and a job to do. A twinge of guilt nipped at him from behind, and he spurred his horse onward down the road. He was just following orders, he decided, and would do the best he could with the task given him.
They rode hard for twenty minutes, putting several miles behind them. Then they had to slow and give their horses a chance to recover. When they came to a stream, they stopped to let the animals drink.
The sky was streaked with light clouds and the green foliage of the woodlands they passed was just beginning to dapple yellow and red in places. High summer was on the cusp of beginning its descent into autumn, his favorite time of year, and Tamman had to choke back tears as he contemplated the destruction of his beautiful homeland.
He wondered what his family would do when news of the invasion reached them in their small village in the western highlands of Caladris. It was almost tempting to think of leaving the road to go and warn them. He’d left father, mother, and two little brothers on their highland farm, as well as a sister who was married in a neighboring village. How would they fare now?
But of course his errand was far too urgent. And if what Evon reported about the wulvers sticking to the eastern roads was true, his western kin were in a better position to flee toward safety than anyone else in the country.
He looked over at Evon, standing next to his horse as it drank from a small stream at the side of the road, and bending over to re-tighten the bandage around his ankle.
“You’re from Stanten town, aren’t you?”
Evon looked up and nodded.
“Good. That’s west of this road. Hopefully the wulvers won’t get anywhere near it.”
Evon shrugged. “My mother will go to her sister’s house in Cala, and then I couldn’t care less what happens to Stanten.”
Tamman thought that was a bit cold, but ignored it. “Then you’ll know the way to the palace.”
“Sure,” the other boy replied. “It’s not exactly hard to find.”
Talia, who still hadn’t said a word since they left Marieton, listened as she gently splashed water on the flanks of her horse to cool it.
“I’ve only been to Cala once,” Tamman remarked. He smiled faintly as a memory played through his mind. “It was for Queen Amryn’s coronation. I remember her lighting up the place at night with her magic. Standing atop her palace tower, she shot fire into the sky from her hands!”
“You’ve seen more of her than I have, then,” Evon said as he stretched his back. “I’ve heard she commands impressive magic, but never got to see it in action.” He began to re-situate the blanket rolls on his saddle, but paused as a thought occurred to him. “I wonder if Queen Amryn can do something to stop these wulvers in their tracks.”
Tamman raised his eyebrows. “Like what? Fireworks and fortune-telling aren’t going to fight our battles for us.”
“Lord Camber mentioned that she would be our last hope. Maybe she can erect a new Woodwall, or a wall of fire. I don’t know.”
“That’s ancient magic, there hasn’t been such sorcery in the Sixlands in living memory.”
“Well, until now. I saw a sorceress among the wulvers last night. She was commanding those worms.”
Tamman frowned at the troubling news. But he shook his head. “I’ll not hold out hope for another great spell like those of old. Amryn’s got a few tricks up her sleeve, no doubt. But against a whole army? I’ll trust to steel before sparks and visions, every time.”
Talia spoke up, causing both the boys to turn and face her.
“Have you any allies, nations to the south that will come to the aid of Caladris?”
“South of Caladris is Trolkar,” Evon bluntly replied. “They hate us.”
Tamman nodded. “The way I’ve heard it, they think we owe them for a hundred years of cheating in trade, crossing their border without permission. They aren’t one of the Sixlands, just a rough territory on our southern border.”
“That’s right. It takes a hefty bribe to get through there these days.” Evon pursed his lips in thought as he tied his gear firmly into place. “I did hear about an effort to broker a treaty with Trolkar a few months back. Just before I began training at the Woodwall. I was returning from my last foray into Brinda—”
“You were in Brinda?” Tamman asked. “Brinda’s got troops.”
“They do,” Evon replied, “but they would have to march through or around Trolkar to get to us. And their king isn’t too keen on foreigners. I had a hard time securing a place for my uncle in one of their graveyards.”
“Your uncle?” Talia asked. “What happened?”
Evon explained quickly, eager to get back to his point. “He was a wool merchant and I was his assistant, until last winter when he took sick and died in Brinda. So when I was crossing back alone through Shiamar Pass, I ran into a Caladrian girl from Amryn’s court. She said she was from the queen’s court and she was trying to resolve the Trolkan dispute, to secure more open trade routes. Maybe she’s made some headway with the stripeheads.”
Talia perked up at the mention of the queen’s emissary. “Did she have red hair? A girl our age?”
“That’s right.”
“I know who you speak of. Her name is Baina Sandray, she is an acolyte of your queen. It was she who recommended me to the queen when I came to this land a month or two back, and found me a place with Lady Laisley at Rymoth Castle.”
“Let’s hope she found success in her diplomacy,” Tamman said as he turned back to his horse and put a foot in the stirrup. “But Lord Camber put his hopes in you, Talia, not a royal diplomat. We should get going.”
Evon slowly dragged himself up into his saddle, trying not to look like a fool while he favored his injured ankle, and Talia quickly mounted her own mare.
“You could accompany Baina to parley with the Trolkans,” she suggested to Evon. “You and your uncle got your wool through their border all right. You must know their ways.”
“Actually, we were buying their wool and selling it in Brinda,” Evon admitted, cantering forward to ride abreast of Tamman. “And he wasn’t really my uncle. A long-time friend of my mother’s. His final act was to write me a letter to Lord Camber to get me into training on the wall. He had a connection there.”
“I see,” Tamman began, “that explains how you were accepted into—”
He stopped, realizing too late how his words might cut.
Evon glared at him. “It explains why a one-eyed wool merchant’s apprentice was accepted for training? Yes, Tamman, it does. I took the opportunity afforded me and was grateful for it.”
Talia winced at the awkward silence that ensued, and spoke up to change the subject. “But what did you give the Trolkans for their wool? If they’re so grudging with trade passing their border, how did you and your uncle manage?”
Evon hesitated. “You have to know a few tricks, that’s all.”
“What tricks?” Talia persisted, making Tamman wonder why she was so interested in the Trolkan border.
Evon rolled his eyes. “Look, my uncle wasn’t just selling wool, okay?”
“What is it they will accept, then? If you know a way to get through, it could save your people, Evon.”
Evon tossed his head angrily, staring off into the trees. “Weapons, Talia. Swords, knives, axes. That’s what they want, and what the queen will never give them.” He affected a saintly expression on his face. “Imagine our surprise when we discovered that a bundle of blades and crossbows had somehow fallen into the bottom of our cart? And yet, there we were, and the Trolkans offered us thirty bales of wool for them—that, or to rob us and chase us from the border. How could we refuse?”
“Smuggling arms?” Tamman glared at Evon. “Evon, that’s illegal.”
“Of course it’s illegal. But you have to have something if you want to save yourself a two-week journey around the ridgelands,” Evon said. “Why not make a little money off Trolkan wool in the process?”
“Your uncle was a traitor,” Tamman curtly replied.
Evon shot him a vicious glare. “No one ever caught us, and what use do the Trolkans have for a few blades anyway? They just love shiny things.” He laughed heartlessly. “I often took a sword or a bow into the woods myself, while on the road, to practice with them. So there’s your explanation for how I managed to hold my own against you and the other born swordslingers in training.”
“It isn’t fair, honest, or right,” Tamman grunted.
“A thousand apologies, oh favorite of the captain,” Evon retorted. “Not all of us are born to glory, I suppose.”
They rode in silence for an hour after that.
It was almost time to rest the horses again when Evon raised a hand and pointed to the eastern horizon, simultaneously gesturing for silence. Tamman quickly saw what the other boy was pointing out: a thick haze of smoke rising beyond the trees in a ragged line, not the welcome sight of village fires but an indicator that something was burning violently.
Even as they watched, the sound of cries and the clashes of steel on steel echoed through the trees to their ears. Talia went pale.
“I don’t think we’re going to get through to Cala without a fight after all,” Tamman murmured to the others, lifting his spear from its rest position along the horse’s back. “Get ready.”
They hurried forward and cleared the patch of forest that blocked their view. The ground fell steadily away from the road to the floor of a little river valley where a mill town was built. Tamman couldn’t remember its name; there were a mere handful of homes and shops there. Most were now burning.
Wolf-soldiers roamed among the thatch-roofed buildings, dragging supplies out of the homes and then smashing or setting fire to them. Another full contingent of the wulven raiders was marching toward the village from farther back to the north-east.
Six men with spears were fending off the lead attackers at the southern end of the village, but they were about to be overrun. They appeared to be another desperate rear-guard, trying to slow the wulvers down so their families could get away. No other survivors were visible in the valley, so Tamman assumed the rest of the village population were well on their way.
He raised his spear and stood in his stirrups to get a better view. “We’ve got to go and help those men!” he told the others. “If we ride straight down this hillside, we may get there in time to do some good.”
But Evon stopped him by clutching his elbow tightly. Tamman angrily tried to jerk away, but saw that Evon was pointing silently toward a lone figure standing among the burning houses, wreathed in smoke.
Tamman squinted. It was a woman, he was certain. She appeared to have once been tall and slender, but was now stooped slightly and held one leg at an awkward angle. Her gray hood was thrown back and a tangle of ragged black hair streamed down her back. She carried a staff of dark wood in one hand, and she seemed to be directing the wulvers.
“That’s the sorceress I saw back at the castle,” Evon whispered. “The worms and the wulvers obey her. We need to get away from here.”
Tamman narrowed his eyes. “You think she’s the one behind the whole invasion?”
“Probably,” Evon replied. “She’s very bad news. And if we’re going to obey our orders and reach the queen, we can’t let her see us.”
Tamman looked at the desperate men retreating down the valley, knowing they would never get away. He had to be honest, though: even if he and Evon went to fight alongside them, there was still no chance for any of them, not against those numbers. And he’d be failing the trust Lord Camber had placed in him.
With bitter anguish in his heart, he turned away. “Come on, then. I cannot watch that scene any longer. Let’s go.”
Talia spurred her horse up next to Tamman’s and the three of them rode quickly along the road. “How can they have gotten south so quickly?” she asked. “Will we make it to the palace ahead of them?”
“If we ride hard, we will,” Evon said from behind. “But we can’t stop anymore, not for more than a few minutes. That sorceress is pushing the wulvers hard along the eastern roads, and they may even fall in behind us on this road soon.”
“That would cut off Lord Camber and Lady Laisley!”
“We can do nothing but hurry to Cala now,” Tamman told the girl, setting his jaw firmly and fixing his gaze on the horizon. “We must reach the queen, even if we have to break through a chain of wulvers to get there.”




IV :: A Stab in the Back
Baina Sandray rode swiftly through Shiamar Pass, the words of her queen and mentor still ringing in her ears. The way through Trolkar had to be opened at all costs, or the people would be pinned between the wulver advance and the surly Trolkans’ border. The first messengers to reach the palace had warned that they had a few days at most before the situation became truly dire. 
Denied the time to prepare at length for this diplomatic visit, Baina wore a simple blue riding dress and brown boots, foregoing the stately gowns and frilly coats she usually brought to impress the Trolkans. At least she still had her bright orange hair; even the Trolkan women and children were nearly bald-headed, but for a thin layer of fur-like hair that they often dyed in stripes. Perhaps that was why they were so taken by Baina’s billowing red head.
“Keep moving. We’re almost there,” Baina told her assistant, Gienna, as the woman’s horse slowed slightly. Gienna was a few years older, with long blonde hair and a firmly set jaw. She spurred her mount forward again.
Next to her rode Lorxan, Baina’s assigned bodyguard and the oldest member of the group. As it was a diplomatic mission, the silver-haired warrior had no armor and carried only his longsword, the only one of its kind Baina had seen in Caladris. It was strapped to the saddle on his muscular black charger, close to hand, but Baina sincerely hoped they wouldn’t run into trouble along the way. There wasn’t time for it.
Baina had seen the fear in Queen Amryn’s eyes, and knew that this was the most important day of her life. All she had been doing for the past year led up to this, and the time for slowly building trust was over. Now she would have to use all of her charm and rhetorical skill to persuade the Trolkan chiefs to open their border at last.
Following close behind came one other emissary, a young man from the trading guilds of Cala. The queen had formed this youthful group with the idea that the Trolkans might let go of old grudges and engage with the rising generation in a new cycle of diplomacy. They hadn’t made as much headway as Baina would have liked, but now she was as determined as she’d ever been in her life. There was no alternative.
An hour’s hard riding brought them out of the pass and over the high ridge that marked the border between Caladris and Trolkar. A few loping Trolkan patrollers closed in behind the riders and followed them toward the village of Kemllat, but Baina did not slow her horse. The grunts would understand her haste once she had a chance to speak to their chieftains.
She slowed her horse as the group rode into Kemllat’s main street, an open space between the tall mud-brick huts of the Trolkans, and her companions fell back as well. Several burly men of the village came out of the huts, and she was pleased to recognize two of the chiefs she’d previously parleyed with, Fordgirm and Grottle. She was not pleased to see that they were all armed.
The Trolkans were an intimidating race, several inches taller than any of the humans inhabiting the Sixlands. Their short-furred heads were always dyed in swirling patterns, which Baina had never learned the significance of. And their faces were squashed, with wide noses and incisors that jutted from between their lips like tiny tusks. It made them difficult to distinguish, but the chieftains had different colors in their head-stripes that allowed her to tell them apart.
Three more Trolkan men came out from behind a hut with weapons in their hands. Baina had never seen them carry blades before, only the spiked clubs they seemed so fond of. This group had a few short swords and daggers, and two carried spears with steel tips. But this was hardly the time to take offense at their rude welcome: if the wulvers weren’t stopped at Caladris, the Trolkans might well have need of such weapons, however they had gotten hold of them.
Pausing to steady her horse and catch her breath, she nodded at the two chiefs and put on her best smile. “Greetings from Caladris,” she began, her mind racing over the words she’d thought through during the ride. “I hope your clan is healthy and your flocks are fat.” That was a phrase she’d picked up on a previous trip, and the villagers seemed to like it when she’d repeated it to them.
But these chieftains weren’t smiling. “We awaited you,” one growled.
Baina assumed he simply meant that his men had alerted him to her coming, but it was odd phrasing considering her emergency delegation had sent no word ahead. The hair on the back of her neck prickled.
Lorxan and the young trade delegate dismounted and raised their hands in greeting, eager to show that they had come in good will. But Baina remained mounted for another moment. There was something about the chiefs’ expressionless glares that made her uneasy, and she knew she looked more impressive atop a horse than on foot. She was the shortest in the delegation.
“We bring news of grave danger to both Caladris and Trolkar,” she began, “and a request from the queen for aid.”
Before she could go any further, the chieftain on the left stepped forward. “No aid,” he grunted, and a sly smile crept over his rubbery lips. “Not today.”
Baina stared at him. “But you… please let me explain what has occurred. Our country is under attack and we have desperate need of your help!”
The other chieftain shook his head. “No explaining. Get down.” He was looking sideways with shifty eyes at the Trolkan men around him, who were all clutching their weapons tightly.
Lorxan had gone very still, and the fingers of his right hand were touching the pommel of the sword attached to the saddle next to him. “Baina, Gienna, stay on your horses. Back up slowly.”
The ice in the man’s voice alerted the other young man to the danger, and the trade delegate quickly put a foot back in the stirrup. Before he could swing into his saddle, the Trolkan nearest him lunged with a shining axe and took off his arm at the shoulder.
Gienna screamed and stumbled back, suddenly soaked with her companion’s blood. Another Trolkan stepped forward and rammed a wide dagger into her thigh.
“Stop—please—what are you doing?” Baina choked out. The violence was so sudden, so unexpected, she could barely process what she was seeing.
“We know why you come. No more!” The chieftains were advancing now, one squaring off with Lorxan and one coming for Baina. The brutish Trolkan reached a hairy hand up to grab at her horse’s bridle. But Lorxan’s sword was out now and he moved quickly to intercept.
Baina’s gentle mare panicked at the sudden flash of blades, and it reared up, kicking out at the Trolkans. Lorxan swung at the chief threatening Baina, but that left him vulnerable to a blow from the other’s club. He grunted and staggered as his shoulder took the brunt of it.
“No, no, no!” Baina cried, struggling to stay in the saddle. “Stop, please! I beg of you!” But everyone ignored her. The Trolkans from the huts closed in, twirling their weapons and baring their tusks. 
Lorxan transferred his sword to his good arm just in time to parry a blow from the second chieftain. Then he whirled and stabbed a grunt through the stomach, driving two others back a pace. “Go, Baina!” he shouted. “Fly from here, quickly!”
Gienna had managed to stay mounted despite her leg wound, and she narrowly dodged a Trolkan’s swing as her horse turned and bolted away. Baina’s horse wheeled and took a few steps after it, but then stopped and reared again when it found itself hemmed in by the Trolkan road patrollers that had come in behind. One of these smashed the mare’s head with a spiked club, ruining the poor animal’s face and nearly crushing it to the ground.
Another laid a hand on Baina’s arm and began to drag her from the saddle. But it suddenly let go when Lorxan’s sword came whirling sideways and slashed the grunt away from her. His black charger was next to him, and he quickly dropped his sword and lifted Baina bodily from her dying mare and into his own saddle. 
“Go,” her bodyguard breathed, pausing only to slap at the excited charger’s flank. “Warn the queen!”
The horse bolted forward, bowling a patroller aside. It bounded back up the small street of Kemllat toward the main road, neck and neck with Gienna. The other woman was shaking, tears falling from her eyes almost as fast as the drops of blood flowed down her leg.
Still in shock, Baina risked a backward glance and saw Lorxan turning to face the Trolkan chieftains, sword back in his hands now, with grunts closing around behind him. The young trade delegate’s body lay in the dirt to one side, forgotten.
Then tears of pain, outrage, and helplessness flooded Baina’s eyes and she saw no more of the fight, only a flash of sunlight on metal. Movement atop the roof of one of the Trolkan dwellings forced Baina’s attention back to the road, and something hurtled past her with a deadly hiss. Gienna arched in the saddle next to her, crying out.
She’d been hit square in the back with a spear. The long weapon flopped wildly and fell away as the two women’s horses charged onward, but when Baina’s assistant turned to look at her, the blonde woman’s eyes were already closed. Baina only had time to draw a single rattling breath, nearly choking in horror, before Gienna tumbled lifelessly to the ground.
Grappling with the black charger’s reins and trying to contain the terror in her own heart and mind, Baina turned her eyes back to the road ahead. She was clear of Kemllat’s narrow street now, and the horse plowed up the incline at breakneck pace, instinctively making for the ridgetop that marked the border.
One more Trolkan stood in the way, a lone patroller that had remained near the road. It held its club low as if planning to take Baina from her saddle with a single upward-sweeping blow. But Lorxan’s charger wasn’t as flighty as the mares, and instead of rushing by its enemy, the horse ran straight at the Trolkan and lashed out with a wild scream.
The horse’s front legs smashed into the Trolkan with more power than any club, and trampled it down as it passed directly over the patroller’s body. Then Baina was on top of the ridge, and sped out onto the road that led to Shiamar Pass in the east and to Cala back to the west.
She was safe now. As that realization sank in and the panic that had fueled her flight slowly subsided, the tears came in torrents. She might be safe, but her companions had all fallen. And she had been able to nothing, nothing at all, to help them.
So much for magic, so much for the training of an acolyte. When the hour of need came, she hadn’t even been able to begin a small healing spell. It was over far too quickly.
Her body shook with racking sobs until she hardly knew where she was. After half a mile, the horse slowed and ignored further direction from the girl on its back, plodding along tiredly with foam dripping from its snout.
A few miles farther on, she finally regained control of herself and managed to get the charger moving briskly again despite its exhausted condition. Neither her pain nor the horse’s mattered in the slightest now. She had to alert Queen Amryn that something had gone terribly wrong with the Trolkans and there would be no retreat that way. If she did not finish her mission and relay that piece of terrible, vital information, her friends’ deaths would be meaningless.
Caladris was now truly caught between a rock and a hard place.
Having hurriedly washed the mud, blood, tears, and sweat from her face, Baina stripped the stained riding dress from her and angrily threw it against the wall of her bedchamber. Standing in the darkness in nothing but a small white slip, she took a long, shuddering breath.
Her mind was scattered, her heart broken. But she had a duty to her queen, and could not allow herself to look or sound like the desperate, scared girl she was at the moment. She opened the oaken wardrobe in the corner of her room and brushed a hand along the edges of the gowns that hung there, looking for something fit for a royal audience. Others would be watching, eagerly awaiting news of their options to the south.
She chose scarlet with cream slashes. The time for somber blues and greens—and heavy blacks, for the next few days—would come later. Now she needed to be able to get the attention of the angry, frightened courtiers. To make herself heard and show that she could still be of use to the queen.
Moments later, Baina stood in the antechamber of Queen Amryn’s audience hall, nervously smoothing the folds of her dress. Sunlight falling past the palace’s soaring towers lit the stained-glass window in front of her, bathing her gently-freckled face in a warm yellow glow.
She closed her eyes and took slow, deep breaths, imagining what she would need to say in the next few minutes. The wide, sweeping staircase from the hall shouldn’t have made her breathless. She had to admit that for the first time in her life nerves were getting the best of her. She could hardly be blamed, but she shook her head defiantly and reminded herself that self-pity would have to wait until the danger was past.
She set her curvy lips into the prim, respectful-yet-intriguing smile she wore when doing business, and turned to face the entrance to the audience chamber. This would undoubtedly be the most difficult speech she’d ever had to give, but she could not back down now.
“Please announce me to the queen,” she told the guard standing to her right. “I am ready.”
Baina began walking even as the guard swung open the huge wooden doors, which dwarfed her as she passed through the archway. She passed quickly and confidently into the room as if she had just arrived at the top of the stairway.
“Royally-appointed Emissary and Acolyte to the Queen, Baina Sandray, your majesty,” the guard called out.
Instead of the large, anxious crowd of courtiers and city officials she had expected, Baina saw only a handful of advisors gathered around Queen Amryn at a table near one of the window alcoves. Sunlight illuminated a large green-tinted map that was draped over the tabletop, and one of the men was repeatedly stabbing at the map with his finger and suggesting something to the queen about defensive lines.
Off to one side waited three travel-stained civilians her own age that looked as if they’d also come through battle to get there. The messengers that had brought word of the invasion, no doubt. She hadn’t met them prior to leaving on her sudden quest, and didn’t have time to greet them now.
The queen looked up. She was tall, with long black hair and pale skin. Never one to let fashion overshadow her, Amryn wore a thin gown of light blue and silver that accented her slender hips and above-average height. No crown was on her head today, but she looked just as regal without it.
Baina approached and curtsied, waiting for the queen to speak first as protocol dictated. But instead of talking, Amryn stepped forward and held Baina by the shoulders, looking deeply into her eyes. The pain mirrored there must have been poorly hidden, because the queen hugged her tightly.
“I’m so sorry for sending you into that horrible trap, Baina,” Amryn said softly. “I’m just glad you’re unhurt.”
Baina was startled and touched by her queen’s words, coming in spite of the pressure and fear that pervaded the room. Baina had only said a few words to the servants that received her upon arrival at the palace, but it seemed the queen already guessed the extent of her diplomat’s failure. Returning bloodstained and alone on a horse that wasn’t hers apparently said it all.
Tears welled up in Baina’s eyes despite her best efforts to squeeze them away, and all her words fled.
“Well?” the queen’s steward asked. He was a thin man, ever at her elbow and eager to demand people’s attention. “What is your report, Miss Sandray? Are we to conclude that we are trapped with another enemy at our back, and no place to turn? What is the outcome of your journey?”
Baina was speechless, a feeling she was not accustomed to. Amryn winced at her steward’s unkind phrasing, but waited for the answer. An accounting had to be made for the trust that had been placed in Baina and her team, and the stress of the situation left little room for forgiveness.
It pained her to see her queen this way, and Baina felt that she’d rather die on the spot than deal another blow to her ruler. The queen had entrusted her with so much, had given her position and praise, and even begun to share her arcane knowledge with her. Now Baina feared her words would crush the woman’s final hopes for her kingdom. It was the last thing she wanted to do.
But she cleared her throat and choked out the words. It was the only honorable thing left to do.
“My friends lie dead at the feet of treacherous border chiefs, Trolkans who swore to me a fortnight ago that they would work with us. There is no longer any hope for reconciliation there.” She turned to the queen. “I am so sorry, your majesty. The southern border is utterly closed against us. I have failed.”
The queen clutched at her stomach with one hand and the steward quickly brought her a goblet to drink from. Amryn wet her lips and then placed a hand lightly on Baina’s shoulder. “You have not failed, Baina. The Trolkans have failed us. The old hatred runs deep, and I was foolish to send you to them looking for a way out of our predicament.
“I just need to know one thing,” the queen said, eyes creasing as if it physically hurt her to interrogate her acolyte in this condition. “Did you see any evidence that the Trolkans were preparing to march toward the pass? Should we expect attack from that direction also?”
Baina shook her head, biting her lip and forcing the tears away. “Nothing like that. If there is such a plan, it’s not under way yet.”
The queen closed her eyes, then turned back to the map. “That is a relief. Let us pray they are slower to act than the wulvers were.”
One of the messengers, a boy with an eyepatch, took a step forward. “If I may, your majesty—I’ve dealt with the Trolkans on the border more than once, and they aren’t subtle creatures. If they were massing for an attack to the north, you’d know about it.”
Baina recognized the boy now. She had met him once before, on her first expedition to meet with the Trolkars, and he had given her sound advice then. Advice she now realized she should have taken more seriously. Next to him was another girl she knew, Talia Taimara, the refugee from the east that she’d helped to place with Lady Laisley at Rymoth. The taller boy she hadn’t met, but he was wearing the equipment of a wall-guard from up north and had the musculature to back it up well.
“Thank you,” the queen replied. “But where magic is involved, I cannot rely solely on past experience. I would have said the same things about the wulvers on our northern border. Now we see the error in our presumption.”
“Magic, queen?” Baina asked, trying to still the shakiness in her voice.
Amryn turned again, resting one hand on the map table, and regarded her acolyte somberly. “Dark magic, Baina. Some powerful force is moving against us, and we will not be able to get ahead of this invasion until we find out who is behind it. I will require your help in doing that once this council is finished.”
“We have scouts watching the land beyond Shiamar Pass now,” said the man standing by the map, a captain of the palace guard. “And I’ve stationed the bulk of my men on high ground covering the northeast approaches to Cala.”
“All two hundred of them,” the boy with the eyepatch muttered. Evon, if Baina recalled his name correctly. “When the wulvers come, they’ll come in thousands. And they’ll have their giant worms with them, making Cala’s walls a momentary barrier at best.”
The guard captain turned red, but Queen Amryn forestalled argument with crisp, carefully chosen words.
“If Cala falls, the slaughter will be immeasurable, and survivors will likely be enslaved. Between your troops, Captain Mairn, and my magic, we will yet challenge the wulvers’ advance. But it is clear that we do not have the forces to defeat them, nor even to hold them back for long. It is vital that we get our people away before all Caladris becomes a blood-soaked battlefield.”
She gestured at the western portion of the map. “There are no defensible points between here and the coast. And the Trolkan border is no longer an option for us.”
“Yes, Baina has seen to that!” interrupted the city chamberlain, an older man whom Baina had never gotten along with. “Her failure to improve relations there is crippling us now. Where am I supposed to stage this evacuation you speak of, highness?”
The words hit Baina like lashes from a whip, but the queen coolly stared back at the chamberlain. “The road east from Shiamar Pass must be our route. It appears to be the only way free of enemies. We will use what strength of arms we have to delay the attack from the north while the city empties, and then fall back to Shiamar Pass to guard the fleeing civilians.”
“You spoke of your own magic, highness,” Captain Mairn said with a nod of acceptance to the queen’s decision. “What aid can you give us as we face this overwhelming threat? Is there a spell, one of the Great Spells, perhaps?”
The queen walked away from the table and approached her throne. Everyone listened intently to the words of their sorceress-queen.
“There is a spell,” she called out behind her as she walked. “A mighty enchantment, one that has not been used for a thousand years or more.” She stopped at the throne and looked around at those assembled. “I am not the preeminent sorceress my mother was, but I can do more than mere scrying. And we are even now sitting on the source of power that formed Caladris; it has not yet been drained.”
The others in the room looked mystified, but Baina knew what Amryn spoke of. Magic required a source of energy, and the royal palace of Cala had been built over just such a source. A hot vent below the castle’s lowest chamber led miles down through the rock into the heart of the earth, where endless heat could be drawn and used by one skilled enough to channel it.
The others stepped around the little table and came toward the center of the room.
“If this magic is so powerful,” asked the city chamberlain, “then why have you not used it before?”
The steward opened his mouth to shut the man down for his rudeness, but Amryn silenced him with a flick of her fingers. “My mother would have turned the sun’s blazing rays upon our enemies and roasted them alive, or grown a wall of thorns in their path overnight. But I am no battle-mage, nor yet an arch-sorceress. Such things are mostly gone from our world now, and I believe it is for the best. For with such reckless use of power come hidden costs.
“The Trolkan’s hatred was earned by that recklessness. Through magic, they were diminished in the space of a year from a proud nation to a dwindling pack of primitive sheep-herders. They do not entirely understand what happened to them, why we were able to rise and take control of this fertile country so easily. But they hate us for it. And the wulvers, confined by a magical wall, bear us equal ill will.”
The queen gazed steadily at each of her courtiers, and the three messengers from the north as well.
“There can be no trust or honor where magic is involved. Do you see? I have tried to raise Caladris to a higher path and earn our prosperity day by day, to repair some of the damage my mother inflicted when she and the other Termines re-formed the Sixlands to their own liking.”
The queen stopped, suddenly aware that she was on the cusp of revealing deeper secrets about Caladris’ history than her courtiers had yet discovered. Baina herself had only learned enough of this hidden history to have the barest glimpse into what Amryn was saying.
“Magic can bring no lasting good,” the queen concluded, sitting on her throne and holding out her hands as if pleading with the others to believe her. “It is a disordered use of energy; it changes things too quickly, moves the world in unnatural ways.”
“But we are in a time of great emergency,” hissed the chamberlain, clearly annoyed at the queen’s cryptic explanation. “If there is a spell that will save us, will you not use it?”
Amryn slowly nodded, her eyes staring through the walls of her throne room at something impossibly far away. When she spoke again, her voice cracked hoarsely.
“I have held the knowledge of this one great spell against a time of great national calamity. And that is exactly what we find ourselves in now. It is a spell of eternal winter. Of deep ice. A spell to chill the blood and still the limbs of all who fall under its influence.
“Once I cast the winterspell, it will take this land in its icy grip and hold it there. All Caladris will be buried under a layer of freezing snow so thick, so powerful in magic, that every wulver will be frozen until such time as the magic has completely died away.”
The city chamberlain’s face flushed with excitement. “That is power indeed. Let us fall back to the pass and then rid ourselves of the wulvers!”
Amryn nodded. “Every one of my subjects must be brought in from the provinces, and then sent southward. Those who linger will be trapped along with our enemies.
“But understand, chamberlain, that the winterspell buys us time, not victory. We must earn that ourselves, either by drawing up alliances with nations to the south, or by strengthening ourselves so that when the ice thaws and the enchantment melts away, we are ready to drive back the wulver hordes from our lands.”
“Then this magical ice does not kill?” the captain asked, visibly disappointed.
“No,” the queen replied, “the wulver army will emerge as if newly awoken from a long sleep. And the ice buries its victims so deeply that I do not think you will be able to get at them until they are thawed and ready to fight again.”
“Time is what we need, and this it gives us,” Baina pointed out. “How long will it last?”
Amryn sat in her throne, drawing her knees up and hugging them with her arms as if she were already feeling the chill. It was uncharacteristic of the queen to show such weakness, and Baina worried for her.
“I cannot tell exactly,” Amryn said. “Legend speaks of a ten-year winter, but I do not think the winterspell will last so long by my casting. If I can channel enough energy to the spell, it should last for some months, at least. Perhaps as much as a year.”
Captain Mairn rubbed at his chin, scowling. “A year is little time to raise an army from among nations that bear us no good will. We will be refugees, wanderers in foreign lands. As you said, the old sorceress-queen’s use of magic has left us with few friends.”
“And yet,” replied the queen in a somber voice, “I can see no other way free of this crushing doom that has come upon us.”
Baina and the others dwelled on that in silence, as the queen sat on her throne deeply enwrapped in her own thoughts.
The winterspell felt dangerous to Baina’s mind, and something about the idea bothered her deeply. But each time she groped for an alternative, she could think only that it was her own failure with the Trolkans that had put them in this desperate situation.




V :: Ancient Magic
Baina followed her queen through the echoing stone passageways of the palace and down the winding stairway that led to the bowels of the great building. A single chamber there among the foundations of the place concealed the source of power Amryn had spoken of earlier. Baina had only been there a few times in her life, at the invitation of her mentor and queen.
“Who were the Termines?” she asked, trying to keep up with the other woman. “You said they re-formed the Sixlands. How? And why do you speak of it so seldom?”
Amryn paused to unlock a heavy wooden door, and sighed deeply. “It is knowledge that neither I nor my mother, who was a Termine herself, wish to be spread. But someone must know.” She looked at Baina. “Someone besides myself.”
Baina waited. The queen turned and continued downward on the final flight of steps, speaking as she went, and Baina hurried to light her way with the torch she carried.
“The Termines were a witch-band, a hundred of the most powerful sorceresses ever known. They delved into ever-greater secrets of magic together, testing their discoveries against their enemies and occasionally selling their services to the highest of bidders in exchange for political power, land, riches. Their only rivals were the battle-mages of Spard, a mercenary nation of men and women who similarly harnessed the elements to decimate their foes.
“This was in an age of magic, a time before our era when armies strove to conquer new territory across the Sixlands. The time came, however, when the world we know was brought to the brink of disaster. Spard sold their magic to the king of Derne, who used it to trap and kill some of the Termines who were encroaching on his territory.
“In retaliation, the Termines brought about the downfall of the entire combined army of both Spard and Derne in one terrible night, using a spell even more drastic in its effects than the winterspell I am preparing.”
The queen reached another door at the very bottom of the stairwell, and took a heavy golden key from the front of her dress. Inserting it into the cold iron lock, she opened the door and then shut it quickly once Baina was through.
This room was circular and hung with amber-colored curtains covering its stone walls. Around the edge were a collection of tables, shelves, and cupboards filled with the arcane books and materials Amryn had inherited from her mother. In the center was a large glass globe set into the floor, several feet across. Steam poured up from beneath it, and through its transparent surface the roiling, bubbling waters of the geothermal vent below the palace cast reflections on the walls.
Inlaid into the floor with bits of worked bronze was a circle of mystical symbols that ran around the glass globe. Baina didn’t know if Amryn herself could understand their meaning; this place had been built before she was born. But the queen had used this globe before to view things from afar, or things that might come to pass.
Occasionally she had used these visions to make decisions about the direction she should take her realm, in the arenas of commerce and politics. The inspiration to send Baina on a diplomatic errand to the Trolkans had come to the queen here, after a flash of foresight indicating that if they did not soon improve relations with their southern neighbors, things would worsen dramatically. Now they had done exactly that, at the worst possible time.
Steam permeated the room despite a series of high shafts leading upward through the belly of the castle to the air outside. Baina rolled up the sleeves of the violet acolyte’s robe she’d changed into after leaving the audience chamber, and pushed a strand of damp hair back behind her ear. She could already feel her body becoming soaked with the sulfurous humidity.
Amryn stopped by one of the cupboards and unlocked it with another smaller key. She took from it a single scroll and spread it on the table next to the cupboard, weighting it down with an inkpot and a large gemstone.
“This is the one spell I learned well and yet hoped never to cast,” she said, her back turned to Baina. “It is a terrible thing to do to one’s own land.”
Staring down at the swirling mists in the globe, Baina suddenly realized what had bothered her so much about the queen’s explanation of the winterspell. It wasn’t just that the land would be frozen and the people deprived of their home for the foreseeable future. There was a problem with how it was to be cast.
“Your highness, you said that this great source of power alone could produce a full winterspell. But if you channel it from here… how will you escape its effects yourself?”
Amryn remained where she was, staring at the scroll in front of her. When she finally turned around, there were tears welling in her eyes.
“There is nothing I won’t sacrifice for my kingdom, Baina. Magic like this requires much of the caster, and I cannot find any other way out of this.” She brushed away a tear that ran down her cheek and cleared her throat. “I do not do this to preserve my own position. Please remember that. I do it to save the people of this land. That is what I swore to do when I took the throne, and I will die for them if that is what is required of me.”
There was a deep silence for several seconds. Baina also had tears in her eyes now, and a lump in her throat. “You said the spell puts its victims into a deep sleep. You’ll still be there when we return to Caladris, won’t you?” she asked in a small voice.
“I hope so,” Amryn carefully replied. “What becomes of me after the spell’s effects wear away depends on you and the rest of the people. I cannot be among you to begin the work of preparing for a return to Caladris.”
She stood and approached the great glass globe.
“Before we consider the beginning of the winterspell, there is an equally important task for us. The Trolkans who betrayed you today will threaten our evacuation. We must see what they are up to. Will you help me?”
Baina stepped forward. “Of course, highness.”
Amryn nodded. “In your altercation this afternoon, did any of the Trolkans come into physical contact with you?”
Baina grimaced as she turned her mind back to the horrible events that led to her disgraced return. “Probably. They crowded close around us before they…” She didn’t want to describe the deaths of her companions, and fell silent.
“It is very important,” Amryn pressed her. “If you touched one of them, I may be able to transfer from your own memory to theirs and see what they have seen.” Baina stared back. She had never heard the queen speak of this technique before. “I’m sorry,” the queen went on. “It is an intrusive and difficult thing to use, especially on a friend. But we have little time, and a misstep could put our people directly in the path of another threat.”
Baina mentally ran through her encounter at the border. “Yes. One of them grabbed my arm. Lorxan cut it away from me and I ran… it was horrible.” She started crying and the queen embraced her, patting her back until she calmed down.
“That will serve our purpose. More intense memories of contact are much easier to use. Please join me at the scrying sphere, and we will begin.”
The queen knelt in front of the globe and extended her arms out over its smooth surface. Baina did the same next to her, feeling the hot glass and staring deeply into the globe.
“Now. Close your eyes and think of the events this afternoon.” Amryn rested a hand lightly on Baina’s arm as it rested on the glass. She continued in a low voice, recounting what she saw in the surface of the globe as Baina squeezed her own eyes closed and sifted through her chaotic memories.
“Poor Gienna. And Lorxan, brave man. Now—there! Keep thinking of the Trolkan who grabbed your arm… I will slide from your own memories into his. All right, it is done. I see his mind.”
Baina opened her eyes and saw, deep within the glass globe, herself astride the mare she’d left behind. A huge Trolkan grunt was grabbing her arm.
The vision clouded for a moment, then went clear again. Baina saw the Trolkans in the hut immediately prior to her arrival, muttering to one another about something they had been urged to do and what the consequences of it would be.
“It is hard to understand them when we do not yet have the context,” the queen said, her own eyes closed now as she concentrated on following the magic and holding the connection. “I will look back through that day, that week… oh. Here is something.”
Baina stared into the globe, watching carefully as the images blurred and sharpened again. She spotted a figure walking away from a Trolkan hut and disappearing into the shadowy pine trees like a graveyard wraith. It was a woman in a gray cloak, carrying a black staff.
“Do you see her?” the queen gasped. “A woman in a gray dress? She had feathers around her, and a stave.”
“I did,” Baina replied. “I do not recognize her. What is she doing among the Trolkans?”
“This must be the sorceress seen by the messengers from Rymoth Castle,” Amryn said. “She fits the description they gave me. They said she was driving the wulvers southward, and had control over the giant worms that ate through Rymoth’s walls.”
“An unknown sorceress, here in Caladris?” Baina’s eyes grew wide as something occurred to her, and she blurted it out. “Your majesty, what became of the Termines you spoke of? Are they still here in the Sixlands?”
“No,” Amryn replied, still sifting through the memories of the Trolkan, looking for more sightings of the woman in gray. “The Termines were destroyed in the great spell, all but my mother and a few others.”
The queen was silent for a moment, and then sighed. “Well, this Trolkan’s dim memories appear to have nothing more to show us. But we have confirmed that this sorceress was among them, and we can easily guess that she used on them the same combination of lies and magic she employed to rile the wulvers against us.”
Baina let out a long, ragged sigh of her own. It was frightening and somehow comforting at the same time to know that the treachery of a sorceress was behind her failure with the Trolkans. At least she couldn’t be entirely blamed. But that didn’t improve the situation for Caladris, or for her fallen friends.
Images continued to swirl across the surface of the globe, and Baina caught a glimpse of Trolkans gathering among their huts, waving weapons in the air, and dispersing again. More images of cook fires, the interior of huts. Then there were the bodies of her companions laid out on the ground next to each other, stripped of equipment and valuables. She looked away and hid her face.
When she looked again, the globe showed only the dark interiors of Trolkan huts.
“It is enough,” the queen said, and the images swirled away to nothing. She stood up, face dripping. The steam had curled her black hair into ringlets that stuck to her neck and face, but she didn’t seem to care. “The Trolkans are not marching, nor are they gathering in large enough numbers to threaten us. As long as we avoid their border, I think our people will be able to get away to the east. Their stubbornness works in our favor, finally; it seems they are unwilling to leave their own lands to attack ours.”
Baina stood and wiped the condensation from her brow as the queen walked back to her desk, leaning heavily on it and again staring down at the scroll there. “We need to learn more about that sorceress,” Amryn muttered, half to herself. “If she possesses the skill, she might circumvent the winterspell. Or cause further trouble in the south.” Then she lapsed into silent contemplation.
After a few minutes, Baina gently interrupted the queen’s thoughts. “Majesty, if I may: perhaps I can be of use in organizing a scouting party to feel out the eastern route our people could take. We’ll need to know where to go, and which parts to avoid. I’ve heard that if you stray too far into the hills, dangerous things lurk there.”
What she really wanted to do was run home to her family, hide with her mother and sisters in the house they shared in Cala at the queen’s expense. No doubt rumor was already spreading, and she could both give comfort to her loved ones and receive some back as they made plans to get to safety.
But Baina had stepped away from the life of an ordinary citizen when she accepted the queen’s invitation to work and learn at her side in the palace. She knew her duty, and she also knew that she must do whatever she could to make up for the deaths of her fellow diplomats. Caladris had to come first.
The queen turned and regarded Baina for a moment, rubbing the sweat from her chin. “Yes. You could lead the expedition, in fact. I had asked the eastern girl, the one that came with the messengers from Rymoth, to mark out the dangerous areas on a map for the chamberlain. She should go as well. You could find a few others, get them ready to leave at first light.” She scooted a small wooden chair out from the wall and sat. “You may go and get started. The fresh air will do you good. I must stay here and study the winterspell.”
Baina curtsied, and turned to go. As soon as her hand touched the door handle, however, the queen called her back.
“That eastern girl, Baina—what was her name?”
“Talia Taimara, your highness.”
“Yes. Bring her to me here in an hour or two. She may be able to help us unravel more of this mystery.”




VI :: Trapped in the Royal City
Evon hacked viciously at the dirt in front of him with a heavy iron mattock, envisioning one of the great worms in the place of a thick root he was removing. He was taking a turn in the construction of a defensive line just outside the city wall, and the back-breaking work was made no easier by his angry thoughts.
A few hours earlier he’d been a minor hero, racing southward to the queen from the danger and excitement at Rymoth. Now he was good for nothing more than to dig ditches.
“Hurry, men,” the city guard-captain called out to the shirtless, sweating men in the trench. “The wulvers could arrive at any time. You’ll want these fortifications nice and deep when that happens, believe me.”
Evon muttered dire words under his breath. As if Captain Mairn, in his palace finery, knew anything about what was on its way. The ditch might stall the giant worms once they filled it with sharpened stakes and flaming timbers. But only for a few minutes. The worms would just go underneath.
The city was already preparing to evacuate. The streets were in turmoil as people bartered desperately for horses and wagons, or gathered what they could carry and prepared to march away from their homes on foot. Fleeing citizens were arriving from the north every hour as well.
Evon hoped to see his mother among them soon, and perhaps Lord Camber’s group if they made it. A swifter group of refugees had reported seeing them on the road several miles back, so chances were good.
It was that desire to reunite with his people that had landed him this duty in the ditches. Tamman wouldn’t think of leaving, but Evon had attempted to slip out and survey the north road for a sign of his kinfolk arriving. The guardsmen had taken it wrong and now he was assigned manual labor while Tamman gallivanted around on patrol with the soldiers.
Raising his mattock, he brought it down with a grunt and split the root in two with a satisfying snap. But a louder crack at the same time signaled a new problem: his tool was now badly splintered near its metal head.
He swore. The mattock would have to be replaced.
That would get him out of the ditch for a while, though. He climbed up and looked around for the captain. The man was standing near the gate, talking to a girl who had just come down the northwest road, another refugee in the long line of desperate villagers. As Evon walked closer, however, he recognized the girl.
It was Sieja, an apprentice ranger he’d briefly met during his time on the Woodwall. She was dressed in mud-stained brown and black, with the dark-green cloak of the rangers hanging in shreds from her back. Her hair was matted with blood and she had dark circles under her eyes.
Evon hurried forward to hear what she was saying, eager for news from the wall. If she had survived, then perhaps—
“My other two companions were killed not far from Thul village,” she was explaining to the captain. Her eyes were dull with exhaustion, and she gingerly dabbed at the blood and grime covering part of her face with a wet cloth Captain Mairn handed her. “I crawled away from the fighting using the river for cover, and found a horse wandering in the fields. But it gave out a few miles back and I hurried on as fast as I could by foot.”
“Very good,” the captain said. “Come with me; we’ll report to the queen and then we’ll get you patched up.”
Evon quickly stepped forward, speaking before the captain could take her away. “Are the wulvers attacking the western villages now? How far away are they?”
Sieja took in the shirtless, dirty worker without any glimmer of recognition. Evon wouldn’t expect her to remember him, not in his current condition.
“One band is spreading westward,” she said. “But they aren’t stopping to attack all the villages. They’re pushing southward quickly, plundering only those they catch on the road. I left them far behind and warned everyone I passed.”
“Then they could be here by tomorrow,” Evon said. A tight feeling had taken hold of his stomach.
“Get back to your digging,” Captain Mairn told him. “I want that ditch finished and spikes installed by the time I get back!”
The captain turned and left with Sieja trailing him. Evon waited for them to get out of sight among the buildings inside the city, and then followed slowly through the gate. He couldn’t do any more at the fortifications until he found a replacement for his broken tool, regardless of the captain’s order.
He found his way through the crowded, chaotic streets toward the nearest blacksmith’s shop. He had to dodge out of the way of a small group of soldiers marching by at the double, and checked to see if Tamman was among them, thinking to go with them. But no, he was trapped here.  And unless he could arm up and perhaps steal a horse, according to Sieja, he might find himself walking right into the enemy vanguard.
He found the blacksmith’s stall in the center of a small plaza at the intersection of two cobblestone streets. But he stopped in his tracks when he saw Talia standing outside the smithy, waiting for something the blacksmith was working on for her. Ignoring the swirl of frightened townsfolk around him in the street, he stared at the girl.
She had cleaned up very nicely from their hard journey, having apparently been granted access to facilities in the palace. Now she was wearing a dark-blue laced tunic and hose, looking pretty and demure.
Evon looked down at himself, covered in dirt, his shirt in one hand and a broken implement in the other. He looked like a beggar.
He nearly turned around to disappear into the crowd again. But Talia looked over and saw him, instantly smiling and beckoning to him with her finger.
Face turning red, he slowly approached. “Hi,” he mumbled as he got near. He tried again, louder, to be heard over the ringing impacts of the smith’s hammer and the noise of the street. “What are you here for?”
Talia pointed to the steel arrowheads the blacksmith was cranking out for her. “I have some skill in arrowcraft,” she said, leaning close. “Which seems to be in high demand at the moment. So I’m helping the fletcher at the palace to bolster his stock. I’m told we’ll need all the arrows we can get soon.”
Evon nodded. “Tomorrow, maybe. The wulvers are coming down the western roads now as well.”
Talia’s graceful face melted into an expression of deep concern, and she touched his arm. “Your mother lives in the west!”
Evon could have hugged the girl. It was the first bit of sympathy he’d received from anyone in some time.
“Well, they won’t let me go to find her. So I just have to watch and hope.”
“I’m sorry. Maybe she’ll get in tonight. I’ve seen more and more people arriving at the city gate each hour.”
Evon nodded. “I’m not the only one around here worried about family that are caught out there somewhere. Stanten town is off the main north road by several miles, and she probably took a smaller road. I hope to see her soon.”
“I hope so too. How is your ankle?”
Evon showed her the wrap still in place around his lower leg. “I can walk all right. Thanks.”
He stood in awkward silence after that for several moments, watching the sparks fly from the anvil.
“Do you believe the queen’s spell will save Caladris?” Talia suddenly asked. “Can she stop the wulvers with it, or will it come to fighting in the city streets?”
There was fear in her voice, and Evon didn’t know how to reply.
The smith finished banging on the anvil and threw the last arrowhead into a pail of water. Then he dumped it out and handed a dozen of the hardened points to Talia. “There, lass,” he told her. “Those should get through the wulver’s wooden armor better than any hunting arrow. That’s all I can do right now.”
She thanked him, and Evon handed the man his broken mattock. The smith took one look at it, grunted, and threw it in a pile of junk in the corner of the smithy.  “I’m doing weapons now, boy. Go look in the gardeners’ sheds for a shovel or a pick.”
“I see some good folded steel hanging there,” Evon said, squinting with his good eye at a rack of small blades overhead. “What would it take to get one of those?”
The smith eyed him. “More than you could scrape together, unless you’ve got a signed order from the guard captain like this girl had. What do you know of steel, digger boy? Wrought iron should be good enough for you.”
“I traded in steel blades before joining the wall-guard,” Evon stonily replied. “And it isn’t for me. I’m asking for her.” He tilted his head sideways at Talia. “She just arrived here and has nothing and no one. She could use a bit of protection if the wulvers break through tomorrow.”
The smith looked at them both for a moment and finally reached up to take down a wood-handled dirk with a keen edge. It was a simple but sturdy blade, long enough to be useful in a fight. He handed it to Talia. “That’ll cut a wulver’s throat if you can sneak up behind one, girl. Now be off with you both. I’ve work to do.”
Talia thanked the man and slid the dagger into the inside of her leather waistband.
“You’re a handy person to know,” Talia told him as they left the smithy together. “Do you supply all your friends with fine weaponry?”
Evon just smiled.
A voice suddenly rang out across the street. “Talia Taimara!”
Looking up, Evon saw Baina Sandray coming toward them. She was no longer wearing the flamboyant dress he’d seen her in at the meeting with the queen, but her flowing hair and sparkling eyes were impossible to mistake.
Baina approached and took Talia by the hand, nearly bursting with enthusiasm. “I’ve been looking all over the city for you. We didn’t get to talk earlier. Do you remember me? I’m Baina Sandray, acolyte of the queen. I recommended you to Lord Camber and Lady Laisley.”
Talia nodded without saying a word; the other girl was doing plenty of talking for both of them.
“The queen wants to speak with you again. I can take you to her now, if you’ll come right away. And also, I’m putting together a team to venture eastward and scout a way for our people to move safely away from the fighting. Can you be ready at dawn to accompany me on that mission?”
Talia opened her mouth, looked over at Evon, and stuttered. “I—I suppose I’m at the queen’s command. But—”
“Yes?”
“Well, Evon here, he knows the roads as well as I do.”
Baina turned on Evon, who had been listening in silent consternation. “Yes! I remembered you when I saw you earlier. The merchant boy who had traveled the Trolkan border.” A shadow clouded Baina’s perky, freckled face, but she shook it away and warmly shook Evon’s hand. “This is perfect. Will you come too?” Baina’s eyes swiftly scanned Evon’s shirtless, dirt-encrusted body. “How long will it take you to get ready? Do you have any clothes, or do we need to find something for you? We’ll need to get some equipment together anyway, and a couple of additional team members to protect us all.”
For the second time in several minutes, Evon flushed red. “Sorry, I think you’d better find someone else,” he said, cutting the girl off. “I’ve already got an assignment on the front lines.”
Baina’s shocked expression should have made Evon feel guilty and contrite, but he actually took pleasure in it. She’d just interrupted the most enjoyable conversation he’d ever had with a girl, and he was tired and worried and the sun was setting. He owed nothing to her and didn’t appreciate being taken for a beggar once again, instead of a fighter.
“Look,” he continued, “there aren’t any great routes to the east, not for Caladrians, anyway. It’s incredibly dangerous in the hill country after dark. People disappear there all the time. It’s a wild place.”
Talia gave him a sidelong glance. “Not so wild, for some of us.”
Evon realized he’d tripped up, and shut his mouth. Baina quickly moved to take up the slack in the conversation again.
“Evon, I can see that I’ve caught you off guard. I shouldn’t make assumptions so quickly. But this mission is of the utmost urgency, at the queen’s express order. We desperately need you! I am sure that between you and Talia here, we can find a way through. We need safe routes and sites where we can stage the evacuation, perhaps even a temporary refuge among the villages in the hills.”
Talia’s face darkened, and Evon shook his head. “You don’t understand. There’s no place for this many people there. What happened at Trolkar? Even if their chieftains are being belligerent, it seems a better option to me.”
Now it was Baina’s turn to stutter and go red. “It’s not… they turned against me, Evon. Slaughtered my delegation. There’s no way through the border unless we fight our way through, and we can’t divide our forces between two battles at once. We’d be trapped and cut down.”
Evon frowned, starting to feel guilty at his cutting words. “So you mean to go blindly into the east? And then what, down to Brinda? Do the Brindans even know we’re coming, assuming we can get past the hills to their border?”
Baina shook her head. “That’s another challenge to face when we get there. Right now I need a team to go with me and scout the path.”
Evon sighed and looked at Talia. She raised her eyebrows and simply waited for his decision. He couldn’t help but be transfixed by her yellow-flecked irises, and the gentle curve of her cheek and chin. It would be worth it to get out of the city for a while, even if it was to the south, with her.
“Well, I can scout; I’ve been doing it for the past few days and I’m not dead yet. Where are you leaving from?”
“The eastern gate is nearest the hill-country,” Baina tentatively began. “If we leave right at dawn and get over the ridge—”
Evon shook his head. “No. The wulvers could be watching by then. South Gate will get us to the Shiamar Pass quickly. We cut east from there, staying well back from the Trolkan border.”
“Then you’ll come?” Baina’s eyes lit up.
“If the captain allows it.” Evon didn’t mention that the captain probably couldn’t care less what happened to him. Or that half the reason he was giving in was that if he didn’t go along, he’d likely never see Talia again.
Baina glowed as if there were a party scheduled for that evening instead of a violent invasion. “The South Gate it is, then. The queen will be so grateful. Can you meet just before dawn?”
“Yes. And I’ll bring a friend, if I can find him. A fellow wall-guard that’s good with a spear.”
“Perfect. Thank you so much!” Baina suddenly surprised Evon by stepping forward and kissing him on the cheek, taking care not to get her robe dirty by brushing up against him.
Then she looked up at the sky, where the last shreds of sunset-illuminated clouds were growing dark. People were lighting torches all around so they could keep working into the evening. Baina turned to Talia and pointed the way toward the palace. “Can you come with me to see the queen now?”
Talia nodded, looking back and forth slowly between Baina and Evon. Then she leaned in and put one arm around Evon’s neck, planting a kiss on his other cheek and lingering there for a second longer than Baina had. When she pulled away, there were smudges of dirt up and down her dark tunic. She didn’t seem to notice.
“I’ll see you in the morning, Evon,” she said.
Then the two girls walked away together, with Baina already launching into further conversation about their mission.
Evon just stood there, holding his shirt, watching them go. All he could think of was that she wanted to see him again, too. When they reached the corner, Talia looked back at him with a sweet, sad light in her eyes. Then she disappeared.
He put a hand up to his cheek where she’d kissed him, unable to comprehend what had just happened fully. It was the first time anyone had kissed him since he was a small boy. Now two different girls were paying attention to him, despite his appearance.
He walked slowly toward the barracks where the palace guard slept to see if Tamman had returned. He smiled as he went, thinking of Tamman’s reaction when he told him he’d been kissed. The tall, brawny warrior would never believe him.
Then his thoughts turned to the task ahead, and he wondered what he’d gotten them into. Venturing into the eastern wilds was dangerous at any time, but during an active invasion and with Trolkans murdering royal emissaries at their doorstep? They would be running the gauntlet, and it would be a miracle if they all returned safely.
Baina’s incurable optimism would either get them all killed, or save the country. There was no way to tell which without going along and helping to see it through.




VII :: Descent into the Dark
As she and Talia entered the palace’s deepest chamber again, Baina realized that the torches had burned quite low. She had been gone longer than she’d hoped.
She quickly replaced two of the torches with fresh ones from the bin by the door, and then turned to see Talia looking around with trepidation, eyes wide and dark. Baina could see why; with the steam and the sulfurous odor, the place probably looked like hell itself to someone who hadn’t been there before and didn’t know what went on inside. The beleaguered, damp appearance of the queen didn’t help.
“Welcome, Talia,” the queen said, rising from her desk and wiping the moisture from her face. “I thank you for coming. I need your help with something.”
She walked over to the great glass globe in the floor.
“You said earlier that you personally faced one of the great worms that drove you from Rymoth Castle. Tell me, did you actually come into contact with its body?”
Talia nodded and answered easily, though her face was blank as if mystified about the queen’s intent. “Its huge body took up most of the corridor I was in, pushing me aside after I hacked at it with an ax. And it had these horrible feelers that wiggled in all directions…”
“You’re a brave girl. This is just what we need. If you’ll join me at this glass, I will try to use that connection to see what this creature had seen prior to coming at you. You too, Baina.”
Baina knelt by the globe. “Can you see into the memories of a dumb creature, highness?” she asked.
“I’m not even sure the worm had eyes,” Talia added. “At least, I could not see any.”
Amryn nodded. “All creatures have some form of sight, though they may not see as we do. The images we find may be murky and difficult to read, but they will still tell us something. The messenger boy with the eye-patch said that our mysterious sorceress was commanding the worms; such a powerful mental link with the creature will have left a strong impression.”
Talia started back when she touched the glass and found it hot. “What is this, your majesty?”
“Magic cannot create effects without drawing its energy from somewhere, Talia,” the queen explained. “A talented wielder can bend the flame of a candle to her will, creating an illusion or spreading its light. But to heal a dying man or melt a frozen river, a far larger energy source must be channeled.
“This well of heat from the earth’s belly is what my mother Caitrith used to build the city and drive back her enemies years ago. And it is what will allow me to cast the winterspell, drawing its power out and converting it to enchanted ice instead of steam.”
Talia nodded.
“Are you ready to open your mind to me so that we may bridge our way into the mind of the creature you fought, and find the starting threads in this tapestry of war?”
“Yes, Queen Amryn. I am indebted to you for giving me a place in your kingdom when I had nowhere to turn.”
Amryn’s eyes wrinkled with regret. “I thought I was sending you to a place of safety, far distant from the dangers that drove you to our land. So many of my plans have turned inside out over the last few days.”
“But I am alive.”
The queen nodded at her, and touched her wrist. “Close your eyes, then, and let your memories flow back over the last few days.”
Baina leaned forward and looked into the glass as the images began to swirl. She got a brief glimpse of their earlier street conversation with Evon, this time from Talia’s point of view, and it showed the kisses they had each given the boy in crisp color. Evidently this had been a moment of heightened emotion for Talia.
The queen smiled, and the images moved quickly on to scenes of riding through woodland, running through a castle courtyard, and wulvers looming in the moonlight.
“There you are inside the keep at Rymoth, with Lady Laisley,” the queen intoned. “Think of the encounter with the worm, remember when it pushed you aside.”
A huge whitish worm suddenly appeared in the glass, bunching its way through the halls of the castle and tearing apart brick and beam as it chewed through the building. Baina gasped and nearly fell away from the globe, but managed to steady herself in time. Next to her she felt Talia’s body clench tightly as a tense moan escaped her lips.
“There is the foul creature,” the queen remarked. “I did not know such a thing existed in our world. Let us see if it has a mind or a memory we can use…”
There was a brief flash of color in the globe as the worm hurtled past Talia in the passageway, and a small hand ax she swung came away dripping with pink fluid. Suddenly the scene shifted so that instead of viewing the worm from Talia’s point of view, they were now seeing the interior of the castle from the worm’s perspective. But the colors were all wrong; the image seemed inverted, with bright whites and yellows where dark windows or shadows were and purples and blues replacing the glow of candle and torch.
It moved swiftly through the castle, plunging past barriers of wood and stone, eating its way to the heart of the place. A few glowing red figures appeared in the shape of women running, and the worm turned toward them and lunged.
“That is enough of that,” Amryn muttered, and the scene shifted into an unintelligible blur of darkness, moving earth, and tumbling stone. “Let us go farther back and see the person who is driving this beast.”
The images then showed treetops against the night sky, campfires, and wulvers standing around holding chains and whips. The creature apparently remembered this clearly because of the pain they were inflicting on it.
“I feel her presence,” Amryn said. “She was there, somewhere.”
The worm turned this and that, but the wulvers kept it restrained, pointing its mouth-end toward the great Woodwall looming beyond the trees.
“There she is!” Baina said, suddenly recognizing the twisted gray figure holding the black staff. “That is the same woman we saw earlier with the Trolkans.”
“I see her,” Amryn replied.
“It is the same that we saw on the road southeast of Rymoth,” Talia confirmed.
“I don’t suppose she was foolish enough to ever touch the worm herself,” the queen muttered. “I wonder if I can find the magical connection she had over the mind of this creature, and follow it back… yes, there…”
Suddenly the images in the globe became blindingly bright and crisp, and Baina flinched away. Amryn shrieked in pain. “Help me!”
Baina stood and reached for the queen. Amryn let go of Talia and grabbed her acolyte’s hand, squeezing it hard.
The images remained on the glass surface.
“Her mind—the sorceress—it bleeds magic. I can’t see past her. Baina, where are you?”
“I’m here, queen,” Baina said, squeezing her in return with one hand and grasping her shoulder with the other. But her eyes were fixed on the glass.
The surface of the globe showed hundreds of wulvers gathered at the shore of a huge lake which glowed cerulean in the sunlight. Pines towered around its edges and covered the mountains in the distance. The place had to be somewhere deep in the northlands, far beyond the Woodwall where Baina’s people had never tread.
She was surprised to see many females among the wulver masses, even young ones, with small kits mewling on the backs of some. She had only heard of male wulvers in the raiding parties, and hadn’t paused to consider how their enemies lived beyond the wall. The female wulvers were beautiful, in a savage way, like a fox she’d once spotted in the woods. Baina shook her head in wonder.
The witch woman appeared to be standing on a small rise overlooking the lake, next to a high stone pillar carved with strange etchings. She was looking down over the crowd of wulvers, and they were all watching tensely as she pointed her slim black staff at a wulver chieftain with red feathers adorning his silver head.
Suddenly the staff glowed like fire and the silver-furred chieftain stiffened in pain. He threw out his arms, paws clawing at the air, and smoke curled from his skin. His jaws opened in a silent howl.
Then his eyes blazed as orange as the staff and his tongue curled and went black. As the assembled wulvers shrank back, their chieftain burst into flame, rising involuntarily into the air as the sorceress lifted her staff. Hanging there, the chieftain was incinerated before their eyes, coming apart in a thousand tiny particles and floating away on the wind like ashes and sparks from a campfire.
The sorceress was laughing insanely, making the images shake. Then she leaned over, catching her breath for a moment, and whirled to face another wulver standing nearby.
This one was female, and had her paws folded defiantly over her furry chest. She was deep russet in color, with wood and woven grass here and there for added protection from the elements. She had a broad necklace of shells and carved bone around her neck, and a pair of blue lines were painted down her head and back.
Her jaws came open and she angrily barked something at the sorceress. She half turned and called to the other wulvers, raising a paw to the sky. Suddenly the black staff came up again, and its tip became very sharp, a long tapering point like a foot-long thorn. The woman whose eyes Baina was seeing through drove it into the wulver, piercing her side and throwing her down the small hill to lie crumbled in a heap at the feet of the other wulvers, bleeding and broken.
Then the sorceress swung her staff against the stone pillar. There was a blinding flash of light and the top of the pillar exploded, sending hot shards of rock spraying into the crowd. Panicked wulvers climbed over one another in desperation to get away. Others sank to their knees and placed their front paws on the ground in submission.
Talia and Baina couldn’t look away. The queen was moaning softly, but she remained slumped against the glass globe, one arm outstretched with fingers splayed across the swirling dome.
Then she jerked convulsively and cried out again, banging her head against the hot glass hard enough to bruise.
The globe sped wildly through a myriad of scattered images, with long periods of darkness and glowing red with white flashes.
“She’s mad,” Amryn groaned. “This witch has gone terribly, terribly mad. Her mind is powerful, but it’s so far gone… it’s fractured and bleeding energy everywhere.”
Baina gripped her queen’s hand. “Can you stop it? Stand up!”
“I’m trying,” Amryn panted raggedly. “I can’t see, only her mind, her darkest memories…”
The images sped up, whirling through hundreds of days and nights all in a blur. The queen screamed.
Suddenly the images froze on a single blinding point of light. It grew until it shone from the glass globe like a sun. Baina closed her eyes against the intense light, and when she opened them again she was staring down at the most vivid scene they had yet witnessed, expanding to the very edges of the globe without any of the swirling mists that had obscured other memories.
A vast plain stretched out ahead of the witch, who stood on the peak of a high hill overlooking the grassland. It was night, but a full moon illuminated the landscape and a thousand campfires dotted the plain.
Two younger women, pretty but with a cold and haughty glint in their eyes, stood to either side. The sorceress stretched out a hand toward the plain with the glittering fires. Far in the distance a green light shot up into the sky from the top of another hill, and it was repeated from another hill to the left and yet another to the right. The three witches joined their own staffs together, pointing toward the sky, and sent up a green spray of light from their own hill which fused with the rest in the air over the valley.
Queen Amryn gasped, her eyelids flickering open and shut. “That is the plain of Andron, in Spard. We are witnessing the Webcursing, when the Termines destroyed their enemies!”
The sky itself was now glowing as if lightning were illuminating stormclouds overhead, but the stars were still clearly visible. Then the green light hanging over the center of the valley pulsed with a flash of yellow fire, then again, and then a third pulse. It became instantly twice as bright, lighting up the valley like daytime, and Baina saw individual men and women standing around their camps below, staring up at the sky in fear.
The light dropped to the ground, hitting the valley floor and instantly spreading outward like ripples from a stone dropped into water. In seconds it had enveloped the entire valley, clinging to every fold and pocket in the landscape, and it illuminated the ground for miles in every direction with an eerie glow.
Baina saw the campfires still burning bright, but the figures writhing among them were no longer men and women. They wriggled and flopped against the ground in ungainly motion. Some had sprouted multiple legs, others’ heads had changed shape and they now looked more animal than human. Still others had bare skulls atop their shoulders.
Spiders with wobbling, twisting legs and human faces rolled next to men with horned heads of goats or stags, and half-men crawled past dragging giant snail shells.
Unable to watch further, Baina turned her head away. Talia, she saw, continued staring into the glass with wide eyes and a stricken look on her face.
The Termine witches, which Baina now assumed they had to be, suddenly stepped into the air, climbing along the green path into the sky over the valley as if it were a narrow bridge. They were laughing and talking excitedly among themselves, and when they reached the apex of the bridge they met others there, all pointing down at their foes and laughing giddily. Their faces were enflamed with cruel joy and their eyes shone like daggers. The stars twinkled overhead and the campfires of the ruined armies below flickered.
One woman, taller than the rest, with jet-black hair and a silver clasp holding a blue shawl around her shoulders, remained silent. Even when the sorceress whose mind Baina lived in approached her and embraced her, she held herself aloof. A look of strained concentration kept her jaw set and her lips pursed.
The other Termines continued their raucous gathering over the skies of Spard, obviously drunk with power for a few more minutes. Then the tall woman with the blue shawl looked around as if ensuring they were all accounted for, and then raised a gleaming silver staff and quickly traced a circle around her feet. She said something to the others, but Baina could not read her lips. Suddenly their faces fell from proud delight to ashen horror.
The glowing green bridge under their feet faded away, and in the next second all of them fell from the sky, their mouths silently shrieking. The woman who had protected herself with her silver staff remained above, but the sorceress whose mind Baina was watching from hurtled toward the ground flailing desperately.
Each of the witches’ bodies hit the ground among the camps of the warriors they had cursed minutes before. The vision went black for a moment, then faded back into view just long enough for Baina to see something horrible: a half-man with a gigantic lobster-claw where one arm had been, eyes sprouted on the sides of his head, now crawled toward her with a tortured, vengeful expression on his mutated face.
As others came near, the sorceress tried to move away, but her body had been broken in the fall and she could only flop and jerk back and forth as the creatures around her took hold and began to tear at her.
The glass globe grew brighter and brighter as the sorceress’ agony increased, and its surface grew hotter. Baina pulled the queen away, and Talia stood and backed away toward the curtains.
The dome exploded, sending shards of hot glass flinging against the stone walls of the chamber and pelting the three women. Baina tumbled to the ground and tried to cover the queen with her body while keeping one arm wrapped around her own head and face.
When the three of them sat up, dazed and bleeding, they saw that the rest of the glass had caved in and the waters from the thermal vent were bubbling openly at the center of the room.
It was a long time before any of them spoke. Finally Baina pointed at the shattered glass.
“Now we know this sorceress is a Termine. We know where her hatred comes from.”
“No, you do not,” Amryn whispered. “The one who betrayed her was my mother.”




VIII :: To The Border
Few knew of the winterspell, but the entire population of Cala seemed to be nearing hysteria as Talia walked to the south gate, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. The sun was not yet up and a line had already formed in front of each of the cartwrights and the horse traders. Candles were lit in many dwellings, and Talia could see the men and women hastily gathering their belongings.
The late night around the queen’s seer-globe had Talia yawning and stumbling over loose cobblestones. She’d stayed overnight in the castle with Baina, but the other girl only kept her awake for hours longer with whispered worries about the future. Then dark dreams troubled her sleep, and she awoke long before she needed to. She left while the other girl was just getting up, preferring to get some fresh air and clear her head.
Shivering in the morning chill, she wrapped a long brown cloak tighter around her shoulders and watched the stars overhead fade into gray. Rounding a corner shop, she came within sight of the city’s southern gate and saw several people already gathered.
Evon was there, now clothed in a clean gray tunic over sturdy dark brown breeches. His hair was tousled and he didn’t look like he had slept soundly either. Talia wondered if he’d dreamed about the terror the wulvers had brought from the north… or perhaps about her.
Tamman was there too. His sandy hair was short enough it never looked unkempt, and his strong jaw line made Talia feel more confident about their mission. He carried a pack with two spears slung behind him.
Mairn, the queen’s guard-captain, was there. And Talia was glad to see that Captain Brenga from Rymoth stood nearby, conversing with Tamman. So some of Lord Camber’s people, at least, had reached Cala.
There was also a girl who was a year or two older than Talia, dressed in a loose brown wrap that was gathered at the waist, with a rope wound around her slim body and high riding boots on her feet. She had a quiver of arrows on her back and a short sword stuck through the rope. Talia had never seen her before, but as she approached the girl looked up and spoke to her.
“Hey. I’m Sieja. They dragged me out of bed this morning and said a few extra hands were needed for a swift journey, people that can ride and maybe fight. Do you know what it’s all about?”
Talia nodded. “Scouting an evacuation route to the southeast. We should be back by nightfall.”
“That’s not what I was told,” Sieja said. “They said to take a bedroll.” She gestured to a wagon Evon was standing in front of, with a pile of things next to it. “The packs are already made up, with food and a blanket each. Weapons are in the wagon.” She looked Talia over. “You don’t look like a fighter, though.”
“Excuse me,” Talia said, and went over stand by Evon.
“Good morning,” he told her. “Ready to ride?”
“If it gets me out of this city, I am,” Talia replied. “I feel like I can’t breathe among all these walls and high buildings.”
“We’ll get out and ride,” Evon glowered. “But if we run into trouble, you may wish you’d stayed in the city a little longer.”
“Oh, I like our chances just fine,” Talia said, trying to counterbalance her friend’s dower outlook with a bit of optimism. She nodded toward Sieja. “It looks like we’ll have some good help. That girl has a capable air about her.”
“Sieja?” Evon replied. “Yes, she’s a ranger. She can handle herself. But she doesn’t know the southern routes like I do. Besides, four was already too many to travel undetected. Now we’ve got at least five.”
Talia wondered if Evon’s surliness was due to the early hour, or to jealousy. She let the matter go and stepped up to gather some equipment.
She took a small satchel with a variety of useful supplies pre-packed inside: dried food, a water skin, flint and tinder, a bandage, a small candle, a bit of parchment, and a tin cup. A thin bedroll was attached underneath.
“Did your mother get in safely?” she asked.
“Yes,” Evon replied in a nicer tone. “Arrived in the middle of the night with half of Stanten Town, and somebody came to get me so I could see her. Apparently the rest of Rymoth Castle is here now as well, though I haven’t had a chance to speak with any of them. Tamman’s over there with Captain Brenga.”
“That’s a relief,” Talia said. “I’m sure the journey was hard for Lady Laisely and some of the others, but at least they’re safe now.”
She stuffed some of the extra clothing she had brought into the satchel and then turned to the weapons in the wagon. She already had her trusty hand ax and the new dagger Evon had gotten her. Now she just needed something to keep enemies at a distance.
Evon had passed up the fat-bladed shortswords in favor of a long dagger, and had a curved bow with a quiver of arrows slung behind him. He gestured at a light crossbow. “You could handle that one easy enough.”
Talia took up the light hunting crossbow, already strung, and tried to cock it. She had to pull hard, but managed it in the end. “I’ll take it, since we’re on horseback. I can afford the extra weight.” Evon handed her a small bundle of quarrels and helped her situate the gear with a leather belt and shoulder-strap. When she finished and looked up, two palace guardsmen in full kit had joined the group, making Evon’s scowl deepen.
Finally, as the last star winked out and the sky turned from gray to light pink, Baina arrived. The queen was with her, as well as several servants from the palace. Talia was surprised to see Amryn, especially after the difficult events of the night before and the pressure she was under to prepare the winterspell.
Baina took up a satchel with bedroll, but ignored the weapons. One of the servants handed her a finely carved wooden staff with cord wrapped around the end.
Queen Amryn stood before the gate and held out her arms to those that had gathered. They each stepped forward to form a rough semicircle facing the queen. Talia stood close beside Evon and barely resisted the urge to put her hand in his. The importance of their task was suddenly weighing on her, and she knew the others expected her to play a larger role than she was confident she could handle. There was so much they didn’t understand. But she couldn’t tell them.
“Time grows short,” the queen began. “If the wulvers begin their assault before you return, you will need to meet the fleeing civilians at the pass and show them where to go. Be brave, be resourceful, and never give up hope. Remember that you possess the knowledge and skill to do whatever you have to, and Caladris is counting on you.”
The queen stepped forward and kissed Baina on the cheek. “If I do not see you again, know that I am grateful for your sacrifices. I hope that some day, perhaps many months from now, I will again be with you.”
Amryn moved along the little line, touching each of their hands. But just before she got to Tamman, an ominous rumble made them all look up. A heavy crash echoed across the quiet rooftops, and a distant scream sounded.
Captain Mairn’s eyes widened in alarm. He turned to the queen. “Your highness. Get to your palace, quickly!”
Tamman reached for one of his spears and pointed across the city toward the main gate. Talia saw a tower atop the northern wall lurching back and forth, about to fall.
“The worms!” hissed Evon. “They’ve come. They’re attacking!”
The servants that had accompanied the queen began to mutter fearfully and pull at her. She stood firm for a moment, but her face was pale.
“The people. There isn’t time to get them out!”
“No, majesty,” the captain said, waving at a man on the wall above to sound the alarm. “The evacuation will take several hours. My men and I will buy what time we can with our swords; I suggest you begin your spell at once.” He turned and left to call his guardsmen to arms.
Baina lifted her hands to her face, and her expression was one of utter horror. “Majesty… if you cast the spell, everyone will be trapped in the city!”
Amryn stared back with tears springing into her eyes. “If I do not, we will all die in these walls.” She turned and pointed the group toward the gate. “Get going. This gate will soon be clogged with fleeing citizens. You need to stay ahead of the crowd so you can traverse the pass.”
Her servants had begun to flee, and the steward half-dragged her with him up the street. But she turned to give a final word to the group at the gate. “Go quickly! It is up to you now, all of you. There may be no one else! Do you hear me? Get through Shiamar Pass before the ice comes. I must cast the winterspell immediately, to stop the enemy from falling upon our people.
“Go! Go, and bring help back to us. All Caladris goes with you. There is no one else!”
Then she turned and followed her servants around the corner of a tall building, and they did not see her again.
The portcullis stood open, the gate gaping like a mouth eager to swallow them all. Talia stared out onto the lightening roadway beyond, heart beating fast.
Tamman and Sieja pulled the horses over and each of them climbed into the saddle quickly and wordlessly. Then Tamman slapped his horse and sent it clattering out through the south gate. Evon followed, and then Talia and the rest.
The little group gathered on the road outside the gate. Tamman had stopped in confusion. He looked around and satisfied himself that they were not yet in immediate danger, but he clearly did not know where to go.
Evon edged forward, his horse sniffing the wind and eager to be off. But he, too, hesitated, looking up and down the road as if some signpost would appear to lead them where they needed to go. Baina was weeping, and Sieja and the other two soldiers waited in the rear.
The fertile fields south of Cala broke after a flat mile upon the shore of Three Stars Lake, which was now wreathed in morning mist. It was a sizable, roughly triangular lake that blocked access to Cala from the main road and Shiamar Pass. A causeway had been erected in the shallow lake, giving room for horses and wagons to comfortably pass each other as they crossed the water. The causeway split in the center and two separate roads connected Cala’s south gate, its eastern side, and the pass of Shiamar.
Light peeked over the distant hills and created long, gentle shadows that stretched out across the abandoned farmland and illuminated the gravel pathway across the lake. Talia cantered forward and stopped next to Evon. She reached out and nudged his back.
“Lead on, Evon,” she murmured. “You are our guide.”
He looked over at her. There was fear in his eyes, but also a measure of the excited determination she had hoped to see. She felt some of it herself, now.
She nodded at him. “The sun is rising. And we must ride.”
Eyes out, sweeping the pathway ahead, Evon rode away from the gate. The others followed in his track. Horns sounded in the city, echoing after them, and Talia looked back. Baina was still sobbing, but she was keeping up, and Tamman was alongside her. The two soldiers behind them looked grim and nervous. Sieja was unreadable.
The lake was only a hundred yards ahead of them now. Soon they would enter the causeway and cross the water; once beyond it, they’d be near the pass. But Talia suddenly spotted a few dark shapes rising from the ground near the lake’s edge.
“Wulvers ahead!” Evon shouted, seeing them at the same time. “They must have crept around the city during the night.”
Talia gasped. There weren’t many of the dark, shaggy shapes silhouetted against the sun’s glint on the water, but if these interceptors cut off their escape, the desperate mission to save Caladris would end before it had even begun. It would simply be a matter of whether the ice or the wulvers got them first.
“I count seven of them,” Tamman called out. “Soldiers to the front with me, everyone else stay tight behind. We’re going to break through and run for it.”
Leveling his spear at his side, he spurred his horse forward and aimed directly for the cluster of wulvers. The two soldiers at his side also burst into a gallop, swords out and shields up.
Evon pulled his bow from behind his saddle and drew an arrow out of the quiver that was tied down next to it. Sieja did likewise.
Talia considered trying to get her crossbow cocked while riding, and decided against it. She’d only have time for one shot even if she could manage it, and she had no experience shooting from horseback. Instead, she put one hand on the dirk at her side and concentrated on keeping her horse close behind the warriors.
Sieja’s arrow sailed out just ahead of Tamman and took a wulver in the chest. The beast’s armor appeared to soak up the damage, but the projectile distracted the wulvers at a critical moment. Evon loosed his own arrow; it missed, but he was quick to re-nock and take aim again.
Then Tamman impacted with his spear. The brawny young soldier smashed into the wulvers at full tilt. Three of them were in a cluster meant to break the horses’ momentum and quickly cut the animals down, while the other four waited at the sides to pull the riders from their saddles. Tamman bowled over one wulver instantly with all the weight of his steed behind the charge. A third took his spear in the shoulder.
But now his momentum was spent. While his horse reeled from the impact, he twisted his spear arm, whirling the weapon away from the first wulver’s shoulder, and rammed its twelve-inch steel head through the chest of one of the wulvers at his side. A short sword appeared in Tamman’s offhand as if from nowhere, fending away the grasping arms of two more wulvers.
The soldiers on either side rode into the fray, and their blades went up and down like scythes. One was successful in striking down a wulver with a mortal blow. The other guard took a slash in the ribs from the curved blade of a wolf-man, but stayed in the saddle. He wheeled and bravely raised his sword to fight on.
Talia and Baina were a second behind, and there were still several large wulvers on their feet, grappling at the riders with angry howls. More arrows from Evon and Sieja flew out, and Talia saw Sieja’s steel point sink deep into the side of one wulver. She wondered if it was one of those she had crafted. Evon’s second shot hit a wulver in the neck.
But despite the damage they were doing, there was now a vicious struggle for control of the causeway. Talia was right on the melee now and there was no way through. She tore the dagger from her belt and slashed at the nearest wulver with a wordless cry of defiance.
Tamman raised his sword high and cut a wulver to the ground, opening the way before Talia. “Go!” shouted Tamman. “Ride!”
Talia kicked her horse savagely and the beast leapt forward despite its fright.
She was through! Baina came galloping behind her and the two girls made gravel fly behind them as they rode out onto the causeway.
Evon and Sieja gained the lake road as well, neck and neck as they each turned in their saddles for a parting shot. Neither got a chance; the swarm of wulvers around Tamman and the two guardsmen was moving too quickly to risk hitting their friends. Talia winced as she saw one of the guardsman take an ax-blow in the back, and slip from his saddle with a stricken cry.
Finally Tamman broke away, and the surviving guardsman bolted after him, wulvers running pell-mell after them. The horses, maddened with fright, outpaced the beast-men on sheer adrenaline, and for a moment Talia thought they were in the clear.
Before she could breathe in relief, however, Baina screamed and pointed ahead. Talia whirled to see what new danger lay in their path.
Running along the other arm of the triangular causeway came a tight knot of wulver troops. These ones had gone east around the city, and were now sprinting to cut off the riders at the interchange of pathways in the lake’s center. With five wulvers still coming from behind, albeit with wounds slowing them down, and the new group ahead, Talia could see no way to escape. But there was no other way they could have gone. She spurred her horse onward, hoping to reach the intersection before the wulvers.
“Talia, no! We won’t make it!” Baina shouted.
Sieja suddenly barreled by her at top speed, passing both girls in a whirl of hooves. The girl in brown sped toward the middle of the lake on her gray charger with the last swordsman galloping after her. Talia could see that Sieja’s quiver was empty, and she now had only a small sword in hand.
Tamman and Evon came up behind the two girls and urged them on. “Don’t stop. If we hold here, we die!”
The four riders hurried along the causeway, glancing back at the wulvers pursuing them. Evon sent an arrow winging back at them, but they barely slowed. One howled its lust for their blood, causing the horses to put on an extra burst of desperate speed. Pebbles flew out to either side, splashing in the water and sending ripples out along the lake’s surface.
Ahead, Sieja and the royal guardsman reached the center. Instead of carrying on toward the far shore, however, they turned and road back along the other arm of the causeway. Directly toward the oncoming wulvers.
There were five fresh troops in this group, bounding ahead with weapons ready. Talia couldn’t believe what the ranger and her companion were doing. But she was at the intersection herself now, and her horse hurtled onward past the branching roadway.
She looked back when Evon passed her. Baina and Tamman were right behind. They had passed the central interchange and were already halfway along the southward path across the lake.
On the other part of the causeway, wulvers had closed ranks around Sieja and the swordsman, surrounding them completely. Talia knew it would be over in seconds.
The four riders hurried on and finally reached the edge of the lake, transitioning from the noisy gravel to the smooth dirt road that led uphill toward Shiamar Pass. None of them had dry eyes, nor anything to say. The feeling of escaping at the cost of their brave friends’ lives was almost as terrible as falling to the wulvers themselves.
“All I have done is to run away, time after time,” Tamman groaned through grit teeth. “Leaving others to pay the price each time.” He let out a howl of frustration and slashed at a bush near the road.
The mountains ahead, which ringed the valley of Cala, were empty and barren. They had made it and were free, of the wulvers at least.
Baina exhaled heavily, tears dripping from her face. “Can anyone see them? Are they…?”
Talia squinted and peered back along the lake path. “Some of the wulvers are heading back toward the city—oh, no. They’re going right into a knot of fleeing civilians. It’s going to be a bloodbath.”
Tamman pointed to some moving figures closer to where they now stood. “Two—no, three wulvers are coming this way.”
“Keep going!” Evon called from up ahead. “We’re almost to the pass.”
They charged up the rocky trail, gaining height but little distance with each step. Soon the first of their three pursuers reached the bottom of the hill. And right at that moment, Talia’s horse stumbled.
She clung to the saddle, and for a moment she thought it had just tripped. Then it stumbled again, twisting its front foreleg badly, and she went down with it, tumbling painfully across the ground trailside.
Evon jumped down from his mount and helped her to her feet. He took one look at the fallen horse, which was squirming wildly and throwing Talia’s equipment all over the hillside, then shook his head. “Leave it. It’s finished. Get on behind Baina and keep moving.”
They only had a hundred yards to go before the ground leveled out and passed between towering crags that marked the boundary of Caladris. Talia frantically began gathering her things and transferring them to Baina’s horse.
Evon stepped to the edge of the trail and sent an arrow arcing down at the wulvers climbing after them. To Talia’s surprise, Baina also dismounted and stooped to pick up a few good-sized stones from the path.
She was about to tell the red-haired girl that throwing rocks was useless, and to get back on her horse. But Baina pulled her staff from the saddle and began unwrapping the cord from around its head. What had appeared to be a padded handle was actually a sling attached to the top of the staff, and Baina stepped up beside Evon to whirl her rocks down at the wulvers.
Talia threw her pack atop the back of Baina’s panting horse and looped its strap over the pommel. Then she took up her crossbow and heaved at the string until it clicked into place on the trigger latch. Quickly fitting a bolt into the slot, she ran to stand next to the others, aiming down the hill at the wolf-soldiers. Tamman stood tall in his stirrups, spear ready, baring his teeth at the enemy.
Then they felt it.
A cold wind, from the direction of the city. At first it was just a slight chill, the faintest of breezes, like passing from the heat of the day into a cool cellar. But a second later a wave of frigid air passed over them, colder than any natural air current this time of year.
Talia heard a cracking noise, like lake ice freezing and shifting in midwinter. She looked down into the distance, toward the royal city they had left behind. Across the flat plain came a vast blue wave, rolling outward from Cala’s walls and over the water of Three Stars Lake.
It sped toward them momentarily, then shrank back to the edge of the lake. Then it surged forward again, spreading twice as far in the next second.
Baina went pale. “The winterspell,” she whispered. “We are out of time.”
Evon backed away, lowering his arrow. “If we’re caught on the slope, it’s all over. Run! Get into the pass!”
The two girls turned and sprinted to the horse they now shared, scrambling wildly into the saddle. Tamman came alongside them and together they charged up the road toward the sheltering rocks ahead. On the hillside trail below, the tawny lead wulver paused to sniff at the sudden chill in the air.
The blue wave, with white at its crest now, shot outward over Three Stars Lake, covering hundreds of yards in seconds and encompassing the entire causeway in its roiling azure haze. Then it washed backward again, leaving the margin of the lake frosty but the water undisturbed.
And then it rushed onward and encompassed the lakeshore once more. It did not loosen its icy grip again.
A crackling sound of rapidly freezing water echoed up the hill. Talia couldn’t see Cala’s walls anymore; where the royal city had stood in the distance, there was now a low-hanging cloud of glittering blue.
The sky overhead darkened, and the wind whipped at Talia’s face, making her loose hair and clothing flap like a banner on a ship. Evon was falling behind, having taken a moment too long to stow his bow on the saddle.
“Run, Evon, run!” Talia screamed. “It’s coming!”
Evon whipped at his horse’s flanks and the animal screamed and powered up the hill, but Talia judged the speed of the oncoming magic cloud and doubted whether he’d make it. The next wave of magic would engulf the entire hilltop.
The wulvers on the slope had realized their own danger. They were now racing desperately for the pass as well, using their powerful wolf legs to bound over rocks at a rate that would bring them danger-close in a few more seconds. But they were no longer interested in their prey; there was fear in their eyes and they dared not look back at the magic filling the valley.
Tamman and the girls crossed the threshold between the mighty crags where Shiamar Pass began. They were far enough over the lip of the hill now that they couldn’t see Evon or the wulvers. The rocks rose up on either side of the road, towering overhead almost enough to close off the sky between them.
Where was the boy with the eyepatch?
“Come on,” Talia called out. “Evon! Hurry!”
Well back from the opening, they all came to a stop and waited breathlessly, unwilling to go any farther without Evon. A second passed, and then another, and still he was hidden from view outside.
Then he rose into view, and Talia saw that he was on foot, eyes wide and desperate. He was sprinting flat out, with frost licking at his heels. Not a yard behind him came the lead wulver, equally desperate.
The tawny wulver lunged past Evon into the pass, a looming silhouette against the blue-tinged sky beyond. Baina yelled a warning, and Tamman stood to throw his spear. But the magic was faster.
In the split second before it came flooding into the pass, Evon dashed past a sizable boulder and threw himself behind it to avoid the full force of the icy blast.
The wulver wasn’t so lucky. The crack of splitting rock echoed from cliff to cliff across the pass, announcing the arrival of the intense cold, and the beast-man instantly froze solid with legs in mid-stride.
The sudden influx of magical ice surged into the rocky pass and a wall of frigid air hit the three riders like a hammer, knocking the wind from their stomachs and forcing their eyes closed lest they freeze staring.
When Talia forced her eyes open again, brushing away frost from her lashes, the scene in front of her had changed. Everything was blue and white, with only sporadic patches of brown rock. The road was covered in three feet of solid blue ice, shining in the thin sunlight that broke through the cloud cover here and there.
The wulver was submerged in ice and snow up to its waist, and a layer of transparent ice coated the rest of its body, leaving it posed like a statue with a dusting of white frost around the edges.
Evon was still standing behind the boulder, utterly motionless. Talia was horrified for a moment, but then he opened his eyes. He looked down at his feet and then back up at her.
“I can’t move my legs,” he said, staring into her eyes.




Part Two: The Journey South




IX :: Cut Off
Tamman waited several seconds for a further wave of deadly magic, but it never came. Finally he dismounted and strode forward to climb onto the slab of ice that had slid across the ground nearly up to his feet.
“Nobody move,” he called out.
Approaching the frozen wulver, he examined it at a safe distance and then raised his short sword. With a swift, vicious swing he lopped the head from its shoulders. The thing was brittle like a statue but still soft enough to allow his sword to cut into it. Baina let out a small shriek at the sight.
Tamman wasn’t worried about the other wulvers outside the pass. The snow-crusted surface he was walking on became so deep a few yards on that they were certainly buried under several feet. The entire mouth of the pass was nearly blocked, with only a narrow opening allow sunlight through at the top of a fifteen-foot slope of snow and ice that had spilled inside.
He turned back toward the others. “The queen’s magic is strong indeed.”
“Great,” Evon shouted from his position by the rock. “Somebody want to build a fire and melt me out of here? My feet are getting awfully cold.”
Baina and Talia dismounted and ran to their friend. Baina slid to her knees and hugged him tightly. Talia opened her satchel and pulled out her tinder kit, grabbing up several sticks that lay nearby and wrenching a small, dried-out bush from between the rocks.
“Stand back, please, ladies,” Tamman said, coming forward with sword in hand.
“I can’t,” Baina replied, clinging to Evon with both arms around his neck. “He’ll freeze to death.”
Talia fumbled and dropped her fibrous bundle of tinder in the snow. “Baina, you have some magic, don’t you? Melt him free, quickly!”
Baina leaned back and closed her eyes. “I don’t know if I can. There’s not much energy here to draw from, and I’ve only done candles before.”
“Then light this,” the dark-haired girl said, pushing the sticks into a hasty pile with the tinder in the middle.
Tamman rolled his eyes. “Move away for a moment. I’ll get him out of there.”
Talia and Baina backed off and Tamman chopped at the ice around Evon’s legs, which held fast up to the one-eyed boy’s knees. Little chips and shards flew, but it was slow going.
“Oh!” Talia said, opening her cloak to reveal a weapon at her belt. “I have an ax!”
Tamman eyed her drily as she handed him the wulver hand ax, and then grinned. “Thanks. That will help.” The dark-eyed girl was full of surprises.
A flurry of blows cut Evon’s left leg free, and he lifted and stretched it. “That’s better. My toes were starting to go numb.” Once Tamman got his other leg free, Evon climbed up on top of the ice shelf they were all standing on, and rubbed his calves.
They each stared around the semi-enclosed cavern they were in, with the road leading onward through the pass and the snow blocking the way they had come. Their eyes gradually came to rest on each other, and they took a step closer together.
“Okay, we four are safe, and we’re together,” Baina said, taking a deep breath.
“What do we do now?” Tamman asked.
“We must be strong. We have to hold on to the chance we’ve been given.” Baina stared into his eyes.
Tamman looked toward the snow-crusted opening at the mouth of the pass. He and Evon simultaneously began to climb it. They each slipped several times on the smooth ice under the snow.
What Tamman saw when he reached the top flabbergasted him even though he half-knew what to expect.
Where minutes earlier there had been a road leading down the hill, across the broad lake and into the palace city, now there was a mottled white winterscape pierced here and there with patches of ice that glowed blue in the weak morning sunlight.
Three Stars Lake was now a flat white plain. The causeway was gone, buried under many feet of blue ice, and only the tops of the taller trees around the shores of the lake poked up through it. These were thick with white frost, and no other landmarks were visible.
Cala’s walls were now stubby little things rearing up only a few feet from the snow that buried everything else. Most of the buildings inside were invisible now, and all Tamman could see of the palace was a bluish mass that sparkled here and there where sunlight touched upon it. In many places ice stretched up the towers as if grasping at their tops. Every doorway, every chimney, every garret was encased in frosted crystal. And inside them, every human being in Caladris.
Evon kicked away some of the snow, creating little snowballs that rolled down the steep slope outside. When he had widened the opening, he lent a hand to the girls that were struggling up behind.
When Baina looked out over the infinite white, she clutched at her heart and closed her eyes. Talia gazed in silent wonder, her eyes dark and unmoving.
“How did it come to this?” Tamman asked, his toneless voice matching the numbness he felt inside.
“It was meant to be a noble sacrifice by the queen alone,” the queen’s acolyte said, biting her lip. “But they attacked before the people could get out and now… now it’s just us.”
None of them had tears now. They simply stood there atop the ice comprehending the vastness of the magic their queen had wrought, so desperate to save her people that she had frozen them all.
Somewhere out there in the cold, their families were buried, encased in blue ice. Little children clutching their toys close, old men praying for deliverance. All were now statues, awaiting the day when the enchantment faded away from them.
The loss and longing and loneliness was suddenly too much for Tamman to bear alone, and he took Baina in his arms and held her tight. Evon and Talia clasped hands without looking up at each other, and didn’t let go.
“How long do you think it will… how long do we have?” Evon asked Baina.
Baina breathed deeply. “The queen guessed as much as a year. Then our people will emerge from the ice with enemies at their throats, and the war will begin where it left off today. Unless someone is here to stop it.” She pulled away from Tamman and stared at each of the others in turn. “We’re all that’s left. If we fail, our country dies. For good this time.”
They waited there for several more minutes, contemplating their impossible role as saviors of a nation that was now sleeping under a thick layer of ice.
Tamman’s eyes traced the lines where he thought the lake’s borders were and where the causeway ran. Somewhere under there, he thought, lay the bodies of some people who had died to help his group get away. They would not wake, when the thaw came—if it ever did.
His thoughts grew darker. By rights he should have been lying down there too. His sin had been in lingering at the fight on the lakeshore too long, letting the ranger girl get ahead and be the one to stop the wulvers trying to cut them off. The list of people he’d failed to save was growing day by day.
He looked down at Talia’s dark hair, and Baina’s flaming red. Which of them would be next to fall, now that they were adrift in a world with no allies and no clear path ahead?
“It’s freezing up here,” Baina said, looking around. “We should light that fire after all.”
She went down to the pile of tinder Talia had dumped from her pack, and collected several more sticks to lay on it. Then she crouched by it without flint or steel, instead closing her eyes and murmuring under her breath.
Tamman went down after her and helped Evon gather the two horses back near the mouth of the pass. They hobbled the sweating by some rocks and poured some water out for them to drink.
Then he went over to watch Baina. He hadn’t seen real magic performed since the queen’s fireworks when he was young. It seemed this acolyte of the sorceress-queen of Caladris might have a few tricks up her sleeve, ones that could come in very handy now that they were on their own.
Baina held out a hand over the kindling wood and made a pulling motion, then pushed at the wood. Smoke arose, then dissipated.
She crushed some dry tinder between her palms and sprinkled it over the fire, then tried again. This time the smoke became thick, and some of the shredded bark flamed up but then died out. She licked her lips. “I’m too tired and shaky,” she said. “From last night, and that wild ride.”
Then she tried to stand up, but her legs failed her and she stumbled. Tamman reached out and caught her. She was pale and limp. “Are you okay? Talia, bring some water!”
“I’m sorry,” Baina said. She clung to Tamman’s arms. “I tried to channel energy from my body, since there’s nothing else up this high.”
Evon put a blanket down near the fire and Tamman laid the other girl on it. Talia helped her get a drink.
“You should eat something,” Tamman said. “We all should. I don’t think any of us had time for breakfast this morning.”
Talia finally got the fire going using more mundane means, and they sat around it sharing a piece of flatbread with cheese. Tamman had no appetite for it, though, despite his words. And there was no telling when they’d be able to find more supplies, so he decided to go without.
After a moment, Evon stood and took up Talia’s ax. He walked to the ice flow and broke a fist-sized chunk away.  Then he came back to the fire and dropped it in. It sat among the coals, 1nmalting and solid, for several minutes.
“Nothing thaws it,” Talia observed. “Not until the power of the enchantment fades.”
Evon flicked it out of the fire and gripped it again. “Still cold.” He tossed it into his pack. “At least it will tell us when we need to return here.”
Baina had fallen asleep by the fire. Talia spread her own blanket and lay down as well. Tamman didn’t bother with a blanket—it wasn’t cold away from the ice—but laid down anyway, letting the adrenaline leave his body.
They all lay there, staring up at the winding crack of sky visible overhead. Tamman’s dark thoughts returned, and he sat up after a few minutes to feed more sticks into their little fire. He brooded, staring into the flames, and gripped the hardened ash haft of his spear that lay on the ground by his feet. It was the only thing that brought him comfort.
He didn’t know where to go or how to save his country. He only knew one thing, he finally decided: he had a good spear. And he would use it to protect his three companions, wherever they went. He would do what he could for his country. If given the opportunity, he would bring real help back to Caladris some day, the kind that wore armor and wielded solid steel.
Sometime later the horses snorted loudly and Evon jumped to his feet. “Someone’s coming!”
Tamman heaved himself to his feet, spear at the ready. He realized they’d been foolish to light a fire without posting a guard.
“Can’t be wulvers, not from that direction,” he whispered, taking up a position facing the road that wound through the pass to the south. “Have the Trolkans come to finish us off? We should have left the pass quickly.”
Evon had his bow ready, the one thing he hadn’t lost when his horse didn’t make it into the pass. But Tamman could see that he didn’t have many arrows left. Talia roused Baina and the two girls scrambled away to the far side of the fire, clutching their own weapons.
A man came through the pass in such a hurry that it took him several paces to come to a stop when he saw the fire and the people gathered around it. He wore a blue cloak and had a shaggy gray beard that didn’t quite reach his chest. A multi-colored, patchwork scarf was draped from his shoulders, his head was bare, and he wore boots that were cracked and fraying.
His eyes focused on the weapons in the boys’ hands, particularly Evon’s arrow that was pointed his way, and took a step back.
“Do not threaten me!” he called out in a desperate, rushed voice that nevertheless had a surprising ring of authority. He raised one hand toward them. “Keep back, or I’ll destroy you all with wind and fire. I am a wizard of terrible power!”
The man carried a shapeless traveler’s bag on his back, but he didn’t look particularly threatening now that Tamman had a good look at him.
Tamman lowered his spear. “Easy, stranger. We’re just looking out for ourselves. Don’t harm us, we won’t harm you.”
The man regarded them with wide eyes. He was breathing heavily. “Then clear the way! I must get through to Cala at once. The queen is expecting me.”
Baina stepped around the fire, showing her empty hands. “Sir, we just came from there. Something terrible has happened to our country. I’m afraid you’ve arrived too late to reach Cala.”
“Too late?” he repeated, bringing a hand up to agitatedly stroke his mustache, which was as long and bushy as his beard. He glanced again at the weapons the boys held, even though they’d lowered them. “What do you mean? I must get through.”
His eyes slowly traveled to the cascade of ice and snow that had tumbled into the pass and blocked most of its mouth.
“What… goes on in these lands? It’s not yet winter, not even this far north.”
Tamman nodded toward the opening at the top. “Go on. Have a look. That will tell you all you need to know.”
Eyeing them carefully as he passed by, the man walked over and climbed up the small slope, putting his hands out for purchase. The others watched as he poked his head over the top and stared out at what had once been Caladris’ southern plain.
When he came back down, he didn’t look at any of them. He squatted at the fire, rubbing the gnarled skin on the back of his hands and cracking his knuckles, muttering to himself and shaking his head. He let the traveling bag slip from his shoulder, and didn’t pick it up.
Baina introduced herself to break the silence. “I’m Baina Sandray. An acolyte of the queen of Caladris. These are my friends, Tamman, Evon, and Talia. We’re… well, we’re the only ones who got away from that.” She swallowed, and the man looked back at the ice guarding the mouth of the pass.
“When did this happen?”
“This very morning. The whole land has been enchanted.”
The man chuckled loudly. To Tamman’s ear he sounded a bit unhinged by what he’d seen. “Enchanted. A powerful enchantment indeed. Is this Queen Amryn’s work?”
Baina looked uncomfortably to her companions, unsure of how much to say. Evon subtly shook his head and swept the other three with a glare, but the old man caught the look that passed between them.
“I heard rumor of the invasion.” He sighed deeply. “I thought to aid the queen at this critical time. Now you’re telling me she is a block of ice.”
“The ice doesn’t kill,” Baina gently told him. “It will someday melt away again. But… wulvers were at the gates when we fled. We have been entrusted with the search for aid to help our country. If you can help us, we would be greatly indebted.”
The old man gazed at her a while, then back at the fire. He was silent.
“You said you were a wizard and that you knew the queen. Is there anything you can do?”
The man slowly shook his head. Then he took his pack and retreated to a rock several paces away. He sat with his back to it, staring between the fire and the ice, saying nothing.
The others sat again around the fire, satisfied that the old traveler wasn’t a threat. The old man had just come from the south road, so Tamman felt they would be safe from Trolkans for the time being.
“He’s not a wizard,” Evon murmured when he saw Baina’s eyes lingering on the silent traveler. “I doubt he even knew the queen. He’s no better than we are now, wanderers all.”
Tamman sat with the rest, but kept his spear close. “At least he wasn’t a Trolkan. I was worried for a minute there.”
“I’d take a Trolkan or two over the wraith-hounds that roam the eastern roadways at night,” Evon said.
“Wolf-like creatures, aren’t they?” Tamman asked. “I’ve heard of them but never actually seen one before.”
“That’s why they’re called wraith-hounds, they’re seldom seen,” Evon replied. “They never come into Caladris. But they prowl the lonely roads in the winter, and in the spring on lean years.” He sighed and glanced at the far mouth of the pass. “I’d also hate to get a cairn-bear from one of the caverns on our trail, or stumble into a band of cutthroats looking for desperate loners on the road. We’re in the borderlands now, neither under the sway of Caladris nor Brinda. No one keeps order here.”
Tamman scowled. “So much danger all around. I never cared about anything outside Caladris before.”
“I cared,” Talia said quietly. “Your nation always seemed so secure. But even that changed today.”
Baina shook her head, staring into the fire with deep sorrow written across her freckled face. “Where, oh where are we going to go now?”
Tamman glared at her. “You were in the queen’s inner circle, weren’t you? You tell us.”
Baina looked stricken, but Tamman continued relentlessly. “I’m only here because I know how to wield a spear, and because I lived while the other fighters died back at the lake. Evon and Talia know the roads. But you had the queen’s confidence. You tell us where to go.”
“That’s not entirely fair, Tamman,” Evon interjected. “No one expected things to turn out this way.”
“She did,” Tamman said, pointing at the acolyte. “She knew what this winterspell would do.”
Baina nodded slowly and rose to her feet. “Yes, I did,” she said, blinking away her tears, “but it wasn’t supposed to happen this way. We were supposed to have all the people of Caladris with us, and supplies, and soldiers before and behind, and leadership. Not like this!”
Tamman pointed at her again, jabbing his finger into her shoulder with each word, making her flinch as if each touch were a knifepoint. “You’re the leadership now. So lead!”
Talia’s eyes flashed and she got to her feet as well. “Why don’t you take the lead, warrior? We’re depending on you to keep us all alive now. Step up and give some orders, then!”
That took Tamman aback. “I’ve never left Caladris in my life,” he spluttered. “I’m not a captain. I have no idea what we should do once we leave this place.”
Evon scowled into the fire as feelings of resentment, fear, and frustration washed over them all. Baina, usually the one to smooth things over, turned her back to the group and stared silently at the darkness beyond the firelight.
Tamman let out a long sigh. “Evon? Where do you think we should go?”
Evon pursed his lips. “I know several ways we could go. And for the record, Talia, we’re not all depending on Tamman to keep us alive. I could walk out of here tomorrow, take up the southern trade routes on my own, and never look back.”
“Oh. Well then, if we mean so little to you,” Talia grated back at him, her eyes piercing the gloom like green daggers. “I’ll take my way to the east, you can go south, and it will be the end of everything. I have gained nothing in the last year, and I can hardly lose anything more!”
Baina turned around and stared aghast from one to the other of her companions.
“Please,” she begged, tears streaming. “Please, don’t do this. We’re all hurting. Today was a nightmare. But the only thing we have now is each other. Please don’t talk of splitting apart.”
Tamman quickly nodded. “She’s right. For Caladris, for the queen, and for our own good, we must stick together.” He gulped down his pride and anger, which he realized was stemming from his own guilt rather than from his companions’ failings. “I’m sorry I spoke harshly. I promise you, I will do whatever I can—with Evon’s help—to keep the last of us alive so we can bring back aid to our country.” Tamman looked at each of them. “This I swear.”
“And I will find the roads,” Evon said, nodding. Apparently he also felt bad about bringing down the group’s spirits. “If you’ll follow me closely, I’ll try to get us past any trouble we may encounter.”
“Thank you,” Baina said. “Thank you both. For my part, I’ll do whatever is needed during our travels—I have small healing abilities—and I’ll take the lead in speaking with whomever we find that can grant the aid we seek.”
The look that passed between them now was happier, more confident. The silence grew as all eyes came to rest on Talia’s pale, winsome face. She had yet to speak, and wasn’t making eye contact with the others.
“So, Baina is the brains. I’m the brawn. And Evon is the way,” Tamman said. “Talia, what’s your place in all this?”
“Tamman!” Baina reproached. “You needn’t challenge her like that. I begged Talia to come with me on this journey myself, and I’ll have a little more tact from you, please.”
“Sorry.”
“Thank you. Talia has connections among the eastern hill tribes. We may find ourselves relying on her tomorrow.”
“But now the four of us can hurry south past the hill country and get into Brinda as soon as possible,” Evon said. “We’ve no crowd of straggling evacuees at our backs now.”
“Yes, Evon’s right,” Talia quickly said. “I don’t think we’ll find much help in the hill country.”
“Why not?” Baina innocently asked. “Isn’t your father a chieftain there?”
Talia’s face blanched. Her fingers went to her neck as if feeling for something that was no longer there, and she quickly dropped them when she realized what she was doing. Her face flickered in the flame-light, and Tamman saw a hint of defiance in her yellow-flecked eyes.
“Talia,” Evon said, soft but insistent. “We’re a small group now. There can’t be any secrets among us.”
“My people will not help,” Talia mumbled. “I’m sorry.”
The old man spoke in a low but clear tone from his place in the rocks beyond the fire’s light. “Ask her about the Webcursed.”




X :: A Place to Go
The old traveler was staring at the ground, ignoring the young Caladrians by the fire. But obviously he’d been listening intently. Baina’s eyes narrowed.
“Talia? What could she have to do with the Webcursed?”
The dark-haired girl had gone pale. Her eyes flitted desperately from the old man to Baina, and back.
Suddenly she stamped her foot, and her words tumbled out with a sob. “My people are scattered, probably all dead by now. Because of something I did! Is that enough?”
Baina watched her, aghast.
“And I cannot go back there, to any of the tribes, on pain of death! I cannot help you. My people will not help you, especially not if I am among you. So shall I leave now? It won’t be the first time I’ve journeyed alone into the darkness!”
She turned as if to go, but Baina quickly put an arm around her shoulders and held her close. Talia covered her face with her hands.
“What are the Webcursed?” Tamman asked.
No one said anything for a moment.
“The armies of Spard were cursed, long ago,” Baina finally explained. “Turned into hideous creatures that fled north along the mountains, keeping to the caves in daylight. It was the downfall of their once-powerful warrior nation.”
“I heard that tale once,” Evon replied. “Whatever became of them?”
Baina shrugged. “Dead and buried long since.”
But Talia shook her head. “Buried, but not dead,” she whispered.
There was another long silence as those around the fire puzzled the meaning behind her disheartening words.
“There was never going to be a lasting refuge for our people in the eastern hills,” Evon said, changing the subject. “We must look elsewhere in the Sixlands for that.”
“It won’t come from nearby,” Baina said, embracing the change of subject. “Brinda will almost certainly lock their border tightly and prepare to defend themselves. They would never expose their army by marching it north.”
“What about the coastal nations to the west?” Talia asked. “They’re friendly to Caladris, aren’t they?”
Baina nodded. “Sure. But neither Esfell nor Embril has a military. Nothing more than a few border wardens. If anything, they’ll be depending on us as well. And Areym is so far to the south most of them have barely even heard of Caladris, though I’ve heard there are fierce desert warriors there.”
The four were silent for a moment, looking between one another over the flames.
Their plight was desperate indeed, and Baina felt it deep in her heart. Why hadn’t the queen been able to foresee all this? Were they doomed to wander as homeless beggars until their kingdom vanished away and all memory of it was lost? Nothing had gone as they had hoped.
The old man spoke softly into the quiet. “There is yet one of the Sixlands you have not mentioned.”
They all turned to face him.
“Spard?” Evon said. “It’s a ruin, but for a handful of villages and one small city. I know, I’ve passed through it. And it’s as far away as Areym. There’s nothing there for us.”
“There is Stone Mountain.” The old traveler still wasn’t even looking back at them, but by his tone he seemed to think he knew something they didn’t. Something obvious.
“A hundred years ago, maybe we could have found someone there to fight on our side,” Evon said, turning back to the fire. “If we had the coin to pay them. Not anymore, though.”
“What’s at Stone Mountain?” Talia asked.
“That was the headquarters of the battle-mages of Spard,” Baina said, excitement slowly growing in her voice as she grasped the meaning behind the old man’s words. “There they trained their magical armies in combat, using energy from the earth and the sky to throw lightning at their foes and shatter the ground under their feet. One of their wizards in battle was supposed to be equal to a hundred ordinary soldiers.”
She looked over at the traveler. “The armies of Spard were all destroyed in a single, cataclysmic event many years ago. Does someone yet remain who could teach us?”
The man looked up, and the others gazed expectantly at him. Hope flared bright in Baina’s chest, and she wondered if it was possible that their salvation had wandered right to them in their time of need. Visions filled her mind of throwing fire from one hand while swinging an enchanted weapon in the other and driving back the wulvers to saving Caladris. Could this old man unlock the secrets of Spard’s ancient warrior-wizards?
But the fellow held up his hand. “Don’t look at me like that, youngsters. I’m no magical knight.”
Baina’s face fell.
“Candron is my name. I was once bard to the king of Brinda, though we’ve since parted ways.”
Tamman’s eyes narrowed in disappointment and suspicion. “We are struggling for our lives, sir. And we’re the last hope for our country. You may share our fire for now, but please don’t interrupt us again unless you have something helpful to offer.”
“As you say, son,” the old man replied. “But look—there!”
He pointed just past Talia’s head, startling her and causing her to reach up and check her hair for burning embers from the fire. As the others glanced in her direction, Candron suddenly produced a small game bird in his fist, hanging limp and ready for the plucking.
The others stared, and he threw back his head and laughed aloud. “Something helpful I can offer! Who’s hungry?”
Tamman angrily jammed the butt of his spear into the dirt. “I told you, old man—”
“Oh, come now. Let me roast this, I’ve been carrying it for half a league.”
The man busied himself for a few minutes, plucking the bird and carving a spit for it. Then he held it over the fire and looked around at the Caladrians.
“So, Caladris needs a band of heroes, but what do we have? A sullen scout. A fledgling fighter. A failed emissary, and a false princess. The irony is too thick even for one of my courtly tales.” He shook his head. “You’ve hard work ahead of you, if you truly mean to come through for your country.”
Baina folded her arms. “And yet succeed we must, or our people perish at the hands of the wulvers the moment they awaken. The queen herself charged us with the fate of Caladris, and we will find the aid we seek whether it is in Brinda, Spard, or from lands unknown across the sea.”
Evon gazed at the bard with suspicion. “You knew of Talia’s… difficult past, and you spoke to us of Stone Mountain. Where exactly do you come from, sir? Are you Brindan?”
Candron smiled and shook his head. “I am no one of interest, I assure you. I go here and there among the Sixlands, doing tricks for a night’s lodging, or telling a tale in return for a meal.”
He looked back at his roasting bird. “But you should go to Stone Mountain,” he added. “And see what you can find there. It may be your only hope.”
“What’s there to find?” Tamman asked. “You can hardly expect us to embark on a journey of a hundred miles at a word from you.”
Candron shrugged. “It is up to you, of course. But it isn’t a hundred miles; more like eighty. And there’s no telling what you might find there. At best, the magic you seek. At worst, a bit of wisdom. And wisdom is what you four lack, if ever I saw anyone who did.”
“Is there anyone there that can tell us about the battle magic?” Baina asked.
“There was when I went there.”
The others stared at the old man. Even Tamman perked up his ears at that.
“How long ago was that?” he asked.
The old man looked up at the cloudy sky through the crack overhead and wiggled his jaw. “Ten… maybe twenty years ago. Perhaps thirty. It’s hard to say.”
Tamman rolled his eyes.
Evon added his own skepticism. “Even if we traveled all the way to Spard and found some holdout hermit still dwelling there, why would they help us? What have we to bargain with? The Spards were never a noble people, always mercenary.”
“That they were,” Candron confirmed. “To their own demise. But perhaps in that, you will find the leverage you seek. If anyone feels the cut of the knife called ‘guilt’ keenly, it would be the surviving Spards holed up in their mountain hideaway.” He looked at Baina. “You four speak of pain and desire to see your country redeemed. The Spards have been hiding for decades with the knowledge that they escaped the fate of their companions on the plain of Andron.”
Tamman shook his head. “This is not enough to go on. It would be madness to go all that way on a whim.”
Candron sighed. “Then hear this, young wayfarers. I have been there, to Stone Mountain among the hermits. They hold among them the last shreds of battle magic to be found in this world—I have seen it with my own eyes. Lightning from a cloudless sky. Fire out of bare rock.” He looked around at each of them. “If you really want to save Caladris, then you must get your training at the hands of those who know how to cast the great spells. Your queen is gone. Your enemies will not hand you the power you seek. You must go to Spard.
“Offer them redemption, offer them your souls, offer them whatever will gain you admittance. But I have traveled these lands up and down, and I do not think you will find an answer to your dilemma anywhere else.”
They all brooded on that in silence until the old man pulled his bird out of the fire. Stripping the hot flesh away with his knife, he offered them some.
“We will head south,” Baina said, rising to her feet. The strength of her words surprised her, but she knew they needed direction more than anything else at that moment. “If we can find better help along the way, we will take it. But if not, then to Spard we will go, and see if we can find the power we need there. It is the best plan open to us.”
Tamman sighed. “It’s a long journey and a daunting prospect. But we can’t stay here.” He took some of the bird and chewed thoughtfully for a moment. “I’m willing. Evon?”
Evon nodded. “It gives us a target to aim for. And we can always follow a different path if one becomes available. There are many miles between here and Spard.”
“It is a long way for tenderfoots such as you,” Candron agreed. “And when you finally reach the southland you’ll have a harder task still: finding Stone Mountain.”
He paused, noting the consternation on the youths’ faces.
“Did you think it would be as simple as walking up to a gate and asking admittance? If you can find the place and get inside, you’ll have done more than the regent’s armed men and spies have managed over the last thirty years. He despises the hermits, wants them exterminated.”
He snorted when he saw the drooping faces of the young Caladrians.
“Oh, don’t worry so. Ever faltering and flailing at each other, you four!”
He grinned and handed the rest of the roast meat to Talia.
“I said I’d been there. I can show you how to get to Stone Mountain. Though once inside, you’ll be on your own. I am not loved there any more than in the court of Brinda these days.”
Baina nodded. “Very well. Let us gather our things, and we’ll begin this journey. As Tamman said, we can no longer stay here, and we have many people counting on us. We should not delay.”




XI :: Through the Borderlands
They left the shelter of Shiamar Pass a few minutes later and headed east, walking to spare the only two horses they had left for a time of greater need. Candron accompanied them, whistling cheerfully.
Evon was annoyed by the old man’s cheery demeanor. The man knew their desperation, he thought darkly; it was cruel to ignore it and pretend the skies were still shining brightly.
A few seconds later Candron warbled, “Look how brightly the sun shines through those clouds. A beautiful day, simply beautiful.”
Evon stared at him and snorted in disgusted disbelief. “Those clouds are there because of the terrible spell that’s taken our country,” he said.
“And the green of the beeches fading into brilliant yellow along the path,” Candron continued, choosing to ignore Evon. “I tell you, Caladris is a fair land, and some of that beauty seeps south into the ridgelands.” He walked up alongside Baina, who was leading her horse just ahead of Talia and Evon. Tamman was ranging a few paces ahead of them. “Never forget it, young heroes. ‘Tis a land worth saving.”
The bard reached for a wooden flute that hung from his neck by a cord, but Evon had had enough.
“Please don’t. We must travel in silence. The wraith-hounds.”
Candron stared back at him, and then put the flute to his lips and gave it a merry tweedle just to get under Evon’s skin.
Evon threw up his hands. “Fine. Call every beast and enemy in the region down on us. I’m beginning to see why the Brindans and the Spards might have thrown you out.”
“Whoa, Evon,” Tamman said, falling back toward the group slightly. “We’ll get along this stretch of road all right as long as we don’t leap at each other’s throats any more.”
“We will? Do you say that because you’ve traveled it before, or because you already cleared the whole trail of dangers for us? Which is it, Tamman?”
“Okay, sorry. You’re right, we should be a little cautious.”
“You’ll be the first to stumble into an ambush if there is one. But if you’d all let me do my job today and pretend like I might know what I’m talking about, we could avoid a whole lot of trouble.”
Tamman flushed. “I said I was sorry, Evon. You’ve proved yourself several times in the last few days, and Master Kito would be proud.”
Evon felt his angry glare melt away at the praise. “Well, I’m still alive, anyway,” he muttered.
Talia pointed at Evon’s foot. “How’s your ankle feeling today? You aren’t limping at all anymore, I noticed.”
“It’s okay,” Evon said, feeling even better at her words. “Pretty stiff, and I’d hate to have to run far on it. But it will mend.”
They all walked in silence for a moment, and then Tamman fell back farther until he was beside Evon.
“Speaking of Master Kito… you don’t think there’s any chance of survivors at the Woodwall, do you? I mean, if the winterspell didn’t hit the northern border as hard as it did down here?”
Evon bowed his head. “Sieja didn’t think so,” he told Tamman. “Between the wulvers and the spell, I’d say they’re all gone now one way or the other. But old Kito would not have wanted to die anywhere else. I do not think he had left the Woodwall in twenty years.”
Kito was their teacher and trainer, a bald giant of a man who they’d come to respect. The knowledge that he lay dead somewhere to the north, along with many others they’d served with, was difficult to accept.
The two young men mourned in silence, both for the men and women they’d left behind at the Woodwall, and for the loss of the whole way of life that had meant so much to them. Several days earlier they had awoken with nothing on their minds but the four trials that would decide their future as wall-guards, rangers, or rejects. Now that training was over, permanently. Caladris would never be the same again, if it survived the next year at all.
Evon shook himself out of the reverie first. “If we had a contingent of the wall rangers with us, I’d feel a lot better about our odds of getting to Spard,” he said. “There’s a lot of wilderness to cross, especially if we’re turned away at the Brindan border.”
“You’ve got to be our ranger now, Evon,” Tamman told him. His tone was serious. “You always showed more of an interest in their line of work, ranging beyond the wall, tracking down raiding parties, shooting arrows at things. Now you’ve got your chance.”
“You think I wanted to spar in the hot sun all day and play leap-the-sheep with you and Kreis?” Evon roundly replied. “I’m far more at home among the trees and rocks, with a bow in my hand.”
“Why did you waste all that time in our wall-guard training cohort, then?” Tamman sputtered. “You could have apprenticed with a ranger squad instead.”
“The rangers turned out to be a very close lot,” Evon complained. “They suddenly didn’t have any openings when I showed up. Not for a one-eyed nobody, anyway.”
Tamman grunted. “Well, sorry. But you can’t blame all of life’s ills on that eye-patch, you know. Sometimes you need to just stand up and do what it takes to gain what you desire.” That remark earned Tamman a very disapproving, sidelong glance from Baina.
“That’s what I’m doing right now!” Evon snarled at the taller boy. “Trust me, you’ll appreciate my experience as a traveler and a woodsman by the time we reach Spard.”
Candron laughed out loud, and the two boys ceased their quarrel so as not to give the old man any more satisfaction. It was clear that he thought they were incapable, but proving it to him by bickering when they should be watching out for danger wasn’t what Evon intended.
By noon they had covered the bulk of the eastern road that led from Shiamar Pass toward the hill country and Brinda’s northeast border. The more populated areas of Trolkar, including the village of Kemllat where Baina’s delegation had met its fate, were far behind now. Evon noticed the red-haired girl shudder and breathe out a long sigh as they passed the road that led down toward Kemllat.
Some of the craggy, forested ridges that defined the Trolkans’ territory were still visible off the right side of the road, rolling downward into lower land that ended on the corner of Brinda. Ahead and to the left the Shiamar mountain range tapered into the beginnings of Talia’s land. The first of the infamous obsidian hills were just visible on the horizon, dark jutting shapes forming an irregular skyline.
“Another sight I’ve heard of, but never seen,” Tamman remarked, eyeing the dramatic spikes and spires that lay at odd angles on the hilly landscape. It looked as if a god had sprinkled massive shards of obsidian over the place just to keep anyone from living there. “What a forbidding place to travel.”
Talia looked out at the distant terrain. “It isn’t all like that. Some of those promontories and rims hide fertile canyons between them. And in the northwest there’s less of the obsidian and more of Caladris’ woodlands.” She rubbed her neck thoughtfully. “The Black Spines do serve to keep people out of my land, though. Always have.”
“Let’s hope they keep the Webcursed in as well,” Evon added. “From what Baina said, they’re not something I’d want to run into.” He regretted making the comment when he noticed Talia wince and turn away.
They rode on along a lengthy bend in the road toward the south. Evon estimated another mile or two until they reached the Brindan border. He wasn’t sure how they’d fare there. As Baina had pointed out earlier, news of the invasion had certainly reached Brinda by now, and they were likely to be locked tighter than a box.
Never friendly to outsiders in the best of times, their King Merren had made it a policy to challenge nearly everyone that came to their land, and he threw half of them out. The other half he was said to throw in prison, though Evon assumed that was largely a joke. But without the pass papers his uncle had negotiated years earlier, he wasn’t at all sure he’d be able to get them into the country.
If they were sent farther east to wander along the wild routes against the north tip of the Stonewall mountain range, they might encounter any kind of danger. He’d never been there, didn’t know the paths, and might not be able to spot trouble before it was upon them. And going off of the revelations the two girls had mentioned, he didn’t like to consider the possibility of coming face to face with the Webcursed.
Evon had been feeling a rumbling in his stomach for over an hour, but he wouldn’t be the one to call for a rest and a bite of food. He was keeping his eyes on the terrain, watching for signs of anything approaching up the road or off to either side that might indicate trouble. That was why he didn’t see the figure coming up behind them until she was within speaking distance.
“Evon!” Tamman called out, his voice tight with warning. He was already wheeling around and bringing his spear up.
There, standing on a small rise in the dirt road they’d just passed moments before, was the woman in gray. Evon had seen her twice before, and each time he’d been grateful not to have to face her up close. Now his luck had run out, and he felt a stab of dread that their journey might meet a premature end.
She was taller than he’d expected, nearly as tall as the black staff clutched in one hand. Her spine seemed twisted and one leg was turned out slightly at an odd angle, showing some of the flesh of her bony thigh where her gray dress was torn. Her hood was off now and a tangle of jet-black hair fell to her waist.
The sorceress’s face was pale and lined by several scars. Blazing eyes that Evon could swear were deep indigo in color were set deep under sharp brows, and an equally sharp nose hung over thin, dark lips. She didn’t look like a person that knew the meaning of mercy, kindness, or pleasure.
She was staring down at the group on the road, peering from one to the other with her head cocked slightly. Her free hand drifted toward her hip and the other raised her staff several inches.
Before Evon could reach for his bow, Baina stepped forward and addressed the woman.
“Queen Amryn showed you to us in a seer-vision,” Baina called out. “You’re the sorceress that brought the wulvers against Caladris and the Trolkans against my friends!”
The woman raised one eyebrow and croaked past lips that seemed only to part on one side of her mouth. “Ah. Caladrians.” Her voice caught on the consonants and she coughed out the word. “You know I cannot be diverted, then. I am like the floodwaters come to cleanse Caitrith’s foulness from this land.”
Evon was deeply grateful for the red-haired girl’s quick thinking and even quicker gift for speech. He’d been sure that the sorceress was going to blast them with magic and ask who they were later, while they lay dying on the ground at her feet. But Baina got her talking, which was all the time he needed to begin surreptitiously readying his bow.
“But you—what do you think you are about?” the sorceress asked, waving at the group. “Tell me, before I kill you all.”
Evon glanced back at the rest of the group, hoping Baina could keep the sorceress talking. Tamman had his horse’s reins in one hand and his spear in the other, but obviously didn’t dare threaten the woman with his weapon yet. Talia was watching from the other side of Tamman’s horse, crouched and ready. Candron…
The old man was nowhere to be seen. A moment before he’d been near Tamman’s horse, partly obscured by its body. Now he was gone.
“We are loyal subjects of the queen, and we won’t be cowed by your threats,” Baina steadfastly declared. She sounded like she’d been saving words for this woman ever since losing her nation at the sorceress’s hands. “You brought destruction to our land by surprise, but the queen’s magic is stronger than yours. Your armies lie frozen and defeated, and we will yet prevail.”
The woman cracked a lopsided smile. There was little mirth in it. “Prevail? You are already dogs lying at my feet. Now, I will kick you!”
As she spoke, Evon slowly closed his hand around the bow hanging from Baina’s saddle. With the same hand, he began to slip an arrow free of the quiver near it, all while keeping his eyes on the woman and his other hand in the open. But the motion alerted the sorceress and her eyes fell on Evon, widening in recognition.
“You! The boy on the wall, who gave me this.” She reached a hand up to her face and ran a finger along one of her scars which appeared fresher than the rest.
So, Evon thought—his last shot in the courtyard had come closer to her than he realized. Pity it wasn’t an inch farther to the left. He tugged an arrow free just as the black staff came up again, but Baina continued in a shrill voice, giving them both pause.
“How did you escape the ice, witch? Where were you hiding when the snows spread across Caladris and stopped your invasion in its tracks?”
The sorceress cackled in a high-pitched and semi-crazed tone. “Know this, whelp of Caitrith’s illicit domain. I am Dai Thera. I was calling forth hailstorms on the crops of my enemies when I was younger than you, and I have dealt such magic to my foes that your queen’s spell of winter shrivels in comparison.
“Caladris is but one of my victims now, and not the greatest. I have much work to do, many lives to uproot in the south and the west. You will not slow me, your queen’s pitiful spell will not stop me, and you will all swiftly join your countrymen in oblivion.”
She raised the black staff to the sky, ignoring Baina’s further attempts to draw her out. Evon whirled his bow over his head and brought it into line with the sorceress, desperately trying to nock his arrow. He was dimly aware of Tamman yelling and rushing forward with his spear.
But at that instant a howl echoed up the road that chilled Evon to the core, and several sleek shapes loomed atop a nearby ridge.
Talia screamed. “Wraith-hounds! Evon, there’s a whole pack of them!”
The sorceress looked up at the approaching animals. Their long, silvery bodies hurtled toward the road at terrifying speed. There were at least six, and they stood three feet high at the shoulder, with long wiry tails and sharp snouts. Evon had seen a pack of twelve before, and knew that others might be circling to close off their escape.
“Quick, onto the horses!” Tamman shouted. He lunged into the saddle and hauled Talia up after him. Baina retreated to her own horse and swiftly mounted as the first wraith-hound reached the road and bounded at the sorceress with fangs bared. Dai Thera screamed in rage and swung her staff at the creature.
Evon let his arrow fly. It sailed past the sorceress and hit the ground near the second wraith-hound to reach the road. The animal scrabbled its paws on the loose gravel and then came on. Evon turned and leaped up behind Baina, then slapped the horse hard with his bow. They broke into a run and then a full gallop, though the strain on the animal was intense. They wouldn’t be able to keep up any speed for more than a few minutes.
Looking back, Evon could see that they had at least escaped the clutches of the sorceress for the moment. She was laying about her with her staff in one hand and gathering crackling lines of energy in her other. The bright lines arced out a moment later and seared the flesh of the wraith-hounds nearest her, causing them to yelp and back away.
One hound left the lone woman with the lightning in her hands, and went after the horses. Another quickly followed.
Then the horse rounded a bend in the road and Evon faced forward to check on Tamman and Talia. They were several yards ahead, riding hard.
“Where can we go?” Tamman called back when he saw Evon and Baina approaching. “Do we just keep following the road?”
“We have to, now,” Evon said. “The wraith-hounds would catch us easily on any other terrain now that they’re on to us. Where’s that idiot bard?”
The hounds burst into view again, and for a few minutes the four riders concentrated on keeping their mounts moving as fast as possible by avoiding pot-holes and by cutting the corners of the road wherever they could. Three of the beasts were now chasing them, and Evon thought he saw a fourth silvery shape on the road behind.
The creatures had the long, slim legs of a running hound, but their lengthy tails and hooked shoulder blades almost made them look like big cats. Pointed ears streamed back as they bounded along, and all of them had tooth-filled mouths hanging open and panting past long pink tongues. The silence was eerie now that the wraith-hounds had stopped howling and were focusing on the chase.
Evon got another arrow onto the string, though it took nearly a full minute due to the movement of the horse. With two riders on its back, it couldn’t gallop smoothly. He tried to aim, but the projectile missed the nearest hound by several feet.
“They’ll catch up to us soon,” Talia worried. “Baina, can you scare them off with fire?”
Baina shook her head. “I’ve got nothing to work with here!”
“Of course you don’t,” Evon muttered to himself. “Useless magic!”
The road ahead split. One route kept going due east, eventually curving northward into the Obsidian Hills. The other turned southward into the trees, toward Brinda’s border. Evon pointed that way.
“We’ve got nothing to lose now,” he cried. “Into Brinda, as fast as we can!”
The two horses thundered along the roadway, struggling to keep up their speed under the load, but still frightened enough by their pursuers to keep themselves moving. They were gaining a little distance on the hounds now; the creatures were fast over short distances but tired quickly. With two riders each, however, so would the horses. And they still hadn’t spotted the Brindan border.
Then Evon saw campfire smoke up ahead, and a flash of color among the trees. It looked like a tent. As they got closer he saw that there were several colorful pavilions, and people were running toward them over the grass.
They rode past the first several people, an assortment of oddly-dressed men and women, many of whom were as old as Candron. At first Evon mistook one of the old men for the bard, but this fellow had a white beard that hung to his knees. The old fellow sported a crossbow that was loaded and ready. Others carried small, hand-carved spears that looked like they had knives at the tips instead of real spearheads.
Evon shouted for Baina to slow down, and slipped off the horse with bow in hand. Tamman had already reined in and jumped down with his spear. Talia was loading her own crossbow.
The two young men ran to the front of the line with the old men and the women, whoever they were. He noticed that all of them had a series of tattoos running up the side of their right arms.
“Here they come!” shouted Evon, pointing at the bounding creatures.
“We heard them howling. How many are there?” a woman next to him asked. She was his mother’s age, and sounded nervous but ready for anything.
“Four,” Tamman replied. “Perhaps a couple more after that. But we can chase them off if we stand together.”
The wraith-hounds loped toward the people in the field, slower now, visibly tired and with less determination to bring down prey. The defenders were standing a yard or two apart, blocking the way but staying close enough together that no one was left as an easy target. Evon and Tamman filled in the gaps, and as the first two hounds came close the group started shouting and launching projectiles at the beasts.
Rocks and arrows flew, striking one of the hounds in the shoulder and making the other prance away to avoid being hit. Two more came behind, but shied away with howls of frustration as they saw what they were up against.
Evon sent an arrow over the head of one of the beasts. He nocked another, but realized it was his second-to-last, and held fire. Talia shot a bolt and hit one of the pursuers in the paw. After two more missiles hit the howling, jumping hounds, the beasts turned away and ran back up the road.
When they were out of sight Evon turned to the woman next to him, and also caught the eye of the old man he’d mistaken for Candron. “Thanks! They were very close to taking down our horses.”
“How far did they chase you, young man? The wraith-hounds rarely let their victims escape.”
“A little over a mile.”
Baina came over, with Talia and Tamman approaching behind her. “Who do we have to thank for our rescue?” she asked. “You people camped in just the right spot—any farther and we might not have made it.”
The old man held out a hand. “Telyrs, miss. The last band in the Sixlands, and soon to be no more. I’m Thory, grandfather of the troupe.”
Baina shook his hand gratefully. “Telyrs? I’m afraid I’m not familiar with your people. Are you Brindan?”
“No, we go here and there,” replied the woman. “As Thory said, we’re the last of our kind, so I’m not surprised you haven’t heard of us.”
Baina nodded. “I see. We… we’re the last of our kind, too. From Caladris.”
The old man nodded gravely. “Rumor passed through yesterday that you’ve got an invasion on your northern border.”
“Yes. We escaped, but the rest of our people…”
The woman put one hand on Baina’s back and another on Evon’s. “The hounds are gone. You’ve had a hard ride, and a bad fright. Why don’t you come and sit by our fire. Tell us all about yourselves there, with a drink in one hand.”
Baina sighed. “That sounds wonderful. Thank you.”
Evon followed, leading the panting horse and still clutching his bow tightly.




XII :: Among the Telyrs
“That’s our sad tale,” Baina finished. “Caladris is an impassable wasteland of ice and snow now, and we four are all that’s left to find help.”
All thirty of the Telyrs were gathered around the central fire ring, with tents and wagons arranged around it in a great circle. Some sat on logs, others on the sides of wagons, and some sat on blankets inside their tents, looking out through the opening to listen to Baina’s tale.
Others were watching the road to make sure no further threats came from that direction. So far they hadn’t seen any sign of the sorceress or other dangers, and though the night was coming on Baina had gradually come to feel safe and secure in this ring of warmth and cheer. At least, as secure as she could ever feel again, until the day she was reunited with her family and saw the wulvers banished from Caladris forever.
The Telyrs were a strange people. Even the men wore their hair long, and she saw only two small children among them. There were six or seven middle-aged adults, but the rest were gray-haired and their faces were wrinkled and weathered from sun and wind. They all wore jewelry around their necks and wrists, though much of it was wooden or carved bone.
Every one, even the two children, had a line of tattoos along their right forearms. Each person’s markings were different, and Baina assumed they had something to do with the person’s identity or family lineage.
“An entire nation, lost to the snows.” Thory, the grandfather and leader of the band, shook his white head. “We’ve not seen times like these since the Great Betrayal.” He turned and looked several of his people in the eye. “One day tales will be told of these events. But who will be left to do the telling?”
Some of the group grew misty-eyed at this. Harte, the woman who they’d met while fending off the wraith-hounds, noticed the confusion on the newcomers’ faces and explained.
“Telyrs tell tales. It’s been our calling for three hundred years, keeping the histories alive among the Sixlands. But now, there are none left but us to keep up our ways. We have decided to disband and live out our lives as best we can, wherever each of us can find a place. There isn’t the call for our services there once was among the courts and towns in the south. No one wants a whole band of Telyrs descending on their village anymore.”
“We had thought to tour Caladris together, one last time,” Thory added. “We don’t make it that far north often, though I have good memories of it. The people in Cala were friendly enough as long as we told the right tales.” He sighed. “But the invasion there is the death-knell for our way of life as well as yours. It’s time we left the world to tell its own stories how it likes, and scatter into the southlands.”
Baina and the others were silent for a moment, touched by the obvious sadness the band of performers felt at their imminent dissolution.
“We met a bard on the road,” she said after a moment. “Candron. Did he pass through here?”
Harte smiled. “Yes, Candron stayed with us. He has toured with us, on occasion, though he never stayed long. He is a… unique fellow.”
“He suggested we go south to Spard,” Baina went on. “To look for remnants of the battle magic that once existed there. What can you tell us of the mages, and what we’re likely to find if we can make it that far?”
Harte looked over at Thory, and the old man hesitated.
“That’s the trickiest story to get right. We’ve been burned before, telling it in the wrong way. None of the kings or queens in the Sixlands like it spread. What exactly are you hoping to learn?”
Evon spoke up. “We just want to hear the truth of the matter. What’s so tricky about it?”
Thory eyed him. “Truth, you say. Whose truth is it you’re looking for? And what will you do if you don’t like the way I tell it?”
Evon rolled his eyes. “Are there mages left in Stone Mountain, or not? Will they share their power with us so we can save our country? That’s all we want to know.”
“Well, those are questions you’ll have to answer by going there, I think. But what do you know of the Termines?”
It was Tamman’s turn to interject. “Never heard of them. What do they have to do with Spard?”
Harte grinned and shook her head at the brawny boy’s ignorance. “They have everything to do with Spard. They made it what it is nowadays.”
“I know a little of the Termines,” Baina admitted. She turned and looked at her companions. “We met one on the road not long ago, I think.”
This created a stir among the Telyrs.
“You said she was a sorceress,” Thory protested, “but how is it possible she’s a Termine, one of the old arch-sorceresses? They died out.”
By the time Baina finished explaining the rest of what she knew about the enigmatic figure behind the wulver invasion and the revelations from Queen Amryn’s scrying, the moon was up. Men threw heaps of wood on the fire and the people huddled closer while Thory recounted a brief version of what he called the Great Betrayal, when the Termines overthrew the Spards and were in turn destroyed, but for the six Betrayers. Sparks from the bonfire swirled into the sky above like orange stars.
“It’s one of the deepest secrets, suppressed by powerful people for many years now. But those who took power after the fall of Spard—the original leaders of the Sixlands—were all Termines and their allies. Treacherous witches and wizards who not only turned the most powerful army in the land into Webcursed, but who stabbed their own group in the back so they wouldn’t have to compete for power after it was done.”
“Caitrith was one,” Harte added. “The mother of your kingdom. A sister-witch took control of Esfell, but she died many years ago and was replaced by a woman of a different line.”
“And the others?”
“King Merren of Brinda was a warrior of Spard before that terrible day; he betrayed his people to side with the Termines. You may meet him soon enough, if you get into Brinda. He is a hard man, and cunning, but he may grant you audience if he desires to hear what you can tell him of the war in the north.
“In the western canyon country of Embril, King Aetril overthrew his corrupt father and steered that land on a gentler, if less influential, path. They have little to do with the rest of the Sixlands.
“Qalta went to Areym, leaving Illisid to drive the Webcursed from Spard. The Webcursed found themselves so abhorrent, so it’s told, that they fled into the northeast and were never seen again.”
“Illisid is dead, isn’t she?” Baina asked.
Harte nodded. “She fell to a swarm of black scorpions—summoned by Qalta, some say—and her small foothold in depopulated Spard dwindled to a single city. Qalta died not long after that, leaving Areym to her regent.”
Baina winced as she summed up the Telyrs dark tale. “You’re saying that the entire structure of the Sixlands, the history of the past hundred years, is built on a monumental act of murder and betrayal?”
Thory held up his hands. “Your one-eyed friend there asked for the truth. If you don’t like it, ask someone else. I’m sure the king in Brinda will be eager to spin a different version that paints him in a better light. As will all the other rulers and those most loyal to them.”
Tamman scratched his head. “This sorceress we ran into—Dai Thera, she called herself—how could she still be alive if she participated in the Great Betrayal all those years ago?”
“Yes, they’d have to be all dead by now,” Evon pointed out. “Old Queen Caitrith was over a hundred when she died, and it’s been fifteen years now.”
“The Termines were notoriously long-lived,” Harte said, “probably extending their lives through magic. The hermits in Stone Mountain are said to still be clinging to life despite their great age. It was the same with Caitrith, no doubt, until her daughter came of age. Then she let go and quickly ailed. She was in the grave within a year after Amryn was accepted by the people, you’ll recall.”
Thory nodded. “Such is the price of a life using heavy magic. If this sorceress of yours knew the secrets of the Termines, it’s possible she found a way to remain alive since the fall of Spard.”
“But where has she been all this time?” Baina wondered. “Why come back now to haunt us?”
Thory shrugged. “You’d have to ask her the next time you meet.”
“I hope we never do,” Evon said. “Maybe the hounds got her.”
“I wouldn’t count on it,” Baina replied with a grimace. “If she can travel among the wulvers and the—”
A shout came from the eastern side of the camp. “The Trolkan’s back!”
A bulky figure was already approaching from the darkened roadway. Tamman stood up wearily and reached for his spear. No one else moved.
“Are we going to fight?” he asked, perplexed. “Your camp is technically still in the ridgelands, you know, and the Trolkans aren’t friendly to interlopers.”
“They killed my fellow diplomats a few days ago,” Baina added, fear entering her voice. “Don’t expect mercy from them. The sorceress has turned them against us.”
Harte shook her head and grinned. “You’ve got nothing to fear from this Trolkan. She’s different.” The woman laughed out loud at the dumbstruck look on the face of the young spearman. “Jaia is the leader of a Trolkan clan that split away from the rest. They’re trying to establish themselves as sovereigns in their own highland territory. They’ve had a hard time of it, though. And now there’s even worse trouble. Your sorceress probably has a lot to do with it.”
The lone Trolkan strolled into camp weaponless, raising a hand in greeting to the assembled Telyrs. Baina saw that she was indeed a female, but no less muscular and intimidating for that. She had swirling orange tattoos across her shoulders and a series of greenish stripes over her short-furred skull. The little tusk-teeth that jutted from the corners of her mouth shone white against the darkness. The long, muscular arms that hung from her huge torso looked as if they could crush a horse between them.
“Any luck?” Thory asked, rising to his feet.
“No,” the Trolkan growled. “Brindans are all fools. They would rather fight alone then offer a hand of friendship.”
Thory pointed out the newcomers. “These youngsters are from Caladris, just come through the pass.” Baina tentatively rose to greet the hulking figure that now stood by the fire. She had a sudden urge to run for her life, but quelled it.
“Caladrians, are you?” Jaia rumbled as she grasped Baina’s hand and nearly crushed it. “Know the queen, do you?”
“I am—was—an acolyte of Queen Amryn,” Baina said. “But our land is lost to us now, and the queen with it.”
Jaia looked over at Thory, and he nodded.
“The entire country’s laid low by a spell. I’m afraid you’ll find no ally to the north.”
Jaia let out a sigh that sounded like a flock of geese taking off, and sat by the fire. “That does it, then. My people will fight and fall by the strength of our own arms. As we have always done.”
Harte passed the Trolkan woman a jug of the same cider they’d shared with the Caladrians, and patted her on the shoulder. “You’re in good company now. Three different bands are represented here, all of us unable to preserve our way of life any longer. Times are changing in the Sixlands.”
“Where will you go, young Caladrians?” Jaia asked.
“We journey south, as far as the roads will take us,” Baina replied.
The Trolkan snorted. “I don’t advise going much farther on this particular road. These Brindan border guards are jumpier than toads. Nearly shot me when I insisted they take me to their king to parley.” Jaia looked over at Tamman, sizing him up with admiring eyes. “You look like you could fight. Why don’t you follow me to the highlands in the morning?”
Baina frowned. “We’re trying to get far to the south, beyond Brinda, not get caught up in a Trolkan conflict in the highlands. We hope to become powerful in battle and return to save our nation some day.”
Jaia spread her massive hands. “I can teach you about battle. I can even give you firsthand experience in the coming days.”
“That… doesn’t sound like what we’re hoping for.”
The Trolkan ignored Baina’s skepticism. “Fortune smiles on our meeting, for if we hadn’t met you’d either be hassled by Brindan guards or blunder right into the Trolkans that are marching on my highlands. Neither is feeling friendly right now. But you come with me, I’ll see you through your first sparring match and then into Brinda the safer way.”
Baina looked hesitantly to her friends.
“You’ll not be coddled among my people, mind you,” Jaia added. “And if it comes to battle in the next few days, you’ll fight at our side. But I do offer you what hospitality I have left—a bowl of mutton stew and a weapon to arm yourself with. Your first lesson in the art of war, and a hearty group of companions to fight alongside. What more can one ask?”
Baina saw Evon slowly shaking his head. “The Brindans aren’t as hostile as all that,” he muttered. “We can persuade them to let us through.”
“Not a week ago, they weren’t,” Jaia quickly replied. “Try them now that they’ve got a Trolkan army slowly forming next door. I’m sure once you explain that Caladris is overrun with wulvers, they’ll invite you right in for sweetbreads and ale.”
To Baina that sounded like more of a Trolkan delicacy than Brindan, but she got the point. “Where will your route put us, once we leave your highlands?”
“Central Brinda. You’ll have your pick of the five crossroads.”
Tamman was nodding. “This is fortunate indeed. I say we go with this Trolkan warrior, learn what we can from her people, and get a head start on our journey.”
“You could do a lot worse for companions,” Harte put in. “Jaia’s band are good sorts—rougher than you Caladrians, sure, but kind-hearted under all that swagger. And they’re a force to be reckoned with, good to have around if you meet any more wraith-hounds or… other problems.”
“We’ll be breaking camp in the morning,” Thory added. “Otherwise I’d be happy to let you stay on with us. But as I explained, this is our last night together. Seems like Jaia offers you a good path on from here.”
Baina looked at Evon; he shrugged. Talia had withdrawn and wasn’t talking.
“Okay. I guess we’ll throw in our lot with the Trolkan warriors,” Baina declared. “If we can get through the highlands and into Brinda before the witch brings down further ruin on these lands, maybe we’ll have a chance.”
They were all quiet for a minute after that. Baina realized her words were bleaker than she usually allowed; the idea of following a non-human into battle right away had unnerved her slightly. She still needed time to fully come to terms with the fact that diplomacy had failed her and she was now following a warrior’s path.
Thory cleared his throat and began a tale that shifted attention away from the looming dangers that were enveloping their world, and put their minds at ease for the moment. It was a well-known story about a legendary fisherman from the Whalehook Coast who hooked another boat in the fog and thought he had the catch of his life. It started slow and fairly serious, but built to a raucous pitch that had everyone laughing despite themselves, especially when it was revealed that his wife was on the other boat. Then Harte got brought out a basket of honey-soaked pastries, and for an hour there was good cheer in abundance.
Looking around that warm gathering, Baina teared up. After all she and her fellow travelers had been through over the last few days, it almost seemed too good to be real: friendly people, safety, a night’s respite from desperation. She knew that in the morning it would all vanish away again and she’d be back on the road with danger dogging her heels. But for now, for one night, it felt good just to let her nerves unwind themselves, and her body to relax.
When Baina finally tucked herself into a blanket roll near the fire, her companions at either side and allies watching the road, she fell asleep instantly and slept like she was a small child again.




XIII :: In League with the Trolkans
Jaia wanted to leave early, and Evon didn’t care to stick around and see the sad breakup of the Telyr’s group. He saddled the horses himself and waited out by the road for Baina to finish her goodbyes. Talia came and waited with him, rummaging in the saddlebag.
“What are you after?” he asked.
“Something to comb my hair out with,” Talia replied. “I can’t keep it tied back like this forever.”
Evon looked at her raven locks, bound behind her with a short length of cord. He hadn’t noticed what she’d been doing with her hair so far on their journey—there was always something more pressing—but he admired it now. The sleek, black strands framed Talia’s pretty face and accentuated her dark eyes. He’d really never met another girl like her.
“One of the Telyrs probably has a comb you could use,” he said.
“I know Baina had one in here. I just have to find it,” Talia replied. She pulled a crumby piece of dried apple from the bottom of the bag and fed it to the horse.
“When we’re starving somewhere on the trail ahead, you’ll want that back,” Evon warned.
Talia looked up at him with a cocked eyebrow, Baina’s comb finally in hand. “The Telyrs gave us three packs of provisions. We’ll be just fine for the—”
She saw his sly grin then, and giggled as she realized he was just needling her.
“Always so grim, Evon. But somewhere inside you there’s a soft, caring boy who just needs a good kiss.”
That reminded Evon of how her lips had felt on his cheek that evening in the royal city. He stared at her for several seconds, and she stared back, smiling as she began running Baina’s comb through her tangled locks.
Then Tamman walked up and slid his spear into the loops on the saddle of the larger horse. “Freshly sharpened with Thory’s whetstone. I’m ready for battle, how about the rest of you? Let’s hope Jaia’s battle tactics prove as useful for us as she says.” He looked over at Talia. “You’re looking refreshed and nice. I suppose we all are after a good night’s rest.”
Evon’s words leaped out his mouth before he quite knew how they’d sound. “Yes. Your hair’s beautiful, Talia. It makes your eyes look like… jewels, or something.”
Talia looked back and forth between the two boys, comb paused in midair. Her olive complexion colored slightly. She looked down and put the comb away. “Thank you.”
Baina arrived then, with Harte and Thory in tow. Several other Telyrs also accompanied them, with Jaia in their midst. The two Telyr children, a boy and a girl, clung to the Trolkan’s thick arms, and Jaia easily swung them along as she walked.
“Watch out for these Caladrians, Jaia,” Harte admonished. “They aren’t used to your rough ways. See that your people are gentle with them.”
“We can handle ourselves,” Tamman protested.
“Aye,” Thory interjected, patting the spearman on the back. “You’ll do all right, youngsters. Just keep your wits about you, don’t charge into anything you don’t have a way out of. And keep your spirits up. That’s half the battle won, right there.”
Evon mounted the smaller horse and pulled Talia up behind him. Tamman carefully assisted Baina in mounting the other, and swung into the saddle himself. Jaia stepped up beside them, causing the two animals to whinny and jerk at their reins.
“Whoa, stand still,” Evon said, running a hand along his horse’s mane.
Jaia held up a hand to the Telyrs. “Fare you well, then. I’ll likely never see you again, but my memories of your company are all good. May you tread on straight paths and always have a dry fleece to lay your heads on.”
Thory grinned, stroking his white beard. “Our paths are never straight, but that’s just how we want it. May you find the victory you seek, Jaia, and have the wisdom to lead your people well. Until we meet again!”
The four young Caladrians and the rest of the Telyrs all echoed the sentiments, and then they moved off down the road. There was much waving, and the children ran along the way for several yards, pelting Jaia with acorns they’d gathered at the side of the road. A minute later the young travelers passed out of sight of the place, and the Telyrs’ friendly faces were no more than a pang in their hearts.
Jaia pointed the way along the southern trade road for a few hundred yards, and then led them westward along the border line of Brinda, a sparsely traveled track with a low stone wall warning travelers to keep to the main crossings. Her route would keep them clear of the border guards and get them back into her own country directly.
The two horses moved along at a decent pace under the trees, even though one had a sore leg from the previous day’s gallop. The skies held only a few patches of white cloud, and a stiff breeze rustled the leaves as they passed and made Evon glad of his thick lined vest.
They traversed the Brindan border for three hours, before turning off the road and into the trees. Jaia led them over several ridges of crumbling rock and scattered berry bushes, and then down through a wash that led into a stretch of low country that was all birches and maples. The forest floor was littered with crunching leaves, and the sunlight filtered through the airy branches to give the place a serene look. Creeks crisscrossed the shade-dappled ground, tinkling musically as the horses splashed through.
Their Trolkan guide had been brooding silently for some time, and the Caladrians conversed quietly among themselves as they followed along. They dismounted and walked the horses for long stretches where the terrain didn’t make for good riding.
Evon had been skeptical of the route early on, though he agreed that the Brindans were unlikely to let them cross the border freely at the tightly-controlled trade road access point. The Trolkan territory might very well offer an easier way through. First, they had to survive the conflict Jaia was heading back to face.
“Thory spoke of trouble in the ridgelands,” he asked the Trolkan. “What will we face up ahead?”
Jaia gave the young scout a sidelong glance and then opened her muscular jaw to speak. She waited for several seconds, though, judging what to say. Evon noticed a raised, jagged scar running along her broad nose and down the side of her mouth, just visible under the light fur that covered her features.
“It is a long history to understand the roots of my clan’s struggle with our stubborn brethren in the north ridges. One that you Caladrians have never shown much interest in. But we have a friendlier way with the Brindan countrymen, and we cannot convince the rest of Trolkar to agree to stop their raiding. So we have cordoned off our territory and do not allow other Trolkans to hunt or travel through it. They do not like this.”
Evon raised an eyebrow. “They would attack you just to be able to raid Brindan farmers?”
“Well, more pressing is the recent arrival of a witch who has lashed the border chiefs into a rage, telling them that unless they invade Brinda’s countryside now, they will soon be cut off on both sides and begin to starve.”
“A sorceress in gray, with a dark staff,” Talia murmured from behind Evon, where she rode in the saddle. Evon was leading the horse by the bridle over a tricky patch of mud and river rock.
“Yes,” Jaia replied, shifting her surly gaze to the girl. “Or so I have been told. Never seen the woman myself.”
“We have. More than once,” Evon replied. “She brought on the wulver invasion that’s driven us from our land.”
Jaia nodded. “An enemy to all, it seems. Now she has the other Trolkan tribes clamoring for war with Brinda, and whose territory do you think they wish to launch the attack from?”
“Yours.”
“Right. They mean to rid themselves of me, a thorn in their side for years now, and the Brindan border guard as well. Then they can raid and pillage freely, keeping Brinda weakened and their own prospects open.”
Evon shook his head. “But the Trolkan tribes, strong as they are, don’t possess great numbers. Once the Brindan king sends his men in force, the invaders will be driven back into the ridgelands just as they always have been.”
Jaia frowned. “Maybe. Maybe the northern Trolkans are too stupid to realize that. Or maybe they have reason to believe they’ll gain the upper hand this time.”
“Some new weapon they’re bringing against the Brindans?” Evon sighed. “We saw such a thing in Caladris a few days ago.”
“Or perhaps they know that the Brindans will be crippled by other problems—this witch you mentioned—and will be unable to take back their northern countryside. We will soon see; there is a fight coming, whether the Brindans heed my warning or not.”
Evon realized that this Trolkan was a bit different than others he and his uncle had parleyed with. She thought at a deeper level than he would have guessed.
Baina rode nearer on her horse, and Tamman increased his pace to keep up. “How many are in your forces, Jaia? Can you defend your territory against the rest of Trolkar?”
Jaia tilted her head back and forth and made a low rumbling in her throat. “We will not face the rest of Trolkar, just the forces that the bewitched chieftains raise. If we can drive them aside in a decisive early victory, they may realize there are better ways to go than through my lands.”
“But how many?” Tamman pressed. “What odds are we facing?”
Jaia grinned. “Are you scared, young fighter? What do odds matter, when one is defending one’s homeland?” She looked over at Evon again. “You four now know what it is to fight for your home. It does not matter if you are outnumbered, or if you fall in battle. It is what you must do.”
There were many replies Evon and the others could have made to that, but none of them said anything.
They rode on for several miles through woodland and up over another series of ridges. They were approaching a wide river when Evon spotted a hulking shape in the trees moving toward them, and a split second later he saw another. He instinctively flinched and prepared for action, but Jaia held up a hand and shouted a warm greeting.
“Oykan, Ginto. How are things?”
The two Trolkans, big males, approached and eyed the Caladrians skeptically.
“This is all the help you bring, Jaia?”
“Brinda ignores us. I picked up these stray younglings to show them how we fight when our backs are against the wall!”
More shapes moved through the trees toward them, and soon they were surrounded by Trolkans. Evon had his hands full keeping the horses from bolting and didn’t hear much of Jaia’s introduction, but there was a lot of grunting and mild roaring in reply to her explanation.
A big Trolkan with more gray fur than most patted him on the shoulder and guffawed. “We’ll show you how to fight, youngling. Don’t worry, you’ll cut your teeth soon enough!”
Another standing next to him, which appeared to be a woman though her rough appearance made it hard for Evon to tell precisely, looked more serious. “Hold your club tightly. Hit as hard as you can, but not so hard it breaks the thing. You see?”
She launched into more advice, as if expecting Evon to need it within the next few minutes, but Jaia steered he and the other humans away from the gathering crowd.
“That’s our biggest village, just up ahead there,” she pointed. “Guards say the war band isn’t within a league of us yet, and they’ll be traveling slow. So we’re probably safe for the night.”
“Probably safe?” Baina repeated, slightly aghast.
“There’ll be a dwelling for you to share, and a meal at sundown,” Jaia continued, nodding. “After that, why don’t you join in the preparations? We can use you along the westerly line.”
“Preparations for war?” Tamman asked.
“Of course!” one of Jaia’s loud companions replied. “If we’re attacked tomorrow, we’ll want to have a few defenses put up, won’t we? Stack some stones along the edge of the village.”
“I’ll bet the little girly ones can climb trees all right,” the older gray-furred one pointed out. “We could get them up there, drop some sharp sticks down on the enemy.”
Jaia threw an arm around the old Trolkan. “Harrr, that’s thinking. It’s good to be back among wise old heads. I tell you, those Brindans had me scratching mine, talked me nearly in a circle until I finally walked away. I’m not sure they’ll ever smarten up. But did you get any commitment from the farmers across the border?”
The old Trolkan shrugged. “They took our warning to heart, but I don’t know if they have any strength to send into a fight. Seemed more like they wanted to run for it.”
Jaia frowned. “From their homes? And their farms?”
The other nodded. “They’re skittish, you know. Good people, down there in the valley, but flighty.”
“Well, maybe we can appropriate the livestock they abandon, once they leave,” Jaia sighed. “For the war effort. As long as they aren’t using it.”
Baina met Evon’s eyes, her face a picture of indignation at the shocking attitudes of the Trolkans, but she didn’t interrupt. Evon just laughed.
An hour later the four humans were gathered in a roomy Trolkan dwelling, a blocky dome made from some kind of warm stucco with bark and sticks mixed throughout. There were billowy sheepskins on the ground to sleep on, and little else. The place smelled musky, but it was comfortable enough and kept the wind out. It also gave them privacy, which was welcome after the boisterous reaction to their arrival among Jaia’s village folk.
“They certainly aren’t hesitant about touching, are they?” Talia asked the others, laying back on a mound of fleece and rubbing her shoulders. “I think if I’m patted on the back or the head any more, I’ll collapse.”
Tamman smiled as he put down the saddle bags against the wall. “One of their whelps just wouldn’t let go of me. I had to drag him with me to the horses, hanging off my belt with both hands—just like those Telyr kids hung onto Jaia. He startled when the horse snorted, though, and ran off crying.”
Baina giggled. “What a funny people. I’ll admit, I didn’t think I could ever speak to a Trolkan again, after what happened to my delegation. It’s good to see that there is good to be found among them as well as evil.”
“We need to talk about that,” Evon told the others. “The Trolkans don’t have the same view of bloodshed as we do. To them, killing and dying isn’t as… traumatic. They shrug it off like it was just a contest.”
“I suppose it is, in a way,” Tamman said. “Maybe that’s part of what we need to learn from them. If we’re going to become real warriors, capable of defending Caladris from the wulvers, we’ll need to grow a thicker skin.”
Evon shook his head impatiently. “You don’t understand. Jaia may well lead us into a suicidal fight tomorrow, with no intention of avoiding disaster. To her, falling in combat would be a small thing, a perfectly honorable outcome.”
“Isn’t it?” Tamman stubbornly returned. “Like she said, if you’re defending your homeland…”
“This isn’t our homeland!” Evon said, raising his voice. “There’s a time and a place to make a last stand and go down fighting, but if your people all die needlessly because you’re not smart enough to find a way out of a deathtrap, I don’t think that’s honorable or useful to anyone.”
“Keep it down,” Baina urged. “Jaia has been good to us, and there’s no need to belittle her people or her leadership. But I agree that we shouldn’t get ourselves too deep into something we can’t get out of here. This isn’t our fight.”
“No, it isn’t,” Tamman replied. “We lost our fight. Our fight was a failure because we weren’t prepared. Now we have a chance to harden up, cut our teeth against real foes and learn to fight back like Trolkans, without fear. Or have you all given up already?”
“Tamman,” Talia said, “we all want to help these Trolkans. Their cause is good, and it will only help Caladris if friendly territory remains open here. But dying in a fight tomorrow means no help will come to Queen Amryn and her people. None.”
“Right,” Baina added. “Our end goal is Spard. We’re only here because it’s our clearest way to the south.”
“No, our end goal is returning to Caladris with serious fighting power,” Tamman said. “Spard, Trolkar, Brinda—wherever I can find real help to take back with us, I’ll give it all I’ve got.”
“Agreed,” Evon put in. “We’ll do what we can here. I have some ideas to help Jaia find the edge she’s seeking. But we should agree that if things get tight, and there’s a way out to the south, we’re going. We can’t look back.”
Baina nodded, and Talia did as well.
Finally Tamman relented. “Okay. I swore I’d see this through with each of you. If it’s between dying tomorrow or getting you three away to Brinda, I’ll stick with you. But I also mean to learn whatever Jaia has to teach us, and to be a real help to her.”
“Good enough,” Evon replied.




XIV :: Preparing for Battle Once Again
Jaia invited the Caladrian youths to work alongside her massive clansmen in setting up a line of defense along the northern edge of the village. From the look of it, this meant hauling large stones from the nearby Breathing River all day and stacking them in a low wall in front of the huts.
“You see? Defenses,” Jaia rumbled, setting an eighty-pound rock atop the growing pile. “An old man from Brinda showed us how to do this a long time ago.”
The other Trolkan female they’d met earlier, who Jaia had introduced as her sister Kalain, nodded. “Any time the northern clans come down this way, threatening us, we build ourselves a nice wall along here.”
Tamman was the only one of the Caladrians who had pitched in to build the wall so far. He already had his shirt off and was grunting and heaving at a boulder down by the river. The girls stood back, wondering how much of this they’d be expected to participate in.
But Evon, Talia saw, was gazing at the work in progress with a critical eye.
“If you’ve done this before, where are the old walls? Why do we have to do it all over again now?”
Kalain looked sheepishly at Jaia. “Our clan loves sport. The old walls didn’t last long.”
Jaia saw the confused look on the young Caladrians’ faces. “We throw rocks for fun,” she explained. “It’s a test of strength and accuracy. Our people love to hurl the stones into the river or at the trees.”
“There’s a rock-throwing festival every spring,” Kalain happily added. “See that big boulder there, in the middle of the river with the white foam around it? I put that there. A winning throw. Look, I’ll show you.”
The Trolkan woman took up a rock she’d just placed in the pile, one about the size of Talia’s entire torso. Trolkan arms were truly impressive; easily as long as Talia was tall, and as big around, they seemed made for such an act.
Spinning around once, Kalain let the boulder fly through the air. It made it about ten yards away, impacting a young aspen tree with a splintering crash.
The other Trolkans roared with approval. One of them sent a smaller rock hurtling toward the same tree, shattering its main branch and tearing the thing halfway to the ground. Three more stones were in the air before anyone could say a word. All three hit on or near the aspen’s trunk, leveling it to a jagged stump in seconds.
“I’m impressed,” Evon announced. “Do you throw rocks in battle as well? One of these large stones would do a lot of damage.”
Jaia nodded. “Now and then, to get things started. But we don’t want to lose the protection of these walls in the middle of the battle, and we can’t stop to gather more rocks in the midst of a charge. Anyway, it goes both ways; our enemies can throw rocks as easily as we can. Better to get up close and exchange blows as soon as possible.”
Evon frowned, unable to come up with reply to that simple logic.
“Back to work!” Jaia yelled. “We can’t build a wall by throwing into the trees, can we?”
The joyous laughter died away and the Trolkans got back to work. As the clansmen carried big stones over and piled them haphazardly near the huts, a few elders and younger females worked to straighten up the piles and organize the rocks into a rough line, leaving an opening at the mouth of the village. Talia and Baina worked alongside them, filling in the cracks with smaller stones or pieces that had split off the boulders as they were dropped into place.
But as she worked, something occurred to Talia and she straightened up to ask something of Jaia.
“You said the enemy will likely outnumber us heavily. Isn’t there somewhere else we can take this fight, somewhere that would give us the advantage?”
Jaia looked confused. “Our homes are here. We must defend them.”
“But if the enemy attacks us here, we can’t retreat or we’ll lose the village.”
“We’re not going to retreat.” Jaia looked at the scout as if he were being intentionally obtuse. “We will stand in front of the village and strike down any that come near.”
The older Trolkan grinned at Talia, tapping his forehead. “Listen to the chief. She’ll show you how to fight.”
But Tamman walked over, sweaty and red in the face now, and held up a hand.
“Wait, Talia’s right. It would be crazy to make a stand here, right next to the village. Far to the north of our heartland in Caladris, we have a great wall. The wulvers penetrated it during their assault, but if that wall had been right outside our royal city, we’d have lost the realm in one night. Placing the first line of defense many miles from Cala gave us a few days to respond.”
It seemed to Talia that her companions might be teaching the Trolkans how to wage war, and not the other way around. But Kalain laughed. “You lost your royal city! That’s why you’re here.”
“In the end, yes,” Tamman admitted. “But at least it gave us four time to get away.”
Evon joined in now, excited at the idea of developing better tactics than the futile stand Jaia planned. “Surely among all these ridges there is some high ground we could fight from, where the enemies would have to charge uphill at us. Wouldn’t that be better than just having our backs up against the huts?”
Jaia considered this. “That might help. But our huts are here. What if they sneak around and attack our homes while we’re defending someplace else?”
Baina spoke up eagerly. “I’ve an idea about that. We could dig a trench along here and fill it with fire! The Trolkans I met up north didn’t like fire, they ate their food raw. If we surrounded the village with fire, maybe they wouldn’t dare to come near.”
Halfway through Baina’s proposal Talia saw a look of incredulous horror creep across the Trolkans’ faces, and at the words “surrounded the village with fire” several of them staggered backward and moaned.
“No!” Jaia replied, making an unequivocal motion with her arms. “No fire. Too dangerous!”
The cold stew they were fed the night before had made Talia’s stomach turn; now she knew why. The chunks of mutton floating in it hadn’t been cooked at all, just soaked in brine.
“Okay, then how about this: we’ll shoot flaming arrows or pots filled with coals into the enemy ranks, to scatter them.”
“NO! No fire.”
Evon grinned and shook his head. “Give it up, Baina. It would terrify our allies as much as our enemies. There’s nothing Trolkans fear more than the possibility that wildfire could break out and surround them, burn their huts and their homeland.” He stopped and his face suddenly brightened. “But you just gave me an idea. Jaia, is there a narrow valley or a low spot where the enemy clans will have to pass through on their way here? Preferably with a ridge overlooking it?”
Jaia shrugged. “Several. You’re in the Ridgelands, Caladrian. We have scouts at Diamond Ridge already, watching from the heights along the expected route.”
“Excellent. If we pre-positioned piles of stones atop the ridges for your people to throw, and waited until the enemy were concentrated in the space below, they could rain down lethal force.”
Tamman caught the vision. “That could be the decisive victory you seek right there, Jaia. Think about it. They’d be broken before they even approached your village or the Brindan border, in a spot where they didn’t expect to meet with resistance.”
Jaia studied the faces of the young Caladrians. “From up there, we could hit the oncoming ranks a hundred times before they got to us. Slow going to get up the ridge, pelted all the while with rocks.”
“Right. And then when their ranks are broken apart, your warriors charge into them in force.” Evon hit his other hand with a fist and showed his fingers breaking apart. “Scatter them like birds.”
Jaia liked that. “Yes! This is good. You, One-eye, come with me. And you, spearman,” she said, jabbing at Tamman’s chest with a finger. “We will go to the ridge and I will show you. You two will be in my personal guard when we sweep the enemy from the valley. I smell victory on the wind!”
Cheers broke out among the Trolkan clansmen, and several more rocks were hurled into the trees.
A gray-headed Trolkan patted Evon on the back. “A great honor, young ones,” he whispered to Evon and Tamman. “Never before has a human been in the chieftain’s own guard.”
“Okay, but what about us?” Talia asked. “Baina and I need to be nearby.”
Jaia glanced at her sideways. “The Telyrs said to treat you like whelps. Wait in the village to see if we conquer or die?”
Baina stamped her foot. “No. We aren’t whelps. We’ll help in the battle however we can, and we won’t be split up from our companions.”
Jaia nodded. “Good. I like you.” She stepped toward the red-haired girl and pinched her upper arm gently. “Could you lift a club or a spear?”
Baina glowered. “We can handle ourselves. Don’t put us in the thick of the melee with your armored berserkers, but don’t count us out either.”
“You’ll need spotters,” Talia pointed out. Put us on the high ridges and we’ll help to relay signals and guide the hail of rocks.”
Jaia nodded. “Done. Now, Trolkans, let’s move these rocks to Diamond Ridge! We must have several hundred rocks there, ready to throw on the morrow.”
They spent the afternoon surveying the valley where the battle was to take place and setting up piles of rocks on the heights that overlooked it. Fortunately there were other sources of rock nearby, and they didn’t have to make any return trips to the Trolkan’s favorite riverside hurling spot.
“This will be a glorious battle,” Jaia declared, nodding in approval at the arrangements. “The rain of stones will thin their ranks and check their resolve. But we’ll still have to charge into the front lines and have it out with them hand to hand.” She looked at Tamman. “There are hundreds of them. Even if we manage to turn them from this path, many of us will die. Are you ready?”
Tamman slowly nodded, gazing back at the Trolkan.
Jaia didn’t ask the rest of them, but Talia was certain she wouldn’t have agreed to the idea. Fleeing was always an option. The Trolkan leader and her warrior clansmen had a deathwish.
Everyone returned to the village for supper. It was mutton stew, again, sitting cold in a huge cauldron in the center of the ring of domed huts. The Caladrians discreetly ate from the packs the Telyrs had given them, but when it came time for a ceremony they were forced to join in nevertheless.
All the clansmen filled their wooden bowls with the thick stew, and their leader moved one arm in a circular motion and aimed it upward at the slowly darkening sky.
“May the stars mark us if we fall tomorrow,” Jaia cried out. “May our end be glorious. And may we take all of our enemies with us into the dark! For all this we have or will have, we give thanks.”
The Trolkans slurped down the last of their stew straight from the bowls. Talia watched them eat, amazed at how unperturbed the Trolkans seemed at the thought of dying the next day in battle. Even the young and the elderly ones seemed to eat with as much gusto as if it were a holiday.
“It takes a lot to faze them,” Tamman said, noting her gaze. He had a ring of brown gravy around his mouth from his own stew-bowl, having partaken to satisfy Jaia. “If Cala had an army with such bravery, we’d have turned back the wulvers easily. The wall-guard were good fighters, but we’d never faced anything like that invasion, not in living memory.”
“The rangers were grim, courageous warriors too,” Evon added, standing nearby. “If only we’d had a hundred more like them. Remember Sieja?” He choked a little, and Talia thought it wasn’t on his stew. “She didn’t hesitate, she just rode right at the wulvers on the lake.”
Jaia came up and saluted the humans with her bowl. “To the morrow’s fight. May we die bravely, yes?”
The others nodded, and Talia had to take a sip from her bowl along with the rest. Jaia was watching.
“We’ll be there with you tomorrow, Jaia,” Baina said. “And I hope we prevail. But we do need to get to Spard eventually, so if things go poorly… well, we may be forced to slip away to the south instead of taking further refuge with your people. I hope you’ll understand.”
Jaia patted her roughly on the back of the neck, making Baina stumble forward and slop her soup onto her feet. “Don’t worry, young one. Either we’ll prevail and send our enemies packing, or there won’t be any of us left to take refuge with. You slip away whenever you like. I promise I’ll give your menfolk a good burial if they fall in my cohort.”
Baina cleared her throat. “But you see, we need to stick together. We’ll all be going, when we go.”
Jaia shook her head with a grin. “They’ll be in my cohort, I’ve already chosen them.” She turned to Talia and looked into her eyes with a serious expression. “You’ll have to carry on your way alone. Are you ready for that?”
The way the Trolkan said it conveyed such certainty that for a moment Talia couldn’t catch her breath. Evon would die, Tamman would lie bleeding next to him, and there wouldn’t be anything she could do but wander southward with Baina—or perhaps even without her. The thought terrified her.
Then Baina spoke up and broke the spell. She was having none of it. “They will not die here, Jaia. If you get them killed, I will personally spread word into every corner of the Sixlands of your failure to look after those loyal to you. Your legacy will not be one of honor and bravery, but of inadequacy and foolishness.”
That seemed to stun the Trolkan matriarch, and she stared at Baina for a moment with storm clouds forming in her eyes. Baina folded her arms across her chest and stared right back.
Finally Jaia took a step back. “You are not a warrior, girl. But you are not a youngling either.”
Baina smiled brilliantly. “That’s right. Now you understand.”
Jaia was stunned even further by the girl’s reply. Talia realized the Trolkan had spoken in dire judgment, pointing out a major failing in Baina. The only excuse for cowardice, in a Trolkan’s eyes, was immaturity. Jaia was thrown off by the girl’s proud acceptance of her pragmatic viewpoint.
Evon intervened in the contest of wills. “Tamman and I have been making our own calls for some time now,” he said. “You needn’t fight over us like a couple of hens. As if we were chicks freshly hatched!”
Baina colored. “I’m not fighting over you.”
“I am,” Jaia glowered.
“But we’ll be making our own decisions in this fight, nonetheless,” Evon said. “Just as we always have. Now, Jaia, we have a few more plans to discuss. How are we going to ensure that the enemy funnels through that valley? If they take another route around us, we’re undone. We might need a decoy scout to run ahead of them, leading them into the ambush. And also, we need to be sure none of us are seen until the rocks start to fall. Where can we hide our troops until we’re ready to charge?”
That got Jaia off on another track easily enough. While Evon and Tamman tried to explain the importance of hiding until the right moment, even though it seemed like dishonest trickery, Talia sat on a split log and quietly drained her stew into the grass by her legs.
Baina sat next to her and let out a frustrated sigh.
“I’m not looking forward to being left with a bunch of these violent grunts on a hilltop,” she muttered to Talia. “I hoped to set up a command post where we could all be together. Now it seems she means to lead the charge, with Evon and Tamman at her side.”
Talia chuckled. “She certainly seems to have taken a liking to them. Especially Tamman, I think.”
Baina snorted. “Well, he is the biggest and strongest. Probably thinks of him as the son she never had.”
“How do you know she never had a son?” Talia asked.
Baina looked at her quizzically. “She didn’t introduce anyone to us as family.”
Talia shrugged. “She may have lost someone. And anyway, these Trolkans don’t seem to have quite the family structure humans do. Look at the way their huts are arranged in a big circle. And the children—whelps, they call them—run around freely between huts and mothers like it was one big group.”
Baina nodded. “Now that you mention it. I don’t know why I never noticed that before, in my parleys with the northern clans.” She looked over at Talia. “You’re very observant, aren’t you?”
Talia didn’t reply.
“I should have taken you along with me then, instead of letting the queen send you up to Rymoth Castle. You’d have been very handy to have around. You and Evon both.” Baina sighed again. “Well, that’s all in the past. A handful of days, and it seems like a lifetime.”
They chatted for a while as the gloom crept in. Talia missed the cheer of the Telyr camp, where there had a central fire and tales to tell. The Trolkans only seemed to want to speak of death and fighting, and the knowledge that the morrow would likely bring brutal danger made both girls uncomfortable.
They retired to the hut and lay on their sheepskins, trying to sleep. It wasn’t easy; the Trolkans apparently didn’t bother to scour or brush their wool, and a million little slivers and seeds caught in the fleece poked at Talia no matter which way she lay. Baina was out quickly and snored gently into her pillow.
A while later Evon and Tamman came in and lay down as well, on the other side of the dwelling. But they didn’t seem at all sleepy, and talked far into the night about spear tactics and archery and how best to use the rock-throwers to drive back the foe. Talia became so annoyed she wound a blanket around her head to block the noise, but Evon didn’t seem to notice or care.
Finally she fell asleep and dreamed of giant arrows chasing her through the forest at night, always pricking painfully at her back but never actually finishing her off.




XV :: Battle Tactics
Jaia roused the two boys early. “Come, it’s time for you to learn to fight the Trolkan way. We’ll make strong warriors out of you!”
While Talia and Baina slumbered on, a rigorous training session with Jaia and a few of her other guard members took place in the woods adjacent to the village. The Trolkans put Evon and Tamman through their paces, showing them various fighting stances and then testing them with mighty blows from their clubs to see if they could keep their feet while blocking.
Then they did several practice charges, keeping a skirmish line together and then breaking up into individual fighting units at a command from Jaia. They finished up beating several trees senseless with clubs and spears, learning to deliver powerful strikes by putting their whole bodies behind the blow.
This was a far cry from the fighting they had learned up north, which was influenced by the Brindans’ more delicate weaponry and tactics. These moves were meant to pulverize an opponent, to shatter bones through sheer strength of impact. Tamman wasn’t sure how well Evon would do in a brawl with Trolkan club-men, but personally he felt eager to try it in a real battle.
They were back in the village, eating a leisurely breakfast and discussing further plans with Jaia, when a young Trolkan male ran up, panting.
“They’re coming,” he wheezed, foam dripping from the little tusks at the corners of his mouth. “Eight clans’ worth. Fordgirm and Grottle are at their head.”
Jaia stood up and reached for the massive spiked club that was never far from her hand. “Finally! Let them come, the dawdling turtles. Are they heading for the Stepped Ridge Draw?”
The lookout nodded. “They’re in it now, most likely.”
Jaia looked over at Tamman. “That means they’ll be in the shadow of Diamond Ridge in less than an hour. We’d best get going.”
Her right-hand woman spoke up. “Fordgirm and Grottle won out, then. They won’t turn back. They hate us more than all the rest.”
“You speak true, Kalain,” Jaia replied. “I welcome the chance to crush their heads in. Let every able-bodied clansman gather weapons and meet here in one minute!”
Tamman expected a protest, especially from those villagers that had families or homes to bid farewell to. But they all eagerly rushed away to comply, and were back in seconds with arms full of clubs, throwing spikes, bolas, and spears. Jaia barely waited for a handful of them to join her, and then turned to begin the short march.
“No speech?” Evon said. He already had his bow and a dagger ready, but seemed to be stalling so Baina and Talia could get to their hut and snatch up the saddle bags and other things they’d left there. “Aren’t you going to rouse the troops, give orders?”
Jaia grinned and patted Evon endearingly on the shoulder. “I like you, my little counselor. No, my people have no need of speeches. We’re going to fight, not to talk. If we win, this will all be here when we come back. If not, we’ll be gone and it won’t matter. See?”
Evon shrugged and climbed onto the back of one of the horses. Tamman mounted the other, holding it steady. The girls quickly returned and loaded their things on. Once they were up in the saddle, the two beasts moved off after Jaia and her core of warriors.
There wasn’t much talking as the line made the short trek through the woodland and up to Diamond Ridge. Tamman noticed Talia looking paler than usual as she rode alongside him, and reached out to give her arm a squeeze. She smiled wanly and patted the crossbow that knocked gently against her leg with each stride of the horse.
He turned to see how Baina was doing, and saw her frowning with a far-off look in her eyes. Looking closer, he noticed that her eyes were actually misty with what might have been tears.
He gently tilted her chin up and smiled at her. “It’ll be all right. These are Trolkans we’re fighting, not wulvers. They’re frightening up close, but we have the high ground and ranged weapons. We’ll do our best to keep them from even reaching striking distance.”
Baina angrily gritted her teeth, surprising Tamman with her fervor. “Several clans’ worth of enemies, against our one. Tamman, I think we need to be ready to make our escape at any time. If you hear me calling for you and Evon, will you come? Will you even hear me? How will we get away?”
Tamman didn’t have a good answer for that. He supposed a horn or other signaling device would have been a good idea. “I’ll watch for you, Baina. We’re not going to blindly follow Jaia. You’ll see. We’ll watch out for each other.”
They climbed the ridge and soon reached the first rock-throwing position. A few clansmen were already there, standing watch and loading more rocks into piles nearby. They looked excited for the fun to begin.
Jaia inspected the site and gave her approval. “Good. You will rain down hell upon the marauders, but only at the signal. Do you understand? Wait for the signal!”
The Trolkan throwers nodded. Jaia turned to Baina.
“You’ll wait here. Climb a tree, if you can, and watch for the signal. These grunts may get too excited and fail to see it. Then stay up there so that you aren’t hit, and give them directions on how to adjust their aim. We haven’t much experience in arcing shots down into a valley. They practiced a few times against that mark in the center of the field yesterday, but once the enemy moves off that target the throwers will need good direction.”
Baina nodded. She clutched at Tamman’s arm and kissed him on the ear, then slid from the saddle and took up her sling staff. “I don’t like this. We’re all split up,” she said. “You listen for me and Talia. Don’t get too involved in the heavy fighting.”
She gripped Talia’s knee and then Evon’s in farewell, and walked with few of the newly-arrived Trolkan bolt throwers toward the ballistae.
Tamman dismounted himself and tied the horse firmly to a fallen log, out of sight on the backside of the ridge where it would be available to Baina if she had to flee, but wouldn’t give away the rock-throwing position prematurely. Then he followed the others down the ridge and into the thick trees at the mouth of the valley.
Jaia commanded the rest of her throwers to take Talia with them to the second position atop the rocky hill directly opposite Diamond Ridge. In between, a small creek meandered through the meadow that was to be their battlefield and out through a gap between the ridges. The main body of warriors clustered around their leader in the trees to wait.
“Goodbye,” Talia said as Evon jumped to the ground with bow in hand. He returned the farewell, and Tamman chimed in with his own.
“We’ll be looking out for you, but if you get in a bind and need to get away, don’t wait for us.” He reached out and touched her knee as Baina had done. “Don’t be afraid. We’ll come out of this all right.”
The dark-haired girl tried to grin bravely, but her eyes revealed that she wasn’t so sure. “I’ll be the one watching over you,” she said to the two boys. “I’ll try to make sure they don’t hit either of you.”
“Thanks.” Tamman turned and gathered with the other warriors around Jaia as Talia and Evon had a final word together. Then the girl rode up the steep hill surrounded by Trolkans. Then she  passed along a series of switchbacks until she was out of sight.
“They should be here soon enough,” Jaia explained to the two remaining Caladrians. “No doubt Fordgirm’s had them marching all night, that’s how they arrived in our lands so soon. Well, we’ll have a surprise for them! Remember, everyone, wait for my signal. Our throwers will hit them when they’re almost to our position, laying waste to the entire column. Then, and only then, will we rush them.”
The Trolkan soldiers milled about in the trees, readying their weapons and stretching their massive limbs. Many were smiling and talking excitedly.
“Don’t show yourselves until I command,” Jaia called out to the group. “No need to let them know our numbers beforehand.” She winked at Evon and pointed to her head. “Crafty, aren’t I?”
Evon grinned and nodded. “Nothing wrong with craftiness.”
“Remember, hit them with your entire body, not just your arm,” Jaia reminded Tamman. She gave his shoulders a patronizing glance. “You two are a bit puny—no offense. You’ll need the weight of your whole frame behind the blow, to take down one of these Trolkan raiders.”
There was a stir at the front of the war band, and the warriors all pushed forward to the edge of the trees.
“They’re coming! They’re here.”
“Look, there’s Fordgirm, the great toad. We’ll step on him and crush his fighters into the earth!”
Tamman could see a number of Trolkans entering the far end of the meadow on foot. They were coming down through a wide draw where the creek tumbled from the highlands through the valley under Diamond Ridge.
“Perfect timing,” Jaia said. Tamman noticed a bit of drool escaping her mouth by the tusks. There was a light in her eyes, almost dreamy, as if she was about to enjoy some long-awaited treat. “I’d have died of boredom if they took much longer.”
The first several Trolkans onto the field looked intimidating enough—large in stature as any Tamman had met, and bearing huge weapons. But then they kept coming, and coming. Soon there were thirty, then fifty hulking warriors spreading onto the grass and sloshing through the central stream. Then a hundred, and more coming every second.
“How… how many warriors are there, among the northern tribes?” Evon asked. “Some hundreds?”
“Yes,” Jaia nodded. “As much as a thousand, I should say.”
“Right. And how many do we have again?”
“Eighty, counting the rock throwers up on the ridge.”
Evon looked over at Tamman. There wasn’t fear in his eyes, not after what they’d already been through together with the wulvers, but something pretty close.
“They can’t have all come at once,” Tamman said. “Maybe there are two or three hundred in this group. And like Jaia said, a decisive victory here could turn the rest aside to pick an easier route. Or even discourage the invasion altogether.”
“Right. Three hundred. Okay,” Evon replied. He sucked in a deep breath, and slowly let it out. More Trolkans were coming, making about a hundred and fifty stomping slowly across the meadow toward them. So far none had spotted them; Trolkans were known for their strength, not their eyesight.
Tamman looked up at Diamond Ridge, looming over the valley, and wondered how Baina was taking it. A hundred enemy, they could handle. After all, they held the advantages of surprise, high ground, and the high morale that came from righteous motives instead of being driven by fear and suspicion. It would be a question of how much damage the enemy chieftains were willing to soak up before deciding to preserve their forces for more rewarding fights later on.
But if they were outnumbered two or three to one, victory would come at a terrible cost if it came at all. And if there really were close to a thousand… well, it would simply be a matter of time.
Tamman laid a hand on Evon’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. We have the horses. If we must flee, we’ll be able to outpace Trolkans easily.”
“At least the girls will,” Evon replied.
Most of the Trolkans had crouched down among fallen logs and underbrush as the enemy came on, nearing the halfway point across the meadow. Now Jaia stood up.
“Stay here, stay quiet,” she ordered. “I’m going out there to challenge them. Watch for my signal, and relay it to the throwers the moment you see it.”
Evon waved a hand to halt her. “Jaia, wait—let them come almost to the trees, then hit them without warning. It will cause even more disarray in their ranks and kill more of them before they realize what’s going on.”
Jaia shook her head. “I won’t attack without giving challenge first. Have to give them a chance to back down.”
Tamman snorted. “They won’t back down, Jaia. They outnumber us very heavily.”
“Doesn’t matter. Wait here.”
Just as the ranks of oncoming Trolkans were arriving at the center of the meadow, a little farther than the halfway point, Jaia lumbered out onto the field, eyes locked on the two chieftains surrounded by their core of warriors near the creek. They saw her and came to a halt.
Tamman watched carefully as the shifty eyes of the lead chieftain roamed around the valley, disbelieving that Jaia could have come alone to face them.
“Turn back, Fordgirm!” she yelled, loud enough for all of the enemies to hear, even those still streaming into the valley through the draw. “You can’t pass through here, it is our land. We’ll fight you off if you try, like we’ve done before!”
Fordgirm’s tusked mouth split open into a wide grin, causing the dark, matted fur that hung under his jaw to wiggle. “It’s different this time, Jaia. You’re going to die today.” The big chieftain was naked from the waist up, showing off swirling patterns of dye in his thin fur as well as several scars. Dried sheep’s blood had been painted on the top of his head and down each shoulder. A sort of kilt hung around his waist along with several spare weapons, including some good steel blades. He carried a single massive club in both hands, nearly five feet long, with two great spikes protruding from its head.
The other chief, Grottle, shouted at Jaia from across the brook where he led another contingent of Trolkan men. “We come in force now, to brush you aside for good. And we have great magic on our side!”
Jaia idly swung her own club at the grass by her feet, knocking the heads from the daisies as if she were supremely unconcerned. “I don’t care for your magic, or your numbers,” she rumbled. “We’ve sent you packing more than once, and we’ll do it again.”
“We’ll kill you now, then we’ll raze your village. Then all of Brinda will be laid bare to us!”
“That may not be as easy as you think. I give you this one last warning: turn back, or die!”
Fordgirm didn’t reply, but urged his men onward with a wave. The ones in front began to run, and Tamman could hear the sound of their feet thumping on the earth like distant thunder.
Still Jaia waited. Her weapon wasn’t even up. “I warned you. When you’re lying dead, don’t cry to me,” she taunted.
Then, with only a few yards remaining before the enemy would overtake her, she raised her club high and waved it toward the enemy ranks in a great sweeping motion.
At the rear of the group hidden in the trees, Tamman saw Evon waving frantically up at the ridge from a vantage point where he had a line of sight with both Baina and Talia.
An instant later, several massive rocks soared out into the air over the meadow and fell toward the Trolkan marauders with terrible force.




XVI :: Blood and Desperation
Baina watched from her vantage point in a sizable pine near the top of the ridge. Behind her, the Trolkans grabbed up stones for a second volley and stepped back to the edge. She watched the thick knots of muscle on their furred backs twist and contract as they sent their missiles sailing into the valley below.
They still frightened her, even though she knew these ones were under Jaia’s command. The huge fighters were in such a state of excitement now that she wasn’t sure what they’d do if she was down there among them. They might forget themselves and bludgeon her to death like they’d done with poor Gienna.
Jaia appeared small from up here, and Baina held her breath. The defiant leader wasn’t backing down, even though she was exposed in front of her own forces. The frontrunners squared off with her but did not engage right away. They were suddenly less certain of their advantage; the first stones had just fallen among the ranks behind them with devastating effect. Small boulders knocked Trolkans to the ground, crushing even their massive bodies with killing force.
Jaia gave a shout to her concealed warriors, but the entire line had already left the trees with a roar, eager to come to the aid of their matriarch. Tamman was on the right flank, and Baina saw Evon swinging into position on the left, bow already singing. His shots arced out into the field, far less impressive than the giant rocks, but Baina saw his third shot take a Trolkan in the neck and bring the brute to its knees. Part of her felt like cheering him on, but the sight of bloodshed also made her stomach turn to lead.
Still, it was an incredible experience to watch the battle from overhead. Just seeing this gave her a feeling that now she knew something of battle, now she could grasp what would be required to lead Caladris to victory against its foes when the time came. It was almost as if Baina were a general playing at a game of strategy—yet without any real control.
There was one thing she could do, and she waved down at the Trolkan throwers and shouted directions at them.
“You’re throwing too far! Adjust downward a bit. You need to hit closer to the trees where the enemy ranks are menacing our troops!”
It took some further yelling, but finally one of the Trolkans waved at her, and a moment later she was gratified to see some of the stones dropping more sharply to hit clusters of the enemy nearer to Jaia’s position. Then one hit the ground right next to one of the friendly troops, causing him to stumble and fall to his knees.
“I said a bit, you clods,” Baina yelled. “You’ll hit friendlies! Back up!”
Now the two opposing leaders were facing off, ringed by a swirling melee of other individual struggles. Jaia planted her feet in the grass with a wide stance. Hefting her club in both hands, she gave voice to a full-throated battlecry as Fordgirm stomped toward her with lieutenants at either elbow.
Baina shifted her gaze to find Tamman. He was fighting with his long spear a little farther back from Jaia, but just then he looked up and saw that his leader was outnumbered against the enemy general and his lieutenants. He broke away and ran forward to her side, calling several others to come with him.
“Oh, be careful,” Baina breathed to herself.
Jaia turned a blow from one of her attackers, then dashed back at him, throwing the Trolkan aside with her shoulder and showering mighty strokes at Fordgirm from the side. Tamman lunged with his spear and engaged the lieutenant on one side while Jaia’s sister Kalain tore into the remaining lieutenant.
Baina’s eyes found Evon then. He was being forced to retreat along with several friendly Trolkans, shying away from a sudden outburst of enemy raiders along the left flank. Baina bit her lip. From here, she could see that it would be a matter of seconds before they could sweep around and attack Jaia’s group from the side and rear. They would be cut off.
But evidently Talia had also seen the danger, and her throwers were in a better position to aim toward the charging Trolkan attackers. Gigantic stones flew from the ridge across the little valley and sewed chaos among the enemy ranks, killing several and dividing the rest as they scrambled to avoid the deadly boulders that were pounding the earth suddenly all around them.
Baina let out her breath, which she hadn’t realized she was holding, and looked back at the fighting around Jaia’s position. Both lieutenants were down, and the Trolkans on her side were holding back the enemy. As she looked on, Jaia and Fordgirm traded mighty blows from their clubs. Suddenly Jaia changed direction in mid-strike by throwing her bulk to the side and twisting her arms forcefully to get around the enemy general’s block. Fordgirm’s eyes went wide as her spikes sank into his shoulder. Jaia was off-balance now, but Fordgirm was apparently too shocked by the injury to take advantage.
The other general, Grottle, was bellowing something to his troops just south of center-field. Something about being surrounded. And then Baina heard words that struck her with dread.
“Rush the hilltops! Take out those stone-throwers, or we’re done for!”
Just as the fight seemed to be going well, Evon’s tactics proved a little too effective. The enemy were convinced they were in a fight for their lives, and were now resorting to a desperate charge uphill toward the throwers.
Grottle’s men were closer to the other side, and Baina watched in horror as ten of them broke away from the main combat and moved quickly into the trees and up the slopes toward Talia’s ridge. Six more followed after. And there were several of the enemy on Baina’s side of the valley that had also heard the command and were beginning to move in her direction.
Now she would learn what battle was like up close.
~
On the valley floor, the fighting that had been raging fiercely around Evon suddenly cleared away. Three of the Trolkans pushing against his flank had been slain by ballista bolts from the sky, and another wounded. But now there were only three left facing him and his allies, where a moment earlier there were nearly twenty. Evon stepped back, catching his breath and looking around.
They were running up the hill into the trees.
Talia!
He shouted toward Tamman, but the young spearman was too far away and too engaged in the fighting around Jaia. Evon turned and sprinted toward the hill.
“With me!” he shouted at every Trolkan he passed. “To the ridge! They’re attacking the ridge!”
The sudden turn in the fighting made little sense; the enemy would be attacking a fortified position uphill, and there weren’t many of them joining the assault on the hill yet. But apparently they had grown desperate and meant to take the throwers’ positions regardless of the cost.
What Evon knew that they didn’t was that once up the hill, there would be little to stop them. A small handful of rock throwers, and a girl in a tree. If even half of the enemy made it to the top, it would be a quick death for those manning the heights. And if they spotted Talia, she would be trapped.
He ran until his legs burned and his lungs choked for breath, pumping up the hillside by leaps and bounds. He had but two arrows left, and his long dagger. It would have to do.
He stopped when he came within sight of the enemy, rushing away from him up the slope, and planted one foot on a stump behind him. Nocking one of his arrows, he drew back to his cheek and centered the tip on the back of one of the Trolkans. He desperately tried to control his ragged breathing as he let fly, knowing even as he did so that his one-eyed aim had failed him once again.
The arrow went wide, sinking into the undergrowth to the left of his target. This was folly; now he was fighting uphill himself. He couldn’t hope to win and save the throwing position, and yet he had to try. He yelled in anger as he nocked his final arrow. One of the Trolkans turned at the sound, and slowed.
Evon’s second arrow hit the giant in the face. The enemy fell, clutching at its wound, and tumbling wildly downhill. Evon yelled even louder.
“Hey! Stop, you big sows! Come back down here and fight!”
That got two more to notice him and pause. One took a step back down the hill, hefting its mace with a threatening leer. Evon licked his lips and slung his useless bow, drawing his dagger. It felt terribly inadequate now.
Two beefy Trolkan clansmen of Jaia’s stepped up the hill on either side of him, twirling their own clubs. Evon looked back and saw four others coming.
“To the top!” he cried.
~
Keeping an eye on the battle below, Baina leaned across another branch to get a better sightline on the hostile Trolkans advancing up the hill toward her. More and more of them streamed away from the battle and onto the slope.
“Enemies coming up the ridge,” she shouted to the Trolkans on the hilltop. “Leave your positions, we’re about to be attacked!”
The six Trolkan throwers got the message and approached her tree. One looked up at her.
“You come down to fight too?” he asked. The others had seen the wave of attackers and stopped in their tracks. It was clear they were about to be overrun and destroyed; no one could get to their position in time to save them.
Baina shook her head. “I’m sorry. I’d only get in the way.”
The Trolkan nodded. He waved at the others. “The girl’s in the tree. We’ve got to drive the enemy away from her. Otherwise they’ll catch her.”
“Right,” agreed the others, nodding and grinning up at Baina. “Come on then, no use waiting.”
Without another moment’s hesitation, the six stone-throwers sauntered down the hill toward their foes.
Tears sprang to Baina’s eyes. “Wait. Wait! Won’t you stand a better chance up here, on the hilltop?” But her Trolkan allies were already gone, advancing down the hill to their deaths against a much larger force.
A brute roar sounded in the trees, and then the clashing and grunting of big Trolkans striving against each other.
She looked into the valley again and saw that on her side, the bulk of the enemy was now among the trees on the slopes. Jaia and Tamman were harrying the rear of that force, but it was clearly hard going from the lower ground. She prayed that same disadvantage would be enough to slow the enemy below and help the six throwers defending her.
There was still some fighting in the valley, but much of it had also shifted into the trees on Talia’s side as well. Baina couldn’t see Evon. The battlefield looked a shambles.
And yet, she began to wonder if there was some hope left. The opposing army was now completely divided and separated from each other. If the few Trolkans atop either hill could hold their ground, it would keep the enemy pinned between two fighting fronts, forcing some of them to turn one way and some another.
Now it was simply a matter of effort. If Jaia’s warriors could overcome enough of the enemy on the slopes, they might turn the tide. Either way, Baina decided, she couldn’t simply wait out the fight in a tree. And with the throwers abandoning their rock piles, she was no more use up here.
She carefully began to climb down toward the ground, sling-staff thrust through her sash behind her and knocking gently against the back of her head as she moved.
~
On the far ridge, Talia was watching a similar scene play out beneath her tree. The Trolkans at the edge of her ridge, however, had decided to make their stand where they were. They each had two rocks in their hands and were facing downhill. As the first of the enemy lumbered up and over the crest onto the ridgeline, they launched their projectiles.
Stones hit two of the assault force in their chests. A third ducked just in time. The defenders howled their defiance and waved their foes on, keeping their attention on the ground. Not a single looked up to notice the girl overhead, not even one that reached out and laid a gigantic hand on her tree trunk to steady himself.
Talia had left her crossbow with the horse, guessing that she wouldn’t be able to hold on to the tree and cock the thing at the same time. Now she wished she had something other than Evon’s ax hanging from her belt. She watched helplessly as enemy Trolkans pushed their way from the trees and attacked the throwers on the peak of the ridge.
The defenders were fighting back fiercely, but already one had fallen to a vicious blow from a powerful Trolkan enemy. Talia caught her breath when she saw one of their chieftains, the one called Grottle, emerge and wave his warriors on. This would be over quickly, she knew.
But the rest of the enemy force seemed to lag behind on the slope. Sounds of fighting reached her ears in the tree, and she squinted to see through the branches and fronds of green needles. Some of Jaia’s men must have broken away from the valley fighting to engage this assault force in the rear.
Another of the defenders on her hill top went down with a loud grunt of pain. But they were beating back the foe with surprising force, and Grottle himself hadn’t been able to get in among them at all. He and his men were gathered around in a wide semi-circle, waving their clubs and trying get in range to hit the defenders.
“Talia! Talia!”
The shout was coming from down the slope, where Trolkans were fighting among the trees. It sounded like Evon. But Talia couldn’t respond. There were still hostile warriors running right underneath her. One shout and they would spot her. She didn’t know if they could climb at all, but she didn’t doubt that a few of them could push the tree over or hurl their clubs up to get rid of her. She was only twenty feet off the ground, and didn’t want to risk climbing higher in case the movement gave away her position. Behind her, roars and grunts indicated that the battle for the hilltop still raged.
A sudden flurry of motion caught her attention and four friendly Trolkans with Evon in their midst went bounding past her tree toward the top, bypassing several of the enemy. That would put danger at their backs as well as in front, but they dashed upward.
“Hold on, Talia!” Evon shouted toward the embattled defenders. He was brandishing a dagger that looked pitifully inadequate. “We’re coming!”
She couldn’t do anything to stop him, and wouldn’t have if she could. If the poor stone-throwers atop the ridge were to be saved at all, someone had to break through and help them. Nevertheless she felt a pang of gratitude and something deeper stirring in her heart as she watched the one-eyed boy sprinting ahead to find her.
The fighting grew intense now, breaking into several smaller skirmishes. There were still many Trolkans battling each other on the slopes, and Evon’s little band of rescuers was falling upon Grottle’s men, forcing them to turn aside from the defenders and defend themselves in turn. Then the four remaining stone-throwers launched themselves into the fray with jubilant howls, leaving the hilltop and giving themselves fully to the combat on the slope.
Time seemed to slow down as Talia got a clear view of Evon through the branches. He was facing off against the enemy chief, and only one of his fellow Trolkan rescuers was still by his side. The others had paired off to attack other foemen.
Evon kept looking around as if to spot her, but soon his focus was taken entirely by the duel he had gotten into. The Trolkan by him swung mightily at Grottle, but the crafty chieftain stepped back and then lurched forward to hit the warrior on the head with an outstretched club. Evon took advantage of the overextension to dart in and plunge his dagger into the chieftain’s side.
Grottle let out an ear-splitting roar and elbowed Evon in the ribs so hard it sent him tumbling backward. Then he turned, and while the other Trolkan was still stunned by the head blow, Grottle swept his huge club up and around to bring it down on Evon with killing force.
Talia screamed in spite of herself.
Evon rolled at the last second, though obviously struggling to get breath back into his lungs after the blow to his ribs. It took him mostly out of reach of the massive club with its horrible spikes, but not quite far enough. Grottle’s club smashed the boy’s right hand, pinning it into the ground with its thick spikes.
The cry of pain that tore itself from Evon’s chest was almost enough to make Talia fall out of her tree. It was truly heartrending; obviously, every bone in the boy’s hand had just been pulverized, and the spikes were still puncturing his flesh and holding him down.
He couldn’t get away.




XVII :: Final Confrontations
Talia would have done anything at that moment to shift the enemy’s attention from Evon, but her frantic screams were too little, too late. Grottle planted a big foot on the one-eyed boy’s chest and laughed as he began to crush downward. Evon’s hand was still pinned firmly to the earth, and his writhing did no good.
Three of the Trolkans that had accompanied him up the hill were dead now, fallen to the clubs and blades of Grottle’s men but having taken several with them. The last, however, who had taken a blow to the head, was now looking up again. This hulking warrior stepped forward and grabbed Grottle from behind. He had no weapon in his hands, but one fist came around and hammered the chieftain right in the side where Evon had stabbed him. The other tore at the chieftain’s face, one arm wrapping all the way around his head, twisting brutally.
Grottle let go of Evon and turned to grapple. He was even bigger than Evon’s ally and quickly pushed the warrior off balance, then kneed him in the stomach. The Trolkan was still somewhat dazed, and didn’t respond quickly. Grottle, whose club was still pinning Evon down, motioned to a couple of his men to finish the Trolkan off.
But one of the stone-throwers that had been defending the hilltop sprang over Evon’s cringing body and swung at the enemy chieftain with something heavy. Talia realized it was one of the throwing rocks, just big enough to fit the Trolkan’s wide hand. The stone smashed right into Grottle’s face, knocking him backward onto the ground. He sat up spitting blood.
Another Trolkan defender backed up his comrade by stepping forward and bringing down a club on the head of the chieftain. Grottle sank down flat on his face and lay still.
The sight of their chieftain meeting his end in such short order gave the other attackers pause. Only five defenders remained, counting the one with Evon, and at least twelve of Grottle’s men were in the immediate area. But more of Jaia’s warriors were coming up the hill, and Talia realized from the sound of it that they seemed to have finally succeeded in scattering their enemies all over the hillside.
First one Trolkan turned and left the ridge-top, then another. The others realized there wasn’t much to fight for up there anyway, and followed their brothers in beating a hasty retreat back down the slope.
Talia quickly climbed down the tree trunk, going from branch-hold to branch-hold until she could let herself drop all the way to the needle-covered ground. She rushed over to where Evon lay, one of his hands clutching feebly at the other, which was immobilized by Grottle’s warclub.
“Talia?” he gasped. “You okay?”
“I’m here,” she replied, kneeling by his side and cupping his face in her hands to reassure him. “I’m all right. But your hand… where else are you hurt?”
He struggled for breath. “My side… my arm. I can’t move, Talia!”
“Let me help you.” She slowly shifted the bulky club away, but twisting it made Evon cry out in agony. “I’m so, so sorry, Evon. But we have to move. The enemy could be back any moment and sweep the hilltop.”
She stood over his hand and got a good grip on the club, then quickly pulled it up and out of the ground with a stomach-churning shunk sound. Evon had no breath to scream with, but his entire body curled up reflexively and he squeezed his eyes tightly shut. There was blood at the corner of his mouth, and streaming down his arm from his ruined hand.
Talia threw the club aside and tried to help Evon to his feet. He coughed and shook his head.
“Can’t… move. Can’t… breathe.” He looked up at her, breath humming and rasping in a horrible way. “Talia, please. Leave me here. You need to get to your horse.”
She shook her head vehemently. “No, Evon. I saw what you did for me. Now come on!”
She reached under both of his arms from behind and began dragging him across the ground. His legs slid over the grass in lurching movements as she pulled him toward the spot where she had left her horse, far down the other side of the hill.
She stopped for a moment to catch her breath once they had gotten several yards away. Evon was bigger than her and no easy chore to move, but at least it wasn’t Tamman. She doubted she could have dragged the larger boy even a few feet.
The fighting had definitely shifted away from the hilltop now. She took a few steps away from Evon to briefly scout the area, stepping up onto a low boulder to get a better view.
“Evon, I think they’re leaving. I think the enemy Trolkans are backing away! I can see part of the valley, and it’s empty. And there are only two small fights left on this hillside.”
She turned back, elated, and saw that Evon had gone still. He was lying flat on his back with his eyes closed.
“Evon!”
She jumped off the boulder and ran to him. She quickly leaned down and listened for breathing, felt at his neck for bloodflow. She sensed both, and gave a sigh of relief. He seemed to have merely lost consciousness for a moment. That was a bad sign, but not nearly as bad as being dead.
“You’ll be okay, Evon. We’ll get you to safety, I promise.”
What she needed was the horse; if she could bring it here and get Evon up onto its back, she could then move where she needed to go. And, she realized, with Evon lying as if dead, no one was likely to bother him even if enemies did return.
She bounded away, down the far hillside and into the trees, praying that the horse hadn’t broken away from where she’d tied it. Knowing that the sound of fighting would make it nervous, she’d wrapped its lead rope several times around a huge log and tied it off.
Running through the trees, with the flash of sunlight and greenery skipping across her face, she had a sudden rush of memory that nearly overwhelmed her senses. It was from the day she’d been driven from her homeland, when she’d felt the same sense of desperation she now felt. But on that day it hadn’t been enemies forcing her into the woodlands at the point of the spear.
It was her own kin.
“You brought the Webcursed upon us,” her fellow tribesmen had yelled, gripping their obsidian-tipped weapons as they advanced upon her. “You did this to us! The downfall of our way of life is on your shoulders, Talia Taimara!”
Her own cousin had torn the blue necklace away from Talia’s throat, the one she’d been given by her mother that set her apart as a chieftain’s daughter.
“Was it you?” her father had asked, eyes blazing. “Did you lead the Webcursed to our villages and give them cause to emerge from their dark pits after all these years?”
What could Talia do but silently nod, her body racked with sobs? She hadn’t meant to bring danger to her people, of course. It had started as an act of pity when she came across one of the twisted creatures in the north hills, one who didn’t act the same as the monsters she’d been brought up in fear of.
But her pity had resulted in the deaths of thirty of her kinsmen, and another whole tribe to the east had gone silent. The Webcursed had left their holes and were on the move. There was nowhere for her people to hide.
“Go,” her father had shouted. “Go from here and do not ever, ever return.”
They had all shouted, some of the young men crying for leave to chase her down as she went, crying, into the west hills. But somehow she had stumbled away from the tribal lands entirely without being caught, and found herself after a long run on the border of Caladris.
The place of peace, the place where she’d hoped to find refuge and recover her spirit. Now that was gone too, fallen into shadow and freezing ice, and here she was on yet another battlefield fighting for survival.
A spirited whinny brought Talia’s mind back to the present. There was still time to do some good here, to save the boy she’d begun to care about.
The horse was there, still tied to its log. Hope surged in Talia’s chest as she saw its light gray mane through the trees, and a minute later she had untied it and was leading it back up the slope to where Evon lay. She stopped only for a moment, to cock her crossbow and sling the bag of quarrels over her shoulder. If she had to defend her unconscious friend alone, she’d need all of them.
She reached the ridge again and found Evon still lying on the ground. The noise of scattering fighting still echoed up from the other side of the ridge, but no one was in sight. Talia bent to touch Evon’s face and checked the gentle rise and fall of his chest.
“You again?” a cold voice said behind her. There was a note of disbelief in the voice, but also of anger and pure venom.
Talia whirled and saw the last thing she wanted. Not a Trolkan. A black-haired woman dressed in gray rags, standing ten feet away on the hillside. How was it possible? How had she gotten there?
“You Caladrians keep turning up underfoot. Will you not die and let me do my work?”
Talia gritted her teeth and hovered protectively over Evon’s inert body. “You’ve done enough work, witch. Get away from here!”
“Oh, I was just leaving,” Dai Thera replied evenly. “I have to get into Brinda on my own, you see, because these wretched Trolkans cannot figure out how to mount a basic attack without falling to pieces at every step, even when I am at their backs. Still, I think I have just enough time to finish off you and your friend there, before I go and meet with the king of Brinda.”
The black staff came up. Talia’s breath caught in her throat. It was like a bad dream; the sorceress always seemed to be at the bottom of every terrible, destructive thing that happened in the world, and now here she was again—with no one to stop her.
No one, except Talia. And she wasn’t going to give up Evon without a fight.
She rolled sideways to force the witch’s attention away from the injured boy, and came up with her crossbow in both hands. Keeping the bolt in place with one thumb, she aimed it at the sorceress’ chest.
“Get away,” she grated again. “Leave us alone.”
Dai hesitated, her eyes flickering on the tip of the crossbow bolt, gauging whether she could stop it with her magic and kill the girl at the same time.
Then the witch’s eyes rose to the skyline, where the hilltop behind Talia crested. Someone was there, and Dai’s face fell.
Tamman’s voice rang out strong and clear. “Leave them, witch, or you won’t live another minute.”
Talia risked a glance behind her, and saw several figures rising into view on the hilltop. Jaia was there next to the young spearman, with several of her surviving warriors, and Baina as well.
The Trolkan leader gestured for her men to spread out and flank the sorceress. “So you’re the one behind all this,” Jaia rumbled. “I lost good fighters today, though not as many as you did. Now we’ll pound you into red mud!”
The Trolkans broke into a run, charging over the hilltop toward the witch. At that precise moment, while Dai was moving her hands up toward the oncoming Trolkans, Talia loosed. Her bolt flashed toward the sorceress’s midsection.
But Dai was quicker. A golden sphere of energy suddenly sprang out from her hands, expanding in the blink of an eye to cover her entire body, and its surface interrupted the missile’s flight.
Having deflected away the shaft, Dai snarled in rage and spun around. There was a flash of light and when Talia blinked the spots away from her eyes, the witch was gone.
Talia dropped her crossbow and leaped back to Evon’s side to make sure he was all right. She tried to rouse him. He coughed several times and his head rolled over, so she rested it in her lap and propped his feet up on his pack while she took a roll of cloth bandage from her pack for his hand. She lifted his shirt to see how badly his ribs were injured, and saw bruises already forming but nothing breaking the skin.
When she looked up, the others were all standing around watching in silence. Tamman and Baina were clearly worried, but Jaia and a cluster of other Trolkans seemed more concerned with finding where the sorceress had gone.
“Baina, can you do something?” Talia asked. “He’s badly hurt.”
Baina didn’t say anything, and Talia stood to look at her. The red-haired girl was hanging on Tamman’s arm for support, and Tamman was holding her other hand tightly. He had several bloody scrapes on his face and arms and was favoring one shoulder that looked like it might have taken a blow, but otherwise the two of them looked in good shape.
“What’s wrong with you, Baina? If you have healing magic, then help Evon! He’s hurt!”
The other girl sighed and her head slumped forward slightly. “I’m… sorry, Talia. I… can’t…”
“She’s very weak,” Tamman explained, looking embarrassed. “She barely made it through herself, and then I took a blow in the small of my back and went down. She drained her energies to get me back on my feet.”
Talia sank to her haunches and pounded a fist on her knee. “Baina, you idiot! I swear, if Evon dies, you will not—”
“He won’t die, girl,” Jaia said, having left her people to poke around in the bushes. She patted Talia on the back and made her sit down hard. “These two boys of yours, they’re tough! For humans. Broken ribs will heal, with rest.”
“But I don’t know if he’ll ever use this hand again,” Talia protested through tears. “That Trolkan general just destroyed it.”
Jaia sighed and sank to her haunches, resting a hand on the unconscious boy’s boot. “I am sorry. But it was worth the sacrifice, I think. You, all of you, the help you gave us. My people cannot thank you enough. If we hadn’t taken the enemy by surprise here, they would be razing our village right now. I was prepared to die, but you four… you helped us to win an impossible fight.”
Talia stood up. “Win?” She looked over at Tamman and Baina. “Are you saying it’s all over? They left?”
Tamman nodded. “The Trolkans fighting on this side of the valley began streaming away to the west when they saw that their general was dead and they were chopped up into small groups, without direction. The ones on our side backed away up the draw they arrived through, apparently deciding it wasn’t worth losing half their men just to push us aside.”
Jaia chuckled. “Still, they left many lying in this valley. They won’t hurt Brinda so badly now, wherever they decide to strike. They haven’t the strength left to destroy the country, only to hurt it.”
Talia could hardly find words. “But we were only eighty. How were so many turned aside by so few?”
Tamman frowned. “Strategy, and a lot of luck. We were fighting as hard as we could, but really it wasn’t until the enemy divided themselves in two and committed blindly to separate fights in the trees that we really stood a chance.”
Baina nodded. “I watched it all from my tree. They broke apart, and then kept breaking when they encountered more resistance than they expected. Finally, with one general down and one wounded, they began to withdraw.”
“Fordgirm won’t forget that blow I gave him, not for a long time,” Jaia said with another grin. “The constant ache won’t let him.” She stood and patted Talia on the head. “I am glad to see you made it through all right; we worried about you up here when we saw the hilltop surrounded.”
“Your fighters were brave, Jaia,” Talia said. “They saved Evon when he was down, and finished off Grottle.”
“Yes, they fought like cairn-bears,” the matriarch replied. “As did the other throwers. They sold their lives well, keeping the enemy off your red-haired friend and savaging the foe all down the hillside before they died.”
Baina frowned and hid her face against Tamman’s shoulder.
“My fighters are still chasing some of the enemy away,” Jaia continued, “and I should go and lead the effort to tend our wounded and bury our dead. But you can return to the village now, I think. You will be safe there. Rest up, get your friend here feeling better.”
Tamman and Jaia lifted Evon onto the horse, and then Talia rode with him down the hillside as Baina and Tamman followed. They went slowly, and she kept her arms wrapped around Evon so he wouldn’t slip off. He began to regain consciousness near the bottom of the hill.
His eyes were dull and he moaned with every jostle of the saddle, but Talia whispered words of encouragement as they rode and soon they had reached the village.
A few hours later they were sitting on a log together outside their hut. Baina and Tamman were keeping their voices low so Evon could rest inside the hut, while Talia helped an old Trolkan woman to prepare another huge cauldron of herb-infused mutton broth in anticipation of receiving the wounded. Talia didn’t think Evon would be very excited about the broth, but the old Trolkan seemed to think it the best thing for injuries.
Jaia returned to the village at the head of a column of her surviving warriors, their eyes alight with pride in their victory. There were not nearly as many returning as had left that morning, but it was a miracle they hadn’t all been wiped out so Talia figured they could have their moment of elation.
“I truly thought this would be my last day on earth,” Jaia declared as she approached them. “And it would have been a great end. But I must admit, we turned that desperate fight into a solid victory. And you four fought well, too!”
Tamman smiled.
“A spark of new hope is lit in my people’s hearts,” the matriarch said. “Perhaps we have a chance at influencing the rest of Trolkar, now that Grottle is dead and Fordgirm off in the wilderness, through our valiant example. To use their strength for better ends, to stand against this sorceress and her dark deeds.”
“Let us hope so,” Baina fervently agreed.
“Soup’s ready,” the old Trolkan woman announced, and Jaia happily dipped a cup in and slurped appreciatively at it.
Evon came to the door of the hut, and Talia quickly ran to him. He didn’t look very stead on his feet yet.
“You should stay down,” she told him. “Everything’s okay out here. Just rest.”
His arm was in a sling, his wrist and hand carefully wrapped with an ointment from the packs the Telyrs had given them. He also had a wrapping around his middle to give support to his injured ribs. Tamman had a similar bandage around his shoulder.
“We won, then?” he asked. “We drove them away from the valley?”
“Because of your little stratagem, and all our valor,” Jaia told him. “The rock-throwers did their part perfectly. And Fordgirm and Grottle, idiots that they were, let their army go every which way to try to get at us. Now they’re beating a different track through the hinterlands, licking their wounds and probably hoping to come at Brinda in an easier way.”
She looked around at several of her warriors who had approached and were also queueing up for some of the mutton broth. “We’ll still be here, defending our land and being a thorn in their side, if they ever care to try again.”
Evon nodded. “But we nearly died,” he pointed out, speaking mostly to Tamman. “It was foolish to let ourselves get caught up in the fighting. The girls were that close to being trapped and taken.”
“You didn’t even see Talia facing off with the witch. And look at you,” Tamman said with a sober nod. “That chieftain nearly got you. Though I hear you left him a deep mark with your dagger.”
Evon grimaced. “It was Jaia’s men that ended him, not me.”
Talia gently hugged her friend. “I’m so sorry, Evon. I know you rushed up that hill because of me. I couldn’t call to you, or they would have turned on me. I watched you go by my tree.”
Evon blushed slightly, and just grunted. “We’ll need to be far more cautious in future battles,” he told the others. “We nearly let these Trolkans’ love of open battle end us, when we could have hit the enemy and run, then hit them again and run again, and accomplished the same without risking so many lives.”
The rest were quiet for a moment, forced to confront the uncomfortable truth of his words despite Jaia’s jubilation. If they were to save their land from a far worse attack, they would have to be shrewd and careful.
Talia grinned, though. She was just glad to have Evon back on his feet and talking, even if it was with his characteristic grumpiness.




XVIII :: Aftermath
“We need to get moving if we’re going to accomplish anything,” Evon told the others the next morning. “We can’t stay here forever. We’ve learned all we can from Jaia and her brutish warriors.”
“What about your wounds?” Baina asked.
“What about Spard?” he answered. “This is only the first of many difficult challenges if we’re seriously going to get all the way to the southland and back to Caladris before this thing melts.”
He took the shard of magical ice from his pack and held it up in the gloomy hut. Sunlight was just slanting through the doorway, and Trolkans were beginning to move about outside, getting breakfast ready. The occasional thump or crash echoed into the hut; apparently the Trolkans were in a celebratory mood and were taking it out on the trees.
Tamman sighed. “You’re right, of course. I very much appreciate what Jaia’s shown us. But now’s our chance to get through Brinda before it all becomes embroiled in fighting and chaos. Who knows what that witch will do next to stir up trouble.”
“Tamman, he can’t travel like that,” Talia said, pointing at Evon’s bandaged torso. “He needs at least a week’s rest before traveling anywhere. A month would be much better.”
Evon slowly nodded. “That’s why I’ve been thinking… you three need to go on ahead. I’ll follow as I can, but I’d slow you down a lot by constantly limping along and stopping to rest.”
“Evon, no!” Baina shot at him.
He ignored her and went on. “I can camp by myself just fine, and I’ll stick to the backcountry where I won’t run into more trouble than I can handle alone. I know the herbs and poultices that will get me back together, and I can do what’s needed from here. But it will take me weeks longer to get to Spard, and that’s time you three could be working there to get the help we need.”
Baina scowled and folded her arms stubbornly, shaking her head. Tamman gazed at him, deep in thought, but didn’t seem inclined to go with the plan either. Talia flat out refused.
“You can’t even shoot a bow with that hand, Evon,” she pointed out. “How will you eat? What will you do if a bear comes after you, or more wraith-hounds?”
Evon opened his mouth to reply, but she cut him off.
“We could all use a little more rest. None of us are going to be traveling fast, anyway, with only two horses and the uncertainties of the route ahead. Not only do we have to watch out for Trolkans and jumpy Brindans for the next twenty miles, but there’s also a sorceress running loose through these lands who’s got a vendetta against us. I say we take one more day here, and then travel on together and take our time.”
“But there’s no time!” Evon finally got in, pointing at the chunk of ice glistening in the growing light. “If we get back a day too late, our people die.”
“If we split up and fall along the way, no help comes and our people die anyway,” Baina pointed out. “I still say our best chance is together. We proved that by getting each other through this battle.”
Tamman agreed. “And I don’t want any of us to have to face the next one alone. We should stay here one more day, at least. Then we’ll slowly start heading south again if Evon can manage it.”
Evon opened his mouth once more, but Baina silenced him with a gesture. “That’s enough of that. Besides, I’ve been working on something that will help, if I can have a few more hours by the river today to get ready.”
Inwardly, Evon felt no small relief at his friends’ dedication. His words about traveling alone were largely a bluff; he wouldn’t have made it all the way to Spard in any amount of extra weeks without help.
And Baina had indeed been working on something. That evening after supper, just as the sun disappeared below the treeline and cast deep shadows over everything, she came into the hut where Evon was resting and asked him to accompany her to the river. She was soaking wet from head to toe.
“What? What are we doing?”
“Healing you. I found a natural energy source I think I can use. Come on.”
Many of the Trolkans were already asleep; without the use of candles or campfires, they retired with the sun. As Evon followed Baina out of the hut and away from the village through the trees just west of the village, she explained a bit more.
“I can’t mend everything instantly. But I think I can speed up your recovery.”
“How?”
“The Trolkans call this the Breathing River for a reason. There are a couple of heated pools along its banks that steam and bubble. I found one I think I can use in much the same way Queen Amryn used the hot vents underneath the palace in Cala.”
They came out on the bank of the small river and walked upstream to a spot where Tamman and Talia were waiting, chatting in low tones as they dangled their bare feet into a riverside pool that steamed in the cool evening air.
“Evon, you’ve got to feel this, it’s wonderful,” Tamman called.
Evon walked up and stooped to feel the water. It was quite warm, and there were bubbles rising steadily to the surface, emitting a faint smell of sulfur.
“I thought I was going to have to push you under a cold waterfall or something,” Baina said as she slipped off her shoes and removed the heavier parts of her clothing. “But that’s never worked very well for me anyway; it’s hard to channel such quick-moving energy. When I found this place, though, I realized we’ve got a good chance of healing you up.”
The river splashed by a few yards away, cold and clear, with insects dancing in the twilit air over the water. But around the edge of the pool everything was warm and steamy.
With only her travel-stained white underdress on, Baina stepped down into the water. It went up to her knees, but she knelt so it came up to her midsection. “Come in. You can float on your back and try to relax while I concentrate on your hand and your ribs.”
Evon wasn’t entirely comfortable with the situation, but he knew the girl had studied magic with the queen, and Amryn’s power was real—he’d seen the effects in Caladris. If Baina could do something for the wounds that had kept him in bed all day, it would be worth a try.
He kicked off his boots, unwrapped his arm sling, and gingerly removed his shirt. Even the smallest motions set his whole torso to aching, and he couldn’t use his injured hand at all, which made it take twice as long. Finally, shirtless but with wide strips of cloth still wrapped tightly all around his stomach and sides, he stepped down into the pool after her.
“Now, try not to pass out,” Baina explained. “I’ll be in deep concentration, but say something if you’re about to lose it, and Tamman or Talia will pull us out of here.”
“Why would I pass out?” Evon asked. “Is this going to hurt?”
“Uh, it might. A little bit,” Baina admitted. “I’ll be channeling energy into you, and your body will be healing for more rapidly than it’s used to.”
Evon’s feet and knees grated over the pebbles on the bottom of the little pool as he knelt by Baina. But the earth-heated water felt wonderful as it soaked into his pants and up his bandaged torso. A thousand times better than stepping into a cold river.
“This is nice,” he said as Baina unwrapped his bloody hand. “Why haven’t we been coming here to bathe every morning?”
“Speak for yourself,” Talia laughed. “Baina and I have been taking full advantage since she found it. Jaia said she knew about the place but the Trolkans don’t like to get wet, so they never use it.”
“Now, lie back,” Baina instructed. “You can rest your head on the edge here, or on my lap. I need to hold your injured hand in mine, but I’ll be gentle.”
Evon lay back in the water. “Okay, I could get used to this. Have you all been enjoying this all day while I lay moaning in bed?”
“That’s right,” Tamman said with a chuckle. “We deserve some recuperation time too, you know.”
Baina took his hand and then closed her eyes and began to hum softly. A trick to help her concentrate, Evon assumed, but it was pleasant enough to listen to. He felt himself relaxing more than he’d been able to do in days, and the pain began to ebb from his aching hand and ribs. He closed his own eyes.
A moment later he felt greater warmth coming from Baina’s hand than either the water or her body heat should have produced, and his hand began to tingle strangely as if it were being pinched and twisted inside. Then there was a sudden stab of intense pain that lanced up his arm and caused him to flinch and tear his hand away from her.
“Ouch! Ow, ow. What was that?”
Baina opened her eyes. “I’m sorry. I warned you. Now hold still.”
Evon kept his hand away. “Are you kidding? That hurt.”
Baina sighed. “Evon, this is how the magic works. It’s speeding up your body’s natural healing several times over. Of course there are going to be sensations.”
“Sensations? That hurt worse than the Trolkan’s club did!”
Baina raised her eyebrows. “Tamman, I might need you to come in here and hold him.”
“Oh, come on!” Evon protested. Tamman and Talia were giggling. Evon slowly offered Baina his injured hand again. “Well, go slow. Take it easy.”
Baina began again, and the warmth and pain returned.
“Ah, aaah! I said take it easy!”
Evon was no longer relaxed. For several minutes he just grit his teeth and writhed in the water, trying to keep his hand and arm immobile. It hurt, badly, and the strange crawling feeling in the flesh of his hand made his hair stand on end. It was unnatural. And he swore he could feel the bones in his hand popping and snapping as they slowly shifted around.
It went on and on, and Evon began to lose track of time. How long had he been sitting there in the hot water, with pain shooting up his arm? Baina was ignoring him completely now, even when he asked her to stop and take a break. Tamman got up and came around to stand over him, ready to help as needed, and Talia just watched him with pity on her face.
Eventually Evon began to see stars, and his vision blurred. Was it an effect of the magic acting on his body, or was it just the pain he was experiencing? He didn’t want to cry out or make Tamman grab him like he was a child in need of rescue, but he was losing his grip on consciousness.
Just then Baina dropped his hand and let out a deep breath.
“Okay, that’s it. That’s all I can do.”
Evon pushed against the water and sat up as best he could, waiting until his vision cleared.
He held up the injured hand and was stunned at the sight. Where there had been a bloody mess, there was now a lumpy criss-cross of scar tissue. It still hurt, but the wound had closed entirely.
“I can’t mend torn tendons and crushed bone in such a short time,” Baina offered. “But that should help you along.”
Evon looked at her in wonder. “It already feels better.” He rubbed at the new skin in wonder. “Baina, you’re… very gifted.”
Baina flushed. “It isn’t much. You probably won’t ever recover full strength in that hand. It was messed up pretty badly. Can you flex it?”
Evon opened his fingers and curled them. It hurt, but he could move it now and that was an improvement. Clenching into a fist made his whole hand feel numb, though.
“I’m not sure if you’ll be able to hold a weapon or anything. But it’s the best I could do.”
“Well, it hurt, but it was worth it.”
Baina shifted around in the water. “Okay, now for your broken ribs.”
“Oh, wait. No, I think I’ll just soak in this pool for a while. That will make it feel better, and I’ll let my side heal up naturally.”
Baina shook he head. “You can’t ride or run with broken ribs, and you’re already having trouble breathing fully. Float on your back and hold still, or I’ll have Tamman and Talia come in.”
Evon rolled back and gripped a gnarled root sticking out of the earthen bank to keep himself prostrate. “Okay, just get it over with quickly.”
“No, this will take even longer. Get ready.”
Baina wrapped one arm around him and placed her hand on his side under the water. Instantly the heat and pain flooded through him, and he struggled to keep from spasming and curling inward. It hurt far worse than the moment of agony when he’d been hit in battle. This went on and on, not letting up.
He couldn’t breathe. He clutched at the root behind his head desperately, wishing for the pain to stop but knowing that the only way to get past it was to go all the way through with it. After a minute he found a way to cope with the agony spreading from his side, by biting his lip and focusing his mind far away on other things.
His mother, living in Stanten Town, and memories of growing up there. It hadn’t been a bad childhood, though he’d quickly tired of the small woodland village as he’d gotten older. Especially after losing his eye and having to fight every boy in town until they stopped teasing him.
He hoped that his mother was still safely frozen with magic, somewhere in Cala, and that he’d see her again some day. He wondered if she was dreaming, aware of what had happened to her, or if she was in a mindless trance.
There was the Woodwall. Training alongside Tamman and the others, until the fateful day when all their efforts to qualify for the Four Trials came to an abrupt end. Going beyond the wall, briefly, to face the wulvers and bring back a fellow trainee. That hadn’t gone well, but it was the beginning of his real adventures and, he now realized, the dividing line between his youth and his adulthood. He was a man now, for all practical purposes, and no one could dispute that. He was off on his own, fighting for his life, with no one looking out for him.
Talia, and the flight from Rymoth. The walls of Cala. Talia kissing him, and Baina too.
The tales the Telyrs had shared on their last night. And battle, the desperate adrenaline-filled surges of excitement and terror. Right up until the moment he was dashed aside and his hand brutally crushed…
He came to and sat up, coughing and spewing sulfurous water.
Tamman was up to his waist in the deep part of the pool, holding Evon’s head clear. Talia had entered the water as well and was standing with Baina, making sure the red-haired girl could stand steadily on her feet.
“Are you all right?” Tamman asked.
“I think so,” Evon spluttered. “Did I… what happened?”
“You fell asleep, or lost consciousness,” Talia said. “Your head went under for a moment. I think you’re okay now, though.”
Evon felt his torso with both hands, where the Trolkan chieftain had smashed him aside. He twisted this way and that. There were only a few twinges of pain as he moved, and he found that he could now draw a full breath without trouble.
“I feel… better.”
“Good,” Baina said, smiling faintly. “This part went a little better. Your body had more flow in that area; your hand was harder to push energy to.” Her head suddenly drooped, and Talia grabbed her under the shoulders to prevent her from falling face forward into the pool. “I, uh… I think I’ll rest here a bit.”
Evon nodded as the other girl slumped down and sat in the warm, shallow end of the pool. “Me too. I feel weak. The pain is less, though.” He sank down into the warm water again, letting the stress bleed away from his ravaged body. “Ah, yes. I’m never getting out of here again.”
Tamman grinned and took up a position next to Baina, lying back and stretching out his long legs. “Glad that turned out well. I guess we can all rest now, together.”
“Sure. No reason to get out.” Talia dipped her whole body under the water and came back up. “The Trolkans are all sleeping, our enemies are far away. This is the most peaceful, nicest moment I’ve known in a long time.”
The others nodded and lapsed into a comfortable silence, thinking about the families they’d left behind in Caladris and the peaceful times they’d enjoyed before war came to the Sixlands.
They sat there together, soaking in the riverside pool until long after the stars were out. Evon knew he couldn’t take it for granted, that the coming days would bring more danger and hardship. But for the moment, it felt good to just be at rest with his companions all around.




XIX :: Away Again
On the morning they left, Jaia saw them to the edge of the village and drew a map in the dirt.
“You’ll do best to cut through the Sundown Pass and then ford the river Arvurn just up from there. Then you’re in Brinda, nice country where the border guard isn’t likely to harass you. Just farm country. We’ve traded with them for years, our sheep for their crops. Good people there.”
They thanked the Trolkan matriarch and promised to stop by the village when they came north again.
Of course, Evon privately doubted they’d be in a position to do so if and when they returned that way. More likely they’d be desperately rushing to their doom as the ice melted away and revealed a ravening army of wolf-men, eager as ever to destroy their homeland. But it was still nice to know they had allies in the region, few though they were. Ones that appreciated the help the Caladrians had given in the battle that saved their clan.
He shook his head, smiling at the irony. They’d come to Jaia’s village desperate for help and eager to learn anything that could aid them in their quest. They were leaving as honored heroes who had provided the means to achieve victory. The Trolkans were a funny people, when they weren’t trying to bash your head in.
The two horses were ready, all packed with supplies and gear the grateful Trolkans had given them. Evon’s quiver had a few arrows in it again, some of them stained red along the shaft now. But he walked over to Talia and handed her the bow and the quiver.
“I can’t use these anymore, Talia,” he told her, holding up his useless hand. It was bandaged again, a small poultice with some herbs in it that Baina thought might continue to improve the wound’s healing. But he couldn’t grasp anything tightly in that hand, and knew he’s be unable to shoot an arrow again. “I want you to have them. You’re a keen shot, and with a little practice you’ll be faster with this than with that crossbow anyway.”
She took the bow and quiver, brushing her fingertips across the feathered ends of the arrows. Then she looked him in the eye.
“I’m sorry, Evon. I know what this probably means to you.”
He nodded, suddenly finding a lump in his throat. The cloth bundle that was his right hand now throbbed, and he hid it behind his back. He smiled bitterly at the thought that once, being a ranger had been his fondest dream. Now he’d be lucky if he could someday wield a spoon as well as he once had.
“Yes. Well, anyway, I hope they do you more good than they did me.”
Talia turned and slid the bow and arrows into a loop on the saddle of the horse she would again share with him for the journey. She patted the crossbow.
“Maybe you can learn to cock and aim this without needing to grip with your other hand,” she told him. “Once those bandages come off.”
“Maybe.”
They mounted up and headed out. The Trolkans saw them off with good-natured comments and well wishes.
“Any time you need more training in the art of battle,” Jaia called after them, “you come back to us. We’ll give you more practice. Show you how to throw rocks like we do.”
Tamman held up one arm in a gesture of farewell and thanks, and they trotted out of sight.
Soon they were plodding carefully along through the underbrush between stands of pine. A stiff breeze whistled merrily through the dark green branches and cut past them, making them glad for the thick sheep’s-wool jackets and vests the Trolkans had sent with them. The sky was blue as ever, though, and the presence of squirrels and birds in the trees assured them there was no immediate danger in the area.
Talia had dismounted to spare the horse, but insisted that Evon keep riding. He didn’t like to, but knew he’d wear himself out walking even at this leisurely pace. His ribs still ached, though not nearly as much as when they’d kept him lying down in bed. But the horse’s up-and-down jostling kept him constantly clenching his stomach muscles to go easier on his ribs.
Tamman was ranging ahead. Baina rode up beside Evon, watching his face with concern.
“Are you doing all right?” she asked. Her eyes were pools of sympathy and caring.
“I’ll be okay,” Evon grunted, but he couldn’t keep the shortness of breath from his voice. “Your healing is the only reason I’m able to travel at all.”
Baina sighed. “I wish I had the queen’s skill. She’d have had you fully healed.”
“Yes, but she would have far more important things to use her power on than me,” Evon replied.
Baina nodded. Her flaming hair was bound back with a ribbon, and Evon noticed the freckles on her delicate nose standing out more than he’d realized before.
The way she looked at him and talked now, he suddenly realized how good a friend she was to him, how much she cared and what she’d sacrificed for him. And he hadn’t really even thanked her yet. Why not?
Since meeting the girl he’d viewed her as an intruder, someone to be resisted. Her personality clashed with his, and anyway the past several days had been hectic ones—it was all they’d been able to manage to keep from being overwhelmed.
But through it all they’d been forced to draw close to each other in many ways, and what she’d done for him in the pool by the river meant a lot. After all, they only had each other now, they and Tamman and Talia.
He reached out a hand and touched her shoulder. “Thanks, Baina. Thanks for watching out for us, and for helping me.”
Baina looked back at him with surprise, then smiled. “Why, Evon Beryn. Is that a crack in your armor?”
Evon grinned. “No reason I shouldn’t give thanks where it’s due. There’s… there’s no one I’d rather make this journey with, than you and those two.” Talia had walked ahead to where Tamman was, and they were talking as they strode along together. Evon cleared his throat, realizing how weak he sounded when he talked like that, and was glad Tamman couldn’t hear him. “Well, perhaps a contingent of the queen’s rangers would be even better,” he amended.
Baina laughed. Then she grew somber for a moment, and Evon wondered if he’d offended her. But she still had that caring look in her eyes when she spoke again, along with something he hadn’t seen in her before. Something a bit harder, darker.
“Evon, I was really worried for a moment, during the battle. That Talia was going to die. That we’d be split apart from one another and killed. I left my tree and flung a few stones with my stick, you know, but they did little good. I felt helpless. And then when we got up the hill and I saw you lying there, on the ground all still and pale…”
She looked up at him with fear and worry on her face. “Don’t leave us. Don’t die on us, and don’t ever walk away. Promise me, Evon.”
He slowly nodded. “I promise, Baina. Don’t worry.”
She smiled through tears. It seemed the girl was always crying. And yet he knew she was strong. It was just her way, he supposed.
She sniffed. “And I promise that I won’t hesitate to fight again. I will kill, I will do whatever it takes to stand by the rest of you and bring help to our people.”
“I know you will, Baina. No one doubts your commitment.”
She nodded back at him, satisfied.
A while later, they left the pines and traveled through a series of bare hillsides, the softer part of the ridgelands where the rocky highlands gave way to more gentle valleys and verdant grassland. Evon saw a column of smoke far off to the west, and steered the group a bit more to the east to avoid going anywhere near it.
“Trolkan raiders?” Tamman suggested.
“No, not where there’s fire. But there aren’t any honest people in these border wilds, and whatever it is, it’s nothing we need to be involved in.”
They turned aside from the clearer track they were on and delved into some thick woods. Evon thought they would open up again after a few hundred yards, but as they reached the bottom of a deep wooded draw where sunlight was cut down to a dim glow overhead, he was forced to admit that he’d gotten them into a mess.
“We should go back,” Tamman said, looking around. “The horses can’t even get through here.”
“They can if we follow the trickle of water down the bottom of the draw,” Talia said.
“But that will take us even farther off in the wrong direction.”
“There isn’t really a wrong direction,” Evon said. “It’s not as if we’ve been following a path anyway. It’s just that eventually we want to come out somewhere to the southeast.”
“Then let’s go south-east,” Baina said, trying to push ahead. “This can’t last forever. We’ve been through rougher stuff.”
But several minutes later, they were straggled out in a long line, all on foot, tugging at the horses and digging their feet into the soft ground to get past tangles of vines, bushes, and small trees that choked the entire ravine.
“At least no enemies could ever find us in here,” Tamman remarked. “And even if they did, they’d probably leave us to our fate without a backward glance.”
Evon had been leading the way, but he fell back to help Talia get her horse moving, and Tamman surged forward to lead the way. The tall boy could hack his way through the dense brush far more easily than the rest, using his spear to push branches aside, and striding over plants that the others had to wind around. One of these cut into Evon’s pant leg with spiny, serrated edges and he cursed in frustration.
Looking up, he saw Talia several yards ahead now, still with her horse. But Tamman was out of sight, though the noise he was making was obvious. Baina, though, was nowhere to be seen.
“Baina,” Evon called. “Have you found a way through? Where are you?”
There was no answer.
“Hey Tamman, can you see Baina?”
A muffled reply came back, but Evon couldn’t hear what the other boy was saying. He struggled along for several minutes, focusing on making his own way through the dense brush and trying not to let his still-healing injuries slow him too much. When he looked again, though Talia was out of sight.
Cursing, Evon pushed his way forward, trying to catch up. And a moment later he finally got free of the tangling shrubs and clawing tree branches and came out into a small clearing. The other two were just ahead of him.
When he saw why Talia and Tamman had stopped, however, he froze in his tracks. Something was very wrong.
~
Baina had found a bit of a game trail and led her horse along it as it wound up the side of the ravine. She tried to get the others’ attention when she realized the trail wasn’t going to rejoin the bottom where the water was flowing, but they didn’t seem to hear her. The growth was too thick to try getting the horse back down to where the others were, so she just kept going.
After fifteen minutes, though, she realized she was well out of sight and probably out of earshot from the others. That wasn’t good. She waited, hoping for a glimpse of them, but she seemed to be entirely alone.
“Okay,” she sighed, patting her horse’s mane. “Time to cut back down there and find the others. Like it or not.”
She scrambled down the hillside, pulling her uncooperative horse along. The beast knew this was a bad idea, leaving the more open trail, but she forced it down toward the water, going just slowly enough to avoid any injuries to the horse’s legs.
It took several minutes of wandering through the dense tangle of growth, but finally she heard a voice.
“Tamman?” she called out. “Is that you?”
She moved in the direction of the voice. And a moment later she fought her way into a small clearing right at the center of the ravine, where water flowed into a muddy pool.
Her friends were all there, but they weren’t alone.
Growing at the side of the pool, with tentacle-like roots curling into the water as if sipping at it for strength, was the strangest and most horrifying tree she’d ever seen. It was a thing from a nightmare, hardly worthy of the word tree. It was more a plant-being, with both roots and branches waving and wriggling like long limbs. And at the end of several of its tentacle-limbs, there were soft, squishy faces.
At least they seemed like faces; some had more eyes than others, and only two of them had mouths. Most were without noses. But the faces moved in disgusting ways, hideous caricatures of human features but without any real recognizable humanity. They were like a moth with false eyes on its wings, a sort of decoy to fool animals or perhaps other people.
Tamman was standing immobilized, with two of the tentacles wrapped around him. One encircled his neck, and another bound his arms to his sides. Talia was off to the side, but one of the branches had seized her around the waist and two more were moving slowly over her head, down her back, and around her feet. She looked stricken, but the thing’s touch seemed to make her reluctant to move to get away.
Evon was farther than the rest, but already a long tendril had snaked between his legs and was winding itself around his knees. More were gently waving through the air toward the three wayfarers.
Baina choked out a cry. “What—what is that thing? Get away from it!”
No one responded. Tamman made a wheezing, gurgling sound totally unlike him. It was as if the thing had already compressed his chest and was controlling his breathing.
One of the faces looked at Baina, and its brown lips twisted into a horrible, pouting grin. A nearby root started snaking out through the grass toward her.
“What is this place?” she cried. “There’s some horrible magic over this hollow. Why aren’t any of you moving? Run!”
Talia’s gaze met hers, and the girl tried to shake her head, but could hardly move. Her eyes flashed a warning of danger, but no sound escaped her lips.
Baina backed away. Her horse, already spooked, turned and broke from her grip to get back up the ravine. In seconds it was gone, crashing through the brush.
“Tamman!” she called. “Evon! What should I do?”
They couldn’t answer. It was up to her to take action, but what could she do? Her horse was gone, she had no weapon, and the thing might take her next if she didn’t get away. But if she fled, her friends would be left to an awful fate.
Then she saw Talia’s horse. It was also caught in the paralyzing grip of the face-tree, and seemed strangely docile. But there was something on its saddle that Baina needed: the cold iron rim of Talia’s crossbow protruded from its strap on the side of the leather pack harness.
The fear that gripped her was great, but her revulsion at the sight of her incapacitated friends was greater. She dashed forward, moving too quickly for the vines to come at her. In a bound she was at the horse’s side, and she wrenched the crossbow free. Feeling quickly for the bag of bolts she knew Talia kept near it, she tried to watch out for encroaching roots at her feet.
Gripping a handful of quarrels, she leaped quickly away from the horse and took a stand some distance away from the face-tree and its muddy pool of water.
“Let my friends go,” she grated through bared teeth as her hands fumbled to get the hunting crossbow cocked and locked back. “I don’t know if you can hear me, or if you can speak, you… awful thing. But if you don’t let them go right this instant, I will fill you full of arrows!”
A high-pitched whining, mewling sound escaped from the two faces that had mouths, and Baina thought it was either laughing at her or emitting the only sound it knew. Was the thing a plant or an animal, or a hybrid monster? Where had it come from?
A dim memory came to her of a frightening story she’d been told once, as a child, of dark things that grew and waited in the deep woods south of Caladris. She’d assumed, as she got older, that if there was any truth to the rumor then such things had been banished long ago. But she’d been wrong.
It wasn’t letting go of her friends. That much she knew. So she planted a handful of other crossbow bolts in the ground in front of her and then raised the weapon to her shoulder.
“Last warning,” she shouted with more firmness than she felt. “Before I shoot.”
The clearing was deathly quiet.
She took aim at the nearest face, a mouthless one waving to and fro on the left side of the tree. The movement made the shot a tricky one, but she was near enough that it wouldn’t be outside the scope of her ability if she was careful with her aim.
She set her jaw and loosed, sending an iron-tipped bolt flying across the clearing in a blur. By the time the crossbow’s string had rebounded with a twang, the waving root-face was pierced and bleeding a dribble of blue-black ooze down its stalk.
The tree lurched and swayed, all its faces waving wildly this way and that. The high-pitched whine its mouths made grew in intensity, but the thing could only move its tendrils, not its twisted trunk. And try as it might, it could not come near her. She was just out of reach.
Baina cocked, loaded, and aimed again. This time she hit the face nearest Tamman, one that was squinting and squirming as if already anticipating the pain that was coming.
She hit it in the forehead, and it reeled back and fell to the ground, flopping at the end of its tentacular branch like a dying fish.
“Let them go,” Baina breathed, loading again. “I will not stop. I will not show mercy.”
She fired, striking a third face between the eyes despite the constant dance of the face-branches. She was getting the hang of it now and refused to miss. 
There were only three faces left. The two with mouths were now making other sounds, including some which almost sounded like words. Had it been this hideous voice she’d heard from farther up the hillside?
“Sssstop…” it seemed to say. “Pleassssse nooooo.”
But her friends weren’t moving. And by now Baina wasn’t sure she would have stopped even if they had been able to get free. There was a twisted evil here that needed to be snuffed out, for good.
She hit the fourth face right in the mouth, punching through and dropping it down into the muddy water below. A moment later, another of her bolts hit the one next to it, pinning it to the tree trunk.
Plucking the final bolt from the grass in front of her, she calmly placed it into the cradle of the crossbow’s shaft, aimed, and fired. The last face was in the act of turning away from her and shrieking something that sounded like a no or an oh. It went silent when her bolt took it in the side of the face and broke it into pieces that fell into the pool with a flurry of little splashes.
Only then did Baina put down the crossbow, walk toward her friends, and begin cutting away the tendrils that bound them, using her belt knife.
As the vines and wrappings came away from Tamman’s neck he began to breath more heartily again, and then let out a long moan. She pulled him away from the tree and helped him sit on the grass near Talia’s horse. Once Talia was free and had joined Tamman, Baina cut Evon’s legs loose and he walked under his own strength to the horse and helped to free it.
They all waited there for several moments, catching their breath and clearing their heads.
“Some kind of… tree demon. Born out of that foul water?” Tamman suggested, shaking his head. “Where does such a thing come from?”
“Is it dark magic?” Talia asked. “I felt as if I couldn’t speak, couldn’t move. I could barely think straight. It was like a poison entered my mind at the thing’s touch. It’s clearing now, though.”
“That was horrible,” Evon said. “Perhaps the sorceress passed this way and left seeds of evil behind her to slow us down.”
Baina shook her head thoughtfully. “Unlikely. But I do think evil magic was in it—plants do not grow like that naturally. Perhaps a curse left over from a time long past, the work of the Termines or their enemies. I had thought such things eradicated. If they are again growing unchecked in these lands, it is a sign that Dai Thera’s chaos is taking its toll on the Sixlands. We can expect more of this kind of thing if she is not stopped.”
“Ugh,” Tamman grunted. “What other nasty surprises will we find growing in the land as we move south?”
“I’m worried that we’ll find out soon enough,” Evon replied. “She’s always ahead of us, stirring the wild creatures to war and find evil everywhere to do her work. We may have a harder time getting through to Stone Mountain than we even anticipated.”
Baina pulled them to their feet. “It’s dead now. Let it rot here. We need to get away, find fresher air and clean, sunlit paths.”
Evon nodded, and they followed Baina out of the swampy ravine and up along the game trail she’d found. Her horse was a quarter mile away, waiting for them by some far healthier-looking fir trees.
They didn’t speak much as they left the ravine far behind and moved down through the ridgelands to the Brindan border. Only once, when Baina looked at Evon.
“I told you I’d fight and kill if I had to, Evon. I will stand by the rest of you.”
He slowly nodded at her.
They reached the border after noon, while the sun was still high in the sky. They knew the place by the row of old-growth trees that ran along its line, nothing like the magical Woodwall to the north, but planted there naturally by Brindans long ago. It ran along the foot of a long sloping hill they stood on, looking down over the countryside they would now have to travel through.
“It’s beautiful,” Talia said. “Look at all that water!”
Shining in the sun for leagues from where they stood, a series of lakes and ponds dotted the land. Some were vast enough to have waves sparkling in the sun and a few small boats floating on their surface. Others were mere tarns in the corner of a section of pastureland.
“We’re in the lake country,” Evon announced. “I’ve heard of it, but never came this far west to see it. It is beautiful.”
Mounting back up on the horses now that they would be going downhill, the four Caladrians moved quickly away from the ridgelands and through the line of trees into Brinda.




XX :: Into Brinda
Leaving the rugged landscape of Trolkar and entering the more civilized farmland of Brinda made all of them breathe easier. This was country that felt more like home, more like the places they had left behind.
They quickly found the boundary between a large, open pasture and the barley field next to it, and followed the line toward a lake ahead. The field hadn’t been planted or harvested recently, and only sparse leftover growth from the year prior was growing there. Tamman assumed the fields along the border with Trolkar probably weren’t the farmers’ best land or most carefully kept crops. Still, it was a sign that honest folk controlled this region, people they might look to for help along their way.
“Sleeping in a town,” mused Baina. “With a bath in the morning, and good meals. I can feel my spirits lifting already.”
“How much coin do we have?” Evon asked. “The inns aren’t free here, you know.”
“Not even to desperate refugees?” Tamman asked hopefully.
“Not last I checked. Might be a kindly farmer somewhere that would lend us his barn, though. Especially if we offer to help with the chores.”
“I do have a little money, I think,” Baina said. She leaned back and rummaged in her pack that was tied to the saddle, producing a small purse from it. “The queen sent a few gold sovereigns with us to see us through, but I must have lost them during one of our wild dashes. Good thing I put a second bag full of my own money in here.” She hefted the little purse. “Probably thirty or forty silver, I think.”
Tamman raised his eyebrows. He wasn’t the poorest lad from his village, but that was still more coin than he’d ever had at once. Or his father either, probably.
“That’ll get us several nights in towns along the way,” Evon said. “With meals. I’m glad you thought ahead, and held on to it.”
They continued on until they reached the lake shore. This body of water stretched for perhaps half a mile in front of them, blocking their way and forcing them westward again. They saw a farmhouse about a mile away to the east, but continued on past it to another lake, even larger this time. They stopped here to water the horses.
Tamman stood apart from the others, watching the wind brush the lake’s surface into gentle wavelets. He’d never spent much time around open water, growing up in the moderately forested heartland of Caladris. It was mesmerizing to watch, and put him in a thoughtful mood.
He was glad they’d come through the battle together, and even gotten past that infuriating tree creature earlier in the day. It should have given him confidence that they’d be able to face future threats as well, but instead he found himself worrying.
He hadn’t done much for his fellow Caladrians in the Trolkan battle—he’d scored his share of blows against the enemy and made Jaia proud. But when his friends were in danger, it wasn’t his spear that had saved them. And against the face-tree, he was nearly powerless. What would they come up against next, and would he fail his companions again? How could he fight dark magic?
Would he fail his queen and his country?
It was so different out here, bereft of the guidance and security that strong leaders offered. He’d become used to easy victories and constant compliments as the foremost of the trainees in the Wall-guard. Tamman was always the strongest of the young men, finished first when they practiced each of the four entrance trials. He’d even helped some of the others through at times. Captain Brenga had taken notice of him, virtually guaranteeing him a good position in the Guard once his training was complete.
But then Wulvers broke through the wall, and one of the trainees was killed, and it just kept getting worse after that. The wall fell, the kingdom fell, Evon fell in battle and now had a serious injury to remind them how dangerous things really were in the real world. Which of them would be next?
“What thoughts are those?” Talia asked, surprising him. She’d come up beside him quietly to fill a water skin at the lake’s edge, and was watching him. “Daydreaming of that glorious battle against the Trolkans?”
Tamman shook his head, and realized he’d been frowning and utterly lost in thought. “No. Kind of the opposite, actually. This journey we’re on, the challenges we face—it’s nothing like what I used to envision. It’s far more dangerous, and less exciting.”
Talia smiled wistfully in acknowledgment.
“I can’t even count the number of times we’ve almost been killed so far,” Tamman continued. “Against the wulvers, at Rymoth, you and I barely made it out and we honestly thought Evon hadn’t. Since then it’s been one near-disaster after another.”
“Yes. And from what you and Evon have told me, that wasn’t the first of the dangers you two encountered.”
“Nor you, Talia. You were already seeking refuge from danger when you came to Caladris. Right?”
Talia’s smooth face darkened, and Tamman noticed circles under her eyes that suggested many sleepless, anxious nights. She’d never spoken much about what she was fleeing from in her eastern home country, but he wondered if he hadn’t led an easier life than this chieftain’s daughter from the eastern country, son of a poor farmer though he was.
He’d felt betrayed at the revelation that she was an exile instead of an influential princess, which Talia had conveniently failed to mention when Lord Camber and the queen both placed their last hopes in her. The dark-haired girl had ended up in their group through serendipity and artful silence, not by any ability or position of her own. Baina would have rebuked him for being heartless if he’d expressed such a view, but it was the simple truth.
And yet he now found a soft spot in his heart for the quiet girl who had stuck with them through so many dangers. She was surprisingly resourceful and brave, and pretty besides. He had a sudden urge to hug her, but refrained.
“Where is your family, Talia? Do you have anyone left?”
“I don’t know,” the girl sighed.
Tamman blinked. “You don’t… know?”
She shook her head. “I did, once. My mother was beautiful and kind, but she died when I was twelve years old. My father led the tribe with strength and honor, but we were not close. And my brother was killed when… he was killed in the violence that broke out there some months ago.” She shook her head again to clear it, and struggled to keep from choking up. “There were cousins and friends, too, but I don’t know what has become of them all. I was driven away while they were still preparing for a final onslaught from the Webcursed.”
“They drove you out of their midst?”
“Yes. They blamed me for the misfortune that came upon the tribes, and I was lucky to go with my life. There were some who wanted to follow with spears and knives, to run me down and make me pay for the part I played. But my father did not allow it.” Talia swallowed carefully. “That was his final gift to a daughter he once loved, I suppose.”
Tamman let out a long breath. “That’s hard. I’m sorry, Talia.” He sensed that asking more about the circumstances that led to her departure, and the subsequent demise of her people, would be going too far for the moment. So he just stood there, waiting.
“Tamman, do you really mean to enter this Stone Mountain place?” Talia suddenly asked, stepping away from the water and closing up the mouth of her water skin. “To become some kind of magical warrior?”
He studied her green eyes. “That’s the goal we’re heading for.”
“But are you personally going to take that path? Is that how you will save your country?”
“Unless I can find some other better way,” he replied. “Unfortunately, my own prowess as a warrior has proven to be woefully inadequate for the job. If I can find some magic to help me, I’ll take it.”
She nodded. “It does sound exciting, I suppose. Return with fire in your hands, save the life of your queen, liberate the country. You’ll be heroes.”
“You too, Talia. But it’s a long shot. Far more likely we’ll die lonely and forgotten than that we’ll have stories told about us a hundred years from now.”
Baina approached with her horse then, and they both said no more. The red-haired girl wouldn’t tolerate such talk for a moment; they both knew her well enough by now to understand that.
They followed the lake shore until it came within sight of a small and dusty road. This in turn led them along the shore of another lake toward a town in the distance, itself sandwiched between two sizable lakes. The water in this region dominated the landscape and funneled travelers to the town like flies into a honey pot.
By the time the sun was lowering in the sky, they were on the outskirts of the place, several miles on from where they had entered Brinda. A signpost pointed the way down one wide street, promising such points of interest as a cathedral, a grand market, and a plaza of fountains. These Brindan towns were something, Tamman thought—he couldn’t name any Caladrian town outside of Cala itself that had a cathedral.
All that would have to wait for the morrow, however. Tamman was tired and hungry, and knew the others would be even more desperate to see the comforts of an inn up close. They took the second street, branching off to the west where they could already see the sign of an inn hanging over a wide wooden porch where people were eating their dinner next to a brazier of warm coals.
“Oh, it’s so good to see streets again,” Baina exclaimed as they came among the buildings and approached the inn. The setting sun washed the wooden facades on the east side of the street in a warm glow.
A pair of passersby in the street gave them curious looks, eyeing the travel-stained clothing and weapons of the newcomers, but Tamman and the others ignored them.
“Never been to this particular town,” Evon explained to the others as they piled into the inn’s common room and looked around. “But my uncle and I used to spread out to similar villages in central Brinda to buy and sell. They’re all good communities, friendly enough to outlanders.”
They left the horses tied to a rail outside and traipsed up onto the patio, where more of the townsfolk paused to look up from their meal. Tamman surmised that the town, sizable as it was, didn’t attract much foreign traffic in this rural corner of Brinda. He opened the door as Evon led Baina and Talia inside, then followed.
The place was smoky and crowded, but well-lit. Wood tables clustered around a central stone fireplace, and a staircase led up to a short hallway overhead where the bedrooms were located. Townsfolk filled the place, noisily engaging in conversation at the tables and standing by the fire. Men were lined up along the bar two deep, and a harried innkeeper was rushing to and fro with a tray in each hand.
At first the newcomers’ entry went almost unnoticed, but by the time Evon led the others up to the bar and caught the eye of the balding innkeeper, every eye in the room was on them and the noise level had fallen.
Evon glared around with his good eye, and then spoke to the server while Tamman and the two girls waited in weary silence. “What town is this, sir? We came in from the northeast and didn’t see a sign marking it.”
Tamman thought Evon’s tone was respectful and cheerful enough, but the man behind the bar suddenly frowned and scrutinized each of them in turn. He glanced aside to some of his patrons, who were equally suspicious in their gaze on the strangers.
“Birne,” he finally replied, carefully setting down a tankard. The man had a wide paunch and graying hair that wrapped around the sides of his head, curling by the ears. “This is Birne town. You’ve got no map? What brings you here so late in the day?”
“We’re journeying south,” Evon said. “We’d like a hot meal and a room, a good one. Two rooms, actually. Any chance of a bath tonight?”
The innkeeper slowly nodded. “It can be arranged. Ten coppers extra, usually. What, uh, what name shall I write in my register?”
“I’m Evon Beryn,” Evon said. “Used to run wool and steel through these lands. My friends and I have come down from Cala.”
That caused a small stir in the room.
“How, if I may ask, did you get here?” the innkeeper asked. “The border’s closed, so I hear.”
Evon frowned impatiently. “I’m happy to discuss it in private, but these young ladies are tired and none of us came here to hold forth in front of a crowd. The rooms, please. We’ll take our meal up there.”
The man slowly nodded again, but it took him a full minute to write something in a big leather-bound book, get a pair of keys off the wall behind him, and whisper some instructions to a maid. Finally he led the way up the stairs.
When they had deposited their packs in the rooms, Evon went back down to see to the horses. Tamman offered to help, but Evon told him to stay close to the girls and not to say much when their food was delivered.
Tamman was as eager as the others to get his boots off and to wash up. A quarter of an hour later a serving girl brought their food up and left it on a table in the room that Evon and Tamman were to share. She lingered longer than Tamman thought necessary, and the tall boy wondered if she expected an extra coin for her trouble, but Evon sent the girl away when he came back from stabling the horses.
“I had to leave your spear with the saddles,” the boy with the eyepatch explained as Baina and Talia came in and sat to eat. “But I told the stable hand not to let anyone near it or our horses, not even his own mother.”
“Good. We should probably see what the innkeeper knows about the invasion, and the Trolkans. If they haven’t been warned yet.”
“I mentioned it in vague terms,” Evon said. “Didn’t want to cause a panic, but I said Caladris was attacked and that the Trolkans are on the move. He said they’ve been told to remain alert, but haven’t seen any Trolkans or anything else in these parts.”
“Good enough.”
“I’m starving,” Baina said, daintily serving up roast chicken and potatoes onto the plates the innkeeper had left them. There was bread and cheese on the side, and milk. Hardy farm fare, just the kind of thing Tamman was hoping for.
“Enough with the dry flatbread and fruit,” he told the others. “Let’s eat well for once!”
They did, each of them thoroughly enjoying the meal. They talked a little about where their route would lead them the next day and how far they could stretch the money they had with them. When the food was gone the girls retired to their room and, as far as Tamman knew, enjoyed a leisurely evening with a warm bath and good beds. As for him, he laid back on the bed across from where Evon was methodically inspecting various items of gear from their packs, and he closed his eyes.
“No keeping watch, no waking early to march to war. Just a good night’s rest, eh? Maybe, just maybe, we’ll recover our strength and have a better journey from now on.”
Evon nodded but said nothing, and minutes later Tamman was snoring.




XXI :: Into Shackles
He woke several hours later when someone shoved him roughly, nearly pushing him out of the bed. There were several candles lit, and men were holding them.
Men with helmets. And thin-bladed Brindan swords at their belts, Tamman gradually noticed.
Rubbing the sleep from his eyes, he saw a yellow and black decoration on each of their tabards. It was the royal raven of Brinda, with wings outstretched and beak pointed downward.
Evon was standing next to his bed, angrily watching as an armed guard rifled through the packs he had carefully stowed by the table. The man gathered up crossbow, dagger, and knives, and left the room. Then another guard hauled Tamman to his feet and told him to get his boots on.
“What is this?” Tamman asked. “Evon? What are they doing this for?”
Evon shook his head, and the guards offered no further information. Taking the boy’s packs with them, they went out into the hallway, pinning Tamman and Evon between two men each. The girls were already there, looking confused and frightened with their hair in braids and their clothes quickly pulled on over whatever they’d been sleeping in.
“Don’t defy us,” the guardsman in charge told them, “and we’ll get this sorted out quick-like.”
“But what’s it about?” Baina asked. “We haven’t done anything to warrant trouble. We’re—”
“You’re foreigners without a pass, that’s what you are,” the man said. “And that makes you suspect, at a time like this. Now keep your mouth shut, if you don’t want to dig a deeper grave for yourself. You’ll get your audience before the magistrate. He’ll determine if you merit further interest from the prince, or whether we can simply see you back to the border.”
“The prince? The border?” Tamman angrily protested. “You can’t send us back there, we just—”
“We’ll see your magistrate,” Evon interrupted. “Take us to him. You needn’t be rough, you can trust us.”
The guard laughed as he led the way down the stairs. “Trust you! We’ll see about that. Though I’ll admit, you don’t have the look of assassins to me.”
Tamman and the girls muttered furiously at that, but their questions were ignored as the guards marched them through the common room. The innkeeper watched from a safe distance, behind his bar, a satisfied glare on his face.
“You watch our things, sir,” Tamman called back to him. “We’ll be back for them, don’t doubt it!”
But their horses and saddles were already being collected in the yard of the inn, with more armored men seeing to it. Tamman counted twelve guardsmen in total—far more than he would have thought a few young trespassers called for. And they carried halberds, long pole-arms with elaborately shaped blades at the top, along with their thing swords.
“I thought you said these towns were friendly places,” he hissed at Evon.
The other boy shrugged. “At least they aren’t binding our hands. If we get a fair audience with this magistrate, we can explain how we got here and maybe even offer him some useful information about where the real danger is these days. Pity they had to—”
“Quiet! No more talking.”
~
Baina was furious, but she was also scared. She had come to Brinda twice before, but once was just over the border, and the other time she was in the queen’s retinue. This was different. It was obvious that these men suspected them of serious crimes, and so far no one had given her an opportunity to explain herself.
Her attempts to get more information from the guard captain had resulted in a stern order to remain silent until they reached their destination. They were being carried sitting in the back of a wagon, like so many prisoners shuttling between the jail and the gallows.
It irked her, but also worried her enough that her usual fiery attitude was completely dampened. Being awoken in the middle of the night also had something to do with it; the hot bath and warm bed at the inn had lowered her guard. Having city walls around her had made her feel more secure than she had since leaving Cala. Now all that was being brutally taken again.
It was dark and cold, and the slanted wood-shingle roofs of the town’s larger buildings blotted out the stars overhead. The place was larger than Baina had observed upon their arrival from the northeast, with some streets paved in cobbles and lit with torches. It didn’t approach the grandeur of Brinda’s royal capital, or even the carefully maintained streets of Cala. But it sprawled into row and after row of houses and shops, with streets criss-crossing each other every which way until Baina couldn’t possibly have found her way back to the inn alone. By the time they got to their destination she and Talia were clinging to one another to keep from shivering.
It was the town’s largest building, a squat outer wall of heavy lumber surrounding a square courtyard and three multi-story structures inside. There were very few windows, and guards wielding more of the tall halberds watched from its main door next to burning torches that drove away all shadow from the entrance.
The wagon stopped in front and the guards pulled their captives one by one off the wagon bed to march them inside. Most of the men busied themselves with the Caladrian’s belongings while four accompanied them inside an office just off the main entrance. Baina could see nothing stirring in the courtyard.
A fire burned in the grate of the office, illuminating some shelves and a wide desk behind which sat a portly man with a drooping mustache. He was also in the yellow and black tabard of the Brindan king’s men, but he lacked the armor and stiff bearing of the guardsmen. And he was drinking tea from a round porcelain cup, a habit which Baina had heard all Brindans shared but which none of the other Sixlands bought into. The saying was that Brindans would put down their weapons in the midst of battle to drink tea, and then resume fighting afterward.
The man put down his tea and wearily waved the prisoners over, stifling a yawn with one hand.
“Well then, let’s have a look at you. These are the dangerous foreigners, are they? Crept across our frontier from somewhere in the northeast?”
“That’s the report, sir,” the head guardsman replied, pushing the four Caladrians forward and placing Baina’s coin pouch on the desk. “No written pass, and few personal effects beyond a few well-used weapons and this purse.” The guard raised his eyebrows. “There’s thirty-five silver in there, sir.”
The older man behind the desk snorted through his mustache. “Hardly enough for a payoff. Front money, perhaps.”
He glared at Baina for a moment, tapping his fingers on the desk, and then his eyes swept past Talia and Evon and lingered on Tamman’s brawny form.
Baina opened her mouth. “Sir, if I might have the opportunity to explain—”
“No.”
Baina looked questioningly back at the man. “But sir—”
“You four will answer my questions when I ask them. That is all you will do while you are within these walls.” He got up and walked around the desk to stare more closely at each of them, and Baina felt distinctly uncomfortable as his eyes took in her travel-stained dress. “You’re Caladrians, are you not? Except for this one…” His eyes bored holes into Talia’s olive skin. “She’s from the hill country.”
Baina was too put out to trust her voice in replying, but Tamman nodded. “We came from there one week ago. We’ve done nothing wrong, and we ask that you treat us as—”
“Caladrians in Brinda, without a pass, that is something wrong,” the man said. “Especially at a time like this. You knew our border was closed, you bypassed it through the wilderness, and you are obviously equipped for long-distance travel and the work of violence. You are all of you in violation of the statutes and under grave suspicion of much more than simple trespass.”
He paused to take a breath, and then went back behind his desk.
“Why do you go armed, if you are simple travelers?” he asked. “What did you come here to do that required heavy weaponry?”
“Hardly heavy, sir,” Evon shot back. “A hunting crossbow, a spear, and a few knives. We’re entitled to protect ourselves, going through the country we did. Or have Brindan laws changed in the last year since I’ve come through, to take away a man’s ability to fend off danger?”
The man regarded Evon for a moment in silence. “The laws are changing daily now, young man. And ignorance is no excuse. I give you one final chance to tell me what you’re doing here before I send you away to await further inquiry.” He looked at each of them with steady and intimidating weight behind his eyes. “Why have you sneaked into our land unannounced, and what did you hope to accomplish here?”
The others looked at Baina, and she finally found words.
“Sir. We are fleeing invasion and war in Caladris. Surely you’ve at least heard rumors by now.”
The man nodded.
“Well then. We are the only four Caladrians to escape what is going on there, that we know of. And we are trying to get help for our country. If such can be found in Brinda, we welcome it. If not, we must journey onward into the south to look for allies there.”
“Allies in the south?” the man quickly asked. “Whom did you wish to meet with there?”
“We do not know yet, not with any real surety,” Baina replied. “But we—”
“Who sent you?” the man asked with swift, cutting enunciation. “Where were you to go after Brinda? Who else are you working with?”
Baina shook her head. “We’re not—no one. The queen, Queen Amryn sent us. But she—”
“The queen. I see. Captain!”
The head guardsman snapped to attention.
“Take them to the eastern cell block. See that they’re not visited by anyone, not even when the alms-givers come through in the morning. They are to remain under heavy guard until further orders come from Solan. That is all.”
The Caladrians’ protests and pleas were swiftly cut short by rough handling as the guards hauled them bodily from the room.
“Your explanation is unsatisfactory,” the desk man officiously droned as they were being taken away, with the tone of a required explanation that he didn’t actually consider important. “You’ll be held in due course until such time as an appeal or a sentence is passed by the court. So let it be done.”
The last few words were a mere murmur as the door shut behind them and Baina found herself being prodded toward a long, slope-roofed building on the east side of the courtyard.
Moments later she was pushed into a sizable room with no windows, but a shallow grate high up by the eaves. The iron portal clanged shut behind them, joining a wall of vertical bars that stretched the length of the building’s interior, and the four of them were left at a complete loss.
They were in prison, and they didn’t fully know why.
~
"One moment we're sleeping safe, with a real roof over our heads for once," Tamman complained, watching Baina pace around the cell. "The next, we're prisoners! See, Talia, this is what I was talking about. The world moves too fast. I can't get ahead of it, only react to what people keep throwing at us."
It was evening now, and they’d spent the whole day confined to the little room, with only short breaks to relieve themselves outside—under the watchful eyes of the guards.
Talia was changing Evon's bandages, using a roll of cloth the prison guard had given her when she pled Evon's case. She wouldn't let anyone else attempt this chore, not even Evon himself. There was a protective tenderness in her care that Tamman found himself envying. He thought back to the battlefield, and the way Baina’s magic felt when she used her own body’s energy to take away the effects of a Trolkan’s blow to his lower back.
Tamman sat now with his back against one of the stone walls, brooding. It was so frustrating to be locked up, deprived of his weapon, and rendered useless to the people he knew were counting on him, whether they were aware of their plight or not. His own family was frozen somewhere in Caladris under a layer of magic ice, and he was doing precisely nothing to help them at the moment.
"How long are they going to leave us here? Weeks, years? And meanwhile our people lie frozen, with wulver jaws inches away from their throats. Even if they let us out, we'll be sent straight back to the border where we started. We're whiling away the days doing nothing, no good whatsoever for the queen!"
Baina paused on her circuit around the outer edge of the room to rest a comforting hand on Tamman's shoulder. "Calm down. It will all turn out in the end, I think. We haven't really done anything wrong. The truth will come out eventually."
"But perhaps not until that sorceress has had her way with the Sixlands," Evon said. "And the wulvers and Trolkans overrun—ow! Ouch!"
He flinched and held his arm away from Talia. The bandage was all the way off now, and Tamman could see that though there was no more blood, Evon’s fingers were crooked and he held them limp.
"Hold still," Talia said. "I need to make sure it’s clean and healing right."
"Of course it's not healing right. Look at it!" Evon held his hand up to the meager light coming from above. "There were two giant spikes through the back of my palm, and the bones were shattered. Not even Baina’s magic could put that back to together entirely."
Evon pulled away from Talia and got to his feet, massaging his hand and scowling. Talia sighed and looked at the bandages in her hands.
“You shouldn’t let a wound like that go to waste, Evon,” Tamman scoffed. “If a girl was babying me like that, I’d soak it up!”
“Tamman!” Baina and Talia simultaneously reproached.
But they were all distracted from the matter entirely by the sound of the building's outer door opening and a pair of voices approaching. The four young Caladrians turned to face the barred wall of their cell which faced a narrow hallway leading from the exterior door. One of the visitors had a high-pitched woman's voice, and they couldn't think of any human woman they wanted to see just then.
The jailer came first, a young man with a fat ring of keys at his belt. He didn't look at all comfortable with the arrangement, but he also seemed somewhat in awe of the two guests entering behind him. One was a tall, slender woman in fine dress and with perfectly coifed hair. She fanned herself with a decorative piece of stitched canvas, and looked into the cell with mingled interest and pity.
Her partner, holding her elbow protectively against the dank atmosphere of the prison, was also dressed impeccably and had gray hair and beard. Tamman almost wouldn't have recognized him, but the multi-colored patchwork scarf around his neck gave him away.
"Candron!" Baina blurted out.
Tamman ran to the bars and grabbed them, thrusting his face close. "Candron. What on earth are you—you left us! Right at our moment of greatest danger, you disappeared, you old fraud!"
The woman stepped back, looking aghast, but Candron grinned and spread his arms. "So nice to see you youngsters again. I thought you'd make out all right, and look—here you are, safe and sound!"
"You know these prisoners?" the young guard asked.
"Certainly not," the woman purred, hand going to her throat. “We simply came to—”
"Sure," Candron replied. "These four youths come from Cala. I can vouch for them. Go ahead, let 'em out. They won't do any harm to Brinda, far from it."
That made the guard stiffen. "No, sir. I shouldn't even have let you in to see them. I'll have to ask you—”
"Are they treating you all right in here?" Candron asked Baina. "Giving you a crust of bread and some water, I expect. Good heavens, Patchy! What became of your hand?"
Evon glared daggers at the man.
"Candron, if you have any way of getting us free," Baina began. But the guard cut her off.
"That's it. Out! I'll be in big trouble if the magistrate finds out I let you in. Don't know how I let you talk me into it. Out!"
Candron nodded graciously. The woman produced a small packet wrapped in brown paper. "Something to ease your suffering," she murmured, passing it through the bars to Tamman.
Before he could take it, the guard snatched it away. "I'll have to take that, ma'am. Can't allow any chances with these high-profile prisoners. No disrespect."
The woman demurred and backed away. Candron followed.
"Not to worry, my young friends," he called out. "I'll put in a good word for you, along with my lady friend here. We'll see you freed before the day is out, not to worry."
Tamman tried to shout after the old man, but the jail door had already slammed shut.
He turned around and slumped slowly to the floor.
"Well, that's something, anyway," Baina said.
Tamman looked back at her bleakly; he didn't want to say as much since it would douse their hopes all over again, but he had not a shred of confidence in the foolish old man to do anything that would help them out of their situation. In all honesty, he wondered if the whole Stone Mountain quest was a pointless goose chase.
Evon was staring moodily at his hand again and trying to wiggle the fingers individually. He winced with each attempt. Talia had her face in her hands.
It was going to be a long night.
~
The next morning they still hadn't heard anything more from the magistrate, been provided any further information about what was being done about them, or received any indication as to what they might expect for the future.
"They won't execute us, anyway," Baina pointed out. "Brinda is a very law-abiding nation, and I'm certain that nothing about trespassing is a high crime, even in a country as tightly controlled as this."
"We'd have been out yesterday if it was just trespassing," Evon said. "Escorted back to the border, maybe had our goods confiscated. There's something more to all this, something they haven't told us yet."
"Like what?"
"I have no idea. That's what's got me worried. But I have a feeling that soon things are going to start happening very quickly again."
"Oh, don't talk like that, please don't," Baina said. "We have to stay positive. We have to believe that justice will prevail." She sank to the floor, grasping handfuls of the straw that was strewn everywhere, and crumbling it up in a nervous gesture.
"Come on, Baina," Talia said. "Perk up. It's like you said yesterday, everything will work out."
"Really? I don't see how," Tamman said.
"Easy. Evon is going to find a way to break us out."
Evon sat up. "Wait, I am?"
"Yes, you are," Talia said, gazing back. "Because there's an entire nation waiting for us to do something, and we couldn't live with ourselves if we just sat here for days on end at some fat bureaucrat's mercy without even attempting to get ourselves loose. You're crafty, you're capable, now get us out of here."
Evon smiled ruefully. "It's not nearly that easy. This isn't a particularly high-security jail, but even if we found some way to jimmy the door open—which works a lot more often in stories than in real life—we’d have armed guards swarming us long before we could get our horses and get away.
“And even if we did leave, how far do you think we'd get before they caught us? We don't even know our way around Brinda and clearly we can't trust the local townspeople even for a second. The king’s men know every inch of this region, and they'd be after us in a flash."
Talia grimaced. "Well, now you've explained why we CAN'T possibly break out. Now I'll just settle down and wait for you to actually make it happen in spite of everything. Like you always do."
Evon scoffed. "Like I—? Talia, you've lost your mind. None of us—none of us!—have done anything right since the day the wulvers destroyed our vaunted Woodwall. Now I'm a cripple as well as a patch-eye, and you sit here spouting platitudes and pinning your hopes on me? Don't bet on it."
Talia said nothing, but Baina grew thoughtful.
"She's not so far off the mark," the red-haired girl said after a moment. "I think I chose well when I found you three to join the scouting party from Cala, better than I knew at the time.
“You two boys were quite the heroes at Rymoth Castle. Especially you, Evon. Talia told me how you trapped the wulvers inside using the portcullis, and then escaped without a scratch."
"Ha. I sprained my ankle," Evon pointed out. But Tamman could see him flushing with sudden pride at the memory. "You heard about that, did you?"
"And then you three fought your way through enemy-infested territory to Cala. That was no small feat. And when we made our run to Shiamar Pass, there were heroics all round. I know it's been one thing after another, but we're not doing so bad, really. We can give ourselves a little credit where it's due. Starting with Evon."
Evon snorted again, but didn't have a comeback.
Tamman had to admit, they'd pulled off some amazing escapes. Perhaps it wasn't out of the question to think they could get out of this one too.
They were all lying around pondering the possibilities and wondering where they'd go if they did manage to escape, when there was a commotion outside and the jail door opened once more.




XXII :: Out Again
This time it wasn’t just a pair of curious visitors. It was a small crowd.
The jailer came first, but quickly got out of the way once he’d opened the door. Four guards proceeded inside, and then the magistrate. There was a young man with him whom everyone else seemed to gravitate around, always facing him but never coming too near him. Six swordsmen in gold and black followed, and two more jail guards brought up the rear.
The young man was about Tamman’s height, but with Evon’s build. He carried no weapon or armor. His brown hair was very short and a bit curly, and his visage was sharp with piercing eyes. His black and gold tabard was shorter and of a more tailored cut than the rest, and it was made from silk.
The magistrate finished something ingratiating he was saying to the young man and then stepped quickly ahead to the iron cell door. He eyed the prisoners gravely. “Bow, young Caladrians. Prince Galen has come to do you the great honor of an interview in person. Be silent until he bids you speak.”
Baina experienced a brief moment of horror as she realized she was about to meet the prince of Brinda for the first time from the inside of one of his jails, and she looked a complete mess. But she pushed the embarrassment away and drew herself up as tall as she could, smiling and stepping forward. Evon and Tamman came too, while Talia held back.
Galen, who Baina noticed was easily as handsome as she’d heard from the gossip at Queen Amryn’s court, stepped near the bars and peered through at them. His slate-blue eyes were breathtaking. Then he waved a hand toward the barred door.
“Open up.”
“Milord, these fugitives have given no reason—”
“I said open.”
The magistrate looked nervous, but nodded at the jailer with the keys. He made sure his guards were first through the door, positioning themselves around the prisoners to inhibit any sudden movements around the royal person.
The prince entered and looked Tamman in the eye. Then he gazed right at Baina, and she felt herself going red.
No, no! she thought. For heaven’s sake. This isn’t the time to get flustered.
“Sole survivors of Caladris,” the prince said. “Your kingdom lost in a flood of ice. Is that the tale?”
Baina nodded. “Queen Amryn cast the spell to save her country, your highness. Do you not believe her ability to wield such power?”
“Oh, I believe it,” the prince said, surprising her. He took something from a small velvet pouch at the back of his belt and held it up: the shard of ice that Evon had been carrying. “I found this among the things the magistrate confiscated from you. It does not melt.”
“Then you see our plight,” Baina explained. “Our people are in a dire state, depending on us to find help for them. And yet we languish here in prison.”
“A sad tale. How did you come to Brinda?”
“Through Trolkar,” Tamman answered, licking his lips nervously and glancing over at his friends.
“Not a safe route, these days,” the prince said. He looked at Evon, then Talia, then back at Baina. “You must have been desperate to go that way. Even if the Trolkans gave you free passage, the borderlands hold many dangers—the reason we’ve never attempted to expand our northern holdings into the ridgelands.”
Evon cleared his throat. “Yes. We ran into one of those dangers.”
“But that was after we faced Trolkan forces in battle,” Baina quickly added, catching the subtle allegation behind the prince’s words. “With the help of an independent Trolkan band that defends territory northeast of here, standing between you and the marauding war chiefs.”
“They are on the move, then, are they?”
“Yes, highness,” Baina replied. “We don’t know when or where they might attack, since we turned them aside from their intended route. Our friend, the leader of the independent band, warned your border guards on the main road from Caladris and we tried to tell the townspeople here, but we were quickly imprisoned and haven’t been given the opportunity to be heard.”
“Perhaps if we were permitted to speak with the king, prince,” Tamman offered. “We could explain to him what has been happening to our country, and what we know about the threats still at large in the Sixlands.”
The prince looked hard at him. “You want to see the king, do you? You want me to escort you into his presence at the royal palace? Is that it?”
“Well…” Tamman looked at Baina, but she was mystified as well. The prince seemed very suspicious suddenly, and the magistrate standing behind exchanged a knowing look with his men. “I suppose we could just tell you, then,” Tamman relented. “You or your magistrate can carry the message to the king for us. You see, there’s a sorceress stirring up trouble to get revenge for ancient wrongs, first in the northern forests among the wulvers beyond our Woodwall—that’s where Evon and I come from, we were wall-guards there—and then among the Trolkans. And she’s—”
“The king is dead,” Galen interrupted. “He was found lying in a pool of his own blood two days ago, scorched black with blast marks on the stone around him.”
The young man watched all four of the Caladrians very carefully for their reactions, as did the magistrate. Baina’s eyes widened, and she gasped so hard she choked. Tamman stepped back, confused, and Evon cursed openly and then put a hand to his mouth in embarrassment.
“You were unaware of this?” the prince asked. “You knew nothing of the assassination?”
“No, your highness,” Tamman said.
“Of course not. If we’d known… I am so sorry,” Baina added. “Things are worsening faster than we feared.”
Prince Galen sighed, looking down at the floor and shaking his head. “I think I believe you, Caladrians. You don’t have the look of murderous killers, and the only evidence against you is purely circumstantial. Perhaps next time you’ll be more careful about violating our borders during a time of crisis.” He took the magistrate by the shoulder and turned to leave. “Holding these refugees will not bring back the king, nor lead us to his killer.”
“But milord!” the magistrate began. “They have trespassed, and they remain suspicious. Shall I hold them another month here in my cells? I may be able to get the full truth out of them if I could be allowed—”
The prince interrupted the man again with a tone of growing irritation. “No, you’ll not hold them another day. We have far more important things to attend to, and they cannot help. See them to the nearest border, with their horses but without their weapons.”
Suddenly Talia spoke up. “I can tell you who killed your king, prince.”
Several of the guards grunted in surprise and tightened their stance around the prisoners. The prince turned back and fixed Talia with an intense gaze.
“Speak, girl of the east.”
Talia pointed at Tamman. For a moment Baina thought she was going to attempt some kind of trick, using the tall boy as bait. But her words made it clear: “It was the sorceress he spoke of a moment ago. Dai Thera.”
The prince squinted. “What is this talk of a sorceress? There are none in Brinda that I am aware of.”
“Nevertheless. You said the attack that took the king’s life left scorch marks all around on stone. There’s only one thing that could do that, and only one person who could have bypassed the royal guards to get at him.”
“Go on. Tell what you know of this magic-wielding assassin.”
“Her name is Dai Thera, and she is a Termine, a sorceress of old that has come back to wreak vengeance on the Sixlands and their leaders. She turned the wulvers on Cala, she riled the Trolkans to war, and she is moving steadily southward to do more evil. If it is only your king she has killed before leaving this land, then count yourselves lucky. My people were destroyed entirely.”
The jail cell had gone so silent that Baina could hear the prince’s breathing. She watched his eyes flicker minutely as he digested this information and weighed its veracity.
“I’m beginning to think the old man spoke no lie,” Galen finally told the magistrate, “when he said these Caladrians would be of more use to us than a hindrance. Bring that girl with me, for we have much to speak of. The rest can be escorted under guard—”
He was interrupted by a sudden shout of warning from outside, and a second later something huge crashed into the building, shaking its walls and sending shingles and wood splinters sliding to the ground outside.
The magistrate went pale, and his men ran to the door. The prince’s men formed a tight square around him.
“What goes on here?” Galen snapped at the magistrate. “Are we under attack?”
A guard ran back from the jail doorway. “Trolkans, sire! Hundreds of them. They’re hurling boulders into the town, and they could be here in moments!”
The prince’s lead guard turned on the magistrate. “How could this happen? Are all your guards sleeping?”
The magistrate sputtered, but the prince shot out a hand. “Do not waste precious seconds with words. Let us take action, immediately!”
The guards hurried away from the cell, stopped at the outer door to check that the coast was clear, then rushed the prince away between them. The magistrate himself was quickly following when Tamman called after him.
“Wait! The prince told you to release us. Don’t leave us in here!”
The magistrate turned his head and a cruel gleam crossed his red face momentarily. Then it was replaced again by bald fear, and he left the jail at a run.
Another rock hit the roof, this time tumbling down and hitting the ground at the base of the wall with a thud. All four Caladrians flinched.
“At least those beams are holding up,” Baina said, eyeing the thick wooden rafters overhead.
“If one punched through, we might be able to climb out,” Evon suggested.
But then there was a jingling of keys, and they all turned to see the young jailer from before. He had returned to unlock the door.
“The prince wants you with him,” he said. “But you must hurry, the Trolkans are—”
A boulder that would have come up to Baina’s waist hurtled through the roof, punching between rafters and falling directly toward the iron bars that separated the cell from the hallway outside. With an ear-splitting screech of rending metal the entire rack of bars was torn free of the wall. It collapsed right on top of the young jailer, crushing him to the floor and blocking the entire hallway with twisted iron. A shaft of new sunlight lit the room more brightly than before, catching floating dust particles in its rays.
When the dust settled and the ringing in their ears had stopped, the four ex-prisoners approached the mess. Evon bent down to check the poor jailer, whose body was pinned under the wreckage.
“I think he’s done for. Bless him for coming back, poor fellow.”
“Let’s move,” Tamman said, climbing past . “Find our horses and get out of here.”
“What about the prince?” Baina asked.
“If he’ll give us a ride, that will work too.”
They clambered over the wreckage and piled out the door at the end of the hallway. The bright sunlight made each of them squint.
The courtyard was in commotion. Guards ran this way and that, some coming down from the walls to run toward the main gate, and others going in and out of the buildings. Another rock fell from the sky as they watched, and smashed the corner of another roof in.
“This is madness,” Baina muttered.
“Madness that we invented,” Talia replied. “We taught the Trolkans a new trick.”
Two rocks sailed simultaneously across the rooftops they could see outside the prison, and collided with a bell tower a few blocks distant. The bell had been ringing out a warning, but now the entire structure collapsed amid screams and shouts from below.
Evon pointed at a finely-crafted carriage waiting in the center of the courtyard, facing the gate. Four white horses were yoked to it. “There’s Prince Galen’s ride. He’s waiting for us. Let’s go!”
“We need to find our things first,” Talia said, but Evon shook his head.
“Forget our things, we have to get out of here while we still can!”
Talia ignored him and ran the other way, toward the magistrate’s office. Its door hung open and Baina spotted the magistrate inside, frantically snatching up papers and coin-pouches while he barked orders at the few remaining guardsmen in the area.
Evon was already running toward the carriage, and Baina chose to follow him. “Talia!” she cried out as she ran. “Come on!”
The prince’s guards, now mounted on white steeds of their own, were watching the open gate from their positions around the carriage. The horses yoked to the carriage were prancing excitedly, desperate to be off.
A single soldier, one of the halberd men in black and yellow, came running back through the gate from the street outside, waving frantically at the others. His helmet was missing, and all he had left was his thin sword.
“Fly!” he screamed. “They are upon us! Get the prince away from here, lest he be trapped inside!”
The carriage and horsemen bolted into action, moving as one through the gate.
“Wait!” screamed Baina and the others. “Wait for us!”
It was too late; the carriage wasn’t going to stop.
Just as it reached the gate, however, two hulking figures stepped into the threshold behind the halberdier. Baina recognized one of the Trolkans by the ragged beard of dark fur that hung from his jaw, and the poorly bandaged wound on his shoulder made him unmistakable. It was Fordgirm himself, the chieftain she’d hoped never to see again.
The white horses reared in panic at the sudden appearance of the intimidating Trolkans, and two of them fell sideways, tearing away from the harnesses that held them to the carriage. Fordgirm grinned horribly and stepped forward to swing a club at the carriage, while his lieutenant smashed the halberdier aside, ignoring the thin blade the man held up.
The lead guardsmen slashed at the Trolkan chieftain, but he sidestepped and managed to smash the corner in on the carriage’s covered roof. Then he tangled with one of the horsemen and Baina felt hope rise in her chest as the valiant swordsmen closed in around the Trolkans to do battle and defend their prince.
But that hope died instantly when she saw four more Trolkans walked up the street outside the gateway, and another person with them. Not a Brindan civilian running in panic, but a slowly pacing woman with dark hair and a gray cloak thrown back over her shoulder. The black staff was in her hand, supporting her as she walked, and she used it also to point out targets for the Trolkans she was with.
“Again? How can this be?” Baina moaned to herself. They could not be rid of the dangerous woman.
Dai turned and saw the fight in the courtyard, saw the prince’s carriage. And she smiled.
Then she pointed with her staff, and the Trolkans around her surged toward the gate.
“Get away!” Baina screamed to the prince’s guards. “The sorceress is here!”
Tamman stood in front of Baina, fists clenched, but neither he nor Evon wanted to get near the fighting at the moment. She saw Prince Garen beginning to climb out of the rocking, swaying carriage. A Trolkan in the street, who had apparently saved a hefty stone in one hand, hurled it directly at the carriage and it broke the wooden housing completely off the axle bed at one corner. Splinters flew, and Baina’s breath caught in her throat. But the prince leaped clear at the last second and rolled away from the wreckage as the last two horses lunged in different directions and sent the carriage toppling crazily across the dirt. Clods of dirt flew out ahead of the wreck, and the horses screamed and lashed their hooves in an effort to break free.
“The prince!” Baina gasped. An ugly, chortling shout of triumph echoed from the row of Trolkans as they came through the gate to join their chieftain in closing in on the Brindan men.
The mounted guardsmen had all backed up to place their steeds between the prince and the oncoming assailants. The steely looks on their faces left no room for doubt: every single one of them intended to die in the courtyard, fighting back the Trolkans that would threaten their prince. They began to move forward at a shout from their lead guard.
It was a desperate moment. Prince Galen got to his feet and drew his own jeweled sword.
“They’ll all die!” Tamman said. “They’ll be overwhelmed in seconds.”
“Then let’s not waste those seconds,” Evon said. “Quick, get the prince and let’s find another way out of here!”
She ran forward with Tamman while Evon whirled to look for an alternate exit. Prince Galen was seeking an opening in between his men, a way for him to join the fight.
“Prince!” she shouted. “Come away. The sorceress is behind those Trolkans. She means to kill you!”
Garen turned to look at her, and Tamman reached his side. “Hurry, your highness, we’ll get you away from here.”
But the prince shook his head. “Fly from here, Caladrians. We are overrun!”
The guardsman on the end nearest the prince waved him away before turning back to face the Trolkans. “Go, your highness. If you die here, all Brinda will fall.”
Then the horsemen closed with the Trolkans, and the rage of battle became so loud Baina couldn’t hear any of the prince’s anguished reply.
Tamman seized the prince’s arm and pulled him away from the combat. Garen tried to resist, but Tamman was stronger, and soon they had gained some distance from the melee.
Evon yelled from the corner by the magistrate’s office. “Hurry, this way!” Baina could see that he was standing by a small postern door, looking out into the back streets beyond.
“Go, highness! That way!” she said, and they sprinted toward Evon.
Just as they passed the magistrate’s office a man shrieked inside and Talia dashed out, carrying her little ax in one hand and Tamman’s spear in another. One of their packs was slung over her shoulder. The magistrate stumbled out behind her, cursing and clutching at a bloody cut on his forearm.
“He tried to stop me,” Talia said.
She tossed Tamman his spear and they all ran to the door in the corner of the stockade where Evon waited. The prince was looking back at the battle in the center of the courtyard, but he was moving willingly along with the others now.
Baina turned to glance at the fighting: three of the prince’s men had already fallen, along with two of the Trolkans. But Baina couldn’t see Dai among the commotion, and that made her very nervous.
“Tamman, where did—” she began, but then stopped.
Somehow the sorceress had gotten around the fighting and was now standing over the body of the magistrate, right next to the building they had just passed. The once-officious man’s eyes were still open, staring confusedly up at the woman who had planted her sharpened stake-like staff in his chest.
“Look out!” Baina screamed.
Dai stepped away from the building and her latest victim, aiming her black staff at the prince. “Die like your gob-worm of a father, boy!”
Garen bravely raised his sword, but he was out of range to threaten the witch, and Baina knew what was coming. Nothing could stop that dark magic. She had a brief impulse to throw herself in its way, though she didn’t know how she could even protect the prince.
Tamman was faster. He had already whirled his spear around and thrown it, point first, at the witch. She was already casting her spell, and there was a blinding flash as magic shot from the tip of her staff and connected with the thrown spear in mid-flight.
With a crack, the long weapon exploded into a million slivers that rattled along the walls and embedded themselves in Baina’s arms. But Dai’s lightning seemed to have been taken up by the projectile, and the witch stumbled back a step, clearly startled at what had just happened.
“Go!” Evon yelled.
Talia ducked through the postern door after him, and Tamman pushed the prince through as well. Baina quickly followed and Tamman slammed the door behind him. He snatched a dagger from the pack on Talia’s back and plunged it into the ground right at the foot of the door, up to the hilt.
“Run! Run!”
The group sprinted down a back street between the prison’s outer wall and a long stable. The rocks had stopped falling from the sky now that the assault had moved inside the town of Birne, and the sound of the fighting died behind them. In another second they came abreast of the stable’s main entrance across from the back corner of the prison.
Guardsmen and civilians were desperately pulling horses from the place and throwing bundles of belongings onto their backs, most without saddles. Tamman hailed a guard who had just mounted a black horse.
“Give that horse to the prince,” he commanded with authority born of panic. “His carriage and men are captured and there’s a witch on the loose. We must get him out of here!”
The guard instantly recognized the prince, and dropped to the ground. He handed the reins to his liege with a bow. “The south road is still clear, sire.”
Galen nodded gratefully and swung up into the saddle with practiced ease. “Good. Help the townsfolk to evacuate, then flee yourselves and regroup outside the town. We cannot stage a reprisal here. We haven’t the men for it. But I will return with fourscore of my pikemen at my back, and then we’ll see what these Trolkans are really made of.”
“Yes, my prince. Go quickly!”
The young guard ran back into the stable. The prince leaned down to place a hand on Tamman’s shoulder, and looked the rest in the eyes.
“I thank you, my friends. I owe you my life.” He pulled a ring from one of his fingers and handed it to Baina. “Keep this until you see me again. It will get you past any of the checkpoints in my kingdom. Good luck in your travels. I must away, to raise my troops, or I would grant you further aid.”
“Yes, prince,” Baina said. “Don’t worry about us. We’ll do our best to keep that witch from following you.”
The young man nodded and reached back to pull the shard of magical ice from his belt-purse. He handed it to Evon. “This is yours. Good luck!”
Without another word, Galen reared his horse and took off at a gallop toward the south road. Baina watched him go, admiring the easy grace with which he handled the steed.
Evon peeked around the corner of the building, back the way they had come. “I don’t see the sorceress,” he reported. “But watch the street! She could be coming around the other way.”
“We’ve got nothing to fight with,” Tamman protested. “We’ll be killed if she finds us.”
Several more horses emerged from the stable, led by the young soldier.
“Friends of the prince, these animals will get you away from here quickly enough to escape the attack. The poor beasts would die at Trolkan hands otherwise. I apologize for the lack of saddles, but their blankets will do for several miles. Go quickly, and help whoever you can along the way!”
Baina and the others gratefully accepted the mounts and climbed onto their backs as the soldier ran back inside to free more of the horses.
“Let’s get away from this death-trap,” Evon shouted. “Hee-yah!”
Trolkan battle-yells were echoing up the street, and neither Baina nor her friends suggested any course of action other than to flee for the border as quickly as they could manage. They galloped from the stable and turned south on a side street, checking that the way was clear before proceeding at top speed. The streets of Birne were quickly becoming abandoned of all human life, and there was little to slow them down as they made their way to the southern end of the town.
It was hard to stay on the excited animals at first, but soon Baina settled into the jostling motion and by the time they reached the south crossroads just outside of Birne, she had the hang of it. A crowd of frightened people were streaming from the town, over a bridge and down the dusty road toward Brinda’s southern border. Baina saw the innkeeper that had betrayed them, leading a frightened wife and children away with the rest.
“Where to now?” Talia wondered as they joined the throng. “We have nothing, not even a knife or a coin to buy food with. All the soldiers left in this pack was a tinderbox and the bedroll. I’m sorry I couldn’t grab more, but that magistrate nearly choked me when I tried to get past him.”
“We are alive,” Evon replied. “And we’re moving south again. Let’s concentrate on that and keep going.”
“We’re not the only refugees around here anymore,” Tamman pointed out. “We have about as much as the rest of these people do.”
“We also have this,” Baina added, holding up the prince’s ring.




Part Three: Southlands




XXIII :: Running and Refuge
They moved south along the road with the rest of the fleeing Brindan townsfolk, their horses allowing them to pass others by at a steady rate. Talia noted the finery many of the citizens were still dressed in, having abruptly left the comings and goings of city-dwellers to take the road and save their lives. She was grateful that she was still dressed in good traveling clothes. If it rained or if they had to ford a river, these people wouldn’t make it far.
Soon they were near the front of the column of travelers. Talia, riding in front, spotted a village up ahead.
“If we want to get anything there, we’d better hurry,” she said. “They’ll be flooded with desperate refugees soon, and then they’ll flee themselves.”
But when they got to the first few houses in the village, they saw residents already packing their things and hitting the road. They looked around briefly, hoping to find someone with a saddle to spare or some supplies they’d be willing to part with when shown the prince’s ring. With the air of desperation heightening by the minute, however, no one would even pause to talk to them, much less offer supplies and equipment that were suddenly at a premium.
“This is how it’s going to be from now on,” Evon growled. Talia could see the frustration rising in his eyes again. “Everyone fleeing. Chaos and desperate times, no matter where we go. That sorceress has unleashed war on the Sixlands, and it’s not going to stop.”
Talia nodded. “Yes. Now you feel what I have felt.”
The others looked at her, and she suddenly regretted speaking. But it was aggravating—they’d traveled together for how long now, and still her companions seemed unable to comprehend that they weren’t the first people to be driven from their homes.
They continued on, outpacing the mob coming up the road behind them. They passed other towns and farm hamlets, but these too were in the process of evacuating.
When they reached a major crossroads some hours later, they noticed that almost all of the traffic was heading west. But Evon pointed at the route that led to the southeast.
“They’re all moving to the safety of their big cities, and the royal seat at Solan. Here’s where we strike out on our own again. South to the Sandwall, and then east along it until we hit Spard.”
“But we still have no food!” Baina said. “No way of getting shelter along the way. How far is it to Spard from here?”
Evon shrugged. “Probably a few days. We should ask the next traveler we see, they might be able to tell us.”
Tamman frowned. “Camping on the wayside without blankets or tents, and nothing to eat. It’s going to be a rough few days.” He glanced sideways at Baina and over at Talia.
“We’ll be fine,” Talia told him.
“Actually, I’m more worried about our utter lack of defense,” Tamman said. “Without so much as a stick to fight off dogs or bandits, we’re completely vulnerable.”
Talia grinned and held up her wulver hand ax. “I’ve still got this. I’ll take care of you, Tamman.”
“These are well-settled lands,” Baina pointed out with a toss of her head. “Farm country, dotted with small towns. We’ll be fine.”
“It thins out the closer we get to the wall,” Evon said. “But if some of the farms and towns are emptying, maybe we can take shelter there for the night.”
“What about inside Spard?” Tamman asked. “Once we get there, I mean. Will we find hospitality there?”
“Doubtful,” Evon replied.
“We’ll have to trust to luck, then,” Baina said, tugging her horse’s mane to get it moving again. “We’ve no alternative right now, and who knows? Maybe we’ll find what we need along the way.”
But the land emptied out even faster than any of them had anticipated, with rich farmland giving way to barren stretches of dry grass and low, rocky hills. A few abandoned sheep and cattle remained, grazing obliviously, but they didn’t see a single shepherd or farmer for miles. It wasn’t encouraging.
Once, when they were stopped by a stream to let the horses rest and graze for a few minutes, a horse-drawn wagon came up the road with a single man at the reins. They eagerly hailed him.
“What news from the south?” Baina asked. “Is the way clear? How far are we from the Sandwall, and Spard?”
The man, grizzled and tanned with gray hair sprouting from his head and ears in equal measure, eyed them up and down as he stopped the wagon.
“Spard. What do you travel south for? Haven’t you heard? There’s dark times coming. The king’s calling in his guards, and most people are gathering in the three cities.”
Baina looked at her comrades. “We’ve heard. Actually, sir, the king is dead. Prince Galen rules Brinda now.”
The man’s shock barely registered on his craggy face. “Dark times indeed,” he muttered.
“Birne is taken by the Trolkans,” Evon said. “They have penetrated Brinda’s north border. War is upon us all.”
The man shook his head. “I was bringing a wagonload of my last barley to the royal city, to sell off for what I can still get for it. Can I get through?”
“If you hurry,” Baina said. “Go west quickly, and don’t go farther north than the main road.”
“Many thanks, then,” the man said, and started his horse with a cluck of his tongue.
“Wait!” Baina cried. “We’re pressing on to the Sandwall. Where can we spend the night along the way?”
The man looked back without stopping. “You’ll find precious little out there, girl,” he shouted. “My farm’s the only place you can see from the road between here and the wall. Good luck getting to Spard!”
And he rattled away without waiting for more questions.
“Nice fellow,” Evon sarcastically commented as he threw a blanket back over his horse and prepared to mount up.
They road on for a few more hours without seeing anyone or anything that would welcome weary travelers. This land was far more desolate and sparsely populated than Caladris, Talia knew, but not much worse than her hill country. There were stretches there, in the northeast, where you could travel for two full days without meeting anyone, and you had only what you’d brought with you to keep you going.
The problem was, they hadn’t brought anything south with them this time. Aside from the horses and her ax, they were virtually empty-handed.
“We started the day out in prison,” Tamman said later. “It hasn’t gotten much better since then, but it can’t really get much worse either.”
“That’s one way to look at it,” Evon said, glowering.
“Yes, it is,” Baina replied brightly. “We’re free, we haven’t run into anything unpleasant, and we’re nearer our destination. What more could we ask for?”
“A bed. A meal. And a new spear in my hands,” Tamman answered.
As it turned out, they found all three that night, though it involved a bit more taking without permission than Baina was comfortable with. Talia didn’t mind a bit, though.
The sun had gone down an hour earlier and they were beginning to worry about where they’d sleep. Then Evon spotted the farmhouse the old man had mentioned, a mile off the road and nestled between two small hills.
It wasn’t much, but it looked like a palace compared to the grass and dirt they would otherwise have slept on that night. Built from mud-brick and some stone placed around the foundation, with a sod roof, the place had one room and a small adjoining stable. They shut the horses in the stable with some water from a cistern and a few bunches of grass. Then they entered the man’s home through a rear window that had a loose wooden shutter, not wanting to break the front door in.
“He didn’t exactly give us permission to use his home,” Baina said, hesitating as the others entered.
“Well, the stable’s full,” Evon replied. “And there’s no barn. Anyway, he can’t begrudge us a night’s stay here. We’ve already done as much as anyone to help Brinda through its first day of the war.”
Once they got a fire going, they saw that the interior was cozy if not exactly clean or finely furnished. There was one bed, a cooking area by the fire, and a table with tools and bits of tack and leather harness left on it.
Evon made sure to keep the fire small. “No need to attract attention if anyone is out on the road tonight,” he said as he tightened the shutters on the windows. “We’re in unfamiliar country again, and there’s no telling what we’ll run into next.”
Tamman was glad to find a short, stout spear propped in one corner near the bed. It wasn’t equal to the military weaponry he’d been using for the past few months, with its hand-carved shaft and basic iron head, but it would do against wild creatures or untrained bandits.
Baina took a long stick from the woodpile (more of a fallen-tree pile, as the farmer hadn’t split much of his firewood yet), and Evon and Talia poked around inside hoping to find a hunting bow or a good dagger. They found neither, but there were an assortment of small knives to choose from.
“Just for tonight,” Baina said. “We’ll leave it all here when we go in the morning.”
“No, we won’t,” Evon said. “That fellow’s not coming back any time soon, now that he’s reached the safety of the royal city. And we need these things far more than he does.”
“Right. He wouldn’t have left this stuff behind if he valued it highly,” Tamman added. “And anyway, you’ve got the prince’s ring on your finger.”
“That doesn’t give us permission to steal from his subjects,” Baina said, but Talia noticed that she seemed more interested in admiring the way the firelight glinted off of the ring on her finger than in making an argument.
“Sure it does. What we’re doing is far more important than some farmer’s missing knife,” the one-eyed boy replied. “This farmer can make a complaint to the prince later and get paid for his loss. If he even notices.”
That seemed to satisfy Baina.
“On that note,” Tamman said, “my stomach just rumbled for the fifth time. What can we find around here to eat?”
The cupboards turned up a sack of oatmeal, a few turnips, and some old barley bread. Not much, but combined with a dried apple and some salt pork the old man had stowed away in a box under the table, it filled the bellies of the Caladrian wayfarers and left them gratefully dozing around the fire.
An hour later Evon woke the others. “Lights on the road,” he whispered.
They crowded around the windows and looked out through the cracks in the shutters. The fire had died down to coals and they were no longer worried about being seen, but it was hard to tell what they were looking at through the dark night.
A steady stream of bobbing lights moved along the road a mile distant. They could have been candles, but not torches. Talia counted fifty of them before they began to trail off to nothing.
“Who travels by night in such numbers?” she asked, her voice tight. “Only the sorceress would move in this region under cover of darkness! She must have soldiers with her again.”
“That’s not much of a war-host,” Tamman replied. “And the Trolkans wouldn’t carry candles with them.”
“More refugees of Brinda, perhaps. Whoever it is, we may run into them tomorrow,” Evon said. “They’re going south toward the wall, too.”
The lights faded from view. Tamman went to check on the horses, and Talia waited by the window where she could see out, still a little nervous.
“What exactly is the Sandwall?” Baina asked Evon as they divided up the available blankets, leaving some on the bed for she and Talia to share, and putting some on the floor for the boys. “I’ve never heard much about it. Is it anything like our Woodwall?”
“Hardly,” Evon said. “I haven’t seen it myself, but I believe it’s little more than a long cliff or ridge that runs east-west for forty or fifty miles. It forms the border of Brinda and Areym, and keeps the more dangerous desert-dwellers from moving into Brinda.”
“Ah, so it’s more like the Stonewall, then,” Baina said. “A natural formation, whereas we have a magically created tree wall guarding our north.”
“We did,” was Evon’s reply.
Talia was familiar with the Stonewall Mountains. Her hills were the northern trailing arm of the range. The main part, with the highest peaks, blocked the Sixlands from whatever lay east of there—open steppe, a grassland that went on for hundreds of miles to the sea, she’d been told. Spard was nestled among the southern foothills and the very southern tip of the Stonewall housed Stone Mountain.
After Tamman came in and they all settled down for the night, Talia lay awake for a while wondering what they would find there if they managed to reach the mountain after all. She’d had little time to imagine taking part in magical training among wizards and warrior-hermits. When your past had been stripped from you and your future was a chaotic jumble of frightening possibilities, thinking far ahead didn’t seem worthwhile most of the time.
But now, they were a few days’ journey from making it. What would they become? And what would become of
them, the only group of friends she had in the world?
Her thoughts drifted north and east after that, and she fell asleep thinking of dark obsidian hills and the deep holes among them where terrible things hid.




XXIV :: On Areym’s Edge
They took their time before departing the next morning, but they still reached the Sandwall sooner than Tamman had expected. He didn’t realize they were nearly upon it until Evon suddenly pointed ahead.
“There. The Sandwall. Just beyond the crossroads.”
The road curved sharply east a quarter-mile ahead, with a smaller track going west from there. The land beyond the intersection seemed to drop away suddenly, almost as if they were approaching the end of the world. Beyond stretched a hazy, distant expanse of arid terrain, dotted with scrubby trees and twisting creek beds that looked completely dry.
Areym, Tamman realized. Or the northern patch of it. He’d heard about Brindan affairs his whole life even if he had never been there. But Areym… now they were really getting far afield. Would he ever see Caladris’ green fields again?
As they came up to the crossroads, he walked his horse a few paces off into the brush to get a look over the edge. The cliff fell nearly straight downward for eighty feet before leveling off in a long, curving jumble of fallen rock that eventually met the desert floor more than a hundred feet below where he stood. The same cliff stretched both east and west of their position until it was out of sight, the result of an ancient settling or perhaps an upheaval of landmasses along this rift line.
“Breath-taking,” Baina said. “I’ve seen the Woodwall, I’ve seen Gloro Falls. And we came through the Ridgelands. But this is… immense.”
“Now we’ve hit the southern edge of the Sixlands, how far are we from Spard?” Tamman asked.
“It’s still some distance,” Evon explained. “We couldn’t cut through eastern Brinda because we’d run into the notoriously rugged and dangerous western spine of the Stonewall mountain range, which shelters most of Spard and separates it from Brinda’s heartland. So from here we go east until we enter Spard from the south-west, and then we can find our way to Stone Mountain itself.”
Talia had been staring out into the distance, and suddenly pointed. “Look down there.”
Something was moving across the dry terrain below. Tamman squinted and saw that it was a creature, quite large, and nearly jet-black from head to tail. It walked on six legs.
“That,” announced Evon, “is why the Brindans never venture beyond the Sandwall.”
“What is it?” Talia asked.
“One of the desert stalkers,” he replied. “A scorpion as big as your horse. They get bigger, though, or so the tales are told. They can kill a bull with one lash of their tails. And, at least when they’re young, they gather in swarms of a hundred at once, stripping to the bones whatever—or whomever—they come across.”
Baina looked stricken, and Talia backed away from the edge. But Tamman grinned.
“You’re not a bad story-teller, Evon,” he told the other boy. “You could join the Telyrs.”
Evon smiled back. “I heard it from a bard in Solan once, probably the fellow who replaced our useless and elusive guide Candron. Anyway, the man swore it was true.” The one-eyed boy looked back down at the desert with its single grim occupant. “I don’t doubt it. Look at the thing.”
“How do the Areymians survive at all?” Baina asked.
“Oh, their towns and settlements are all in the northwest part of their land where the scorpions never go,” Evon explained. “This region is desolate, left to the wild creatures.
“There was a time when Areym pushed farther from their oases, on the strength of a wild order of desert-mages that painted their bodies head to toe and road great lizards across the sand. So the tale goes. But I think they died out, and the past decade has seen a contraction of the population back to the safe-holds in the northwest. Some say they will continue to dwindle until there is no Areym left.”
Talia shivered despite the warm breeze. “Perhaps we should move north of here, find a route that tracks eastward at a safer distance.”
Tamman had noticed the girl looking back to the north and east several times during the last few miles since they left the farmer’s hut. He wondered what was bothering her.
“No,” he replied, bracing the raven-haired girl with a hand on her shoulder. “We’ll be fine as long as they’re down there, and we’re up here. Come on, let’s be going.”
They moved along the dusty road for several more miles, enjoying the view afforded them by the cliff’s height, but they saw neither man nor beast during that time. They did eventually spot a wide draw up ahead on the left that had far more greenery growing along its sloped sides than any they had yet passed. As they neared it, they could see that it opened into the hills to the north and formed a sizable valley.
“I’d say there’s a creek running through that little dell,” Evon pointed out.
“Yes!” Baina exclaimed. “I can see light shining off the surface of a ford on the road ahead. We’ll be able to water the horses there.” It was the first they’d seen in some time, and the thought of getting a drink sounded good to Tamman.
“This southern route was a good choice,” he remarked. “Keeps us away from the traffic on other roads, and thanks to that crusty old farmer’s hospitality we haven’t starved yet, despite the loneliness of this place.”
“But what about those lights we saw last night?” Talia reminded them. “We’re not entirely alone on this road, remember.”
They hurried onward, eager to reach the watercourse that met the roadway and ran across it in a shallow spread of lapping rivulets. But Evon put up a hand suddenly, warning the others to stay back.
“What it is?” Baina asked, looking around.
“The horses smell something.” The one-eyed boy put his own head up to the wind. “I think I do too. Smoke.”
“Campfires?”
“No. Something sweeter, like… incense.”
Tamman’s gaze swept left into the hills that sheltered the green valley they were waiting near the mouth of. He pointed. “There. A small puff… and there, another.”
Faint wafts of smoke were rising from the valley before dissipating on the gentle breeze.
Evon slipped to the ground. “Stay here. Keep the horses quiet.”
Tamman saw him reach for the bow he’d kept at hand for most of their journey so far, and then flinch when he remembered he no longer had use for one. The one-eyed boy scowled and rubbed at his injured hand as he sauntered away from the road toward the scrub-covered hillside to get a vantage point on whatever lay hidden in the valley.
Tamman waited nervously with the girls. They had no real defense against an enemy, aside from the rude spear he’d taken from the farmhouse. He’d have preferred to push quickly past whatever was in this valley, but they needed to know what it was first. Running into an ambush wouldn’t advance them toward their goal, and he didn’t want Dai Thera coming along at his back either.
“I wish…” Baina began, staring off into the distance, “I wish we had the battle magic already. I wish I knew how to channel magic to protect us in places like this.” She looked over at Tamman, holding his spear tightly. “Then one of us alone would be a match for any number of dangerous creatures.”
“Or that sorceress we keep running afoul of,” Tamman added. “She’s the real enemy, the one our weapons have never been able to touch.” It unnerved him to think of an opponent he couldn’t grapple with, couldn’t sink a blade into. The way her crackling energies had made his spear feel like a useless stick when they faced her on the road outside Shiamar Pass. And now that same spear had been blasted apart. It was unnatural and unsettling.
He looked for Evon, but couldn’t see the boy. What if Dai was here, casting some devilish spell in the valley next to them, even as they waited unknowing? What could they do but flee?
A woman stepped out onto the road, facing them. But it wasn’t the sorceress; this woman had blonde hair and was aiming a longbow right at Tamman’s chest.
Another female archer stepped out of the scrub trees and covered the girls with a second arrow. “Off your horses,” she announced in a cold voice. “Make no move toward us.”
Baina and Talia quickly complied, the red-haired girl already beginning to speak smooth words—always first to talk her way out of a dangerous situation. But Tamman kept his spear ready and eyed the woman on the roadway, wondering if he could dash them both aside and make a way for the girls to escape without any of them getting shot.
“Off the horse, I said!” the woman repeated, interrupting Baina and leveling her bow at Tamman’s face. “What are you, a band of young highwaymen? Come to try your luck against us?”
Baina shook her head and waved at Tamman to get down. He did, slowly and reluctantly. Something about the woman’s words, and the way she held herself, made him think she was no bandit herself. Yet he did not doubt she would loose an arrow into him if needed.
He also couldn’t help noticing that though the speaker had a lumpy nose and shoulders that were too broad, her silent companion was very pretty. She wore a gray tunic with high leather boots, to her fellow archer’s blue jerkin and brown hose. Full quivers hung from straps across each of their shoulders, and their hair was carefully tied back to clear the way for shooting. Bracers covered their forearms, and clearly they were wielding their longbows with skill and experience.
“We mean no one any harm,” Baina told them. “We’re travelers, just passing along the road.”
“Then why is your friend skulking in the bushes, spying on our ceremony?” the closer archer replied. “Put down that spear, tall one. You’ll never get close enough to use it on either of us.”
Tamman sighed and lowered his spear to the ground. “My friend is just checking that the way is clear. You won’t get any trouble from us if you’ll stand aside and let us be on our way.” He turned toward Baina with an exasperated sigh. “Why does everyone we come across mistrust us so? As if we carried a black banner and had blood-stained swords in our fists.”
“These are perilous times,” the archer replied. “You’re a foe until we learn otherwise.” She nodded toward the hillside. “Perhaps now we’ll have the truth.”
Evon walked slowly out of the brush with hands touching his head. Two more women with bows escorted him onto the road at arrow-point. He looked thoroughly disgruntled at having been caught, and Tamman almost wanted to grin. For a scout, Evon didn’t have much of a track record. Then again, Tamman’s recent attempts at warrior heroics hadn’t gone well either.
“He’s unarmed,” one of the archers at Evon’s back announced. “Says they’re innocent enough.”
“Aye, these ones as well,” Tamman’s antagonist replied. “Shall we take them to Shala?”
“You’re not taking us anywhere,” Tamman began. But the women ignored him and continued.
“She won’t welcome interruptions. Let’s hold them near the camp until Shala’s finished with the ceremony, then she can question them.”
“Is Shala your leader?” Baina asked. “We’d love to speak with her.”
The four archers formed a semi-circle behind them and began prodding the travelers into the trees. “Go on, lead your horses carefully. We’ll let you go in an hour’s time if you can prove you’re not involved in this bad business.”
“What business?” Baina asked, but she didn’t get an answer.
They cut closer to the creek that ran across the road and then followed it upstream through the mouth of the valley. Then the archers led them along a game trail that climbed one slope of the valley briefly, before descending back down into a comfortable hollow with wood, water, and shelter from the wind. But while they were at the trail’s most elevated point, they caught a glimpse of what was going on in the valley’s heart.
Several scores of women, all blonde like the four that had captured the Caladrians, were assembled in ranks around a central point in the dell, facing the treeline. There were six freshly-dug graves arranged in two rows between them, and the women appeared to be paying their respects to the fallen, laying flowers and leafy branches across the mounds of earth. A small pile of bark smoldered next to each grave, giving off the scent they had noticed from the road.
“What happened here?” Tamman asked as they proceeded down toward the encampment. “And who are you people? Are there no men among you?”
“No, nor children or elders,” one of the archers replied. She looked angrily at him. “Now keep your questions to yourselves until Shala’s had a chance to speak with you. We are in mourning now, though we can be at battle again with a moment’s notice. Don’t push your luck.”




XXV :: The Killhearts
They sat at the edge of an open area filled with worn canvas tents, watching more of the blonde-haired women come and go among the tents. One lit a cookfire several paces away between a few of the tents, and began boiling water in a large pot.
The archers had not bound the hands of their prisoners, but the four horses were tied to some trees near the entrance to the camp. The four Caladrians were being watched closely by a pair of their captors, the other two having returned to watch the road. Baina didn’t like their chances of escape if this interview went poorly; it seemed that every woman in the valley held a bow except for she and Talia.
Tamman nodded at the prettier of their guards. “What is this merry band of females?” he asked.
Baina got in an extra question herself: “And by what right do you intercept and waylay travelers?”
The older woman grunted sullenly, but the younger one smiled at Tamman. “They call us the Killhearts. Perhaps you’ve heard of us.” She looked back and forth among the captives expectantly.
Baina shook her head. “I haven’t.”
“Well. We’ve a growing reputation in Spard, and now in Brinda as well.”
“You dress differently than the Brindans,” Baina observed. “Where do you come from?”
The blonde girl tossed her head toward the east. “We’re Stonewall mountain folk, from up in the rocky highlands.”
“Tell them nothing,” the older archer advised. “We don’t know what they’re about yet.”
“We’re just travelers, I assure you,” Baina replied. “And more desperate ones than you, as you can see. You’ve nothing to fear from us, though I don’t blame you for being suspicious if you’ve had trouble already this morning.”
“Trouble is a mild way of putting it,” the prettier archer said. “Ran into hell in the middle of our night’s march.”
The older woman cut her off, nodding toward the tents. “Here comes Shala to speak with you. You’d do well to rise to your feet, and do not show her disrespect or you’ll suffer our ill will.”
Baina stood with the others and watched as a tall woman approached, stern of face but with yellow hair flowing unrestrained down her shoulders and back. She was flanked by three more of the female archers, yet she was the first Baina had seen that had no weapon in hand.
She stopped in front of the four travelers and regarded them haughtily. “I’ve no time for lies. We’ve buried six of our sisters this morning, and we’ll kill anyone who had a hand in their deaths. Tell me who you are, where you’ve been, and where you’re going.”
“We’re sorry for your loss,” Baina began. “We’re from the far north, Caladris. We’re journeying to Spard.”
“What for? No one takes the south road at this time of year but foolhardy merchants and highwaymen.”
“We know little of these routes. We’re fleeing the chaos to the north, and looking for aid for our country from Stone Mountain.”
That raised the woman’s eyebrows.
“Caladrians, you say. Bound for the mountain.”
“Yes. I’m Baina Sandray, acolyte of Queen—”
“All right. I believe you.” She waved at the guards. “Let them alone. These are the youths the old man spoke of. They are not involved.”
The woman turned and walked toward the cookfire, from which rich smells were now emanating that made Baina’s mouth water. How long had it been since she’d enjoyed a real meal?
She followed, unwilling to let things go at that, and the guards standing around them made no move to stop her. None seemed to know exactly how to react now, but Baina wasn’t one to let awkwardness stop her.
“You aren’t from Brinda,” she said loudly. “Do you declare allegiance to Spard?”
The tall woman stopped and half-turned, staring at Baina. Finally she pointed to a nearby log and bade the girl to sit. “You others, you may come too. I apologize for our hostile treatment. We’ve had a hard night, a worse morning, and we’re all tired and hurt. But I suppose a scrap of breakfast would do us all good.”
It was nearer noon than breakfast time, but the whole group, including the two archers that had guarded them, circled the cookfire and sat without complaint. A few other women were also gathering, either for the breakfast that had been delayed by their funeral ceremony, or simply to listen in.
“I am Shala Taynbright,” the tall woman said, accepting a long-handled pan from the woman at the fire. “Leader of the Killhearts. We’ve been to Brinda to treat with their king, get help for the nightmare that’s overtaken us back home. But he’s dead now and they’re in the midst of their own war with the Trolkans. So we’re circling south to avoid the chaos, and returning to live out our short lives in the mountains where we belong.”
Baina sighed. “Then your story is no different from ours. Another peaceful land torn apart by bloodshed unlooked for.”
“That sums it up,” Shala commented—a bit morosely, Baina thought.
“Why the name, Killhearts?” she asked, to keep the woman talking.
“Oh, it’s what we decided to call our little company of archers when we were forced from our homeland. We’ve all had our hearts killed, so to speak. Now we kill others, with an arrow through the heart.” Shala eyed the auburn girl for a moment. Then she took a second pan of food from the cook at the fire and handed it to Baina. “Eat, sister of woe, sister in battle.”
It was a strange turn of phrase, but Baina took the pan, filled with cooked bread and some kind of bubbling sauce, her stomach growling.
As she began to eat, she eyed the strange, hard woman who led this unlikely band of female archers. Shala had a square jaw as well as square shoulders, a lean and muscular build for a woman. And there was a hard look in her eyes, as if she wouldn’t mind taking up a bow herself and using it on someone.
The pan-bread was good, cooked in the sauce using some kind of coarse meal sweetened with honey, and the sauce had chunks of fresh plum floating in it. Around mouthfuls, Baina introduced her companions, though she couldn’t tell if Shala was even listening. The tall woman ate carefully from her own pan as if it were an important but undesirable task.
The cook handed a third pan to Talia, and others of the archer band were bringing their own food from other cookfires over to this one to sit. But no one had given anything to
Evon or Tamman. Baina slowed her eating, but didn’t dare comment. These women had a strange way of treating outsiders.
Talia turned and shared her pan with Evon, and after taking one last bite Baina handed hers to Tamman. She needed her mouth free for speaking, anyway, and the tall boy would probably be even more grateful of the food than she.
“So you’ve seen trouble of your own,” Shala remarked. “In Caladris. Dark magic up that way, I hear.”
“Invasion, dire enchantments, and nothing has gone our way since,” Baina replied. “But we are alive. What’s the nature of your troubles in the mountains, if you don’t mind my asking?”
“The nature of it,” Shala said, gesturing around at the others, “is that all our menfolk were killed fighting off the crawlers in the mountain passes. We left our elderly and children holed up on Spard’s western border and went on the march to see what we can do to end the menace.”
“It isn’t safe in the mountains anymore?”
Shala snorted. “It was never safe. But every girl in this camp can hit a crawler square in the face from thirty yards, so you might say we’re not safe to be around, either.”
No one laughed. Shala’s rough words were bitter, not joking, and none of the women listening betrayed any emotion at all. Several had their unstrung bows with them still, Baina noticed, as if they belonged there even during mealtimes. She wondered if they slept with the weapons.
“What are these crawlers you speak of?” Tamman asked.
Shala sighed and took a moment to reply. When she did, she looked off at the trees across the clearing, refusing to make eye contact with the tall boy.
“They came down from the northern crags, entered our villages and ravaged our strongholds. Nobody knows what brought them. You’ll meet them soon enough if you really mean to enter the mountains.” She looked at one of the girls around the fire, who clutched at her bow with white fingers and scowled. “Face like a man, body like a great spider or something even worse. They hide in deep holes in the rocks during the day. They’re demons, wrought by magic, no doubt. Far worse than your wulvers in the northlands, or the scorpions they have down in the desert.”
Baina was herself transfixed by what Shala was saying, but she heard a strangled gasp escape Talia’s lips and turned to see tears in the other girl’s eyes.
“What is it, dark-hair?” Shala asked. “Choking on a plum?”
Talia shook her head and turned away, backing off a few steps to sink to the ground alone. Her body shook as she wrapped both arms around herself and cried.
Baina folded her hands. “I understand now. Our friend has also lost people to the creatures you spoke of. We call them Webcursed. They destroyed many of her own people in the hills to the far north.”
Shala nodded. “I am sorry, girl,” she called to Talia. “We go to face them again in the mountains, and you can come with us if you like. Sell your life alongside ours, cutting them down until there are none of us left.” She shook her head. “It’s a dark time for the Sixlands. I never thought I’d see this day.”
One of the women around the fire, the stern one with the lumpy nose that had led their capture on the road, spoke up. “We travel mostly by night in hopes of encountering them,” she said, staring into the fire. “So that we may come to grips and kill more of them.”
Shala stared at Baina for a moment, sizing her up. “You may join us, too, if you aren’t scared by death. If you want to fight back against the darkness. We’ll give you a bow, teach you to shoot.”
Baina bowed her head. “Thank you, but I have commitments to my own people and my own quest.”
There was a somber silence. Baina swallowed and spoke up again.
“We’ve never been to the Stonewall Mountains. Is it—was it—nice there?”
Shala glared. “The Stonewall Mountains? Listen, north-girl, it’s bare rock everywhere you look. We build our houses of stacked rock, our furniture is rock, some say we even eat rocks.”
Now that she mentioned it, Baina vaguely recalled someone in the queen’s court at Cala referring to the people of the Stonewalls as rock-eaters. She didn’t think she’d personally dare to use the slang in front of Shala, though.
Everyone had finished eating now. Shala straightened and stretched. “Well, good luck on your quest. I don’t know how you expect to find Stone Mountain, or what you’ll gain from it. But I’m willing to impart a bow and a quiver to you, and some of our fruit and meal so you don’t starve.”
“I thank you deeply for the help,” Baina replied. She winced as she realized how helpless they were without Candron to show them the way as he’d promised. “We had a guide who said he could show us the way to Stone Mountain,” she told Shala, “but he has turned out to be unfortunately elusory, ever coming and going when we need him most.”
Shala eyed her with sudden suspicion. “You speak of the Wanderer?”
Baina stared. “You know Candron?”
Shala smiled suddenly. “I know him.” She pointed at a tent several yards away. “He sleeps there, the old fool. Probably listening to us this very moment, if he isn’t still snoring. He collapsed into bed the moment we made our camp here, ignoring the ceremony for our fallen sisters.”
One of the archers sauntered over to the tent Shala had pointed out, and shook the canvas vigorously. A sleepy grunt echoed from inside and a moment later an old man stumbled out, shaggy white hair covering his lined face.
He wasn’t wearing all his colorful clothing yet, but it was Candron all the same. Baina felt a sudden urge to either slap the man’s face, or to hug him. Instead she sat and watched the wanderer weaving between the tents to approach the fire, patting the heads of the young women around him as if they were children. He sank onto the log seat next to her, yawning.
“Candron! What are you doing here?” Baina asked.
“Ah, hello. Nice to see you again.” The cook handed some food to the old man, and he brightened. “What am I doing? Waiting for you, naturally. Knew you’d get here eventually. You still need to find Stone Mountain, I take it.”
“Yes, we do.”
“Well, then. Let me eat in peace, and we’ll be on our way. You’re nearly there, you know.”
“They’re near Spard, yes,” Shala said. “But how much farther to the mountain?”
“Oh, no more than a day or two. Or three. If I can remember the way.”
“If?” Evon snarled incredulously.
“Yes, if. It’s not an easy route, mind you.”
Baina let out an exasperated sigh, but Shala laughed aloud. It was a harsh, barking sound.
“Candron, you never change.”
“You know him well?” Baina asked the woman. “He’s kept us guessing ever since we met him a fortnight ago, and yet we keep running into him in the most unlikely places.”
“That’s the wanderer for you. He was married to one of our folk, once,” Shala said, eyeing the old man thoughtfully. “That was a long time ago. He spends a night with us here and there, and we’ve come to know him well enough. As have most of the Sixlands’ peoples, I expect.”
Candron nibbled at his pan-bread and then looked up. “Ask these Caladrian youngsters about the sorceress, Shala. They can fill your ear more than I.”
Shala shot a hard look at Baina. “You know something about the sorceress?”
Baina nodded, somewhat bewildered. “Dai Thera?”
“That’s it, that’s the name,” Candron said, snapping his fingers. “You see, Shala? I wasn’t making it up.”
Shala glared. “Tell me what you know, girl. The mad crone slaughtered six of my sisters this morning, ere we drove her away with our arrows. If you can tell us where to find her, speak quickly.”
Baina swallowed as several things fell into place in her mind. “Oh. I should have realized she was at the root of your sorrow. She is at the root of all the Sixlands’ troubles. I am so sorry.”
She looked over at Evon, and he gazed back with equal concern. If Dai was here in the southland, a step ahead of them… it didn’t bode well for the future of their quest. Was there nowhere the mysterious woman had yet to spread her seeds of chaos?
Baina stood and addressed all those assembled. Many more of the archers had gathered around the central fire as the conference wore on, she realized. She and her friends were now sitting in the midst of nearly a hundred women.
“I will tell you everything we know of the woman you met on the road during the night. And I will tell you where the Webcursed come from. Perhaps by explaining who your real enemy is, we can help you in your own journey even as we pursue ours.”
Shala and the other women listened closely as Baina spoke of what she and Talia had seen from Cala’s palace, of the encounters they’d had with Dai so far. And of the Webcursed and their connection to the Great Betrayal that occurred in Spard so long ago.
“She has nothing in her heart but vengeance and hatred now,” Baina finished several minutes later. “It was Dai Thera who turned the wulvers on us, and then the Trolkans. She has murdered the Brindan king, your sisters, and no doubt she means to tear apart the southlands as well.” She looked Shala in the eye and gulped audibly. “Whether she stirred up the Webcursed to leave their holes in the north-east or whether they are merely reacting to her escape from their clutches, I do not know. But she means to bring war and destruction upon all the Sixlands, to get revenge for wrongs done her during the Great Betrayal. And so far she is managing it unopposed.”
Shala ground her teeth and Baina saw her fingers curling as if grasping at an invisible bow.
“No! Not unopposed. We will hunt her down if it is our final act.” She looked around at her battle-sisters. “She may strike a few of us down with her foul magic, but the rest will sink arrows into her until she cannot stand. We must follow her, press her from all sides so that she cannot disappear again.”
The other women were now on their feet as well, food forgotten.
“Strike the tents. String your bows, sisters. We march at once, and we will not stop until we find and destroy this witch! Die fighting!”
The assembled women gave a fierce shout of exultation and ire. The camp suddenly became a flurry of action as women raced to prepare for the march, and Baina felt very glad she wasn’t the focus of their renewed sense of purpose.
Then Shala turned to Candron and forced him to meet her gaze by taking a step toward him. “Wanderer, there is much you have left unsaid, as usual.”
“Nonsense. I’ve told you and everyone else as much as I can be expected to know.”
“It no longer matters. You promised to get these youths into Stone Mountain?”
“More or less.”
“More or less, you promised them something that is not yours to give?”
“I told them I would take them there. That is all. I was open with them about the subject.”
Evon spoke up. “He said the mountain is our best chance at gaining the power we need to return and save our homeland.”
Shala tilted her head to one side. “Your best chance, it may be. I wouldn’t know. But you’ll need luck to get inside. The old hermits aren’t exactly open to visitors.”
“I told them that!” Candron said. “I explained everything. If they can get in, if they can get the mage-masters to share their secrets, then they’ll be equipped to fight back the tide of darkness in the north.”
“And if not?” Shala asked.
No one said anything, so she answered her own question.
“If not, they’ll have risked all to come here for nothing.” She turned back to Baina. “Good luck, north-girl. You will need much of it. This man knows the way to Stone Mountain because he was once a serving-boy there. That is all. He holds no influence with the battle-mages, and is likely to be thrown out or imprisoned for bringing you there.”
“I told them that,” Candron muttered. “I was completely open with them about the subject.”
Shala walked away, leaving a parting comment for Baina and Talia as she went. “If you are turned away at the mountain, remember what I said. You may join our band and become our battle-sisters. Die fighting!”
Candron and the four Caladrians were left alone at the dying fire, staring at each other.
“Well,” the old man said, getting to his feet. “Let’s be off. Whose horse am I riding?”




XXVI :: Over the Edge
They left the Killhearts’ camp behind while the vengeful women were still collapsing tents and loading packs. Since the Caladrians had the advantage of their horses, Evon expected to outpace the Killhearts by several miles as the two groups separately made their way eastward. 
That was fine with him; the archer women hadn’t exactly made he and Tamman comfortable during their brief stay there. The women, though beautiful and brave, were strange and broken creatures in Evon’s eyes, and he didn’t understand Tamman’s apparent fascination with them.
“I know their leader was a bit of a hard case,” Tamman quipped once they were on the road again. “But don’t tell me you didn’t spy a girl or two in the camp that you’d like to spend an evening with. Perhaps a dance or two, if we ever see such things again. A flower, a kiss, a whispered promise at sunset? Eh?”
Evon rolled his eyes. “Tamman. You see a girl carrying a longbow, and suddenly you’re in love. Not everyone has to be a fighter like you, you know.”
“Sure, but they are. And I think we’d get along fine.” He winked sidelong at Evon. “It’s all right, I’ll take all their attentions for myself. Besides, there’s someone else in your heart already, isn’t there?” The tall boy’s eyes flickered back to where Baina and Talia were riding together, in conversation with the old man. Evon glared at Tamman so fiercely that he fell silent, though the lanky spear-bearer continued to grin for another mile.
The Killhearts’ cook had made good on Shala’s offer and given them some dried fruit and flour, with a few utensils. Tamman had approached the pretty archer he’d been eyeing the whole time, and came away with two of the longbows and six arrows apiece. Better than nothing, though the girls were the only ones who had much use for the bows, but they still had no tent. They would need to make good time on the road that day, and that wasn’t easy without saddles.
They splashed across the ford and left the little valley behind as the sun reached its zenith overhead. A few miles on, the cliff on their right began to grow perceptibly shallower. The ground was gradually leveling off and the higher land on the left of the road was dappled with patches of woodland with red sand banks and smaller ridges between them. Soon they would be in Spard.
From what he knew of the country, there weren’t any major population centers outside of the regent’s city in the northwest. And the people there were notorious for mistrusting foreigners. He turned to ask Candron whether they were likely to find any hospitality among the towns without coin in their pockets. But Talia was there next to him, having ridden up silently as Evon was lost in thought.
She looked into his eyes without speaking, and once again he felt a sense of connection that he felt with no other girl. As if she knew him better than anyone else.
Then she looked away to the left.
“You keep staring northward,” Evon said. “You’ve been doing it all day, and yesterday. What are you thinking of?”
Talia’s eyes suddenly brimmed with tears. Evon wondered what nerve he’d touched on now. The two girls he traveled with were always crying, and it made him uncomfortable. He supposed that after all they’d been through some tears were warranted, but it didn’t help anything. Why did they do it so often?
“I feel something pulling me there, Evon,” she said. “Drawing me back to the darkness I came from. Perhaps I never should have left.”
Evon put out a hand, trying to comfort her by touching her elbow and then her back. “No. I… I’m glad you came to Caladris, that you’ve come all this way with us. We probably wouldn’t even have made it without you.”
“Thank you. But I have a lot to pay for, Evon. I don’t know, maybe I should go with the Killhearts, face the Webcursed in the mountains and all the way to the hill country again. Maybe there’s something I can do there that I won’t be able to do in Stone Mountain.” She looked at him, searching his face for something. “Do you think they’ll even let us in, teach us anything? Maybe we’re better off seeking our own paths in the places we know best, instead of running all over the Sixlands hoping for something else to save us.”
Evon sighed. “What do I know? I was just a wall-guard up north. Not even that, really. A trainee. But I do think that wherever our paths lead, we should stick together. Alone, we’re not much, any of the four of us. But together, look how far we’ve come.” He tried to laugh, but his voice caught. It was strange to find himself saying such things; Baina must have rubbed off on him after all their time together. “I’ve always been the loner. I don’t play nicely in a group, and it’s gotten me in a lot of trouble my whole life. But now I’m beginning to see that there’s something to be had in working alongside someone like you. Something I could never have on my own.”
Talia nodded but said nothing, trying to swallow the lump in her own throat.
“Anyway, we can’t quit now,” Evon went on. “We’re nearly there. We’ll see what these hermit wizards can do for us. And if it isn’t what we hoped—if Shala is right, and we’re wasting our time—then we’ll go on from there, until we do find something that can save Cala. Save all the people we love.”
Talia cried harder at that. Evon tried to put his arm around her shoulders as they rode alongside one another, but with the swaying and bouncing of the horses another pat on the shoulder was all he could manage.
“It’s too late,” she finally said, and dug her heels into her horse’s flanks so it moved ahead.
Evon let her go, as she clearly wanted to be alone again. But he wished he could think of the right thing to say. He thought briefly of asking Baina for advice on how to help the dark-haired girl feel better, but decided against it.
They plodded along the road, keeping up a sustainable pace throughout the afternoon. Candron had ridden with Baina most of the way, but now switched to sit behind Talia. The old man didn’t look particularly skinny, but the horses barely seemed to notice he was there and were still in good shape when they came to another river crossing.
“Not far from the triple border now,” Candron said. “Up ahead a few miles, you’ll see some towering rock cairns. Spard to the east, Brinda north-west, and Areym south and west of it all. Though nobody goes into Areym from here. You’d have a hundred-mile march through thorn and thicket before you saw another human being.”
The cliff was much shorter here, barely forty feet, and the land below greener. They hadn’t seen any more scorpions, which Candron said rarely came within sight of the wall, preferring their sandy holes in the real desert farther to the south. The small river ran from another of the green valleys on the left and poured over the cliff’s edge up ahead.
As they stepped into the water pouring across the roadway, Baina exulted. “I can feel how close we are. Evon, Tamman, we made it! Talia, we’re all together and we’re here. I told you luck was with us.”
Tamman shook his head ruefully, but smiled along with the others. “It took more than just luck. We’ve been through a lot.”
Talia grinned weakly, face into the breeze coming from the east. Evon kept his eye swiveling right toward Areym and back to the path that lay ahead, but he also let a wide grin steal across his face. It felt good.
They jumped down and let their horses thoroughly enjoy the cool water after the dusty trek of the past two days. After a quick drink for himself, Evon stepped toward the cliff edge where the sunlight gleamed on spray coming up from where the river poured over the cliff’s edge into Areym. Tamman and Talia came too, leaving Baina and Candron to watch the animals since they were already deep in conversation about the history of Stone Mountain.
The cliff might not have been as dramatic here as it had been farther west, but the waterfall was still impressive. The creek went over a slight lip of smooth sandstone and fell straight to the desert floor, pouring into a roiling white jumble of foam and spray that gradually settled as the water lapped outward to the edges of a deep but narrow pool.
“That’s got to be nearly as high as Gloro,” Tamman said, reminiscing about the waterfall they had climbed together as part of their training at the Woodwall. The treacherous, slick climb was one of four trials to become a Wall-guard.
“No, not quite,” Evon replied. “And this creek isn’t as large as the river there was.” He looked up at the taller boy. “I know what you’re thinking, though. Don’t do it. You’d never be able to get back up here.”
Tamman grinned.
“What are you talking about?” Talia asked. “Don’t do what?”
Evon nodded at the pool below. “In our training, the Gloro climb culminated in a leap from the top to prove that we’d conquered our fear. Truth be told, though, by the time we all managed to get to the top of that climb, bloodied but victorious, we were so elated that the leap into the water was just fun.”
Tamman nodded. “It was the best part.”
“Oh,” Talia murmured. “I didn’t know about that part.” Then her face colored slightly and she turned to go back to the horses.
Evon had to admit that the dark green water below these falls looked deliciously inviting. His eye followed it through the channel carved through rock and soil as it flowed out into the scrubby, dusty plain. No doubt the waterway would gradually fade into the landscape, drying out as it went until somewhere out there it would go from a final trickle to nothing but a damp patch of sand.
Movement registered in his peripheral vision, limited as it was, and he turned his head.
There, less than a mile distant, a ragged line of soldiers were hurrying between scrub trees and boulders. Their weapons were in their hands, sun glinting off shields and armor, and one was being dragged along by two of his comrades.
“Look!” Evon cried. Tamman immediately saw, and the others came over to see what he was pointing at.
Evon only counted eleven of the desert warriors. Then he saw a twelfth bringing up the rear, facing backward with a longsword upraised. And what came after made his blood run cold.
“Scorpions!” hissed Tamman. “They’re enormous.”
Six of the black creatures scuttled over the rocks toward the retreating soldiers, lunging and swiping at the one with the sword, using their pincers and long tails. These were much larger than the one Evon had spotted earlier, most of them longer than a horse and with tails rising up to the height of a small tree.
“Those men look desperate,” Baina said. “What are they doing down there?”
Candron cleared his throat. “They’re trying to make it to the part of the Sandwall just east of here, where they can get up and out of the desert. If they can’t reach it, they’ll die down there.” His gaze was fixed on the swordsman in the rear.
“We have to help them, somehow,” Baina replied. “Maybe we can distract the scorpions as they get nearer, draw some of them off this way.”
Evon shook his head and pointed again. “They won’t make it, not carrying wounded. There are more coming. See? Those soldiers are doomed.”
Unseen by the fleeing warriors, but easily visible from atop the cliff, two more huge scorpions were moving quickly through the rocks by a different route, one that would bring them past the waterfall and out onto the trail just ahead of the troops. The devious creatures were working to cut the soldiers off and trap them against the main threat behind.
“Oh, that’s not good,” Candron muttered. “Last stands in the desert never turn out well. Ever.” He placed a hand on Tamman’s shoulder. “You have to go down there. You too, Evon. Break up the ambush before it happens, give those fighters a chance!”
“Are you kidding?” Tamman asked. “How would we even get down there, and what good could two…”
He trailed off and then exchanged a glance with Evon.
“Go now,” Candron urged. “I’ll stay here and see that the girls come to no harm. If you intercept those two scorpions and give warning to the fighters, they may just make it. It’s not far to the pass that leads up to the road. We’ll meet you there.”
“This is crazy,” Evon said. “Who are those people anyway, and why should we—”
“They are the Scorpion-hunters,” Candron interrupted. “Valiant warriors, last of the free forces of Areym. If they fall, the entire country falls. You must go!”
“How do you know…” Talia began to ask.
“There’s no time to talk, no time to argue,” Candron said, taking Tamman’s spear so the boy could remove his heavy tunic and belt. “Just know that this is important. What you do now could have immense consequences for an entire nation.”
A thousand excuses flooded Evon’s mind. It wasn’t his nation, and he wasn’t equipped to fight. The soldiers had to have known what they were getting into down there. What good would it do to add a couple more casualties to whatever hopeless venture they were witnessing the end of?
And yet the reality of the situation was unbearably clear. The beleaguered fighters needed help. A couple of reinforcements in the right place could make all the difference at this moment. And in the end, if he wasn’t willing to go into battle with others, why would he think to enlist others in the aid of his own homeland?
Scowling fiercely, he shrugged off his own shirt and pulled out the knife he’d got from the farmstead, the only weapon he now carried.
Talia and Baina watched in horror. “Evon, no. Tamman! You can’t possibly.”
Tamman grabbed his spear from the old man and whirled, facing the edge. Water roared loud in Evon’s ears.
The taller boy ran and leaped into midair with a defiant yell, plunging instantly from view. Baina stared in amazement.
“Evon! At least take a longbow,” she began, but Talia was already holding out the wulver hand ax she’d carried since Rymoth.
“Here. You need this back now.”
Evon took it. Then he stepped forward and kissed Talia on the lips. It was quick but hard and when he pulled away he knew by the look on her face it was good.
There were no words to go with it. If he didn’t make it out of whatever he was about to enter, at least she knew. At least she had felt something of what he thought of her.
“Keep them safe, Candron,” he grated. “Stay with them! Don’t you dare run off this time, not for anything. We need you from here on, old man.”
Setting the small blade firmly in his teeth and gripping the haft of the little ax, he backed away from Talia, eyes still locked with the dark-haired girl. No one said anything.
Then he turned and stepped into the water. Leaning out, heart surging with fear and dread and wild exultation, he dived headlong over the edge.




XXVII :: Desert Battle
The fall was over in a second. Tamman’s lanky body made a tremendous splash as he hit the water; the leap had been brave but less graceful than he would have liked. He hoped Baina wasn’t watching anymore.
The pool was deep, but his feet still touched down hard on the bottom, and he was glad he’d kept his boots on as one foot scraped over a submerged rock and another stepped down on a jagged stick. Then he pushed off and rocketed upward, lungs bursting from the sudden pressure.
His head cleared the surface and he sucked in—too soon. Everything was whirling foam and droplets of rushing water. His lungs filled with foamy liquid instead of air, and he choked and spluttered. Windmilling his arms to claw his way to the bank, he somehow got free of the whirlpool before going under again.
Tamman pulled himself onto the dry bank of the pool just as Evon hurtled down behind him and hit the water. Tamman took a moment to spew out the water he’d sucked in, took two deep breaths of the dry desert air, and then he turned to help the other boy.
But he couldn’t see Evon, and for a moment he was afraid that the foolishness of diving without knowing what lay under the water had turned out badly. Then Evon surfaced right at the edge of the pool and climbed out. A small dagger was still clutched in his teeth, and he was holding on to Talia’s ax.
“Where’s your spear, Tamman?” Evon asked. “Come on!”
Tamman turned and spotted his own weapon floating on the far side of the pool. Cursing, he ran to the mouth where the water left the pool and flowed through a narrow channel. He leaped across and circled the water. By the time he’d retrieved his spear and joined Evon in moving away from the cliff, the other boy was waving up at the people they’d left above.
Then they ran up a small embankment together and laid eyes on the danger they had willingly come to confront.
“Here come the soldiers,” Evon said. The first of the fleeing warriors were following a faint trail through the brush that would take them over the creek downstream, and then parallel to the cliff for another half mile before joining its easterly terminus. One man was limping badly; another carried no weapon and was nursing a hand that looked badly swollen. “But where are the scorpio—”
“Look out!” Tamman yelled, reacting only a fraction of a second before his companion. A scream from Baina atop the distant cliff face had alerted him to movement off to his right: a huge black shape rose out of the rocks and was upon them almost before they could follow the movement of its eight legs or take in the details of its terrifying body up close.
He whirled, bringing his spear into line with the thing, and had a scattered vision of quivering pincers and a long, terrible tail hanging overhead like a dead tree branch. Then he was knocked backward as the thing came into contact with his spear and pushed hard.
He leaped to regain his footing, planted both feet firmly amid the rocks, and threw his torso forward so his powerful arms could put maximum force into the spear thrust. Though the action was thrown together on pure instinct and adrenaline, the aim wasn’t far off. His crude iron spearhead punched directly into the joint between the scorpion’s front-left leg and its carapaced body.
A face shot would have been better, but the spear sank in a few inches and dark ichor dripped from the wound. The scorpion chattered and moved backward, reassessing its decision to charge at Tamman.
Then Evon leaped toward it, yelling, and swung at one of its legs with his ax. The thing backed away farther, looking for an opening to lash out with its tail. The second scorpion came up over a boulder and moved in behind it.
“To the trail!” Tamman yelled. “Let’s get our backs to the fighters there.”
He and Evon backed away toward the oncoming troopers, watching the two black scorpions carefully. Neither was as large as those they had seen harassing the armored warriors in the rear of the column. But they were dangerous enough to two lightly-armed young men, and Tamman moved quickly to get nearer the trail.
Evon shouted at the soldiers as they came into view. “Watch out! Scorpions here, circling to attack your front!”
The two soldiers in the lead slowed, stricken looks crossing their faces. They were clearly in no condition to fight, and the news that they were about to be assailed on two sides was crippling. “Get the others up here, quickly!” Tamman shouted. “You’re near the pass, you just need to band together and run for it. We’ll guard this flank for a few minutes.”
That got a reaction from the second soldier, the one with the incapacitated hand. He turned and shouted at the rest of his scattered column.
Tamman didn’t have time to follow the rest of the exchange. The scorpion that was yet untouched lunged forward with startling speed and nearly sank its poison-tipped stinger into his shoulder. He had to fall backward to avoid the blow, twisting and rolling sideways on his hips before rising again to his feet and snapping his spearpoint back out at the thing. But it was already scuttling away, unwilling to put itself within range of his weapon.
“Captain Erien!” he heard a man shouting. “Captain Erien, come away. We must make a break for it before they surround us!”
The weary fighters all broke into a run, armor clanking as they put their final burst of energy into a frantic flight for the cliff pass. Tamman continued to fight the scorpion nearest him, and Evon was looking for a safe opening to get his ax into play. Tamman tried to stay aware of the soldiers’ progress along the trail even as he battled the scorpion, and it was almost his undoing.
The thing feinted forward, dodged his spear-thrust, and then launched itself past the spear shaft to come at Tamman from an angle. Before he could recover, its long shiny pincers closed on his shoulder, tearing at the flesh and leaving an excruciating wave of pain behind that slowed him down.
Gritting his teeth against the searing agony, he shifted his grip on the spear-shaft to bring it up just in time to bat away the tail that darted from above, stinger flexing eagerly toward him.
Evon took the opportunity to lunge sideways at Tamman’s attacker, which was still occupied with its all-or-nothing lunge. The one-eyed boy arced his ax around in a wild swing that nevertheless connected, and suddenly the scorpion hissed and backed desperately away from Tamman. One of its legs lay severed on the ground.
Tamman pushed back the blinding pain and got both hands around his spear again. With a furious yell he ran forward even as the creature tried to backpedal, bleeding all over the sand. Tamman’s spear reached out ahead of him and punctured the thing’s carapace right underneath its head.
As the black scorpion reared back and desperately clacked its pincers on the wooden haft of Tamman’s weapon, dark liquid spilling in gouts to the ground in front of it, he saw the other scorpion make a lunge at Evon. The boy was agile, but his ax-swing on Tamman’s foe had left him open and he couldn’t get his weapons up again to guard himself. The second scorpion drove him backward and he stumbled across a bush, falling backward.
The thing would be on him in a moment. Tamman took a risk, hoping the scorpion in front of him was hurt badly enough to stay away. If it wasn’t, he would soon feel its stinger in his back to join the pain in his shoulder.
He pulled his spear back, pivoted, and threw the weapon toward the scorpion advancing at his friend. It hit the thing in the side, sinking in and causing the creature to dance sideways with a hiss of pain and shock. The giant arachnid’s bulk bent the shaft against a boulder and snapped it in half.
Tamman saw the scorpion he’d wounded still moving, and decided that it was time to exercise the better part of valor. “Run!” he yelled at Evon, picking the boy up from the dust with one hand as he dashed past.
They ran for their lives, knowing that the two scorpions might not yet be injured badly enough to slow them sufficiently. One sting would mean a slow and agonizing end, regardless of how the battle went after that.
Seven troopers had already passed their position, and as they got onto the open trail and began to run, two more came alongside them. These were still armed, one with a spiked mace and another with a sword. A bow hung at this man’s back, but his quiver was empty.
“Where did you two come from?” the erstwhile archer asked, incredulous.
“Saw you from the cliff,” Tamman panted, clutching at his hurt shoulder. “Came to help.”
The one with the mace paused in the trail to swing at one of the scorpions, which had decided to follow. He turned aside an attack from its pincers on his shield and then landed a crushing blow on its head with the mace. Tamman saw that the other, which he’d wounded heavily, was hanging back.
“Move, move!” roared the man with the mace. “We’re almost there!”
Two more sprinted up to Tamman and passed him. These were armed with spears, and one eyed him with surprise as he ran by but didn’t stop to introduce himself. Tamman put on an extra burst of speed to keep up with the running men. Evon was already three places farther up the column.
Leaving the ambush area behind, Tamman turned to see who else was left in the fleeing column. Only a lone figure remained behind him, the swordsman he’d spied from the top of the cliff. Six massive scorpions were right behind the soldier, coming on fast, and they were spread out so they could each get in for the kill as soon as someone fell behind.
But it was a swordswoman, he now saw, not a man. She was clad in shining armor up to her neck with a white tabard hanging from her shoulders, a dark green eagle spread across the chest. Her eyes were like fire and dark brown hair was tied back loosely behind her, bouncing in the wind as she came up the trail after him.
After their encounter with the all-female archer corps earlier that day he shouldn’t have been surprised, but this lady was like no one he’d ever seen. The stern set of her jaw and flaring nose reminded him of Captain Brenga on the Woodwall, but there was a fierce and feminine beauty to her visage that reminded him of Baina when she was really worked up.
“Keep going,” the woman commanded, her eyes flicking down to his bare shoulders, one of which was bleeding messily. “I’ll handle things back here.”
As he watched, she stopped and swung a massive whirling stroke with her longsword, aimed at one of the giant scorpions that was tailing her more closely than the others. It didn’t strike the beast, but it certainly presented a good reason for it to stay back.
Tamman turned and focused on moving his feet for the moment. The men ahead of him were quickly catching up with the slower wounded men farther on, but he could see that the head of the column was now within sight of a rocky pass that climbed up a slope and cut through the final section of the cliff. The ground was steadily rising, and the bare sand had given way to much thicker clusters of scrub trees.
Up ahead, he saw Candron and the two girls waiting for them in the mouth of the pass with their horses. Both girls had longbows out and arrows ready.
“Almost there,” Evon shouted back as he pushed a wounded man ahead of him. “Courage! We’re going to make it.”




XXVIII :: Joining In
The scorpions were falling behind, one by one. Talia watched carefully as two and then three of them broke off the chase and waited, pincers flicking open and shut as they watched their quarry escape up the trail. One turned and began to depart into the desert.
But still three of them persisted.
“Those wounded are going to have a hard, slow climb to get up here,” Baina pointed out. “We should lead the horses down to them.”
“I’ll do it,” Candron said. “You two cover me with your bows. Shoot over the heads of the soldiers, if you can. If you can’t, then don’t shoot at all!”
He took the reins of two horses in each hand and began pulling them down the rocky trail. The animals didn’t want to go nearer the danger they could see and smell on the desert floor, but Candron forced them onward with surprising strength for one so old.
Talia followed more slowly, eager to get within range where her bow could do some good, and Baina followed her. Neither was a practiced shot, she knew, but their arrows would serve as a diversion to convince the black monsters that it was time to leave off. And perhaps one would get in a lucky hit.
A minute later the first of the weary soldiers stumbled past the rocks that marked the beginning of the steep pass, and his companion helped him gratefully onto the back of one of the horses Candron offered. But now Talia saw that Evon had fallen back near Tamman and the officer in the bright armor, forming a rear guard for the little column.
“Hurry!” she called out. “Get up here, quickly!”
The soldiers came on eagerly, their strength spent but the sight of safety giving them hope. Candron got another man on a horse and sent it running up the slope with a slap to its flank. Two more mounted the third horse and began the climb. Another slumped over the last horse, and the rest of the men waved Candron away, apparently confident of making the climb under their own power. The old man mounted in front of the injured soldier and came back up the hill.
“Stay in the rocks,” he told Talia as he passed her by. “Support them if you can, but don’t go too close! Those creatures are quicker than they look.”
A powerful soldier with a mace and shield had taken up a position by the two big rocks, standing ready to receive the rear guard and help fight off the scorpions. He had one companion with him, a spearman who had also taken the weapon of another man and was now holding that spear out to Tamman. As the tall boy ran up and grabbed it, Talia noticed blood streaming down his bare chest and side. The wound didn’t seem to be slowing him down, though.
Evon also turned once he reached the rocks, and they formed rank with the longsword-wielding officer—which Talia could now see was a woman, by her flowing hair and the slender line of her face.
“Come on,” she told Baina. “They’re going to stand there and drive the scorpions back. Let’s get up on some rocks to the side where we can shoot past them.”
All three of the remaining creatures came at the little band of fighters that were blocking the way up to their vulnerable comrades, but now the monsters were fighting uphill and couldn’t circle around because of the rocks. Two long spears lashed out repeatedly, denying the scorpions opportunity to get in close without suffering deadly damage. Where one of the scorpions’ tails or pincers darted in, a longsword and a mace and a small ax waited ready to hack them apart.
Talia climbed onto a large boulder a stone’s throw away and loosed the first of her six arrows. It shot past the clustered soldiers at a safe distance, but also clattered harmlessly in the dust beyond the scorpions.
Baina’s first arrow got closer, but still missed. The scorpions seemed to notice, however, and one scuttled sideways to avoid being hit. This took it out of range to attack the defenders, and after a moment it gave up and began to leave. Just as Talia had hoped.
The largest scorpion in the group pressed forward, trying to get its tail to arch far enough forward to come down over the mace-man’s shield and pierce someone’s head or chest. The female officer’s longsword swept over her head and took the tail of the beast cleanly apart. As it crept back with dark blood leaking from the stump where its stinger had been, Tamman thrust out with his spear and lodged the weapon’s sharp bladetip in the scorpion’s head. It quickly crumpled to the ground and stilled.
The final opponent stubbornly continued its attack, unwilling to admit defeat or perhaps unable to judge the futility of its position. From Talia’s vantage point, she could see that it was about to be pushed back and either killed or forced down the hill until it too ran. She held her next arrow on the string.
“They’ve done it!” she told Baina. “Thank heaven.”
Then the big scorpion spun around, executing a new kind of attack. Its monstrous tail was now at the forefront, and though it couldn’t see what it was doing the creature used the momentum of the swing to knock its opponents off their feet. Tamman, the tallest, was swept into the armored mace man and they both went down hard. Evon managed to duck the blow, but the spearman next to him was clubbed in the head and dropped his weapon.
The officer seized her opportunity and caught hold of the tail by hooking one arm around it where the stinger couldn’t reach. Before she could hack at the thing with her long blade, however, the scorpion completed its heavy maneuver and dragged the swordswoman with it. Her feet scraped along the dirt as she was taken away from her men and out into the scorpion’s grasp.
Talia gasped at the sudden reversal and aimed her bow, but now she couldn’t shoot for fear of hitting the woman in such close proximity to the creature. The officer let go of the scorpion’s tail and kept her feet, but knew better than to run and get a stinger in the back. She faced the creature up close and tried to get her sword into its face as it turned back around. But the creature was fast, and its pincers caught her around the middle.
Evon leaped out, knife in one hand and ax in the other, the only man still standing. He dodged quickly to avoid the thing’s tail, but it was occupied with the woman in its grasp and didn’t move on him yet. With its pincers also occupied, Evon was free to approach, and he slid under the scorpion’s outstretched arms to come up between it and the armored officer it was trying to crush to death.
Talia thought she saw a triumphant smirk on the one-eyed boy’s face as he plunged his knife into the scorpion’s face once, twice, and then again, puncturing eyes and severing its mandibles. The creature shrieked and dropped the woman, falling back, but now Evon had the range to wield his ax. It slashed the thing’s head once before Evon dived away to avoid the plunging stinger and wildly swinging claws.
Now he was on his knees, just out of range, next to the woman who had doubled over to regain her breath after nearly being cut in half by powerful claws. All it would take was a single surge forward and the scorpion would have them both.
“No, not this time,” Talia breathed, drawing the arrow back to her ear. She fired instinctively, letting the arrow fly toward the scorpion on the instant.
It hit the thing in the neck, and the thrill nearly made her cry out in triumph. An arrow from Baina followed, pinning one of its legs to the dirt. They’d found their range now and were closing in on the giant creature.
Then Tamman and the other spearman were back into the fray, stabbing and piercing the monster with their long weapons. Talia was glad to see Evon roll away from the action, having done his part, and the officer woman got to her feet and stepped forward alongside her sergeant wielding the mace. The two of them hacked at the scorpion until it was in pieces, its tail cut off and lying next to three of its legs and the rest of its ruined head.
Talia let out a long breath she’d been holding as she watched, and climbed down from her rock perch. She turned to help Baina down.
“We did it,” Baina gratefully muttered. “We made it, we all made it through again!”
“Yes. But Tamman will need some help. Did you see his shoulder?”
Baina gasped as they walked out onto the slope and she saw the blood covering Tamman’s chest. Talia hurried down after her, toward the warriors that were gathering around the carcass of their slain foe. All were breathing heavily and looking around at each other like they couldn’t quite believe they were still alive.
Baina ran to Tamman and grabbed his arm, assessing the wound on his shoulder. The skin was lacerated badly enough that red blood was still streaming, Talia saw, but it wasn’t laid open to the bone and he seemed to be able to move his arm easily enough so the muscle couldn’t be too damaged. Baina removed a thin scarf she usually wore wrapped around her middle when she didn’t need it for the cold, and started bandaging her friend.
“There’s water up at the cliff-top. I’ll wash this and wrap it better there. Do you need a horse?”
Tamman grinned and pushed the red-haired girl away gently. “I’ll be all right, Baina, thanks. The thing clawed me all right, but I’ve too much adrenaline in me just now to feel a thing.”
The man with the mace gave voice to a hearty laugh, his spearman compatriot joined in. The others were still too winded to speak.
Finally the woman officer recovered her voice. “Valiantly done,” she said. Turning to Tamman and Evon, she removed a glove and extended her hand to the taller boy. “Your coming was timely. We would not have escape had it not been for your intervention. I am in your debt.” Then she turned to Evon. “And you. That was quick work, with a knife no less. You are both great warriors, for men so young.”
Now that Talia was up close, she could see that the woman wasn’t much older than she was, perhaps two or three years. What was such a young woman doing leading a company of soldiers?
“I am Captain Erien, and these are the Scorpion-hunters. Well, what is left of us. How did you come to fight at our side?”
Tamman stuttered, obviously uncomfortable at moving so suddenly from combat to conversation with a woman. And he was still in boots and breeches only, though his hair had dried during the fighting. His spear dripped with scorpion blood.
“I, we… the waterfall, back there. Scorpions were moving to ambush you, so we came down.”
The woman cocked her head as if she didn’t quite understand, but she just grinned with the light of battle still in her eyes. Then she threw an arm around Tamman and hugged him tight, avoiding the blood on his shoulder, and did the same to Evon.
“You’re both heroes. Good fighting.” She turned to look up the slope. “Are all our men accounted for?” She laid eyes on Talia and nodded. “Many thanks, archer. You two girls aren’t from the Killhearts’ band, are you?”
Baina shook her head. “Caladrians. We were on the south road, and saw you from the cliff.”
“Well, Caladrians,” the woman said, leading the men up the hill, “you are far from home, but I welcome the aid. Let’s get up to the top and find a place to rest with our wounded. There we may talk.”
They all trudged up the slope together. A few minutes later they stood, panting, next to Candron and the horses. The wounded soldiers were arrayed on the far side of the south road, nursing their injuries and drinking from waterskins Candron had handed out. Baina grabbed one of them and began to dress Tamman’s shoulder.
“Hello, Erien,” the old man said, greeting the young captain with a warm smile. “I see you’ve made it back out of the desert in one piece. I was getting worried, you know.”
Erien stared at Candron for a moment, her jaw working in silent consternation while sweat still streamed past her ears. Then she swept past him to join the bulk of her men.
“Get him away from me,” she told the soldiers behind her. “If I hear one more word out of that old fool I’ll swipe his head from his shoulders.”




XXIX :: Journey’s Respite
Two of the soldiers had been wounded badly enough to require care as soon as it could be obtained, so Erien ordered the group up and on to the road again after a short rest. She requisitioned three of the horses without giving the Caladrians a chance to refuse, but stayed on foot herself. The others followed at the end of the column.
They marched eastward along the road together as the sun began to sink toward the desert behind them. Soon a red and orange sunset lit the bottom of the dark blue sky and the sun gradually slipped below the horizon.
Candron hung back next to Baina, rubbing his long gray mustache and muttering to himself. “Best efforts unappreciated, as usual. How is it to my blame if a full complement of warriors returns with their tails between their legs?”
He noticed Baina watching him and quieted.
“You know so much more than you let on,” she said, eyeing him accusingly. But he had no comeback to that, choosing instead to point up ahead.
“There, the crossroads I told you of. The triple border. We’re almost in Spard.”
Baina had to squint in the fading light, but the sunset’s last shred of light showed three massive towers of piled rock. As they came nearer, Baina saw a wider road leading north, and a slightly smaller one going east ahead of them. Both roads made the faint track they’d been following look like nothing.
“Now we’re nearing civilization again,” the old man said. “There’s a good town up ahead, Montmoor. Small place, but nice people. I daresay the captain means to billet there for the night. We can take our path northwest in the morning.”
Captain Erien appeared at the old man’s side, having quietly fallen back by the Caladrians in the gathering darkness. “That’s right, wanderer. You should remember this area well; last time you and I were here I had to snatch you from a mob that was about to lynch you.”
Candron winced. “Some of the people there are quite nice,” he explained to Baina. “Others… well, it is good that we travel in company with soldiers.”
“Do not worry, wanderer,” Erien said, patting an empty scabbard at her belt. “I left my sword with Rogan so that I wouldn’t be tempted to use it against you myself. But I can get it again in an instant to drive off anyone who threatens us this night.”
She shook her head, brown hair swishing around. It had come entirely loose during the melee and looked a mess. Baina nearly asked if the woman wanted a spare bit of cord to wrap it back in place. But she refrained.
Erien looked back at Candron. “I would love to know just what in the Sixlands gives you the gall to come back here, and how you managed to be at this place in precisely the hour of our near defeat?”
“Ah, well. It’s true that I was far, far north of here until recently,” Candron replied, his face a mask of sorrow and regret. But he suddenly grinned. “Your loveliness, Erien, called me back to the bottom of the Sixlands, and I could not stay away.”
The nearest of her men, the lightly injured spearman whose weapon Tamman now held, chortled at hearing that. Erien glared him into silence and he marched onward at double pace to gain some distance.
The captain ignored Candron’s jibe and looked at the four youths instead. “Caladrians, heroes, where is this man taking you? I hope he hasn’t filled your ear full of tall tales and sold you something he can never repay. He has a way of doing that with the people he attaches himself to wherever he goes.”
“Now, Erien,” Candron began, “you and I both agreed that the ageless wisdom I shared with you would be more than worth the price of the trouble we might encounter together.”
“Together? Together?!” Erien shot the old man a glance that might have cut down a foe. “You weren’t there. You didn’t come into the desert with me, to face the savage monsters that your map led me into. You were off whispering sweet words into the ear of some Brindan noblewoman, no doubt.”
“Ah, as it happens, I was, yes,” Candron admitted. “Which is a funny story, let me tell you. You see, this dame and her serving girl were—”
“Enough! I’ve heard enough of your stories. You’re worse than a drunken Telyr. What disaster is it you’re leading these travelers into, Wanderer?”
Baina stepped forward, eager to regain a handle on the volatile situation if she could. Candron was hardly the one to manage the conversation at this point. “We are journeying to Stone Mountain, to find help for our homeland. We’ve come a very long way, and Candron tells us we’re nearly there.”
Captain Erien stopped in the middle of the road and stared at Baina. “So that was no lie? Caladris is under ice, and you’re the last of your people? I am so sorry.” She gestured at Candron. “It made me cry, the tale he told of your troubles. I am truly sorry for your losses.”
Baina looked at the others, confused. How had Candron gotten all the way down south to tell Erien about them, and back up to Brinda to meet them in jail, and back down south again? The man was a whirlwind on legs, and he didn’t seem aware of it.
Candron threw an arm around the captain’s shoulders as if they were fast friends, and Baina noticed that although the woman rolled her eyes she didn’t shrug the old man off. “I’ve known Captain Erien, formerly of the Dark Eagles, since she was fourteen. She’s been leading these warriors into the desert ever since then, in a mad crusade to save her country from the wild forces tearing it apart.”
“Not true. I took command at sixteen, Candron.”
“Sixteen, then. They make forays into the deep desert to slay the dangerous critters there on behalf of the Areymian government. Such as it is.”
“Such as it is,” Erien replied. “Though we haven’t seen a coin from them in four months, despite the recent upsurge in sightings of the blackbacks. They’ve overwhelmed three settlements now, before we could fight them off.” She looked sideways at Tamman. “Then we ran into Candron and he claimed to know the way to the breeding nest where a huge queen spawns hundreds of the scorpions. Needless to say, it turned out to be a fraud. And nearly got us all killed.”
Candron took the captain by the hand, again with a hurt look on his face. “It’s there somewhere, I assure you. A massive cave with a narrow opening that only the hatchlings can get in or out of. Found it myself when I was a younger and prouder man. Should have rolled a boulder over it, or put fire to it while I was there.”
“Hmph. You’d have saved many lives if you had. We found a valley full of the big ones, real enough. But no cave. Just hard fighting and a long retreat.”
“You just didn’t go far enough, that’s all,” Candron replied with a wave of his hand. “You have to go a little deeper, be a little more adventurous—”
Erien slapped the man’s hand away from her. “Two of my fighters died out there, Candron, and we’ll likely never be able to return and give them a burial. Don’t trifle with me!”
Candron held up his hands. “I am sorry for that. I really am. And I am sorry you ran out of willpow—manpower, forcing you to retreat. You were probably right on top of the entrance.”
Erien growled in frustration and looked at Baina for sympathy. “He’s half mad, isn’t he? He doesn’t even realize how much trouble he causes.”
Baina nodded. “I’m beginning to think so. But do you know of Stone Mountain? It’s real, isn’t it? Can we really get there?”
The charismatic young captain sighed. “It’s there. But I don’t know how you hope to gain a place with the hermits. From what I’ve heard they’re all as mad as the Wanderer. And more dangerous.”
Baina didn’t like the sound of that, but she didn’t get a chance to follow up as Erien turned back to Tamman.
“You fought like a lion down there. What’s your name?”
“Tamman Rainock, miss. At your service.” Baina had gotten the tall boy’s right arm and shoulder wrapped neatly, and the bleeding was all stopped without resorting to magic. But he was obviously feeling the pain more now by the tight look on his face. She wondered if it would be worth it to attempt another healing, though she didn’t know of any available energy source outside herself, and that hadn’t gone well previously.
“And I’m at yours. Where did you learn to wield a spear like that?”
“Oh, I’ve been sparring since Woodwall training up north. Evon as well.”
“Well, it’s my pleasure to run into you. I don’t suppose you’re looking for a new unit to join up with? Our pay’s not very steady, but we’re as close as family and we watch out for one another wherever we go.”
Tamman smiled at the idea, and Baina had to choke down a terse rejection of the offer on her tall friend’s behalf. As it happened, they were all interrupted before any more could be said.
They had arrived at the very most south-western town in Spard. The sun was down now, the landscape bathed in dusky shadows, and those in the rear of the company hadn’t even noticed. But now they saw a modest collection of homes around them, all clustered around a windmill. There were lights twinkling in the windows and people standing in the doorways, watching them approach with interest.
Erien strode forward to the front of the column. “Hail, citizens. Is this Montmoor?”
A burly man standing in front of the nearest house nodded. “Are you the Scorpion-hunters? Long time since we’ve seen you come through here. You’re not looking your healthiest.”
“No. We will require some hospitality. Paid up front with good coin, of course.”
“Of course. Come on, we’ll spread your men out amongst the houses, and find you all a meal.”
After the harrowing journey to get there, it seemed to Baina that she had never heard sweeter words of welcome. Whatever cataclysms were overtaking the rest of the Sixlands, they hadn’t yet reached this little corner of the world. And it was within a day’s march of Stone Mountain, if Candron could be believed.
The villagers of Montmoor were as good as their word, thanks to the pouch of silver Erien handed over. The wounded were tended to, and there were hot meals all around of soup, bread, and a type of cooked salad that Baina had never heard of but which she liked. She and Talia were given a place to sleep on the floor of a home occupied by a single old woman.
Captain Erien joined them later, after seeing her men cared for and having a long talk with Candron and Tamman outside on the stoop. Baina tried to listen in at first, but she was so tired she could hardly keep track of the conversation.
Some time later she heard the captain come in to retire for the night and realized she’d been asleep for a while, Talia snoring gently next to her. She closed her eyes again and lapsed into a blissful state of rest, with dreams of Cala when it was still bright and bustling with life.
~
When she awoke, the sun was up and Talia was gone. Captain Erien still slumbered on a makeshift cot across from her. The warrior girl looked even younger and slighter of frame now that she was out of her armor.
Baina wondered what her story was; there had been a few girls among the Wall-guard in Caladris, mostly rangers as far as Baina knew. How common it was for a girl to command troops in Areym, she didn’t know, but it gave her an encouraging feeling. She hadn’t spent her life training with the sword, but given a course of training in the old battle magic of Spard, she felt certain that she could return to Cala with the power to save her people.
She got up, eager to move onward again as soon as they could, but it was not to be. Hardly any of the others were up yet, and she didn’t even know which home the boys had spent the night in. Candron probably couldn’t be roused any time soon, and the captain was obviously so weary after the previous day’s struggle that she doubted the Scorpion-hunters would roust themselves any time soon.
After helping her elderly hostess get a breakfast going of eggs and toasted bread, Baina went out to find Talia. She didn’t see her anywhere in the confines of the little town, and began to worry a little. The strain of all they’d been through had hit each of them hard, Baina knew, but Talia seemed to have the least tying her to the group.
She finally saw her standing outside the village at the edge of a field, staring off toward the distant foothills that would become the Stonewall several leagues farther on. Talia heard her approach and turned to greet her with a serious but steady countenance.
“Just came out here to think?” Baina asked, and Talia nodded. “I can understand that.” She sighed and looked at the far-off hills for a moment, trying to judge their distance.
“There’s so much we’ve faced, and so much farther to go. But I think we’re finally ahead of the game, if that’s possible in this world we’ve been struggling through.” She reached out and patted the other girl on the arm. “You’re strong, Talia, and your presence means so much to the rest of us. I hope you know that.”
The girl sighed. “Thanks, Baina. I don’t know what we’d do without you constantly checking up on everyone.”
Baina stepped back. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to manage you. I just care a lot because you’re my friends.”
“No, it’s okay, I’m not criticizing. I do appreciate it. We’d probably have fallen apart long before now without your consideration.”
“Fallen apart? You’re not thinking of leaving the group, are you? Not now that we’re so close to our goal!”
Talia slowly shook her head, but Baina noticed that her eyes strayed back to the distant mountains. “No. I will enter the mountain with you. I will take whatever power they can give us.”
Baina relaxed. “Good. We need you with us.” She eyed Talia carefully. “Evon needs you.”
Talia looked over at her sharply. Baina smiled, and then Talia smiled back.
They walked back to the village and saw Tamman just coming down the steps of a large wooden porch that wrapped around the building at the base of the windmill, which included the miller’s living quarters. His hair was messy and his shirt was still open to the chest, revealing the bandage Baina had applied to his shoulder. She remembered his heroics by the waterfall and later at the mouth of the pass, and suddenly found her heart fluttering in a disconcerting way. She distracted herself by forcing him to sit down on the stoop so she could check the bandage.
Evon came out of the mill, also tousle-headed. “Cursed axle squeaked all night long in there, with every puff of wind. Is there breakfast to be had?”
“Probably,” Baina replied. “But we need to get moving soon so we can reach the mountain by sundown. Where’s Candron?”
“Found a bunk with a family down the street,” Tamman replied. “He seems to know everyone by name here. They all either love him, or hate him.”
“I wonder which side we’ll be on once all this is through,” Evon muttered.
It was a full hour later when they finally got Candron out and on his feet. Baina was beyond impatient; she could feel the time slipping past them and thought about asking to see the chunk of magical ice that Evon still carried.
“I’m an old man,” Candron complained. “Can’t be getting up at the crack of dawn all the time.”
“It’s nearer to noon than dawn now,” Baina told him, handing him a plate of cold eggs. “You’re our guide, like it or not. You need to start acting the part.”
Captain Erien came out soon after, yawning and rolling her shoulders. “Ugh, so sore. Haven’t had a fight like that one in several months!”
She slapped Tamman on the back as she came up to the group. “Oh, sorry! Forgot about that shoulder. Starting to heal up, I hope. Can I see it?”
Baina rolled her eyes and stamped a foot as Tamman began to open his shirt. “I just checked and re-bandaged it. Thank you for getting us a night’s rest here, Captain, but it’s past time for us to be on our way.”
Erien eyed her. “In a hurry, eh? Well, I hate to see you go.” The woman’s brown hair was flying everywhere this morning; Baina was less impressed with the warrior persona than she had been the day before. “You’ll head east from here?”
Candron shrugged his shoulders and swallowed the last of his eggs. “Have to go back to the crossroads. Then we’ll take the eastern road from there, and wind gradually northeast until we get into the mountains.”
“How far is that?” Baina asked. “Can we reach Stone Mountain today?”
Candron took his time squinting up at the sky, judging the positon of the sun. “Maybe. Doubt it. Better plan on finding a spot to rest when the shadows get long.”
Baina let out an exasperated sigh. “Well, are there good towns along the way?”
Erien grinned and nudged Tamman in the ribs. “Too dainty for field camps, is she?”
“We don’t even have a tent, Captain,” Baina shot back. “But for your information, I have spent plenty of nights out in the open during the last two weeks. And no, I do not enjoy it, nor am I accustomed to such rough living. But I will do what is necessary.”
The others seemed amused by the exchange, and Baina couldn’t see why. She decided to go and get the horses ready rather than stand around and make idle chit-chat.
Evon joined her after a moment, and when they returned to the central mill with horses ready to go, Erien was practically hanging on Tamman’s arm.
“I’m serious. It’s a standing offer,” she was saying to the tall boy. “If things don’t work out for you in the mountain, come and find me. I’ll be somewhere between here and Areym’s capital, stirring up trouble for the blackbacks.”
“I thank you for your interest,” Tamman said. There was genuine regret in his voice, Baina noted. “I must reach Stone Mountain with my friends, and do what I can there to save Caladris from its fate. But perhaps someday…”
“Perhaps someday we’ll get out of this hamlet and onto the road,” Baina put in, handing the reins of one of the horses to Tamman. “Thank you very much, Captain. We hope to meet you again some day.”
Erien straightened up. “Some day, then. Good luck in your travels and your quest for queen and country. We’ll be heading to the crossroads as soon as we get the men on their feet, so we can get back westward into Areym. Farewell.”
It seemed that the others dragged their feet for several more minutes, especially Candron and Tamman. But finally their horses were moving, everyone was either in their makeshift saddles or walking alongside, and Baina felt the breeze on her face.
“The final day of travel,” she said, breathing deep. “if all goes well.”
The horses were refreshed and vigorous, and they made good time even though it irked Baina to be traveling back in the direction they’d come the night before. In less than an hour, they came within sight of the crossroads.
The towering rock cairns thrilled her. They marked the final leg of the journey, and she couldn’t wait to pass them and go northeast into new country.
Talia, however, eyed the west road cautiously. “The scorpions never come up here, do they? Perhaps we should have waited and traveled back this way in company of the warriors.”
“We’ll be all right,” Tamman said, shaking the fine spear he’d been given by Erien. “Nothing to fear now.”
As they approached the crossroads and began turning their faces eastward, Baina felt a tingle along her arms. Assuming it was the thrill of finally closing in on the destination they had so long pursued, she pressed her legs together and cantered forward. She was ready for anything, ready to present her group at Stone Mountain and demand the training they needed, ready to become whatever she had to be.
Queen Amryn was locked away in a tomb of ice somewhere far to the north, waiting for her. The people whom she had pledged to serve were all awaiting salvation. And deep inside, Baina herself knew she had been waiting her whole life to take hold of the power that lay ahead and become something incredible, something far greater than just a Caladrian girl who got lucky and entered the service of the queen.
“East through Spard, and north to Stone Mountain!” she called back to the others. “For Queen Amryn!”
When she turned back to urge her horse past the massive cairn and into the heartland of Spard, the breath froze in her lungs. Her horse stopped still, and the others also came to a grinding halt in the roadway behind her. Now she knew the tingling feeling that was growing in intensity: magic.
Dai Thera was standing in the shadow of the stone tower. As Baina watched, fear settling into her chest like a vice, two more women sidled out from behind the rocks to stand at either side of the sorceress. Each of them held a staff of their own, and a dangerous look in their dark eyes.
“Whelps of Caladris,” Dai Thera croaked, a cold grin sliding across her darkened lips. “Amryn’s final hope. We meet once more—for the last time!”




XXX :: Between Friends and Foes
Evon’s right hand itched for a bowstring as he looked at the woman who had caused them so much deadly trouble—no longer alone, but with more magic-wielders beside her. Arrows were no use to him anymore, but he would have gladly taken Talia’s ax again, perhaps with a shield to guard him from the magic.
All he had instead was a knife at his belt and a longer dirk with a slightly chipped blade that Erien had given him that morning as a token of her appreciation. Nothing like the steel-tipped spear Tamman had gotten. The tall boy was on foot, next to Baina, and Candron was riding one of the horses behind the two girls’ mounts.
“I don’t like these odds,” Tamman whispered, eyeing the three foes. “Three witches at once is too many. Let’s turn around.”
“No!” Baina hissed, face turning redder than Evon had ever seen it. “We’re almost there! We cannot let them stop us now.”
The sorceress had foregone the long gray cloak they’d seen her in previously, and now wore only a wrapping of black cloth around her lithe upper body which left both shoulders bare. Her long, twisted legs were covered in gray travel-stained tatters, and the black strands of hair flew wild around her lean face. Her eyes, blazing as pitiless and cunning as ever, drew in Evon’s bandaged hand.
“You’ve seen strife ere we spoke last. The work of my Trolkan lackeys in Brinda, perhaps—they needed a war for years, and now I’ve given it to them.”  Her smile was like dripping poison. Then she saw Tamman’s bandaged shoulder. “Ah, and you too, young spearman. Not so skilled after all, only lucky to yet be alive.”
Tamman’s reply was gruff. “This wound I took from a black scorpion—one I slew in turn. None of your work, witch.”
Dai grinned maniacally. “You refer to the brood-nests our spells have called forth from the dark pits of Areym’s wasteland? What you encountered was only a tasting of the destruction crawling across the sands toward Areym’s city. Their days are as numbered as your own, as Brinda’s… as Spard’s.”
Baina let out a strangled noise, and Dai’s eyes darted to her.
“Oh, yes. Spard will not escape my wrath. The cursed creatures that enslaved me have driven the mountain people out, but they didn’t go nearly far enough. Even though it be a mere shell of its former glory, I will deal with Spard in person. With the aid of these two witchlings I dragged from the desert for the start of my new Termine order.”
The girl on her left was slender to the point of emaciation, but she gripped her short black-wood staff with a desperate eagerness. Her hair was cut short and a terrible light blazed in eyes that had blue dye dripping down across her sunken cheeks. The tip of her stave was sharpened into a six-inch stake, and the top was painted red.
The woman on the right was somewhat older, perhaps in her twenties, with a proud glare and a haughty stance. Her curving hips were wrapped in a rough-knit skirt and her robust chest was covered in black cloth similar to Dai’s, with a strange piece of armor wrapping across and down one arm to the elbow. She had green dye around her eyes, and hair tied back tightly. The weapon she held across her body had a substantial single-edged blade at the top, making it half spear and half sword or scythe.
“That will never happen,” Baina shouted. “Our queen showed us your past, your fall. Whatever darkness you endured at the hands of the Webcursed, it does not give you the right to bring such sorrow to the rest of the world.”
“You know nothing,” Dai hissed. “Caitrith and her daughter could not even comprehend where I have been.”
“We saw the Great Betrayal,” Talia confirmed. “We saw the evil you and your sisterhood carried out, and your annihilation. We know what you are.”
“Do you? Do you know what agony I have gone through since that day?” Dai shrieked, her open hand clenching at the air. “Can you comprehend the depth of pain and terror I suffered at the hands of the Webcursed after your treacherous queen left me to die? Those foul monsters made a religion out of torturing me!”
She pulled aside some of the tattered cloth that covered her hips and displayed the mangled, scarred skin and spurs of bone where there should have been smooth flesh. Then she spun so they could see her back through the loose-hanging net of wrappings there: the entire length of her spine was raked with deep scars.
“They dragged me into the deep caverns where they crawled after the cursing, and they chained me to the rocks. There, day after day until it blurred into an endless night, they savaged me and drank my blood, peeled the skin away, and whipped me until I fainted. But they never let me die.
“I longed for it, begged them for it, but they always stopped short of killing me. That would have deprived them of their only source of satisfaction. I was the only one who lived long enough for them to vent their hatred on. They kept me chained there, naked in the dark, for years—how many years I cannot count.”
“And yet you escaped,” Tamman pointed out. “Better that they had let you die.”
“Yes. My broken body healed after a time, in a twisted and ruined form. And though they dripped enough water into my mouth to keep me conscious—never enough to slake my thirst—I grew emaciated on the diet of filth they forced down me. Finally I was able to slip my withered, bony body from the chains and crawl upward through the tunnels until I emerged once more under the sky, through a crevice so narrow I tore the skin on my thighs and shoulders getting out.”
“And then you fell upon Caladris?” Baina asked. Evon sensed she was trying to keep the woman talking, hoping some advantage would come their way if they delayed the onslaught of dark magic another minute.
“I was somewhere in the hills east of that land,” Dai murmured, half to herself. Powerful memories had obviously caught hold of her diseased mind. “I huddled there against the wind, sobbing at the light with my arms wrapped tightly around my knees.”
The woman paused, and for a moment Evon saw on her face deep, deep pain that almost made him sorry for her. But he stopped short of that; after what she had done to the Sixlands so far, he couldn’t feel any amount of true sorrow for the witch.
“Finally I stumbled toward a wayside inn where I learned what had passed in the world since I was banished into the dark,” Dai finished. “The Betrayers had divided up the land between them, the Sixlands, and some had lived out their lives without an inkling of the suffering they condemned me to.” Fury blazed back into her eyes and overcame her for a moment, making her eyes roll wildly with hate at the very thought.
“Merren, Qalta, and the others. Caitrith—she was the worst of them, the one who cast me down to die among the Webcursed. But how could I avenge myself if she’d gone to her grave full of pride and happiness at her victory? It was then I learned she had a daughter, and a legacy in Caladris that continued on.”
She looked over at Baina. Suddenly she giggled fiercely. “I burned that inn to the ground. The villagers drove me away—I had no source of power with which to fend off so many.
“But I swore an oath of eternal vengeance then, against the memories of those I hated. That I would make their progeny come to hate the very mention of their names. If I could not see them perish in misery and pain, then I swore that I would yet bring such ruin and dishonor to their legacies that children would shudder at the very mention of them.
“And I still swear this; I will not go to my grave until this has been accomplished. They took from me all that I once had, including much of my ability. But there are still those in the deep wildlands that I can bend to my will—wulvers, yes, and scorpions, the weak-minded Trolkans, and others! The Sixlands will pay in blood for their treachery!”
Candron spoke then, his voice sad.
“Dai. Listen to me. What you are doing will not stand. If you continue down this path of revenge, you may tear apart the Sixlands, but it will be the beginning of your own undoing.”
The others looked at him in surprise. Evon wasn’t sure he understood the wanderer’s words.
“I give you this warning in hopes of sparing innocents. But mark my words now; no harm you bring to pass will have lasting effect here. You are only helping to brush away the cobwebs.”
Dai stared at the white-haired wanderer dressed in the colorful garb of an itinerant bard. He carried no weapon, and made no direct threat. Yet his words seemed to have an effect on her.
“Do I know you, old man?”
Candron bowed his head. “No. I am no one to you. A wanderer, no more.”
The sorceress threw out a hand that instantly crackled with bright arcs of energy. “Good. Then I will finish you along with these hapless youths.”
But the younger witch at her elbow stepped forward. “Please, queen and sorceress,” the girl moaned in a guttural voice. “Let me cut my teeth on them. They will be my first test.”
Dai narrowed her eyes at the girl, then nodded. “Take them. They will not present a challenge.” She turned to the other woman as well. “You too. Leave none alive; their presence in this world is an irritant to me. Snuff it out.”
The two witches came forward, brandishing their dark weapons, grinning in anticipation. Evon looked quickly at the others, bracing himself to turn and go. But none of the others backed away, though their faces showed some fear.
Perhaps they didn’t think they could get away in time and would simply be cut down from behind. Certainly not all of them would make it; they weren’t that fast.
So they would fight, then. Well, he was tired of running himself. He drew the long dirk from its sheath at his side.
“You’ll find us no easier to handle than the last time,” he called out to the sorceress. “We’ve learned a few things and fought our way past worse than you. Come and find out, if you will.”
Tamman lowered his spear and took a defensive stance. Talia silently drew an arrow from the quiver at her side and began to reach for her longbow, eyeing the witches carefully.
But Baina shouted a command at the witches, with force born of open anger. “Stand aside! You will not stop us.”
The witches looked at each other, surprised at the display of defiance, and then advanced another step and began their spells. Talk had ended now, and there was only a second to act.
Baina quickly turned her horse broadside and started slipping down behind it. “Talia, get back and loose arrows! Evon, charge them!”
Tamman had already lunged forward with his spear, catching the larger witch off guard. Evon and Talia began moving an instant ahead of Baina.
Evon’s horse rode directly past the smaller witchling. He kicked at her as he went and then headed straight for Dai. His dirk lashed out at the sorceress’s face, but she leaned back at an impossible angle and he couldn’t touch her.
Wheeling, he saw Tamman and the taller witch tangled in hand-to-hand combat, and Talia standing next to her horse, just getting an arrow on the string. But he’d failed to distract the younger witch enough to give Talia time to loose, and now the would-be Termine was angrily thrusting her spiked staff out.
“Yeeaaah!” the witchling shrieked, and a blue ball of nebulous light shot from her weapon toward the girls. The horses took the brunt of the blast, though part of it washed over Candron. He threw up a hand and the magic dissipated in front of him without noticeable effect. But all three animals collapsed without a sound, and Candron was thrown to the earth.
On the instant the taller witch leapt back from Tamman and clipped him with a back-hand blow from her own weapon. It cut the spear-man on the same arm he’d injured earlier and nearly made him drop his spear. Then Dai grabbed hold of Evon’s leg and he felt burning fire cut right through his clothing and into his skin. Yelling, he reversed his grip on the dagger and slashed at the sorceress, slicing her at the base of her pale neck. It was a minor flesh wound, but she let go and stumbled back.
An arrow hurtled out from Talia’s bow and buried itself just below the collarbone of the younger witch who had gotten off the first spell. She grunted and stepped back, stunned. Then she dropped her staff and clutched at the shaft with a moan, sinking slowly to her knees and shaking uncontrollably.
Talia loosed another arrow just in time to dissuade Dai Thera from attempting another grappling maneuver on Evon. It whistled past harmlessly, but gave his horse time to charge away again. This time he came right at the back of the taller witch, who had taken a bruise from Tamman’s spear-butt and yet managed to avoid its tip. She was chanting something in a low voice, and red flame suddenly broke out along the blade of her own weapon.
Then Evon’s horse crashed right into her, knocking her to the ground, and he thought the animal got in a hoof or two on her body before passing over.
“Not so easy after all,” Baina called out. Now she had a longbow in her own hands, and was aiming at Dai. “Drop your staff, or we’ll show you how dangerous we can be.”
Dai responded with a furious scream, staring open-mouthed at the sight of her two witchlings sprawled in the road. She spread both arms wide, and lightning sprang between her off-hand and the tip of her staff.
Both girls loosed their arrows at the same time, but the projectiles were caught in the blast of energy that burst from Dai’s staff. Lightning incinerated the arrows and lanced out toward the cluster of travelers. Candron was just pushing himself up on one arm, and both he and the girls were caught in the burst of energy.
Candron went down on his face and lay still against the body of his dead mount. Talia fell over backward and hit the ground hard. She lay there limply, her face white and her clothes smoking. Baina kept her feet somehow, stumbling back a few paces, but her hair and clothes smoldered and her eyes became wide circles of black as she clutched at her heart and struggled to form words.
Both Tamman and Evon had been at the edge of the blast, partially shielded by the edge of the nearest stone tower. The shock took Evon’s breath away, nevertheless, and he slumped in the saddle as his horse shrieked and bolted away. Without stirrups or a pommel to cling to, he helplessly slid from the animal and fell hard on the dirt.
When he sat up, Tamman was there. He took the taller boy’s hand and was pulled to his feet. Tamman seemed to have lost the use of his other arm entirely now, but he picked up his spear one-handed and the two boys faced Dai.
“Die fighting,” Tamman whispered, echoing the Killhearts’ leader.
Both witchlings were struggling to get up, each of them moaning in pain. The younger one was incapacitated by Talia’s arrow, but the other looked as if she might recover enough to attack.
Knowing that he would die in the witches’ next blast of magic long before his dagger reached Dai, Evon stepped forward. There was nothing else to do but attack, and hope Tamman could get his spear into one of the sorceresses.
He lunged. Tamman was right beside him. Their blades cut toward the women in the road, but Dai had already loosed a second blast of lightning and the witch at her side was sweeping a red-bladed polearm toward the two of them. It was too late, and Evon closed his eyes against a flash of magic that burned at his eyes.
He and Tamman smashed into the wave of energy and instantly had the breath knocked from their lungs. They bounced off and fell to the ground as if they’d hit a brick wall, and yet Evon found himself otherwise unhurt.
He looked up and saw a glowing shield of fire hanging in the air just in front of him, cutting off the witches and their weapons of magic.
He glanced back and saw Baina, walking slowly up behind them, her red hair flying in all directions as if pulled by strong winds. Her arms were raised and bare, sleeves burned away, and she was holding out her hands to control the fire.
Evon had never seen Baina look so wild; her eyes were filled with an intense excitement and her fingers flexed as shimmering strings of raw power connected her to the shield she was holding out.
“Dai, you are not the only one who can channel the energies of this place,” Baina cried out in a ringing voice that sounded strained nearly to breaking. “Back away from here, I warn you!”
The sorceress’s eyes narrowed as she studied the girl before her. “You are no adept!” she spat, and flicked out one hand. A sizzling wave of green light shot forward and cut the fire-shield in half, shrinking it into nothing.
Baina sucked air and her eyes widened even further. She grasped longingly at the air in front of her, but nothing more happened.
“And now I end you all,” Dai shouted, pulling both hands back at her sides for a final thrust of deadly magic.
Baina slumped down on one knee, unable to hold her body upright any longer. She had breath left for only a few more words. “Judge well how much energy there is left here to drawn on, Dai.”
One of her arms lifted and feebly pointed south-west.
“You can kill us, but I don’t think you can do that and also escape with your own life.”
Evon saw Dai Thera’s eyes shift rapidly to the horizon, and he also looked as he tried to get up.
Marching toward the crossroads was an implacable band of yellow-haired women with longbows slung across their shoulders and grim looks in their eyes. A white banner flew over their heads.
Shala of the Killhearts was in front, with ranks four abreast behind her. Evon couldn’t tell if she’d spotted the fight going on by the cairns, but if she hadn’t yet, she would do so at any second. The archers could move into position and have a rain of arrows in the air within a few moments.
“Oh yes, they’re looking for you, Dai,” Tamman called out, standing up. “They know who you are, what you’ve done to them. And look to the east. I don’t think you’ll be able to flee that way either.”
Hope flared in Evon’s chest as he looked the other way and saw the steel armor and weapons of the Scorpion-hunters glinting in the sun, coming along the east road from Montmoor. They were still a few minutes away, but it was close enough.
“What know you of magic, girl?” Dai hissed at Baina. “I can kill you in an instant.”
“I’m Queen Amryn’s acolyte. And I might not equal you in destructive power, but I know as well as you do that the energies of these crossroads are nearly spent. You’ve got one spell left, so choose it carefully.”
Dai’s eyes darted back and forth for another moment, between the oncoming groups of warriors and then to the people on the road in front of her.
Tamman ground his feet in the dust, preparing to charge. Evon brought his small knife up in his wounded hand, clinging just tightly enough to it that he thought could slip it between the sorceress’s ribs if his dirk was turned aside.
The lightning in Dai’s hands siphoned slowly back into her staff and disappeared.
“You will face me again in the future,” she declared. “And when you do, it will be the last thing you ever do.”
Then she stepped forward to stand by the two women she’d taken as her dark acolytes. She screeched with a sound like a vulture and her staff flared with a kind of purple light that simultaneously blinded Evon and filled the crossroads with oily black smoke.
When the spots cleared from his eyes, Dai and her two witches were gone. A slim trail of indigo vapor led southward, over the lip of the cliff and into the deserts of Areym below. As he watched, it too vanished and the five travelers were left among the tall cairns with no sound but the wind sighing softly between the stones.




XXXI :: Final March
Baina placed both her hands on the ground to keep herself up, and Tamman ran over to her.
“Are you okay?”
“The magic… it was incredible,” she panted. “It felt like my whole body was on fire!”
Tamman pointed down at her dress. “Uh, Baina… it was. Look at your clothes, and your hair.”
There were holes burned all over in Baina’s traveling dress, and the flesh of her hands and arms was blackened slightly. Her hair was singed at the tips and still stood on end.
Baina smiled crookedly and then lay down. “I’m fine. Just give me a minute to recover.”
Evon bent over Talia, touched her face gently, and she opened her eyes. Then she drew a long, choking breath and sat up. Evon hugged her, and she buried her raven head in his embrace for a long moment.
The two boys shared a look of profound relief as they knelt in the roadway with their companions.
Candron got to his feet very slowly. “I didn’t… that hurt. The poor horses.” All four horses were stone dead, lying in the dust. “Better them than us, I suppose.”
Then the Killhearts marched up and Shala hailed them. It took several minutes to explain what had happened, starting with a summary from Candron and ending with heartfelt thanks voiced by Baina.
“If you hadn’t come along at that exact moment, we’d have been done for.”
“But where is the witch now?” Shala asked as she gave the girls a canteen to drink from. “I’m glad to see you all hale and hearty, but I’ve a score yet to settle with that sorceress.”
Captain Erien arrived with her troops as they spoke, turning off the road to greet the rest and see what had transpired. The explanation began all over again, and Tamman left to strip what equipment he could from the dead horses. A few of Erien’s men helped him drag the roasted carcasses off into the brush, reeking like burning hair.
“So this Dai Thera is the one who called forth the scorpions en masse,” he heard Captain Erien saying when he returned. “She’s responsible for the growing threat to Areym.”
Shala nodded. “And the destruction of my people. I’d do anything to get one of my arrows in her. You should have kept her here another minute, Candron, and all would have come out right.”
The wanderer spread his hands wide. “Who can say that for certain? She’s out there in the desert now, licking her wounds and probably looking for more witchlings to join her. Those two she had with her today didn’t quite measure up.”
Erien and Shala regarded each other for a moment while standing at the head of their respective warrior bands. “Perhaps we should combine our forces and go hunting,” Erien suggested. “See if we can track down the witches before they recover.”
“I’d like nothing more,” Shala replied, “but we need to check in with the remnant of our people at their camp by Spard’s capital, before we can venture off again. Perhaps we could arrange to meet at a later time for this hunting trip.”
Erien nodded. “We have wounds of our own to tend to, and armor to mend. But as soon as we can manage, we will be back out there searching the landscape for our enemies.”
After making sure the four Caladrian refugees were healthy enough to travel, Erien took her leave. “You and I will meet again someday, Tamman Rainock,” she said in parting. “Remember my offer. Your one-eyed friend as well.”
The captain’s words thrilled him. He could well imagine following her into battle, learning the art of combat from these battle-hardened warriors, every one of which had seen ten times the fighting Captain Brenga or any of the Wall-guards had. But he knew his duty, and for the moment that lay to the northeast.
Shala also saluted in farewell. “Look after yourselves. Lead them right, Candron. I daresay you won’t run into more danger between here and the mountain, but see that they don’t get trapped inside it. I have a feeling these youths have a part to play in the future of all our nations. We need them.”
Tamman and the others bid the archers and the desert soldiers farewell in turn, and then turned to face the easterly route through Spard.
“Are we really through it all, now?” Evon asked as they began to walk, carrying only the meager supplies and armaments they had with them. The distance quickly grew between them and their allies in the south.
“Until we get to the mountains,” Candron confirmed. “It’s all settled country, though sparsely populated. But once you reach Stone Mountain, a whole new chapter will begin. Prepare yourselves.”
Tamman eyed the old man, thinking over the small part he’d played in the confrontation at the crossroads. There was more to him than Tamman had originally surmised, but he couldn’t think how to get the man talking. Instead the entire group fell silent as they walked, quietly contemplating all that they had been through as they traversed the open westland of Spard.
~
At noon the next day they reached the Stonewall. Without horses, the journey had taken longer than they’d hoped, and they spent the night in a small town where Candron knew some folk. They got back on the road at dawn, eager to make up the lost time. Now they were past the civilized country and facing wilderness once again.
The mountains, which had loomed on the horizon for the last fifteen miles of their journey, were truly massive in a way that neither the Woodwall, nor the Sandwall cliff, nor the hills in the north could approach. They were ancient, and looked as if they held vast secrets behind their ridges and gray peaks.
Candron led them along a faintly worn road that went into the foothills and ended at a collapsed mine entrance. They climbed past it and then over a ridge and into a series of small wooded valleys. From there they continued upward through the mountains for the entire afternoon.
The hike was arduous enough, but the sheer scale of the terrain they were crossing made it hard for Tamman to gauge where they were headed. First they dropped down into one dale, then climbed up and over a shoulder of rock and forest, then up a long valley with waterfalls and shadowed groves, and then into yet another mountain valley.
He tried to look back from time to time and remember the way they had come, but he found it easier and easier to believe that the hermits of Stone Mountain could hide in this mountain vastness forever. There was simply no way an army could march through these mountains and arrive ready to coordinate an assault. They’d be scattered and exhausted, with no way to resupply.
Tamman worried what even his own little group would do when night came. And come it did, sooner than he judged. The sun slipped beneath the ridges and the valleys grew dark earlier than the flat land outside the Stonewall ever did.
They camped by a stream with little to eat or sleep on, but there was plentiful firewood and they kept a cheery blaze going throughout the night. The closeness of their destination kept each of them excited for the morrow despite the roughness of their camp. Tamman slept fitfully through dreams of crawling in an endless cavern.
After four more hours of hiking the following day, Candron led them up a series of switchbacks on a game trail that climbed another high shoulder between the ridges and peaks. Then he stopped and pointed as a truly epic vista opened before them through the trees.
A towering snow-capped peak rose ahead, blotting out the horizon. And just visible at its base, nestled between two steep hills, was a palatial stone entryway. The gate was formed from massive pillars carved out of the mountain itself, and looked as if it led directly to the root of the Stonewall’s pinnacle. It had obviously once been the site of immense workings; Tamman guessed it would have taken hundreds of men to build the gateway over a period of years. Whatever lay inside had to have taken even longer. No kingdom he knew of that currently existed in the Sixlands could have accomplished it, especially not so far from sources of commerce and supply.
“Stone Mountain,” Candron said, with only a trace of his usual flair. “Ancient hall of kings, the legend goes. Now a den for aging battle-mages that have lost the desire to compete in the world of men.”
“Will they take us in?” Talia asked, catching her breath.
“They must,” Baina replied. “We will not leave until they do.”
Candron smiled in approval. “Your persistence will see you through. And I will give you this one key to get you in; listen carefully. The bylaws of Stone Mountain once required the battle-masters to allow any who came here to try themselves against the Testing. They will not welcome you, but if you challenge them to hold to the old ways as I once did, they should still let you in to at least attempt to pass their tests.
“But do not trust the battlemasters. They are not your friends. Take what skill and knowledge you need from them, and do not let them manipulate you away from your ultimate goal: to return to Caladris and save your people.”
Tamman leaned his spear back along his shoulder. “That is what we came to do. Thank you for leading us here, old man. Won’t you introduce us to these battlemasters?”
The wanderer shook his head. “I must take my leave at this point. You would not find yourselves any more welcome there for my presence. If you do not even mention my name you will be better off, I think.”
Tamman nodded and held out a hand. “Then this is where we part. We are grateful to you, Candron.” They shook hands, and Evon did likewise.
Baina hugged the old man. “Take care, Candron,” she said. “I know we’ll meet you again soon enough. Until then… watch over the Sixlands as best you can.”
He winked at her. “I’ve been doing just that for far longer than you’d think. Not that it’s done much good. Still, I got you four this far. Now go, and don’t take no for an answer.”
He looked down across the valley for one last moment at the great gate, and then turned and walked away through the trees without another word.
Tamman faced the mountain. Evon stepped up next to him, and Talia put her hand in the young scout’s and stood by him. Baina came close and put one arm around Tamman’s waist, looking out at the gate that lay within sight now. They stood that way for a full minute in silence, taking courage from one another’s presence.




XXXII :: Into the Mountain
An hour’s march took them down the slopes to a crumbling roadway that had once been paved with square bricks. Now small saplings and tufts of green grass sprouted between the stones, and a foaming river gushed alongside and ate slowly away at one patch of the road.
As they approached the gate itself, they saw two tumbled-down statues lying in pieces along the side of the road. One looked to have been a female warrior, helmeted, with a short section of spear-shaft in one weathered hand. The other was a bearded man, but they could tell little else about the figure.
When they reached the bottom of a stone ramp that sloped up for a hundred feet toward the main opening that led into the mountain, Evon stopped.
“They’re waiting for us,” he said.
Baina saw them now. An old man was standing in the shadow of the archway that ran across several supporting pillars. Another figure waited farther back in the gloom, this one an old woman. She also thought she saw movement in a couple of windows cut high up in the side of the mountain, but when she stared at them she couldn’t tell if anyone was really there.
“They don’t look terribly excited to see us,” Talia said.
Neither of the figures awaiting them were carrying weapons, but then they were battle-mages—if the stories were true, they could incinerate a foe with flame from their bare hands. The man wore a long red habit of rough fabric with little adornment. His gray beard hung to his chest.
The woman stepped forward to stand closer to the old man, and Tamman saw that she was far from being a mother-figure. Gray-haired and scowling, dressed in a blue homespun dress, she stood hunched by one of the pillars with one hand resting on the stone as if she were deciding whether to turn and leave, or take up a defensive position and begin fighting.
“Well, Baina,” Tamman said. “This is your moment. Time to use that sweet tongue of yours and get us past these guardians.”
Baina opened her mouth to say something in reply, but her mind seemed to have gone blank. They were finally here, and she had given so much to get them all there. But she felt at a loss.
What if they were turned away? They knew very little about this place, about these hermits. What did they have to offer here?
“I don’t know,” she said. “I wish Candron could have done more for us.”
Evon nodded. “Now we’ve come to it, it’s just as I worried back at Shiamar Pass. We’ve no leverage, no reason for these people to let us in or show us any of their secrets.”
“If they send us on our way, what will we do?” Talia asked. “We might not even make it back through the mountains without food and shelter.”
Tamman shook his head. “We’ll just have to convince them, no matter what. Like Candron said, don’t take no for an answer. Come on, Baina.”
He took her hand in his and started up the stone ramp. The others followed. It wasn’t a steep ascent, or very long, but Baina’s feet felt like lead weights and she struggled to fill her lungs at the top.
When they got within twenty paces of the old man, he held up a gnarled hand.
“Why have you come to Stone Mountain, strangers? We still defend this place from all who would intrude.”
Tamman nodded. “We know. We’ve come to seek your help.”
Baina finally found her voice. “We are refugees sent by Queen Amryn of Caladris. You are our country’s last hope, and we beg you to hear us out.”
The old man regarded them for a moment. His bushy eyebrows seemed to form a permanent scowl over his eyes, and he didn’t look at all interested in hearing their story. But his next words surprised Tamman completely.
“Come inside, then.”
Baina wasn’t sure she’d heard right, but the man turned and led the way through the gate and into the shadowed recesses beyond. The woman waited for them to proceed, carefully watching their every move.
Baina stepped forward along with Tamman, and Evon and Talia followed behind, equally incredulous.
“Are there more of you?” Baina asked as she walked under the great archway. Neither the old man nor his female counterpart deigned to reply.
They came into an antechamber that was easily as large as Amryn’s throne room, with carved stone gargoyles and statuary in every crevice and sprouting from every pillar and arch. Old tapestries and banners hung here and there, but the floor was bare cobblestone.
Baina’s question was answered in this room; several more of the place’s occupants waited in silence along the sides of the large chamber. All of the hermits had suspicious glares on their wrinkled visages, and were dressed in similar rough robes to the first two, with beards to match. Baina counted only one other woman among them, and there looked to be twelve of the battle-master hermits in all, at least that had come to see the visitors. Their guarded stares made her uncomfortable, but no one argued aloud or tried to take the travelers’ weapons.
Then the two nearest the entrance fell in behind the Caladrians and pushed a pair of giant doors shut, blocking out the light. One slid a huge bar across, and the other passed his hands along the length of the massive lock. Glowing lines appeared along its surface and stayed there.
Baina realized that they were now locked inside the mountain, with magic holding the doorway closed. They were committed to this course now, for better or worse.
Then the man in red proceeded into the chamber beyond, and the Caladrians followed. Baina’s jaw dropped open when she saw what lay beyond.
The place was a veritable stone city, within a mountain. It opened up high overhead and shafts of light fell hundreds of feet to a series of terraces below, with winding pathways and structures inside the massive space. There were staircases as wide as any in Cala, carved from the bedrock of the place, and entire gardens with fountains and statues throughout.
These were mostly withered and dry, Baina noticed, though one spot farther up the terraced hillside was well-tended and lush. Another dwelling far off to one side had light glowing inside where most others were dark. The places had thin walls and small domed roofs, which made sense given the lack of weather inside the mountain. Yet the area had been built up and divided into section after section of internal buildings, plazas, and squares.
Shadows lay across much of the mountainous hollow, but enough sunlight filtered down from the windows above to show the newcomers all they wished to see. A white stream fell nearly a hundred feet from an opening somewhere in the ceiling of the immense cavern, cascading down a series of pools and small canals that carried its fresh water throughout the stone city.
Their red-garbed guide noticed their stares with some satisfaction. “This is Stone Mountain,” he said. “Few have looked upon it in this era. Few but us.”
Then he led them onward until they came to a wide table occupying an open space between a garden and a long, squat structure that might have been a kitchen. Finely carved, high-backed chairs sat around the thick oaken table, and the man in the lead pointed at the seats.
“Rest your legs, young Caladrians, now you’ve found our realm of stone.”
There were flagons and silver goblets placed in clusters along the table, and a few empty platters. Baina took a seat near the bearded old man, and the others all followed. Some took seats at the table while others of the hermits stood around and leaned on the stone border wall that ran around the space.
“So, you’re here. You’ve come to get something from us, no doubt,” the old man began.
“Steal from us, probably,” another spoke up, this one dressed in dark green and with a shorter beard.
“Let them say their piece, Gurd,” the woman in blue snapped. “Then we’ll decide how to handle them.”
Baina sat straight and tall as she could. “We need your help. Our nation is under attack by dark forces from the far north.”
“And what is that to us?” a fat old man in gray asked. “Your battles will be over long before you can get back to Caladris, girl.”
Baina shook her head. “Queen Amryn cast a mighty spell. The entire country is frozen, awaiting our return. But if we don’t bring help, the wulvers will awaken and resume their war without anyone to stop them.”
The older man in red stroked his beard. “You came all this way to Stone Mountain to get us to fight your battle for you?”
Baina nodded weakly and saw the others wince. This was not going to go over well. Why was she unable to speak persuasively now, when it mattered so much?
“You know so little of our history? We’ve not offered battle-magic to would-be conquerors for two generations. And I doubt a few wayfaring youths could pay the king’s ransom we used to collect for our services.”
The second woman, taller and with darker hair and a faded violet robe, spoke up. “You’re about a hundred years late to the table, miss. And anyway, we’re all that’s left. Those you see here are the last vestiges of Spard’s former glory.”
“We know that much,” Baina replied, “but we learned that some of you still lived here and thought—”
“You thought wrong, miss. Leaving our halls to go out and die in the world that left us behind is the last thing you’ll see us do.”
The man in red nodded. “Even if we could be coerced somehow into stepping beyond that portal outside—which we couldn’t be, not ever—I doubt many of us would withstand a journey of any length. We’ve grown old, and we’re nearly through with our sojourn in these lands. There is no further generation, no one to take up our ways.
“Another ten or twenty years will see the last of us buried somewhere down here, and then whatever final memory brought you here will fade forever from the lands outside. That is our fate, and we do not fight it.”
“You’ve come to speak with ghosts, miss,” another of the hermits said. “Ancient history that’s about to slip out of this world forever.”
Baina leaned forward. “Show us your ways, then, if you can’t be persuaded to come to Caladris’ aid yourselves. You can train us to use the battle-magic!”
The man looked around at those assembled. There were raised eyebrows and several low mutters.
“Teach us, please. Show us your ways, so that we may carry on the legacy you are leaving behind. We need your magic. I know we can’t possibly learn everything in the short time we have, but even a few months of tutelage at your hands might give us the edge we seek against our foes. Please. We’ve come so far.”
The old man looked around again. No one spoke for a second.
“You want us to train you? In battle magic?”
Baina nodded, and so did Tamman and the others.
“We will do whatever it takes to learn from you. And we will honor your ways for the rest of our lives. Think of the glorious final gift you will leave the Sixlands by imparting your wisdom to us. Otherwise that knowledge will slip away, forever lost.”
The old man slowly shook his head. “She wants us to train them,” he repeated to those gathered around the table. “These youths want to become battle-mages. To resurrect the old ways. To take our place.”
“I told you,” hissed the man in dark green. “They came to steal our secrets. Then they’ll slaughter us and leave to conquer, using our ancient skills to pillage and burn for their own gain!”
“No, not at all,” Baina promised. “I tell you we will honor your ways. We humbly seek your wisdom for the benefit of our people. You are the last hope for our kingdom, and we have nowhere else to turn. There is terrible destruction raging across the Sixlands now: Trolkans, wulvers, scorpions, and the dreaded Webcursed have left their holes and are driving people from the mountains as we speak.”
That brought gasps from several of the old hermits, and the man in red sat forward in his chair and placed both hands on the table.
“The Webcursed? The creatures of the final spell, here in the Stonewall?”
“Yes. A sorceress, Dai Thera of the Termine order, is everywhere whipping the lands into a frenzy of chaos and destruction. You are the key to reversing that tide, and to bringing the terrible saga of the Betrayal to a close. Please, you must help us.”
The hermits looked around at each other for several moments in complete silence. Baina couldn’t begin to discern their thoughts or guess at what their decision would be. She couldn’t even see past most of their beards, and those whose faces she could see were scowling deeply.
“We have not considered such a thing, not in many years,” the man finally said. “And I do not see why we should change our minds now, invasion or no.”
“Please,” Baina insisted. “There is so much going on beyond these walls that you have missed. You may not want to leave yourselves, but please do not deny the Sixlands its best chance at peace simply because you are reluctant to reach out. We will do the reaching, we will be your arms, if you will only train us.”
The old man moodily shook his head, but Evon put in a word before he could answer.
“And what’s more, battle-masters of Stone Mountain, we demand to take your tests. To see if we measure up for this training we’ve heard so much about.”
The man spluttered indignantly. “You demand?”
“That’s right,” Baina said. “Your laws require you to at least give us that chance. Prove us and see if we are worthy of training!”
The man was silent for another long moment. He looked around at the others.
“Bah,” the fat man in gray spat, turning to walk away. “The old ways have hung by a thread for longer than I can even remember anymore. Let them fall away.”
“No,” the woman in violet replied in a soft and thoughtful voice. “We yet remain, and we remember. We have never turned away an applicant.”
“Not turned away, but we have sent many limping away from here,” the man in red said. “And the last one to show his face in these halls gave us no reason to hope for better in the future.”
“Nevertheless, the Testing is what it is. Whether they fail or pass, the testing must still be given.”
The man in gray left with an angry snort. Some of the others muttered to each other, but no one else walked away.
The man in red looked around one last time, then sighed. Then he stood up.
“We will keep you here for the time being. You may sleep in the Eastern Guest Chambers and food will be offered you, simple as it is. See to it, Astrin.” The woman in blue nodded, but didn’t look at all happy about it.
Baina stood. “Will you train us?”
The old man scowled. “Not unless we witness a miracle. Not unless you do what has not been done in thirty years or more. But if you wish to face the Testing, then the Testing you shall face.” He suddenly grinned, and it was not a pleasant expression on him. “It will not be easy, it will not be merciful, and it will be final.”
Tamman stood, scraping his chair on the cobblestones. “Fine. Let us proceed at once, then.”
The man glowered. “You will wait as long as is needed to prepare. We have been here for a hundred years, and we won’t be rushed because of petulant youth.”
Tamman fumed. “There are people depending on us, and we cannot wait here forever without even knowing what we’re doing here. If you cannot promise us a timely answer to our plea, then we must seek the help we need elsewhere, with people of greater heart and courage.”
Baina expected the man to rage back at her friend, and surmised that Tamman was hoping for it. But instead the cruel smile on the old man’s face deepened.
“You’ll be going nowhere, young man. As I said, our decision will be final, once you have been tested. If you pass the tests—if you survive the tests—then there is a chance we will impart some of our skill to you, though how you’ll go on to employ it remains to be seen.
“But until we open the way, you will remain inside the mountain under our scrutiny.”
Baina frowned. “You mean to keep us prisoner?”
The green-dressed hermit with the shorter beard loomed out of the shadows to the right, hands ready and threatening. “We let you in here because, having once found our mountain, you might bring others this way if you left,” he rumbled. “Now that you’re in, you will not be leaving any time soon.”
“And if you aren’t suitable for training,” finished the man in red, standing up as he spoke, “if you fail to pass any of our individual tests or the Grand Trials in the Hall of Entrance… then you’ll be laid to rest alongside those who have already passed on, here in our moldering tomb under the mountain.”




XXXIII :: Cracks in the Ice
They were shown to a set of bare rooms in an isolated part of the stone city, which were to be their quarters. The hermits warned Tamman to leave his spear there and not to cause any trouble. Similar instructions were given to the others. The hermits didn’t say exactly what they would do if their words weren’t heeded, but it wasn’t hard to imagine the magic-wielders springing into action. There was plenty of tension already hanging in the dank air of the place.
From what Talia could tell, the hermits each kept to their own areas most of the time and none lived in close proximity to another. They occasionally worked together to harvest and prepare food, and ate in small groups, but there was little talking. Throughout the afternoon she saw some of them speaking in twos or threes, but they broke off and walked way whenever the Caladrians came near.
Astrin, the woman in blue, took them on a brief tour of the main area to orient them around the areas they would have to use, but she wouldn’t say much about the history of the place or about what lay beyond the main cavern. Sizable hallways branched off and Talia could see a torch burning in one of them. But they weren’t allowed to explore, and always there was at least one of the hermits watching them.
The old woman brought dinner to them in their quarters. There were leeks stewed in a brown broth, whole grain bread, and water in stone cups. No butter, no honey, no salt. But Talia couldn’t complain. Her stomach was eager for anything edible after the long hike through the mountains.
“What can you tell us about the Testing?” Baina asked before the woman could leave.
“I can tell you it won’t be easy,” Astrin replied.
“So we’ve been told. But what can we expect? Are there to be physical exercises, or combats, or magical trials? How long will it take?”
Astrin puckered up her wrinkled face and looked at the ceiling. “There’ll be all of that, if you make it far enough. Shouldn’t wonder if you didn’t last the day, tomorrow. But if you can manage by me and the others, Dardun will administer the Grand Trials two or three days from now. Then you’ll know where you’re headed, be it down the river tunnel in a sack, or on to the next level of Stone Mountain.”
“The next level?”
“Aye, there are many levels within the mountain, how many I won’t tell unless you pass the trials. You can only advance if you’ve passed all the previous entrances, and don’t go sneaking around neither unless you want to die early.”
The hermits all left them alone after that. The sunlight filtering through the high ceiling of the cavern dimmed to a dull orange and then into darkness, and the only light to be had was from a few candles and from what little starlight gleamed off the falling water that splashed musically into its pool on the floor.
The boys came over to Talia and Baina’s room to say goodnight, and the four of them stood around for a while quietly talking. The beds laid for them were just blankets on the empty floor, and each room had a dusty wooden chest to hold belongings. Talia sat on one of these while Baina sprawled on her blanket and the boys leaned against the walls.
“I’d say we’ve passed our first test already, getting them to let us stay a night in this place,” Tamman said.
Talia wondered if he was just trying to be optimistic; she didn’t like the hermits’ tone one bit and didn’t see how she could be expected to pass trials involving magic when the teachers were all against her.
Baina agreed with the tall boy, predictably. “They certainly present a discouraging face, but I think we can get through this. We’re the only hopeful thing to arrive at these gates in many years, and I could see some of them thinking hard about what we said, about what’s going on in the world. Once they’re past their initial reluctance, I think they’ll open up to us.”
Evon let out a breath through pursed lips. “Let’s hope so. Their veiled threats, and some not so veiled, have me on edge.”
“Don’t worry,” Tamman told his friend. “It’s like the Four Trials at the Woodwall all over again, just with even more on the line… and with magic.”
“Let me remind you how that turned out,” Evon said. “You were confident then, too, but we ended up nearly dying.”
An image of Evon struggling up the rocks at Gloro Falls flashed through Talia’s mind, back when she’d been serving at Rymoth Castle nearby. She’d watched, holding her breath, certain he’d fall to his death at any moment. But the one-eyed boy had gone on to face a wulver incursion and then a hundred other dangers since then, and she’d gone through most of it with him. Perhaps they did stand a chance, together.
“We never got the chance to face the Four Trials, technically,” Tamman replied. “The wulver invasion interrupted the process. But we were ready, we’d practiced most of it. We would have made it.”
“And we’ll make it here too,” Baina agreed. “Just have faith.”
“I have faith in you,” Evon told the red-haired girl. “And in you, Talia, and in this lug’s spear arm,” he added, pointing at Tamman’s bandaged shoulder and scarred forearm, “once it heals up. But I’m not much good anymore with one eye, one hand, and no further reason to scout or pathfind. I know nothing of magic, or what these sinister hermits have in store for us. And there’s another problem.”
The one-eyed boy pulled a small cloth bundle from his shirt, where it had been tucked in a loop of his belt. He pulled the cloth off and held up the shard of ice taken from Shiamar Pass. Baina sat up and they all looked closely.
“It’s still frozen,” Evon pointed out, “but it’s not as big as it was. I didn’t notice until this evening. But it’s shrunk significantly, from how it was when I chipped it from Shiamar Pass.”
Tamman sighed heavily. “You’re right. Bit by bit, we’re losing the time we have left.” He pounded a fist against his thigh. “We’re just wasting time here. These stupid hermits—”
“All the more reason to pass those trials quickly and get through the training regimen they’ve planned for us,” Baina said.
“Quickly is right,” Evon replied. “It’s hard to say, but at this rate there might be a month or two remaining? Maybe three or four at most, but it could also melt faster at some point.”
“Give it a few days, then,” Baina offered. “After we’ve faced these tests and seen what it is the battle-mages can teach us, we’ll know where we stand. Perhaps it will only take a few weeks to learn some spells we can use against the wulvers. I learned to channel enough to light my first candle in one week, under Amryn’s guidance.”
“Yes, but you were hand-picked by the queen for your aptitude,” Talia pointed out.
“Right. We saw that aptitude come out at the crossroads,” Tamman added. “You were a surprise to all of us. Dai more than any.”
Baina grinned at the memory. “That was the most exciting moment of my life. I’ve never felt power like that, not in all of Amryn’s training. If these hermits could teach me to do things like that again, but with more control and greater sources of power…”
“But none of us know the first thing about enchantments,” Talia finished. “We might take years to get to where you are now, let alone to become warrior-mages.”
Baina shook her head. “It isn’t a matter of study and memorizing scrolls. Plenty of time for that when we’re old and wise. It’s more a matter of practice, of finding the way to let your body and mind channel power.
“To start out, we have to learn to draw the energy out of whatever sources are around us, and then direct it into fire or lightning or wind. Whatever will drive our enemies away. But the basics are probably within our grasp, we just need these battle-masters to show us how to form it into war-magic.”
Tamman went to the doorway. “All right. We will see.” He turned back. “I just hope you’re right, because as much as I’d rather have deadly fire in one hand and my spear in the other when we face a wulver army again, if we can’t achieve that I’m going to seriously regret not spending this time raising troops like Captain Erien’s, or those Killhearts.”
“Don’t forget Jaia and her rebels,” Evon put in.
“Or the prince of Brinda and his royal soldiers,” Baina reminded them. “Perhaps we’ll be able to gather some help along the way when we eventually do return northward. What we do here can only help us in that quest later. We must be able to show our ability to lead forces into battle, not shrink back and ask them to fight for us.”
The boys left to get some rest before the next day’s Testing. Talia and Baina each sank into their own thoughts, rolled up in blankets on the hard floor.
Talia couldn’t help thinking that whatever this battle-magic ended up doing for her friends and their quest to save Caladris, there were larger problems still on the horizon that they might not be equipped to handle. There was Dai Thera still at large, invasions in every quarter of the Sixlands. And then there were the Webcursed leaving their holes in ever greater numbers.
Some day she would have to face them again, and when she did she would almost certainly fall before them.
But her last thought before sleep found her, listening to the distant echo of falling water in the cavern outside her chamber, was that with these three companions she’d come to know and love, anything was possible. They’d already overcome odds that three weeks ago would have frightened her into running away.
And there was deep comfort in that. It gave her a feeling that somehow, no matter what happened to her here or in the northlands, it would be worth every moment of struggle.
Because she would be fighting alongside those she cared for most.


~~~
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